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			With gratitude to the Narragansett people, on whose land I live and wrote this book.

			We are still here.

		

	
		
			
				What I have been taught by elders is that our remains carry memory. Each cell contains a spiral of stories that belong to ancestors and to descendants. What is buried is meant to remain buried.

				—Joy Harjo

				You can give me back my people’s bones and you can quit digging them up.

				—Maria Pearson

			

		

	
		
			Private Journal of the Warden

			Year of our Lord 1675

			Narragansett Land, Rhode Island

			I never meant to chase her, yet I did not slow at her screams.

			I wanted to cry out, run from those men, but all she heard was my own steps of pursuit. Is that why she leapt from my grasp? Is that why she called only for her God, Cautantowwit, who her people say made man of wood and must have cursed her heart to stone?

			Is that why she sank?

			Swallowed whole by the land of her people; the land we have claimed under the watchful Eye of Providence.

			I pray no other will try to take her, but my men hunger almost as much as our God.

			Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, but there is power in what remains of the vessel.

			Her bones belong to me.
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			Camp Quahog

			South County, Rhode Island

			Unceded Narragansett Land

			August 2008

			Someone is hunting me.

			With each step I take on the dirt path, there is a distinct crunch behind me as if someone is camouflaging their movements with mine. I drop against the stone wall I’ve been following and scan the path. There are only silhouettes of trees in these dark and unfamiliar woods. Silence except my erratic breath.

			I could run back to my truck. Return to my quiet house. Slip into bed next to my sleeping wife, who has no idea I’m about to break the law.

			The most pathetic lies are the ones we tell ourselves.

			Remaining in the shadows may hide me, but it cannot keep me safe. This is more than being a woman alone in the woods, because my real enemy is time. More specifically, the imminent dawn. I gotta move.

			Stepping as softly as I can, I approach the oversized iron gate until I confirm my fear: it’s locked. A lone security light illuminates letters in a metal arc: Camp Quahog. A place I’d barely known existed until a few hours ago. Certainly not somewhere I was planning on breaking and entering.

			I hurry toward a shape in the distance that could almost be open arms. But really, it’s a maple tree. I don’t wait to listen for advancing footsteps, instead I pull myself onto the lowest branch. The tree eases some tension, as if I’m hidden, and I climb higher, another branch, then another. At least ten feet in the air, I can see the top of the wall. I scan the ground, and whoever was hunting is quiet and still.

			I adjust my weight as I reach toward the wall, but there’s a crack under my boot and my whole center of gravity drops. My arms slam into the limb, and the bark cuts my skin as I cling tight despite the sharp pain.

			Well, shit.

			My legs flail as I search for another branch, but there’s nothing but air between me and the ten-foot drop. I extend my shaking leg, and my foot barely smacks the edge of the wall before returning under me. I scoot and scrape along the branch to get a few inches closer. When I stretch my leg again, the toe of my boot reaches the top of the wall. I do the same with the other foot, using everything left to push off the branch and let go.

			I nearly topple over, but manage to land on my ass, straddling the wall like a horse. I dig my fingers into the hard edge while forcing myself to breathe deeply.

			I made it.

			Grinning up at the stars, I’m relieved they’re the only witnesses to what my wife would certainly call foolishness. My breath grows slower and finally steady, matching the calm night sounds of frogs and crickets.

			Now what.

			On the other side of the wall, there’s at least a mile of clear-cut field. The dark shapes of buildings. No light, except the almost-full moon, which illuminates a long pathway in the center of the camp toward more dense forest. I wonder if that’s the way to “the back of the camp” or if I’m just guessing because I’m desperate. To the east the darkness of night is shifting to purple.

			Time to go.

			I grip the top of the wall, and my left foot trails down until I find a jutting rock. Then another slightly lower step for the right. My luck runs out, so I stretch my legs as far as I can and let go. The slam into the ground knocks me onto my shoulder. I groan as I cradle my arm and blink up at stars.

			In the cool dewy grass, I wait for pain to dull. There’s only my breath and then a distant engine. A motorcycle or ATV. I pray the hunter is gone.

			Standing with a grunt, I rotate my shoulder. The camp appears empty, only one car in the parking lot. A Google search said it opens tomorrow, so maybe I won’t run into any teenagers sneaking out of their cabins or counselors doing the same.

			Hurrying across the field, I glimpse over my shoulder for the hunter but see nothing. I rush along the path I’d spotted from the wall leading into the woods. My boots crunch against sticks and underbrush, and I’m not as quiet as I’d like. There are a few noises behind me the deeper I go, but nothing definitively human. I fast walk for another ten minutes before a sharp turn. As I round the corner, I freeze at a glow about twenty feet away.

			I duck off the path and watch. Nothing crosses the light. I creep behind a tree, then a bush. Finally I’m close enough to see the light is an electric lantern resting on a tree stump. There is something lying beside it.

			As I approach the stump, two trees loom over the area like a canopy. Next to the light is a book with a red cover. I crouch down and flip it open where a red ribbon marks the page. There’s a faded cursive print, and I remove my flashlight to read the looping words.

			Private Journal of the Warden, Year of our Lord 1675

			We buried the Indian Queen under the three elms where her people would gather for prayer.

			I frown at the word “Queen” because tribes do not have queens; the monarchy was a colonist import. While I’m curious about the journal, it’s not a priority. I turn my flashlight to the ground, and there is a shovel.

