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For my dear friend, Pam Buckskin Glass. I promise, I’d not have moved forward past the first book had it not been for you. Wa-do!
​Welcome to Berryfield



In Berryfield, everybody knows everybody.

Or at least, they think they do.

It’s the kind of place where names carry weight, where families run deep, and where stories don’t always get told all the way through. Things get passed down, left out, or quietly forgotten—depending on who’s doing the telling.

Most days, life moves slow. Predictable. Safe.

But every now and then, something slips through the cracks. A story changes shape. Somebody notices a detail that doesn’t belong.

And when that happens, there’s a small group who pays attention.

They’re not looking for trouble.

But they don’t look away from it either.

Because in a place like Berryfield, the truth has a way of finding its way back to the surface.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PROLOGUE

[image: ]


​The Berry Festival

The Berryfield Berry Festival always came in bright—the second Saturday in May, every year without exception.

By midmorning, the town square was already packed. Booths lined the streets beneath striped canvas awnings, selling homemade pies, quilts, blackberry jam, and jars of honey glowing gold in the sunlight. The smell of strawberries and fried food drifted through the warm spring air while kettle corn popped somewhere near the courthouse steps and barbecue smoke rolled slow above the crowd.

The parade had ended less than twenty minutes earlier, but the square still carried its energy. Candy wrappers skittered across the pavement while folding chairs disappeared into truck beds and church trailers. People lingered in clusters beneath the awnings, talking in no hurry at all, like they’d been standing in the same exact spot every May since the beginning of time.

Up on the courthouse lawn, the old white bandstand stood where it always had. Men hauled speakers across the creaking boards while somebody tested a guitar through the sound system, the notes coming sharp and hollow through the spring air. A drummer tapped lightly somewhere behind him, trying to settle into a rhythm before the crowd settled first.

It wasn’t just a festival.

It was Berryfield.

Everybody was there—farmers still wearing feed-store caps, little kids sticky from melted candy, old women carrying casserole dishes covered in aluminum foil, and people you only saw two or three times a year but somehow still recognized immediately.

And beyond town, up at Adair County Park, the carnival had already started spinning.

You could hear it underneath everything else if you stopped long enough to listen: the hum of generators, the metallic rattle of rides climbing their tracks, and the distant rise and fall of laughter drifting down from the hill. Most folks barely noticed it anymore.

But the land did.

At the far edge of the square, where the pavement gave way to grass and the grass gave way to trees, the breeze shifted.

It wasn’t much. Just enough to stir the leaves.

A little Cherokee girl stood near the edge of the crowd holding a paper tray of strawberries against her stomach. She couldn’t have been older than seven. While the people around her talked and laughed and carried on, she tilted her head slightly toward the woods.

Listening.

There it was again.

A sound.

Soft.

Light.

Like laughter carried a long way through trees.

The girl frowned.

The woods stood still beyond the grass line. No movement. No voice calling out. Nothing there but shadow beneath the oaks.

But something about it made her chest tighten anyway.

Behind her, somebody called her name.

The moment broke instantly.

She turned and ran back toward her family just as the band finally kicked to life behind her, brass instruments bursting across the courthouse lawn loud enough to shake the quiet apart.

The breeze settled.

The leaves went still again.

And the edge of the woods returned to what it had always been.

Just trees.

But deeper in, where old footpaths still crossed the ridge unseen beneath the undergrowth, something had already noticed the town gathering below.

Not angry.

Not afraid.

Just aware.

Because in Berryfield, the land remembered people.

And sometimes, it remembered things nobody else did.
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Left to Right:  Jaysun, Christian, Christopher, Corey, Layne and Marie in front of the spot where the creek first emerges from beneath the earth.
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Strawberries and Sunlight

The Berryfield Berry Festival always felt bigger once you got swallowed up by it.

By late morning, the courthouse square was packed shoulder-to-shoulder beneath the May sun. Folding chairs clogged the sidewalks, church ladies blocked entire walkways talking about tomato blight and somebody’s nephew getting arrested in Fort Smith, and the smell of fried food hung so thick in the air it settled into your clothes before noon. Somewhere near the fire department booth, barbecue smoke rolled across the square in slow blue waves while flats of strawberries sweated red juice through damp cardboard boxes.

