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The room was scented with a hint of sex and sleep as Danny Begay rolled from the tangle of warm sheets. He hadn’t even gotten her name this time, but she was Carson’s little friend, or had come with him before she became sick on the weed they’d smoked and retired to Carson’s bedroom, leaving the party in full swing.

He’d felt a little bad about the fact that Carson had hooked up with someone else and had disappeared with her. So it had fallen to Danny to make the little waif Carson had abandoned feel better about herself and her circumstances. And now Danny felt like shit.

He was always doing that, trying to be nice. It usually wound up getting him in trouble again. Carson would be upset, and without good cause, but it made for a sticky arrangement with his smoking buddy. And this was, after all, Carson’s cabin in the woods and his bedroom, though Carson was nowhere to be found.

Danny slipped on his boxers and silently padded barefoot and shirtless through the sliding glass door to the balcony overlooking the woods he and Carson used as their growing fields. Good of the government to make it federal lands, and with the budget crunch, it wasn’t often searched for their marijuana crop. He’d have to thank Uncle Sam some day. But today, he just wanted to sober up and get rid of the pounding in his head from the sounds of imaginary drums.

He heard the singing too, issuing a high and low cadence along with the steady beat. It wasn’t helpful, since he also had a hangover. A good run or bike ride would take the edge off, but he knew what he was going to do. He was going to have another beer, and then maybe go back to bed and let old Carson catch them screwing.

“You sonofabitch,” Danny said under his breath. He wasn’t angry with himself for his actions, taking advantage of a lonely abandoned girl. He was angry with Carson for putting him in this position.

Carson wasn’t plagued with the conscience which clung to Danny like a ball and chain. Danny knew the ever-present shit-eating grin on his friend’s face was either from weed or from the fact that he didn’t care about anyone but himself, which seemed to be enough to make him truly happy. Or blissfully ignorant. Although Danny wished he could be so carefree, he knew it was a white boy’s luxury. A young Navajo man always had to be careful, both on the res and in the white man’s world. Everything was a big deal to him. That’s the way his Native American DNA was. Sucked, but it was.

The forest was whispering again, like it had done so many times, especially lately. Although he heard the sound, he couldn’t make out the message. He knew he’d get it eventually, but he wasn’t about to go looking for it right now.

A large hawk soared overhead in the chilly early morning air, flying in and around clouds of fog, which still lingered in the area this time of year. Its mate would be nearby, and they would call to each other, inevitably scaring a furry little creature on the forest floor into making a quick movement, a mistake for the creature, but creating breakfast for the hawks and their babies.

Eureka was said to have some of the worst weather in California, and though his mother had told him several times why she’d packed him up and taken him to live outside the res as a teen, he never understood why she had to pick Eureka.

But that’s where her people, the Miwok tribe, had come from. Unlike his father’s clan, the Navajo or Dine, the Miwoks were not one of the rich tribes which owned a casino. They were poor, and they didn’t live in that glorious part of California with a sunny sandy beach, either. Their lands were redwood trees and dense forests too difficult to farm. His mother’s people had been unusually tall, unlike his father’s. They had gathered and hunted, and lived off the abundance of their land for generations. They were expert basket makers, storing their food for relatively short winters, while planning and sticking close to home. He called them the quiet people.

The red tailed hawk turned to take a closer look at Danny’s face, or so he imagined. Their eyes met briefly before the bird corrected, nearly hitting a tree trunk, and disappeared behind the foliage.

That’s when the high-pitched singing began again, which was usually the way he woke up. The chanting told him about the history of his father’s people and the land of the Four Corners, the sacredness of their plight, and the warning against evil that would befall them if they weren’t careful. The words cradled in a nest without full sentences, conjuring thoughts of magic and special powers inherent in his land of the four statues—the Dine lands lying mostly in Arizona and New Mexico.

A chill hit the back of his neck as something whispered his name, warning him not to get lost in the forest of these strange lands, the Northern California, his mother’s ancestral home.

He heard the girl’s movement in the bed behind him, so he turned and entered back through the door, closing the slider as quietly as he could. She lay on her back, the bedcovers not covering the ample breasts he had lost himself in last night. Her face was turned to the opposite wall, and the slender line of her neck was blemished by the red marks he’d made on her flesh. He knew her smell, and the tantalizing flavors of the body parts he’d so thoroughly explored.

He slipped his shorts down over his growing erection, kneeled onto the mattress, and rubbed against her thigh. His fingers finding her bud caused her to arch up and spread her knees to accept him. His lips were on her nipples, and then her neck, as if kissing away the evidence of his passion. As his fingers explored, parting her delicate, swollen folds, making her moan, her hair’s reddish brown highlights glistened in the early morning light; but her eyes remained closed.

She’s dreaming of someone else. She doesn’t see me.

As he mounted her and began taking her deep and hard, he knew his connection with her ended at the places his flesh touched hers.

It was still early when his cell phone rang, displaying a 928 area code and a number he didn’t recognize. He extricated himself from her arms and sat up. Picking up the device, he connected to the land he’d been dreaming about, the red earth of his people.

“Hello?”

His mother’s voice surprised him, since she lived not more than ten miles away from him. “Danny, sweetheart, I’m in Phoenix and have just seen with my own eyes Grandfather is taking his last walk amongst us.”

His grandfather, the keeper of the stories, which had been drowned out by the alcohol and weed Danny had consumed over the past several years, with Danny’s pot and alcohol use, was dying. His mother wanted him to come say his good-byes. Grandfather had been more than a father-in-law to his mother. He’d been her ardent supporter when the rest of Danny’s family refused to fully accept the strange woman from another clan far away.

“We have sent for the singers, though he insists there’s still time and he might pull through.”

This had happened twice before, and both times, before Danny could arrange to drive to Arizona, his grandfather recovered in what the family called a true miracle. He halfway expected the same would happen this time.

“He is barely conscious, and he’s asking for you,” his mother said as if she heard his internal musing. This had not been the case on the two prior occasions.

“So should I come?” he asked her. He recalled the image of her proud face and the jet-black hair, usually held with a turquoise clip at the nape of her neck. He always saw her that way in his visions, along with the squash blossom necklace and bracelets adorning her smooth, brown skin. Even with fine lines and obvious signs of stress and age, she was still statuesque, impressive, tall, even for a Miwok. He couldn’t see her as beautiful, with her crooked nose from a teenage injury. She’d been left slightly disfigured. She was his mother and a force of nature, not a beautiful woman, even though everyone else thought of her as such. She still had the power to make him weak at the knees, just as she had when he was a child.

“You should come, Danny. I think it’s time.”

He inhaled sharply as if she’d hit him. He wasn’t ready to step back into the world and the source of the whispers. He was hit with the vision of the costumed gods of his people waiting in the wings, hovering all around him like a warm woven blanket, their leather adorned with beads and feathers blowing gently in the wind. He imagined their chalky faces painted in the wild colors he’d seen while tripping on mushrooms. They waited to be asked to show him the way. He’d make them wait a little longer.

His mother cleared her throat over the phone and Danny was sucked back to the here and now. He assured her he’d leave for Arizona that day.

“You have enough money for a ticket, or should I make the reservation for you?” she asked. So it was that serious after all.

“I’d prefer to drive.”

“There isn’t time, Danny. You can catch a flight from Santa Rosa and be here in four hours. I’ll have Wilson meet you at the airport.”

“Wilson? He’s back?”

“Home on leave.”

Wilson was his favorite cousin, but he was more like a brother. He was the one Danny used to get in trouble with every day as a youth. Irreverent, they made it through the maze that was their Dine upbringing, kicking and screaming and rebelling all they could. Three years ago, Wilson had called Danny from San Jose, telling him he’d joined the military, entering the Navy, and was going to straighten his life out. It was the first time they’d talked since Danny and his mother had moved to Northern California and away from the res. Danny told him he was making a big mistake.

In the past, his mother had spent much of her time trying to separate them, so if she was arranging to have Wilson pick him up, he knew better than to argue with her.

The quiet pause was interrupted by the sound of rustling sheets he was sure his mother couldn’t hear.

“I’ll buy the ticket for a one o’clock flight, but you’ll have to hurry, Danny, unless you want to drive to San Francisco.”

“I’ll make it,” he said and hung up.


Chapter 2
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The red earth rose up to accept the touch of Danny’s plane as he landed in Phoenix. Wilson was waiting for him at the baggage level, his chiseled frame erect and his hair way shorter than Danny had ever seen it. When his cousin hugged him, Danny could tell he’d honed his body into a hard killing machine.

“Careful, Wilson, you could crack my ribs with those arms of yours. You’re a fuckin’ lethal warrior.”

Wilson chuckled as he squeezed him harder, and Danny actually thought he heard the pop of one of his vertebrae.

“Damn, Dine kind. You’re all soft and mushy. You’ve been populating Northern California with little Navajo babies these past few years, cousin?”

Danny resented Wilson’s tone and the fact that he noticed his lack of shape. Although he was still tall, and broad-shouldered, and he’d never lost the definition in his upper physique, Danny knew he didn’t have the rock hard abs and stamina Wilson now possessed. Leave it to Wilson to point out the one thing probably no one else would see, the needle which got under his skin. “Nah. Just trying to figure it out, man.”

“Well, that’s one way,” Wilson leaned into Danny and whispered in his ear, “but I’ll tell you, Cuz, the sex is much better when you’re hard as a rock. Get my drift?”

“I’m not having sex with you, Wilson, even though I’m living in Northern California,” Danny said as he pushed his cousin so hard he toppled him into the baggage carousel, where he took a two-foot cruise with the suitcases. The string of expletives coming from Wilson’s mouth as he righted himself made a nearby mother cover her child’s ears.

They fought over Danny’s bags, just like they’d done when they were kids, fighting and competing over everything, usually making such a mess that neither of them won a damned thing. The crowd of passengers gave them a wide berth, staring without smiles.

“Have you seen him?” Danny asked as they traveled in Wilson’s old pickup.

“Yeah. Yesterday. He’s slipping away. We’re going straight there on orders from your mama.”

“He know it was you?”

“Nope. Not sure he’ll recognize you either, Danny. He’s in the in-between land, talking to, well, you know how he is. I mean, he was doing that shit while we were growing up. Except it’s stronger now.”

“So what does he say?”

“You know, I haven’t talked the language in over three fuckin’ years. I can’t understand a fuckin’ word. You’d think I would.”

“He makes up his own language,” Danny inserted. “Always has. Part of his Code Talker thing.”

“Yeah.” Wilson laughed. They’d seen Grandfather and his Code Talker buddies speak the pigeon language, just like they’d done in WWII, which was a combination of Navajo, Choctaw, and some other languages sprinkled in. They still had funny descriptions of people like ‘mustache sniffers’ and ‘goat faced women.’ ‘Cabbage eaters’ was a term they always associated with anyone with a German, Eastern European, or Russian accent. Since Grandfather and his cronies didn’t swear, the worst they would say of someone was that they were ‘full of sheep intestines’. Danny took Grandfather’s word that was a bad-smelling thing and not a compliment.

The hospital was so brightly lit it hurt Danny’s eyes, which were now more accustomed to the low lighting of dusk to dawn, which were now the hours he was awake. Wilson’s high-top boots would have rattled any of the lodges or buildings on the reservation, but here, on the sterile-smelling concrete floor of the hospital, his heavy steps just echoed off the walls.

They were ushered inside a propped doorway to the darkened cubicle that was Grandfather’s room. Danny’s mother was sitting by his side, holding a frail hand laden with tubes. She jumped to her feet upon seeing her son and gave him a hug.

Her smell still resembled the forests outside Ukiah, where they both lived, and he found it comforting.

“Mom.” He nodded, gave her a peck on the cheek, and let her go resume her place beside his grandfather.

“Ah,” came the raspy voice of Grandfather as his other fingers splayed out in front of him, searching to touch Danny. “You are here, little cub.”

Danny hadn’t been called that since he was twelve. His flinch set Wilson giggling. He punched his cousin in his arm and pushed him aside, taking up the space on the opposite side of the bed from his mother.

“Grandfather, I understand you are taking a trip soon.”

Danny’s mother shot him a dangerous look. His grandfather smiled, revealing he’d apparently pulled out more teeth, something he was known for doing when they began to hurt. His rounded face reminded Danny of a scary pumpkin.

“Long journey, Danny. I’ve packed all my things.” His eyebrows rose into his wrinkled lined forehead covered with brown age spots the size of Danny’s fingernails. Grandfather’s arthritic finger tapped at his own temple. “Everything’s here,” he whispered and then gushed a ghoulish smile again. He removed his finger from his temple and flicked his fingers toward Danny like he was flicking water from his hand. “And now some of these things are yours.”

His mother turned to look up at Danny’s face, concern showing there.

“Fuck,” he heard Wilson say softly to his back.

Danny felt awkward standing, so he dragged up a chair, sat, and leaned over the bed like his mother did. Taking the gnarled, arthritic fingers of the old man, he spoke, “Well, Mother said you asked for me, and so I am here.” He searched his grandfather’s face, wanting to say something else, but couldn’t find the words.

“You have to remember all the stories I told you, Danny. Your life’s journey is starting now with my passing.”

“Don’t say that, Grandfather. You’ve still got teeth you haven’t managed to pull out yet.”

His grandfather’s grin would have sent little girls screaming from the room.

“Yes,” said the old man. “They all hurt now, but then so do my fingers. I can’t feel my toes anymore, haven’t for about a month.” The old man shrugged. “They are taking me away in pieces, Danny. Can you imagine what that must look like up there in our homeland?” Grandfather’s hand dislodged from his daughter-in-law’s as he swept the air above him. “I’ve got to go get all those parts before they get lost forever.” With effort, he continued, “No one else will be able to recognize them.”

Danny didn’t have to look at Wilson to see how uncomfortable his cousin felt. The steady murmur of swearing warmed his backside as Danny realized how things had changed. His grandfather was telling new stories, and Wilson was swearing like Danny had never heard before. Maybe Grandfather was right. Maybe Danny’s life was the one that stayed stagnant, the same, for a reason. Could his adventure just be beginning?

Danny suspected Grandfather had the skill his mother did of knowing exactly what he was thinking. “Your calling is just beginning, my grandson. Like I told you ever since you were old enough to understand, there is a special mission you are destined for. You have not yet found your spirit, so it haunts you. Here,” he said as he pointed to his chest. “It isn’t here,” he pointed to his temple. “Or here,” he pointed to his groin. “This is where it all starts,” he declared as he pointed once again to his heart.

The singers had arrived at the doorway. Danny wanted to leave right then because he was being faced with the inevitable fact that his grandfather was, indeed, going to go quickly. He knew the old man had waited to see him one last time, and now that he had, there was nothing left to live for. It saddened him, and he didn’t want to let anyone see him cry. But his heart, the place his grandfather had forced him to concentrate on, was hurting. The other big elephant in the room was the fact that Grandfather had been a WWII hero, a Navajo Code Talker, who had helped the United States win the war for the white man’s nation before Chester Begay even had the right to vote for the men who would put him in harm’s way. And Danny Begay had not done anything with his life.

Nothing at all.

He still saw his grandfather’s eyes following him every step of the way back to the parking lot and to Wilson’s beater. They were headed up toward Flagstaff, closer to the res, to Wilson’s home, and nearer to where the relatives would be gathering. Wilson had cleared his throat several times, keeping up with Danny’s quick retreat. It was their childhood signal that he wanted to talk, but didn’t want to request it verbally.

Danny abruptly turned and faced him.

“Would you quit it?”

“What the fuck do you mean?” Wilson asked, scrunching up his nose and forehead.

“Why do you have to say fuck all the time? I heard your language in there,” Danny said as he pointed back to the hospital. “Don’t you have any respect for the near-dead?”

“The man is filled with demons and stories. He’s out of his mind, and he’s scaring you, Danny. Don’t fuckin’ tell me he’s not. You’re gonna feel haunted now. I know you.”

Danny dug his fingers into his palms and squeezed.