			This is the place. Thirty minutes until dawn.

			I approach what looks like a shadow, but I’m certain it is not. I kneel at the edge with my flashlight where someone removed approximately three feet of earth. This is a dig pit for an excavation of human remains.

			In a perfect circle of light, I find what I feared. My flashlight reveals the tip of a moccasin poking out of the dirt. The fragile scraps of leather with red beads in a strawberry pattern. The bones of a foot tucked neatly inside. I frown at the shovel that rests nearby, too large for this shallow dig. At least whatever remains beneath the soil is undisturbed.

			I got here in time.

			A beam of light bursts across my eyes, and I throw up my hands.

			I can’t see anything, but I hear a deep voice say, “You move, you die.”
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			I keep my eyes shut against the light. Maybe I should be scared, but all I feel is anger.

			“Who are you?” the deep voice asks.

			“Who are you?” I snap.

			Footsteps draw closer. “The one not trespassing.”

			“I’m not. Get that light out of my eyes, and I’ll show you.” The beam shifts lower, and I blink at a world of small pulsing lights in the darkness. “I need to get something. Out of my pocket.”

			“Hey!” he calls as if I’m pulling a gun, too.

			“It’s my phone.” I put my flashlight away and motion toward my other pocket. “In here, okay?”

			He moves his light over the lower half of my body. “Slowly.”

			I take out my work cell and dial into the messages. There is only one saved, and I put the phone on speaker: “Bud, after all these years, you were right. We found the remains at the back of the camp. Can you be here at first light?”

			As my eyes adjust, I see a younger guy’s sharply angular face, maybe early twenties, pale skin, and wavy red hair. He’s not holding a gun, and I don’t see anything that could be one. A bluff.

			I wait for him to admit that’s his voice, but instead he says, “How did you come to possess Bud’s phone?”

			“It’s not his. It’s BIA’s.” I stop there, not explaining that as an archeologist for the Bureau of Indian Affairs, it’s rare for me to get calls on my work cell after hours, so I’d paid attention to this one.

			Leave it, my old boss Bud Russell said when I took our shared work cell home with me. Where do you think the bones will go, Syd?

			That’s not a question I would answer, because our views differed on how to do this job.

			“Do you need me to replay it?” I hold up the phone. “That’s your voice, right?”

			I don’t explain that Bud had a map of Camp Quahog hanging on the wall of our office, if you can call it that. Basically a shed where we store the dig equipment. When I heard the message, I guessed this was the place.

			He pulls a walkie-talkie off his belt. “This is Tad at Camp Quahog, over.”

			A crackle and then: “You’ve got FS security, over.”

			“Security?” I close my flip phone. “I’m an archeologist armed with a toothbrush, Tad.” I swap the phone for the brush in my pocket to show him. “Literally.”

			Tad holds up his flashlight and takes several steps closer to me and the dig pit. I think of Ichabod Crane in Sleepy Hollow and the glow from the Headless Horseman. “That does not preclude you from being a risk to what we’re doing.”

			Interesting. “What exactly are you doing?”

			He brings the walkie-talkie back to his mouth. “I need a security escort off the camp property.”

			“Roger, I was tracking,” says the man’s voice, and my hunter is revealed. “What’s your location?”

			“We’re near Bud’s Big Dig, over.”

			I frown at the use of my old boss’s name. “Bud’s what?”

			The man’s voice on the walkie-talkie responds, “Confirmed, I will be there in seven minutes, over.”

			Tad clicks the device back onto his belt. “Ample time for you to elucidate your possession of Bud’s phone.”

			I almost roll my eyes at that one. Elucidate. Instead, I focus on what matters and turn toward the exposed remains in the dirt. A familiar feeling has arrived, as if these bones are in crisis, forced to reach toward me for help. Now I have less than seven minutes to convince Tad to see it that way. “It’s not Bud’s phone. It belongs to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which is where I still work.”

			His face falls. “Bud doesn’t?”

			“He retired.”

			“Since when?”

			“Six months ago.” I keep myself from saying it felt like Bud was retired all five years I worked for him.

			“You’re lying.”

			I snicker. “Lying about my boss retiring?”

			Tad watches me for a moment as if divining the truth. Finally, something shifts, and his shoulders droop as his flashlight’s beam shines into the pit. “Bud should be here.”

			From his tone, I wonder if they were friends. If this information has hurt his feelings somehow. “There wasn’t a party. He put in his papers and left.”

			“I hadn’t heard from him since last summer.” Tad runs his hands through this hair. “He’s desultory—”

			“I don’t know that one,” I interrupt. “Elucidate.”

			“It means Bud lacks foresight at times. Pinning him down was nearly impossible.” Tad lets out a big sigh. “We have so many plans.”

			Bud mentioned helping with the camp during the summer. More time fishing on their private pond, I’d assumed, but never asked. He certainly didn’t indicate there was an archeological connection.

			Bud, you were right. We found the remains at the back of the camp. Can you be here at first light?

			They were searching for these bones. Now that they’ve found them, what’s next?

			I put my hands in my pockets hoping Tad will accept my help. “Look, I know Bud’s not here, but I am.”

			The light casts a shadow across Tad’s downturned face. “Who are you?”

