


What	Should	Have	Stayed	Buried

Olav	 Helle	 forgot	 to	 check	 beneath	 his	 car	 and	 felt	 a	 telltale	 thump	 as	 he
backed	out	of	his	driveway.	He’d	had	his	driver’s	license	for	only	two	weeks
but	he	knew	a	total	fuckup	when	he	felt	one.	He	stopped	the	car	immediately
and	put	it	in	park.	He	gripped	the	car’s	steering	wheel	so	tightly	his	knuckles
turned	white	 and	he	 considered	 slamming	his	 face	 into	 the	 steering	wheel’s
center—WHAM	WHAM	WHAM—until	his	face	was	so	bashed	in	it	would
be	all	but	unrecognizable,	a	pulpy	mishmash	of	skin,	blood,	and	bone.

Instead,	Olav	turned	off	the	ignition	and	got	out,	slamming	the	driver’s	side
door	behind	him.	He	knelt	on	the	gravel	driveway	and	peered	beneath	his	car.

Cooper,	 the	neighbor’s	plump	 tabby	cat,	 lay	 crushed	and	 twitching	 in	 the
car’s	shadow.

“Oh,	shit.”

The	cat	turned	in	the	direction	of	his	voice.	One	of	its	eyes	was	puffed	out
bigger	than	the	other	and	filled	with	blood.	It	was	fucked.

“Come	here,	dude.”

Olav	reached	under	 the	car,	grabbed	the	cat,	and	dragged	it	 into	 the	 light.
He	looked	around	to	see	if	anyone	was	watching—you	could	always	see	those
curtains	 being	 pulled	 back,	 those	 blinds	 parted—but	 didn’t	 make	 out	 any
spies.	It	was	a	chilly	November	day	in	Hawthorn,	and	his	neighborhood	was
quiet.	Olav	had	driven	home	from	school	 to	eat	 lunch	and	nobody	else	was
around,	 not	 even	 the	 usual	 gawking	 old	 ladies,	 the	 ones	 who	 always	 hung
around	in	their	front	yards	in	their	baggy	dresses	while	they	watered	shit	with
a	hose.	He’d	gotten	lucky,	witness-wise.

The	 cat	 twitched	 and	made	 a	 sad	 little	mewing	 sound.	Olav	 grabbed	 the
back	 of	 its	 neck,	 dug	 his	 fingers	 into	 its	 fur,	 and	 twisted	 his	wrist	 sharply,
snapping	the	cat’s	neck.	The	cat	twitched	for	a	few	seconds	and	then	went	still
as	the	light	in	its	eyes	calcified.	Olav	stroked	the	dead	cat’s	fur	twice,	took	a
deep	breath,	and	stood	up.	He	knew	if	his	parents	found	out	he’d	run	over	the
Rathbones’	 cat	 they’d	 take	 his	 driver’s	 license	 away	 for	 a	month	 or	 longer,
and	he’d	already	waited	forever	to	start	driving	in	the	first	place.	It	wasn’t	his



fault	 if	 Cooper	 was	 a	 sleepy	 idiot	 who	 liked	 lying	 beneath	 cars.	 This	 was
Darwinism	in	action.

Okay	…

Yeah.

He’d	 hide	 the	 evidence	 as	 fast	 as	 he	 could	 and	 go	 back	 to	 school.	 The
Rathbones	would	think	Cooper	had	run	away,	and	Olav	would	avoid	getting
in	 trouble.	Besides,	either	way,	nothing	was	bringing	 this	cat	back	 from	 the
dead.

Olav	went	into	his	garage,	found	a	shovel,	and	returned	to	the	crime	scene.
He	scooped	up	the	cat,	prayed	nobody	was	watching	him,	and	briskly	crossed
his	backyard	and	entered	the	woods	behind	it.	He	wove	his	way	through	the
trees,	focusing	on	the	dead	cat	and	doing	his	best	to	keep	it	from	sliding	off
the	 shovel.	 The	 forest	was	 a	mishmash	 of	 blue	 spruce,	 pine,	 fir,	 larch,	 and
cedar	trees.	The	air	always	smelled	like	sap,	and	fat	pinecones	lay	strewn	on
the	ground	 like	undetonated	grenades.	Olav	made	his	way	 through	 the	 trees
slowly,	listening	to	the	woods.	A	blue	mountain	jay	flew	in	front	of	him	and
settled	on	a	high	branch,	giving	him	the	once-over	as	it	turned	its	arrowhead-
shaped	crest	 from	side	 to	side.	Olav	continued	on,	pushing	his	way	 through
the	trees	until	he	entered	the	Clearing.

Olav	had	been	going	 to	 the	Clearing	 for	years.	He	 liked	 to	hang	out	 in	 it
and	 sit	 on	 top	 of	 the	 large	 boulder	 at	 its	 center.	 Sometimes	 he	 smoked
cigarettes	 if	 he	 had	 any.	 Sometimes	 he	 read	 comic	 books.	 Sometimes	 he
didn’t	do	anything	but	lie	on	his	back	and	look	up	at	the	clouds	through	a	hole
in	the	forest	canopy	and	listen	to	the	trees	rustling	around	him.	The	Clearing
was	peaceful,	and	he	could	be	alone	and	untroubled	in	it,	 tucked	away	from
his	parents	and	everyone	else	in	town.