“Don’t listen to this shit, Danny. You got away. Stay separated. Get the fuck out of here and stay away. This place isn’t any good for you. Your mama was right.”

“You stayed here. Didn’t seem to hurt you any.” Danny was pissed his emotions were showing.

“Fuckin’ A. Naw, I finished growing up here, seasoned on all this batshit crazy stuff I needed like a fuckin’ hole in my head. I stayed away from granddad. My mom and the rest of our family never believed any of his shit anyway. Besides, none of them were sober enough to care. I got the hell out when I could, and the Navy undid all the things that were wrong with me. But you, you got away. Consider yourself a fuckin’ survivor.”

Danny resumed his beeline for the truck. “Where do you get all this swearing stuff from, Wilson? You never used to do that.”

“You have a problem with my fuckin’ swearing, Cuz? I’m toning it down for you, man. Honest. You haven’t heard me when I really get going. You can thank the Navy for that.”

“Just because you cuss like a sailor doesn’t make you a man.”

Wilson stopped. “You know, I didn’t have to fuckin’ go down to Phoenix to pick your sorry ass up, Danny. I did it out of respect for your mother and our grandfather. I knew we had nothing in common anymore.”

“So what’s eating at you? So what, we’ve changed.”

“No, man, I’ve changed.”

“So?”

“So, have you killed a man? You’ve hunted deer, rabbits, and ducks and shit. Have you hunted and killed a man?”

Danny stopped, turning to look back at his cousin. He couldn’t believe what he’d heard.

“Yeah, you fuckin’ pussy. You don’t want to ask me that question on the tip of your tongue. So I’ll answer you. Yes, sir. I’ve killed a man, and do you want to know how?”

Danny shook his head. No. He really didn’t want to know. He wanted to get as far away from Wilson as he possibly could.

Wilson walked dangerously close to him, grabbing Danny by the shirt. It was all Danny could do to keep his cool. His cousin scared him, not because of who he was, but who he had become.

“I did it with my bare hands, with the knife my father gave me for my tenth birthday, the one I used to skin deer with. It was out so fast I didn’t even think. This guy tried to stop the boat we were going to rescue some SEALs in. My buddies. The guys I was charged to pick up and protect. I started right here,” Wilson poked a forefinger at Danny’s navel, “and it went all the way up until I hit here.” Wilson tapped his breastbone. “I watched the fuckin’ man die. I took it all in, man. I robbed him of his life. And I saved mine, those of my crew and the four SEALs we extricated that day.”

It was then that Danny understood what he’d seen in his cousin’s face. It was the face of a hero, just like his grandfather’s. And the price for this heroism was very high. The scars would never go away. Maybe it was too high. But Wilson had paid the price, just like the old Code Talker.


Chapter 3
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The Blue Fox bar, just outside the res in Flagstaff, where Wilson lived, was perfect. Like all the Ukiah dives Danny had spent time in, it was populated with pot growers and some over-the-hill hippies. Music choices ranged from Waylon Jennings and Johnny Cash to Emilou Harris, the classic ones. Seeing as they were in Arizona, it was also dotted with bikers and people just passing through the legendary Route 66.

He and Wilson parted without him saying much at all about the revelation Wilson had made. He threw the keys at Danny and took off. Danny grabbed a motel room and went looking to drown the spirits who wouldn’t stop their chatter.

A few local guys he knew from his childhood sat at dark tables in the corner, playing cards. As usual, they wore black, high crown felt hats; the same he used to watch White Owl make as he sat on his grandfather’s knee. Grandfather risked Danny’s mother’s ire by bringing him here when he turned six, when he was old enough to stay out of trouble. That was a long time ago.

He stalked over to the bartender, his cowboy boots knocking familiarly on the old plank floor that hadn’t been washed in a month. Returning to his roots required a couple doses of courage to smother the voices in his head. The singing way of his people was lilting up to the skies, no doubt announcing Grandfather’s arrival. He also heard the collective songs of his ancestors in celebratory response. It used to terrify him as a young boy, and it still did today. Especially today.

The place smelled of old piss and even older spilled beer. He’d forgotten how familiar the smells were, from a time when the world was simple, when all he worried about was making sure his balls didn’t get pinched because his skinny butt was perched on his grandfather’s thigh. It had been nearly thirteen years since he’d set foot in the Blue Fox, and yet it was like stepping back in time. Nothing had changed. Maybe that’s what terrified him most.

Scenes from his childhood tickled and danced all around him. White Owl would tell the stories, and Grandfather would request the music be turned down and would fill in the blanks, often correcting him. Grandfather was the keeper of the legends. He didn’t like embellishments or modern details.

“The old way is still the best. Been the best for hundreds of man-years. We honor those who came before by recounting it to the young ones, the way it was told to them. And then they can choose for themselves.”

White Owl told him in secret one day Grandfather had it in for him because White Owl got the girl Grandfather wanted to marry. But then his grandfather met Jenny, his grandmother, and all debts were forgotten. Not forgiven, just forgotten.

Music flooded the tiny dark bar. The same twangy country tunes, which hadn’t been played on the AM channels for thirty years and never on the XM, except for quaint oldies specials. These tunes debuted on eight-track tapes or LPs. Probably hadn’t been changed out of the jukebox since before he was born.

His grandfather had a whole collection of oldies in his garage. Danny and Wilson had tossed those precious records like flying saucers one afternoon, destroying the bulk of them. The two boys couldn’t sit down for nearly three days from the whipping they’d both received from Danny’s aunt, Wilson’s mother. They’d have gotten another one, too, had Grandfather not been at a tribal meeting in Washington D.C. Something official was in the air that summer, and he’d spent a lot of it away from the res.

Tonight, Danny was grateful for the fact that the music was loud. It competed with the shrill voices in his head which roared up in a near panic again when he tilted his forehead to the corner where the card players were. They answered him back with stoic indifference. They knew who he was. He wasn’t really coming back. They knew why, knew Grandfather and everyone else on the res, and distrusted him because of it. They probably thought he was being Native American when it suited him, when he could show it off. A fair-weather Indian, they called it.

The crying wind and whispering voices died down as he approached the bar.

“Beer.”

He knew there was not much choice. He was served two Route 66 Specials, a brewery owned by an old friend of his father’s. The signal probably hadn’t changed in over twenty years: if you ordered one drink and the house gave you two, you only had to pay for one.

An exotic scent drifted his way. Turning in that direction, he imagined some Asian or Parisian hooker on his right. But her skin was the color of his chai latte, a light caramel brown. Her high cheekbones contrasted against her shiny obsidian black hair, which was held up with a large clip made of polished turquoise and silver—a classic Navajo beauty. She could have been the ghost of his dead sister.

It was usually hard for him to look at Navajo women and find them attractive, because all he could see was Natomi’s lifeless face staring back up at him, her warm brown skin a chalkish purple. He told himself over and over that he preferred women with hair the colors of the fall back in California or the color of spun gold like in his dreams.

She glanced at his beer and ordered the same without looking at him, but he knew she’d taken stock of him and had probably selected the stool next to him on purpose. Something at the base of his skull buzzed and his ears started to get red. It was a sign he was too familiar with and meant one of two things. She turned him on big time or there was impending danger. Maybe both. Many times he couldn’t tell the difference. Most of the time there was no difference.

The large mirror over the bar was cracked, but he saw her cool smile, one full lip with its edge upturned, revealing an old thin scar. Her dark eyes pulled at him and he knew, in that moment, she was a soul sucker.

“You’re new,” she said to the mirror.

He could feel her breath, imagined what her flesh would feel like if he smoothed his fingers down her thigh. “Actually, I’m not here at all.”

She turned on the stool, grabbing her beer, and took a sip while she examined him. She was still smiling when she was done.

“You look pretty fuckin’ here, Dine kind. But then, maybe I’m a ghost, too, and maybe I see dead people.”

That deserved his attention, so he allowed his body to turn, facing her, knees touching hers. Through the stiff denim of his jeans, he could feel her body vibrate like the inner workings of an expensive Swiss timepiece.

“I’m Danny Begay. My mother is Miwok. My father’s side is from the Corn Pollen Clan. Chester Begay is my grandfather. I believe he will die tonight.” He watched it sink in, and wondered if his traditional side made a difference to her. She bit her lip just below the slight scar, which slashed her upper lip. It made her look dangerous and sexy as hell. A slight worry line creased her right eye with just a touch of a twitch.

She turned back to the counter, staring down as if examining the head on her beer, allowing the unpolished nail on her left forefinger to dip into the sudsy froth and draw a figure eight. “Then it sucks to be you.”

He had to agree with her. It sucked he’d never made much of himself, and now his Grandfather was going to die knowing that, too. He wasn’t sure of his potential for spiritual growth anytime soon either. His cousin had just scared the piss out of him. That sucked, too.

That left only one option for this evening: to get drunk. Maybe get her so drunk she’d go back to the motel with him. He glanced around the room and didn’t see any white boys, so he figured he’d have a chance with her. With any luck, neither would remember a thing in the morning. He’d get the call Grandfather was gone. He could pay his respects, stay for the ceremony, and then get his butt out of Arizona and back to Northern California. Forget this sandy hellhole for as long as the drink lasted.

“I am Luci Tohe of the Where Two Waters Meet Clan,” she whispered.

He noted she was not a clan cousin. “So why are you here?” he started, “Cheaper to drink at home, and a whole lot less dangerous, the drive, I mean.” He was surprised by his own words.

She answered the mirror again. “I know what you meant, Dine kind. I teach at the school.”

“Ah. First choice or last choice?” He knew it was a risk to ask, but he couldn’t help himself.

She almost spit her beer out. “Gawd, it must be true. That old fart gave you some of those visions.”

He turned and tilted his head, wondering what she meant. She addressed him this time by angling slightly so her knees wouldn’t touch his again. Her face in partial profile was masked. She was trying to hide something. “I’m not a do-gooder. Not one of those. I get to hide in plain sight. But I do carry a gun.”

“Running from something?”

“Nope.” She licked her lips, her tongue lingering there a little long, her eyes again focused down on the counter. “I am the sole breadwinner and protector of my little tribe. My mother and my little sister.”

“Except you drink too much.” He knew she wouldn’t like that comment.

“As do you. I can smell an alcoholic a mile away.” Then she gave him the sultry look he was waiting for. “I seem to be drawn to them, like a string of bad pennies, little babbling storytellers. Can’t help it. My nature, I guess.”

Well, she’d already said twice as many words as he normally liked a woman, and hadn’t given him nearly enough “looks,” but he was game.

“Humor me. What makes you drawn to me?”

Her full focus on his face almost made him blush. Her power and nature were strong, her soul deep. She did not possess the need to smile from nervousness or to hide the spirit which ran wild inside her. Right here and right now, she allowed him to absorb and be warmed by it. From her dark eyes, honesty peered back at him.

“I like your jet black hair, Dine man, and the complete darkness of your eyes. The black eyes of your heritage. But you weren’t raised here, so maybe you got away, maybe not. In any case, I gotta hurry if I’m going to meet you, because I think tomorrow you’ll be gone.”

“True.” She had him down to the color of his buttons.

“I like your stare, your full lips, and your frankness. I think you like to screw a lot, and I do, too. That could just be a lie, but ask me if I care?”

“Why would I do that?”

She gave him a gracious smile, showing all her straight white teeth. As if sloughing off an old happy memory, she shrugged and finished her beer. “I’m ready for another, if you’re buying.”

“Oh, I’m buying, but my tab comes with strings,” he said, watching the graceful lines of her profile, all the way down her long neck to the top of her shirt with her breasts pushed up like flawlessly smooth and difficult to ignore.

Her eyes didn’t peer into his, but stayed focused on his lips. “I prefer rope.”


Chapter 4
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Luci’s place was out of the question, since she lived with Sarah, her fourteen-year-old sister, and her mother. She briefly considered asking the Navajo spiritalker’s grandson if he’d mind meeting her at the motel, so she could run home and have a quick check on her mother, but ruled that out as well. It had been one of her mother’s better days but the phone call this afternoon, that her mother’s brother was up for parole, though unlikely granted, completely canceled out anything good. Luci would wait to tell her in the morning.

She was grateful, though it wouldn’t last more than a day or two. When she was content, she drank less and didn’t dabble in her use of the opiates one of the doctors at the Indian Health Clinic prescribed like candy. She wouldn’t find solace in one of her dangerous boyfriends, forgetting herself as a mother and sometimes bringing them home.

In a world painted like dots in a French Impressionist masterpiece, some things were bright, some dark. Some were good, some bad. Very few things were simply black or white. Keeping order of the colors on the painting that was her family’s dynasty was a good thing but difficult to achieve. Prescribing pills to keep her mother’s behavior responsible was one of those grey areas, hovering more on the good side than the bad.

So she was sitting beside him in the four-door truck he said he’d borrowed from his cousin. Her body hugged the door and her fingers gripped the handle. He had some serious ink, which were definitely not tribal, poking down from his shirtsleeve, even though one of them did appear to look like some kind of feather covering a woman’s upper leg.

Unexpectedly, he leaned over and grabbed her thigh with his powerful hand and nearly dragged her to sit pressed up beside him. His hand remained, warming the top of her left limb, fingers resting at the juncture between her legs. She knew he was thinking about what to do next. Some of that had to do with her. It was time to step up to the plate or back down.

She widened her knees and undulated against his palm, slowly and firmly, hearing his inhale. The old crackled leather seats groaned as her slow, deliberate movements shouted her need. But just as quickly as it had started, it was over when his touch evaporated and his hand returned to the steering wheel. Her bud was near bursting like a little ripe fruit. The moisture in her panties added to the heat of her vacantness.

He didn’t say a word. His heavy breathing sounded like a growl. Her left breast rubbed against the back of his right upper arm as the truck bounced along. He flexed his bicep and her nipples knotted. Could he feel her puckered flesh as the occasional touch ignited her insides? Could he hear the hitch in her breath? Could he feel the bonfire started from the touch of their thighs resting against each other?

He pulled up to the motel, parked in front of a bank of double story rooms, and stared through the windshield, making her wait for what she hoped was coming next. She could feel he was going to tell her something perhaps a bit harsh. She could read him that well, and it turned her on even more. Luci was familiar with these speeches, and it did nothing to quell the bonfire in her belly.

“First, you need to know I’m leaving soon and may not see you again after tomorrow, and I want you to be okay with that. I’m not drunk, but a little tipsy. After I go, I’m probably never coming back either.”

She was watching his wide nose in the moonlight and the way his full lips smoothed as he licked them. His chin had little stubble. His long black hair shone in ringlets.

Luci decided to continue to say nothing.

“But I won’t hurt you.”

Her voice was like a whisper. “So we get to say hello and goodbye all at once then,” she found the energy to say. She watched him turn to her and smile, focusing on her lips. Her insides ached with the need to touch him.

“Is that such a bad thing?” he asked.

“In light of other choices, no, not a bad thing at all. We both have something we can take. We both have something we can give. A fair exchange between two people who are—”

His mouth covered hers, smashing the pillows of her lips, nearly devouring her in his inhale. His kiss was full of need, a place she was all too familiar with.

His hands traveled up her back, fishing for her bra clasp, making quick work of it. He yanked her top up to her neck, burying his head in her breast and biting her nipple, causing a sharp pain inside her core that sparked a desire for him that was stronger than anything she’d ever felt. The coarseness of his hair scratched against the soft skin under her chin as his urgency increased. He was struggling to get her jeans unbuttoned, trying to get his fingers inside of her panties, making her giggle, which immediately stopped him. He began to pull away.

“Don’t you dare stop, Dine man. It’s your forcefulness that’s making me shy. I didn’t know I was shy until now,” she said as she removed her top completely, along with her bra. She watched his eyes follow her fingers as they squeezed her breasts for him. Then she shimmied out of her jeans, leaving her white panties as the only article of clothing she wore. She felt the scars in the coarse leather seat of the truck as she moved.

Nearly naked and exposed to anyone who happened to walk by, she urged him on by looping her thigh over his lap and pressing down against him. The steering wheel rubbed harshly on her back as she slipped down on top of him with no room to spare.

