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      A stifling terror haunts this land. Can a troubled hero pierce the lies and unravel their mysterious depths?

       

      Raven Brown longs to move on. But the mirror traveler bears a painful family connection to Black Path Valley’s murky history that will leave him forever bonded unless the curse ends. And he discovers his first clue in a frightening spirit promising to flood the cornfields with the raised dead.

       

      With the darkness weighing heavily on Raven and his attempt to escape the dismal town’s clutches, brutal secrets come to light. But as the Souling Night approaches, he fears efforts to break the link will fail and keep him trapped in the wicked realm for all eternity.

       

      Can this seeker of truth sever the hold of a haunted world?

       

      Scarecrow’s Mask is the spine-chilling fourth book in The Keeper YA dark fantasy series. If you like nail-biting tension, creepy scenes, and soul-wrenching battles, then you’ll love C.M Neary’s moody tale.

       

      Buy Scarecrow's Mask today to reveal the face of evil!
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      I have tried to escape this place.

      They built White Strokes to keep people in, not out. I couldn’t get to the souls that called me in my pocket mirror to take them upon Black Path Valley’s red lanes, or the ones that called me in White Strokes. They have become lost to me while the Makers have eagerly taken them.

      I wonder about my home. The Brown house on the hill. I know nature will finally have taken it over, as it had wanted to do since my father and I left. From this window, I cannot see our house or what it has become. All I see is a distant Black Path and the smog that smothers it. I miss my father more than I thought possible. Even though we barely spoke, his presence around me is a missing comfort I no longer have. I can still picture him walking along the streets of Black Path handing out his change to the hungry children. Offering the sick some sort of comfort in their last hours. He was a good doctor, one the White Strokes’ patients would have benefited from. I feel pity for the patients here. Mostly for the woman beside me who screams into the night when she hears the nurse enter her room to moment her. I have no way of helping her, even though I wish I could.

      

      White Strokes Asylum isn’t the worst place for me to be stuck in. The bolted door makes sure no one intrudes. The layers of cement and wallpaper keep the cold outside, and the oil heater keeps my bed warm and snug on those lonely, frosty nights - even if it rattles loudly in my ear. I wish I knew how long I’ve been here. I have no way of telling. My grandfather clock doesn’t tell the time. Never has done. It is still standing dormant, as I have always known it to do.

      “Hello Annabel,” I say to my Hanging Doll as she sits comfortable upon the grandfather clock. She doesn’t move, she never does. It is something she has done since I’ve been stuck here. She just appears sitting on the Grandfather clock that doesn’t make a sound.

      I’ve learned that most grandfather clocks like this one have different meanings. The Makers’ clock chimes when a soul has been taken. One mirror told the time, but only when a birth was striking in their town. This one that had stood in the Browns’ hallway is one I’m still trying to figure out. I’m still wondering what its meaning is as its sand trickles down into the never-ending tunnel at the bottom. It’s comforting to know it is safe with all the other Browns’ possessions in here. I guess it wasn’t easy for Uncle Albert to convince the rich to return my stolen antiques. They would never believe his story if he told the truth about that night. They would consider him the crazy Albert Brown wanting to take back such priceless possessions to keep for his own.

      When I entered his house as his dead wife, I stood casually by the stove making him dinner, it was like every other night. Nothing strange or usual, only his wife’s dead body was in the bedroom on their marital bed. He soon realised this wouldn’t be like every other night. Putting a hand on his wife was no longer an option. Not when she transformed into his dead nephew, wanting back what he stole. The pure terror in his eyes filled me with pride, that was until I changed into the vicious monster Lurcher dog that moulded the scars on his face that he will forever have. That filled me with a justified rage. I have no regrets, I feel proud, and I’m sure he owes his buyers more than what he sold my possessions for.

      I take my mirror out of my pocket. The prestige black rubs against my fingers. I’ve seen many things through this small frame since it was first giving to me. It has shown me creatures that have haunted my vision, banging on the frame for their freedom. I’ve seen mirrors of many worlds eager to greet me with its tender glass touch. I have felt the pull of many mirrors since I began this journey. There are some I have allowed to leave my vision. Others, I couldn’t resist entering.

