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    To Corinne—At the beginning of life’s greatest adventure—the journey of faith—may you always walk in beauty, harmony, and in the truest of all loves, Jesus Christ. BTW, you rocked the Navajo bun.


    For those who’ve wrestled with faith and surrender, struggled with God’s will, yearned for a place to truly belong, walked the road of sacrifice in a “long obedience” in faith, like Abraham, for the hope yet unseen. Hang in there. And may you receive mercy and find grace in the time of your greatest need.

  


  
    Hold on to the confession since we have a great high priest who passed through the heavens, who is Jesus, God’s Son; because we don’t have a high priest who can’t sympathize with our weaknesses but instead one who was tempted in every way that we are, except without sin.


    



    Finally, let’s draw near to the throne of favor with confidence, so that we can receive mercy and find grace when we need help.


    Hebrews 4:14-16

  


  
    A Note from the Author


    The Navajo Reservation is a vast area that encompasses rugged and isolated portions of Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah. The Navajo cops are contemporary warrior heroes who deal on a daily basis with modern-day problems such as gangs, murder, drugs, and human trafficking. With too little manpower and resources to patrol the largest Indian reservation in the United States, Navajo Nation police officers are often spread thin. I took the liberty of creating a substation in the fictional town of Cedar Canyon, Arizona.
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    Late September 1906


    “With the first pink streaks of light piercing the sky, they came . . .”


    Olivia Thornton rose early, stuffing her Bible and journal into the pocket of her pinafore. Sneaking out her bedroom window, she hiked down the gently sloping hill at the back of the Cedar Canyon Mission School toward the creek. The hem of her lavender blue calico trailed in the early morning dew beading the buffalo grass. Over her shoulder, she shot a quick, nervous glance at the reddening sky.


    Was it her guilty conscience or did the air vibrate with some unspoken tension? Her daddy, back home in Carolina, used to say, “Red sky at morning, sailor take warning.” But aside from her fellow teachers at the mission school, not another human being dwelled for miles.


    The desolate badlands stretched as far as the eye could see, only red rock canyons and sage. Yet to Olivia’s appreciative eyes, the land also contained a harsh beauty. Out of habit, she cocked her head to listen for the comical squawks of the Stellar jay that often greeted her each morning. But today, only an eerie silence.


    If the Director caught her out here, she’d be in big trouble. Not that she wasn’t already in big trouble with him. She’d gone and plopped herself in one big cow patty. But she needed time alone under God’s creation.


    Time to think and pray about what she’d do now. Coming to Navajo-land had been a mistake. She didn’t belong here. Question was, where did she belong?


    Crouching underneath a stand of cottonwoods, she cupped her hands in the water, splashing herself awake. Removing her hands from her face, she first noticed leaves floating past her reflection in the water. She’d remember those dead, brown leaves.


    Later.


    Her scalp prickled. And he lunged. She screamed . . .


    



    Present-day, April


    Cupping her hands around the piping hot coffee mug, Erin Dawson stood at the kitchen sink, watching the tall prairie grass on the mesa quiver in the early morning breeze. A red sky morning, like Olivia’s final morning. A tingle of excitement and a slight foreboding teased at Erin’s mind. Funny, how after all these years dreaming of finding Olivia or at least the rest of her story—the research in dusty library carrels across the country, Internet searches, phone calls—and lots of prayer—she was here.


    Here in the spot where it began. What luck—no, she didn’t believe in luck. This was God, despite what her family chose to believe. God had enabled her to rent one of the few homes available on the reservation. The flat-roofed, one-story adobe located on the former remains of Olivia’s plundered Cedar Canyon Mission School. The place where Olivia’s adventure had truly begun and . . . where Erin prayed her own future destiny might be revealed.


    She’d dreamed last night of Olivia as she must have appeared that fateful morning in 1906. Having read her journal entries many times, she’d all but memorized each passage. In ways she didn’t understand, Olivia’s mysterious journey and her own yet undiscovered path were inexplicably linked. If she could solve the ultimate riddle of Olivia’s quest, perhaps she’d also find a place to belong.


    Rinsing her cup, Erin glanced at her watch. By the time she drove to the foot of the mesa and into town, the workday would be upon her. Her first day on a new job, an internship meant to further her research and, on the side, answer lingering questions regarding Olivia’s fate.


    Placing the journal into her handbag, she rushed out the door to her car. Turning the key in the ignition, she breathed a sigh of relief when the engine sputtered to life. Graduate students working on doctoral dissertations didn’t exactly have spare cash floating around for car repairs. She was just thankful the old Camry, green like her eyes, had successfully made the cross-country trip.


    Easing onto the blacktop, she rotated the wheel to avoid hitting a prairie dog. Peaceful up here, but isolated and lonely. She shivered at the mournful howl of the wind through the Ponderosa pines, the crying of the wind a constant companion on top of the mesa. The Navajo refused to live here, preferring their ranches and farms surrounding the small village of Cedar Canyon or the traditional clan sheep-camps in the high country. Chindis, they believed dwelled in the ruins of the old school, ghosts of the dead come back to haunt the living—the cries of the souls lost in the raid on that long ago day in 1906.


    Goose bumps prickled on her arms. But she shook the cobwebs from her mind as she steered the curving road toward Cedar Canyon. Remember to Whom you belong, she reminded herself.


    Someone far stronger than any chindi. Someone Who came to set all peoples free from fear. That day in 1906, this day—each a day of new beginnings. For Olivia and for her, too, God willing.
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    Adam’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the bilágaana occupying the receptionist’s chair at the Information Center, her eyes scouring a map she’d spread over the counter space. At the whooshing sound of the door closing behind him, her head snapped up.


