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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Mara Racette

            
               Thursday, July 11, 7:15 p.m.

            

            Something about the beat of the drum makes me stop feeling like such a fraud. Its steady pulse quiets all my doubts. Grounds
               me. My blood thrums through my limbs to my feet, telling me I belong. This land is mine too.
            

            
            The pounding beat vibrates in my chest as I follow my parents into the circular dance arbor. We pass between crowded sections
               of bleachers and skirt behind the men sitting in a circle around their drum. Their cries make my throat dry and constrict,
               like it aches to sing in their rhythm. They pound the leather-bound sticks against the hide as one, the beat getting faster
               and their voices getting higher.
            

            
            I weave behind a man filming on a tripod and take the stairs two at a time, slipping into a half-open row just as the older
               man at the drum, cowboy hat shadowing his face, whacks his stick harder and the others pause. A younger man in a flat-billed
               baseball cap sings alone, a wail sinking into his undulating voice, and then each of them hits the drum in sync again. Their
               voices rise to intertwine with his like a united battle cry.
            

            
            Goose bumps rise on my skin as I settle into the bleacher bench and focus on the powwow dancers in the circle of turf, just past the drum groups. Women in beaded dresses with colorful shawls and men in buckskin regalia with feathered shoulder and back bustles dance to the beat. They have bells strapped around their legs and plumes of feathers in their hands. Some of their faces are painted in the old ways, with black and red, making them look fierce, powerful. Old women, little kids no older than four years, and everyone in between spin and sway to the drum song. Everyone feels the calling in their bones. 

            
            They all belong.

            
            Beside me, Dad’s head bobs to the beat. His black hair trembles over his shoulder with each movement until he pushes it behind
               his ear, a turquoise ring glinting on his thumb. Mom taps her foot on my other side, one leg slung over the other. Her blond
               hair is tucked in a bun at the back of her neck, just peeking out of the baseball cap she needs to protect her pale skin from
               the summer sun.
            

            
            I sit still in the middle, trying to ease into my place between them. Like always.

            
            The low sun beats down on us, lighting up the bits of dust easing through the arena on the slight breeze. It smells like dirt
               and horses and frying grease. It smells like Indian Days.
            

            
            We’ve traveled here most years to attend our tribe’s annual four-day celebration with thousands of other attendees, where
               we enjoy Native American traditions like powwow dancing and drumming, stick games, and horse relay races. I thought it would
               feel different this year, though. Now that we live here, I thought I’d feel less like a visitor. I’m sitting up here watching
               it all unfold just like before . . . one step removed. Maybe that’s how it’ll always be.
            

            
            I slip my phone out of my pocket to take a picture of the expansive scenery in front of us and the mass of color and movement below us. The Rockies tower in the distance, smears of snow visible on some of the mountain range’s jagged peaks, Glacier National Park hidden on their opposite side. The mostly treeless, low rolling plains sprawl out endlessly in every other direction, making the blue sky above this tiny town look massive. 

            
            Below us, hundreds of dance competitors are on the circular field for Grand Entry, grouped into the categories of dance they’ll
               compete in during the powwows over the next few days. They bounce their way around the arbor, creating a rainbow spiral of
               color and texture, until their circle parts and the final beat thuds.
            

            
            The Elder who led the dancers in for Grand Entry stands in the center of the arbor, garbed in his traditional regalia. His
               quillwork breastplate hangs still over his chest. There’s a steadiness around him in the sudden quiet. He’s flanked by Native
               war veterans holding national and tribal flags, and the head man and woman dancers. Higher even than the flags they hold is
               the eagle staff in the old man’s hand.
            

            
            The Elder raises the staff lined with eagle feathers, and we all stand as the drum group starts the Flag Song, honoring the
               colors and, more significantly, honoring the eagle staff—the first flags of this land.
            

            
            I may still be figuring out how I fit in here, but I feel that pull, that reverence, watching the Elder honor the eagle feathers
               and our tribal Nation. Like those hanging feathers, I sway in time with the beat until the drummers stop and grip the sticks
               in their hands, catching their breath. My chest feels empty with the beat’s sudden absence. Only the gentle jingling of the
               dancers’ bells leaving the circular field matches the lingering buzz threading my skin.
            

            
            The audience sits back down. “I’ll get us some frybread,” Mom says, touching my shoulder as she sidesteps past us. Dad squeezes her hand before she dips down the stairs with an easy smile. She knows she doesn’t exactly belong here, but she doesn’t mind. She’s been part of this world longer than I have. She may not be Native herself, but she has Dad. 

            
            Dad swings his arm over my shoulders. “You should’ve learned.” He nods toward the dancers gathering at the bottom of our section.
               I recognize a few of the girls from school. Their hair is tied back into sleek braids adorned with feathers and colorful ribbons.
               Intricate beadwork in striped patterns cascades over some of their shoulders and hangs in fringes down their backs.
            

            
            The tallest of the group, Loren Arnoux, wears a sky-blue jingle dress. Rows of slender, cone-shaped, rolled tins line the
               entire skirt of the dress. One row loops around her chest and upper arms. A belt of rainbow beadwork and matching cuffs hanging
               on her wrists glimmer in the sun as she leaves the group. She’s stunning. All their regalia is. Whether they’ve been passed
               down in their families or made only recently, each piece is painstakingly handcrafted. Every colored glass bead stitched with
               precision. Every piece of leather fringe cut just so.
            

            
            “Maybe,” I finally answer over the garbled conversations around us. Part of me wishes I did learn to dance . . . a bigger
               part of me wonders what other people would think. If I’d even be accepted out there. If it would be anything like the last
               few months at my new school, I’m glad I never learned.
            

            
            Even now, the worst of the group, Samantha White Tail, watches my mom pass by, then glances my way with heavily lined eyes
               and a curled lip, hand sliding over her intricate regalia as if to remind me I’m not wearing any. I might be higher than her
               in the bleachers, but she’s still looking down on me. She’d be sure to find a way to make me feel like more of an outsider
               if I were out there.
            

            
            A mix of annoyance and anger curls my fingers into fists. She doesn’t know anything about me.

            
            She didn’t bother to try.

            
            I raise my fist to flip her the bird, but not before Dad notices the tense energy between us. His body goes still, as does
               my quarter of a bird. He opens his mouth to ask, but the emcee taps the microphone just in time.
            

            
            I shrug off Samantha’s rude stare as the murmuring dies down and relax into my seat like nothing happened.

            
            Nothing Dad needs to know about at least.

            
            The emcee’s voice blares into the arbor. “Ladies and gentlemen, put your hands together one more time. Our first Grand Entry
               of this year’s North American Indian Days . . . what an honor it is to be here!” The bleachers erupt with whistles and cheers.
               “Hoh man, you guys look good out there! And let me hear you holler for our host drum group, the Yellow Mountain Singers!”
            

            
            The drummers raise their hands and nod to the cheering crowd before regripping their sticks.

            
            “Thank you, thank you. And thank you to all of our wonderful dancers out there and all our concession businesses who came
               out. If you haven’t grabbed yourself a frybread, you better do it before they close down all the stands later on, hey. I know
               I’ve had a few myself.” The emcee laughs and adjusts his flat-billed cap.
            

