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For Juliana,

my biggest supporter from day one.

Thank you for everything.






PROLOGUE

THE DOLL TWISTED in the wind, crudely made, just birch twigs bound into frayed limbs and a faceless head. Orsie found them sometimes, these bizarre creations: Strung up in the canopy with twine, like this one. Perched atop black river stones. One had even been left outside her window, leaning against the glass, like it was watching her sleep.

She didn’t know who made them. Her mother simply told her to leave them alone.

Cold wind poured down the hillside, batting the doll, slithering over Orsie’s well-worn Ariat riding boots and beneath the Mikado yellow sundress. New, bought for this, still smelling like the lemon meringue candle in the boutique.

The dress was split shoulder-to-waist by a polished leather strap, which held the Remington 870 rifle slung over her back. Also new. Bought for this.

Orsie was sure she didn’t need it. Almost sure. She checked her watch.

He was late. Dusk was fading over the south face of Bonne Hill as strokes of crimson filleted a blue-black sky. He’d suggested this clearing. For the privacy, she presumed.

Orsie had turned seventeen three days ago. The thought thrilled her. Terrified her.

Her family would be furious. About this. About him. So, it was all a careful secret, shared only with the meadowlarks and a solitary, wash-brown killdeer eyeing her from a nearby birch bough.

Kill deer, it chirruped. Kill deer.

Orsie looked toward Blue Line, the view blocked by a tangle of birch and balsam and primordial fern, and deepening shadows to match the sky, and the wind giving all of it voices.

No. One voice now. A rustling whisper in the leaves. What was it saying?

Run.

And then, him.

Hands splayed out from his sides, palms toward her, gun in its holster. He stepped into the clearing, his eyes fixated on hers. Her questions died when she saw his eager expression.

And Orsie Armel knew she had come to a killing field.

She turned to run, rifle forgotten, but he moved like a coiled snare. He grabbed her long, straw-blond hair even as his other arm slipped around her throat. His breath was hot in her ear.

Stop moving, he said. Stop screaming.

Orsie fought. Screamed. Kicked wildly at his shins.

And then… pain.

It was like she’d been submerged in hydrochloric acid. Her skin burned and broiled. Her bones seized, her fingers snapping like so many slender branches. The meadowlarks were in frenzy now, and the shriek of kill deer, and his voice rising above them. He sounded frightened.

Orsie fell to her knees as her bones splintered. Every cell seemed to rupture. Then a gunshot, sharp and loud and close, and all the other sounds faded.

Dazed, Orsie turned to find the source, then spilled onto her back, listening as her bones shifted, staring up at the fast-darkening sky. And him, her shiny new Remington in his hands.

He stared down at her. At her bleeding, exposed body, that prized Mikado dress torn away. Blackness began to eat away at the edges of the world.

The doll hung above him, still moving in the breeze. She drifted with it, and he watched her go, whispering something through that small, breathy space between his lips. What was it?

Mercy, he said. It was all a mercy.





PART I Broken Wing





CHAPTER ONE

A CARCASS WELCOMED EVERETT Johnson home.

A jackrabbit, lying on the asphalt less than ten feet from the town sign. He could see the cotton-ball tail amid the blood.

Everett glanced at the sign itself as he passed, periwinkle blue, stippled with ochre rain shadows. Welcome to Killdeer. Population 3,371. He’d been gone for seven years, and the sign hadn’t changed. A neglectful works department, probably. Or maybe ten had died, and ten had been born, or maybe the place really hadn’t changed at all, and the chain-smoking Francis Lee Hayes was still alive next door with two packs of USA Golds and the morning’s admonition.

No. It had changed, of course: 3,370.

His father, Sheriff Dale Johnson, was missing.

Everett turned up the radio, and Merle Haggard played “The Bottle Let Me Down” to parallel streams of white pine and August oak and the first offshoots of birch from the Armels’ forest-crypt. Everett looked toward the blue-sky gap nestled between Bonne Hill and the Miner’s Barrow, two of the low-slung peaks that ringed the town of Killdeer and its golden wheatgrass plains.

Beyond those hills lay the region’s two sprawling, ancestral cattle ranches… the Armels with their vast 55,000 acres, and George Blackburn’s personal fiefdom with half that to its east.

She was there. Just over those hills.

Everett hadn’t been this close to Bernadine in a long time. He could almost smell the birch smoke and straw and earthy sweet sage. Taste the blackcurrant sweet Cassis Noir de Bourgogne.

He turned back to the road, pushing the thought away. He wasn’t home for that.

Where the hell was his father?

Nine days missing now. Five before Everett even heard the news—he’d been offshore in the Cook Inlet and got his mother’s texts only on the return to camp. Four more in a guilt-sweat daydream of a trip from helicopter to bus to plane to shiny Billings car rental, where a bleached blonde in a pantsuit had upgraded him to a truck because he “looked like a truck guy.”

Now here he was, in a fresh-off-the-line Tacoma, brewing in ammonia and lauryl sulfate and the sickly sweet lemon-shaped freshener swaying from the rearview mirror.

Everett caught a look at himself. Yeah. Truck guy. He should have shaved. Slept. His pale green eyes were hooded, his greasy chestnut hair falling in loose curls over his ears and the lace beadwork of scars where his forehead had once merged with a windshield in Prudhoe.

Thirty-five years old for another two months, but salt-wind eroded, lean and hard as a steel fence post, broken nose and broken fingers and a bunch of shitty tattoos. His mother would be horrified.

He was suddenly in Killdeer, the outer perimeter resembling that of most small towns in Montana: one-pump gas stations—Sam’s—and one-hoist mechanics—also Sam’s—bleeding into the deep-rooted bungalows of a Main Street with low roofs and long yards. Wheatgrass gave way to fescue lawns and plumes of claret ash. Listing burnt gray pavers sprung up beside the road.

