
		
			[image: Cover for Sisters of the Lost Nation, Author, Nick Medina]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book Title, Sisters of the Lost Nation, Author, Nick Medina, Imprint, Berkley]
			

		

	
		
			
			BERKLEY

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Publisher logo]

			Copyright © 2023 by Nicholas Medina

			Readers Guide copyright © 2024 by Nicholas Medina

			Excerpt from Indian Burial Ground copyright © 2023 by Nicholas Medina

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			BERKLEY and the BERKLEY & B colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Medina, Nick, author.

			Title: Sisters of the lost nation / Nick Medina.

			Description: New York : Berkley, [2023]

			Identifiers: LCCN 2022031860 (print) | LCCN 2022031861 (ebook) |

			ISBN 9780593546857 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593546871 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCGFT: Thrillers (Fiction) | Novels.

			Classification: LCC PS3613.E314 S57 2023 (print) | LCC PS3613.E314 (ebook) |

			DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20220811

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022031860

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022031861

			Ebook ISBN 9780593546871

			Cover design by David Litman

			Book design by Nancy Resnick, adapted for ebook by Kelly Brennan

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			pid_prh_6.9a_154922525_c0_r3

		

	
		
			
			To Nan & Gram

		

	
		Content Warning
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			PROLOGUE

			“Do you hear that?” her uncle whispered.

			“Hear what?” she said, refraining from taking a big bite of the caramel apple she’d made.

			“The rustling. Over there. In the bushes.”

			Her ears strained. The fire burning in the pit between their lawn chairs popped, sending up orange embers that failed to alleviate the encompassing darkness. She shook her head and lifted the apple to the corner of her mouth where she still had teeth capable of piercing the hard flesh; adult incisors had yet to fill the holes in her smile.

			“Listen,” he hissed, once more stopping her from taking a bite.

			“I don’t hear any—” The rustle of leaves sounded from far off in the yard, back where the manicured lawn merged with the untamed field that bordered the house. “Is someone there?” she asked, tongue lisping against her gums.

			“Not someone…not really.” Her uncle’s spindly body shifted, making his leather jacket—black as the night, his feathered hair, and the shiny motorcycle he’d rode in on—creak.

			She questioned him with her eyes.

			“I shouldn’t tell you,” he said.

			“Tell me what?”

			Twinkling in the orange and yellow light, his eyes, usually brown and warm, looked black now too. “About what I found at work a few months ago,” he said.

			She grew silent, thinking about where her uncle worked. The cemetery. “What’d you find?”

			“Do you really wanna know?” he asked, pulling on the scraggly beard he’d barely been able to grow.

			She nodded. She guessed so.

			He slowly leaned forward in his chair.

			“I found three unearthed graves,” he said. “Someone dug them up.”

			The wind blew, making the fire thrash.

			“Why would someone do that?”

			“I don’t know, but it wasn’t very smart.” He poked the fire with a stick, casting more embers into the autumn air. “A man, a woman, and Hilaire Broussard—the last official chief of our tribe, our nation—were the three dug up…. Do you know what becomes of a body after it’s spent years in the ground?”

			She didn’t gamble a guess, she just looked toward the house, wishing her parents would come back out. It’d taken them both to wrangle her tantrum-throwing three-year-old brother to bed.

			“The bodies turn to bone,” he said. “Skeletons. They still look like bodies, only without all the skin.” The flames cast shadows that leapt about his face. “That’s what I expected to see when I looked into the open graves,” he said, “skeletons that resembled bodies, a bone for every head, arm, leg, finger, and tiny toe.”

			She cast an uncertain gaze at the ground where her little sister sat atop a sleeping bag, legs crisscross applesauce, oblivious to everything their uncle was saying. Her busy tongue licked the caramel from the fruit she wouldn’t eat. It was past her bedtime, but she’d stay up as long as Mom and Dad were busy with their brother; only five, she already knew how to go unnoticed.

			“Bones were missing,” their uncle carried on. “Taken.”

			The older girl redirected her gaze from her little sister to her uncle, who showed no sign of jest.

			“The woman’s fingers were gone,” he said. “Her toes too…every little piggy. And the two big bones from her left arm, below the elbow. The man’s skeleton didn’t look like it was missing anything at all, but someone—something—had gnawed on his ribs. There were gashes in the bones. And the chief”—he looked her dead in the eyes—“was without a head.”

			She jumped in her seat, causing a glob of warm caramel to drip onto her dress. She wiped it with her free hand, smearing it, getting her fingers sticky.

			“The skull was gone, but it wasn’t taken. It, as a matter of fact, took something itself.”

			She pulled at the braid hanging along the left side of her face, getting caramel in her hair. “What’d it take?” she asked, wondering how it could take anything at all.

			He leaned closer to the fire, inches from the flames.

			“A life. More than one. The spirit of a chief, you see, is a powerful thing. The skull became a head again when it was lifted from the grave…resurrected.”

			“Resurrected?” she echoed.

			“Alive again,” he said, his voice measured and grievously low, prolonging every word. “But not like it was before. Not like the old chief. It’s angry now that it’s been ripped from its rest. And ravenous. Hungry for revenge. It’ll eat anyone it encounters. It’ll tear flesh from bone.”

			“How?” she said.

			“It rolls, gathering mud and moss on its decaying flesh.”

			The wind blew again, chillier than before.

			“But how do you know what it eats?”

			“Because it devoured the person who dug it up.” His expression morphed from serious to sad. “And I’m pretty sure it ate Miss Shelby, too.”

			A lump formed in her throat when she thought about Miss Shelby, the only adult she’d ever considered a friend. Miss Shelby had gone missing that summer, followed by whispers that she wasn’t coming back. The girl’s eyes prodded her uncle for more even though she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it.