Now	the	Clearing	would	be	a	cat	graveyard,	too.	Olav	dumped	Cooper	on
the	ground	and	started	digging	at	the	base	of	the	big	rock—the	boulder	would
make	a	nice	gravestone,	fit	for	a	king—and	threw	shovelfuls	of	sandy	soil	to
the	side.	He	worked	smoothly,	breaking	through	roots	and	random	clumps	of
clay.	He	got	 into	 the	digging	 and	kept	 going	deeper	 than	 a	 cat	 grave	 really
needed	to	be	until	suddenly	the	shovel	hit	something	hard.	He	thought	it	was	a
rock	 at	 first,	 but	 as	 he	 dug	 farther	 he	 could	 see	 an	 empty	white	 eye	 socket
peering	up	at	him	from	the	bottom	of	the	hole.



“No	way.”

Olav	 tossed	 the	 shovel	 aside	 and	 knelt	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 hole.	 He	 dug
around	the	eye	socket	with	his	hands,	and	soon	the	top	half	of	a	human	skull
was	revealed,	enough	skull	 that	Olav	could	pull	 it	out	of	 the	ground	like	he
was	 harvesting	 a	 potato.	 He	 scooped	 dirt	 out	 of	 the	 skull’s	 eye	 sockets,
brushed	off	the	worms	and	centipedes	clinging	to	its	surface,	and	held	it	up	to
the	light.

The	skull	was	yellow	with	age	and	missing	its	jawbone.	Olav	knocked	on
its	 cranium	 and	 listened	 to	 the	 hollow	 sound	 it	 made.	 “That’s	 where	 your
brain	used	to	be,”	Olav	said.	“Right	under	this	bone.”	The	skull	was	missing
most	of	its	teeth,	but	the	three	that	remained	still	looked	long	and	sharp.	Olav
ran	 his	 finger	 along	 the	 biggest	 tooth	 and	 pictured	 a	 huge	 caveman,	 jacked
with	 muscles	 and	 hairy	 as	 a	 bear,	 the	 kind	 of	 beast-man	 who	 dressed	 in
animal	skins	and	drank	the	blood	of	his	enemies.

Olav	placed	the	skull	on	top	of	the	boulder	and	held	its	empty	stare	while
he	wiped	his	hands	on	 the	front	of	his	 jeans.	A	cold	 late	autumn	wind	blew
through	the	forest	as	Olav	picked	his	shovel	up	off	the	ground	and	took	a	deep
breath.

“Just	wait	a	minute,”	Olav	told	the	skull.	“I	have	to	bury	something	else.”



Part	One



1
HARPER	SPURLING	LAY	in	bed,	staring	at	her	laptop’s	glowing	screen	in
her	otherwise	darkened	bedroom.	It	was	seven	a.m.,	and	she’d	been	up	since
four,	despite	her	best	attempts	to	go	back	to	sleep.	It	was	as	if	something	had
jumped	onto	Harper’s	bed	and	woken	her	up	on	purpose—like	a	hungry	cat,
or	a	dog	that	needed	to	be	let	out—but	her	family	didn’t	have	any	pets.	Not
even	goldfish.	Harper	had	been	deeply	asleep,	and	then	something	happened,
and	she	was	instantly	awake.

Wide	awake.

But	Harper	 really	wanted	 to	 sleep.	 She	 needed	 it.	 She	was	 sixteen	 and	 a
sophomore	 in	high	school,	always	 loaded	down	with	homework,	and	spring
finals	were	three	weeks	away.	She	ran	track.	She	wrote	for	her	school	paper.
Without	sleep,	her	brain	would	start	to	lock	up,	her	eyes	would	feel	scratchy,
and	she’d	turn	into	a	zombie	by	fourth	period.

Footsteps	 thumped	 overhead	 on	 the	 basement	 stairs.	 Other	 than	 an	 open
laundry	room	and	a	storage	room,	Harper	had	the	basement	of	her	house	all	to
herself	(as	long	as	you	didn’t	count	the	spiders	and	freaky	millipedes).

“Harper?	Are	you	awake?”

It	was	The	Mom.

“Yeah?”

“Your	dad’s	making	French	toast.”

“Okay.”

Harper	kicked	off	the	covers	and	slid	off	her	bed.	She	pulled	back	the	heavy
blackout	 curtains	 and	 sunlight	 blasted	 into	 the	 room,	 revealing	 piles	 of
clothing	stacked	on	the	floor.	Harper	opened	her	bedroom	door	and	stood	at
the	foot	of	the	stairs.	She	could	hear	her	family	in	the	kitchen,	and	the	smell
of	coffee	had	increased	in	piquancy.	She	started	up	the	stairs,	aiming	to	make
as	little	noise	as	possible,	but	The	Dad’s	radar	went	off	as	she	passed	by	the
kitchen	doorway	and	he	popped	his	head	out.

“Hey	there,	sunshine.	Ready	for	the	world’s	greatest	French	toast?”



Harper	grumbled	and	waved	him	away,	making	a	beeline	 for	 the	hallway
and	the	bathroom	at	 the	end	of	 it.	The	Dad	had	obviously	gotten	a	 lot	more
sleep	than	she	had.

“Okay.	Hurry	up	before	it	gets	cold!”

Harper	closed	the	bathroom	door.	After	she	peed	she	ran	the	sink	until	the
water	was	hot,	lathered	her	hands	with	soap,	and	washed	her	face,	imagining
that	 she	was	 a	 raccoon	 bathing	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 a	warm	 pond.	 Feeling	more
refreshed,	she	left	the	bathroom	and	wandered	back	to	the	kitchen.	“There	she
is,”	The	Dad	said,	winking	at	her.	The	Mom	and	The	Brothers	all	looked	up.
Cameron	was	ten	and	Sam	was	seven—somehow	Harper’s	parents	had	let	a
six-year	gap	slip	between	having	their	first	and	second	child.

