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Chapter 1

Radios with No Batteries
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Lottie Mae Surratt had the Caroline Bell ribbon sealed in an evidence sleeve, locked in the bottom drawer of her kitchen desk, and still somehow it had started singing.

Not loudly.

That would have been too honest.

It hummed instead. One thin note. A child's note. The kind of sound that could hide under refrigerator noise and floorboard creaks until a person realized the house had gone quiet around it.

Lottie Mae sat at her kitchen table with three case files spread in front of her, a mug of coffee gone cold near her elbow, and a pistol lying where a fourth file ought to be. Rain tapped the window over the sink. It had not been in the forecast. That did not surprise her. Forecasts were just official lies with better shoes.

The drawer hummed again.

She looked at it.

The drawer looked back without moving, which was how most trouble introduced itself.

"No," she said.

The humming stopped.

Lottie Mae waited.

The wall clock ticked above the stove. One hand clicked toward 12:13 in the morning. The house smelled of burnt coffee, old paper, wet wool, and the creek mud she had scrubbed from her boots three times and still tasted when she swallowed.

On the table, the top file bore her father's name.

EARL SURRATT.

The second read CAROLINE BELL.

The third read NAOMI BELL VICKERS.

She had meant to open them in order. She had meant to read like a professional. Quiet, exact, unemotional. Her father used to say paper told the truth eventually, provided a person did not mind bleeding from the eyes first.

But every time she touched the Caroline Bell file, the ribbon in the drawer hummed.

Lottie Mae rubbed one thumb along the coffee mug handle, then let go.

"All right," she said. "You want attention like a Baptist with a microphone, let's have it."

She opened the drawer.

The humming stopped.

Inside sat the evidence sleeve, flat and clear beneath her old recorder, two black pens, a roll of quarters, a church directory from 1982, and one peppermint furred with pocket lint. The sleeve held a narrow white ribbon, the kind once tied around baptism robes or little girls' ponytails by women who believed neatness counted toward salvation.

Caroline Bell was written across it in blue ink.

The letters had faded but not enough.

Lottie Mae stared at the ribbon until her own reflection appeared in the plastic. Narrow face. Tired eyes. Hair pinned badly because patience had left before grooming. She looked like a woman who had slept in a courthouse chair and woken up personally offended by furniture.

The ribbon did not move.

No sound came from it.

No water beaded on the sleeve. No ghostly hand pressed up from beneath the plastic. No sensible piece of evidence would have behaved that theatrically.

She shut the drawer.

The humming began again.

Lottie Mae leaned back in the chair.

"There it is."

The note bent upward, then flattened. Another joined it. The two notes made the beginning of a hymn she knew from childhood, from funerals, from Wednesday nights in little white churches where women whispered family business under prayer requests.

There is a fountain-

She opened the drawer hard.

Silence.

"Finish that hymn in my kitchen," she said, "and I will call every deacon I ever arrested and make them form a committee."

The drawer sat open, innocent as a preacher's handshake.

Someone knocked on the front door.

Three sharp hits.

A pause.

Then one softer one.

Lottie Mae picked up the pistol from the table and moved through the dark front room without turning on a light. The rain at the window softened, as if it too had decided to listen.

At the door, she stood to one side.

"Name."

"Amos Vale."

"You alone?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Armed?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Scared?"

A pause.

"Working on it."

She opened the door.

Deputy Amos Vale stood on her porch in a county rain jacket zipped crooked over a gray T-shirt. His hair was mashed on one side, his boots were unlaced at the top, and a red crease ran down his cheek from whatever pillow he had abandoned. He held a duffel bag in one hand and a flashlight in the other.

He looked at her pistol.

Then at her face.

Then past her toward the kitchen.

"You said pack a bag," he said.

"I did."

"You did not say bring a warrant, a priest, or a change of underwear."

"That was optimism on your part. Come in."

Amos stepped inside when she moved back. He wiped his boots on the mat without being asked, which was one of the reasons she still let him stand near evidence. He shut the door, set the duffel down, and looked toward the kitchen again.

"What happened?"

The drawer hummed.

Amos stopped breathing in a way that made his shoulders rise but not fall.

The note slipped through the house, soft and high.

There is a fountain-

His hand went toward his sidearm.

Lottie Mae raised one finger.

"If you shoot my desk, you are replacing it with solid wood."

His hand stopped.

The humming stopped.

Amos looked at her. "Is that the ribbon?"

"That depends on whether we are being rational or honest."

"I would enjoy rational."

"So would I. It keeps shorter hours."

He followed her into the kitchen.

The case files remained where she had left them. Earl Surratt's name faced the doorway like an accusation. Caroline Bell's file sat half under the cold coffee mug. Naomi's file had swollen slightly at the corner from damp air or bad memories.

Amos noticed the names.

His face shifted carefully. He had learned not to walk into her father's case without looking for traps.

"You found something?"

"I found plenty. I understand less."

"About Caroline?"

Lottie Mae opened the drawer and pointed at the evidence sleeve.

Amos stepped closer but kept his hands behind his back.

He bent over the drawer.

The ribbon lay still.

"The writing changed?" he asked.

"No."

"New trace?"

"No."

"Then what-"

The radio in the front room snapped on.

Static cracked hard enough that Amos flinched.

Lottie Mae did not. She was already moving.

The radio sat on a bookshelf beneath a framed photograph of Earl Surratt in uniform, back when his face still had the stubborn shine of men who believed truth could be cornered if you leaned on it long enough. The radio was brown plastic with a split across the dial and a missing antenna. It had belonged to him. It had not worked in sixteen years.

Lottie Mae knew because she had taken the batteries out the day after his funeral.

The radio hissed.

Then children began singing.

Not one child.

Several.

Soft, careful voices threaded through the static, too disciplined for a playground, too thin for a church choir with living adults nearby.

Lose all their guilty stains-

Amos whispered, "No."

