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What do you do when desire drives you to the very brink?


The day Navajo journalist Katherine James met Gabriel Rossiter, the earth literally moved beneath her feet. Nearly killed in a rockslide while hiking, she found her life in the tall park ranger’s hands. Although she can’t forget him she thinks she’ll never see him again. She is crushed when she recognizes her rescuer among the law enforcement officers raiding a sweat lodge ceremony one night, throwing her and her friends off Mesa Butte, land they consider sacred.


Gabe long ago swore he would never again lose himself to a woman – not even one with long dark hair and big eyes that seem to see right through him. But from the moment he first sees Kat, the attraction he feels is undeniable. Appalled by what he has been ordered to do, he’s determined to get to the bottom of recent events at Mesa Butte – and to keep Kat safe.


But asking questions can be dangerous – almost as dangerous as risking one’s heart. And soon Kat and Gabe’s passion for the truth – and each other – makes them targets for those who would do anything, even kill, to keep Native Americans off their sacred land …


Sexy. Thrilling. Unputdownable. Take a wildly romantic ride with Pamela Clare’s I-Team: Extreme Exposure, Hard Evidence, Unlawful Contact, Naked Edge, Breaking Point, Striking Distance.






This book is humbly dedicated to the Diné people of Black Mesa for opening their hogaans to a lost Bilagáanaa journalist, feeding her roasted corn, frybread, and mutton stew, and sharing their troubles and joys and prayers with her. I came to the dinetah to help you, and in the end it was you who helped me. Ahéhee’.
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PROLOGUE


THE COYOTE CAME out of nowhere. It streaked across four lanes of traffic directly in front of Katherine James’s pickup truck, ears back, head down, tail tucked between its hind legs, then disappeared in the prairie grass to her right. Kat’s foot jerked off the gas pedal, but it was already too late. At fifty-five miles an hour, she’d already blown past the spot where it had left the road.


Whenever the Ma’ii crosses our path, we stop and make an offering to show our respect. If we don’t, our lives might be thrown out of balance, and bad luck might come upon us. 


Grandma Alice’s voice sounded clear in her mind, accompanied by an image of gentle, old hands sprinkling yellow corn pollen on red earth. But the rutted, dirt roads of K’ai’bii’tó on the dinetah—Navajoland—were far removed from the traffic of Colorado’s infamous Highway 93. If she stopped now, bad luck would immediately come upon her in the form of a ten-car pileup.


Pray for me. I drive 93. 


The slogan on a popular bumper sticker popped into Kat’s mind as she glanced at the SUV in her rearview mirror and pushed on the gas. And then she did pray, muttering a few words in her mother tongue, thanking Coyote.


But a sense of uneasiness had already settled on her skin, and it stayed with her despite the bright morning sky and the deep green beauty of the forested foothills. It was still with her when she turned off the highway and headed west on CO-170 toward Eldorado Canyon State Park. Only when she’d parked her pickup and gotten her first good breath of mountain air did the feeling begin to fade.


Leaving her cell phone in the glove box, she grabbed her backpack from the passenger seat and slipped the straps over her shoulders. Packed with just enough to see her through a midmorning hike—a sweater, a pair of binoculars, her pouch of corn pollen, water, and frozen grapes—it wasn’t heavy. She locked the truck, zipped her keys in the front pocket of her pack, and started up the dirt road toward the trail.


The summer sun shone warm and bright, her shadow stretching out on the road before her. Thickets of tall chokecherry bushes lined the trail, their branches laden with clusters of wine-red fruit, food for hungry bears trying to fatten up for winter. Broad-tailed hummingbirds buzzed through the limbs of a nearby ponderosa pine, so quick and tiny they were almost impossible to spot. White butterflies gathered at the edges of mud puddles left by last night’s downpour, the scent of water calling them to drink.


Grandpa Red Crow had been right. “What you need, Kimímila,” he’d said, calling her by the Lakota nickname he’d given her, “is a chance to be alone with the sun and the wind and the sky.”


Not that she was actually alone. The road was lined with Subarus and Jeeps and SUVs of all kinds, transportation for those who’d come to the canyon to climb the cliffs for which it was famous. People drove in by the hundreds to crawl up the rocks like four-legged spiders, ropes trailing like webs behind them.


But the climbers didn’t bother her. Growing up in a two-room hogaan with seven brothers and three sisters, her aunt Louise, her mother, and her grandparents, she’d long ago learned to turn inward when she needed privacy. Besides, she hadn’t come here to get away from people. She’d come to get away from the concrete and neon of the city, to breathe clean air, to feel earth beneath her feet.


It had been three years since she’d left the reservation, perhaps the best and toughest decision of her life. It wasn’t that she didn’t like living among other Navajo, or Diné. In fact, there’d been a time in her life when she’d vowed never to do what so many young Diné people did—grow up, go to college, and then leave for high-paying jobs far away from the parents and elders who’d raised them. She hadn’t been able to keep that vow, but not for lack of trying.


She’d gotten her journalism degree at the University of New Mexico, then come back to the rez to work at the Navajo Times, hoping to use her skills to help give a voice to the voiceless among her people. At first, she felt she’d found her place in the world. In her first year as a reporter, she’d broken a story about families growing sick after being relocated from traditional homesites to government housing that had been built on the radioactive mine tailings. She’d won awards for her work, but the greatest reward had been the satisfaction she’d felt at helping Diné families.


She’d lived in a trailer in Tségháhoodzáni—known to the outside world as Window Rock—during the workweek, making the long drive home to K’ai’bii’tó each Friday night, her truck filled with food and water she’d bought with her paycheck. Her grandmother would wait up for her, welcoming her home with warm frybread, a hot bowl of mutton stew, and a strong cup of coffee, asking her to sit and share the news from the Earth’s Center—the ceremonial name for the Navajo Nation’s capital. But her mother had made it clear that she’d have been happier had Kat stayed away.


That’s how it had always been—love from her grandmother, loathing from her mother. Though Kat had hoped her mother would at least come to respect her for the work she did at the newspaper, nothing had changed. No matter what Kat might become, no matter what she might accomplish, she had done her mother unforgivable harm. She’d been conceived of a man who wasn’t her mother’s husband—a Bilagáanaa man.


A white man.


The only thing Kat knew about her father was the color of his skin—and the fact that he’d gotten her mother pregnant, then left her to deal with the consequences alone. He hadn’t even stayed on the rez long enough to put his name on Kat’s birth certificate.


“Every time I look at you, I see him,” her mother had told her more times than Kat cared to remember. “Your green eyes, your light hair, your white skin. Why did you have to be born?”