    He stepped away from the entrance, his hand extended. In the two seconds it took him to reach the desk, he inspected every inch of her, the cop in him taking mental notes. Shoulder length brown hair caught up in a side ponytail, large eyes. Medium height. Mid- to late-twenties, within a few years of his age.


    The palest of the skin of her people. The lush, luminous glow of women he remembered from his days at Fort Bragg. Women who’d spent their lives in the moisture-rich South, not the bone dry places the women of his tribe inhabited on the Rez of the Navajo Nation.


    Serious-minded etched across a perfect oval face. Three-quarter length mauve shirt. Nothing to write home about.


    His gaze returning to her face, he stiffened as those green eyes of hers examined him just as intently. And found him wanting?


    Did she know the Diné—the Navajo—considered eye-to-eye contact confrontational? He pursed his lips. She flushed at his scrutiny, but she didn’t blink or waver. Good for her. Perhaps his carefully wrought reputation preceded him.


    He leaned over the counter. “I’m Adam.” He flashed his most winsome smile—for which he was renowned—a tool in his arsenal of weapons. “You’re new, aren’t you?”


    She lifted her chin a fraction and didn’t take his hand. “You must be Debra’s boyfriend. She’ll be right—”


    “Adam, you tease, you’re five minutes early.” Debra, the blonde assistant director of the Center, emerged from a back room, her hips swaying provocatively. Her ruffled cream silk blouse revealed her thin, swanlike neck and lots of carefully calculated cleavage.


    He dropped his hand still hanging in the air and fastened his smile on Debra. “Couldn’t stay away from you any longer, babe.”


    Debra smiled, running her tongue over her carmine-tipped bottom lip.


    He shifted his attention to the other woman and frowned. She’d turned her back on him, her head bent this time over a computer screen. He wasn’t used to being so summarily dismissed.


    Debra linked her arm through his. “Come on, Adam. I only have an hour for lunch. We’ll be at Taqueros,” she called over her shoulder. “Can we bring you something? The blue corn enchiladas are to die for.”


    “No, thanks,” came the muffled voice, her face hidden in the folds of the map again. “I brought my lunch today. Have fun.” She waved an absentminded hand. “Take your time. I’ll man the fort. Inventory to check . . .”


    Debra teetered to an abrupt stop on the threshold. A tight crevasse formed between her plucked brows, a distracted look in her ice blue eyes. And . . . fleeting displeasure. So fleeting, if it hadn’t been his job to monitor every move Debra made, he might have missed the emotion or discounted it.


    Something was going down between these two. Something perhaps the brunette wasn’t even cognizant of yet. Something he needed to check out later.


    Debra tugged his sleeve, pulling him out the door. With her face smooth once more, she planted a quick kiss on a spot above the collar of his khaki-beige uniform.


    He forced himself to relax, to breathe. Per habit, he assessed the street as they strolled down the sidewalk. “Who’s your new friend?”


    A predatory gleam in her glacial eyes, Debra snuggled into the curve of his arm. “Part of your job with the tribal police to check out newcomers? Or your roving eye wandering again?” She squeezed his arm as if in warning. “Anyway, she’s definitely not your type. She’s a graduate student from one of those Carolina states—I get them mixed up . . .”


    He took care to make sure she didn’t catch him in the act of rolling his eyes.


    “. . . got a grant to study tribal customs for her doctoral dissertation.”


    He extricated himself from her clutch. “Not my type?”


    Debra stroked his arm, her hand abrasive and cold, not unlike the sensation he’d once felt when a horny toad skittered over his bare skin. “I know you think anything in a skirt is your type, but believe me, this girl really isn’t. She’s the kind, according to your own words”—she jabbed a finger into the buttons on his shirt—“that scares you silly.”


    He stopped and faced her on the sidewalk.


    Reaching, she smoothed away a frown forming between his brows. “Your words,” she reminded him, “and I quote ‘one of those do-gooder Christians come to ease their conscience and make life better for the poor savages on the reservation.’ End quote.”


    She wrapped her arms around his middle. “Not like me, mind you, who appreciates everything you have to offer.” She gave a low-voiced purr. “Maybe I could interest you in something besides lunch today, Officer.”


    He fought the urge to grimace. He needed more info if he was going to run a check on the brunette. “Her name?” He grazed his lips against hers.


    She sighed and lowered her eyelashes. “Erin. Erin Dawson. Now can we forget about the boring anthropologist and get back to more exciting things like . . .”


    Fixing a smile in place, he swung her toward the diner. “Like sopapillas for dessert?”


    Debra gave a throaty chuckle. “Like me.” Grabbing fistfuls of his lapels, she hauled him toward her mouth.


    They’d owe him combat pay for this.


    His cell phone chirped. Saved—he glanced at the caller ID—by Tulley Singer, his best friend and second-in-command to the Chief of Police. “What’s up?” He tilted his head to listen.


    Debra, with a deliberate look at her Rolex, crossed her arms over her chest and tapped one Gucci stiletto-clad foot on the pavement.


    “Nia’s working dispatch today and alerted me Chief Navarro’s gone missing.” Tulley’s resonant bass filled Adam’s ear. “She wasn’t able to reach him at home, either. Bridger spotted the Chief’s car, abandoned, while on patrol a few minutes ago.”


    Adam glanced sideways at Debra. “Where?”


    She straightened, a concerned look on her face. Did he read surprise there?


    Or not?


    Tulley’s voice boomed. “Two miles outside of town. Nia’s sending you the coordinates.”


    “I’m on my way.”


    He gave a brief, apologetic wave to Debra, heading for his patrol vehicle parked at the curb. Official business, he mouthed, the phone pressed to his ear. The disgruntled look on his come-lately girlfriend could have stopped a bullet.