            
            “I know you competitors are ready to get out there and show us who the best dancers are, but we have something special happening
               here first.” He clears his throat and bobs his head a few times. “The Arnoux family is going to do an Honor Song.”
            

            
            Even the visitors here must feel the air still.

            
            “As most of you know, the Arnoux family has been through quite a lot the last couple of years. Rayanne ‘Charging At Night’ Arnoux went missing a few months ago.” He pauses, his eyes moving over the audience as he gives the moment the reverence it deserves. It happened just a few weeks after we moved here: Rayanne, Loren Arnoux’s older sister, never showed up at school one day and hasn’t been seen since. It didn’t exactly help me settle in here. “Her disappearance is one we’ve felt deeply here in Browning. This is a terrible tragedy to strike the Blackfeet Nation, one that happens far too often, and we band together in prayer for our lost member. 

            
            “Rayanne was raised by her grandmother, Geraldine, and her grandfather, Dillon. Dillon Arnoux passed away close to two years
               ago, and even though Rayanne hasn’t been brought home yet, the family would still like to honor Dillon here at the North American
               Indian Days, when so many of our Blackfeet tribal members have come out.”
            

            
            I find Loren Arnoux a few sections of bleachers away, near the emcee. She stands tall, her delicate chin tilted up, but her
               face is dark, her jingle dress still as stone.
            

            
            The emcee pulls out a paper and smooths it across his jeans. “Dillon ‘Weasel Moccasins’ Arnoux was a very respected member
               of our community. He served six years on the tribal council and did a lot of great work helping the tribe develop ecotourism
               businesses on the reservation. He was a veteran who gave many years in service of this country. He is honored by his wife,
               Geraldine ‘Good Shield Woman,’ and his granddaughter, Loren ‘Different Black Bird,’ along with three brothers, many cousins, in-laws,
               nieces, and nephews.”
            

            
            The emcee nods to the group of drummers. They remove their hats. Their eyes dart between each other, a shadow passing over
               their circle, and the old man taps his stick against the hide. The group joins him like one mind, one body, gently pounding
               a soft beat.
            

            
            “They ask for these people to please come forward for the giveaway.” He rattles off a list of names, but my mind is already sinking into the subtle beating of the drums. Until I hear Racette.

            
            Dad grips my knee. “Mara Racette,” he whispers. I forget how to move. Everyone in the bleachers has already stood for the
               Honor Song. Dad urges me to my feet and shoves me toward the stairs. I pass Mom on the way down, her hands full of greasy
               concessions and her mouth hanging open.
            

            
            I slip to the bottom of the bleachers as Loren and her grandmother, swathed in a yellow shawl with long baby-blue fringe,
               enter the circular arena with their family members. I’m next to the emcee’s table, hair damp against my neck, before I really
               even know what’s happening.
            

            
             

         
         
            Brody Clark

            
               Thursday, July 11, 7:30 p.m.

            

            Dad used to say all change comes with a warning first. He called it a sacred Blackfeet proverb—that’s what he said about all
               the one-liners he pulled straight from his butt. He loved spewing that old Indian wisdom like a bad cough.
            

            
            The thing is, he was wrong.

            
            Maybe you can see change coming sometimes, like how he saw the warning signs that Mom was going to leave us. She got tired
               of helping Dad scrape by and split. Found a man with money and started a new family. She decided she wanted an entirely different
               life.
            

            
            I didn’t. Screw that.

            
            A couple years after that, Dad had a heart attack and slunk dead in front of me. I was only twelve. There was no warning for that. No signs to see. Only me and my older brother, Jason, fighting against the ripple effects of it. 

            
            There was no warning that Loren Arnoux’s sister was going to disappear and turn our whole friend group upside down.

            
            You can’t prepare for change. The best you can do is try like hell to get back to how things used to be.

            
            Or as close to it as you can get.

            
            My brother, Jason, turns off the emcee microphone and tucks it under his arm as the drum group increases their intensity and
               begins the Honor Song for the Arnouxs. Loren’s grandma, Geraldine, leads the procession of dancers onto the circle of turf,
               gripping a framed picture of her late husband, who’s holding both Loren and Rayanne on his lap in the old photo. The other
               Elders of the family, probably Dillon’s siblings, dance alongside Geraldine, with Loren and other younger family members in
               a group behind. They step in time with the drums, moving slowly around the circle. Plumes bob. Bells jingle.
            

            
            The audience in the circle of bleachers hardly moves after they stand to watch the procession. I shuffle past Jason and his
               co-announcer and stand in front of the emcee table to wait for the giveaway. I would’ve been surprised to hear Jason include
               my name on the giveaway list if I hadn’t read it over his shoulder a few minutes ago. I guess Loren still appreciates me even
               if she’s been a recluse lately. Even if my dumb jokes don’t make her laugh like they used to.
            

            
            Even if I haven’t exactly been there for her since her sister vanished.

            
            Maybe that means we really could go back to how things were before all this. With a little more time. More patience.

            
            Loren’s best friend, Samantha White Tail, appears at my side. Even their friendship got all screwed up after Rayanne’s disappearance. You can see it in the way Samantha stands tense. Face sunken. Eyes hard. A choker of red, yellow, and blue patterned beadwork locks around her neck, matching several pieces in her regalia. A single feather sticks up from her beadwork headband, and two long braids hang down her chest. Her competition number card is pinned to her shawl, which she grips the edges of like she’s holding on for dear life. 

            
            As the others who were called for the giveaway approach, I follow Samantha’s gaze to the slow procession in the arena. The
               Arnouxs are dancing to honor the grandpa—but we’re all thinking of Rayanne.
            

            
            I didn’t know Rayanne like I know her sister, Loren. I guess I knew her as much as you’d know anyone on the rez. Knew her
               enough to know she had a loud mouth, a weakness for studious-type kids, and a pretty face smooth as polished leather. Knew
               how much Loren loved her. Knew even Eli First Kill had an eye on her.
            

            
            The drummers’ voices bring me back to three years ago. To the giveaway I helped Jason organize for our dad. I was pretty broken
               then, but my brother picked me up. Taught me to understand Dad’s journey. Life and death don’t look much different, besides
               the social aspect of it. We still remember him. Carry his wisdom. We honored him, gave gifts in his name, just as Loren does
               now.
            

            
            The procession returns to us. Loren gathers an armful of Pendleton wool blankets, and for a strange beat, I see her years
               into the future, walking toward me with freshly folded laundry, kids hanging on her legs with her same mud-brown hair. Smiling.
               Like she’d ever want that. Like I could ever have that. I blink the image away as her cousin scoops up some bright shawls
               behind her, fringe spewing from her arms.
            

            
            Eli First Kill appears on the other side of Samantha, kid sister in tow, as usual. Without his dad, as usual. His eyes are barely wider than normal, only noticeable to a best friend and cousin like myself. 

