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This story, part of a collection of interrelated short stories, explores easily one can be deceived 

by someone in power.  

 

 Slipping his mountain bike into its lowest gear, Owen stood up on the pedals. His tires 

dug into the soil, and he tottered to the right, almost losing his balance. His panting mingled with 

the cawing of a crow.  

 The top of Tower Hill lay just ahead. It rose above the Alabaster Woods like an island in 

a sea of trees. A stony outcropping jutted from the skinny trail.  

 I can do this, Owen thought.  

 Straining, he clambered over the first rock. Veering to the left, he tried to steer around the 

second. His front tire rammed into stone, and his bike toppled to the right. Unable to wrench his 

boots out of the pedals, he fell with it. He slid a few feet down the slope and came to a stop in a 

bed of ferns. His head rested on a cluster of mushrooms.  

 I miss my mountain biking buddies, Owen thought.  

 He closed his eyes and remembered how his dad and his best friend Robert had always 

cleared Tower Trail, while it constantly defeated Owen. But they weren't there, hadn't been for a 

long time. Owen stood, trying to forget. Yet images of the two remained in his mind.  

 “Where are you, Robert?” he whispered, straightening his bike and pushing it up the trail.  

 He thought about the police officer who had appeared at his front door the day Robert 

had disappeared, exactly one year ago. Later, Owen had joined the search party as they combed 

Blackhawk Bay and the Alabaster Woods. But Robert had never been found.  

 Owen leaned against his bike, suddenly tired. His thoughts moved to the other missing 

person in his life. His dad. He had lost him to cancer three years ago when Owen was 12. He 



could never bring himself to use the word dead. He liked to think that his father was truly lost, 

like Robert, and maybe, just maybe, he would find them both again.  

 Standing on the trail, Owen wiped sweat from his forehead and pointed his bike down the 

hill. He was no longer in the mood for another attempt at the rock outcropping. He climbed onto 

the seat and allowed the bicycle to roll, picking up speed and flying through the forest. He 

hopped over logs and stopped twice to remove twigs from the spokes and derailleur. 

 The trail dumped him out on Centerline Road, and he turned right, following it to 

Blackhawk Bay. He coasted past an abandoned farm field, where dozens of crows pecked at the 

earth. One of the larger birds stood alone near the road, and its head swiveled as Owen cycled 

by. The crow flew away, and Owen continued up a hill. 

 Cresting it, he spied the rooftops of Blackhawk Bay. Tiered on a slope, the village 

wrapped itself around Lake Huron. Alabaster Woods cradled three sides of the town, splitting it 

from the rest of the world.  

 Owen veered to the left. His driveway sat a few houses away. A dual-sport motorcycle, 

good for both road and trail riding, was parked in the street in front of it.  

Great, Owen thought, Carl Humphrey. He wanted to turn around, avoiding the junior 

high principal and his mom's new boyfriend. But then he saw his mother looking up and down 

the street. She waved at him. 

 Owen continued to his house and rolled onto the driveway. His brakes protested as he 

squeezed them. 

 “There you are, honey.” His mom wrapped her arms around a helmet.  

 “Jenny and I've been waiting for you.” Mr. Humphrey raised an eyebrow and wagged a 

finger at Owen.  



 Don't call my mother Jenny, Owen thought. Everyone in town called her Jen or Jennifer, 

only his father and his grandparents had ever called her Jenny. Anger brimmed inside him. He 

knew he was being unreasonable, yet all he wanted at that moment was to escape. He needed 

movement. It often seemed the only way he could quiet his mind.  

 His mother touched his arm. “Are you okay? I bet you've been thinking about Robert. I 

know I have.”  

 Owen met her eyes, then looked down at his feet. “That's part of it,” he mumbled.  

 “A sad business,” Mr. Humphrey said. He rolled back and forth on his shoes and jiggled 

his keys in his hand.  

 The principal was short with broad shoulders and muscular arms. Someone had told 

Owen that Mr. Humphrey had won the state wrestling championship while in high school. He 

had hazel-green eyes with flecks of yellow, which he now turned toward Owen. He flicked his 

gaze over to Jenny and then back at Owen.  

 It was an odd look, almost challenging. Am I imagining things? Owen wondered. He 

glanced at his mother. Her black hair had fallen across her cheeks. 

 Owen smiled. She’s like a doll, he thought. He had inherited her dark looks but had his 

father's height. Her size had always made Owen feel protective, but after he had lost his father, 

the feeling had intensified.  

 “Carl and I are going to Betty's Diner for supper,” his mom said. “You're joining us, 

right?”  

 Owen couldn't meet her eyes. He hated lying to her. “Um. I was going to catch a movie 

with some friends.” 

 “Oh, that's wonderful. You've been spending too much time alone,” she said. 



 “Are you ready, Jenny?” Mr. Humphrey asked. “My stomach's growling.”  

 His mother hesitated, then said. “Okay.” Her voice sounded irritated. Owen knew she 

hated to be rushed. She reached out and hugged him. His chin rested on her head. She felt so 

small, almost breakable.   

 Owen watched them as they walked toward the motorcycle. Mr. Humphrey brushed his 

fingers against his mother's hand, but she pulled away. Owen was glad for the gesture.  

 At that moment, a crow, which had been sitting on a lamp post, soared toward Mr. 

