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Chapter 1: 

Two Shadows
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“No! Larkin? Larkin! Help! Come back to me!” 

Ryleigh... I reach for her; but she is gone. 

“Don’t leave me! I want you... forever.” She begs, her voice growing more distant, the memory of it like smoke hidden in the fog of my grief.

I stare into her tranquil, sleeping face. So peaceful... Her freckles stand out in stark contrast against her skin, too pale... 

“Goodnight, My Love,” I whisper, again.

Slam! The casket lid falls closed; I stumble backward, startled and confused.
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“Ryleigh?!” I gasp, jolting up from a deep sleep. 

“Hm, hm, hmmmm,” Trevor whimpers, sitting on the bed next to me, pawing my arm and tenderly licking my cheek.

I struggle to catch my breath, knotting my fists in his thick fur to anchor myself to reality. My heart races in my chest. 

Was I dreaming?

Again, Trevor paws at me—my knee, this time—and I sigh and ruffle his ears.

“It’s okay. Just a nightmare. I’m fine.” I say in response to his worried golden eyes. 

I yawn, rub the sleep from my eyes, and crawl to the edge of the bed, where I flick on the light above my head. 

The tiny home I have created from an old, retired school bus becomes visible. It is modest, but perfect for just Trevor and me. 

I swing my legs off of the mattress and shove my feet into the slippers waiting right where I left them, before taking the five steps needed to reach my miniscule kitchenette and set my coffeepot to brewing. 

My routine has reached Groundhog Day levels in the six months since Peachfield Manor: Inpatient Mental Heath Treatment and Assisted Living Facility closed its doors—following the deaths of the owners; a criminal investigation that just led back to the deceased sisters as the perpetrators of many wrongful deaths, including one another’s; a paranormal invasion of ghosts, vampires, goddesses, and who-even-knows-what-else; and the subsequent death of the love of my life. 

Life goes on, they tell me. 

Greif counseling is the same, no matter how many times a person has to go through it. Third times’ the charm, though, apparently; this time around, I was practically telling the therapist how to do her job... 

I reach for my coffee cup—which is sitting in the same place by the sink where I replaced it, after yesterday’s cup—and pour myself a cup of black joe. 

Black Joe. 

That would be a fantastic name for an antagonist... but, irony, he’s Caucasian. Ooh, and he’s a she!

I roll my eyes at the tiny part of my brain that will never stop coming up with story ideas. As if I’ll ever get to write any of them down... As if anyone would read them if I did... This is no world for writers, anymore...

“Knock, knock,” Granny vocalizes as she taps the sliding glass doors, not twelve feet from me.

“Morning, Old Hag,” I greet her, fondly, as she slowly climbs the three steps into my nomadic abode. 

“Good morning,” she responds in her gravelly voice. The deep lines in her sienna skin lift upwards in a warm smile. 

Trevor makes an offended huff from his usual place by my right hip.

Granny chuckles, “You, too, mutt... I’ve been meaning to ask—what do you plan to do with him? He can’t stay in this metal box all day, with no air...”

“Of course not,” I balk, “He’ll be coming with me. I spoke with the dean and it’s all squared away. I have the necessary permits and patches for his vest, already. It’s mandatory under the Americans with Disabilities Act that students with disabilities be allowed to bring in their service animals.”

“Disability,” Granny makes a face, hissing the word like profanity.

I sigh, “I know your opinion, Pokni; but, autism qualifies as a disability.”

“But a service animal?” She scoffs, “They’ll know that’s bull, the moment they lay eyes on that... creature.”

“Trevor is a good dog!” I insist, offended, “The best boy! And I got him certified—officially—as a service animal. He’s more than qualified, after all the training I put him through to help me on the job... He’s the smartest dog our trainer had ever seen...” 

“That ain’t no dog...” she hisses, eyeing him. 

“He’s obviously a dog, Granny,” I groan, “He’s a shepherd mix...”

In the five years since I found him as a newborn pup, underneath her shed, Granny has never trusted Trevor—despite the fact he’s never so much as growled at her, or given her any reason to believe otherwise—and has maintained the most absurd notion...

“Yeah, mixed with coyote!”

“Trevor is not a coydog, for the thousandth time! Wild-bred coydogs are nearly nonexistent...” 

