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STEP ONTO A RESERVATION near a thriving city, and the first things you’ll notice are the contrasts. Casinos glitter against the night sky, drawing tourists and capital that flow back into tribal economies. Paved roads stretch smooth and lit, new schools gleam with modern design, and homes rise with the latest fixtures and finishes—high-tech, stylish, and built with the money that comes from a steady revenue stream. Here, infrastructure feels almost seamless, and some tribal communities have managed to carve out a degree of comfort and opportunity in the shadow of the metropolis.

But travel farther out beyond the edges of the interstate, past the last suburban sprawl, and the picture changes. Rural reservations, far from big cities and steady tourism, often hold a different reality. Roads fracture and fade into gravel. Homes weather into trailers, shacks, and patched roofs. The schools struggle with funding. Grocery stores are few, jobs scarcer still. Generations carry the weight of displacement, neglect, and broken promises, and with them come poverty, despair, and a lack of accessible support resources. Where one reservation builds upward, another fights simply to survive.

It is in this tension between glittering proximity and forgotten remoteness that the stories in this collection take root. These novellas are not just tales of crime, resilience, or survival; they are reflections of what it means to live between two faces of Indian Country: one pressed against the modern world with its high-tech ambitions, the other still caught in the long shadow of history and the intergenerational effects of colonialism.
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Creeping like the dawn

A FULL MOON SPILLS its pale light across the quiet Minnesota prairie at midnight. The two-lane highway stretching from the reservation to the Twin Cities lies mostly deserted, its surface gleaming faintly as the river nearby rushes over rock and stone. For a while, that is the only sound—until headlights flare and the hum of an engine grows unsteady, breaking the stillness.

Johnny Skye, Tamryn Willow, Bethany Lufkins, and Wolfie DesJarlais—fifteen-year-old Native kids lingering at the roadside—huddle together in the shadows, sneaking one last smoke before crossing the pass to slip home past curfew.

The pickup truck ahead lurches. Brakes slam. Tires screech. Then, with a sudden roar, it accelerates, only to halt again. From the cab, a door swings open and a figure struggles to break free. Arms thrash in the dim light; the driver yanks at the passenger, fists flying, tangling in her hair. Bethany swears she sees him rip away the woman’s tank top.

The truck jerks forward, stops short, and the woman’s scream slices the night. For a moment, the cab light flickers, catching the chaos inside. Then, with one final wrench, the passenger tumbles out. Barely clothed, she staggers upright and flees, vanishing into the trees across the road.

The truck creeps closer, and the teens hear the rock band Indigenous blasting through its speakers. Startled, they press themselves behind a roadside tree, their view of the driver obscured. The truck whips into a wide U-turn, fishtails, and hurtles down the empty highway, its muffled music fading into the prairie silence.



A few miles farther on, light glows in a modest trailer set back from the road. Inside, twenty-three-year-old Claudia Shepherd sits at her computer desk, shoulders squared with ambition. A second-grade teacher fresh to the district, she is known for her energy and resolve. On the wall above her immaculately arranged living room hang two framed milestones: her high-school diploma and her college degree. The brand-new furniture gleams beneath the soft lamplight.

At her feet, two German shepherds lift their heads. Their low growls ripple into sharp barks as they trot into the kitchen, then return, hackles raised.

“What’s up, guys?” Claudia asks, glancing over her shoulder. She reaches to turn down her stereo—Indigenous, playing loud enough to rattle the tassel dangling from her graduation cap, which tips to the floor.

She pauses, listening. Silence. Then she parts the blackout curtains just enough to peer outside. Only the walkway lights glow faintly, spilling across the gravel drive where her new car rests in perfect order. Nothing stirs.

“Raccoons again, guys,” she murmurs, kneeling to stroke the dogs until they settle.

Returning to her desk, she closes the accounting program—a neat record of a limited but carefully tended income—and opens her Dakota language dictionary alongside her lesson planner. On the screen, the week’s classroom notes wait, steady and precise, as if nothing outside has shifted at all.

The next morning, Claudia sits in her classroom, the glow of her monitor reflected in her glasses. She scrolls through her lesson planner, typing in last-minute notes. Outside the window, school buses exhale clouds of exhaust as children spill out in noisy clusters, darting toward the building like bright-coated sparrows.

Her focus returns to the screen just as a chat window flashes open with a sharp bell. The dating site photograph that fills the pop-up shows a white man in his thirties, his expression flat, unsmiling. The message beneath his username cuts across the quiet of the room:

AVIDHUNTER89

You’re pissing me off!