    “Oh, and Adam?” Tulley added.


    Adam hit the button on his keychain, springing the locks on his car. “Yes?”


    “We’re treating this as a crime scene. We found bloodstains on the headrest.”
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    Ten minutes later, Adam turned off the paved surface after sighting the bevy of parked patrol cars dwarfed by the scale of the surrounding canyon walls. The tail end of Navarro’s burgundy Chrysler poked out from behind a red sandstone monolith at the entrance to what the People called Echo Canyon. Rolling to a stop, he donned latex gloves before ducking under the yellow Mylar crime scene tape fellow officer Ortiz strung along the perimeter. Manny Ortiz, of mixed blood—Hispanic and Navajo—jerked his head toward the boulder at Adam’s questioning look. Everett Atcitty, in the driver’s seat of his cruiser, advised Nia, via the radio, regarding their investigation.


    Sidestepping clusters of prickly cactus, Adam assessed the scene, noting first the sandblasted windshield of the Chief’s car. No telling how long the car had been exposed to the elements. With the wind this time of year, vehicles tended to look as if they’d been in a sandstorm five minutes after being washed. The crime scene kit spread out, Tulley had his head halfway inside the abandoned car, Roland Bridger taking the notes he shouted out.


    Tulley straightened, all 6’4” of him, at the sound of Adam’s work boots crunching on the gravelly red sand. One hand clamped his Smokey the Bear hat in place as he extracted himself out of the open window. “See for yourself.” He gestured.


    Removing his regulation hat, Adam stuck his head inside. As his eyes adjusted to the muted glare, his attention fastened on the blood spatter pattern on the worn, upholstered headrest. Averting his gaze, he surveyed the abundance of fast food wrappers littering the floorboards, the half-filled container of sluggish coffee in the cup holder, and the upended official black attaché case of the Navajo Nation Police hitherto practically grafted to the Chief’s wrist.


    Backing out, his nose caught the subtle, cloying scent of a woman’s perfume mixed with the metallic, rusty iron smell of blood. “You noticed the perfume?”


    Tulley frowned, a quizzical look on his lean, chiseled face. “Reminds me of somebody.” He shook his head. “Can’t put my finger on it right now, but it’ll come to me.” He leaned to inspect Bridger’s notes. “Coffee’s from Mamacita’s Diner. Check to see when he was there last, Roland.”


    Bridger nodded, making a notation.


    “Anything missing from his vehicle?” Adam employed a studied, impersonal tone.


    Bridger snorted. “Just his body.”


    Tulley fixed Bridger with a not-so-friendly look, his feet planted in a wide stance. “He meant from the briefcase.”


    “Signs of his body?” Adam couldn’t bring himself to say his former mentor’s name.


    His grandfather said names had power. No need to wear them out. Especially if the Chief was . . . He cleared his throat, uncomfortable with his grandfather’s traditional beliefs.


    Bridger glanced up from his notes, pushing his black sunglasses farther up his wide nose. “Not so far. Nor tracks of any kind—human or another vehicle.”


    “The food wrappers?” Adam twisted his mouth in a wry grimace. “Didn’t remember the Chief being such a food connoisseur.”


    “Betty, his wife,” Bridger sighed. “She was sick a long time with the breast cancer. After she died last month . . .”


    “Yeah.” Tulley gazed off into the barren expanse. “Easier for a single, lonely man to eat out.”


    Adam pointed his lips at the steep canyon walls. “Desolate place to—”


    Tulley growled. “He’s not dead until we find his body.” He shuffled his size thirteen feet in the red sand, scuffling pebbles. “Until then,” he jabbed a finger at the other two men. “We’re treating this as a Missing Persons case, you hear?”


    He eyeballed Tulley. “Lot of blood to be a missing person.”


    Tulley moved away toward his own car. “Crime scene techs will be here soon to dust for fingerprints. I’m headed over to his residence to check for any clues to his whereabouts.”


    Adam resisted the urge to salute. “Whatever you say. Guess you’re the acting Chief of Police for now.”


    Tulley halted in his tracks. Bridger coughed and retreated a safe distance. Tulley’s black eyes narrowed as he pivoted to face Adam. “Only until we find the Chief. Or the tribal council picks his replacement. That’s their call.” He fixed Adam with a searching gaze, his brows constricting together. “Why are you acting like—?”


    His jaw set, Adam’s hand clenched onto his gun belt.


    An imperceptible emotion flickered across Tulley’s face and an uneasy silence. “You . . .” He swallowed. Tulley’s arm swept toward the arroyo and the immensity of the landscape. “We have work to do until we find the Chief. Dead or alive.”
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    Early September 1906, Before the Raid


    Olivia had been horrified to learn that the boys and girls at the mission school were not by any stretch of the imagination voluntary enrollees. Under the willow tree out by the creek, a flush mounted as she recalled her naiveté. Mildred, the reverend’s wife, had tried to explain the school would help civilize the Indians, convert them from their barbarous ways.


    Fingering the cuff of her sleeve, Olivia gazed far to the south, past the small village of Cedar Canyon to where an early snow glistened on the mountain peaks. Over those mountains, an army outpost. The reverend had told her that education, voluntary or forced, would result in more civilized behavior from the local tribes.


    Civilized? she’d asked him. What’s so civilized about kidnapping innocent children from their parents and the only way of life they’ve ever known?


    Reverend Walker had threatened to put her on the next train headed east. The rest of the staff had been forbidden to speak with her. Her breath caught. Walker had actually called her an “Injun lover.” As if Christ weren’t, too. She plucked a small purple aster, absentmindedly beheading it petal by petal.