Rocking from side to side against him, there was no mistaking the large bulge their arousal had created. His eyes sparkled in the light of the moon, clear and honest, begging her to take him some place he didn’t have to orchestrate. She found herself being tender with him and his strong, muscular body.

She positioned his left palm against her mound, and his fingers scrambled to find her opening, forcing two inside her deeply. She inhaled and pressed her naked breasts against him, listening to the resonance of his breathing. Arching back, she tore open his shirt and shoved it to the sides, buttons flying all around them, finding his warm torso beneath and laying her breasts against him again. The heartbeat they shared in the night mingled as his fingers explored and led her to a partial release. Their eyes did not blink as she bent, covered his mouth with hers, and accepted the gift of his spirit in his kiss.

She thought she heard a lone singer in the distance, as the stroke of his other hand on her spine made her feel like he’d sprinkled his corn pollen, his seed of protection on her body just as her forefathers had done.

Do you hear it, Dine man? Do you hear the voices too? What can I take from you and what can I leave in its place?

Again locking eyes, she adjusted herself to rise up and then back down on his fingers. The scent of her arousal filled the little cab. Their tongues played while her nails dug into the back of his scalp as she pulled fistfuls of his hair and squeezed.

They were at the threshold where one way would lead to wild monkey sex in the front of the pickup and the other meant she’d have to get dressed for a public walk to his front door. An alternative sprang up when she spied a folded blanket on the bench seat behind him. With her knees on either side of his hips, she rose up, leaned over him and grabbed the blanket, wrapping it around her shoulders. She presented her breasts to his lips before she sat back down in his lap.

Her forefinger traced the outline of his mouth.

“These lips are going to tell me lies, I think.”

She was rewarded with a smile. “Stories,” he whispered. “Not lies. Stories.”

“So you’re going to make me decide where we do this?” she asked.

“I’m up for anything right now. You’re not in the driver seat, but you’re sitting on the driver. I kind of like you there.”

Though it was exciting with the danger of being caught naked in the front seat of an old truck by a stranger, she preferred the idea of taking her time with him, and that meant getting to his room. “Let’s go inside.”

She crawled off him, gathered her clothes and shoes, and followed him as he slid out the driver’s side of the cab. His large callused hand grabbed one of hers as her other one desperately clutched the blanket to her chest. Barefoot, she allowed herself to be led to a flight of stairs and up to the hallway of the second floor. In front of door 214, he inserted a key and waited for her to pass by him.

She was sure she’d been in this room before. It smelled like all the cheap hotel rooms she’d wound up in; the darkness and the muffled sounds of traffic outside were familiar to her as well. It wouldn’t take much imagination to catch the scent of cheap sex, another thing she had wasted her time on. What was new was the large torso, which pressed against and warmed her backside, the fingers that swept over the outsides of her thighs, and the kisses to the back of her neck, so tender it made her melt. These little things he did as if he understood her body already, could read her pleasure spots.

With his hands landing on her hips, he turned her to face him. She couldn’t stop the flutter of her heart or the shudder coming from deep within her bones just before she dropped the blanket, stepping out of her panties. Alone and naked, his breathing intensified as his eyes roamed her body.

He began in a husky voice, filled with the future of lovely things to come. “How about you help me out of my clothes, since we’re pretty much done with yours?” He palmed her breasts before one arm slipped around her waist and drew her to him.

With her arms up over his shoulders, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. “Be glad to.”

He looked like a man who liked to have his woman undress him. Standing silently and proud in the night, he let her peel down his jeans and remove his shirt, leaving him to finish what she’d started. As Luci slipped under the thin cotton sheets, Danny sat on the bed and tugged his boots off and removed his jeans from around his ankles.

Luci waited, deliciously watching him, before his powerful body joined her, crawling over her in a moon shadow movement after sheathing himself. Powerful muscles bunched under the smooth skin of his shoulders as he pulled back the sheets and kissed her neck, the line between her breasts, all the way down to her belly button. His thumb pressed aside the lips of her sex, coaxing her ripe bud into little spasms. His tongue traced from her belly button to her stiff peak and beyond, lapping at her opening, gently feeding from her.

She did not want him to stop.

She couldn’t help arching backward, giving him full access, but as her fire intensified, she grew desperate to have his cock buried and pounding against her inner walls. Her heels dug into the mattress as he kept up his slow ministrations. She grabbed his shoulders, reaching down to pull at his elbows to draw him up on top of her, but she could see his eyes glistening in the dim light and a wet smile crease his face.

“There’s no rush, little fox.” He watched her as he dipped his tongue in for another taste.

Luci was wild with need and understood he was deliberately slowing things down.

“You thrash like a scared doe in the woods,” he whispered to her sex. “She knows what’s coming next, yet is powerless to stop it,” he said as he scanned the juncture between her legs eagerly.

Am I scared or excited? It was a totally curious thing for him to say. He had become the hunter of her soul, but was it a death she sought, or freedom from her earthly body she craved? But yes, it was dangerous. Reckless.

And the only thing she wanted.

The voices rose in a chant, a chorus of angst and pain, passion and desire, so fierce it would scare off any but the most fervent. As those ancient voices began to screech and crescendo out of control, he climbed atop her, spreading her thighs wide open, positioning himself for unfettered entry. His left hand gripped her chin, forcing her lips to pucker as he covered them, his tongue plunged inside her mouth as his cock found its home.

Silence followed, the chanting cut off mid-stanza, startling her. She heard the sound of a large bird of prey flying through the sky, as if marking his territory with his calling, his whistle just barely discernable above the rush of the branches in a deep forest underneath. Maybe it was the waves slapping against the shore. Maybe it was the sound of a cloud of black starlings twirling like smoke up through the sky to the heavens. Whatever it was, the silent force of nature hit her in the middle of her chest as she felt him root deep, command her body to rise up out of the ashes of her cold past and come alive. Had she ever felt this way before?

She gave herself to him with complete abandon, and it scared her. Whatever remained of her previous life was left torn apart and dead like old skin, lying in a heap at the side of the bed. In her new persona, like a newborn, she began to cry.


Chapter 5
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Chester Begay returned to his ancestors early in the morning, just as the sun began to rise. Danny knew he’d share the experience with his grandfather, knew that some day he would die the same kind of death, with the rest of the world warming to the light of a new day. Grandfather had taken the shortcut and would be meeting him along the path sometime in the future, if Danny was careful with his time.

The shard of sunlight from drapes that were hastily, but not completely closed, hit him right between the eyes. He could see the dark outline of a figure standing there, then shrinking and fading. He’d worked to keep his breathing steady, but his adrenaline was pumping as he grabbed the imaginary knife of his People in case the image wasn’t benign. Maybe that action forced the image to dissipate because it disappeared. A cloud moved to block the ray of light, which softened the harshness, and his ears stopped buzzing.

Where Luci had draped her arm over his chest, the skin was wet with the sweet smell of her sweat. He moved his knee between her thighs, feeling the moist warmth of her private place, and she awoke. When the sun hit her in the face, she covered it with the back of her hand and wrinkled her brow.

“God, that’s bright.”

“I’ll go fix it.” Ambling out of bed, he pulled together the inch-wide gap between the two curtains. As he turned to face her, he saw her notice the erection he’d really never lost last night in all their lovemaking. She didn’t look like she minded a bit; nor that she minded him knowing it pleased her.

He’d used up all the protection packed in his suitcase, as he kicked the empty cardboard box to the side. Instead of climbing under the sheets, as she apparently expected, he sat and patted her left thigh on top of the sheets. “Honey, I’m all out of condoms.”

She bit her lower lip as her brain wrapped around the problem they faced.

He continued with the bigger problem. “I should go. My grandfather has probably passed. I should be with the family.”

“Of course.” She rolled onto her tummy, as she hugged the pillow beneath her and sighed. The sheet had parted, revealing one glorious ass cheek.

Fuck it. He almost said it out loud. As if to check to make sure the vision before him wasn’t an apparition, he smoothed his palm over her flesh, allowing his fingers to feather into the dark cleft between her buttocks as he smoothed up and then down, barely touching her silky skin. He reached the entryway to her channel from behind as she tilted her ass up, slightly bracing on her knees, exposing her wetness and how swollen her lips were from their joining all night long. When he inserted his forefinger, her moan made him go rock hard.

Under the sheets, her right leg nearly forced him to move off the bed. Her head turned from where it was buried in the pillow, she peered back at him over her raised shoulder.

There was no mistaking the fact that she’d given him the permission he needed to continue. Danny tore the sheets back, exposing the length of her body to him as he mounted her from behind, holding her hips as he forced her back against him. He could feel her spasms and the warm slickness of her sex clamping down around his cock, and the smooth friction as he undulated back and forth into her, her juices coating him, turning him into granite.

From behind, he was so much deeper. He watched the droplets of sweat form in the ridges of her arched spine, heard the slapping of his thighs against the backs of hers. His hands were full of her breasts, which bounced on his palm between thrusts. He reached to her front and pressed his thumb against her nub and felt her jump. She forced herself against it as she pulled him still deeper inside her.

He would have liked to fuck her all morning long, fuck her until he got that fated phone call, and then fuck her again, but as he held her hips tight against him, spilling his seed deep, he mourned the fact that this would perhaps be the last time. Time stood still as he finished into her quivering sex, as she gasped and moaned in harmony with her internal muscles holding and milking him dry. He leaned forward, ran his teeth along the slender angle of her long neck, eliciting a sultry hiss from her pleasure. He kissed her into submission as he pressed the full force of his weight into and on top of her, collapsing them onto the bed.

His breathing was long and in tandem with hers. Her fingers clutched and wrapped around his hand as it rested on the pillow beside her head. She brought his hand to her chest, laid her right breast into his palm and pressed.

In the soft perfumed hairs at the back of her head, he lay his head down, and fell asleep with his cock still buried deep inside her.


Chapter 6
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Chester Begay’s funeral was held the day after his death. The Protestant church of Danny’s childhood looked smaller than he remembered. The same organist has played for over thirty years, but they were in between ministers so one of the ordained cousins from New Mexico officiated. It was Chester’s wish that the service be held there, even though he rarely graced its doorway.

He wanted those gathered to be comfortable, and the pews in the little church were much more comfortable than the folding chairs out at the gravesite. Besides, that was where the private family celebration would be held, where the singers would come. At the last minute, a contingent from Washington arrived in two black Suburbans, accompanied by several Secret Service members. The entourage included Arizona’s colorful Senator Lopez, bearing condolences from the President of the United States himself.

A color guard paid their respects, and a flag was given to Danny’s mother and his aunt. Red, white, and blue flowers adorned the casket. In keeping with their family tradition, Chester’s face would not be viewed. Instead, his medals were displayed along the casket top. Danny hadn’t realized just how many he’d had. His mother had whispered to him that these were to be given to Wilson, since he was carrying on the tradition of serving in the military. Danny tried to tell himself he wasn’t envious as he now looked at the ribbons and chunks of metal arranged like some ancient war chief’s necklace, which nearly covered half the casket top.

The family gathered afterward at Wilson’s mother’s house which was on the res nearby. It was hard not to feel the eyes of his relatives on him, just as it was hard not to notice the pats on the back Wilson received. Lopez had been well coached and sought Wilson out to thank him for his service. Danny wanted to leave and told his mother so barely two hours into the get-together. He’d politely greeted all the relatives he recognized, and those who didn’t come up to him he figured didn’t want to be reacquainted. Not like Wilson.

As a youth, just hanging with Wilson would have been enough to make the afternoon interesting, but today with the frostiness between the two cousins, it was forcing him into a dangerous place even the sweet recollection of the night with Luci couldn’t heal. Making matters worse, Wilson made an off-color remark, about Danny’s activities last night which irritated Danny further.

The two ignored one another until, somehow, they wound up waiting to use the only restroom in the house.

“Your mom says you’re ready to go home,” Wilson said to his cowboy boots.

“That’s right.”

“I honestly don’t know why you came in the first place, Danny.”

Danny’s right eye squinted a little. “We never liked these things, Wilson. You know that.”

“You’ve been gone, what, eight years or more?”

“Twelve.”

“Okay, then. Twelve. And you can’t spend an afternoon giving these people the time of day?”

“I don’t belong here, Wilson.”

Wilson nodded his head. “Oh yeah. Forgot. You’re the one that got away. You trying to rub my nose in it, huh?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying I don’t want to be here. I’ve done my farewells, and now it’s time for me to say adios.”

“You might consider your mother’s feelings.”

Danny drilled him with a return look that probably picked at a scab, inflaming Wilson further. “You hear the voices? Does the chanting get to you, Wilson?”

He could see his cousin was thinking about this carefully. It surprised him that Wilson didn’t give a quick answer no, which meant only one thing.

“Holy fucking shit, Wilson. You hear them, too. Just like I do.”

Emma Barnowl, one of his grandfather’s friends, opened the bathroom door and their nostrils were hit with room deodorizer, which did a poor job of masking the smell she’d left behind.

“Fuck me,” Wilson said under his breath. “I’m going out back.”

Danny followed his cousin, and within thirty seconds, was standing next to him, pissing on his aunt’s tomato plants just like they used to do when they were boys of five. To this day Danny hated tomatoes, especially home grown ones.

After they were done, they sat in metal lawn chairs. Wilson offered Danny a cigarette.

“I don’t smoke, and neither do you, or you didn’t,” Danny corrected himself.

“That’s funny,” Wilson said as he casually lit up and put his lighter and cigarettes back in his rear pocket.

“How come you didn’t wear your uniform?”

“It’s my choice. I didn’t think he’d like it.” Wilson took a long drag on his cigarette and blew it right at Danny’s face, but the wind carried it away.

“Thought you were proud of being in the Navy. Running little rescue boats around and shit.”

“I am. Got nothing to do with it. Kind of felt like it would be bragging or something, you know?”

Danny wondered about Luci, halfway expecting she’d drop by the gathering. Was he disappointed she’d stayed away? He couldn’t get the memory of her warm body against his out of his mind. This might be a reason to stay an extra day or two, but that would be a dangerous road, full of emotional potholes and entanglements. None of his liaisons ever lasted, so he figured it was better to remember her the way he’d left her. He remembered seeing her proud straight shoulders and those tight jeans, encasing her thighs and a world-class ass, as she walked toward her car and didn’t look back once. He knew the only good ones were the ones who didn’t look back.

Wilson’s voice snapped him back to reality.

“Look, Danny, I’m going to say this once, and then let you go. I’m sorry we got off to a bad start after so many years.”

“I was surprised you were around. Didn’t expect it.”

“So I was right, you’re not happy to see even me.”

“Again, putting words in my mouth.”

Danny looked down, eyes landing on Wilson’s scuffed cowboy boots, which were a mismatch to the clean suit pants and white shirt he wore. “I left this place with a lot of demons. I think I got just as many, maybe more than you, Cuz.” Wilson took a final drag, stomped it out on the patio, and then tossed the pieces into his mother’s vegetable garden.

A slight breeze shivered its way down Danny’s spine. A little group laughed from inside the house. He heard the tinkling of glasses and silverware, the sounds of cars arriving on the crushed rock roadway in front of his Aunt’s house, a doorbell ring, and the buzzing of a small plane overhead. The place looked, smelled and felt dangerously normal.

“I learned to tame those demons in the Navy, Danny. I’m not going to lie to you, but serving in the Armed Forces is giving me skills I can take out there in the real world.”

Danny found himself chuckling in spite of the fact that it was going to piss Wilson off. “Yeah, don’t see many rubber boats around the res, Cuz. You training to be a white water rafting guide in the Canyon? Shit, you coulda done that in high school.”

“Except I was getting stoned in high school, Danny. So were you. I heard you were a real mess.”

“Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. I look like a mess to you?”

Wilson abruptly stood. “No, Danny, you look like a fuckin’ hero just like your grandfather.”

His cousin left and joined the gathering inside the house.