Harper	plunked	into	her	chair	and	kicked	out	her	long	legs.	She	was	five-
seven,	two	inches	taller	than	The	Mom,	who	tried	to	act	as	if	this	didn’t	bug
her.

The	 Dad	 set	 a	 plate	 of	 French	 toast	 in	 front	 of	 Harper.	 “Thanks,	 Dad.”
Harper	 glanced	 at	 The	 Mom,	 who	 was	 wearing	 her	 emerald	 green	 house
kimono	and	messing	around	with	a	card	game	on	her	scratched-up	iPad.	“Can
I	have	a	cup	of	coffee?”

The	Mom	looked	up.

“Sure.	I	suppose	you’re	too	tall	already	to	be	properly	stunted.”

“Good	one,”	Harper	said,	getting	up	and	pouring	coffee	into	her	old	Hello
Kitty	mug.	The	half-and-half	was	sitting	out	on	 the	counter,	probably	warm
already,	but	she	added	a	splash	to	the	mug	anyway.	The	Dad	stood	beside	her,
stabbing	the	bits	of	syrup-soaked	French	toast	on	his	plate.

“Man,	 this	 was	 good,	 but	 I	 need	 to	 get	 moving,”	 he	 said	 to	 nobody	 in
particular.	He	 put	 his	 plate	 in	 the	 sink,	 kissed	 The	Mom	 on	 the	 top	 of	 her
head,	 and	 left	 the	 kitchen,	 his	 bathrobe	 flapping	 at	 his	 heels.	 This	 was	 a
typically	random	The	Dad	exit.

Harper	 sat	 back	 down	 at	 the	 table.	 She	 sipped	 her	 coffee	 and	 winced—
she’d	 forgotten	 to	 add	 sugar.	 Harper	 glanced	 at	 her	 mother,	 decided	 that
getting	up	to	add	sugar	would	be	a	kind	of	defeat,	like	something	a	little	kid
would	do,	and	took	another	drink	before	setting	the	mug	down	and	picking	up



her	fork.	The	French	toast	was	covered	in	powdered	sugar,	anyway.	She	broke
off	a	piece	with	her	fork	and	chewed	it	dry.

“You	 forgot	 syrup,”	 Sam	 said,	 eyeing	 her	 plate.	 “Don’t	 you	 want	 the
syrup?”

Harper	broke	off	another	piece	of	French	toast	and	ate	it.	Sam	grabbed	the
syrup	 and	 set	 it	 in	 front	 of	 her	 plate,	 his	 bulbous	 eyes	 frog-like	 behind	 his
thick	glasses.

“There.”

“Maybe	I	don’t	want	any	syrup,”	Harper	said,	pointing	at	her	brother	with
her	fork.	“Did	you	ever	think	of	that?”

“But	syrup	makes	everything	better.”

“All	right,”	The	Mom	said,	pushing	her	iPad	away	and	sitting	back	in	her
chair.	“Everyone	just	eat	your	food.”

“I’m	done,”	Cameron	said,	standing	up	so	fast	his	chair	almost	fell	over.

“Me,	too,”	Sam	said,	setting	his	fork	on	his	plate.	“I’m	full.”

“Okay,”	 The	 Mom	 said,	 eyeing	 their	 plates.	 “Put	 your	 dishes	 in	 the
dishwasher	and	get	ready	for	school.”

The	Brothers	put	their	plates	in	the	dishwasher	while	making	as	big	a	racket
as	 possible	 and	 left	 the	 kitchen.	 Harper	 uncapped	 the	 bottle	 of	 syrup	 and
poured	 it	 over	 her	 French	 toast	 as	 the	 front	 door	 slammed	 shut.	 The	Mom
smiled	and	drummed	the	table	with	her	fingers.

“So	what’s	on	the	high	school	docket	today?”

Harper	chewed	her	food	and	considered	the	question.	She	knew	she’d	need
to	come	up	with	one	stupid	fact	or	The	Mom	would	drag	out	the	conversation
forever.	She	liked	to	torture	Harper	with	questions.

“We’re	talking	about	Hawthorn	in	history	class.”

“Oh,	yeah?	That’s	great.	You	can	talk	about	Daniel	Spurling.”

“What	was	he	again?	A	blacksmith?”

“He	owned	a	sawmill.	He	was	a	lumberman.”

“And	he	helped	start	Hawthorn?”



“That’s	right.	He	was	one	of	the	original	founders.	He	rolled	out	here	with	a
wagon	 and	 his	whole	 family.	He	was	 a	 real	 pioneer.	He’s	 your	 great-great-
great-great	grandfather,	I	think.	Or	is	it	five	greats?”

Harper	 took	 another	 sip	 of	 the	 not-sweetened	 coffee	 and	 gazed	 out	 the
kitchen	window.	The	houses	across	the	street	all	seemed	too	large,	as	if	they’d
started	to	swell.

“I’m	going	to	stop	and	visit	Grandma	before	school.”

“Good,”	The	Mom	said.	“She’ll	like	that.”

Harper’s	grandmother	lived	in	Burbling	Brook,	an
assisted-living	home	on	 the	 southern	outskirts	of	 town.	The	home	offered	a
sweeping	view	of	the	mountains	to	the	south	and	had	an	actual	burbling	brook
running	 through	 its	 backyard.	Like	 everyone	 else	who’d	 lived	 in	Hawthorn
their	 entire	 lives,	 Harper	 had	 become	 so	 familiar	 with	 the	 Clawhook
Mountains	that	they’d	long	ago	become	nothing	more	than	visual	white	noise
to	her,	worth	noting	only	when	the	setting	sun	turned	their	snowcapped	peaks
pink,	or	when	heavy	weather	hung	around	them,	zapping	them	with	lightning.