    And when the children from the Hopi mesas and Navajo farms had arrived in the army wagon? Olivia shuddered. She closed her eyes, remembering the indignities perpetrated upon the little ones.


    Mr. Walker and the male teachers restrained the most resistant pupils, while Mildred and the women cut short their beautiful long hair. She’d protested. Vehemently. Mr. Walker had her dragged away and locked in her room.


    But she’d watched from the window, tears streaming down her cheeks at the soul-hurting humiliation reflected in their coffee-bean eyes. To add insult to injury, the army rounded up a group of the Navajo and Hopi men and forced them to watch the obscene spectacle reaped upon the heads of their sons.


    Still furious at the memory weeks later, Olivia threw down the shredded flower. Her hand shook as she wrote in her journal, “The Navajo seem docile enough, but the Hopi? I spotted a gleam in their obsidian eyes, wild and unpredictable, like the way a wolf measures a flock of sheep. If looks could’ve killed, we—they call us bilágaana—would be rotting in our graves even now . . .”


    



    Present-day, April


    Making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the Wednesday night supper at Cedar Canyon Community Church, Erin’s toes curled at the memory of the policeman she’d met a week ago. Or, sort of met.


    Tall and broad-shouldered. His arrow straight, raven locks cut short on the sides and back like the state troopers in North Carolina. Those high-planed cheekbones. The color of his skin the way she preferred her coffee.


    She gulped.


    Blushing at her thoughts, she cast a quick look around her at the assembly line of food preparation in the tiny church kitchen. An ancient harvest gold stove and refrigerator. The equally ancient Navajo women. The middle-aged plump mamas. Their pimply-faced teen offspring eager to snitch bits of ham off the tray. Erin gave one olive-skinned girl a wink and caught the eye of Iris, her new friend and Pastor Johnny’s wife. As Erin spooned a glob of jam onto one of the slices of bread, Iris surreptitiously palmed several pieces of ham and extended them through the cutout to the girl.


    “Shoo,” Iris whispered. “Scram, till Pastor Johnny rings the bell.” With a giggle, the girl pocketed her prize and motioning for her friends, stepped outside into the fiery orange glow of the setting sun.


    Iris slipped Erin a piece and stuffed a smaller bit between her own lips. Iris darted her eyes right and left, her eyebrows raised, an index finger to her chewing mouth. Erin gave in to the grin struggling to break free. Iris Silverhorn was a hoot.


    And Erin was glad her pastor back home in North Carolina had recommended she look up his old seminary friend, Johnny Silverhorn, when she took up her internship in Arizona. At Cedar Canyon Community, Johnny pastored his own people on the reservation in a small white-framed church built on top of the ruins of a seventeenth-century Jesuit church at the far end of Main Street. The history geek in her—she wasn’t ashamed to admit it—was amazed by the silver cross topped by the sterling crown of thorns in the sanctuary.


    The Diné, or the People as they called themselves, were a source of endless fascination to her, the former missionary kid turned cultural anthropologist who’d majored in Native American Studies. Her research indicated the majority of so-called Native Americans preferred the appellation American Indian. As Pastor Johnny had told her when he handed her the keys to the rental home he managed for a relative, “What’s native mean anyway? Anybody born in America is native.”


    Iris extended a platter of ham sandwiches. “Would you mind setting these on the buffet and checking the paper products?”


    “Sure thing.” Erin held the platter high over her head, weaving her way between the busy church ladies.


    “You do that, Erin,” called one of the wrinkled old ones, in the singsong English Erin had begun to associate with the older generation. The old one fingered the three-stranded cord of dangling turquoise stones, known as the heishi, lying against her brown, three-quarter length shirt. “Maybe keep Iris from eating the rest of our dinner.”


    The remaining old ones, in their support hose and tan, sensible shoes, tittered. Iris flashed her a smile. A warm glow permeated Erin at the sense of belonging and acceptance she’d found. An acceptance she’d not expected due to the prejudice—duly earned over the centuries—with which the Diné regarded any outsider, especially the bilágaanas, the whites.


    Bustling out of the kitchen and into the small fellowship hall, she set out the platter, restocked the cutlery, and returned to find the kitchen deserted except for Iris.


    “Everybody’s gone to round up their young’uns.” Tinkling bells jingled above the door as Iris turned to go. “I’m going to get a bag of ice out of the chest freezer, if you want to finish these pb and j’s.”


    Out the window over the chipped kitchen sink, Erin noticed the neat rows of white headstones marching uphill from the cemetery. Maybe one day soon she’d get a chance to explore the cemetery. The history geek in her loved making charcoal renderings of tombstones.


    Her thoughts drifted to her encounter with the handsome policeman—as they’d been wont to do these last few days—she smiled. Wont? Such an old-fashioned word. She was starting to sound like Olivia, too.


    What had Good-Looking said his name was? Maybe she’d call him that—in her head, that is. The traditional Navajo were especially fond of nicknames based on their beliefs about not using up a person’s given name. Her brow wrinkled as she slathered peanut butter on bread.


    The cop—definitely something to write home about. But she grimaced, thinking about the latest e-mail from her vagabond, missionary parents. Home? Where was her home these days?


    Shuttled from one jungle outpost to another all her life, part of her longed to find a place to belong, to put down roots and invest her life for the kingdom of God. Trouble was, her parents believed that place should be where they were—Papua New Guinea. Arizona didn’t register on their missionary world map. But once she found Olivia . . . Erin hoped to come to a decision regarding her place of belonging as well.


    Erin shook herself like one of her grandfather’s wet bird dogs. Little flecks of strawberry jam landed on the counter. Happier thoughts were called for. Her mind traveled back to Good-Looking.