			I sigh because I’m not going to lie, though maybe I should. The last thing I need is another issue on my record for BIA to investigate. “I’m Syd Walker. Bud was my boss for five years.” I pause to smile a little, to communicate that I’m here to help. “At a glance, I’d say these remains are historical and tribal.”

			Tad’s trance is broken, and he pulls up to his full height. “How old, do you think?”

			“Based on the depth of this dig and location to the Great Swamp area, it’s likely these remains are tied to King Philip’s War. At least three hundred years.”

			“That’s good, Syd.” A smile of pleasure widens across his face. A strange reaction to my mentioning the bloodiest conflict on Rhode Island soil, when the colonists led an unprovoked attack against the Narragansett. “Very good.”

			“I’m happy to contact the tribe,” I continue. “Their summer powwow starts this afternoon. I can speak to the tribal protection officer. We can ask for his—”

			“No, Syd.” He draws close, his eyes reflecting victory in the scattered light. “We aren’t ready for that yet.”

			My rage is a small point of tension above my heart, an ember that spreads as my mind makes a connection to an injustice. “This is someone’s ancestor,” I say firmly, gesturing toward the large shovel resting in the dirt. “Not a fun project for campers.”

			“I’m not explaining our research program to you,” he says as if our conversation is over. “If you have a problem, take it up with your new boss at BIA.”

			“Or the police?”

			“On private land?” He chuckles. “Sure, call them. Local or state? The chief likes his martini on the rocks.”

			I tip my chin into where he’s crowded my personal space. “How about the state archeologist. You make his drinks, too?”

			“He knows we’ll file the appropriate paperwork.” Tad blinks down at me. “Not to put too fine a point on it, Syd, but what outcome do you envision? The archeology police storming the camp?”

			He’s not wrong that there’s no enforcement, but this goes beyond the law. “How about because it’s the right thing to do?”

			There’s a twitch under his eye as I’ve struck a nerve. “I studied anthropology at Yale. I’m aware of what’s ethical.”

			Of course he went to Yale, a university with thousands of artifacts and the remains of hundreds of Indigenous people. Not the worst offender in the Ivies, but nothing to be proud of either. “Who’s setting those ethical standards?” I ask. “Not anyone in the tribal community.”

			“I’ve watched Bud, who works for your employer, run sites since I was a boy at Camp Quahog. I can handle it.”

			I recoil at the truth: Bud has been digging at this place for decades.

			In the distance is the motor from before. Panic rises in my chest, the dread of having to leave these bones in untrained and, frankly, uncaring hands.

			I flinch at bright lights passing over us from some kind of four-wheeler until the engine cuts off. Tad heads back to the lantern and raises it into the air, calling out, “Over here, Les!”

			I think again of the Ichabod story, of his supernatural beliefs eclipsed by real terror when he saw them come to life as the Headless Horseman. This is not a children’s story. This is what’s left of a person, prayers whispered in ceremony, and life lived. They deserve more than whatever Tad has planned.

			Stepping into the light of the vehicle is a large shadow and then heavy footsteps. The shadow approaches us slowly, a hand at his waist as if he’s armed. He has a blond crew cut and pale skin against a black shirt and military-style pants. He does have a gun, and he adjusts his hand on it as he stares at me. “There you are.”

			I bite back my comment about why he needs a weapon for kids’ camp patrol. “You were following me.”

			“You were trespassing.”

			I cross my arms. “I was invited.”

			“Unlikely.” The guard—Les—turns to Tad. “Just her? No signs of—”

			“She’s alone,” he cuts in quickly. “Bud is her boss.”

			I hate it when people talk as if I’m not right here. “You got me instead.”

			He continues with Tad. “I thought Bud was coming here?”

			I wonder if this guard was waiting for Bud, and instead he found me.

			“According to Syd Walker here, Bud retired,” Tad says cautiously. “No worries though. I can do it.”

			Skeptical lines appear around Les’s face, and it’s an opening.

			“Listen,” I begin, hoping maybe Tad answers to him. “That shovel is too big for this dig. He will destroy the bones. It’s a process of a few brushstrokes at a time.” I pull the toothbrush out of my pocket. “I’ve got all the tools in my truck. Let me help.”

			Les watches me for a moment, then faces Tad. “We have the board vote today. Do you have the time?”

			Tad strides over to the shovel and picks it up. “Escort Syd back to her vehicle.”

			“Please,” I say quickly. “I have the same expertise as Bud. I respect that this place is private property—”

			“Yet you didn’t.” Tad’s voice is cool, but his eyes are charged as he lifts the shovel over his lean shoulder and gets close. “You trespassed and now you want me to believe you’ll play by my rules.”

			I glance at the moccasin again, at the shovel against Tad’s shoulder, which will scrape and fragment the bones. “I can play by your rules.”

			“How could you?” He grins at me. “When you don’t know the game.”
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			I stand at the front door of my house in dirty boots, certain I just screwed up but unclear what I’d do differently. When I left before dawn, I had more fear than an actual plan. That’s what led me to leave my warm bed and my sleeping wife despite the crepes I’d promised to make because this past month of pregnancy for her has been all Nutella all the time. Instead, I drove along a Rhode Island dirt road in the inky-black hours before morning. And yes, broke the law, if we’re being specific.

