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For my mother and my aunt.


I made sure it wasn’t all for nothing.


&


For B and M.


Wish You Were Here.









In the Southern night everything seems possible, the most private, unspeakable longings; but then arrives the Southern day, as hard and brazen as the night was soft and dark. It brings what was done in the dark to light.


—James Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son










PROLOGUE


SECRETS OF THE SOUTH


SEASON 4: TEASER


(INTRO THEME SONG)


HOST: Down in rural Southwest Georgia, there’s a sleepy town called Carrion. It’s in this town, every thirteen years, that a swarm of millions of cicadas crawl out of the earth, rising from their extended slumber.


Then, as one, they begin to scream.


FORMER CARRION RESIDENT, LEE WATKINS (phone): Now, I ain’t lived in Carrion in some years, but I still remember the sound of those damned things. Make you go deaf, if you not careful. But let me tell you this: Those cicadas bring nothin’ good. And that’s all I’m gonna say on that.


(phone call ends abruptly)


HOST: What makes a town? Is it the people who live there, or the secrets they keep?


In this season, we will explore the history of a dying small town in Southwest Georgia, the wealthy lakeside community that keeps the region afloat, and the mysterious deaths and disappearances that occur on the water every thirteen years.


Because for the townspeople of Carrion, the arriving cicadas are more than just a scientific marvel. They’re an omen.
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PART ONE


There’s the devil you know


The devil you don’t


The devil you wish you’d never met













CHAPTER 1


SAM


Perched unsteadily next to her brother’s limp body in the back of an ambulance, Sam Calhoun prayed. To who, she didn’t quite know.


She gripped the railing of the gurney as the ambulance picked up speed, rounding the corners of Carrion’s dusty backroads. Outside the windows, there was only all-consuming dark. The population in the sticks was too sparse, too spread out for the county to justify the cost of lighting nothing.


The moon was covered by smoke that night, which only made the darkness worse. It was the last day of burning season in Langley County, the final chance for residents to burn the piles of leaves and brush on their property before it became illegal for the summer.


Sam’s throat ached.


Maybe the fires were to blame for the accident. Maybe it had been too smoky to see clearly.


Sam knew it was a ridiculous thought as soon as it crossed her mind. The blame for the accident fell squarely on the person who hit her car and drove off, leaving her and her brother for dead.


Sam leaned forward to brush Ben’s red hair from his face. His left eye was closed, his right swollen shut. He was a mess of blood and wounds. His small frame looked even smaller against the size of the gurney, made worse by the tubes and equipment attached to him.


Her brother had already been unconscious when Sam had crawled her way out of the wreckage, and he hadn’t stirred when the paramedics showed up and set to work. Sam didn’t know what kind of pain her brother was in. She hoped he couldn’t feel it, wherever he was inside his own head.


The paramedic across from her studied Ben’s vitals on the monitor. He frowned and shouted something in medical code to the driver, but Sam couldn’t follow.


“What’s wrong with him?” she asked, growing more frantic by the second. “What’re you sayin’?”


The paramedic ignored her, his focus wholly on her brother.


Sam stared at the monitor—it was only a flurry of lines and numbers, none of which she understood. Save for one.


Ben’s heart rate was slowing to a crawl.


Sam’s own heartbeat thumped harder within her chest in response.


Ben’s pulse stopped.


The machines began to scream.


The paramedic grabbed a pair of scissors and sliced Ben’s T-shirt open from collar to hem. Sam winced as the defibrillator pads were placed on her brother’s bloodied skin.


One shock.


His body jolted.


Two shocks.


His body jolted again.


But his heartbeat didn’t return.


The paramedic shouted to the driver once more. The ambulance made another sharp turn. Sam gripped the gurney harder to avoid flying off the bench.


Moments later, the vehicle lurched to an abrupt stop. The back doors of the ambulance swung open, and bodies in blue scrubs shouted to one another in more medical code as they rushed Ben’s gurney onto the ground and through the doors of the hospital.


Sam trailed after them, watching as Ben and the gurney disappeared behind a set of doors, putting further space between her and her dying brother.


A nurse in scrubs appeared and motioned Sam into a nearby room. Her lips moved, but Sam wasn’t listening. She started toward the doors at the end of the hall, but the woman moved in front of her.


“No, ma’am,” the nurse warned, “you can’t go where he’s goin’.”


Sam kept moving. Distantly, she was aware of the dull, throbbing pain in her right ankle. A stinging welt across her ribs from the seat belt. The nauseating tightness of whiplash along the length of her neck. She was aware of it all, but she didn’t feel it. Not really. She needed to get to Ben.


The nurse was still talking. She reached out and grabbed Sam’s arm.


Sam jerked back. “Don’t you touch me,” she snapped.


The nurse sighed. “Your brother is in good hands. You won’t be helpin’ a thing if you try and follow him. Understand?”


Sam crossed her arms. Something in her shoulder popped a little. “Fine.”


“All right,” the nurse said. “Now, let’s get you looked at.”


Sam followed the woman into an examination room. She motioned for Sam to sit on the table, but she hovered along the wall instead. The tiny space felt like a cage.


“Someone will be in shortly,” the nurse said. She hesitated at the door, then asked, “Is there anyone you need me to call? Your parents?”


Sam blinked, then swallowed. “Yeah. My daddy. Wiley Calhoun.”


The nurse’s eyes widened. “Is that right?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Sam recognized familiar fear bleed into the woman’s face. It was theå same fear her daddy inspired in everyone around Carrion, including herself. Being the one to call about Ben was out of the question.


She scrawled down the number Sam recited. “Anything you want me to tell him specifically?”


Sam’s chin quivered. “Tell him his son is dying.”


The nurse gave her an awful, pitiful look. “We don’t know that.”


Sam turned her eyes to the hard tile floor. “I can feel it.”


The nurse left Sam without another word. A few minutes passed. Sam’s body shook from adrenaline. Her head pounded. The room began to spin and shrink around her. She peeled away from the wall and opened the door, finding the hallway empty. The fluorescent lights lining the ceiling buzzed overhead. It was too loud, too much.


Sam stumbled down the hall, through the hospital doors, and out into the smoky summer night, her vision swimming.


Angry, fearful tears streaked her freckled cheeks as she stood outside Clearwater Regional Hospital. The tears of a girl who believed her brother was dying somewhere in the building behind her.


And it was all her fault.


Sam never cried. Not at the hands of her daddy, nor the sharp tongue of her mama.


But this was Ben. Her baby brother who crawled into her bed during thunderstorms, or when their daddy was three bottles in, searching for something to hurt.