Killdeer was organized, utilitarian, clean, but not the kind of town that hung flower baskets on the streetlights. In a region of mountains and crystalline lakes, it had no festivals, no markets, no cynical, quasi–Old West tourist aesthetic for Billings campers. They went to Whitefish for holidays. They came to Killdeer if they were lost.

It had once been a coal town, but the last mine had closed three decades ago, scraped to its limestone bones, its legacy still etched into soft pine siding and chimney mortar and the fingernails of old men. Everett had long ago realized that you could scratch any shiny surface in this town and find darkness.

He turned onto Coppice Lane and saw his childhood home: the louvered-shutter citadel where Sheriff Dale Johnson held court in the driveway between his Portuguese laurel and boxwood spheres. His blue F-250 was still parked there.

And why not? Nine days wasn’t that long. A million things could happen to a sheriff. Death was only one of them.

Everett parked in the shadow of his father’s truck. He knew at once that their neighbor, Francis Lee Hayes, was dead, her ash-peppered wicker loveseat gone from the porch next door. Population 3,370 after all.

There was movement across the road, and he saw Mrs. Phillips in her garden, smaller, sallower, the front lawn a hair less than meticulous, at least two full days over cutting. No sign of Mr. Phillips, who would never let the grass grow so long. Make that 3,369.

He scooped his duffel bag out of the backseat and started for the door. This was the last place he’d seen his father—standing on the porch seven years ago as Everett tore out of the driveway, hastily packed suitcase in the trunk, eyes burning. He’d paused, looked back one more time before he left. His father had been smiling.

Everett reached for the door even as it opened.

His mother froze on the threshold. She wore the years in crow’s feet and diluted collagen and recessed eyes, shoal-water blue like his baby brother’s, a new senior perm dyed copper red. She was clutching a green fabric grocery bag. Full. Clearly leaving, clearly unsure now.

“You came,” she said finally.

Everett enveloped her and felt seven long years in her frailty. In her sudden stiffening. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner.”

She quickly drew away, studying him, regaining control. “You look like shit.”

“It was a long trip. I got here as soon as I could.”

Her reedy lips twitched—seven years, they said—as she looked past him. “He just said see you tonight,” she whispered. “What are we having for dinner?”

Everett hadn’t wanted to start there. But what else could they talk about? “Before work?”

“After lunch. He was going back into the station.” She blinked, raised the bag with a requisite all-cheek smile. “I’m sorry… it’s the CWL’s bake-a-thon. I’d skip it, of course, but we’re raising money for the search, and I should—”

“Go,” Everett said, stepping aside. “I should have called ahead.” The smell of home washed over him: pie crust, wood varnish from the buffet hutch, borax for the carpets, a chai vanilla candle making it all sickly sweet. “I’ll pop out for a bit.”

“Just make yourself comfortable—”

“No,” he said, louder than he’d intended. “I’ve got errands. When are you done?”

“A couple hours. I’ll have supper on for five thirty.”

“Sounds good.”

She stood there, unsure, then stepped past him, wider than necessary, seven years between them. His rental was blocking her car, and she just stood there, staring politely at this fresh inconvenience.

“I tried to get home sooner—” Everett said, climbing into his truck.

“I know.”

Everett just drove back down the road, one dreaded reunion over. It would be worse with Connor. Never mind Shannon. But he’d cross that bridge tomorrow—one indictment at a time.

He checked the dash. Two hours to burn in Killdeer. He knew what he wanted to do. Drive to that blue-sky gap, hop a fence, and run straight to her. Knew he couldn’t face that either.

Errands, he’d said. What was he going to do… buy fucking milk?

He went to get drunk.



The Pine Shack was as old as Killdeer itself, soot-steeped green clapboard, brown-brick skirt freckled with wads of gum, hand-painted sign over the door that hadn’t been legible since the ’80s. It was a good place to feel grim.

Everett parked on the street, wondering for a moment if he should go for a run instead. Maybe buy his mother some flowers, because, yeah, carnations should make up for everything.

He shuffled inside, feeling small-town stares burning a hole in his back. Probably Margaret Hynes in the Big Sky Boutique across the road, who had been trying to mentally firebomb the Pine Shack for as long as Everett could drink. He doubted she’d recognize him after all these years… not a lot of people would.

He’d always been tall, six-foot-two, but he’d grown broader in the shoulders and chest since he’d left. Combined with the unkempt beard and four-day-old attire, he looked like a large, surly vagrant. Which he supposed he was.

Squinting in the dim fluorescence, he picked his way to the closest barstool. He noticed an ancient woman at the sole slot machine, her pallid, wrinkled face pieced together like a drunkenly knit washcloth, hair just a wisp of cotton, and the blackest eyes he had ever seen.

It was like someone had propped a corpse up on the chair.

The woman was watching him intently, though he didn’t recognize her. Cold trickled down the back of his neck. There was something off about her. The way she was staring… it was like she’d been waiting for him. Everett forced a smile and sat down with his back to her.

He breathed in the familiar Marlboro air, Leather Paul’s brand, hard worn into the grain of the bar top. Everett hadn’t smoked in a few years now, but he’d started here, under Leather Paul’s tutelage.

He was about to shout for him when a new bartender wandered out. She was older than Everett, maybe late forties, her thick raven hair drawn back to reveal rough-cut, tawny cheekbones and a conspicuous waxy lighter burn below her right eye. Rugby-broad shoulders and thighs, with heavy breasts straining against her T-shirt. Everett pointedly met her eyes.

“Who are you?” she asked, all small-town, small-bar etiquette.

“A thirsty drifter.”

“You look familiar.”

“I lived here once,” he said. “Do my best to avoid it now.”

