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Chapter One
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“I still don’t understand why the kids have to meet your family during the Powwow. There will be so many people that they may feel overwhelmed. We could take them to the ranch another time and let them meet everyone slowly.” 

Shandra Higheagle Greer glanced over at her husband, Ryan, driving their family to the Colville Reservation in Washington. She knew he wasn’t against going to the Powwow, he was as protective as she was of their recently adopted children. Shandra twisted her head and neck to smile at the eight-year-old twins, Mia and Jayden, in the back seat of the Jeep. They had been upset Sheba, their big furry new friend, couldn’t come, but had been appeased when Shandra told them they would be camping. 

She returned her attention to Ryan. “Because of Grandmother. She appeared in a dream with all of us dancing at the powwow. There has to be a reason she wishes us to attend.” Even though her husband was skeptical about this trip, he’d been the first to believe in her dreams where Ella showed her clues to the murders they had solved together. 

“I want to wear a dress that sounds like Santa’s sleigh,” Mia said.

“That’s a jingle dress. We’ll have to ask Aunt Jo if you can. Most girls your age who dance at a powwow have been learning the dance from a young age.” Shandra was pleased their adopted twins were excited about learning a new culture. She’d shown them videos of past powwows to help them understand what they would be participating in.

“What do the boys dance?” Jayden asked.

“There are several dances for the boys. I’m sure my cousins, Coop and Andy, will be happy to teach you one of them.” Shandra sent a blessing to the steel silhouettes of women digging for roots that stood along the highway on the Reservation. The “root diggers” as the cutouts were referred to by the locals, meant they would soon be coming upon the powwow grounds across the highway from the Agency gas station and market. All of which wasn’t far from the community center where Aunt Jo worked. 

Every time Shandra came to the reservation her soul yearned to learn more about her father’s side of the family. Her Nez Perce heritage. This would be only the second powwow she’d participated in since learning her paternal family wanted her to be a part of their culture and family.

She was fortunate that they all loved Ryan and respected her wish to learn more. 

“I think camping at the powwow grounds with everyone will make the experience that much more educational. If we stayed at the ranch, showing up in the morning and going back there at night, we wouldn’t be able to share stories around the campfire and learn more about each of the family members.” She smiled at Ryan when he glanced over at her.

“Are you sure you’re ready to sleep on the thin padding we brought for under the sleeping bag?” Ryan asked.

He’d been questioning her wanting to camp. And with good reason. Since they’d met, they had never gone camping. As a child, she’d slept out under the stars and stayed out overnight when looking for stray cattle, but she’d never had the full camping experience. Her stepfather hadn’t been one to take vacations or do anything other than work.

“I am ready for an adventure.” She glanced back at Jayden. “And Jayden told me that some of his best memories of his dad were when they went camping. That’s what I want with my two families. You three and my aunts, uncles, and cousins.”

The powwow grounds came into sight. “There, see the large round structure? That’s the arbor where they do all the dancing.”

Ryan switched on the left turn signal and drove onto the road leading to the powwow grounds. “Where do we find Aunt Jo and Uncle Martin?”

“She said the family always camps in the same area, two spots down from the vendors on the west side.” Shandra scanned the area on the left side of the grounds and spotted her uncle’s pickup. Her chest squeezed with anticipation and happiness. She felt like a kid for the first time in a really long time. “There! I see Uncle Martin’s pickup. The red one.”

There was a dusty, dry grass path that resembled a road, leading around the outside edge of the grounds. Ryan followed it until they were abreast of the red pickup. He parked. By the time the engine shut off, her Aunt Jo, cousin Andy, and his daughter, Fawn, walked toward them from a group of teepees and a couple of tents. 

Shandra exited the Jeep and hugged her aunt, Andy, and Fawn. “It’s so good to see all of you.”

“We have missed your visits but are excited you are spending Powwow week with us,” Aunt Jo said, smiling.

Ryan and the twins joined them. 

“Aunt Jo, Andy, Fawn, this is Mia and Jayden, the newest members of our family.” Shandra put a hand on each of the children’s shoulders. 