Lottie Mae picked up the radio and turned it over.

The battery compartment was empty.

The singing continued.

Lose all their guilty stains-

She opened the compartment and held it toward Amos.

"Tell me what you see."

He swallowed. "No batteries."

"Say it like you intend to testify."

"No batteries."

"Good. I like my impossible with witnesses."

The children stopped singing.

Static hissed.

Then a child's voice spoke from the speaker.

"Balcony."

Amos took one step back.

Lottie Mae held the radio close enough to feel warmth coming through the plastic.

"Which balcony?"

Static.

The child said, "Locked."

The kitchen drawer knocked once.

Amos turned toward it.

The radio crackled again. Another voice came through, a girl's voice this time, small and irritated, like she had been waiting too long.

"She opened houses."

The drawer knocked again.

"She opened water."

Lottie Mae did not move.

She felt Amos looking at her. She let him.

The child's voice dropped to a whisper.

"Bring her where the singing stops."

The room went cold.

Not draft cold. Not winter cold. The other kind. A cold that did not touch skin first but memory.

The picture of Earl Surratt tilted on its hook.

Lottie Mae set the radio on the coffee table beneath it. She did not lower it gently because she was tender. She lowered it gently because a smashed haunted radio was still a contaminated haunted radio.

"Amos."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Call dispatch."

He pulled out his phone, thumb hovering over the screen.

"What am I reporting?"

"Radios activating without power. Children's voices. Possible connection to Canaan Ridge if the dead develop courtesy and provide a location."

He glanced at her.

"That one is almost normal."

"I am trying something new. Do not encourage it."

He dialed.

Before the call connected, the radio snapped again.

A different voice came through.

Older. Female maybe. Or a child trying to sound like a woman.

"Canaan Ridge."

Amos lowered the phone.

Lottie Mae looked at him.

"You know it."

He nodded once. "Canaan Ridge Chapel. Old church off Canaan Road. Closed a long time."

"Why?"

"Storm damage, I think. Money. Records mess. Some kind of property dispute."

"That is a casserole of excuses. Pick the meat out."

"I don't know yet."

The radio hissed.

"Canaan Ridge," the voice said again.

Then the children began humming. No words this time. Just the shape of the hymn, bent wrong at the end. They held one note too long and stopped together so suddenly that the silence made Lottie Mae's ears ring.

The drawer in the kitchen slid open by itself.

Slowly.

Politely.

Amos turned his head.

Lottie Mae walked back into the kitchen.

The evidence sleeve still sat inside the drawer. The ribbon had not moved. But beneath Caroline Bell's name, on the white cloth, a second word had appeared in fresh blue letters.

CHOIR.

Lottie Mae stared at it.

The lettering looked like Caroline's name. Same hand or someone mocking it. Same fading blue, though the word had not existed five minutes ago.

Amos came up behind her but did not lean over her shoulder.

"Tell me that was there earlier," he said.

"I would, but my mama raised me not to lie before breakfast."

"It is 12:20."

"Then I'm early."

The radio in the front room whispered, "Mara June."

Amos looked toward it.

"That a person?" Lottie Mae asked.

"I don't know."

"You know everybody's people in three counties and one correctional facility."

"Not that one."

A knock hit the front door.

Harder this time.

Amos drew his weapon.

Lottie Mae shut the drawer with her knee and crossed the room.

Another knock came.

Then an old woman's voice, strained thin by rain and nerve.

"Detective Surratt?"

Lottie Mae stood beside the door again.

"Name."

"Nadine Pike."

Amos mouthed something behind her.

Lottie Mae held up a hand.

"You armed, Miss Nadine?"

"At my age? Mostly with disappointment."

Lottie Mae glanced at Amos. "She may be kin."

His mouth twitched despite himself.

Lottie Mae opened the door.

Nadine Pike stood on the porch in a pink housecoat under a man's brown overcoat, gray hair twisted into rollers beneath a scarf, rain beading on the plastic edges. Beside her stood a girl of about twelve wearing pajama pants, a puffy coat, and mismatched sneakers. One shoe was tied too tight. The other was not tied at all.

The girl clutched a cassette tape case with both hands.

Her eyes went straight past Lottie Mae into the front room.

The radio began to hum.

Nadine closed her eyes.

The girl did not.

Lottie Mae looked at the cassette.

"Some folks bring pie when they show up after midnight."

Nadine's hand tightened on the girl's shoulder. "This could not wait."

"Dead people rarely respect office hours."

The girl's eyes snapped to Lottie Mae.

Not frightened by her.

Interested.

Lottie Mae liked her a little for that and immediately distrusted the feeling.

"What is your name, honey?"

"Mara June Pike."

Behind Lottie Mae, Amos exhaled.

The radio hummed louder.

Lottie Mae stepped onto the porch, putting herself between the girl and the sound inside.

"Did you hear that name from my house?"

Mara June looked at Nadine first.

Nadine's jaw worked once.

Lottie Mae lowered her voice. "No, ma'am. You look at me when I ask you something. Not because I'm important, but because whoever taught you to check for permission before telling the truth has already done enough."

Nadine's face folded around the mouth.

Mara June looked at Lottie Mae.

"I heard it at the church."

"What church?"

Nadine said, "Canaan Ridge."

The rain stopped.

Not slowed.

Stopped.

One second it ticked across the porch roof. The next, the night held its breath.

Amos came up behind Lottie Mae and looked past her into the yard.

Mara June held out the cassette tape.

"Came from there."

Lottie Mae did not take it.

"Amos. Evidence bag."

He moved toward his jacket pocket.

Mara June looked down at the tape, her fingers white around the plastic case.

The label was yellowed, peeled at one corner, and written in a slanted hand.

CANAAN RIDGE CHILDREN'S CHOIRREVIVAL NIGHTAUGUST 12, 1978

Lottie Mae read it twice.