She grunted. “Fucked that up. Danny, by the way. What are you having?”

“Uh…”

Everett scanned the meager liquor shelf. He usually drank scotch these days, what little drinking he did, but there was only a long-empty bottle of Macallan that Leather Paul kept because he said it had been too expensive to throw away.

“You got any craft beer?”

Danny looked at him for a moment, then opened the mini fridge, pulled out a bottle of Miller Lite, and plunked it on the bar counter. “Someone crafted this one, I bet. Five bucks.”

“You guys take card yet?”

“Fuck no.”

Everett frowned and pawed through his wallet. “Let me check my truck—”

“You’re the sheriff’s son,” she said suddenly. “You were in some of the pictures.”

He forced a smile. “Yeah. I’ll go get—”

“That one’s on the house.” She looked at the door. “Tough year to be a cop. All that shit this summer. Now this.”

He took a deep swig. “What do you mean? The Blackburns causing trouble?”

“That’s a fucking given. What do you think? The murdered Armel girl.”

Every muscle in his body seized, squeezing the bottle so hard a knuckle popped. “Which Armel girl?”

“Orsie. The youngest one, I think. You know her?”

Everett felt the singe of bile in his throat. He remembered Orsie—just a little girl when he’d left. There had been seven women on that sprawling farmstead. The three sisters, Bonnie, Rosemarie, Ursula, all in their fifties and sixties. Bonnie’s two children: Nyana and Bernadine, both in their thirties now. And then Ursula’s surprise girls, the babies of the family: Mirult and Orsie. Years ago, a farming accident had killed both Bonnie’s and Rosemarie’s husbands, and Rosemarie’s young son. Now, to lose another child to a murder… the Armels had to be devastated.

And Bernadine. That was her beloved baby cousin. His heart ached for her.

“What happened?” he asked. “Did they find the killer?”

“They found her naked in the woods… shot in the back with her own rifle. End of June. And no. Everyone suspected the Hill Man, of course, but they couldn’t find any connection.”

The Hill Man was an infamous recluse who lived up on Bonne Hill and inevitably came under suspicion for half the crimes in Killdeer. As far as Everett knew, he’d never been charged for anything besides some off-season hunting.

“Fucking hell,” Everett whispered.

Why had no one told him about Orsie? His father going missing was one thing… but barely two months after a murder? No one had disappeared in Killdeer since that hiker, Dietrich Samuel, and that was seven years ago—a few weeks before Everett left. That case had eventually been cracked: some hunters had found pieces of Dietrich miles away from where he’d been last spotted—little gnawed pieces of flesh and bone. The police had blamed wolves.

Even if Everett’s father had met the same fate… who’d killed Orsie Armel?

“I’ll give you some space,” Danny said, eyeing him as she slipped into the back.

He needed to go see Bernadine after all. Offer condolences at least. Maybe offer to help. How though? He couldn’t bring back Orsie. The best he could do was bring back blood.

But Everett was here to find his father. What would Connor say if he brought up the Armel case? Probably Fuck off and Leave it to the station, if he knew his little brother.

He hadn’t spoken to Connor in seven years either.

He stewed for a while, drained his beer, then peeked into the back room, catching sight of Danny’s black boot on a coffee table.

“Can I get another beer, please?”

“What are you going to pay with, handies?” she called back. “One missing father gets you one beer.”

He sighed. “You’re a saint. I’ll go find an ATM.”

“Put him on my tab, Daniella, dear,” a voice rasped behind him.

Everett turned to find the old woman smiling at him from her slot machine, toothless, like a desiccated bullfrog. The abraded voice raised the hairs on his arms.

“You sure?” Danny asked as she came out.

“Absolutely. He’ll pay me back, right, lovie?”

Everett forced another smile. “With interest.”

“There must always be a cost,” the old woman agreed.

It was her eyes, he decided. Like two holes gouged into her head with a buck knife.

Danny set a beer down in front of him, lowering her voice. “Drink slow.”

He didn’t. He downed the beer until his lungs burned for air. Orsie Armel murdered. His father missing without a trace. A mother and little brother who despised him.

Yeah. Welcome home.





CHAPTER TWO The Hill Man

HIS HOUSE, IF you could call it that, was tucked into a stand of balsam like a snarled, upturned root. He’d built the structure decades earlier with crude, hand-cut weatherboard, scrapyard shingles, and a single clouded plexiglass window he’d filched from an abandoned motorhome. It was sagging, molting, riddled with carpenter ants and deer mice.

But it had a small, cozy front porch laced with climbing western clematis, and that porch had Charles Kiayo Cotter, and he called it home.

He sat there every day, so still and so often that some said he was a part of the woods himself. Part of that was legend, and part was the spreading keratosis on his forearms and the moonflower bloom of cataracts. Seventy-two, half-blind, the last man on the mountain.

And lying beside him as ever, his aging mastiff, Trouser.

The townspeople had called him the Hill Man for so long that he’d adopted the name himself. He’d lived on the leeside slope of Bonne Hill for forty-one years, his Flathead father and Irish Catholic mother precluding him from reservation and town—the former mostly his choosing, the latter the result of one too many blood-soaked bar fights and the stabbing of a drunk Blackburn who’d mercifully forgotten who he was fighting.

After that, the Hill Man had fled here and built his little hovel, and no one had thought to follow him. Maybe they didn’t dare. There were stories, rumors. Soft voices and faceless dolls and the birch-tree witches that made them. Even the Hill Man didn’t venture far in the darkness.

Still, he’d eked out a living selling birch cords and oyster mushrooms and even chanterelles when he found them, and crude deer hide blankets, and whatever else he unearthed in his little section of the hill.

And now, as it was, he was dying.

