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PROLOGUE

MARCH
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I was sick—sick unto death—with that long agony; and when at length they unbound me, and I was permitted to sit, I felt that my senses were leaving me.

—Edgar Allan Poe

Cody Ferris was running before he understood he'd started to run, which was the first wrong thing, because Cody Ferris was not a boy who scared easy — sixteen years old, varsity wrestling, the kind of country kid who'd field-dressed his first buck at nine and slept alone in a deer stand at twelve just to prove to his cousins he could — and yet here he was, tearing flat out through black timber at eleven o'clock on a Tuesday night in March with his lungs on fire and no memory at all of the half mile of pasture he must have crossed to get here, like his own body had made the decision to run before the rest of him caught up to why.

Behind him, close — too close, closer than made sense given how hard and how long he'd been running — something was singing.

Not words. Not exactly. A high, warbling, girl's voice, pitched exactly like Shelby Ann Tucker's voice, the girl he'd been half in love with since sixth grade, the girl whose porch light he'd been trying to work up the nerve to walk toward all night before something out past the tree line had started calling his name in her voice instead, sweet and teasing, Cody, Cody Ferris, come see what I got for you, and God help him, God forgive him, he had gone.

He hit a root in the dark and went down hard, the impact driving the breath clean out of him, dead leaves and cold March mud filling his mouth, and he had maybe two full seconds to register the pain in his knee before the singing stopped, all at once, mid-note, the way a radio cuts when you yank the cord, and the woods went silent in a way that was so much worse than any noise could have been that his whole body flooded cold with an animal certainty older than language: it's not behind you anymore. it's close.

He rolled onto his back. He would remember that decision for the rest of whatever this was going to be to him — the decision to look, instead of scrambling up and running blind — and some tiny cauterized-off part of him would go on hating himself for it long after the part of him that could still hate anything had been folded up and put away somewhere dark and patient to wait.

It was standing over him.

Nine feet, maybe more — his mind kept sliding off the actual number the way your tongue slides off a broken tooth, refusing to hold the measurement steady — and the antlers came up out of a skull too long and too narrow for a deer's, velvet black and tattered, hung with strips of something that might once have been cloth, and below the antlers there was a face, and the face was the worst part, because it was not a deer's face and it was not quite a human face either, it was both of those things stitched imperfectly into one, skin stretched drum-taut over bone that bulged wrong at the jaw, at the brow, a face like a mask worn so long the wearer had started to grow into it, and stranger and far, far worse, the face was changing even as he watched, the features sliding slow across that terrible taut canvas like something adjusting a costume, trying expressions on, looking for the one that would work best on him specifically.

It settled on his mother's face.

Not perfect. Wrong in a dozen small ways his gut caught even through the pure animal terror locking every muscle in his body — the eyes sat a half inch too high, the mouth too wide, the whole arrangement stretched across bone architecture built for something else entirely — but close enough, God, close enough that some deep unkillable part of him, the part that was still eight years old and scraped his knee and wanted his mama, screamed inside his skull with a longing so total it was its own kind of horror, wanting to be held by the thing that was about to kill him.

"There you are," it said, in his mother's exact voice, warm, relieved, the voice she used when he'd stayed out too late and she'd been standing at the window worrying. "I been looking everywhere for you, baby."

Its hand came down toward his face — too many fingers, he registered, distant and clinical, the way you register a detail in a dream you know is a dream — too many fingers and each one too long, tipped in something that was not quite claw and not quite hoof, and where it touched his cheek, gentle, almost tender, the way his mother might brush hair back off his forehead, the touch burned. Not fire. Cold, first, a cold that went all the way to bone in the half second before it flipped over into a pain so total and so wrong that Cody Ferris's mind, mercifully, briefly, simply stopped being able to hold onto language at all.

He would remember, later — if remember was even the right word for what happened to a mind kept folded up inside something that did not let time move the way time was supposed to move — he would remember the sound his own arm made, a sound like a green branch bending past where a branch ought to bend, and he would remember, worse than the sound, that it did not hurt the way breaking a bone was supposed to hurt, that instead of pain there was a kind of terrible rightness to it, his body reshaping itself with an ease that felt less like violence and more like water finding the low ground it had always been headed toward, and he understood, somewhere in the animal cellar of himself where understanding still worked even as everything else came apart, that this was not being eaten. This was being made into something, patient and total, the way a sculptor doesn't hate the clay.