It felt as if the things she’d tried to protect Ben from had added up to nothing. Misfortune had a way of befalling her like a tornado leveling a town, taking everything with it.


Sam swiped at her face, trying to wipe away the tears, but it only left her skin feeling grimy and half-wet. She glanced around the dark, quiet parking lot. There was nowhere to go, nothing to do. She couldn’t go back inside to the tiny, claustrophobic exam room. Couldn’t just stand there, waiting for an ambulance to run her over.


She walked. Whatever direction her feet would take her.


As she stalked along the rows of parked cars, Sam fumbled in her pocket for her phone—although who she planned to call, she had no idea. Her former best friend, Dawson Sumter, was the one person she used to go to when things got bad. But they hadn’t spoken for weeks.


Not since their fight a month ago that had severed the connection between them.


Sam wanted to scream. She resisted the urge to throw her phone onto the paved ground of the parking lot, but she wanted to break something. Needed to break something.


She was like her daddy in that way.


Sam lashed out with her fist and hit the nearest parked car. Less of a punch and more a slap across steel. It stung her hand, but what was one more injury, one more little ache? She hit the car again, and then again. Over and over until her good hand was numb and red, her knuckles swelling with fresh blood.


Sam stood there, breathing hard, her hand throbbing in time with her pulse. The vehicle didn’t have a scratch on it. No trace of her hand, of her fury.


No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t leave a mark.


“You look like you could use a light,” a voice said.


Sam whirled. A man leaned against an old Jeep a few spaces down, the car caked in Georgia red clay and dirt. He took a drag on a cigarette, his silhouette barely visible beneath the dim parking lot light.


“Sorry.” Sam stood there, too numb from the accident to feel frightened. Or to feel much of anything at all. “I thought I was alone.”


The man shrugged. “I’ve seen worse in this parking lot. Rough night?”


“Yeah.” Only one word, but even that came out strained.


The man extended an unlit cigarette out to her.


Sam inched closer, studying him with a wary eye. He had a young face with a shadow of facial hair. Dressed like any Carrion man—tattered button-down, sleeves rolled up to his forearms. Faded jeans with fraying bottoms. His work boots were dull and weathered.


But it was his eyes that stood out to her. Irises so dark they looked black. Even in the glare of the parking lot light, his gaze was razor-sharp.


“Care to talk about it?” The man exhaled smoke from his nose. “I’m a fine listener.”


Sam hesitated, then reached out to take the cigarette from his hand. He leaned closer and flicked his lighter. Sam watched the tip of her cigarette glow bright orange in the dark. She put the filter between her lips but didn’t inhale. The man stared at her as she held the cigarette like it was a prop.


“You don’t smoke,” said the man. Less a question and more an observation.


Sam shook her head. “My little brother asked me to quit for his tenth birthday.” Hot tears welled up in her eyes.


“Smart kid.”


“He . . . is.” Sam’s green eyes turned toward the hospital. “He’s in there right now.”


The man’s dark eyes followed hers. “What happened?”


“Car accident.” Sam turned the cigarette over in her hand, careful not to burn herself. “We were run off the road into a ditch. The person that hit us just . . . drove away.”


The man said nothing. Sam kept her eyes on the cigarette as she turned it around and around, but she felt his gaze fixed on her.


Her throat went tight. “I don’t think he’ll make it through the night.”


The man whistled a sad tune under his breath. “That is a terrible thing.” He may have been a stranger, but his tone sounded sincere. Or maybe he just had a talent for pretending.


Sam dropped her cigarette and snuffed it out with her high-tops, noticing fresh blood smeared into the canvas. Was it her own, or her brother’s? “It’s my fault. If he’d never gotten in the car with me tonight, none of this would’ve happened.”


“You know what I think?” The man eyed the crushed tobacco smeared across the asphalt. “Blame is a poor use of your time.”


Sam looked up. “How the hell else am I supposed to feel?”


The man held her gaze for a very long time. “What if I told you,” he said slowly, leaning forward a little, “that I could save your brother’s life?”


Sam froze. Quietly, she said, “I would say you’re full of shit.”


The corners of the man’s mouth turned upward slightly. “That’s fair. But it don’t make what I’m sayin’ untrue.”


Sam studied his face, looking for any sign of malice. There was none to be found. “How could you possibly save him?”


He put out his cigarette, too. Crushing the embers beneath his heavy boot. “You have faith?”


“Faith in what?”


“Anythin’ at all.”


Sam snorted. “If I did, there’s not a lot of it left.”


“It don’t require much.” The man gave her a wry grin. “I can save your brother’s life. All I ask is the favor be repaid in turn.”


“What kind of favor?” Desperation pooled in Sam’s stomach. “I don’t have a whole lot to offer.”


“Ah,” the man said, his tone sly. “Now, if that were true, I wouldn’t be standing here before you.”


“I’m serious,” Sam huffed. “I don’t have money. Nothin’.”


The man laughed dryly. “Money is no good to me. You see, my currency is only in bargains and souls.”


Sam recoiled. She braced her weight against the nearest car, the world tilting around her as she realized who—no—what stood before her.


“You’re . . . the devil, aren’t you?” Sam murmured.


“One of three,” the devil said plainly.


It wasn’t such a strange thing, for a girl grown up in Carrion. Everyone in town knew of somebody who knew somebody who sold their soul. They were tragic tales, whispered over beers and bonfires. Most stories ended poorly—while others ended, at best, with one’s face on a missing persons poster, and at worst with an early grave.


Only fools sell their soul, her mama used to say. Hell ain’t a forgiving place, and it’s at our doorstep. Don’t you ever welcome it, Samantha.


Sam glanced uneasily around the empty parking lot as the humid night air grew thick, nearly suffocating in its intensity. She struggled to steady her breath.


“I can’t,” Sam whispered.


The devil frowned. “And here I thought you’d do anythin’ for your brother.”


“I would,” Sam snapped.


“But not this?”


Sam looked back at the hospital. How long had it been since her brother’s heart had stopped? Had it been minutes since they arrived? An hour? How much time was she willing to gamble away for Ben?


“What do you need me to do?”


The devil offered her a gallows smile. “Lie.”


“A lie for my brother’s life?” Sam shook her head in disbelief.


“What’s a life worth, anyway?” the devil asked, still smiling in a way that made Sam’s skin itch.


“I suppose it’s nothin’ to you.”


“I suppose not,” the devil said with a shrug. “In the comin’ days, I’ll find you and tell you everything you need to know. For now, we can either shake on it, or you can walk away. Let your brother die. It’s up to you.”