			“There were footprints in the mud leading to the chief’s grave, but none leading away.”

			She pondered what that meant, not hearing everything he said. “You swear?” she asked.

			“The head is out there and it’s hungrier than ever,” he went on whispering, nodding. He looked to his left, to his right, behind his back. “Spine-chilling is what it is. If you see it, you’ll know what I mean.”

			“Have you?”

			He nodded slowly. “Remember when we went fishing in June?”

			“Yes,” she squeaked.

			“And you remember what the fish looked like when we reeled them in from the water?”

			She recalled the catfish her father and uncle had caught for supper. She’d watched with curiosity, which had quickly turned to sadness, then dismay as the fish gills gradually stopped gasping at the bottom of the catch bucket, loaded with ice.

			“The head has the same eyes as the fish, beady and unblinking, only they’re cloudy and flat, sunken deep into its skull. Its hair grows wild, tangled with beetles, twigs, and burs, and it trails the head like a tail. The flesh itself is rotten and foul, dead as the Heaven and Hell tree, once the tallest old oak on the reservation—its branches stretching for the stars, its roots reaching for the abyss below—and as ragged around its missing neck as the hem of my jeans.” The chain he wore on his wallet rattled as he lifted a foot over the fire, showing off the frayed cuff of his pant leg, streaked with mud. “The mouth”—he paused, clenching his jaw to steel himself—“that’s the worst part of it. It can stretch as wide as it wants…wide enough to suck you between its wormy lips.” She thought of the catfish again, their mouths gaping and wide, flanked by whiskers that had curled and turned black after her father had hacked off the fish heads and tossed them into the fire he’d stoked to cook the fish fillets. “It’s got a tongue of old leather and teeth like shattered glass, jagged and sharp. If it sees you, it’ll roll after you, which means you’d better run. And fast! Just one nibble on the back of your heel means you’ll never escape.”

			“Never?” Her voice barely made it over the crackle of the fire. She thought of Miss Shelby again. Gone forever. “Can’t it be stopped?”

			He shrugged. “Can’t kill something that’s already dead. I don’t have any idea how to stop it. All I know is it’s a good thing you’re not out here alone.”

			She suddenly had to pee but didn’t want to walk the fifty feet from the firepit to the back door. Never had home seemed so far away. Never had she been so afraid in the dark.

			The leaves rustled in the yard again, closer than before.

			“Better not let it get you,” he said.

			She sprang up from her seat and grabbed her little sister by the arm, dragging her to safety. The caramel apple she’d been so eager to eat fell to the ground, a gift to the ants. Abandoned, it rolled through the grass, picking up dirt and bits of black ash.

		

	
		PART I
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		Day 36

		7:21 p.m.

		70 Hours Gone

		Guided by fear and the muted moonlight, Anna stepped toward the trees, and then she was passing through them, leaving her old reality behind for the one unraveling before her. Black bark to her sides and ash beneath her feet, she smelled the earthy odors of dirt, mud, burnt wood, and something so vile her stomach turned. It was the same smell the wind had wafted her way on the nights she’d been chased. Only the odor was stronger now. Inescapable.

		Anna’s lowered gaze slowly passed over the ground to the brush surrounding her. The tall grass bore brown-red stains, streaked from the rain. The bushes did too.

		Her little brother’s voice sounded in the distance, moving farther away. It faded until it was gone, reinforcing that Anna was alone. And though she didn’t feel safe pressing forth, she knew she wouldn’t feel any better if she turned back.

		She couldn’t. Not until she knew.

		Eyes closed, she coaxed her legs to carry her deeper into the field. The few steps they took might as well have been arduous miles. Reluctant as her legs had been, her eyelids were far more inflexible. When Anna eventually lifted them again, her eyes were like strangers to the darkness, unable to make sense of what was before them, but maybe they just didn’t want to. A moment passed and then the horror set in.

		Distressing sounds floated toward Anna from a few feet away. A lifeless eye observed her. A dead girl lay rotting on the ground.

	
		Day 1

		4:18 p.m.

		Her classmates had bowed before her in the cafeteria, shouting, All hail the king!

		“King” was marginally kinder than the assumptive and vile labels Anna was used to, but the smirks on her classmates’ faces had stripped it of any majesty the title might have possessed. Anna had wanted to say something biting in return, but she knew an ireful “fuck off” wouldn’t slay them all, so she clenched her cinnamon gum between her teeth and said nothing instead, which was precisely what they wanted. For her to shut up and take it so they could laugh and laugh.

		She dragged her feet through the dirt after the dismissal bell and told herself not to think about it. Or them. They weren’t worth it. Eight months stood between her and commencement day, after which she’d never have to see her bullies again. Maybe then she wouldn’t be so silent.

		The steady beep of a reversing truck and the grumble of heavy machinery carried on the air from across the Takoda Indian Reservation. The noxious scent of hot asphalt came with it. The road beneath Anna’s feet was hard-packed dirt, but it wouldn’t be for long. A construction crew contracted by the Takoda Tribe, to which Anna belonged, had begun paving over the reservation’s dirt roads a month earlier. Soon the reservation would be linked by smooth, black streets like the ones in town, and gone would be the days when shoes got covered in dust from trampling over uneven dirt roads. It was just one more change made possible by the Grand Nacre Casino and Resort on the rez, which had triumphantly opened its doors two years earlier.

