
        
            
                
            
        

    
	He’s shocked that the beautiful girl in the picture is alive...

	 

	 

	Maybe the stories of the notorious Route 66 are true. Road trips don’t result in encountering ghosts, but they do for Collin Bird. When he spies a beautiful girl hitchhiking during a thunderstorm, he can’t believe his eyes. It’s Rosemary, a young woman from his Ojibway community who went missing over forty years ago.

	Rosemary Kakeway is dead. Her only hope to reach the spirit world is Collin. Before departing to the place of her ancestors, she seeks vengeance against her killers, and Collin is the man to help her do just that.

	A ride with Rosemary through pea-soup fog brings Collin to 1977, where he meets a very much alive nineteen-year-old Rosemary. The bold and wild girl is nothing like he imagined her to be as she introduces him to a time he embraces. Knowing they are meant to be together, neither wishes to say goodbye, but that’s up to Rosemary’s spirit in the twenty-first century to decide.
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	Prologue: Dream Chaser

	 

	 

	“It’s been with us ever since she went missing.” Tristan handed over the feather fan, a ceremonial piece that went with the jingle dress. “Kokum and her friend found it at the gas station parking lot that night.”

	While growing up, Collin had heard the story many times from his best friend, his best friend’s grandmother, or someone else in the Kakeway family. But they’d never allowed him to hold the precious piece of Rosemary’s regalia until today. He had a hunch they were offering this keepsake because of the Route 66 trip his parents had gifted to him for completing university back in April.

	He brushed the eight eagle feathers, and the soft tips glided along his fingers. To think Rosemary had held this at one time, had danced with it and honored it.

	Tiny feathers were attached to the tips, most red, but the middle one was a deep shade of turquoise, the same color used for the beadwork that held the fan in place. These colors represented something to Rosemary. Why else would she have chosen them? Maybe she’d had a dream. Or a vision.

	Sunset orange, bright red, mellow yellow, and white swirled along the stem like a rainbow, resembling a desert sunset, although Collin had never visited a desert in his life.

	Rosemary had clutched this precious part of her regalia the night she’d disappeared, leaving behind the only trace of her existence on the parking lot asphalt.

	The sacred fan was as breathtaking as her picture above the fireplace mantel, something Collin had stared at since childhood, in awe of her beauty. Dark-brown waves of hair cascaded down her back. Black, thick brows flowed in a perfect line with the slightest arch. Plush lips the shade of poppy red dared the photographer to kiss her. Striking almond-shaped eyes the hue of deep chocolate held a twinkle of mischievousness. And skin smoother than the feathers she adored dared him to trace her stunning flesh.

	“I’m not sure why you want me to take it.” Collin kept staring at the photograph. If Rosemary was alive, his buddy’s great-aunt would be sixty-five, having disappeared at the tender age of nineteen, her first vacation off the rez with her sister and friend.

	Maybe the mystery of Route 66 was true. Strange things happened on its trail before the US Highway System decommissioned the road in 1985, long before Collin’s birth.

	“What did your kokum say?” Collin kept running his fingers along the eagle feathers.

	“She was the one who told me you should take it. She said if you’re going to travel that route, you might find out what happened.” Tristan sat in the overstuffed chair, tossing peanuts into his mouth.

	Nobody had accused Collin of being as savvy as Sherlock Holmes before, so Tristian’s kokum was stretching some heavy hope in finding her sister. Sure, the infamous route had intrigued Collin enough to study it on the Internet and even plan his first vacation on the once notorious highway, but what could he do to locate Rosemary? Today, she’d hardly resemble the youthful woman in the picture.

	Rosemary’s affinity for red, even for stunning sunsets, sat on the ironic side, because the color represented the missing and murdered Indigenous women of Canada. Books were written about them, even TV specials. Too many had gone missing, and Rosemary had become another face hosted on the website dedicated to the ladies and girls.

	Maybe he’d dig around. But did the gas station still exist where she was last seen? “What was the name of the gas station?”

	“I can’t remember. Some mom-and-pop operation.” Tristan shrugged.