To	 old	 people,	 however,	 the	 mountains	 were	 like	 freaking	 catnip.	 The
rocking	 chairs	 on	 the	 home’s	 outdoor	 promenade	 were	 often	 occupied	 by
residents	chewing	the	fat	and	smoking	pipes,	even	in	winter	when	they	had	to
cocoon	themselves	in	heavy	blankets.	They	claimed	the	fresh	air	was	good	for
them	and	that	looking	at	the	mountains	made	them	feel	refreshed	and	added
an	extra	year	or	two	to	their	lives.

Harper	 parked	 in	 Burbling	 Brook’s	 parking	 lot	 and	 approached	 its	 main
entrance.	 Though	 it	 was	 only	 eight	 a.m.,	 the	 south	 porch	was	 packed	with
bundled-up	oldsters.	Harper	searched	the	crowd	of	faces	for	her	grandmother,
didn’t	 find	 her,	 and	 headed	 inside	 as	 the	 groggy	 crowd	 watched	 her	 pass
without	comment.

The	usual	scents	of	orange	antiseptic	spray,	floor	wax,	and	potpourri	with	a
vague	hint	of	shit	lying	beneath	them	greeted	Harper	as	she	went	inside.	She
said	hello	 to	 the	nurse	at	 the	 front	desk	and	continued	down	 the	hall	 to	her
grandmother’s	 room.	She	 found	her	 still	 lying	 in	 bed,	working	 a	 crossword
puzzle	 book	 with	 her	 bare,	 blue-veined	 feet	 poking	 up	 from	 beneath	 her
blanket.	At	eighty	years	old,	Grandma	Spurling	was	small	and	rail-thin	with
gray	eyes	that	still	shone	brightly	through	her	thick	trifocal	glasses.	Her	hair,



originally	blond,	had	 turned	a	soft,	 fluffy	white	and	sat	atop	her	head	 like	a
wig	made	out	of	lamb’s	wool.

“You’re	 too	 thin,”	 her	 grandmother	 said,	 clipping	 her	 pen	 to	 the	 puzzle
book	and	setting	it	aside.

“Hi,	Grandma.”

Harper	 leaned	over	and	hugged	 the	old	woman	cautiously,	not	wanting	 to
break	 anything.	 It	 was	 like	 hugging	 a	 bird	with	 its	 hollow	 bird	 bones,	 and
Harper	 imagined	 she	 could	 feel	 her	 grandmother’s	 bird	heart	 beating	 inside
her	chest.

“How	are	you	feeling?”

“Lazy,”	her	grandmother	replied.	“Lazy	and	bored.”

“Have	you	eaten	breakfast?”

“Now	you	 sound	 like	 the	nurses.	Who	cares	 if	 I’ve	had	breakfast?	When
I’m	hungry,	I’ll	eat.	It’s	not	like	the	kitchen	is	going	anywhere.”

“You	need	to	eat	to	help	balance	your	medications.”

Her	grandmother	 tsked	 and	waved	 a	 fluttering	hand	 at	 her.	Harper	 pulled
the	 blanket	 over	 Grandma	 Spurling’s	 feet	 and	 tucked	 it	 beneath	 her	 heels.
Harper	knew	she	didn’t	feel	the	cold	much	anymore	but	didn’t	like	seeing	her
feet	so	exposed.	If	The	Mom	had	been	here,	she’d	have	done	the	same	exact
thing.	The	Mom	hated	it	when	things	were	untucked.

“You	have	school	today,	don’t	you?”

“Yep.”

“How	are	your	classes	going?”

“Good.	Lots	of	homework,	like	always.”

“How’s	the	paper?	Any	hot	stories?”

“I	interviewed	our	groundskeeper,	Mr.	Cho.	He’s	from	Vietnam.	He	helped
the	United	States	during	the	war	and	had	to	move	here	after	we	lost.	He	says
he	misses	his	homeland.	Sometimes	he	feels	like	he’s	in	purgatory.”

Harper	looked	out	the	window.	Her	grandmother	had	an	east-facing	view	of
the	creepy	pine	forest	that	curled	around	most	of	Hawthorn.



“You	 want	 purgatory,	 try	 spending	 every	 day	 in	 this	 place,”	 Grandma
Spurling	said.	“The	highlight	of	the	day	is	bingo	in	the	sunroom,	and	half	the
players	 fall	 asleep	 by	 their	 second	 card.	 I’m	 thinking	 about	 buying	 one	 of
those	air	horns	and	letting	rip.”

Harper	smiled.

“Heck.	I’d	come	to	bingo	to	see	that.”

“Don’t	think	I	won’t	do	it.”

Her	 grandmother	 raised	 her	 bed	 with	 the	 remote	 so	 she	 was	 sitting	 up
straighter.

“You	have	a	boyfriend	yet?”

“Grandma.”

“What?	 A	 pretty	 girl	 like	 you,	 the	 boys	 must	 be	 hounding	 you	 day	 and
night.”

“The	boys	in	my	school	only	care	about	football,	hunting,	and	their	stupid
trucks.”

“And	pretty	girls	like	you,	I	bet.	You	just	wait.	One	of	them	might	turn	into
a	prince	one	of	these	days.	Watch	out	for	the	ones	who	seem	a	little	different.
They	turn	out	to	be	the	interesting	boys.”

“All	right,	Grandma.	I’ll	keep	an	eye	out.”

“Good.”