		Anna stalled where the dirt road met one of the black streets. She recognized the need for change and the pride that came with being able to afford it, but the dark-green-and-purple smear on the asphalt ahead gave her pause. It was the second such smear she’d seen that week; the thirteenth since the construction crew started paving the dirt roads. There’d been plenty of roadkill—opossums, raccoons, armadillos—over the years, but never had there been so many small purple smears.

		It wasn’t just the asphalt’s fault. The cooling weather, as summer turned to fall, drove frogs to search for spots where they could keep their little bodies warm. The black streets retained heat after the sun set far better than the dirt roads ever had.

		The purple smear grew as Anna approached until it was wider than the bottom of her boot. It was the largest casualty yet, a bullfrog easily a pound and a half in size. Hind legs and webbed feet jutted out from the smear, indicating that the poor thing had been run down mid-hop. Anna’s insides quivered at the sight—sick and sad, though she knew those very legs would be deemed good eatin’ if they were battered and fried in any kitchen throughout the state, from Shreveport down to New Orleans. This king of frogs had thrived and survived through the most dangerous stages of its life—egg, tadpole, young adult—escaping threats posed by insects, fish, crayfish, birds, snakes, raccoons, and the froggers who hunted in the bayous and swamps. It’d beaten the odds over and over, only to end up as a wasted smear. Had it hopped a few inches to the left or a few to the right, it would still be the king of frogs, but by some twist of fate, it’d aligned itself for death.

		Anna raised her gaze as an old car slowed and swerved around her. It rattled away through the trees on the far east side of the reservation where few went and even fewer resided. She could see her destination in the distance, set within an overgrown field that encompassed it and its lone neighbor nearly a football field away. She carried forth to the mouth of the dirt driveway that led to the abandoned trailer. Despite having been inside a dozen times or more, the sight of it made her feel like she’d just swallowed something slippery and swampy, something like the dead frog, especially when the sun was sinking. Her stomach churned. She always took a deep breath before running down the drive and up the trailer’s rickety steps. And she always looked over both shoulders before going inside.

		The door was gone. The trailer was dim. Just over ten years had passed since electricity powered the lamps. It was, in fact, ten years to the day that Anna had sat across the fire from her uncle, listening with horror and fascination as he voiced his theory about what might have happened to the trailer’s owner. A sick anniversary only Anna bothered to remember.

		Ten years to the day since her fear had been born.

		Failing sunlight filtered through the filthy windows and disheveled blinds, casting a dull brown glow on the deflated couch. Anna never sat on it. Never would. She only came for the books. Two large bookcases lined the far wall, each loaded with a collection that had taken the trailer’s owner a lifetime to amass. Anna had only begun browsing the collection a few months earlier, back in July after Erica Landry and Amber Bloom—best friends, both nineteen—had vanished into thin air, leaving their families wondering and worrying on the rez. She hadn’t been daring enough to enter the trailer before then. The sensation of eyes upon her put her on edge within the trailer’s walls, making her suspect that she’d be punished if she got caught. But the books and the wisdom they held, wisdom that might just make her feel safer at night, were worth the risk. The books were everything.

		Anna lowered the bag from her back and unzipped it. She pulled three moldy books from within and reinserted them on the top shelf of the bookcase from which they came, proceeding to grab the next three in line, each equally moldy and topped with a layer of dust that turned into a sticky paste when she tried to brush it away. Anna crammed the books into her bag, zipped it, and headed back to the doorway to return to the road where she could pretend she hadn’t invaded the trailer at all. A flash of movement through the window made her pause. She squinted through the filth, then jumped back, startled, when a ladybug fluttered past her face and crash-landed against her chest. Its translucent wings folded beneath its red-and-black shell as Anna ushered the bug onto her palm, wondering what made such small insects so bold.

		The movement outside the window continued, and Anna realized it was only a cloud passing over the trailer, casting a shadow that crawled across the windowpane. When her gaze moved up, she saw herself reflected in the dirtiest part of the glass. The rusted metal of the window frame created the illusion of a ragged crown upon her head.

		She hadn’t done anything wrong in the cafeteria earlier, yet it was she who ended up feeling sorry. And it was her whom Principal Markham had called to his office, where she sat across from the balding man, staring into his expectant eyes, refusing to say anything more than, They did this.

		Anna slung the backpack onto her shoulders and stepped away from the window and the rusted crown. Outside, she blew the ladybug from her palm and dashed down the dirt drive to the slick, new street. The purple smear added to the slimy sensation in her stomach. She stepped over it, coaxing her eyes to remain on the horizon, but the memory of what she’d seen when she inspected the smear earlier brought her to a stop. The frog had certainly been run over, but Anna couldn’t recall seeing tread marks stamped into the remains. She only assumed a tire had done the damage because the frog was in the road.

		Reluctantly turning, she bent to inspect the former king of frogs once more. No marks. Something other than a tire had apparently squashed it. Something softer. Something smoother. Anna shivered. She tried to cast the thought aside, but suppressing it wasn’t any easier than casting aside the incident at school.

		All hail the king!

		Her eyes darted back toward the condemned trailer, seeking a place to hide.

		“Shit,” she said, when she spotted something dark and round, slightly larger than a bowling ball, shifting from side to side beneath the trailer’s rotting steps. It was the very thing she feared, the very thing that must have flattened the frog, the thing that might have made Amber and Erica disappear.

		Anna turned toward home, only for her head to reel around on her neck. The round form was gone from beneath the trailer’s steps. Vanished. Her flesh prickled as though swarmed by biting mites. Something moved in the overgrown grass along the edge of the dirt drive. The tall brown blades shimmied. Whatever had slipped inside the undergrowth was moving in her direction, picking up speed the closer it got.

		Anna gasped and ran. The books in her bag thumped against her back all the way home.