It had begun as a slow rot two years ago. In the deep, soft parts of the bones, maybe, though he’d never had a scan. It hadn’t particularly concerned him. All things decayed.

But the end was coming fast now. He was coughing blood. Pissing it too. He’d be dead within a few short weeks, he figured. And that was a problem, because Trouser, old as he was, had more.

He eased the rocking chair back, stretching his calves, feeling the back-end burn of underuse. The Hill Man was emaciated, but he’d always moved little, from porch to coppice to the red Franklin woodstove that kept him alive, to the rigid miner’s cot tucked close enough to the cast iron to occasionally singe flesh. Twice a week, he checked his rabbit snares. Sometimes he went to his blind to shoot a deer. But even that was getting difficult now.

If the Hill Man cared to clear the birch boughs, he could have looked down at Killdeer below, a mottled brown shit stain at the base of the valley, a full two miles as the eponymous bird flew. Far off any trail, even for those few who used them. Which is why he stiffened when he heard movement, identifying the manicured walk of humans. Trouser stirred beside him, half-blind at nine, skin-fold snout working furiously to the southeast.

Two men in camo appeared, rifles resting casually in their hands. They noticed him and stopped, and Trouser, who was old but still a mastiff, slowly ambled to his feet.

“Evenin’,” the older of the two men said.

The Hill Man put a steadying hand on Trouser. “You fellers lost?”

“Are we?” the younger one asked.

“Think so,” the Hill Man replied. “Poor hunting here.”

The men looked at each other. Father and son, maybe, judging by the weak chins and ruddy red hair. The father was chewing spit.

He noticed a second gun over the son’s shoulder… a tranquilizer gun.

Not hunters, then. Scientists, maybe? Didn’t look like those either.

“Seems rich,” the father said, hawking black phlegm on the grass.

“What you hunting?” the Hill Man asked.

“Whatever we see,” the son said. “Bears, maybe.”

The Hill Man shook his head. “It’s not bear season yet.”

He’d had a few legal issues throughout the years for hunting outside the seasons. Was smart enough now to do it in secret. They’d almost taken his rifle a few years ago… the sheriff’s pity was the only reason it had come back to him. Without his rifle, he was dead.

“Wolves then,” the son said.

“Ain’t wolf season neither. Not for a few more days.”

The son smiled. “It’s always the season to kill the things that’d kill you.”

The Hill Man shifted, uneasy. There was threat in those words. “Where you from?”

“Wainstown,” the son replied, something like challenge in his voice now. He was probably in his twenties, splotchy freckles, cleft lip, that mat of oily red hair. “On a little trip.”

“You can hunt coyotes or rabbits or prairie dogs,” the Hill Man said. “But go southwest. You’ll fare better.”

The son looked north instead. Toward the Armel ranch, where the land bowled into birch woods like a perpetual dusting of snow, and past that to open plains and brown beef cattle and three white houses standing in a line.

“Heard of those Armel women?” the son asked, sticking fresh chew on his gums.

“I have.”

“It’s true? Seven of them? No men?”

“Six now,” the Hill Man said coolly. “But they don’t take to visitors.”

The son smiled. “Heard that too. Come on, Pops. Let’s go southwest.”

“Evenin’,” the father said again, and they strode off with the practiced gait of hunters.

“Hope they stay gone,” the Hill Man said to Trouser, sitting down again and wincing at the pain in his back. “Boy stinks of trouble.”

Trouser settled beside him, and they went back to their silent waiting. He’d been half expecting someone to come for him for over forty years. Now, he supposed that was Death.

But what about Trouser? He had no one to leave the dog with. No family or friends.

The Hill Man sat there, rotting soft and black from the inside, and thought about what he might do when the time came.





CHAPTER THREE

EVERETT STARED AT his plate, stomach sour from the day beers, listening to his mother eat.

She’d placed them both on the same side of the table, like it used to be, but now there was no one else to balance it out. Just Everett and his mom staring at the freshly varnished hutch, where a photo of his dead grandmother stared back. All terse smile, watching their manners.

Everett shifted his chair slightly toward his mother, but she was busy eating. Roast beef, boiled russet potatoes, boiled carrots, and copious amounts of ketchup. His father’s meal. Turgid and tomato-sweet.

“How was the bake-a-thon?” Everett asked into the silence.

“It was swell. How was the last seven years?”

Okay. So much for polite dinner conversation. “You know why I left.”

She chewed on a piece of roast beef, staring at the picture of her mother. Mouth closed, of course. After what seemed like minutes, she wiped her mouth. “Not sure why you didn’t call.”

“I didn’t want to talk to him—”

“Write letters. Send emails. Respond to ninety percent of my fucking texts.” She smiled, wiped her mouth again, took a sip of red wine. “Took a missing father, I guess. It’s finally safe.”

Everett frowned. “I came home to find him.”

“Did you? Did you call your brother today? Put up some fucking flyers?”

“There’s a lot more cursing in this house than I remember,” he muttered.

She went back to her beef. “Curse. That’s a good word for this house. Everyone used to tell me how lucky I was. Two strapping boys. Good man for a husband. Now I’ve got one left.”

“I like to think I’m still strapping.”

His mother snorted. “Still got that smart mouth, at least. Got a girlfriend? Kids?”

“Not that I know of. A few flings along the way. None of them came calling.”

She dabbed her mouth with the napkin. “Well, thank goodness for small miracles.”

“You were a lot nicer when I left.”

“So they tell me. And the job? You a pimp? Drug dealer? Hired gun?”

Everett went to get another beer. Decided on liquor instead. Something harsh.

“All the above,” he called from the kitchen. “Moonlight as a derrick hand on the rigs when I want to go clean for a while. Stay low. Good spot to move hookers and blow, mind.”

He found half a bottle of Oban 14 in the liquor cabinet and poured it to the lip.