      Now, I’m hoping a new mirror will appear again. Somewhere in the Meadows I can venture into for a new soul. Instead, in my reflection, the Makers are in the distance. Lying in wait. Happy with the souls I have already given them from other mirrors. Unable to take what is rightfully mine. Hoping to keep them at bay while I’m stuck at White Strokes.  I’ve been more than generous.

      As I look out towards the Meadows’ reflection upon the mirror, there is something in its breeze, its soft touch. It feels different. It is not calling me as it usually does. Instead, I see JoJo and Baba waiting on the other side; the waves washing over their feet. Time has changed for us as it has in the Meadows.

      My two friends that I have relied on from the Meadows since I first entered its mirror. As they have relied on me and my mirrors to keep the Lurcher soldiers from capturing them. Our adventures are endless together. More so now since the Dandelions on Silvery Road have vanished. The wishes Muriel Glaze granted with his special camera gone with him. The wish JoJo made in his youth simply blown away like the dandelion seeds upon the Silver Path of Silvery Road. The rain has returned to mean nothing to me. My Lady in the Rain no longer greets me in my reflections or in my dreams. Her past life has been given back to her. There has been justice for Bridget Molley or her family. Now, I wait for the return of the Dandelions along Ender Street. For the return of the place you could truly call Paradise.

      I reach out my hand and guide them into my mirror as the waters wash into my room. The Lurcher men came looking within days inside JoJo and Baba’s cave. Word spread that a traitor Lurcher and his giant friend had been hiding out there. Their haven was gone, and they have been running and hiding anywhere they can since. I’ve done what I can. Even Sebastian’s soul inside me has given away places for them to hide for a while. But they are always found, eventually.

      “I want to go back to my cave,” says Baba as he steps foot into my locked room.

      He has a bigger hunch on his back then he had before. His clothes more ragged then usual. I remember the giant that greeting me in the cave as a young lost boy in the Meadows. The giant that made me feel protected as I searched for the truth about my mother.

      “Baba, you know that is impossible?” says JoJo.

      “I know that cave like the back of my hand. I know all the dead ends, the black pits. No one could escape or find us.”

      “But they have,” says JoJo.

      “We can make sure they never leave,” says Baba, clenching his fists. “I’m sick of all this running.”

      “They will come, and they will keep coming. They know the cave is where we have been hiding. I’m sorry, Baba, we can no longer call the cave our home,” says JoJo.

      “We will think of something, Baba,” I say.

      Baba rolls his eyes and turns away from us. He looks sad and tired as he takes a seat on my bed. He is not the young giant he once was. JoJo is not the prime soldier he once was. A traitor to the king can only escape for so long. Yet, I sense no fear in him. No fear of being caught, or taking back to Paradise. He still has that same confidence he had when he came to our room to rescue Eli and I from the two thugs who tried to sell us. The only one that could have brought me on my journey to the Makers Den and for us to survive it.

      JoJo looks around the room. He picks up old newspapers lining the wall. Most are papers from the Black Path Journal. Doctorial magazines my father would read in his study.

      “The Golden Bee?” says JoJo as he picks up a paper I haven’t seen before. “It was a popular newspaper for Lurchers Paradise a long time ago.”

      The paper is old. Written way before I was born. The main headings are from the wars that raged through the Meadows. The names of the dead are on the side column of the paper so that families can have comfort and grief.

      “Have you had much rest?” I ask them.

      “Some,” says JoJo with a smile.

      JoJo sits on my father’s chair that had once been in his study, the Golden Bee newspaper in his hands. “I need a few days to gather my strength.”

      “We don’t have a few days.” says Baba.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      “Eli,” says Baba.

      “Eli? What is wrong? Is she okay?”

      Since I last saw Eli, she had been living peacefully in the monastery. A better comfort for her then the seclusion’s of the Meadows where she grew up. It wasn’t a safe place for any child. Especially for a young girl like Eli, and her grandmother who managed to survive for so long together. That is until her grandmother died, and Eli was left alone to found her own path in the Meadows. Luckily we found each other along the way. Sebastian’s soul and I have done what we could to make sure she is safe in Lurchers Paradise. She has been given better quarters at the monastery. Horse riding lessons with Blunder, a better tutor to learn the Lurchers’ ways, and more free time to roam the gardens of Paradise. Eli has everything she needs and more, or so I thought.