Humphrey. It cawed and bumped a wing against his head. Jumping back, the principal cursed 

and flapped his arms. The crow dived again, but Mr. Humphrey's spinning arms kept it away.  

 The bird flew toward Owen and stretched out its claws, preparing to land. Owen jumped 

aside, and it continued to the basketball hoop above the garage door. Mr. Humphrey frowned at 

Owen, as if the bird had been his fault. But Jenny laughed, saying, “That bird sure doesn't like 

you, Carl.” 

 They climbed on top of the motorcycle and rumbled away. It had puzzled Owen when his 

mother had agreed to ride it. She never would have allowed him to do so. It's like Mr. Humphrey 

has put a spell on her, he thought, chuckling.   

 He turned around and gave the crow a thumbs-up sign. “Way to go.” The crow lifted off 

the hoop and soared higher. Owen watched it until it was a speck in the sky.  

 My mom must be lonely, he thought, walking toward the house. It made him feel bad that 

he wasn't enough for his mother. Why did she need anybody else?  

 A cawing broke through his thoughts. A wing flashed nearby, and the crow swooped in 

front of him. “Bizarre,” Owen said. “What is this an Alfred Hitchcock movie?”  

 He bounded up the front steps and threw open the door, allowing it to slam behind him. 



The sun was setting, and a rosy light filled the living room. He moved to the front window and 

looked out at Lake Huron. He pressed his face against the pane and scanned the sky for the crow.  

But he could no longer see it. 

 He flopped back on the sofa and picked up the television remote, running through the 

channels. Outside, night tiptoed across Blackhawk Bay. Owen slipped down on the sofa, resting 

his head on a pillow. Closing his eyes, he drifted to sleep.  

 Tap-tap. Tap-tap. 

 Owen shifted, trying to ignore the noise.  

 Tap-tap. Tap-tap. 

 Lying on his side, he opened his eyes. The crow rested on the windowsill. It drew back its 

beak, then drilled it forward.  

 Tap-tap.  

 The bird hesitated, then repeated the movement.  

 Tap-tap. 

 Sitting, Owen rubbed his eyes. An infomercial now played on the TV—something to do 

with knives—and he pressed the remote, turning it off. Silence sank around him. He leaned back 

on the sofa and watched the crow. It tilted its head and peered into the house. A tiny, black eye 

rolled from left to right. Owen wondered if it could see him. 

 The light next to the front door reflected off the bird's feathers, which glowed with an 

ebony luster. It suddenly took flight, and Owen saw a flash of claw and wing as it disappeared 

into the darkness.  

 He relaxed, and a pillow, which he hadn't realized he had been gripping, fell to the floor. 

He wasn't really afraid of the crow. He didn't think it could harm him, particularly since he was 



inside. The lights from the house had probably attracted it. 

 Still, he felt jumpy, unable to explain why the bird had attacked Mr. Humphrey. 

Remembering the expression on the principal's face, Owen laughed.  

He stood and walked to the window.  Light from a full moon darted across Lake Huron, 

and the sailboats in the marina bobbed with a wave. He stared outside, and the sadness from 

earlier returned. He felt abandoned, utterly alone. First his father, then his best friend, and now 

his mother. He pressed his face against the glass. The cold pane, warmed by his lips, was soon 

covered with mist, lost in a breathy fog. 

 Tap-tap. Tap-tap.  

 The noise ripped through his thoughts. He peered outside but only darkness looked back. 

 Tap-tap. Tap-tap.  

 He wheeled around and saw a beak at the side window. The crow perched on the ledge, 

but it was difficult to see without the light from the porch. The bird tapped again, then pressed 

into the glass as if trying to bore through it. It hesitated and dipped its head. Something dangled 

from its beak. The bird swung it from side to side, then dropped the object and tapped twice.  

 Did the bird want to show him what it was holding? I'm truly going insane, Owen 

thought.  

 The crow took flight, disappearing and reappearing in the front window. It flapped its 

wings, but it seemed unable to hover in one place. It reached out with its claws and rested on the 

ledge.  

 Owen jumped back. He wondered if he should call the police. And tell them what? That a 

crow was harassing him? They would think it was a prank.  

 As he drew the curtains together, the bird dropped the object and rammed the glass. It's 



going to kill itself, Owen thought. Then the bird vanished. He peered outside, and again the crow 

slammed against the window. This time it fell backward into the bushes lining the front of the 

house.  

 Owen ran to the front door, grabbing his headlamp on the way. He hurdled over the stairs 

that led to the porch and, shining the light, hurried toward the spot where he had last seen the 

crow.  

 He pushed back the bushes, their prickly leaves scratching his hands, and ran the 

headlamp along the ground and over the windowsill. The object the crow had been carrying still 

lay there. He froze when he saw it.  

 A plastic keychain rested on the ledge. Fluorescent green, it was in the shape of a 

mountain bike. Part of the rear tire had been torn off. Owen recognized it, had seen it often. It 

looked exactly like the one Robert had picked up at the local bike store. But this chain had lost 

its keys.  

 As Owen reached for it, he heard a flapping sound, and suddenly the bird loomed over his 

shoulder, pecking at his shirt. Owen waved his hands and backed up a few steps. The crow 

retreated to the window and picked up the key chain. It flew to the eaves of the house and 

perched there, watching Owen with its head tilted.  