Kat’s eyes were hazel, not green. Her hair was dark brown, and her skin was more caramel than peaches and cream. But there was no denying that she was fathered by a different man than her brothers and sisters, a fact that they refused to forget, calling her a “Half-ajo,” instead of Navajo, and teasing her about her eyes. And so, faced with her mother’s resentment and the indifference of her siblings, she’d piled everything she owned in her pickup truck and left K’ai’bii’tó behind. It was the only time in her life she could remember seeing tears in her grandmother’s eyes.


“Don’t forget your Diné tongue,” her grandmother had said, before turning back to her weaving, too upset to watch Kat drive away.


Kat had driven north to Denver, winning a coveted seat on the Denver Independent’s Investigative Team—the I-Team—as its environmental reporter. Although she missed her grandmother and the wide-open beauty of the desert with all of her soul, she loved her job and had grown to care for her fellow I-Team members. And if the city sometimes seemed to press in on her, making her feel shut off and alone?


Well, that’s why there were mountains.


She came to the trailhead and left the dirt road behind, ducking beneath pine boughs and following the steep trail uphill. From somewhere overhead came the cry of a prairie falcon, followed by the chatter of a nervous squirrel. Falcons nested in these cliffs, as did golden eagles. Kat had been coming up here all summer to observe the nests from a distance, watching the young grow from fuzzy hatchlings to sharp-eyed hunters. The nests were now empty, but she still loved to hike to the top of the ridge and look out over the valley to the east and the high, snow-capped peaks to the west. Somehow, the vastness of the landscape made her problems seem small.


She hiked on, losing track of time, thoughts drifting away amid the scents of growing things until her mind was empty and free. The muscles in her thighs burned, her heart pumping, her lungs drawing in breath, the rhythm of footsteps, heartbeat, and breathing seeming to flow together like a song. When at last she gained the top of the ridge, the sense of uneasiness was gone, replaced by a feeling of contentment.


She walked to her favorite spot—a rocky outcrop at the top of the ridge. There, she shrugged off her backpack and looked out over the land—distant city to the east, a sea of mountaintops to the south and west and north. Far below her, cars and trucks looked like toys parked along a ribbon of road. Above, there was only sky.


She unzipped her pack and was about to take out her water bottle when she heard a crack and then a strange scraping noise, like stone rubbing stone. Then the rocks beneath her feet gave way—and she fell.


She screamed, reached, but there was nothing to grab. The world swirled gray around her—no up, no down, only motion. She hit something, kept falling, then hit again, bone snapping painlessly, the breath knocked from her lungs.


I didn’t want to die today. 


She remembered the coyote, an image of it darting in front of her truck flashing through her mind.


And then there was nothing.


GABRIEL ROSSITER CRIMPED the chalked fingers of his right hand around the small handhold, then carefully shifted his weight onto his fingertips, drawing himself to the right. He didn’t notice his skinned shin or the people far below taking pictures of him and pointing, or the sweat trickling down his temples, his mind focused entirely on the rock as he worked the arête on a bad-tempered geological accident known as the Naked Edge. Scraped fingers reached again, caught rough stone, and held. He maneuvered his way around the jutting, razor-sharp edge for which the climb was named—no ropes, no cams, nothing beneath him but six hundred feet of air.


Some people needed heroin. Gabe preferred adrenaline.


He looked up and picked his way up the rock face with his gaze, thinking his way through his next move in a language without words. This was what he needed—internal silence, emptiness, oblivion. He needed to forget.


He reached with his right foot … And then he heard her scream.


He caught just a glimpse—rocks spilling down the side of a nearby slope, a woman falling with them—and felt a moment of vertigo as she tumbled out of sight. And then a decade of experience kicked in.


So much for your day off, buddy. 


He fired himself around the arête and thrust his fist into an overhanging hand crack, liebacking his way on hand jams to the final pitch and an easy finish. Then, with no ropes or gear to pack up, he was off.


It was a long, exposed scramble down the Eastern Slabs, but the rock was dry, enabling him to move quickly. He knew the terrain as if it were his own backyard—and really, it was. He’d been climbing here since he was sixteen, and he’d been a Boulder Mountain Parks Ranger since he was twenty-four—eight years. He’d spent almost every waking moment of his adult life in these mountains. He’d done his fair share of rescues over the years—and had helped bring down his share of bodies.


And that’s what you’re going to find today, Rossiter—a body. 


He didn’t let the thought slow him. If by some miracle she had survived, she was going to need his help.


He moved down the steep rock face, his cell phone out of his pocket and in his hand the moment his feet hit dirt. He dialed 911. “Sixty-forty-five, off duty.”


“Go ahead, sixty-forty-five.” 


“Rockslide in Eldorado Canyon State Park approximately one half-mile north of Redgarden Wall. Saw a woman go down with it. I’m en route, but I don’t have a damned bit of gear with me. I’ll call again when I have her location.”


“Copy, sixty-forty-five—”


That was all he needed to hear.


He hung up and took off through the trees at a run.


IT TOOK GABE almost ten minutes to reach the base of the rockslide area. Sucking wind, his heart pounding from exertion, he searched for her amid the rubble—boulders as big as trash cans, smaller rocks, mangled tree branches. He found a lone turquoise earring and a backpack that must have belonged to her. But he didn’t find her.


There was really only one possibility.


She was dead and buried, crushed somewhere beneath all that rock.


“Dammit! Goddamn it!” He pulled his cell out and dialed 911 again. “Sixty-forty-five, at the site.”


“Sixty-forty-five, can you repeat? You’re breaking up.”


“At the site. No sign of the victim, but there’s no way she walked away from this. She’s probably buried. There’s a good ton of rock here. We’re going to need—”


A cry. 


Stunned, he stopped midsentence.


Another cry—the sound of a woman in pain.


“She’s alive! Are you getting a lat and a long on me?” Gabe hoped the signal from his phone was strong enough to give dispatch a solid GPS reading.


The answer came in a burst of static—and then the call disconnected.


Damned cell phones. 


He pocketed the phone, hitched her pack over his shoulder, and ran uphill through the trees toward the sound.


She screamed again.


He adjusted his direction, quickened his pace.


And then he saw her.


Her jeans torn and muddy, she was crawling, or trying to crawl, her right leg dragging behind her, probably broken. She inched forward, crying out as her injured leg dragged across the damp forest floor. Then she sank onto her belly, whimpering. But before he could call to her to let her know help had arrived, she pushed herself up again and struggled forward another few inches, her scream catching behind clenched teeth.


She was heading toward the trail, he realized. She was trying to rescue herself, trying to get to where help could find her. Lucky for her, it already had.


He hurried toward her. “I’m Gabe Rossiter with Boulder Mountain Parks.”


She looked over at him with a startled gasp, turning over as if to sit, the movement making her moan in pain. She sank onto her back, breathing hard.