Fifteen-year-old Layne Kaeller stepped off the curb outside Western Auto without slowing down. She moved through the crowd the same way she always did—steady, shoulders squared, eyes already finding the open spaces before they closed again. Behind her, thirteen-year-old Marie nearly walked straight into an old man carrying kettle corn because she’d stopped to stare at a table stacked high with strawberry shortcake.

The whipped cream was melting sideways in the heat.

Marie looked personally offended by it.

“You said we were comin’ here to eat,” she complained, hurrying to catch up. “Not hike fourteen miles through civilization.”

“We’ve been inside the gate five minutes.”

“That’s enough time to starve.”

Layne snorted softly and sidestepped a stroller without even looking at it. Marie followed close behind, fingers hooked through the back belt loop of Layne’s jeans so she wouldn’t get swallowed by the crowd. She’d done it since she was little, and Layne pretended to hate it every single time.

Truth was, she didn’t mind Marie tagging along anywhere.

If Layne ever turned around in a crowd this big and didn’t find her sister somewhere behind her, she figured the whole world would probably feel tilted wrong after that.

“I’m serious,” Marie continued. “If we leave here before I get shortcake, I’m tellin’ Mama you neglected me in public.”

“She’d probably believe you.”

A voice drifted over from the honey booth.

“Well, look who finally made it down from the Ridge.”

Mrs. Avery leaned across a folding table lined with glass jars glowing gold in the sunlight. Her blue-tinted church curls hadn’t moved an inch despite the wind.

“Layne. Marie.” Her eyes narrowed immediately. “Your mama get that kitchen window fixed after the hail?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Good. Tell your uncle Mark I’m still waiting on that firewood he promised me back when the ground was froze solid. That man thinks livin’ up on Redbird Ridge puts him outside the reach of human responsibility.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“You do that.” Mrs. Avery pointed a sharp finger toward Marie. “And you stay away from them carnival rides. Your mom said you had the croup.”

Marie shrank instantly behind Layne’s shoulder.

“That river air’ll settle right down in your lungs,” Mrs. Avery continued. “I seen it happen.”

Before Marie could answer, another voice cut through the crowd.

“She’s got a point about the shortcake.”

Corey Carter appeared between two extension trailers carrying enough fried food to feed a construction crew. Christopher walked beside him halfway through a smoked turkey leg, while Christian followed a step behind both of them with his hands buried deep in his pockets.

The Carter triplets were all fifteen, same as Layne, though nobody who knew them would’ve mistaken them for copies of each other for more than five seconds.

Corey moved through the world like it belonged to him personally.

Christopher looked permanently unconvinced by everything around him.

And Christian—

Christian always looked like he was listening to something nobody else could hear.

“You boys started without us?” Layne asked.

“We got here early,” Christopher said around the turkey leg. “Corey was scared the county commissioners would buy all the good barbecue first.”

“They do that,” Corey said seriously.

He held out a fried pie toward Marie.

“You want this or are you still medically fragile?”

Marie took it instantly.

“Traitor,” Layne muttered.

They fell into step together naturally after that, weaving through the square beneath courthouse shadows and hanging festival banners. Every few feet somebody stopped them long enough to wave or ask questions or yell reminders across the crowd.

“Y’all behave.”

“Tell your daddy I still need that fence post.”

“Corey Carter don’t you touch my kettle corn again.”

It was the same every year.

Berryfield wasn’t big enough for anonymity. People remembered your grandparents here. They remembered what truck your uncle drove in high school and who your cousin married across the Arkansas line and which families still weren’t speaking after the tornado cleanup back in ‘98.

The town carried memory the same way the hills carried fog.

Christian walked quietly beside Layne while Corey argued with Marie about whether fried pies counted as breakfast food. Christian wasn’t paying much attention to them though. His eyes kept drifting toward the north side of the square where the tree line rose dark behind the courthouse lawn.

Something about it felt off today.

Not wrong exactly.

Just shifted.

Like a familiar song missing one note.

He frowned slightly.

Then he spotted Jaysun Redbird standing near the bandstand rail beneath the maples.

And immediately the whole day seemed to narrow into focus.

Jaysun was fifteen too, though sometimes he carried himself with the stillness of somebody much older. He stood with one boot propped against the low railing, his hands shoved into the pockets of a dark canvas jacket that looked too heavy for May. Two older boys leaned beside him talking low around a can of dip tobacco, but Jaysun barely seemed part of the conversation.