			I slip out of my shoes and knock them together harder than needed to remove the light layer of mud. One question burns brighter than all the others: Who did I work for?

			The house is quiet as I head through the kitchen and living room. Luna’s door is shut, and it means she’s not getting out of bed. Again. If we were still teenagers, it’d be fine, but she’s a mother with a child who needs her. Not that I’m saying any of that to her.

			Through the back porch slider, I see my wife, Mal, in her sleeveless red silk summer dress. She’s helping Luna’s daughter, Gracie, organize the pond toys. Gracie stares up at her, focused in that almost-four-years-old way—eyes narrowed under her messy dark hair, golden skin, and oversized Dora the Explorer shirt.

			Mal’s gaze connects to mine. She stands to step around Gracie, and I open the door between us.

			“Where did you go?” She slides it closed behind her. “Your note didn’t say. Any chance you picked up Allie’s Donuts?”

			“Sorry, I didn’t even think of it.” I shake my head, annoyed at myself. “Some remains were found at a camp. A foot bone is all I saw, but I’m sure there’s more.”

			She raises her eyebrows. “Are the bones Native?”

			“Likely, there was a moccasin.” That ember of anger sparks, but I have to ignore it. “The land is private, so there’s nothing I can do.”

			“I’m sorry.” Mal brushes my cheek, and I feel some dirt flake off on her fingers. “Gracie and I were up early but…” She glances toward Luna’s door. “She has to get help.”

			“Luna can’t sleep at night,” I explain, but of course Mal knows. She was the one who told me after Luna confessed as much to her. Luna barely speaks to me since I invited her to move in three months ago after Oklahoma.

			Mal runs a hand up her arm. “Can we do something?”

			Even without the question, the issues keeping Luna in bed and distanced from us always linger at the edge of my mind. Because the answers are rooted in murder. Two, in fact, both in northeastern Oklahoma, where Luna and I are from. Both were in self-defense, of a kind.

			The first murder was by my hand. I was a teenager and managed to save my sister from a truly evil man, Pete Daweson, by shooting his brother and then running. Saving my sister had a steep and unforgivable price: we left our best friend, Luna, behind to be killed alongside her parents.

			That leads to the second memory of murder, from only three months ago. Luna wasn’t dead, as I’d believed, but very much alive. She used two different weapons to put twelve bullets into Pete Daweson, the man who’d stolen her that night of the first murder and kept her as his prisoner in Mexico for fifteen years. A place where she raised her daughter, Gracie, until he’d brought them back to Oklahoma and met his end by Luna’s hand. Not that we told the investigators the truth.

			Now she has a new beginning, we all do, but I’m not sure anyone is happy about how it’s going.

			“Give her time?” I offer lamely.

			“She’s actually going to her therapy appointments, right?” Mal asks.

			I shrug. “I drop her off and take Gracie to get ice cream.”

			Mal shoots me a look as if I should do better, and maybe I should. But building trust is hard, especially if you’re pretty sure you don’t deserve it.

			“Any job openings at BIA?” Mal suggests. “You’ve had interns, right? That would give her something to do with Gracie in prekindergarten.”

			“Intern?” I say the word carefully, not wanting to betray something I’d never shared. That the last time I had anyone work for me, two summer interns, it had gone embarrassingly bad. “I don’t really work well with others, Mal.”

			“You worked with Bud.”

			“He wasn’t so great at it either.”

			“You’re making that face.” Mal narrows her beautiful eyes. “Like you’re hiding something.”

			I frown at her to change my expression. “Am not.”

			“You were a second ago.”

			“Not now.” I give her my can we be done? grin.

			“You are a lot.” Mal rests her hand on her bump before turning toward the door. I lightly touch her arm to stop her. She is still facing the glass where the morning sunlight feathers across her face, creating lines along the rich burnt umber of her skin. Her long dark braids are tied back, and somehow, she’s even steadier in pregnancy. A certainty I’ve always been drawn toward, but as the baby grows, I feel smaller. As if I’m standing in the shadow instead of her light.

			I take a deep breath. “I know having Luna and Gracie here isn’t ideal but—”

			“Knives keep going missing.”

			My mouth remains open for a moment. “What now?”

			“Knives. Missing.” Mal watches Gracie struggle to put on her life jacket. “The good ones Aunt Carol got us for the wedding. Only one left in a six-piece set.” She hefts the door open. “I’m ready, Gracie.”

			The statement requires a response, but I can only stare blankly as Mal helps Gracie with her life jacket outside. I turn toward Luna’s room wondering if she’s hiding them for protection. Or hiding them from herself.

			I’d planned to research Camp Quahog the rest of the morning and the connection to my old boss, but that needs to change. Mal deserves a break, at least a few hours. As a vision therapist, essentially an eye doctor for kids, she works with children all week. It’s not fair to foist my friend’s daughter onto her weekends, too.

			I quickly change into swim shorts and a T-shirt. Pausing at my bookshelf, I find the one with a blue cover that Bud gave me on my first day at the job. I’d flipped through the pages once, and after what I saw, I told myself I’d never open it again. It’s unconscionable that it was published, and that he was proud of the work it contained. But I don’t know where else to start.

			I grab my sunglasses and head down the hallway. Pausing at Luna’s closed door, I press my hand to the knob. Not that I’m going to turn it. Or search her room for knives. Or ask why she can’t get out of bed. If I’ve learned anything about this adult version of my childhood best friend in the past three months, it’s that she likes questions even less than I do.

