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   “One of the most thrilling writers working today. Miss him at your peril.” – Blake Crouch, Wayward Pines
 
    
 
   “Like Stephen King, he summons serious scares.” – Bentley Little. His Father’s Son
 
    
 
   “Always surprises and always entertains.” – Jonathan Maberry, Patient Zero
 
    
 
   Look for the other Solom books:
 
   Solom #1: The Scarecrow at Amazon US or Amazon UK
 
   Solom #2: The Narrow Gate at Amazon US or Amazon UK
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Life was almost back to normal, if such an adjective could ever be applied to the tiny North Carolina Mountain town of Solom. Normal except for those hoof prints that simply ended twenty feet from the barn, as if the horse and its rider had climbed the morning mist and vanished.
 
   Katy Logan hadn’t mentioned them to her daughter Jett, whose attention was consumed with being seventeen and dramatic. Jett banged the tin bucket off her hip, and the goats bleated with hunger in the October dawn. As Katy opened the heavy barn door, she gave one last look at the trail of prints dotting the expanse of mud in the barnyard. The very last set of prints was sunken, as if the rider had stopped there to watch the farmhouse for a long while.
 
   But Katy was done with such things.
 
   Two years after her new husband tried to kill her and a year after a supernatural showdown with the Horseback Preacher, a wicked scarecrow, and a herd of bloodthirsty goats, her biggest worry these days was saving for Jett’s college fund.
 
   And, okay, she also had to deal with her ex-husband Mark, who had moved to the area after sobering up and finally fulfilling his paternal duties with Jett.
 
   Still, since surviving all the ghostly horrors that Solom could throw at them, Katy and Jett had finally settled into the farm she’d inherited from her psychotic, murderous spouse. With autumn bringing its frost and brown leaves to the North Carolina Mountains, her days were filled with harvesting corn, canning tomatoes, baling hay, and milking goats. Odus Hampton was still around as an occasional farmhand, and since it was Friday after school, Jett was available for slave labor.
 
   And although Jett didn’t receive any cash for her chores, she extracted payment in complaints.
 
   “Squeezing these teats is going to turn my youthful fingers into old-lady claws,” Jett said, sitting on a three-legged stool in the milking stall.
 
   “Builds character,” Katy said, leading Greta, the oldest nanny, into the stall. “You’re going to need character when you go to App State.”
 
   “UCLA.”
 
   Katy looped Greta’s front legs into nooses to keep her still, shoved a bowl of grain in front of the animal’s nose, and handed Jett a stainless steel bucket. “Only if they take tuition in goat cheese.”
 
   “I’m going to get scholarships. It’s not like you’ll have to sell the farm.”
 
   “You’d love that. Back to the big city.”
 
   Jett brushed a black bang from her forehead. “I’ve given up on that dream. Just call me ‘Ellie Mae.’”
 
   “You’ll be free soon enough. Don’t rush it.”
 
   “It feels like I’ve been seventeen forever.”
 
   Katy grinned. “Seems like two minutes to me. Keep squirting, Squirt, I’ve got to feed the critters.”
 
   As milk streamed into the bucket, Katy climbed the rickety wooden steps to the loft. She hated the dusty loft with its bales of golden-brown hay. That’s where Gordon kept his creepy scarecrow costume. But she wasn’t going to let Jett see her fear. That was why she’d kept the farm after all the horrors they’d endured: she’d earned this ground and nobody—dead or alive—was going to take it from her.
 
   Although at times like these, when she entered the barn loft or the attic of the old farmhouse, Katy resented her stubbornness. Show bravery, even if it killed you. Maybe she was just showing off. 
 
   She resisted the urge to grab the pitchfork that hung from two nails driven into the siding. The barn was outfitted with the variety of blades and bludgeons typical of a farming life: axes, chains, hoes, shovels, crosscut saws, ball peen hammers, scythes, sickles, pruning shears, trowels, two-handled corn seeders, wood rasps, and a dozen other antique woodworking and digging tools she’d yet to get around researching on the Internet.
 
   If I ever want to sell out, we could hold one hell of a Hoot’n Holler hillbilly yard sale. In the meantime, here’s a hundred ways to shred a bloodthirsty scarecrow or a ghostly preacher.
 
   Katy glanced down at Jett, who was busy frowning at her task, ear buds now tethering her to an iPhone. Katy plucked a baling hook from the wall. The wicked curve of metal with the wooden handle could pass for an innocent and necessary tool. But better if Jett didn’t see it.
 
   Because her daughter might think Mom was scared.
 
   Katy climbed the remaining steps and stood before the door made of weathered oaken planks. She lifted the metal hasp with an ungodly squeak. Jett didn’t hear it over whatever throbbing emo-tech filled her ears. Katy took a breath and entered the loft.
 
   “Anybody home?” she whispered, gripping the baling hook so hard that her fingers hurt.
 
   Of course nobody was home. Except for some spiders and mice.
 
   The morning sun slanted through the open squares of windows, which were covered with chicken wire that allowed the moist autumn breeze to drift through. Dust motes cut lazy yellow circles in the air. Katy crinkled her nose, fighting off a sneeze.
 
   Her chore involved dragging a bale of hay over to an opening cut in the floor. She could cut the twine and remove smaller sections of the bale at a time. The hay wouldn’t chafe her skin through her flannel shirt and blue jeans, but that would require more back-and-forth trips. Which meant more time spent in the loft. Better to drag a full bale over and then cut it loose, tumble it down to the floor below, and let the goats pull the hay loose with their teeth.
 
   There was plenty of vegetation in the pastures, but the barbed-wire fence was suited for cattle and not goats. Odus was in the process of stringing welded-wire fencing, an expensive and time-consuming job that wouldn’t be completed until spring. The goats had gnawed the grass in the goat lot down to white nubs, so their diets had to be supplemented with hay and the occasional bucket of sweetened grain. Hay was the cheapest option, although Katy questioned for the hundredth time why she was so obsessed with the animals.
 
   Sometimes she felt like she didn’t even have a choice. A dominant-submissive relationship.
 
   Fifty Shades of Baaaah.
 
   Still, she was at the top of the food chain, considering she was the one tossing bales down to the herd milling below. Of the nine goats, two were male bucks and six were kids, and there was one more milker nanny. She raised her arm and drove the baling hook into the compacted hay—take THAT, Gordon, she thought, to fuel her strength—and dragged the bale over to the cutout. She knelt and looked through the opening.
 
   “Good morning, critters,” she said.
 
   Their quivering nostrils sniffed at the air as they peered up with those strange, heavy-lidded eyes that sported dark rectangular slits for pupils. The animals alternately bellowed and bawled in anticipation of food. Katy conducted a quick head count.
 
   …five…six…seven…
 
   With Greta, that made eight.
 
   One of the kids was missing: Snowball, the white buck with the dirty gray tail and little ochre nubs of horns.
 
   The Southern Appalachian Mountains were full of large predators, including coyotes and mountain lions, and even a domesticated dog might be tempted to take down young and frail prey. But the animals had been penned inside the barn all night, and even if Snowball slipped under a gate or pushed through a gap between loose boards, the fenced barnyard would protect it. She’d seen no movement in the barnyard, but perhaps she’d been too distracted by those prints.
 
   By now she’d convinced herself Odus had ridden over last night on one of Sarah Jeffer’s roan mares. He usually confined his equestrian pursuits to daylight hours, but if he’d been in the bourbon—almost a certainty on a Friday—then he might’ve been off to the races in more ways than one. That didn’t explain how the prints ended abruptly, but she was sure if she looked more closely, she’d see where the rider wheeled and the horse headed back in the direction in which it had arrived.
 
   The goats would stand no more delays, as their bleats rose in a desperate chorus.
 
   “Chill, guys,” Katy said, pulling a folding Case knife from her back pocket, flipping it open, and snicking the silver blade through the twine. She kicked a few squares of hay onto the goats, which pushed and butted as they snapped their teeth. Once the animals were occupied, she tossed more squares in the corners of the pen. As they fed, she poked her head through the cutout and checked for crevices in the walls where Snowball might’ve escaped.
 
   Looks solid.
 
   She pushed the remaining hay through the hole and returned to the stairs, forgetting to hide the baling hook. Jett had finished milking and she pointed at it dangling from her mother’s hand. “Scared?”
 
   Katy looked down at it with horror but managed to shrug. “It’s a tool, that’s all.”
 
   “Sure, Mom. Nobody could possibly need a sharp weapon in the loft, could they?”
 
   Katy figured changing the subject was the best way out of this. “Snowball’s missing.”
 
   Snowball was one of Jett’s favorites, and her face scrunched with worry. “Pushed the gate open?” 
 
   “No, it’s latched.”
 
   “Maybe he walked through the wall.”
 
   “Not funny, honey.”
 
   Jett untied Greta’s legs and led her to the pen so she could eat with the others. “I’ll go look for him.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll join you in a minute.”
 
   Katy collected the bucket, which held about three pints of rich-smelling milk, and exited the barn. She went immediately to the trail of prints and studied them more closely. The sun had burned away the early fog, revealing a thin blue sky with high, ribbed clouds. The distant fields were bright with goldenrod and Joe Pye weed, their blossoms bending from the weight of dew. A thread of smoke rose from over the hill, likely from Betsy Ward’s woodstove. If not for these prints’ existence and Snowball’s disappearance, it would be a beautiful, pastoral morning full of promise.
 
   Katy followed the indentions in the mud to their conclusion. No detour, no retreat, just four curved prints showing the outline of metal horseshoes. She stood for a moment, imagining the rider’s view. There were four windows on that side of the farmhouse, the lower floor housing the kitchen and the largely unused storage room that had once been Gordon’s study. The two upper windows opened onto a bathroom and Jett’s room.
 
   Odus might be a drunk, but he wasn’t a pervert. He was practically an uncle to Jett, teaching her to fly fish and patch a bicycle tube, never once exhibiting the slightest amount of creepiness. Besides, how could Odus make his horse vanish into thin air, and himself with it?
 
   No, this was something much worse.
 
   She hurried the milk to the fridge so she could join Jett’s search for Snowball.
 
   They never found him.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Ray Tester pressed the lever beneath the fuel control of his Massey Ferguson, raising the hydraulic arms at the rear of the tractor. The arms held a bush hog, an oversize lawn mower attachment that hacked meadows into hay. Ray only had ten acres, the smallest of the parcels that had been divided among the family when Zachariah Tester died. Old Zack had been the preacher at Rush Branch Primitive Baptist Church, a position now held by David Tester, Ray’s oldest brother. David had gotten sixty acres in the will and Ray’s attendance at the church had been spotty ever since, mostly funerals, weddings, and whenever some good home-baked pies were being served.
 
   Ray surveyed the slain grass behind him. Bennie, his five-year-old son, rode on the back end of the tractor, straddling the PTO hitch. The signs called for dry weather, and if the rain held for five days, Ray could get the hay rolled and stacked safely in the shed. He had a dozen head of cattle, but the way people were breeding goats up here, he might be better off culling his herd and paying his property tax bill by selling hay. He could understand the temptation to raise goats over cows: goats preferred to browse on high branches instead of graze close to the ground, so you could turn them loose in the woods and they did gangbusters. They didn’t mind a steep slope, either.
 
   On the downside, and Ray had learned there was always a downside when it came to farming, goat meat was like a gamier version of venison and you’d never find it served up at McDonald’s. Some of the organic farmers that had settled in Solom over the last decade had taken to milking goats. A nanny raised holy hell if you didn’t tug her teats twice a day, the yield wasn’t all that hot, and unless you were squeezing the milk into cheese, you had to hustle it off to market in Asheville or Charlotte. Both of those cities were full of queers and Asheville in particular was known to harbor witches, so as far as Ray was concerned, the organic hippies could keep that little business.
 
   “See any snakes?” he asked Bennie.
 
   “No ‘nakes, Daddy,” the boy said. Bennie was still working on his talking, and Ray hoped that wouldn’t get him marked down as “special” when he started kindergarten next year. The damned liberals fell all over themselves trying to give every kid a little help to make sure nobody got left behind. From where Ray was sitting (and his tractor seat had endured its fair share of flatulence over the years), no kid had much of a chance to get ahead either.
 
   “Good,” Ray said, easing back on the throttle. “We wouldn’t want a copperhead to jump up and take a nip.” He gave Bennie a little pinch on the arm that caused the boy to squeal in surprise.
 
   Ray wiped the sweat from his bald head. A Cadillac passed on the road, white as a virgin, with tinted windows and tires wide enough to roll out pizza dough. Damned tourist. Ray thought about flipping a finger, but Sarah down at the general store had lectured him on how outside money was good stuff, Yankees with summer homes paid the county plenty in taxes but didn’t require many services, since they were only up here two or three months a year.
 
   Still, a Yankee was a goddamned Yankee, and the invasion that had started in the War Between the States with Colonel George Kirk and finished up with General Sherman had never really ended, just changed tactics. Instead of cavalry and carpetbaggers, New York sent its developers, stock brokers, and architects and their scrawny, pale wives.
 
   But the driver of that heavy-assed hunk of steel was probably spending money down at Sarah Jeffers’ store, and she was as sweet as sugar cane, so Ray lifted his hand in a half-hearted wave. Tourists liked that sort of thing, the farmer in his field, like a picture postcard hearkening back to a simpler time. Wasn’t nothing simple about it. You couldn’t barter for what you needed anymore, and the government had gotten bigger every year, despite the Republican takeover of the South. Ray could sell down at the farmer’s market in Boone and pocket some tax-free income, but he also had to be on the Agricultural Extension Office books so he could get his handout when the government decided to subsidize some crop or another.
 
   “You know them?” Bennie asked, climbing up his back and yanking the strap of his coveralls.
 
   “Nah, just being neighborly.”
 
   “They ain’t our neighbors.”
 
   You got that right, son. But that Disney Mouse feller says it’s a small world after all.
 
   The Cadillac disappeared around the curve and Ray turned the tractor for another pass, Bennie hanging on for dear life. He lowered the bush hog and the thick blade cut into the clover, dandelion, rye and sour grass. The green scent filled his nostrils. A horsefly landed on the back of his neck and he swiped at it. The fly lifted and settled again just above his ear. Ray slapped again, twisting his neck, so he wasn’t watching as his tractor hit a hump, causing the front tires to bounce. Bennie grabbed onto the back of his shirt to keep his balance. Ray’s left foot reached for the clutch but the back tires had already rolled over the same hump. The bush hog blade made a whining noise, and Ray looked back to see a stream of dark liquid spew from beneath the protective metal shield.
 
   “Shit fire,” he said, disengaging the tractor’s transmission and throwing the PTO into neutral, stopping the blade.
 
   “What was that, Daddy?” Bennie asked. “’nakes?”
 
   “Don’t know. You stay right there.”
 
   He set the hand brake and climbed down from the seat. Sometimes you hit a nest of rabbits in a hayfield. Once, Ray had accidentally chopped up a fawn. If a doe left her fawn, the fawn would remain at that spot until the mother came back, no matter what, even if a giant, smoke-spitting mountain of steel was heading for it. But this was no bunny and no fawn.
 
   A little goat, its head gone, the carcass ripped with red gashes.
 
   Somebody had slaughtered it and tossed the body into the knee-high grass. Somebody who wasn’t interested in goatburger or rank cheese.
 
   “Don’t look,” he said to Bennie, but he could feel the boy’s eyes as wide as silver dollars, and he couldn’t really blame him. Cutting hay didn’t offer a whole lot of excitement.
 
   Ray killed the Massey Ferguson’s engine and leaned against a rear tire, watching the flies swarm around their decaying feast. The first buzzard appeared in the sky, its black wings buffeted by the high October wind.
 
   Hippies. Had to be. Or Yankees, maybe. Who else would kill a damned goat for no good reason? Though Ray saw no use in the stubborn critters, he wouldn’t kill them on purpose. He was raised to kill only for food, anyway, and who would want to eat a goat besides a buzzard?
 
   This was the work of somebody with no respect for the mountains, for the ways of the farm, for life. A person who pulled something like this didn’t belong in the valley. Solom had always taken care of itself, even if outsiders had started sneaking in buying up the land. And Ray was sure that, one way or another, Solom would take care of whatever disrespectful trash had committed this messy deed.
 
   “Did ‘nakes do that, Daddy?” Bennie called with a lisp.
 
   “Don’t reckon so,” he said.
 
   “Maybe it was the ‘carecrow Man.”
 
   “There ain’t no Scarecrow Man,” Ray said, although he knew better. Gordon Smith had dressed up in rags and tried to kill his new family, but he’d gotten himself killed instead. Then he’d shown up again after his death, stirring up the kind folks of Solom before they’d put paid to his supernatural shenanigans. Some said the Horseback Preacher did the dirty work, but Ray had been there during the showdown. His own cousin Claude had died on that mountain battleground, which was still blackened in spots from the fire they’d set to conceal the mess to outsiders.
 
   The Scarecrow Man was dead and gone for good.
 
   The preacher, on the other hand…
 
   That might be a different story.
 
   Well, that’s a story that can wait, because this hay don’t cut itself.
 
   Ray climbed back aboard his tractor, and Bennie’s grappling, fidgety hug was more of a comfort than an irritation.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   When the gray Honda sedan pulled into the driveway that evening, Jett pounded down the stairs. In heels.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Katy asked, looking up from the ebook on her iPhone.
 
   “Out with Hayley.”
 
   “And boys?”
 
   Jett stopped on the landing and put her fists on her hips and tilted her head to the side. “Mom.”
 
   Jett had transitioned from a Goth style to a dark preppie look in the last year, favoring short black skirts and knee stockings, collared button-ups, and just a hint of black eyeliner. She’d quit dying her hair and let it go back to its natural chestnut, a daily reminder that her genetics owed more to Mark than Katy’s redheaded, green-eyed, and freckled bloodline.
 
   “Somebody’s in the passenger seat.”
 
   “That’s just Kelvin.”
 
   “‘Just Kelvin,’ huh? Who’s Kelvin?”
 
   “He’s in Biology II with us. And don’t make any jokes about that.”
 
   Jett headed for the door, obviously with no intentions of asking permission to leave. Katy wasn’t a stickler for such control, but she did have one standing rule: “Where will you be and when are you coming home?”
 
   “We’re just going to hang out.”
 
   Solom didn’t offer many places to hang out. There was Sarah Jeffers’ general store, which operated much as it did when her grandparents ran it a century before aside from freezer cases and five-dollar packs of cigarettes, and Sue Norwood’s River Ventures outdoors shop, but beyond there, nothing but churches and trails. If they were heading over to the county seat in Titusville, it would be easier to find thrills. Or trouble.
 
   “No football game tonight?” Katy asked.
 
   “It’s an open week.”
 
   Katy pursed her lips in exaggerated consternation. “So does ‘hanging out’ mean you’re a moving target?”
 
   “What’s with the Guantanamo treatment?” Jett clicked her way to the front door, wobbling slightly, trying to balance.
 
   “Don’t turn your back on me when I’m speaking to you.” Katy managed to keep her voice steady despite the small flare of irritation. They were both on edge because of the missing goat, but those strange hoof prints had Katy more unsettled than she’d been in months.
 
   Jett turned, wounded instead of defiant, and Katy’s rage melted away. The little girl was still in there, trying on the trappings of adulthood. And make no mistake, they were definitely a trap.
 
   How can you make them stop growing up? If science could solve that problem, we’d all be a lot happier.
 
   Well, overpopulation might become an issue. Except in Solom, where the mortality rate was maintained by unnatural causes.
 
   Jett came and bent over Katy’s chair, dispensing a soft hug. Katy clung more fiercely than she intended.
 
   Jett whispered, “Don’t worry, Mom. I’m cool. I’ll watch my back.”
 
   Katy nodded, not wanting the tears to squeeze through. “I know you will, honey. It’s just…well, you’re my baby girl and I love you so much.”
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   A car horn honked. Jett stepped away and brushed her hair from her face. “I’ll text you.”
 
   “I need to know where you are at all times. And back by eleven.”
 
   Jett flashed a grin, revealing the pristine results of expensive orthodontics. “If I don’t turn into a pumpkin,” she called behind her as she went out.
 
   Once the house was empty, Katy sat for a moment, listening to the settling of the old farmhouse. The creaking wood was like dry bones rubbing against a tombstone. Three generations of Smiths had walked these halls, and sometimes it seems their ghosts had never left. Katy’s occupation of the property almost seemed like an invasion, but she was defiant that she’d earned the deed through the shock and suffering her and Jett had endured at the psychotic hands of Gordon.
 
   Both before and after he died.
 
   But there were no ghosts here now, only dust and forgotten memories.
 
   But that didn’t make solitude any easier to bear inside the old house. Her phone beeped, indicating a text. She thumbed to the message from Jett. “Leaving driveway.”
 
   Katy smiled and put the phone in her pocket. She went out on the porch to the sinking afternoon sun heading for the western ridges. The slopes were a patchwork of gold, scarlet, and tan, stippled with the shadows of passing clouds. Only a few houses were visible among the trees, custom log homes built by seasonal residents who didn’t know enough to not build on the mountaintops because of the wind. Not that they’d ever spend a winter in Solom.
 
   She searched the shadows for any sign of Snowball. The other goats milled about the barnyard, grazing the nubs of grass. In a couple of weeks, after the pumpkin harvest, she’d turn them out in the garden so they could munch down any remaining plants and add their copious fertilizer to the soil. The early frosts had already taken the tomatoes, potatoes, and peppers, but the cabbage and other greens were still going strong.
 
   Katy looked at her fingers. The skin was rough and chapped, her knuckles thick from work. She was far removed from her days in the financial world, where the biggest on-the-job strain was hoisting a coffee cup. While she still had her 401(k) and IRA, she’d nearly burned through her savings. Despite selling most of Gordon’s cattle and a few crops, the farm was nowhere near sustaining itself, even though she had no mortgage. She was lucky to make enough to cover the property taxes.
 
   Her phone beeped again. She expected a witty comment from Jett, saying they’d just turned onto the highway, but instead it was from Mark. They’d remained civil, which was a miracle after his detour into drug addiction, but she preferred their interaction remain confined to Jett. But given the spookiness of the hoof prints and the house’s foreboding emptiness, she actually was glad to hear from him. The text said: “Got a sec?”
 
   She dialed his number and he answered instantly. “Hi, Katy, how are you?”
 
   “Hard day, but no scarecrows have tried to kill us lately.” She was determined to remain cool despite her fragile mood.
 
   “Heh. Is Jett there?”
 
   Odd. If he wanted to talk to Jett, he could text or call her. “She’s out with friends. What’s up?”
 
   “Good. I mean, got a second to talk?”
 
   Katy sat on the porch and leaned against a support post. “Of course. How are things?”
 
   “Not bad. Carpentry’s probably going to slow down for the winter, but I’ve lost ten pounds and I’ve only busted my thumb with a hammer three times.”
 
   “Glad to hear it, Mark. Maybe country life really suits you.”
 
   “Like it does you? I’m not farming yet, and I don’t own a single animal, not even a goldfish. But, yeah, I needed a change, and Solom sure is a change.”
 
   Mark had been visiting Jett in Solom when Gordon attacked them and had been badly injured during the rampage. He’d risked his life to protect them during that horrible night in the cornfield. His recovery at the regional hospital in Titusville had drawn the family closer, even though Katy never considered rekindling their relationship. True, he was a different man while sober, but he’d inflicted too much emotional and psychological damage for her to overcome. Plus addiction was a ticking time bomb, and Jett had already come close to falling into that particular pit.
 
   “We’ve all changed,” Katy said. “Jett’s practically a woman now.”
 
   “And she’s ready to start making some of her own big decisions.”
 
   What was this? Did Mark want to change the custody agreement? Few judges, especially in conservative North Carolina, would take a child from a mother and give it to a criminal drug addict, even after a year of recovery. Despite having full custody, she allowed Mark to pick up Jett every Sunday morning and return her at dinnertime. Maybe that had been a mistake, but she wanted Jett to know her father—especially this new and apparently improved version.
 
   Katy proceeded with caution. “Yes. What’s this about?”
 
   “Jett wants to join my church.”
 
   Katy’s mind reeled. She’d heard Mark mention a Baptist church, and she figured he was attending a few services to help ease his way into the community, since the area was old-school conservative. She still drew narrow-eyed, suspicious looks when she turned down invitations from neighbors to attend church. Of course, she’d attended church with Gordon, but that was more like denominational tourism since Appalachian religion was his area of academic focus. Jett had attended a couple of times.
 
   “Which one?” she asked. There was such a bewildering assortment of churches in the mountains, and she could almost hear Dead Husband Number Two running down the list: Primitive Baptist, Free Will Baptist, Church of Christ, Missionary Baptist, Pentecostal, a Methodist, and a few churches with vague denominational names like True Light Tabernacle and Holiness Church. A huge, ostentatious Catholic church dominated some prime real estate in Titusville, occupying four well-groomed acres across from the county courthouse, but most of the local churches were humble, weathered structures.
 
   “Primitive,” Mark answered. “We’ve been going for a couple of months and Jett likes it. It’s family-oriented.”
 
   Then how come she’s never mentioned it? What kind of family is that? She sorted through her recollection of Gordon’s droning lectures and soliloquies on mountain religion, but they all blurred into one big babble of white noise. “So what do they believe in particular? I mean, besides the usual Southern Baptist beliefs of everybody else going to hell if they don’t see the world their way.”
 
   “We believe in lay preachers, not those trained in seminaries, and we sing a cappella because the New Testament doesn’t call for musical instruments. The term ‘primitive’ is more in the sense of ‘original’ than in the usual, negative sense, so we stick pretty close to what’s already there in the Bible. We’re pretty conservative, but not judgmental. We don’t have to judge because God’s already done the judging. We believe that God has elected those who will receive grace, but those elected must overcome their resistance.”
 
   “We? You’re really into this, aren’t you?”
 
   “I thought you’d be supportive, Katy. This is a gift of my recovery. God was waiting for me all along, but I was blocking Him off with drugs, alcohol, and selfishness.”
 
   Wow, where was this Mark during their marriage? However, his new enthusiasm almost sounded like he was simply trading addictions—a healthier one, to be sure, but perhaps just as all-consuming. She was a little alarmed that she hadn’t detected the change, but it was subtle even now. “And Jett is buying into this?”
 
   “She wants to be baptized and become a member,” Mark said.
 
   “Whoa, that’s moving kind of fast, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s her choice. I never forced her, although I did encourage her. She saw how much difference it’s made in my life and decided it was a good thing for her, too.”
 
   “Is it a boy?”
 
   Mark hesitated. “What’s that?”
 
   “Some cute guy there she has a crush on?” Which is another thing she wouldn’t mention.
 
   “There are a couple of young men who attend, but I don’t think they’re Jett’s type. Not that I really know what type that is, but these are country boys.”
 
   Katy looked out at the goats, animals that had been turned wild and carnivorous by Harmon Smith, the legendary Horseback Preacher. Did they seem more agitated than usual? Was Snowball’s disappearance connected to those mysterious hoof prints? Maybe Solom’s supernatural past existed in the past, present, and future, since Solom itself seemed to operate beyond the boundaries of time.
 
   Given all they’d been through, was it really so strange Jett sought a spiritual path?
 
   “When is this happening?” she asked.
 
   “Sunday.”
 
   Two days from now. Katy swallowed, her heart accelerating with a nameless fear. She thought her relationship with Jett was solid and open, but apparently her daughter was carrying around a new secret. Katy didn’t want to be left out, or to exhibit to Mark a possible lapse in parenting. “If she’s set on it, I’d like to be there to support her. If I’m welcome.”
 
   “Door’s always open at our church.”
 
   “Okay, great. What time?”
 
   “The creek’s right by the church on Rush Branch Road. Be there at dawn Sunday for a new beginning.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Rush Branch Primitive Baptist Church was a one-room wooden building that sat on a crooked row of concrete blocks. The white paint had curled away in places, and the thickness of the chips showed the age of the church. The grounds were well-tended, and the waterway that gave the church its name was barely twenty feet from the front door. A deep pool at the base of a short waterfall made for convenient dipping when baptisms were performed.
 
   David Tester ran a weed-eater around the wooden steps. Like most rural mountain preachers, he had a real job during the week. David owned a landscaping business, which never would’ve made it if not for the seasonal homeowners who had neither the time nor inclination to do their own yard work. David saw it as a sign from the Lord that outsiders belonged in Solom. Since the Primitives believed in predestination, David didn’t have to worry about converting anyone. Their names were either listed in the Big Book or they weren’t, simple as that.
 
   Gordon Smith, the crazy college professor who’d tried to kill his family, once asked him why his denomination still held services when there seemed to be no ultimate goal. To David, the goal was to live right and to get along, and regular church services couldn’t hurt. Besides, this was a community church, and although families could now pile up in a car and drive to one of the fancy churches in Windshake or Titusville, most of the locals preferred to go to the church where they had been raised. The congregation was aging, but that was true of all the old Baptist sub-denominations. Seemed the kids didn’t take to the Bible the way they used to, and David could hardly blame them.
 
   The weed-eater’s thick fishing line plowed through the ragweed and saw briars that sprouted along the building’s foundation. The buzz of the gas-powered engine echoed over the hillside and a veil of blue smoke lifted into the cloudless sky. The rotating line hit gravel and a rock spun free, bouncing off the plank siding of the church. Shredded vegetation stuck to the shins of David’s jeans.
 
   David was about to trim around the old cemetery stones when he noticed a small dark hole in the ground by the first grave. He killed the engine and his ears rang in the sudden silence. He knelt by the hole. The grave was that of Harmon Smith, a horseback preacher from the 1800s. Horseback preachers traveled from community to community in all kinds of weather, staying with a host family for a week or two at a time. David admired the sacrifice of such men of God, though Smith had been a little scattershot in his beliefs. He preached to all denominations and, according to legend, had managed to fit his message to each without ever slipping up by trying to save a Primitive or letting a woman wash a man’s feet during the annual Old Regular Baptist foot-washing ceremonies. Then he’d gotten what the old folks called “a mite touched” and had become devoted to the idea of sacrifice, even breeding his own livestock to serve as Old Testament-style offerings.
 
   The grave hole was probably made by a mouse. David looked around for a rock so he could plug it. A mouse’s den probably had a back door, but David didn’t think it was proper for a creature to be crawling all around in the preacher’s bones. Harmon Smith had earned his rest, despite what some said.
 
   David went to the parking lot and found a fist-sized chunk of granite. He tossed it up, enjoying its weight. David had been a pitcher at Titusville High School and still played church league softball. He was approaching the grave again when he saw the twitch of a dark tail as it disappeared down the hole. Too big to be a mouse. And it was scaly.
 
   Sort of like a... 
 
   David told himself that no snake would burrow into the ground on such a sunny day. It would be on a rock somewhere, absorbing the heat. David ran across snakes all the time in his landscaping work. They were mostly harmless, though copperheads and rattlers lived in these mountains and water moccasins could be found along the rivers and streams. David held the rock by his ear as he approached, ready to hurl it if a serpent’s head poked out of the hole.
 
   A truck passed on the highway, slowed, and honked. David lifted his left hand in greeting without taking his gaze from the hole. The truck pulled into the parking lot. David knew how silly he looked, standing in the little cemetery with its worn gray stones, holding a rock like some kid who was afraid of ghosts.
 
   He tossed the rock toward the creek. The truck door opened and James Greene, one of the church elders, climbed down from the seat. He wore denim overalls and a plaid shirt, his sleeves rolled up to reveal thin forearms with silver, wiry hairs. Greene pushed his Atlanta Braves baseball cap off his balding head, wiped at the sweat, then returned the cap to its usual skewed resting place.
 
   “Hi, Elder David,” James said, using the title giving to lay preachers among Primitive Baptists, since lay preachers weren’t held in elevated esteem.
 
   “Elder James,” David said in welcome.
 
   “You tending to the grounds?”
 
   “Even Eden needed a little clip job now and then.”
 
   “Hmm.” James looked at Harmon Smith’s grave, which had a depression in the earth at the foot of the stone. “The grass grows best over him that sleeps with a clear heart.”
 
   “The joyous day is coming soon,” David said. “The elected shall rise up and walk with the Lord.”
 
   James noticed the dark hole. “Hey, look at that,” he said.
 
   “Figured it was a mouse. It’s about time of year for them to start laying winter plans.”
 
   “No mouse. That’s a copperhead tunnel.”
 
   “I never saw a copperhead in a hole before.”
 
   “Of course you ain’t. Smart, ain’t they? A lot of people think snakes are pure, dumb evil, but they know how to sneak. Do you know if you cut off a snake’s head, the snake won’t die till sundown?”
 
   “I’ve killed one or two in my time.”
 
   “Some of them churches in Kentucky handle snakes during worship service,” James said. “Pretty dadgummed stupid if you ask me.”
 
   “There’s a verse in the Gospel According to John that says if your faith is true, you can take up serpents and they will not harm you.”
 
   “Still sounds pretty dadgummed dumb to me. Pardon my language, Elder David.”
 
   David kept his eye on the opening to the hole. He was trying not to think of the snake twisting through the moldy rib cage of the itinerant preacher. But plenty of folks believed the preacher had left that grave long ago. That seemed like a blasphemy that God would never allow. Maybe David could set some kind of trap for the snake, restore things to their proper order. If it be God’s will, of course.
 
   “I hear the Carters left the congregation,” James said. “Took up with the Free Willers.”
 