            
            The new girl, Mara Racette, freezes at Eli First Kill’s other side, light brown hair hanging bluntly above her shoulders.
               Her wide eyes are hard to miss, like a doe’s in an open field the moment I raise my rifle and finger the trigger.
            

            
            Yeah, First Kill was right about her. As he always is.

            
            She doesn’t belong here. Doesn’t want to either.

            
            Loren’s cousin pulls an older, non-Native couple from the audience and gives them a shawl and a blanket to honor her grandpa.
               The couple is probably used to the idea that a person being honored should be receiving gifts. But it’s the opposite for us—we give to others, even strangers, in their name.
            

            
            Loren places a folded blanket into my arms, pulling my gaze from the couple. Her honey-brown eyes are rimmed with red, and
               black makeup smears at the corners. I give her a hug, patting the small of her back before she moves down the line and presses
               the last blanket into the new girl’s arms. Loren puts a hand on her shoulder and leans in close, speaking words I’d never
               be able to hear even if the drummers weren’t still singing.
            

            
            Beats me why Loren wanted to include the new girl. I’ve never seen Loren speak to her unless she had to.
            

            
            New-Girl-Mara secures the square of blanket to her chest like Loren might change her mind and snatch it back.

            
            Maybe she should.

            
            Next to me, Samantha White Tail is given a dark blue shawl, even more intricate than the one she already wears. She sets down
               a black backpack and pulls the shawl from her shoulders and unpins her competition number. Loren helps her repin it to the
               new shawl as tears spill over Samantha’s cheeks.
            

            
            Looks like she’s crying about a lot more than the gift, but it’s not like I’d know anything about that.

            
            As Loren’s cousins hand out small pieces of handmade jewelry to random people seated in the audience, I feel a collective
               intake of breath and follow the gazes from the bleachers beside us across the circle. Loren’s grandma, Geraldine, leads in
               two white horses with red and blue beadwork plates on their faces. Eli First Kill’s eyes dart between the line of people gripping
               gifts and back to the horses coming toward us.
            

            
            The family members part, and Geraldine steps up to Eli. The drumming stops. “Where’s your dad, Eli?”

            
            The color leeches out of his face. “Gone on a work contract.” His voice is barely audible as the row of us shifts to hear
               their exchange.
            

            
            “Will you accept this gift—our finest horses—on his behalf? In honor of my Dillon?”

            
            Nobody moves. The gift is massive. Humbling. It honors Loren’s grandpa deeply.

            
            Color seeps back into Eli’s skin in red half-moons under his eyes. He nods once, and Geraldine places the leather reins into
               his hand and pats his shoulder twice.
            

            
            “Your dad was there for me in a tough time and helped me in a way nobody else could.”

            
            Eli’s jaw pulses before he says something else to her—probably something along the lines of, at least his dad was there for
               somebody.
            

            
            Eli First Kill’s dad works contracting gigs, but because there isn’t much construction happening in a small town like Browning,
               he has to travel for work for days at a time. I don’t know if it’s better or worse when he is around. Eli never talks about it, but everyone knows his dad is a meth addict.
            

            
            Eli wipes his eyes with the back of his hand and then eases his shoulders down, sinking back into his typical posture. Cocky.
               Unruffled. Owning the land beneath his feet. He has that way about him, Eli First Kill.
            

            
            The air is dead around us. Only the horsetails swish.

            
            Geraldine nods, and subtle jingling brings life back into the air as the family members leave the circle of the dance arbor,
               melding into groups of dancers waiting in front of the bleachers or slipping into the stands.
            

            
            I follow Samantha White Tail toward the break in the bleachers, her old shawl twisting in her tight, white-knuckled grip.
               She looks like she’s in a hurry to go teepee-creeping until the incoming Golden Age dancers block her path.
            

            
            All of us from the giveaway are backed up, waiting for the dancers to move. I stare at the geometric beadwork stitched onto
               the carry loop of Samantha’s backpack until Jason announces the dancers into the circle to the beat of another drum song.
               Just as we’re moving, Jason hands the mic to the other announcer and steps away from the emcee table, blocking Samantha’s
               path again. He gives Geraldine an upward nod. “I’m sure you want a picture of everyone,” he says, “in his honor.”
            

            
            Geraldine nods. “Sure.”

            
            Jason puts a hand on Samantha’s shoulder and ushers the group of us holding large gifts from the giveaway past the drummers
               and between the bleachers. Loren and Geraldine walk with Eli, fingering the horse’s reins like it’s painful to really let
               them go. I don’t know what the First Kills will do with such fine horses, besides parade them in and out of Indian Days every
               year.
            

            
            Eli’s dad may just sell them for drug money.

            
            We pass a tribal cop, Detective Youngbull, at the back of the bleachers on our way toward the concession tents. He’s in his plain clothes, here to enjoy the powwow like everyone else, but he’s got his chest puffed out with a cop’s usual arrogance. Thinking he’s all somethin’. It only got worse when he became a detective last year. Dry dirt shifts beneath our feet as Jason gives him an upward nod. 

            
            Samantha’s gaze clings to Youngbull as she bites her lip, either because she’s wary around law enforcement like a lot of us
               are or because she’d like to wrap him around her finger.
            

            
            I’d put money on the second one.

            
            I wonder what Detective Youngbull felt when we honored Dillon Arnoux—the grandpa of the girl he’s failed to locate. Would
               ol’ Dillon have given him even more hell than Geraldine? Does guilt weigh down his gut just hearing the name Arnoux?
            

            
            Instead of going left to the many rows of crowded vendor tents, we hook a right toward a quiet area of trailers parked tight
               like a fresh pack of cigarettes. Jason finally says, “This’ll work.” Sweat shines on his forehead as he waves us into a group
               between two rows of horse trailers, the distant mountain range creating a jagged backdrop. We inch together, a group of Blackfeet,
               two horses, and a couple of light-haired, non-Native visitors who know nothing about who we honor. Or why.
            

            
            Jason takes several pictures before he returns Geraldine’s phone. Sweat drips down my back in the harsh sunlight. He catches
               my gaze for a beat and digs his fingers into my shoulder like only a big brother can before the large group breaks apart into
               separate conversations.
            

            
            I head straight to the horses, rubbing my shoulder. “What did the First Kills ever do to deserve this?” I ask as I run my
               hand down one of the horse’s necks.
            

            
            “Psh.” Eli’s cheek splits into an angled smile. “Usually, we did something, and usually, we deserve a beating for it.”
            

            
            I pat the horse’s sturdy back, suddenly hoping his dad will sell the horses to Jason and me. Even if he uses the money for
               drugs. “Ol’ Geraldine must have you confused with some other First Kills.”
            

            
            Eli’s brows waggle. “Better leave now before she realizes her mistake.”

            
            “No, Eli,” his kid sister, Cherie, says, stubbornness laced into her high-pitched voice. Her crow-black hair is in perfect
               braids, and a shoe is untied. “We are not missing the intertribal dance. That’s the only one I can do!”
            

            
            “I know, I know,” Eli says. He glances over the groups still mingling around us, pausing to catch Samantha’s lingering gaze,
               then eyes the horse trailers. “We just need to get these horses settled somewhere.”
            