"Nadine," she said, "why is a child in pajamas standing on my porch after midnight with a forty-eight-year-old cassette tape?"

Nadine swallowed.

"Because we went where we should not have gone."

"People say that about Myrtle Beach. Be specific."

Mara June spoke before her grandmother could.

"The church was singing."

Nadine's hand tightened again.

Mara June shook it off.

Good, Lottie Mae thought.

Aloud she said, "From inside?"

"From the balcony."

"The church open?"

"No."

"Power?"

"No."

"You went in?"

"No."

Nadine said, "We did not go in."

Lottie Mae looked at her. "You answered faster than a woman with practice."

Nadine's lips pressed together.

Amos came back with a paper evidence bag and gloves. Lottie Mae pulled one glove on and held out the bag.

"Mara June, place the tape in here. Don't hand it to me."

The girl obeyed. The cassette case slid into the bag with a dry scrape.

The radio inside the house stopped humming.

Everyone heard it stop.

Lottie Mae folded the bag shut.

"Come inside."

Nadine did not move.

Lottie Mae looked at her.

"Miss Nadine, I do not ask twice after midnight unless somebody is bleeding, lying, or carrying potato salad. Which one are you aiming to be?"

A flicker crossed Mara June's face.

Not a smile.

Close enough.

Nadine guided the girl through the doorway.

Amos shut the door behind them and locked it. Then he checked the window, not because a lock meant anything tonight, but because a man needed something with hinges to trust.

In the kitchen, Lottie Mae set the evidence bag on the table between the three files.

Mara June stared at the names.

"Those dead people?"

"Some."

"Which ones aren't?"

Lottie Mae looked at her. "That is a better question than several grown men managed this week."

Nadine sat down hard in the nearest chair.

Mara June stayed standing.

The radio in the front room crackled.

Lottie Mae pointed at the chair across from her. "Sit."

"I didn't do anything."

"I didn't say confess. I said sit."

Mara June sat.

Lottie Mae took the chair opposite her. Amos leaned against the counter with his notepad out. Nadine kept both hands in her lap, knuckles swollen and still.

Lottie Mae looked at the girl, not the grandmother.

"Start with the radio."

Mara June blinked. "How did you know?"

"Mine is developing a personality."

The girl's eyes flicked toward the front room.

"It was my mama's radio. The little blue one. It doesn't work."

"Did it have batteries?"

"No."

"Did you check?"

"Two years ago. They leaked. I took them out."

"What time did it start?"

"Midnight."

"What did you hear?"

Mara June rubbed one thumb over the other. Her nails were bitten down. Red clay marked the cuff of her pajama pants.

"Children singing."

"How many?"

"I don't know."

"More than three?"

"Yes."

"More than ten?"

She paused.

Nadine closed her eyes.

"Mara June," Lottie Mae said.

"Maybe."

"What song?"

The girl looked down. "Church song."

"That narrows it to every argument I ever lost."

Amos went still for half a beat.

Mara June's mouth tucked in at one corner.

"It said fountain. Blood. Guilty stains."

Amos wrote that down.

Nadine whispered, "Don't."

The room stilled.

Lottie Mae turned her head toward the old woman.

"Don't what?"

Nadine did not answer.

Lottie Mae waited.

Nadine's eyes stayed on the evidence bag.

"I know that hymn," she said finally.

"Many do."

"Not like that."

Mara June watched her grandmother's face.

"Nadine," Lottie Mae said, "how do you know Canaan Ridge Chapel?"

The old woman rubbed her palms on her housecoat.

"Everybody knew it."

"I did not ask everybody."

Nadine looked up. "I sang there some when I was young."

"In the choir?"

"No. I was older."

"How much older?"

"Sixteen."

"What year?"

Nadine's mouth opened, then closed.

Amos looked at Lottie Mae.

Lottie Mae did not look away from Nadine.

"What year?"

"Seventy-eight."

Mara June turned toward her. "You never told me that."

"It was a long time ago."

"Long time ain't a vault," Lottie Mae said.

Nadine's face hardened. "You think you are funny."

Lottie Mae did not smile.

"No, ma'am. I think there is a child at my table with clay on her pajamas and fear in her hands. I think you know why."

Nadine looked down first.

The radio in the front room whispered.

"Balcony."

Mara June jerked.

Lottie Mae kept her voice level. "What happened after the radio sang?"

Mara June took a breath.

"It said balcony. Twice. Mama Nadine heard it too. She made me put on shoes."

"Did she say why?"

"No."

Nadine said, "Because I needed to see."

"See what?" Lottie Mae asked.

"That it was nothing."

"And was it?"

Nadine's face went slack.

Mara June answered.

"No."

Lottie Mae waited.

"The church was locked. Chain across the drive. But the balcony window had light behind it."

"What kind of light?"

"Not lamp light. White. Like moon if moon got sick."

Amos's pen moved again.

"Then they sang," Mara June said. "From inside. From up high."

"The same hymn?"

"At first."

"At first?"

"It changed."

"How?"

The girl looked toward the front room. "It had another part."

"Words?"

She nodded.

"What words?"

Mara June pressed her lips together, and for the first time since she arrived she looked twelve.

Nadine reached for her hand.

The girl pulled away.

The gesture landed hard. Nadine's fingers curled against the table.

Lottie Mae saw it and gave the old woman enough mercy not to mention it.

"Mara June," she said, "you are not in trouble. Grown people like to make children carry what adults are too cowardly to hold. I am not one of those grown people."

Mara June's throat moved.

"It said name us wrong and we come back singing."

Amos stopped writing.

The kitchen drawer knocked once.

Nobody moved.

Lottie Mae turned toward the drawer.

It stayed shut.

Mara June whispered, "It did that at the church too."

"The drawer?"

"No. The door."

"What door?"

"The balcony door."

Nadine put one hand to her mouth.

Mara June stared at the table as if the wood had become easier to speak to.