   David wiped the sweat and stray bits of grass from his face. “Yeah. I talked to Benjamin Carter about it. He said with all the trouble going on in the world, he needed extra reassurance. Said it wasn’t enough to just sit back and hope you were one of the saved. Said he felt better if he took matters into his own hands a little. Of course, Rosie went along with him, like a good wife will.”
 
   “We’re down to two dozen members, Elder David.”
 
   David nodded. “At least we got Mark Draper coming in, and I’m baptizing his daughter Sunday morning.”
 
   “Be nice to have some new blood. All us oldtimers have been scaring them off.”
 
   Since the Primitives didn’t believe in missionary work, there was no call to go out among the people and recruit new members. The younger generation had drifted away from all the churches, not just the Primitive sub-denomination. Sometimes David watched those showy evangelists on television with their silk neckties and stiff hair and felt a little jealous. He wondered how he would fare out there on stage, where you felt the spirit work in you as you exhorted others to take Jesus Christ into their hearts and be born again.
 
   The Primitives had already been born into grace, according to their statement of beliefs, so believers had little to do besides wait around for Rapture. Of course, the rituals at church helped soothe worldly troubles. And services offered socializing, too, something still a little rare in the mountains, with the closest Wal-Mart over forty miles away. The Solom General Store had a potbellied stove and a little dining area, but loud tourists with their cell phones and cologne had altered the store’s atmosphere, and in some ways, their money had taken the store out of the hands of the community. He didn’t blame Sarah Jeffers, the store’s owner, because she was an old spinster who wouldn’t take any help from the government. But it was the same kind of change that was shrinking their church membership. People were choosing slicker, faster, louder.
 
   “The Lord will take care of it,” David said. The collection plate had yielded more metal than paper over the last few months. David didn’t preach for money, though he did accept reimbursement for the gas and equipment he used to maintain the church grounds. But none of them would pray for more. The Lord would take care of it, one way or another.
 
   “Folks around here could use a good miracle or two,” James said. “Lords only knows, Solom has had its share of trials over the years.”
 
   “Amen to that.” David fixed his gaze at the hole in Harmon Smith’s grave, which glared right back like a cold, ebony eye.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Odus Hampton didn’t like those hoof prints at the Smith farm.
 
   He’d seen them right after picking a bushel of Hubbard squash, but didn’t mention them to Miss Katy. In fact, if he could’ve found a way to erase them or disguise them without her catching on, he would have. As it was, he just finished up his chores, took her twenty dollars in cash, and headed to his next job, which was helping Mose Eldreth lay down some baseboard and trim at the Free Will Baptist Church. But he couldn’t help stopping at his favorite bootlegger’s along the way, hoping to drown out the memory of those prints and what they meant.
 
   Oh, Odus knew exactly what they meant, he just didn’t want to admit it. He’d first heard about the circuit-riding preacher Harmon Smith when he was eight years old.
 
   His grandmother, a thick, dough-faced woman who survived the Great Depression and hoarded canned foods because of that deprivation, would often gather the grandkids around the front porch on Saturday nights. The older kids complained because they would rather watch television, but Odus saw it as a way to stay up after bedtime without getting in trouble. He knew even then that stories were a way of passing along the truth, even when they walked in the shoes of tall tales.
 
   Granny Hampton was the matriarch of half a dozen kids, and three of those had seen fit to breed. Odus was an only child, but he had five cousins, and that was before they all moved away from Solom to get jobs. So Granny’s front porch was a lively and crowded place during the summer. Granny would settle in her rocker, the smaller kids gathered on the cool boards at her feet, the bigger ones slouched against the railing. A Mason jar at Granny’s feet served as her spittoon, and she wouldn’t talk before she’d placed a large pinch of Scotch-colored snuff behind her lower lip.
 
   As if on cue, the dusk grew a shade darker, the crickets launched their brittle screams, and fireflies blanketed the black silhouettes of the trees. The stars twinkled over the bowl of the valley, and the rest of the world may as well have broken off and drifted past the moon for all it mattered. It was like Granny was a witch who conjured up a magical stage for her tales and Solom was the only solid ground in the universe.
 
   “The Circuit Rider was one of the first horseback preachers to come through these parts,” Granny said on that July night of 1979. “There had been a couple of Methodists and an Episcopalian, but Harmon Smith was a converted Primitive Baptist. The Baptists weren’t all over the place like they are now, and most of the white settlers kept their religion to themselves. The thing about Primitives is they don’t believe in salvation—”
 
   Lonnie, who was a year older than Odus, cut in and said, “Does that mean they don’t believe in Jesus?”
 
   “They believe in Jesus, but He ain’t the only way to heaven. Primitives believe you’re born saved.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear no sermon,” said Walter Buchanan, Odus’s oldest cousin and the one probably most in need of a sermon. “Get on to the ghost.”
 
   Granny paused to let a tawny strand of saliva leak into the Mason jar, her eyes like onyx marbles in the weak light of the porch’s bare bulb. “I’ll get to the ghost soon enough, but if I was you, I’d make sure the ghost don’t get on to you.”
 
   Walter Buck snickered, but there was a little catch in his breath when he finished.
 
   “Harmon Smith decided he liked the look of the land, because it reminded him of his homeland in the Pennsylvania high country. He aimed to settle down and build a little church here. Problem was, a couple of other preachers had been riding through the region, and they were all hell-bent for saving souls in those days. The Methodists were the worst, or the best, depending on how you looked at it. They would ride themselves ragged, cross mountains in the dead of winter, sleep on hard ground, and generally run themselves to the bone in order to bring a single person into the fold. They tended to wear down and get ill, and it was common for them to die before the age of thirty. This all happened a century ago, so people didn’t live all that long back then anyway.”
 
   “Was Daniel Boone here then?” Lonnie asked.
 
   “Boone never was here, much. He’d come up and hunt, maybe spend a few weeks in the winter. He kept a little cabin over on Kettle Knob, but he never had much claim on this place. Besides, this story ain’t about Daniel Boone, it’s about Harmon Smith.”
 
   All the cousins had watched Fess Parker wearing his coonskin cap on television, starring as Daniel Boone, the fightin’-est man the frontier ever knew. But Odus was more interested in the Circuit Rider and looked at the Three Top mountain range, imagining Harmon Smith guiding his horse along the rocky trails.
 
   “Harmon Smith was based in Roanoke, Virginia, at the time, and his territory went into Tennessee and Kentucky. He had used up three horses by the time he first set eyes on Solom. In them days, there was probably two dozen families in the valley, and most of them are still here.”
 
   “Was there any Hamptons?” Lonnie asked.
 
   “Quit interrupting or we’ll never get through,” Walter said. “I got to catch me some nightcrawlers for fishing.”
 
   Granny lowered one eyelid and gave Walter a stare that shut him up for the rest of the story. The bugs had found the porch light by that time, and a mosquito bite on Odus’s ear swelled up and began to itch, but he could put up with a hundred bites to learn about the Circuit Rider.
 
   “The Hamptons were here, Robert and Dolly—they’d be your great, let me see, great-great-grandparents, if I’m figuring right. They were one of the first to invite Harmon Smith in for a bite of supper, which is why I know so much about him. The story’s been passed down all these years, but I’m sure there’s some parts that have been beefed up a bit along the way. Wouldn’t be a good folk tale otherwise.
 
   “Harmon Smith told Robert and Dolly that he wanted to buy some land up here. Preachers in those day never had any money, figuring they’d get their reward in heaven, not like them slick-haired weasels you’ll find behind a pulpit these days. But Harmon had a young coon dog with him, and one of the Hicks boys took a cotton to the hound and ended up trading three hundred acres for it. Back then, land was so common and cheap people divvied it up like pennies. By that time, Harmon had persuaded Dolly and Robert to join the Primitives, mostly because joining didn’t seem to require any kind of obligation. You didn’t have to give up dancing or corn liquor, not that any Hamptons ever liked to take a drink.”
 
   Odus knew that was one family trait that hadn’t made it into his branch, because his dad rarely went through a day without a drink. But Odus didn’t think liquor was bad, because it made his dad sleepy and talkative. When he wasn’t drinking, he was prone to cussing and stomping around, so Odus’s gut always unclenched a little when his dad twisted the cap on a pint bottle.
 
   “Harmon ended up building his church, but it took him five long years. In the meantime, he was still making his circuit on his horse, Old Saint, taking collections where he could, preaching the Primitive line as he went. Harmon took a wife but she must have wandered off and left him, because she was never heard from again. The preacher turned peculiar after that. He took up farming, but his soil was too thin and rocky. One autumn, Harmon stacked up some stones and covered them with dead locust branches. He knelt before them and prayed, then took one of his chickens and chopped”—here spit flew from Granny’s mouth as she made a chopping motion with her hand, and Lonnie jumped a foot in the air even though he was sitting on his rump—“and its head flew off and dribbled blood all over wood. He set the branches on fire and tossed the chicken on it, like the way they used to offer up lambs in the Old Testament. People whispered about that, but figured Harmon knew how such things were done. The next year, Harmon’s crops were busting open they were so thick, corn and cabbage and squash and even things that don’t take hold too well here like melons and strawberries. In his church he said God had smiled down on a humble servant, but that October he sacrificed a goat on his stack of killing stones. Garden got even better, so the autumn after that it was a cow, and the wood had to be stacked as high as man’s head in order to do the job proper.”
 
   “Didn’t anybody think he was crazy?” asked Debbie, who was the weird cousin who had once tried to show Odus her panties. The night had settled down more heavily than ever, a thick, black blanket held in place by the glittering nail-heads of the stars.
 
   “Sure, some did, but they figured if burnt offerings was good enough for Abraham, it was good enough for Harmon Smith. Other horseback preachers came through, though, and talk went around that they weren’t happy with the way old Harmon had set up shop. These were ‘enlightened minds,’ and they didn’t hold with old-fashioned ways. The Methodist man in particular felt the strong hand of God pushing him into this territory as if there was only one right way to put us mountain people on the path to Glory.”
 
   Granny Hampton paused on that word “Glory,” and let them chew it over as she relieved her mouth of brown saliva. The way she said it, getting to heaven sounded almost like a scary thing, because you’d find a cavalry of nasty horseback preachers guarding the Pearly Gates, scowling down at you for old sins.
 
   “One October Sunday morning, when Harmon was due back for a service, Old Saint came clopping down Snakeberry Trail with an empty saddle.” Here Granny Hampton gave a vague wave to Lost Ridge, and Odus could almost hear those iron horseshoes knocking off of granite and maple roots. “Some of the menfolk went up to hunt for him, and they saw what looked like signs of a struggle near the creek. Never found his body. Your ancestor Robert figured he got took by a mountain lion. Some said Harmon went in the water and got tugged down into a sinkhole and turned to soap. Others say they did find his body, torn to bits, which is why he now has graves at three different churches, because nobody wanted the whole mess.”
 
   “Yuck,” Lonnie said.
 
   “A few said he never did die. They say he still comes back every decade or so to toss a body on his killing stones to feed the final harvest. And it ain’t animals no more.”
 
   “What is it, then?” Walter Buck said, and his voice was low and reverent and maybe just a little bit spooked.
 
   Granny leaned forward and squinted at each silent kid. “Now nothing will do for Harmon Smith’s Garden of Solom but a bad little young’un.”
 
   A good twenty seconds passed in which no one dared breathe. Granny Hampton lifted herself up with a groan and a creak of chair wood, took up her cane, and headed for the screen door. She paused and looked out at the mountains once more and said, “Praise the Lord, I’m mighty glad I’m old. Not much left to be scared of anymore.”
 
   She went inside, her chair still rocking, the runners whispering against the night like a language a hundred years lost.
 
   Odus never forgot that story, and more than once he’d found himself alone at night on a dark trail or stretch of pasture and recall that image of Old Saint prancing down off Three Top. Except, in the image, a soapy, pale figure was perched on the horse’s back, the head beneath the black hat swaying back and forth with the horse’s motion.
 
   And when Harmon Smith returned last year, Odus got a chance to meet him face-to-face.
 
   He still wasn’t sure how he’d survived, and he wasn’t eager for a reunion. 
 
   But it wasn’t just himself he was worried about. If Harmon Smith was coming home like the signs foretold, then Miss Katy and Jett were occupying his old stomping grounds.
 
   Right smack dab in the middle of the Garden of Solom.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   “What’s with your mom?” Hayley Aldridge asked, keeping two hands on the steering wheel at the ten-and-two position just like they taught in Driver’s Ed.
 
   Jett got her license six months ago but Mom rarely let her drive, and she was jealous that Hayley’s parents could afford an extra car. But at least she had a ride. She had a way out of the house. For all Mom’s talk of independence, Mom sure didn’t make it easy. “Oh, the usual. You know how moms are.”
 
   “Good thing you turned out to be normal,” Kelvin Burnett said from the passenger seat, half-turned so he could look at her in the back seat. “After Gordon went crazy, you were right on the verge of ‘freakazoid’ territory.”
 
   “Yeah, nothing damages your social standing like getting terrorized by your psycho stepdad.”
 
   “It was hilarious when half the kids dressed up like the Scarecrow Man at Halloween,” Hayley said, tossing her fabulous blond hair and making sure Kelvin got a good whiff of her Chance by Chanel. The perfume was a little too sophisticated for Hayley’s sweaters-and-blue-jeans style, but Jett doubted Kelvin noticed the difference. Or cared.
 
   “Yeah,” Jett responded with a half-hearted chuckle. “That was so trendy it was lame enough to kill the trend. Last year only Buster Wilcox did it, which was the final nail in the coffin.”
 
   They were on Highway 67 heading toward Titusville, and Jett was cheered to see the houses grow in density. No matter how much she tried to convince Mom she liked the farm, she was a city girl at heart, and she was pretty sure once she went to college, she’d never look back. A whole year and a half until then, so may as well grin and say “y’all” in the meantime.
 
   “Did you hear what Buster did yesterday?” Kelvin said, and Jett was relieved by the change of subject. She hadn’t told any of her school friends all the details of that awful night, or the other supernatural crap that had occurred since then, and she was happy to keep it a secret until she died or finally fell in love and could trust somebody.
 
   “No, what?” Hayley said. “Did he smear chocolate syrup on the bathroom stalls again?”
 
   “Even better. He put a fish in Coach Miller’s desk drawer. Everybody knows Coach never opens his desk. Today it was so rotten they had to move his health class to the gym.”
 
   Jett joined in their laughter, although she thought the prank was kind of stupid and pointless. “Did Buster get busted?” she asked a few seconds later.
 
   “Delores threatened to rat him out, but she’s really just mad because he started dating Kelly Greer,” Kelvin said. “Buster may be a loser, but the girls seem to dig him.”
 
   “Gross,” Hayley said. “I’d rather sleep with Tommy Wilson.” She glanced in the rearview mirror at Jett. “You didn’t, did you?”
 
   Jett sucked in a sharp breath and held it. Tommy had been her drug dealer in the ninth grade, but they’d never been friends. They didn’t even have a love-hate relationship. But she didn’t want to admit she was still a virgin, either. “Don’t believe everything you hear,” she said, and left it at that, although she noticed Kelvin was studying her curiously with those big brown eyes.
 
   “Holy shee—did you guys see that?” Hayley said, swerving the car a little and slowing rapidly. Jett and Kelvin had been staring at each other, so they hadn’t been watching the road, and Jett realized dusk was settling and Hayley had switched on the headlights. But Jett didn’t see anything unusual, just a curving mountain highway lined with pastures, farmhouses, and woods.
 
   “I don’t see nothing,” Kelvin said.
 
   “It was a guy on a horse,” she said. “He crossed the road right in front of me.”
 
   “Where’d he go, then?” Jett said, gripping her seatbelt as she looked behind them.
 
   “Went up into the woods back there.”
 
   “You’re already high and we’re not even to Tommy’s yet,” Kelvin said to Hayley.
 
   “I swear,” she answered. “I’m not making this shit up.”
 
   “Lots of people ride horses in Solom,” Jett said.
 
   “In the dark? And he had this tattered black hat and old suit, and I could’ve sworn he looked right at me, but I couldn’t see his face. It was almost like this white, cheesy blob.” Hayley didn’t stop the car but she was only cruising at fifteen miles an hour. A truck swiftly came up on their rear and blasted its horn, causing Hayley to accelerate.
 
   “Don’t kill us,” Kelvin said. “I’ve got big plans for the future.”
 
   Jett wanted to ask about the rider, but that would only lead to questions. Better to just act like Hayley was losing her mind. Like a real friend would. “Who cares about the future? We’ve got a party waiting.”
 
   They fell back into high-school gossip, but Jett’s mind kept returning to the rider. If the Horseback Preacher was in Solom again, she’d have to tell Mom. And that would lead to “conversations” and “lessons” and the logic twists that justified the impossible and encouraged selective memory. Hell, she hadn’t even told Mom about joining Dad’s church, and that was way down the list of things to be ashamed of.
 
   It was full dark by the time they reached Tommy Wilson’s house via a long gravel drive. His parents were off to the Outer Banks for the weekend to go deep-sea fishing and were cool—or stupid—enough to trust their son with their house. Naturally, he’d planned a party and invited half a dozen of his best drug customers, and word quickly spread so that only the lamest hadn’t heard about it. Of course, half the kids were too cool to hang out with a redneck, and half of the other half wouldn’t go near a guy with Tommy’s reputation. But still a couple of dozen cars lined the gravel road in front of the Wilson farmhouse, where a band was setting up on the porch.
 
   “This is going to be awesome,” Kelvin said, fishing a twelve-pack of Miller Lite from beneath his seat.
 
   “Yeah, if the cops don’t show up,” Jett said, knowing that was a buzz kill.
 
   “Relax, Jetty baby,” Hayley said, checking her eyeliner in the mirror. “The Wilsons own half the mountain here. No neighbors for miles.”
 
   As they gathered to enter the party, with Kelvin already high-fiving two guys who held frothy cans of beer, Jett checked her phone. Her mom’s last text stabbed a needle of guilt into her heart: B sure 2 check n.
 
   So corny it’s sweet, Jett thought, but no way was she going to tell Mom where she was tonight. She’d already decided on the cover story of a bad wireless signal in a Titusville coffee shop. That was better than pretending to see a movie, or something like bowling that she’d get grilled on later. With the coffee shop story, she could just say they were “hanging out” the whole night.
 
   She entered with Hayley and didn’t even feel awkward when the other kids greeted her with some wariness. She was still an oddball, all right, but Hayley was squarely in the center of various cliques, so Jett could comfortably ride the draft of her friend’s charisma. True, the boys went to Hayley like flies on goat poop, but Jett was decidedly off the market anyway. Well, probably. She glanced over at Kelvin, who was coolly distributing his twelve-pack among a group of pimple-faced sophomores. He was a head taller than those boys, and he already had sideburns. And a nice smile to go with those dreamy brown eyes.
 
   “Hey, Sweet Cheeks,” said a guy who was standing so close behind her she felt his breath on the back of her neck. She jumped away before she turned, which caused him to laugh.
 
   “Tommy, you’re still a jerk,” she said, glad that he hadn’t grabbed her ass the way he did in ninth grade, before she’d laid down the law and threatened him with broken fingers and worse.
 
   Tommy grinned. “Haven’t seen you around school lately. You been avoiding me?”
 
   “Only for the last two years. When I quit that crap. Glad you finally noticed.”
 
   “Not too goody goody to miss my party, though.” Tommy knew he had her. He held up a plastic cup. “Keg’s in the kitchen.”
 
   She took the empty cup and moved through the crowd until she found a bathroom. She filled her cup with water at the sink, intending to carry it around for the rest of the night. Most people would never bother to look into it, and if anyone did, Jett could always say she was stretching out her buzz.
 
   Jett hadn’t told anyone about joining a church. They might think she was uptight, even though most kids in Solom were Baptists of one kind or another. In truth, it wasn’t religion that made her want to stay clean and sober. She kind of liked having her wits about her. Marijuana smoke drifted from a bedroom, and Jett hurried past it, going outside where the crowd gathered to listen to the band.
 
   It was a garage band of the worst kind, barely able to string three chords together, but it was loud, and under the porch lights the lead singer looked almost like that guy from The Strokes. The music drowned out any chance of conversation, which was fine with Jett. She was happy enough just being off the Smith farm, sort of blending in, and appreciating how little interest she had in the booze and drugs floating around.
 
   If Dad could see me now.
 
   Or Mom.
 
   That thought reminded Jett to switch off her phone before guilt took all the fun out of sneaking and lying and rocking way past bedtime.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   “Know them by their fruits,” Odus Hampton said. “That’s what they keep telling me, anyways.”
 
   “The Book of Galatians says there are nine fruits of the spirit,” Preacher Mose Eldreth said, thumbing through the verses of his memory. The words had slipped some since his long-ago seminary days, but he could take a running start when needed and bluster his way through the rest. He’d learned that if you said something with conviction, most people just nodded and went right along. “Love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, and one other I keep forgetting.”
 
   Odus took a drink of Old Crow, the best four-dollar bourbon around. Preacher Mose didn’t bat an eye as the man pulled the bottle from the hip pocket of his overalls, although it was the first time anyone had ever brought liquor into the church during his tenure. Mose almost reached for the bottle himself, but figured now wasn’t a good time to let his principles slide. Not after what he’d seen. Not that he’d ever admit it to the likes of Odus Hampton.
 
    “Now I remember that last one on the list,” Mose said. “Temperance.”
 
   “Well, don’t mind me. I never claimed to live by the Good Book. All I know is what I’ve seen at the Smith farm.”
 
   “A trail of hoof prints don’t amount to much. And goats…well, you can hardly swing a dead cat in Solom without hitting one of the critters.”
 
   “Do you believe me?” Odus asked.
 
   “I believe in the Lord, and at the moment, that’s the only thing I believe in.”
 
   They sat side by side in a front pew of the wooden church, staring straight ahead as if expecting a sermon from the silent pulpit. Mose had been in the middle of laying the new baseboard for the sanctuary when Odus stumbled in stinking of bourbon and barnyard sweat, and his tool belt still sagged around his waist. 
 
   “It’s him,” Odus said, wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “Harmon Smith.”
 
   “People don’t come back from the dead.”
 
   “I thought that was what the Bible was all about. Hell, if you don’t get resurrected, then why miss out on all the fun of sinning?”
 
   “That happened in the Bible,” Mose said. “This is real life.”
 
   “Fine words, coming from a preacher. A man who sells the biggest fairy tale of all time.”
 
   Mose still had the hammer in his hand. He hadn’t relaxed his grip since the mysterious figure had appeared at the church door. The man in the black hat stood there for the space of three heartbeats, his head tilted down, face hidden. There were holes in his dark wool suit, and the cuffs were frayed. The flesh of his hands was the color of a peeled cucumber. He’d turned up one palm and taken two steps forward, like a beggar seeking alms. Mose didn’t speak, and the man finally lowered his hand and stepped out of the church without turning.
 
   Or moving his feet, Mose recalled. Except now he couldn’t be sure if he had merely imagined the whole scene. By the time he’d finally unlocked his muscles and run to the door, the strange man was nowhere to be seen. But the sound of hooves thumping the ground in the distance was unmistakable.
 
   Odus arrived a couple of minutes later. He was supposed to help with the carpentry work, but given the state they were both in, Mose figured the job could wait until tomorrow. Apparently Odus had suffered a vision of his own, and it wasn’t far off from what Mose himself had witnessed. From what he knew about the Old Testament prophets, none of them ever shared the same vision. The coincidence moved the whole matter closer to the edge of fact, and Mose didn’t like that at all.
 
   “So let’s suppose what y’all say is true,” Mose said. “The Horseback Preacher came to Solom last year and y’all beat him. Then what are you so worried about?”
 
   “We didn’t beat him so much as outlast him. I kind of believe he was on our side, because the Scarecrow Man’s even more evil than the Horseback Preacher. And plenty of folks say the Horseback Preacher is just doing the Lord’s work, reaping those souls for the good of us all.”
 
   Mose looked up at the oaken cross adorning the wall behind the lectern. Jesus returned on the third day. And if legend was true, so had Harmon Smith. But while Jesus had appeared to his disciples and others for forty days before ascending to await His return, Harmon had come back time after time after time.
 
   It had been a hundred and twenty years since Harmon Smith had died by violence on the backwoods trails of Lost Ridge. The same number of years God had given humans to repent and turn from evil after Adam and Eve’s betrayal in the Garden of Eden. Of course, humans just kept on being human, finding taste for murder and fornication, and so God released the flood waters. In the wake of that cleansing, humans hardly skipped a beat before they were right back to their old ways.
 
   Why, Noah his own self was making wine and laying around drunk and naked before the barnacles had even dried on the ark. God had promised not to destroy the world with water again, but He’d never promised not to send an emissary to clean house. In fact, He’d pretty much guaranteed it.
 
   Mose just had a hard time picturing that ragged man in the black hat as the angel prophesied in the Book of Revelation. “The signs are there,” Mose said. “The numbers line up, and whatever part of Harmon Smith is buried in the grave out there, well, maybe it doesn’t rest easy. ‘Three’ is the number of perfection and unity, but being scattered across three graves might make a soul a little bit restless.”
 
   “What are you going to do about it?” Odus asked.
 
   “Do? Why does anything have to be done?”
 
   “You know the history. He’s bound to take one of us.”
 
   “That’s just a folk tale, Brother. I can’t give it any credence. I’m an educated man.”
 
   “Well, a preacher has to believe in miracles, so what’s to say a bad miracle can’t happen now and again?” Odus sipped the bourbon as if he’d been giving the matter a great deal of thought. A philosophy built on the flood of many pints.
 
   “Okay, then,” Mose said. “Just supposing—and I’m doing this like maybe I was writing a spooky movie or something instead of sticking to the Word—supposing Harmon Smith did come back to life? What would he want? What would be the point? Because he’d have been swept right up to Glory when he died, and wouldn’t have any reason to come back.”
 
   “Except for the oldest reason ever. The reason God first punished Adam and Eve in the garden.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Revenge.”
 
   “The church records say he died in an accident.” Mose didn’t believe the church records, but that was what was written. And as it is written, so shall it be. “He had no reason not to rest in peace.”
 
   “What else would you expect them to say, Preacher? That he got conked on the head by other preachers, torn to pieces, and thrown in the river because he was doing missionary work?”
 
   “A folk tale, I told you.”
 
   “The Primitive Baptists didn’t cotton to Harmon Smith’s ideas. Neither did the Free Willers or the True Lighters or even his fellow Methodists. Of course, when he went strange, the Methodists denied him faster than Peter denied Christ.”
 
   “We believe in salvation. Why would our people want to kill him?”
 
   “Gordon Smith knew. That might be why he went crazy.”
 
   Mose ran his thumb over the head of the hammer and stared again at the wooden cross on the wall, imaging a real person hanging there. “If I told you something, would you think I was crazy, too?”
 
   “No crazier than you think I am.”
 
   “I maybe saw the Horseback Preacher just before you got here. He took three steps inside the church and then stopped like he realized he’d taken a wrong turn. But it might’ve been the power of suggestion because everybody’s talking about him. An educated man believes in psychology, not ghosts.”
 
   Odus took a deep gulp of the Old Crow and coughed. “I was wrong. You are crazier than me.”
 
   Mose stood up. “I’d better get this molding nailed down before dark so it will be ready for Sunday services.”
 
   Odus grabbed Mose’s arm. “Didn’t one of the disciples deny Jesus Christ after The Last Supper?”
 
   “Peter. Jesus predicted Peter would deny him three times before the cock crowed.”
 
   “Maybe you’re like Peter. You believe in Harmon Smith, but you’re not going to admit it to anybody. One down, two to go.”
 
   Before Odus could answer, the air of the church sanctuary stirred. A raven swooped down the aisle and landed on the pulpit, where the black bird shook its wings and regarded them both with eyes like dirty motor oil.
 
   “Know them by their fruits, Preacher Mose,” Odus said, tilting the bottle once more. “Because you never know which one of them’s going to turn rotten.”
 
   Mose suddenly changed his mind about working any later. Getting home to bed, with the doors double locked behind him, sounded like a much better idea.
 
   And prayers.
 
   Oh, yes.
 
   Lots and lots of prayers.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   Katy made a last search for Snowball an hour before sundown.
 
   The Smith farm was thirty acres, not particularly large for the region and only a fraction of the three hundred acres originally held by Harmon Smith. But with ten acres of forest, Katy wouldn’t have time to cover the entire parcel before dark. And Snowball likely wouldn’t stick to the property lines, either, despite the barbed-wire fences that marked the boundaries. “Goat fence” was an oxymoron, as goats viewed confinement as a suggestion, not a decree. That was one of the things she loved about the animals, a stubborn independence that matched her own.
 
   But maybe stubbornness wasn’t so smart. Most reasonable people would want to leave all the associated horrors of this farmland behind—a homicidal husband who dressed in a scarecrow costume, flesh-eating goats, a dead woman haunting her house, and a supernatural preacher who seemed to have plenty of unfinished business in these parts. But if indeed this was horror, then horror was certainly the stupidest genre. Because people always did the things they knew they shouldn’t do, and they usually got into trouble because of it.
 
   Maybe even dead.
 
   Or worse.
 
   Standing brave against the worst Solom could throw at her was not just part of a role exhibited to Jett. No, she needed to prove to herself that she could endure the worst and come out the other side. Katy had passed an easy life for the most part, even with a divorce and widowhood on her ledger, but now that she was rounding the post at forty and staring at the finish line in the hazy distance, she sought some sense of order and meaning for the universe. Maybe if she’d been more spiritual, she could embrace reasonable answers and pass the golden years in contentment. But it seemed like life kept its deepest secrets walled off from her.
 
   Now, as she made her way over the pasture that connected the Smith farm to the Widow Ward’s property, it seemed like secrets lurked in the tall grass beneath her boots.
 
   Or maybe just snakes.
 
   She used her walking stick of blackened ash to push aside the dying daisies and black-eyed susans along with the heavy-seeded heads of grass. The air was laden with that sweet scent of slight decay that heralded winter’s arrival. Soon the slopes would drift to gray, and then to the silver-white of ice and snow, and finally to black as February carved its bleak misery into the rocks. But today, the temperatures were in the low fifties and the sky was blue with promise. If Snowball was out here, there was plenty to eat and no reason to return home yet.
 
   She was breathing hard by the time she reached the fence line, the back of her hands pocked with the irritating red dots of thistle wounds. From here, she could see the gravel road running through the neighboring Ward farm. A light was on inside the kitchen window. Perhaps Betsy Ward was in there canning tomatoes or pickles, putting by for the winter as people did in Solom. Her barn stood brooding and empty, as Betsy had wasted no time in selling off the goats, cattle, chickens, and lone mule after her husband Arvel dropped to his death from a painful heart attack.
 
   Plenty of people said old Arvel had been fetched over by the Horseback Preacher, and Katy wasn’t one to dismiss the legends, because she’d seen that sinister reverend enough times herself. The fact that Arvel died right after the big showdown on Lost Ridge had given peace of mind to the Solomites, because they told themselves—and each other, in the quiet hours of the night when small noises might otherwise become too big—that the Preacher would be content for years.
 
   She had just reached the rusty barbed-wire fence with its canted locust posts when the briar thicket trembled beyond her property.
 
   Snowball? She didn’t call out the goat’s name, because that seemed a little strange. Goats were intelligent but would never submit to a name granted by a human. And calling out “Here, goaty goaty goat” as she and Jett did at feeding time also didn’t fit. Instead, she tapped her walking stick against a fence post, knocking as if at a door.
 
   The briars trembled and then parted with a brittle snapping. A round, ruddy face peered back at her, a straw boater topping it off and a wisp of a beard trailing beneath. The man squinted at her, lips pursed.
 
   “Hello, Widow Smith,” the man said. He wore leather work gloves, with which he held the wiry tangle of briars apart.
 
   “It’s Logan,” she said automatically. She suspected the locals would consider her Gordon’s wife until the end of time. And being addressed as “Widow” made her feel a hundred years old. “Katy Logan.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I’ve heard that. You never took his name, did you?”
 
   “Have we met?” His face was familiar, and she figured he was one of those men who sat on the wooden bench outside the General Store, watching non-existent traffic roll by as they solved the world’s problems and worked through cans of soda and snuff.
 
   “Not up close, but I reckon we can fix that.” He stomped a path through the briars and came to the fence line, stopping far enough away that she didn’t feel threatened. He was shorter than her by a good four inches, although the missing height had found ample room in his belly. He was rather fussily dressed to be mucking around in the weeds, wearing black suspenders and a plain white shirt buttoned all the way up. He removed his gloves but didn’t put out a hand to shake.
 
   “I’m the Rev. William Edmisten,” he said. “Pastor of the True Light Tabernacle over on Holloway Road.” He waved vaguely beyond the hills to the south. “Maybe you’ve heard of it?”
 
   “Gordon might’ve mentioned it.” The name rang a bell, but it was no more distinct to her than the countless other churches her dead husband studied. She wasn’t sure she should mention Gordon, but she was already a legend in these parts. Gossip ran through the rural valleys the same as it did skyscrapers and shopping malls. Most of Solom was wired for cable and Internet—the place wasn’t that backward—but otherwise the choices of entertainment were limited. For the past two years, she’d been an A-list celebrity among the local ghost gossipers.
 
   “What brings you out here on a Friday night?” he asked, a question she could’ve easily asked him.
 
   “I’m looking for a kid goat. Mostly white, little nubs for horns, gray tail.”
 
   His eyes grew even narrower, becoming slits against his moonfaced aspect. “A goat, huh?”
 