Claudia’s fingers hover over the keyboard. Before she can react, the classroom door bursts open and a wave of children surges inside. Their chatter drowns out the uneasy echo of the words on her screen. She bends quickly to greet them, her smile genuine, her hugs warm and steady.



Across the small reservation, in the upstairs offices of the Community Center, Claudia’s grandmother, Agnes Greyeagle, pins a poster to the bulletin board in the waiting area. Sixty-five and young at heart, Agnes serves as the tribe’s Volunteer Coordinator. Her gray-streaked braid swings as she smooths the edges of the announcement, its bold letters declaring:

SPRING LAUNCH

Saturday, May 9th

Drag the River & Ground Search for Missing & Murdered Indigenous Women & Girls

Detective Sergeant Jessica Stone, thirty-two, climbs the stairs as Agnes works. With her gentle features, she could easily be mistaken for younger, but her steady eyes carry the weight of hard years. Behind her, a young mother cradles a crying baby. Stone ushers the woman toward the receptionist, then turns as a door swings open and a little Native girl bursts out, running straight into her mother’s arms.

Bernice O’Reilly, a counselor in her fifties, follows the little girl very close behind.

“You made it,” she says warmly.

“I had to walk,” the young mother answers, bouncing her child, “but Detective Stone gave us a ride for the last stretch.”

Stone pours herself a cup of coffee, watching Agnes adjust the poster. Bernice crouches to the girl’s level, smiling.

“I stopped by preschool downstairs and picked her up. We had a good talk—almost an hour. I’d like to see her again next week, if that’s okay.”

“Definitely. And I’ll be on time.”

“Just check in with the receptionist to schedule.”

The mother nods, grateful.

Bernice rejoins Stone and Agnes at the bulletin board.

“Pre-registration looking good?” she asks.

“Mostly our regulars,” Agnes replies. “A handful of techies signed up for drone duty.”

“It’ll help, having the new search boat alongside the kayaks,” Bernice offers.

“Different depths,” Agnes mutters, her tone weighted.

Bernice brightens. “The casino confirmed—they’ll provide food and drinks for all volunteers that day.” Then, lowering her voice, she leans toward Agnes. “What’s bothering you?”

“Just the same old faces,” Agnes sighs. “What does it take to make people care? The rest of the state doesn’t give a damn.” She glances at Stone, memory flickering across her eyes. “Jessica, I’m sorry—I know you’re in this heart and soul.” Her hand squeezes the detective’s arm. Stone blinks hard, fighting the reaction, scanning the room to see if anyone noticed her slip. “But the FBI...” Agnes finishes bitterly, “...they’re useless.”

At the reception desk, a young woman—well-dressed, no more than twenty—sets down her headset and walks over.

“A call came earlier,” she says. “I couldn’t transfer it before they hung up.”

“Therapy intake? Or employee assistance?” Bernice asks.

The receptionist shakes her head. “The woman wanted someone to talk to her daughter. She claims she was abducted but escaped last night. She won’t go to the police because she’d been drinking.”

“Was she hurt?” Stone asks quickly.

“Scrapes and bruises from rolling out of a moving vehicle, the mother said. But the girl refuses to make a report. She doesn’t want to be blamed, or made to look like it was her fault.”

Agnes shakes her head. “Hazards of judgment.”

“Or self-preservation,” Bernice adds.

“Any caller ID?” Stone presses.

“Anonymous,” the receptionist answers.

The words hang heavy in the small office, as though the walls themselves have heard them before.

Claudia’s desk phone rings just as she helps a small girl wrestle her backpack over a bulky coat before sending her toward the waiting buses. Claudia waves after her, the child’s braid bouncing down the lighted hallway. By the time she reaches the phone, the ringing stops. Caller ID: ANONYMOUS.

She exhales, then erases the Dakota language lesson from the whiteboard. Between swipes of the marker rag, she glances out the window to watch students clamber onto buses, their laughter spilling briefly into the fading afternoon. Engines rumble, then one by one, the buses pull away, leaving the playground still.

A sudden noise at the door makes her pause.

“Hello?” she calls. Silence.

She returns to her desk, but another sound pricks at her curiosity.

“Is someone there?”

Claudia pulls open the door and finds a ball rolling lazily across the hallway. She follows it with her eyes, scanning both directions. The corridor, dim now and hushed, offers no answer.