 “Wait,” Owen yelled and stretched out a hand, palm upward. He wanted a closer look at 

the keychain. Questions tumbled through his mind. Was it really Robert's? Where did the bird 

find it?  

 The bird soared into the sky and circled the house. Owen hoped it wouldn't leave. He 

ducked as the crow, dangling the keychain, rushed over his head. It landed on the sidewalk and 

dropped the object  



 With his hand outstretched, Owen slowly walked toward the bird. When he was a few 

steps away, the crow snatched the keychain and again lifted into the sky. But it flew for only 

about 20 feet, then landed and dropped it. The bird hopped backward and bobbed its head.  

 Owen approached. But the crow snatched the chain and flew farther down the road. The 

object slipped from its claws.   

 Owen didn't know what to think. Was he going insane? Or did this bird want to show him 

where it had found the chain?  

 He again considered calling the police, but he wasn't sure if he could get the keychain 

away from the crow. Without it, the police wouldn't believe him. Besides, how could he explain 

that a crow had shown it to him? He wasn't completely sure it was Robert's anyway.  

 He stood in front of his house for a few minutes. His heart thumped, and his mind 

debated back and forth: go or don't go. He looked at the window. A pool of light glowed from 

inside. He glanced over at the crow. It hopped from claw to claw. It seemed to be waiting for 

him.  

 “Let's do this,” Owen muttered. He jogged back inside and grabbed his cell phone and 

pocketknife. Then he headed for the garage, where he had left his mountain bike propped against 

a garbage can. The bird landed on the basketball hoop.  

 Owen adjusted the head lamp over his helmet and straddled his bike. He nodded at the 

crow.  It leapt into the sky, wings slashing through the air. Owen jumped onto the bicycle seat 

and pedaled after it. But it disappeared, its body as black as the night. He found it again at the 

end of the street, waiting on a mailbox.  

 When he had caught up with it, the bird turned north. It soared over a steep hill, heading 

for the Alabaster Woods. But it left the keychain resting on the mailbox. Owen snatched it and 



thrust it into his pocket. He didn't have time to examine it as the bird vanished over the crest of 

the hill. He slipped his bike into a lower gear and, standing up, pushed down on the pedals.  

 At the top, he found the crow waiting on a lamp post. Owen followed it for another three 

blocks to the edge of the Alabaster Woods. The crow then banked to the right and followed 

Division Street, Robert's road. Owen slowed as they passed his house. Weeds poked through tall 

grass.   

 Before Robert had vanished, his dad had been proud of his yard. Owen remembered the 

way Robert's mother had looked the day he had disappeared. Her face had been jittery, scanning 

trees, bushes, flowers, everything, as if Robert might suddenly appear among the petunias lining 

Main Street.  

 Sometimes, when Owen was running errands and bumped into her, she would hug him 

hard and hold on a few beats longer than normal. Then she would whisper in Owen's ear, “I miss 

him so much. If you know where he is, tell me.”  

 Owen would push away. “I swear, I don't know. I miss him too.” He now avoided her as 

much as possible. Her sadness reminded him of his own.  

 A cawing interrupted Owen's thoughts. The bird had landed on one of the newspapers 

littering Robert's front step. It looked like no one lived there, but Owen could see a light behind 

the living room curtains.  

 The crow flapped its wings. Darting ahead, it flew toward the cul-de-sac at end of the 

road. Owen sped up and found the bird waiting for him in front of a weeping willow. A dirt 

driveway snaked through a tunnel of maples and oaks. A roof looked out above them.  

 It was Mr. Humphrey's house.  

 What a joke, Owen thought. I followed a crow here? He wondered if the bird was some 



kind of trained pet, like a homing pigeon, that had escaped and was now confused. Shaking his 

head, he turned his bike around and pedaled the way they had come.   

 Cawing followed him and he soon felt claws on his back. “Ouch!” He swiped at his neck. 

Droplets of blood dotted his fingertips.  

 Standing in the middle of the road, he straddled his bike, and the crow circled him. It 

landed on the handlebars, and Owen jumped back, dropping the bicycle. The crow hopped to the 

ground and looked up at him. It opened and closed its beak, as if trying to form words.  

 Then it flew toward Mr. Humphrey's house. Well, I've come this far, Owen thought, 

picking up his bike. He pedaled after the bird. It soared above the trees, while Owen continued 

beneath them, hidden by their leaves.  

 He stopped when they reached the house. The property, at one time part of a farm, 

stretched for about an acre with its northern tip touching the Alabaster Woods. Except for the 

motion-censored light that blinked on as the crow flew beneath it, darkness consumed the area. 

The bird continued past a barn to a garden. It landed on a scarecrow, which moved under the 

bird's weight. 

 Owen chuckled. Well that scarecrow doesn't seem to be doing its job, he thought. He 

leaned his bike against the barn and stood there for a moment. The moon embraced the sky, and 

an owl hooted. The night held a dream-like quality. 

 “I'm following a bird,” he mumbled, repeating it over and over as he walked toward the 

scarecrow, which the bird was now pecking. It attacked the scarecrow's face, gouging a painted 

eye and ripping its leering mouth.  