	Tristan’s kokum breezed into the living room. She’d pulled back her black hair with a beaded barrette. Because of her weight loss, her sharp cheekbones were more pronounced. Not that she’d needed to lose weight. She’d been slim to start, but the medication for her recent disease had sapped her of an appetite, according to Tristan.

	“When are you leaving?” she asked.

	“Couple of days.”

	“Don’t forget to—”

	“I’m on it,” Collin reassured her.

	“Are you excited?” Her dark eyes warmed.

	“It’ll be cool. I got my old map and everything.” Some might call his obsession with Route 66 weird, but he really wanted to drive all the way to California where the highway ended.

	“There’s a reason why you feel a connection to it.” She sank in the wicker chair.

	“Route 66?” Collin scrunched his brows.

	“Yes. She was the same way. She always had a connection with eagles. Her Ojibway name’s Wiin Gaganoozh Migiziig.”

	Collin nodded. She Talks to Eagles, translated into English. “So she spoke to them?”

	Tristian’s kokum laughed. “No. Not Rosemary. She had other interests. Remember, she was nineteen. It’s rare when I see an eagle if I’m out walking, but my little sister...” Mrs. Adams’ eyes misted. She wrapped her fingers together. “They were always there. Always dropping feathers for her. It’s how she made her feather fan. They come from migiziig.”

	Collin glanced at the feather fan he continued to hold. “Did she acknowledge them in any way?”

	Mrs. Adams’ face lit up, and her full lips spread into a smile. “I’m afraid parties and boys were more on her mind, but she respected them. Each feather they gifted to her, she offered tobacco.”

	“But Tristan said you weren’t wild.” Collin had also heard the stories of Rosemary’s free spirit.

	“Remember, I’m two years older. Times were different then. People were experimenting with just about everything.” The shock punching his gut must have shown in Collin’s face, because Mrs. Adams added, “I wasn’t always old. I liked my parties, too. If I hadn’t been with that boy that night... ”

	Collin’s cheeks heated. “I never said you were old.”

	“But anyone over forty is old in your young eyes.”

	Young? He was twenty-two, about to undertake his first road trip. For two years he’d slaved over rebuilding Mishoomis’s ‘77 Chevy Nova, what his grandpa had called his chick magnet, and the way he’d won over Collin’s kokum.

	“What was different?”

	“Besides no cell phones?” She chuckled.

	Tristan also laughed.

	“There was no Internet, so what was happening in the world came out through pop culture and the news. It took a long time for disco and roller-skating to catch on up here, but once it did, my sister went every chance she got.”

	“Roller-skating?”

	“It was as popular as disco dancing. A big roller rink with a DJ, flashing lights, and lots of music.”

	It would’ve been cool to be alive back then. Maybe that was why Collin loved old-school muscle cars. Sure, Mishoomis’s model didn’t have the technology newer vehicles possessed, but nothing beat a classic car. If that meant having to improvise when it came to music, darn straight having a fully restored ‘77 Chevy Nova was worth the inconvenience. Already, Collin had installed a stereo that would allow him to connect his iPhone and play the music through the speakers. Taking calls was another problem he’d overcome by purchasing a Bluetooth device to wear on his ear. Big deal.

	He was set. His first road trip—the very highway on which he hoped to dial back time and find out if Route 66 was as notorious as they said it once was.

	 


Chapter One: Child in Time

	 

	 

	The windshield wipers couldn’t move fast enough to keep up with the steady stream of rain. Finding himself in Tornado Alley, Collin removed his medicine bundle from around his neck and strung it on the rearview mirror.

	Keep the car safe, baby. No tornadoes, please.

	Even with the wipers at full throttle, he crept along the highway, having dimmed his headlights to reduce the glare. Perhaps this was one of the challenges of traveling Route 66.

	He should’ve stayed in Oklahoma City for the night, having passed it and the Arkansas River two hours ago. But making it to Albuquerque had goaded him to keep driving since he’d been dying to check out the two Indian Reservations west of the city first thing in the morning. Now he’d be forced to pull over and stay somewhere until he could get back on the road. The purpose for his trip was to see the sights of Route 66, not grip the steering wheel and squint at rain.