As she bends to pick up the ball, she collides with someone hard. The young janitor stands inches from her, broom in hand.

“Oh! I’m sorry, but I didn’t see you there. Hello.”

He doesn’t respond. He only stares, then lowers his gaze and begins sweeping. Claudia forces a small smile and retreats into her classroom, uneasy. Through the narrow pane of glass in the door, she watches him a moment as she gathers her tote. When she turns back for her keys, he has vanished.

Heart quickening, Claudia hurries into the parking lot. Only a handful of faculty cars remain, and she waves at the last vehicle leaving the drive. The lot feels cavernous, shadows pooling at its edges. She fumbles with her keys, dropping them once before snatching them up again. Finally, she slips into her car, locks the doors, and pulls out fast—tires spitting gravel as she flees toward the highway.



At tribal police headquarters, the air hangs tense. A young office clerk slides a property bag across the counter. Hunter Daniels—white, mid-thirties, tall, his frame carrying the rough swagger of the backwoods—snatches it up. His face is mottled with fresh bruises.

His eyes lock on Detective Sergeant Jessica Stone, who is bent over the printer behind the young receptionist’s chunky desk.

“What the hell are you staring at?” he barks.

Stone doesn’t flinch. “Calm down, Hunter.”

He smirks, laughter rasping in his throat. “Is that what your momma used to say to your daddy? Calm down, honey?”

“Watch your mouth, Hunter,” the clerk snaps.

But Hunter steps closer, his voice low, venomous. “Tell me, how’s it feel knowing the only reason you’re here is because your daddy raped your momma in the gutter?”

Stone’s back stiffens. Her eyes flick to the bulletin board, where rows of missing women’s faces gaze back at her. Her breath hitches, rage burning beneath her ribs.

“Go to hell,” she says.

Hunter sneers. “I’ll say hi to your momma when I get there.”

Stone moves before she thinks. She barrels forward, slamming him into the wall, fists knotted in his shirt. The crash echoes down the corridor. Within seconds, two tribal detectives rush from the back office, dragging her off him as Hunter spits blood and grins, satisfied.

Back on the rez, Claudia wakes on the sofa, her two German shepherds sprawled on the rug below, all three lulled by the low murmur of the television still playing in the corner.

Her gaze drifts to the wall. A map hangs there, its surface marked with photo printouts. Above one face, in thick red marker, the word MURDERED. Another picture is scrawled with MISSING.

Claudia reaches for her cell phone and dials.

“Claudia, are you okay?” her grandmother’s voice answers.

“Yes, Grandma.”

“It’s late. Shouldn’t you be asleep?”

“Shouldn’t you?” Claudia teases gently. “But I know you too well.”

A sigh on the line. “Genetics. We suffer the same worry.”

“Are you on the crisis line again tonight?”

“Yes. And you know I have to hang up if I get a call.”

“I know. It’s good people have you, Grandma.”

“And you know I’m always here for you, too.”

“I know. Anything happen at work today?”

Her grandmother hesitates. “An anonymous call. The woman hung up before anyone could take it.”

“Serious?” Claudia scribbles notes on a pad.

“An abduction. The girl got away.”

“What do the police say?”

“Detective Stone came by. But she can’t do much without a name.”

“Why stay anonymous?”

“She’d been drinking. Afraid of being judged.”

Claudia’s jaw tightens. “We need to talk to Stone. There are people she should look at more closely.”

“Claudia! Don’t you get involved in these cases!”

“Grandma, why don’t people care? The numbers are staggering.”

“I have a call coming in. Go to bed. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Claudia sets the phone down and opens her laptop. Pop-up messages flood her screen. She clicks them away until one lingers:

I know who you are!

Her stomach knots. Another message flashes:

You’re the teacher who lives in the pretty little trailer on Hwy. 62 with the two dogs.

She types quickly: You’re being silly. Who are you?

The reply appears:

I met a girl last night. She reminds me of you.

Her fingers tremble as she responds: What happened to her?

She got away. The good ones always do.

Claudia stares at the photo of a missing girl pinned to the map. She types: So you know who I am. Play fair—tell me who you are.

In due time, Claudia.

The message vanishes. The dogs bristle at the door, ears sharp, bodies tense.

Claudia parts the curtains. Nothing. Only the walkway light spilling across the gravel to her car.

She grabs the phone and curls up on the sofa, twisting under the blanket, restless. The clock on the end table marks the long hours.

11:49 PM — she dozes.