 The scarecrow swayed. Owen stopped walking. He thought he saw its lifeless hands, 

dangling at the end of a pole that ran across its shoulders, shake. The crow opened its wings and, 



clutching the scarecrow's head in its claws, rose upward. It continued tugging until the head tore 

from the body. The bird flew away and dropped the head in a nearby cluster of trees. 

 The scarecrow sagged. Stunned by the bird's savagery, Owen considered leaving, but 

then the crow returned. It hopped into the garden and rooted in the soil with its beak. Sunflowers 

towered around it. Their faces stared at the ground.  

Owen stepped on a tomato, and a blood-like juice squirted across his pant leg. “Yuck,” he 

said, continuing to the crow. The ground was wet. Owen guessed from an automatic sprinkler, 

and he left footprints in the soil. Mud clung to his boots.  

 The bird dug next to a small hole at the base of one of the largest sunflowers. Mr. 

Humphrey had won several blue ribbons that summer at the county fair for his garden. But Owen 

found the enormous plants unnerving. It seemed as if the flowers watched him.  

 He squatted next to the bird, which held something in its beak. “What do you have 

there?” Owen leaned back on his heels.  

 The crow dropped an object. Owen picked it up and directed the beam of his headlamp 

onto it. A teddy bear, smaller than his hand, looked back at him. Owen frowned. “Is this where 

you found the keychain?” He felt odd talking to a crow, but as the night progressed, the feeling 

was lessening.  

 The crow dipped his head and seemed to study him. Owen examined the bear. Dirt 

covered its face and some of its stitching was unraveling. Owen had never seen it before, and he 

didn't think it had belonged to Robert. Whose was it? And why was it in Mr. Humphrey's 

garden? 

 The bird lunged at Owen and pecked his hand. Then it took flight, soaring toward the 

barn, where it landed on the roof. Owen stood. Mud speckled his knees and caked his shoes.  



 Mr. Humphrey will be mad when he discovers that someone trampled his garden, he 

thought. But it was too late for Owen to hide his tracks. The idea of the principal knowing he had 

been there terrified Owen.  

 He slipped the bear into his pocket and joined the crow at the barn. The bird landed on 

the ground in front of him. It hopped over to the stone base of the building. Three small windows 

lined one side of the structure. Owen guessed it was a cellar, maybe where people used to store 

food in the olden days.  

 The crow continued to one of the windows. A crack crisscrossed the pane, and the bird 

tapped it with its beak. It then swiveled its head and watched Owen. He approached and kneeled 

next to the bird.  

 But the crow darted away. It rose and hurled its body at the window. Surprised, Owen 

jumped up. On impact with the bird, the crack lengthened. The crow repeated the action, but on 

its third try, it fell backward and lay motionless.  

 “What's in there?” Without thinking, Owen grabbed a rock and hurled it at the window. 

The pane shattered, which seemed to revive the bird. Holding one of its wings at an odd angle, 

the crow hopped to the ledge. Owen followed. He peered inside and swept his headlamp from 

right to left.  

 A table was pushed against a wall, and above it, pegs held various tools. A file cabinet sat 

next to the table, and a large book, leaning against the wall, rested on top of it.   

 The crow flew to the table. It looked back at Owen. It jerked its head, as if to say, “Come 

on in.” Then it darted over to the file cabinet and pecked at the book.  

 Owen wasn't sure if he could squeeze through the window. Although tall, he was quite 

slender, and he thought he might just be able to do it. He grabbed another rock and knocked out 



the rest of the glass so he wouldn't cut himself. He turned over onto his stomach and eased his 

feet inside. Scooting backward, he dropped into the cellar.  

 What if Mr. Humphrey comes home? he thought as he moved forward. Strands from a 

cobweb clung to his face, and he brushed them aside. The room stretched into shadowy corners, 

where the light from his headlamp didn't reach.  

 A fear came over him that he had only known once before—when his father had told him 

about the cancer. Standing was an effort, and he resisted the urge to dart back to the window. A 

rustling sound came from the other side of the room. Just a mouse, he thought. 

The bird cawed. It  pushed over the book and stood on top of it.  

 Owen froze. Had he heard a motorcycle? He listened, straining his body, but only a 

creature scampered in the dark. I'll look at the book, he thought, then I'm out of here.  

 He joined the crow, which moved away from the book. Owen aimed his headlamp on it. 

Bound in leather, the cover crackled as he flipped it open. On the inside, smudged lettering read, 

“Blackhawk, Flax Cottage, 1807.” He turned another page, then another.  

 The book had been handwritten, and the rest of it appeared to be in a foreign language. 

Owen couldn’t even recognize individual letters. The writing was cramped, and sketches of birds 

covered several pages. A ribbon poked out from the top, marking a place in the middle.  

 He flipped to it and saw drawings of  sunflowers and a frowning girl. Her dress touched 

the ground and long braids wrapped around her head. The name Mary was written below the 

drawing. The writing next to the picture, like the rest of the book, was illegible.  

 It meant nothing to him so he closed it. He pushed the book away and turned around. The 

dark corners of the room seemed to lean over him. 

 He trotted over to the broken window. He yearned for fresh air, his bicycle, and the quick 



ride home. The bird cawed, but Owen ignored it. He had to get out of there and think about what 

to do next.   