“Did you get settled in your room?” she asked as he sat down again.

“It’s the exact same as when I left.”

“Your father insisted.”

“I doubt that.”

She shrugged. “Believe what you want. He closed the door and left it alone.”

The silence held for a while. Everett, his mother, his watching grandma, his missing father. He supposed he deserved this. He’d left because of his father and Bernadine, but his mother had pleaded for him to stay. Called constantly for weeks. Months.

In time, that had faded to dribs and drabs. Happy Birthday. Merry Christmas. Don’t you want to meet your nephew? He’d responded to the easy ones. Ignored the others.

“You know, I’m used to missing people,” she said finally, running her index finger soundlessly around a dry wineglass rim. “You can practice something like that. Do you know the secret?”

“No.”

“It’s how you answer questions. Your brain asks them all the time. They pop out of the same place dreams do, maybe, wherever that is. I don’t know the names of all the little squishy tubes.” Her pale blue eyes flicked to his. “But when someone is missing, you get a few questions over and over again: How could this happen? Is this your fault? Will it always be this hard? And the problem is that you try to answer. So I used to practice my responses. I would say: I did nothing wrong. Or: It will get better, maybe even tomorrow. Or: I did everything I could.”

Everett watched her finger skate around the glass. Finally, she took another bite of roast beef, smiling as she chewed, mouth dutifully closed, swallowing before she spoke again.

“But I was doing it wrong. You don’t feel better, no matter what you say, because you know it’s a lie. Or a guess. It always feels like the answer is wrong. And it is, because the answer to all those questions is the exact same. The answer is always: How the fuck should I know?”

She went back to her supper. Everett took a deep drink of scotch, savoring the burn.

“You learn that from the Christian Women’s League or what?”

She choked down a laugh, took a sip of her wine. Then she stared at his father’s vacant chair, studying the worn white fabric. “I screamed at him. Didn’t speak to him for weeks after you left. He still never told me why.”

“Why I left?”

“Why he was smiling.”

Everett thought back to that night. The fight had been building for a long time, of course. His relationship with his father had always hinged on one thing: Bernadine. His father was furious when Everett started dating her in high school. Refused to even meet her. He was thrilled when Bernadine abruptly broke it off, happier still when Everett went off to college in Billings.

But the only thing Everett learned in four years away was that he couldn’t leave Bernadine behind.

So, at twenty-four, Everett had decided to take up the Johnson family mantle after all. He was going to be a cop in Killdeer. His father was furious. But Everett was a top graduate, a chip off the old block, and Sheriff Dale Johnson finally relented… on the condition that he stay away from Bernadine. Everett agreed.

He also lied.

Everett went back to her immediately, twice getting chased away by gun-toting Aunt Ursula. Bernadine refused to see him, but she did return the letters he left in their old spot—a gnarled western larch they called the cubby tree. And those letters gave him hope.

It was never: I don’t want this. It was: It can never work. No explanation but the obvious: Everett’s family didn’t like her. And the Armel women didn’t like anyone—they were recluses by then, a de facto commune, the whole family wrapped in rumors after the thresher accident.

They’d always been distant, but after the men died, they’d cut off almost all contact with the outside world. Bernadine and Nyana stopped going to school. The older women stopped coming to town.

In the eyes of most, they’d gone from eccentric to something… sinister.

But the letters kept him close to Bernadine. They started a little book club. They played weeks-long tic-tac-toe. Word games. Crosswords. Riddles. She was too damn smart for him, but he lived for the letters anyway. Sometimes he folded. Told her he loved her. Begged her to meet him. It was always the same answer. It can never work.

Until, after three years of letters, she’d suddenly asked to see him.

It had been perfect. Moonlit August woods. A white picnic blanket in the dark. Her.

He went home the next morning thinking of marriage. But things had deteriorated from there. Bernadine’s letters just… stopped. No explanation. No response to the buzzer on the gate. Just a late-night warning from Aunt Ursula, voice low, gun in hand. Stay the fuck away, boy.

That led to a spiral. Drinking. Physical altercations at work. Write-ups. Maybe, in hindsight, Sheriff Dale Johnson hadn’t had a choice but to fire him. But he’d looked damn happy when he did it. Told Everett he should move out of Killdeer. Stay gone this time.

Then he’d stood on the porch as Everett fled, grinning like he’d won a bowling trophy.

“Dad was smiling because he was a dickhead,” Everett told his mother now. “That’s all.”

To his surprise, she gave him a wry smile. “Are you going to go see Connor tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you think that’s going to go?”

Everett took another drink of scotch. He’d be a damn alcoholic by Friday. “How the fuck should I know?”

She laughed, raised her glass in cheers, and they ate.

Then she took his clothes for laundry and told him breakfast was at nine. It was a foreign feeling… being reflexively cared for. Maybe even loved. He’d spent years telling himself that this world didn’t exist anymore. That the enmity he’d felt for his father had spread to his mother and Connor. But now he was here. And all he felt was shame.

Later, Everett lay in his captain’s bed with his feet dangling over the edge, listening to the house breathe, and a little squishy tube asked him a question.

Why had his father been smiling?



Connor and Shannon’s house was a colonial, bordered by raised flowerbeds of coneflowers and a waist-high white picket fence. Picture perfect, which wasn’t a surprise. Connor shared their father’s type A personality, and Shannon must have come around.

Everett was waiting in his rental out front, uncertain. Connor’s truck was gone. There was no squad car either, just a Dodge Caravan that needed new rocker panels. It was hard to imagine Shannon Dole in a van—then again, it was equally hard to imagine his ex-girlfriend ending up with his prim-and-proper little brother.