   “You know how much trouble they are.”
 
   “I do indeedy. Yes, indeed.”
 
   They stood in silence for a couple of seconds, Katy glancing across the pasture behind her for the reassurance of her haunted house. Then, she said “So?”
 
   He seemed surprised. “So what?”
 
   “Have you seen him?”
 
   “Oh, you won’t see him. No indeedy you will not.” He issued a grave shake of his head, although he seemed to be biting back a smile.
 
   “What, is there some wild predator running loose?” Katy fought off her annoyance. The locals were usually reticent to share any sort of knowledge to outsiders like her. But this man was baiting her. “A goat rustler? A disease?”
 
   “Oh, I think you know very well who took the goat, Mrs. Smith—er, I mean Logan.”
 
   A cloud drifted over the edge of the sun, and even though the high, thin cirrus carried no threat of rain, it served to build a dark shadow beneath the brim of the Rev. Edmisten’s hat. But those beady eyes were as bright and twinkling as stars.
 
   “If someone took my goat, I want it back,” Katy said. “Laws are still laws, and manners are still manners, even in Solom.”
 
   “Not all laws are set down in the county courthouse, Mrs. Logan. And when the time is upon us, no dealings of man can long hold sway.”
 
   “Well, we women have dealings of our own. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to finish my search while there’s still some daylight left.”
 
   As she turned away, the Rev. Edmisten lifted a limp glove as if to flag her down. “The signs are everywhere. His return is nigh, ma’am. Are you ready?”
 
   If this was a pitch to lure her into his church, it was failing miserably. “I was born ready, Mr. Edmisten,” she said, deliberately neglecting to insert his ordained title. “I’ve not sinned any more than the next person, and I’ve done my share of amends. I’m okay on that front.”
 
   He laughed, causing his stiff shirt to jiggle against the restraint of his suspenders. “Oh, I’m not talking about the Lord, Mrs. Logan. No man knows that hour. But as for the other…you might say it’s set in stone. Yes indeedy.”
 
   Now she understood. He was trying to spook her with the Horseback Preacher legend. Well, she’d already stared that demon down, and she had lived to tell the tale. Or rather, to avoid the tale. The Horseback Preacher was something she didn’t chat about with anyone, even Jett.
 
   Especially Jett.
 
   “I get it,” Katy said. “Scare the frail little widow woman and have her run for the shelter of your church. Cower in your sanctuary because you’re the only one that can protect me. The only one that can save my soul.”
 
   The reverend waved the gloves as if swatting away flies. “I don’t want to save you. I want to help you.”
 
   You’re just about the weirdest preacher I’ve ever met. And they say the televangelists are arrogant. “I don’t need any help, unless you want to help me search for Snowball. That’s all I care about right now.”
 
   “Come to the True Light Tabernacle and we can pray on it. The Lord knows all things.”
 
   “Thank you for the invitation. I know it’s your calling, but this is one soul that’s just off the market.”
 
   She retreated so quickly she almost missed the angry flash of his eyes. “You’ll know him by his fruits, Mrs. Logan,” he called after her. “And then you’ll pray for the mercy I could have granted. Oh yes indeedy, Mrs. Logan. You and that daughter of yours, too.”
 
   At the mention of Jett, Katy spun, but the rotund reverend was already crackling his way back through the briars, thorns tugging at his cuffs. The last thing she saw was the top of his straw hat bobbing in the brambles, but he issued a final “Oh yes indeedy.”
 
   Katy looked up at the sun hovering a finger’s width above the far mountains. She shivered even though its full golden glare shone upon her. She hurried down the sloping pasture, her walking stick hefted like a club, not the least concerned with slithering copperheads or rattlesnakes. She wanted to be back in her house by dusk.
 
   Even though it wasn’t really her house. It was a Smith house, through and through, no matter how much she scrubbed, painted, and renovated.
 
   And Gordon had taught her the Smiths didn’t like to leave any of their property behind—land, livestock, or lovers.
 
   No indeedy they didn’t.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   David Tester cut over Lost Ridge, taking the shortest route from his house to the church. Though it was dark, David knew the path well and carried a flashlight. An owl hooted in the unseen treetops and other nocturnal animals scurried on their way to put up winter supplies. The leaves were still crisp underfoot, though dew was starting to settle on the ground. A sodden wedge of moon tried to break through the canopy overhead.
 
   He was on the upper edge of the Smith property, a forested hilltop that Harmon Smith had owned and which now belonged to Gordon Smith’s widow. He considered paying her a visit tomorrow, to put her mind at ease about Jett joining the church. David didn’t want to meddle in a broken household, although he’d come to know Mark Draper well over the last few months. Still, who knew? Maybe the Logan woman would want to join, too, once she understood the Primitives were old-time religion and kept things simple.
 
   Primitive Baptists didn’t have the duty of saving souls, but the preacher had to tend his flock all the same. David knew the weight of that responsibility. His brother Ray had disowned him because of it and had taken up with the Free Willers. Maybe Ray needed the little extra comfort that came from bringing the Lord into your heart. But Ray was born to believe he already had a place waiting in heaven, whether he forgot it or not. But David couldn’t blame him for wanting peace of mind, especially with the Horseback Preacher riding into the valley at any moment.
 
   This walk had become something of a pilgrimage for David, as if he expected to find an answer to the mysteries of the Circuit Rider, faith, and love lying along the trail. The land had a lot of history, much of it dark. Rush Branch started as a trickle between some worn granite boulders near the peak but gathered momentum from a few stray springs before churning into a frothing waterway by the church. Harmon Smith had ridden Old Saint over this very trail, had slid off the saddle for a sermon many times before mounting up and heading to neighboring counties. And this was the site of last year’s bizarre riot and forest fire, in which his Uncle Claude had been among the victims. The police still had the incident on the books as a neighborhood dispute that turned deadly, although no one was ever charged and most evidence had been destroyed in the fire.
 
   Of course, the legends filled in all the blanks of the official investigation reports.
 
   David played the flashlight over the trail, dodging the snakelike roots of oak and buckeye. Walking this trail had always soothed him and rejuvenated him, as if he were drawing on the spirit of those who had served before him. Walking right, that was the ticket. Following the path.
 
   Psalms 23 was always a comfort in such times: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of Solom, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.
 
   Occasionally an acorn or nut slapped through the leaves and bounced silently on the ground near him. The woods had the earthy scent of loam and the salamander smell of muddy springs. David came to a strand of hog wire and knew he had reached the corner of the Smith family pasture. 
 
   He’d read all about her in the paper after Gordon Smith had tried to kill the whole family, including his new parishioner Mark. He’d also heard plenty down at the general store, and the consensus among the church elders was that she’d brought it on herself with her big-city ways. She wasn’t local, and therefore she deserved whatever the Lord saw fit to deliver.
 
   “Don’t be bitter, now,” David said aloud to himself. “If so ordained, Gordon Smith likely has a place in heaven the same as everybody else, no matter his sins.”
 
   That was one of the things that bothered David about predestination. If the Lord already knew you were going to be worthy of eternal reward, why did He make you go through the whole works? Why didn’t He just beam your soul straight up to heaven from your mother’s belly? But that would make God little more than a parody of Scotty from the old “Star Trek” show.
 
   So God had to want something more. He laid out tests for you. David wondered if even thinking about God’s plan was somehow wrong, the kind of sin that wasn’t written about in the Bible.
 
   David climbed across the fence. His boot hung in a bottom strand of wire as he planted it on the far side, causing him to lose his balance. The flashlight fell to the ground and the beam flickered and died. David hung on top of the waist-high fence, the top wire digging into his upper leg. He righted himself and tried to free his boot. Wetness trickled down his left hand, and he felt the first burning of a cut.
 
   Something scuffed the leaves twenty yards to his right, inside the pasture.
 
   The moon glinted off the flashlight’s metal switch. David reached down from the top of the fence for the flashlight, but it was just beyond his fingertips. He stood up again, the wire yawing back and forth between the support posts. He yanked his stuck boot, but one of the eye hooks must have been caught on a stray sprig of rusted steel.
 
   Crackling leaves heralded the approach of something big. There was little to fear in the mountains except rabid animals. All the large predators like mountain lions had died out along with the buffalo and elk that had fed them. Black bears might attack if threatened, but David didn’t feel very threatening with his foot stuck and his crotch riding the thin line of the fence top. He swung his free leg over and planted it on the ground, giving a painful twist to the ankle of the trapped foot.
 
   Now his back was turned to the approaching creature. David twisted his neck and almost laughed.
 
   “What in tarnation are you doing out here?” David said. “Trying to figure out who’s trespassing?”
 
   The goat stood ten feet away, head lowered, the bottom half of the face lost in shadows. Its emerald eyes glittered in the muted moonlight.
 
   “The Lord’s Prayer says forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
 
   The goat lifted its nose and sniffed at the air as if it could care less about the Lord’s Prayer. The wicked curves of its horns suggested it was a billy buck. Though the horns were angled flat against the slope of the animal’s skull, they had the look of serious business. Goats butted heads as a mating ritual, or used their horns to drive away predators like foxes, bobcats, or wild dogs. But they didn’t attack people.
 
   David put his free foot beside the stuck one and tried to jimmy the wire. He was sweating from the exertion. After a few seconds of struggling, he sat down, scooted himself close to the boot, and began unlacing it. Maybe once his foot was free, he could work the boot loose. Now he could see the cut on his hand, the blood black in the weak light. It would need a heavy bandage, maybe stitches.
 
   Served him right, walking in the dark like that. Even though he thought of the trail as a sacred path, that didn’t mean it wasn’t treacherous. Rattlesnakes lived in the granite crevices along the ridge, and it was easy to trip over a root or stone and break a leg. Out here, he might not be found for days if he became immobilized. And it wasn’t like the Lord cast down a holy beacon to show the way.
 
   No, this wasn’t a test. Just too much tread on a Timberland work boot.
 
   And besides, Thou art with me, right?
 
   As his fingers loosened the square knot, he looked back at the goat. It was three feet away now, and its strong musky scent filled his nostrils. Goats were such nasty, stubborn animals. David didn’t understand their growing popularity among local farmers, no matter how exotic goat cheese and goat meat sounded to people raised on beef and beans.
 
   “Just be glad I’m not in the mood for a sacrifice,” David said. “Abraham would have you up on a rock altar right now, a blade against that stringy neck of yours.”
 
   The goat bent its head down and stepped forward, the dark cloven hoof landing right next to David’s thigh. The animal panted, its breath rank with half-digested goldenrod and maple leaves. The elongated face swung near David’s cheek, the tangled beard whisking across his shoulder. The goat sniffed, the black nostrils flaring, the queer, oblong pupils fixed on David.
 
   “Go away, boy. Aren’t you supposed to be in the barn or something?”
 
   The animal sniffed the length of David’s arm.
 
   “Get,” David said, louder now, almost angry.
 
   And, if he dared to admit it, a little scared, Psalms 23 or not..
 
   The goat drew back a step. Saliva sparkled on the protruding lips.
 
   David tore at the boot laces, sweat stinging his eyes. The goat moved in again, this time going lower on his arm. The animal’s tongue darted out and licked at his hand.
 
   The cut hand.
 
   The rough tongue slid out again, this time lingering on the flesh below the pad of his thumb where the cut was deepest.
 
   It was drinking his blood.
 
   It’s sweet, David told himself. And the goat’s curious. That’s all.
 
   Nonetheless, David jerked the two sides of his boot apart, yanked his foot free, and scrambled back over the fence.
 
   He studied the goat, which licked at the leaves, searching for spilled drops of David’s juice. The animal glanced up and let its tongue loll, as if inviting David back over to its side of the fence.
 
   David turned and ran, the sock on one foot flopping out beyond his toes. Branches tore at his face as he plunged through the dark woods. The church visit could wait until sunrise. And, Harmon Smith’s sacred path or not, next time David would make the trip over gravel and asphalt, in the cab of a Chevy pick-up truck the way the Good Lord intended.
 
   Because the Horseback Preacher was definitely riding again, and David wasn’t sure faith alone would protect him.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Odus Hampton pulled his truck off the side of the dirt road and reached under his seat for the Old Crow.
 
   The sun was just touching the far ridges, capping them with red fire and casting the clouds with orange and purple ripples. Below the road, the river twisted dark and green through the trees, frothing here and there where the water pushed past stones. It was a perfect time of evening for tossing a hook, cool and damp, but Odus was in no mood to haul the rod-and-reel out of the truck bed. No, he had more serious business.
 
   He didn’t know if Katy or Jett was aware of it, but he’d taken on more of a caretaker role than Katy paid him for. After Gordon Smith’s breakdown and last year’s return of the Horseback Preacher, he’d vowed to keep an eye on the two women. Although he was only a few years older than Katy and she was pretty as a picture, he never gave any sign of attraction because that would’ve scared her off. He couldn’t afford to lose the work, and they couldn’t afford to have nobody looking after them.
 
   Because they were in danger.
 
   All of Solom was in danger, but everybody acted like the Horseback Preacher was gone for good. Even old Mose Eldreth didn’t seem all that shook up about it. But Harmon Smith’s work wasn’t done. Sure, he’d fetched Arvel Ward a year ago, but one soul would never ease Harmon Smith’s bottomless thirst for revenge.
 
   Thirst. I’ll drink to that.
 
   He toasted the dusk and climbed out of the truck, sliding the nearly empty bottle of bourbon under the seat. If he made it back alive, he’d need it.
 
   Odus took his .30-.30 Winchester from the rack in the rear window, locked up the truck, and crossed the road toward the forest. It was deer-hunting season, so nobody would question his wandering around with a rifle. The weapon wouldn’t do any good against the preacher. But it gave Odus a sense of comfort that the liquor couldn’t.
 
   The trail up Lost Ridge was nearly pitch black under the brittle canopy of oak and poplar, but enough of the leaves had fallen to allow him to navigate. He carried a flashlight in one pocket of his Carhartt work pants, but he didn’t want to use it unless absolutely necessary. He had the element of surprise on his side, and if he harbored any chance of sneaking up on a supernatural creature with decades of experience, then he needed every edge he could get. If you wanted to catch a fish, you had to think like a fish.
 
   Except a fish wasn’t likely to climb off the hook and haul you to hell at the end of a hemp rope.
 
   Even though a year had passed since last year’s big fire had blackened a thousand acres, the odor of scorched wood still clung to the mountain. When Odus reached the burn line, the sky opened up and boulders glinted among the scrub vegetation that sprung up in the wake of the fire. The trail mostly vanished, but the walking was easy now that he could see better. He suppressed a cough with the back of his hand, wishing he’d quit cigarettes twenty years ago instead of four.
 
   He reached the top twenty minutes later, and night pushed at the last of the day, eager to takes its shift. The crickets and toads put out their music in the trees below, and a small herd of deer dashed across the ridge in black silhouette as if knowing Odus wouldn’t shoot. The terrain leveled out and became rockier. He sat on a granite boulder to rest for the last leg up to the flat rock where Harmon Smith and the Scarecrow Man squared off with Solom residents a year ago.
 
   From here, the Smith farm was visible in the valley below. Little rectangles of yellow light marked off the windows of the house, and the driveway was a winding gray line amid the sloping pastures. The barn was a black hulk near the garden, its roof slumping like the spine of a great old beast. The lights of other houses were scattered far and wide across the valley. If trouble came, the neighbors wouldn’t be able to help even if they wanted. And they likely wouldn’t want to. When the Horseback Preacher made the rounds, most sensible folk pulled their curtains tight, went to bed early, and said whatever prayers they could manage.
 
   Odus’s senses were amplified, the night settling in with its chuckling and clicking and scurrying noises, the faint touch of breeze carrying river mud and leaf rot, pine pollen and dust tickling his tongue. The first threads of mist knitted themselves together in the valley, cloaking the river with gray wool. The moon was a thick wedge of lard, the first stars poking holes in the black bowl of sky.
 
   Despite his heightened state of awareness, he nearly jumped out of his boots when the figure stepped from behind a gnarled oak. The electric fuel of shock had him bringing the rifle to bear before he even realized he’d moved. The figure spoke before his finger found the trigger, though.
 
   “Working the late shift, Brother Hampton?”
 
   Odus kept the rifle to bear. It looked like a man, but you couldn’t trust looks in Solom. “Who’s there?”
 
   The figure stepped from the concealment of forest and tipped his straw hat. “Just a humble servant of the Lord.”
 
   Odus recognized the Rev. William Edmisten, although Odus knew him more from the Titusville flea market than from his religious duties. Edmisten ran an open stall there, at least in warm weather, where he sold tools, fishing gear, collectibles, and a few antiques. Edmisten was what was known locally as a “horse trader,” meaning he liked to swap things around with people, as long as he always came out ahead in the long run. Of course, nobody traded horses anymore, but Odus had once swapped him three laying hens for a Zebco spincaster rod-and-reel.
 
   But the middle of the night seemed like a strange time to be looking for a deal.
 
   “Reverend Edmisten,” Odus said lowering his rifle a little, trying not to look too sheepish. The preacher likely couldn’t see his face anyway. “You’re a long way from Raccoon Holler.”
 
   “The sun never sets on the Lord’s business.”
 
   That made no sense, but Odus let it pass. Edmisten was the kind to blurb out any old thing, and cap it off by tossing “Lord” or “Savior” or “God” in there as if he’d plucked it straight out of the bible and thus considering it beyond challenge. Odus could only imagine what his sermons were like. Twistier than Eden’s snake, most likely.
 
   Edmisten nodded at the rifle. “You wouldn’t be out poaching, would you? Spotlighting deer?”
 
   “Ain’t got a light,” Odus said. “It’s not illegal to hunt after sundown, it’s just dangerous. But I’m not hunting deer.”
 
   “Ah, tracking something else, then?” The reverend took another couple of steps closer, until he was fully in view. Something flashed in his right hand, and Odus realized it was a knife. Dark liquid clung to its tip, a drop swelling and falling to the leaf-covered ground.
 
   “You know who’s come around,” Odus said. “I suspect that’s why you’re up on Lost Ridge yourself.”
 
   “You’ll know him by his fruits, yes indeedy.”
 
   Light flickered in the trees behind Edmisten, and the breeze shifted, carrying a touch of wood smoke and something else—something mildly greasy but appetizing. “You camping out?” Odus asked.
 
   “There are two ways to meet Harmon Smith.” The reverend wiped the stained blade against the leg of his trousers. His white shirt, tightly buttoned, was spotted here and there, and his unhitched suspenders dangled at each hip. “You can walk the hills all night hoping you bump into him, or you can lure him out with something he can’t resist.”
 
   “Just like hooking a fat rainbow trout laying back in a cold shelf of rocks,” Odus said. “You might lose or hook or two, but sooner or later, he’ll go for the worm.”
 
   “For God decreed to submit burnt offerings,” Edmisten said. “Yes indeedy. So that’s what I’ve done.”
 
   “Smells mighty good. Don’t think Harmon Smith will be able to resist that.”
 
   “There are many kinds of hunger. Harmon Smith has no need of food, but he knows the power of sacrifice. That’s pretty much what he’s all about.”
 
   Well, Odus thought, Harmon Smith did sacrifice his life following God’s call, but ever since then, the sacrifice had been turned completely around—others did the sacrificing, and old Harmon was the instrument.
 
   “So, what are you going to do when he shows up?” Odus asked. “Pull a horse trade with him?”
 
   The reverend beckoned him with the knife, tucked his straw hat back on his head, and then turned and walked away. He stopped after half a dozen steps, peering back over his shoulder. “Don’t you want to see?”
 
   When it came to miracles and holy ghosts and such, Odus only knew what he saw with his eyes. But a man like Edmisten read books, drawing on old knowledge and patching up some of the cracks in the things that made no sense. And prayer could bring insights to a man. Even though Odus wasn’t a church-goer, he knew enough men of the cloth to appreciate their wisdom. He knew two women of the cloth as well, running congregations over in Windshake and Titusville.
 
   “Can’t hurt none to get a different perspective,” Odus said. But he knew it could hurt. He’d managed to avoid the Horseback Preacher most of his life, but last year he’d practically been called to service himself, taking up a horse and riding into battle against him. But the Horseback Preacher wasn’t even a true enemy—if anything, he was a necessary evil. If Solom didn’t need him, Harmon Smith would be resting in peace with all the treats and rewards a faithful servant deserved.
 
   He followed the Rev. Edmisten through the blackened skeletons of trees, although he had a good idea where the man was headed. Sure enough, the charred forest opened up onto a clearing where the grass and weeds had pushed through the ashes. The large flat rock glistened under the moonlight, but something was heaped upon it. A fire crackled away in a ring of stones beside it, the flames dancing like ragged red and yellow kites in the breeze. A spit was rigged over the fire, built of crooked branches. The cross piece bowed under the weight of a hunk of sizzling meat, steam skirling up from the gristle and fat.
 
   The reverend continued to the flat rock, then stooped and wielded the blade against the wet heap lying upon it. He made sawing motions with his arm, and then came away with a dripping hunk of flesh, which he held to the sky. “I offer this unto you, Harmon Smith,” he bellowed in his Sunday best, blood running down his wrist and arm to stain his white shirt.
 
   At last Odus made out the object in the reverend’s hand. It was the head of a goat, which he held by one curving horn, the shredded neckline dribbling blood. The bulging, glassy eyes reflected the firelight, and its protruding tongue lolled limply between its slack jaws.
 
   “What did you trade for that goat?” Odus called from twenty yards away, not eager to come any closer. “Or did you just poach it?”
 
   “I traded my soul,” the Rev. Edmisten said. “Now all I have to do is wait for Harmon Smith to show up and claim it.”
 
   “Why do you think Harmon would take you? Plenty of other sinners to choose from.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t want him to take me. No indeedy. I want him to give me the reins.” The reverend still held the goat head aloft, although his muscles must have been aching by now. If he’d ripped through the spinal cord with nothing but that butcher knife, then the soft, pudgy man was way stronger than he looked. Or else he was drawing power from something greater than himself, whether that was insanity or divine faith.
 
   Odus wasn’t sure what to make of this. Throughout his life, and from what Granny Hampton said, long before that, people laid low whenever the Horseback Preacher made the rounds, hoping they’d repented of enough sins to get passed over. But there were always one or two who actually sought the vengeful spirit out, seeing some kind of honor in martyrdom. As if being found worthy in the eyes of Harmon Smith was more important that pleasing God.
 
   But this was the first time Odus had heard someone contemplate taking over for Harmon Smith. He supposed replacing the devil was a pretty sweet gig, considering you got your choice of women and top-shelf liquor and the cards always turned up a royal flush. But climbing into Harmon Smith’s saddle meant a long and thankless ride, making a circuit between a hundred mountain towns, picking out those whose time was up.
 
   “Who said Harmon was stepping down?” Odus said. A little chunk of black meat fell from the spit into the fire. Now the barbecue didn’t smell so good.
 
   “It’s in the signs.” The reverend sank into a crouch, then spun and hurled the goat head like an Olympic discus thrower. The head landed square in the middle of the fire, sending a shower of sparks into the air. The red outline of them made a connect-the-dots image against the night sky. Odus couldn’t be sure if his eyes were playing tricks—he wasn’t sure of much of anything this night—but it looked for all the world like a giant bird. The shimmering wings flapped, sending little pinpricks of embers out on the breeze, where they winked out like weary fireflies at dawn.
 
   “He’s ready to be free,” the reverend continued. “His debt’s nearly paid, and so is Solom’s.”
 
   Odus circled closer, getting a good look at what was left of the goat’s corpse. Blood ran down the creases in the boulder, turning the moss brown under the moonlight. He didn’t recognize the animal, not that goats were all that easy to tell apart even in the best of circumstances, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t part of Katy Logan’s herd. Sacrificing one of their goats might draw Katy and Jett closer into the web of danger. They’d suffered plenty enough at Solom’s hands, and they hadn’t done anything to deserve it.
 
   The Rev. Edmisten, on the other hand…
 
   “What makes you think you’re up for the job?” Odus asked, shifting his gaze from the dead goat to the meat on the spit, then over to the reverend.
 
   The reverend held up the bloody knife. “I’m willing to get my hands dirty if that’s what it takes.”
 
   Odus figured that kind of winning attitude might just draw out the Horseback Preacher after all. He sat down on the flat rock well away from the slaughtered goat, cradled his rifle across his knees, and waited.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   I’m going to kill her.
 
   Katy hastened to mentally add: Well, not literally. But she’s grounded until senior year. Of college.
 
   It was twenty after eleven and Jett hadn’t messaged in two hours. Katy’s frequent calls all bounced to voicemail. She realized she didn’t know Hayley or Kelvin’s last names. She’d only met Hayley once, while picking up Jett after a football game. The girl seemed harmless enough, but most teenagers did when they mustered just enough politeness to offset any visible tattoos and facial piercings. What about this Kelvin? A biology student, huh? He might be conducting a little biological experiment even as Katy paced the lower floor of the farmhouse.
 
   Katy wasn’t worried about Jett’s fooling around with boys. She’d taught her daughter all the rules of the road and from there, she just had to trust Jett. Her daughter carried condoms in her purse and often made a point of showing Katy she still had the original roll of three, as if that was proof of chastity. Jett could handle Kelvin.
 
   What she was really worried about was something nameless.
 
   She’d been uneasy all week, and even Odus commented on it. It was mostly little things, a soft rattling in the kitchen, an owl hooting in the middle of the day, the restless clucking of the hens. Everywhere she turned, she seemed to bump into reminders of Gordon and his dead first wife—papers in a drawer, an odd sock, the silver-handled heirloom hair brush she could’ve sworn she’d thrown out last year. Now Snowball had gone missing.
 
   And Jett.
 
   But Jett wasn’t missing, just late. If Katy called the sheriff’s office, she’d probably receive a little extra deference because of their ordeal at Gordon’s murderous hands, but ultimately the police couldn’t waste resources on a teenager who failed to check in on time. Katy checked her phone for the hundredth time. She thought about calling Mark but was reluctant to reveal any parental lapses to him.
 
   Nothing to do but wait.
 
   She sat in her lumpy recliner and reached for a paperback. She usually read three books at a time, one in the living room, one in the bath, and whatever bedtime ebook was currently dialed up on her tablet. She browsed a page and half before she realized she had no idea what she was reading. Katy didn’t recognize the dense prose. She flipped the book over and studied the cover. It bore the silhouette of a horse and rider embedded with a stylized yellow cross.
 
   The book was titled The Man Comes Around. The byline was attributed to Waylon Smith. The corners of the book were worn and the paper yellow with age. Katy bought most of her books online, as new copies, so she had no idea when she might’ve picked up a book like this. It certainly wasn’t her usual fare, as it promised neither suspense nor romance. In fact, it read like well-meaning but unskilled religious fiction, heavy-handed and dull but largely inoffensive.
 
   Waylon Smith. No, that has to be a coincidence. He can’t be one of Gordon’s relatives.
 
   She returned to her place and read another paragraph:
 
   You’ll know him by his fruits, and when the fields go fallow, the time of harvest is upon the land. The sacred will be scared, and the fearful will be blessed. Only those who stand outside the garden will know the signs. Only the sinners will know mercy.
 
   It sounded to Katy like the same circular bullshit that kept the priests and oracles in power throughout history. Just vague enough that no one could prove it’s wrong, yet laden with enough potential for prophecy that any event could be suggested by the words. She was about to fling the book across the room toward the chimney hearth, where it could serve as kindling in a month or so, when she decided that maybe she should read some more.
 
   Perhaps it didn’t pay to ignore signs, no matter their form.
 
   But before she could find her place again, the phone dinged with an incoming message. It was from Jett: You’ll know him by his fruits.
 
   Katy nearly dropped her phone at the coincidence. But Jett must have read that section of the book, figured Katy would be reading it while waiting, and then decided to play a prank. She was probably laughing with her friends right now. But she’d soon find out how funny she was—especially since she was now half an hour past her curfew.
 
   Katy thumbed back: Where r u?
 
   Solom.
 
   Do u know what time it is?
 
   No man knows the hour or the day.
 
   Annoyed and a little scared, Katy hit the dial button. “Come on, answer me, damn it,” Katy whispered.
 
   Six rings and then voicemail.
 
   The house suddenly seemed emptier and darker, its old chestnut rafters settling like bones. A loose piece of tin flapped overhead. The lights flickered, and a wooden tapping sound walked the length of one outside wall.
 
   Katy peeked through the curtains of the front-door window. The porch light’s weak glare extended only a few feet into the yard, barely enough to illuminate the neglected flowers and shrubs that lined the steps. The moon flooded the valley but only offered the vaguest outlines of shapes, like the black angles of the barn, the gray pool of the garden, and the gently swaying weeds of the pasture. But nobody was out there that she could see.
 
   Of course, this was Solom, so that didn’t mean much.
 
   What she really wanted to see were headlights bouncing up the driveway, indicating Jett was alive and well.
 
   She fought an urge to jump behind the wheel of her Subaru and tear off down the road. But where would she look? Cross Valley High? Every pizza joint in Titusville? The Regal Cinemas complex in Windshake? The bowling lanes at McCallister Alley? Where did kids hang out these days? Most of their social lives were on their phones.
 
   Which was just perfect when you wanted to give your mom the silent treatment. At least Jett hadn’t blocked Katy’s number. But what was up with this messaging game? Jett should know better.
 
   Or maybe she knows exactly how to scare me.
 
   Katy stepped out on the porch, as if that would bring her closer to her daughter. The breeze carried an early hint of winter, and Katy wrapped her arms across her chest. She shivered from more than just the cold.
 
   She checked her phone once more, even though it hadn’t dinged. No new messages.
 
   Her heart accelerated as she spied twin dots of light turning off the highway beyond the Ward farm. Her relief smothered the anger and anxiety she’d been feeling. Jett was home, and all was well.
 
   But when the headlights turned into her driveway, she realized this wasn’t Hayley’s Honda. These headlights were much too far apart, and a bar atop the roof glinted with reflected moonlight.
 
   Police?
 
   Every possible fear rushed her at once—traffic accident, medical emergency, arrest for drug possession.
 
   She was still running down the list, not even aware she was walking barefoot down the steps and across the gravel, when the big sedan’s driver’s-side door opened. A tall woman in a brown uniform stepped out, put on a hat, and waved. Katy realized the bar lights weren’t flashing, which she took as a hopeful sign. Whatever it was, it probably wasn’t too serious.
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Logan,” the woman said. “I’m Deputy Vreeland with the Pickett County Sheriff’s office and—”
 
   “Where’s Jett?”
 
   “Jett?” The deputy glanced around the farm. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “No. Never mind.”
 
   “I’m not here about your daughter, ma’am. Sorry to drop in so late, but I saw the lights on and figured you were up. We’ve had some reported vandalism at a couple of the local churches. You know how seriously people take incidents like that these days, especially with all the hate crimes.”
 
   Katy wasn’t in the mood to care about property crimes. But Katy also didn’t want to explain to this officer how she couldn’t even keep tabs on her own daughter. And if she was going to be a resident here, she had to care about her neighbors and the community. That was part of the deal, wasn’t it? “I haven’t seen anything. I hardly leave the farm these days. Which churches?”
 
   “Rush Branch Primitive Baptist and True Light Tabernacle. Some graves were…uh…desecrated. I know it sounds like a prank by a bunch of hooligans, but that’s a Class One felony in North Carolina. And you can imagine the pressure we’re under to wrap this up before Sunday services.”
 
   “That’s awful. I wish I could help. Can you give me more information?”
 
   “We’re holding some back because we don’t want the newspaper to get hold of it, so I’d appreciate your discretion.” The woman tilted the brim of her hat down so she was glaring at Katy in a stern manner. After Katy nodded agreement, the deputy added, “It looks like the suspects piled a bunch of…animal organs and intestines…on a couple of the graves. Almost like a Satanic cult thing. Lord, I hope we don’t have any of that nonsense going on. That’s all Solom needs.”
 
   The deputy seemed to realize she’d broken out of professional character, because she straightened a little and added, “Since both churches are right over the ridge from you, I thought you might have seen some headlights or unusual activity. The vandalism apparently occurred within the last couple of hours because the…evidence is still fresh.”
 
   Katy was uneasy. She couldn’t help linking the crime with Jett’s absence. Was Jett capable of such an act?
 
   Normally, Katy would say “No way.” Especially since Jett had been off drugs for two years. But she also didn’t know her daughter was joining a church and getting baptized. And Mark and Jett’s church was one of those that had been vandalized.
 
   “What makes you suspect it was Satanic?” Katy asked. She couldn’t help glancing over where the hoof prints ended, although she couldn’t make them out in the dark.
 
   “Mostly because it was goat innards and blood. They left a decapitated head at one of the scenes. And the fact that the graves belonged to the Rev. Harmon Smith. Despite the rumors, he was a respected man of the cloth.”
 
   Katy almost mentioned how strange it was that Harmon, better known now as the Horseback Preacher instead of a memorialized founding father, was buried in three different graves at three different churches. The preacher’s legendary status as a vengeful ghost was more likely to make him a target than his duties as a circuit-riding Methodist minister.
 
   “Well, we did have a goat go missing today—” Katy’s phone dinged. “Excuse me, I’m expecting a call from my daughter,” she said to the deputy. Jett’s number showed on the screen. Katy swiped to the message: The hour is near.
 
   Katy glanced at the corner of the screen. It was a few minutes away from midnight.
 
   “Do you want to come identify the goat?” the deputy asked. “If your animal was taken, it will give us a lead to work with. Right now we don’t have anything.”
 