			Besides, I already know the answers.
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			I join Mal and Gracie on the back deck. “I’ll take Little Miss to the pond.” I flutter my fingers along Mal’s bare arm. “Go enjoy your Saturday, okay.”

			Gracie’s big brown eyes track from my face to Mal’s with no reaction, no emotion at the change of plan.

			Mal crouches down so they are nose to nose. “Would that be okay with you, Gracie? If I go read for a little while and you play with Auntie Syd?”

			Gracie shows no indication of what she wants and continues to carefully study us both.

			I squeeze the horn of her unicorn floatie. “I’d love to hang out.”

			“Okay,” she says carefully, as if she’s waiting for a bomb to explode before she reacts. When we both smile at her, she continues. “Help me bring these?” She hands me a small net and foam noodle.

			Mal kisses my cheek, butterfly soft, and even with brief contact, I can feel how she’s already more relaxed. Maybe it’s good I can read her so well, but I wonder if it comes from the place where my anxiety lives. An anxious attachment is what my work-assigned therapist called it. I didn’t share that I was relieved to be able to have any attachment at all.

			I follow Gracie toward the sandy part of the pond and consider if she has a similar issue. She’s almost four and is constantly repressing her bossy nature. Her eyes flash with the urge to say something, and it’s tamped down just as quick. She lived with a monster her whole little life until three months ago. So yeah, she’s probably anxious about misreading a situation.

			When I did, it meant the death of my best friend, my blood sister, even if Luna has now returned. For Gracie, trapped by the same monster that had her mother, the stakes were even higher.

			We approach a half-standing sandcastle with tiny rocks outlining the edges. I drop into one of our nearby beach chairs.

			“I’m going to scoop.” Gracie adjusts her life jacket and marches toward the water with her net.

			I watch Gracie and think, I’m going to have one of those. It’s a reality I don’t quite have my arms around. How different my life will be once Mal has our baby.

			Gracie is busy in the shallow area, and I open the book Bud gave me, about an archeological dig that took place on the island of Jamestown, Rhode Island, in the 1970s. To avoid the center, I start at the beginning on a group photo that includes a young Bud. His arm is slung over the shoulders of another lanky young man, holding a book, next to several members of an older male crew.

			I read the first lines: The boundaries of present-day Rhode Island nearly coincide with the former domain of the Narragansett Indians. Although the Narragansett tongue itself has been still for at least two centuries—

			I frown at the inaccurate sentences and continue to the bottom of the page. The Narragansetts were gone before their culture was appreciated or understood. Their folklore and religious beliefs have all evaporated—

			“What are you reading?”

			I jump at Luna’s voice, surprised I didn’t hear her on the rocks leading to my chair. She’s in her bathing suit cover-up with her long dark hair piled on top of her head.

			I point the blue cover in her direction. “A book my old boss gave me when I started at BIA.”

			She leans closer, reading the title, “An Indian Burial Ground.” Then plucks the book from my hands.

			“The first big excavation he worked ended up being famous, in archeology circles anyway.” I’m still frowning as I think of how the authors falsely erased the Narragansett tribe, including their language, from existence.

			“Damn.” Luna flips the book in my direction to show the page I’d been avoiding. “Says it’s a child’s grave. They just dug it up and took photos?”

			I nod as she turns toward me the black-and-white image of a small skeleton. The legs curled into a fetal position and the arms crossed against the chest. At the top of the picture is a trowel tossed to the side, the metal edge pointing toward skull.

			“What do you think her mom would say?” Luna snaps the book shut and shoves it toward me. “Putting your baby in the ground, then a few hundred years later some guy digs her up because he can.”

			I can see my uneasy face reflecting in her sunglasses. “I don’t know.”

			Luna smirks. “Isn’t that your job?”

			“Not usually.”

			She crosses her arms, and her swimsuit wrap lifts in the breeze. “Why do you have that book?”

			I consider brushing off the question because I honestly don’t know why I opened it. Desperation, I guess, because I hate that Tad will dig up those remains.

			She doesn’t look surprised by my silence. “Is that why you left so early this morning?”

			This is the most Luna has spoken to me since we got back from Oklahoma. Since she joined my life and saw what I’d built while she was prisoner to the man I didn’t get her away from. “Some remains were found at a camp not far from here and my old boss was involved. I’m worried the owners will do something like what’s in that book. Erase the history and keep the tribe from returning the bones to the earth where they belong.”

			Her face is still, but I can feel judgment behind her shades. “So stop them.”

			“It’s not illegal, and I was already escorted off the property by a security guard with a gun.” I sigh and stare out toward the water. “I don’t know how else to protect them.”

			She crouches down next to me. “That’s your real job.”

			“What?”

			“Protecting things.”

			As my gaze connects to her, the hurt between us feels like a tether, anchoring us together by the truth: I didn’t protect her. “I’m trying,” I say softly.

			“Reminds me of the Cherokee story I tell Gracie.” Luna shifts her gaze to the water. “Be the trickster.”

			I smile as a memory arrives—picking strawberries with my grandma Ama while she told me one of the many stories about tsisdu, the playful trickster rabbit who made the opossum’s tail bare or tried to win the antlers from the deer. “Which one?”