“Easy, there.” He walked to her side. “Just lie still. I’m here to help you.”


The first thing he noticed was her eyes. An unusual shade of hazel green, they watched him warily as he knelt down beside her. Agony was etched on every feature of her pretty face, a streak of mud on her bruised cheek, pine needles in her long, dark hair, the other turquoise earring dangling from her left earlobe. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, no taller than five-five and small-boned—a red flag when it came to fractures. There were deep scratches on her arms and hands, but no obvious bleeding.


“The rocks … They fell.” She spoke with just a hint of an accent.


American Indian? 


“I saw. Last night’s rain must have eroded the ground beneath them.” Because he couldn’t seem to help it, he looked into her eyes again, relieved to find that her pupils weren’t dilated. “What’s your name?”


“Katherine James.”


“How old are you, Katherine?”


“Twenty-six.”


“Do you know today’s date?”


She shivered, cold sweat on her forehead. “It’s Sunday … August twenty-sixth.”


In shock, but coherent. Probable broken leg. Scrapes and bruises. 


“Help is on its way.” He kept his voice soothing. “In the meantime, I’ll do what I can for you. Can you tell me where you hurt?”


“Everywhere.”


“I’ll bet.” He dug into her pack. She wasn’t carrying a first-aid kit, but she had brought a sweater. He draped it over her. “I’m a paramedic and a park ranger. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to check you to see how badly you’re injured.”


She eyed him suspiciously, still shivering, her gaze dropping to his bare chest, with its chalk marks, to the chalk on his hands, to the climbing shoes on his feet.


Okay, so he looked like some kind of half-naked freak to her. Fair enough. “I’m off duty. I was rock climbing nearby and saw you fall. Let me help you.”


She seemed to measure him, then nodded, wincing slightly with her next breath.


Broken ribs. Possible internal bleeding. 


He put his hand on her shoulder, tried to reassure her. “I’m going to feel on the outside of your clothes, and you tell me where it hurts, okay?”


“O-kay.”


He stood, walked around to her other side and started with the obvious, sliding his hands over her jeans along the length of her right thigh. “Does it hurt here?”


“No.”


Thank God it wasn’t her femur. He’d seen more than one woman bleed out from a severed femoral artery, dead before help could arrive.


He slid his hands past her knee and heard her gasp just as he found the bulge on her shin. “Your tibia is broken.”


Not quite a compound fracture, but bad enough. 


Her right ankle was tender and swollen, as well, either broken or sprained.


But of more concern to him than the broken bones was the fact that she was beginning to fade, slowly lapsing into unconsciousness, her dark lashes now resting on her cheeks, her eyes closed. A few times she’d muttered something in a language he didn’t understand, and once she’d asked him something about a coyote. He’d bet his ass she had some kind of head injury. With a fall like that, she wouldn’t need to hit her head to injure her brain.


“Stay awake, Katherine. Stay with me.”


STAY WITH ME.


Kat thought time was playing tricks on her. He’d just spoken those words a moment ago, and yet it seemed like hours. She forced her eyes open, saw him watching her, a worried look on his face, his hands moving gently over her, seeming magically to find all the places she hurt most—her right leg and ankle, the ribs on her left side, the deep scratch on her left arm.


As if through a fog, some part of her noticed that he was a very attractive man, rugged and tall, with deep blue eyes. His square jaw was covered with dark whiskers, his temples trickling sweat, his thick, dark hair curling at his nape. There were calluses and chalk on his fingers and scrapes on his knuckles and his left shin. He was wearing only shorts and strange shoes, and although Kat had seen many men without their shirts, she’d seen very few men who looked like he did—all lean muscle from head to toe, as if an artist had carved him from marble and then brought him to life.


Strange that she should notice such an unimportant thing right now.


His callused fingers worked their way gently along her collarbones, over her shoulders and into her hair. “Did you lose consciousness when you fell?”


She tried to think. She’d heard the rocks scrape, felt the ground give way, felt herself falling, and then …


The next thing she remembered was looking up at the sky, her right leg hooked over a rock, her entire body wracked with pain. “I think … I must have.”


Apparently done checking her, he sat back on his heels, looking down at her. “You are one amazing woman, Katherine James. I don’t know many people, men or women, who would have been tough enough to do what you just did. You crawled the length of a football field, dragging that broken leg behind you.”


But Kat hadn’t been brave. She’d been terrified. Once she’d come to herself, she’d realized that no one knew where she was and that unless she could make her way back to the trail where hikers could discover her, she would die right where she lay. Fear had gotten her onto her hands and knees, driving her forward each unbearable inch, the pain excruciating.


Without warning, the full weight of what had just happened hit her. Tears burned her eyes, spilled down her temples, her body shaking uncontrollably.


You almost died, Kat. 


The ranger took her hand, held it, his fingers warm. “It’s going to be all right. I know it hurts, but they’ll be here soon.”


She looked up at him. “Y-you saved my life.”


He shook his head. “You’d have been all right without me. You’d have made it to the trail eventually. It wouldn’t have been fun, but you’d have made it.”


But she wasn’t so sure.


SHE LOST TRACK of time after that.


The park ranger telling her to stay awake, stroking her cheek, telling her everything was going to be all right. People crowding around her. An oxygen mask over her mouth. The prick of a needle in her arm. A warm blanket.


There was a moment of terrible, sharp pain when they put a splint on her leg, and she heard herself cry out. The ranger’s warm hand squeezed hers, his voice deep and soothing. Why couldn’t she remember his name?


“It’s almost over, Katherine. In twenty minutes you’ll be in Denver, and St. Anthony’s will take good care of you.”


Was he coming with her? A part of her hoped he was.


She didn’t really know him at all, but somehow she trusted him.


“She fell from there?” a man’s voice said. “Holy shit! Why is she still alive?”


“I can’t believe she crawled all that way with a badly broken leg,” said a woman. “Just the thought makes me queasy.”


“So, you were free-soloing the Naked Edge when you saw her fall. Gee-zus! You have a death wish, Rossiter. One of these days we’re going to be rescuing you, only there won’t be anything left of you to save.”


And then Kat was bouncing along as they carried the stretcher out of the trees toward a helicopter, the ranger walking beside her, his voice her anchor.


“Stay awake, Katherine.”


Only after the helicopter had lifted off did she realize that he was gone.


And she hadn’t even thanked him.








CHAPTER 1



Three months later 





GABRIEL ROSSITER UNZIPPED his pants only far enough to free his cock, then bent her over the back of her sofa and pushed her skirt up over her hips, rubbing his hands over her smooth, round ass, her impatient whimpers urging him on. He slipped on a condom, then grabbed her hips, forced her legs wider apart—and filled her with a single thrust.