   Hell, no, I don’t want to traipse around a midnight graveyard looking at shredded animal parts.
 
   But Katy remained calm as she said, “Ours was pure white in the face, tan nose, no horns.”
 
   The deputy frowned. “Doesn’t match this one. Too bad. I mean, sorry for your loss, and I hope yours turns up. We’ve had a few reports of goat rustling going on this way lately, too. That’s another reason we want to connect these dots. Plus…” The deputy looked past Katy at the old farmhouse. “Well, with all that’s happened here, and what Gordon Smith did. I didn’t work that case, but you know how people talk.”
 
   “Yes. Discretion, I know.”
 
   A car engine whined in the distance and another set of lights turned up the driveway. To Katy’s delight, this time the headlights were small enough to be a Honda’s. The driver must have seen the patrol car, because the Honda stopped a good thirty yards from the house. Jett popped out of the rear and jogged toward the house as the car made a quick U-turn and hurried back toward the highway.
 
   Jett eyed the deputy as she joined a frowning Katy. “What’s going down, Mom?”
 
   “Graveyard vandalism at two churches,” the deputy said. To her credit, she spoke a little less formally to Jett, as if understanding the girl would likely be nervous.
 
   Or maybe she knows about Jett’s drug issues, even though she has a clean record here. Or possibly even Mark’s, since newcomers are rare enough in Solom to arouse curiosity. As the old saying goes, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.
 
   “That’s awful,” Jett said.
 
   “You know anything about it?” Katy asked, heading off the deputy’s next question.
 
   Jett shook her head. “Gosh, no. That’s stupid.”
 
   “Go on in and get ready for bed,” Katy said.
 
   After Jett vanished in the house, the deputy said, “Do you always let your daughter run this late?”
 
   “On weekends,” Katy said, defensive. “That’s not against the law, is it?”
 
   “No, ma’am. It’s just after that mess with Gordon Smith…well, thank you for your time. If anything comes up, or you remember something that might help, please give us a call at the office.”
 
   The deputy folded herself back behind the wheel of her patrol car and drove away. Katy headed into the house, already scripting her scolding of Jett, when she stopped short. Her daughter’s high heels had left tracks.
 
   In blood.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   As Katy read aloud all the cryptic texts, Jett undressed and slipped into a knee-length Grumpy Cat T-shirt. “Sorry, Mom, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I told you I couldn’t get a signal in Titusville. Hillbilly wireless, remember?”
 
   “That’s not an excuse. There are still pay phones in the Twenty-First Century, even in Solom.”
 
   “You expect me to spoil the fun so Hayley can drive me around for half the night to check in with my probation officer?”
 
   “If that’s what it takes to keep your word.”
 
   Jett flopped down on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Katy couldn’t help secretly sniffing to detect any alcohol or marijuana. Many popular drugs left no odor, but her daughter’s eyes weren’t red and her pupils didn’t harbor the frantic energy of LSD or Ecstasy.
 
   Jett seemed sober, if a little jumpy. “Okay, I’ll never leave the house again. Why don’t you ground me until I’m as ancient and boring as you?”
 
   “Jett, there’s no need for that. You broke our deal, and you don’t have the right to be angry with me because of it.”
 
   Katy pretended to straighten Jett’s room, bending and picking up some papers that had fallen from the desk. Her real intention was to check the high heels, which Jett had kicked a few inches under the bed. The bloody prints hadn’t made it into the house, and Katy had wiped a finger in the stains on the porch to test them. She would have been happy if the substance was goat poop, but it bore the slick viscosity and tangy odor of blood.
 
   The heels, however, now appeared clean. There had been no tracks in the hall or the stairs, and the rug at the front door was free of stains.
 
   “Then explain to me how somebody could have texted from your number if your phone didn’t have a signal,” Katy said.
 
   “Do I look like a tech geek? I’m just a kid.”
 
   Amazing how that excuse came in handy whenever hard questions came up. “Jett, you earn freedom through responsibility and—”
 
   “What was up with the cop? Is that one of the ones who came out here when Gordon tried to chop us to bits and feed us to the goats?”
 
   Changing the subject was another tactic to defray a good discussion. Katy didn’t know whether to admire her daughter’s cleverness or ban her from video games for a week.
 
   But now Katy had an opportunity to ask about the shoes. “You tracked in some blood. Do you know where it came from?
 
   Jett’s eyes widened in innocence. A little too wide. “Gross. We stopped at the Gas-n-Go at the red light. I thought that place looked a little sketchy. Hayley’s going to kill me if I messed up her carpet.”
 
   “So it wouldn’t have anything to do with…goats?”
 
   “No way, Mom. I don’t go near those little monsters unless it’s broad daylight. You know that.”
 
   Katy sat on the bed at Jett’s feet. She would just have to risk giving Jett nightmares. As if life and Solom hadn’t already done a good enough job of that. “Somebody apparently performed some kind of animal sacrifice at a couple of graves.”
 
   Jett made a puke face. “Yuck.”
 
   Katy tried not to sound too accusative. “You wouldn’t know anybody who would do that, do you?”
 
   “Maybe Tommy Wilson if he was drunk and you dared him, but who in the world would even dream up something like that?”
 
   Katy was too eager to accept Jett at her word. Maybe all parents considered their children to be little angels. Even Jeffrey Dahmer’s and Ted Bundy’s mothers probably loved their children and overlooked their faults. Even when they extended to serial murder and cannibalism.
 
   “One of the crimes was at the Free Will church,” Katy said. “The one you’re joining.”
 
   Jett met her eyes for a moment and then looked away. “So you talked to Dad, huh?”
 
   “I wish you’d told me.” Katy took one of Jett’s hands in hers. The flesh was cold. “You know I support your informed choices. That’s a big step, and I want to be there for you. Don’t cut me out, okay?”
 
   “Sorry, Mom. I just know how weird you get about religion. Especially after Gordon—”
 
   “I’ve already apologized for that mistake. Why do you have to keep laying a guilt trip on me? I only married him so we could start a new life away from…away from…”
 
   Jett smirked with a Pyrrhic victory. “Now who’s laying a guilt trip?”
 
   “You’re becoming a woman,” Katy said, dismayed by how helpless she felt over the endless march of time. “Soon you’ll be on your own and I won’t be there to help you. That’s why I want to be here for you while I can.”
 
   Even as she said it, Katy realized she needed to be needed. What would she have once Jett left? Thirty acres and a herd of goats and a property-tax bill and a few more streaks of gray in her hair.
 
   Damn, I might even start hoping Rebecca’s ghost comes back just so I’ll have some company.
 
   But she couldn’t worry about the future right now. That would take care of itself. Surviving the night was about all she could handle at the moment.
 
   As if reading her expression, Jett said, “So why don’t we talk about the things neither of us want to talk about?”
 
   Katy released Jett’s hand and glanced at the dark window. “Because…some things are better off not talked about.”
 
   Jett dragged the blanket over her shoulders. “Hayley saw the Horseback Preacher.”
 
   Katy looked away. Why couldn’t she be a normal mom in a normal house in Normaltown, USA? Why hadn’t she got the hell out of here two years ago? Why had she come to Solom at all?
 
   Because maybe you don’t really have a choice. Maybe your stay is involuntary.
 
   But she couldn’t go down that road. She had to try. “Does she do drugs? Maybe she was hallucinating.”
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “Lots of people ride horses in Solom.”
 
   “I already tried that, Mom. But he had the black hat and everything. Hayley said he looked at her, but she couldn’t see any face.”
 
   That’s him, all right.
 
   Katy told Jett about the hoof prints in the barnyard, which drew a shocked stare that might have been a little exaggerated. “You knew he was back and you let me go out at night?” Jett said. “There goes your Mom of the Year award.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t think we should be afraid,” Katy said, trying to swallow her own logic. “If the Horseback Preacher was going to hurt us, he’s had plenty of chances. In a way, you can almost say he’s our guardian angel. He helped save us from Gordon, and then when Gordon came back from the dead as a scarecrow, the preacher showed up again. And yet we’re still here.”
 
   Jett rolled her eyes. “Mom. Do you even hear yourself?”
 
   “We’re not from Solom. Why should he even care?”
 
   “Maybe because we’re on his land? Have you ever stopped and thought that maybe this place is the common denominator in all the crazy crap that goes on in Solom? Harmon Smith, Gordon, Rebecca, the Scarecrow Man, and all these damned goats. It all started right here.”
 
   “Something in the water,” Katy said. “Or some mineral or chemical in the soil. The Salem witch trials might have been caused by contaminated rye that led to mass hallucinations and hysteria.”
 
   “Mom,” Jett said, keeping her voice level. “The difference is this is real. This happened.”
 
   Katy clenched her fists in frustration. “Don’t remind me.”
 
   “So what do we do? Tell Dad?”
 
   Katy rose from the bed with a creak of springs that seemed terribly loud in the ancient house. She went to the window and scanned what she could see of the yard. A cluster of shadows just beyond the barn might have been a mounted figure. And that swaying thing in the garden—could that be the Scarecrow Man dancing on his wooden pole? Those clicks and creaks of wood below might be the decapitated Rebecca climbing the stairs, her head clasped in her hands.
 
   “No,” Katy said. “We almost got him killed before. Better to let him think I married a lunatic.”
 
   “Why are you so stubborn, Mom? It’s okay to need help once in a while. At least that’s the line you sold me when I was getting off drugs.”
 
   “Who or what can possibly help?”
 
   “Odus. The people who were on Lost Ridge with us last year. Any of the other preachers around here. My preacher, Elder David.”
 
   “Oh, great,” Katy said. “Pray the ghost away.”
 
   Jett pounded the mattress with her fists and sat up in anger. “It’s better than anything you got.”
 
   Katy pressed her lips together. She didn’t want to scream at her daughter, not when their nerves were stretched so taut they almost vibrated. To be a good parent, sometimes you had to act the exact opposite of how you felt. And despite her fear for their safety, she still wanted to be a good parent above all.
 
   Then take her and get the hell out of the valley. Now.
 
   But her feet didn’t listen. She discovered she was more afraid of the world beyond the edge of the driveway than of the farm. At least here in Solom she sort of belonged.
 
   “Solom has you now.”
 
   The whisper was so soft Katy assumed it was her own thought. But the feminine tone wasn’t quite her own, and she’d never thought in someone else’s voice before.
 
   Rebecca?
 
   “What’s wrong, Mom?” Jett said. “You’re staring off into space like you just got a lobotomy.”
 
   Katy vigorously shook her head, sending her red tresses brushing across her shoulders. Rebecca was dead and gone, resting in a peace she well deserved. Katy was cracking up when she could least afford it.
 
   Maybe that was how Solom did its work. Maybe Gordon had been a perfectly sane man, a studious professor dedicated to his research while still maintaining a passion for the family farm. Maybe he’d simply stayed in Solom too long, and the exposure to the house had seeped into his blood and poisoned his mind and soul. Maybe Gordon had felt the insidious creep of Solom but he, too, had been unable to leave.
 
   “It will all make more sense in the light of day,” Katy said. “Maybe you should come sleep in my room.”
 
   Now Jett shook her head, suppressing a nervous grin as she rolled out of bed and grabbed her pillow. “Still can’t admit you’re scared, huh?”
 
   “No, I can’t.” Katy grinned back. “But first, will you come down and check the locks with me?”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Odus awoke with a start, his back throbbing and stiff.
 
   At first he didn’t know where he was, only that the graying sky was above him. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d woken up in a strange place, but although he had a headache, he didn’t have that fuzzy, nauseated feeling that usually followed a good drunk.
 
   He was lying on a rock. And then it came back to him—Lost Ridge, the Rev. Edmisten, and a goat on a stick. He had no idea what time it was, but the pink haze above the stunted and skeletal trees suggested it was an hour or so before dawn. He rolled onto his side, wincing at the pain, and the empty bourbon bottle slid off his chest and clinked against the granite. His mouth was sticky and dry, and the smell of charcoal and old meat clogged his nostrils.
 
   Images crowded his pulsing skull, and he couldn’t be sure what was dream and what was memory. He was pretty sure the part about the Rev. Edmisten with the butcher knife and goat’s head was real, but the horse thing might not have happened. Because after the reverend had scraped away the last of the goat’s flesh and tossed it on the fire, a big black horse had ambled out of the scorched forest and come up to the reverend. Odus remembered the horse eating from the reverend’s hand, but after that, everything melded into a mist.
 
   He rubbed his eyes and blearily surveyed the terrain around him. He couldn’t make out many details, but the reverend’s fire had burned down to a red heap of embers. The goat carcass was no longer splayed across the rock, although there was a dark, viscous coating spread across its surface that looked like blood. Odus wobbled to his feet to find his rifle leaning against the stack of boulders. The reverend—along with the horse—was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Fine job you did, Odus Hampton. The Horseback Preacher could have trotted up and hog-tied you in your sleep.
 
   Odus wobbled to his feet and headed to the edge of the clearing, where he relieved himself and then gathered an armful of charred branches. He laid them atop the embers and in a couple of minutes, the fire was crackling. The encircling ring of stones glistened with grease, but Odus didn’t see so much as a bone left behind from the reverend’s feverish sacrifice. The Rev. Edmisten must have cleaned up after himself.
 
   Or else Harmon Smith came along and accepted the offering.
 
   In the glow of the firelight, Odus studied the ground around the clearing. Amid the ashes, weeds, and charred bits of wood, the dirt was stirred and gouged. A few boot prints were visible, but he didn’t see any indentions that might have been cast by a hoof. As far as he could tell, the Horseback Preacher hadn’t turned over the reigns to the reverend or even dropped by out of curiosity.
 
   Which meant he might’ve had business elsewhere.
 
   Odus retrieved his rifle and headed back down the trail, eyes on the ground. Robins and wood thrushes broke into their cheerful morning songs, oblivious to the dismal, haunted land they inhabited. Life was returning to the burned ground, and soon the briars would be replaced by flowers and saplings, and in two decades, all signs of the cleansing would be gone. But that rock would still be there, and so would Snakeberry Trail, and so too would Harmon Smith’s presence.
 
   By the time he reached the first sloping shoulder of the ridge, the sky was light enough for him to see the valley below. The Smith farm was quiet, with no signs of life around the house or barn. The chickens would be restlessly clucking and scratching, and the goats would bleat until Katy or Jett let them out of their pens. A low mist wreathed the valley in great gray patches, the autumn colors brightened by the dew. Aside from the car in the driveway and the tractor at the edge of the pasture, the scene might well have been from a postcard a century ago.
 
   Not too much different than when Harmon Smith lived in a little log cabin down there by the creek.
 
   But many of the changes were unseen, like currents churning beneath the smooth surface of a lake. Just as all water flowed to the sea, all misery in Solom sprang from this valley and trickled outward to touch hundreds of people. He understood why Katy didn’t sell the place and leave. You didn’t own the Smith farm. It owned you.
 
   Maybe last year, when that hippie survivalist Alex Eakins had set the top of Lost Ridge afire, he should have burned down the Smith farm instead. Never mind that such a crime would’ve been harder to hide—he doubted if any government officials would have probed too deeply. Hell, even the insurance company would have likely paid up without a peep, and those suit-wearing bastards were tighter than a mouse’s ear.
 
   But Odus was too weak to do the job himself. Harmon Smith wouldn’t go down without a fight.
 
   His soreness was gone by the time he reached his truck. He banged the mud off his boots, placed his rifle in the window rack, and checked to make sure nobody had stolen his fishing pole. Something bulged beneath the tarp in his truck bed. He gripped the edge of the tarp as if was made of razors, then whipped it clear.
 
   There, on top of a coil of rusty chains and a knot of cables and plastic jugs, perched a goat’s skull.
 
   It was nearly free of flesh, showing only thin strips of pink flesh here and there, bits of fur clinging to the white, gleaming snout. The skull leered in a lipless grin, the blank, black holes of eyes daring Odus to look away. Perched between the two horns was the Rev. Edmisten’s straw hat.
 
   “Know them by their fruits,” Odus said.
 
   He was pulling the tarp back over the horrible exhibit when the crackle of gravel alerted him to an approaching vehicle. He turned to see a Pickett County Deputy’s patrol car slowing as it neared, and then coming to a stop. Odus yanked his fishing pole out of the bed and leaned casually against the flank of the truck.
 
   The officer got out. He recognized her—Deputy Vreeland had been a freshmen at Cross Valley High the year Odus dropped out for good—only back then she’d been Shirley Buchanan, a long-legged blond athlete who likely didn’t foresee a marriage and a career in law enforcement. She’d served a warrant on him once, but it was for an unpaid traffic ticket so he didn’t hold it against her.
 
   “Morning, Deputy,” Odus said, doing a good job of sounding like he’d not had his first cup of coffee yet. “I’m about to wet my line. Want to join me?”
 
   “What do you have for bait?”
 
   He swallowed. If you were going to lie to a cop, it better be a lie that wasn’t easily busted open. “I was going to root for grubs down by the creek. That time of year.”
 
   She pointed at his reel, the other wrist resting on the butt of her sidearm. “Well, lucky for you I’m on duty, or I’d fill my stringer before you even got that mess untangled.”
 
   Odus looked down and saw the line was wrapped in loose loops around the reel and the hook and sinkers were missing. For a man who took pride in his gear, this was an embarrassment that almost caused him to blush. “Got jiggled around in the back of the truck. These gosh-danged back roads, you’d think the county would send out a motor grader once every decade or so. Nothing personal.”
 
   “I’m a taxpayer, too,” she said. “I just get some of it back on Fridays.”
 
   He smiled at her, waiting, until it felt like his cheeks were stitched together with baling wire. She wouldn’t have gotten out of her vehicle if she just wanted to make conversation.
 
   Her police scanner squawked, and she glanced at her vehicle for a moment before turning her attention back to him. “We’ve had a couple of incidents. Since it looks like you were out bright and early, maybe you’ve seen something that can help us.”
 
   Her piercing, blue-eyed gaze suggested she noticed his rumpled clothes and the odor of sour mash and chalked it up to a long night, too. But Odus was usually rumpled in the best of circumstances, so he figured he’d just bluff it out and she’d soon go on about her business.
 
   “Be glad to help out if I can. So what happened?” Odus asked.
 
   He listened, nodding with appropriate solemnity, as she described the animal mutilations committed at two local churches. He did a masterful job of not twitching or blinking when she named the True Light Tabernacle. As Deputy Vreeland spoke, she eased ever nearer to his vehicle, not once acting like she was suspicious but getting close enough to see into his cab and the bed of his truck. It was like a slow dance, the deputy drawing him out and Odus sidestepping every move.
 
   “Folks will be mighty upset if they pull up for worship tomorrow and there’s yellow crime scene tape all over their graveyards,” she finished. “We can’t allow one or two vandals to upset half the valley.”
 
   The deputy was overstating the congregations of the two churches by a factor of ten, but Odus got the point. In a conservative area like this, you didn’t screw with the church, the flag, or the Girl Scouts, or there would be hell to pay and possibly a lynch mob carrying the I.O.U.
 
   “Well, the kind of trash that would do that likely rode over from Titusville, if you ask me,” Odus said. “I hear they have gangs tagging their road signs. Place went to hell when they got a Walmart Supercenter and one of them hookah bars. Getting way too big for their britches over there.”
 
   “I’ve considered that theory but it doesn’t wash,” she said. “This looks more like the work of someone familiar with the targets. This feels personal.”
 
   Odus was getting uneasy. He didn’t know how long he could keep his cool. Sweat collected at his hairline, and although he couldn’t smell it, he was sure it stank of Old Crow. He needed to get rid of the deputy soon. “Well, if you’ve connected the dots, then you know there’s one more grave you ought to check. What about the Free Will Baptists?”
 
   She tilted her head to the side. Back when she was Shirley Buchanan, her wavy blond hair would have fallen in a fetching manner, but now it was bungeed in a tight bob against the back of her neck. “You sound like you know more about this than you’re letting on.”
 
   “Lots of folks got old grudges against the Smith family, and if you want a little payback, then why not hit at Harmon Smith first?”
 
   “A Class One felony beats a murder charge, I suppose.” Deputy Vreeland bent for a closer look at his bumper. “So you haven’t caught any fish yet, have you?”
 
   “Well, no. You see the mess my pole is in.”
 
   She straightened, and her wrist was back on the butt of her weapon, still closer but definitely with a little more palm involved. Where she could unbutton and draw if necessary. “Then do you mind explaining this drop of blood?”
 
   The sweat jumped his clenched pores and flowed down his face, tickling in the sunrise. He ran down a list of lies and briefly pondered the truth. But the truth was so unbelievable he’d be in jail before he could say “burnt offerings.”
 
   “And I reckon I have probable cause for a search without a warrant,” the deputy said. She tugged the tarp out of the pick-up’s bed.
 
   The goat skull seemed to be screaming “Guilty, guilty, guilty.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Mose Eldreth unlooked the church door, determined to finish his carpentry work.
 
   He was ashamed of his behavior the night before, fleeing the sanctity of the church as if he didn’t trust that it was the House of the Lord. Still, he resisted looking over at the heap of stones that marked one of Harmon Smith’s graves. His own relatives were buried around it, and he’d one day spend his eternal rest on the same hallowed ground. Well, at least his body would. His soul was going to be as far from Harmon Smith as possible.
 
   As he entered the dim, unlighted church, he vowed to focus only on the work before him. He planned to stain the woodwork after it was nailed into place, then coat it with polyurethane, but he didn’t want the congregation swooning from the fumes. If there was any swooning going on, he wanted it to be because of the sermon. He had a good one mapped out, based on the Book of Revelation. Harmon Smith’s return had served as inspiration.
 
   Mose, a big fan of Biblical numerology, had twisted 666—the number of Man, according to theologians—into his sermon, although he couldn’t see how those digits tied into Harmon’s return. He’d added them up, multiplied them, and even turned them upside down, and then compared them to every recorded date and incident in Harmon’s historical record. So far, the best he could come up with was that the circuit-riding Methodist once ordered six hymnals at the same time.
 
   But he needed to be a vessel in these troubled times. Especially when his fellow brethren of the cloth had fallen way short of their duties. David Tester’s Primitive Baptist beliefs were sending a good two dozen people to hell because they refused to get on their knees and do what it took to earn salvation. Sure, they’d get down there and wash each other’s feet, then think of themselves as all humble and pure, but they believed it was up to the Lord to determine who was saved from eternal hellfire. By their reckoning, all folks were hopeless of their own accord. Damnedest thing.
 
   At least the congregation of the True Light Tabernacle, as slick as they were with their modern Good News Bible and electric organ, knew there was only one path to Glory, and that way was strait and the gate was narrow. But fat old William Edmisten’s greed, gluttony, and avarice served as a living contradiction six days a week to the words he spoke on Sundays.
 
   And don’t even get me started on those Catholics over in Titusville…
 
   Mose flexed his back. He had a touch of rheumatism, but he wouldn’t complain, not in the house of He who had suffered the agonies of the cross. Tonight, in his own bed, he could dwell on mortal discomforts. For now, he was in sacred service, and his hammer was a tool of the Lord.
 
   As he set the last two nails on a corner piece, the hammer blows reverberated in the rafters. Mose went into the vestry to get the broom and dust pan. He couldn’t have the congregation tracking sawdust everywhere, nor sneezing through his sermon. Mose was leaving the vestry when the church’s front door banged open. A breeze skirled the sawdust, filling the air with the scent of pine and the damp autumn morning outside.
 
   “Odus?”
 
   Maybe the handyman had forgotten a tool, or had stopped by to see if Mose needed any more help. But judging by the way the man was hitting that bottle, Odus was unlikely to awaken until noon.
 
   Something stirred outside, low sounds arising from the small cemetery. Mose leaned the broom against the lectern and picked up the hammer, comforted by its weight in his hand. He wasn’t exactly afraid of Harmon Smith, but the Lord helped those who helped themselves.
 
   The preacher walked down the aisle, as slow as a reluctant groom. He could use this fear in his sermon tomorrow, drum up some dread and paint an image of the everlasting lake of fire, where those who didn’t accept the Lord as savior were doomed to be cast forever. Yes, fear was important, but the Lord was your Shepherd.
 
   “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil,” he said, not quite at sermon level but loudly enough to echo off the wooden walls.
 
   Beyond the open door, a low fog seemed to have surrounded the churchyard so that Mose couldn’t see the forest beyond it. Patches of shadows swam in the gray soup like deep-sea creatures. Threads of wet smoke skirled along the tops of the grave stones.
 
   The mist had a peculiar quality and was different from the usual autumn fogs. Each fall, mountain folks counted the number of late fogs and used them to predict the number of snows due in the coming winter. But fog was supposed to be gray-white, and this one had coils of black smut in it. The air stank of rotten eggs.
 
   The fog appeared to be thickest in the cemetery, as if laying down a cover so bad business could take place. It appeared to plume up from the spot where pieces of Harmon Smith were buried, the Free Will congregation’s share of long-ago shame and triumph. Except Harmon’s alleged murder had been a triumph for the Lord, and worthy of rejoicing. Why, then, was foul fog seeping up from the crazy old preacher’s grave?
 
   Mose wasn’t afraid, because he had no business with Harmon Smith. And if it was Mose’s turn to get roped and hauled away, well, it would be a short trip to the Pearly Gates. And that was one place Harmon Smith could never enter. Mose would stand behind those golden bars and peer over St. Peter’s shoulder, shaking his fist at the silly sinner in the black hat.
 
   Harmon’s mission was for the Lord to worry about. Only God could say whether Harmon was looking for his horse or going around visiting his final resting places. And God wasn’t telling, at least not yet. In Mose’s sixty-five years on His good green Earth, God hadn’t shared a whole lot of the whys and wherefores and whens.
 
   All God wanted was belief and faith, and sometimes it didn’t seem to matter to Him how he kept his people in line. Natural disasters, famine, the diseased deaths of innocents, all could be argued as miracles instead of tragedies. The wayward ambling of Harmon Smith’s soul was no less a mystery, but just as befitting. The Devil walked the pages of the Bible through all the human generations, as big a star as any of the prophets and disciples.
 
   A clatter of stones came from the cemetery.
 
   “I’m not afraid, Lord,” Mose said.
 
   Maybe this was one of God’s tests of faith. Same as when he’d bypassed the chance to adulterate with Ginny Lynn Rominger a couple of decades back, or pushed away the bottle when it was offered in his teens. Same as when he took no more than twenty dollars from the collection come Sunday, though he was the one who tallied the bank account. Same as when he’d knocked over a road sign while speeding and had returned the next day and put it back good as new. He hoped he’d passed all his tests of faith, because he wanted to reach St. Peter with a perfect score.
 
   He stepped out of the sanctuary and waded into the fog, and although he told himself and the Lord he wasn’t afraid, his fist clenched around the hammer handle. The grass was spongy under his feet, the sweet green aroma battling with the cloying stench of the fog. He was midway through the cemetery, somewhere among the Harper and Blevins families, when the shapes came out of the woods.
 
   They were indistinct bulks for a couple of seconds, a period of time in which Mose’s heart managed a dozen beats. Then the outlines coalesced into silhouettes and gained detail.
 
   Two goats.
 
   White with black and tan spots, the goats marched like they had a destination. Their strange eyes sparkled from hidden light, horns curved. Mose almost laughed. That was what had given him a fright? The herd must have busted out of a pen somewhere and smelled the thick grass, flowers, and shrubs of the churchyard.
 
   He watched as the goats circled the cemetery, hooves kicking at stones as they tramped the wet grass. Mose was within ten steps of Harmon Smith’s grave, but he’d momentarily forgotten the Circuit Rider in the wake of this new oddity. The goats were quiet, heads up, ears pricked and stiff as if heeding a command from an unseen source. When their flanking was complete, cutting Mose off from the sanctuary of the church, a dark figure stepped out of the woods, fog swirling in his passage.
 
   “Harmon,” Mose said, loud enough so that God could hear, so He would know old Mose stood firm when it counted. “You got business, have you?”
 
   The figure approached. Mose always heard the preacher was tall and lanky, a description confirmed by Mose’s brief vision of the night before, but he was actually short and squat. And there was no black hat. Why, the legends had it all wrong. All you had to do was give a story a good spin and people would believe any old thing.
 
   The figure’s footsteps made no sound. The air was still, and the fog grew thicker around Mose’s waist. The birds had stopped singing. The preacher looked back at the rectangle of the church door. It seemed a mile away.
 
   Would God forgive him if he showed just a touch of weakness, if he bolted for the safety of the church, even if he had to pass those goats with the gleaming eyes? That wouldn’t be as bad as Judas’s betrayal, or Pilate’s washing his hands, or Eve’s seducing into sin. There were a hundred worse failures in the Bible. And Mose was human, after all.
 
   Except what kind of protection could a church offer? Harmon could walk through walls. The entire Earth was God’s church, and Mose was in as good a shape out here in the fog as he was in the biggest church ever built. Faith wasn’t a place fixed in the real world; it was a golden patch in the heart of a good man.
 
   The dark figure moved forward, clumsy, almost waddling, not at all as fluid as Mose would expect a spirit to be.
 
   He figured he would try bluster and bravery.
 
   “Go away,” Mose said. “You’re not real. There’s no ghost but the Holy Ghost.”
 
   And he remembered what Odus had said last night, about denying Harmon Smith. That was his second denial. And three was a huge number.
 
   A number of completion.
 
   But three also offered some security.
 
   This was Harmon’s second day back. So no one would die today. Only on the third day.
 
   Mose summoned his courage to speak again, softening to a conversational tone since the other hadn’t worked.. “I say, Harmon, wonderful morning we’re having. Fog’s a little chilly, but the sky’s going to be as clear as creek water when the sun burns it off.”
 
   The figure didn’t answer but took a slow step deeper into the cemetery. It was obvious where Harmon was headed: his grave.
 
   Mose could make out a few more details, and he was confused because Harmon had changed since Mose’s glimpse of the night before. The clothes weren’t solid black and this time he wore no frayed coat. Instead, he had a white shirt and dark suspenders. Did restless spirits have any need to change clothes?
 
   And where was Old Saint?
 
   Mose eased back a couple of steps, bumping against a grave marker. It tumbled over, crushing a bouquet of plastic flowers.
 
   “All right, Harmon, you made your point,” Mose said, keeping his voice low in the vain hope that God wouldn’t hear. “I’m not as brave as I’d like to be.”
 
   The figure took another two steps forward and the fog seemed to swirl around it, as if caressing its skin. 
 
   Mose forgot all his brave talk and tests of faith. He spun, looking for a path through the grave stones, but the fog had grown thicker and obscured the trees. The goats no longer blocked his way to the sanctuary, but he couldn’t even see the church.
 
   By the time Mose turned back around, the figure was almost upon him, and he recognized the round, balding head of the Rev. Edmisten of the True Light Tabernacle. Mose almost laughed in relief.
 
   “Preacher William!” Mose said, ignoring the stitches of pain in his chest as his galloping heart fell into an erratic beat. “Brother, am I glad to see you. Welcome to my church.”
 
   The reverend stopped at the heap of stones marking Harmon Smith’s Free Will grave. “So this is it, huh, Preacher Mose? Never did come pay my respects here. An oversight I thought I should rectify, given the signs.”
 
   “That’s it, all right,” Mose said, wiping at the sweat on his face, hoping his trembling hands didn’t give him away. He wondered why the reverend hadn’t driven to the church. The pudgy fellow wasn’t prone to physical exertion. Mose stuck his hands in his jacket pockets and walked over to join his fellow minister.
 
   “It’s a shame what they say about him,” the Rev. Edmisten said, looking down at the pile of rounded stones. “Yes indeedy.”
 
   “Such talk is for people with no understanding of the Lord’s work,” Mose said.
 
   “Yes indeedy. When one servant falls, another takes up the sword and rides on.”
 
   Mose glanced around for the goats, which had vanished in the fog. Maybe the reverend had just traded for them, and that was why he was on foot. Nobody in his right mind would put goats in the back seat of a fancy Lexus sedan, especially not a slick, showy fellow like William Edmisten. And that might explain why his usually immaculate clothes were stained and filthy. But if he were herding them, why didn’t he have them tethered on a rope?
 
   “You look a little shook up,” the Rev. Edmisten said. “Might it be because of Harmon Smith’s return?”
 
   “The Horseback Preacher has gone to his reward,” Mose said. “There’s no ghost here in Solom.”
 
   As soon as he uttered the words, he realized he’d just denied Harmon for the third time.
 
   “Well, my brother,” the Rev. Edmisten said, licking his thin lips. “If you don’t believe, then I suppose you don’t mind if I’m the one who takes up Harmon’s sword.”
 
   The reverend made a quick movement, yanking his arm up from where it had been resting against his hip. The blow took Mose’s breath away, and he looked down to see the reverend’s fist against his belly.
 
   Not just a fist.
 
   It had something in it.
 
   He saw the blood just before the pain sank in.
 
   The two goats bleated in distress, and Mose fought to suck in air as the gray world reeled around him.
 
   He collapsed onto Harmon’s heap of stones, the knife handle protruding from just beneath his ribs. Warm fluid trickled over his hands as he felt the opening in his abdomen.
 
   The Rev. Edmisten knelt beside him with a grunt of effort, his beady eyes glinting with rapturous joy. “Know them by their fruits, Brother,” he whispered, twisting the knife and spawning a scream.
 
   Mose was horrified that the sound issuing from his clenched throat resembled the bleating of the goats. He wanted to explain that he couldn’t die because it wasn’t the third day, but then he couldn’t even remember why that mattered.
 