“I’m so very happy to meet you,” Aunt Jo said, shaking hands with each child. “This is my youngest son, Andy, and his daughter, our granddaughter, Fawn. You’ll meet Andy’s older brother later in the week.” Aunt Jo peered at Shandra. “Coop and Sandy are coming on Friday. He couldn’t get away from work until then.” 

“The last time I talked to him, Coop sounded so happy.” Her cousin had gone through a lot, first suspected of murder and then thinking he’d lost the woman he loved. But he and Sandy were together and happy. 

“He loves his job and his wife. But he does miss the reservation.” Aunt Jo hugged Ryan. “We are happy you could spend the week as well.”

Ryan grinned and pointed at Shandra. “I didn’t have a choice. She said we all had to be here.”

“Yeah, she can be a bully,” Andy said, moving backward away from Shandra.

The twins and Fawn laughed. 

“I’m not a bully,” Shandra said.

A loud voice and what sounded like something being thrown tugged Shandra’s attention away from Andy’s teasing.

“I told you, old lady, if you don’t fix it, I will!” A man in his early thirties, dressed in jeans, an annual powwow t-shirt, and cowboy boots strode away from a woman, Shandra guessed to be in her seventies. The older woman wore a buckskin dress, a beaded basket hat, and strings of beads around her neck. Her hair was white as snow and hung down her back in a long braid. The woman’s expression couldn’t be seen from the distance between them, but her hunched shoulders and slow gait proved she was sad.

“Who is that?” Shandra asked.

“Lucille Lightning. She makes the most authentic and gorgeous beadwork necklaces, purses and bags, moccasins and belts. You’ll have to check out her work.” Aunt Jo started herding them to the family camp area. “Andy, help Ryan get their stuff.”

“I can help.” Jayden peeled away from the females to join Ryan and Andy at the Jeep. 

Shandra laughed. “Jayden is used to doing the job of a grownup. But he’s also learning to be a child.”

“What do you mean? He is a child,” Mia said, stopping and staring at Shandra with confusion scrunching her face. 

“You and your brother had to take care of yourselves a lot before your parents died. Jayden is still trying to take care of you even though we keep telling him it’s our job. He just needs to be a kid.”

“And he took care of Mom—our aunt.” The sadness in Mia’s voice always tugged at Shandra’s heart. 

“Yes, he took care of everyone in your family. Including your dad. Now it’s his turn to be taken care of.” Shandra had fallen for the two before she knew their family circumstances. She’d witnessed them in a dream and knew in her heart she had to save them, however that may be. It turned out that both their parents were murdered. She and Ryan became their foster parents to keep them safe, and then adopted the pair because they were special. 

“Want to see the teepee you’ll be staying in?” Aunt Jo asked, bringing the child out of her sad memories.

“We’re stayin’ in a teepee? Wow! I’ll have the best ‘What I did this summer’ story when we go back to school.” 

Shandra laughed. “I guess you will.” 

“Of course, this isn’t as authentic as when the Nimiipuu were moving with the gathering of food, but it is a pretty good replica.” Aunt Jo held the flap back on the teepee at the edge of the group of tents and teepees. 

“Wow!” Mia said, walking in a circle, staring at the items Shandra was pretty sure were authentic from the days when her ancestors hunted and gathered.

“We didn’t have any spare buffalo robes for you to use to sleep on. I hope these pads with woven blankets over them will keep you from feeling the hardness of the ground.” Aunt Jo raised one of the smaller blankets to reveal a cot-sized foam pad.

“They’ll be more comfortable than the rolled-up yoga mats we brought.” Shandra turned at the sound of her husband’s voice.

“I’m impressed. I thought we’d be sleeping in a tent,” Ryan stared at his wife. She hadn’t been this animated since they’d found the children and adopted them. 

“This is what I’d always dreamed of when I’d think about Daddy’s side of the family,” Shandra said, hugging her aunt.

Ryan dropped their sleeping bag and duffel of clothing on the double-sized pad. “These pads look thicker than what we brought.”