"Something knocked from inside. Three times. Then the window fogged up. Words came on it."

"What words?"

"Open her."

Amos looked up.

"Not open here?" he asked.

Mara June shook her head. "Open her."

Lottie Mae leaned back.

In her experience, places that wanted to be opened usually had a poor opinion of whoever did the opening.

"What happened then?"

"There was a boy on the steps."

Nadine stood so abruptly the chair scraped backward.

"No."

Lottie Mae's eyes cut to her.

The old woman froze with both hands on the table.

Mara June turned toward her. "You saw him too."

Nadine's mouth trembled.

"You said I wasn't supposed to tell about the singing. You didn't say I couldn't tell about him."

Lottie Mae said nothing.

The room had shifted. She could feel it. Amos could too. His posture changed from note-taking to witness-ready.

Mara June looked back at Lottie Mae.

"He was little. Nine maybe. His pants were too short. No shoes. Hair wet. He had blue stuff on his fingers."

"Blue stuff?"

"Like copy paper. The old kind Mama Nadine has in the junk drawer."

"Carbon."

"Yes, ma'am."

"What did he do?"

Mara June's voice dropped.

"He said tell Lottie Mae."

The wall clock clicked.

Amos's jaw tightened.

Lottie Mae folded her hands on the table so nobody would see them move.

"Did he say anything else?"

"The door opened behind him. It was dark. Somebody inside said no verse, no leaving."

Nadine sat back down.

Not all the way.

She missed the chair edge, caught herself on the table, and sank into the seat like her bones had been cut loose.

Lottie Mae looked at her.

"You know that phrase."

Nadine shook her head.

"Do not lie to me in front of a child you already taught to be afraid of truth."

Nadine's eyes filled.

Mara June looked away.

"Miss Nadine."

The old woman whispered, "They used to say it before performance."

"Who did?"

"The choir director."

"Name."

Nadine gripped the table edge.

"Arthur Pell."

Amos wrote it down.

"Full name?"

"Arthur James Pell."

"Alive?"

"No."

"You sure?"

"He died in 1991."

"People with secrets die all the time. It rarely improves them."

Nadine wiped under one eye with the heel of her hand.

Lottie Mae watched the movement. No theatrics. No sobbing. Real fear tended to conserve itself.

"Tell me about August 12, 1978."

The radio in the front room snapped to static before Nadine answered.

The children began singing again.

This time the sound did not come from one radio.

It came from the front room.

From the kitchen drawer.

From Amos's phone on the counter.

From the dead microwave display.

From the evidence bag.

Several voices, layered and soft.

There is a fountain filled with blood-

Nadine covered her ears.

Mara June did not. She sat rigid, eyes wide, hands flat on the table.

Amos grabbed his phone and stared at the black screen. It had powered itself off. The singing continued through it anyway.

Lottie Mae rose.

"Enough."

The hymn stopped.

All of it.

At once.

Rain began again outside, harder than before.

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then the evidence bag moved.

Not far.

Just enough to turn.

The sealed cassette inside shifted beneath the paper. The bag tilted toward the edge of the table, then stopped.

Lottie Mae pulled another glove on and opened it.

Amos said, "Do you want me to record?"

"Yes."

"My phone is-"

"Use your memory until technology repents."

She took the cassette case out and laid it on a clean sheet of printer paper.

The plastic had cracked during the drive or long before. The label remained intact.

CANAAN RIDGE CHILDREN'S CHOIRREVIVAL NIGHTAUGUST 12, 1978

Below that, in smaller writing Lottie Mae had not noticed on the porch, were three words.

FINAL VERSE - UNLISTED

Lottie Mae looked at Nadine.

The old woman had gone pale enough that every age spot stood out sharp.

"What is the final verse?"

Nadine shook her head.

"Mara June heard part of it," Lottie Mae said. "The radio in my house heard part of it. A dead boy on church steps seems to have an opinion. I am asking the living woman."

"I don't know all of it."

"But you know some."

Nadine closed her mouth.

Lottie Mae leaned forward.

"Nine children went missing from that church, didn't they?"

Mara June sucked in a breath.

Amos looked at Nadine.

The old woman stared at Lottie Mae.

"How do you know that?"

"I didn't," Lottie Mae said. "You just sang harmony."

Nadine's face crumpled before she could stop it.

Mara June whispered, "Nine?"

Nadine did not answer her.

Lottie Mae stood, walked to the counter, and took a fresh notebook from the drawer above the silverware. The humming drawer behaved itself now. She set the notebook in front of Nadine.

"Names."

Nadine shook her head.

"No."

"Names."

"Detective-"

"No. You came to my house with a child and a haunted cassette tape. We are past polite."

Nadine stared at the blank page.

Her hand shook.

Lottie Mae slid a pen across the table.

It stopped against Nadine's fingers.

"Write the ones you remember."

Nadine picked up the pen.

For several seconds, she only held it.

Then she wrote.

EVELYN HART.

The kitchen light flickered.

She wrote another.

SAMUEL PIKE.

Mara June made a small sound.

Nadine kept writing.

CLARA WHITLOW.

JONAH BELL.

Lottie Mae's eyes stopped on that name.

Bell.

Amos saw it too.

The pen hovered above the page.

Nadine whispered, "I don't remember the rest."

The radio said, "You counted wrong."

Nadine dropped the pen.

The notebook page fluttered though no wind moved in the room.

A wet spot appeared beneath the fourth name.

Then another.

Water beaded on the paper around JONAH BELL and spread outward until the ink began to feather.

Lottie Mae pulled the notebook back before the names blurred.

"Amos, bag this page."

He moved quickly.

The radio whispered again.

"You counted wrong."

Mara June looked at her grandmother.

"Who was Samuel Pike?"

Nadine covered her mouth with one hand.

Lottie Mae watched her.