   “Goats weren’t getting the job done,” the Rev. Edmisten said in a conversational tone, as he plucked the blade free and wiped it against a stone. “Figured I’d upgrade while at the same time eliminate some of the competition.”
 
   Mose couldn’t make sense of anything, as the rocks seemed to boil and quake beneath his body. But that didn’t matter, either, and he closed his eyes and started looking around for St. Peter and the pearly gates, mentally rehearsing his final sermon.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   Saturday morning broke bright and moist.
 
   The corn stalks were streaked with brown from the early frosts, the tassels stiff and dry. Ray Tester worked his way between the rows, checking the ears. He’d grown silver queen, which produced sweet but short ears with small, white kernels. By this time of year, what hadn’t been harvested or nibbled down by cutworms was left to freeze and harden. The crows who hadn’t been around since first planting, when they’d go down the rows like mechanical chickens and pluck seeds from the ground, were now back for fall.
 
   Some farmers laced loose kernels with battery acid and spread the tainted bait around the edges of their fields. Others would duck down in the rows with double-barrel shotguns, the shells loaded with small pellets to give the most scattering power. Ray figured both of those methods were useless. Crows were too stupid to learn a lesson, and if you killed one then four-and-fucking-twenty would swoop down in its place. No, the best way to handle the black, thieving bastards was to head them off at the pass.
 
   Which meant a scarecrow.
 
   Not just any old scarecrow, either. Crows were dumb but they had eyes, and if you propped up something that looked like a sack of Salvation Army rags, then the crows would just sit on its head and shit on its shoulders, laughing in that cracked caw of theirs, a sound that taunted farmers everywhere. No, what you needed was something so close to flesh-and-blood that even humans did a double-take.
 
   “Wanna see Buck,” Bennie said.
 
   “Just in a little minute. We got to fill up this bushel basket first.”
 
   Bennie could barely reach the lowest ears, and the basket was way too heavy for him to drag, but Ray filled Bennie’s little arms full and let him make a trip back to the basket, even though it slowed Ray down. He wasn’t really in a big hurry. Why rush when the next chore, installing a new belt for the hay baler, was waiting either way?
 
   “Buck Owenth,” Bennie said, hustling back to the basket.
 
   Ray was a champion scarecrow maker. He’d entered his best creation, named “Buck Owens” after the star on the old “Hee-Haw” television show, in a contest at the Pickett County Fair three years ago and had taken home the blue ribbon and fifty bucks. Buck had an ugly striped shirt and frayed overalls and head that was sackcloth stuffed with old linen scraps. The judges had especially liked the straw boater that was perched atop its head, dented and torn and weathered.
 
   Ray had been proud of his handiwork, especially since he’d dropped out of school in the ninth grade and had never been mistaken for a genius. But while the scarecrow was on exhibit for the better part of that harvest week, the crows had ravaged his fields and taken up residence in the trees above the farm. His late wife Merlie had a little birdfeeder built in the shape of a church that hung from a wire on the porch. The crows had streaked the church with green-and-yellow runs, proof that the winged rats had no respect for neither God nor man.
 
   Since then, Ray had never entered another agricultural contest. He kept his scarecrow out in the field where it belonged, a good soldier on sentry duty who didn’t complain and would give its life to defend its home ground. But even a soldier needed an overhaul every now and then, just to keep its spirits up. So Ray was bringing a moth-eaten scarf he’d found tangled in the briars at a county Dumpster site. The scarf had the extra advantage of being plaid, something that would spook even those near-sighted crows.
 
   He could hear the crows in the forest at the edge of the pasture, cawing from throats that seemed way too long for their bodies. In case some of them had witnessed another farmer scattering their kind with buck shot, he’d tucked a gun in his scarecrow’s arms. It was a rusty old air rifle scrounged from the Rev. William Edmisten at the flea market for a dollar. That helped with the soldier idea, too, even though that didn’t square with the “Buck Owens” name. But a banjo wouldn’t have done a damn thing against those miniature buzzards, unless the scarecrow started twanging it as off-key as did those Christian bluegrass bands.
 
   The corn was about two feet over Ray’s head. It had been a good year, rainy in the spring and sunny in the summer, and fall had been pretty slow and mellow. From between the rows, he couldn’t see the scarecrow where it hung on a tall oak stake in the center of the field. But he could almost feel its gaze sweeping across the rows, alert for the slightest flicker of black feathers. Ray grinned, his feet crunching in the high weeds and dirt clods. The air smelled of that sweetness the grass and trees only gave off just before winter, when the sugar was breaking down inside.
 
   “It full, Daddy,” Bennie said, hustling back from the overloaded basket. “Now can we see the ‘carecrow?”
 
   At the center of the field was a rusty fifty-five-gallon drum that caught rainwater. Ray didn’t have an irrigation system, but the barrel would provide some back-up in case of a dry spell, especially when the seedlings were young and tender. That was also when the crows liked to swoop down, when the green shoots were easy to spot from above. The birds would tug the nubs out of the ground and eat the recently sprouted kernels, roots and all. A few tools leaned against the barrel, and the scarecrow stood sentinel beside it.
 
   Ray wished there was a scarecrow for little kids, something to keep watch when they were out in the shopping malls and schoolyards. With all the crazies running around shooting up folks by the truckload, the world needed a Buck Owens. Only, one with a snarl and a scythe and a well-fertilized spirit instead of brainless patience.
 
   “Okay, Bennie-boy, let’s see what ol’ Buck is up to.” Ray eased back the cluster of stalks that separated them from the clearing. The first thing he noticed was the empty pole and crosspiece. He thought at first old Buck had slipped to the ground, blown by a strong wind, even though the scarecrow had been tied in place with baling wire. But there were no rags on the ground beneath the pole. The dirt was scuffed as if someone had been dragging away a heavy load. Ray dropped the scarf and ran to the pole.
 
   Not a scrap remained of the scarecrow. Ray squinted over the rows of corn to the edges of the field. Some kid was probably playing a prank. One of those Halloween trick or treat deals. But whoever had stolen his award-winning scarecrow didn’t know that most tricks came back to bite you.
 
   “Where the ‘carecrow?” Bennie said, his voice small and lost.
 
   “Musta got blown over.”
 
   Ray looked in the weeds surrounding the barrel, figuring he’d at least find the air rifle or the battered straw boater. He studied the dirt for prints. That’s when he realized that something hadn’t been dragged away, it had been dragged to. There were no footprints, just fine squiggles that looked as if someone had swept the dirt to erase tracks.
 
   The marks led to the water drum. The stagnant water gave off the scent of rust and something ranker.
 
   Ray looked in the water. At first all he saw was a reflection of the sky in the greasy surface, the frayed strips of cirrus clouds and a rising sun the color of a rotten egg yolk. But a shape hung suspended beneath the surface. Ray thought of one of those carnival sideshows he’d seen as a kid, back before polite society decided freaks couldn’t earn an honest dollar with their talents. He’d seen the conjoined fetus of Siamese twins floating in a milky jar of formaldehyde, two tiny arms complete down to the fingernails, two legs curved like those of a frog. The two heads hung at different angles, one leaning forward with a single bleary eye open. Ray got in plenty more than his fifty cents’ worth of looking before the crowd nudged him along.
 
   This shape was almost like that, except indistinct. Somehow, the extremities didn’t quite add up. Ray took the hoe from beside the barrel and dipped it into the tainted water. He hooked and lifted, straining from the weight. The odor hit him before his eyes could make sense of what they were seeing.
 
   “Daddy, Daddy, what that ‘mell?” Bennie said with a groan. “I’m gonna puke.”
 
   “Move back, son.”
 
   He definitely didn’t want Bennie to see this.
 
   It was a goat, at least a week dead, its meat beginning to turn to pink soap. The animal had been gutted and a few ribs glinted in the afternoon light. The head hung by a narrow scrap of skin and the horns had been sawed down to blunt stumps. One leg was missing, and in the lower part of the goat’s body cavity was a furry lump. Ray lifted the hoe higher to get a good look, and the head broke free and plopped back into the barrel, splashing stinky water onto Ray. The head bobbed on the surface, the lips puffed into a grin.
 
   Ray twisted the hoe handle so he could see what was inside the body cavity. He’d slaughtered plenty of livestock in his time, and he knew that guts were gray and pink and most major organs were ruby red. Nothing furry grew inside an animal. He shook the corpse, expecting pieces of it to slough off and slide back into the water. It held together long enough for him to see what was lurking where the stomach, kidneys, and liver should have been.
 
   It was another goat head, that of a billy, the horns long and slick. One of the horns had perforated the animal’s skin. Ray let loose of the hoe and it slid into the barrel along with thirty pounds of scrambled goat parts. The stench was stronger now, and Ray wiped at the front of his soaked shirt. He forgot all about Buck Owens as he grabbed Bennie’s hand and made his way into the sanity of the long, straight rows.
 
   The Horseback Preacher might have come riding through, but he wouldn’t have any business with scarecrows. He’d never been known to slaughter livestock, either, at least not since he’d passed from the mortal coil. This business was different. As mysterious as the Horseback Preacher was, at least he was a part of Solom, regular, reliable, not given to trickery.
 
   Better the devil you know, Ray figured. But some new devilry was afoot, and he didn’t want to be caught out alone if that particular devil came calling.
 
   “I’m ‘cared,” Bennie said, clinging to his father’s forearm.
 
   Me, too, son. But I can’t show it, not one little bit.
 
   “Well, that just means the scarecrow’s doing its job,” Ray said with a forced chuckle. “Ain’t that so?”
 
   Bennie nodded, although there was a good degree of doubt etched in his freckled face.
 
   Ray glanced back once before they became lost in the corn. A murder of crows had settled onto the naked crosspiece. One of them fluttered down and gripped the rim of the barrel, dipping its head to drink at the sickening soup.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “Did you know you snore, Mom?”
 
   Jett scraped the remnants of her oatmeal in the compost bin and put the bin back under the sink. Mom sat at the table in her nightgown, clutching a big mug of coffee with both hands. Mom had dark wedges under her eyes, but Jett figured that was more a byproduct of middle age rather than a truly restless night. As much as Mom had snored, she couldn’t have spent much time awake.
 
   “Nobody else has ever complained about it before.”
 
   “And just how many people have you slept with?” Jett asked, grinning.
 
   “Like I said last night, some things are better off not talked about.”
 
   “Hey, we survived. It all seems silly now, doesn’t it?” Jett tried to say it lightly, but the aura of menace still hung over the farm. She had a plan to get her mom away from the place for a while. Maybe that would help their moods and give them some perspective.
 
   “We still haven’t finished our conversation about your missing curfew,” Katy said. “Don’t think all this supernatural stuff is going to make that go away.”
 
   Jett rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell that deputy about the hoof prints?”
 
   “They’re gone. I looked when I went to let the goats out of the barn. So maybe they never happened.”
 
   “Hayley saw him, remember? We’ve gone through too much to live in denial.”
 
   “That was, what, ten miles down the road? As long as he stays away from the farm, then let him ride all over hell and back.” Katy checked her phone as if the matter was closed.
 
   Jett wasn’t going to let her off the hook easily. “Maybe if you weren’t so isolated, bad news wouldn’t follow you around. Sometimes I think it’s you that’s haunted, and not the farm.”
 
   Katy slammed her mug down on the kitchen table, sloshing brown slop all over her magazine. The reaction was so sudden that Jett realized she’d struck a nerve. Jeez, she thinks the same thing herself.
 
   Then it was doubly important that Mom found a new direction in her life. With luck, she would come to services with them tomorrow, and not just show up for the baptism. That would be a start. “Nothing personal, Mom. I just worry about you.”
 
   “I’m fine. I haven’t seen a single ghost in a whole year. And if you forget about the hoof prints, or accept some logical explanation that I just can’t make up on the spur of the moment, then all the ghosts are gone for good.”
 
   “Maybe we should get a priest in to throw around some holy water and chant some Latin,” Jett said.
 
   “Neither of us are Catholic, and I don’t think Harmon Smith is, either.”
 
   Jett went for the kill. “Then maybe my preacher. Elder Tester.”
 
   Katy tilted her head forward and peered up at Jett standing by the sink. “Seriously?”
 
   “There’s comfort in it, Mom. That’s why I want to get baptized and join the church. At first I just went along with Dad to spend time with him, and then I started hearing good stuff.”
 
   “And suppose I call up your preacher and tell him to help me get rid of another dead preacher? Will he think I’m crazy, or will he think I’m the bride of Satan?”
 
   Jett glanced out the kitchen window at the barn. She’d been afraid to go out this morning and look for more hoof prints. Maybe the Horseback Preacher had watched the house all night, thinking about coming in. If she only knew what he wanted, this would be easier to deal with.
 
   “Well, after being the bride of Gordon, that would probably be an improvement,” Jett said. “Look. I get it. You’re stubborn. You’re too proud to ask for help. But as you like to say, we’re in this together.”
 
   Katy began wiping up her mess, which had now dribbled to the worn hardwood floor. “Tell you what. I need to meet this Elder Tester anyway and talk about your baptism. Your dad should be involved, too, since he dragged you into this. Let me feel him out, and if he seems cool, I’ll mention Harmon Smith and see how he reacts. Then take it from there. But no promises.”
 
   Jett nodded. This was even better than she’d hoped. She expected her mom to talk her out of the baptism and also cut out her Sundays with Dad. To isolate Jett just the way she isolated herself.
 
   Maybe Mom’s not beyond hope after all.
 
   They spent the rest of the morning making arrangements, and Mark Draper was only too pleased to be included. Jett wasn’t sure whether Dad still had designs on winning Mom back or whether he was more interested in bringing Mom into the church along with Jett. Maybe a little of both—if they spent more time together, then Mom would see how Dad had changed and maybe remember why she’d fallen in love with him in the first place. Jett had no real skin in the game; she was glad she got to spend time with each of them and didn’t want anything to strain that delicate balance.
 
   After Katy hung up from calling David Tester, she said, “He was glad to hear from me. He said he’s been meaning to come over but he’s been busy. He didn’t mention Gordon once, so I give him points for that. One weird thing, though.”
 
   “What’s that?” Jett said.
 
   “He can’t meet at the church. Because of the crime-scene thing. I’d forgotten about that. So he wants to meet here instead.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “I invited him and your dad for dinner.”
 
   Jett pumped her fist and said, “Yes!” Then reality set in. “Wait. What are you cooking?”
 
   “I’m not cooking anything. We’re cooking a nice dinner with stuff from the garden. Now let’s get our chores done so we can get ready.”
 
   Jett changed into her work clothes to feed the chickens and milk the stupid goats, but she was determined to finish her chores without complaint so Mom could see how church was now a positive influence on her life. In truth, she didn’t feel all that different, but the Primitives didn’t force you to accept Jesus in your heart the way most other Christians did. That whole concept seemed a little creepy to Jett. If He came in there, could you ever make Him leave? If Jesus loved everyone unconditionally, then why did He demand that kind of surrender? Anyway, these weren’t the kinds of things she could talk about with Dad or Elder Tester.
 
   On the way to the barn, the goats bleated over the prospect of hay and grain, pressing their noses against the fence or hooking their hooves on strands of wire and rearing up to be on eye level with them. Katy stopped in the barnyard and scanned the ground. “Here’s where the tracks were. See? Nothing but goat turds and goat prints.”
 
   “Well wouldn’t a ghost horse leave ghost hoof prints?” Jett asked.
 
   “You’re trying to apply common sense to nonsense, honey.”
 
   Jett scanned the herd, looking for Greta. “Did you count them when you let them out this morning?”
 
   “No. I didn’t think…oh, Jesus.”
 
   “Six. Two more are missing. Banana Split and Queen Elvis.”
 
   Katy stared at the barn as if it had swallowed the animals. “How could I not have noticed?”
 
   Because the FARM wouldn’t let you. HE wouldn’t let you.
 
   “Maybe now we should call the police?” Jett said.
 
   “No,” Katy said, a little too abruptly. “They might think we’re connected to the grave desecrations. I’d just as soon stay out of that.”
 
   Jett decided to apply some of the moral lessons Mom was always trying to lay on her. “Isn’t that kind of like a lie?”
 
   “Keeping your mouth shut is a sign of good character,” Katy said.
 
   “Well, are we just going to let somebody steal our goats until they’re all gone? I thought you loved these furry monsters.”
 
   “After we’re done feeding and milking, I’ll go out and look for them while you gather some goodies from the garden.”
 
   “You sure you want to go out there alone?”
 
   “It’s my farm.”
 
   And right there was the real problem. This wasn’t Mom’s farm. It was Harmon Smith’s. And it always had been. But before Jett could say anything, the patrol car turned into the driveway and approached at a slow crawl.
 
   “Stay here,” Katy said. “I’ll handle this.”
 
   “No way.” Jett ignored her mom’s scowl and followed her to the where the deputy stood near the porch.
 
   It was the same woman deputy from last night, and she looked as tired as Mom. She gave Jett a smile but didn’t really mean it. But it was better than the half-suspicious look the deputy had shot at her last night. Jett was able to read the name insignia above her left breast: Vreeland.
 
   “Sorry to bother you again, Mrs. Logan,” she said to Katy. “But we had a breakthrough on the church vandalism.”
 
   “That’s great,” Katy said, cautious. “But I’m sure you’re busy. You didn’t have to tell me personally.”
 
   “Well, it’s possible you might be linked to them.”
 
   Jett glared at Mom, who shook her head, wide-eyed. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “We’ve arrested Odus Hampton. We have evidence strongly linking him to the crimes.”
 
   “No way. Odus likes to take a drink now and then, but he’s just not…I just can’t see that at all.”
 
   “That’s why I came out here today. I know he works on your farm some, and he worked for your…late husband…for years. And you also raise goats, so I wanted to see if any more are missing.”
 
   Jett couldn’t imagine Odus slaughtering goats like that. For one thing, he’d never waste good meat. But besides that, he loved the animals and preferred eating wild game to domestic livestock. Jett had a pretty good idea who was stealing goats and slaughtering them, but it was somebody the law couldn’t exactly put behind bars.
 
   “No,” Katy said, waving over to the barnyard’s enclosure. “They’re all here. All six of them, as you can see.”
 
   Deputy Vreeland appeared to count them while simultaneously checking out the entire farm with those cool blue eyes. “Have you observed anything odd about the suspect lately?”
 
   “What could be odd about Odus? He’s just a country boy at heart. Hunting, fishing, and drinking.”
 
   “He claims he’s innocent, of course. Just like they all do. But he’s spouting all these weird phrases, like he’s hinting at some big conspiracy. That’s why we thought there might be more people involved, but he’s not naming any names.”
 
   “Do I need to call a lawyer?” Katy asked.
 
   The deputy held up a hand. “Oh, no, Mrs. Logan. I don’t mean it like that. We’re just trying to wrap this up and make some sense of it. He kept repeating ‘You’ll know him by his fruits.’ Have you ever known Odus to say anything peculiar about church or God or religion?”
 
   “I know he does some handyman work for several churches, but he’s never—”
 
   “Odus didn’t do it,” Jett cut in, drawing the deputy’s gaze.
 
   Katy grabbed Jett by the forearm, as if to restrain her from hitting the officer. “Jett, we don’t—”
 
   “It’s about Harmon Smith,” Jett continued, fighting an urge to just launch into a rant about the sinister preacher who haunted their farm.
 
   Deputy Vreeland considered this for a moment, waiting for Jett to finish. When she realized Jett was done, she said, “We know the desecrated graves belong to Harmon Smith. Three churches have graves to honor Harmon’s work as a circuit-riding preacher, and we checked out the third one today. Solom Free Will Baptist, where Odus has been working. We found fresh blood there, too, but we haven’t ascertained its origins.”
 
   “That’s circumstantial,” Katy said.
 
   “Well, the blood was fresh enough for the crime to have occurred while we had Odus in custody, which is why we’re looking for more suspects,” the deputy said. “The other scenes had visible, um…goat parts, but we found only prints at the Free Will church.”
 
   “Sorry we don’t know anything that can help,” Katy said, glaring at Jett for confirmation.
 
   Deputy Vreeland nodded. “Well, thank you for your time. Once again, if you think of anything…anything at all…call me at the office.”
 
   After the deputy drove away, Jett said to her mom, “I thought lying was wrong but keeping your mouth shut was a sign of good character. You did a little of both.”
 
   Katy said, “Sometimes you’ve got to split it right down the middle.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Ray Tester was changing the plugs on his Massey Ferguson when he saw a goat moving across his meadow, hobbling as if it had blown a knee joint or gotten a thorn up in between its cloven hoofs. The animal moved between the giant rolls of hay that were still green and moist. Ray recalled the headless goats he’d found in the field. He’d buried the goats behind his blackberry patch, using his tractor to gouge a hole in the ground. The heads had never turned up.
 
   “Hand me that three-quarters wrench,” he said to Bennie.
 
   Bennie picked a tool from the toolbox and handed it to him. “This one?”
 
   “Right size, but I want an open-end, not a boxed-end.”
 
   Bennie handed him the correct wrench, then said, “There’s a goat over there.”
 
   “Pay it no mind.”
 
   “Where you reckon it come from?”
 
   “Smith farm, probably. They’ve never been good about fences.”
 
   “The ‘mith farm is scary,” little Bennie said, hugging himself and giving a big fake shudder. That boy was quite a character. “Ricky Underwood said the ‘carecrow Man lived there.”
 
   “Well, the Scarecrow Man ain’t real, so just quit listening to such foolishness. But that goat is sure enough real.”
 
   “Maybe somebody will chop off its head, too,” Bennie said. “Like the one we found in the field.”
 
   “Don’t be talking that way.”
 
   Ray figured The Horseback Preacher would be afoot tonight. The preacher was toying with them, letting them know he could take one of them at any time. Ray wasn’t particularly afraid of dying and he wasn’t that worried about the fate of his immortal soul. The irony was that all these mountain churches were to blame for this mess.
 
   They all had a hand in Harmon Smith’s death, even the Rush Branch Primitive Baptists that used to number Ray among its congregation and that was now led by his brother David. Harmon Smith’s death wasn’t something the Rush Branch Primitive Baptists were either proud of or ashamed of, it just was. Like that lame goat that made its way between the rolls of hay, making a drunken beeline for the fence. Ray put down his ratchet and wiped his hands on a rag.
 
   As he watched, the goat eased against the wire, its left foreleg twisted as if the bone had snapped. Goats were known for breaking out of any kind of pen, and this one must have pulled a Houdini act once already. But there was no way it would make it over four feet of hog wire topped with two strands of barbed wire.
 
   Yet the goat reared up, put its broken limb on top of the hog wire, and dragged itself up. Then its other leg hooked on a strand of wire, and the rear hooves fought for purchase. The damned goat (a billy, judging by the sac that swung between its rear legs) was climbing the fence like a brain-damaged monkey. It put its chin over the top strand of wire, puncturing its flesh and sending a dribble of blood down the dirty white fur of its neck.
 
   Then it repositioned its legs and shoved forward until its chest and belly were suspended on the top wire. The barbs must have been shredding its stomach, but the goat didn’t mutter a grunt of complaint. Instead, it worked like it had a mission, wriggling until the bulk of its weight caused it to flop onto the other side of the fence. It stood on shaky legs and stared at Ray, eyes red and leaky. Could goats get rabies?
 
   “Get on to the house, Bennie,” he said.
 
   “I want to watch.”
 
   “Get on.”
 
   The boy jogged about thirty feet before turning to look at the goat again.
 
   “I said get,” Ray said.
 
   The boy broke into a sprint toward the house, his little legs pumping.
 
   Ray looked in his toolbox. He pulled a rusty plumber’s wrench from the depths. It was two feet long and weighed at least eight pounds. Ray swung it before him, testing its heft.
 
   The goat didn’t charge. Instead, it planted its broken leg and took an awkward step, then another, blood seeping from its scored belly. It was heading past the potato patch and up into the woods. Toward the rocky slopes of Lost Ridge.
 
   Ray waited until it was past the spot where he had buried the goat corpses, then followed, keeping a distance of about forty feet. He could track the thing easily from the red splashes that pocked the ground to the cloven hooves in the mud and the dragging little rut made by the crippled leg. It was headed for the top of Lost Ridge and the twists of Snakeberry Trail, where the Horseback Preacher had once paid the final price for his sins.
 
   And on the other side of the ridge was his brother David’s church.
 
   David the big shot, the smooth talker, the holier-than-though hero of the family.
 
   So high and mighty that he paid no attention to the signs. David would never acknowledge that Harmon Smith returned from the dead and still made the rounds of Solom. Until David himself witnessed it, then it didn’t happen. That’s just the way his little brother had always been. Miracles weren’t miracles until he said so.
 
   And his bullshit was the main reason Ray had left the church. Once you got a little distance, you began to see how the Primitives were sort of a joke. If God had already picked those who would get to heaven, then Ray’s odds were just as good with his ass in a tractor seat as in a church pew.
 
   So maybe he’d sit this one out. Old Harmon Smith would have no business with him.
 
   He glanced at the little clapboard house which Bennie had just entered, the screen door still banging back and forth.
 
   As long as you stay away from my boy, you can take whoever the hell you want, Harmon Smith. Even David.
 
   Ray grinned.
 
   ESPECIALLY David.
 
   
  
 



 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   David Tester sought to live his life according to the words of the Bible.
 
   Primitive Baptists didn’t hold with the cross, the crucifix, or even pictorial representations of the Lord. Such things were graven images, and therefore false idols. It was God’s decision alone to decide which souls were taken to Glory, and God might choose all or none. To leave that choice up to the sinner was an insult to God’s power over all things. The best course of a sinner was to live according to the Gospel here in this life and assume God had ample room in the next. As the church elder, David’s life served as an example, and even though he avoided temptation when possible, he knew he suffered the sin of pride.
 
   Primitives chose their elders from among the congregation. The position required no formal training. Basically, anyone who heard the call of the Lord would stand up and give it a go, and sometimes would preach for years before being officially selected to lead the church. In the meantime, other elders sought the same position, depending upon the passion in their hearts.
 
   David’s own brother Ray had delivered a few sermons, but Ray didn’t have the gift of oration as his younger brother did. David’s biggest regret was that Ray had subsequently left the church, and David’s biggest failure was the pride he had felt at being named elder. Ray’s chances of reaching heaven were just the same as they had been before, but David sometimes wondered if weakness ran in the Tester blood.
 
   Because right now he needed to be strong.
 
   Because Harmon Smith was back, and the only way that could have happened was if the Lord so willed it. David had no magic spells he could invoke, no special dust he could sprinkle, no prayers for strength against enemies. The plain, bald truth of it was God had brought Harmon to Solom for a reason. He almost wished he were a Southern Baptist, so he could believe Harmon was of the Devil and therefore had arrived to work against the Lord’s purpose. The only comfort David could draw was that God’s ways were known only to God and therefore should be accepted. Even if you didn’t have such faith, God was going to do as He pleased anyway, so it was best to be prepared for the worst.
 
   The question now was whether or not David should try to do anything about Harmon. If the answer was “no,” then David would go about his business, keep his head down, and let his congregation deal with the situation as the Lord so chose. If the answer was “yes,” then maybe the little valley community of Solom had been chosen as the final showdown, the battleground depicted by the apostle John in the Book of Revelations.
 
   Maybe the signs had already shown themselves, the seven seals broken, the red dragon risen up from the sea, and all that, and the farmers of Solom had been just plain too busy to notice. The charismatic Baptist sects had made a lot of hay over the signs, and it seemed like, growing up, David had heard almost daily that the end was nigh and the Lord’s return was just around the corner. What David could never understand was the fear in the voices of the doomsayers. The Lord’s return was a thing to be welcomed, no matter if it rode in on fire, famine, and spilled blood.
 
   But what if the Lord had sent Harmon Smith back as some kind of temptation? The Old Testament was practically one long test, what with Abraham being ordered to offer up his son on the altar and Job undergoing terrible trials. Even Jesus Christ had to stand on a desert plateau and turn down the Devil’s offer of a shining city laid out before Him, and if God couldn’t trust his very own Son to do the right thing, then what chance did David have?
 
   This was an awful time for such a trial. Odus Hampton had been arrested for desecrating his church, and the congregation would surely expect some kind of official position on the crime. The Bible’s main message was forgiveness and redemption, but it was one thing to quote chapter and verse and quite another to live it outside the church walls.
 
   And then there was young Jett Draper. He was supposed to go over to the Smith farm with Mark tonight to talk about her baptism, and he was afraid. Not of explaining his church to Jett’s mom, or because the mother and father were divorced, or because Gordon had tried to kill them, but because that was Harmon Smith’s home ground.
 
   Trials, troubles, and tribulations. They weighed on his shoulders like a concrete yoke.
 
   David paused in his work forking mulch over Lillian Rominger’s strawberry bed. After the killing frosts, David’s landscaping business slowed down, and besides some tree pruning and a side business growing poinsettias in a small greenhouse, he would be scraping by the next few months. Lillian was one of his best customers and kept him busy through November doing odd jobs. She was a Methodist widow, stocky and brusque, but for all that she was attractive and only a decade or so older than David. During the summer, whenever the heat drove him to remove his shirt, she always seemed to pop up with a glass of iced tea. In the autumn, she often worked alongside him, not afraid to get her knees dirty or to bump into him if they were hauling wood or weeding the flower bed.
 
   Today she was busy feeding the two goats she kept in a pen on her two-acre property. Her place was bordered by two large stretches of pasture but couldn’t rightly be considered a farm, though she had numerous flower gardens, with strawberries, blueberries, gooseberries, and a couple of dozen apple trees. She was a postal carrier in the next county and had to work most Saturdays, though she claimed the federal holidays made up for the aggravation. David rested against his pitchfork and watched her sprinkling hay into the pen.
 
   The animals mashed their faces against the wire fencing, greedy for food. One of the goats reared up on its hind legs and nipped her hand.
 
   “Ouch,” Lillian said, yanking her hand back. David could see the blood even from fifty feet away. He jammed his pitchfork into the remaining heap of mulch in his truck bed and jogged to her side. Lillian’s green eyes were wide and startled.
 
   “You okay?” David asked. He pulled a bandanna from his pocket, thinking he would wrap her wound, but the cloth was sweaty and stiff.
 
   “Blamed creature about took my whole hand off,” she said. The skin was broken on three of her knuckles, blood dripping onto her canvas sneakers.
 
   “We’d better get that inside and washed,” David said. The goat that had bitten Lillian stood by the fence, chewing hay with a twist of its bearded jaw.
 
   “I’ll be okay,” she said. “I think he’s just worked up because he knows I’m going to geld him.”
 
   “Geld him?”
 
   She pulled a circular iron band from her back pocket. There was a clip at one end of the hinged band that allowed it to be opened and closed. “You reach under the billy boy and grab that sack and yank down like this”—Lillian gave a demonstration that looked like she was plucking grapes from an ornery vine—”and snap this little puppy up above the twins. The sack rots off in a few weeks, and that musky odor gets a lot more bearable.”
 
   David blanched at the thought of having that band clamped around his own testicles. He’d been raised in the ways of farm life, but somehow castration seemed far crueler than slaughtering for meat. Back in his youth, there had been few goats in Solom. It seemed the past few years either the goats had been breeding like rabbits or everyone had simultaneously developed an affinity for the stubborn creatures.
 
   There was another reason: it was sign of his return.
 
   You will know them by their fruits.
 
   “Well, I can see why he got a little testy then,” David said.
 
   “Odus Hampton told me you can’t trust goats this time of year.”
 
   David wondered what else Odus had told her and if he should mention Odus’s crime. “They’ve been acting strange lately. Tell me, why did you buy yours?”
 
   The goats pressed against the sides of the pen, stomping the dirt with their hooves, as if they were trying to bust out. Lillian wiped her hand on her jeans, then inspected the ragged skin. “Gordon Smith gave them to me back before he…well, you know. Said I could eat them, milk them, or breed them. Said goats made good pets and that everybody in Solom should have some.”
 
   “I don’t guess they carry rabies and start acting strangely because of it.”
 
   “Probably could, if they got bit by a bat or bobcat that was infected.”
 
   The goats retreated to the center of the pen, where Lillian had constructed a makeshift shelter. The billy that Lillian planned to geld lowered its head and ran full-tilt at the fence, denting the wire and jiggling the fence posts. The other goat, the female, which was pregnant judging by its swollen belly and dangling teats, bleated frantically. The billy backed up a few steps and hurled itself at the fence again.
 
   “Jesus,” Lillian said. “He’s gone crazy.”
 
   David put an arm around her and pulled her away from the pen. David felt silly fleeing a goat, but something about the mad shine of its eyes gave him the creeps. Lillian’s house was two hundred feet away, so they retreated to David’s pick-up as the goat continued to batter the fence.
 
   They slid into the cab just as the fence gave way and the billy came staggering over the tangled mesh. David expected it to make a direct line to the truck and ram its horns into the sheet metal. Instead, it stopped where Lillian’s blood had dripped and began licking at the ground.
 
   “It wanted my blood?” Lillian said, examining the gash on her hand. “What the hell’s going on here, David?”
 
   “I’ve been wondering that myself.” He looked in the rear-view mirror. He could probably grab the pitchfork before the goat reached him. But then what would he do? Stick it in the creature’s ribs? The billy lifted its head from the ground and sniffed the air, then looked directly at David.
 
   “David?” Lillian’s tone chilled him.
 