Jonas, the sixteen-year-old cousin of the Yellowhorse clan, drove Danny to the dusty bus stop to Phoenix just outside the res. Danny made the rest of the trip to the Phoenix bus terminal alone. He had an hour before the shuttle to the airport, so he decided to walk downtown just to get a flavor of how it had changed.

A large two-story Indian Tribal Council building took up nearly a whole city block, which impressed him. Apparently Indian business was good business, judging from the quality and the architecture of the beautiful building. A philanthropic foundation had built a Native American Museum, which was advertised everywhere, and he wished he’d had more time, but decided he’d make a point to visit the next chance he got. He walked past a joint forces recruitment office, a tattoo parlor, and another coffee shop before he stopped.

He backed up and walked through the recruitment doors into the stuffy office filled with cigarette smoke.

The Army recruiter greeted him first.

“Son, what can I do you for?”

“Not sure.” Danny suddenly found himself wondering what made him walk inside the little snake pit, where he was eyed like a piece of bait. He knew his large frame would impress recruiters, but he hadn’t expected all five of the guys in uniform there to stand to attention and form a circle around him. He sensed a bit of rivalry between them over him. It made him feel uncomfortable.

“Look, fellas, I’m just here exploring things a bit. At ease, as I guess they say. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing here, to be honest.” He was going to apologize for the swearing, but decided against it.

“Son, you just passed the first test required to become a proud Army-strong recruit. Come on over to my desk and let me tell you about the destiny that awaits you.”

Fuck that. He turned and faced the Air Force recruiter, dressed in a starched light blue short-sleeved shirt, stitched and patched with insignias he didn’t understand. His dark pants fit loosely, with a well-pressed line down the front from his waistband to the cuffs overflowing his boots. The sandy-haired man had freckles.

“Nice to meet you,” the man said as he extended his hand. “I’m Staff Sargent Brian Gibson. Welcome.”

“Thanks,” said Danny. “I like your jets.”

“Oh yeah, we got jets!” Gibson wiggled his eyebrows. “You fly?”

“Not yet, but always wanted to.”

“Not a problem. We can teach you how to, if that’s what you want to do.”

A lanky young man in a khaki-colored shirt waited until Danny eyed him and completed his handshake with the Air Force recruiter.

“We have jets too,” the Navy recruiter said.

“My buddy works your boat crew,” Danny said.

“The SWCC boats? That’s a helluva job.”

“Dangerous.”

“Not for everyone,” Gibson corrected.

Danny felt himself tense up. His eyes narrowed as he stared back to the man who had just issued him a challenge. “Let’s talk.”

They sat behind a grey metal, scuffed, and dented desk with a rubberized top like one Danny had seen at the nurse’s office at school. It appeared to be from the 1950’s. A bone colored, four-drawer file cabinet with a cactus plant perched precariously on top of it was all the adornment in the room. The rest of the walls were bare.

“Just moved in here,” the recruiter said. “I’m Petty Officer Oscar Green.”

His handshake was limp, something Danny detested. On the corner of Green’s desk were two plastic brochure holders containing pictures of troops in rubber boats braving a raging jungle river, sending a thirty-foot spray from the rear. The other brochure was entitled, “‘Only Easy Day Was Yesterday’,” and it had a picture of a man jumping out of the back of a transport plane, above the picture of a sniper covered in camo. He fingered the boat crew brochure as he spoke to Green.

“This is what my cousin does.”

“Yeah. The SWCC boats. Where’s he stationed?”

“San Diego.”

“Ah, Coronado,” Green corrected.

Danny didn’t like the subtle put-down.

“You like jets? We have an elite Navy pilot program. You’re gonna have to score pretty high on the ASVAB to get in. And you do have a college degree?”

Danny liked Green even less as the seconds ticked by.

“Wilson got into this, and he’d just graduated high school.”

“Wilson? Wilson Begay? The Navajo boy?”

He reeled at the affront. “Yes, he’s Dine, and so am I.”

“Your people helped us win World War II. We owe a lot to you Native Americans. You know the story of the Code Talkers and such?”

He wanted to tell the man about his grandfather, but didn’t like that it would seem like he was kissing up to the man. He would never kiss up to this man, no matter how much he wanted his information. “Look, I only have a little time. Catching a bus to the airport to fly back to Northern California. Can we cut the crap?”

“Sure. What’s on your mind?”

“I like what he does, but is this considered better? These SEALs?”

“Son, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. Ask Wilson about what it took. He barely passed.”

“But he passed.”

“He did.”

“So, of these two, which one—” Danny decided to change his tactic. “Which one do you think I would have the most difficulty getting into?”

Without hesitation, Green tapped the top of the SEALs brochure. “This one. No doubt about it.”

“Then that’s the one I want.” Danny picked up the brochure and walked out without saying goodbye to any of the men, who stood at ease, watching his hulking frame leave their sorry asses behind. He didn’t want anyone who knew anything about his family to be the one to sign him up. But he knew exactly what he was going to do when he got back to California.


Chapter 7
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Luci Tohe’s knees were still wobbly. After the incredible night with Danny, she’d gone to the school, though it was a Saturday. Hoping to catch up on some of the work she’d walked away from on Friday. The phone call about her uncle, necessitated a trip to the Blue Fox.

The futility of their situation sometimes got to her. Between her mother’s small disability check, the tribal money, and Luci’s schoolteacher pay, they were barely able to make ends meet. She saved all her spare money for Sarah’s education, and had managed to store away enough for her first year, if they could find some kind of housing scholarship. Arizona had lots of scholarships available, but she’d have to stay in state. Sarah had her heart set on going to an art college in San Francisco.

Only three little years to go until Sarah was done with high school. Luci had already held her position at the school for three.

Halfway to having a life of my own.

Teaching wasn’t a bad job. And she had to be honest, though she’d told Danny otherwise, she did feel a calling to help some of her younger Navajo brothers and sisters learn so they had the possibility of getting off the res; or staying on it and finding a way to prosper without resorting to selling drugs or doing something else illegal to make fast money.

That was the problem with the kids, she thought. They wanted a sexier life in the city, but didn’t have the money to spend like they wanted to, or travel like they wanted to. Her forefathers had been stuck on the reservation because they weren’t given permission to leave, even during the World War II time when some of their nation were called and served in the Marines as Code Talkers. For many of those boys, it was their first time outside of the land of the Four Corners.

Now, Dine youth were stuck on the reservation because of economics. Tending herds of goats or sheep, and sitting by the fire telling stories like the older generation did, somehow wasn’t interesting enough. And the old way was not to talk in a braggadocios manner, so some of the great stories of heroism and sacrifice fell on ears of those who were texting or watching TV. They were turning away from the old ways.

Luci was a girl of ten when her uncle approached her about having sex with him. She’d resisted him every time he caught her alone. Telling her mother didn’t do any good, either, until one time one of her new papas heard about Corwin propositioning Luci and beat him to a pulp. Many in the community hailed Ray as a hero and wished he’d killed her uncle, but instead it sent Ray off to the slammer for a year, Luci was beaten by her mother every night for a week, and she still had to dodge her uncle’s advances. That only lasted a few weeks. A Tribal policeman and his FBI counterpart witnessed one of those attempts, and that’s what sent her uncle away.

So, the news that Corwin was possibly coming home, was not welcome. He’d fallen in with a gang in prison. One of her male cousins, who braved visiting him told Luci he had new inkings on his face, of all places. To mark a man’s face was to leave a permanent mark on a person’s soul.

Luci knew when he got out, his total focus would be on her and her little sister. This time she didn’t fear for her female dignity. She feared for her life.

Luci scanned her classroom. It was reflective of the colors of their land. She used the shades of the rich rose-colored mountains, the milk chocolate colored earth, and the faded greens of the cactus and brush that grew there.

Her English Honors class could hang with the best of them, she was proud to say. If she could just keep them interested long enough, they’d make it out of high school, into college somewhere, and hopefully, to some kind of future. What she didn’t want was for them to forget their roots, their heritage. They were natural born writers and poets, as well as working with things of the earth like reeds, silver, and stones. These days wool was plenty, though the weavers and other artists were decreasing in numbers.

Raging hormones were taking over, and the kids had difficulty with the old stories and ways, preferred gangsta rap and emulating the prison stroll and lifestyle. She wished she could have gotten off the res, could take her sister now, like Danny’s mother had done. But she had no money to do so unless she friended one of the wealthy tribal boys who drove fast cars, souped-up pickups, and flashed cash like it was water. She was ashamed to admit to herself that she’d even considered this. For the sake of her sister.

‘You thrash like a scared doe in the woods, little one,’ he had said before he placed his mouth on her flesh and kissed her tenderly. She’d told herself she liked things rough, and she couldn’t get attached to the man having sex with her. But last night, he’d made her cry with the beauty of who he was, as if some ancient medicine man had sprung up inside his body and had placed his sacred corn pollen inside her belly. The encounter in his bed was like tasting forbidden fruit, something too sweet and fragrant to last.

Before turning off the lights to head home, she took one more look at her classroom. Like the sand paintings of her people, it was order out of chaos. Patterns and colors uniquely their own, with chaos all around them outside the safety of the school walls.

When she arrived home, Sarah was studying in the living room where the light was brightest. She was playing country music in the background, turned down low.

“Where’s Mama?” Luci asked, as she hung up her jacket and set down the large satchel, which doubled as a school resource catchall and overnight bag.

“Said she was going out looking for you. Where were you?”

Luci noticed an edge to Sarah’s tone. She smelled fear.

“I told her I’d be late,” she said while pawing through the refrigerator.

“She had company last night, and they didn’t leave until very late.”

“They?” Luci examined Sarah’s complexion since her younger sister wouldn’t look her in the eye.

“Two of them this time.”

“As in they took turns?” Luci could not imagine her mother had stooped this low.

“No. Not quite. Only one of them stayed with mama.” Sarah still wouldn’t look at her.

Luci’s stomach churned. Staring down at the shiny, long hair of her fair-skinned sister, Luci was sure she’d see a blush on her pink cheeks. She’d long suspected Sarah’s father was a white man.

“Sarah, next time this happens, you call me. No way should you be around this.”

Sarah leaned back in her chair and set her pencil down. Her eyes were filled with tears and her lower lip quivered. Luci was instantly at her side.

“Tell me they didn’t hurt you.”

“Mother’s changing, Luci. The alcohol and other stuff is making her brain crazy. She offered…”

Luci pulled Sarah into her arms and let the young girl sob into her chest.

“Tell me. Tell me everything.”

“Nothing to tell,” Sarah said between sobs. “After mother left for the bedroom with the other man, he whispered to me I’d be okay. He was different. Asked me to pretend he’d roughed me up a bit, make it look good. Oh God, Luci. I was so scared.”

“So she stayed home at least last night,” said Luci.

“I don’t remember what time they left, but it definitely was before sunrise, Luci. She woke me up, said they were going to get stuff for breakfast.” Sarah looked at her watch and solemnly shook her head.

Luci had always wondered how a child could bring himself or herself to kill their parents. Now she understood.


Chapter 8
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Special Agent James Logan’s undercover name was James Akee. He’d been working with a special task force, funded by a grant from Washington, set up to stop the proliferation of violence and drug use at the Navajo Reservation. A number of young girls had been reported missing and they thought there was a connection.

Runaways only happened once or twice a year, which was still too often. Years later, the community would find the girl in Las Vegas or Los Angeles, usually strung out on drugs and doing tricks. But lately, they’d found two girls left dead on the side of the road, and rather than a rare occurrence, it was becoming a larger and larger problem; so much so, that the citizens of the reservation wanted action.

Local tribal police were great for identifying the good guys from the ones who carried guns and weren’t afraid to use them against young girls, cops, or even grandmothers. Last spring, the undercover agent James was replacing was found dead and full of heroine, the instrument of his death. The resulting shockwaves set off a chain reaction. Local law enforcement were all too comfortable with pulling Navajo men from their modest homes and interrogating them all night, in maneuvers not unlike soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan. The unintended consequence was that although they were charged with keeping the Navajo people safe, the people didn’t trust them as much as they trusted the local tribal police, whom they barely trusted in the first place.

So, the only way to obtain information was to go undercover. James’ mission was to deliver to the FBI and local high-ranking law enforcement personnel the names of the worst offenders, and a list of suspects.

And then he’d get out of Dodge.

He’d accompanied George Yellowhorse to the home of Luci’s mother, Zelda on two prior occasions. Yesterday, he’d warned the little fifteen year old to be careful, and probably blown his cover a bit, but he justified it as keeping little Sarah safe. He really didn’t enjoy looking like he was a bad guy, since he felt somehow some of the bad stuff might rub off on him.

Zelda’s daughter was a pretty young thing, and he knew her time was marked. He also knew her Uncle Corwin was due to be released on parole. Though Corwin was prohibited from contacting the family or having anything to do with Zelda’s two daughters. The older one he’d molested and he knew Corwin wouldn’t abide by any white man’s rules and had even less reason not to go to prison again. There, the Nomads, a particularly brutal prison gang made up of mostly Mexican-American and Native American members, protected him.

It was a complicated mess he was walking into with his eyes wide open. Although it was sure dangerous for the Navajo girls, it was sure as shit feeling dangerous for him too.

James was waiting for Yellowhorse, who was going to give Zelda a ride back to her house again, then they had some business to attend to, and that’s why he was hanging around. The two of them were standing next to the driver’s door of George’s Jeep, waiting for her to exit. The woman was almost twenty years older than George, but her appetite for drugs turned her into the kind of woman Yellowhorse liked to play around with. James knew it was a volatile and dangerous combination.

“You wanna follow us over to the house? She’s got a kickin’ daughter, as you know.”

“Bullshit. I’ll bet she’s only fourteen,” James answered.

“Not that one, Zelda’s got the schoolteacher who is past the age of consent. ’Course you’d have to work a little on your persuasion skills.” Yellowhorse’s teeth were the same color as his namesake. Zelda was staggering down the driveway toward the car, mumbling to herself.

James knew he should take George up on the offer, if only to make sure he didn’t mess with the teenager. He figured the schoolteacher might be able to handle herself, but he was uncomfortable with the attention Yellowhorse was increasingly giving Sarah.

He agreed, feigning interest in a possible hookup, and found himself following behind the old Jeep the Navajo wanna-be gangster jacked up with expensive wheels and rims, as if he was into off-roading for sport instead of outrunning local officials. In the front seat with “The Horse,” Zelda was doing a good job of distracting him. They were weaving all over the road.

He never thought when he joined the Bureau he’d be running around impersonating a Navajo who wanted to go after young girls, but he kept reminding himself of the end game: get the bad guys. And that meant he had to hang around the biggest low-lifes around.

The Tohe family home was a plain wooden box like all the housing was on the reservation, except someone had planted some flowers in front and put in a couple of tomato plants staked in metal cones. Someone should have pulled down the American flag long ago, it was so tattered and faded.

He could never get used to the fact that no one had lawns like he’d had where he’d grown up in California. Judging from the appearance of the scrawny tomato plants, the soil didn’t look very hospitable either.

George and Zelda, hands all over each other, staggered inside the front door, slapping the screen door behind them. James stepped inside without invitation since the door had been left wide open for him.

“Well look who’s decided to come home,” quipped Zelda, addressing someone. He shot a glance up and was stunned with the quiet Navajo beauty standing in front of him.

He could see enough similarity to the older Tohe woman to know for sure she was the daughter George spoke of. She was even prettier than the younger one. Her strong dark eyes examined him like he was road kill. He knew he deserved that, and secretly gave her a high five for knowing the difference.

“How would you know?” the woman snapped back. James noticed the younger sister’s head whip up to attention, and the two shared something.

“I brought your mother home, missy. Don’t give her a bad time,” Yellowhorse barked as Zelda gave him a peck on the cheek and disappeared into a bedroom, closing the door behind her. In two minutes, they heard the shower water running with the familiar rumble and groan of water lines protesting.

The scene was awkward. James felt the need to fill the silence. “I’m James Akee,” he said as he extended his hand and took a step toward the daughter.