			“The Cherokee’s trickster changed after the Trail of Tears into Tseg’sgin’, Jack the Devil.” Luna picks at the skin under her thumbnail. “He put a cow tail on a fence to distract a farmer so he could steal his daughter. He would do anything to win.”

			That doesn’t sound like a cute little moral lesson for kids. “How does that help me?”

			“If it matters, do whatever it takes.” Luna returns her gaze to Gracie. “Find where you’re the same as them and make them believe it.”

			I’m not sure how to make the people at that camp believe I’m there to help. They have their own plans that might be as disturbing as what’s in that book. Or maybe not. That Tad guy mentioned a research program. My old boss Bud had been involved.

			But why unearth bones?

			Luna watches her daughter splash, then says, “They don’t see you, the real you, until it’s too late.”

			I force myself to breathe slowly as I realize she’s not talking about bones, at least not those I saw this morning. The memory arrives of Luna standing over Pete with a gun in her hand. Emptying the chamber into his chest, then picking up another gun and doing it again.

			As the trickster, she became what he wanted. She was able to stay alive until the moment she revealed the truth.

			Then we all lied about it. Wouldn’t the trickster approve.

			Luna crosses to the edge of the pond where ripples sparkle in the sun. She could be any mother joining her daughter for a swim. Until she removes her bathing suit cover-up and reveals her back is a web of scars.

			She glances toward me, a dare, like when we were girls.

			Say something.

			Are we having the same thought?

			I deserve to see those scars.

			They belong to us both.

			Luna tips her head back, and there’s a half smile on her face as if she’s won. She slowly wades into the water and glances around at the few homes set far back from the shore. She’s never at ease. Another thing Pete stole, any moment of peace.

			I hadn’t thought to tell Luna there was a pond at my house when I’d offered it as a place to stay after she and Gracie had been found. After Luna spent almost fifteen years captive in a northern Mexico desert climate, not a day has passed since they arrived without her and Gracie at least dipping in their toes.

			Gracie laughs as she splashes, and Luna moves closer to her. I open the book again and it falls to the same image: Burial 17—a child’s grave. The stark photograph of bones in black and white, a clinical analysis, scientific observation, not cultural explanation. The cold lens of others.

			The remains I saw this morning will be treated the same way. But child, elder, or sachem, as the New England tribes call their chiefs, it doesn’t matter. I have to do something.

			That’s your real job. Protecting things.

			“Hey, Gracie girl.” I get close to the edge of the water. “You want a present from the powwow?”

			She adjusts her floatie around her waist. “Mom, you go to powwows?”

			Luna remains still as water laps her knees. “I loved them when I was your age.”

			“I want to dance.” Gracie splashes us as she spins in a floating ring. “Dada said I was a good dancer. Do you remember, Momma?”

			“I remember.” Luna straightens and then suddenly dives into the shallow water toward her daughter.

			It’d be easy for her to miscalculate and knock her head, but I see her shape moving as she circles Gracie several times.

			“Momma, come up!” She giggles and tries to catch her.

			Luna is under too long. The sunlight reflects through the water, catching the blue of her suit. When she pops up, she’s hardly winded as she grabs her daughter and spins.

			“How you do that?” Gracie squeals as Luna drops her gently back down before heading toward her towel on the shore. “How, Momma?”

			“Your father taught me.” Rivulets of water slide like drops of blood down Luna’s back as she passes by me. She speaks softly so only I can hear. “When he’d lock me somewhere without much air.”

			I close my eyes for a moment. Luna wields her past like a knife, and not only am I powerless, but I deserve each cut.

			She towels off her dark hair. “Better hit the road if you’re going to make the Grand Entry.”

			“I can stay,” I say.

			“I’m here.” Luna flings her towel onto the chair and stands with her back and scars facing me.

			“Hey,” I say sharply.

			Luna turns, the anger in her gaze spreads like pleasure. “What?”

			“We’re running out of knives.”

			A smirk twitches the corner of her mouth. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
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			Narragansett Reservation

			Charlestown, Rhode Island

			For the second time today, I consider turning my truck around. The powwow grounds are packed and inside are several people who do not want to see my face, and I don’t blame them.

			Instead, I continue to drive slowly, carefully down a dirt road named for my employer and the state’s area code—BIA 401—even though this is the Narragansett tribe’s reservation land. Normally the narrow road is empty except for an occasional well-fed squirrel darting across the dirt. But today, vehicles are parked tightly along one side of the unpaved road.

			I have avoided the tribe’s annual August meeting, their public powwow, since that summer with the two interns that didn’t end well. Part of staying away was that this ceremony is theirs, not mine, and I don’t want to bring the bad blood. But I owe my tribal contact a face-to-face conversation. To hopefully come up with a plan for how we get to the remains. I’m not going to ask him to step away, so I keep driving.

			Only a few minutes until the opening ceremony, or Grand Entry, people are hurrying toward the entrance, many already in their regalia. I hear drums warming up in the distance as I squeeze my truck into a spot and step onto BIA 401. Like a scar running through this sacred place that’s been in Narragansett hands for thousands of years, though only officially returned in 1982 when the tribe was recognized by the federal government. As if the tribe wasn’t here from the first colonial boot on the ground stomping toward Independence Day.