    Good-looking didn’t begin to describe the vision that had walked in her—make that the Cultural Center’s—front door. But she hadn’t liked the look he’d given her. An invasive probe as if seeking hidden flaws. A stare as intense and subtle as the full body X-ray machines in airports. A very unNavajo-like scrutiny from one whose people taught their children not to hurry, to speak quietly, and to be considerate.


    Add to that the arrogance, not to mention the conceit, which rolled in palpable waves off him. Erin had been taught not to judge by appearance, but she’d bet money—if she hadn’t been raised not to gamble—this Navajo GQ probably didn’t possess a brain in his head. At least, her usual experience with handsome men.


    Okay, in her limited church girl experience. She knew the type, though. She watched TV—every woman was fair game, a potential conquest in his macho, egocentric worldview.


    As if she cared. Or, as if a man like that would ever give her a second glance. Yeah, he’d given her the once-over, probably force of habit or instinctual as per his gender, but as soon as Debra returned . . . Erin had realized at the age of sixteen how the world viewed girls like her, the brainy not-so-attractive girls versus the blue-eyed, statuesque blondes like her new colleague, Debra Bartelli.


    She shrugged. At twenty-six, what else did she expect? It was the way of the world. She wasn’t ugly, but she was also honest enough to admit though beauty was only skin deep, most men never took the time to see further.


    And that was okay. More than okay with her. She had her life—all right, she amended—she had this obsession, her brother and sister called it. She had her studies, which she excelled at. Her professors had hinted if this research—known as her wild goose chase by her father—ever panned out, an assistant teaching position awaited her at her alma mater. A good life. A fulfilling life.


    Dad always said a person needed three things to make a happy life. Something to look forward to—she looked forward to volunteering at the teen center the church sponsored. Good work to do—finishing her dissertation and finding Olivia. And the third?


    Erin frowned. The third—someone to love.


    She loved God and she longed to serve Him. Only her way of serving Him didn’t match up to her parents’ lofty visions of what a “true” calling entailed. But once she found Olivia, she’d be willing to reconsider full-time Christian service overseas. And knowing Mom, she probably already had a position waiting at the field station in Papua New Guinea. Or a tech spot at Todd’s missionary clinic in the Sudan. Or maybe a counselor job at the orphanage Jill and her husband operated in Peru.


    Biting her lip, Erin slapped the two pieces of bread together. Jam dribbled out the sides. She blew out a breath. Hopeless. Like her.


    She couldn’t even make a decent peanut butter and jelly sandwich much less fill the large shoes destiny—or those giant missionary Dawson forebears of her adoptive parents—had consigned her.


    Bells jingled above the door.


    “Just about done, Iris. I’ll help you with those glas—” She swung around, the butter knife raised and glistening red.


    Good-looking-what’s-his-name retreated a step, a bag of ice bulky in his arms.


    Tongue-tied, her eyes hopscotched from the knife in her hand to his amused face.


    His lips tilted at the corners and revealed a set of strong white teeth.


    Erin’s breath hitched, dazzled at their brilliance. She swallowed. Once a geek, always a geek. Why was she always such an idiot?


    What’s-his-name grinned. “Death by strawberry jam.”


    He cocked an eye at the knife in her hand. “What a way to go.”


    [image: imagedeco1.jpg]


    “What are you doing here?” Her voice rose. She lowered the knife. A tad.


    “Do you mean what am I doing with ice in the kitchen?” Adam shifted the bag. “Do you mean what in the blazes am I doing inside a church?”


    She flushed.


    Good. His persona was holding up. He’d have bet money that’s what she was thinking.


    “Or more existentially what am I or any of us doing here on this planet?”


    She clamped her lips shut.


    Great. He’d made her mad. Why he’d felt the need to make her mad, he couldn’t say.


    Those cheeks of hers did turn a nice shade of pink, though. Very becoming to her bilágaana skin. He’d been unaware there were any bilágaana women who still blushed.


    She slammed two slices of bread together.


    Maybe her rendition of what she’d like to do to him? Temper, temper.


    His lips twitched. “Aunt Iris said I had to work if I wanted to eat.”


    “Iris is your aunt?”


    He eased out of the kitchen and toward the table where plastic cups stood stacked and awaiting ice. “Johnny’s my mother’s brother. Can’t believe a reprobate like me has such esteemed Christian relatives, can you?”


    “You and me both.”


    “Reprobate?” He frowned, ripping open the top of the bag. “What kind of reprobate are you? Erin Dawson—the up-and- coming big brain anthropologist who tutors Diné children after school, visits the elderly, makes cakes for new mothers—and I’d like to get in on some of that cake action myself—completely impressing my unimpressionable Uncle Johnny in the space of seven days.”


    She grabbed an empty cup, swooshing it through the ice and dumping the contents into another cup. “I don’t believe I told you my name the other day.”


    He joined her in filling the cups. “I’m with the tribal police. I have skills, too.”


    “Why did you bother?”


    He invaded her personal space, inches from her nose. “I make it my business when someone tries to infiltrate my family circle to use them like guinea pigs in some sort of anthropological experiment.”


    Erin Dawson leaned in closer, her breath hot on his cheek. He detected something . . . something resembling vanilla on her person. Something delicious. He must be hungrier than he’d realized.


    Her eyes glinted and she gave him glare for glare. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You don’t even know the topic of my dissertation. I’m grateful to have found a place to worship on the reservation and new friends.”


    Adam sneered. “You got agenda written all over you, babe.”


    “You can save the babe for the bimbos.” She pursed her lips, a purplish tint.


    Almost against his will—must be that iron-trap cop mind of his—he noticed the plum-colored, V-necked blouse and the stone-washed denim jeans hugging her hips.