Harper	 sat	 down	 in	 the	 recliner	 beside	 her	 grandmother’s	 bed	 and	 tipped
her	head	back.	She	felt	like	taking	a	nap.	She	could	fall	asleep	right	here	and
wake	 up	 for	 lunchtime	 in	 the	 cafeteria.	 She	 didn’t	 mind	 bland	 food	 or
drooling	table	companions.	It	couldn’t	be	any	worse	than	high	school.

“I	was	 just	watching	 the	 news,”	Grandma	Spurling	 said.	 “They’ve	 found
another	body	on	the	riverbank.”

“They	did?”

“It	was	a	woman	this	time.	She	was	young.”

“God,”	Harper	 said,	 pinching	 the	 bridge	 of	 her	 nose.	 “What	 is	 that?	 The
third	river	body	in	the	past	six	months?”



“Fourth.	They’re	not	sure	if	this	one	was	a	murder	or	suicide.	She’d	been	in
the	water	for	days,	they	said.	The	fish	had	been	at	her.”

Harper	opened	her	eyes	and	stared	at	her	grandmother.	Maybe	this	was	why
she’d	woken	up	so	early.	Maybe	Harper	had	sensed	 the	discovery	of	a	new
river	 body	 all	 the	 way	 from	 across	 town	 and	 it	 had	 set	 off	 her	 mystical
reporter	senses.

“What’s	wrong	with	this	town,	Grandma?”

Harper’s	 grandmother	 laced	 her	 hands	 together	 and	 set	 them	 on	 her
stomach.	“Well,”	she	said,	“Hawthorn	has	always	been	troubled.”



The	Wolves
(1857)

Sofie	 Helle	 lay	 awake	 in	 the	 back	 of	 her	 family’s	 wagon,	 listening	 to	 the
piping	 crickets	 and	 the	 wind	 rustling	 the	 high	 prairie	 grass.	 Cozied	 up	 in
quilts	on	 the	wagon’s	wood	plank	floor,	Sofie’s	mother	slept	on	one	side	of
her	and	her	older	sister,	Gerta,	slept	on	the	other.	It	was	a	soft	summer	night,
as	deep	as	any,	but	Sofie	had	a	 restless	 feeling	 in	her	heart.	She	always	felt
restless.	At	 seven	years	old	and	 the	youngest	 in	 the	Helle	 family,	 she	could
not	 remember	her	birth	country	of	Norway.	For	as	 long	as	 she	could	 recall,
she	had	been	traveling—first	across	a	dark	and	vast	ocean,	then	by	train,	and
then	finally	by	wagon,	which	was	drawn	by	four	strong	oxen	that	smelled	like
dung.

Sofie’s	 family	 had	 departed	 the	 city	 of	 St.	 Louis	 the	 previous	May,	 one
wagon	among	a	small	train	of	five.	It	had	been	a	peaceful	journey	across	the
open	plains,	but	 lately,	as	a	 line	of	mountains	appeared	to	 the	south,	wolves
had	 appeared	 to	 harry	 the	 wagon	 train.	 They’d	 appeared	 two	 weeks
previously	 as	 a	 cluster	 of	 gray,	 trotting	 shapes	 set	 against	 the	 heat-blighted
landscape,	hovering	beyond	rifle	range	during	the	day	and	howling	en	masse
during	 the	 long	 prairie	 nights.	 Sofie	 was	 thinking	 about	 the	 wolves—how
hungry	 they	must	be,	how	 their	 rough	 fur	would	 feel	 to	 the	 touch—when	a
woman’s	scream	pierced	the	night	and	caused	Sofie	to	bolt	upright,	her	heart
thumping.	She	knew	what	the	scream	meant.

“Wolf,	Mama!	Wolf!”

Sofie’s	 mother	 and	 sister	 scrambled	 to	 wakefulness	 inside	 the	 darkened
wagon.	Rifle	shots	cracked	loudly,	and	a	man	shouted	something	in	an	angry
voice.	By	the	time	the	Helle	women	emerged	from	the	wagon,	a	single	wolf
was	already	loping	back	into	the	night	with	something	dangling	from	its	jaws.
Sofie’s	father,	Torvald	Helle,	was	running	after	the	wolf	with	his	rifle	raised.
He	fired	two	more	times	and	pulled	up	at	 the	edge	of	 the	firelight,	his	body
stiffening.	 To	 Sofie’s	 left,	 Mrs.	 Hawthorn	 was	 being	 restrained	 by	 her
husband	as	she	writhed	and	screamed	and	fought	to	run	off.	She	was	calling
for	William,	the	Hawthorn’s	eight-month-old	baby	boy.

Sofie’s	mother	wrapped	one	arm	around	Sofie	and	another	around	her	sister



and	pulled	them	both	against	her	waist.

“My	Lord,”	she	said.	“It	took	William.”

Sofie’s	father	turned	and	looked	back	toward	the	camp,	his	head	slumping
as	if	he’d	been	struck	with	a	club.

He’d	been	the	lone	man	on	watch.

Daylight	found	the	settlers’	wagons	loaded	and	on	the	move,	with	a	few	men
on	 horseback	 gone	 ahead	 to	 scout	while	 the	 oxen	 pulled	 their	 heavy	 loads.
The	 children	 were	 unusually	 sedate	 as	 the	 morning	 went	 along,	 either
sleeping	 in	 the	 back	 of	 the	 trundling	 wagons	 or	 talking	 quietly	 among
themselves,	trading	the	colorful	stones	and	flint	arrowheads	they’d	picked	up
along	the	trail.	Mrs.	Hawthorn	had	passed	out	from	exhaustion,	and	two	of	the
other	wives	sat	with	her	 in	 the	Hawthorns’	wagon,	 the	 long	needles	 in	 their
hands	clicking	faintly	as	they	knitted.