01:02 AM — the dogs growl; she rolls over.

01:56 AM — she startles awake from a nightmare, gulps water, checks the dogs, returns to bed.

02:35 AM — unseen, someone lingers in the trees, watching the lit trailer.

03:41 AM — Claudia wakes gasping, clutching the covers, fumbling for her phone.

“Chet, I need to come over right now,” she pleads.

“It’s late. I’m still mad at you,” Chet O’Reilly replies, voice cold.

“Chet, please. I’m scared.”

“I don’t care. You hurt my feelings.”

“Chet, I have to come over.”

“Good night, Claudia.”

The line goes dead.

Claudia bolts into the immaculate bedroom, shoving clothes into an overnight bag. In the kitchen, she pours kibble into bowls, kneeling to coax her dogs from the door with hugs and kisses. Reluctantly, they retreat.

She slips outside, locks up, and hurries down the lit walkway. The dogs bark furiously behind her, rattling the curtains. Claudia freezes, eyes scanning the trees. A rustle. A shadow. Her heart thrashes. She dashes to the car, drops into the driver’s seat, and locks the doors.

As the engine turns over, she catches sight of the dogs leaping at the window. Beyond them, the trees seem to shift—something—or someone—is out there.

She throws the car into drive and peels onto the highway, not noticing the dark puddle spreading beneath her vehicle.

In her rearview mirror, headlights flare. A truck swerves into view, bearing down fast, erratic, hungry. Claudia presses the accelerator, horn blaring at the oncoming road. Behind her, the truck looms, its silhouette monstrous against the night.
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Beware the Night

INSIDE A SEDAN GLIDING down Highway 62, an elderly couple rides through the dark. Both are well into their seventies, the man’s hands knotted with arthritis on the wheel, the woman’s gaze fixed on the ribbon of road unfurling ahead. The radio hums with an overnight talk show, the host’s voice animated.

“Are you certain it couldn’t be anything else but Bigfoot?” he asks a caller.

The woman chuckles, reaching to switch the station off. “Why do you listen to this nonsense? You know it’s just some man pretending.”

But her husband doesn’t answer. His eyes narrow as he points beyond a stand of trees. Headlights glow eerily in the ditch, illuminating a twisted sedan.

“Darling,” he says softly. “What’s that?”

She waves him off, forcing a smile. “Oh, you can’t scare me.”

He silences the radio, never looking away.

Her teasing falters as the night swells with sound—a horn, shrill and unrelenting, echoing across the prairie. She lowers her window, the noise growing louder, until her husband guides their car onto the shoulder and cuts the engine.

The old man steps out first, stiff but determined. His wife follows, clutching her phone, the beam of their headlights throwing stark shadows across the roadside.

“There’s someone in the car!” he shouts.

Across the ditch, the wrecked sedan leans into a tree, its driver’s side door hanging open. Claudia Shepherd slumps against the wheel, her face bloodied, chest pressed hard against the horn.

The man strains down the ditch, his joints protesting with each step, and climbs toward the wreck, calling for help. His wife, trembling, dials on her cell phone from the gravel shoulder. The horn blares endlessly, a single, piercing note over the silent countryside.

From the horizon, flashing police lights approach, cutting across the darkness in red and blue sweeps.

Soon, the road is alive with responders. A young tribal patrol officer—fresh to the force, his uniform still stiff with newness—questions the couple under the strobing lights.

“So, when did you first see the car?” he asks, pen poised above his notepad.

The old man wipes sweat from his brow. “A half-mile back. I spotted the lights in the ditch. I was listening to the radio—national talk. Bigfoot night.”

The officer raises an eyebrow, jotting it down but studying him carefully. “I see.”

Behind them, paramedics move swiftly into the ditch, their shadows converging around Claudia’s crumpled body as the horn finally sputters into silence.

The next morning, inside the Community Center’s waiting room, counselor Bernice O’Reilly stands beside a thin young client in a glittering casino waitress uniform. They linger at the reception desk, chatting idly, when out of the large picture window, a black SUV pulls into the lot.

Bernice exhales sharply. “Oh, what fresh hell is this?”

“My boyfriend’s cousin’s girlfriend said she saw a totaled car hauled north on a flatbed,” the waitress murmurs.

“Whose car?” Bernice asks quickly.

“She’s new here. Doesn’t know people yet.”