The right side of her face twitched into a squint, upturning her upper lip, and she crossed her arms without responding and without shaking his hand in return. He liked that she had a backbone and was not in favor of the scene. In a normal setting, she would have been exactly the kind of lady he’d try to chat up, but under the circumstances he worked to try to remember the role he was playing.

“Yellowhorse, this is not my idea of much of a party,” James said to fill the space with some noise.

“No kidding,” George said, frowning at the older sister.

The older sister looked him up and down, her eyes lingering on his shoulders and a bit below his belt. He felt himself blush, which drew a barely perceptible smile on the lady’s face.

Yellowhorse turned to him, “Forgot to ask her something,” and walked into the bedroom.

The older sister ignored Yellowhorse’s comment and took a quick couple of steps closer to him and faced him head-on with that fine attitude.

“Thank you for protecting Sarah.”

He was going to shrug it off, but the lady leaned in to him and whispered, “She told me what you did.”

After a quick check at the closed bedroom door, he answered her. “Not my thing.” He tried to roll his shoulder and look casual, but he could see the woman hadn’t stopped drilling him with her dark eyes, hands on her hips.

“As it should be.” She extended her hand. “I’m Luci. I don’t know why, but thank you for doing it. This place is dangerous for her,” she said as they shook hands. Her fingers were strong, and she gripped his palm like he was giving her a one handed lift up. Afterward, she quickly stuck her palms back on her hips.

He knew his cover had just been blown, but he was fairly sure Luci wouldn’t give him away. It wouldn’t be in the younger one’s best interests to do so.

“Your mother needs to stay away from Yellowhorse or you both are in danger. Trust me on that.” He delivered it with his real voice, coming from the real white hat he was inside.

“Noted.” There was no smile in her stare, but he could see she accepted him.

Yellowhorse was having an argument with Zelda, which erupted into a string of name-calling. James’ charge burst through the bedroom doorway, flew past him in a rage, swearing in what he thought was Navajo. The guttural cadence of his voice spewed vitriol. James followed him to the front door, stopped, and turned. He nodded to the two sisters who were now standing together arm in arm.

It wasn’t fair, he thought as he saw how defenseless they looked. But he’d do his best to try to protect them.


Chapter 9
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Danny showed up at the Indoc Center in San Jose as he’d been instructed. He was medically cleared for basic training. A former SEAL had put them on a fitness schedule so he could help monitor them and get them in the best shape possible so they would have a fighting chance at passing BUD/S, Basic Underwater Demolition training. Danny had worked hard the four weeks prior to the swearing in, harder than anyone else did, often doubling the amount of physical training.

Although usually less than ten percent passed, the Navy was trying to up that percentage and reduce the number of broken bones, stress fractures, and accidents that could permanently injure a recruit, or at the least, roll him back to another class. He found most of the P.T. fairly easy. His instructor even warned him about getting shin splints or injuring himself and thus risking his chance. But Danny took it on like he was doing penance, making up for living the pot-smoking and drinking life of his teens. By the time he showed up at Great Lakes, he was the fittest he had ever been.

His training in Michigan had gone by so fast he barely had time to wear out any of his clothes. He volunteered for anything, including extra cleanup duty, color guard, leading chanted runs. He’d taken every test given to him, and one afternoon, about forty-five days into basic, he was called into Chief Petty Officer Miller’s office.

“Begay, you’re going to be a dental tech.” The chief had prematurely grey hair at the temples. His desk was so polished it was a better reflector than the metal mirror in the men’s locker room.

“Sir? But I don’t want to become a dentist or a dental tech.”

“Well, we need four more out of this class, and I’m recommending you. That’s a pretty big honor, son.”

“Sir, thank you, sir, but I’m here to become a SEAL.”

“Well, you can kiss those dreams goodbye. You know what your odds are? Impossible. Might as well just write it off. That would mean your brain power and skill set would be lost tying knots at sea or puking over the handrails. Hell, you could work on a sub crew if you wanted to, Begay.”

“But I want to become a SEAL.”

Miller stood. He was shorter than he’d calculated, and Danny could tell it made him uncomfortable to look up to Danny’s six foot three strapping frame. Danny lowered his head to Miller and tried to deliver his calm statement of purpose. “I’m going to be a SEAL, sir. I was guaranteed that when I signed—”

“I know all that, but you and I know it ain’t gonna happen. Since when did you consider you lived under a lucky star? I didn’t read that in your personnel jacket. Raised by your mother in Hippie Dippy land in Northern California; they don’t grow SEALs up there. They grow dope dealers, tree huggers, and campus activists.”

It was true, and a damn funny thing to say. Danny had to work to stop from showing how it amused him. He had to say something or he’d burst out laughing. The whole company had made fun of him and his hippy community.

“Sir, may I be honest with you, sir?” he found the strength to ask.

Miller nodded.

“I’ve given a lot of thought to that, sir. Only way but up for me. I can’t get any lower on the rung of usefulness. I’m going to become a Navy SEAL, unless I can’t. And then I’ll figure it out from there. But right now, I’m hunting me down one of those Tridents.”

“It’s not true. They don’t get all the cute girls.”

“Not interested in those creatures right now.”

“And why the hell not? Something the matter with you?”

“I can always do all that after I become a SEAL.”

He remembered his first look at the other men who were going to become his recruit class 388. There were a hundred and ninety-seven of them. Odds were that only twenty would survive the ordeal. Danny didn’t think those odds were too bad.

He scanned the room. He’d met two professional football players, a farm team pitcher who turned down a chance at the Majors to try out for the SEALs, several honors Naval Academy grads, two Olympic swimmers, the son of one of the Joint Chiefs, and then Jeffrey Parker, last season’s contestant on The Bachelorette, of all things. The kid was movie star handsome and smooth as silk with his sales skills. He’d been an athlete in college, but bailed when he invented a video game that made him several million dollars. He didn’t need to be there, but Danny understood why he was. The guy could sell corn to the Navajos, Danny thought. He took an instant liking to him. Although not Native American, somewhere behind the man’s baby blue eyes lurked a Coyote in disguise, the legendary spirit warrior/trickster of his people.

Another reason Danny liked Jeffrey was that he’d not had any family he was close to. He knew there was some history there, but didn’t pry. Jeffrey said nothing about his upbringing, but was continually curious about Danny’s.

“So you like talk to your ancestors, then?” Jeffrey wanted to know.

“Not really. More like we know they are there. But I’m not really one to talk. I’ve never been that close to it.”

“I see you mumbling things. Talking to people in your sleep, chief.”

“Vivid dreams. With all this physical training we’ve been doing, I sleep hard, don’t you?”

“Fuckin’ A. But I don’t dream of dead family members.”

It was an odd remark and Danny reminded himself not to bring up the issue of family again, until Jeffrey was ready to open up about it.

The two were inseparable during Hell Week, giving each other the thumbs up when they heard the DOR, or Drop on Request bell.

“Still here,” was the silent refrain they mouthed to each other when they could have eye contact.

By the time they’d finished Hell Week, over half the class was gone. Danny and Jeffrey congratulated themselves as they saw the row of helmets along the walkway outside the equipment room, all belonging to guys who went home. Their dorms were sparse, cinderblock-type construction Danny was familiar with on the res. The view out the one window in their room was of a dirty inlet floating with garbage. They referred to it with lavish words, calling it the romantic “babbling brook of love.”

Though hard, neither man found anything that took them to the brink of wanting to quit. But at the beginning of Second Phase, things turned for Danny. This was where his swims became timed swims. He had to do basic combat diving, going through a variety of obstacles with various pieces of equipment. Danny had never thought of himself as a swimmer, and this particular phase was making him understand that perhaps he wouldn’t be able to go forward.

In the middle of the training, he developed a sore throat and swallowing became a problem. He also started getting so tired his times were increasing. Jeffrey was screaming at him during their tandem swims and Danny just didn’t have the energy to push further.

One weekend, Jeffrey took him to a clinic and there they got the results that Danny had come down with mono. All the long days, lack of sleep and forced physical exercise had taken a toll on his body. Jeffrey was struggling as well, but didn’t have the added burden of Danny’s medical condition.

“You gotta tell them, Danny. All they’ll do is roll you back to the next class.”

“Don’t want to go to the next class. I want to finish it.”

“You’ll make yourself sicker, Danny.”

“I don’t care. I’m not quitting. They’ll have to pull me, but I’m not quitting.”

The instructors were all over Danny, sensing there was a crack in the Navajo’s armor. He received insults as the instructors called him a pot-head.

“Wanna go outside and get a little toke? That what your problem is Indian boy? You just need a little weed to get you through the day?”

“You sure you don’t want to go back to your little cushy bed, and those nice chiquitas back home? You know, the ones who get all horny and turned on and spread their legs for you when they get stoned?”

“You want some ’shrooms?”

“Hey Indian boy, I got a squaw waiting for you back at the No-Tell-Motel. She’s hot for your bod. She just loves giving head. You can lie back and relax and she’ll do all the work on you. Lips made of honey. Suck the cum right out of you.”

On and on it went. Danny wouldn’t quit. He suspected Jeffrey let it be known to a couple of the guys on the squad that Danny was ill. They began cleaning his gear, letting him use the shower first and get a little extra rest. Day by day, Danny found he was not getting worse, but was maintaining. They brought him extra protein, made sure on the timed swims he got to swim drag. When they carried poles down the beach each of the men carried a little more weight so Danny could get by. All he had to do was survive one more week, pass the underwater pool test and he was done. He’d have a week to catch up with his sleep.

From the first day he jumped into the cold pool water, his body began to tense, and then cramp up. His fingers were splayed at odd angles like they’d been broken at the joints, making it hard to make the adjustments with his breather, put on his equipment, untie the kinked hoses that were set up as traps for the boys. Holding his breath became extremely painful. His lungs were on fire. His right eye popped a blood vessel. Each day after the testing, Danny came up on the short list, the list of guys who were on the verge of being cut. They only had three tries at one last underwater exercise and Danny had not passed the first two.

Tomorrow his fate would be sealed.

“So what do you guys do when you need that extra strength, Danny?” Jeffrey asked that night before the trial. “You got any secrets, sacred shit you can call on?”

“Nah. Just the chanting. They do a blessing. Protection is big on the res. But fighting? We don’t pray for that.”

“Why the hell not? Everyone else does?”

“Just not our way. Fighting is a whole other language.”

“Okay, so who protects you in times of lack. When things are the blackest?”

Danny looked out over the inlet to the night sky. The moon was large and yellow. “That’s what we call the warrior, the hunter moon. We tell the stories in the fall, right now, about the great hunts, the warriors that came before.”

“So you pray to that moon right now, Danny.”

“No you don’t pray to a moon, man.”

Then Danny listened, and yes, he heard the singing coming back as he thought about the October stories he’d heard from his grandfather. He allowed the singing to envelop him as he stared into the center of the moon, felt its power and the warmth of its glow on his face. He felt his body healing. He wasn’t cured, but he allowed the singing and the moon’s light, covering him like a healing paste, to bring him the strength to finish the trial one more time.

“Tomorrow’s the day, Jeffrey.”

“Yup. Your right of passage, my man. I’ll be standing on the other side of the tank with all the guys who are gonna go on, and I’ll be the first one to pull your sorry ass up to stand with us.”

Danny didn’t take his eyes off the moon.

The next morning his jump into the pool jolted him again like it always did. He felt the familiar panic creep through his veins, making his skin feel like a prickly cactus. His instructor’s face was round, and its color was the color of the moon he’d seen last night and dreamt about. He didn’t focus on the hand signals but watched the man’s face. He took his instructions from the people he felt next to him in the water, his People. Their chant was soothing, and then lilting as Danny felt himself want to fall asleep. He watched bubbles from his mouth rise up to the surface, the face of the man above him get smaller and smaller. The color in the blue water got darker and darker blue until he touched the bottom with his toes.

He was out of air. He was supposed to do something with his equipment, take something apart and then reattach it, but he was confused and tired. The People held back the panic that wanted to run inside him like wild horses. He recognized he was failing for the third time. Saw two men above him remove their shirts and shoes and he suddenly wanted to be quicker than they were.

He could feel his ancestors pulling on the arms of the man in panic inside him, holding that man at bay as Danny slowly removed the mouthpiece, untied the knot in his airline, and blew to clear the line with the last few drops of air he had left, watching the small bubbles ascend to the surface. This was the point at which he would either inhale water or air. The singing silenced, and then again the drum and the steady voices of his People came back. The drum became louder and he realized it was his own heartbeat. He inserted the mouthpiece.

The sweet taste of air filled his lungs as one of the men was ready to jump above him, but another held him back. They leaned over and watched carefully. He thought perhaps he heard cheering through the water. As he touched off from the bottom of the pool and began to ascend to the surface, he heard Jeffrey’s voice louder than the others.

It was pandemonium. He almost forgot to give the instructor his last signal, the thumbs up, which was quickly mirrored by the three instructors.

By the beginning of the third phase, only about forty of the original class remained. All the big shots were gone, all the guys they’d started out being most impressed with. Guys who had a plan and thought they had it mentally figured out and liked to speak about it often were the first to go. Danny slept the week between nearly twenty-four hours a day until he felt himself get stronger. His focus improved. He tested best in his class at marksmanship. His runs got faster. He’d earned the respect of others and was one of the leaders in the class. The insults lessened. He sensed a new level of respect from his instructors. He worked longer, came off the range last.

That old wildcat Trident was definitely in his crosshairs. He could almost feel the weight of it on his uniform, the gold glinting in the sunlight.

The wilderness training his grandfather had given him had toughened Danny up. The running, swimming or in the snow in Alaska during SQT, or SEAL Qualification Training, made him stronger. With each phase he felt he was developing into the man of steel he’d always intended to be.

Old Chester had taught him how to deal with hunger, and on some of their hunting trips, they purposely didn’t eat for sometimes two to three days so as not to spook their prey. He knew how to operate a slingshot with deadly skill and knew, even if he’d gotten stranded in the remote desert, which was home, or the icy cold of the Northwest and all parts in between, he could survive on the land, and have plenty of food and water to sustain himself. His grandfather had told him stories of World War II and the Navajo Code Talkers who hunted and ate quite well in their jungle environs, while the rest of their platoons had to exist on military K-rations.

He began to understand what it was like for his grandfather, what he had sacrificed. Danny felt he could do it too.

He liked to sneak up behind people like a ghost and learned how to make himself and his scent too small to be detected by most of the animal population as well. He found sport in doing that to Jeffrey on a regular basis.

As they were finishing their SQT, Jeffrey spoke about it one day. “You know, big guy, you’re starting to make me nervous. You sure you’re not working out some ancient form of cowboys and Indians on my sorry ass? I don’t see you picking a fight or sneaking up to scalp any of the other recruits.”

Danny didn’t mind his nickname, big guy. The games the two of them played reminded him of the happy years growing up with Wilson. It was one of their favorite games to play, Cowboys and Indians, except they’d always fought over who had to be the cowboys, since the Indians always won.

He missed Wilson and wondered how he was doing.

“So, you got anyone at home?” Jeffrey asked one day.

“Not really.” Danny found himself going shy. There wasn’t a day that went by when he didn’t think about the encounter with Luci. How he wished that one night had been at least two or three. Again he reminded himself that he wasn’t a good bet as far as a relationship went, and he was probably doing her a favor by not entangling her more.

But how he wished he could entangle her in the bedsheets tonight and every night before he fell asleep. All the drugs and alcohol were out of his system for weeks now—except for occasional causes for celebration, like when one of the recruits received a Dear John letter, which was always something the whole team celebrated heartily—he was seeing things more clearly. He was feeling things he hadn’t in years. The numbness to his emotions was wearing off and he found himself considering whether he could handle the intensity of a relationship with a strong female. Not an occasional hookup. Someone proud and strong and fearless.

The chanting had become more melodic, the tone softer, and it didn’t jar him like it did when he was trying to drown it out in Ukiah. He listened to the words and found he could understand some of them.

Mother Earth is calling,

Wearing herself out on the seasons of wet and dry,

Birthing and watching a little portion of her body dying,

With each new creature she breathes life into.