There it was. The private wound. The one that explained why a woman who knew better had driven a child to a dead church after midnight instead of calling the sheriff. Fear did not move people like that. Blood did.

"Nadine," Lottie Mae said quietly, "who was Samuel?"

The old woman did not answer.

Mara June's chair creaked as she pushed back from the table.

"Who was he?"

Nadine reached for her. "Baby-"

"Don't baby me."

The sentence hit the room harder than shouting would have.

Nadine's hand froze.

Mara June's voice broke once, then steadied out of sheer stubbornness.

"You knew his name. You knew the song. You knew the church. And you made me promise not to tell."

Nadine's eyes shone.

"He was my brother."

The radio clicked.

Mara June stared at her.

"Your brother?"

Nadine nodded.

"He was nine years old."

The kitchen light flickered again.

This time it did not steady.

Lottie Mae looked toward the window.

Beyond the glass, the rain had turned white under the porch lamp.

No.

Not rain.

Paper.

Small pieces fell from the dark, spinning and sticking to the wet yard. Pages. Torn strips. Yellowed edges. Some with music notes. Some with words. Some blank.

Amos went to the back door and opened it.

Cold air pushed into the kitchen.

One scrap blew across the threshold and landed at Lottie Mae's feet.

Printed music. Children's hymn arrangement. Soprano line. Alto line. A measure torn in half.

Between the notes, in blue ink, someone had written:

NO VERSE NO LEAVING

Mara June began humming.

Nadine turned sharply. "Stop."

The girl clamped both hands over her mouth.

The humming continued.

Not from her mouth.

From under the floor.

Lottie Mae stood.

The sound rose through the boards beneath her boots.

Children.

More than three.

More than ten.

Maybe nine.

Maybe not.

The floorboards trembled with the tune.

Amos stepped away from the counter.

"Ma'am."

Lottie Mae looked at him.

He pointed toward the front room.

Earl Surratt's photograph had fallen from the shelf.

The frame lay faceup on the floor. The glass had cracked across her father's chest. The old dead radio sat beside it, speaker buzzing low.

A voice came through it.

Not a child's this time.

A man's.

Faint.

Far away.

Familiar enough that Lottie Mae did not move at first.

"Lottie."

Amos said her name.

She heard him, but the floor had become a road under her feet and the past had stepped out in uniform.

The voice from the radio crackled again.

"Do not go alone."

Lottie Mae walked into the front room.

Amos followed, slower.

Nadine stayed in the kitchen, whispering something that might have been prayer or apology. Mara June stood beside her chair, eyes fixed on the radio.

Lottie Mae knelt.

Her father's face stared up through cracked glass.

She had not heard Earl Surratt's voice in sixteen years. Memory had kept pieces. Tone. Cadence. Irritation wrapped around affection like barbed wire around a garden fence.

But this was not memory.

The radio hissed.

"Lottie."

Her hand closed around the edge of the broken frame.

The glass bit her thumb.

Blood rose bright.

The radio whispered, "They kept the wrong ones."

Then it died.

No static.

No hum.

Just the house and the rain and the sound of Amos breathing behind her like he wanted to ask a question and had finally gained the sense not to.

Lottie Mae stood with the frame in one hand.

Blood slid down her thumb onto Earl's uniform in the photograph.

She looked at Amos.

"Call dispatch."

His face had gone pale.

"What do you want me to say?"

"Tell them we need access to Canaan Ridge Chapel, the old county missing-child files from August 1978, and any living soul who thinks a church basement can hide from me."

Amos nodded once and pulled out his phone.

It lit this time.

Nadine appeared in the doorway, one hand on the frame.

"You cannot go there tonight."

Lottie Mae looked at her.

Nadine's mouth kept moving after the words stopped. Fear had made her old again.

"Miss Nadine," Lottie Mae said, "when a dead radio tells me not to go alone, that is not the same thing as telling me not to go."

Mara June stepped beside her grandmother.

The child had the cassette case in her hand again.

No one had seen her pick it up.

No one had seen it leave the evidence bag.

Lottie Mae looked at it.

The label had changed.

The old writing remained, but a new line had appeared beneath FINAL VERSE - UNLISTED.

PLAY BEFORE THE BALCONY OPENS.

Amos lowered his phone.

Mara June held out the tape.

"It wants you."

The house went still.

Lottie Mae took the cassette case with gloved fingers.

"No," she said.

The kitchen drawer knocked once.

She looked toward the sound, then back at the child.

"It wants somebody to open the door. There is a difference."

Mara June swallowed.

"Are you going to?"

Lottie Mae looked at the tape, then at the names on the notebook page Amos had not yet bagged, then at the cracked photograph in her hand.

Children singing under dead wood.

A boy with carbon on his fingers.

Nine names, maybe more.

Her father's voice telling her not to go alone.

Caroline Bell's ribbon learning new words in a locked drawer.

Lottie Mae set the broken frame on the table and wrapped a dish towel around her bleeding thumb.

"Yes," she said.

Nadine began to cry silently.

Amos reached for his jacket.

Mara June looked toward the window where hymn pages still fell into the yard.

Lottie Mae picked up her pistol, her coat, and the evidence bag.

"Amos."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Bring gloves, lights, bags, and whatever faith you have left."

"That's not much."

"Then pack extra batteries."

The old radio clicked once behind them.

A child's voice whispered through the speaker.

"Midnight."

The clock above the stove read 12:31.

Lottie Mae opened the front door.

Rain blew in sideways. Torn hymn pages skated across the porch and stuck to her boots. The night beyond the steps looked deeper than it had a minute ago, as if Canaan Road had reached all the way to her house and was waiting in the yard.

She stepped out anyway.

Behind her, the radio began to sing again.

This time, one child's voice rose above the others.

Clear.

Close.

Almost relieved.

No verse.

No leaving.
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Chapter 2

The Church That Kept Its Mouth Shut
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Canaan Ridge Chapel waited at the dead end of the road with its mouth nailed shut.

