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Everybody has a secret. Mine is Jake Konig.

Jake makes money from nightmares and screams. Lots of money. For the past few years he’s kept millions of kids and adults up all hours of the night with his creepy books. I’m one of them, but only my family knows.

I know what Jake looks like from the pictures on his books. Leather jacket pulled up around his neck. Tight jeans that make his lanky legs look like pythons. Little kids get out of the way when they see him coming, and those who don’t, he pushes out of the way.

My twin sister, Ashley, doesn’t read the books. She says they’re too scary. She won’t even look at the covers, with their 3-D faces and spooky houses. At Halloween, kids dress up as characters from the books. Ashley thinks it’s disgusting, but I think it’s cool.

My favorite is the one about the kid who gets trapped in a dungeon and has to figure his way out. There are several tunnels, and if he chooses the wrong one, a gigantic spider will chase him or a boulder the size of our house will crush him. Only one path leads outside. That’s like what the Bible says about finding God, that there’s only one path, but Ashley said I was just saying that so Mom would let me keep reading the books.

I started reading Jake Konig’s books after my dad died in a plane crash caused by terrorists, which is a lot scarier than anything Konig has ever dreamed up. For some reason I feel connected to the characters and the stories. Maybe I like to be frightened about something other than my dad not coming home. Maybe it takes my mind to a different place. All I know is, I can’t wait to read the latest book in his Dead End series every time one comes out.

After Mom became a Christian, she wasn’t so sure about those books, even though she had once been a friend of Jake’s. A lot of parents won’t let their kids read them, but Mom said at least I was reading something. She decided I was old enough to understand the difference between what was real and what was made up, and I think she knew the stories helped me in some strange way.

When I heard that Jake Konig was not just coming to our town, but also to our house, I couldn’t believe it. I knew he lived somewhere in Colorado, but I never thought I’d get the chance to actually meet him.

The week Mr. Konig was supposed to come I could hardly sit still. I asked Mom why he was coming so many times that she actually growled.

“Bryce, I’ve told you. I knew him in Chicago when we were both beginners, before either of us had written any books. We were in a writing group together.”

“Is he weird like his books?” Ashley said.

Mom smiled. “When I knew him, he was so shy he wouldn’t even look girls in the eye.”

“Could you tell he was going to be a good writer?” I said.

“We all read each other’s stories,” she said. “His were pretty strange, about human monsters, puppets that came to life, ghosts, things like that. I knew he’d probably succeed because he always worked so hard at it.”

A magazine article said Jake was so rich he owned several houses in different states. His favorite thing to do was ride his huge Harley-Davidson motorcycle.

“But why is he coming here?” Ashley said.

“He’s working on a new book and has some questions for me,” Mom said. “I’ve been praying that God will give me the right words to tell him about my faith.”

Now there was a thought. I have to admit, it sounded impossible.
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I didn’t see why Bryce was so excited. I mean, Mom’s a writer too and her books sell a lot. She’s not as famous or rich as Jake Konig, but I’d rather read one of her books any day.

A lot of girls read Jake Konig books. Leigh, our stepsister, who’s in high school, reads the adult books. I can always tell when she’s starting a new one because she keeps all the lights on at night, and Sam, our stepdad, grumbles as he marches around turning them off.

My friend Hayley reads them too. She loves all that creepy stuff and talks a lot about ghosts and ghouls.

Mom explained that Jake had gotten in touch with her after he read newspaper stories about Bryce and his friend Jeff. They had gone on a long bike ride to raise money for cancer research. Konig had kept up with Mom’s career and decided to get reacquainted.

“Won’t Sam be jealous?” I said.

Mom grinned and shook her head. “Sam has nothing to worry about from Jake Konig. Anyway, Jake’s married too. Sam will be jealous of Jake’s motorcycle, though.”

Mom got us to help straighten up around the house, and she cleaned her office. Then she asked Bryce and me to keep track of our little brother, Dylan. He’s four and likes playing with our dogs, Pippin and Frodo. Mauling is more like it. He’ll say he’s taking them for a walk and then drag the poor things around on their leashes until their tongues hang out.