    She jutted one of those hips. “What did you say your name was?”


    His eyes widened. Since when did any one female not remember his name? What was with this girl?


    Bells jingled again. “Have you two young people introduced yourselves?”


    He and Erin sprang back from each other like scalded cats at the sound of his uncle’s voice.


    Johnny leaned through the cutout, his long dark hair tied with a leather band. His black eyes, merry, danced from Adam and over to Erin, a beatific smile chiseled across his deep-jowled face. “Adam Silverhorn, my sister Hannah’s boy, meet our new friend, Erin Dawson. Sent by God to turn the hearts of our Diné children back to their Father here at our tiny mission church.”
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    Later outside the fellowship hall, Tulley caught Adam as he headed for his truck and home. “We need to talk.” He laid a restraining hand on Adam’s blue chambray sleeve.


    Adam shrugged him off. “Been a long day. I’m not on duty. Don’t feel like getting preached at.”


    Tulley dropped his hand, exasperation lacing his voice. “What’s with the attitude these days, Adam? If something’s bothering you, you know you can—”


    “Nothing’s bothering me.” He edged past Tulley.


    His hands stuffed in his jean pockets, Tulley followed him over to his Ford F-150. “It’s just you always seem so . . .” He stopped at the look on Adam’s face. “We never hang out together like we used to, man. Is something wrong?”


    Regret and guilt knifed through Adam at the hurt in his best friend’s voice. He stifled them, pushing the unwanted emotions far down into his gut. Feelings he couldn’t afford to indulge right now. “Got some new friends. We have our own brand of fun.”


    “Debra Bartelli’s high-rolling friends, you mean?”


    Adam shot him a suspicious glance. Tulley’s eyes probed his, confusion written across his bronzed features. Time to deflect and distract for Tulley’s own good.


    “Lay off Debra.” He stabbed a hard finger into Tulley’s chest. Tulley took a step back. “Get your own girlfriend and stop pestering me.”


    “Just where are you getting the money on a cop’s salary for this sudden high lifestyle you find yourself living?”


    Adam clenched his jaw and threw open his truck door. “None of your business.”


    “Maybe doing a little moonlighting?” Tulley pressed like a pit bull with a bone.


    Getting into the cab, Adam reached to slam the door in Tulley’s face. But Tulley caught the dark blue door and inserted his body between Adam and the doorframe.


    “Better not be anything illegal, Silverhorn. And as Acting Chief, you are my business. Your mama and Uncle Johnny’d be heartbroken—”


    Adam pounded the steering wheel. “Once and for all stay out of it.” He glared at his lanky childhood friend.


    Tulley’s voice went cold and official. “Mind explaining to me why not just the Bureau and the Feds, but DEA, too, have landed like locusts on wheat in the case of the Chief’s disappearance?”


    Adam kept his eyes fixed on a remote spot above the hill toward the cemetery.


    “Mind explaining to me why the guys in the black suits have officially cleared me but have seized everyone else’s laptop at the station as well as any personal handheld devices?” Tulley slapped his hand against the steel door. “Including your other good buddy, Nia’s? She came to me this afternoon, tears in her eyes, trembling . . .”


    Adam gritted his teeth.


    Tulley uncoiled like a diamondback. “Makes me think I’ve already been investigated prior to the Chief’s disappearance.”


    Silence.


    “Therefore, I ask myself, ‘Self, how would the Feds have gotten access to my personal records, the hard drive I keep at the house, too? Private passwords?’” Tulley closed the distance between their bodies. “Passwords only my best friend could probably guess?”


    He sighed. “I know you, Adam. This?” Tulley held his hands, palm up. “This is not you, my friend. You don’t act this way, talk this way, or hang out with those kind of . . .” His mouth pulled as if he’d chomped down on something nasty. “. . . women.”


    Adam averted his gaze.


    “Had myself a chat with one of the Feds, name of Carson Williams.” Tulley sniffed. “Carson. An unfortunate name for a man assigned to the FBI field office adjacent to the Navajo Nation.”


    Typical Anglo insensitivity or ignorance, take your pick. Adam had caught the irony when he’d first had the displeasure of meeting the federal agent when the operation began. Carson being the appellation of the Diné’s sworn enemy and bringing to mind—to the elephantine memory of the People—the horrors of the forced march, the infamous Long Walk.


    “Carson.” Wrinkling his nose, Tulley spat the name like one said dog poop. “Said I ought to have a little talk with Adam Silverhorn.” He waited a beat. “So talk. Deal me in.”


    Adam sighed. “Get in.” In some ways this would be a relief, to unburden himself to someone he trusted. “I swept the truck free of any bugs this afternoon.”


    Tulley’s brows lifted.


    “We need to go for a drive.”


    Tulley started around to the passenger side. “We’ll talk?”


    Adam nodded. “We’ll talk.”


    Tulley shut his door as Adam turned the key in the ignition. “Thought you’d want to know. Ortiz discovered Navarro’s body in a shallow grave this morning.”


    Adam winced, putting the truck in motion. “Coyotes get to him first?”


    “No, first big break we’ve had.” Tulley grunted. “The body was intact. Got the report from the medical examiner. Navarro died instantly from a gunshot wound at point-blank range.”


    Adam steered the truck down Main Street and toward his mom’s empty house. “Execution-style.”


    “Dr. Rogers also found strands of long hair.” Tulley paused for effect. “Long blonde hair. That bring anyone to your mind, Adam? And by the way, I also remembered where I’d encountered that perfume before.”


    Adam veered into his mother’s driveway, the headlights bouncing across the shuttered curtains.