Maybe it was the crash, or the guilt, or the presence of this strange man—the devil—but Sam’s head still wasn’t all the way there. She was tuning in and out of reality, like a car radio on Carrion’s backroads. But if she did nothing, Ben was not long for this world.


Hell didn’t seem so bad in comparison to a life without her baby brother.


Besides, according to her daddy’s backwoods beliefs, she would be sent there just by existing.


What’s one more damnation?


Sam held out her unsteady, bloodied hand to the devil. He took it in his own, and they shook.


She asked, “That’s it?”


“That’s it.”


She pulled her hand back. Her skin was hot, tingling as if held to a flame. Silence fell between them. Sam was anxious to get inside—to get away from whatever it was that stood before her. Whether the devil spoke true or not, she was desperate to see Ben. But the devil didn’t move to go, and she wasn’t sure if she should, either. “You got a name?”


The devil looked contemplative. “You can call me Jack.”


Sam didn’t know why she did it, but she said, “My name’s Sam.”


“Well then.” Jack smiled, baring again those sharp, white teeth. “I guess I’ll be seein’ you soon, Sam.”


Her skin crawled at her name in his mouth. It sounded wrong, like the moment glass breaks. “See you, Jack.”
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AS SAM WALKED away, leaving the devil behind in the parking lot, the night seemed darker, as if it crowded around her. The humid air heavy and hot on her skin. Beads of sweat pooled at her T-shirt collar, clinging to her damp neck. At the hospital entrance, she glanced back, but Jack and his Jeep were nowhere to be found.


Once inside, the nurse from before led Sam to her brother’s hospital room. She felt like she was being walked to the gallows.


As soon as the elevator doors opened, a woman’s high-pitched wailing reached Sam’s ears. Her mama. Sam’s feet were heavy as she was led down the nearest hallway, the wails growing louder with each step.


Sam stopped as they turned the nearest corner. There was her mama kneeling right there on the hall floor, keening at the feet of a grim-faced doctor. Sam’s daddy was crouched beside her, his arms wrapped around her shaking body, his face buried in her neck.


“My baby boy,” her mama screamed. “My baby boy!”


Sam looked to the nurse, desperately searching her face.


The woman’s expression was grim as she guided Sam down the hall. “You need to be with them.”


No.


A choked sound escaped Sam’s throat. It was a primal thing, somewhere between a sob and a scream. “Is he—?” She couldn’t give voice to the word.


Dead?


Her daddy glanced up then. “Samantha.” His voice was a low rumble, the kind of distant thunder you hear before a summer storm.


Without meaning to, Sam’s good hand went to the splint around her left wrist. He’d done that to her, the last time she saw him.


“I’m sorry,” she whimpered those familiar words. She’d spent eighteen years apologizing, but it was never enough. “I—I tried to—”


What could Sam even say? That she thought she’d made a deal with the devil to save her brother’s life? Standing in the sterile hospital hallway, her bargain with Jack suddenly felt foolish. Of course Ben was dead. She saw his heart stop. How could she believe otherwise?


“Do you realize what you’ve done? Huh?” Wiley demanded, rising from the floor. He was all tension, the bottled-up inertia before a punch collides with its target. His grief was indistinguishable from his rage. The feelings needed a way out, and he was itching to lay it all on her.


Sam flinched as her daddy drew near. She wondered if he’d hit her right then and there. Who would stop him? Behind Wiley, the doctor hovered anxiously, clearly unsure of what to do. A few nurses lingered in the doorways of other rooms, watching.


They all were surely thinking the same thing: Wiley Calhoun was untouchable.


Sam’s voice cracked as she said, “Just let me see him. Please.”


It was a phone call that saved her in the end. An obnoxious trill rang from the back pocket of Wiley’s jeans, rendering him frozen. Even if Sam no longer lived under her daddy’s roof, she knew who called. A master and his hound. Not even Ben’s death would stand in the way of him answering.


Wiley sucked his yellow teeth but stalked down the hall to take the call from his boss.


The doctor, taking advantage of her daddy’s absence, showed her into Ben’s room. He eased the door shut behind them with a soft thud, silencing her mama’s lingering whimpers at once.


Sam looked onto her brother’s lifeless body, lying limp in a hospital bed. The oxygen had been removed from his nose. IVs stripped from his bruised skin. The heart rate monitor was dark and still. There was no sound in the room, except Sam’s own labored breathing.


She knelt beside him, reaching for his hand. His freckled skin was still warm. Fresh tears ran down Sam’s cheeks.


“We couldn’t revive him,” the doctor said, and Sam startled. She’d already forgotten he was there. He kept talking, but his voice sounded distant to her ears, like he was speaking to her from underwater. “Injury to the brain . . . excessive blood loss . . . body went into shock . . .”


Sam brushed away the hair that stuck to her brother’s forehead. They shared the same red hair, always falling in front of their eyes. She swept it back again and again—repeating the motion, realizing she’d never have another chance to do so.


“I’m sorry, Ben,” Sam choked out. Tears streamed onto the bed in a steady rhythm. “I’m so sorry.”


Sam wanted to crawl into the bed beside him, to hold him like she always did when he was scared. To fall asleep and wake up to his smiling face. For the sun to rise and to discover it was all a terrible dream. She didn’t know how long she knelt there, weeping over her brother.


The doctor cleared his throat. “We need to move his body soon.”


“He’s not a body,” Sam snapped. “He’s my baby brother.” She needed more time with him, but she knew there would never be enough. Not when a wolf was at the door, hungry for blood.


Sam squeezed her brother’s hand one last time, holding back a choked sob.


Ben’s fingers twitched.


She froze, loosening her grip on his hand. Her pulse thudded in her ears as she stared at his fingers, loosely curled inside her larger palm.


They twitched again.


His fingers gave another tremulous movement, like the muscles were waking up, and then Ben’s hand gripped her own.


Sam’s gaze went to her brother’s face as his left eye fluttered open.


The doctor whirled into action. He pulled a small flashlight from his front pocket. He checked Ben’s pupil, then his pulse with his fingers.


“My God,” the doctor whispered. “He’s alive.”


But Sam knew—God had nothing to do with it.










CHAPTER 2


NEERA


It was only in the late hours of night when Neera Singh found time to play her guitar. The best time to practice was always, but the second-best time was when she was meant to be scrubbing blood off the walls in her grandparents’ motel.


Neera sat on the cool tile floor in Room 11’s bathroom. The small space reeked of bleach and lemon, but she didn’t have the luxury of being picky. The acoustics of the room were just too damn good. She hit record on her phone and set a timer, giving herself thirty minutes before she had to continue cleaning. That’s all she had most days—those precious thirty minutes.