   “He’s staying where he is.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.” She nudged his elbow and he looked through the front windshield. A dozen goats from the neighboring pasture had come down to the barbed-wire boundary and were watching the encounter. David wondered if they had smelled the blood, too, and he thought of sharks in the water being thrown into a frenzy.
 
   But these were goats, for God’s sake. Livestock. Food. They were technically herbivores, but had a reputation for eating tin cans, wool blankets, newsprint, anything they could squeeze down their gullets. As far as David knew, they had never been carnivorous. Then why was he so afraid that the goats would break through the barbed wire and surround the truck?
 
   “Do you have a gun?” he asked Lillian.
 
   “In the house. A little .22 pistol to scare off burglars.”
 
   That puny weapon would only scare a blind man or a liberal, but it would have to do. “I suggest we head for the house, then.”
 
   He turned the ignition key, half expecting the engine to grind over and over without firing, like a scene in a B-grade horror movie. Instead the engine roared to life. He jammed the gear shift into first and peeled up two strips of mud as he popped out the clutch and spun the rear wheels.
 
   David fought an urge to plow over the billy, which stared at him with those oblate pupils boring holes in David’s face, as if marking him for later revenge. David brought the truck to a halt beside the porch, then he and Lillian scrambled inside and slammed the door.
 
   David peeked through the curtains while Lillian retrieved the pistol from her bedroom. The goats in the neighboring pasture had lost interest and scattered across the grass, grazing as before. The billy took a tentative nibble at an apple sapling, then went back to the pen where its mate waited by the shelter. They lay together in the afternoon sunlight, shaking their ears to drive away flies.
 
   “Did what I think happened really happen, or am I going crazy?” Lillian said.
 
   David suddenly felt foolish. Looking out, the scene was almost pastoral, with the dark green grass, the beds of plants and hibernating flowers, the far mountains stippled with autumnal trees. He imagined himself picking up the phone and calling the Sheriff’s Department to report a wild animal attack. He could almost hear the dispatcher’s voice: “What kind of animal? Bear? Dog? Treed raccoon?” He would bet his truck that “Goat” wouldn’t make the list.
 
   But maybe this explained why Odus Hampton had killed those goats on Harmon Smith’s graves. At least somebody was trying to stop the Horseback Preacher.
 
   “Let’s get your hand patched up,” he said to Lillian, dropping the curtain on the bizarre world outside, wondering what the Book of Revelation had to say about the role of goats in the apocalypse.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   When Katy invited Mark to come over a little early, she wasn’t entirely sure of her motives.
 
   Her cover story was that she wanted to hear about his experience with the Primitive Baptists, but she could have done that over the phone. He’d spent little time at the farm since the night Gordon Smith had tried to kill them all, mostly just a few awkward minutes at a time waiting in the foyer for Jett to get ready on Sunday mornings. Once or twice Katy offered him a cup of coffee, but he would politely decline and they’d pass the time in the idlest possible conversation—usually talking about the weather.
 
   She imagined they would have the same type of conversation this evening, cool and distant, two polite strangers. But when his battered Chevy pick-up pulled up alongside her late-model Subaru, she realized just how different this man was from the one she’d married and divorced. As he strode confidently up the steps, she couldn’t help watching through the kitchen window. His drug addiction had left him in an odd mix of gaunt and chubby, soft flab hanging loose from a skeleton. But his recovery combined with his carpentry work had moved his weight back into his shoulders and chest.
 
   It wasn’t just his musculature, though. He carried his head high, no longer slouching around in shame and deception, and his brown hair had just a touch of scruffiness that made him look boyish and downplayed the hint of gray at his temples. His long-sleeved shirt was rolled up, revealing strong forearms with thick veins that reflected healthy circulation. By the time he knocked on the door, Katy was checking out places she had no business looking at.
 
   She blushed and fanned herself, regaining her composure by the time she reached the door. It had been too long, that was all. She’d only had a couple of dates since Gordon’s death, and the “crazy man’s widow” vibe she’d picked up from them killed any chance of a romantic dabble, much less a serious relationship. When she opened the door, her face was set in a neutral expression but that didn’t dim his smile any.
 
   “Come in,” she said, stepping back before he could dip in for a hug or handshake. “Jett’s upstairs.”
 
   “Thank you for having me and Elder David over,” Mark said. His gray eyes were clear and warm, a man at peace. “I know this is a big step for all of us, and I want you to be comfortable with it.”
 
   “No matter what, I’m on Jett’s side,” she answered, careful not to brush against him as she closed the door behind him.
 
   “‘Jett first,’ that’s my motto, too.” He glanced around the house as if he hadn’t seen the interior before. Without looking at her, he continued. “God, I screwed it up, Katy. I’ve already apologized and made amends as best I can, and I know it doesn’t make any difference now, but this wasn’t how I wanted things to turn out.”
 
   Katy wasn’t at all ready for the heavy turn. “Life happens. It’s okay—”
 
   “Please.” Now he did look at her, fully into her eyes, perhaps more deeply than he ever had. “Before Jett comes down. Let me finish, and I’ll be done. Promise.”
 
   She nodded. Were those the faint glimmer of tears in his eyes?
 
   He took both her hands in his. “That night…when Gordon attacked you and Jett and I tried to fight him…I thought, ‘If I die saving these two people, then that would be the best thing I could ever do with my life.’ Funny, after the way I tried to kill myself the slow way with drugs and alcohol, I would die a million times just to get one chance to do it right. And God’s given me that chance.”
 
   Katy’s fluttering heart took a wild detour. She’d braced for a pity party, maybe even a desperate plea for her love, but he was talking about his spirituality. A selfish part of her pouted inside, deprived of the attention, but her higher self was fascinated. He didn’t have to explain the change to her. He was living it.
 
   “You never got to see that side of me, and I didn’t even know it existed myself,” he said with a calm excitement. “After all those years in the bondage of misery—no, not our marriage, that was wonderful; I’m talking about the prison I built around my heart—it’s so amazing to finally be free. And Jett’s had a taste of it, too. All I ask that you give her a chance to check it out. It’s just a little water on the head and a few words. It’s not like she’s signing up for the army.”
 
   “Onward, Christian soldiers,” Katy joked, and immediately felt stupid. She patted his hands and pulled away. “Sorry. This is still new. And…well, I’ve got some other things on my mind.”
 
   “The Lord’s peace is right there for the taking, Katy.”
 
   She nodded. Now she was ashamed of the desire she’d felt upon seeing him. She’d always assumed that he secretly longed for a reunion. But perhaps she’d enjoyed imagining him running to her at the snap of her fingers. Weren’t pride and vanity sins?
 
   She glanced up the stairs to escape his earnest gaze. “Jett!”
 
   “Coming,” Jett responded, her voice muffled by her bedroom door.
 
   Mark sniffed the air. “Mmm. What’s cooking?”
 
   “Oh, Christ,” Katy said, hurrying past him to the kitchen. “Oops. Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. I mean…come on.”
 
   Mark stood only a couple of feet away as she battled the pots and pans on the stove, definitely into her personal space. “It’s spaghetti,’ she said, grabbing two hand towels and hoisting a pot of pasta. “My specialty.”
 
   “I didn’t know you could cook,” Mark said.
 
   “I guess we’ve both changed,” Katy said, wondering if he’d catch the irony. But he only stood there smiling blandly, blocking her way to the metal strainer in the sink. She swerved around him, spilling a little water and nearly burning her hand, steam stinging her eyes and wilting her hair.
 
   God, I even put on make-up. This is so embarrassing.
 
   “Can I help?” he asked.
 
   “Sure, thanks. Can you stir that sauce with that wooden spatula there?”
 
   “Heh,” Mark said. “This reminds me of our first apartment in Charlotte. That time we tried to make alfredo sauce. We ended up chucking it out the window and polishing off a couple of bottles of wine on empty stomachs.”
 
   Yes, I remember. That might have been the night Jett was conceived.
 
   She kept her back to him as the pasta drained, then went to the counter and pulled out a wooden cutting board. “Pardon me. I’ve got to chop some onions. Just keep stirring.”
 
   She cut twice as many onions as the recipe called for, and she was wiping her eyes as Jett entered the kitchen.
 
   “Weird to see you, Dad,” Jett said, giving him a hug from behind.
 
   He kissed her on the top of the head. “You’re looking good, Sunshine Supergirl.”
 
   “Country living, Dad. You should give it a try. Oh, yeah, you did.”
 
   They were so easy with each other that Katy felt an unexpected flare of jealousy. How had they built such a rapport over a few dozen Sundays?
 
   Katy grappled to come up with something to reaffirm her position in Jett’s life. “Did you tell him about your biology test?”
 
   “A ninety-eight,” Mark said. “Isn’t she awesome?”
 
   “Well, Kelvin helped. He’s a real brain.”
 
   “Why don’t you invite him to church if you like him so much?” Mark said. “That is, if faith doesn’t scare him as much as it scares some people.”
 
   Katy shook the drainer. The pasta looked a little soggy. God, couldn’t she get anything right?
 
   “Nobody wants their first date to be at Rush Branch,’ Jett said. “Besides, it’s going to be a little weird tomorrow anyway.”
 
   “Because your mom’s going to be there?” Mark said, giving the spatula to Jett. He looked at Katy, who hoped her eyes weren’t too red. From the onions.
 
   “No, because of that goat sacrifice stuff.”
 
   “Oh?” For the first time, Mark seemed a little off his game. “What does that mean?”
 
   Jett gave him a quick summary of the incident, with Katy cutting in to supply details or suppress details as needed. After they concluded with Odus’s arrest, Katy said, “Didn’t your preacher mention it?”
 
   Mark shook his head. “I swear, sometimes it seems like Solom’s got more secrets than a black cat at midnight. Good thing there’s one answer to every mystery, and that answer is God.” He patted Jett on the shoulder. “Right, pumpkin?”
 
   Jett shot Katy a look that she translated to mean Jett wasn’t totally sold on this religious experience. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking. Katy didn’t want to make this a competition.
 
   Jett first.
 
   By the time David Tester arrived, the table was set, the spaghetti cold, the sauce congealed, and Katy was nearly as limp as the salad.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   “I owe you one,” Odus Hampton said to the Rev. Edmisten.
 
   “You owe me twenty-five hundred plus ten percent interest,” the reverend said. “Although I should be thankful you kept my sacrifice private. If you mentioned my name in connection with these crimes, even though I am innocent, it would be an inconvenience during this very important time.”
 
   Odus figured calling up the reverend instead of a lawyer was good business all the way around. The reverend had a vested interest in buying his silence, plus he was the only one Odus knew who would have that much cash on hand. Although Odus had been charged with two separate felonies, plus a misdemeanor trespassing charge thrown in to pad the list, the jail had a standard bail schedule that allowed inmates to get out easily instead of waiting for a hearing in Superior Court. In the eyes of the law, Odus was still innocent until proven guilty.
 
   And even though he was innocent in the eyes of God, too, the fact remained that he would likely be found guilty when his case came to trial. With crimes that offensive to the community, and with Odus being caught more-or-less red-handed, he might even be better off taking a plea bargain. Either way, he’d have a hard time finding work in these parts again. He didn’t give a damn about being outcast, since he’d pretty much shunned society ever since childhood, but a fellow still had to eat.
 
   They walked out of the Pickett County Jail into the early Saturday evening of Titusville. Not much traffic cruised the streets, and many of the parking spaces were empty. Ever since the Walmart and the shopping center with the Cineplex had opened over by the four-lane, the old part of town had withered. Even the government offices and their employees couldn’t keep the surrounding businesses afloat. And that was just fine with Odus, as that meant fewer prying eyes loosening up gossipy tongues.
 
   “What are people going to say about you bailing me out?” Odus asked. “Ain’t you worried about that?”
 
   “No indeedy. The Bible says those who walk with the Lord will have compassion. It also says judge not lest ye be judged.”
 
   An elderly couple passed them on the sidewalk, and the man’s iron-gray eyebrows crept up his wrinkled forehead as he glared at Odus. Word of the crimes had obviously gotten around. Odus had seen a newspaper reporter in the jail requesting the mug shot, so his face was going to be plastered around the county. Luckily the Titusville Times was a bi-weekly and the next edition wouldn’t come out until Tuesday. But the local AM radio station would be all over it.
 
   The police and jail staff had treated Odus coldly and with a little more roughness than the situation called for. Even a fellow inmate had given him a hard time. The only thing tempering the outrage was the fact that the two churches were small, remote, and of niche denominations. And Solom had a reputation for peculiarities.
 
   When they reached the reverend’s Lexus, Odus realized he was twenty miles from his truck and had less than two dollars in his pocket. No way would the fussy minister let him ride in the fancy car. Unless Odus made a bargain.
 
   “You headed back home?” he asked.
 
   The reverend, who was fishing his keys out of his jacket pocket, said, “I have a mission, as you know.”
 
   “Well, maybe you could use some help.”
 
   “It’s in His hands,” the Rev. Edmisten said, and Odus wasn’t sure whether the man meant God or Harmon Smith.
 
   “You’re likely running low on goats, as many as you’ve been chopping up,” Odus said. “I can get you all you need if you give me a ride back to my truck.”
 
   The reverend was so short he could barely see over the roof to the car, but he peered across the well-waxed surface. “Are you bribing me, Odus Hampton? After the favor I just did?”
 
   “The Lord helps those that help themselves.”
 
   “That’s not in the Bible,” the reverend said. “It’s actually the opposite of what the Word teaches. God helps the helpless.”
 
   Odus looked up at the low cumulus clouds rimmed red with the sun. “Doesn’t look like God’s got any wheels at the moment, so I guess it’s on you.”
 
   The reverend slid behind the wheel and slammed the door. As he started the car, Odus leaned down and tapped on the passenger-side window.
 
   The reverend pursed his plump lips in annoyance, and then worked the button that lowered the automatic window. “Yes?”
 
   Odus stuck his head inside the vehicle, admiring the strong aroma of the leather upholstery. “The cops asked me about a third graveyard desecration. But they didn’t charge me with that one. Turns out I was sitting in a jail cell when it happened.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell them Harmon Smith did it?”
 
   “Well, this one didn’t have any goat parts laying around. Let’s say you or I, just for the sake of discussion, slaughtered an animal as a sacrifice to the Horseback Preacher. Why might there not be any scraps left over?”
 
   The reverend frowned in thought. “Because Harmon Smith took them?”
 
   “I’d bet if the cops went through the trunk of this car, they’d turn up some goat hairs and blood. Of course, we both know they wouldn’t do that for a minor crime like that. But as you said, you sure would hate to miss Harmon Smith’s return.”
 
   The exasperated reverend sighed in defeat and clicked a button to unlock the door. Odus got in.
 
   “Comfy,” Odus said. “The Lord has blessed you with material things.”
 
   “Yes indeedy. But they won’t matter a bit once I take over as the Horseback Preacher.”
 
   “Well, how many more goats do you think it will take?”
 
   “Maybe all of them. I’ve only been performing sacrifices for two days.”
 
   Odus folded his arms and stared straight ahead, waiting for the car to back out and ease into traffic.
 
   “Odus?”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “Seat belt.”
 
   “Oh, right.” Odus fastened the belt with a click. “There’s probably some Bible verse about automotive safety.”
 
   “No indeedy. Just a state law.”
 
   They talked little as they drove out to Solom, and Odus found his mind wandering. If the reverend’s animal sacrifices weren’t drawing out the Horseback Preacher, then what would? Mose Eldreth said Harmon Smith had shown up at the Free Will church. And, judging by those hoof prints, Miss Katy’s farm as well.
 
   So far the reverend hadn’t put two and two together. But what if they sacrificed a goat right there on Harmon Smith’s home turf?
 
   Such an act would put Katy and Jett at risk. But if it got this mess over with, then it would be worth it.
 
   As they hit the gravel road at the bottom of Lost Ridge where Odus had left his truck, Odus said, “So what’s your plan for the night? You’ve already hit up Harmon’s three graves and the place where he was killed. Seems to me like maybe he’s not all that interested in you.”
 
   That seemed to irk the reverend, who drove slowly over the uneven, twisting road. “You’re ignorant of the signs, Brother Odus. The third day will soon be upon us. But just as Harmon Smith took up larger and larger animals in sacrifice, so might I be called thusly.”
 
   “There’s a couple of pigs out at Ray Tester’s place. I’m sure I can lay my hands on them if you want. Consider it a down payment on my debt.”
 
   The reverend shook his head, causing the folds of his neck to waddle. “As mmm-mmm-almighty good as bacon tastes, the Good Book says the pig is unclean. So surely Harmon deserves better.”
 
   “It’ll be a little bit more trouble, but I can get you a cow.”
 
   “I’ve got some other ideas, but for tonight, can you bring me three goats?”
 
   Odus was a little relieved, because stealing large animals was a felony, and if he was nabbed for another one before his trial, the judge would likely revoke bond and he’d be sitting in the slammer. He wouldn’t be able to protect Katy and Jett from there. He didn’t give a damn one way or another whether the Rev. William Edmisten replaced Harmon Smith on the long circuit, but the upside would be the Smith farm might be clear of bad magic and haunts once and for all.
 
   Does God hold it against you if you’re aiding and abetting the Devil for a good cause?
 
   Well, that was one worry Odus would just have to put off until Judgment Day. He didn’t figure God would be granting him any bail when that time came.
 
   “Three goats it is,” Odus said. “Where do you want to meet?”
 
   “The tabernacle. I’m going to open up his grave. And if he shows up, he might see that he’s earned his rest and will be happy to hand over the job.”
 
   “You might need a backhoe, because you’re going to need a bigger hole than that,” Odus said as they rounded a curve and his truck came into view. He hoped no one had stolen his fishing pole. The deputy had confiscated his rifle as evidence, so he wouldn’t get that back until after the trial.
 
   “Why’s that?” the reverend said.
 
   “You think Harmon Smith’s going anywhere without Old Saint?”
 
   The reverend eased to a stop behind the pickup, brow furrowed as if he hadn’t contemplated that. For all his book-learning and all his genius at horse trading, it seemed like the preacher was a little short on horse sense.
 
   After a moment, he nodded. “I’ll need one more thing, then. Bring me a horse.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   Dinner hadn’t been the total disaster Jett had expected.
 
   Sure, Mom and Dad were both a little awkward, but considering it was the first time they’d sat at the same table in probably six years, they managed not to say anything stupid or break into an argument. Elder Tester ended up doing most of the talking, and Mom didn’t give him the third degree with her questions. Even the food wasn’t too bad, although the sauce was a little oniony and the pasta gummy.
 
   After Dad and the preacher left and they were cleaning up the kitchen, Jett asked if she could go hang out with Kelvin and Hayley. The request drew such a fierce glare that Jett thought her mom was going to break down in tears.
 
   “Are you kidding?” Katy said. “After last night? You were an hour late.”
 
   “Jeez, why don’t you just put razor wire around the farm and turn it into a prison?” Jett was surprised by her mother’s anger, and it made her forcefully defensive. “Just because you want to be a slave doesn’t mean I want to sit here until I grow roots.”
 
   “I’m free to do whatever I want.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Then let’s go out.”
 
   Katy scraped the sauce pan and set it in the sink, turning Jett’s dishwater a greasy red and making it stink of onions. “Nice try. But you’re grounded.”
 
   “Okay, then, I’ll stay here and you go out.” 
 
   “Well, I’m not sure I can trust you, especially after that prank texting. You broke your promise to stay in touch.”
 
   “I told you, my phone was off—I mean, I couldn’t get a signal.” She kept her head down as she scrubbed at the pan, hoping Mom didn’t catch her slip. But Mom was staring out the kitchen window at the barn.
 
   “Your dad,” she said. “I know the church has been a positive influence on his life, but doesn’t he seem a little zombified?”
 
   “Oh. I get it. That’s what this is about. You’re punishing me for joining his church. Like maybe you’re threatened because we’ll share something you’re not a part of.”
 
   “Elder David thoroughly explained the Primitive beliefs, but you still haven’t told me what you get out of it. It seems old-fashioned, conservative, and sexist, from what I can tell. Which is why I can’t understand its appeal to you. That’s almost the exact opposite of the principles I’ve tried to instill.”
 
   Jett hurled her scrubbie into the dishwater. “Because it gives me peace and comfort. Something simple. It’s a world where there are no man-eating goats or creepy preachers or psychos with knives dressing up in costume. Believing in an imaginary old man up in the sky is a lot more reassuring than waking up in the middle of the night wondering if the Horseback Preacher is standing at the foot of my bed.”
 
   They didn’t speak as they finished their kitchen chores, and Jett was determined to give Mom the silent treatment for the rest of the night. But then it was time to put up the animals for the night. Even though the sun hadn’t quite dipped over the mountains in the west, long shadows stretched across the valley and the wind caused some of them to move. Even though Jett was mad at Mom, she couldn’t let her go out there alone.
 
   Only three goats remained.
 
   Mom was convinced they’d gotten out somehow, and she circled the barnyard seeing if there was a breach in the fence. As Jett was putting the animals in their pen, hurrying because the barn interior was much darker than the sky, something thumped and clattered down the loft stairs. Jett shrieked and swung her flashlight toward the commotion, catching a glimpse of flailing fabric and whirling dust. Metal tools rattled against wood, and the flashlight cast crazy flickering shadows along the walls.
 
   Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck.
 
   Jett actually catapulted over the pen railing without even being aware that she’d moved, and she knelt among the three goats as if to hide. The animals bleated in surprise and pushed against her. Her knee was in something soft, stinky, and squishy, but she didn’t care. She debated thumbing the light off so that whatever it was—oh, you KNOW what it is, Jett—wouldn’t know where she was.
 
   But she couldn’t bear the thought of the nearly dark barn with that thing moving around, probably shopping for a sharp cutting tool on the barn wall. She compromised by jamming it into the straw-covered dirt, so that just a little orange leaked out around the face, like a battery-operated campfire lost in a foreboding Stone Age world.
 
   Katy ran into the barn, stopping a few feet inside so that she was just a black silhouette against the dwindling pinkish gray of sunset. “Honey! What is it?”
 
   “Scuh…uh.” Jett swallowed and it tasted of floating manure flakes and fear. She gathered air to try again. “Scarecrow Man! On the stairs!”
 
   Katy didn’t have a flashlight, so Jett summoned her courage and swung the beam up to pin the nightmare in the spotlight. But there was no figure standing on the little landing where the tools hung. Just a wadded pile of old clothes with a battered straw hat resting on top of them.
 
   Katy rushed into the barn and opened the pen, giving Jett a hug. The goats pushed past them and escaped into the barnyard, where they milled and bawled.
 
   “It’s just old clothes,” Katy said.
 
   “But it’s the scarecrow’s clothes,” Jett said, trying not to blubber like a little baby. She looked past her mom’s shoulder to the stairs.
 
   If those clothes move, I’m going to scream loud enough to blow the tin off the roof.
 
   She thought she saw movement at the top of the stairs, but it was difficult to tell with the swaying flashlight casting wild shadows against the rafters. She focused the beam on the loft door, which was open. For just a second, the black rectangle seemed to be filled by a man in black. But it dissolved, or stepped back, or was never there, because when she twirled Mom around and pointed, it was just dark, open space, yellow dust motes spinning in the light.
 
   “We have to look,” Katy said. “Somebody is trying to scare us.”
 
   “Well, they don’t have to try real hard. It looked like the Scarecrow Man running down the stairs.” Pushed by the Horseback Preacher, she wanted to add, but most of this was probably just her imagination. Even though they both knew ghosts were real, it was another one of those things better off not talked about.
 
   As they crossed the gritty bottom floor of the barn and reached the foot of the stairs, Katy plucked a small pickax off the wall. It was unlikely to do any good against a sinister spirit, but Jett grabbed a hand trowel. Great. What am I going to do, ask Harmon if I can transplant his posies?
 
   They ascended to the landing side by side, elbows touching, Jett bouncing the flashlight beam back and forth between the clothes, the loft door, and the barn floor behind them.
 
   When they reached the clothes, Katy knelt and poked at them with her pickax. “Just rags.”
 
   “Same rags as Gordon’s old scarecrow wore,” Jett said. “The exact same rags. See that patch on the flannel shirt, and those filthy gloves, and the hole in the blue jeans? And I’d know that straw hat anywhere. I’ve seen it in my nightmares often enough.”
 
   “I burned those,” Katy said. “Along with all of Gordon’s books and religious artifacts.”
 
   “Then how do you explain how these got here? Somebody got a description off a ‘Mysterious Legends’ ghost-hunter website and assembled a matching outfit at the thrift shop?”
 
   “We’re on the Internet?” Katy asked.
 
   “Really, Mom. There’s a thing called Google. We’re not celebrities or anything, but any old freakazoid could research us if they put the pieces together.”
 
   Katy nodded. “It’s a prank, then. Might even be a hidden cam somewhere.”
 
   “You know you don’t believe that.”
 
   “Well, if somebody’s in the loft, we either go up there or we go back in the house and call the police.”
 
   Jett tugged at her mom’s arm. “Definitely Plan B.”
 
   “But most times, the simplest answer is the right one.”
 
   “You mean the Scarecrow Man’s back?”
 
   “No,” Katy said. “Come outside and see what I found.”
 
   Oh God. There’s more?
 
   In the barnyard, Jett kept checking the loft windows behind her, but they were dark and empty. The goats followed them, but stayed a dozen feet behind, curious but confused. The sun was nearly gone now, tugging the last of its light with it and letting the night take over. Jett wasn’t paying attention and bumped into Katy’s back when she abruptly stopped.
 
   “Here,” Katy said, taking the flashlight and shining it onto the dimpled, scuffed ground.
 
   The row of prints was plain: horseshoes. The depressions were about half an inch deep, suggesting great weight, and the tracks continued all the way into the barn. But what was really weird was the other side of the fence.
 
   “They start there at the edge of the pasture,” Katy said, tracing the path with the flashlight beam. “They’re a little harder to see now, but they come right up to the fence and continue on this side.”
 
   The horse and its rider could’ve jumped the fence, which was four feet high with an additional strand of barbed-wire above that. But then the prints would have been spaced farther apart, both before the leap—when the horse would’ve gathered speed—and inside the barnyard where the depressions would have been deeper from landing. Instead, it appeared as if the horse had simply trotted right through the fence.
 
   The simplest answer was the right one: the Horseback Preacher.
 
   “He’s here,” Jett said.
 
   “But if he wanted to kill us, why didn’t he just get it over with?”
 
   “Maybe those clothes are another sign,” Jett said. “Like he’s trying to tell us something.”
 
   “Like ‘Get out of here’?”
 
   They ran for the house, still gripping their silly weapons, the goats bleating after them.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   Odus regretted taking the three goats from Miss Katy, but it was the safest way to deliver on his debt to the reverend.
 
   If Miss Katy saw him, he could say he was just taking them for a check-up at Doc Sweeney’s, who worked out of her farm on Rush Branch. That would seem a little odd, but she’d likely believe him—although surely by now she’d learned of his arrest. Bad news traveled faster than a red-tailed hawk in Solom.
 
   He snuck down from the ridge where the Smith property bordered Betsy Ward’s land, then cut across the pasture and eased his way so that his approach couldn’t be seen from the house because of the barn. He figured nobody would be out because they usually fed the animals at night. But this plan also didn’t fit with his cover story, because if he was hauling goats, he would’ve driven his pick-up.
 
   He was in luck, though—they must’ve had company for dinner. He recognized David Tester’s truck in the driveway and wondered if the preacher was courting her. He was a bit too young for her, but the pickings were slim in these parts, as he well knew. The preacher might also be on the clock, giving a sales pitch to lure her to the Primitive Baptist church. Jett had mentioned her dad was attending it, so maybe that other truck belonged to him.
 
   Whatever the reason, their visit kept Katy and Jett occupied, and all Odus could say was “Halleleuah.” The goats made a little noise when he entered the rear of the barn, but he shut them up by sprinkling some hay around, then got three ropes and collected half the herd. They were a struggle to control, each of them wanting to go in a different direction once he got them through the gate and into the pasture. They wanted to browse the high wildflowers and weeds, and Odus tugged, cussed, and kicked until he got them back over the ridge to where he’d parked his own truck.
 
   Stealing a horse was a little harder. He’d “borrowed” a pinto mare he called Sister Mary a year ago when he’d tackled the Horseback Preacher, but the horse had been sold off this spring when the owner decided to move to California. But there was a farm on Holloway Road owned by a seasonal resident who was already in Florida for the winter. Odus knew the caretaker, Robbie Mains, and Robbie was a pretty careless fellow all the way around. He called Robbie and said he’d found a killer new fishing hole at the top of Rush Branch, where the rainbow trout practically jumped on the line and dressed for dinner. He invited Robbie to give it a try—as long as he didn’t spread the news around—and to come up and look for his truck. It was a twenty-minute drive, and no way could Robbie resist tossing in a hook or two when he got there and didn’t see Odus’s truck, so that meant Odus had a good hour to do the job.
 
   He couldn’t load the horse in the back of the pickup with the goats, so he’d saddled up a sturdy chestnut stallion, led it by its halter from its stall, and then mounted and rode it to a clearing off the road where he’d parked his truck. He tethered the horse to a tree, unloaded the goats and tied their ropes to the pummel of the saddle, and then headed through the woods like a livestock trader would make the journey more than a century ago—during Harmon Smith’s time.
 
   Odus hadn’t spent a whole lot of time in the saddle, being too poor to upkeep a horse himself, as well as having any patience for ownership of any kind. But he soon got back in the groove, and the easygoing stallion seemed to glad to have an adventure. The goats were a pain in the ass, but that was par for the course, and as long as Odus paused to let them nibble every hundred yards or so, they didn’t drop down to their knees and force Odus to drag them.
 
   When he clopped out of the trees and through the True Light Tabernacle graveyard, he expected the Rev. Edmisten to be sitting there waiting, ready to ride. The Lexus was parked in the patch of asphalt behind the church, and there was no sign of life. The church sat on a hill just above the county road, so at least Odus didn’t have to worry about being spotted. If the police showed up, he’d have no choice but to ditch the goats and haul ass into the rural backwoods. If the district attorney thought she had a solid case on the vandalism felonies, then a few more animal thefts would just seal the deal.
 
   “Hey, Reverend!” Odus called, a little annoyed. The goats spread out behind him as far as the ropes would allow, grazing on the short grass in the graveyard and munching some fresh asters from a bouquet stuck in one of the graves. If any crime scene tape had been stretched around the graveyard after the mutilation, it was gone now.
 
   Odus dismounted, tied the horse to a concrete crosspiece bearing the words “Arvel James Ward, Loving Husband,” and tried the church door. It was locked. In his youth, none of the local churches locked their doors, and a fellow could slip in and sleep off a drunk, or play the piano if the congregation could afford one, and even kneel down and pray if desired. But now everybody locked their churches tight, and most of them maintained electronic security systems.
 
   Odus didn’t wear a watch and didn’t carry a cell phone, but with the sun sinking fast, he figured it was seven o’clock. If he left the horse here for the reverend, that meant a long walk back through the woods in the dark. The church wasn’t very large, maybe a thousand square feet, with a narrow steeple that held no bell and with a vestry abutted to the rear of the sanctuary. Odus walked around and tried the back door. Finding it locked as well, he knocked. “Reverend!”
 
   After a moment, the bolt clicked and the door opened.
 
   Odus barely recognized the man. “Uh…I brought your horse and goats.”
 
   “I’m ready, as you can see.” The reverend nodded and tried to tug his little black jacket over his belly. The jacket sported long tails and the trousers matched in fabric and style. The collar of the white cotton shirt was held tight by a black western bow tie, with folds of the preacher’s chin bulging over it. The outfit was topped by a rounded black hat with a brim that would throw a decent amount of shade on a sunny trail. The clothes were shopworn, the cuffs frayed, and the whole ensemble seemed a good two sizes too small. But all in all, Odus had to admit it was a right fair imitation of the Horseback Preacher.
 
   “You’ll know him by his fruits, all right,” Odus said.
 
   The reverend thumped the brim of the hat with a pudgy finger. “Yes indeedy.”
 
   Odus didn’t want to be involved in any of the preacher’s plans. But he was motivated by more than just paying back the preacher for the bail money. He suspected that Harmon Smith wouldn’t accept such a disturbed man as a replacement, but would instead haul him off to whatever hell lay on the far side of the circuit. If Odus could help speed things along—even if it cost a few goats and the risk of jail time—then that was the best way to restore peace and quiet in Solom while protecting Katy and Jett.
 
   “Your horse is tied in the graveyard, along with your goats. I can’t stick around any longer. I need to get back to my truck before Robbie Mains reports a stolen horse.”
 
   “You’re not going to help me dig up Harmon’s grave?”
 
   Odus shook his head and licked his lips. What he wouldn’t give for a pint—hell, a quart—of Old Crow, but he was broke and no way did he want to ask the reverend for any more money. He couldn’t even hock his fishing pole, because the pawn shop in Titusville closed early on Saturday nights. “It’s getting late and I don’t want to be out when Harmon comes around.”
 
   The reverend laughed, causing his belly to strain against the jacket. “That wasn’t what you were saying last night.”
 
   “That was before I got in trouble with the law. And it looks like you’ve got things taken of.”
 
   “Yes indeedy. Well, let’s see this horse of yours. I suppose I can do the digging tomorrow. That is, if tonight isn’t the night.
 
   Odus walked with the preacher to the horse. The reverend was stiff-legged in his tight pants, rocking from side to side with each step. But he was pleased when he saw the animal. “He’s not as big as Old Saint, but the profile’s similar.”
 