    Tulley sniffed. “But then, I suspect, you already know. Or at least could take a good guess as to the identity of our number one suspect in Navarro’s murder. And now it’s officially a homicide, as with all serious crimes on the Rez, jurisdiction belongs to the Feds.”


    Adam shifted the gearstick to Park, angling in the seat. “This is about more than Navarro’s murder. You can’t move against her yet. No, really,” at Tulley’s motion of protest. “Navarro was up to his eyeballs in corruption. Bribes to look the other way. To obscure the paper trail.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Money Ted desperately needed for Betty’s alternative cancer treatments. Treatments not covered by the police force’s insurance.”


    Tulley slumped in the seat. “The Chief? On the take? I can’t believe it.” He wiped a weary hand across his brow.


    “Believe it. And there’s more.” Adam cocked his head at his friend. “Try rival gangs and drug cartels locked in a turf war to control the distribution of methamphetamines. A meth lab in Cedar Canyon. Whereabouts currently unknown.”


    Tulley peered at the darkness surrounding them. “In this country, without somebody drawing us a map, we’ll be till kingdom come looking for it.”


    Adam nodded. “That’s why we wait. And watch. Let me do my job till Debra leads us to the lab and exposes her partners in crime.”


    Tulley whistled softly. “That’s one undercover assignment I don’t envy you. But I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. And anytime you feel the need to drop cover for a while and revert back to the Adam we know and love . . .” He squeezed Adam’s shoulder. “I’ll be praying for you, too.”


    Adam avoided his gaze. “Whatever works, man. I’m willing to try anything at this point.”
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    September 1906, The Raid


    Only now, as she struggled to free herself from his iron grip, did Olivia detect the smoke arising from the other side of the hill. Where the school lay and beyond the school, the tiny village of Cedar Canyon with its trading post. The army and help were a distant day’s journey. But none of them had ever expected . . . this. The sky burned with red-orange flames.


    God, help me.


    His hard eyes black-banded with paint, the rest of his face and chest were painted with stark white clay. He tied her hands in front of her body and hauled her face first over the broad back of the palomino horse. Kicking and screaming, she tried to wriggle back to the earth.


    But with a sudden leap, he vaulted onto the horse. He grabbed her by her long hair, twisting his hand through her mane. Tears pricked and dribbled down her cheeks as he hoisted her by her hair the rest of the way, positioning her body in front of his paint-smeared bare chest. He muttered something in the tonal language she’d come to associate with the Navajo. One arm wrapped around her waist staking her in place, the other long, sinewy arm grasped the bridle.


    His alien scent enveloped her, the musky sweat of a man, not the demon he’d painted himself to resemble. His long black hair, braided and beaded with a gray feather, fluttered in the morning breeze against her cheek.


    Making a clicking sound, he urged the horse forward. Rendered temporarily silent, she leaned into the granite strength of her kidnapper at the sudden jolt of the horse. What she beheld at the top of the hill overlooking the school—the stuff of nightmares.


    She slammed her eyes shut against the bloodbath taking place below but not before spying her roommate, prostrate on the ground. The director and his wife. The male teachers as they fought for their lives. Terror gripped her heart.


    God, where are you?


    The warrior shouted to another tall Indian holding the reins of four ponies. Both men bespoke rage, making large sweeping gestures toward the burning school and mayhem. The Navajo students sat astride the ponies, ripping and tearing off their bilágaana clothing. Throwing his fist into the air, the second brave let loose a guttural roar. He and the children galloped off into the desert.


    Was that a trumpet? God, have You sent the army to rescue—


    Pulling her hair and forcing her head onto his shoulder, he whispered something menacing into her ear. With a grunt, he tightened his hold on her and spurred his horse into the red rock canyons of the high country.


    She swallowed a sob, imagining the fate awaiting her. The pain. The humiliation. She vowed to remain silent and be as brave for as long as she could . . . until death’s sweet mercy released her.


    “Jesus,” she whispered to the wind.


    



    Present-day, Mid-April


    Erin shielded her eyes with her hand from the bright glare of the afternoon sun. Shivering inside her hooded purple sweatshirt, which read Southern and Sassy, she reflected that spring came late to these parts. She’d be wearing shorts and flip-flops back home in Raleigh by now. But here, despite the fragrant scent of juniper, a cool wind blew in from the desert and the cottonwoods were only now beginning to leaf out in tiny apple-green buds.


    Her backside ached on the hard steel bleachers, but when nine-year-old Sani Nakai waved from first base, she gave him a huge smile and forgot about her sore behind. Raised by a devoted grandmother as clueless about new math as Erin was about brain surgery, after only a few weeks of tutoring, Sani’s math grades showed a noticeable improvement. She loved working afternoons when she’d finished at the Cultural Center with the handful of students Pastor Johnny had privileged her to tutor. Doli Kee, her teenage friend from Cedar Community, waved at her from another bleacher. Fifteen-year-old Clarence Yazz waved at Doli who blushed.


    A smile rounded the corners of Erin’s lips. Young love. She turned her gaze back to the game and found Adam Silverhorn’s eyes boring a hole into hers. By tacit agreement, they’d managed to avoid each other these last few weeks.


    She wasn’t sure exactly what he had against her, but she’d discovered not all of the Diné were as friendly as Iris, Johnny, or the good people at Cedar Community. There she’d found safe haven and kindred spirits in the Lord. But as far as she could tell, Adam Silverhorn reveled in his reprobate status, often flaunting, so it seemed, his wild ways in the face of his conservative family.


    Erin sniffed, scrunching her nose in Silverhorn’s direction on the coaching bench. She had as much right as anybody on the planet to watch her students play ball. It was a free country—a free America and a free Navajo Nation. He didn’t like having her around? Well, he could just learn to live with it.