“Sure, sure,” She shrugs, “Nearly nonexistent. But, there’s one existing right next to my grandkid—and that I know for certain! I still don’t understand why you even want to go back to school, Vllosi!” She attempts to dissuade me—again—despite the fact that classes literally begin tomorrow. “You made enough money as a private investigator to afford your bills, and this little pet project,” She motions around us, at the converted bus-home, “You did good work.” 

“There wasn’t enough business to make end’s meet every month, Granny,” I remind her, “You know, most parental figures are happy—proud, even—when their kids go to college...”

“I am proud, Larkin,” she emphasizes, “But, I am worried, as well. You haven’t been the same, since...” She trails off and then redirects, “I just fear you are not processing your grief. I don’t want to see you go through what you went through with your mother...” 

“I was a teenager when she died,” I reason, “And she was my mom. I’m not going to go off the rails and do anything stupid, Granny. I promise. I only knew Ry—her for a few months... I have processed it. That’s why the counselor signed off on me being finished with therapy, remember? I’m going back to school. Is it partly because Ryleigh said I should? Yeah, maybe. But, that’s just because she had a point, you know? And, I want to do her memory proud...”

“And, that is why I worry,” she coos, reaching across the small space to take my hand, “This is a huge undertaking; you should only be doing this for one person—yourself.” 

“I am,” I drone, “Trust me, I am. If I have to spend one more week living the life I’ve led for these past six months, I will go off the deep end. I’m bored as hell, sitting parked in your yard with nothing to do all day but help you tend your little garden and watch asinine videos on social media...”

“In that case,” She takes a keep breath and pats my hand, before pulling hers away—stealing my cup of coffee in the process and taking a deep gulp. “I hope school is exactly what you need.” She hands the cup back, with a smirk, and heads for the door.

I watch as she leaves before I mumble to myself, “What I need is justice for Ryleigh.” 
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Chapter 2: 

Unfinished Business
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I have one last job to wrap up, before I can call the whole private investigator gig a wrap. 

I wait silently in my beat-up old Ford pickup, eating a dollar-menu burger. My eyes are glued to the ‘EMPLOYEES ONLY’ sign and the nondescript, metal door beneath it as I hand Trevor a fry from the bag. 

He takes it, gently—with more manners than most people.

I spare a millisecond to glance down at the time on the screen of my phone—held in my lap, with the brightness turned all the way down, so as not to drawing attention.

His shift ended five minutes ago. Any moment now...

My eyes dart back to the door, then his gray Civic—just to be sure—still sitting vacant in its place, then back to the door. 

Mr. Asshole ain’t gettin’ past me!

I roll down my manual window about two inches and spark up a J—to calm my nerves. 

There!

The door flings open, and a group of four men come filing out, all dressed in the blue coveralls worn by the Chicken Plant’s maintenance workers. I immediately recognize Grayson Malley from Ryleigh’s social media account’s friends list. I’ve done my homework, like always.

I slump down in my seat and tug down my black beanie—to avoid being seen—as I watch him cross the parking lot to get into his shitty, hand-me-down clunker. 

He begins to pull out and I wait ten seconds to follow inconspicuously. 

I make sure to stay four car-lengths behind him, as we travel nearly fifty minutes—taking two interstates and three curvy backroads—to his twenty-year-old, decrepit singlewide. 

Who commutes this far?! I ponder, Especially for a job like that... Could he not get a job in his town?!

It’s not a small town. He lives just outside one of the surrounding cities that indistinguishably blend into the Jackson Metropolitan. So, why would this seemingly able-bodied young man have to travel an hour each way to work maintenance at a chicken processing plant? The drive must be destroying his ancient economy sedan...

It makes no sense...

Perhaps, he began working there before moving here? Perhaps, he has a criminal record? Or, perhaps, he knows he cannot pass a drug test? 

I roll past his house as he parks his car and continue down the road, looking for a spot to pull a U-y. 

About a quarter mile up the residential street—just out of sight of the hovel—I happen upon a small, country church. And—luck of all luck—being Sunday evening, I manage to find the perfect place to hide my truck in plain sight. 

I park amongst the other two-dozen vehicles and glance around. There isn’t anyone else in the little gravel lot. The churchgoers are mid-services, judging by the sounds of muffled voices singing hymns. 