Sofie	Helle	 sat	 in	 the	 rear	 of	 her	 own	wagon,	 swaddled	 in	 a	 blanket	 but
wide	 awake,	 watching	 the	 wolves	 in	 the	 distance	 with	 wide	 eyes.	 Unlike
everyone	 else,	 she’d	 enjoyed	 their	 hovering	 presence.	 She’d	 howled	 back
softly	 to	 them	 when	 they’d	 howled,	 as	 if	 they	 were	 having	 a	 secret
conversation,	 and	 she	 felt	betrayed	by	 the	baby	 snatching	 in	a	new	and	 sad
way	she	couldn’t	fully	understand.

The	wagon	 train	 halted	 at	midday.	The	mountain	 line	 to	 the	 south	 they’d
been	 following	 for	 the	 past	 two	 weeks	 appeared	 more	 defined,	 with	 a
shadowy	line	beneath	it	that	looked	like	woodland.	The	scouts	on	horseback
returned	to	eat	lunch	with	wide	smiles.	They’d	found	a	clear	river	and	a	dense
outcropping	of	trees	the	train	could	make	by	nightfall.	It	would	be	a	fine	place
to	make	camp,	a	fortified	location	where	they	could	stay	all	winter.

The	other	settlers	took	this	news	with	grave	impassivity,	slowly	absorbing
the	idea	that	their	arduous	journey	could	be	so	nearly	ended.	Sofie	walked	to
the	back	of	 the	wagon	train	and	looked	to	the	north.	The	wolves	were	lying
out	in	the	grass,	ten	or	twelve	gray	shapes	cooling	their	bellies	and	patiently
watching	 like	 army	 spies.	One	 of	 the	wolves	 shifted,	 tossing	 some	 flailing,
meaty	thing	into	the	air	and	snatching	it	up	again	in	its	jaws,	as	if	toying	with
it.	Sofie	felt	a	spell	of	warm	dizziness	pass	over	her.	Only	a	rabbit,	she	told
herself,	or	some	other	unlucky	furred	creature	of	the	prairie.

The	settlers	reached	the	forest	with	an	hour	of	daylight	left.	After	the	vast	seas



of	prairie	grass	and	open	blue	skies,	the	dense	woods	appeared	to	promise	an
abundance	of	 interesting	things,	 like	mule	deer	and	elk	and	berries	and	cool
dark	spots	for	hiding.	Sofie	whistled	to	 the	birds	flitting	about	 the	canopies,
and	 the	birds	whistled	back.	Branches	 rustled.	A	doe	appeared	between	 two
juniper	shrubs,	looked	out	at	the	group,	and	ran	off	again	before	anyone	could
think	of	lifting	a	rifle.

Sofie	 squinted	 at	 the	 thick	 woods.	 The	many	 lush	 shades	 of	 green,	 now
darkening	as	the	sun	went	down,	appeared	to	blend	in	an	uncanny	way.	The
wagon	 train	 curled	 around	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 forest	 and	 headed	 east.	 To	 the
south,	mountains	now	dominated	the	horizon,	while	more	flat	prairie	opened
to	the	west.

Sofie	heard	the	river	before	she	saw	it.	Running	fast	and	deep	at	the	bottom
of	a	steep	grassy	bank,	the	river	tumbled	out	of	the	forest	like	a	surprise	and
wound	south	across	an	open	plain	for	several	miles	before	disappearing	into
more	woods.	On	the	other	side	of	the	river	was	a	mile	or	so	of	tall	grass	that
abutted	 the	 eastern	 tree	 line.	 The	 settlers	 parked	 the	 wagons	 along	 the
riverbank,	 and	 everyone	 disembarked	 except	Mrs.	Hawthorn,	who	was	 still
asleep	in	the	rear	of	the	Hawthorn	wagon.	A	gentle	slope	was	found	along	the
bank,	and	everyone	filed	down	to	 the	river,	 the	children	skipping	ahead	and
dipping	 their	 toes	 into	 the	 current.	The	 adults	 knelt	 along	 the	 shore	 as	 if	 in
prayer	and	scooped	water	over	their	heads,	washing	away	the	day’s	heat	and
the	night’s	terrors.

Sofie	also	knelt	by	the	river	and	splashed	the	cold	water	on	her	face,	careful
to	mind	her	balance	and	not	fall	in.

This	was	it,	she	realized.

This	place	would	be	their	haven.



2
HARPER	 LEFT	 BURBLING	 Brook	 after	 she	 got	 Grandma	 Spurling	 to
promise	 she’d	 get	 out	 of	 bed	 and	 do	 something	 with	 her	 day.	 Harper	 was
worried	 her	 grandmother	 was	 getting	 depressed,	 and	 she	 wished	 her
grandfather	was	 still	 alive.	Grandpa	 Spurling	 had	 been	 a	 funny,	 sweet	 guy,
kind	of	like	a	happy	elf	with	twinkling	blue	eyes,	and	he	could	cheer	anyone
up.	He’d	died	of	 a	 stroke	 three	years	 earlier	while	 he	was	 taking	 a	 shower.
He’d	been	singing	show	tunes,	like	he	always	did	in	the	shower,	and	Grandma
Spurling	 said	 he’d	 stopped	 right	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 “Oh	 What	 a	 Beautiful
Morning”	and	she	heard	a	hard	THUNK	as	he	fell	in	the	tub,	already	dead.