The last of the Colonial Inn’s housekeepers were gone. All that remained was Neera and her mom, Kiran, to keep the place clean while her grandparents ran the front desk in shifts.


Before long, the timer on Neera’s phone rang, signaling an end to her session. She played back the recording as she donned rubber gloves and dipped a sponge into a bucket of cleaning solution.


Neera kept her mind on the music, listening intently, as she got to work on the blood-spattered bathtub. Red streaks covered the yellow-white tile, seeping into the cracks. It wasn’t often that there were bloodstains left over when guests checked out, but it was common enough that Neera knew better than to ask questions. She learned young that the motel, while a home for her, was merely a pit stop for others. Gone were the days when the Colonial housed bright-eyed snowbirds on the way to Florida. If the rooms were booked at all, occupants were often running from something, even if it was just themselves.


Nothing surprised her anymore, but Room 11’s last occupant had given her pause.


The man—well, boy, really—had checked into the Colonial in a frenzy, stumbling through the lobby’s door. He had looked about Neera’s age, with a shock of white-blond, tousled hair and blue eyes that had seen better days. As he lingered at the front desk, she noticed the whites of his eyes were bloodshot and the skin around them swollen pink and puffy.


It had taken Neera a moment to recognize him. She knew Dawson Sumter from her second job, bussing tables up in Lake Clearwater on the weekends. Except the boy that had stood before her was a ghost of himself. While he usually ran with the Clearwater crowd, rich kids dripping of privilege and bravado, Neera could tell he was from Carrion. It was how he always took extra care with his posture, the tidiness of his clothes, the clean parting of his hair. He had the peculiar look of a marionette doll moving through the world as someone else pulled the strings.


Neera had asked, as she passed him Room 11’s key, “You okay?”


“Yeah.” Dawson kept his eyes trained downward as he grabbed the key, and Neera swore there was dried blood on his pale hands. But he had merely said, “Relationship problems.”


It was a lie, and they both knew it.


It’d been a week now since Neera had last seen him, but his room was paid for through the day. She continued to scrub the walls, wondering just what Dawson had been running from.


Neera didn’t know when exactly her grandparents’ motel became the last place people wanted to find themselves. Somewhere between the last recession and the impending one. But all that mattered to Neera was getting the hell out of Carrion, for good. If she and her family could do that, they’d be all right.


Without stopping her scrubbing, Neera glanced at her Yamaha guitar. Her ticket out—for all of them.


Neera’s phone buzzed twice, yanking her from her thoughts. A text from her mom.


Jason said yes. Tomorrow at 3


Jason managed the Tavern Bar & Restaurant in Lake Clearwater, where her mom tended bar and she bussed tables. He was also in charge of selecting musicians for the upcoming Cicada’s Song, an open-mic competition that happened during the Cicada Festival—though it wasn’t really an open mic. The contest was a special event, only held every thirteen years during the festival, and the Clearwater folks were highly selective of who they allowed onstage.


There was a chance the winner of the Cicada’s Song could walk away with a record deal at Blue Mountain Records, run by Grant Langley himself—Lake Clearwater summer resident and kingmaker of the Nashville music scene.


Neera frowned at Kiran’s text. She hadn’t really expected her mom to pull through. Getting an audition was as likely as winning the lottery, especially for someone like her. But it didn’t help that Neera’s usual confidence vanished when performing in front of an audience. Her throat would get tight, her voice would warble and falter. She’d shrink away from the lights and the crowd until people started pulling out their phones, leaning across tables to chat with their friends.


Neera wrote back: Any chance I could audition Tuesday instead?


The reply came a moment later: No. This is it. Do you want it or not?


Neera’s fingers hesitated over the keyboard for a second. Yes. Thank you.


Neera leaned back on her heels and sighed. She sat there for a second, staring into space, then hit play on the song recording for the third time.


It still wasn’t good enough.


She gave the bathtub one last swipe with her sponge and tossed her supplies back in the bucket, grimacing at the dirtied water. On her way out of Room 11, she returned the rags and bucket to the cleaning cart, then scanned the room a final time to make sure she hadn’t missed anything.


Something glinted beneath the chair in the far corner, catching her eye. Neera crossed the room, digging beneath the dusty upholstery. Her fingers found something cool to the touch—a key ring with one key and a worn leather key chain embossed with a deer antler logo.


Neera wouldn’t have given the design a second thought if it weren’t so strange looking. Around Georgia, deer antler iconography was as common as the cross, but this was different.


This buck’s eyes were covered with a blindfold, while the antlers spread across the leather like sprawling, twisted tree branches. A unique design choice if she’d ever seen one. She slipped the key chain into her pocket, intending to return it to Dawson next time she saw him at the lake.


With a final look, Neera stepped out into the night and shut Room 11’s door behind her.


The distant smell of burning leaves hung in the warm night air, turning her throat scratchy. She checked her phone. It was after midnight, and there was still another room to clean. Yawning, she descended the short flight of stairs to the ground floor and made her way toward the laundry room.


Passing by the glass windows of the motel lobby, Neera paused. Inside, Nanaji sat at the front desk, his enormous glasses sliding down his nose as he read the Punjab Times newspaper. An American news channel droned from the old television in the corner. Harsh, fluorescent light shone down on him, casting his brown skin in a dull shade of gray.


Looking in on her grandfather, Neera had one of those rare moments of sadness for him. There he was, a man far from his homeland, reading about Punjab in the run-down motel he had sold everything to own. As though he could feel her pity through the smudged glass, Nanaji looked up. His face immediately pinched into a frown at the sight of her, his heavy eyes sliding to the Yamaha resting across her back. Her tenderness for him evaporated at once.


Neera couldn’t be heard practicing without upsetting her grandparents, but being seen with the guitar was somehow worse. The instrument was a physical reminder of her uncle, Ajay—a memory best kept buried for them all.


Nanaji waved her into the lobby like he would call for a dog. Reluctantly, Neera rested her guitar at the lobby’s door then walked inside.


“All right, Neera?” Nanaji said by way of greeting, his voice low and accented.


“Yeah.” Neera hung in the doorway, letting moths fly in. “I just have Room 6 to clean, then I’ll be done.”


Nanaji nodded absently. “How are your studies?”


It was a question he asked so often that it was almost funny. Neera’s lips thinned as she said, “I don’t start college until the fall, Nanaji. I don’t have anything to study right now.”


He looked up from his newspaper. “Oh? There is always something to learn.”


Neera wanted to say that she was learning a new fingerpicking technique on guitar. That her recent cover of a Reverend Gary Davis song was pretty damn good. Her songs on SoundCloud were picking up in streams. But those were all useless things to him. Nanaji measured success by dollar signs and commas, despite his own struggling business.