	
		Day 1

		5:04 p.m.

		The house shook from the force of the slammed door. Grace, upside down on the sofa, one foot over the headrest and her head hanging over the edge of the middle cushion, stopped babbling into the phone and moved the receiver from her ear.

		“Saw it again?” she said, and smiled at her big sister in a way that some might have found mocking, but which Anna interpreted more affectionately, as though the smile were part of an inside joke they’d shared for years.

		“It was a raccoon,” Anna said, panting, trying to believe her own words instead of the nagging doubt at the back of her mind telling her that what she’d seen was much more human than that.

		“You only come home this sweaty when you think you’ve seen it.”

		“It was a raccoon,” Anna insisted. “Maybe an armadillo.”

		Grace flicked her eyebrows and went back to babbling into the phone, speaking in a dialect of breakneck gibberish called “Idig.” Anna knew how the language worked. The infix “idig” was inserted at certain points within each word to disguise it. “Ball” became “bidigall.” “What” became “whidigat.” “Hello” became “hidigellidigo.” Grace and her best friend, Emily, had become fluent in the ridiculous language. Anna could interpret a word or two when she listened hard, but she wasn’t quick enough to completely decode her sister’s conversations. Their parents were even worse. They hadn’t a clue what Grace was saying.

		Grace had started speaking “Idig” a year before Anna first entered the condemned trailer. Anna loathed the sound of the cumbrous language. Partly because Grace chose to share it with Emily instead of her, and partly because it was so fake. It turned Grace into something fake as well, eliciting phony expressions, gestures, and laughs.

		More upsetting was that Grace had started sneaking out through their shared bedroom window, coming and going through the night, sometimes staying out until dawn, never telling Anna where she was going or when she’d return. And Anna, hoping to win Grace back, never snitched, despite knowing deep down that she should.

		“Dinner in ten. Grace, hang up the phone. Anna, check on your grandmother,” Dorothy, Anna’s mother, said from the stove.

		Anna tossed her bookbag onto her bed. She could hear her father making a racket in the yard, the thin walls no match against his resonant voice. Her brother, Robbie, was out there with him, aiming at things in the trees.

		Anna pushed aside the old bedsheet tacked up in the entryway between the former dining room and the kitchen where her mother was spooning Hamburger Helper onto plates. “Everything all right?” she asked.

		Grandma Joan’s eyes snapped open, and her head sprang forward. A glistening tongue slid over dry lips as bony shoulders hitched up to earlobes. “I fell asleep again. Don’t even know what time it is,” she said, her voice ragged in her throat.

		Anna let the sheet fall behind her, thinly closing off the former dining room, cramped with a bed, an armchair, a small table, a slew of boxes, and a wheelchair in the corner. “You closed them again?” Though the day would only remain lit for a little longer, Anna moved the curtains aside to welcome a bit of life into the drab room.

		“What’s it matter?” Gran said. Her words, slow and slurred, leaked through the gap between her lips on the right side of her mouth, which drooped a half inch lower than the left side. Anna was almost used to her grandmother’s new way of speech, but though it’d been six months since the stroke, she still wasn’t used to that saggy piece of lip. Sometimes the droop made her angry. Sometimes she was just glad Gran could still speak.

		“Sunlight helps you feel better,” Anna said.

		“Did you read that?”

		“It’s a fact.” Anna swept bread crumbs from the table next to Gran’s chair, then dropped onto the edge of the bed just a foot away. “Good day or bad?” she asked.

		“Hard to tell anymore. How was school?”

		Anna sighed. “Eight more months.”

		The left side of Gran’s mouth curled up in a show of support. Her left hand, wavering, reached for the top of Anna’s head while the right one, marginally withered, remained still atop the armrest. Anna lowered her head. Gran’s hand absently brushed through Anna’s hair as it had so many times when Anna was small. Knotty knuckles and crooked fingers swept well below Anna’s shoulders, like always before, only now Anna’s hair ended at her ears, not the small of her back. Still, Gran’s hand brushed through the air in search of the braids that once hung there.

		The clang of a spoon against a bowl pulled Anna from the trance of her grandmother’s touch. She rose from the bed and pushed the wheelchair from the corner. Gran refused to get in it. She grabbed the chair’s handles and limped on imbalanced legs instead. Anna swept the curtain aside, following Gran to the living room where the dining table now obstructed part of the TV screen.

		Dorothy brought plates to the table. Anna helped Gran get seated. Grace righted herself on the couch, persistently jabbering into the phone, twirling its cord around her finger.

		“Robbie!” Dorothy called over her shoulder toward the backyard. “Go get your father,” she said to Anna.

		Anna raised the window in the kitchen that looked out onto the yard. Her father, hands on his hips, stood watching Robbie strike various shooting stances. “Dinner,” Anna said. Her father waved in her direction. His eyes stayed on Robbie.

		Anna returned to the table. Dorothy banged her spoon against the bowl again. Grace’s eyes rolled to the back of her head. She said something like “lidigatidiger” and hung up the phone.

		“Joan?” Dorothy said, holding up a pitcher of sweet tea. Gran motioned for her to pour.

		The screen door slammed. Chris’s booming voice flooded the house. “Just listen to me and you’ll be knocking them from the trees. Bam! Bam! Bam! Whooiee, boy, you’ll be the next Davy Crockett!” He took his usual seat at the table and said, “I’m thirsty,” his tone implying that his glass should already be full.

		Dorothy set the pitcher down on her side of the table. Anna picked it up and held it out to her father, now drinking from the glass Dorothy had filled for Robbie. Robbie stood in the space between the kitchen and the living room. The muzzle of the rifle swung from side to side as he aimed it at a window, a picture on the wall, the front door.