      “The king has offered Eli a room in Kings Paradise,” says Baba.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means they will look after her for the rest of her life. She will attend parties, be by the king’s side. Learn the Lurchers’ way.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “For some. Not for Eli.”

      “Why?”

      JoJo remains quiet. Baba turns away and sits closer to the heater.

      “We all have family secrets, Raven. Eli is no different.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Eli

          

        

      

    

    
      I put on my crimson coat and head down towards Paradise streets. The chilly breeze gives me relief, as does Paradise’s gardens. They have always been beautiful. They always have something spectacular to show me each time I visit. The smell of its soft white flowers that line the path I walk on ignite the air around me. I watch as the trees buds prepare to be reborn again. Ready for their new rebirth of the season. This is my favourite place in Paradise even as the trickle of pollen itches my nose. It is a place of solitude and silence. A place where no one cares for your name or even your existence. You are only a mere shadow on the path. Nothing more. I follow the colourful leaves of reds, them guiding me along the mushy path with the gardens lanterns lighting my way. I’ve walked this path every day since I got the letter from the king. I take the crumbled piece of paper from my pocket. I read it again.

      

      
        
        Dear Lady Eli,

        We are pleased to invite you to Kings Paradise. To join the king’s side as one of his companions. It is an honour to be excepted by the king, and we await your arrival.

        Kings Paradise Aid

      

      

      

      Since the letter’s arrival, I’ve thought about nothing else. I wish I could say I’m excited. It is a privilege. I should be grateful. Not all Lurcher girls are chosen for such a fate. Mostly, I’m scared. I would rather not be a companion to the king; to dress the same as all his other Lurcher girls in their long white dresses. To learn to dance the Kings Dance, the only way the king approves of. The only way the king wants you to. What if he chooses me to share his bed? To bore his child?

      It is a demeaning life. A life that is a terrible existence to those of us that have lived freely. Who wants to live freely? It is obvious to those in the monastery that I am not like everyone else here. I’m different. No matter how much I try to hide it, I always will be.

      I shouldn’t have come to Paradise. I should have told Sebastian no when he brought me here. Since he has died, it hasn’t been the same. I’ve missed walking with him by the Weeping River. Or our long talks in Paradise Gardens with the moonlight guiding us along the path. He was a friend I could always count on. My protector here. Now, it feels empty. I’m frightened of being here alone. The stories my grandmother told me about Kings Paradise returning to me as if they never left. She never liked this place.

      “That place has nothing but dark secrets and terrible enemies of ours.”

      “Who are our enemies?” I asked her as she plaited my hair by the slow burning fire. “Why would anyone want to hurt us grandma?”

      “Never you mind.”

      “Will they come after us if they found out where we live?”

      “No, they don’t know where we live, and they cannot found us until we go searching for them.”

      The words of my grandmother often haunt me in my sleep. Often give me the sweats and worries in my daily life. I should have left it all in the past, where it belonged. I didn’t.

      Kings Paradise is searching for my family name. They are asking questions about me. They want to know about my past, the one that I have kept secret, for reasons I know would change everything.

      I’ve tried many times to outrun it. To hide from my shadow flickering in the streetlight. I know now I cannot outrun the past or hide from my family name. Nor can I stop her breath upon my ear, whispering to me family secrets that I cannot keep buried. She is who I hear as I drift off to sleep. Singing to me her sweet song about the sea. The grandmother who died but whose soul never left me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            JoJo

          

        

      

    

    
      After a couple of night’s rest, the return to the Meadows was less of a burden, especially knowing that Sebastian may have a hideaway for us, a new place better than the cave. He would give us a chance to stop running. To stop hiding, if only for a while. Sebastian and I have more of an understanding since his death than we did when he was alive. How ironic to think that he chased us for years. Now, he is the one who is helping us evade capture. I guess it it due to his resentment of the king. I’m glad of it. He has given us many good hideaways that only a Lurcher Commander would know. We can also buy many Lurchers’ silence, it seems, thanks to Sebastian’s retirement fund he is happy for us to use. Still some unmercifully chased us since they found us in our cave. Those young, fit Lurchers, wanting their reward and praise for our capture. They are relentless. It seems the price for us has gone up since the news of a Keeper returning. I guess the stories have gotten back to the king. The stories of his traitor brother knowing about such a treasure have gotten back to him. Good news travels fast here in the Meadows.