 As he reached up to the window, ready to pull himself out, a crash came from behind 

him. Owen spun around. His headlamp splashed across the room. The crow had knocked the 

book off the cabinet, and it splayed across the stone floor.  

 “Now what have you done?” He jogged back to the bird.  

 Newspaper articles rested near the book. They must have fallen out, Owen thought, when 

the bird tipped it over. He squatted next to the crow and picked one up. It had been neatly cut 

from the Blackhawk Weekly Herald. The headline read, “Fourteen-year-old boy disappears.”  

 Owen knew it well, could practically recite the article from memory. It had appeared in 

the Herald two days after Robert had vanished.  

 Owen's hand shook as he laid it on the floor and picked up another one. “Girl Vanishes.” 

He threw it down and grabbed another. “Police Search Forest For Missing Fourteen-Year-Old.” 

Owen scanned the articles but didn't recognize any of the names except for Robert's. He 

wondered why Mr. Humphrey had them. And what where they doing in an old book from Flax 

Cottage? He tossed them on the ground and stood.  

 He looked around. The beam from the headlamp bounced off the walls. But other than 

the table and file case, the room was bare. Maybe I should look in the cabinet, Owen thought, 

stepping around the book. The crow watched him. It rotated its head with each of his 

movements.  

 Owen tugged on one of the drawers, but it was locked. He tried the other two. They 

wouldn't budge. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his knife and slipped it into the lock. He 

didn't really know what he was doing, but he hoped that he could jimmy open the cabinet.   



 As he picked at the lock, he heard tires crunching over gravel.  

 He's back, Owen thought.  

 Fear settled in his stomach, and he thought he might throw up. The crow seemed startled 

too and flew toward the window. 

 Hurrying, Owen knocked his hand against the cabinet and the knife slipped out of his 

fingers. He dropped to his knees and searched for it, but it had disappeared. The book lay behind 

him with the articles scattered around it, but all Owen could think about was escape.  

 He jumped to his feet and darted to the window, where the crow still fluttered. He could 

hear an engine idling and wondered who was there. It didn't sound like a motorcycle. Shoving 

his arms through the broken pane, he pulled himself up. He slid through the window, his knees 

banging against the stones of the barn.  

 Afraid someone might see him, he turned off the headlamp and hid in the shadows. He 

heard voices. A woman said, “Honey, this isn't it. We best turn around.” The sound of tires 

rolling over rocks followed and headlights swept across the garden. Owen pushed his back 

against the wall and waited until he no longer heard the car.  

 He decided to crawl back into the cellar and search for the knife. It had his initials on it, 

and he didn't want Mr. Humphrey to find it. He also wanted to put the book back the way it had 

been.  

 His stomach clenched as he bent over and peered into the dark space. He flipped on his 

headlamp, then something black covered his eyes and knocked him backward.  

 The crow settled on his stomach and dropped two scraps of paper from its beak. The first 

had been ripped from the leather-bound book. It read, “Flax Cottage.” The other was a yellowed 

newspaper article that felt brittle in Owen's hand. He had barely read the words “girl” and 



“disappeared” when the bird pecked at the words “Flax Cottage.” Then it spread its wings and 

lifted, flying over the barn. Owen stood and shoved the papers into his pocket.  

 He moved again toward the window. He had to get that knife back, but the crow returned 

and dove at his head. Owen flung his arms over his face, and the bird clawed at his shirt. Owen 

guessed what it wanted. But he wasn't sure how much farther he could go. How much more fear 

could his stomach ingest without rupturing completely? 

 The crow flung itself at Owen. He could sense its impatience.  

 “Not Flax Cottage,” Owen said. The bird seemed to understand. It perched over the 

window and bobbed its head.  

 I can't, he thought, I just can't. He stood there as if his feet had joined with the roots of the 

sunflowers.  

 He wondered what his father would have done. He remembered his dad's laughter during 

the year he had battled cancer. Even that hadn't destroyed his father's optimism. The cancer 

might have won, but it didn't kill his dad's spirit.  

 Owen held his father's image in his mind a few seconds longer. Then he nodded at the 

bird. He ran around the barn and grabbed his bike. He worried about the knife, but an urgency 

propelled him forward.   

 If the bird was right, and it had been up to this point, then another clue waited for him at 

Flax Cottage. Maybe then he would have enough information to go to the police.  

 He clambered onto the seat as the crow flew in circles overhead. “Lead on,” he said. And 

the bird darted northward, over the Alabaster Woods. Owen pedaled after it, following a narrow 

trail that twisted around trees. His headlamp cut through the dark. He recognized the route, had 

mountain-biked it often. 



 Something crashed in the woods, and the moon shone through the forest. Owen could no 

longer see the crow, but he knew where the path would lead. Flax Cottage sat a few miles away. 

 He had cycled by it numerous times but had always hurried, never stopping to explore. 

The place spooked him. But it was located in the middle of a maze of skinny trails and 

impossible to avoid if you wanted to bike in the Alabaster Woods.  

 Owen thought he heard the whine of a motorcycle but it was too far away to be certain. 

He continued pedaling. His headlamp flashed over a log covering the trail. He pulled back on the 

handlebars. The front tire lifted slightly, bouncing over the tree and grazing a large rock.  

 Owen swerved, and his tires dug into the sandy soil. He regained control and sped 

forward, pumping his legs faster. After another mile, the trail dumped him out at a clearing. 

