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EPIGRAPH

“Hell is empty and all the devils are here.”

—William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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ONE
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THE FIRST TIME I PULLED A SKELETON FROM THE GROUND, I wasn’t even four years old. I’d wandered away from a church picnic while Daddy sat in the shade turning the crank on our old ice cream maker and mopping sweat from his forehead with a faded red bandana. Nana found me on my hands and knees just inside the tree line, chubby fingers plunged deep into the rich, black dirt. Dovie girl, she had scolded. You can’t be takin’ off like that. It’s danger— She froze when she saw me holding a pale finger bone out to her like a prize in an Easter egg hunt. Then her eyes caught fire and she opened up wide enough for me to see clear down her throat when she threw her head back and hollered, “Del! Come look what Dovie’s got! Come see what our girl can do!”

Daddy left the ice cream to melt and scooped me up quick as summer lightning. In one move, his strong hands knocked the bone from my fingers and the damp earth from the front of my dress, and I wailed as he carried me back home.

“Like her mama, God help her,” my Sunday School teacher whispered as we passed. “And her grandmother.” The words wormed their way into my ear, even over the sound of my own shrieking.

“Cryin’ for the dead,” one of the old men added. There were always a handful of them gathered like crows outside the little coffee shop on Mud Street. And the rest agreed like a Greek chorus.

But they were all wrong. I wasn’t worked up over whoever that finger belonged to. I didn’t understand enough back then to weep for someone who was only bones. Somebody I didn’t know, besides.

I was crying because I knew I wasn’t gonna get any of that strawberry ice cream Daddy had been churning. And I’d had my mouth set for it so bad.

I must have been dreaming about that day, because I wake up craving the taste of fresh strawberries cold on my tongue. But as soon as I sit up in bed, I know what it was that pulled me out of my dreams, and it wasn’t the memory of ice cream I didn’t get thirteen years ago.

My teeth are chattering louder than the shuddering air conditioner propped up in the attic window. My whole body is humming. Vibrating at a familiar frequency.

I can feel the dead deep in my bones.

Not all of them. Just one particular soul tonight.

Someone is pissed as hell, and he’s strumming my ribs like a harp. Sliding his fingers up and down my spine like my backbone is the neck of a guitar.

Or a banjo.

That trembling is coming from somewhere outside. It’s seeping into my attic bedroom and soaking into my skin. I throw off Nana’s thick quilt and tiptoe across the creaking wood floor. I stand in the pitch black, willing myself not to peek.

Not to feel what I know I’m feeling.

But the music of the bones gets too loud, and I part the dusty lace curtains to peek out over the air conditioner at the sliver of a moon hanging low above a row of dogwood trees at the dark edge of town.

Out toward the woods beyond our house. Toward the hills.

And the dead.

Down below me, on the front steps, someone clicks on a flashlight and shines it up in my direction. The light bounces off the window glass, and I shield my eyes from the sudden glare.

“She’s up,” Sheriff shouts. “Time to move.” He reaches over to shake the deputy who’s dozing beside him, slouched against our porch railing like an old hound dog at the end of a long hunt. They’ve been posted up out there every night for two months.

Since the latest hiker went missing.

Nana is already knocking on my bedroom door. “Dovie?” She doesn’t bother to keep her voice down, which tells me Daddy must not be home. “Can you feel it?”

“Yeah,” I say. “The bones are playin’ their song.”

It’s just as well Daddy’s working late at the gallery. He never bothers to see me off to do this dark business in the dead of night, anyway. He washed his hands of all that years ago.

About the same time we stopped going to church.

Nana pushes the door open and light spills into my room. “This is a loud one.” Her voice is hushed, and her eyes are closed, like she’s tuning the station on a radio nobody else can hear. “I don’t feel it so strong anymore, but this one woke me up.”

I pull on a pair of shorts and tug a University of Arkansas sweatshirt over my tank top. It’s mid-July—the stickiest, most miserable part of summer in the Ozarks—but these woods get cool at night. Sometimes. When a breeze is sliding through the pines.

And the bones are singing.

I slip on a pair of tennis shoes and follow Nana downstairs. She stops in the kitchen to pour fresh coffee into a thermos for the sheriff and his man. Then she pushes my stringy dark hair back out of my face. “We gotta do what we’re born to do, Dovie,” she tells me.

She knows how much I hate these midnight hikes. The close press of the black forest.

The way Sheriff watches me.

How, at the end of it, I’m left with nothing but this terrible empty ache and dirt under my broken fingernails.

Outside on the front porch, Nana hands the thermos to the sheriff. Her long hair is loose tonight, flowing down her back like a silver river in the moonlight. He smiles and says, “Thank ya much, Miss Fern.”