	It was a strange rain, too. Weeping. Tears being shed. A torrent of pain falling from the clouds.

	He shook his head.

	Okay, he’d keep going until he left Tornado Alley behind. It was best not to phone home, even if he had his Bluetooth secured to his ear, because taking his eyes off the road for even a second could spell disaster. This was when he could have used GPS, but the damned map would .

	At least there was a divider on the highway here. Well, not a true divider, more like a grassy clump for an island, and his side had two lanes. But yeah, this flat land was ripe for twisters and other things that came down from the sky to go bump in the night.

	He couldn’t argue he was loving every minute of his road trip.

	When the Welcome to Texas sign appeared, his heart flipped and flopped. Yes. He could stop in at Shamrock and stay the night, and then get out of this state for New Mexico in the morning. Having to switch from kilometers to miles was screwing everything up. He kept forgetting miles were longer, therefore, underestimating his driving time.

	He reached for the feather fan on the passenger side, giving it a shake. C’mon, Wiin Gaganoozh Migiziig, give me some luck.

	A bolt of lightning lit the heavy blackness above him in a crooked line, followed by a blast of thunder. Shit. The rain was twisting into a major storm. From what he understood, tornadoes happened in Texas, too.

	“Get me out of here,” he muttered. He lowered the volume to the stereo, silencing Deep Purple’s Our Lady.

	What would Mishoomis do? He’d shrug off the weather and enjoy the trip. And he wouldn’t turn down the music.

	Just as Collin set his fingers on the volume button, the corner of his eye caught the slim silhouette in his right headlight. Someone was out on the road in this mess? A woman? He let his foot off the gas and downshifted, casting his gaze to the rearview mirror, but only his red taillights appeared.

	With the windshield wipers continuing to zoom back and forth, he guided the car to the shoulder, shifted the stick to neutral, and engaged the emergency brake.

	A shiver bumped down his spine. He tried to shake off the eeriness crawling along his skin. It wasn’t like a serial killer would lurk about on a stormy night. Way too cliché, something straight out of a horror movie.

	He threw open the door and eased from the car, shouting, “Hello?”

	The rain pelted his face, so he drew up the hood to his hoodie. Cupping both hands around his mouth, he again shouted, “Hello?”

	Insane. There was nobody out here drowning in the rain. He got back inside the vehicle. What he saw... The eeriness on his skin intensified, and his heart boomed louder than the crackling thunder. How could this be? She was missing. Most likely dead. But there she sat in the passenger seat—Rosemary Kakeway, Tristian’s great aunt.

	She was a bedraggled mess of wet hair clinging to her square face with soft lines to temper her feminine features. Her tube top and jeans stuck to her skin. The scarf rolled around her temples lay flat and soaked instead of puffy like in the picture. Her dark eyes looked deep into him, as if she could reach inside his soul.

	This couldn’t be happening. Maybe he was delusional. The storm must be having some kind of effect on him.

	I’ve been waiting.

	Wait, she’d spoken. No, not spoken. Her lips, the color of ripe raspberries, hadn’t moved. She had penetrated his head.

	Hold up, if she was dead, how’d she manage to slip inside the car, and, well... sit? Ghosts had no physical elements to them. Didn’t they float around?

	I am here. With you. Finally, someone called, and I answered.

	“Wh-what do you mean, called?” His teeth rattled so hard, he expected them to fall off.

	My feather fan. You used it to call me.

	“I did?” He glanced down at the fan and picked it off the console between them.

	Yes. I’ve been waiting and waiting for someone to call. And you did.

	“Wh-why are you here? Why aren’t you...” Should he say in the spirit world?

	Come with me.

	“Go with you where?” This was getting spookier and creepier by the minute.

	To where I rest.

	Holy shit, she was dead. She was dead and couldn’t get to the spirit world. What else would possess her to hang around on the Great Mother?

	“Everyone’s worried about you... ever since you went missing... your sister never gave up hope... it’s why she gave me your feather fan... she thinks you’re alive... at least I think she does... they told me about you... your story...” The words never stopped vomiting from Collin’s mouth, because his mind couldn’t stop racing.

	I need your help.

	“My help?” He settled his shaking hand on his chest that wheezed up and down.