Moonlight streamed across the field and illuminated the blackened stones of Flax Cottage. 

Broken glass sparkled. Owen crawled off his bike and stashed it behind a tree.  

 On foot, he circled the building, staying under the cover of the forest. Bare windows 

stared at him like empty eye sockets. He shivered and leaned against a pine while scanning the 

area for the bird. For some reason the tree gave him comfort. Its solid mass seemed supportive. If 

anything happened to him, it felt as if the woods would protect him. 

 I've got to get out of here, Owen thought. I'm talking to a crow and hoping that a tree will 

save me.  

 He noticed movement nearby, and the crow hopped into the clearing. It stood near a 

cluster of long grasses on which dangled blue blossoms. Owen knew enough about wildflowers 

to recognize these as flax, the cottage's namesake.  

 The bird moved over to a boulder and pecked at it. At first its actions were gentle, but 

soon the crow grew frenzied. It slammed its body against the rock and stabbed at it with its beak. 



Owen continued around the clearing. He placed his feet carefully and tried to make as little noise 

as possible.   

 When he reached the trees closest to the crow, he stepped into the clearing. The bird 

swung toward him. Owen focused his headlamp on it. He thought he saw droplets of blood 

among its feathers.  

 He hurried over to it. “Stop. You're hurting yourself.” The crow cocked its head, 

watching him. Then it took flight and landed on top of the boulder, where it started pecking 

again.  

 Owen crouched in front of the rock. “What is it?”  

 The bird jabbed at the boulder and raked a claw across it.  

 “What's beneath here?” Owen leaned on the stone with his shoulder. It moved. The crow 

flew to a nearby tree and perched in the branches. It cawed and Owen froze. He glanced around 

to see if anything moved. Only the cottage glared back at him.  

He walked around the boulder. The dirt had been disturbed, and tire tracks stopped a few 

feet away. Again he pushed on the rock and the bird cawed.  

 “Shhhh.” Owen placed a finger to his lips. The crow flapped its wings. 

 With a grunt, Owen shoved the boulder. He closed his eyes and pressed against it until 

his body shook. Slowly, it slid across the ground. Sweat dotted Owen's forehead, and opening his 

eyes, he looked down at his feet.  

 He stood on a trapdoor. A rope handle protruded along one side. Owen's heart tap-danced 

as he stepped back. The crow landed on his shoulder and leaned its head against his chin. 

 I don't want to go down there, Owen thought. A cloud drifted in front of the moon and 

smothered its light. His headlamp shone on the wooden door like a beacon. He bent over and 



clutched the handle. It felt rough as he threw back the door.  

 Stone steps led into darkness. The bird clutched Owen's shirt. He could feel its claws 

biting into his skin.  

 He stepped onto the staircase and hesitated. He yearned for his bicycle and the cover of 

the trees. Yet, a part of him wanted to know what waited at the bottom of the stairs. He took 

another step, and the bird cawed.  

 “Be quiet,” Owen said. The cloud blew away, and moonlight filled the clearing. He felt 

exposed, his torso above ground and his legs below. Let's get this over with, he thought and 

continued down the stairs.  

 His headlamp cut through the gloom. A spider scurried along the wall and Owen heard 

scampering. Mice, he thought. But when he reached the bottom of the staircase a louder noise 

greeted him. Whispering followed. 

 Owen froze and killed the light on his headlamp. The bird cawed.  

 “Who's there?” someone asked in a muffled tone.  

 Owen recognized the voice, but it had been a year since he had heard it. “Robert?” Owen 

switched on the headlamp and stepped away from the stairs.  

 The light sliced through the space. Stones stretched across the floor and covered the walls 

and ceiling  A ledge ran around the perimeter. Several vials of a dark liquid rested on top of it. 

One side of  the room had been divided into three cells. Metal bars covered all four sides of the 

chambers. It reminded Owen of a dungeon.  

 His light ran over bones in the first cell and what looked like a pile of rags in the second. 

He stopped scanning the room when his headlamp hit the third.  

 A face looked back at him.  



 “Robert!” Owen ran forward, jostling the crow, which flew to the first cell and perched 

there. 

 He reached his friend in a few strides and pressed against the bars. His light pierced the 

dark and Robert shrank back, squinting.  

 “Owen? Is that you?” He sounded unbelieving. “Am I dreaming?”  

 “It's me.” Owen could smell Robert from where he stood. His friend was so thin that 

Owen thought he could wrap his fingers around one of his arms.  

 “We've got to get you out of here.” Owen ran his eyes over the front of the cell. A short 

door stood in the middle of it. Owen rattled the padlock attached to its handle, then looked 

around for a key.  

 Another voice interrupted his search. “Take me too.”  

 “Who's that?” Owen said.  

 The rags moved.  

 Robert said, “That's James. He was here when Mr. Humphrey brought me.” Every word 

sounded like an effort, and he gasped for breath.  

 “Mr. Humphrey?” Owen said. “So it was him.” He moved in front of the second cell. He 

could now see a boy about his own age. His head had been shaved, and he wrapped bony arms 

around his legs.  

 “What now?” Panic burst within Owen. “Where are the keys? Where are the keys?”  

 “Please help us.” Robert moaned and dropped to his knees. He hung his head.  