I slowly open the door—as it has a tendency to creak, loudly—and close it behind me as quietly as the hefty metal allows. 

The sun is setting behind the plentiful oaks and pines, casting the semi-rural neighborhood deep into shadow. In my black clothing, I am virtually invisible in the darkness. 

Trevor follows faithfully at my right hip as I begin the short walk back, to Grayson’s trailer. 

I can hear his raised voice before I even reach his yard. It’s shrill, for a man. The words are muffled, but the tone tells me all I need to know. I immediately reach into the pouch of my hoodie, pull out my cellphone, and set it to record. 

I reach the edge of his yard and I slow to a near-crawl, glancing around to be sure no one has noticed me. Across the street, a dog behind a cyclone fence barks at Trevor—who ignores it, entirely—but, the owner is nowhere to be found; the blinds behind each window are perfectly still and there is no car in the drive. 

A car turns onto the street from a perpendicular one but heads the opposite direction. 

No eyes seem to be on me, so I turn and steal along the six-foot-tall wooden fence that divides Grayson’s yard from his neighbor’s. 

The streetlights are on, casting an even deeper shadow behind the trailer. I am concealed as well as I could possibly ask from the circumstances as I creep along the back of the house. 

The two windows at either end—both so dark that the first reflects my face as I pass—would be bedrooms. The other dark one—smaller and higher up the metal siding—would be a bathroom. I know this based off the layout of literally every singlewide trailer made in the past thirty or forty years. 

I sneak past the first dark window—the bedroom—and, then, the second—the bathroom—until I reach the one glowing window out of four.

I stand at the edge of the glass, flattened against the side of the trailer, and with the phone still recording, I use my font-facing camera—angled just right—to see into the kitchen/living room of the grubby dwelling. 

I can still hear the sounds of raised voices—a defensive, high-pitched, female voice has joined the masculine-but-whiny one I assume to be Grayson’s—and, standing right here, with nothing but a quarter-inch of glass between us, I can make out the words, now. 

“The doctor said I don’t need to be doing too much,” the dark-haired woman attempts to reason with her irate partner, “The baby’s gonna come, any day. It’s still early...”

“Bullshit,” he spits back, “Your fat ass is just lazy as fuck! Ellena worked as a waitress up until the day Oliver dropped out of her; and save the ‘it’s too early’ crap, too. Plenty of babies are born early. She’ll be fine. Might be easier, anyway, if she has ta stay in the hospital for a minute so we can get this pigsty clean and ready, since—apparently—you aren’t able. You know, until recently, women gave birth in the fields pickin’ cotton and just threw the baby on their back and kept goin’! You’re weak!” 

“It’s not that simple,” this poor girl does her best to explain to this Neanderthal things that are so far over his head that she has a snowflake’s chance in hell of reaching him, “My blood pressure is too high... The doctor said it could turn into Preeclampsia...”

“No doubt because you’re so got-damned fat! That whole ‘eating for two’ thing is just a bit, ya know! You don’t really need to eat that much.” He barks out a mean, malicious laugh, “That baby only weighs, what, four or five pounds? How much have you gained? Twenty? Even your face is fat. You got a baby in your face, too?!”

The girl has tears pouring down her cheeks—a little puffy from being in her third trimester—as she stands, speechless, and stares at the man she once at least liked. 

Her heart is breaking; and I am watching it shatter—unseen in the shadows—all the while imagining that she is Ryleigh. Because, I know Ryleigh had stood right there, less than a year ago, and listened to the same kind of toxicity from this very man. 

I continue to watch from the shadows for several minutes to be sure he will not physically attack her. 

He’s not; he’s now nursing a bottle of tequila like it’s a beer and sitting in a recliner three feet from his television. He’s going to pass out soon. 

She’s relaxing, now, too. She knows she’s no longer in danger of his wrath. She begins quietly making them both a sandwich. 

I stop the recording on my phone’s camera and turn to begin sneaking back the way I came.  I cannot shake the pit in my stomach, though. 

It’s just the grief speaking...

Paranoia sets in and I cannot shake the awful feeling that, if I don’t take action, that girl and her baby won’t make it to morning. 

That’s exactly what it is. Paranoia. Go home. Keep to the plan...