		“Put that thing down.” Dorothy slapped a palm against the table. Chris laughed. Robbie slung the rifle across his back and hopped into his seat. A dirt-streaked hand burrowed into the bread bag and pulled out a slice.

		“I’d appreciate it if you’d leave the gun outside,” Dorothy said.

		“Mom,” Robbie whined, bread thick on his tongue. He pegged her with his pleading brown eyes and sucked his bottom lip between his teeth. Anna knew he’d get his way. He was the youngest, the only boy, and the prettiest of the Horn children. Anna couldn’t care less that her baby brother’s features were more appealing than hers, but Grace openly groused about how unfair it was that Robbie had longer eyelashes, higher cheekbones, and fuller lips. She said it wasn’t right for a sister to be uglier than her brother. It was obvious to Anna that Grace was just glad she wasn’t the ugliest of the three.

		A mix of steamed broccoli and cauliflower landed in a heap on Chris’s plate. “Oof,” he said, passing the spoon. “Smells worse than when we found George Saucier.”

		“Chris,” Dorothy said, tone flat, eyes narrow.

		“It’s true. I’m not making it up. He was dead a whole week before someone found him.” Anna’s father tended to the dead on the reservation. Tight-lipped and respectful on the job, he amused himself by spilling the gory details at home. “Your broccoli smells like George Saucier.”

		“Eeewww,” Grace said. She skipped the veggies and took a sniff of the strawberry lip balm she’d just smeared across her lips.

		“Oh,” Chris said, swallowing a mouthful of ground beef and cheese, “I talked to Eaton this morning.” Chairman Eaton Ballard had been elected to lead the tribe after the previous chairman, Joseph Broussard, had died two years earlier. “Said he and the tribal council will hear you out at the next monthly meeting, Anna. They hold them on Wednesday mornings, so you’ll have to miss some school, but it’ll be worth it.”

		Anna’s fork clanged against her plate. “I told you not to.”

		“Just give it a try. You’re onto something.”

		“I’m not onto anything.”

		“You have an idea. You want to waste it?”

		“No one’s going to care,” she said. “Everyone who goes to those meetings just wants to know how the tribe can make more money. I wouldn’t know what to say.”

		“You tell them what you told me. About the stories. And the past.”

		“It’s all about the future now. No one cares about the past.”

		“Our future is our past,” Gran said.

		“I don’t want to do it.”

		“Too bad,” Chris pressed. “I already told Eaton you’ll be there. The meeting’s at the end of the month. Plenty of time to get a plan together. That’s all they want. To hear that you have a vision. No one expects you to know how to do everything on your own. You think anyone else knows what they’re doing around here? The bottom line is that you have a good idea, and when there’s a good idea, things get done.”

		Anna scraped her fork against her plate, creating three parallel paths through the Hamburger Helper. She regretted telling her father about the idea she’d had. It wasn’t even an idea, really. It had started as a question.

		Why doesn’t the tribe have a preservation society? she’d asked, thinking a dedicated space for the tribe’s old stories and artifacts would help future generations appreciate the tribe’s unique history. Not to mention that she wouldn’t have to creep into Miss Shelby’s run-down trailer if there was somewhere official she could go. She hadn’t expected her father to be so inspired by the question. The more she thought about it, the more trivial it seemed. A preservation society? Who’d give a shit about that? As far as she could tell, only she cared about Miss Shelby’s old books and the history they held. She used to hear the tribal tales as a child, listening with undivided attention as Miss Shelby Mire, the last of the Takoda Tribe’s official singers and Legend Keepers, passionately brought them to life. Miss Shelby always told the stories; she never read or recited them. They came from her mouth as effortlessly as the breath she exhaled. But Miss Shelby had disappeared ten years ago, when Anna was seven, a mystery that morphed into a murder so upsetting that hardly anyone spoke of it anymore for fear of keeping the horror alive. The stories stopped then, their remnants—a significant piece of the tribe’s past—left to rot on Miss Shelby’s shelves in her abandoned home.

		“I don’t want to speak at the meeting. I can’t.”

		Chris grumbled, mouth full.

		“Is everything all right, Anna?” Dorothy asked.

		“Anna got voted to homecoming court at school,” Grace blurted.

		“Shut up,” Anna said beneath her breath.

		“That’s great,” Dorothy said, not really hearing. Her eyes twinkled with imagined confetti, a sparkling tiara, and endless flowers as she fantasized about a dream that couldn’t come true for a girl like her when she’d been Anna’s age. If she didn’t love her daughter so much, she would have realized that Anna couldn’t possibly be homecoming queen either.

		“What is she, the court jester?” Robbie, more realistic than his mother, said.

		Anna kicked him under the table.

		“The girl who says she has no friends,” Chris said in between licking cheese from his thumb.

		“She was voted king,” Grace revealed.

		Anna’s chest deflated like a burst balloon. She sneered at Grace’s grin, teasing and toothy. Combined with the words still ringing in her ears—All hail the king!—the grin suggested that Grace wanted to humiliate her too.

		“King?” Chris questioned.

		“It was just a joke,” Anna said, reluctant to acknowledge that it was much more than that.

		“The entire senior class wrote Anna’s name on the nomination ballot for homecoming king,” Grace explained. “Normally the results wouldn’t be announced until the pre–homecoming game pep rally on Friday, but Megan Bradley, who’s head of student council, made the announcement today at lunch because she couldn’t believe what had happened. She said there’d have to be a revote.”