That was Lottie Mae's first thought when Amos turned the cruiser off the county blacktop and let the headlights climb over the church sign.

CANAAN RIDGE CHAPELEST. 1911CLOSED FOR RESTORATION

Somebody had painted the word restoration in gold leaf once upon a hopeful lie. Rain had blistered half the letters. Kudzu crawled up the right post. A chain hung across the gravel drive between two leaning pine posts, and the padlock on it looked old enough to have voted in three elections.

Beyond the chain, the church sat back from the road in a clearing of wet weeds, pecan trees, and graveled mud. It had been white at some point. Not now. Now the clapboard looked gray under the rain, with black streaks bleeding down from the eaves and vines pulling at the corners like hands. The steeple leaned a little to the left. One upper window, narrow and arched, sat above the double front doors.

The balcony window.

Its stained glass showed a lamb holding a banner.

The lamb's head was cracked through.

Mara June Pike leaned forward from the back seat between Nadine and the door. The girl still wore pajama pants under her coat, and one sneaker was untied. She had not spoken much during the drive. The cassette tape sat in an evidence bag on Lottie Mae's lap, sealed, tagged, and still warm against her knee.

Lottie Mae did not like evidence that kept body temperature.

Amos slowed the cruiser before the chain.

"That's it," Mara June said.

Her voice had gone smaller than it had been in Lottie Mae's kitchen.

Nadine made the sign of the cross, then seemed embarrassed by herself and folded both hands tight in her lap.

Lottie Mae looked back at the girl. "You stay in this car unless I tell you different. If something calls your name from that church, from the trees, from under the seat, or from the good Lord's own pocket, you do not answer it. You hear me?"

Mara June nodded.

"Say it."

"I won't answer."

"Good. Children who follow mysterious voices are why grown people end up filling out reports at ungodly hours."

Mara June's mouth twitched.

Nadine did not smile.

"She shouldn't be here," Nadine said.

"I agree," Lottie Mae said.

That surprised the old woman enough to turn her head.

Lottie Mae opened her door. Rain blew in and speckled the dashboard. "But somebody dragged the dead to my porch wearing that child's name. I would rather see what scared her while I know where she is."

Nadine looked down.

Amos killed the engine but left the headlights on. The beams caught the chain, the sign, and the church steps. Rain slid silver through the light.

"Dispatch has a unit twenty minutes out," he said.

"Who?"

"Deputy Creel."

"Is he useful?"

Amos hesitated half a second.

"That is an answer," Lottie Mae said.

"He can hold tape."

"So can furniture if leaned on properly."

Amos paused over the notebook balanced on the steering wheel. Then he wrote anyway, careful not to look amused.

Lottie Mae stepped into the rain.

The ground smelled of red clay, pine rot, and wet leaves. Not creek water. Not yet. The air had a church smell even outside: old wood, old carpet, old people having forgiven themselves without being asked.

She put on gloves before she touched the chain.

The padlock was rusted along the body, but the keyhole was clean.

"Amos."

He came around the cruiser, flashlight in one hand, phone in the other.

"Photograph it. Wide first. Then close."

He did.

Lottie Mae crouched and looked at the mud beneath the chain. Two sets of tire tracks stopped on the road side. Hers and, judging by the width, Nadine's Buick from earlier. No fresh tire tracks crossed into the church lot. No boot prints past the chain.

But the chain hung wrong.

Not broken. Not cut. Not even loose.

Lifted.

The weeds beneath it had been pressed flat in a narrow strip as if somebody had raised the chain and passed under without disturbing the lock.

Or as if something shorter had gone beneath it.

Lottie Mae glanced back at the cruiser.

Mara June watched through the fogging window. Nadine watched the church.

"Find me the trust owner," Lottie Mae said.

Amos was already scrolling. "Canaan Ridge Preservation Trust. Registered agent is Gideon Lark. Address in Mercy Ridge."

"The Larks with the funeral home money?"

"I think so."

"Of course. Dead things do love vertical integration."

Amos made a mark in his notebook.

A sheet of paper skated across the wet gravel and wrapped itself around Lottie Mae's ankle.

She looked down.

It was not one of the torn hymn pages from her yard. This paper was heavier. Yellowed. Music staff lines printed in faded blue. A child's name had been written along the margin.

SAMUEL PIKE.

Lottie Mae did not touch it with her hands.

"Bag," she said.

Amos opened an evidence sleeve.

The paper trembled against her boot though the wind had stopped.

From inside the church came one small sound.

A knock.

Nadine's face appeared behind the cruiser window, pale and pinched.

Another knock.

Mara June put both hands over her mouth.

A third knock.

The sound came from high inside the building.

Balcony.

Lottie Mae stood slowly.

"Nobody moves," she said.

Amos's hand hovered near his weapon.

"You hear that?" he asked.

"I heard wood developing an opinion."

"That was a knock."

"Then write it down before it changes its statement."

He wrote.

The upper stained-glass window fogged from the inside.

Amos lowered his notebook.

Lottie Mae watched the glass.

The lamb's broken head disappeared behind white condensation. One small finger, invisible except for the trail it made, drew a line through the fog.

Then another.

Letters formed backward from the inside.

NO VERSE.

Mara June made a sound in the car, small enough to be swallowed by rain and still sharp enough to cut.

Nadine opened her door.

Lottie Mae turned hard. "No."

The old woman froze with one foot on the gravel.

"But Samuel-"

"No," Lottie Mae said again. This time there was no humor in it. "You sit back down. If your guilt needs exercise, it can take laps later."

Nadine's face tightened as if the words had landed where they were aimed.

Mara June pulled her grandmother back into the car.

Amos watched the exchange and then looked away, jaw working once.

The fog in the balcony window cleared all at once.

The church went dark behind the glass.

Lottie Mae exhaled through her nose.

"Call the trust agent," she said.