“Fuck,” I whisper, as I turn back onto the street, again. I can’t shake it. “Dammit!” 

I pull my phone out again and dial 911.

“Nine-One-One, what’s the nature of your emergency?” 

“Yes, my neighbor is screaming at his pregnant wife. Threatening her. 177 Old Jackson Rd. Byram. Please, come quick.” I hang up before they have time to trace my illegally protected number.

That’s not part of the plan, Moron.

I grind my teeth and shove my phone back in my hoodie. 

“Hm, Hmmm?” Trevor picks up on my anxiety. 

“It’s fine.” I mutter to him as we pace-walk back towards the truck, “It’s fine. It’s gonna be okay.” I am speaking louder and louder the farther we get from the Malley residence. I am also walking faster and faster. I don’t want to be around when the cops show up... “It wasn’t part of the plan, but it had to be done. The girl isn’t safe. I couldn’t just leave her there, with him getting drunker... He probably would have fallen asleep; but, what if he got pissed off that she didn’t cut his sandwich right? You know how these kinds of men are...”

We make it back to the truck before any police—marked or unmarked—come down the street. As I am driving past the trailer once more, I watch two marked cruisers pulling onto the road from the farthest end. 

Perfect timing. 
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It is well past midnight when I stumble through the sliding, glass doors and up the three steps, into my little home. Grayson and his pregnant girlfriend—Jaki, according to Facebook—live two-and-a-half hours from where I currently have my home parked, in the yard of my grandmother’s home on the rez. I had lingered for hours to get the recorded evidence I needed and—after that hellacious drive—I am bone-tired, as my Grampa used to say. 

I swap my boots for my slippers and drag my heavy legs the long sixteen feet to my bed. I bypass the opportunity for supper, entirely. I’m too tired to eat. I immediately kick the slippers back off and collapse onto the mattress crossways. 

Trevor curls up beside me, as always, and I absentmindedly begin to play in his fur as my breathing slows and I begin to float between consciousness and sleep. 

The disgusting words and tone of Grayson Malley seeps into my semi-conscious mind and my heart aches for Ryleigh. That was the same voice, the same words, in essence, that drove her to fly her car off an overpass in an attempt to end her life. She had seen  that same face in the nightmares that would wake her in the middle of the night at Peachfield. He is the reason her life ended prematurely. Grayson Malley is the reason Ryleigh was stolen away from me...

With the hand not tied up in Trevor’s thick fur, I pat my cellphone in my hoodie pocket. 

I have him. 

I have the evidence. I have it all recorded. I have the means and experience to save Jaki from his abuse, even if I wasn’t able to save Ryleigh. 

I have everything I need to fucking destroy Grayson Malley.
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Chapter 3: 

Coyote
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Growing up, the forests of the reservation were like a second home to me. I have always felt more comfortable surrounded by pines and oaks, birds, squirrels, and mushrooms than I’ve ever felt among members of my own species. 

My people have many tales of supernatural and paranormal things that live in these woods. As a kid, my favorite to look for—at Granny’s horror—were the Kwanokasha, or “The Little People”. The Faeries.

The legends say they capture young men and women, and take them on grand, magical quests to discover their destinies. 

Granny warned me to stay away—run the other way!— if I ever saw one, just like all the other myths and legends of old. But, instead, I went looking for them, calling out to them. I would leave offerings—milk and honey—and, when I returned the next day, often it would be disturbed. Of course, to little kiddo me, this was hard evidence not of squirrels and raccoons and opossums and who even knew what else, but of the Kwanokasha.

There’s never been much in the woods that frightens me, natural or not. In fact, it really just comes down to three things that keep me on my toes: singing, swarming insects such as hornets, bees, and wasps; snakes, specifically rattlers, copperheads, and cottonmouths; and the savage, ravenous packs of wild dogs, coyotes, and coydogs that would as soon tear a person apart for their next meal as they would a cat or squirrel. 

These are the most-common sources of injuries and fatalities, in the rez woods. Boars, small black bears, and panthers are less-common threats—especially during daylight—but also nothing to joke about.

Danger-Schmanger!

I know these woods! I know every sound like the beats of my favorite album. I know every branch of every tree of these forests that surrounds Granny’s like I know the grain in the wood-textured paneling of my own home. Looking at something, listening to something, every day, all day will etch that thing so deep into the memory that it becomes a part of the soul. 