Oh, hell, yeah. 


It felt so good, so damned good. He let his mind go blank and drove into her hard, allowing himself to feel only the pulsing ache in his cock, holding back just long enough to hear her scream. Then he fell over the edge, orgasm washing through him in a white-hot rush. And for a few blissful seconds, he forgot himself.


But the oblivion didn’t last. It never did.


“God, Gabe, you are the best.”


He gave himself a moment to catch his breath, her muscles still pulsing around him, the musky scent of sex filling his head. Then he slowly withdrew, walked to the bathroom, and tossed the condom in the trash. He wiped himself off with a tissue and had just started to wash his hands when he heard her footsteps. He looked up to find her blocking the bathroom doorway, wearing nothing but spiked heels and a smile.


Samantha Price had the best body money could buy, from her surgically enhanced tits to her Brazilian wax job to the tips of her red toenails. She ran her pretty fingers through her dyed red hair, her gaze on his chest. “Why don’t you stay? We can do that all night long—as many times as you like. I’ll even let you tie me up.”


He supposed he should take it as a compliment. He doubted Samantha, one of Boulder’s most expensive criminal attorneys, invited many men to dominate her. At another time in his life, he’d have been only too happy to oblige. Instead, he felt annoyed. “That’s not how it works, Samantha. You know that.”


She tilted her head, an attempt at being seductive. “Things can change. We’ve been together for almost six months now.”


“Together?” He turned off the faucet and dried his hands. “Hooking up for a quick fuck now and again doesn’t mean we’re ‘together.’”


He zipped his pants, buckled his duty belt, and pushed past her, adjusting the weight of his sidearm as he went. He’d known it was going to come to this. It always did—the mutual exchange of physical pleasure ruined by delusions of attachment. Sex was just a chemical reaction, love nothing more than a hormonal haze in the brain. Why did so many people try to turn it in to something more than that?


You used to believe in love, Rossiter. 


Yeah, and he’d learned his lesson the hard way.


“It doesn’t have to be just sex. I know that’s what I said at first but—”


“Forget it, Samantha.” He retrieved his undershirt from the floor where she’d dropped it, slipped it over his head, then reached for his shirt, buttoning it and tucking it into his pants. “It won’t work.”


“What makes you so sure?” She picked up his winter uniform jacket, traced a finger over the badge pinned to the front, then began to search the pockets in a cloying display of female nosiness.


“Because I’m sure.”


She drew something out of his pocket and held it up. “What’s this?”


It was Katherine James’s turquoise earring.


Gabe had forgotten to give it to her before the chopper had taken off. He’d meant to track down her address and mail it to her afterward but hadn’t. Even he couldn’t explain how it had ended up in his coat pocket—or why it had stayed there. Of course, he wasn’t about to tell Samantha any of this.


“Is she your next destination?”


He didn’t bother to dignify Samantha’s prying question with an answer. “We never agreed to be exclusive, Samantha—only safe.”


She shoved the jacket against his chest, the earring still in her hand. “You’re an asshole, you know that?”


“Did you enjoy what we just did?” He held out his hand for the earring.


“Yes.” She dropped it onto his upturned palm. “You know I did.”


“Then what more do you want from me?” He tucked it back in his pocket.


“More. Just more.”


Hell, were those tears in her eyes?


“Sorry, Sam, but I don’t have anything more to give you.” He turned and walked out of the living room and down the hallway toward the front door.


“I know about your fiancée,” she called after him, an edge to her voice. “I know what really happened.”


Gabe felt his stride falter, but he didn’t look back. He opened the door and stepped into the night, knowing he’d never come here again.


A cold wind hit him in the face, carrying away Samantha’s scent, taking the hottest edge off a sudden surge of temper. He filled his lungs, walked down the icy sidewalk to his service truck, trying to put Samantha and her last salvo out of his mind and ignoring the pricking of his own conscience.


Why in the hell should he feel guilty? Samantha was an adult. She knew what she’d signed on for. He’d told her right up front that he wasn’t interested in a relationship, and she’d told him all she wanted was good sex. So now she’d changed her mind and he was supposed to feel bad?


Well, he’d never liked breast implants anyway.


He climbed in behind the wheel, adjusted the gear on his duty belt so that it wouldn’t jab him in the back, then shoved his key into the ignition. The digital clock on the truck’s dash read 8:45—enough time to get in a few routes at the rock gym before it closed. He’d just turned onto Baseline Road when his pager went off. He pulled it out of its holster and read the LED display.


Flames on Mesa Butte. On-call officer please respond. Police request backup. 


On-call officer. Tonight, that was Gabe. But what were the cops doing at Mesa Butte? That was Mountain Parks’s jurisdiction.


He flipped on his overheads, pulled a U-turn, and sped east toward the butte.


KAT STARED IN disbelief and shock toward the open sweat lodge door, only to be blinded by a flashlight.


“Police!” a man’s voice shouted. “Everyone out!”


Stunned, she shielded her eyes and looked to Grandpa Red Crow, who sat on her left closest to the door. He looked amazingly calm, beads of sweat on his wrinkled face and bare chest, an eagle-bone whistle in his hand, its piercing song abruptly silenced.


“Come on! Move it! Out!”


Grandpa Red Crow leaned toward the door, spoke to the man outside. “You are interrupting the inipi, a sacred Indian ceremony—”


The police officer reached in and grabbed Grandpa by the arms. “Come on, old man. Out!”


Wearing only gym shorts, a towel wrapped around his waist for modesty’s sake, Grandpa was hauled roughly forward, whistle clutched tightly in his hand.


“No!” Kat shouted, her cry echoed by the dozen women who’d come to Mesa Butte to pray.


This can’t be happening! 


Oh, but it was.


No sooner had Grandpa Red Crow been dragged through the small opening, than the same cop ducked down and took hold of Glenna, an Oglala Lakota elder from Denver who was sick with ovarian cancer. Her eyes wide in her thin face, Glenna cried out in her native tongue, her towel slipping from her shoulders, exposing her damp T-shirt and skirt, as the officer pulled her through the doorway. “Hiyá! Hiyá!” No! No!


Then the cop ducked down and shined his flashlight into the lodge once more. “Are the rest of you going to come out, or do we have to drag you out one at a time?”


Pauline, a young Cheyenne woman and next in line to the door, looked to Kat, panic in her eyes. “What should I do?”


Kat swallowed her own fear. “I’ll go, and you follow me.”


She crawled around the edge of the fire pit toward the door, feeling trapped in some kind of nightmare. When she reached the doorway, she spoke the Lakota words she would have spoken when leaving the lodge at the end of the ceremony had it not been interrupted. “Mitakuye Oyasin.” All my relations.