Though	she	was	as	stunned	and	heartbroken	as	anybody,	Harper	had	helped
her	mother	write	 her	 grandfather’s	 obituary	 and	 even	 the	 speech	The	Mom
gave	 at	 his	 funeral.	Writing	 about	Grandpa	 Spurling	 had	made	Harper	 feel
sad,	 but	 kind	 of	 good,	 too,	 like	 she’d	 done	 something	 meaningful.	 She
realized	that	if	you	didn’t	write	things	down,	if	you	didn’t	document	what	was
going	on	in	the	world,	the	important	stuff	could	easily	be	lost	and	forgotten.
She	 started	 reading	 news	websites.	 She	 joined	 the	 school	 paper	 and	 started
writing	about	current	events,	big	and	small.	She	began	paying	closer	attention
to	 everything	 that	 went	 on	 around	 her,	 looking	 for	 a	 fresh	 angle,	 a	 story
nobody	else	was	talking	about.

The	world	had	layers,	she’d	discovered.

A	lot	of	layers.

Harper	drove	past	Hawthorn	High	and	turned	into	the	big	gravel	parking	lot
behind	it.	Cars	and	trucks	were	still	pulling	in,	thumping	music	and	throwing
up	clouds	of	gravel	dust,	and	Harper	almost	got	hit	by	an	asshole	in	a	green
jeep	who	zoomed	right	past	her	car	as	if	it	was	invisible.

The	asshole	was	her	best	friend,	Eva	Alvarez.

“Mother	fuck.”

Harper	 turned	 the	wheel	hard	and	 followed	Eva’s	 jeep	across	 the	parking
lot.	Eva	pulled	 into	a	 spot	at	 the	back	of	 the	 lot,	where	 she	always	 liked	 to
park,	and	Harper	parked	her	car	right	beside	her.	She	grabbed	her	backpack,



got	out,	and	slammed	her	door,	already	throwing	shade	at	her	best	friend,	who
grinned	and	waved	at	her	from	inside	the	jeep.

“You	almost	hit	me!”

Eva	made	 a	 derp	 face	 and	 laughed.	 She	 had	 a	 sucker	 in	 her	mouth	 even
though	 it	 was	 only	 eight	 in	 the	morning.	 Harper	 sighed,	 opened	 the	 jeep’s
passenger	door,	and	sat	down	with	her	backpack	in	her	lap.

“What	the	hell,	Eva?	You	almost	smashed	into	my	car.”

Eva	twirled	the	handle	of	her	sucker,	spinning	it	inside	her	mouth.	“I	don’t
know	what	you’re	talking	about,	Harp.	I	was	driving	like	super	normal.”

“Yeah	right.	You’re	freaking	crazy.”

Eva	rolled	her	eyes	and	popped	the	sucker	out	of	her	mouth.	She	offered	it
to	Harper	and	smiled,	batting	her	long	movie-star	eyelashes.

“Here.	Peace	offering.”

“Thanks,	 but	 hard	 pass	 on	 your	 nasty	 sucker.	 How	 can	 you	 eat	 that	 so
early?	Your	mouth	is	going	to	taste	funky	all	day.”

“It’s	an	edible.”

“What?”

Eva	ginned.

“You	heard	me,	lady.”

Harper	took	the	sucker	and	sniffed	it.	It	did	smell	a	little	strange.

“This	has	pot	in	it?”

“My	bro	gave	a	couple	to	me	for	doing	his	laundry.	He	had	a	mountain	of
fucking	laundry.	Trust	me,	he	got	a	good	deal.	His	sheets	were	gross	as	shit.”

Harper	licked	the	sucker.	It	made	her	tongue	tingle.

“Holy	cow.”

Eva	nodded.

“Oh	yeah.”

Harper	put	the	edible	in	her	mouth	and	gave	it	a	twirl.	It	tasted	like	cherry



with	a	hint	of	beer.	If	Eva	hadn’t	said	anything,	she	wouldn’t	have	known	the
difference.

“Edibles	are	really	strong,	aren’t	they?”

Eva	looked	in	the	rearview	mirror,	checking	herself	out.	Half	black	and	half
Mexican,	Eva	 had	 caramel-colored	 skin	 and	 big,	 brown	 eyes	 that	made	 her
look	like	a	manga	character.	She	had	a	short,	pixie-style	haircut	and	jet	black
hair.	She	was	one	of	the	most	popular	girls	in	school,	but	it	somehow	hadn’t
made	 her	 bitchy	 at	 all.	 In	 fact,	Eva	Alvarez	was	 friendly	 to	 everybody	 and
would	happily	dive	right	into	any	group	and	start	chatting	people	up.	Harper,
on	 the	 other	 hand,	 preferred	 to	 hover	 on	 the	 edges	 of	 groups,	 agreeably
nodding	and	asking	only	the	occasional	question—that	way	you	could	watch
everybody	and	catch	all	the	little	details.

You	couldn’t	listen	when	you	were	talking.

“Shit,	I	hope	edibles	are	strong,”	Eva	said.	“I	don’t	want	to	go	through	trig
totally	sober.”

Harper	 took	 another	 lick	 and	 gave	 the	 sucker	 back	 to	 Eva.	 They	 left	 the
jeep,	crossing	the	parking	lot	and	heading	toward	the	school’s	rear	doors.	Eva
kept	stopping	to	say	hi	to	people,	and	it	took	five	minutes	just	to	go	fifty	feet.
By	 the	 time	 they	actually	got	 inside	 the	 school,	Harper	could	 feel	 the	weed
kicking	in.