The day Jake Konig was supposed to arrive, I was outside watching Dylan try to get Frodo up the slide so he could see him fly down. Frodo is a Yorkie that needs a haircut. The wind howled as Frodo stood at the top of the slide with his fur flying. He faced the red rock formation behind our house and stared, like he was looking for another country beyond his electric fence. Pippin, our little white dog, sat in the sand at the edge of the swing set and looked like he was laughing.

The phone rang inside, and a few minutes later I heard Bryce yell, “No! Why?”

I grabbed Dylan and ran inside.

Mom was hanging up the phone as we walked in.

Bryce looked like someone had just torn the cover off one of his favorite books. “Jake’s not coming.” He took Dylan back outside and let the door slam.

“What?” I said.

Mom pursed her lips. “That was his wife. Jake’s disappeared.”
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I admit it. At first I thought it was a lame excuse to not come to our house. But over the next few days The Gazette from Colorado Springs was full of stories about Jake Konig’s disappearance.

It was as eerie as one of his books. He had told his wife and son he was riding his cycle into Shadow Falls to have lunch at his favorite restaurant. The restaurant owner said Jake had come for lunch and left, but no one had seen him or his motorcycle since.

Actually, it reminded me of one of Konig’s books, and the newspaper story mentioned that too. In Cycles, a teenager rides into the Rocky Mountains on a sunny day. Konig caught the feel of Colorado with every word, painting a picture that made you feel the sun warming the kid as he rode through aspen groves and past huge rock formations.

The farther into the mountains the kid rode, the more mysterious things became. He started seeing weird-looking people in the woods, but when he stopped, they disappeared. He turned back, but the road just led farther and farther from civilization.

Finally, as it was getting dark, the guy drove toward lights in the distance. It turns out he came upon space aliens, and all that was ever found was the guy’s motorcycle at the bottom of a ravine.

The Gazette reported that Jake and his wife hadn’t been getting along. It also said the police had searched a canyon under the Royal Gorge Bridge, among many other places.

A few days later, USA Today ran a story headlined “What Happened to Jake Konig?” It gave even more details of his life but no answers. It also showed pictures of him playing with his son, a few of him and his wife, and some that were supposed to look scary with him in weird clothes, but in every one of them he was smiling. The photographer said he tried to get Jake to look grim and threatening, but he couldn’t hold the pose. The photographer finally covered Jake’s mouth and nose with his leather jacket and showed just his eyes—glowing. Ashley said the picture creeped her out.
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The phone call that changed our lives came two weeks after Jake Konig went missing. Mom hung up and asked us to join her and Sam and Leigh in the living room.

She paced like an anxious cat. “That was Jake’s editor in New York. I worked with her on a project a few years ago. She wants me to go to Shadow Falls to look at Jake Konig’s latest manuscript.”

“Cool!” Bryce said. “Can I read it?”

“Look at it for what?” I said.

“To maybe help finish it.”

I couldn’t believe it. “Why, Mom? You don’t like scaring people.”

“This would be strictly a ghostwriting job.”

“Ghostwriting?” Bryce said.

“It’s where I would do the work, but my name wouldn’t appear on the book. I would take Jake’s first draft, use his notes and the editor’s suggestions, and make a book of it.”

I stood. “I can’t believe you’re even considering it, Mom. It’s bound to have bad stuff in it. Blood and guts. Killings. That’s not what you write.”

Mom sat and folded her hands in her lap. “I knew Jake was going to ask for help. That’s why he was coming here.”

“But, Mom—”

She held up a hand. “Something was going on with him. He asked me to help because there are many spiritual things in the book. He said he wanted to make sure he got it right.”

Sam frowned. “I hope you’re not doing this for the money, Kathryn. Things are tight right now, but—”

“They are?” I said. “We don’t have any money?”

“Business has been slow, and your mother’s royalty checks don’t come for another few months.”

“Does that mean we won’t be able to go on vacation?” Bryce said.

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Sam said. “We’ll be fine.”

I wondered if we might have to sell our ATVs. Or the house.

“I was going to suggest you and Bryce go with me to Shadow Falls,” Mom said. “But Sam has some flights next week, and I couldn’t take Dylan. . . .”

“I’ll watch him,” Leigh said. “I need money for a car anyway, and I can’t find work.”

Mom nodded. “You’d have to get up with him every day. That means before seven.”