Jo laughed. “That’s what Shandra said.” She moved to where Jayden had dumped his and his sister’s things. “This is your sister’s bed. You may remain in here tonight. If you feel comfortable tomorrow, you may sleep with your boy cousins. It is where Andy and all the male cousins will be sleeping.” 

“But why would he sleep with boys and not with his daughter and wife?” Mia asked.

Shandra glanced at Fawn. She was Andy’s daughter from a young woman who had used her body to get affection and was murdered. She and Ryan had helped solve her murder three years earlier when the child was four and Andy came forward to say he was the father. 

“My mommy is dead. I stay with Grandma and Grandpa while Daddy stays with the boys.” Fawn walked over to Andy and Jo, placing her hands in each one of theirs. 

Knowing how protective Jayden was of his twin sister, Ryan doubted the boy would take Jo up on her offer. 

“We tell stories, talk of what it means to become a man.” Andy leaned down next to the boy and whispered something. 

Jayden’s eyes grew round and he grinned like he’d been told a good joke. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“What? What?” Mia asked.

Andy put a hand on Jayden’s shoulder. “Sorry, it’s for boys only. You’ll get to do girl stuff tomorrow with Fawn and your girl cousins.” Andy patted Jayden’s shoulder. “See you at dinner.”

Jayden’s head bobbed like a bobblehead doll. 

Ryan almost wished he were single, the way the boy’s eyes had lit up. Whatever they did in the boy’s teepee must be fun. 
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Chapter Two
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Once the sleeping bags had been spread out on the beds, with Jayden using everyone else’s thin mat tonight as he remained in their teepee, and everything else hung from the sticks lashed to the teepee poles, Aunt Jo led them out to the center fire where more of Shandra’s aunts were cooking the meal for tonight. 

“Are you going to do any of the dances?” her cousin, Jackie, asked.

Shandra smiled. Her face heated. She’d been practicing a few of the dances from watching videos, but she didn’t have regalia. “I thought I would dance in the grand entry and any friendship dances.” 

“Do you have regalia?” another cousin, Skye, asked. 

“I wasn’t sure how authentic it needed to be, so no, I don’t.”

“She has been practicing the sleigh bell dance,” Mia spoke up.

The grown-ups laughed. 

“You mean the Jingle Dance,” Aunt Jo corrected her.

“That one.” Mia started dancing as they had been practicing. “I can do it, too.”

“I see that.” Aunt Jo peered at Shandra. “It seems we need to round up regalia for both of you.” She shifted her gaze to Ryan and Jayden. “And what about you two?”

Ryan shook his head. “I will do the friendship dance. Unlike my wife and daughter, I haven’t had time to practice any dances.” 

Aunt Jo nodded and studied Jayden. “And you?”

“I don’t know if I want to or not. Dancing is for girls.” Jayden glanced at Ryan as if wanting the man in his life to agree with him.

“You will learn when you sleep in the cousin teepee that dancing is good for the soul and grounds one’s thoughts to your ancestors.” Aunt Jo motioned to half a dozen children playing nearby. “Go play with the others until the meal is ready.” 

“We don’t know them,” the usually outgoing Mia said, moving closer to Shandra.

“They are all cousins. Fawn is over there. You met her already. Walk over and introduce yourselves, and they will introduce themselves.” Shandra smoothed the child’s hair and crouched in front of her. “Remember how we talked about all the new experiences you would have here? Meeting other children could lead to a lifelong friendship.” She grasped Mia’s chin lightly. “Smile that friendly smile of yours and you’ll be friends.” 

“Come on,” Jayden said, staring hard at the group. 

Shandra studied them and noticed they were playing a stick game. 

Mia followed her brother, but glanced back over her shoulder a couple of times before they arrived at the group. It appeared Jayden made the introductions for himself and his sister. Fawn walked up to Mia and grasped her hand. They wandered over to the side and picked up a doll.

“They’ll be fine. We told our children to welcome them,” Jackie said, smiling.

“Thank you. They have gone through a lot in the last year,” Shandra couldn’t have felt any more maternal toward the twins if she’d birthed them. 