Everett and Shannon had dated for a year at eighteen, after Bernadine, and it had ended poorly. Scratching-cussing-hateful-three-separate-makeup-fucks poorly. The last time she’d sliced his neck and chest up so thoroughly he’d had to invent a story about a feral cat. When he’d ended it before a fourth and possibly fatal round, she’d threatened to castrate him with her teeth.

Six years later, she married his little brother instead.

He was the best man at the wedding, as Connor had few close friends, and Everett knew what people were saying in the overflowing Presbyterian church while he stood fidgeting in his rental tuxedo with its ridiculous red argyle bow tie. She wanted this with him.

Connor: earnest, proper, proud. Connor, who did everything right and became a cop and wasn’t a screw-up, had decided to marry Shannon Dole, Everett’s infamously unhappy ex. She’d been five months pregnant when Everett left, staring fucking daggers at him every family dinner.

And now he was home. And all that probably didn’t matter right now. Probably.

He waited another ten minutes, cursed under his breath, then shuffled to the front door. It was a garish teal against a gray-black house. He rang the doorbell and shifted on the balls of his feet like he was about to step into the boxing ring.

He wished he had a smoke. Three years clean now, but he’d smoke a whole pack of Francis Lee Hayes’s USA Golds right there on the porch if he had them.

It took a while for Shannon to answer. But then she was there, smiling, no teeth, eyes scrunched up under mascara-laden lashes, wearing a navy-blue blouse and white slacks and a snug black sport coat like she was about to get some Realtor headshots. She was nearly a foot shorter than him, tanning-bed dark, a new mole on her chin—hopefully unrelated—hair dyed black and cut into a sharp-edged bob.

“Everett!” she said. Still no teeth in that smile. “So good to see you!”

Like fuck it was. Seven years, and she still hated his guts. Her hand stayed on the doorknob, not stepping back, not letting him in, running her eyes over his beard and oft-broken nose. Frowning at his Tuesday-morning best: blue jeans, filthy desert boots, a threadbare plaid button-down—only two buttons open, that was something—and shit, he’d combed his hair, shaved his neck with Barbasol, give him a break.

“Hey, Shannon.”

“You’ve changed.”

“You haven’t.”

She had. It wasn’t obvious; two kids had barely put a pound on her. But you looked at someone more acutely once you’d slept with them, a fact that had made all those early family functions twice as uncomfortable.

Shannon had always been beautiful, whip-smart, jealous as hell, and wild—throw you up against the plaster until it splintered, hands wrapped around your neck, fuck you until the neighbors wake up wild—and that was the kind of trait you knew only from experience. Somehow, he knew she’d lost that savagery. Probably not a bad thing, but it felt like it anyway. She looked deflated. A caged bear.

“Connor’s not here,” she said. “I called him though. Just now.”

Ten minutes ago, when I pulled up, you mean. That was a relief. He scratched his freshly shaved neck, more to show her that yes, I feel awkward, and you can invite me in now, we dated almost two decades ago.

She yielded, waved him in like the paper boy, hurried to the kitchen to get her purse.

“Peter!” she called. “Come meet your uncle.”

“My what?!” a tinny voice shouted from a back room.

“For fuck’s sake,” Everett muttered, slipping his boots off, cringing as hardened red clay flaked onto the mat. He bent down to—what, eat it?—used his boots to cover the mess instead, then straightened as Shannon came back holding a toddler, a blond boy trailing behind her.

He’d seen photos—his mother had sent tons of them—and he’d thought even then that Peter was Connor’s doppelgänger. But baby Lily was all Dole, and when she blinked at him with her feathery long lashes, he felt a surprising twinge. A stupid, unearned desire to scoop her up and buy several years’ worth of delinquent presents.

The boy stuck his hand out. Yeah. Connor’s son. Everett shook it, then, following some deep-seated instinct, ruffled his thick blond hair. Peter broke into a grin, slipping back to seven years old.

“You’re a big fellow,” Everett said. “You playing sports?”

“Hockey.”

“Nice,” he said, then stepped toward Lily. “And who’s this little sweetheart?”

Lily smiled shyly, nestling into Shannon’s shoulder, who was staring at him, all fucking hatred again, seething out of her like cyanide out of a sponge. She didn’t need to say it. Seven years, two births, ten birthdays, Christmases and First Communions and hockey games, and you missed it all, and now you come home and ruffle Peter’s hair like you’re a fucking uncle.

Everett belatedly realized what this was: It was supposed to be awkward. The kids were supposed to hate him. Everett was supposed to stumble over his words. Preferably fall on his knees and plead for forgiveness.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose instead, over the perpetually aching break, exhausted already, wishing his mother had come along. She’d refused. Walk the plank alone, my son.

“Everett.”

He turned and came face-to-face with his little brother. Just about eye-level, Connor an inch or so taller, wearing crisp deputy blue, his own Barbasol-wet shave and perfect-side-part-sandy-blond hair and a shiny sheriff’s badge on his chest at the tender age of thirty-two.

Connor had always been handsome. Recruitment-poster material. Blond hair, blue eyes, chin like a cinder block, easy musculature. He’d kicked Everett’s ass in just about every conceivable category growing up. Better grades. Better football player. Damn sure a better cop. But it had always been a competition for Connor… he reveled in it. Everett didn’t really give a shit. He’d just wanted a peaceful life with Bernadine. Without her, the rest had felt like filler.

“Hey, Connor.”

To Everett’s shock, Connor embraced him. Fiercely. Pulled him in like they were kids again, wrestling, trying to squeeze the air out of each other’s lungs.

When Connor finally stepped back, Everett saw his baby brother, the one he hadn’t seen since Connor first became a cop. He looked so broken and lost that Everett wanted to hug him again. Maybe fall on his knees and plead for forgiveness. Ten days he’d left his brother to this living hell. A missing father, a missing sheriff, and his son and heir-apparent was the one who couldn’t find him.