“Bit of a chill in the air tonight, ain’t there, ma’am?” the deputy adds. His voice is still thick with sleep.

I don’t tell Nana that they won’t drink a drop of her coffee. They never do. Nobody in Lucifer’s Creek would dare let a drop of anything brewed up by Fern Clover cross their lips. I’m sure she knows the sheriff’ll pour it out later, once dawn is tearing at the edges of the sky. Once we’re done with what we’ve got to do.

What I’ve got to do.

Then he’ll leave the empty thermos on the front steps for next time. Because it’s part of the ritual.

Nana and me used to go into the woods together on these kinds of nights, but that was years ago. She’s too old for that now. Her knees can’t handle the steep climbs, and she doesn’t hear the bones as clear as she used to. So she hugs me goodbye and I follow Sheriff and the deputy down the uneven stone path in front of our house and out onto Mud Street.

When I turn and start trudging toward the uphill end of town, Sheriff and Deputy What’s-His-Face step aside to let me lead. They might be the ones with badges and guns, but I’m the one with some kind of magnet buried deep inside me. A strange little seed planted there by DNA handed down from Nana to Mama, and then on to me.

The closer we get to the edge of town, the stronger I feel that mournful hum rattling through me. Kind of a soundless song. Nana was right—the bones are loud tonight. This one is desperate to be found. He’s all jagged staccato notes and the crash of dissonant chords. Cymbals. A violin string twisted tight enough to snap. I shudder and pull the sleeves of my sweatshirt down over my hands, even though a river of sweat is already snaking its way down my back.

And I keep walking.

Lucifer’s Creek is just a speck of a town. It’s been in this spot for almost two hundred years, but Daddy says one real good sneeze would blow it clean away. The only way in is an old logging road that winds its way fifteen miles northeast through the thick national forest from Rogers, the nearest town of any real size. The bumpy ride takes just over an hour, unless it’s been raining so hard the road is washed out. In which case, it’s a total no-go.

Less than five hundred of us call this place home. Creek people don’t count the hill folk living out in the boonies, beyond our neatly swept sidewalks and flowerpots.

And we also don’t count all the city-dwellers who have vacation cabins tucked away in these parts. They come up here weekends during deer season or elk season, or in the fall to see the leaves, all decked out in their fancy outdoor gear. But they spend more time drinking expensive beer and lounging in their hot tubs trying to impress each other with bullshit stories than anything else. Then, come Sunday evening, they head home to their big, important jobs at law firms and banks in Little Rock. Or St. Louis.

The richest of them don’t even have to stop at the brewery in Rogers to pick up their own craft beer, and they hardly feel the bumps at all as they get driven up the old logging road in shiny black Hummers with MOONLIGHT CRAG LODGE splashed across the side in bright yellow letters. Those lucky bastards have it made. They get the best of everything while they’re here.

In our hills.

But those of us who call the Creek home full time aren’t rich. Not by a long shot. We scratch out a living off the hikers and hipsters, and it’s barely enough to keep us clothed and fed in a good year.

Tonight, the shops are all deserted, and I don’t even see anyone peeking out from the houses that we pass. It’s so still you’d swear the population of Lucifer’s Creek, Arkansas, was just three.

Me. The sheriff.

And the deputy.

This one is new on the job. The last one only made it a year. Too many damn bodies. That’s what he’d scrawled on a sticky note meant to pass as a resignation letter before he hightailed it back to Fort Smith.

I can’t say anybody blamed him for taking off. Twenty-three bodies in three years would be enough to send anyone running. At least anyone with good sense.

This new guy is only a few years older than I am, and he’s a local. Now that I see him in the moonlight, I recognize his face from school.

We graduate maybe five or six seniors a year, so you’d think I’d remember his name, but despite living right in the middle of town, I don’t pay much attention to the Creek kids. And they don’t like me or my family. I’ve just finished my junior year, and there are some of them I’ve sat right beside in our tiny little schoolhouse since kindergarten and never exchanged a word with.

We continue up Mud Street, and as we start across the bridge over Lucifer’s Creek, the mountain stream that gives this town its unfortunate name, the rotten-egg odor of sulfur drifts up from beneath us, thick in the humid air. This whole area smells like someone without any manners left the doorway to hell standing wide open, but those of us who’ve lived our whole lives here have gotten used to it.

The slow-moving water flowing under the bridge looks black tonight. Slick as obsidian in the moonshine. It can rage like a monster in the spring, when the rains come hard and heavy, but this time of year it’s meek and harmless. Even at its widest point, you could jump across it if you got a running start.