   The reverend awkwardly patted the horse’s nose. The stallion seemed indifferent, sensing this man wasn’t an experienced equestrian. But the animal endured and stayed steady when Odus boosted the reverend into the saddle and released the tether.
 
   It was nearly dark when the preacher wheeled the horse and pointed it toward the woods, the goats tied behind him.
 
   “What about me?” Odus said. “How do I get back to my truck?”
 
   The reverend fished in his pocket and came out with his key ring. He tossed it to Odus, who caught it with a jangle. “Take my Lexus. I won’t be needing it anymore.”
 
   And with that, the reverend twitched the reins and the stallion headed across the graveyard toward the woods, the goats trailing stubbornly behind. The big hooves clanked over the stones of Harmon Smith’s grave as the Rev. Edmisten guided the animal over it.
 
   It seemed the good reverend already considered himself a peg above the Horseback Preacher.
 
   Odus jangled the keys, wondering what else he now owned besides a late-model Lexus.
 
   Odus just hoped the reverend wouldn’t get killed in a way that would draw suspicion to him.
 
   That would not do.
 
   No indeedy.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   Sunday morning was crisp and cool, a thin layer of frost on the ground sparkling silver in the dawn.
 
   Jett smiled nervously at Kelvin, who was the only other person in the assembly with open eyes. The other nearly two dozen people, including Mom and Dad, were bowed in prayer. Kelvin pointed at the crystal-clear water that churned over a stack of stones and dropped two feet into a deep, swirling pool. Kelvin mouthed something that looked like “That water’s going to be cold as hell.”
 
   Jett had to bite back a giggle. Joining Dad’s church hadn’t seemed like a big deal until now. This was getting serious.
 
   Elder David Tester finished up his sermon, raising his voice over the roar of the creek: “I ask that you bless this water, Lord, as we bring this sister and daughter into the church, and please lead us, guide us, and direct us in your name, and deliver us from evil.”
 
   Many of the parishioners echoed “Amen” along with him, and Elder Tester said, “Are you ready to be washed clean, Jessica Draper?”
 
   “I guess so,” she said, wishing she could summon the same kind of fervency that shone in the eyes of the adults around her. Dad clutched his hands together in a bizarre eagerness, while Mom glanced around at all the strange faces as if she’d woken up in Oz after a tornado. Kelvin was the only more-or-less normal person there, and she was glad she had a connection with the real world—her world, not the one of family—because she was afraid to become a part of this new community.
 
   Elder David held out a hand to her. Jett swallowed hard and took four steps as the crowd parted to let her pass. She’d worn a nylon sweater and had a pair of thick leggings on under her long dress to help fight off the chill. But the clothing would do no good once she was wet. And that pool looked pretty deep to be fed by such a narrow creek.
 
   “This is an outward expression of an inner working,” Elder Tester said as he took Jett’s hand. “We know what the Lord can do, because He’s done it in all our lives.”
 
   The crowd murmured agreement and Dad came forward to help lead her into the water. Jett had removed her shoes, and the stones along the creek bank were slick and mossy. The fully dressed men entered the water up to their ankles and turned. Elder David broke out in song: “Salvation O the name I love.”
 
   As soon as he finished the line, the congregation repeated it in a sweet a capella harmony that was somehow mournful instead of uplifting. Mom looked around, bewildered, and Kelvin looked like he wanted to break into a run and get the heck out of there. But he pulled his phone out of his pocket and pointed the back of it at them, likely recording video of the service without asking if that was appropriate.
 
   Elder David sang the second line and pulled Jett two steps into the water. The icy chill instantly numbed her feet, but neither Dad nor the lay preacher seemed to feel it.
 
   They kept easing into the pool until the water was knee deep. Jett hadn’t been paying attention to the song, but Elder tester’s first line of the second verse was louder than her chattering teeth and the rushing current:
 
    
 
   When I was sinking in despair.
 
   Filled with an awful gloomy fear…
 
    
 
   The crowd repeated the line, the women shrill and clear, the men full-voiced and warbling, the song becoming more of a dirge than a hymn. Mom came to the water’s edge and looked down as if mulling whether to follow them in. The preacher finished the second verse and the crowd repeated the line, and Jett was now in cold water up to her waist.
 
    
 
   My savior came to my relief,
 
   He eased my pain and bore my grief.
 
    
 
   Jett looked to the opposite side of the creek, which was mostly rhododendron tangles, boulders, and ferns giving way to forest. And there he sat in the saddle—the Horseback preacher glared from beneath the brim of his hat, although Jett couldn’t make out any features. Old Saint seemed eight feet tall, even dipping his big brown head to sip at the fresh water.
 
   Jett tried to scream but the preacher was already dipping her backward, Dad holding her by the elbow. The shock of cold took her breath, and it seemed she was under for minutes, her nose flushed and her lungs burning, but it must have only been seconds. She was disoriented, and one of her feet slipped out from under her. She went deeper into the pool, flailing a little even though the men fiercely gripped her.
 
   When she came up, water sluiced from her hair, and she found herself in the arms of the Horseback Preacher, and his skin seemed to be made of waxy cheese, his eyes dark and empty graves, his teeth gray stumps behind cracked and swollen lips.
 
   “Know them by their fruits,” the Horseback Preacher said to her, and she saw the family resemblance between him and Gordon, although Gordon had sported a little more padding due to life spent behind a desk. The circuit trail had left Harmon Smith trim and mean and dead. She pounded at him in an attempt to free herself, Dad holding her in place—I can’t believe Dad’s HELPING him—and water streamed from her nose. Her eyes stung as she tried to blink them clear and she screamed again, wondering why none of the people on the bank were helping her.
 
   Mom cupped her hands and put them to her face, and Kelvin took a step into the water, both of them looking at her with something approaching dismay. She shook her head, flinging water from her hair, and then she heard Elder David saying, “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, wash this child clean and take her into your bosom, O Lord, so that she will be free of despair. God bless!”
 
   The congregation shouted amens and halleleuahs, and Jett found herself standing between Dad and Elder David once more. Dad leaned close and whispered over the noise, “You’re in the arms of the Savior now, honey! I’m so proud of you.”
 
   One of the women brought a stack of towels as the trio emerged from the water. Mom gave Jett a hug despite her dripping clothes, and Kelvin draped a towel around her neck.
 
   “How do you feel?” Mom asked.
 
   “Did you see him?” she asked, glancing from Mom to Kelvin.
 
   “See whom?” Mom said.
 
   “You know who.”
 
   Kelvin said, “What’s the deal with that screaming? The water’s not all that cold.”
 
   “It was probably an emotional, cathartic moment, wasn’t it, Jett?” Mom said. “Such a powerful ritual. I almost wanted to dive in myself.”
 
   Dad shook Elder David’s hand, cold steam rising from both men. “Welcome to the bosom of the Lord, Jessica,” the lay preacher said. “Why don’t you go on in the building and change so we can start the regular service?”
 
   Mom and Kelvin joined her on the walk to the car for the dry clothes. Now Jett wished Kelvin wasn’t there, so that she could tell Mom what she had seen. She would get Mom to help her change and then tell about the Horseback Preacher’s visit. He looked ghastly and undead, but his words were spoken gently. Almost fatherly.
 
   “The kids are going to flip out when they see this,” Kelvin said, thumbing his phone to replay the video. “You looked as miserable as a drowned rat.” 
 
   Jett snatched the phone out of his hands. “Lemme see.”
 
   She fast-forwarded through the opening and the singing, but stopped once she was to the image of herself about to be dipped backward into the waters of Rush Branch. She scrolled until she saw herself pulled from the water and led to shore, with Elder David and Dad helping support her the whole way.
 
   Except…
 
   Kelvin reached to retrieve his phone but she elbowed him away. She scrolled backward until she came to the moment just before she was submerged. She studied the opposite shore, forwarding almost a screen at a time, and then she saw him—the outline of the Horseback Preacher, fuzzy and indistinct, sitting astride a horse. He was in shadows, the face barely suggested by a thin shaft of light, and in the next frame he was gone. Even with video evidence, she still wasn’t sure he’d been there.
 
   “What’s wrong, Jett?” Mom asked, opening her Subaru to get the change of clothes out of the back seat. “This is what you wanted.”
 
   “I’ll tell you inside,” she said, giving Kelvin a look that suggested “women stuff.”
 
   He frowned and shook his head. “Man, this is the weirdest first date I’ve ever been on.”
 
   Mom shot her a quizzical glance and Jett said, “It’s not a date. It’s…oh, never mind. It’s Solom.”
 
   The rest of the congregation gathered by the creek and broke into another hymn. Dad had told her the church didn’t believe in musical instruments, since the Bible only referred to people singing in celebration. But Jett remembered the saying, “Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands.” She wasn’t sure if that was in the Bible or not, but these people didn’t sound all that joyful. Somehow their a cappella singing inside the church walls created a pleasant resonance, but out here under the high ceiling of sky the harmonies sounded like hopeless wailing.
 
   “Go wait with my dad,” Jett said to Kelvin, returning his phone and giving him a brief hug so that his feelings wouldn’t be hurt by her last comment. He shook his head in confusion, but didn’t draw away until she released him. “See you inside.”
 
   As she changed in the church’s tiny vestry, which contained only a small desk, some shelves of books, and cleaning supplies and yard tools, she told Mom about Harmon Smith and how the video corroborated it. She was still shivering even with the dry clothes, wiping her head with the towel.
 
   “So much for thinking salvation would protect me from him,” Jett said.
 
   “That’s what this was all about?” Mom said. “Undergo these rituals and hope they keep the devil away?”
 
   “I don’t think he’s the devil, Mom. What he said to me almost sounded like a warning. And if he wanted to hurt me, he could have just kept me down under the water until I drowned. I doubt Dad and Elder David could’ve stopped him. How many times has he come onto the farm? He could’ve killed us whenever he wanted.”
 
   “Maybe he’s back for a different reason this time,” Katy said.
 
   “Well, he’s gone now. Maybe he went into his grave out there and he’s sleeping it off. He’s been here longer than any of us, so why would I think religion would scare him off?”
 
   “I…I’m so proud of you, honey,” Mom said, her face softening. “You looked like an angel out there. It made me…a little jealous, I guess. Because you had a new and different way of life you were willing to try. I don’t want you to use it as a kind of talisman. I want you to explore your heart.”
 
   “Oh, I kind of know my heart by now.”
 
   Mom smiled. “Kelvin?”
 
   “Oh, no,” she lied, and Mom saw through the lie but didn’t add anything, just kept smiling. But darkness lurked in her eyes, and the smile was as much a parody of happiness as the droning hymn was a testament to doubt.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Crisis of faith.
 
   That was the only explanation. Mose Eldreth hadn’t shown up for services, leaving his congregation high and dry in its time of need. David should have felt disappointment or perhaps pity, for he understood as well as anyone the flesh was weak. But the emotion that struggled for dominance in the mix was triumph, as if God had whittled away one more competitor for precious space in heaven. Just as David had bested Ray in service to the Lord, so had David stepped forward while the more experienced Mose Eldreth failed.
 
   Mose is scared of the Horseback Preacher.
 
   Primitive Baptists shouldn’t gloat, he knew. Only the Lord knew the whole truth about Mose, and it was always possible that God had sent Mose away on some sort of quest or mission. In which case, David’s triumph was actually failure, because it meant Mose was at least one step higher than him on those golden stairs. But none of that mattered now.
 
   Clayton Boles, a semi-regular at Solom Free Will Baptist, had shown up at David’s church fifteen minutes after early service started, sliding into one of the back pews. As was tradition at Rush Branch, the service was held immediately after the dawn ceremony instead of mid-morning, a fact that Clayton was aware of, since all the local church deacons kept tabs on one another. His entrance was obvious: two dozen faithful had shown up that morning, and only two of them under the age of forty, but there were some other rarely seen faces in the congregation. Jett Draper and her young friend—maybe boyfriend—were in attendance. But if the couple thought they’d spend the service holding hands and flirting, they were sorely mistaken, because Primitives segregated the genders with one on each side of the sanctuary aisle. The best they could manage was shooting occasional glances at each other.
 
   But there were other rarely seen faces as well. Larry Woodhead, another Free Will deacon, was there, which might mean a mass defection was in order. Mark Draper was now considered a regular, and his wife Katy sat respectfully with the other women, in a clean and old-fashioned dress that appropriately disguised her figure. But the biggest surprise was his big brother Ray, sitting sour-faced in the back row.
 
   Ray’s scared, too. And he’s turned to the Lord for comfort. And to me.
 
   David was still shivering a little from performing the baptism, refusing to change his clothes because he wanted to show strength and humility in his service work. He felt the weight of additional responsibility now, caring for a larger flock. But the Lord shouldered all burdens. All was predestined.
 
   David had even paused in his sermon, a rambling discourse on the enemy within and a human’s inability to personally remove the mantle of sin, to welcome the newcomers by name. Clayton nodded and blinked, Larry Woodhead stood and bowed, Katy nervously looked around, Kelvin stared at his hands as if he wished his phone were there, and Ray audibly snorted.
 
   The Primitives welcomed guests, and relatives sometimes sat in, especially during foot washing ceremonies. But if these newcomers thought they were going to join the fold, they’d have to rid themselves of a lot of self-serving ideas of getting saved. Clayton and Larry and Ray would have to get humble, an idea that far too many Christians of every stripe resisted.
 
   After the sermon, while the members of the congregation were shaking hands, Larry took David aside and told him about Mose’s dereliction of duty. Word of the Horseback Preacher had gotten around, and Clayton confessed that he figured any port in a storm, because evil wouldn’t befall him while in a church, no matter what kind of brand name was posted out front.
 
   “Damnedest thing, though, Preacher,” Clayton had said. “The grass in the graveyard was tore to hell and gone, like somebody stampeded a herd of cattle through. And there was a scorched patch around Harmon Smith’s grave.”
 
   Around ONE of his graves, David almost added. Instead, he quoted from Matthew: “Do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about its own things. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble.”
 
   Ray skulked at the edge of the crowd, refusing to acknowledge his brother’s existence. As the congregation thinned, Mark left alone, and young Jessica got into the car with her mother and apparent boyfriend. The new convert didn’t have that glow common to those undergoing a cleansing. Instead she looked confused and uneasy.
 
   The Word will work on her in the Lord’s own time and way.
 
   Finally, only Ray remained. David didn’t extend his hand to shake, nor step in for a hug. They hadn’t talked in more than a year, and that was limited to mutually praising Emmie Floyd’s fried chicken at the Tester family reunion. David knew Ray wouldn’t make the first move and ask forgiveness as was proper, so he merely said, “Welcome, Brother. Good to see you in the House of the Lord.”
 
   “Cut the shit, David,” Ray said. “You know what day it is.”
 
   “Sunday, the Sabbath. A day of blessing and rest.”
 
   “No. It’s the third day. You’ve seen the signs, same as everybody else.”
 
   David glanced at the graveyard where someone had offered the blood sacrifice the day before. Ray didn’t own goats, but he could picture his brother trying to appease the vengeful spirit. Making a deal with the devil was a lot easier than living the Word. “I can handle Harmon Smith.”
 
   “I’m sure you can, Mr. Preacher Man,” Ray said with a sneer. “If anybody’s on a higher horse than Harmon, it’s you.”
 
   “You had your chance to walk the path. Why are you so angry that I chose it?”
 
   “Because when it was just you and me, the stakes were low. But now I got Bennie and Glenda to think about. You preachers were the start of all this trouble in the first place. It would be real nice if you could end it, too.”
 
   David brushed back his hair that was still damp from the creek and the sweat of his sermon. “I don’t know how to do that. It’s up to the Lord. All we can do is stand strong in our faith.”
 
   “Yeah,” Ray said. “Stand there and let the Horseback Preacher pluck us off one by one.”
 
   “What would you do if you were in my shoes?”
 
   “I’d start by putting them three graves together into one. If Harmon’s spirit is still restless because of what y’all did, maybe it’s because his bones are scattered to hell and gone. I don’t even know if anything’s left down in there, or was ever there in the first place, but if there’s anything that would make a ghost shit a squealing worm, it would be that kind of spit in the eye.”
 
   David didn’t appreciate Ray’s cussing, but he let it pass. His brother was weak. That was understandable. He’d not tempered himself with the Word.
 
   “I’ll think on it,” David said. “Maybe talk to some of the other preachers.”
 
   Ray restlessly scuffed the toe of one boot back and forth, as if anxious to get away. “You do that.”
 
   David wanted to leave on a conciliatory note if possible. “How’s little Bennie doing?”
 
   “He’s buttoned down in his bedroom. He ain’t going out until this blows over.” Ray glanced at the sun that was nearly straight overhead. “Seven hours till dark. And the longest night that Solom’s ever seen.”
 
   Ray stomped away, got in his quarter-ton truck, and gunned it out of the parking lot, boiling black exhaust behind him. David walked over to Harmon Smith’s grave again. He’d wiped down most of the blood, but plenty remained in the cracks and crevices. He’d merely whitewashed a problem, not rooted it out.
 
   He changed clothes in the little dusty vestry, and then knelt before the altar and prayed for guidance. By the time he emerged, the sun was already dipping. As surely as the dawn was a symbol of rising and renewal, dusk was a time of despair and destruction.
 
   Whatever Harmon Smith had planned for this go-round of the circuit, it would happen tonight. That gave David less than seven hours to come up with a way to preserve his church and his community. Even though God had already preordained the outcome, David felt a need to act.
 
   He went to his pickup truck and took a shovel from the bed. The oaken handle was strong and sure in his hands, a sacred staff if there ever was one. He navigated the scattered markers that surrounded Rush Branch Primitive Baptist Church and proceeded to the worn and nameless slab of limestone that was cracked down the middle as if lightning had been buried there.
 
   David knelt and peered closely at the pile of stones. The holes that had pocked Harmon Smith’s grave were larger, the dirt fresh, as though some creature had burrowed its way in. Or maybe out.
 
   Only one way to know for sure. David drove the shovel blade into the moist soil with a sound like a hatchet into meat. He drove the metal deeper with his boot and twisted, driving the blade beneath a rock. He was a groundskeeper, and this was his turf. Here, at least, he had a chance.
 
   He’d barely loosened the stone when he realized he couldn’t do much on his own, even with the Lord’s help. Solom’s preachers had killed Harmon Smith, and it would take them all to soothe the Horseback Preacher’s soul.
 
   He would need Mose Eldreth and William Edmisten’s help.
 
   But first he had to prove his own strength. Both to the Lord and to himself.
 
   David jabbed and banged at the rocks, ignoring the small remnants of fur and bone that remained from yesterday’s desecration.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Katy, Jett, and Kelvin were sitting on the porch drinking iced tea when the silver Lexus pulled into the driveway.
 
   “Who do we know drives a Lexus?” Jett asked.
 
   Katy had felt a little uneasy ever since the baptism and the appearance of the Horseback Preacher, which is why she’d insisted that Kelvin hang out a little before going home. Kelvin was a little embarrassed to spend too much time around them, but Katy did a pretty decent job of not giving him the third degree. He shared a metal swinging sofa with Jett, the couch squeaking rhythmically as they rocked slowly back and forth.
 
   Jett was pretty fidgety herself, and the sight of a visitor didn’t do much to calm her. But at least the visitor had come on wheels instead of by horse.
 
   The Lexus parked beside Kelvin’s Nissan hatchback. The car’s windows were tinted, which led Katy to suspect it was some type of county official. Maybe even the sheriff, come to follow up on the Odus Hampton arrest. She was plenty surprised to see Odus himself step out of the driver’s side and walk toward them. Katy stood and waited by the steps.
 
   “Afternoon, Miss Katy, Jett,” he said, nodding, then side-eyeing Kelvin. His John Deere strapback was reared back to allow the sun in his face, and his eyes looked clear.
 
   “Hi, Odus,” Katy said. “We heard you had a little trouble.”
 
   “No getting around the news, ma’am, but I’m innocent.”
 
   “And now you show up in a fancy new car? That’s not the least bit suspicious.”
 
   Odus shook his head. “Oh, no, I did some horse trading for that. It’s mine free and clear.”
 
   “The police have been out here twice asking about you.”
 
   Odus glanced over to the barnyard and the three goats working over the last of the grass. “What did you tell them?”
 
   “Everything I know, which is nothing,” she answered. “Are you going to help me know a little more than that?”
 
   Odus glanced at the young couple and looked speculatively back at Katy. “Does everybody need to know?”
 
   “If we’re all in danger, then yes, we do.”
 
   “Danger?” Kelvin said to Jett. “What’s he talking about? Is it about this goat killing stuff? Is this that creepy guy they were talking about?”
 
   “He’s Odus,” Jett said. “He helps us here on the farm.”
 
   “I even help you off the farm,” Odus said, which Katy thought was a weird thing to say for a guy who’d just been called “creepy.”
 
   “We’re missing some goats,” Katy said. “And we’ve seen him.”
 
   “Him?” Kelvin asked, scooting forward on the swing.
 
   “Mom,” Jett said. “Maybe Kelvin should go.”
 
   “No way,” he said. “You make me sit through a church sermon and now you want me to leave when things finally get interesting?”
 
   “You’ll think we’re weird,” Jett said to him.
 
   “Y’all got attacked on this farm by a guy dressed up in scarecrow rags,” Kelvin said. “And that big fire on the mountain where those people died…don’t worry, I know what I was getting into.”
 
   “Not completely,” Katy said.
 
   “This is about the Horseback Preacher, isn’t it?” he said.
 
   “How did you know about that?” Odus asked, easing closer to the steps.
 
   “Dude, I’m from Solom.”
 
   They all looked at one another. Katy had no response to that. There was really nothing to say. You were either from Solom or you weren’t.
 
   “All right,” Odus said. “Whatever Harmon Smith wants, he’s taking it tonight. So you’d better get out of the valley for a while.”
 
   “No,” Katy said. “This is my farm now. I’m not running.”
 
   Jett rose from the swing and stood beside Katy, then took her hand. Katy squeezed back in gratitude. No matter what happened, they really were going to face it together.
 
   Kelvin looked at Odus for a moment. The handyman scratched beneath his collar as if annoyed and unable to focus his agitation. “What the hell,” Kelvin said. “It’s either this or watch boring old football on TV.”
 
   Katy wasn’t sure she wanted to be responsible for the young man, but he was old enough to know the score. And he apparently knew a lot more than he was letting on. Katy wondered how much of his interest in Jett was due to a desire to protect her. Romance took many twists and turns, but that was better than a lot of more-selfish roads he could have taken into her daughter’s heart. “Okay, Kelvin, if you’re in, you have to know the whole score. So you can run now instead of later.”
 
   “I ain’t afraid of no ghost.” He stood alongside Jett, a head taller than her, strong and determined. They were like a line of defense, and Katy felt just a little safer.
 
   “You’re the hardest-headed woman I ever did meet, Miss Katy,” Odus said. “This ain’t even about you. It goes way, way back. You just happened to plop down right in the middle of it.”
 
   “So what?” Katy said. “I’m here now. Who says I don’t belong here?”
 
   Odus glanced back at his Lexus as if considering climbing in and getting as far away as possible. In his Levi’s overalls, plaid work shirt, and boots, he was an unlikely match for the luxury sedan. He seemed to realize how foolish he looked. “Ah, hell with it. That ride’s not big enough to hold a fishing pole, anyway.”
 
   He marched up the steps and Katy stepped aside to make room. He walked straight to the sweaty pitcher of iced tea that sat on a little wicker table and poured himself a glass. He tossed it back and drank half of it in three big gulps, then wiped at his mouth with a shirt sleeve. “Ahhh. Not as good as Kentucky mash bourbon, but it’ll do.”
 
   “We thought about asking Elder David to perform some kind of exorcism here,” Katy said.
 
   Odus eyed Jett up and down as if she’d suddenly grown into adulthood right before his eyes. “I heard you got baptized this morning.”
 
   “Yeah,” Jett said. “It was…freezing. And he was watching.”
 
   “The Horseback Preacher,” Kelvin said. “I saw him on the video.”
 
   “When did you watch that?” Jett said.
 
   “While you were changing clothes in the church. I watched it three times.”
 
   “That’s stalkerish.”
 
   “Can you blame me?” he grinned. “You were in it.”
 
   Jett grinned back and leaned against him, cute as a kitten. Katy’s heart simultaneously soared and ached for her. I have to be strong for her.
 
   “He told her, ‘You’ll know him by his fruits,’” Katy said. “Sounds like a Bible verse.”
 
   “Fruits of the spirit,” Odus said. “Preacher Mose was telling me about it.
 
   “These preachers,” Odus said. “They’re tied in with it somehow. Just like they were a century ago. Preacher Mose of the Free Willers is afraid of him, your preacher David Tester sees this as a personal test of faith, and the Rev. Edmisten of the True Lighters…well, he wants to be Harmon Smith. He’s the one that’s offering up these goat sacrifices. I’m hoping the Horseback Preacher will take one of them and call it a good day’s work for this go-round. But this is his farm. He might be ready to come home for good.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Jett asked.
 
   A goat bleated plaintively in the barnyard, like a siren song to a hidden god.
 
   Odus eyed the sky and rested against the wall, sliding down until he was seated on the porch. “We wait.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   David Tester’s hands were callused from years of landscaping, but a blister arose on the pad of his left hand before he reached Harmon Smith’s remains.
 
   As the shovel bit deeper, the soil became darker and gave off a rank, swampy smell. If Harmon had been buried for over two centuries, then the coffin was likely rotted away. The grave might contain nothing but a few bones, given the lack of preservation techniques employed during Smith’s era. But that was wrong, too, thinking of Smith as belonging to one era, when every generation in Solom earned visits from the Circuit Rider.
 
   The shovel blade finally met a soft resistance. He hadn’t cut a sharp rectangle into the ground the way gravediggers shaped them to receive a coffin. David’s hole was sloped and uneven, showing the roots and gravel that had slowed his path through the clay. The wood was soggy, but preserved somewhat by the clay, and David had to chew through it with the shovel blade. He wouldn’t have to clear the entire lid of the coffin to find what he sought. He rammed the shovel down time and again, the sound of the blows baffled by the walls of dirt. The wood gave way, and David twisted the blade to widen the opening.
 
   A foul odor arose from the voided coffin, like rotten eggs scrambled in formaldehyde and served up with slices of spoiled pork. David pulled a bandana from his back pocket and wrapped it around his mouth and nose, tying it behind his neck. He was reaching for the shovel when the sodden wooden planks gave way beneath him.
 
   He plunged knee-deep into the gap, the stench rising around him in putrid waves. His boots splashed in unseen muck. He clawed at the clay banks, trying to pull himself up, but his movements triggered a tumble of loose soil from the rim of the hole. Clods rained down and bounced off his shoulders.
 
   “You looking for something?”
 
   The voice came from above and below at the same time, as if piped in by some insane and remote sound system. He looked up, and the Horseback Preacher was framed against the blue afternoon sky, sitting astride his legendary horse. His back was to the sun, like the lone hero of a western, throwing most of his face into shadow. David had a sense that even if that shadow were removed, no real face would be there, just a vague haze of mist and misery.
 
   David sank another six inches, the jagged wood scraping against his thighs. He grabbed the shovel and spanned the broken top of the coffin with the handle, hoping to halt his descent. He didn’t want to die this way, another one of Harmon’s victims. Even if it was predestined by God, David fought the urge to surrender. He could imagine his congregation whispering about his failure, he pictured the men casting votes for the next elder, he could see the church abandoned and forlorn, good for nothing but the winter nests of rodents.
 
   “I was looking for you,” David said, his voice muffled by the cloth over his mouth. He braced against the shovel handle even though he was now waist-deep in the cool morass. The stench had grown even stronger, despite the protective bandana.
 
   “You got your hold-up mask on,” Harmon Smith said. “You fixing to rob a bank? Or just a grave?”
 
   “I needed to see how many pieces of you were buried in my churchyard.”
 
   “To see if you got your fair share?”
 
   “You’ve got three graves.”
 
   “And I’ve got no use for any of them,” Harmon said. He twitched the reins and Old Saint took a step forward, knocking a bucket’s worth of dirt around David’s waist.
 
   David could feel things moving around his legs, loathsome and slithering creatures. He tried to tell himself that an underground spring must run beneath the graveyard, carrying water from the creek, and the creatures were salamanders preparing for a long winter’s sleep. But they were too big to be salamanders. And salamanders didn’t have teeth...
 
   It’s all predestined.
 
   But that didn’t make this any easier, or less scary.
 
   David looked past the gaunt face and potato-beetle eyes of the Circuit Rider to the faint rags of clouds above. Somewhere up there, God sat on His almighty throne and watched it all play out, even though He already knew the ending.
 
   Must be kind of boring, even when the entertainment was as rich as watching a preacher die in a deep hole while Harmon Smith made ready to haul off another soul? How many times would God play out this little scene again? How many times would some Solom native play puppet in Harmon’s little stage show? Jesus Christ would come again, but Harmon Smith would come back not only once, but over and over and over.
 
   “I tried to follow Your ways,” David cried, slipping another few inches into the mire. He could no longer move his feet.
 
   “Well, that’s mighty obliging of you, Elder David. A shame your ancestors didn’t walk that path.”
 
   “I wasn’t talking to you, you sorry bastard.”
 
   The Horseback Preacher laughed, a rattling ululation that silenced the birds in the trees surrounding the graveyard. Even Old Saint blew a moist snicker. He lifted a bony hand, one that was like parchment wrapped around a bundle of broken sticks. His index finger aimed at David as if preparing to shoot fire or a lightning bolt or a magic spell.
 
   “No respect for a fellow man of cloth,” Harmon said. “That’s what caused such grief for the people of Solom. If they hadn’t given in to jealousy and coveting and rotten fruits of the spirit, all of us would have lived in peace. But they had to go and kill me. And I couldn’t allow that to be the end of it. Neither could He who gives life.”
 
   David tucked his forearms over the shovel handle and lifted. He thought he was gaining ground, though it felt like one of his boots was sliding off. Something bumped against his knee and sent a sharp flare of pain up his leg.
 
   “All the people who hurt you are long gone,” David said between tight lips. “Didn’t the Methodists teach you to forgive?”
 
   “Oh, I gave up the Methodist ways. That’s why people got so riled. I went back to the older religions. If you want God to grant increase and to bless the orchards of your life, then you offer Him blood. Fair enough trade. Life for life.”
 
   The dark morass sucked at David’s lower body, a moist, hungry thing. He wondered if this was really the way God wanted his life to end. What if he let go of the shovel and slid on down into the suffocating mud?
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for down there?” Harmon asked, adjusting the brim of his hat. Old Saint kicked at the loose dirt, triggering another small avalanche onto David’s shoulders.
 
   “I wanted to see if your grave was a doorway to hell. Or if the Primitive Baptists had earned their piece of your sorry corpse.”
 
   Harmon Smith tipped his hat. “Well, I’ll leave you to your business, then. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
 
   He whipped the reins against Old Saint’s neck, and the horse reared and whinnied, the front legs coming down with so much force that David feared the bank would give way and the horse and rider would fall on top of him. The horse wheeled and the hoof beats thundered off across the graveyard. David slipped another couple of inches into the mud and was losing his battle to brace himself with the shovel handle. How could God allow a true believer to die in someone else’s grave?
 
   Something slithered into his remaining boot, then up his pants leg, scraping rough scales against his bare skin. David tried to kick, but the mud held his leg firm. In his struggles, he lost his balance on the shovel handle and slid into the mud until it was past his waist. The pressure on his abdomen made breathing difficult. He thought of offering a final prayer, but if God had already decided, as the Primitive Baptists believed, then it would be a waste of air.
 
   He was just about to let himself slip down into Harmon Smith’s tainted coffin when a snake fell across the back of his neck. He slapped at it, frantic, and found it was coarse and fibrous. It wasn’t a snake.
 
   It was a rope.
 
   “He would let you die that way, but I won’t,” the Horseback Preacher said. “After all, the Good Book says to bless those who curse you and do good to those who hate you.” 
 
   David grabbed the rope. The Horseback Preacher tied his end to the saddle horn and nudged Old Saint so the horse backed away, chest and flanks flexing as it fought for purchase in the graveyard grass. The walls of the hole gave way in large chunks, but David wrapped the rope around his wrists and shielded his face from the barrage of dirt.
 
   He thought his arms would be ripped from his shoulder blades, but his body slowly pulled free of the mud and the two feet of loose dirt that had piled around him. He slid on his belly up the slope of clay and then laid gasping and shivering on the grass.
 
   The rope fell beside his face in a rattlesnake’s coil.
 
   “A good tree cannot grow bad fruit,” Harmon Smith said. “And a man cannot serve two masters.”
 
   “What now?” David managed.
 
   “I’m going home.”
 
   Once more, the horse’s drumming hooves faded into the distance, leaving David weak and cold, and, beyond the numbness, maybe a little angry. Whether at himself, or Harmon Smith, or God, he couldn’t be certain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   God had chosen the wrong Tester.
 
   Ray had always known it, and that was the thing that had driven him from the Primitive Baptist church. God had dropped the bucket in that matter. David had a silver tongue, there was no denying that, but when it came to sheer gumption and balls, Ray had his younger brother beat seven ways to Sunday. True, the congregation made the decision on choosing a new church elder to deliver their sermons, but hadn’t God determined all things before He even set the whole blamed shooting match in motion?
 