			Even though I’m Native, too, Oklahoma Cherokee is very different than Rhode Island Narragansett. This powwow is a perfect example, known as the oldest in the United States, and this year marks the tribe’s 333rd recorded gathering. Generation after generation on the same land, same plants, same ceremony passed down since time immemorial. For Oklahoma Cherokee, like many tribes, we were violently forced from our homelands by the government’s broken treaties that severed every connection possible. Then we had to start again.

			I get out of my truck as a group of teenagers piled into a sedan with music blasting slows down behind me. There’s no room to parallel park between cars, so instead, the driver pulls in nose first, going as deep as he can into the woods. It looks ridiculous, and the trunk of the car is sticking out onto the road, but it’s passable.

			The teenagers are laughing as they get out and examine their work. There’s shoving and whooping, and the driver and front passenger hurry past me with barely a glance. The other two passengers are going slower than their friends. I freeze at the familiar profile of a young woman, tall and lean like a willow tree, and her long wavy hair fans down her back as she slams the door. Even before Shawna Nootau’s gaze connects with mine, shame spreads through my chest and heats my neck.

			She catches me staring, and I nod once in her direction, finding all the calm I can to keep from turning away. Shawna’s face is longer, more serious, the change from adolescence to almost adulthood. Only a glimpse of her face brings back a whole summer of frustration and pain.

			BIA’s tribal contact who I’m going to meet, Ellis Reed, had asked me if Shawna and her cousin, Naomi, could have a summer internship. I’d been eager to build my relationship with the tribe, and thought I was ready to be a supervisor, quickly agreeing and developing a whole summer of projects and plans. It had been war as only teenagers can wage from day one.

			Shawna’s parting words still echo in my ears: You better pray I never see you again.

			Her gaze darts away from me, and there’s a redness to her cheeks that I can feel on my own. I wonder if she’s like me, wishing there was a way to replace shame with anger.

			Hurrying across the road, Shawna cradles a stack of papers in her hand. At first, I think she’s headed toward me, but she stops at a telephone pole about ten feet from where I stand.

			“Move your ass!” she yells toward the only person left in the car.

			He slams the door and stretches in a leather vest with no shirt under it before adjusting his flashy designer sunglasses I bet he stole from a big sister. He saunters over behind her spinning a roll of duct tape on his fingers. Shawna holds one of the papers in place, and he takes his time wrapping the tape around the pole.

			“Why’d you even make these?” he asks with a side-eye. “She isn’t missing. She’s hiding from Johnny Law.”

			Shawna smacks him in the stomach. “That’s what they want you to think.”

			I remind myself I’m the adult in this situation. I may not have acted like it that summer, but I can now. Shawna sends me a scorching look as I approach, but there’s no stopping me. There’s something familiar about what she’s doing, about the echo it creates in my brain. She’s seen me, and now she’s going to talk to me.

			“Hey,” I say as I reach them. “It’s been a while.”

			She shoots her friend a look. “Syd was that boss with me and Naomi.”

			“Oh?” He lifts his sunglasses to get a better look. “She’s the bitch?”

			I recoil at his words and watch Shawna’s cheeks flush deeper. She doesn’t contradict him, and I won’t either.

			She clears her throat, then asks, “You’re going to the powwow?”

			“I need to speak to Ellis.” I step around her to see what’s on the poster they’ve taped up.

			The first word, Missing, draws a memory from three months ago when I arrived in my Oklahoma hometown. I found my father posting the same thing as Shawna, only instead of my sister’s face, there is her cousin, Naomi.

			“When did this happen?” I ask, alarm for Naomi mixing with the panic I felt seeing my sister’s face under the word Missing. The way terror clawed up my throat with a staccato do something, do something, do something.

			I tell myself to breathe; this is not my sister. It’s not a sign that she’s missing again. She is safe in Oklahoma with our family. This is not a premonition of what’s to come for Luna, who never had a poster but should have, if the justice system had helped her instead of covering up Pete’s crimes. If I’d kept searching instead of accepting the lie that she was dead.

			“When?” I snap.

			“What, Syd, now you care about us?” Shawna grabs her friend’s arm. “Let’s go.”

			My mouth falls open slightly because it’s so much more than caring. It’s knowing.

			“Please, wait.” I follow them. “If there’s anything I can—”

			Shawna whirls around, her gaze wide and searing. “You’ve done enough.”

			I frown. “What do you mean?”

			The guy with the sunglasses pulls at Shawna. “Leave it.”

			“She should know.” Shawna steps toward me and shoves a flyer into my chest. “Naomi wouldn’t be missing if it wasn’t for you.”
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			A punch would have been easier to take. I stare down at the flyer, and my hands are shaking. Shawna is gone before I can recover enough to ask how the hell Naomi disappearing could be my fault. I haven’t seen either of them in three years.

			She must be mad, needing to lash out. I certainly understand it, but I worry the truth is not that simple. I stare at Naomi’s poster with that terrible word: Missing.

			Naomi’s face is softer than when she was an intern. Her hair is still in a braid, but the photo is cropped close, so I’m not sure if it still reaches all the way to her hip like it did. The expression in her large brown eyes is the same, smart but distant, maybe shy. A warning that connecting with her takes care and kindness, something I had failed miserably at with both of them that summer.

			At the time I told myself our near daily conflicts were because those fifteen-year-old girls couldn’t meet my high expectations. I was almost twice their age, as if that meant I was always right.