Fine. He was a simple man of a different time, a different place. She just wished he wasn’t such a dick about it.


And then there was the other issue—Neera didn’t intend to go to college at all. She hadn’t told anyone that yet, though, not even her mom.


Neera opened her mouth to remind him that for all his talk of education and success, his granddaughter spent her summer nights cleaning blood off the motel’s walls. But her grandfather’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the screen, his graying eyebrows furrowing, and rose from the desk to take the call in the back office. The door shut behind him with a dull thud.


Neera stood awkwardly in the motel lobby. This time of night, it had to be a relative from India or England calling. Nanaji could be on the phone for an hour or more. The right thing to do would be to watch the desk until he got back.


Neera didn’t often do the right thing.


She turned on her heel and walked out into the balmy Georgia night. Lightning bugs blinked in and out of sight along the tree line surrounding the motel. A symphony of katydids and tree frogs reverberated around her. The parking lot light flickered occasionally, casting the concrete in stilted shades of dark. A television blared from one of the rooms.


Guitar slung over her back once more, Neera made her way to Room 6. It faced the back of the motel, overlooking a weathered swimming pool and the broken fence that surrounded it. Beyond the pool were longleaf pines, towering and swaying with the night breeze. When the wind hit the trees in just the right way, Neera swore she could hear a song. Summers in Carrion were wondrous like that if nothing else.


By the time Neera finished cleaning Room 6, it was two in the morning. As she trudged toward her room, the sound of shouting made her slow, then pause. There was her grandfather’s voice, taut and angry—and he was shouting in English. It wasn’t uncommon for Nanaji to get into vicious phone arguments with his brother, but it was always in Punjabi, his preferred language for anger.


Neera took a few cautious steps forward and peered through the smudged glass of the lobby window.


A burly man stood across from her grandfather at the front desk, hands resting casually in his worn, stained blue jeans. His face was turned away from Neera, but she recognized him by his shaved head, the dozens of raised scars that ran down his forearms, and the dented toolbox that sat on the counter. Wiley was the motel’s handyman, but he was rarely helpful. Each time he showed, her grandparents were visibly on edge.


“I will pay it back soon,” Nanaji insisted. His voice carried through the lobby’s propped-open door.


“I need you to be more specific.” Wiley stepped forward, resting his hands on the counter. His skin was pale and muted, but his scar tissue shimmered beneath the harsh fluorescent lobby lights. “As I’m sure you know, my boss ain’t a forgiving man.”


“Soon,” Nanaji huffed, his expression indignant. “A few months. I will have it all by then.”


“Months?” Wiley snorted. “Way I see it, you got a week. Until the Fourth of July.” He stepped away from the desk, taking in the dingy lobby. His beady eyes darted quickly, then met Neera’s through the window. “Otherwise, you and your family may end up just like that son of yours.”


The threat was a simple thing. Quiet, and unassuming. It hung in the air for only a breath, swallowed up by the buzzing of the tiny front desk fan and the drone of the newscaster on the old TV.


Nanaji blinked, then slammed his hands down on the desk, rattling the tools in the toolbox. “Get out!”


“July Fourth, Mr. Singh,” Wiley said casually. He grabbed his toolbox with ease, giving Neera a quick, impersonal nod as he stepped out the lobby door and disappeared into the night. His Chevy pickup peeled out of the parking lot and onto the dark, two-lane highway the Colonial sat on.


Neera lingered in the doorway once again, fear twisting in her gut, while Nanaji slumped in his chair, rubbing his eyes. Shame crept across his face.


Neera didn’t know what to do. Ever since Ajay died, her grandfather had a weak heart, at a high risk for heart attacks. Fighting with the handyman in the middle of the night was the last thing he needed. But her grandfather was stubborn to a fault—the type of man who would refuse water in a drought if it was given and not earned.


“Are you . . . okay?” Neera asked finally. She resented the question, wanting, instead, for Nanaji to ask that of her. To comfort her—to offer her the illusion of safety, if only for a moment.


Nanaji wouldn’t look at her. He kept his gaze trained on the front desk, absently shuffling pages of the open newspaper. “I am fine,” he said flatly. But even from the doorway, Neera could see his trembling hands.


Seconds gave way to minutes, but Nanaji refused to say anything more. He was content to leave Neera with unanswered questions and Wiley’s threat echoing in her head. With one last look at her grandfather’s slumped form, Neera slipped away from the lobby and continued to her room.


Neera shared Room 4 with her mom. She unlocked the door to the sight of two twin-size beds, a tattered dresser missing one of the drawers, and a TV that was older than she was. All the belongings to their name sat in trash bags along the wall. A handful of boxes stacked in the corner.


It was the most stable home Neera had ever had in her life. The Singh women had a knack for leaving, which meant they also had a knack for returning. Whenever Kiran broke up with a new boyfriend or was in between jobs, they’d always return to Room 4 at the Colonial until her mom was on her feet again.


They’d been back at the motel for about a month now. With Neera recently graduated from high school, and her mom’s newest ex out of the picture, they no longer had any ties elsewhere. The pair could stay for as long as it took to move forward again.


Or so they thought.


The night’s events proved that the motel’s stability was clearly barreling toward an end. It was no secret the Colonial was in the red, but Nanaji owing money to a mysterious person was a surprise. He was meant to owe money to the bank, just a few small business loans to keep them afloat until business picked up for the Cicada Festival. But to be threatened in the dead of night—owing money to someone’s boss—none of it seemed normal, much less legal.


What exactly had Nanaji done to keep the motel afloat? Was it worth their safety—their lives?


But where else is there for us to go? The thought sent an uneasy tremor through Neera’s gut. She collapsed onto her bed fully clothed and shut her stinging eyes. She had no answers. No solutions for her family’s mounting problems as they grew suffocating like the humid, summer air.
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“NEERA,” A VOICE said. “Wake up.”


Neera’s eyes opened. Her mom was standing over her, still in her bartending uniform from her shift at the Tavern. Kiran’s face was exhausted and stricken.


“What’s going on?” Neera struggled to sit up. She’d fallen asleep in her grimy housekeeping clothes again, shoes and all.


“We gotta go.” Kiran pulled Neera from the bed. “There’s a fire.”


Her mom’s words cleared away the last haze of sleep, then Neera smelled smoke. She stumbled out of bed and followed Kiran out the door. The sharp tang of smoke and gasoline hung heavy in the air. Somewhere in the distance, the roaring siren of a fire truck.


A bolt of fear hit her, and Neera stopped walking at once. “My guitar!” She spun on her heel.