Amos lifted his phone. "At 12:50 in the morning?"

"Does your phone refuse after midnight?"

"No, ma'am."

"Then perhaps it is braver than most officials."

He placed the call on speaker.

It rang five times.

A man's voice answered, smooth and rested in a way that made Lottie Mae dislike him before he finished one syllable.

"This is Gideon Lark."

"Mr. Lark," Amos said, "this is Deputy Amos Vale with the county sheriff's office. We are at Canaan Ridge Chapel."

Silence.

Not confusion.

Selection.

Then Lark said, "At this hour?"

Lottie Mae leaned toward the phone. "No, sir. We came yesterday and waited for the clock to catch up."

Amos's thumb froze near the screen.

On the other end, Gideon Lark did not laugh.

"Who is speaking?"

"Detective Lottie Mae Surratt."

Another pause.

This one had recognition in it.

"I am familiar with your name."

"Bless your heart. That must save you time at introductions."

Amos lowered his eyes to the gravel. His shoulders stayed still, but the corner of his mouth betrayed him.

Lark's voice cooled. "Why are you on trust property?"

"Because trust property started sending children to my house."

"I beg your pardon?"

"Declined. We need access to the chapel."

"For what purpose?"

Lottie Mae looked up at the balcony window. "An investigation."

"Into vandalism?"

"That depends. Did vandals in 1978 commonly sing through dead radios and rewrite baptism ribbons?"

Amos looked at her.

She looked back until he decided the gravel deserved attention.

Lark's voice sharpened. "Detective, Canaan Ridge Chapel is condemned. No one should enter without written authorization from the trust and the county building office."

"Then bring both. And keys."

"I will contact counsel."

"Good. Lawyers love standing in the rain. Makes them bloom."

The line went quiet.

Then Lark said, "Do not enter that building."

"Mr. Lark, if a living child is inside, I am entering. If evidence of a crime is inside and exigency applies, I am entering. If the building catches fire, collapses, starts confessing in Latin, or makes another meaningful threat toward the child in my back seat, I am entering. What you are providing is not instruction. It is background noise with a good education."

Amos held the pen above the page, then moved on.

Even Nadine, behind the glass, looked toward the phone.

Lark said, "I will be there in fifteen minutes."

"Drive careful. Pride hydroplanes."

She nodded to Amos.

He ended the call.

For a moment, rain filled the silence.

"You think he knows something?" Amos asked.

"I think he answered the phone like a man who sleeps beside the truth and calls it decorative."

"That's not probable cause."

"No. That is seasoning. We still need meat."

She turned back to the chain. "Get bolt cutters."

Amos looked at her.

"You heard him."

"I heard him try to protect a door that is threatening a child. I am not negotiating with hinges."

"If we cut the chain before he arrives-"

"We are not cutting it. Yet. We are documenting the scene, securing the perimeter, preserving exterior evidence, and waiting exactly as long as waiting does not endanger a child or destroy evidence."

Amos's shoulders loosened a fraction.

"That sounded like procedure."

"I do own some. I just don't wear it to parties."

He started toward the trunk.

The cruiser radio crackled to life.

Neither of them had touched it.

Dispatch did not speak.

Children did.

They hummed the first line of the hymn and then stopped.

Mara June screamed.

Lottie Mae moved before Amos did.

She yanked open the rear door.

Mara June had both palms pressed to the glass, staring past Lottie Mae toward the church.

"What?"

The girl pointed.

"He was there."

"Who?"

"The boy. Samuel. On the steps."

Nadine's breath broke.

Lottie Mae looked at the church steps.

Empty.

Rain struck wood and rolled down between warped planks.

"Tell me exactly what you saw," Lottie Mae said.

Mara June swallowed hard. "He was standing by the door. He had blue on his fingers again. He pointed at the chain. Then he pointed up."

"At the balcony?"

"No." She shook her head. "Higher."

Lottie Mae looked at the steeple.

The bell opening was a black square beneath the roofline. No bell showed. Canaan Ridge had sold the original, according to county gossip, to pay back taxes or buy carpet for a congregation that no longer existed. The opening sat empty.

Then the empty bell tower rang once.

The sound rolled through the clearing, low and metallic, too large for the building that made it. Rain shook from pine needles. The chain across the driveway trembled.

Nadine whispered, "Lord, no."

Lottie Mae kept her eyes on the tower.

"Was there a bell in that steeple earlier?"

Amos aimed his flashlight upward.

Nothing.

No bell. No rope. No moving metal.

"No," he said.

"Write that down."

"I am starting to hate that sentence."

"Growth is painful."

Headlights swept across the trees behind them.

A county SUV turned onto Canaan Road too fast, braked too late, and stopped behind the cruiser with gravel popping under the tires. A man in a sheriff's jacket climbed out, tugging a cap onto his head.

Deputy Creel had a long face, damp mustache, and the irritated posture of a man whose bed still had custody of his soul.

"What the hell is going on out here?" he called.

Lottie Mae looked at Amos. "This the tape holder?"

Amos said nothing.

Creel came closer, flashlight swinging over all the wrong places. He hit Mara June in the face with the beam before Lottie Mae caught his wrist and pushed it down.

"Do that again," she said, "and I will introduce your flashlight to an anatomy lesson."

Creel blinked at her.

Amos looked down at his notebook. His pen moved once, then stopped.

Mara June stared at Lottie Mae like she had just become a weather event.

Creel pulled his wrist back. "Who are you?"

"The woman asking why you point lights at children before buildings."

"I got called for trespass at the old chapel."

"Then you underdressed for competence."

His mouth opened.

Amos stepped in quickly. "Deputy Creel, scene perimeter starts at the road. We have possible evidence at the chain, a minor witness in the vehicle, and a property representative en route."

Creel looked from Amos to Lottie Mae to the church.

"This is that haunted kid thing?"

The rain seemed to quiet.

Lottie Mae turned fully toward him.