            
            Samantha peels her eyes from Eli and whispers to Loren, her talon-like nails digging into her arm, but Samantha turns her
               back the instant she sees me watching her. Of course. She’s made it pretty clear she’s not interested in me.
            

            
            Loren whispers something and shrugs out of Samantha’s grip. I only catch one word: “Later.”

            
            “They’re beautiful,” New-Girl-Mara says as she approaches us, blocking my view of Loren and Samantha. I guess she’s done with
               her conversation with Geraldine and the random visitors. Probably trying to learn more about our culture just like them. Her
               eyes dart briefly to Eli and me, then to the horses as she rubs one of their soft noses.
            

            
            “Do you ride?” Cherie asks.

            
            Mara’s full lips part into a hesitant smile. “It’s been a while.”

            
            “My big brother and Little Bro do. They’re doing Indian Relay Races tomorrow!”

            
            “Little Bro?” Her eyes flick back up to me. Measuring. Judging. Why did Loren even want her here? She’s never been a part
               of any of this. Never wanted to be.
            

            
            “That’s what everyone calls Brody,” Eli says as he slaps a hand to my chest. “He was always following around big brother Jason,
               so little brother Brody became Little Bro. To friends.”
            

            
            My dad coined the nickname. I used to like it. Now it doesn’t matter either way. It’s stuck.

            
            “And that’s Eli First Kill,” Cherie says, pointing directly at Eli’s face. “And I’m just Cherie.”

            
            Mara rests her hand on the horse’s neck. “And I’m just Mara.”

            
            “Are you doing the intertribal dance?” Cherie’s eyes light up. “We can without regalia!”

            
            I laugh and elbow Eli’s arm before Mara can answer. “Yeah, she could rally up with the other visitors. Where she belongs.”
            

            
            The smile New-Girl-Mara had drops.

            
            “Anyway.” I clear my throat. “We have to get back to the arbor.” I hope she doesn’t miss the inflection.
            

            
            We lead the horses between the trailers, kicking up enough dust to make Mara cough. Geraldine emerges with a couple of visitors
               from the opposite end of a trailer and heads toward the arbor and the crowds, still in deep teaching mode. Loren sidles up
               to Eli as we make our way down the main dirt path. “Take care of the horses,” she says, a glint in her red-rimmed eyes. “Don’t
               make us be Indian givers.”
            

            
            “That’s very offensive,” I deadpan.

            
            Loren laughs, but it’s not the deep, rolling sound I’m used to. It’s still too flat. Too lifeless. I wish I could take that
               from her.
            

            
            We pass Youngbull again at the break in the bleachers, the Golden Age category still dancing behind him. He trains his watchful gaze on Loren until we walk far enough that the concession trucks finally block his view. 

            
            I bet that guilt for being a total failure does eat him up inside.

            
            Loren doesn’t seem to notice his eyes on her. Or she’s gotten good at ignoring it. “I don’t know what to tell you, Eli First
               Kill,” she says. “Your dad must’ve had some way with my grandma. I’ve never even seen them talk—”
            

            
            Eli raises his palms. “I know less than you do, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

            
            Loren smiles again, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. She squints as she walks, always trying to figure out the puzzle of Eli
               First Kill. He has a way of opening up just enough to keep you around and shutting back down to keep you wondering over him.
               He wasn’t always like that.
            

            
            The trick now is to let him be. Let him keep his secrets.

            
            Works for me.

            
            “I’ll pass along the appreciation,” he finally says. “Whether deserved or not.”

            
            Loren nods as we tie up the horses.

            
            “And I’m so sorry they still haven’t found Rayanne.” Eli practically whispers it. Like saying it out loud is what makes her
               situation final. Or he’s just protecting Cherie from hearing anything.
            

            
            Loren somehow smiles and frowns at the same time. I pull her to my side, though my shirt sticks to the sweat on my skin.

            
            “Yeah. Me too.” She unfolds herself from my arm and makes a show of checking the competition number on her jingle dress. “It’ll be weird dancing without Rayanne.” Her voice is suddenly distant. Monotone. So far from the Loren she used to be before all this crap. The Loren that used to make me cry laughing. The one I could picture filling up a row with kids together at powwow. She smooths the number again. I want to take her back to how things used to be, before Rayanne disappeared. 

            
            But I can’t.

            
            “That’s the main reason I gifted her shawl to Samantha. So I could still feel her out there.”

            
            She doesn’t have to say it—most of us know Rayanne is never going to be found. Tribal police have all but officially stated
               she’s presumed dead.
            

            
            Maybe that’s why they don’t seem too bothered about finding out what happened to her anymore.

            
            They know she’s already past saving.

            
            I force a smile. “That’s a nice idea. She’s with you, though. In life or death, she’s in your blood. She’s always with you.”

            
            “Thanks.” She glances up and down the dirt road, scanning the faces in the concession lines and crowd heading back into the
               bleachers. “Well, I should find Samantha. She said she’d do the intertribal dance with me.”
            

            
            “Good luck in the competition,” Eli says as Cherie drags him toward a line of port-a-potties.

            
            “I’ll miss you out there,” Loren calls after him. “You would’ve won this year.”

            
            He doesn’t even glance back.

            
            “Judge Connie ‘Running Mouth’ will miss you too,” I yell. “And ol’ Ron ‘Sits With Crack.’” He doesn’t turn but his head tips
               back in laughter at my new Indian nicknames for the judges.
            

            
            Loren rolls her eyes in typical fashion but almost laughs.

            
            I yank my shirt away from my damp chest, fanning myself. “You could win too.”

            
            She shrugs, but a smile tugs at her lips.

            
            “Kill it out there.”

            
            A shadow slinks into her eyes, but she’s gone before I realize what I’ve said.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Loren Arnoux

            
               Thursday, July 11, 8:00 p.m.

            

            The back of my throat still burns. As much as I try to swallow it down, it stays there. Grandma adjusts my choker and hairpieces
               even though I’m about to go shake them out of place anyway. Behind her and my cousins, Jason raises the mic. “Powwow people,
               time for an intertribal dance! All are welcome. Get down there! Grab your neighbor, make ’em dance! We have a new drum group
               on the powwow circuit here, coming to us from Crow Agency . . . Return of the Buffalo! Make some noise for ’em!”
            

            
            The drummers begin the song, and I hop onto the field, my jingle dress shaking in time. I see Mara through the jolting roaches
               of porcupine hair on the men’s heads in front of me. She clutches the wool blanket in the bleachers and watches me. I give
               her an upward nod and bounce to the drumming, letting the beat and the jingling around me distract me from the clawing pain
               in my stomach. No matter what I give to that beast, it never leaves, not really. It’s like a gaping pit, crumbling more pieces
               of me into it every day.
            

            
            Sometimes I wonder if it will ever stop or if it’ll eat away at me until there’s nothing left to take.

            
            My sister, Rayanne, won her age division for her fancy shawl dancing last year. She moved like a hot flame. She twirled and bounced like fire spreading across a decaying tree, her heat licking everything in its path. Her shawl flashed like the tips of flames in the dead of night. Like she couldn’t be slowed and she knew it. 