    Adam swiveled to the field and adjusted his ball cap farther down over his eyes, calling out instructions to Sani as the next batter made his way to the batter’s box. Although basketball was universally embraced by all on the Rez, for the athletic Diné, baseball ran a close second.


    She shook her head. Adam was every bit as big of an enigma as her quest for Olivia. A party boy and womanizer on the one hand. A devoted—from all accounts—Little League coach and Big Brother on the other hand. Although what sort of behavior Adam Silverhorn could model, she shuddered to think. But the teens and kids in the Cedar Canyon vicinity worshiped the ground he walked on.


    And maybe that was his problem with Erin.


    She didn’t.


    Worship the ground he walked on as did so many of her gender from the giggly, sloe-eyed teens to their wrinkled shimasanis, grandmothers.


    Slow going, but Erin was beginning to learn a few words in the intricately tonal Navajo language—a language many in the younger generation saw no value in retaining. She let out a trickle of a sigh. Then again, maybe the issue with Adam was her problem. Adam Silverhorn was just too good-looking for his own good. Or did she mean her own good?


    Her work in solving the mystery of Olivia’s ultimate destiny also proceeded slowly. She’d traced the group of Navajo forcibly enrolled in Olivia’s mission school to within a fifty-mile radius of this area of Arizona. Surnames had come after the clans had been relocated and subdued. How to find the particular group Olivia had mentioned was a riddle Erin had not yet succeeded in unraveling.


    The batter swung true and the satisfying thunk of aluminum on leather exploded in the air. Erin—and Adam she noticed—leaped to their feet. The whole crowd wildly cheered little Sani to second then third against their traditional enemies, the Hopi Sun-dancers. Jumping up and down, Erin, surrogate cheerleader for Sani’s diabetic, housebound grandmother, screamed his name until she was hoarse. Rounding third toward home, Thommy Tso followed Sani close on his heels.


    A double header? A third baseman winged the ball toward home plate. It was going to be tight.


    The catcher reached to tag Sani. With a burst of speed, Sani dropped to the ground, dodging the outstretched glove and slid into home. “Safe!” screamed the umpire, waving his arms across his chest. Thommy stopped, panting for breath at third. Adam called for a time-out.


    Erin barreled down the bleachers to the dugout. Adam hoisted Sani across his shoulders. Sani’s teammates chanted, “Sani, Sani.”


    Sani grinned at her through the wire fence. “Teacher,” he yelled. “Did you see? Did you see?”


    Erin slipped her fingers between the rings of the caged enclosure. “I’m so proud, Sani. You did it. You really did it.”


    Leaning, Sani squeezed her fingers. The smile on his face lit her heart. He bucked atop Adam’s shoulders and when Adam lowered him to the ground, Sani scampered over to his teammates.


    The look Adam gave her sent a shiver of another kind through her.


    “He never knew his mother and father.” Adam swallowed. “You’ve become important to him. Don’t let him down the way everyone else has.” An inexplicable sadness lined his voice.


    She lifted her chin, her fingers still woven through the chain–link fence. “I won’t if you won’t.”


    Adam touched her fingertips with his own, as light as an eagle’s feather. He sighed. “I’m trying not to, Erin. But—” He raised his eyes, clouded with shadows, to hers.


    Her pulse pounded.


    Grimacing, he pushed back from the fencing. “Got to keep my head in the game.”


    “Play to win, Adam.” If only the Adam Silverhorns of the world knew what true winning meant.


    His black eyes seared her. “I always do.”
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    The engine sputtered and then died.


    “No . . .” Erin frowned. “Don’t quit on me now.”


    She put the car in Park and jiggled the key in the ignition. “Come on. Come on,” she coaxed as the motor turned over.


    But with a final grinding sound, the car shuddered before choking into silence.


    She banged her fist on the steering wheel. “No way. Not here. Not now.”


    Glancing out the window, she surveyed the ever-darkening sky. Out in the desert, darkness arrived in one fell stroke. She was still miles from her house on the mesa and miles from Cedar Canyon. Not yet in the Navajo Nation, either. Sighing, she dug her cell phone out of her purse.


    Punching in Iris’s number, she hit Send and pressed the phone to her ear but heard no reassuring ring. Holding the display screen up to what little light remained, she realized she had no signal here in the middle of nowhere. She thrust open the door and dragged her purse out with her.


    There was nothing to be done but to hoof it until she came upon a residence. She wrapped her gray jacket tighter around her as the desert wind kicked up dust devils ahead, thankful she’d had the good sense to wear her running shoes today on her research trip.


    She strained at her memory, trying to recall if there were any houses on the road. The only building she remembered was the local honky-tonk, a rowdy establishment by the look of the battered trucks and Harley Davidsons usually parked outside. The deafening volume of the jukebox blared from within every time she drove past on her way to the Northern Arizona University’s research facilities in Flagstaff. The sale of alcohol was prohibited within the borders of the Rez, but this gin joint operated just over the boundary line from the Navajo Nation.


    Her purse slung over her shoulder, she trudged toward the saloon. A chill rippled along the length of her spine as the ominous yipping of a coyote—or wolf?—echoed across the canyon. “When I am afraid, I will trust in You,” she whispered to the black sky overhead.


    She glanced at the rising moon and wondered what sorts of predators lurked in the shadows under the piñon trees dotting the side of the road. Her hand tightened on the strap of her purse at the hooting of a horned owl from a nearby branch. The Navajo, she’d read, believed the cry of an owl signaled approaching death. A sound of rocks sliding from behind sent her skittering around the curve and into the safety of the beckoning neon lights of the bar.
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