Ryan kissed her temple. “Your uncle is signaling for me. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Shandra waved him off. “Go on. I’m sure they have man things for you to do.” 

He laughed and jogged over to where Uncle Martin, Andy, and two of her other uncles were sitting on upturned hunks of wood, talking.

“I thought he’d never leave,” Aunt Jo said, her eyes twinkling.

“What are you up to?” Shandra asked, studying the mirth in her aunt’s eyes.

“We,” Aunt Jo motioned to the other family members around the fire pit, “think this would be an excellent time to have a naming ceremony for you. If the children embrace this culture, we can do one for them next year.” 

Shandra studied the group of women she’d become better acquainted with over the last few years. “Naming? As in a Nez Perce name?” Her heart expanded, realizing this would be the ultimate rebirth of her into this side of her family. 

“Of course! What other name would we give you?” Aunt Jo asked.

“Maybe, Slow to Find Her Roots,” Jackie said, and they all laughed.

The joking and family camaraderie had been the first thing Shandra had noticed about her family when she’d reunited with them after nearly twenty years of no contact.

“I would be proud to have a new name. How do I get it?” She glanced around the circle of women.

“We already have it picked out. But we feel you might like to go on a vision quest.” Aunt Jo glanced around at all the other women. They all nodded.

“What is a vision quest?” Shandra had read a little bit about the coming-of-age quest of Nez Perce children. As an adult, she wasn’t sure it was really needed but wanted to fully embrace this whole experience.

“It is a time for you to meet up with your wyakin or guardian spirit. Andy will take you to our place, saddle up a horse, and you will ride to the highest point on our property. Your wyakin will come to you. It will guide you to your future. When you come back, you will sing about your encounter at the naming ceremony.” Aunt Jo nodded as if that was all there was to it.

“But how do I know it will be my wyakin?” Nerves skittered up her spine. What if nothing came to her? Did that mean she wasn’t chosen to be a member of the Nimiipuu?

“Your grandmother comes to you in dreams. I have a feeling you will have no problem speaking to your wyakin,” Velma, a cousin of Aunt Jo’s, said. She had helped Shandra discover the truth when Coop was a murder suspect. She also knew about Shandra’s grandmother visiting her dreams. 

“When will I do this? I don’t want to miss anything.” Shandra was excited and nervous. “What about Ryan and the twins?”

“We’ll take care of them. You can go tomorrow. There won’t be that much happening here until more toward the weekend.” Jo handed her ears of corn. “Shuck those and we’ll have dinner ready in thirty minutes.”

~*~
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Ryan sat on a hard round of wood, mostly listening to Shandra’s uncles and older cousins talk about this year’s hunting trips, fishing, and the state of the government involvement in the reservation. He glanced over at his wife, talking with her family. He grinned. She’d been looking for this family inclusion her whole life. He was happy she’d finally found it.

“What do you think, Ryan?” Martin asked, drawing Ryan from his thoughts.

“Huh? About what?”

The men all laughed. “You have it bad. You can’t even look away from your woman,” one of Shandra’s cousins said.

“Sorry. I’m happy she’s so happy. She has wanted to become closer with all of you for so long that I can’t help but watch her enjoy herself.” He nodded toward the women.

“Do you think mom told her yet?” Andy asked his father.

“Told her what?” Ryan studied Martin Elwood, Shandra’s uncle.

“We’re doing a naming ceremony for Shandra.” 

Ryan peered at each man present as they nodded their heads. “Really? That must be why she’s beaming.” His heart squeezed with gratitude to this family who had taken his wife in even though she’d been torn from them so many years before. 

“And tomorrow, I’ll take her to the ranch so she can start her vision quest.” Andy nodded.

Ryan’s neck cracked; his head spun so fast toward the young man. “What are you talking about?”

Martin took up the explanation. “She’ll go to the highest point on our property and talk to her wyakin. Then she’ll come back here and sing about the meeting and she will be named.” 

Ryan shook his head. “You can’t send her out alone.”

“She won’t be alone. She’ll have her wyakin to protect her.” Martin glanced at the other men.

They all nodded and grinned. 