            
            I desperately scan the crowded arena for Samantha. She said she’d be here—I made sure of it. I need to see that shawl. It
               may not move like flame anymore, but I’d settle for smoke.
            

            
            A few dancers from every category dance to the intertribal song, as well as some casually dressed attendees, creating a sea
               of color and motion. I spring in time with the beat, hoping to see the flap of the dark blue shawl. Hoping for a tiny piece
               of Rayanne—my Ray Bear.
            

            
            It’s always been me and her. Today, we honored Grandpa, who I miss terribly, but my sister’s absence in that arbor is the
               worst pain I’ve ever felt.
            

            
            The drum is the only thing keeping my heart in check.

            
            Amid the explosions of color is a splotch of eerie black. Eli First Kill stands at the base of the bleachers near the emcee,
               his black T-shirt clinging to his broad frame and folded arms. He claims he’s done dancing. Even in the midst of the drumming,
               his face is cold, his body still as Chief Mountain.
            

            
            Eli First Kill danced like an attacking mountain lion, feet barely touching the ground, chaotic but intentional. All taut
               muscle and powerful shocks rippling through his regalia. He posed to every beat-stop like he was making the music himself.
               Now he thinks he’s over that. That it was nothing but a phase. The way his gaze clings to the quaking twin bustles in front
               of me makes me doubt it.
            

            
            But then again, Eli First Kill has a way of making you doubt things.

            
            After the song ends, I continue to scour through crowds of dancers leaving the arbor for Samantha. They meld into the bleachers, scatter to the lines of tents. Why wasn’t she here? Why would she ditch me when she knew I wanted her out there? I shouldn’t be surprised after how she’s acted the last three months. 

            
            People in my life have disappeared one by one. My dad split before I was even born. My mom lost herself a piece at a time
               to drugs until she up and left. Grandpa died. Then my sister vanished, and in the wake of it, I withdrew and disappeared into
               myself.
            

            
            Sam let me. She didn’t show up for me like a best friend should’ve. Hardly bothered to check in. Never asked how I was holding up.
            

            
            She wasn’t there. And she still isn’t.

            
            Hot anger pools in the back of my head. I don’t know why I thought giving the shawl to Sam was a good idea after all this.
               Why I thought seeing her dancing in it would repair our strangled relationship and patch up my broken heart.
            

            
            Sam was supposed to make me feel better, but now the anger coils around my neck.

            
             

         
         
            Mara Racette

            
               Thursday, July 11, 8:10 p.m.

            

            I grip the blanket as Dad and Mom both lean in, waiting for me to say something. The heavy wool is making my legs sweat, but
               I can’t put it down. I’m not sure what to make of all this . . . My thoughts are knotted. The triangle view I have of the
               crowded dance arbor between my parents’ faces can’t even distract me.
            

            
            “What did she say?” Dad finally asks, swirling his giant cup of lemonade. “Why did they single you out to be in the giveaway?”
               There’s a lilt of hope in his voice, and it makes me feel suddenly defensive.
            

            
            “Nothing important.” But I’m already shaking my head at my own lie. I just don’t know what to make of it yet. I never told my parents the extent of my high school misery here—how some kids treat me like an outcast. I didn’t exactly try very hard to make friends at first. I was bitter about being here and nervous about fitting in. But it seems like it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway . . . they decided I was an outsider without even giving me a chance. 

            
            Dad thought for sure I’d fit right in because he always did. I guess the difference is, when you grow up here, you never have to prove you belong. You just do.
            

            
            The last thing I wanted was for Mom and Dad to get worked up or try to do something about it. They feel guilty enough for
               up and moving us here with only three months of my junior year left. And Dad feels guilty enough about why.
            

            
            It’s not just his fault we’re here, though. It’s mine too.

            
            Dad was only trying to help.

            
            Still, I don’t want them making a bigger deal about it all than they should, so I’ve kept my mouth shut.

            
            And this time, I can handle it myself.

            
            Mom leans back a hair and widens my view. Eli First Kill stands at the base of the circular bleachers, hands jammed into his
               jean pockets. His black hair sticks straight up on top and cascades down the back of his head to his neck, blending into his
               dark T-shirt. It’s messy by design, just like every other part of him.
            

            
            He stares at the dancers, some in regalia and some not, moving in a purposeful circle around the arena. Little Cherie bounces
               a few feet in front of him, emphasizing how wholly motionless he is. I don’t know how I can sit here and admire that angled
               face with those proud cheekbones and that jawline that looks like it was carved straight out of mountain rock.
            

            
            His personality and his tongue are as sharp as all those angles.

            
            Seeing him with his little sister is the only time he’s seemed like a warm person with actual feelings.

            
            Loren bobs in front of us. She nods my way, then continues onward, her head on a constant swivel, until she sees Eli First
               Kill, but he doesn’t return her gaze. His is lost somewhere between the end of his long nose and the lively dancers passing
               him by.
            

            
            “Tell us,” Mom says as she watches Loren slip in and out of the other dancers.

            
            “Rayanne wanted Loren to be my friend or something.” I hand her the blanket and stand. “I’m heading to the bathroom.”

            
            I don’t need to tell them everything. I don’t need to tell them that Rayanne apparently thought Loren and her friends were
               too cold to me when I moved in and that they shouldn’t have treated me like such an outsider. Rayanne and I barely ever exchanged
               more than a hello, and now three months after she’s disappeared . . . her words are the first ones to try to bring me in.
            

            
            Sure, it almost brought tears to my eyes when Loren admitted it. I wanted to believe her when she placed the blanket into
               my arms and apologized, but it’s too soon to tell.
            

            
            I’ll believe it if she honors her grandpa by doing more than just gifting me a blanket and uttering a few words.

            
            I skirt down the stairs just as the drumming stops. Brody sits by his much older brother, Jason, and some other guy at the
               emcee table. He watches me walk by, slowly unscrewing his water bottle. His muted black hair is the same length as mine, ends
               dangling against his shoulders and framing his sweaty face. I have to shield my eyes as I round the corner onto the dirt path.
               The sun hangs low on the horizon, baking whatever moisture is left in the air.
            

            
            I pull my heavy hair away from my neck, and my elbow collides with bone. I spin around to see Loren Arnoux cupping her chin. “Watch it!” she says through her teeth. 

            
            I rub my elbow as her eyes bore into me. “Sorry.” I don’t really know why I apologize. I was slowly walking, minding my own
               business.
            

            
            She looks me up and down, waggling her jaw open and closed. “Why are you even here?”

            
            I bite my tongue and nod my head. That answers that, I guess.

            
            She rubs her chin and turns mid–eye roll, then stops dead in her tracks. Her arms drop to her sides, and she grips the long
               tins sewn onto her dress. When she turns back, her anger is already gone without a trace.
            

            
            She fidgets with her beaded collar like it’s actually choking her. “I’m sorry.” Meaningless words again.

            
            “Sure you are.” I want to walk away. I don’t need or want her fake apologies, even if it makes her feel better about her sister
               being gone. But I can’t bring myself to.
            