The receptionist and both women crane their necks toward the glass. Another vehicle speeds in, a tribal police SUV, pulling up alongside the black one. Detective Sergeant Jessica Stone steps out, brisk and composed, intercepting a suited man climbing from the other. He’s in his early thirties, handsome in the way of someone who knows it.

The three women lean over the stair rail to listen as Detective Sergeant Jessica Stone addresses him.

“Upstairs.”

The man arches a brow. “What does she do here?”

“She coordinates all volunteer activities. Mid-sixties, tireless. Everyone adores her,” Stone replies evenly.

The women scatter back to the desk before Stone appears upstairs in the social work coordination unit at their side.

“Agnes in?”

“No—cafeteria,” the receptionist says.

“Basement patio,” Bernice adds.

Just then, the elevator doors slide open. Agnes Greyeagle steps out, coffee in hand, startled to find Stone waiting.

“Agnes,” Stone says gently, holding the door for her. “This is FBI Agent Casey Borgreve. He needs a word.”

Agnes leads them into her office, setting the cup aside, her face already pale with dread. 

“Please sit,” Borgreve offers.

“Just tell me,” Agnes answers, standing rigid behind her desk.

Stone lowers her gaze. “Your granddaughter. Claudia.”

Borgreve’s tone is clipped, bureaucratic. “Her vehicle struck a tree.”

“She passed away,” Stone adds softly.

“Dual master cylinder damage,” Borgreve presses.

“Brake lines severed,” Stone confirms.

Agnes grips the desk edge. “It happened in the accident?”

“She missed the puddle of brake fluid under her car before leaving home,” Borgreve says flatly.

“She didn’t use the emergency brake,” Stone explains. “And there are signs she may have been followed.”

“Tire marks suggest she was chased off the road,” Stone adds, measured.

“Had she mentioned anyone tailing her?” Borgreve asks, eyes locking on Agnes.

Agnes shakes her head, fear stark in her expression.

“Could it have been a romance gone wrong?” Borgreve presses.

“She’s dated Chet O’Reilly since high school,” Agnes answers quickly, her voice tightening. “Bernice’s boy.”

Borgreve turns. “And the therapist next door? Her kid? Half Native. Same age as Claudia. Still at home.”

“Thank you for your time,” Borgreve says, already rising.

“Agnes, I’m sorry,” Stone adds quietly.

“Yes, me too,” Borgreve tosses in, perfunctory.

The two leave. Agnes collapses into her chair, hands trembling. The receptionist hurries in and closes the door.

In the office next door, Borgreve hands Bernice his card. She ignores it, facing Stone.

“What is this?”

Borgreve interjects. “Where was your son last night?”


Bernice glares past him. Stone meets her eyes. “Claudia’s dead.”



Bernice staggers. “Last night?”

“Car wreck,” Stone confirms.

Borgreve leans forward. “Where was your son?”

“With me. All night.” Bernice presses a hand to her mouth.

“What times?” Borgreve demands.

“But you said it was an accident,” Bernice protests, shaken.

“The evidence suggests otherwise,” Borgreve insists.

“Claudia was forced into the ditch,” Stone adds.

Bernice covers her face. “Oh, Agnes...” She bolts for the door, but Stone’s hand steadies her. Borgreve’s pen scratches across his notebook.

“Bernice, just tell him,” Stone urges gently.

“We ate late, around seven. I dozed in the living room while Chet played his game. At midnight, we shared a snack. I woke him at five-thirty for his shift at the casino.”

“And he works as?” Borgreve asks.

“Warehouse manager.” Bernice’s voice is ice. “And no, I know of no fights with Claudia.”

Her eyes blaze at Borgreve. “Stone, get him out of here.”

Stone releases her shoulder. Bernice storms toward Agnes’s office. Borgreve straightens, adjusting his suit.

“Where do we find her son?” he asks.

Stone nods toward the casino visible through the window. She leaves first.

In the waiting room, they find Bernice and the receptionist holding Agnes up as overwhelming grief breaks through.

“Oh, God. My grandbaby!” Agnes sobs.

Stone stops, stricken. Borgreve brushes past, already signaling her to follow. She doesn’t.

“Ass,” Stone mutters under her breath.

She bows her head to Agnes and the women before rushing down the stairs. At the main door, she intercepts FBI Special Agent Casey Borgreve.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she bursts.

He startles. “What the fuck?”

“She just lost her granddaughter. Show some compassion, you asshole.”

“I was,” he insists, incredulous.