 Tears pricked Owen’s eyes. “I can't find the keys.” He paused. “I'll get help.” 

 James whispered, “Promise you'll come back. Promise.” 

 “I will. Don't worry.” Owen wanted to bite back his last words. What did he know about 



worry? After what Robert and James had gone through, worry was probably an emotion they had 

lost long ago.  

 He glanced one more time at Robert, who had curled into a ball on the floor. James had 

crawled into a corner of his cell. He chanted, “Please, please, please.” 

 Owen shook the padlock but it didn’t budge.  

 “I'll be back as soon as I can.” He sprinted past the cells. The light on his headlamp 

flashed across the first. The crow had worked its way through a gap in the bars, and it stood 

among the bones. It dipped its beak and shifted the pile. Then it looked at Owen and nodded.  

 At that moment, a motorcycle rumbled overhead.  

 Owen froze.  

With a shaking hand, he turned off the headlamp. Please don't be Mr. Humphrey, he 

thought, tiptoeing to the stairs. Behind him came a moan from Robert or James. Owen couldn't 

tell which one. 

 The motorcycle switched off and footsteps joined with his own. He heard breathing and a 

light filtered down the stairs. Owen jumped back. Sweat drenched his shirt, but a chill enveloped 

him.  

 He moved to the corner of the room closest to the staircase and pressed his back against 

it. Stones protruded from the wall and dug into his spine. He grew still and waited.  

 Mr. Humphrey strolled into the chamber. He swung a flashlight in front of him. “Well, 

my boys. So you've had a visitor tonight?” His cold tone contradicted his jovial words. 

 The bird cawed.  

 “What's this?” He aimed the light at the crow, which flapped its wings. It wrapped a claw 

around a bone.  



 Owen held his breath. Fear pressed cold fingers into his lungs. He wanted to cry out, 

shout for his mother. But he knew that his survival relied on silence. He had to be brave. He 

thought of his father, joking as cancer danced around him. He thought of Robert and James, 

surviving in this prison.  

 Mr. Humphrey laughed, and the sound bounced off the walls. “A bird? Who let you in?” 

He walked over to Robert's cell and gripped the bars. “Not talking, huh?” 

 Robert rocked back and forth.  

 “Don't worry. I think I already know.” Mr. Humphrey reached into his pocket and pulled 

out an object, which he held out to Robert. He flipped it up and down.  

 Owen almost threw up.  

 It was his pocketknife.  

 “And I think he's still here.” Mr. Humphrey spun around and shone his light onto the spot 

where Owen cowered.  

Owen sprang out from his hiding place, running for the stairs. But Mr. Humphrey took 

three quick steps and lunged for Owen, grabbing his feet and pulling him backward. His head 

bounced on the rocks. His world spun.  

 “Owen!” Robert yelled as James sobbed.  

 Owen kicked Mr. Humphrey. But the principal pinned Owen's arms to the ground and sat 

on his chest. “You stupid boy,” he said.  

 Owen struggled and Mr. Humphrey rested his full weight on Owen's arms.  

 “Give it up,” he said. “I have a cell waiting for you.” He gestured with his head at the 

chamber behind them. The crow cawed, and Owen heard its wings move.  

  “Let me go. I won't tell anyone, honest.” Owen gasped for breath. 



 Mr. Humphrey chuckled. “Do you think I'm an idiot?” 

 “Why? Why me? Why Robert?” Owen asked.  

 “I'm a collector,” Mr. Humphrey said. “Always have been. Always will.” He paused and 

smiled. “Mr. Humphrey’s not really my name, as you may have guessed. I've had many names, 

lived many places. I move on when the police get a little too close.” He snapped his fingers 

 Owen squirmed beneath him. 

 Mr. Humphrey leered at Owen. “But then I found this place and the book.” He paused. 

“You know what I'm talking about. The one in my barn.”  

 His voice took on a haughty tone. “You probably couldn't read it because you're 

uneducated. But I read Latin and I discovered recipes for magic.” 

 Owen’s eyes widened.  

 “Yes, magic. The book showed me how to cultivate my prize-winning garden. Just a drop 

or two of blood from a live victim. It also gave me a spell for your mother.” 

 Owen shook his head.  

 “How else do you think she agreed to go out with me after saying no time after time?” 

Spittle flew out of Mr. Humphrey’s mouth. 

 “The book gave me purpose. It showed me that my collection was meant to be.” He 

swept a hand toward the cells and released one of Owen's arms.  “That someone else, long ago, 

had the same ideas that I had.” 

 With his arm free, Owen shoved Mr. Humphrey, but the principal barely budged.  

 Then the crow burst from the first chamber. It dropped a bone on Mr. Humphrey's back, 

and, with claws outstretched, landed on his head. Mr. Humphrey screamed as the bird gripped 

his skull. Blood dripped onto Owen. The principal toppled over and Owen sprang to his feet. He 



scrambled up the stairs, almost tripping several times.  

 “Run, Owen!” Robert yelled, coughing with the effort. 

 Owen darted past the motorcycle and considered sabotaging it in some way. But there 

wasn't time. He sprinted across the clearing. He left the headlamp off, wanting to be as invisible 

as possible. The wind had picked up since he had been underground. The trees swayed. Their 

leaves flapped up and down, as if cheering him on.  