These woods are exactly that—part of my soul.

A tiny movement catches my eyes that I would have missed entirely, had this not been my woods, my home. 

I freeze. 

There are no sounds, save the calling of squirrels above me. A warning—to their mates, to me...

He moves silently, the pads of his feet are designed by thousands of years of evolution to not snap the twig or crunch the dead leaf. I can see his yellow eyes—glowing in the muted late-afternoon glow beneath the canopy of leaves—before the rest of his perfect camouflage allows me to distinguish the contours of his majestic body. 

My breath catches in my chest and I freeze. My eyes are glued to his as he moves—inaudibly—toward me. 

His head is lowered, his ears back. His tail is down and still. 

Not good...

I finally glance down, at my right hip. 

Where’s Trevor?!

He’s not there. My heart is pounding as I glance rapidly from the coyote stalking toward me and the empty air around my legs and feet. 

I’m not sure if his absence is more terrifying or relieving. If he were here, he’d surely get hurt attempting to fight this thing off; but, without him, I have little to no chance against this predator... 

I take a step backward, away from the coyote.

“Larkin.” My name on the wind freezes me, again, “There is nothing to fear, My Child.” My eyes continue to dart around—now to the treetops. 

The voice is smooth, warm, and—though I cannot place it—oddly familiar to me. Where did it come from?

Surely, some man isn’t in the trees above me?

“It is I,” the voice calls again, “Coyote.”

My eyes—having been darting to the imminent threat every few milliseconds and never leaving him opportunity to lunge—lock on the coyote before me. 

“Coyote?” I breathe, “As in the Coyote...?” 

Another old legend... 

Coyote is a demi-god who appears in Native American myths from across the continent. He’s a trickster spirit, but also a guide—great teacher to humans.

“The very same,” he whispers to me, presently, as he stalks ever closer.

My feet refuse to retreat. 

He reaches pouncing distance; but he simply stops his advance, his eyes never leaving mine in an eerie way that conveys intelligence far beyond a normal animal. 

“I wish to help you, Larkin,” he says, “I am here to help you right a cosmic wrong.”

“What? What do you mean?” I finally find control of my feet and I stumble backwards three steps.

“Your soulmate. Ryleigh.” he clarifies in a soft, comforting tone, “She was taken from you, unfairly. The Morrigan committed a cosmic crime by taking that girl’s soul. It wasn’t hers to take; nor was it hers to save, prior to that. So, to settle the score, I’m here to help you get her back.
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Chapter 4: 

COVEN HEART
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My eyes fly open and I am staring at the whitewashed shiplap ceiling of my bus/house. 

What the fuck kind of dream was that?! I think to myself, panting. 

I fumble around in the near darkness, feeling for Trevor. 

“Hm, Hmmm,” he’s right beside me, as always. 

Just a dream... Trevor’s absence should have been my first clue... 

Because dreamland is the only world where I would ever be found without Trevor. 

Since the days of putting him in my pocket and feeding him goat’s milk and eggs from a bottle, we’ve never been apart for more than an hour here or there—until that hellscape, Peachfield. 

The long shifts had nearly killed us both. I’d been living in an apartment, back then; and, he hadn’t even had a yard to sunbathe in while I was away for sometimes two days straight. It was inhumane, admittedly, but necessary for the case. That was before I had him certified as a service animal; so, I had no legal grounds to bring him to work with me there, as a ‘nursing aid’. 

I was sure to remedy the situation when looking to attend school. Now, no one can stop me bringing along—everywhere—the one living creature on this planet who completely understands and accepts me. 

Don’t get me wrong, Granny  loves me with all her heart and I’ll never doubt that. The feeling is mutual. She respects my sexuality and pronoun choices, even if she cannot understand them. She even uses my new name...

‘If you do not wish to be male, then why not just be female. That is the body Aba gave you! Why cause all this fuss?’

She accepts that these things are important to me, though—now—even if she doesn’t agree. But, it was definitely a process to get here... 

Trevor has never once misgendered or deadnamed me. He’s never once mocked or belittled my feelings. He simply comes over to nuzzle and show his support when the tears fall. 

“You ready for this new adventure?” I ask him, sitting up and patting his head. 