Kiran grabbed her arm, pulling her back. “The motel’s fine. Come on.” She dragged Neera to the front of the Colonial.


In the motel’s parking lot, a car was on fire. The flames rose high in the sky, billowing black clouds of smoke into the air. The few guests staying at the Colonial stood outside their rooms, bleary-eyed and curious. A couple of them recorded the inferno with their phones. Neera’s eyes darted around the scene, searching, until she spotted her grandparents standing in the lobby. They stared at the flames with open mouths.


Kiran dragged Neera across the lot and into the lobby, where she finally let go of her arm. “The fire department is on the way.”


Nanaji responded in Punjabi, and the adults continued the conversation that way. Neera was never taught Punjabi, save for a few words like hello, yes, and no. Useless in a moment like this. But Nanaji wouldn’t look Neera in the eyes. He kept his gaze trained away from her, as if she wasn’t there at all.


Neera moved to stand next to her grandmother, wrapping her arms around her small frame. Nani patted Neera’s face, smiling sadly. Tears fell from her eyes. Neera didn’t understand why her grandmother was crying. In the Singh household, the only emotion that ever got out was anger and the repression of it. Sadness was reserved for the places behind closed doors.


But then she looked again at the flaming car.


It wasn’t just any car on fire, it was her grandfather’s car. His ’87 Cadillac Fleetwood. Camel colored, with tanned leather interior. The car itself wasn’t worth much, but it was one of the few things her grandfather treasured. His gift to himself when he immigrated to America. Neera’s vision blurred as she stared into the flames.


The car’s engine exploded, lashing orange flames into the air. Glass shattered across the lot as the windshield gave out. Onlookers screamed and moved away, back to the safety of their rooms.


Neera could only stare as the Cadillac burned into a blackened heap of metal.










CHAPTER 3


REID


The hunting rifle in Reid Langley’s hands shook. He sat in a ground blind beside his father, observing their prey from an elaborate hidden fort in the woods. About a hundred feet away, an animal grazed in the dark, oblivious to their presence and the rifle scope Reid had trained on it.


“Careful,” Russ, his father, chided in a low voice. “Steady.”


There was no way his father could see his shaking hands in the dark predawn hours, but somehow, he still sensed Reid’s weakness. Reid squinted down the scope of the rifle, staring at the exotic creature cast in green night-vision hue. A scimitar oryx, something akin to an antelope with horns like long, curved blades. The rest of its herd was nowhere in sight.


It was possible the others had been hunted already. Scimitar oryx were extinct in the wild—they only existed in zoos and places like this, their elaborate horns a sought-after wall decoration in every exotic hunter’s home.


Reid tightened his grip. If the oryx truly was all alone, perhaps it would be a mercy to shoot the animal.


An animal with no herd is as good as dead, he thought.


But his hands continued to shake. His palms were slick against the stock. Reid moved to wipe the sweat from his forehead, but his father placed his gloved hand over his, steadying his rifle.


“Focus,” his father said.


Reid leaned into the weight of the rifle, bracing the stock against his shoulder. He’d shot a rifle more times than he could count in his nearly eighteen years, practicing at the shooting range for hours with his siblings and his father. But he always avoided hunting trips.


When it came down to shooting a living thing, he just couldn’t follow through. That was precisely why his father had dragged Reid to the Oakbill Hunting Range that night.


“Go ahead,” his father whispered. “Now.”


Reid inhaled, aiming for the high shoulder of the oryx. The most ethical way to kill—break the spine, paralyze the central nervous system. The animal drops dead within seconds. It was also one of the more difficult shots to make, especially from their distance and the angle of the blind.


Crosshairs aligned, Reid braced himself for the shot. There was no way around it. His father was quite literally breathing down his neck. If Reid didn’t make the shot now, he’d simply spend another night in the blind until he did.


This is merely a means to an end, Reid reminded himself. He had little more than a week left in Carrion. His eighteenth birthday was fast approaching on the Fourth and with it, he’d finally have access to his trust fund. While most Clearwater kids blew their inherited wealth on things like yachting on foreign waters, Reid saw the trust fund as his one-way ticket out of Lake Clearwater for good.


But he had to play the game of the dutiful Langley son just a little longer. Then, he would be free.


At least, that had been his singular plan until a week ago. How could Reid leave it all behind when his closest friend had just vanished without a trace? He wanted to be rational about Dawson’s radio silence, but his gut said otherwise. In fact, it screamed there was cause for concern. Desperately, Reid hoped he was wrong because what would he do if he wasn’t?


Reid pulled the trigger. The stock kicked back violently against his shoulder, and he jerked backward with a pained grunt. With the silencer on, the sound was nothing more than a fast, sure pop.


The oryx went down.


The woods went quiet, absorbing the reverb of the shot, stilling. Through the scope, Reid stared at the animal’s body. A wave of nausea rolled over him. At least he hadn’t eaten earlier—too nervous for their excursion—or he would’ve vomited at his father’s feet.


Reid turned toward his father, attempting to search his face in the spare light of the moon. But his expression was impassive. His father lifted the night-vision goggles to his eyes, fixed on the downed oryx. Without lowering the goggles, he reached behind him for the hunting knife he’d set on the little camp table. “Field dressing. You remember how, don’t you?”


Reid could only manage a nod. He hadn’t expected to field dress the oryx, too. He’d made the shot. He’d thought he was done. His empty stomach clenched.


His father grabbed the electric lantern and another knife, motioning for Reid to follow as he made his way to the carcass. But Reid watched him for a moment, frozen.


There was no refusing his father, not now. He’d already come this far.


Before his father could bark at him to hurry up, Reid followed him out of the blind. In the darkened woods, a chorus of crickets and katydids hummed around them. Animals skittered above in the treetops.


They were miles outside of Langley County. The Oakbill Hunting Range sat on private land, over a sprawling five thousand acres. Gated, well-guarded, and exclusive, it was one of many playgrounds for the residents of Lake Clearwater.


Reid fell into step beside his father as they approached the fallen oryx, their path lit by the dim glow of the lantern light. Their shadows cast elongated shapes on the forest floor. Pine needles crunched beneath their boots. A barred owl hooted overhead. Far in the distance, there was the subtle tang of smoke.


As they neared the oryx, the lantern light began to flicker.


Once.


Twice.


Then it went out, shrouding them in the heavy cloak of night.


“Goddamnit,” his father hissed. He reached into his duffel, searching for a flashlight.


Reid fumbled for his phone in his camo-printed pants. But before he could turn on the flashlight, he paused. He had twenty-three missed calls and a dozen texts, all from his older brother, Jonah. His phone had been on silent. The most recent text, from ten minutes earlier: answer the fucking phone!!