            
            Her eyes glint with suppressed tears, and she looks up at the dimming sky. “It’s not even about you. I’m just so . . . angry.
               All the time.”
            

            
            Of course I know what she’s referring to. “I’m sorry.” This time when I say it, I do mean it.

            
            “It’s like if it doesn’t lash out sometimes, it’s going to choke me from the inside.” She almost looks scared as she says
               it, and I can’t help but feel bad for her. “But that’s not your problem—I meant what I said to you. Sorry I snapped. I just
               can’t find Samantha, and it’s making me hate her right now.”
            

            
            “The one you gave the shawl to?” I ask like I don’t remember who Samantha is . . . like I’m not the one who actually hates
               her.
            

            
            She pats the corners of her eyes and inhales shakily. “That was my sister’s shawl. I wanted to see it dancing again, but Sam didn’t show up.” 

            
            I nod and scan the path. “I’ll help you look for her.” We head into the rows of vendor and concession tents, scanning the
               groups of people milling around. We circle a pavilion of crowded picnic tables and turn around when we reach an Indian Days
               camping area full of teepees and RVs.
            

            
            Loren subtly jingles with each step and grips her arms tight. “Sam wanted to talk to me right after the pictures, but I brushed
               her off and told her to wait until after the intertribal dance, like we planned. It seemed like something was wrong . . .
               I need to check on her.” 
            

            
            I wait for her to say more, but her voice fades.

            
            This isn’t only about Samantha.

            
            Loren hardly looks at the people. Her gaze filters through everyone’s goods in the next row of tents. There are stands filled
               with turquoise jewelry, intricate dream catchers, and purses and bags with patterned beadwork.
            

            
            The scent of smoked leather overpowers the dust in the air as we pass a tent with handcrafted moccasins. Some are short and
               plain, with a few beads near the ties. Others are tall, with panels of beadwork up the entire length of the calves.
            

            
            That smoky smell reminds me of Grandma Racette. Before she died, she always sent a pair of baby moccasins to each grandchild,
               starting with my older cousins and ending with me. I pulled mine out a few years ago when I was showing my baby box to a friend,
               the leathery scent hovering around us. She gushed about them and said she wanted some just like it for her Indian Halloween costume.
            

            
            That was the first time I realized my friends in Bozeman would never entirely understand me and my culture. They’d never feel that pride and deep respect for the traditions at my back and the real, present-day tribe I’m an actual citizen of. 

            
            But now being in Browning, surrounded by other Blackfeet, I still worry I’ll never be understood or accepted.

            
            Grandma Racette got sick and died before she could teach me to bead or make quillwork. If she were still here, maybe I’d be
               out there dancing with her instead of sitting in the bleachers. Maybe I wouldn’t feel so separate.
            

            
            Loren runs her hands over the moccasins displayed in the front. “I just wish we knew where she was, you know?”

            
            Samantha can’t have gone far. “She’s around here somewhere.”

            
            “No.” She sniffs. “Not Sam.”

            
            Rayanne. I follow Loren back onto the main path toward the dance arbor. “Are they still looking for her?”

            
            She digs her fingers into her temples. “Not hard enough.”

            
            Eli First Kill strolls through the break in the bleachers, Cherie tagging along behind him. I have the immediate urge to make
               a beeline in the opposite direction, but he falls in stride on the other side of Loren.
            

            
            “You’re missing the tiny-tots fancy dancing,” he says. “You could learn a thing or two.”

            
            Loren smiles, reining in her earlier emotions. I’d never guess she only just had tears in her eyes.

            
            “Where are you heading?” He doesn’t even spare me a glance.

            
            Loren stops. Would she notice if I kept going? But I don’t. She scans the path again. “We’re looking for Sam. She wanted to
               talk to me.”
            

            
            Eli nods toward the arbor bleachers. “I think I saw her shoveling in another Indian taco during the grass dance.”

            
            Loren smacks him on the side of his arm, making his lips crank into a smile. “I’m serious.”

            
            “She was serious too. Serious about that frybread.”

            
            Loren rolls her eyes, fighting a grin.

            
            “Jokes. She has a little brother, enit? Maybe she’s watching him from the stands.”

            
            Loren takes off toward the arbor bleachers, leaving Eli, Cherie, and me scrambling to catch up. Eli finally glances down at
               me as we fall into stride next to each other, a question—or a coming insult—pulling at his angled brows. We pause in the opening
               between stands of bleachers.
            

            
            The two of them peer across the arbor of dancers, and sure enough, they find her brother jerking passionately in his miniature
               regalia. Two feathers bob on his head as he ducks and bounces.
            

            
            Loren scans the bleachers and groans. “I see her family. She’s not there.”

            
            “What’s going on?” Brody asks as he scoots out from behind the emcee table.

            
            Eli shoves his hands in his pockets. “Loren’s looking for Samantha.”

            
            Brody glances back at his brother and the other announcer before stopping next to Loren, shoulder brushing hers. Loren’s slightly
               taller than him, even in her thin moccasins. “Did she take your sister’s shawl and leave before you could change your mind?”
            

            
            Loren squints and shakes her head.

            
            “I told First Kill to do the same thing,” he says with a lopsided smile. “Get your gifts and get out. I’ve had to fight a
               few visitors off my Pendleton already.” He throws a thumb back toward the blanket folded on top of a pile of stuff on Jason’s
               table.
            

            
            Our old physics teacher walks by and gives me a hearty wave, ribbons fluttering gently against her shirt. I nod politely and then scan the bleachers for my parents without thinking. Mom still holds my blanket, staring at me, but Dad isn’t with her. I shift my weight so my back is to her. I don’t even know why I’m still here. It’s not like any of them are talking to me. 

            
            Cherie leans against the side of the bleachers and kicks her toe against a brown patch of grass. I wonder if she thinks the
               same thing. Something in my chest wriggles, like if I stay here another instant, they’ll remind me this isn’t any of my business.
            

            
            “I’ll keep my eye out, Loren.” I turn to leave, but she snatches my arm, almost instinctually. Her face is emotionless as
               she watches someone approach.
            

            
            It’s a middle-aged woman adorned in a breathtaking purple shawl. Her mouth is set in a tense line. “Have any of you seen Samantha?”

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Brody Clark

            
               Thursday, July 11, 8:40 p.m.

            

            The wild look in her eyes has my hair standing on end. Samantha’s mom hasn’t seen her daughter since the giveaway and she’s
               not answering her phone. She’s trying not to worry, but why wouldn’t she? When this whole town has been wondering what happened
               to Rayanne Arnoux.
            

            
            “She’s gotta be around here somewhere,” I say. What I don’t say is that Samantha likes to get around. We all know it. I wouldn’t
               be shocked to see her with Detective Youngbull, batting her eyelashes. Asking if he’s packing heat.
            

            
            First Kill grabs Cherie’s hand and pulls her along as we follow Loren and Samantha’s mom out of the arbor. Mara strides next
               to me, and I can’t think of a reason to tell her to leave.
            

            
            At least not one funny enough to cut through the group’s combined tension.