“The kid’s name is Riley,” the sheriff tells me as we leave the old wooden bridge behind, and I repeat the name under my breath, holding it like a stone in my mouth. Feeling the weight of it. “Riley Alden. Age twenty-one. He come over with a church group from Tulsa.” We reach the end of Mud Street and peer into the dark beyond, teetering on the edge where town ends and the woods begin. “Made the first part of the trek just fine, then, comin’ out of Lucifer’s Creek, his buddies lost sight of him around a bend in the trail. Swore he was right up ahead of ’em.” Sheriff sighs and shifts that thermos of coffee he won’t drink from one hand to the other. “That was the middle of May. Ain’t nobody seen hide nor hair of him since.”

I don’t say anything. I’ve heard this before. Sheriff told me all of it the morning he turned up at our front door to warn me that another hiker had gone missing off the Aux-Arc Trail. Stick close to home, Miss Dove, he’d mumbled without looking me in the eye. It pisses him off that I can do what he can’t. We’ll most likely be needin’ you.

“Dovie’ll find him, won’t you?” The young deputy kicks at the ground and raises a cautious eye in my direction. “She always does.” I notice the freckles scattered across his forehead. “She’s a human cadaver dog.” One corner of his mouth twitches up. Like he thinks that’s real funny. “That what the kids at school call her, ain’t it, Dovie?”

Jonah. That’s his name. Jonah Cardell. He’s almost smiling at me.

“Yeah,” I say. “I can feel Riley real strong. We’ll find him tonight, sure.”

That’s enough to spook Jonah, I guess, because he snatches his eyes away from my face and looks back out toward the trees while we stand there smack in the middle of Mud Street.

Stalling.

On our left is the biggest building in town, Lucifer’s Creek Community Church, where everyone but Daddy and Nana and me gathers on Sundays to sing hymns and complain about the weather, and directly across the street from that, on our right hand side, is my daddy’s stained glass gallery, where he spends as much time as he can every day of the week. He works late most nights too, until two or three o’clock in the morning, and when he comes home, his eyes are strained red and his fingers are covered with tiny cuts.

Tonight he must be working in the back room, and I’m grateful he isn’t watching me from the other side of the window glass.

There are no streetlights in Lucifer’s Creek, so the handful of little shops and galleries scattered along Mud Street leave their lights on at night, to give the town a bit of a glow. So it feels friendlier for the hikers who amble back and forth between the Morning Glory Bed and Breakfast down here and the pub tucked away on the other end of town.

Right now the light from Daddy’s gallery window is filtered through a collection of delicate stained glass birds that hang just inside. Cardinals and blue jays. Woodpeckers. Robins. Bright yellow goldfinches. And one midnight-black crow that I’ve always loved best, but nobody has ever bought. The display has us lit up in a rainbow-colored circle of protection, and I’m not ready to leave that warmth and head into the forest. But Sheriff coughs. Shuffles a little. So I know it’s time.

I can’t make my feet move, though.

“Dovie,” Sheriff says, and his voice has a gentle sound to it. Like he’s almost sorry he’s gotta make me do this. “It ain’t gonna get any better. Not till we find him.”

I know he’s right. We can stand here forever, but Riley Alden isn’t going to get any less dead. Now that his bones have started humming, they won’t let me rest until I pluck them one by one from the ground.

So I sigh and dig a rubber band out of my pocket. I pull my hair back into a tight ponytail, to keep it from catching in the undergrowth. Then I take a deep breath.

“All right,” I say. “Let’s go find us a body.”






TWO
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I START ACROSS THE THIN STRIP OF GRASS THAT SEPARATES the edge of town from the edge of the forest, and Sheriff and Jonah the deputy fall in right behind me.

Just before we step into the trees, I glance up toward the highest point on the tallest mountain in these parts, up toward Moonlight Crag. Even when the hills and the woods around town seem black as pitch, that pale rock outcropping glows bright over the valley. And behind it, the three-story glass windows of the lodge blaze with a warm yellow light that makes the dark down here seem less scary.

For a minute, I let myself dream about being all snuggled up in one of those fancy rooms with their high thread count sheets and their memory foam mattresses—a bowl of Swiss chocolates on the nightstand beside me and a bottle of French champagne chilling in the ice bucket—but then I pull my head out of my ass and get moving.

Because the dead boy’s getting louder.

More insistent.

And Sheriff’s right. The only cure for it is to find him.

Sheriff and Deputy Jonah both have their flashlights out, but the night still swallows us up once we find the trailhead and step into the trees to start our climb toward Riley’s temporary resting place.