	She nodded. We must go to where they buried me.

	“Who buried you? What happened?”

	It’s a long story. One I will tell you once we reach the place where they left me.

	“Who are they?”

	You will know in time. For now, start driving.

	“B-but why haven’t you appeared to anyone before? Your sister’s held this fan many times.”

	She’s too far away. Too far away from where I’m buried. I can’t leave this place. I can only move so far from my grave.

	His mouth dried. He clutched the feather fan tighter. Somehow this object allowed her to reach out to someone in the physical world. But she hadn’t been able to until... He gulped.

	“I was going to stay in Shamrock for the night. Is that okay?”

	We must get to Albuquerque. My grave is there.

	The place Tristan’s kokum had spoken about. Rosemary, Mrs. Adams, and Mrs. Yerxa had been traveling to a powwow at one of the reservations, but Collin couldn’t recall which one. Two days into the powwow, Rosemary had vanished. Of course, the local police had insisted she’d run off with a man. Racism had been insane in those days. As if they’d send out the big dogs to find a missing native woman.

	“Then Albuquerque it is.” He glanced in the backseat. “Do you need a towel? Some clothes?”

	No. I will remain this way until the rain stops.

	“Okay.” He wasn’t sure what else to say. Maybe she couldn’t change her outfit? Maybe she became one with the land and weather? “I’d better call your sister... ”

	He reached for his phone.

	No. She must not know anything yet. This is a journey I must only undertake with you.

	“Me?” He was nobody. The practical guy. The boring guy. Tristan was the ladies’ man. Kyle, the hipster. Rory, the bad boy. And I’m the one always running behind them straightening out their messes.

	Yes, you. You called for me. I have waited decades for someone to call me.

	“Can you tell me what happened now?”

	The rain came down harder, and much to Collin’s dismay, he shifted the stick and got them going in the heavy downpour, even though common sense told him to stay put.

	They raped me and they killed me.

	Collin’s skin turned to ice. He dared to take his eyes off the road and on to her. She remained soaked, and two tears—or were they the rain?—rolled from her eyes. They streamed down her cheekbones that his fingers ached to touch and see if they were as smooth as they looked. “How? Why? What?”

	They must die.

	“They were never caught?”

	She shook her head. How can they be brought to justice when nobody knows I am dead?

	“You’re right.” He pressed his lips together. “They need to be brought to justice. This is a different time. We don’t let people get away with that shit now. There’s even a website for...” Err... she wouldn’t know what a website was, or would she? Did ghosts follow current trends? “There’s more publicity about native women who go missing now.”

	She kept staring straight ahead.

	“Do you know who they are?”

	She nodded.

	“Did they abduct you?”

	No. I was sharing drinks with them. They thought to take advantage of my inebriated state.

	Collin winced. Tristan’s kokum did say Rosemary had been a wild child. But party girl or not, no woman deserved to be taken advantage of, drunk or sober. “‘I’m sorry. What about your sister and Mrs. Yerxa? Err... I mean Sabrina.”

	Marjoram and Sabrina didn’t know I snuck off.

	“They didn’t?”

	I wished to drink. You know it is blasphemous to consume alcohol at a powwow.

	“So you met these guys and went drinking?”

	I was nineteen and experiencing my first taste of freedom. My goal was to enjoy myself. Nothing more.

	The way she spoke inside his head wasn’t a woman recalling the pain from her nightmare experience, but a monologue of facts. She still didn’t look at him as she had when first entering the car. Her stare remained straight ahead at the rain pounding against the windshield.

	He couldn’t help stealing a peek at her, even though he should concentrate on the road. Her beauty demanded he stare. Forever nineteen. She would never experience age as Mrs. Adams and Mrs. Yerxa had. Women he knew through Tristan. Women he regarded as kokums, unable to picture them as youthful and stunning as Rosemary sitting in his car.

	“You drank with them and then they... ”

	I found the one attractive. I desired to be with him. But he was not a gentleman. He was a rapist and a murderer.

	“Was he the one who...” He couldn’t bring himself to say the word.

	After he had his way with me, his friend took his turn. Then they strangled me.