His father cleared his throat. Reid wasn’t supposed to have his phone on him. It made for a more “authentic” hunting experience.


“Uh, my bad,” Reid said, scrolling through the log of missed calls. “Jonah called me, like a lot.”


“It can wait. Come on.”


Even as the words came out of his father’s mouth, the screen lit up with another call.


“Jonah,” Reid answered. “We’re busy. What’s—?”


His brother cut him off. “Give the phone to Dad. Right fucking now. Please.” His voice was frantic, his tone taut like a bowstring about to snap. Reid had never heard him sound so undone.


“I—I did something,” Jonah choked out. “I just need Dad . . . I need his help.”


The Langley siblings had been born with silver spoons in their mouths. They rarely asked for help because they never needed it. The whole world had been laid at their feet. All they had to do was take it.


“What did you do?” Reid asked, more bewildered than anything.


His father had been observing this whole time. He extended his hand. “Let me talk to him.”


Reid did as he was told. His father took the phone and motioned for Reid to tend to the oryx. He hesitated—ears still pricked with curiosity over what Jonah had gotten himself into.


But with his father, it wouldn’t do to be told twice.


As he made the short trek across the clearing, he slapped the electric lantern a few times, knocking it back on. Reid’s heart began to pound once more in his chest as he neared the oryx. He sidestepped the pool of blood seeping into the damp grass, staining it black.


Even in the dim light, the beauty of the creature humbled Reid. He crouched at its side, marveling at its massive size, the curved horns that could easily impale a man. This was no Georgia buck. How would Russ and his hunting buddies fare against the creature without their rifles and blinds to hide behind?


Reid glanced over his shoulder. He could just make out the silhouette of his father in the dark, but he was too far for Reid to overhear the call. And too far for his father to see Reid’s reluctance.


Reid let out a shaky breath. He placed the knife on the oryx’s stomach, piercing the topmost layer of flesh. But just before he could sink the blade in, he paused. Up close, in the stark, eerie glow of the night, there was the subtle rise and fall of the animal’s rib cage.


The oryx was still alive.


Reid stumbled back on his heels, thumping softly onto the ground.


He’d failed his shot. The oryx was dying slowly in front of him. Suffering.


What were his options? If he shot the animal again, putting it out of its misery, his father would know he’d done the first shot wrong. His father’s way didn’t allow for mistakes. But Reid couldn’t stomach more senseless death.


He glanced at the knife, still embedded in the animal’s heaving side. Dark blood welled up around the edges of the blade. He couldn’t continue field dressing while it was alive, either. That would be cruel beyond comprehension.


And it would bleat, signaling to his father that Reid had messed up.


Footsteps sounded behind him. “Forget the animal,” his father said. “We need to go.”


Reid looked up, willing his face to appear calm. “What happened?”


His father glanced past Reid, observing the oryx. The animal’s breathing was nearly imperceptible. Reid hoped whatever Jonah had done was distraction enough.


“Your brother . . . ,” his father began, shaking his head. “I need to fix it.”


Reid hesitated, then asked, “Are we leaving the oryx behind?”


His father scoffed. “We don’t waste good meat, son. I’ll have someone pick it up. Let’s go.”


His father reached out his hand to help him up from the ground, but Reid hesitated to take it. An innocent animal was dying slowly beside him—because of him—and this was his final chance to make things right. To help the oryx die in dignity, with little pain. All it required was a quick action.


A slash of the carotid artery.


A bullet through the skull.


A snap of the neck.


But no matter how much Reid wished otherwise, he was still a Langley. Cowardice and cruelty were in his blood. He made no move to ease the oryx’s suffering. Instead, he took his father’s hand, allowing Russ to pull him up.


In the dark of night, the pair walked out of the clearing together, while the lone oryx was left to bleed out in the dirt.
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REID’S DRIVEWAY HAD never felt so long.


Actually, that was a lie. There had been another time, six years ago, when the half-mile drive wound and twisted for what felt like hours as he sat in dread of what lay at the end.


The night they found Mom.


But that was a memory he’d spent years tamping down. Now was not the time to falter. Reid squinted, refocusing himself on the dark road beyond the windshield.


And if he was honest, what he felt right now was not dread at all—it was anticipation. Almost . . . excitement. His older brother, adored by his father and peers, had done it. Jonah had made another mistake. One that prevented Reid from the humiliation of owning up to his own. But he pushed the nauseating thought of the oryx away, burying it in the same way he did the memories of his mother.


For the first time in a long while, Reid wasn’t the fuckup.


Reid glanced at his father. Outwardly, he seemed calm. Unfazed. The only indication of his rage was his white-knuckle grip on the Ford’s leather steering wheel.


They rounded a bend, and the sprawling Langley estate came into view, lit by the bright outdoor lamps that dotted the lakeside landscape. Reid scanned the property, searching for some clue as to Jonah’s mishap. Everything was in its place, just as they left it. Except for the eighth door of their ten-car garage. It sat ajar, warm light spilling out onto the smooth pavement of the driveway.


Of the ten cars in their garage, six were antiques, all of which belonged to his father. He tended to the cars nearly every day, caring for them with a tenderness he had never shown Reid.


There were only two rules in the Langley household.


Rule one: Never tarnish the family name.


Rule two: Don’t touch the cars.


Reid couldn’t help the smug smile that crossed his face. Jonah wrecked one of Dad’s cars? It was a fate worse than death.


His father parked the Ford in its usual spot. Reid watched him take three long, deep breaths before turning off the truck’s engine and climbing out.


“Bring the gear inside,” his father said over his shoulder before he walked away, disappearing inside the front doors of their home.


Reid set about hauling the heavy gear to the house, but he slowed his steps as he passed the open garage door. Inside, his father’s ’73 Aston Martin was in shambles. The front hood was smashed and twisted, exposing the car’s engine. The windshield was cracked, though still intact, and the left side of the car’s body was badly scratched, dirt and mud covering most of the burgundy paint job. Reid whistled low under his breath. Jonah must have hit a deer.


It still didn’t explain the peculiar panic he’d heard in his brother’s voice over the phone.


Something isn’t right. Reid hefted the gear bags higher on his shoulder and continued to the front doors. He stepped inside the house, quickly disposing of the hunting gear in the nearest closet. He hesitated at the sight of the taxidermic buck’s head that hung over the entryway of their home, its antlers nearly spreading the width of the wall.


A moment later, he found his family’s private doctor, Dr. Simmons, pacing in the living room, but there was no one else there. The doctor held a cell phone against his ear, speaking in a hushed tone to someone on the other end.