The Aux-Arc Trail is one of the most popular hiking paths in the country. The beginning, over in eastern Oklahoma, isn’t that rough, but then it winds and twists its way across northern Arkansas like a copperhead, skirting deep lakes and climbing up and up and up the whole time before finally snaking into Missouri, where it ends just a few miles shy of the corny country music jamborees, neon-lit mini golf courses, and all-you-can-stuff-yourself-with breakfast buffets of Branson. And the last half of the trail is a doozy.

Most people who hit the AAT are out-and-back day-trippers, but every year a few thousand or so serious thruhikers do the whole thing. The very best of them can make the full trek in just under three weeks, but that’s still an awful long time sleeping rough in the woods, eating shitty rations, and washing in streams.

Lucky for them, Lucifer’s Creek sits right at the midpoint of the two-hundred-mile thru-hike, the only town they’ll encounter along the way. Our one-and-only street, Mud Street, is actually designated as part of the trail. The Ozark Mountains spit hikers out west of town, at mile marker 101, and they’re always fall-on-their-knees grateful to see the little coffee shop. Not to mention Morning Glory Bed and Breakfast, with its hot showers and real pillows. And Bite-Size, the tiny diner serving up heaps of fresh scrambled eggs and bacon. Mostly, though, they make a beeline for Donny Blue’s, a hole-in-the-wall Irish pub with real live fiddle players and frosty pint glasses.

So they spend a couple of nights enjoying all that and browsing the half-dozen or so antique shops and folk art galleries that take up the rest of Mud Street, picking out treasures to have mailed back home. Daddy’s stained glass birds. Handmade quilts and wreaths crafted from dried wildflowers. Jams and jellies and local honey. Beautiful things to remember their adventure by. As if the blister scars won’t be enough. Then they step off this end of town, the east side, and head up even higher into these mountains for the last hundred miles of their journey.

We don’t have nearly that far to go tonight, and I’m grateful, because with every step, that unheard music of the dead gets more violent, until it’s swirling inside me like the climax of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.

A feeling that feels like music. That’s the way I described it to Nana when I was little. Like all my bones are humming.

She nodded and kept wrestling my messy, dark hair into neat braids. Like somebody’s playin’ your bones like a flute, she told me. That’s the way it used to feel to me and your mama.

And that’s it, exactly. Not the sound of the flute. Just the vibration of the notes. That relentless, thrumming energy from somewhere up on the dark mountain is like a rope dragging me uphill.

Pulling me toward Riley Alden.

Or whatever’s left of him after almost two months in this heat.

We’ve been hiking maybe thirty minutes, and my calves are starting to burn. I hear Sheriff and Jonah huffing and puffing behind me, but there’s no way in hell they’re gonna tell me to slow down. Their delicate man-egos won’t let them admit they can’t keep up with a seventeen-year-old girl.

The trail is getting really steep now, and my tennis shoes slip on a loose rock. “Shit.” I reach out and grab onto a scraggly branch to keep myself from going down hard, but my palm snags on the thorny brambles that have taken over the pitiful tree. I hiss like a pissed-off cottonmouth and rub blood on my sweatshirt front. “Goddammit.”

“You kiss your mama with that mouth?” Deputy Jonah says, and the grin on his face makes it clear he’s real proud of himself, until Sheriff and I both glare at him. “Aw, dang,” he mutters. “Sorry. Shit. I didn’t think—”

“How much farther you reckon, Dove?” Sheriff takes off his hat to mop sweat from his forehead with a yellowed handkerchief. Underneath, wet hair is plastered to his scalp like a helmet.

I stop for a minute, letting the melody of the bones wash over me like water over rocks in a stream. Thanks to Jonah and his big mouth, I’m trying not to think about Mama. How she just took off one day and left me on my own here, like I never mattered to her at all.

It’s okay, though. I’m an expert at not thinking about Mama.

I push her out of my head, and Riley comes rushing back in to fill the empty space. He barrels into me with the force of an avalanche rolling down a mountain. Every bone song is different, but Riley’s is all crashing cymbals and screeching strings. “Not far,” I tell them, and I point up the hill a bit. “He’s lyin’ that direction. Off the trail a ways. To the right.”

Sheriff sighs and shoves his handkerchief back in his pocket. The hat goes back on his head. “Best keep movin’, then.” I turn to start hiking again, but not before I catch him giving his mouthy deputy a look that clearly means Keep your big trap shut from here on out.

We’re really climbing now, and that fire is already back to burning in my calves. But at least I can breathe a little better. That minute or two of pause did my lungs some good.

We’re getting really close to Riley, and I’m trying to find a place to exit the trail and head into the woods. I peer into the flashlight-lit tangle of trees and vines, looking for a path through the undergrowth. But there isn’t one.