The last clear thing Cody Ferris saw, before the gray hour took him whole and the woods folded shut behind him the way water folds shut over a dropped stone, was his own sneaker, the one with the skull he'd drawn on the toe in tenth-grade study hall, still laced tight to a foot that no longer quite looked like his foot, kicking once, twice, against the cold ground — and then the shoe came free, the lace snapping, and it went skidding off across the leaf litter toward the pasture fence, toward the last hundred yards of ordinary world he would ever set an untransformed foot on again, and somewhere behind him, in a high sweet borrowed voice going low now, going doubled, going wrong in a hundred directions at once, something that wore his mother's face like a coat too small for it said, very gently, the way you'd soothe a frightened animal:

"Hush now, baby. Hush. This part only hurts the once."

•  •  •
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THREE MILES OFF, IN a farmhouse kitchen gone quiet for the night, Cody's mother, Donna Ferris, woke at eleven forty without knowing why, the particular total wakefulness of a mother's body registering an absence before her conscious mind has caught up to what's missing, and lay in the dark a long moment listening to a house that had gone, she would later swear to anyone who'd sit still for it, unnaturally still, no furnace tick, no settling board, nothing at all, as though the whole structure were holding its breath along with her.

She did not check his room that night. She would carry that failure the rest of her life, the plain unbearable fact that some old animal instinct had woken her at the exact hour her son needed her most, and she had lain there instead telling herself it was nothing, a truck on the highway, a dream already forgetting itself, and had gone back to sleep, and would not learn until nearly dawn, when his bed turned out not to have been slept in at all, exactly what that stillness in the house had actually been the sound, she would come to believe though she could never say so to a soul who hadn't lived it, of something very large and very patient finishing its work close enough to her own walls that even brick and plaster had known enough to go quiet.

•  •  •
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IT WAS LYING. IT WOULD hurt every single day for the rest of whatever Cody Ferris's life had become, folded up lonesome inside something older than the county that bore his name on a missing-persons flyer stapled to every telephone pole between Dairy Hollow and the interstate — RUNAWAY, the sheriff's department would call it inside a week, case closed, foul play not suspected — while ninety yards off in the dark timber, hung on rusted barbed wire where a boy's shoe had no earthly business hanging, one small ruined piece of him waited, gray and weathering, for someone brave enough or foolish enough or already too far gone in her own grief to come along four months later and find it.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE BOX
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Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.

—Edgar Allan Poe

Earl Calloway had been dead eleven days before anybody thought to call his granddaughter, and by the time Rainey pulled her Corolla up the gravel switchback to his place outside Dairy Hollow, the house had already started smelling like a house nobody lived in. Not spoiled. Just still. Like the air itself had quit moving through it and settled into the corners to wait.

She stood on the porch a long minute before she went in. Behind her the ridge fell away in green so thick and so many-layered it looked less like trees than like something with a pulse, and past the tree line the land dropped into Prewitt Hollow, where the light did something strange even at two in the afternoon — thinned out, went the color of dishwater, like the sun couldn't quite get its hand all the way down in there.

She had grown up two counties over and had been inside this house maybe four times in her life. Her mother didn't speak to Earl. Hadn't in thirty years, not since whatever had happened between them back when Rainey was still small enough to ride on his shoulders down to the crick to catch crawdads, an act of tenderness she remembered only as a smell — pipe tobacco and 3-IN-ONE oil — and not as a memory with edges to it. Then one day he was just gone from their lives, the way a name stops getting said out loud until you almost forget it was ever a name that meant something.

The lawyer had called two days after the funeral, which nobody in Rainey's family had attended. Mr. Calloway named you executor, the lawyer said, sounding faintly embarrassed for both of them, like he'd walked in on something. There's the house. There's forty acres, unimproved, adjoining what they call the Prewitt place. And there's — hold on, let me look — there's a storage unit out on Highway 65 he'd been paying on for going on fifty years. He left you a letter about the unit specifically. Wants you to see to its contents personal, he says here, not through the lawyer.

Fifty years of storage unit rent on a Missouri deputy's pension told her something before she ever opened the door on it. Nobody pays to keep something for fifty years unless they're either sentimental past reason or scared past reason, and Earl Calloway, from the little she remembered and the less she'd heard, had not struck anybody as a sentimental man.

The house itself gave up nothing. A recliner with a sunk-in shape still pressed into the cushion like a body's afterimage. A shotgun over the mantel that looked like it hadn't been fired since Reagan. A calendar from the Church of Christ still turned to a month two years gone. She found the storage unit key in a coffee can in the kitchen
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