"Say that again."

Creel's confidence wavered. "I just mean dispatch said a kid heard singing."

"No," Lottie Mae said. "You said haunted kid thing. That is a lot of stupid packed into four words. Which one are you standing by?"

Creel's face flushed.

Mara June's shoulders lowered a fraction.

Amos's jaw tightened around a smile he had the sense to bury.

"Detective," Creel said, "with respect-"

"You misplaced it before you arrived. Don't pretend you brought extra."

The deputy looked at Amos. "Is she always like this?"

"No," Amos said. "Sometimes she has coffee."

Lottie Mae cut her eyes toward him.

Amos became deeply interested in the chain.

A branch cracked in the woods to the left of the church.

All four adults turned.

Another crack.

Then a whispering sound, not a voice exactly. More like pages rubbing together.

Lottie Mae lifted her flashlight and swept the tree line.

Nothing.

Then the beam caught white cloth between two pecan trunks.

A child's choir robe hung from a low branch.

Wet.

Swaying though there was no wind.

The robe was small, long-sleeved, and yellowed at the hem. A blue collar hung limp against the front. On the left breast was a sewn name tag.

Lottie Mae approached slowly.

"Nobody step past me."

Creel said, "It's cloth."

She did not turn around. "And you are noise. Yet here we both are."

The deputy stopped walking.

Amos kept the light steady over her shoulder.

Lottie Mae crouched in the wet grass. The robe hung low enough that the hem brushed leaves. No footprints marked the mud beneath it. No drag marks. No ladder. No snapped twigs overhead.

The name tag read CLARA W.

A drop of water fell from the sleeve.

It landed on the leaves black.

Not rainwater.

Ink.

Lottie Mae leaned closer, careful not to touch.

Blue ink slid from the cuff, thick and slow, and formed a line on a broad leaf below.

The line bent.

Then another joined it.

Letters.

Amos whispered, "Tell me you see that."

"I see it."

The ink wrote itself across the leaf.

NOT HERE.

The words held for three seconds.

Then rain struck them and they ran blue into the mud.

Creel made a sound behind her and tried to cover it by clearing his throat.

Lottie Mae stood.

"Bag the robe in paper, not plastic. Photograph first. Full scene. Ground. Branch. Tag. Ink on leaves if any remains."

Amos nodded.

Creel stayed where he was.

She looked at him.

"This is the part where furniture would hold tape. You may aspire to more."

His face darkened, but he moved.

A second set of headlights turned onto Canaan Road.

Not a police unit.

Black sedan. Expensive. Clean until the gravel got hold of it.

The car stopped behind Creel's SUV. The driver's door opened first. Gideon Lark stepped out under a black umbrella, wearing a dark raincoat over a suit that probably cost more than Lottie Mae's refrigerator. He was in his late fifties, handsome in the preserved way of men who had been rewarded for stillness. Silver hair. Clear glasses. Shoes wrong for mud.

A woman climbed out the passenger side with a leather folder pressed to her chest. Attorney, Lottie Mae guessed. They carried themselves like punctuation marks.

Gideon Lark looked first at the chain.

Then at the church.

Then at the robe hanging in the trees.

His umbrella dipped.

Just a little.

There, Lottie Mae thought.

She liked a face before it organized itself.

"Detective Surratt," Lark said.

"Mr. Lark. You made good time."

"My counsel, Patricia Voss."

The woman nodded once. No smile.

"Ma'am," Lottie Mae said. "You always attend midnight trespass calls, or is this the trust's premium package?"

Patricia Voss opened her folder, then closed it again without reading anything.

Lark's eyes shifted to Mara June in the cruiser. "Why is there a child here?"

Lottie Mae moved half a step, placing herself between his line of sight and the car.

"Because whatever is inside that church asked for her by name. Why did you answer the phone like you knew it might?"

Voss said, "My client is here voluntarily to assist with access to condemned property. He will not be answering speculative questions without context."

"Then give him some context. Nine missing children. August 1978. Canaan Ridge Children's Choir. A tape that should not exist. A robe in your trees bleeding ink. Pick the doorway you want to stand in."

Creel's flashlight dipped.

Amos held very still.

Gideon Lark's expression did not change enough for most people.

Lottie Mae was not most people.

His right hand tightened on the umbrella handle.

"The children were lost in the storm," he said.

Nadine made a strangled sound from the cruiser.

Mara June leaned forward.

Lottie Mae smiled without warmth.

"Lost children leave messy stories. Yours sounds swept."

Voss stepped in. "Detective, the 1978 incident was investigated and closed. The trust maintains only the property. There is no relevance to-"

The church bell rang again.

Everyone looked up.

The empty tower shook with the sound.

One note.

Then another.

Then children's voices rose from inside the church.

This time the singing was not soft.

It filled the sanctuary behind nailed doors and warped boards. It poured through the balcony window, the cracks around the front entrance, the empty bell tower. It lifted through the wet clearing with a discipline that made Lottie Mae's teeth hurt.

There is a fountain filled with blood,Drawn from Emmanuel's veins,And sinners plunged beneath that flood,Lose all their guilty stains.

At the word stains, Gideon Lark took one step back.

Patricia Voss stopped holding her folder like armor and held it like paper.

Creel whispered, "Jesus."

Lottie Mae looked at him. "He has been notified. Keep up."

Mara June had opened the cruiser door.

Nadine grabbed for her, missed, and cursed like a woman who had once had more range than church allowed.

The girl stepped onto the gravel.

Lottie Mae turned. "Mara June."

The girl stared at the balcony window.

"They're not inside."

The singing stopped.

Rain pattered across the clearing.

Lottie Mae walked to her, not fast, not grabbing.

"What did I tell you?"

"Not to answer."

"And what are you doing?"

"Not answering. I'm telling you."

Fair, Lottie Mae thought, and hated the child's accuracy.

"Tell me from
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