“Come on! Hurry it up!” the officer shouted.


She lifted her head and crawled forward another step, only to feel a fist close in her hair, the cop yanking her painfully upright, her towel falling into the mud. She tried to stand, but her weight came down on her right leg, which had been out of its cast for only a few days and was still weak. Her ankle twisted, and she lost her balance, falling forward, clutching at the hand that held her hair, trying to keep it from being ripped out by the roots.


“What the hell are you doing?” A familiar voice, footsteps. “Let go of her! You can’t just manhandle people like that!”


“They’re resisting.” The cop released her.


Scalp still burning, Kat landed on her hands and knees in cold mud, her heart slamming, tears of shock and rage and pain blurring her vision. Unable to stop her trembling, she looked up—and felt as if the breath had been knocked from her lungs.


There, striding toward her, was Gabriel Rossiter, the park ranger who’d saved her life. This time he was dressed in his full ranger uniform—dark jacket with a silver badge on the front, gun on his hip, heavy boots on his feet. From the way he walked, she could tell he was angry.


“It looks to me like they’re doing what you asked them to do, so why don’t you stand back and give them some room?” He knelt down before her, his face cast half in golden light from the fire and half in shadow. “How’s your leg? Are you able to stand?”


Kat nodded, confused to see him here, horrified to think that the man who’d saved her life, the man she’d thought about every day for the past three months, the man she’d just remembered in her prayers, could be a part of this … this desecration.


“You know her?” the cop asked. Lantern-jawed and clean-cut, he had a military look about him. “Better get her out of here before she gets herself arrested.”


The ranger didn’t answer. “I’ll help you up.”


Strong hands grasped her arms, lifting her out of the mud and holding her steady until she got her footing. Her gaze met his, and for a moment all she could do was stand there, looking up at him. He was taller than she remembered, her head only reaching his chest. And he was a lot angrier.


He picked up her muddy, wet towel and handed it to her. “I’m sorry, Katherine, but we have orders to put out the fire and clear the butte.”


“Why?” Icy November wind blew through her damp hair, piercing the wet cloth of her skirt and T-shirt, chilling her to the bone.


“I’m not exactly sure why.” He glanced about. “Apparently, the fire violates land-use codes that the city has suddenly decided to enforce.”


Land-use codes? 


She started to tell him that federal laws protecting Indian religious freedom trumped city land-use codes, but the cop had knelt down before the sweat lodge again.


“I guess all we got here are squaws,” he said, panning his flashlight over the women inside, a degrading tone to his voice. “Must be the braves’s night off. Either that or the old guy has himself a harem. Come on! Move it!”


Inside, Pauline sobbed.


“No! Let me! She’s afraid of you!” Outraged by the cop’s insulting comments and his bullying manner, Kat turned to help, but the ranger caught her with a strong arm around her waist and drew her back against him, the contact startling.


He spoke quietly, his breath warm on her chilled skin. “You’ll only get yourself arrested. Let me handle it. Go back to your car and warm up.”


But right now Kat didn’t care about being cold, and she wasn’t about to leave the other women behind. Shivering hard, she wrapped her wet, muddy towel around her shoulders, stepped back and watched as the ranger bent down and spoke to the cop.


She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but after a moment, the cop stood, glaring at him. “Fine. Do it your way, Rossiter, but it’s on your head.”


Then the cop stepped away from the sweat lodge, making room for the ranger, obviously furious at him for interfering.


The ranger squatted down before the sweat lodge door, hands in his pockets. “It’s all right. No one’s going to hurt you. Come on out.”


Kat recognized the soothing tone of his voice, and despite her anger, she knew he meant what he said. She leaned nearer to the sweat lodge door and called out. “It’s okay, Pauline. You don’t have to be afraid. This one won’t hurt you.”


She saw the top of Pauline’s head and stepped back to make room for her and the other women, looking beyond the firelight, searching for Grandpa Red Crow and Glenna. And then she saw.


A dozen squad cars were parked down below on the access road, lights flashing. Three fire trucks stood nearby. The butte seemed to swarm with law enforcement, two officers holding German shepherds on leashes.


Police? Firefighters? K-9 units?


All of this—to stop an inipi?


Everything but the cavalry. 


Fighting tears of rage with every breath, she spotted both Grandpa Red Crow and Glenna just beyond the firelight, talking with a uniformed officer. She might have walked over to them and tried to help, but then Pauline was there, trembling and crying, soggy towel around her shoulders, the other women emerging one by one behind her, their faces pinched with fear.


“Come.” She met the ranger’s gaze, then turned away, wrapping her arm around Pauline’s shoulder. “Let’s get dressed.”


GABE WATCHED AS Katherine limped, soaking wet and barefoot, through the snow, shepherding the other women around to the other side of a blanket that had been strung up between two saplings, her quiet dignity an indictment.


He’d arrived to find three fire trucks and most of the cops in the city parked along the access road to the butte, lights flashing. With that kind of response, he’d expected to find a frat party turned homicide or perhaps even arson. Instead, he’d found nothing more threatening than an inipi—the same kind of ceremony that had been going on up here every Saturday night since before Gabe had become a ranger.


He’d hiked up the butte in search of the officer in charge of this clusterfuck to try to minimize the damage, only to see Sgt. Frank Daniels—one cop he’d never liked—dragging a woman out of the lodge by her hair. In a heartbeat he’d gone from irritated to fucking pissed off. And then he’d recognized her.


Katherine had fallen to her hands and knees, her long hair wet and hanging to the muddy ground, tears on her pretty face, the shock and fear in her eyes making him want to punch Daniels in the face, to kick his balls into his throat, to drag him around by the short hairs and see how he liked it.


He turned on Daniels. “Do you want to tell me what in the hell you were doing?”


The son of a bitch shrugged, as if he had no idea why Gabe was angry with him. “We got an anonymous complaint that someone had seen flames up here and—”


“I know that!” Gabe glanced toward the blanket, making sure no gung-ho cop was about to intrude on the women as they changed into dry clothes. “What I want to know is why having a campfire without a permit merits the use of physical force. These aren’t drug dealers, Daniels. They’re unarmed, terrified women.”


“I’m under orders to vacate that little hut—whatever they call it.” Daniels jerked a gloved thumb in the direction of the dome-shaped sweat lodge. “If they resist, we have to take it to another level.”


“It didn’t seem to me that anyone was resisting, least of all the woman whose head you nearly yanked off.” Gabe bent nearer, no longer masking his anger, his face inches from Daniels’s. “This land is under Mountain Parks’s jurisdiction. Knock off the Rambo act, got it? Now who the fuck is responsible for this mess?”