            
            Youngbull is still standing at the back of the bleachers, so I bet Samantha is with some city Indian from the drum circuit
               right now.
            

            
            Loren takes us to the deserted trailers and halts. “Right here.” We stand in the same place we did two hours ago, a smaller
               group and without the horses.
            

            
            “This is where we took the picture,” I confirm. Samantha’s mom nods and looks around. The rows of vendor tents down the way are less crowded, and the rows of horse trailers next to us are now smothered in dusk shadows. 

            
            Mara spins in a slow circle.

            
            I run my hand through my hair, trying not to laugh through the tense awkwardness like I usually would. “I didn’t see where
               she went after that. Maybe out for a snag, yeah?”
            

            
            First Kill punches my arm, wiping the smile off my face before Samantha’s mom can see it, but the corner of his mouth jolts.
               He’d be the one to know something about Samantha’s tendencies anyway. Not me. She’s always interested in anyone but me.
            

            
            Her loss.

            
            Loren marches deeper into the row of horse trailers, and without a word, we all follow. Something tells me I should stop her,
               like there’s something else we should be doing instead. But I don’t.
            

            
            Samantha’s mom walks shoulder to shoulder with Loren as they scan between horse trailers. I wanna yell Samantha’s name. Isn’t
               that what you should do when you’re looking for someone? But her own mother is deathly silent, so I try to be too.
            

            
            She’s gotta be off with some guy. Don’t they realize that?

            
            “This is silly,” I finally say, but it comes out as a question.

            
            We turn a corner, and Samantha’s mom runs her hands along a trailer, her fingers thrumming against every hole in the metal.
               “Maybe,” she says. “But she missed her Fancy Shawl Dance category.”
            

            
            We round another corner, and Loren stops cold. A trailer’s door hangs ajar. The shadows inside are darker than the blue-tinged
               dusk light.
            

            
            Samantha’s mom steps forward. Isn’t this when we holler at her to stop? Loren’s only a beat behind her.

            
            My gut drops, like it did when Mom threw her bags into the back of her truck. Like the moment Dad clutched his chest, knees
               buckling. It’s like my body knew before my head did that things were about to change for good. Like something was happening
               I couldn’t walk back from.
            

            
            Like when I saw Loren’s blank face the day after Rayanne disappeared and suddenly our friend group splintered apart like a
               tree struck by lightning.
            

            
            Samantha’s mom heaves open the door. The black shadows retreat farther into the cave of the trailer as the door swings on
               its hinges, and the bruising light illuminates geometrical beadwork in the shapes of flowers.
            

            
            My ears flood with water, like I’ve jumped into a freezing lake. I’m distantly aware that someone is screaming, but my eyes
               are glued to the beadwork flowers made of white and yellow trapezoids.
            

            
            How long did it take to hand stitch each bead on the legs of those moccasins? How much money did it cost? I follow the beadwork
               up to the slash of blue fabric across the metal flooring, and the scream finally cuts into my muted thoughts.
            

            
            It’s bloodcurdling, and everything hits at once.

            
            Loren stumbles backward, her lips peeling back into a horrifying, gaping shape. Samantha’s mom scrambles up the step, shaking
               the lifeless legs attached to the magnificently beaded moccasins.
            

            
            First Kill yanks Cherie’s face into his stomach, shielding her. Mara rips her hands from her mouth and barrels after Samantha’s mom. “Does she have a pulse?” Her quick movements bring my mind back to full speed. 

            
            I fumble my phone out. “I’ll call 911.”

            
             

         
         
            Loren Arnoux

            
               Thursday, July 11, 8:45 p.m.

            

            I keep screaming until my legs quake. The pit in my stomach crumbles, hollowing out my entire body, and I sink to the earth.
               I dig my fingers into the shifting dirt, breaking nails. I gasp for air as Mara holds two fingers to Sam’s splotchy, strangled
               neck, and of everyone here, she has to look at me.
            

            
            Mara’s light eyes are black in the falling darkness. She subtly shakes her head and scrambles out of the horse trailer. Her
               hands tremble as she teepees them over her mouth.
            

            
            Sam’s mom heaves her daughter’s head up and pulls it into her chest. Even in the dimming light, the tears streaking down her
               cheeks are bright. The dark blue shawl sprawls out behind Sam’s body, no fire in it now. No smoke. It’s nearly black against
               the metal trailer floor, the colorful fringes like fingers reaching for something—or someone.
            

            
            Sam’s eyes are half-open, but they don’t look right. They’re empty.

            
            Someone pulls me off the ground as a crowd quickly gathers, their frantic murmuring floating around us like thick dust. Arms
               wrap around my body. I don’t know whose. I don’t care.
            

            
            Sam’s dad shoves through the crowd with her aunts, a trail of her little brothers behind them. The horror buckles through his face, contorting his features and unleashing a broken groan that makes me sob. The aunts scoop up the kids and shuffle backward, mouths gaping open. 

            
            A siren filters through the panicked conversations. Just as the last bits of light are slinking past the horizon, red and
               blue lights splinter through the trailers. The flashing police lights cast shifting shadows over everyone’s faces, making
               them all look guilty of something.
            

            
            I push out of the arms holding me up and hobble to the adjacent horse trailer. I press my back against it as the dark faces
               around me nervously glance at each other. Anyone could’ve done this. The metal digs into my skin as my breath hitches.
            

            
            Somebody here hurt Sam.

            
            A tribal police officer kneels over Sam while another forces her wailing parents away from the trailer and pulls yellow tape
               around the immediate area. Two more officers show up and corral us on either side. An ambulance carefully rolls up the dirt
               road at the end of the row. No lights. No hurry.
            

            
            She’s already long gone.

            
            Eli First Kill shuffles over, Cherie in his arms now. He presses next to me, his shoulder hot against mine. Cherie’s breath
               whimpers in and out over his neck. He absently combs through his sister’s hair as he stares at the tribal police snapping
               photos of my best friend and placing her phone into a plastic bag.
            

            
            Brody leans against the trailer next to Eli, and eventually, Mara sidles up next to me. It could be hours or minutes before
               paramedics gently transfer Sam to a gurney and roll her toward the quiet ambulance. We can’t go anywhere, so we have to watch.
            

            
            The men pull the dark blue shawl out at her sides and wrap it over her body. It looks like a cocoon, just what it’s meant to symbolize, but Sam will never create butterfly wings with the fabric. 

            
            She will never be free of this.

            
            Mara’s knuckles brush mine, and I grab her wrist as the men slide Sam into the open door and step in after her. The door closes
               with a final thunk, and part of me hovers over the ambulance as it drives away. Another piece of me is dead and gone.
            

            
            An owl hoots somewhere in the darkness, and I know I shouldn’t have given Sam Ray Bear’s shawl. The harbinger of death hoots
               again.
            

            
            That’s some bad medicine.

            
             

            We’re ushered back into the dance arbor, but most everyone else is gone. All of our families wait in the bleachers. More tribal
               cops are there, notebooks in hand, questioning the few remaining people, including Sam’s family. The drum groups are gone.
               Dance regalia is off.
            