   Ray had driven back to the church to see if his little brother was cowering on his knees instead of hunting down the Horseback Preacher. He arrived to see David crawling around on his hands and knees, mucked up to the eyeballs and looking like he’d been waltzed through a carnival house of horrors. Ray fought the impulse to turn around without stopping. But blood kin was blood kin. Besides, it wasn’t David’s fault that God had goofed.
 
   After all, this was the same God who had set the Horseback Preacher loose in the world. If all things had a purpose, then God was basically the kind of guy who enjoyed pulling wings off flies, and He made sure there were enough piles of shit around to draw those flies.
 
   Ray got out of the truck and ran to his brother’s side, helping him to his feet. David swayed unsteadily back and forth, and Ray had to use both arms to support him, staining his own clothes in the process. David’s cheeks were pale and bloodless.
 
   “You seen him, didn’t you?” Ray said. They were brothers. They had fished together, fought together, were baptized together. They hadn’t kept any secrets, not until the day the congregation went for style over substance eight years ago.
 
   “Yeah,” David said. “I looked in his grave like you said.”
 
   “But he wasn’t there.”
 
   “No, but he came up while I was digging.”
 
   “Dumbass. I coulda told you that. When they looked in Jesus’ tomb, it was empty, too.”
 
   “I wasn’t good enough, Raybee.” David had fallen back to using a childhood nickname, proof that he’d been shaken like a rat in a terrier’s jaws. “I had the chance to defeat him, or at least give myself and save others, but I wasn’t worthy.”
 
   Ray bit back his grin of pleasure. Maybe God hadn’t blown this thing yet. Maybe the Big Guy had set up the domino chits so the real favorite son could knock them down.
 
   He patted David on the shoulder and gave him the kind of manly squeeze that said, Yeah, that’s some rotten possum you got served, but eat it for your own good.
 
   “I’ve got this feeling,” Ray said. “A feeling that maybe God has other business for you. That’s how you got to look at it. Maybe you’re the fish He threw back in so you could grow up big and strong and feed the multitudes.”
 
   David nodded, shivering a little. Mist rose off his damp clothes as the autumn chill settled around them.
 
   “Maybe it’s my turn,” Ray continued. “God passed me over the first time because He had this job for me. That explains the goats. They were signs calling me, and I was too red-eyed blind to see them. I’m the one, Davey Boy. I’m the one.”
 
   David was drawn up and beaten, the way he’d been after wetting the bed at age five. David had to sleep on the bottom bunk, not because Ray was older and therefore deserved a higher station, but because there was the real risk that urine would dribble off his plastic sheet to the bed below if he’d been on top. David was in an agreeable mood, Ray noted, because he’d seen the light of truth. David wasn’t worthy, and that meant Ray was in the driver’s seat again. He could hardly wait until next Sunday’s service, when David announced his resignation and Ray stepped up to win their vote as the new elder.
 
   Elder. As if that name for the church leader weren’t self-evident. It probably wouldn’t hurt the congregation to eat a little crow for going with style over substance, as if practically every lesson in the Bible didn’t warn against arrogance, pride, and hypocrisy.
 
   “He said he was going home,” David murmured.
 
   Ray was so wrapped up in his fantasies that he didn’t know what David was talking about. “Home?”
 
   “Harmon Smith. He’s going home.”
 
   Ray scanned the forested mountain where the preachers of old had killed Harmon Smith. “Up on Lost Ridge?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   Ray nodded. “Oh. His farm.”
 
   “He didn’t have a face, Ray. He…God help me, I let Harmon save me.”
 
   “The path has been marked,” Ray said, patting David on the shoulder to comfort him. “Narrow is the gate and hard is the road that leadeth to life, and few there be to find it.”
 
   He’d mangled the Bible verse all to hell, but he’d soon have time to get it right. David was in no shape to correct him for a change.
 
   He led his brother to the truck.
 
   Harmon wouldn’t be the only one paying a visit to the Smith farm.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   Odus wished the cops hadn’t seized his rifle.
 
   Bullets were useless against the Horseback Preacher, but maybe he could’ve tricked out some silver crosses on them or some such. But would that even work against a man of the cloth? Harmon was cut from a different cloth, to be sure, but wouldn’t that be like pouring water to stop a flood?
 
   Damn. All this figuring hurts a man’s head, especially when there’s no Old Crow to dull it down a little. No wonder Gordon Smith went bat-shit crazy, as much learning and studying as he done.
 
   Odus wondered how much the farm had affected him during all his time spent working the pastures, the barn, and the garden. Maybe he was a little crazy, too, or haunted in ways he’d never realized. What if his thirst for drink had been a gift of this place? Like Katy, he’d never been able to leave Solom, either.
 
   But after a couple of hours, during which time Katy served them up some pretty tasty leftover spaghetti and some pole beans, he realized maybe the house wasn’t the best place to have a showdown. The original Smith homestead, a small cabin where Harmon sheltered his family, had actually been located on the site where the barn now stood, a good, level piece of ground with easy water access. That fact, and Harmon’s mystical connection to the goats of Solom, made the barn seem like the more likely place for his return.
 
   Katy agreed, noting that Harmon Smith never entered the house. “But it’s safer here, right?” she said.
 
   “What good is ‘safe’?” Jett said. “What, are you going to just hole up in the house for the rest of your life and never see the sun again? Nail plywood over the windows?”
 
   “We need to finish this tonight,” Odus said. “Letting the storm pass will only make it worse. That’s what Solom’s done for a century now, and all it’s done is fatten up the body count. We beat Harmon Smith last year, but that was on Lost Ridge. It won’t be for keeps until we do it right here on his home turf.”
 
   “But you said the preachers were part of it,” Katy protested. “And none of them are here.”
 
   “Oh, I suspect Harmon will deal with them on his own terms, before he shows up here to put the final nail in the coffin.”
 
   Katy served up some blackberry cobbler topped with homemade goat yogurt. Kelvin sat beside Jett at the table, occasionally sneaking a handhold or making some other flirty move under the table. Odus and Katy both pretended not to notice, but once in a while Jett would up and giggle for no good reason. Kelvin had secured permission to stay late because apparently his parents thought Jett, as a newly minted Baptist, would be a good influence on him.
 
   Odus almost giggled himself when he’d heard that. But the mood soon turned serious as dusk sent its ebony fingers into the furrowed slopes around them and mist seeped into the valley. When they finally left the house, with all its lights blazing, the sound of the front door closing was like the slamming of a funeral crypt.
 
   He made Miss Katy, Jett, and that curly-headed Kelvin boy round up weapons from the barn, figuring if nothing else, they’d all be busy for half an hour. To his amusement, Katy instantly selected a baling hook and gave it a few test swings in the air.
 
   “You act like you’ve had some practice,” Odus said.
 
   “Let’s just say this ain’t my first rodeo,” she answered.
 
   Jett went with a sickle that looked a lot like the one Gordon had tried to chop them up with. “Matches my earrings,” she said proudly.
 
   Odus, who never paid attention to jewelry, make-up, and other such fashion showiness, peered at her ears. Little crescent moons hung from each lobe, glinting in the dim light of the barn. “That they do,” he agreed.
 
   After trying several long-handled farm implements, Kelvin settled on a heavy-headed potato rake. He swung it like a baseball bat a few times, then clawed at the air as if plucking a chicken from a tree. “Versatile,” he said.
 
   To his credit, he never once acted like arming themselves against a century-old dead man was peculiar. Odus admired how the boy fell right in with the general craziness of it all. Of course, most folks in Solom had sense enough to lay low and let Harmon ride on to the next house, but the boy was plain smitten with Jett.
 
   Oh well, he wouldn’t be the first fool that love put under the ground.
 
   For himself, Odus took a curved hoof knife and a farrier’s hammer, just in case somebody needed to deal with Old Saint. He couldn’t picture taking on a horse that weighed six times more than he did, and was dead and ornery to boot, but it was best to be prepared.
 
   When he saw the scarecrow outfit nailed to the wall, hanging much in the position Jesus might have sagged on the cross, he said, “Where did that come from, Miss Katy? I thought you burned that?”
 
   “It, uh…walked down the stairs last night,” Katy said.
 
   “With a helpful shove from the Horseback Preacher,” Jett added.
 
   The frayed cheesecloth mask with the stitched lips seemed to grin down at Odus, and the straw hat didn’t quite hide those horrible dark holes for eyes. If the Horseback Preacher was able to bring even clothes back from beyond, then what hope did they have of warding him off? Maybe Katy’s idea of having David Tester perform some religious mumbo jumbo was a good one. Meanwhile, the Rev. Edmisten was probably clopping around up on Lost Ridge in his old Methodist outfit, tossing goat carcasses on a wood fire and whining for Harmon Smith to come out an play. If he hadn’t been thrown out of the saddle and broken his neck already.
 
   It would be fine for everybody if Harmon took the worthless True Lighter, although Odus might wind up as a suspect if the death looked suspicious. And he’d probably have to give back the Lexus if any heirs showed up. Plus, for all he knew, Harmon was ready to just hand over the reins and take a long sleep.
 
   “So it wasn’t really a ghost, then,” Odus said. “At least we don’t have to worry about the Scarecrow Man on top of everything else.”
 
   Using his rake, Kelvin poked the cracked and curling leather boot that dangled four feet in the air, suspended by one leg of the jeans. The boot swung back and forth, the heel knocking lightly against the rough planks.
 
   “The clothes just ended up in a pile there on the landing,” Jett said.
 
   “Where was the preacher when that happened?” Odus asked.
 
   Jett pointed to the loft door. “Up there.”
 
   “Did either of you take a look?”
 
   Katy and Jett shared a glance, and then both shook their heads in unison.
 
   “All right.” Odus twisted his sweating palm around the hammer. “I’ll go. We don’t need any more surprises.”
 
   “It’s dark up there,” Katy said.
 
   “I’ll come with you,” Kelvin volunteered. “I can stand behind you and use my phone as a light. But you have to tell me what we’re looking for. And if something comes at us, I’m going to be out of there so fast you might be picking my clothes up off the floor.” At this he looked at Jett and gave a grin that didn’t mask his anxiety.
 
   “You sure it’s a good idea for us to split up?” Katy said.
 
   “You got the goats to protect you,” Odus said, waving his hoof knife at the three animals in the pen. He hated having to cull their herd in half, but the theft was for a greater good.
 
   “Great,” Jett said. “Little Rascal, Greta, and Side Effects. We’re really in good hands now. Uh, I mean hooves.”
 
   “Come on, kid,” Odus said to Kelvin. He was pretty sure the Scarecrow Man was gone for good, but a lot of folks had died from “pretty sures” in Solom. But if Harmon was hiding up there, then Odus would need the help. He’d defeated Harmon up on Lost Ridge last year, but he hadn’t done it alone.
 
   And it turned out that Harmon hadn’t stayed down for long. Not that Odus really expected any different. This final showdown was long overdue.
 
   He didn’t like the way the loft door creaked open like a mummy’s coffin. And the loft was dim and shadowy even in full daylight, but with the sun sinking, darkness had seized the corners and was pushing its way toward a complete takeover. He could only see fifteen feet in front of him, and Kelvin’s little battery-powered light did little more than illuminate the chaff that choked the air. Yellow-green bales of hay were stacked along the walls, still moist and sweet from the second cutting done in September.
 
   Something fluttered in the rafters and Kelvin gasped, flicking the light toward the tin roof. A swallow veered out of the darkness and fluttered past them, winging toward a big opening at the rear of the barn, where dusk filled a gray square. Odus lowered his hammer and took a breath.
 
   “Heh,” Kelvin whispered. “Thought it was a bat.”
 
   “Quit lying, son. You thought it was your death.”
 
   They eased a dozen steps into the loft. Katy called from downstairs: “See anything?”
 
   Neither of them answered, afraid calling back would hide the noise of a surprise attack. As it was, the old boards groaned and squeaked beneath them like the howls of lost ghosts. Even though Odus had spent plenty enough time in the barn, including hauling and stacking these very bales, the loft was now like walking through a cow pasture blindfolded, only each step might bring a nightmare instead of a slick, stinky mess.
 
   “What’s that?” Kelvin said, casting his weak glow to the left.
 
   A shadow came out of the darkness and grew, just as the loft door slammed shut with a rafter-rattling bang and Kelvin’s light blinked out.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   “What the hell’s that?”
 
   Ray slammed on the brakes, the truck skidding on the gravel and the headlights slashing across the wall of sundown. David grabbed for the dashboard to keep from bumping his head. David had been so despondent over his failure that he hadn’t been paying attention. The last thing he remembered was turning off the highway near the Ward farm. “I didn’t see anything.”
 
   As Ray downshifted the truck to a stop, he said, “That was Harmon Smith. He beat us out here.”
 
   David looked around. He could see the Ward house a hundred yards behind them, just a couple of lights showing. The Widow Ward was likely already asleep, or at least shut in and locked away until Harmon was gone. The Smith farm was just over the hill. But he didn’t see any horse and rider.
 
   Ray jumped out of the truck, carrying the pipe wrench that had been lying between them on the seat. “Harmon! Come out. It’s me, Ray Tester.”
 
   David stumbled out of the passenger door, wobbling and weary. He leaned against the truck, still ill from his earlier encounter with the Horseback Preacher. The mist wreathed the surrounding ridges as if the rest of the universe had slid beneath a great gray sea. “I thought we were going to the farm,” he croaked.
 
   “Not if we can beat him right here and right now.”
 
   David looked up, wiping his damp hair from his eyes. The headlights caught a bulky shape moving away just at the edge of the headlight beams: a horse and rider. “Up yonder,” he said.
 
   Ray took off at a run, limping a little from a fall off a ladder some ten years ago. The pipe wrench clanked lightly in his hand. “I brought David in case you changed your mind!”
 
   The horse reared, whinnied, and turned, galloping toward Ray.
 
   Ray stopped twenty yards in front of the truck, his shadow stretched long by the headlights. “Take David and go. Because he’s weak. Solom doesn’t need him anymore.”
 
   The horse didn’t slow down, and its fierce dark form became a silhouette, the rider hunched low over the horse’s neck. His hat flapped in the draft of his approach, jacket tails billowing out behind him.
 
   Harmon’s fury was evident in the way Old Saint’s nostrils flared and gravel flew from the pounding hooves. Harmon’s eyes seemed to soak up the headlights and spit them back out as hellfire. Harmon even seemed bigger than he had in the graveyard, as if he’d fattened up on souls during the trip over to the Smith farm.
 
   David tried to push away from the truck and help his brother, but his knees nearly buckled. “Ray, he’s coming.”
 
   Ray backed away, waving his arms at the approaching malevolence. “It’s me. Ray Tester! I was chosen.”
 
   But the horse didn’t slow, plowing full force into Ray and knocking him to the ground. The hooves kicked and stomped and rolled on through him. Ray’s screeches of pain were punctuated with Old Saint’s snorts and Harmon’s laughter. The horse and rider paused for just a moment in profile, a horrible silhouette that David would remember for as long as he lived, and probably carry to heaven with him as well. The Horseback Preacher somehow seemed less gaunt and knotty than before, almost toadish in aspect, pale face like a grub beneath the brim of the black hat.
 
   “Know him by his fruits, Brother David,” Harmon said in a hateful, slurring tone. Then he drove his boots into the horse’s flanks and thundered toward the broken Ray, who was attempting to stand with one leg kicked out at a crazy angle, blood pouring from a gouge on his scalp. The horse had nearly reached Ray when David saw the flash of silver in Harmon’s hand.
 
   God, please be with him. Despite all his envy and hatred, he’s still my flesh and blood.
 
   But the prayer changed nothing. The silver swept in a blur as the horse sped past, sending Ray reeling like a crippled drunk at a circus hoedown. Ray wobbled for one horrible second, looking wide-eyed at David as if not understanding, even as the gash in his throat opened like a long sick smile and spewed its red laughter.
 
   And in that moment of realization, Ray’s eyes seemed to say, But I was the chosen.
 
   As Ray collapsed, the Horseback Preacher galloped on down the road, once again abandoning David and making him feel low and unworthy.
 
   David had it all wrong. 
 
   He figured the Horseback Preacher would claim a victim and then drift on into the night, continuing his eternal rounds. It was one of life’s constants, and the people of Solom had adjusted to it over the years. People measured the course of their lives with his visits, along with the September frost and the May buttercups and the first cut of hay in June, the annual flock of tourists in their tinted-window sedans, and the final snow in early April that was often the largest of the year. The Horseback Preacher was evil, unholy, and murderous, but he was theirs.
 
   So Ray’s death should have ended it. Because Ray had died for the Horseback Preacher, accidentally or not. David had made the offering of his own life, which would have spared the others. But his own soul had been found wanting, his faith weak, his meat unworthy of the great banquet prepared by Harmon Smith.
 
   Ray was right. Ray was the chosen one after all.
 
   Except his death hadn’t satisfied Harmon Smith.
 
   So more of us must die. But it can’t be Jessica Draper.
 
   David clawed his way around the truck, giving one last look at his brother lying in a rapidly expanding pool of blood. He climbed behind the wheel with effort, praying for strength. The engine was still idling, and as he put the truck in gear, something hammered on the rear flank. David looked in the side mirror just as the second blow bent sheet metal and scraped paint away with a grating screech.
 
   A goat?
 
   Then the goats went wild, and two of them battered at the cab, taking turns launching their horns against the driver’s-side door. Ray’s truck bed had no tailgate, and a shaggy-faced billy climbed into the bed among the rusty chains, boards, and hand tools. One blow of those curving horns would shatter the rear windshield.
 
   But that was okay.
 
   David understood now.
 
   It wasn’t the Horseback Preacher who was calling the shots. All actions had been set in motion long ago by that larger, unseen Hand that slept behind the stars.
 
   If David’s life and death were already predestined, then he decided:
 
   Full speed and fuck it.
 
   He jammed his foot onto the accelerator and popped the clutch, flinging gravel from the rear as he turned the wheel hard right. The billy tumbled out of the truck bed, front hooves flailing at the air as the animal fought for footing. David whipped the wheel the other way and brought the rear bumper against a second goat. One horn got tangled in the metal and as the truck sped up and David shifted into second, the goat bleated wildly as it was dragged along the dirt road. Soon it jerked free and somersaulted like a mangled kite into the darkness behind him. The third one was left in the mist and dust and darkness of the Ward farm.
 
   David crested the hill that led down into the Smith farm, where he was determined to live or die on his own terms, not those mapped out by the universe’s greatest murderer.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
   Katy hammered at the loft door. “Odus! Kelvin!”
 
   No matter how hard she tugged, she couldn’t pull the door open. That was strange—the metal latch was free of the hasp, and the door, although sagging, was never a tight fit. The goats bleated in the chaos as Katy jammed the tip of her baling hook into the slim gap beside the door. She couldn’t get enough grip to pry the wood apart.
 
   “Come on, Mom,” Jett called from the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “I can’t leave them.”
 
   “We’re not leaving. They might even be safer there. Maybe they were locked in because they’re not part of this.”
 
   The loft had a number of exits—the two of them could climb through one of the windows and jump into darkness, slide through one of the feed chutes, or slide open the upper door that allowed for loading hay. But she heard no movement behind the door, no footsteps or words or shouts.
 
   She shook off a horrible image of Odus and Kelvin attacked by the Horseback Rider, and in her mind, the image shifted to Gordon Smith in his scarecrow mask, slashing with his sickle.
 
   No, Gordon’s gone for good. This is a fresh nightmare. And if you don’t keep it together, you’re going to lose your daughter.
 
   The rapidly vanishing daylight was framed behind Jett, who stood by the open barn door in silhouette, the sickle—the same one Gordon had wielded against them—dangling from one hand. She didn’t look frail and vulnerable, though. She looked strong, like part of the earth, a force of nature unto herself.
 
   They grow up when you’re not looking, and then all you can do is release them to fight their own battles.
 
   The headlights bobbed over the ridge in the distant, dipping twin yellow cones of light. Katy thought it might be the deputy again, and she was momentarily relieved—until she remembered that this wasn’t the deputy’s fight. If Odus was right about the signs, then Harmon was coming to claim his territory. And Katy wasn’t going to give it up without a fight.
 
   “Somebody’s coming, Mom,” Jett said.
 
   Before Katy could answer, she saw the figure outlined briefly by the backlight.
 
   No, not a figure.
 
   Two figures merged into one. 
 
   A horse and rider.
 
   “It’s him,” she said, calm now, descending the loft steps. As she walked past the scarecrow costume, she plucked the straw hat from the wall and clamped it on her head.
 
   Harmon Smith was well ahead of the approaching vehicle, and the headlights darted wildly as the tires dipped into ruts and bounced over rocks. Katy joined Jett at the barn door. “Open the pen,” she said.
 
   “Huh?” Jett said.
 
   “Let the goats out, honey.”
 
   Calm descended upon her, a sense of rightness. With the mist making a prison of the valley, it was as if no one would play witness to what happened here. Not even God. Solom was a place free from time, space, and history now. It might as well be a hundred and forty years ago, with a young and living Harmon Smith first riding into Solom to set up his missionary service.
 
   Or even older than that, a snake slithering into the garden to find a forbidden fruit tree.
 
   Katy headed for the barnyard gate, heedless of the dark mud and manure beneath her feet, clutching the baling hook like a sacred relic. She heard hoof beats behind her, and Jett called, “Wait up, Mom!”
 
   As Jett and the goats caught up with her, Katy swung open the gate and they spilled out into the yard. Katy glanced at the house and all its ghosts and memories. Then she faced the approaching silhouette, mentally measuring the depth of her weapon against the bottomless hole where Harmon’s heart once pulsed, long before it was torn from his ribs by bitter, jealous rivals.
 
   Old Saint’s hooves were much louder than those of the goats, and the silhouette of horse and rider seemed to grow into the black clouds above.
 
   “Holy crap, Mom,” Jett said. “He’s got a knife.”
 
   “Just stay behind me.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
   Odus kicked and twisted, but he couldn’t escape the baling twine that was tangled around him.
 
   He lay sprawled in loose hay that made him itch and tickled his nose to the point of sneezing. He barely remembered getting knocked down. His head didn’t exactly hurt, but it felt strange, like a weak hangover left behind by an unsatisfying binge. He tried wriggling across the wooden floor, knowing there were feeding chutes nearby, but he couldn’t see well enough to judge direction.
 
   He heard a muffled thumping near him and figured it was the kid, Kelvin. Judging from the scuffing and grunts, he was in the same condition as Odus. Odus’s jaws ached and his tongue was dry, and he realized a rag had been shoved in his mouth, keeping him from calling out. He tried to spit it out, but that only threatened to close off his throat and put him in danger of suffocation.
 
   The Horseback Preacher had taken him out of the game.
 
   He should’ve figured as much. Sure, Odus was from Solom, and he had a hand in the wicked past as much as anybody. But he wasn’t a preacher and had no stake in any of the churches. Kelvin was likewise more or less an innocent.
 
   But Odus just plain didn’t like being under the control of another, whether that person was a boss, a court of law, or a sinister spirit back from the grave.
 
   His hands were tied behind him, the baling twine so tight around his wrists that his fingers were going numb. He wriggled them to restore circulation. Something clinked against the toe of one boot, and he remembered the hoof knife. If only he could reach if before he lost the feeling in his hands.
 
   He writhed like a snake, squirming an inch at a time as he worked his way across the coarse grain of the floorboards. His shirt caught on a protruding nail head, and he yanked until the fabric tore and he could continue.
 
   “Mmm-mmmmhhh,” he heard Kelvin grunting, and figured Kelvin was gagged, too. He wished he could explain his plan, but the boy probably couldn’t help him anyway. He was dimly aware of lights piercing the window, but they swept by so quickly that they only caused to further disorient him.
 
   He felt the wooden handle of the hoof knife beneath his knee, and with a few more painful kicks, the back of his hand was abraded by the hooked edge of the knife. He clutched the tool between his thumb and forefinger, a grip so weak that he could barely work the blade at all, much less apply enough pressure to cut the twine. Then he realized he could force the knife handle down between the gaps in the flooring, then work his arms back and forth while putting weight on the blade, he could create some friction.
 
   Never mind that the steel also cut into the meat of his hands and wrists, although the slick blood made it difficult to keep a sense of the blade’s location.
 
   He had to hurry, because an engine roared outside the barn, and he could’ve sworn he heard the insistent beat of horse’s hooves and, in the distance, the gunning of a car engine.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
   David saw the lights of the Smith house where he’d eaten dinner the day before, and to the left was the dark structure of the barn.
 
   Ahead of him, seemingly always just at the edge of his headlight beams, was that hellish horse and rider. He hit the gas as much as he could, given the treacherous state of the road and the decrepit condition of Ray’s truck, but he couldn’t seem to close the distance on Harmon Smith. He had an urge to drive the vehicle over both of them, churning Old Saint into psychic glue and grinding the revenant preacher into powder.
 
   He doubted they’d succumb that easily, given their ethereal state, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t feel damned good to try.
 
   Then his headlights caught the woman, Katy Logan, who’d been at her daughter’s baptism that morning and now stood in the path of the Horseback Preacher, who was pounding hell bent for leather straight at her. There was no way David could catch him before the horse reached Katy, so David honked the horn and veered off into the garden, busting through three strands of barbed wire and upending a locust post that speared through the truck’s grill and punctured the radiator. Steam rose in the night as David pitched forward against the wheel, causing the horn to beep yet again.
 
   The headlights lit the barnyard like a spotlight on a surreal stage where a great gray curtain hovered quivering over the finale.
 
   Behind Katy were Jett and three goats, and David could see Katy held a flimsy weapon that seemed impossibly small against the massive horse and rider. But she held her ground.
 
   By the time David staggered out of the truck, Harmon Smith was almost upon her. The rider tugged back on the reins and the horse reared on its hind legs, squatting until its tail touched the ground as its front legs batted at the air. The horse issued a brittle, warbling neigh, and David realized the horse didn’t really look like the Old Saint he’d seen at the Primitive church. This animal’s ears were blunt triangles and there was a white streak along its nose, and its mane was trimmed shorter than the ragged, wild hair along Old Saint’s neck.
 
   And Harmon had also changed—something he’d recognized during the attack on Ray, but had failed to register in the ensuing tumult. The Horseback Preacher was now rounder and shorter, his clothes bulging instead of hanging from him like scarecrow rags on a pole, and there were features under his hat—nose, mouth, eyes.
 
   That’s not Harmon.
 
   But before the horse could bring its hooves slashing down on Katy, there was an explosion of movement behind her.
 
   And the screams: Baahhhaaaahhhhaaa.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Katy certainly didn’t open her mouth.
 
   But somehow the goats had heard.
 
   And as they leaped and butted at the frantically whinnying horse, the rider tumbled to the ground, hat sailing off to land at Katy’s feet. She kicked it and realized it was just ordinary felt—nothing ghostly about it.
 
   And the Horseback Preacher cried out in pain as he skidded across gravel. Whatever the unwritten terms of engagement, Harmon was apparently solid, a thing of flesh and blood.
 
   “Mom, what’s happening?” Jett said behind her.
 
   “Harmon’s come down to earth,” she said, striding toward the fallen preacher with the baling hook tight in her palm.
 
   The goats rammed their hard heads and blunt horns into the horse, which backpedaled in dismay, tossing its mane back and forth as it tried to evade the attack. One of the goats clamped its teeth against one of the larger animal’s thighs, sending a red stream running down its leg. With a mighty kick, the horse scattered the goats long enough to sprint toward the pasture, where it leapt the fence and disappeared into the dark.
 
   By the time Katy reached the Horseback Preacher, he was rolling to his knees, whimpering like a child.
 
   He lifted his balding head up to Katy. “I think my leg’s broke,” he whined.
 
   Katy saw the eight-inch blade lying a few feet to his left. And blood clotted along its sharpened edge. “You’re not Harmon.”
 
   “But I want to be.”
 
   A man jogged toward them from the wrecked truck, shouting, “That’s William Edmisten. Don’t hurt him—”
 
   Katy took her eyes from the injured preacher long enough to recognize David Tester running through the swirling haze of the headlights.
 
   “Mom!” Jett cried, and Katy didn’t have time to react before she felt the sharp, breath-stealing slice of electricity penetrate her soul and pin her to the sky.
 
   Edmisten looked up at her with beady, cunning eyes. He tilted back his head and said, “I killed her for you, Harmon. Now bless me!”
 
   Katy felt the baling hook drop from her hand. The ground seemed a hundred miles below her, as if an electric gossamer string was reeling her up into the clouds. Jett wrapped her in a hug, which kept her from fully floating away. But if she was so light, why was she collapsing to the ground?
 
   “Mom!” Jett wailed. “He stabbed you.”
 
   That would explain the river that had erupted.
 
   As she lay on the ground, she had a sideways view of the goats closing around her killer. Jett held her head in her lap, a trembling hand pressing against the Solom-sized wound in her abdomen.
 
   And her last thought was that the horse must have come back, because the hooves sounded very heavy as they approached.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Mom’s hurt bad.
 
   Jett looked wildly from Elder David to the crazy, pudgy man who’d killed her. Kelvin called to her from the barn, but she couldn’t turn around, not while she was trying to stop the bleeding and keep Mom’s head off the dirt.
 
   “You’ll know them by their fruits,” someone said, and Jett looked up. Way up.
 
   The Horseback Preacher—the real one—looked down at her from high in his saddle. He tilted his hat back, and even though the headlights were pointed at his back, she could clearly see his face. It was waxy and cracked and withered, but the eyes were gentle, the mouth tired, the brow furrowed with a deep sadness that spoke of far too many miles.
 
   “I killed her,” William Edmisten repeated, sweat beading his pudgy cheeks. “I did good, didn’t I?”
 
   “Envy grows from a sick tree,” the dead preacher said, his voice hollow.
 
   Elder David, Kelvin, and Odus gathered around but kept their distance, unsure how to proceed. “Damn,” Odus said. “He’s even crazier than I thought.”
 
   Jett couldn’t be sure, but she didn’t think Mom was breathing. “I’m so sorry I ever called you lame,” she whispered. “And I love your spaghetti.”
 
   William Edmisten struggled to his feet, limping as he bowed and clasped his hands in reverence before Harmon Smith. “I’m worthy. I’m a killer like you.”
 
   “You don’t see the difference, because you serve only one master—yourself,” the preacher said. “I kill because there is a time for reaping. You kill because of vanity and ambition and jealousy.”
 
   Despite Jett’s concern for her Mom, she couldn’t look away from the bizarre confrontation.
 
   Edmisten reached for Old Saint’s reins with a blood-stained, pudgy hand. “Give him to me. You’ve ridden long enough. It’s my turn.”
 
   Harmon Smith gave Old Saint an almost imperceptible nudge with his knees, causing the horse to take two steps back.
 
   “You’re right,” Harmon said. “It is your turn.”
 
   As the goats closed in, Edmisten screamed, but he couldn’t escape.
 
   The horns dipped into gore and teeth clacked on bone and hooves ground into flesh.
 
   Harmon Smith dismounted, ignoring the mutilated reverend’s squeals for mercy. Instead, he loomed over Jett and knelt beside her. He smelled of moldy dirt, smoke, and things long, long rotten, but also of a cold winter wind that carried old promises into new seasons.
 
   “I have seen all the works that are done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit,” he said softly.
 
   “My mom—,” Jett said, forcing herself not to sob. This man had baptized her, after all. What more did she have to fear from him now?
 
   But she couldn’t fight back the tears that pooled in her eyes and dimmed her vision. Elder David dared to ease closer, giving wide berth to the gurgling Rev. Edmisten and the determined goats.
 
   Harmon Smith peered at Elder David from beneath the brim of his hat, and then shifted his attention back to Jett. “For in much wisdom is much grief, and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.”
 
   “She only wanted to save me,” Jett said.
 
   “We all want to be saved.” The preacher put a hand on her arm, and although the touch was cold, it wasn’t repulsive. He took her hand and guided it to her mother’s fatal wound.
 
   “God will bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good or whether it be evil,” Harmon continued. He kept his palm on the back of Jett’s hand, pressing it against the sticky, cooling blood. “So remove sorrow from your heart. Life is vanity. Love is vanity. Even death can be vanity if it causes a desire for eternity.”
 
   Jett felt a strange, tingling warmth in her hand. It expanded into her arm, and she could’ve sworn her skin glowed. Or that might just have been the halo of the headlights.
 
   Whatever it was, she felt a stirring beneath her, and Mom sighed with a little moan of pain.
 
   You’re alive!
 
   Katy’s heart gave a strong throb beneath Jett’s hand, and then began pulsing, shallow but steady. It seemed to grow stronger with each beat.
 
   Jett gave Harmon Smith a wild, grateful smile, and the Horseback Preacher’s mouth twisted in a grim smile. “Love is vanity,” he said. “But it is the only eternity worth dying for.”
 
   He stood and walked to his faithful horse. The goats, finished with their grisly task, looked on with red, wet mouths.
 
   Harmon whispered something in Old Saint’s ear, and then gave the horse a gentle tap on the rear flank. The horse twitched its tail, lifted its head so that its nostrils sniffed the sweet grass of a far golden summer, and turned and trotted into the mist, the hoof beats fading into soft echoes and then silence.
 
   “I’m ready for that rest I’ve long been promised,” Harmon Smith said, and he walked toward the barnyard gate. Kelvin and Odus stepped aside to allow him a wide berth, and the preacher glanced at neither of them, although he removed his hat and held it to his chest as he passed.
 
   By the time he reached the barn. Katy was sitting up. She blinked and murmured “What happened?”
 
   Jett gave her a tender but firm hug. “Everything.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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