He was Layne and Marie’s distant cousin from farther up Redbird Ridge, where the roads turned narrow and the trees swallowed the hillsides whole. Most people in Berryfield knew who the Redbirds were. Even the ones who pretended not to.

Corey lifted a hand. “’Bout time somebody found Redbird. We figured you’d already gone off and got hired at the mill.”

Jaysun stepped down from the rail.

“You all move slow as funeral traffic,” he said.

Christopher lifted his turkey leg like evidence. “We been busy.”

A faint smile tugged at one corner of Jaysun’s mouth.

It disappeared again almost immediately when his eyes landed on Christian.

Not long.

Just long enough for Christian to notice.

Then Jaysun looked away first.

The older boys muttered something in Cherokee before wandering back toward the tractor pull. Jaysun watched them go for a second before falling into step beside the others.

Marie narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously. “You eat yet?”

“Some.”

“That means no.”

Before anybody could stop him, Jaysun leaned over and stole a strawberry directly off Marie’s shortcake.


“Hey!”

“You got four more.”

“That ain’t the point.”


“Corey’s fried pie got enough grease in it to preserve a truck engine. Eat that instead.”


“Corey’s gonna die at twenty-two,” Layne said.

“Worth it,” Corey replied.


They drifted toward the courthouse lawn together, settling beneath the shade of an enormous sycamore where the noise of the festival softened slightly beneath the leaves. Corey immediately launched into an explanation of why a person could theoretically survive two weeks on pickled eggs and sweet tea alone while Christopher tried scraping dried mud off his boot with a broken piece of cedar bark.


Normal.

Comfortable.


The kind of afternoon that felt like it had happened a hundred times before.

Christian leaned back against the pale trunk of the sycamore and looked out across the square.

Pastor Crittenden stood near the feed-store booth talking with two old farmers. The Ketcher sisters sat side-by-side beneath an umbrella stitching embroidery together in perfect silence. Somewhere across the square a child started crying because somebody else had won a stuffed bear.


Everything looked exactly the way it always had.


So why did it feel wrong?


Christian shifted slightly.


The sunlight across the white paint of the bandstand looked too bright somehow. The shadows beneath the maples looked too deep.

Like the whole square had slid half an inch sideways while nobody was paying attention.


Beside him, Jaysun had gone still.

Not obviously.

But Christian noticed.


His shoulders tightened beneath the canvas jacket as he stared toward the northern edge of town where the storefronts gave way to timber.


A breeze crossed the lawn.

Cold.


Not the dry Oklahoma heat rolling up from Texas. This smelled different—wet limestone, pine needles, creek water sitting deep in shaded rock.

The leaves above them whispered sharply.

Jaysun’s eyes shifted toward the woods.


Only slightly.


But suddenly his expression looked older than fifteen.


“What?” Corey asked immediately.

Jaysun didn’t answer.

Christopher stopped scraping his boot.

The breeze moved through the sycamore again.


Across the lawn, an old black-and-tan hound crawled out from beneath the bandstand. The dog stood completely still, ears lifted, staring toward the ridge.


Nobody spoke.

The dog’s tail tucked tight against its legs.


Then slowly, almost reluctantly, it backed beneath the bandstand again until the shadows swallowed it.

Marie looked down at the grass between her shoes.

“Y’all ever feel like someplace gets too quiet underneath the noise?” she asked softly.

Christopher blinked at her. “Marie, there’s a tuba tuning behind your head right now.”

“I know.”

She rubbed her thumb against the side of her paper plate.

“I don’t mean regular quiet.”

Nobody laughed.


Christian glanced toward Jaysun.

Jaysun was still staring toward the woods.


“What’s out there?” Christian asked before he could stop himself.

Jaysun finally looked over.

For just a second something unreadable crossed his face.


Then it vanished.

“Nothin’,” he said.

But he said it too fast.


The school band exploded into sound before anybody could answer. Brass instruments blared across the lawn while the bass drum rattled through the roots beneath their feet.

Corey clapped his hands once.

“Well,” he announced loudly, “that’s enough existential dread for one afternoon. I’m gettin’ another meat pie before the church ladies start hidin’ them for supper.”

The tension cracked instantly.

Christopher muttered something about Corey dying of clogged arteries before thirty. Marie started arguing about whether carnival rides could actually give somebody croup.


Normal again.

Almost.


As the group moved back toward the center of the festival, Christian glanced once more over his shoulder toward the woods beyond the square.


Nothing moved between the trees.

Nothing watched from the
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