“I don’t like it.” Ryan’s head started spinning all kinds of accidents his wife could encounter out alone on the reservation. She always seemed to get herself mixed up in murders and circumstances that could get her hurt. This seemed like another one of the same. 

“She’ll be fine. Everyone will be here, at the powwow. Nothing can happen to her,” her Uncle Timothy said. 

“You don’t know Shandra. She finds trouble where you least expect it.” 

Laughter erupted. 

“No, you don’t understand.”

“We do understand. All women find trouble. It’s in their nature.” One of Shandra’s great uncles said, and stood. “I smell food. Let’s see if the women fixed anything worth eating.”

The others laughed and rose, walking over to the fire ring.

Ryan stood and stared at his wife, laughing with her cousins and having a good time. Would she be able to stay out of trouble? 
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Chapter Three
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Darkness circled the powwow grounds as Shandra and Ryan strolled along the edge of the teepees and tents, talking.

“Shandra, I know how much you’ve dreamed of this sort of thing coming true, but going out by yourself isn’t a good idea. There could be wild animals and unsavory people you’ll run into.” 

“My safety isn’t an issue. I’ll be on Higheagle land. Everyone will be here. And my wyakin will protect me.” Shandra stopped, grasping her husband’s hands and staring up into his shadowed face. She had to make him understand how important this act was, not only in her life, but the life of every Nimiipuu who came before and would come after her. It was their spiritual well-being that was enhanced by the vision quest as well as their feeling more a part of their culture, and in her case, family.

“This is a great honor. I never dreamed this would be something I would participate in one day. You can not like it, but I will be going with Andy tomorrow and I will come back having met my guardian spirit, knowing my future, and then at the naming ceremony, I will fully be welcomed into my family and heritage.” 

Ryan drew his hands from hers and wrapped his arms around her. “You know we, you and I, are never safe. We’ve ferreted out many murderers, and I’m still not sure if the people I ratted out as an undercover cop have forgotten me. For those reasons, I don’t like you going secluded places alone.”

She understood his concerns, but this was her life and a culture she had been yearning to be included in her whole life. She kissed his chin. “I will be careful.” As much as she wanted this quest to be as authentic as possible, she planned to take her phone in case she did get into trouble. She was wise enough not to go up a mountain alone without one. Whether she could get a signal... that was another thing. 

“Come on. I need some sleep if I’m going to meet my wyakin tomorrow.” She linked her arm in his and headed back toward her family’s pod of tents and teepees.

A sound to her right drew her attention. A shadow darted between tents. She stopped and stared.

“What?” Ryan whispered in her ear.

“Someone was running between the tents.” She pointed in the direction she’d seen the shadow. At that moment, the person stopped, looked back, and then took off faster. A shiver traveled down her spine.

Ryan started to move away from her. 

“No. Stay.” She linked her arm tighter around his. “He saw me pointing.”

“Come on.” Ryan grasped Shandra’s hand and started back toward the Higheagle camp at just under a jog. He should have known. Not only was she determined to go off alone on a mountain tomorrow, but now someone who was lurking in the shadows of the tents knew she’d seen him. 

He didn’t take her to their teepee, he walked up to the fire where several of the men in her family were still sitting around B.S.ing. “I don’t think this trip you want Shandra to take tomorrow is a good idea.”

“Ryan! I told you. I’m going. You are only going to make this week miserable for all of us if you continue to be stubborn about it.” Shandra stared at him. He could see she was determined, but whatever she saw among the tents had also shaken her. 

He sighed. “Is there a way to make sure she is safe? She just saw someone lurking around the tents by the vendors.”

“You sure it wasn’t just a young buck teepee creeping?” Uncle Timothy said, and the others all laughed.

“No,” Shandra said, shaking her head. “I couldn’t see his face, but when he looked at me, pointing him out to Ryan, I felt...” she shuddered. “He was up to no good.” 

Uncle Martin stood. “Where did you see this?”

“You go in with the kids. I’ll take your uncle to the place.” Ryan led Shandra to their teepee and held the flap as she entered. He returned to Martin and her uncle Lloyd. “Shandra feels things—”

Martin held up a hand. “You don’t need to tell us about her abilities. We all know. Show us where you were.”