This is the worst part of these treks. It’s not so bad dragging myself up the hiking trail. The Aux-Arc is well maintained. Pretty easy to travel. But once you step off into the woods, it’s like being pulled at by a million thorny fingers. Grabbed and taunted. Pinched and poked. Ripped apart.

There’s tree roots to trip you up and jagged rocks to rip your palms to shreds when you fall, not to mention deep ravines that open up wide out of nowhere like yawning mouths, leaving you skittering backward right at the edge, almost before you even see the drop-off.

Sheriff pulls a machete out of the sheath he keeps strapped to his thigh. He’ll go first for now, hacking our way in according to my directions.

He’s about to lift his blade for the first swing when a piercing sound slices through the heavy night air. It’s almost like the bugle of an elk mixed with the scream of a peacock. Strangled and high-pitched.

Animal in the beginning.

Too human for comfort at the end.

We glance around and the sound comes again, closer this time. It cuts into us like we’re made of butter, and we freeze as some primal instinct rises up from our collective memory. Don’t move, it whispers. Even Jonah is still for the first time all night.

We wait, not breathing, but the cry doesn’t come again.

Sheriff raises his machete to take a swipe at the vines blocking our way. “Elk,” he tells us. “Or coyote, maybe.” And the spell is broken. “Come on,” he mumbles as we step off the trail and into the close embrace of the trees. “The boy’s family is waitin’ for word.”

Riley Alden isn’t the first hiker to go missing in this part of the Arkansas Ozarks. Not even close. And I’d bet a million dollars he won’t be the last. People get lost. They have accidents. I’ve been finding bodies in these woods since before I knew my shapes and colors. It wasn’t a regular thing, though. Not back then.

Not like now.

Everything changed three years ago when I found the first hiker. Emberlynn Kemper out of Memphis. Her bone song had been frantic. Panicked and erratic. A shrill wail that jumped and skittered like a terrified rabbit behind my rib cage. She’d stepped off the trail to pee and never rejoined her girlfriend. Nobody saw her again until I found her planted shallow in the black earth at the base of a towering pine tree, all covered up with needles thick as one of Nana’s quilts.

Over the three years since, the knocks on our door have come steady. Six, sometimes seven a year. Sheriff can’t find the bodies. Even the teams they drag in from the state police don’t turn up a damn thing.

But I always do, because sooner or later, their bones will start to sing. Sometimes it takes a while for that song to get loud enough to hear.

A few weeks. A month.

Two, even, for some of them. Like Riley.

He’ll be number twenty-four for me since this business with the hikers started. Since Emberlynn Kemper. I chart the number on a yellow legal pad tucked away in my desk drawer. Twenty-three little slash marks in red ink. I used to remember the names of all the murdered hikers, but I gave up on that a while back. Because they just keep coming.

That strangled noise comes again, sharp on the night wind.

“The Ozark Howler’s on the prowl,” Jonah the Deputy whispers in my ear. Then he lets out a long, low howl of his own before he grins at his own joke. I don’t remember him being such a cut-up in school.

“Shut the fuck up,” I hiss. “That’s a bunch of bullshit and you know it.” The sound of his voice is like barbed wire against my eardrums. “Have a little respect for the dead.”

He’s forgetting that this is a recovery mission.

Jonah mumbles something I don’t catch, then he shrinks back and lets me move on ahead of him. It strikes me that he’s probably nervous about being out here in these woods way past midnight. Not with the made-up Ozark Howler.

But with me.

The real-life Human Cadaver Dog of Lucifer’s Creek.

Sheriff looks back to make sure we’re coming, and Jonah puffs up like a bullfrog, trying to act all tough. Like I didn’t just hand him his ass on a plate. I roll my eyes and reach up to push the next branch aside.

It’s slow going, moving through the thick tangle, especially in the dark. Thorny blackberry brambles demand blood sacrifices under the moon, and climbing milkweed seems intent on strangling the life out of us. I walk face-first into more than one enormous spiderweb.

It takes an hour or so of fighting our way, inch by inch, before we come to the spot, and by then we’re all covered with deep scratches and bugbites and grime, not to mention so sweat-soaked it looks like we stopped for a midnight dip in Lucifer’s Creek.

“This is it,” I tell them when we finally reach a little clearing. I can barely spit the words out. My teeth are knocking together hard enough to make my heart hurt, and my hands are trembling something awful. The soundless music of the dead is reverberating off the trees and echoing off the hillside so loud that it just about shakes me apart. It feels like my own skull might pop off any minute and go rolling, and I’ll have to chase it across the grass.