		Megan Bradley had acted outraged when she made the announcement, condemning her classmates for the prank, but Anna suspected Megan wasn’t as innocent as she made herself out to be. There’d been too many tells on her face: her brow had furrowed just a little too low, her lips couldn’t keep a frown, her blue eyes had twinkled as if she’d just unwrapped a birthstone pendant on her birthday, the most important day of the year.

		“That’s awful, Anna. I’m sorry they did that to you,” Dorothy said. The fantasy faded from her eyes.

		“King?” Chris said again. “What the hell’s wrong with them?”

		“It’s what they do,” Anna muttered. She wanted to get away from the table as desperately as she’d wanted to flee from the cafeteria and Principal Markham’s office when he’d called her in to explain what had happened, as though she had orchestrated the entire incident.

		“And Megan?” Chris said. “You think she played a part in it?”

		Anna shrugged. She nearly stabbed her plate with her fork.

		“What’s Megan’s story?” Chris carried on. “She hasn’t been around in a while.”

		“Like, forever,” Grace said.

		Anna gritted her teeth. “Megan Bradley’s a bitch.”

		“Whoa!” Robbie laughed.

		Dorothy huffed but didn’t object to Anna’s language. How could she after what Anna had been through? Gran’s droopy lip twitched.

		“What goes around, comes around. Remember that, Anna.” Chris sighed. “If you want me to—”

		“It’s fine,” Anna snapped. “Everything’s fine.” She didn’t want to talk about it. She just wanted to see what stories she could find in the latest books she’d pulled from Miss Shelby’s shelves.

		“Fuck them all,” Grace said. “Right, Anna?”

		“Yeah,” Anna agreed. The declaration restored some of her faith in Grace. Maybe they weren’t as distant as she’d thought. “Fuck them all.”

		“Whoa!” Robbie hollered louder than before.

		The plates rattled from Dorothy’s palm hammering the tabletop.

		“Anna,” Chris said, a smile pulling at the corners of his lips. “Dinner language.”

		“Grace said it first.”

		Grace shrugged, knowing she could probably get away with saying it again.

		“Things will get better,” Dorothy promised.

		“Things are better than they were,” Gran said.

		“Screw them,” Grace went on. “You know what I think, Anna? You should claim your crown.”

		Anna dropped her fork into the mess on her plate. Sauce splattered the tabletop. “I’m done.”

		“You barely touched your food,” Chris said.

		“Speaking of homecoming. Can I get the dress?” Grace asked, turning to Chris.

		“What dress?” he said.

		“The one I’ve been asking about for weeks.” Her eyes widened with disbelief. “The dance is Saturday.”

		“Didn’t I buy you a dress last year?”

		“I can’t wear the same dress I wore to last year’s homecoming. I already told you that.”

		“You only wore it once.”

		Grace groaned. “Fine. But if you won’t get me a new dress, you can get me a cell phone. I don’t have one yet.”

		“Forget the cell phone,” Chris said. “You’re not getting one.”

		Grace groaned again and pounded her fists against the table. “You’re so unfair.”

		“I’m not spending hundreds of dollars on something you don’t need.”

		“Mom?” Grace protested.

		“It’s a lot of money,” Dorothy said.

		“Of course,” Grace huffed. “The one thing you two agree on.”

		“Watch it,” Chris said.

		“It’s not about the money, and you know it. You could buy me the phone if you wanted to. The checks just came in the mail.”

		Tribal members eighteen years old and up had started receiving monthly per capita payments shortly after the casino opened in 1994. In just two years, the money had turned things around on the rez. Suddenly there were shiny cars parked where rusty ones used to sit on blocks in wait of repair; air conditioners hung from windows that used to be wide open in hopes of a breeze; satellite dishes sat atop mended roofs; designer names like Polo, Guess, and Ralph Lauren appeared on waistbands, tags, and lapels; and—in the ultimate sign of mid-1990s wealth—some cut the cord and made their calls from cell phones. With a grand dropped into their mailboxes each month, it felt like the sky had started to rain gold.

		“When you turn eighteen—”

		“Three years!” Grace shrieked. “Everyone will have a cell phone by then.”

		“You don’t need it,” Chris said.

		“Robbie didn’t need a gun, but you bought him one anyway.”

		“It’s almost squirrel season!” Robbie said.

		“You’ve never shot a squirrel in your life.”

		“That’s because I didn’t have a rifle.”

		“Fine,” Grace said to her father. “I wanna shoot a squirrel too. Buy me a gun.”

		“The rifle’s mine,” Chris said. “I bought it for myself. Robbie’s just using it.”

		“What?” Robbie’s face fell. He hugged the rifle to his chest. “You told me—”

		“See!” Grace said.

		Chris pointed to the new couch, then the sparkling white oven, the refrigerator, and the newly installed dishwasher, which had required additional plumbing in the kitchen. “Are you forgetting about all this? I’m not made of money.”

		Grace slumped in her chair. “Maybe I’ll just run away like Erica and Amber,” she muttered.

		“Off to L.A., are you?” Chris said with a smirk. Though no one had been able to track the teens down, some believed—too hopefully, perhaps—that they’d thrown caution to the wind and taken off for Tinseltown because of something Amber’s dad had read in her diary, found crammed beneath her mattress. While Anna would have liked to believe that Amber and Erica were careless and carefree on the road to making their dreams come true, she didn’t buy it. Not when they had per capita checks waiting at home. Still, she didn’t dare voice what she feared had happened to them.

		“It’s just a phone,” Grace said. “That’s all I want.”

		“Sorry to break it to you, but we don’t always get what we want,” Chris said.

		Anna knew that to be true. She dug her fork out of the mush and forced herself to eat so that she could leave the table, which, currently, was all she really wanted.

	
		Day 33

		5:01 p.m.