Stone’s eyes burn. “Out here, missing and murdered women aren’t statistics. They’re ours. Grandmas, aunties, daughters. Our people search every damn week. This is real.” She sweeps a hand toward the beadwork and photographs lining the walls. “You might not care, but we do.”

“Okay, I get it,” Borgreve says tersely. “Now, can we go?”

Stone lets him pass but lingers, wiping her eyes before following. Above, she catches the quiet rustle of the women leaning over the railing, listening.

Stone and Borgreve cut across the lower delivery dock at the casino, eyes locked on Chet O’Reilly. Tall, twenty-three, with dirty-blond hair and the unkempt look of someone who just rolled out of bed, he finishes a word with a soda deliveryman before hopping down from the dock. A stocky, middle-aged casino security guard lingers behind him—clearly a friend. The truck pulls away, leaving Chet face-to-face with them.

“Hey, prison baby,” Chet calls, his smirk aimed at Stone. “My mom said you were coming.”

Stone’s face is stone cold. Borgreve stays outwardly calm, but his eyes flicker—digesting the jab.

“I can’t wrap my mind around it, that she’s gone,” Chet mutters.

“Where were you last night?” Borgreve asks, flashing his badge.

“Same as Mom told you. Played World of Warcraft till midnight. Crashed after that.”

“Any arguments I should know about?” Borgreve presses. His phone buzzes. “Excuse me.”

He steps aside, pacing as a semi-trailer groans into reverse, its engine drowning half his words. But Stone and Chet catch fragments.

“She did what? ... How many? ... Since when? Okay, got it.”

Borgreve turns back, eyes sharp. “How long have you known about the other guys she was seeing?”

Chet blinks. “What?” His laugh is sharp, disbelieving. “No, she wasn’t. Stone—Claudia wouldn’t do that. Tell him!”

Borgreve cuts in. “She had an online dating account. Three other men, at least. Were you jealous?”

Chet’s face drains. He can only point, stunned, to a blue Dodge Ram parked nearby.

“Popular truck on the rez,” Stone says evenly. “The casino even raffles them off. You’ll find them parked out here for weeks at a time.”

“This one isn’t moving until my guys process it. Do you understand me, Stone?” Borgreve snaps.

Stone waves to the security guard, who nods stiffly. Chet throws up his hands, defeated. His friend only shakes his head.

Borgreve storms to his SUV, tires squealing as he rips out of the lot. Stone bolts to hers, following in his wake.



Outside Claudia’s trailer, FBI techs carry boxes to the mobile crime scene unit. Borgreve arrives, pausing at the dark puddle of brake fluid before heading in. A CSI tech waves him over.

“We found this email,” she says. “From a publisher. Looks like the deceased was accused of plagiarizing a book.”

Stone jogs up, flushed, wiping sweat from her brow, straining to hear.

“Any legal issues tied to it?” Borgreve asks.

“Not that we see. She wrote back, demanding the author’s name. Something scribbled here: Marsei Abernathy.”

“Marsei Abernathy,” Stone interjects.

Both tech and agent glance at her.

“She’s Claudia’s sister,” Stone says quietly.

“Then we talk to her too,” Borgreve replies.

“She lives across the river. White side of town.”

“Adopted?”

Stone shakes her head, moving aside for techs hauling boxes. “Half Dakota Sioux, half white. She didn’t do well here. Fights. Foster care. Took off in high school. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight now.”

“And?” Borgreve prompts.

“I’ve seen her drive through a few times. Last week she filled up at the gas station. Thought it was nostalgia.”

“She still has family here?”

“Hasn’t seen her mom in ten years.”

“Could this be retaliation—stolen book rights?” Borgreve asks.

A tech offers a phone screen. “Here’s her address.”

“Send it to me. Now, about the men.”

Another tech stops a colleague with a box. She pulls out a folder of newspaper clippings. “She’d been tracking unsolved murders. Missing Indigenous women. Trying to link men from the dating site with cold cases.”

Borgreve flips through the clippings. A flyer and matchbook spill out—The Copper Mule Bar & Grill.

“So, she never met them?” he asks.

“Doesn’t look like it. Still sorting files. Maps of homes, parks, bars where women were last seen.”

“Read the book,” Borgreve says flatly. “I’ll see the sister.”

Screams erupt outside. Claudia’s parents—Lucy and Leonard Shepherd—push past tape.

“What are you doing to my daughter’s house? Leave her things alone!” Lucy cries.

“Lucy,” Stone says softly. “They have to. Claudia may have been murdered.”