“You okay?” Sheriff asks me, and I nod, because I know he doesn’t want to hear the truth. And it doesn’t matter anyway. I’m used to this misery.

There’s a big rock jutting out of the ground. Wild mountain violets grow from a crack in its center. I move around the boulder, slow and careful, until I find a place to one side where the earth looks different. Uneven and lumpy.

The rattling inside me gets even more violent—more desperate—and I clench my jaw tight.

“Riley.” I drop to my knees and lay my quivering palms on the little mound to whisper the name like an incantation, even though what I do isn’t magic. “Riley Alden. Let’s get you home.”

“Amen,” the sheriff murmurs behind me. That’s his own kind of magic, I guess. But I’m not a believer in religion, either. That’s why you won’t find me Sundays enjoying the potluck lunches at Lucifer’s Creek Community Church. Not anymore. No matter how good the fried chicken and Jell-O salad are.

I’m an equal opportunity skeptic. I don’t buy any of it.

Not Bible stories.

And definitely not spells or magic words and charms.

Lo does. He made me a protective amulet once. Something to keep me safe on these midnight hikes. My initials stitched in blue thread onto a red felt heart. Even though I didn’t put any stock in it, I wore it on a string around my neck until it fell apart, and it always made me feel safe. Not because it was magic. Because it came from him.

But I don’t believe in Lo anymore, either.

He left me. Just like my mama did all those years ago.

The sheriff coughs and I wonder how long I’ve been staring down at the ground.

Time to get to work, I guess.

No shovels. I gotta do this part by hand. Fingers in the dirt. That’s the only way to feel it. To know I’m digging in exactly the right spot.

It takes me twenty solid minutes to unearth the remains of a torso inside a moldy Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt.

A mop of dirty-blond hair falling away from an exposed skull.

Deputy Jonah turns and vomits into the leaves when the stench hits him, and I can’t help but feel like he deserves it.

All I really notice is that the bones have stopped singing. Everything has gone all still, and the night sounds of the woods suddenly feel so loud.

I glance up at the sheriff and he’s watching me with the same mix of amazement and horror as always. “Good work, Dove,” he tells me. But I see the revulsion in his eyes and hear it in his voice.

He looks away from my face, at something behind me, and I glance back over my shoulder to see a single dim light burning in the distance, through the trees a ways, on up the steep hillside.

Suddenly I know exactly where we are. I used to play in this clearing when I was little. I hadn’t been paying attention before, with all the rattling going on in my head. Or maybe I just hadn’t recognized it in the dark.

“Could finally have us a witness,” Sheriff says. He jerks his head in the direction of the flickering light, and the tumbling-down cabin we all know is hidden in the shadows. “We’ll have to get up there come mornin’. Ask some questions.”

“Don’t waste your time.” The smart-ass tone of Deputy Jonah’s voice makes my palms itch to slap him. “Since Lowan took off, ain’t nobody up at the old Wilder place but Granny Pearl.” He laughs. It’s a cruel and dismissive sound, one I’m more than familiar with. “And she’s blind as a damn bat. Plus senile to boot.”

My head whips back around, and now I think I really will slap him.

“Watch that goddamn mouth,” Sheriff snaps. “I’m sick to death of your yappin’.” Jonah zips his lip real quick, and I have a moment of deep satisfaction before Sheriff adds, “And Lowan Wilder ain’t gone. Not no more.”

“Lo’s back?” I jerk my head up and the beam from Sheriff’s flashlight hits me square in the eyes. “When?” I can barely make my mouth work. “I didn’t—”

“Got back a few days ago,” Sheriff says, and he lowers his flashlight. But it doesn’t matter. I still can’t see. Everything in my whole world has gone black. I can’t even think how to respond. “I figured you’d heard.”

Lo came home.

Those are the only words I know, and they echo so loud inside my skull that I don’t even realize I still have the finger bone of a dead boy clutched tight in my hand.






THREE
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NANA IS SITTING ON THE PORCH WAITING UP FOR ME when I get home, even though pink dawn is starting to show through jagged cracks in the sky. She opens the door and takes me by the hand to pull me inside, ignoring the dirt caked into my palm. Then she guides me upstairs and tells me she’s proud of me. “You done a good thing, Dovie. A service for a grievin’ family.” She turns on the shower before she steps out of the bathroom and eases the door closed behind her.

I strip naked and stand under the stream of hot water to let it wash the grime from my body. I’m not thinking about Riley Alden anymore, if I ever really was. I learned a long time ago not to dwell on the bones.

My job is to find them. That’s all.