	This time Colllin had to pull over. He downshifted, almost choking on the visual Rosemary presented to him in her emotionless voice. Pain crushed his chest and gripped his heart, squeezing it. He eased the car to the shoulder, his breaths whooshing from his lungs. He could imagine her fright and fear as she fought for her life after being brutally savaged by those animals, even trying to run and escape, clawing at them with her long nails that remained painted a deep shade of red.

	He engaged the emergency brake, leaving the shifter in neutral. His fingers curled around the steering wheel, and he leaned his forehead on it. “I can’t...” It was hard to speak when the air kept rushing from him. “I can’t believe people are capable of that... that these men would do that to you. It’s... it’s fucking sickening.”

	He’d help her. He’d help her get to the spirit world. Whatever she asked of him, he’d say yes. There was no way he was going to allow anyone to hurt her again.

	The rain beating against the car wasn’t the weather. It was her soul crying, the tears she’d shed while being attacked by those monsters. The lightning and thunder were her rage—her cries for vengeance.

	And his ancestors had believed in vengeance.

	 


Chapter Two: She Was

	 

	 

	The rain had let up. According to the clock stereo, it was three in the morning. For eight hours Collin had driven, the same kind of trek it took to get from Thunder Bay to Winnipeg. Why he’d assumed everything was closer in the States was beyond him. Ahead of them, the lights from Albuquerque shone against the inky-black sky. They had maybe another half hour before reaching the city’s core.

	His map said they were outside of Edgewood.

	Here. We stop here. Instead of the monotone, her voice became a soft whisper in his ear.

	Chills as dark as the sky rode up Collin’s spine. Something wasn’t right. Many Indian Reservations were in this area. And she’d been attending a powwow at one of them. “There’s a hotel up ahead.” Did ghosts sleep?

	Rest and I will return when the time is right.

	She didn’t vanish, as he expected her to. She remained in the car while he managed to get to the south side of the highway to reach the hotel. Light from the streetlamps reflected off the wet pavement.

	He pulled into the parking lot, one of those chains that guaranteed a clean room, a continental breakfast, and free coffee. As he slid the shifter into first gear and engaged the emergency brake, she remained beside him.

	“I need my suitcase.” He rounded the car and opened the trunk. Given the absence of vehicles in the lot, he could get a room. They didn’t seem booked up.

	“Okay, are you ready?” He opened the passenger-side door to nobody there.

	His heart dropped a smidgen toward his stomach. He glanced around, but she was nowhere. Well, he’d get some sleep. Maybe she’d reappear in the morning after he woke, or maybe this was a dream and he wouldn’t see her again.

	 

	*

	 

	The buzzing of Collin’s phone seeped into his sleep. A deep sleep. An imageless place where he’d sawed heavy logs.

	Rosemary.

	He shut off the alarm and glanced about at the darkness of the room. The sunlight attempting to sneak in through the finest hint of a crack in the curtain said it had to be at least noon. He peeked at his cell phone. The bright numbers read quarter to one.

	The continental breakfast was probably over, and these types of chain hotels didn’t have dining rooms, but there were a couple of fast-food places where he could grab lunch.

	He jumped in the shower, dressed, and was off to get a hamburger and fries. There was no sight of Rosemary in the parking lot. She never appeared in the passenger side of his car, either. While sitting at the fast-food restaurant, biting into his hamburger, he gazed out at the interstate where cars and big trucks raced by.

	After he ate, he cruised around the area, checking out the small town that was flatter than a pancake with desert everywhere. Thank shit for the air-conditioner in his car or he would’ve baked alive. He’d never experienced this kind of heat before, and he could only compare it to sticking his head into an oven and leaving it there. But by sunset, he was able to witness the most brilliant colors against the desert sky of purple, orange, pink, and yellow. The scenery was straight from Rosemary’s feather fan he kept on the passenger seat of his car.

	He’d parked the Nova on a side road, where he stood guzzling back a cola, mouth slightly open at the beauty before him.

	It’s beautiful, isn’t it?

	He whipped on his heel. Rosemary approached, still in the same outfit as last night. This time her hair didn’t stick to her face. Her dark-brown strands fluttered in the wind behind her like a veil.