Ryan nodded and backtracked to the spot where Shandra had seen the man. He pointed as she had. “In there. I barely saw him move. He was headed straight across the pod.”

“This is not a family pod. It is for the people who come from other places to sell their goods. It could have been someone we don’t know.” Martin peered at the group of tents. 

“If someone was lurking around these tents, it is a good thing to think they were finding a way to steal,” Uncle Lloyd said.

“But they haven’t set up and sold anything yet. There would be more money later in the week.” Martin faced Lloyd.

“Then he was casing the tents. Figuring out who would be the best ones to steal from.” Ryan knew all about this from his time spent policing in Chicago. “It might be a good idea to tell the vendors to be extra careful.” He turned and walked back toward the Higheagle camp. 

The two men followed, jabbering about how it would be an affront to the powwow to have someone rob the vendors. 

Ryan entered the teepee. Shandra was in her pajamas but sitting up in their makeshift bed. A flashlight sat beside the bed, shining light up toward the hole in the top of the structure. 

“What did you find?” she whispered.

He slipped out of his clothes and down to his underwear before sliding into the sleeping bag with her. “Martin and Lloyd think it might have been someone figuring out who of the vendors would be the best to steal from.”

“No!” she whispered loudly. “Here? Someone would steal from the vendors?”

“They said it’s never happened but that doesn’t keep it from being on a desperate person’s mind.” He kissed her. “Go to sleep. You have a big day tomorrow.”

A smile tipped her lips. “I do.”

~*~
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Shandra sat atop one of the Higheagle’s best appaloosa geldings. 

“Just keep heading for the top of that hill. It’s the highest spot on our property. Sit and wait for your wyakin to show up.” Andy pointed to the hill where she’d found Coop hiding out when he was a murder suspect. 

“Okay. What if my wyakin doesn’t show up?” Even though her aunt was positive she wouldn’t have to wait long for her wyakin given Ella visited her in dreams, Shandra was skeptical her guardian spirit would show itself, considering how many years she’d spent not caring about her culture. 

“You stay until it shows. It took me two days—”

“Two days! Do you know how worried Ryan would be if I didn’t come back for two days?” Her husband would call the search and rescue if she didn’t return tonight.

“When you come back down, go in the house, call me, and then get something to drink and eat. You can’t have water or food when you are seeking your wyakin.” Andy walked toward his pickup. “Enjoy the experience.”

Shandra smiled at her cousin, but inside her stomach was clenching and unclenching. What if her wyakin didn’t come to her? 

~*~
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After Aunt Jo sent the twins and Fawn off to play with their cousins, Ryan decided he needed to make himself useful. It was that or worry about Shandra. 

“Come on. There is work that needs to be done to prepare for the events,” Martin said, dumping the last of his coffee into their dead campfire and standing.

“Sounds good.” Ryan rose off his log seat as a scream ricocheted through the tents and teepees.

“Which direction did that come from?” Martin asked.

Ryan had a vague idea, but the running people were a good indication. “That way.”

They both ran with the others to the tents where the vendors were setting up. A young woman stood in front of one of the tents, her face covered by her hands. 

Ryan slowed and studied all the people standing around the woman. They were all ages and most had sympathetic expressions. Except for one woman who appeared to be in her sixties. She had a smug smile. A young man moved through the crowd and consoled the younger woman. 

“What’s going on here?” A man with two long, gray, thin braids flapping on the breast pockets of the western shirt he wore, marched up to the group. 

The young man shifted his attention from the woman to the older man. “Millie said grandmother is dead.”

Ryan shoved through the group. “Where?”

The young woman pointed toward the tent behind her.

He pushed through the opening and spotted the older woman they’d witnessed being threatened yesterday, on her back, a colorful beaded necklace tightly wrapped around her neck. 

The sound of someone entering behind him, had Ryan spinning around. It was Martin. “Keep everyone out of here and call the local police. This woman was murdered.” He scanned the inside of the tent for sign of a struggle.
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