            
            Nerves vibrate through my chest as they sit me down with Eli First Kill and Cherie, Brody and Jason, Mara, Grandma, and the
               two visitors who were pulled into the giveaway and took pictures with us.
            

            
            Grandma laces her fingers in mine.

            
            Detective Jeremy Youngbull steps in front of us and motions someone over from a group of tribal cops. A man wearing a button-up
               shirt and tie walks over with his chin held too high. “Thanks, Jeremy.” He sticks his hands into his slacks pockets. “My name
               is Kurt Staccona. I’m a special agent with the FBI. It seems like you in this giveaway group are the last ones to see Samantha
               alive.”
            

            
            Brody’s leg shakes next to mine. On his other side, Jason leans onto his knees and runs a hand through his hair. At the end of our bench, Eli sits, arms around Cherie, staring straight ahead. His face isn’t worried or scared. It’s not even concerned—he’s completely emotionless. 

            
            Mara chews her lip on the other side of Grandma, and just past her, the visitors wring their hands. No doubt they’re regretting
               coming here at all. Wondering how they got roped into this giveaway and what it will do to their vacation plans.
            

            
            “We want to question all of you,” Kurt Staccona continues, “just to get a timeline of what happened after you all took your
               pictures.”
            

            
            “Hey now,” the visiting man says. “I never spoke to that girl. I don’t even remember what she looks like.” Staccona raises
               his hand to cut him off, but he keeps talking. “We have no business being here. We’re not even from here. We just want to
               get back to the KOA. We’ll give the gifts back.”
            

            
            The woman with him rests a hand on his shaking knee.

            
            “Like I said,” Staccona says, “we just want to get a timeline of the night.”

            
            The visitor’s face pales to almost translucent, and then it hits me. There were only a few minutes between the photos Sam
               posed for and the intertribal dance she was supposed to do with me. “You think one of us did this?” I ask. “That we turned
               on one of our own?”
            

            
            Staccona ignores me and pulls out a notebook, but Youngbull meets my gaze, his chin jutting out from a face smooth with arrogance.
               They don’t have to answer. It’s obvious.
            

            
            It’s too quiet as Youngbull shifts on his feet. Of course one of us would turn on our own. One of us already did, and I know
               that better than anyone.
            

            
            It’s likely Ray Bear knew whoever took her. It’s why there was no evidence found of a struggle, nobody to witness anything
               unusual.
            

            
            Ray Bear started her day getting ready for school, and somewhere along the way, somebody she knew turned on her.

            
            Fear settles heavy in my core, whispering that I should watch my back.

            
            “You kids are welcome to have a guardian present when we talk to you.” Staccona signals another officer over.

            
            Eli First Kill stands. “I have to get my sister home.” He strides toward the break in the bleachers.

            
            “We’ll need to question you,” Youngbull says. It comes out like a command, but Eli only half turns.

            
            Staccona clicks his pen and watches.

            
            Youngbull stares him down. “I stood at that break in the bleachers working security all night. You all are the only ones I
               saw head to the area of the crime scene.”
            

            
            “Am I under arrest?” Eli asks as he hoists Cherie higher up on his broad frame. When the men are silent, he disappears through
               the bleachers. The brush of his footsteps through the dirt fades. I want to follow him, to escape this whole thing. Sam’s
               half-lidded eyes are burned into my mind, and I just want to go sob under a rock somewhere.
            

            
            I imagine myself running after him, but the image halts. What’s he running from? And if they really think one of us did it,
               why do I assume I can still trust him after this?
            

            
            The second officer pulls Mara to the side, her folks trailing them to another section of bleachers. Despite Jason’s whispered
               assurances, Brody’s leg still bounces next to mine, vibrating the whole bench.
            

            
            This can’t be happening.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Mara Racette

            
               Thursday, July 11, 11:00 p.m.

            

            The officers finally head out, leaving us feeling rattled and uncertain after our interviews. The visiting couple booked it
               out of here after their questioning. Now, only my family, Loren and Geraldine, and Brody and Jason shuffle over the dirt,
               heading for our cars. Smoke smears the air, and faint voices drift in on the night breeze from the camps. The tops of all
               the teepees look like a serrated edge against the dark sky.
            

            
            That’s where we’d be if it were a few years ago, back before Grandma got sick. She was the planner, the one who could get
               Dad’s older sister and her kids to make the drive from Oregon. She could convince Dad’s brother to haul his family from Georgia,
               even after his kids were spread out at different colleges. She was always bringing us together. But now she’s gone and its
               harder for everyone to make it work. Nobody pushes for it like she did.
            

            
            Families must be over there sitting in circles inside their teepees like we did, telling Napi stories over their fires or
               playing pranks on their weekend camping neighbors. Kids are probably scampering around each other’s teepees, peeping underneath
               the canvas as their parents scold them.
            

            
            I wonder if word has spread yet. Would anyone take down their camps and go back home if they knew a killer was in our midst?

            
            “It’s heartbreaking,” my mom says, shattering our silence.

            
            Geraldine puts her arm around Loren, brushing against her jingles. “You have no idea.”

            
            I try to remember when I last saw Samantha, but just like when I was with the officers, she seems to fade away from the scene
               after the photo. I can’t place her talking to anyone. I listened to Geraldine explaining the significance of the giveaway
               ceremony to the two visitors, but my gaze kept drifting to the horses.
            

            
            Jason was explaining how he cleans and takes care of his own Pendleton blankets, and then they started to talk about the drum
               groups. Brody and Eli were petting the horses, and Eli seemed different with his little sister there. So I walked over.
            

            
            I don’t know where Samantha went. I don’t know who she talked to. But it couldn’t have been someone from our group. After
               they walked off, without Samantha, I went back to the arbor. A few minutes later, everyone else trickled back in.
            

            
            Nobody was gone for long enough to kill her . . . were they?

            
            “They’ll find out who did it,” I say. I wish my voice sounded more confident.

            
            Brody and Jason look at me with arched brows, shadows hanging in their eyes. Past them, Loren shakes her head.

            
            Geraldine fixes her gaze on me. “They won’t.”

            
            The force in her words slows all of our strides until we stop.

            
            Geraldine glances between all of us. “They didn’t find Rayanne or who took her. Probably never will.”

            
            I swallow. “But . . . but the FBI is involved this time.”

            
            “No.” Her expression is hard, but it’s also lined with resignation. Her chin trembles as she shakes her head. “You know what
               they say.”
            

            
            There’s a lull in the echo of sounds from the camp. Nobody moves. A cloud creeps over the crescent moon, blocking what little light we have, and all eyes seem to fall on me as I jerkily shake my head. I don’t know what they say.
            

            
            Geraldine wraps her shawl tighter around her body, and her voice slips out, emotionless. “If you want to get away with murder,
               do it on an Indian reservation.”
            

            
            The heat leaves my face. It slips down my neck and pools in my stomach, leaving an eerie chill in its wake. The clouds part
               again, and the moonlight hangs on Geraldine’s features. The truth is heavy in her dark eyes . . . the truth she’s been living.
               Suffering through.
            

            
            These girls are going missing, dying, and nobody is getting justice for any of them.
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