	“Rosemary...” Last night, he couldn’t bring himself to say her name, much less address her informally, but the name easily rolled off his tongue this evening.

	We must go. It is time.

	“Go where?” He rounded the vehicle, still holding his cola.

	She again appeared in the passenger seat without him seeing her move, nor had he heard the door close, much less open.

	We’ll need a shovel.

	Collin’s mouth dried, and he tilted the can of cola to refresh with liquid. They were going to her grave. That was all he could think about. Maybe even the place she’d been murdered.

	“Okay. We can stop somewhere, and I can buy one.”

	 

	*

	 

	Not having any desert experience while driving in the middle of nowhere at night with only Rosemary to guide him left Collin’s upper leg trembling. Maybe it was more than being out here sans assistance—the fact he was about to dig up a grave from nineteen seventy-seven.

	At least Rosemary navigated for him. She didn’t point. Her thoughts were in his mind, directing him through the cacti, big rocks, and plants he’d never experienced coming from the boundary waters of Northwestern Ontario. Thankfully, the terrain wasn’t rough. Her killers had to be locals, because only people from the town would drive this far without getting lost, especially in the days before GPS.

	Part of him wanted to ask what it was like living in those days, but he kept his curiosity in check. She’d died in the most horrible and cruel way—raped, murdered, and then buried deep in the desert.

	Plus, Mishoomis had already told him about that decade, and disco hadn’t been prevalent in their area, or the gas shortage, and the other pop culture moments. What Collin loved was the freedom Mishoomis had experienced. Okay, there was a reason why seatbelt use had become mandatory. The same for not allowing children to ride in the bed of a pick-up truck. And bicycle helmets saved people from brain injuries.

	But what would it be like during simpler times and not being connected to everything and anything, or recorded everywhere, such as simply entering a grocery store or pulling up to an intersection for a red light?

	His heart held its beat. Wrong. Very wrong. If footage existed everywhere back then, Rosemary would’ve appeared on the gas station camera, along with her killers. The video would’ve also captured her leaving with those men.

	You may stop here.

	Her voice became the monologue of reciting dictation.

	Collin stopped the car. He switched off the engine and got out to a chill. Talk about a one-eighty from today, when the heat had forced him to stay inside with air-conditioning. Now he needed a furnace to warm his chilled skin.

	Since he didn’t have a newer model vehicle that allowed him to pop the trunk open with a button, he had to use his key. She wanted him to dig her grave, of this, he was sure. Picking up the shovel from the trunk, he rounded the Chevy Nova.

	Rosemary stood with her back to him. Her long hair fluttered in the light breeze, a veil of rich, dark-brown velvet as mysterious as her. Come. Her feet seemed to skim the sand and left no impressions.

	Collin followed, clutching the shovel against him.

	The shrilling of an eagle raised goosebumps on his arms. He craned his neck skyward, but darkness hindered him from spying anything.

	Rosemary stopped and lowered her head.

	Still staring upward, Collin squinted, but he could not spot the big birds of prey. They had to be above them, maybe even circling. He glanced down where Rosemary was gazing. Something told him to start digging. He sent the razor-sharp edge of the shovel into the sand, picked up a heap of dirt, and tossed it aside.

	For the longest time he repeated the same task. Then he’d stop, wipe the sweat from his face, and keep going. Ten bucks she’d been killed elsewhere and her body dumped here, which was why the grave sat deep. Not even the animals could’ve dug her up or smelled her. As for the eagles, who normally did not vocalize much, their shrilling became louder. At times they were upon him, their big wings creating a breeze he welcomed to keep him cool. He couldn’t believe he’d complained earlier about being cold.

	Just when he didn’t think he had the strength to go on, the shovel hit something. An eerie feeling walked along his spine like the tips of fingers. He was in the grave now, having climbed inside to keep shoveling. Moving to his haunches, he used his hands to toss the dirt aside. His fingers brushed at the sand to find a bone.

	Her bone.

	He used his hands to dig even further, pushing at the sand until he encountered more bone. He frowned because something else was present—a ball of her hair, as if the killer had curled the strands around his
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