And then one day, he heard his grandfather’s voice, just as clear as if he’d been standing right next to him. He knew what he had to do next.


Chapter 10
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Luci discovered her pregnancy barely a month after her evening with Danny. Over the ensuing months, she agonized over whether or not to reach out to tell him about the baby, but decided to just resign herself to the fact that now there would be one more reason to want to get herself and Sarah off the reservation. It made everything she had to do, more difficult. There would now be one more mouth to feed, one more person she needed to protect.

She began applying for jobs in Las Vegas and San Francisco—any place Sarah had expressed an interest in attending college. She hoped she’d find another position before she started to show. There wasn’t any point in crying over what was done. And she definitely was going to have Danny’s baby. This sort of thing was happening more and more both on the res and everywhere else. It wasn’t the shame that it once had been, to have a baby without being married. She could always say she’d planned the baby but didn’t want the father and half her co-workers would believe her.

But in her heart, she knew this was a love child. Danny’s love child. Her future she’d been waiting for so long for had come to her and altered everything.

Luci angled a look out through the living room window after she heard the knock on the door. She’d just gotten dressed. She’d also indulged in the practice of sleeping in. She was enjoying her summer, and for the first time, declined to teach summer school. It gave her time to get used to her condition, and her new role as mother.

James, the handsome friend of Yellowhorse, was at the door. Alone. She hadn’t seen him in several months, ever since that day when they’d brought her mother home.

“Hi, Luci. Sorry for the intrusion, but can I come in for a minute?” He was glancing behind him in between words.

Luci stepped back, allowing him to enter, taking in his broad shoulders and slim waist. She halfway hoped he was coming to see her for personal reasons, but her hopes were dashed when she noted how nervous he was, especially when he looked down at her belly. Lucy smiled and rubbed her tummy which was just beginning to bulge under a loose shirt.

“You’re pregnant?”

“Yes, about five months now.”

“Congratulations. I mean, you’re happy about it, right?”

Lucy found his nervousness over her condition charming. “Of course, silly. And no, I’m not married or even getting married. You don’t need a husband to have a baby.”

“Does the father—”

“That’s another conversation, and you’re not a part of that. Now. Tell me what was so important?”

“You alone? I got something important to ask you,” he said in a whisper.

“Yes. What’s on your mind?”

A crease had formed in the middle of his forehead, extending from the brow of his nose upward nearly to his scalp. “Your Uncle Corwin has been approved for release. The appeal the District Attorney filed was denied. He’ll be here in less than two weeks.”

Luci became squeamish. Corwin was the last person on earth she wanted to deal with in her present condition. She appreciated the information, but knew he had something else on his mind.

“That’s not good enough to be headlines in the Navajo Times. Why the personal visit?” she asked.

“Look, I learned something about his intentions for coming here.”

“George know?”

“Of course he knows. I think they’d made plans to meet up soon after he gets back here”

Luci felt like she was going to be sick.

“So we have two weeks?”

“Yes ma’am. You need to take protective measures. Any way you can move off the reservation?”

“I’ve thought about that. And I’m trying. Just thought I’d have a little more time, like move after the baby is born.” She saw the look of fear on James’ face. “So, what’s eating at you, James? We don’t really pine over my uncle’s troubles or his future. What prompted you to come over here so early on a Saturday morning?”

James’ eyes softened. Could he be perhaps flirting with her?

But then Luci remembered what poor taste she had in choosing partners and decided it was all her imagination. Her feet began to hurt, something she recognized would be a new health issue for her. She turned and sat down on her mother’s rocking chair, pointing to the couch. James dutifully sat across from her, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, examining his fingernails. His mouth formed a thin line, partially scrunched up to the left as he nibbled on his lower lip. After a full sigh, he stopped his fiddling and looked up to her face.

“You gotta get out of here, Luci. You got to take Sarah and get off the res.”

“But this is our home—”

“They found another girl, this time not quite dead. She told them about some kind of human trafficking team working both sides of the res, turning girls into personal sex slaves for some of the lowlifes in Vegas. They think perhaps the group’s origins are a prison gang, one that your uncle might be familiar with.”

Luci’s stomach roiled as her palms got sweaty. Lack of major events didn’t mean they were safe. Things had actually become worse.

“I appreciate you telling me this, James. I have to ask you why, though.”

He began to check out his boots, adjusting the denim of his jeans to lie flat against the leather tooling. “Corwin told one of Yellowhorse’s brothers he had plans to make money off you. Both of you.” He stared at her belly. “Not sure this pregnancy of yours changes anything for him.” He gazed up at her before he continued. “Seems as though he figured if it didn’t work out, at least he could get even. He means you harm, Luci.”

“Oh, I definitely get that.” Her stomach churned again. “What I’m still unclear about is why you’re telling me all this. Or is there something going on I don’t know about?”

“I don’t like to see women abused. You find that so hard to believe? Do I really need another reason to warn you?” His curly light brown hair, held back with a leather tie and his greenish-blue eyes made him look a little younger than he was. If his hair had been clipped, he’d look ten years older. It occurred to her his appearance might be some sort of disguise.

“So how did you come by this information?”

“Just overheard Yellowhorse talking about it. I think Yellowhorse has been working for Corwin, on the outside.”

He was a curious combination of good looks but definitely showing up in a place he didn’t belong. She wondered what demons chased him.

“You want to stay for breakfast? My mom and Sarah should be back from Phoenix later this morning. She had to go to the Indian Health clinic.”

He shook his head. “As much as I’d like to, it isn’t wise, Luci. I just wanted you to know, and to try to convince you to get out of dodge—”

“I do have a gun for protection.”

“Luci, that may not be enough. You need to get away from all this.”

“Both my mom and Sarah know how to use it.”

“Then let’s hope they use discretion as to who they tell.”

He stood, walking back to the front door.

“James, you’re kinda acting like a cop or something. You don’t look like someone who would be hanging around Yellowhorse. You’re not Dine, and you don’t appear to know much about us. So what gives?”

He chuckled. “That’s ridiculous.” He left without explaining himself further.

Sarah and her mother arrived just past lunchtime. Luci offered to prepare lunch for all of them. Sarah made a point to get her alone to whisper something private.

“She had me go see the doctor, too.”

“You okay?”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “I’m fine!”

“So why—”

“She wants me on the pill. Can you believe it? I’m a virgin and she wants me on the pill.”

“Sarah, I’m so sorry. I’m sure she’s doing what she thinks—what she’d hoped her own mother would have done when Mom was a troubled girl your age. Don’t read anything into it.” But the words James had spoken echoed in her head.

“I don’t know. Luci, I don’t want to go places with her anymore. She’s just not thinking straight, and she drives funny. If they pick her up, what happens to me?”

“You have them contact me. You always have them contact me, Sarah. We hope we remain under the radar, okay?”

They heard Zelda approaching and separated, Sarah pretending to help with Luci’s salad.

“Luci, since I know your little sister has probably told you about what I insisted she do, explain to her why it’s a good idea.” Zelda pointed to Luci’s growing belly. “Sarah, I had the talk with Luci, I guess a little too late, though.” Her thin, penciled-in eyebrows had always accentuated her round face and large almond-shaped eyes. She was too heavy to have real cheekbones, but Luci knew even if she were thin, the roundness of her body would remain regardless of her weight.

“I’m still not so sure it was a good idea.” Luci briefly thought about her night with Danny, and the lack of protection they’d had caused her pregnancy. “She’s young, Mama.”

“You’re talking about me like I’m not in the room. I’m right here.” Sarah’s eyes shifted between Luci and her mother’s. “It was horrible.”

“I took her to a woman doctor.”

As if that made any difference.

Luci wondered if her mother ever thought about either of their feelings or anybody’s feelings but her own. The callousness of her mother’s behavior shocked even her sometimes. She’d heard a lot from the parents at the school and the administration. Rarely did she find something in her own family that was worse than what she’d experienced at work. But today, she found herself hating her mother with every fiber of her being.

Sarah ran to her bedroom, slammed the door, had difficulty locking it, and finally gave up.

If her mother were even a month or two sober, this would be the time Luci would have that heart-to-heart. She’d tell her about how she was losing whatever relationship she had with both her daughters. She’d tell her that Sarah needed a mother, not a slutty roommate. She’d tell her how she was putting her life on hold so Sarah had a chance to get out. And if, the woman who had given birth to her cared, cared just a thimbleful of how Luci felt about this upcoming baby, just maybe she’d begin to understand and find it in her heart to mend her ways.

But none of that was present when she looked into her mother’s eyes. Her focus was glassy and otherworldly, the expression on her face like she was being forced to sit through one of Mr. Carpenter’s boring geometry lectures.

Zelda didn’t have the guts to be a parent, a true parent, Luci thought. Maybe it was because Luci had stepped up to the plate and did so much of the mothering for her. But one thing was for sure. Her mother was waiting for recess. A nice, long recess.

Luci knew her wish would be granted, maybe soon.

And there wasn’t going to be any way she wouldn’t have Danny’s baby. Besides, this sort of thing was happening more and more here, and everywhere. She could always lie and say she’d planned the baby but didn’t want the father.

In the intervening months, as Luci’s pregnancy continued, she noticed a marked change in her mother. First, she broke off her relationship with Yellowhorse. Then she stopped her serial dating cycle, which ended her late nights in local bars, and eventually her getting help in some programs to end her drinking. The coming baby seemed to reacquaint her with a side of mothering she’d long forgotten. Even her uncle stayed away from them. It was said he relocated to Las Vegas to pursue his criminal enterprises there. James’ dire predictions were proving inaccurate, after all. Luci began feeling a little safer.

Luci prepared herself for the possibility she’d see Danny some day. Though he’d said he would never return, he still had family on the res and nearby. She mentally told herself that if he had been interested in a relationship with her, he’d have called, or sent word to her somehow. She learned he’d enlisted in the Navy, following in the footsteps of his cousin, Wilson, whom she didn’t know.

There had been days when she wondered how she’d feel if he did return. What would she say? Should she hope for that eventuality? Though she tried to put it out of her mind, she could not forget what it felt like being with him that one night. Why she wasn’t too surprised when she found out she was pregnant. The most difficult part of it all was that she knew deep down inside, she still harbored feelings for the Navajo man, and held a candle at the possibility of his return.

Luci began building a new respect for her mother. Even Sarah warmed to the woman’s changes. Without the interference of Yellowhorse and Corwin, the three lived in relative peace all throughout the winter months, looking forward to a new spring with the birth of the child.

The future she’d been waiting so long for had come to her and altered everything.

The baby came one a rainy day in late February. Zelda and Sarah were both at her side and took turns competing for Luci’s affection, as well as competing for time holding little Griffin. Luci felt Danny’s absence that day more than ever, but she kept her thoughts private and hid her tears. The three women continue to repair what they could of their family unit, for the sake of the baby. Luci took the balance of the school term with a leave of absence while continuing to apply for work in California.

Being home, Luci was around her mother for longer stretches of time than she could ever afford before. She accompanied Zelda to AA meetings, bringing the baby. Zelda had found her own reset switch and started dating a nice carpenter, not Dine, who lived in Phoenix.

It looked like everything would turn out closer to the picture book story Luci had always secretly wanted, but never dared to dream of, even if the story was minus one character.

Until the day Uncle Corwin inserted himself back into their lives.


Chapter 11
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Danny was looking out at the waves and the long stretch of beach in front of him at Coronado Island. It was funny how natural this landscape now seemed after nearly a year stationed here. He would have never pictured himself basking in the sun, watching girls in swimsuits try to be eye candy for all the young sailors who happened to look their way. The parade was endless, and several times, some nice, tanned, long-legged, blonde girl would just make him stop breathing for a second or two. He’d never known this existed.

He heard his grandfather chuckle. He knew better than to look for the old man. The chats with Chester had been a daily occurrence now. He had started looking forward to them, no matter what he was in the middle of at the time.

“Still playing cowboys and Indians, little Ch’al.”

Ever since he’d passed the BUD/S training, Grandfather referred to him as Ch’al, or frog.

Danny remembered the old story about the frog and the crane working together to bring rain to a burning mountain to save the village in the fire’s destructive path. He could use a little cold water right about now. He was split in two, half of him wanting to follow someone down the beach for some fun and the other half knowing he should listen to the old man. He’d learned that if he fought the man off, it would only get worse.

“It takes a frog and a crane to save a village, Grandfather,” he whispered to the wind and the sea. A couple of stark white and light grey seagulls swooped down and landed ten feet away from him as if he’d called them. One of them inclined its head, studying Danny carefully.

“That you?” Danny said to the bird.

His grandfather chuckled again. If he could see the little man, Danny knew he’d be on his butt, feet in the air, holding his belly, like he used to do when Danny pretend shot him with his rubber-tipped arrows as a youngster. Overcome with laughter, the voice of his grandfather had to try several times before getting a word or two out. “If I was going to be a bird, Danny, I’d be an eagle or an owl. Not a seagull. They eat garbage.”

But the seagull still kept his black, beady eye on Danny.

“You know what you’re supposed to do, Danny. You’ve got that Trident. Now it’s time to go back home and tell The People.”

Neither Jeffrey nor Danny had a single family member at the Trident ceremony two days prior. He’d watched the parents and siblings, occasionally a wife and children, greet the new baby SEALs around them, and he felt a pang of guilt at not informing his mother or Wilson or anyone else that he’d passed. He’d been feeling melancholy before Jeffrey came up to him and whispered, “Wanna hold hands?”

Jeffrey’s polished white smile was just begging for a chop to the jaw, but with all the women and children present, it wasn’t a very good idea.

“Gotcha, big guy, for all those imaginary scalpings I’ve been receiving for the past few weeks.”

While other families celebrated at local restaurants and stayed together in local hotels, he and Jeffrey spent the remainder of that day looking at expensive sports cars that Jeffrey could afford. One of the dealers allowed his friend to take a Ferrari for the weekend, and Danny knew he was going to enjoy every minute of it. They agreed to meet up today, Monday, at the water’s edge and make plans for their break.

“You have a strong friend and someone you can trust, Danny,” his grandfather’s voice could barely be heard over the sound of the waves crashing. “Time to let him see. Maybe a friend can help you bridge the gap between your old self and the man you have become.”

He doubted this was anything even close to being on Jeffrey’s radar screen.

Jeffrey snuck up behind Danny while he was deep in mental conversation with his grandfather, the sound of the ocean masking his footsteps. Within seconds, they were tussling in the sand, rolling toward the surf. Even the splash of cold ocean water couldn’t stop them. They drew a small crowd, which quickly dispersed when Danny gave a hand up to Jeffrey, both of them voluntarily wet and sandy, laughing so hard they didn’t notice the sleeper wave that drenched them and nearly toppled them both.

“Show’s over, folks,” Jeffrey said with a bow. He wiggled his eyebrows toward a female contingent who hovered. He flicked away salt water and pieces of seaweed and reached for two long-necked beers inside a plain brown paper bag Jeffrey brought. He handed one to Danny, sat down in the sand and Danny joined him.

The ice-cold brew tasted divine. Danny caught his breath, occasionally shaking his head and swearing in tandem with his teammate. He enjoyed the celebratory moment after the yearlong ordeal of their SEAL training. They would have a week off before they had to report to workup. Some of his BUD/S instructors had reminded him he wasn’t a true frog yet. Maybe a tadpole with legs.

“So, what are your plans?” Danny asked.

“Oh, thought I’d drive up the coast to San Francisco and hang for a few days. Still a couple of girls there I haven’t met,” answered Jeffrey.

“How about coming with me back to the res, back to Arizona? Need to stop by Eureka and beg forgiveness from my mom, but after that, my cousin and a few friends are at the res near Flagstaff. Could stop off in Sedona. You feel like tagging along?”

Jeffrey finished the rest of his beer, depositing the bottle and grabbing another, before answering. “I’m not very good with the family gathering type of thing. You know that, Danny.”

“Not sure I know much of anything about you, Jeffrey. That’s okay, though. What I do know I respect and trust. We all have our private places.”