“Evening,” Reid said awkwardly.


Dr. Simmons paused, giving Reid a strained, polite smile, then returned to the call.


Distantly, the kitchen faucet ran. He followed the sound, finding his older sister, Farris, rinsing a bloodied towel in the sink.


“Where’s Jonah?” Reid asked.


Farris didn’t glance up as she said, “In Dad’s study, but I’d wait a few minutes if I were you. He’s angry.” The sink water ran red as Farris continued to rinse the towel.


Reid studied his sister’s dirtied hands. “Is Jonah badly hurt?”


Farris scowled, meeting Reid’s gaze. “He will be once Dad’s through with him.” She paused, eyeing Dr. Simmons in the other room. His sister’s gray eyes flashed with delight as she said, “Jonah fucked up. Big time.”


Reid made his way out of the kitchen, down the long hallway of their home. He passed several rooms before reaching the door of his father’s study. He didn’t know if curiosity or sympathy propelled him forward. Perhaps it was both.


Hovering near the study door, he rested his ear against the polished wood. Jonah could be heard crying on the other side. His sniffling was unmistakable to Reid, as his older brother had always been a dramatic crier.


Knocking once, Reid opened the door.


Jonah sat in one of the worn leather armchairs in the corner, his face buried in his hands, shoulders shaking. His father leaned against his ornate desk, eyebrows raised as Reid peered in. “Dr. Simmons is here.”


His father nodded once, wiping freshly bloodied knuckles on a towel. He gave Jonah a parting, disapproving look, then peeled away from the desk and stepped out of the room.


Reid eyed his brother, debating whether he should comfort or taunt him. But as Jonah continued to cry into his hands, Reid’s earlier elation began to disappear. Violence was a tool their father wielded carefully. Their father was the hand that broke them, and the hand that made them whole again.


Reid cleared his throat, causing his brother to look up.


Jonah had a fresh black eye, the bruise already turning purple. His bottom lip was swollen with blood crusting around his mouth. He wore a white-collared shirt that wasn’t very white anymore; bloodstains turned the fabric a crude shade of brown.


“Get out of here,” his brother croaked.


Reid frowned. “You look like shit.”


Jonah’s gray eyes were glassy. “I know.”


“I saw the Aston Martin.” Reid took a seat in the armchair beside his brother. “Looked like the deer did a number on it.”


Jonah shook his head. His voice came out rough, strained. “There was no deer.”


Reid’s eyebrows furrowed. “Then what the hell did you hit?”


“Another car.” Jonah buried his face in his hands again. “They went off the road into a ditch.” His voice hitched. “I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know.”


Reid hesitated. “So . . . what did you do?”


Jonah didn’t answer for a long moment. “I tried to see if they were okay.” A sob escaped from his brother’s throat. “The kid . . . he wasn’t moving. There was so much blood. It was everywhere.”


Reid stayed quiet, waiting for his brother to continue. To say what he’d done next, but Jonah only continued to whimper into his hands.


“Did you call 911?” Reid pressed.


Jonah shook his head. “I’d been drinking. I couldn’t get another DUI. Dad would fucking kill me.”


Reid leaned away from his brother, his thoughts racing. Disgust and revulsion pulsed beneath his skin. All his previous excitement was snuffed out. “Do we . . . do we know what happened to the kid?”


Jonah’s shoulders gave another tremulous shake. He wound his dirtied hands into his brown hair, staring at the polished wood floor. His words a hoarse whisper, Jonah finally said, “I don’t know.”


The realization of what Jonah had done fully dawned on Reid. He struggled to look at his brother at all. “And the driver?”


“It was Samantha Calhoun,” Jonah whispered, meeting Reid’s gaze. “She’s alive . . . I think.”


Reid blinked. “You mean . . . ?”


Jonah nodded, fear etching across his beaten face. “I hit Wiley’s kids. Wiley’s. Goddamn. Kids.”


Wiley Calhoun was a weapon of a man, wielded exclusively by the Langley family. A discharged war vet whose affection toward violence made him a useful asset to their father. You didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the kind of work he did for the Langleys. Reid feared how their father would handle this, and if Jonah would even survive it.


Before Jonah could say anything else, their father appeared in the doorway with Dr. Simmons. He looked between his two sons, giving little away. “Our good doctor has news.”


Dr. Simmons knelt before Jonah with a leather bag of medical supplies. He turned Jonah’s face upward with gloved hands so he could inspect his cuts and scrapes.


“What happened?” Jonah asked, sounding almost pitifully eager.


“My colleague called me several minutes ago,” Dr. Simmons said, his hands hovering over Jonah’s bruised eye. “The driver sustained minimal injuries, while the boy . . .”


Jonah swallowed hard, eyes widening as Dr. Simmons applied an ointment to his face. “What—what happened to him?”


Dr. Simmons cleared his throat. “The boy was confirmed dead at 2:04 a.m.”


Jonah struggled to speak. His eyes darted between their father and Dr. Simmons, as if this was an elaborate joke. “No, no.” He shook his head, gray eyes wide and pitiful. “Dad, please.”


Reid couldn’t discern if his brother felt guilty, or if he was simply ashamed of being caught. Their father studied Jonah for a long time, no doubt trying to discern the very same thing.


“However.” Dr. Simmons cut his eyes to Russ, who gave him a small nod, before saying, “He has since been revived. Aside from a few broken bones and fractures, the boy is in a remarkably stable condition.”


Jonah’s bruised face paled. “He’s alive?”


“Lucky for you, son,” their father said. “It seems a medical miracle occurred at Clearwater Regional tonight.”










CHAPTER 4


ISAIAH


To: secretsofthesouth@kmail.com


From: dawson.sumter@kmail.com


Subject: Missing Teenager In Carrion, Georgia


>If you’re receiving this email, it means something bad happened to me. Whatever the local news says in the coming days, I’m not dead.


>It’s all connected to the Lake Clearwater community. Find out their secrets before more people go missing.


Not even the roosters could wake Isaiah Johnson that early morning. Only the rough shake of his grandmother’s hands as she pulled him from deep, dreamless sleep. He jolted upright, finding himself seated at his desk with his laptop as a pillow.


Grandma Bee frowned down at him. “Baby, you were sleeping like the dead. Nearly gave me a heart attack.”


Isaiah winced and rubbed his stiff neck, struggling to clear away the haze of exhaustion that hung over him. “What time is it?”


“Almost sunrise. You would’ve slept through the harvest if I didn’t wake you.” Grandma Bee cast an evaluating look at him. Her eyes narrowed, and Isaiah’s cheeks warmed. “What were you doing up all night?”
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