“Can I talk to you alone for a minute?” Connor said, nodding toward a nearby door.

Connor ruffled Peter’s hair on the way—oh, that probably hadn’t helped—kissed Lily’s forehead, nodded at Shannon, then led Everett into a small office. Closed the door and locked it behind them.

Connor slumped into the armchair behind the desk and gestured for Everett to take one of the others squeezed in between the desk and wall and a plastic Japanese maple in the corner. The deputy-blue walls were speckled with plaques and diplomas and framed photos of the kids. Trophies too: lots of those. Connor was a high-achieving collector. Football. Bowling. Darts.

Everett spotted a photo of Connor and their father from a high school graduation. Another at the academy. The first day on the force. The place was a shrine to the old man. The same silver Pelikan pen on his desk. The same gun locker. The same neatly stacked case files.

He even had a notepad, navy-blue Hilroy Coil, sitting beside his laptop.

“You really do take after Dad,” Everett said. “Tell me you found his notebook.”

“No. Looked fucking everywhere too. Must have had it with him.”

Everett heard the strain in his voice. The exhaustion. “Connor, I’m sorry—”

“Forget that for now.” Connor dragged his hands down his face. “Actually, forget it period. It doesn’t matter. Dad is gone, and we need to find him. Let’s leave the rest in the past.”

Everett raised his eyebrows. “You got a lot older in the last seven years.”

“I got a lot older in the last ten days. It’s a shitshow. Killdeer was already on edge. Dad was on a warpath. I’ve never seen him like that before. Manic. And then he was just… gone.”

“I heard about Orsie,” Everett said quietly.

Connor’s eyes went to the window, looking tired. “It’s been a tough year.”

Everett leaned forward, needing to ask. “How is Bernadine?”

Connor didn’t reply for a moment. Just stared at the closed blinds. “Right to her, huh.”

Everett held in a sigh. He heard the bitterness in Connor’s voice. Didn’t blame him either. Everett hadn’t talked to him before he’d left. Hadn’t even called him from the road. They’d never been close. Brothers, but far from friends. Still, Everett had owed him more than that.

“Dad ever tell you what happened?”

Connor glanced at him. “Not really. Just that she broke up with you.”

“And that he was firing me. Told me to leave town. For good.”

“Why?”

“Because I was a fuckup, I guess. And because he hated the Armels.”

Connor fell silent again. Traced a finger along his temple. “Didn’t seem like it. Sure as hell went after Orsie’s killer full-tilt. I don’t know how Bernadine is. I saw her once. We went to the farm to tell them we found her. Talked through the gate like usual. They all stood there like fucking ghosts.”

Everett exhaled heavily. He knew how much Bernadine had loved her niece. She’d mentioned her often in the letters: that Orsie was the first “bright spot” they’d had in a long time. Happy, naïve, idealistic. Everything they’d lost after the accident.

Connor shook his head. “The way they looked—I thought Ursula’d burn the whole town to the ground right then and there. Orsie’s sister, Mirult… she just stood there, grinding her teeth. Eighteen and ready to kill someone. No one came to see the body. We had it delivered to them in a box. Guessing they buried it next to all the others. And that was all.”

“They didn’t have suspects? Mirult must have known something—”

“Dad took the lead from there. Went back once or twice. But nothing. Orsie wasn’t into drugs. No boyfriend. No friends at all. Not even close with her own sister. And Mirult wouldn’t say a damn thing regardless. Doesn’t talk much, apparently.”

Everett nodded. “I remember Bernadine said something about that.”

“Why’d you come home, E?” Connor asked. “Mom told me she reached out to you. She told me you volunteered to come back. Right away. No questions asked. Why?”

“You know why.”

Connor shook his head. “I don’t. To be here for Mom? For me? Moral support?”

“I’m here to find Dad,” Everett said. “Don’t give me shit about it either. I won’t get in your way. But I want to do my own digging. I know Dad. I know the area. I’m going to go looking.”

Connor eyed him for a moment, as if making a decision. Then he abruptly stood up, opened the gun locker, took out a Glock, and set it on the desk. He took out a badge too, or something like one, and placed it beside the pistol. Everett eyed the Glock warily. A service gun.

“What’s all this?”

“The others already know. I can’t formally bring you on—I doubt you’d want to anyway—but we need your help. I’m illegally deputizing you. Try not to publicize it too much.”

“What the fuck are you—”

“I want you on the team. You were a deputy for three years. A good one. I need that right now—Jodi is a wreck, Glen Stoor is still a sociopath, and I have three other new recruits who can’t tie their own shoes. I need your help, Everett.”

He strode around the desk, and Everett rose, seeing the intensity, the visible twitch in his brother’s eye. He needed sleep as badly as Everett.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea—”

“Please,” Connor cut in. “Help me find him.”

His voice was heavy. Hoarse. Almost breaking.

Everett glanced at the gun, the badge. He preferred to do his hunting solo. If anything, that badge was an added burden. A set of rules. Someone he had to report to. He looked up and met Connor’s eyes. Saw the desperation written there. A baby brother finally needing his help.

Everett squeezed his brother’s hand, steadying it. “Where should I start?”





CHAPTER FOUR

EVERETT CREPT THROUGH the midnight forest, dark and shapeless but for the birch trees, those moon white and splayed like grasping hands toward the sky. Silence hung in the air, which troubled him. Dusk should have been filled with cicada trills and spotted frogs and the static undercurrent of mosquitos. All he could hear were his own steps. Barely. It must have rained recently.

Everett wasn’t alone. There was a shadow in the corner of his vision, always gone again when he turned. Then a whisper of cold mountain wind, or a woman’s voice, or rustling leaves.