“My mom’s a nut job. Got herself mixed up in some religious apocalyptical group during my high school years. Dad took off. Can’t say as I blamed him. I actually spent most of my time away from the house as much as possible.”

“Now I understand your concern for me talking with my ancestors.”

Jeffrey shrugged. “In my case, that would be very scary. I survived, got a scholarship to college and then got into this game stuff, and, well, took to it.”

“You have any contact with your parents now?”

“Nah. My dad showed up after he read an article about me in the paper making all that money. That jerk. Not ready to repair that old truck yet. Maybe some day.”

“Well, if it makes you feel better, there’s not much of any real gathering planned since only my mother and cousin know I even enlisted, but I owe a visit to a couple of people.”

“Okay. I’m game. Was going to offer to fly us to some place tropical. You sure I can’t twist your arm?”

“No, man, you go ahead then. I gotta settle some things back in Arizona.”

“So does the rest of your family go all stealth, scaring unwitting white boys like you do?”

Danny chuckled. “You did a pretty fuckin’ good job of that just now, frog man. I’d say you’ve gotten broken in a bit.”

“Okay, I’m game. Let’s go see your people for a couple of days, and then I’ll fly us someplace nice for the rest of the week.”

“As long as there’s no sand. I’ve eaten enough sand to last a lifetime,” said Danny.

“As long as you protect me, then from all those spiritwalkers you talk about.” Jeffrey grinned, his white teeth flashing as if they were lit from within.

“Nah. You’ll be okay. You’ll see. Hope you like dusty roads, war paint, and feathers, though.”


Chapter 12
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Luci ran into James at the local supermarket and agreed to have coffee afterward. Griffin and his big dark eyes studied James like an old soul, frowning as if judging him unworthy.

“He’s probably got a load coming, James. Not to worry,” she said to him.

Looking at him across the tiny Formica tabletop, she saw he was a good man. She was sure there was something he wasn’t telling her.

“You ever have kids?” she asked him.

“Nope. Never been married.”

“Really?” It genuinely surprised her.

His eyes searched her face, landing on her lips. “Some day. Not right now.”

“Work?” She knew if she asked him what she suspected, he’d lie again.

“Something like that.”

“Me too,” she admitted as she gave Griffin her forefinger and coaxed a smile from the baby’s round Dine face.

“I have no right to ask you this, but who’s the father?”

“A friend. Sperm donor.”

“Ah,” he said and leaned away from her. His smile snagged her.

“What? You have a problem with that?”

“And what if I did? Does it really matter?”

“Of course not.”

“It’s just that some of us guys kinda feel a little useless. So you call us sperm donors now? You want the baby, but not the man. I guess I’m a bit old fashioned.”

The look they shared opened some doors inside her heart. There was a wounded little boy there somewhere. She also recognized in herself some loneliness, though she’d told herself having Griffin cured most of that.

James got a ping on his phone, checked it, and then stood. “I have to go.”

“Thanks for the coffee.”

“You’re welcome.” She could see he was hesitant to leave, wanting to say something else. “Luci, I think Corwin’s coming back to the res. You remember what I told you?”

“I do.”

“Pay attention to everything. Especially now. Stay close to your mother and Sarah, keep track of one another.”

“Noted. Thanks.”

He looked like he wanted to shake her hand for a second but he turned, and she watched his tall frame walk outside into the sunny parking lot. He put on his thin metal shades, checked both ways for traffic, and headed to his car. The grocery bag he carried could have been a child, but it was just groceries. She wondered if the stories and chanting were starting to rub off on her. Was she seeing part of his future? And if so, how come she felt he was the real one in danger?


Chapter 13
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Danny, Jeffrey, and Wilson dashed into the supermarket on a mission to get pizza, beers, fresh fruit, and TV dinners for Wilson’s sorely abandoned bachelor pad. Wilson and Jeffrey found a quick friendship. Danny was happy.

He glanced in the corner as they passed the coffee bar and saw Luci focused on what appeared to be a nursing baby discretely tucked under a large privacy sling. He stopped dead in his tracks.

Wilson ran into his backside. “Fuck it, Danny. You’re as clumsy as Emma Barnowl’s potbellied pig.” He followed the trajectory of Danny’s line of sight. “You know her? Luci?”

Danny nodded. “I’ll catch up with you. Give me a minute, okay?”

Jeffrey tilted his head and raised his eyebrows, looking between Danny and Luci. “Catch ya later, Chief.”

Danny paid no attention and walked toward the corner. “Luci?”

Her face registered shock at first and then softened.

“Hi, Danny.” She brought the groggy baby from her chest, covered herself up, and put him over her shoulder to burp him. “This little fellow is Griffin.”

Danny moved around to the side, taking in the sight of the chubby-cheeked, jet-black-haired infant, whose little arms crossed under his chin as his little body was arched over Luci’s shoulder, his fingers barely moving. His eyes were tightly closed.

“I didn’t know, Luci,” he found the courage to utter.

“Of course not. How could you? Not like you’ve been around much, or much that I saw anyway.” Her clear black eyes still speared him like they’d done a year ago.

He let the mild insult wash off him. “How old is Griff—”

“Griffin. It’s Griffin. He’s three months. He’s big for three months.” Luci gave him a short smile, which ended quickly.

“Well, congratulations, then. So who’s the lucky guy?”

“I’m afraid Griffin’s father has been out of the picture since the night he was conceived.”

Danny felt like he’d been hit in the gut. His legs wobbled. The chanting began a shrill refrain. It was accusatory, a warning. The sound sucked up all the air in the corner and made the back of his neck tense. He swallowed hard and, not knowing what else to do, he sat down.

He felt eyes on him from customers waiting in line at the registers. The barista even glanced over at him with a frown. Was it his imagination, or had he just stepped on a cat’s tail?

Luci let him squirm. He could tell she was waiting for him to form the question he wasn’t sure he wanted the answer to. “Where is his father?” he asked, and then did a quick scan of the store as if he’d find him in the liquor shelves or tucked neatly in the bread section. Luci waited. He felt her examining him, watching him.

At last, he had to look back at her. She had the same full lips, the high cheekbones, and wide, smooth, flat forehead of his people. Her dark eyes sparkled, her face beautiful in the late afternoon sunlight, flawless, without any makeup at all. Her honest eyes pulled something deep from inside him, laying it on the table between them as if she had unfolded a sacred cloth. The chanters whispered and hissed reproaches in his ear, scolding him.

She took in a deep breath. “If I tell you, it doesn’t change anything.”

He found himself nodding. Did he want to nod? Did he want to know the answer to his question?

“Griffin is yours, Danny.”

It was news he should have had in some intimate, quiet moment alone with her, some place where he didn’t have to couch his feelings. But what were his feelings? How did this news affect him?

Being completely honest with himself, he felt numb. Should he feel numb? Shouldn’t he say something? She was waiting for an answer, and she was judging him, evaluating him. He felt like an insect in a shadowbox with a pin stuck in his heart.

“How?” It was the only thing he could think to say.

Luci angled her face and frowned, patting the baby’s back, slightly rocking him up and down against her. “I’m pretty sure, Dine man, you know how it’s done. You seemed to be pretty well schooled in the subject matter.”

“But we—”

“Had sex several times. Yes. One time, and I guess you’ve forgotten, without protection.”

He saw the vision of her rising body in front of him. Images of her tanned flesh flooded his head. He could smell her arousal again, the way she tasted when he kissed her, the way she softly purred as he ran his fingers down her backside and her thigh. He knew now that he remembered every moan, every detail of how his skin felt against hers, every ache of his heart as he merged with her body and soul. He hadn’t allowed himself the luxury of these fine details, but they all came flooding back to him now, as he sat in the noisy supermarket, the intercom blaring in the background.

His grandfather chuckled. Odd that it took a fantasy to bring him back to reality. He mentally told his grandfather it was not a convenient time to come calling.

“This is what I meant, my little Ch’al grandson. You know what you must do.”

What?

Wilson bounced up to the three of them with Jeffrey in tow. They held four grocery bags between them. Luci nodded. “Hello, Wilson.” Then she looked up at Jeffrey whose face showed confusion.

“Luci, this is my teammate from the Navy, Jeffrey Parker.”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, then turned her gaze back on Danny. She was enjoying the moment way more than Danny was. “I’d heard you joined the Navy like your cousin.” Her eyes flashed up a smile in Wilson’s direction. His cousin moved behind her back, as if looking at the baby’s face. He shrugged his shoulders and widened his eyes like a crazy storyteller shaman he’d seen on TV and without Luci being able to see it.

Everyone was waiting for Danny to say something. He’d rather jump out of an airplane at thirteen thousand feet without a parachute than say what he knew he was going to have to say. As if his grandfather put the words into his mouth, he gulped in air and said, “This is my son.”

His grandfather squealed laughter and started singing with the chanters. He could see them in long robes, the feathers making a spiked row up over their heads. Eagle feathers, not able to be used by anyone but his people.

He mumbled something he remembered as a child, a song he’d been sung or a verse Grandfather had whispered in his ear. Wilson heard him say the words. His arms remained crossed as he scowled. Jeffrey was scanning the steady passage of customers in and out the front doors. He jumped as the squeal of the espresso machines also took up the chanting chorus.

Luci rocked back and forth with Griffin still on her shoulder, in perfect cadence with the chanting as if the music was in her, too.

And then everything stopped. He was going to say something in English but his grandfather interrupted him with a giggle. “Grandson! You remembered the words of our tongue! But you got it wrong. You quoted what our own Senator Lopez told us that day during our awards ceremony.”

Danny knew he didn’t want to hear the rest. Fuck. He’d gone and fucked up his sacred moment.

Grandfather continued, “You just said, ‘Give back the sheep’.”


Chapter 14
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Luci was grateful Danny put his plans on hold to spend a little time with her and the baby. They sat in silence as she drove Danny back to her house. She saw her mother’s car in the driveway and knew there’d be a house full of women to outnumber Danny, and she knew it wouldn’t be fair to put that much pressure on him.

He was around the back of the car and had opened the baby’s door before she could unstrap and exit the driver’s seat. She leaned in front of Danny, her arm grazing against his rock hard chest, the scent of him making her dizzy. She heard him inhale her perfume. The dance to intimacy had begun, as much as she’d told herself if she ever saw him again, she wouldn’t allow herself to throw her body at his feet. This wasn’t what she was doing. But the sight and smell of him was more than she could tolerate.

Holding Griffin, with his fresh baby smell and little pudgy cooing, seemed to be so natural, like she’d been doing it for years not just mere months. Danny was attentive, retrieving the large diaper bag from the floor of the second seat, asking her nervously if she needed anything else from the car. It was not the reunion she’d envisioned, but it felt right all the same.

Before she opened the front door, she heard voices inside. Men’s voices. She heard the voice of her Uncle Corwin.

Turning to Danny, she whispered, “My uncle. He’s required to stay at least a thousand feet from this house, from any of us.”

“Why?”

“Trust me, Danny. Him being here is not a good sign at all. He’s violating every stipulation in his parole.”

“Okay, get behind me, Luci. Or, better yet, take Griffin and go some place safe. Go get the police.”

“Good idea.”

But before she could make it to the car’s rear door to place the baby back in the car seat, the front door opened and Uncle Corwin barked a demand. “Get your ass back here, missy.” As an afterthought, Corwin examined Danny, who towered over him by at least five inches.

“Who the hell are you?”

Danny was quick. He pulled Corwin’s arm behind his back and lifted up, causing her uncle to cry out. She had just placed Griffin back in the car seat when she heard the click of a gun and saw someone had come up behind Danny and was pointing it at the back of his head.

Danny let go of Corwin and was pushed into the house, followed by a many-inked guy in a stained wife-beater tee. This left Corwin leaning against the doorway, arms crossed and in considerable pain. He rubbed his elbow and shoulder joints. His quick perusal made her want to take a shower.

“Well, aren’t you the little mama now, missy.” He rolled his neck and Luci heard a loud crack. She hesitated.

“I said get your ass in here, right now!” Corwin snarled.

Luci swore under her breath, considering whether or not she could make a run for it. She had decided to go for it when she heard Corwin.

“I’m not saying it again. Your boyfriend is gonna be missing some brains in a second if you don’t get yourself inside this house – right now!”

She made a mental amends to Griffin, who was alert and stirring. Perhaps he sensed her tenseness. She gathered him up in her arms and hugged him to her chest, placing a palm on the back of his head.

The closer she got to Corwin, the more dangerous he looked. One eye had the remnants of a shiner and was still bloodshot. He was missing one of his front teeth on the right, and he had fuzzy tats halfway up his neck and on all fingers. Just under his left eye there was a small design of a lightning bolt.

She gave him the widest berth she could as she slipped past him into her mother’s house. The stench of sweat and alcohol stung her nostrils. Corwin was an angrier slimmer version of himself before he went to prison.

The scene inside the house was pure chaos. Sarah was in tears, sitting next to her mother on the couch. Zelda appeared to be in shock, but Luci was relieved to see the two women holding hands. Maybe, just maybe, if they could survive the next few minutes, or hours, or however long it was going to take to bring everything to a head, maybe there was a chance for her little family.

Danny was sitting in her mother’s rocking chair, being duct taped to it. His captor had tucked the gun into the back of his pants and another gun lay on the coffee table amid the little gathering. She recognized it as a Sig Sauer, and Luci knew it either belonged to her uncle or to Danny. Without Griffin, she’d have made a play for it and would be willing to risk her life. But that was out of the question now. The stakes were too high.

She remembered she had slipped her cell phone into her diaper bag. Bouncing Griffin, she reached into it and brought out a burping towel with the cell tucked inside. Using the flannel material to wipe up an invisible burp up off Griffin’s chin, her thumb clicked the ringer on the phone to silent. Then she firmly pushed down the divot in the bottom of the cell, bringing the screen to life. Still moving quickly, she dialed 911 and then tucked the phone into Griffin’s tee shirt at the back. She heard the faint answer from an operator and prayed Corwin didn’t.

But Danny’s head whipped up and he stared at her.

The baby registered the cold plastic surface against the warm skin of his back and started to cry.

“He’s hungry.”

“So feed him,” Corwin said as he slithered his way across the living room toward her.

Careful not to expose any more of her breast than she needed to, she held little Griffin to her nipple and immediately felt the let down of her milk and a slight relaxation of the tension she’d been carrying in her body.

“Ahhh. Isn’t that beautiful, Luci,” Corwin said as he watched the baby nurse. “He’s so soft—”

He’d started to reach out to touch her, but she jerked the baby away by turning and earned a slap across the cheek for it, startling Griffin, who began to wail.

“Corwin, you asshole!” Luci’s mother shouted. “Get your fucking hands off my daughter and grandson.”

Corwin didn’t pay any attention. She could see the wheels turning in his head as he watched the nursing. He fisted and unfisted his palms. Luci calculated what it would take to toss Griffin to her mother and decided if Corwin went for her, she’d do it.

All of a sudden, Danny stood up, toppling his captor and taking the entire rocking chair with him. He took one step toward Corwin and landed a kick in the man’s kneecap. The whole room heard a snap as her uncle’s leg hyperextended backward and he fell to the ground in pain. The accomplice reached for a knife tucked under his shirt, but Danny head-butted him, sending him flying backward. The knife fell at Luci’s feet. Her mother scrambled to retrieve it, but Luci shoved Griffin into her mother’s arms. In a flash, she picked up the gun, knowing it had no safety, praying that there was a round in the chamber, and held it out toward Corwin in a two-handed stance, like she’d been taught.

She heard the whisper at her side. “Well done, my princess,” Danny’s calm voice washed over her. She dared not look at him. Adrenaline was pumping so fast she was worried she’d discharge the weapon by accident. “Sarah, get him untied.”

Corwin’s helper had started to scramble to his feet, blood trickling down his forehead from the head-butting.

Luci trained the weapon on his chest. “Don’t even think about it. I don’t need much of an excuse to shoot you, and trust me, I will.”