The	school	smelled	like	limes	and	coffee	today.

Eva’s	hair	was	extra	glossy.

She’d	forgotten	to	ask	Mr.	Cho	how	much	a	school	janitor	made.

Had	The	Mom	ever	smoked	pot?	It	was	hard	to	imagine.

As	 they	walked	 toward	 trigonometry,	Eva	 leading	 the	way	 like	 a	 friendly
ambassador	 from	 Secret	 Stonerville,	 Harper	 noticed	 the	 way	 the	 hallway’s
florescent	lights	made	everything	glow	and	the	bright	purple	and	gold	lockers
really	pop.

“Jesus,	Harper,”	Eva	 said,	 smiling	 at	 her.	 “Wipe	 that	 goofy	 look	off	 your
face.”

“What	look?”

“Oh	boy.”	Eva	grabbed	Harper’s	elbow	and	pulled	her	 into	 the	bathroom,



shoving	 Harper	 in	 front	 of	 a	 mirror.	 There	 she	 was,	 smiling	 at	 her	 own
smiling	reflection.

“See?	You’re	totally	obvious.”

Harper	made	herself	frown.	She	looked	at	her	hair	and	twirled	it	around	her
finger.	Eva	was	standing	behind	her.

“My	grandma	said	I’m	pretty,”	Harper	said.

“You	are	pretty.	I	tell	you	that,	like,	every	damn	day.”

“I	know.”

Harper	sighed.	Her	little	high	was	starting	to	fade	already.

“You	 know	 what?	 Someday	 we’ll	 both	 be	 old	 and	 gray	 and	 living	 in	 a
nursing	home	like	my	grandma.”

“Not	me,”	Eva	said.	“I’m	going	out	in	a	blaze	of	glory	around	thirty-five.
I’m	 thinking	a	plane	 crash.	You	know,	one	of	 those	private	 jets	 rich	people
have?”

Harper	wrinkled	her	nose.	She	didn’t	want	to	think	about	Eva	dying	before
she	did.	A	good	best	friend	waited	for	you	to	die	first,	so	she	could	be	there	to
cry	and	lament	at	your	packed	funeral.

“The	bell’s	about	 to	 ring,	Harp.	You	gonna	be	all	 right?	 I	don’t	need	you
acting	all	cronked	in	front	of	Mr.	Thiel	and	getting	me	in	trouble.”

Harper	stared	at	her	reflection.	Was	she	all	right?	What	did	being	all	right
even	mean?	Harper	turned	around	and	shifted	the	backpack	on	her	shoulder.

“Did	you	hear	about	the	woman?”

Eva	raised	an	eyebrow,	scanning	her	like	The	Mom	usually	did.

“What	woman?”

“They	found	a	dead	woman	this	morning	on	the	riverbank.	They	think	she
could	be	another	victim.”

Eva	shivered.	“Damn.	The	cops	in	this	town	need	to	get	off	their	asses	and
catch	this	dude.	I	don’t	need	to	be	stabbed	before	I	go	to	college.	I	got	plans.”

“What	do	you	think	the	Tender	Heart	Killer	looks	like?”

“Old	and	rape-y.	Probably	has	one	of	those	old-school	porn	mustaches.”



“He	can’t	be	that	old	if	he’s	killing	people	and	dumping	them	in	the	river.
He’s	killed	men,	 too.	You	need	 to	be	 strong	 to	 throw	a	grown	man	 into	 the
river.”	Harper	crossed	her	arms.	“You	know,	these	murders	are	the	only	real
story	in	this	town.”

“Sure,	I	guess,”	Eva	said,	glancing	over	her	shoulder	at	the	bathroom	door.
“But	they’re	a	little	out	of	the	Hawthorn	Squawker’s	league,	aren’t	they?”

“Well—”

The	bell	 rang	and	Harper	 jumped,	even	 though	she’d	known	 the	bell	was
coming.	 “Okay,	 lightweight,”	 Eva	 said,	 pulling	 her	 by	 the	 hand.	 “Time	 for
you	 to	pretend	 like	you’re	not	 stoned.”	They	 ran	down	 the	hall	 and	entered
Mr.	 Thiel’s	 room.	 Everybody	 was	 still	 talking	 while	 Mr.	 Thiel	 wrote	 out
formulas	on	the	board,	his	back	turned	to	the	room.	Harper	sat	at	her	desk	and
pulled	her	trig	book	and	her	binder	out	of	her	backpack.	She	fished	around	the
bottom	of	her	bag	 for	 a	pen	and	a	 stick	of	gum.	She	decided	chewing	gum
would	help	her	concentrate	better,	but	she	couldn’t	find	any.	The	boy	who	sat
in	front	of	her,	a	blond	preppy	dude	named	Kevin	Osgaard,	turned	and	said	hi.

“Hi,”	Harper	said,	throwing	it	right	back	at	him.

“You	do	the	assignment?”

Harper	thought	about	the	question.

“Yes,	Kevin.	I	did.”

Kevin	grinned	like	they	were	both	in	on	a	secret.

“Pretty	easy,	right?”

Kevin	 was	 always	 trying	 to	 talk	 to	 her.	 He	 was	 cute,	 in	 a	 boring	 TV
weatherman	kind	 of	way,	 and	 really	 nice.	 For	 some	 reason,	 though,	Harper
could	barely	make	herself	be	polite	when	they	“chatted.”

Maybe	it	was	because	his	teeth	were	so	white?

It	could	have	been	because	his	teeth	were	so	white.

So.

Damn.

White.

“I’d	say	it	was	about	the	right	amount	between	hard	and	easy,”	Harper	said,
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