I know what the killdeer saw.

He turned toward the voice and saw another flicker of movement. A bird in the canopy. Wash brown, white plume chest, banded black twice across the throat. Kill deer. Kill deer.

The birch trees abruptly congealed into bulges and knobby joints. The bark peeled away like rotting skin.

Horrified, Everett ran through the forest of birch bones into a small, almost perfectly circular, clearing cut into the woods. The grass was vibrant green over black burnt earth.

A teenage girl lay in a funeral bed of pale sagebrush, arms folded serenely over her chest, eyes closed, hair a brilliant splash of cornmeal behind her. Orsie, surely. Bernadine had included a photo of her beloved niece years ago with a letter, and he remembered the striking blond hair. She wore a dark-yellow dress. Feet bare, toenails a girlish pink. Above her, an elongated bone dangled from unraveling jute twine. Large. Unnaturally thick. Not a human bone.

Everett knelt beside her, taking her hand. It was still warm.

Orsie’s eyes flew open, pure milk white. “There must always be a cost.”

Everett shot upright in his tiny captain’s bed, blinking in the pale moonlight.

“Fucking hell,” he muttered, drawing his hands down his face, centering himself with the feel of leathery palm calluses over his scars… the types of details dreams didn’t bother with.

The words lingered. He’d heard them before, of course: the unnerving old woman in the bar had clearly gotten to him. A reminder to pay his debt, if nothing else.

Still, nightmare or not, he was shaken. Her skin had felt real. Clammy. He’d been able to smell the damp in the woods. The white pine. A hint of perfume.

Climbing out of bed, he crept down the hallway to Connor’s former bedroom, since converted to his father’s office. He’d filled the room with a huge dark cedar executive desk, matching cabinetry, two stately burgundy wingbacks, and a matte-black Vaultek gun locker in the corner. The room smelled like him: Speed Stick and Spring Lysol.

Everett could picture his father behind the desk: perfect posture, clean-shaven and clean-trimmed, Everett’s dark ruddy hair and green eyes and square jaw. Can I help you? That was his office greeting. Even for his sons.

The walls mirrored Connor’s home office: plaques and framed news clippings and pictures of the family. Even one of Everett and his father from the day Everett left for college. A fitting choice. That was the last time his father was proud of him.

He scanned the paperwork on the desk. There were a few case files out, though nothing for Orsie. One for Dietrich Samuel, strangely enough… a seven-year-old case, and long closed.

He skimmed through the initial report. Remembered writing parts of it himself.

Dietrich Samuel had walked into the state park on a Wednesday afternoon with his camping gear. Three days went by. No one seemed to miss him: He had charges of loitering, indecency, and public nuisance trailing him through several states. Most for harassing women.

But a park ranger had eventually noted the arrival of a guest on a one-night pass, searched the usual camping sites, and called the police. From there, the case came to Everett.

He’d combed that park for two fucking weeks. Nothing. It was like Dietrich Samuel had fallen off the face of the earth. Years later, he saw the story in the news: Dietrich’s remains had been discovered—just a shattered finger bone and a fragment of the spine. Some wanted to blame the Hill Man, but there was an easier resolution when you found bones in the woods.

Something had eaten him. Case closed. Put another sign up. Watch for Wolves!

Everett put the report down, frowning. Strange reading for his father.

There were a few more recent cases left out as well. A trespassing citation for a Blackburn ranch hand… on Armel land, unsurprisingly.

Those two families had been locked in a feud for decades, mostly centered on George Blackburn’s wounded pride from a failed pursuit of Bonnie Armel, who chose his best friend, Quincy, instead. Stymied there, George tried in vain to build his empire with money and threats. Attempted land acquisitions. Lawsuits and property damage and Blackburn herds on Armel pastures. An ever-growing group of armed ranch hands to patrol the vast property lines.

In short, a whole lot of guns and vitriol. It made sense his father was looking there.

The other cases seemed less related. A petty theft at the co-op. The usual panicky reports of a Hill Man sighting. Another about two unidentified poachers spotted on Bonne Hill.

He read that one over, but the details were sparse: just some strangers with guns.

Connor had looked through these files too, surely. But they’d be the same ones available at the station. Any personal insights would be detailed in his father’s infamously private journal. That’s what they needed. Connor said he’d looked, but Everett searched anyway. Nothing.

Frustrated, he went to the closet, reached up over the door trim, and withdrew a single unmarked key hanging from a nail. The gun locker revealed a minor arsenal: Beretta 694 shotgun, Nosler 21, a SIG Sauer P365, a Smith & Wesson Model 629, and a Redhawk in case his father wanted to shoot a fucking elephant rampaging through Killdeer.

The man liked his guns, and he had more stored at the local shooting club, including his beloved pre-ban 1984 M16. Everett picked up the 694 and ran his fingers along the polished black barrel.

He’d never shot anyone. In fact, his time as a cop had been relatively peaceful. There had been more violence in the years since: bar fights, mostly. Lately he’d left even that behind him.

Everett looked out the window, where the moon backlit the California blinds. They reminded him of his dream. The birch trees like malformed bones. The grotesque mobile.

He wasn’t sure if his father was alive. But either way, there was going to be bloodshed, because when you went after a sheriff, someone usually died. And he knew he would stay and be a part of that bloodshed, because the father you despise is still your father, and baby brothers stay young. There must always be a cost.

He searched for the notebook for another hour, then reviewed the case files again. Nothing immediate. Nothing pointing to the day his father went missing. He sat there until dawn flooded the office, listening to the first car engines sputter to life as he assiduously returned everything to its place.

Then he stared at the photo of him and his father. And grieved.



“You look like hell warmed over.”

His mother plunked a coffee down in front of him, steam wafting up from her beloved butterfly Corelle. She clucked
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