			Instead of replaying the shitty things I’d said, I begin to read:

			
				Naomi Nootau was last seen in the parking lot of The Founders restaurant in black pants and a white shirt.

			

			I don’t recognize that restaurant, but Mal and I don’t go out that much. I continue to read:

			
				Name: Naomi Nootau

				DOB: 2/22/1990

				Date missing: May 1, 2008

				Sex: Female

				Hair color: Black

				Eye color: Brown

				Height: 5’6”

				Weight: 130

				Race: American Indian

			

			“Shawna wondered if she should put white,” says an older woman’s staring down at the image in my hands. “If people would care more.”

			I turn toward a set of dark eyes, similar to Naomi’s, actually, and I wish I could contradict her. The older woman has a sad smile of greeting as she smooths a textured braid over her shoulder. The clip at the end is a beaded redbird, and I think of my grandma Ama, who said cardinals are signs our ancestors are watching over us. When I was Naomi’s age, I’d roll my eyes at her Cherokee stories, but as I’ve gotten older, I find myself clinging to them.

			The woman adjusts the lawn chair under her arm. “You were at the fire ceremony honoring Melody?”

			I nod, likely I was the only person she didn’t recognize. I had been invited since I’d found Melody’s remains and helped Ellis close the case. “Can I carry the chair for you, Ms….?” I reach toward where the chair is sliding down her small body.

			“I’m Red Bird.” Her chin goes out as she readjusts. “I carried it this far.”

			“Let me take it the rest.” I wait with my hand out for her to decide. She reminds me of my grandma Ama and Auntie Mercy. No one telling them their business, as they’d say.

			“Kutaputush.” She releases it with a sigh. “Gets heavier every year.”

			I slip my arm under the metal frame as Red Bird moves toward the poster taped to the pole. She raises her hands, as if she’s about to rip it down. Instead, her thin fingers flutter over Naomi’s face. “That’s my granddaughter. Gone almost four months.”

			I keep myself from immediately asking what happened. Asking her a painful question to ease my guilt about Shawna’s accusation.

			“I’m so sorry.” I wish Ellis or someone in the tribe had felt comfortable notifying BIA so I could have helped before now. I understand that we’re often seen as more problem than solution. That’s what I’m working to change. Slowly building trust. “If I can do anything…”

			Her hands return to her sides, where she smooths the beaded medallion hanging over her floral blouse and long ribbon skirt. “Naomi is a good girl but had a bad boyfriend. Guess that was true for Melody, too.”

			That’s interesting. I had a similar issue when my sister went missing. “Do you think he was involved in her disappearance?”

			“How would we know? Dursten went off to the military after she disappeared. Don’t see a lot of rich kids doing that.”

			“Was he questioned by the police?”

			“I hear he had a lawyer first thing. So I doubt it.” Her lips press together, and pain spreads to her watery brown eyes. “His family has money. He kept Naomi from her friends and family who don’t. Because a house is big don’t make it a home.”

			“What about tribal police?” I ask.

			“They said there wasn’t anything to do.” She keeps staring at the poster. “I pray to my mother. To my ancestors.”

			“Prayer doesn’t bring peace,” I say softly, and that gets her attention. “My sister went missing a few months ago. She’d had some substance abuse problems, so the police blamed her past instead of looking for her.” I stop my rambling; it’s not about me. “I don’t mean to put that on you, I…know the feeling. I am sorry. I would like to help.”

			She lets out a long breath before she steps close. “Naomi was…arrested right before. She was scared she’d have to go to jail because it was her third strike. Police say she’s hiding out. Trying to avoid her sentence. Like your sister, maybe.”

			“We found her. My sister. She’s safe now.” I only share the happy ending, hoping that’s what’s possible for Naomi.

			Red Bird closes her eyes for a moment as a warm breeze rattles the trees. She takes my arm. “What was your name?”

			“Syd Walker. I work with Ellis at BIA.”

			“You Indian?”

			“Cherokee,” I say. “From Oklahoma.”

			She nods, and I wish there was a way to express why Cherokee is more in my blood than on my skin giving me white privilege, something Red Bird with her darker skin would never know. Something that may also impact how seriously police are taking Naomi’s case. “Your people on the Trail of Tears?” she asks.

			“They were.” I think of my family cemetery that has my first Oklahoma ancestor as well as Luna’s empty grave. “I have the same last name as my ancestor who walked it as a child.”

			“Good you’re staying connected. This is my seventy-fifth August meeting.” Red Bird taps her belt with purple and white quahog shells, called wampum, attached with strips of leather. “There are pieces handed down from my mother and grandmother on back through each woman’s hands.”

			Most people think wampum means “money,” a use for the shells from colonists as they forced their monetary worldview onto tribes. The shells are sacred, a form of storytelling and also exchanged to commemorate important events. “I’ve found wampum artifacts at dig sites.”

			“Artifacts?” Red Bird frowns at the word. “You found pieces of our culture. They aren’t dead like a fossil. They are alive with a story to tell.”

			“I’ll think of a better term.” I hope that’s something I can figure out with tribal support instead of a racist book like the one I was reading earlier. The more time I spend as an archeologist, the more I worry we’ve built our work on the wrong foundation. Sharing the past is important, but it should
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