GABE PUT IN a call to his supervisor, Chief Ranger Webb, then spent the next ten minutes trying to undo as much of the damage as he could, assuring Police Chief Barker that Indian people had always used Mesa Butte for ceremonies with the knowledge of Mountain Parks. No, Mountain Parks had never required the medicine men who ran the sweat lodges to pay for a permit because sweat lodges constituted a traditional use of the land and were religious in nature. Yes, they occasionally got phone calls from concerned citizens who saw the fires and didn’t know what was going on, but no one had ever filed a formal complaint. No, there had never been any problem with litter or property damage because the participants had always been careful to clean up after themselves.


Then Chief Barker fell back on city land-use codes, reading from his notebook. “It says here, plain as day, ‘No open fires on city open space without a permit.’ Do you boys over at Mountain Parks enforce the law or—”


But Gabe didn’t hear another word. “Excuse me.”


Katherine stepped out from behind the blanket, now bundled in a heavy fleece-lined denim jacket, hiking boots, and jeans, her towel rolled up and tucked beneath her arm, her wet hair hanging down her back. She walked with the other women toward several parked vehicles at the top of the access road, then split off on her own, heading toward a big, black Dodge Ram pickup.


He came up behind her. “Katherine.”


She ignored him, unlocked the door to her truck.


“Katherine, I’m sorry. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”


She looked over her shoulder at him and jerked her door open. “No, it wasn’t.”


“Someone must have called in a complaint. For some reason, dispatch routed it to the police instead of to Mountain Parks. If the call had come to us, it never would have come to this. The land is under Mountain Parks’s jurisdiction, so I expect there will be some shouting on Monday morning. We’ll get it sorted out.”


She tossed her towel across the seat, then turned to face him, a streak of mud on her cheek making his fingers itch to brush it away. “While you’re sorting it out, think about this: tonight was a special women’s lodge, called so that we could pray with a friend of ours who’s sick with ovarian cancer. The police brought men with guns and dogs to stop our prayers. How would you feel if you were in church praying for a sick friend and got dragged out by your hair?”


“I’d be angry as hell.” He didn’t say that he hadn’t set foot in a church since grade school. “I’m sorry. I really am. But I’m not your enemy.”


“Then why are you here?” She crossed her arms over her chest.


“It’s my night on call”—lucky me—“and I was paged. I had no idea what was happening until I got here. By then it was already too late to do anything beyond damage control. I’m trying to find out how this happened, and I promise I’ll do everything I can to keep it from happening again.”


She seemed to consider this, some of the anger leaving her face. “Thanks for getting that cop to back off.”


“I’m sorry he hurt you. I’m going to report it, and you should, too.”


“I will.” She started to turn away, then seemed to hesitate. “And thanks again for saving my life.”


Around them, the other cars were backing up, turning, driving away, their tires crunching on the snowy gravel road.


“Hey, I told you. You saved your own life.” Then he remembered. “I have something that belongs to you.”


He felt in his pocket for the earring, held it out for her.


For a moment she stared at it as if she didn’t know what it was. Then her eyes went wide, and she took it from him. “Thank you.”


“Have dinner with me.”


What the hell? Have you lost your fucking mind, Rossiter? 


Apparently, he had. Not only had he asked her out—when was the last time he’d asked a woman to have dinner with him?—but he also seemed to be holding his breath, waiting for her answer as if it mattered.


“I’m sorry. I … I couldn’t.” She looked toward the line of red taillights heading down the road. “I need to go. We’re meeting at Grandpa Red Crow’s house to finish our prayers and talk about this.”


“Then how about lunch, something really informal?”


She climbed into her truck, slid behind the wheel, the vehicle seeming almost too big for her. And for a moment she said nothing, obviously thinking it over—not the reaction Gabe was used to getting from women.


Watch the ego, dumbass. 


She turned to look at him at last. “Okay, but only if you agree to share everything you find out about why this happened.”


Having conditions placed on an informal lunch date felt like more of a smack in the face than an outright rejection. But that didn’t stop him from agreeing to it. “All right. It’s a deal. How about the South Side Café at noon on Monday.”


“Noon on Monday.” She closed the door, and the truck’s engine roared to life.


As Gabe watched her drive away, he wondered what the hell was wrong with him.






CHAPTER 2


KAT SPENT MOST of Sunday at Grandpa Red Crow’s house, helping the other women in the kitchen while men held a talking circle and discussed how to respond to this violation of the people’s rights and how to make sure it never happened again. Pauline kept teasing her about the ranger—Ranger Easy-on-the-Eyes, she called him—making the other women curious until Kat was cornered into telling about the two times he’d helped her, first saving her life after the rockslide and then stopping the other officer from hurting her at the desecrated inipi.


“And she’s going out to lunch with him tomorrow,” Pauline added.


“Yáadilá!” Good grief! Kat tried not to grow annoyed, keeping her voice even, her hands busy drying dishes. “I’m not going out with him. It’s a business lunch. I asked him to find out whatever he could about what went wrong Saturday night. He said the complaint should have been sent to Mountain Parks. I want to know why it wasn’t.”


The ranger’s dinner invitation had taken her by surprise. A part of her—the same part of her that had spent the past three months thinking about him, remembering how it had felt when he’d comforted her and held her hand—had wanted to accept his invitation just to get to know him better. But she didn’t date casually.


It wasn’t that she felt no need for a man or a sex life. She was as red-blooded as the next woman. But she believed what Grandma Alice had taught her—that the joining of male and female was sacred and meant to be treated as such. Besides, she’d seen what happened when a woman trusted the wrong man. She didn’t want to make the same mistake as her mother, who’d betrayed her husband only to be betrayed herself in the end. Nor did she want to end up like so many other young Diné women, abandoned to raise a child alone on commodities and welfare.


Long ago, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t sleep with a man until she met her true half-side—her perfect, matching male half. She would wait for the one man who was meant for her, the man who was worth it, the man she loved so much that going without him felt unthinkable. And if at age twenty-six she’d begun to fear she would dry up and blow away before she met that man?


No one had ever said that walking a good path was easy.


She and the other young women had just finished washing the supper dishes when Glenna came and took her by the arm.


“The old man wants you,” she said, a slight smile on her lips.


Damp dish towel in hand, Kat followed Glenna, surprised to find the living room silent, all eyes turned her way. She stood there, waiting for Grandpa Red Crow to speak and wondering if she should make more coffee.


He stood, his face grave, one hand raised. “Not all of you know Katherine James, so I will tell you about her.”


Speaking slowly in heavily accented English, he told them how she’d come to Denver from Navajoland to work at the paper and had met him at the Denver March Powwow, where she’d gone in search of decent frybread. This, of course, made everyone laugh. When it grew quiet again, he told them how he’d invited her to an inipi and how she’d soon become a regular at the Saturday night sweats on Mesa Butte. Then he told them how she’d tried to protect the other women when the inipi had been disrupted, taking the wasicu policeman’s violence onto herself.