“My mother told me you’re asking about men! Claudia wasn’t like that!” Lucy protests.

“We’re considering all angles,” Borgreve interrupts.

A tech seals a box and walks past them, newspaper clippings tucked out of sight.

“We’re wrapping here,” Borgreve says, turning to Stone. “Meet me later.”

He pushes out the door. Stone stays, trying to comfort the couple as CSI seals the entrance with tape. Borgreve waves a tech down, whispers an instruction, then strides to his SUV. Tires crunch over gravel as he pulls away, leaving grief hanging heavy in the air.

While Agent Borgreve crosses the river into suburbia to track down Marsei Abernathy, Detective Sergeant Stone returns to tribal police headquarters, the lobby is unusually full for morning—four teens slouched together on the benches, their sneakers squeaking on the tile. Johnny Skye, Tamryn Willow, Bethany Lufkins, and Wolfie DesJarlais straighten as she approaches.

Stone raises an eyebrow. “To what do I owe this pleasure, ladies and gentlemen?”

Wolfie, braver than the rest, clears his throat. “Our grandmas said we had to come in. Tell you about the other night. When we were out past curfew and... saw something.”

Stone crosses her arms. “What exactly did you see?”

Bethany leans forward, words spilling fast. “A dark-colored, newer pickup. The guy driving was beating up a girl and ripping part of her clothes.”

“She got away, though,” Tamryn adds quickly. “Ran over the hills, toward housing.”

Stone’s eyes sharpen. “How close were you? Where, exactly? Show me. All of you—come out to my SUV, we’ll drive it out together.” Her tone softens, just slightly. “And tell me, were any of you smoking or drinking at the time?”

“Just cigs,” Johnny blurts. “Didn’t have money for anything else.”

The others glare at him, but Stone only nods, gesturing them toward the door. One by one, they file out behind her, their shoulders tense, the weight of what they’ve seen pressing in as the morning light spills across the steps of headquarters.
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As the wind 

bends the trees

AGENT BORGREVE STEERS into the driveway of an upper-middle-class suburban home. In the front yard, Marsei Abernathy kneels by a flower bed, gloves muddied, hair a bottle-blonde halo in the sun. She stiffens when she sees him—and stiffens further when a city detective pulls up in a cruiser and joins Borgreve on the walk to a compact SUV parked neatly in the drive.

“May I help you with something?” she asks, brushing soil from her hands.

Borgreve raises his phone and snaps a picture of the SUV’s tires before answering. “We’d like to speak with you inside, Mrs. Abernathy.”

Her eyes flicker. “What’s this about?”

“Please,” Borgreve says, gesturing toward the door.

“Certainly. Let me get my husband.” She ushers them into the tidy foyer, disappears upstairs, and soon returns with Michael Abernathy.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Michael says smoothly. “What may we do for you?”

Marsei gathers a sweater and blanket from the couch as the two men settle into the immaculate living room. “Would you like anything to drink?”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Abernathy,” Borgreve replies, opening his notebook. “First—where were you last night?”

Marsei bites her lip, glancing at her husband.

“She was here. The whole night,” Michael answers for her.

“Ma’am?” Borgreve fixes her with a stare.

“I was up most of the night in my office. I’m a writer.”

“I could see her from across the hall,” Michael adds. “Or hear her. My office is right beside hers.”

“And you were awake?” Borgreve presses.

Michael nods. “Insomniac. Had the radio on with embarrassing stuff. UFOs.”

“Show me,” Borgreve orders.

Michael leads him upstairs. Marsei sits awkwardly on the sofa, fingers tightening in her lap. She clears her throat. “Excuse me, I’ll get some water. Are you sure you don’t want anything?”

The city detective shakes his head with a faint smile.

Marsei returns with a bottle in hand, but barely sits before Borgreve’s voice booms down the stairs. His tone is cutting, final. “We’re investigating a homicide. You know the victim. Your half-sister—Claudia Shepherd.”

Marsei flinches. “I’m not close with my birth family.”

“So, you don’t see them at all?”

“No.”

“When was the last time you were on the reservation?”

She hesitates. “I can’t recall.”

Borgreve leans in. “You need to tell me the truth.”

Michael’s jaw hardens. “My wife said she can’t recall. She’s not welcome there.”

Marsei stammers, bewildered. “There was abuse. We chose not to live in it. I only went out there to research my book.”

Michael gapes at her. “What?”

“Last week,” she admits. “And again, last night. Six to nine. I needed to double-check some data.”