Instead I’m thinking about Lo. That one singular phrase keeps repeating in my head.

Lo came home.

I don’t know why I’m shocked. Hardly anybody leaves this place for good. They try. But they don’t make it long in the world outside these hills. Then they come crawling back to this cozy little corner of the Ozarks where things move slower. Where life is uncomplicated. And people are safe.

Unless you’re a hiker on the AAT.

But Lo swore he’d never come home. He said it to my face that night almost two months ago. This is our forever goodbye, Dovie. And something in his eyes meant it. If there’s anything you gotta say to me, say it now.

But I didn’t.

I couldn’t.

The water’s gone cold, so I switch it off and reach for the fraying towel Nana left on the sink for me.

When I’m dried and dressed, I head downstairs. Nana’s in the kitchen cooking up bacon and eggs. She’s got her thick hair wrangled into a long, silver braid down the middle of her back now, the way she usually wears it.

Daddy’s place at the table is vacant. Nothing but an empty coffee cup and a crumpled-up napkin to show he was ever there.

“He went on back to the gallery,” Nana tells me as she reaches for a spatula to flip the eggs. “Has a new piece he’s workin’ on. Custom order.”

I figure that’s a lie. He just didn’t want to sit across the table from me this morning. Not after my adventures last night.

Nana puts a couple of pieces of bacon and a runny egg on my plate, then she slices up a big, juicy tomato plucked from our garden and shakes salt on it for me. I stare out the window at our old tomcat, Phantom, hunting bugs in the grass.

“Sleepy, Dovie girl?” Nana settles into her usual chair. She reaches out and smoothes my damp hair with one wrinkled hand. “This was a hard one, wasn’t it?” She dumps sugar in her chipped coffee cup and I listen to the familiar clinking of her spoon as she stirs. “You oughta try to eat,” she starts. “I was always starvin’. After. And your mama was. It takes a lot outta—”

“Did you know Lo was home?”

The spoon stills in Nana’s hand and the kitchen falls quiet. Suddenly she’s watching Phantom out the window too. The huge white cat pounces toward a grasshopper and misses. He’s too fat to catch much of anything these days.

I sit there waiting for her to answer.

“No,” she finally admits. She’s watching Phantom, but he’s rolled belly-up to nap in the sun. “I ain’t spoke to Pearl in years. You know that.” She starts stirring that coffee again. Clink, clink, clink. “You seen him yet?”

I shake my head because I don’t trust myself to talk without crying. I’m worn out from last night. Frazzled and cut all to ribbons from the brambles. But it’s my insides that feel torn and bloody. Not the deep scratches on my arms and legs.

When Nana gets up to refill her coffee, I slip out of the kitchen while her back is turned, and I’m pushing open the front door before she has a chance to ask where I’m going. I make my way down the stone path toward the gate, past the bright pink crepe myrtles my mama left us to remember her by, and head east on Mud Street.

It’s early—just after seven on a Saturday morning—but it should be a good day for hikers coming through, so people are already getting things opened up. I can feel eyes on me. Watching. Trying to work out where I’m going and what I’m up to.

Mrs. Pickering is sweeping the sidewalk in front of the tiny shop where she sells handmade jewelry, and she gets so caught up in staring at me that she trips on her own broom and practically falls on her face.

Just two doors down, outside the Mountain Spring antique store, the two old-maid sisters who run the place stop watering the lanky sunflowers in their whiskey barrel planters to whisper and glance in my direction.

But I just keep walking. I’m used to talk about me.

Down the block, there’s a cluster of hikers gathered outside the Bite-Size diner waiting their turn for one of the tiny tables inside. Judging by the somber looks on their faces, they’ve heard the news about Riley Alden being found, but they got no way of knowing who I am, or that I’m the one who found him. Sheriff keeps my name out of all that. That’s the deal he struck with my daddy when this whole mess with the hikers started three years ago.

My services in exchange for my anonymity.

Lucifer’s Creek folks all know, though. Because I’m my mother’s daughter, through and through.

And Nana’s granddaughter.

Mama and Nana were hill people. They lived most of their lives in a little house tucked up on the edge of a cliff, a good ten miles from town. The two of them only came down every few months to stock up on supplies. But on one of those trips, my mama and daddy knocked shoulders with each other when they both reached for the same bag of flour, and to hear Nana tell it, it was love at first sight, right there in the aisle at Sutton’s Grocery. Nothing to be done about it.

After that, it wasn’t long before Mama came down off that cliff to marry Daddy. Then, when I came along, Nana followed her to town to help take care of me. She says that was love at first sight, too. So she stayed. And I guess it’s a good thing she did, because it was barely three years later that Mama cleared out for good.