Leigh gave Mom a look. “I can do it.”

Bryce said, “Why do they want you to do this, Mom? Do they think he’s dead?”

“They don’t know, but for some reason they think he might be. They’re excited about this book, and they’re afraid it could be years before they find him.”

Bryce looked like someone had punched him in the stomach. Maybe he didn’t think Mom could write Jake Konig’s books the way he liked them.

“You’re writing Christian stuff now, Mom,” I said. “Won’t you be . . . ?” I couldn’t think of the word.

“Selling out?” Leigh said.

Mom shifted on the couch. Like Bryce and me, Mom hasn’t been a Christian that long. I could tell she was struggling. We often talked about how much we wanted Sam and Leigh to become believers.

“I don’t want to sell out,” Mom said, “and I don’t want to let people down, especially you guys. But something about this feels like an opportunity.”

“You’re not going to change his book into something religious, are you?” Leigh said.

Mom smiled. “Would you read it if I did?”



  
    
[image: images/ch.jpg]

Chapter 5

[image: images/bryce.jpg]

Mom talked to our pastor, then called the editor. She agreed that Mom could walk away from the job at any point. If she found the manuscript too gory or weird, she didn’t have to finish.

The editor insisted that Mom go to Jake Konig’s own writing house. He had always been secretive, never e-mailing any of his stories to his publisher because he was afraid someone might steal them. She said he kept one file on his computer and another in a thumb drive he carried around with him on a key chain. That’s it.

Armed guards hand carried his pages all the way from Colorado to New York City, as if the manuscript were a precious diamond. It was worth even more than that, if you think about it. The editor said she hadn’t even seen this book. Mom would be the first to lay eyes on it.

Ashley and I packed, wondering what we’d find. I was a lot more excited than she was, but when she heard we might get to stay at a bed-and-breakfast inn and hang around town as much as we wanted, I could tell she was warming up to the idea.

A long black limo pulled up to our house at eight the next morning. We could have fit our whole school into the thing. A guy in a suit, who introduced himself as Jake Konig’s driver, loaded our luggage into the trunk.

We all said our good-byes, and Dylan started crying, which made it even harder for Mom to leave. She took him inside and got him interested in something else, then slipped out, and we were on our way.
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We headed north on I-25 and passed the outlet mall in Castle Rock. I love going there just to look in the store windows and eat at the food court. There wasn’t much traffic, which was too bad. Secretly I wished people would point at us and wonder who we were in our big limo.

The driver reminded me of the actor who plays the farmer in those Babe movies. (“That’ll do, Pig.”) Tall, long arms, long nose. His deep-set eyes made him look like a ferret. His name was Gerald, and he had worked for Mr. Konig for seven years.

Bryce sat reading one of the Dead End books he’d already read twice. When he tilted it down, the 3-D picture on the cover changed from a kid walking toward a graveyard to a screaming face. I wished Bryce wouldn’t read that stuff, but I wasn’t about to order him around just because I’m older (by 57 seconds).

Mom was quiet. She stared out the window with her arms folded. We passed the exit for Red Rocks Amphitheater, where singers and bands perform outside. A lot of people get it mixed up with our town.

After skirting the city of Denver, Gerald turned onto a road that led through Boulder, where the University of Colorado is. I put on earphones and switched on the little TV. It was hooked to a satellite, so I flipped through about a million channels until I saw a news report that had Jake Konig’s picture on a screen behind the anchor.

“. . . Search teams finished combing his secluded estate outside Shadow Falls yesterday, and authorities ask anyone with information to come forward.”

The broadcast cut to a shot of the house, which looked like one of those scary mansions in horror movies, and people in yellow jackets walking along a wooded hillside.

When I noticed Gerald looking at me in the rearview mirror, he turned his eyes back to the road.
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I was getting to the best part of Grave Screams as we rode into the mountains. The main character is a kid about my age whose parents die in a freak accident. He’s left to take care of his little sister, but things keep making it harder for him. He has grown suspicious of her, wondering if she has some power to hurt people when she gets angry.

The road wound through mountain lakes and summer cottages, and soon we were near Rocky Mountain National Park. Sam once drove us all the way through it, and we had our picture taken at Bear Lake with a 12,000-foot peak behind us.