“I call her Kimímila—Butterfly,” he said, “but that was the act of a warrior.”


“Aho!” the men called in near unison, voicing their agreement.


“Now, the people need her to fight for them again—but in a different way.”


Amazed to find herself singled out for such recognition, she saw Grandpa Red Crow pull something out of his pocket.


A pouch of tobacco. 


Stunned, all she could do was stare.


He took her hand, pressed the tobacco into her palm, his dark eyes—eyes that had seen so much—looking into hers. “We need your help to get to the bottom of things, to find out why the inipi was stopped last night. We need the world to know what happened so that good-hearted people of all nations can help us to protect our ceremonies and ways of life. The people need you to be a journalist for them.”


Kat closed her fingers around the tobacco, touched beyond words that the elders should ask for her help in such a respectful way. But there was no question as to whether she would do as they’d asked. That’s why she’d become a journalist in the first place—to protect Native people and the Earth.


Grandpa Red Crow knew that, of course. He seemed to know more about Kat than she knew about herself, having taken her under his wing when she’d first moved to Denver. A Hunkpapa Lakota medicine man whose ancestors had walked with the great leader Tatanka Iyotake—Sitting Bull—he’d accepted her without question, introducing her to Lakota ceremonies, helping her to adjust to her new home, becoming the father she’d never had. To know that he had faith in her abilities, to see the trust on his face …


She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m humbled by your words and grateful to have the chance to help in a meaningful way.”


He didn’t smile—the moment was too serious for that—but she could see the gleam of approval in his eyes.


KAT ARRIVED AT the office early on Monday morning, a plan of action outlined in her mind, her determination to expose this injustice strengthened by the trust Grandpa Red Crow and the other elders had placed in her, their prayers for her echoing in her mind. She doubted most people in Denver would understand what it meant to have an inipi interrupted, but explaining it to them would be her job.


Of course, there was the possibility that Tom would refuse to let her set aside her investigation of the county’s proposed solar-energy program to cover it. Tom Trent was the best editor she’d ever worked for, which helped make up for his terrible temper. But he was also meticulous in matters of journalistic ethics. Would he view Kat’s presence at the inipi as a conflict of interests and give the story to someone else? Would he understand that she, as an Indian woman, could bring knowledge to her coverage of the story that no one else on the I-Team could?


She settled in at her desk, then called the Boulder Police Department and asked for a copy of the police report from the raid. When that was done, she typed out an open-records request demanding the police dispatch logs from Saturday night, as well as all documents and e-mails in the city’s files pertaining to Mesa Butte. Though that was probably casting her net a bit wide, it didn’t hurt to be thorough.


Focused on her work, she barely noticed her fellow I-Team members drift in or heard the greetings they called out to her. She had just faxed off the request to the police department and Mountain Parks when she realized that it was already time for the daily I-Team meeting.


“Coming, Kat?” Sophie Alton-Hunter, the I-Team’s prison reporter, waited for her, notepad and pen in one hand, water bottle in the other.


One of the most courageous women Kat had ever met, Sophie had nearly been killed two years ago while trying to bring justice to abused female inmates. Now she was married to her high school sweetheart and mother to an adorable one-year-old boy. Three months along with her second baby, she seemed to glow with such happiness that Kat was surprised no one else had figured out she was pregnant yet.


Kat grabbed her notepad and hurried over to Sophie, the two of them lagging behind the rest of the I-Team. “How are you feeling?”


“Better, thanks.” Sophie gave her an easy smile. “The morning sickness is fading, and I’m less tired than I was. Hunt has been keeping an eye on Chase so I can take lots of naps on the weekends. He’s so excited about this baby. He missed out on this part of the pregnancy last time because he was still behind bars.”


Kat remembered those days, remembered how rough it had been for Sophie not knowing whether the man she loved would be a part of her and her baby’s life or whether he’d spend the rest of his life in prison. “When are you going to tell Tom?”


Tom seemed to disapprove of pregnancy, begrudging his female employees their eight weeks of maternity leave, as if a woman’s bringing a new life into the world were more of an inconvenience than a cause for celebration.


Sophie gave a sigh. “I haven’t decided yet.”


In the conference room, they found Tom poring over the newspaper, one pencil tucked behind his ear, another in his hand. Built like a bull, he could be just as stubborn and intimidating. And yet, despite his temper, Kat had come to respect him as a journalist. In his own way, he was a warrior, using ink and paper to fight on behalf of those who had no voice.


He looked up, pushing a shock of curly gray hair out of his eyes with a beefy hand, his gaze coming to rest on Sophie. “Alton, since you were the last through the door, you can be first in the hot seat. What’ve you got?”


Sophie tucked a strand of strawberry-blond hair behind her ear and glanced down at her notes. “A prison-reform group released a study showing that most Coloradans oppose incarcerating people for nonviolent drug crimes like possession. I can look at our prison population, figure out how many beds it would free up and how much money the state would save if we put nonviolent drug offenders into treatment instead of behind bars. I’m guessing a solid ten inches.”


Syd Wilson, the managing editor, tapped the numbers into her calculator, doing the magical math that made the news fit, her short salt-and-pepper hair streaked with bright purple this morning. “Photos?”


Sophie shook her head. “We might be able to work up a graph. I’ll see what kind of data I can find.”


Tom turned to Natalie. “Benoit?”


Natalie Benoit had come to Colorado from New Orleans after losing everything but her life in Hurricane Katrina. Her eyewitness coverage of the tragedy at a New Orleans hospital had made her a Pulitzer finalist, and Tom had hired her on the spot. With long dark hair, big aqua eyes, and a charming New Orleans accent, she was pretty in a way that drew people to her. Yet she didn’t seem to date and rarely socialized with the rest of the reporters. Some people thought she was stuck up, but Kat knew that wasn’t true. There was something tragic about Natalie, a grief that she kept hidden. Kat didn’t know what it was, and it wasn’t her place to pry. But she sensed it all the same.


Natalie flipped through her notes. “A rookie cop got shot early this morning responding to a domestic-violence call. He has a wife and a new baby. Right now he’s still critical. I thought I’d look into it, talk to his family, get the latest stats on domestic violence. Probably a good fifteen to twenty inches.”


Tom turned to his left. “Ramirez, isn’t that what you shot this morning?”


Joaquin Ramirez, the photographer assigned to the I-Team, nodded. Usually the most cheerful person in the room, his face was lined by fatigue, his dark eyes full of shadows. “It was down the street from my house. I got pretty much the entire thing. The bastard shot him from the upstairs window when the officer was walking up to the door. Didn’t even warn him.”