		Her throat closed up as if an invisible hand had wrapped around her neck upon finding a chambermaid coat hanging from her card’s slot in the timecard rack. It’d been ten days since she’d been up to the eighth floor, and she’d convinced herself that her new manager, Fox Ballard, wouldn’t want her up there again, not after she’d confronted him about Missy Picote. She was starting to learn that Fox was all smiles when she kept her mouth shut, but a single question could quickly produce a frown.

		She reluctantly slipped into the chambermaid coat and buttoned it shut. Nervous fingers left black smears on the fabric and the little nametag that read Anna Horn. She cursed and rushed to the sink to scrub her grimy hands. The filthy water that spiraled down the drain reminded her of when she used to give Robbie his bath. Wrangling him into the tub had helped prepare her for the demands of the hotel, she thought, as she ascended to the eighth floor, where she maneuvered one of the cumbersome housekeeping carts from its closet.

		Suite 808 felt cold inside, as though the surly man she’d encountered in the road on her way to work had sauntered through. The thermostat, however, was set at seventy-eight degrees, the usual temperature for an unoccupied room. Anna lowered it in accordance with Fox’s demands.

		Luxurious as the suite was, it no longer dazzled Anna. It might as well have been a cave or something worse. She remembered when it seemed like a dream, so much better than home. Now it was like a cage, a cell.

		She finished her duties fast and wheeled the housekeeping cart back to its closet. Though she no longer wanted to service suite 808, she felt a pressing need to uncover what went on behind its closed door, for Missy’s sake. Which is why she left a wet rag on the vanity in the bathroom.

		Hunkered down inside the housekeeping closet, her ear to the door, Anna vowed that she wouldn’t fuck up this time. The emergency stairwell door clanged open down the hall. She tensed. It slammed shut. The lock of a room door snapped. The door opened. Then shut. Anna sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Someone had entered suite 808, she was sure of it.

		A few more minutes passed, then—fingers trembling—she grasped the handle and pulled the closet door open precisely as the stairwell door clanged again. Sudden sweat beaded on her forehead; her hand ached from squeezing the door handle too tight. She could’ve looked to see who was in the hall, but that’s not what she wanted. She needed to see what was going on inside the suite, which meant she needed to wait.

		A lock disengaged. A door opened and shut. The hall fell silent again, leaving Anna to assume that at least two people were now in suite 808. Loosening her hold on the handle, she counted to one hundred in her head, then again to ensure she’d allowed the occupants enough time to begin whatever they’d come to do.

		There was no one in the hall when she peeked past the doorframe. Her moment was now. She gathered her nerve and crept from the closet. Her feet lost speed the closer they carried her to the suite. Fingers slick with sweat, they slid over the keycard in her pocket. She removed it, careful not to drop it. Should she risk going in? Her head pivoted, eyes looking in every direction. She couldn’t trust her ears to tell her if anyone was approaching. Fox had already snuck up on her too many times in the past.

		Anna stepped to the side of the suite’s door, dodging the peephole’s line of sight. Fingers trembling, she wiped the sweaty keycard against her coat, then extended it toward the designated slot in the lock. Her eyelids shut as her hand plunged the card into the opening. The lock clicked. She grabbed the lever and pushed the door open, just a crack.

		A voice from within froze her in place.

		“…nothing to worry about,” it said. “Laissez les bon temps rouler!”—Let the good times roll, the same saying that glowed in neon lights above the roulette wheel in the casino attached to the hotel. It took Anna a second to register who the voice belonged to, but by then it was too late. The door’s lever slipped from her hand as the door opened wide.

		“Housekeeping,” she blurted.

		Face-to-face with Fox, her countenance mirrored his surprise, though they didn’t wear matching expressions for long. His turned to fury as he bulldozed out of the suite, plowing Anna backward while pulling the door shut behind him. She’d been so stunned that she hadn’t peered past him to see who else was inside.

		“I left a rag on the vanity,” she said. The sentence came out as an indistinguishable blur of sound.

		“You know better,” Fox growled. He latched on to her left bicep so tight she thought she felt his fingers beneath her skin. “Downstairs. Now!”

		He dragged her down the hall toward the elevator. They’d only gone a handful of feet when the stairwell door clanged a third time. Fox’s free hand struck the back of Anna’s head, then closed around it. He didn’t get a firm enough grip, though, to stop her from glancing over her shoulder. A man, tall and thin, sporting a black baseball hat that shielded his eyes, emerged through the stairwell doorway. An overnight bag hung from one hand.

		“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Anna hated how easily she crumbled in Fox’s tightening grasp. He’d gotten a handful of hair in addition to the back of her head. If she tried to look over her shoulder again, she’d surely end up with a bald spot and a broken neck. “I came for the rag,” she said. “Let me go.”

		“Shut the fuck up.”

		Fox wrangled her to the elevator, where he slapped the down button just before pinning her arms behind her back. Pressing her against the wall, he held her captive while awaiting the elevator’s arrival. His power over her filled her with fear, her weakness in the face of his strength turned the fear to terror.

		The elevator dinged and the doors rolled open. “Downstairs,” he said again. He removed one hand from her arms and took the elevator access card, necessary for reaching the eighth floor, from her coat’s pocket, leaving her with the keycard that unlocked suite 808 still in her hand. “Not a word!” He shoved her into the glass box, then inserted the access card so that he could light up the button for the basement, off-limits to hotel guests. “Sheets need pressing,” he said.

		Anna cemented her back against the glass, maximizing the distance between herself and him. With the elevator doors rolling shut, he tucked the access card into his pocket and said, “Wait for my call.”