We passed through small towns gearing up for the Fourth of July. Flags flew from every store and gas station. Shadow Falls came up quickly, and Ashley’s eyes lit up at the gift shops. I saw a mom-and-pop video store—no Blockbuster here—and a grocery store. A small river ran alongside the town next to a concrete river walk. Parents were out pushing strollers. A green field opened to our right, where kids threw footballs and Frisbees. Beyond the field sat a redbrick library.

“How far is the house, sir?” Ashley said.

Gerald pointed toward the foothills. “About two miles as the crow flies. Feels farther.” He also pointed out a cinder-block path beside the road and said we could use one of the Konigs’ golf carts to come into town if we wanted.

“Golf cart?” Ashley said, eyes widening. “Cool!”

We passed a white church with a huge steeple. The sign said Shadow Falls Chapel.

“Look way back up in the trees to your right and you’ll see The Broken Saber.”

It was a sprawling lodge peeking out of the forest on a ridge. I recognized it from the movie poster. Of course I had never seen the film.

“That’s where Konig stayed and got the idea for Corridor of Blood,” I said. “His first adult book.”

“Correct,” Gerald said. “They’ve turned it into a bed-and-breakfast. You can actually stay in the room where Mr. Konig wrote the book. They even sell red doorknobs in the gift shop.”

“Red doorknobs?” Ashley said.

“You’d have to read the book, young lady,” Gerald said.

“Not a chance,” Ashley muttered.

“Maybe we could stay there one night,” Mom said.

I gave her a thumbs-up, but Ashley sneered and shook her head.

The road narrowed the farther we wound around the mountain. Finally, we turned onto a gated drive where a police car sat. Ivy climbed the sides of stone pillars, and an iron fence ran around the property. Gerald punched a button over his visor, and the gates crept open.



  
    
[image: images/ch.jpg]

Chapter 8

[image: images/ashley.jpg]

The driveway snaked up steeply to the house, which looked like a castle. Pine trees crowded the way and blocked the sun. The house and land looked like they had spent the last hundred years in the dark. I shuddered.

Gerald parked outside the garage, and the main house loomed above us. Stairs led to the front, but he said we should unload our suitcases and take the golf cart to the writing house. He gave us the security code for the front door and explained to Mom how to get into Jake’s computer upstairs.

He looked at his watch. “Mrs. Konig will host you for lunch here at the main house at 12:45. Ring the bell at the back door at that time, please.”

The oversized golf cart held four people, plus luggage. Bryce insisted on driving, and we lurched along a small paved road that wound up the hill. A metal railing ran beside the cart path.

Though I didn’t think it was possible, the farther back we went, the darker it became. Huge boulders lined the cart path like moss-covered sentries. Suddenly it felt like we were going straight up, and Mom grabbed the handle cut into the plastic roof to steady herself.

The main house faded from sight, but not before I saw someone watching us from a window.
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The writing house was built into the side of the rocky hill and had a killer view of the valley and the waterfall. Trees actually grew from the roof, and it looked like an animal had burrowed above the house.

While Mom headed upstairs, Ashley and I lugged our stuff inside. Curtains covered the windows. It was as if the wood and walls were light starved. We found mostly hardwood floors, except for two bedrooms, which had thick carpet. Downstairs were two more bedrooms and a recreation area with plasma TV, hot tub, dartboard, stuff like that. Everything smelled new, like the place had just been cleaned.

I guessed Jake Konig spent most of his time here and not at the main house down the hill.

We climbed the stairs to the writing loft and found the walls filled with pictures. In the corners stood statues of werewolves, vampires, and monsters of every sort. Jake’s framed book covers lined one entire wall. Awards and certificates and framed letters from famous people hung everywhere around the room.

When Mom opened the front shutters, the view made us gasp.

“I’m going to have trouble getting any writing done here,” she said. “I’ll want to spend the whole day staring out.” Mom looked at her watch. “We’d better get unpacked and down to lunch before I try to get into Jake’s computer.”

“Do we have to go to lunch with you?” I said.

She nodded. “I want you to meet Mrs. Konig so she’ll know who you are. Maybe you can meet her son.”

 Ashley studied a gargoyle. “If he’s anything like his dad, I’m not sure I want to.”
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