“The shooter turned the gun on his wife and then himself a short time later,” Natalie said. “He died. His wife is going to make it—thank God.”


Syd punched in the numbers. “Front page?”


Tom nodded. “Let’s start it below the fold and jump to a photo spread on page three. Nothing too graphic. People need to be able to read the paper while they eat their cornflakes. Harker, what’s going on downtown?”


Matt Harker, the city reporter, sat up straighter and smoothed his wrinkled tie—the same wrinkled tie he’d worn every day since Kat had come to work at the paper. With freckles on his face and reddish hair, he had a boyish look that seemed to contradict his abilities as a serious reporter. “I got a tip over the weekend that the city’s finance director has been embezzling the employee pension fund.”


Joaquin gave a low whistle. “That’s big.”


“I spent most of yesterday with some leaked records and a forensic accountant, and it seems the tip is solid. I need to make a few calls, talk to the city attorney, but I think we can run with it today. Fifteen inches maybe?”


Syd tapped her calculator. “Photos?”


“A couple of head shots.”


Tom’s gaze fixed on Kat. “How’s the solar-energy story coming, James?”


“I need to put it on hold.” Kat drew a steadying breath. “On Saturday night, Boulder police raided an inipi—a sweat lodge ceremony—that a group of Indian people were holding on Mesa Butte just east of Boulder. Native people have been using the site, which is considered sacred, for hundreds of years. The city has long known that Indians hold ceremonies there, but they’ve suddenly decided to enforce land-use codes.”


“That sounds like it could be a violation of the American Indian Religious Freedom Act,” Tom said, a frown on his face.


“Yes, it is.” Some of Kat’s nervousness slipped away. At least Tom was familiar with the law. “Indian people from across the region are gathering in Boulder today to protest the raid and to demand both an apology and changes in the city’s land-use codes. I know it’s not my beat, but this is an important issue to Indian people all over the country, and … And I was there. A police officer dragged me out of the inipi by my hair because he felt I wasn’t moving fast enough. They had dogs.”


And suddenly Kat couldn’t say another word, her throat too tight.


“Oh, Kat, I’m so sorry! Why didn’t you tell me?” Sophie reached over and took her hand. “I can’t imagine how terrible that must have been.”


“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” Natalie met Kat’s gaze, her eyes full of sympathy. “Can you imagine if the police had dragged a bunch of Catholics or Baptists out of church by their hair? It would’ve made CNN, and people would be raising hell.”


Matt looked genuinely angry, his freckled face flushed. “Don’t they know the law? Aren’t they supposed to enforce it?”


Kat swallowed—hard. “I’d like to cover the protests and follow this as it unfolds. With photos and eyewitness interviews, I could easily have twenty inches. I know it’s not my beat and that it might seem like a conflict of interests but—”


“No one can bring to this story what you can.” Tom stood. “Do it.”


And the meeting was over.


KAT HEADED NORTH to Boulder on Highway 36. The sky was bright blue, the mountains gleaming white in the sunshine. She parked downtown and walked through an icy wind toward the municipal building where protesters had been asked to gather, her right leg aching from the cold. She heard the protest before she saw it, the big drum beating like a heartbeat, men’s voices rising above it, singing sacred songs.


The sight that greeted her put a warm lump in her throat. More than a hundred American Indian people stood together in front of the entrance to the municipal building, the drum in the center, elders given a place of honor beside the singers, younger people standing on the periphery holding protest signs so that passing motorists could see them. Glenna, pale but smiling, was there with Pauline, who looked proud now, not afraid. They saw her, smiled, and waved.


Grandpa Red Crow stood off to one side in his best blue jeans, a red shirt, a black leather bolo tie, and a black vest, an eagle feather in his hair, his forehead and the part in his hair painted red to show he was a warrior. He was speaking to a news crew together with Robert Many Goats, a Diné attorney from the First Nations Rights Fund, and Adam Caywood, the Creek/Choctaw actor Kat had had a crush on—until she’d learned he was Two Spirit and preferred men.


She waved to Joaquin, who’d beaten her there as usual and was busy snapping away, then drew out her digital recorder and joined the other reporters, the words of the Lakota song that was being sung running through her mind.


Our grandfather’s drum is beating/Our grandfather’s drum is beating/Hear, our grandfather’s drum is beating/His drum beats/Our hearts beat/And our ancestors walk strong beside us. 


Behind her a man spoke in Lakota. “She’s the Navajo journalist who was there.”


Kat felt a swell of pride. Her mother might not have appreciated what she did for a living, but these men and women did.


“Mesa Butte has long been sacred to Indian people,” Grandpa Red Crow was saying. “My ancestors have prayed there and held their ceremonies there since long before European settlers came to this land. Now the police come to stop our prayers and drive us away. Where is the justice in that?”


“The city says you didn’t have a land-use permit,” one of the reporters said, the tone of his voice indicating that he thought this justified everything. “Is this true?”


Robert Many Goats ducked his head toward the mic. “Do you need a permit when you pray at your church? The American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978 guarantees Indian people access to their sacred sites and protects our right to pray in the traditional way. When the police broke up the sweat lodge, frightening and manhandling our sisters, they broke the law.”


Then it was Adam Caywood’s turn. “Native people are losing sacred sites across the continent. What happens to Indian people, especially urban Indians, when these places are turned into strip malls and parking lots? If our ways of life are to survive, these sites, and our access to them, have to be protected.”


Grandpa Red Crow nodded. “The land is our bible. How can I teach my young people if our ceremonies are interrupted and we are driven off the land?”


The look on his dear face told Kat that he was trying desperately to communicate what for him was a profound and important truth, but it was clear the reporters didn’t understand.


“Did you have a permit or not?” the reporter asked again.


Kat bit her tongue.






CHAPTER 3


GABE SAT AT the corner table with his back to the wall, watching the restaurant’s front door as a couple of silver-haired seniors in jogging suits entered and were seated. He glanced up at the clock. It seemed that Katherine James had stood him up. It was only lunch—lunch with conditions tacked on to it—but she’d stood him up.


What in the hell had he been thinking when he’d asked her out? Or maybe it was less a question of what he’d been thinking and more a question of which part of him had been doing the thinking.


Your dick getting you into trouble again, Rossiter? 


Except that he hadn’t been out of Samantha’s house—or, for that matter, out of Samantha—for an hour yet when he’d asked Katherine to go out with him. It’s not like he’d gone without sex for a month and had been desperate to get laid. In fact, the more he thought about why he’d asked her out, the less it made sense to him. One moment he’d felt perfectly sane, and the next his mouth had started talking.
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