 He found his mountain bike where he had left it next to the tree. As he jumped onto it, his 

helmet tumbled to the ground. He ignored it and pounded down the sandy jeep trail that led from 

Flax Cottage to Centerline Road. With one hand gripping the handlebar, he rummaged in his 

pocket and pulled out the cell phone. As he turned it on, he heard the rumble of a motorcycle 

behind him.  

  Mr. Humphrey! 

 The phone lit up, but there was no reception. He shoved it back into his pocket and 

pedaled as fast as he could. His legs spun around and around. He bounced over ruts in the road 

and heard the motorcycle approach.  

 Turning left onto Centerline Road, he regretted not taking the skinny trail through the 

woods. The motorcycle might have had a harder time following him there.  

 “Think, think.” He pulled the phone out again. Still no signal.   

 Just ahead, to his right, Tower Trail wound through the woods. Its namesake hill rose 

above the pines. He pressed against the pedals and willed his legs to go faster. The headlight of 

Mr. Humphrey's motorcycle flickered behind him like a snake's tongue. Owen feared that soon 

the principal would overtake him. 

 He knew he had to get off the road and veered onto Tower Trail. He hoped that the 



skinny pathway might slow down Mr. Humphrey's pursuit. The bike's tires almost spun out 

beneath him, and he bounced over a rock. But he kept his balance and continued pedaling, 

climbing a series of rolling hills.  

 Behind him, he heard the motorcycle turn off the road. It bit into the dirt and crunched 

over branches.   

 Slipping his bike into its lowest gear, Owen bent forward and prepared for the grind to 

the top. He hoped his cell phone would work there.  

 Without his headlamp, he could barely see, yet, he knew the path well. He remembered 

the exact spot where a tree stump lay, and his tires rolled over it. The bike dug into sand, but 

Owen grinded through it.  

 Near the rock outcropping, he stood up. The motorcycle hummed behind him. He focused 

on breathing. Owen thought of his father and Robert, and willed himself to stay on the bike.  

 He climbed the first rock and slipped around the second. One more to go, he thought. The 

front tire hit the final one, and he felt as if his bike would slide out beneath him.   

 “I'm not coming off.” He lifted the tire and rode over the rock. The final portion climbed 

steeply. Continuing to stand, Owen focused on the end of the trail, where it disappeared over the 

top of the hill.  

 His legs strained with each stroke, and his stomach rolled with the effort. He pedaled one 

more time, and the trail spit him out at the top. He heard the faint sound of waves splashing 

against Blackhawk Bay.  

 He threw his bike down and ripped the phone out of his pocket. The signal was perfect, 

and he punched in 9-1-1. He spoke to the rhythm of his heartbeat. “Hurry,” he yelled into the 

phone. “Two boys are being held at Flax Cottage.”  



 He paused as the dispatcher asked him to clarify.  

 Repeating his words, he added “And a man is chasing me. I'm on top of Tower Hill.” 

 The phone tumbled from his ear as he sank to his knees. He heard snatches of what the 

dispatcher said: “on our way” and “hold tight.” 

 The motorcycle whined nearby.  

 I can't believe he made it this far, Owen thought, climbing to his feet. Then he heard a 

yell followed by a thud. Something crashed into the trees. 

 Owen hesitated, afraid of what he might find. But he hopped onto his bike and pedaled to 

the top of the trail. He switched on the headlamp. The motorcycle had slid down the slope. Its 

front tire had smashed into a tree.  

 Mr. Humphrey lay a few feet below the rock outcropping. His head was twisted at a 

strange angle and blood ran from a cut on his forehead. He didn't look like he would be moving 

for a while, if ever again.  

 Feeling sick, Owen turned away and straddled his bike. He listened to the sirens wail and 

thought about the crow. Where was it now? He felt so tired. Yet, he knew he had to get to the 

police and tell them where they could find Mr. Humphrey. He sat back on the bicycle and flew 

down the hill.  

 Images jumbled through his mind—the fear in Robert's eyes; the crow attacking Mr. 

Humphrey; and his bicycle negotiating the rock outcropping. As he stopped near Centerline 

Road, his phone fell out of his pocket.  

 He bent over to pick it up and noticed that the scraps of newspaper the crow had thrown 

at him earlier that evening had also fallen out. He glanced at the old article. “Girl disappears in 

Alabaster Woods,” the headline read with the date June 21, 1807. His eyes flipped to the next 



paragraph. “Mary, daughter of Jonathan and Louise Crowe, disappeared Friday afternoon while 

gathering berries in Alabaster Woods.”  

 Owen stared at the words and wondered what it all meant. Mary Crowe and Robert, 

although separated by 200 years, had disappeared on the same day. And now a crow had helped 

him find his friend. He remembered the book of spells he had discovered  in Mr. Humphrey's 

cellar and wondered if Mary Crowe had met the same fate as Robert, but worse. He squeezed his 

eyes shut as he thought about the dungeon and its cells and the vials of dark liquid.  

 Owen shoved the article back into his pocket and looked through the trees. He watched 

the lights of the police cars thread their way toward Flax Cottage.  

 Across the road, he caught a flash of wing among the pines. The crow perched on a 

branch.  

 “Mary Crowe?” he whispered. But the bird took flight, soaring over his head, before it  

 

disappeared into the trees. 