“And the book?” Borgreve presses.

“On the unsolved murders and disappearances of women and girls from the reservation.”

“Is it true your sister was writing the same book?”

“Yes. My publisher told me.”

Michael’s voice cracks. “Claudia?”

Marsei nods faintly.

Borgreve writes, then looks up. “Did you harm Claudia Shepherd?”

“Of course not.”

“When’s the last time you spoke to her?”

“Nearly ten years. I’m not welcome out there.”

“Why?”

Her voice trembles. “I was never Indian enough. And when I refused to respect my stepfather, my mother told me not to come back.”

Borgreve tilts his head, eyes narrowing. “So, you carry jealousy. Anger at the sister who thrived where you could not?”

Marsei shakes her head fiercely, biting her lip, looking to her husband for strength.

Michael answers for her, firm. “My wife holds no such anger. She’s always wished her family well. She just can’t be part of their lives.”

Borgreve’s expression shutters, as though tucking something away.

Outside the run-down trailer listed on Hunter Daniel’s license, Stone and Borgreve approach cautiously. A crash, then shouting—male, furious—erupts inside. Both draw their weapons.

“Open up! Tribal Police!” Stone pounds the door.

More rustling. Furniture overturned. A pause, then a faint female voice. “I’m coming. Just a second.”

The door creaks open. A petite Native woman in her twenties stands there, bruises shadowing her cheekbones, a gash along her forehead. She tugs her hair forward to cover the redness.

“Everything all right, miss?” Stone asks, eyes narrowing.

She glances back nervously. “Of course. Just had the TV too loud. What do you want?”

“We need to speak with Hunter,” Stone says.

“He’s not here.”

“We’ll wait,” Borgreve answers flatly.

Behind her, the sound of heavy steps. Hunter Daniel appears, scratched, bloodied, grinning through the damage.

“We heard you’ve been staying here, Hunter.” Stone’s voice is ice. “This is Agent Borgreve, FBI. He needs a word.”

Borgreve’s gaze drops. “Why is your hand bleeding?”

“I punched the wall. That a crime?”

“And the scratches on your arm?” Borgreve presses.

Hunter smirks. “Cat got me. What’s this about? Why the tribal cops and the feds?”

“This trailer’s on the rez,” Stone replies coolly.

“And murder out here is federal,” Borgreve adds.

Hunter chuckles. “Who got murdered?”

“A teacher. Claudia Shepherd.”

“Never heard of her.”

“We pulled your dating profile—AvidHunter89.”

“Not a crime to date online.”

From inside, the young woman snaps, “Go to hell!” A mug sails past Hunter, smashing against the wall.

“She turned up dead the day after your last message,” Borgreve says.

“Then you know we never met.” Hunter shrugs.

“Do you frequent the Copper Mule?”

“It’s one of a dozen bars I go to. So does everyone else. What of it?”

“There was also an abduction. Suspect matches your description.”

“Probably just ditch trash,” Hunter sneers.

The woman hurls more objects. Hunter steps onto the stoop to avoid them.

Stone’s hand brushes her holster. “What did you just say?”

Hunter grins. “Forgot—that’s how your mom ended up.”

Stone snaps. She yanks him off the stoop, knees him in the crotch, and slams him against the dirt. Hunter thrashes, swinging wildly as Borgreve merely watches.

“Where’s your truck?” Stone demands.

Hunter gasps. “In the shop.”

“Where?”

“Chuck Wallace’s. Ask him yourself.” He turns toward Borgreve. “You gonna let her do this to me?”

“I didn’t see a damn thing.”

From the doorway, the bruised woman shouts: “You goddamned bastard!”

Hunter smirks. “That’s my call.”



Later that afternoon, the Community Center grows quiet as the last client of the day schedules an appointment. Agnes and Bernice linger by their office doors, waiting until the receptionist finishes.

“What’s the next opening?” the client asks.

“May ninth. Two-forty,” the receptionist replies.

“That works, thanks.”

“Have a good evening.” The receptionist gathers her purse and lunch bag, waves, and then disappears down the stairs.

Agnes lifts a cardboard box, clutching it tight. Bernice relieves her of the weight. Agnes presses her hand to her mouth to stifle a cry.

“The FBI doesn’t know their heads from their tails,” Bernice mutters. “First, they accused Chet. Now Marsei? I’ve never trusted them.”

The two women sit in the waiting area, the box between them on the coffee table. Through the window, they watch the receptionist cross the lot.
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