Even after she up and left us, most people in town never forgave Daddy for marrying a hill girl. Especially one as strange and beautiful as Lucy Clover.

They definitely don’t forgive me for looking exactly like her and having her ways, even though my last name is Warner, like my daddy’s. Everybody around here knows I inherited more than my mama’s coal black hair and her icy blue eyes. I also got her uncanny ability to bring home the dead, a little something she inherited from her own mother. And while it may be a useful skill to have, particularly around here, it’s not one that’s likely to win you any friends.

I hit the bridge over Lucifer’s Creek, and the water looks milky blue now. Not black like it did in the dead of night. A couple of blond women sit on the bank with their hiking boots off and their pants rolled up to their knees, soaking their blistered feet in the mineral-rich mud and the cold water. Their noses are wrinkled against the overpowering sulfur smell, but they look happy. I can hear them laughing together, and I wonder if maybe they’re sisters. They look so much alike.

I have this impulse to warn them—to tell them to turn around and hike right back the way they came—because I don’t want to end up pulling their bones from a shallow grave by the light of a full moon.

But I don’t, because the last thing we need is a bunch of panicked hikers. Everybody in town is clear on one thing: if the hikers quit coming and spending their money, we quit eating.

After the bridge, I cross over to the other side of Mud Street and duck through the creaking graveyard gate so I can work my way around to the back of the square-framed church building that sits at the edge of town. The plastic flowers folks stuck in the ground on Decoration Day back in May are fading in the July heat, and weeds and volunteer seedlings are threatening to take over between the neat rows.

I’ve stopped to bend down and pull stickers out of my socks when I feel eyes on me. I glance toward the church and see the preacher, Brother Turley, standing on the back steps.

I take my time pulling the last of the stickers free before I stand up and continue on my way, because I refuse to let him intimidate me. The churchyard isn’t his private property, and I’m not hurting anybody cutting through.

“Come on inside next time, Dovie,” the preacher calls to me in an overly friendly voice. “Bring your daddy and Miss Fern. Y’all need the forgiveness of the Lord, same as everyone else.”

I keep walking. There’s not much chance of any of us showing up in church. Daddy doesn’t believe in religion anymore, so he doesn’t give a flip what Turley thinks, and Nana may be a believer, but she sure as shit isn’t buying what Turley’s selling. The preacher ain’t supposed to be a chef, she always grumbles. He’s supposed to be a waiter. God don’t want his ministers makin’ the meal. He just wants ’em to deliver it to the table without messing it up. And as far as Nana is concerned, there’s a fly in the soup Turley is serving his followers every Sunday.

It’s a mutual scorn. We think he’s a swaggering charlatan, and he resents the fact that our little family are the only ones in all of Lucifer’s Creek who aren’t under his righteous thumb.

Usually I go out of my way to skirt around the tiny cemetery with Turley standing guard over its crumbling stone markers and leaning wooden crosses, but today I’m more intent on avoiding my daddy’s stained glass gallery on the other side of the street. If he happens to be leaning in the doorway or looking out the window, I don’t want to catch his eye. If I do, he’ll wave me over and I’ll have to go in and come up with something to say to him.

I’d rather deal with Turley.

At the back of the churchyard, I duck under the fence and take one of the little dirt roads that lead out of town and up into the hills. There are two ways to get to the Wilder homestead. The first is to follow the Aux-Arc Trail up a ways and then cut across through the forest. That’s what we did last night to get to Riley’s burial spot. That means fighting brambles, though. Especially this time of year. Plus you have to haul yourself up a steep ravine to finally reach the cabin.

The second is to follow this road up about two miles. It’s a longer distance, but an easier trek, even though, like all the roads around here, this one isn’t much more than a glorified trail itself. Barely wide enough for a pickup to squeeze down and overgrown with weeds in the center.

The road starts to climb, and at first it feels good to walk. The sky is blue and beautiful, and the steady movement of my feet eases my mind a little. It almost stops me thinking about where I’m going and what’s going to happen when I get there.

What I’m going to say.

And who it is I’m planning to say it to.

By the time I’m a mile out of town, though, I’m wishing I’d taken the truck that sits mostly unused under our carport. Nobody drives it much, except the couple of times a year we have to go down to Rogers or Fayetteville for a doctor’s appointment or to get a tooth fixed. Usually, I don’t mind walking, but there’s another mile to go still, and it’s already hotter than Satan’s armpit this morning.

I stop for a few minutes on the loose planks where this road crosses Lucifer’s Creek for the first time. As it flows down the mountain toward town, the strong-smelling stream winds and weaves, changes direction, and doubles back on
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