I slide my feet into my slippers and head for the coffee maker. Today is going to be different. 

I enjoy my morning cup as Trevor munches on a bowl of kibble next to me. 

I wave to Granny from the window over my sink. She’s pulling up beets and carrots. 

The greens are next. We need to hurry, before the first cold snap...

I rinse my empty cup and place it back in its assigned spot on the counter; then, I turn around and open the tiny storage closet opposite my kitchenette. 

Inside are the seven hoodies/overshirts, seven tees, and seven pairs of pants I own—all on seven hangers, as matched outfits. 

I grab the one on the outside, as I always hang them up from the inside and this is the outfit I haven’t worn in the longest amount of time. It’s a blue and burgundy plaid button-down with a tee from a scene band I liked in high school, and a pair of slightly outdated light wash jeans. 

I grab socks from the drawer beneath the closet and my binder from the much-smaller drawer above the closet.

There’s a small, cushion-covered bench right next to the built-in storage; I sit down to pull on my socks. 

The floor of this bus is like ice in the mornings and my thin-soled slippers just don’t cut it, some mornings. 

I yank off the over-sized tee I slept in and tug on the tight-fitting, stiff, tank-top-like binder. 

There. All’s right with the body again...

I breath a relieved—but slightly restricted—breath and continue with my tee, jeans, shirt, and shoes. 

Lastly, from the hooks on the outside of the closet, I grab my beanie and backpack, and Trevor’s vest, harness, and lead. 

“C’mon, Trev,” I command, “Suit up.”

He jumps onto the same bench I have just vacated and stands perfectly still for me to outfit his service-dog getup. The collar he always wears also marks him as a SERVICE ANIMAL, in giant, yellow, reflective letters. 

As soon as he hears—or, feels?—the lead snap closed on the collar’s latch, he leaps down from the bench and heads for the door. He knows what I am going to do before I even consciously make the decision. 

I slip off my slippers at the steps and jam my feet into my nondescript, black boots.
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It’s nearly an hour’s commute to campus; but, luckily, I won’t have to make it every day for long—just until I find an RV lot to rent for my bus. 

I’ll also be glad when I no longer have to look for commuter parking, but can just bike or walk to class... It takes me nearly as long to park as it did to drive sixty miles from the reservation to the university campus. Every lot I can find is marked ‘FACULTY PARKING ONLY’ or ‘RESIDENTIAL PARKING ONLY’. 

Finally, I roll down my window and yell at a couple of cute black girls walking down the sidewalk. I have no clue what makes me think they—among the other hundred or so students within earshot—are the ones to ask; but, they seem cool. Geeky, a little Alt, maybe queer...

“Hey? Hey! Um, sorry,” I feel so awkward as I get their attention. 

The curvier of the two looks over, first. She raises her eyebrows, as if to as, ‘Us?’. 

Her friend spots Trevor. “Oh!” she exclaims, skipping over, “What a cutie! The school lets you bring her to class?!”

I smile back; but, inside my guts are squirming at the interaction. “Um, yeah, he’s my service animal.” 

“Aww, a smart pupper! I won’t distract him, then.” She straightens up from leaning into my window. 

She has
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‘This book is dedicated to my fellow
neurodivergent kings, queens, and nonbinary
and itersex royalty—those who live with ASD,
ADHD, OCD, PTSD, DID, BPD, and any other
neurodivergencies, This story is also dedicated
to my rainbow mafia—the gays, theys, transmen
and transwomen, the aces and aros, the le-
dollar-beans, the pans, the polys, and anyone [
may have failed to mention. Both of these online
commaunities (especially on TikTok) have
brought me more comfort, support, and
understanding than have ever found amongst
the ‘normies’ in‘real life’.

Furthermore, I dedicate this story to any soul
suffering from grief and loss. The path is never
a straight line. The American Trauma Society
has a hotline available for when the way is too
difficult to travel alone: 1-800-556-7890.

Ialso dedicate this book to victims of abuse—
physical, emotional, sexual, etc. For help,
please call the National Domestic Violence
Hotline: -1(800)799-7233.

Lastly, but most importantly, this story is
dedicated to our committed, loyal friends of
other species, our familiars, and the service,
support, and working animals who make lif¢
Just a bt better for their humans. Especially my
‘own Trevor.