      

      It shocked me to learn of Ruddy’s viscous death at the Ram. I didn’t think he could easily be killed, many have tried over the years. Poison seemed to be the mentioned of choice for many of Ruddy’s enemies. Although they all failed, it seems one was lucky enough to give him his ultimate overdue ending. I’ve heard many rumours. Like the one where it was his wife and how she slaughtered him as he slept with a blunt knife through his neck. I eventually learned from Raven that Sebastian had a hand in it all on his own. The cruel Ruddy, knowing such information about his mother Nelly Molley. The mother that tried to kill her own son with poison cookies. Who didn’t care to love her son even as a grown man.

      Well, even I would have slit Ruddy throat. I have sympathy for Sebastian. How could  a mother willingly unlove their son? Want them dead, so they could not suffer from a curse they were destined to take since birth. I haven’t heard from Nelly Molley since I left her that night with the Banshees knocking on her door. Her screams echoing out into the Meadows’ trees. I hope she has suffered. I’m sure all of us who have suffered at her hands do. Silvery Road, a blissful place to rest for those of us in need of it. It will reign again, the Lady in the Rain taking her children back to the Dandelions. Back to the place I could only call true paradise.

      I sip my whiskey and look at the new Ram. Since Ruddy’s death, his ugly yet intelligent widow, Vera, has transformed the Ram into a great haven for us travellers. I’m guessing reputation is much more valuable than money for her. The walls are a spotless blue as the pictures of the Meadows charm its walls. My chair no longer wobbles when I sit on it. The tables are clean and varnished. Even the Fairy Sticks creatures have returned, making the lanterns into their homes again.

      “I like the new decor of the Ram, Vera. Must cost you a pretty penny.”

      “Ah well, money can’t buy you more time, can it? I might as well spend it while I’m still here.”

      She isn’t a looker, but neither was Ruddy. I tap Raven on his arm to stop him from staring at the gigantic mole all over the left side of her face. A disfigured woman since birth who never had a chance of a good life in the Meadows. Neither did her brother, Jack, who makes a loud racket by the bar. I see he is glad his sister is back in charge.

      “I can’t offer you your usual room, I’m afraid,” says Vera.

      “And why not?”

      “It hasn’t been decorated. Jack hasn’t gotten around to it yet.”

      “That doesn’t concern us.”

      “I suppose no price is going to matter in order for you to change your mind?” says Vera smugly.

      “You guessed right.”

      Vera tilts her head towards the stairs. We follow her from behind. I watch her take the keys out of her pocket and unlock the door. It takes a moment for the rustic lock to click open. She watches us enter, then slams the door behind her. I listen to her stumping down the stairs until there is silence.

      The night is clear outside the window of Room 696. The moonlight shines over the bridge.

      “JoJo?” says Raven.

      Pinned on the wall is an old torn article from The Golden Bee newspaper. Torn to show only its main heading. I pull it off the wall as a broken breeze blows in from the crack behind the wall. I read it.

      

      
        
        The Ram Massacre forever to haunt the Meadows

      

      

      

      I had heard about The Ram Massacre. Most here would prefer to forget it. Forget about the man named George Duggin, who warned them they would all die that night. He foresaw such a creature, or so he said. The voice inside his head warned him who was coming in the dead of night. They should have listened. They didn’t, and there were no survivors except one to tell its tale - George Duggin himself. The man that foresaw it all. He is still a wanted man. Like myself and Baba. A high reward for his head as each night passes by. That is how The Ram Massacre story has been told for years. George Duggin did it all by himself. One Lurcher man responsible for over twenty murders, turning each victim into a stone statue. The story at the time seemed to be a realistic variation. Reading such a story now, well, maybe it should have been told differently. Or maybe someone wants it to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      The tug of my mirror calls me from the cold of Room 696. I stare at a golden mirror that entices me. Its glow shines out of my hand and into my eyes, as do its bees in this mirror. Their golden fur, alluring me into its frame. I turn to Baba and JoJo, who are snoring in their beds. I try not to make a sound as I open the rustic door.They are still exhausted from the Lurcher soldiers chasing them. I wish we could have stayed longer in Black Path and give them the rest they needed. But we couldn’t. The Meadows called me back eagerly, as did the mirror.
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