		The scream that’d been begging for release didn’t break free until the elevator cleared the seventh floor. Anna pounded her fists against the glass, imagining it was Fox’s face.

		Her hands were at her sides and her jaw was set when the elevator doors slid open again. She’d only been in the bowels of the building a time or two before. Doing laundry had never been one of her tasks. The resort’s basement was a concrete world that lacked the splendor of the floors above. Gray, its underground wings inherently cold, it smelled of dust, earth, bleach, and chlorine from the pool and spa on the hotel’s ground level. Anna heard the laundry room before she came upon it. Workers dressed in blue from head to toe pushed large laundry carts along rows of industrial washers and dryers inside.

		Anna ignored Fox’s order about the sheets. The laundry room workers were fine on their own. She knew he’d only banished her to the basement to get her out of his way. Fuming, she threw her hands over her head and reeled about the space, drawing curious glances from the workers tirelessly loading and unloading machines. Even with eight floors separating her from Fox, she could still feel his hands upon her. The back of her head ached. Her arms stung.

		With half a mind to get back on the elevator, Anna paced along the cavernous hall, her fury intensifying by the second. She was angry at herself for failing again. Angry for not defending herself the way she thought she should. Angry at Fox for treating her worse than he’d treat a snarling dog.

		She pressed the button to call the elevator but couldn’t get on when the doors opened. She had no way of gaining access to the eighth floor without the card Fox took, and right now all she wanted was to know what he was doing up there. She considered her options. She knew she could report Fox to hotel security for what he’d done—bruises were already turning her upper arm purple—but even if security tracked him down, the question was what would they do after that? Not only was Fox chummy with everyone around the casino and resort, he was also the tribal chairman’s nephew, which meant he had pull on the reservation. Anna had seen how much other employees respected him. They moved out of his way when he strolled down the center of the hall, always with a smile and a nod. It would be her word against his if she reported him, and even if they believed that he’d caused the bruises, would they take her claim about suspicious activity on the eighth floor seriously? She didn’t believe they’d just barge in and demand to know what was going on, especially if Fox cooked up some excuse. For all she knew, suite 808 could have been Chairman Ballard’s private playground, off-limits to anyone other than family, friends, and the objects of his desire.

		Alternatively, she could call Tribal Police Chief Luke Fisher and tell him what she suspected. Fox, though, had already denied involvement with Missy Picote’s disappearance, and he’d undoubtedly deny it again, leaving Anna in no better of a situation than she was already in. And besides, Missy’s father’s remarks at the monthly tribal council meeting earlier that week had made his suspicion clear; he suspected that Missy had gone off on her own, driven by her vice, like the last time she’d run away. Everyone else believed that too.

		Anna backed away from the elevator, opting to keep her mouth shut. Staying in the basement wouldn’t do her much good, but Fox said he’d call upon her there, and, at the moment, refraining from angering him more than she already had seemed like the best bet. She’d stick to her story about the rag on the vanity. It wasn’t a lie.

		She located the phone on the laundry room wall, which is where she leaned, eyeing the enormous ironing machine and imagining what it would spit out if Fox were forced onto its conveyor. When his call finally came through, she answered on the first ring.

		“Eight-oh-eight,” Fox said.

		“You took my elevator access card.”

		“Use the stairs.”

		“I don’t have access—”

		He hung up before she could get through to him. And then it hit her. The emergency stairwell. How could she have overlooked it? That’s where she should have been all along, waiting and watching for the people who’d gone up to come back down. She didn’t need access to the eighth floor for that. Of course, it was too late now. Fox wouldn’t have called if the coast wasn’t clear. Anna took the elevator up to the seventh floor, then went the rest of the way on foot. She expected Fox to be waiting for her by the eighth-floor stairwell door, but the door was shut and there wasn’t a soul in sight.

		Anna knocked, then yanked on the door’s lever. It opened without resistance. Strange. She only had to look down to see that a coin had been taped over the lock plate, preventing the lock from engaging.

		The eighth floor was quiet, the hall empty. Deflated, Anna pushed one of the housekeeping carts from the closet to suite 808 and stuck her keycard into the lock. The suite was dark. Glimmers of light shining in from the hall reflected off gold picture frames and glass tabletops.

		The hairs on the back of Anna’s neck bristled in response to the chill that coursed down her spine. She sensed a ghostly presence that made her think of mud, moss, and a rolling head, prompting a breathy “Hello?” from her lips.

		Dismissing her unease, she turned on the light and entered the suite, letting the door swing shut. The state of the main room was as expected: the curtains were drawn, the throw pillows were fluffed, and the billiard balls were still racked and waiting atop the pool table’s green felt. An open beer bottle dripped condensation onto the counter in the galley kitchen. Two more occupied the nightstand in the bedroom, an encompassing puddle beneath them.

		The bed was messier than usual. Rumpled sheets hung from the mattress and the comforter had been kicked to the floor. The bathroom, too, had seen extra use. Two bath towels were soaked in the tub.

		Anna restored the suite, but as she cast a last look over her shoulder and reached for the bedroom light switch on her way out, she noticed something beneath the bed, something the vacuum hadn’t sucked up. It looked like a little green ball from her vantage point, no wider in diameter than a nickel.

		Crossing the room, the foot of the bed obscured the object from Anna’s sight, so she bent and fished beneath the box spring until she felt it in her hand. It wasn’t a ball at all, she discovered, but a little plastic tube, red on one end and topped by a rounded green cap on the other.

		Anna’s fingers quivered upon pulling the green cap from the tube of strawberry lip balm. The pink wax’s sweet and artificial scent wafted up to her nose, filling her with panic like none she’d ever known.
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