Chapter 15
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The lights were flashing all around them, the dusty street looked like a police and fire rally yet Danny was blinded by the bravery and cool confidence of the woman who had borne his child. She held the baby in her arms, patting his back while she answered questions, looked at pictures, and checked on her little sister. The whole incident had happened quickly, like it was supposed to happen, like what they’d been taught in SEAL training. He never expected to find such admiration for a woman. She’d said nothing to him about why she hadn’t tried to contact him when she’d learned she was pregnant. She bore the burden quietly, making the very best decisions out of a bad situation.

Several times she’d caught him looking at her. He liked the way her hair draped over the back of her shoulder when she pulled it aside so it wouldn’t fall on Griffin. Like his, her hair was heavy, containing a second layer beneath the heavy outer layer, which had served his people for generations, protecting the head and body from the elements they lived in.

He admired her slender frame, her long legs, and the simple, white ruffled top she wore over her jeans that couldn’t hide her round bottom. He loved how her light tan skin contrasted with the bright white cotton. Her dark eyes took in everyone and everything, and she still had time to coo and play with the baby. His baby.

The only part of her that was flashy were her turquoise cowboy boots with the red lizard trim. The pattern was stitched intricately, but someone had painted flowers in bright colors at the toes and up the outside edge where they hugged her calves.

See me.

The air was thick with the connection he felt for her as if a wedding blanket had been draped over them both. He thought about making love to her by moonlight on the banks of a babbling stream, the lights from the stars present in her eyes. His lovemaking would make her cry, like it did the first time. He knew what that was. She didn’t have to tell him.

See me, Luci, he willed in his mind again. Do you know how much I want to hold you in my arms? Can you feel the vibration the singers are bringing to you? It’s a message, my love.

And just as his ancestors had given him the gift of his heritage, he was granted the gift of her attention, for she turned slowly at first, looking at him from the corner of her eye. She bent her head down, not because she was shy, as someone outside the community might misunderstand. She bent her head to acknowledge the deep rumble in her own belly. He knew that was the case.

Her neck was long as she peered over her shoulder, one breast pushed up, as she nursed his young son. Just as she was giving her body to the child for strength, he knew that some night very soon, she’d give her body up to him again. Like the night they’d made Griffin.

And all would be right with the world.

Lucy had gone to the hospital to be with her mother and Sarah. The crowd of rescue vehicles and the curious onlookers had dissipated by morning. He felt like a boy of fifteen again with a new crush. Although filled with emotions he was deliciously enjoying, he was unable to categorize or manage. So he let them run free. He’d spent the night with Jeffrey and Wilson, and the three of them hadn’t slept more than an hour, they were so pumped up.

He was filled with anticipation as he saw her again at first morning’s light. She’d worn another white smock, but this time adorned it with a silver and turquoise belt that gathered the white material in a flair over her hips. Her light blue denim skirt had been adorned with beadwork he knew to be done by hand. He couldn’t speak.

Jeffrey had watched their gazes toward each other, and he’d caught his SEAL buddy whispering things to Wilson. Luci’s mother was still in the hospital. That left Sarah in the company of Wilson and Jeffrey, something Sarah was enjoying immensely.

Jeffrey acted the perfect gentleman, bringing her water, smiling down at her, and patting the top of her head as if he were her big brother. Wilson had stopped swearing. Danny felt a balance had returned to his world at last. Less than twenty-four hours ago he’d learned he was a father. He also nearly lost it all within that same stretch of time. Now equilibrium was returning. A new future was blooming right in front of him.

The three of them watched TV, Sarah sitting proudly between the two Navy men. It seemed important to resume somewhat of a normal routine after a day of such high emotions.

Except Danny welcomed the emotions. They were elixirs and concoctions he felt could heal him. Part of his spirit was expanding, and he could see things he hadn’t noticed before. Little things like the sweet peas along Luci’s back fence he remembered from his own grandmother’s garden. The little blue lizards that hid whenever he walked in her backyard. He saw the streaks of pinkish clouds in the now-fading afternoon sun. The warm rosy hue of the soil contrasted with the bright blue of the sky in this land of the changing woman, his people, and his land. The colors were more vivid than he’d remembered.

He hadn’t touched Luci except to place a hand on her shoulder and whisper a request, to see if he could be of service to her in some small way. He spoke carefully, softly, working to bring her as much honey in his voice as he could find. He noticed the hairs at the back of her neck rose whenever he talked to her, and felt the glorious tickle of the hairs around the side of her face when he spoke softly into her ear.

Quite unexpectedly, she walked toward him after putting the baby down for a nap, placing her palms against his chest, allowing her breasts to brush against him. She did this without shame or trying to hide her feelings. Her eyes searched his without a question residing there. Danny found himself covering her hands with his, then lifting each palm one by one, kissing the undersides right in the middle. Her natural body oils infused into him. Her loveliness was indescribable. She matched his kissing of her palms with motions of the same kind, and then they just looked at each other, at the miracle of the culmination of generations of Dine who had stood honestly face to face, and became a partnership with more than their bodies.

She turned and announced to the little group on the couch her intention to take a walk with him. Wilson, Jeffrey, and Sarah were watching an old Bachelorette episode Jeffrey had starred in. His cousin nodded his head stoically, but Jeffrey gave him a wink and a full on Hollywood smile. Sarah was so engrossed in the program she didn’t look up.

Outside the front door, Danny noticed an old folded blanket and a glass bottle of homemade lemonade sitting on a wicker chair. Birds were chirping in the bright pink bougainvillea vine that had tried to take over her mother’s porch.

“Where are we going, Luci?”

“There’s a little trail to a frog pond I used to walk as a child. I haven’t seen it in years. Maybe the frogs are gone, the water too for that matter, but I want to see it again.

He laced his fingers through hers, and she squeezed tightly, and then let go. He found his arm fit well around her waist, his palm resting on her hip as she took long flowing strides.

A chorus of frog sounds abruptly ended when they walked through some grey-green brush. Luci pulled the reeds aside, and he saw a small pond being fed by a tiny stream.

She laid the blanket out and slipped off her shoes. Danny handed her the lemonade jar and did the same.

“I started coming here when my uncle wouldn’t stop trying to come after me.” She turned her delicate neck, and, with dancing eyes, gave him a warm smile. “This was like my own little secret garden, like the children’s book I loved so much. Do you know it?”

“I’m sorry, no.”

“Well, it’s a story about an unwanted little girl and her two friends, one the son of a servant, who finds solace and health in a secret garden locked away after the death of the mistress of the house. Inside this garden, they are protected by a high wall that also masks the sounds of their play and their laughter.”

Danny was sorry he’d never been told that story.

“I learned about it in school. I took to reading quite early, thank God. I never had parents who told me the legends and ways of our people, Danny. Not like you did.”

He knew he was lucky to have had the influence of his grandfather, something he had to admit he hadn’t realized until the old man was gone.

“I used this place to get away from the harshness and dangers of my world. To a place where miracles happened and people’s souls were healed.”

Danny looked out over the cool water. “Reminds me of some of the fishing holes Grandfather took me to as a child. Wilson would come, too. We’d camp out under the stars. The sky seemed so much bigger then.”

Luci, nodded. “I don’t have memories like that. But Griffin will. He’ll have all that.”

“Yes, he will,” Danny admitted.

A gentle breeze floated by them. A hummingbird hovered over a cactus flower. Several brave frogs resumed their singing.

“He never raped me, Danny, but I felt unsafe and violated just the same. I’m glad I didn’t have to kill him, but you know, I dreamt about it every night.” She pointed to the pond with her outstretched hand. “This place gave me the courage I needed. I knew that some day I would have to deal with Uncle Corwin, and I vowed I’d be strong when that day came.”

Danny wasn’t shocked. The deliberate way she’d handled herself under pressure had indicated to him she’d planned it for years.

“I learned how to shoot a gun, and I learned some self-defense. I knew some day I’d need all of that.”

“I’ll bet. Watching you yesterday, Luci,” he took her hand in his and rubbed the back of her palm with his thumb, “I could see you’d thought about it for a long time.”

Danny wasn’t sure how to bring up what he hoped would be their future.

“Luci, I’ll be going back to San Diego with Jeffrey in a few days. Would you consider coming with us?”

Her answer was immediate. She shook her head.

“I’m not going to leave Sarah here alone.”

“But she has your mom.”

“I can’t ask that of her just yet.”

“Then bring her. Bring them both.”

“I’ll think about it, Danny.” Her honest mouth demanded to be kissed. She was looking up at him, searching his eyes.

“Marry me, Luci,”

“You don’t even know me, Danny.”

“Yes I do. I’ve known you my whole life.”

She traced his mouth with her forefinger. “We’ll see. We’ll see where this takes us, and then we’ll decide. Together.”

“You aren’t going to be able to make me stay away, Luci,” he said as he covered her mouth, tasting her need and the sweetness of her spirit.

“Danny Begay, I have no intention of making you stay away,” she whispered back to him between kisses.

He followed her body as it gently rested against the quilt. Unfastening the latch on her silver and turquoise belt, he took his time unbuttoning her white cotton blouse, each time kissing the flesh he was exposing, parting the sides, and tracing a line from her navel to the bottom of her bra.

Her hands squeezed over his buttocks as she pulled him into her, raising her knee and lifting her skirt so his groin could rub against the soft tissues of her sex. His hands relished the soft skin of her backside. When he drew toward her center, he peeled her panties to one side and pinched her bud, then slipped a finger inside her as she arched to receive him. Her delicate neck craned backward as he kissed down her middle until he dropped his head under her skirt and his tongue found her opening.

He heard the singers again. Thankfully, his grandfather was quiet, but the singers’ sweet song mingled with Luci’s moans as he could feel her strength build with the crescendo of her desire.

Love me, Luci. Can you do this? Am I enough for you?

He climbed on top of her, releasing his pants, then stopped and began to sit up. “I wasn’t prepared. I—”

“Shhh,” she said as she covered his mouth with her three middle fingers, pulling him by the collar against her chest. “The chances are slim right now. Besides, I’ve waited a whole year for this.”

He entered her slowly, watching the emotions cross her face like the white billowy clouds of the Four Corners. Her eyes filled with need the more he rooted deep inside her. She resisted, matching his body’s hardness and strength, and then she melted underneath him, surrendering fully, becoming pliable. He rode her body like a cascading wave, savoring her, bringing her to the brink of release and then changing the tempo, kissing her softly and allowing her to catch her breath. Finally, she demanded more, pulled him deep, as she ground her mound into him furiously.

He vowed he’d convince her in the days ahead that the only place she belonged was at his side. He’d be a father to Griffin. He’d be her lover, her protector, and the keeper of her flame. He’d dedicate his life to giving her more than she’d ever expected or thought she wanted.

There were details to work out. He would be leaving soon for a long workup before his first deployment. But they were just details. He was done with the search to find himself, finding her in the process. This gentle soul and his young son would become the focus of his life. There wasn’t anything to prove and everything to come home to. If she’d take a chance on him, he’d keep his promise and make her feel like the luckiest girl in the whole world. Nothing could keep him from coming home.


Chapter 16
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Danny and Jeffrey reported to the SEAL Team 3 building on Coronado, watching as others arrived. They were a contingent of ten newbies—tadpoles, as someone had told them. A tall, blue-eyed man in camo gear came over and introduced himself to the two friends.

“I’m Kyle Lansdowne, your LPO.”

“Special Operator Begay. Glad to be here, sir.” Jeffrey did the same. Their LPO shook both their hands firmly. A tall SEAL to his right introduced himself as Calvin Cooper, Corpsman. “I fix shit, too.” Others stepped in and shook hands with each newbie, one at a time.

“You both from Class 388?” Asked one of the old guys. Some of the newbies were medically rolled from Class 386 and a couple other classes.

“Yessir,” both he and Jeffrey answered.

“Parker, we want you to work with Fredo and Rory. Follow everything they do, if you can. Fredo runs our explosives and operates the communications. Does all our hookups and Invisios and shit. Begay, I’ve assigned you to Armando, our shooter. You get to watch an A-1 sniper at your side. You better hope we don’t need him, just like Fredo here, because it means we’re in serious shit.”

“And if you get operated on by T.J., you better hope he sews your ears on frontwards and gets your dick on straight,” Brady boasted.

T.J.’s booming voice shook the air. “Contrary to popular opinion, I don’t do vasectomies or sex changes on weekends.”

Everyone laughed. Danny was relieved by how free-spirited the team was. He could see the respect they all had for LPO Lansdowne. Some of the apprehension he’d had began to dissipate.

Jeffrey was grinning widely, nodding, and shaking hands and fist-bumping the other guys. Team guys had heard about Jeffrey’s invention and wondered if he’d thought about making an action game based on their training. SEALs had been busted for doing so several years ago.

“That’s what they did wrong and it got them busted,” Armando stated.

“Shoot, that’s what all the homies want, Armani. They wanna feel like they’re playing with the big boys,” Fredo quipped.

Danny knew Jeffrey had an answer for them. “Not to worry, guys. I do Zombie Apocalypse. We use all futuristic weapons—cyborgs with lasers embedded in their skulls. My worlds have humans and cyborgs working together to destroy the zombies.”

A brief hush fell over the room as it became clear Jeffrey had instantly become the most popular member on the team. Then everyone started talking at once.

During the weeks that followed, consistent with a protocol they were told they’d get used to, they did a variety of training including daytime jump school, midnight HALO jumps, building search and hostage rescue, and intensive deep water rescue and ship boarding. They also did a week in the Nevada desert “shooting zombies” as everyone started calling it while barreling across the sand in various vehicles at high speed, firing off more rounds than most Marine divisions used in a month. The end of the day exercises began to take on Mad Max proportions when the serious work of the day was done.

When he could, Danny tried to call Luci at home.

He and Jeffrey rented an apartment together with a balcony overlooking the ocean. The rent on the place was more than several of their members’ house payments, and at first, Danny didn’t want to take Jeffrey’s offered generosity.

“You helped get me through BUD/S, big guy. We do this thing, and we do it together. Only thing I won’t do is sleep with your girl. Or change little Griff’s diapers.” Jeffrey’s smile followed just about every statement he made.

“I’d say it was the other way around, Jeffrey. I’d not have graduated without you.”

Jeffrey waved it away.

Their apartment was outfitted with a couple of game machines Jeffrey was beta testing for a Silicon Valley firm and quickly became the hangout for all the newbies and several of the unattached regulars. It was known as the Zombie Bachelor Alliance. The new Alliance members got their frog prints tatted on their forearms, like all of Kyle’s team, but with bloody outlines, indicating they were part of the new Zombie Alliance, not one of Kyle’s old regulars who sported neat little black prints.

Jeffrey even helped Danny with some tickets to fly Luci out for a long weekend before they deployed.

Luci was interested in their life and fit in well with the other SEAL ladies. She especially got close to Mia and Gina, Armando and Fredo’s wives.

Those were some of the best days of Danny’s life. He woke up in the morning, Griffin making a hot, sweaty scene in the middle of their bed, but he liked sleeping with the baby even though he’d have preferred sleeping next to Luci. Griffin was comfortable around him, rewarding him with smiles, his dark eyes dancing. At night sometimes he woke up, and Griffin would be lying there watching him. Although too young to really know, Danny sensed the baby knew he was his father.

They had a beach bonfire with the kids and wives the last night before their travel. Danny noticed it was hardest on the guys who were headed for their fifth or sixth deployment, like Kyle, Cooper, Fredo, and Armando, all of whom were married and had at least one child, most of them two. He wondered how they found the ability to put their families second to the service of their country. It gave him courage to see these men of steel be tender with their kids and ladies, knowing what they were feeling inside. It wasn’t common to lose a SEAL or one of the support teams, but when it happened to a couple of SEALs on Team 5, he understood how it impacted all the Teams. Everyone grieved. All the families were embraced.

Not that that was enough, of course.

“I promise you I’ll come back, Luce. I keep my promises.”

“Danny, just want you to know, I love all this. I can see us living here, doing this. Your friends, the ladies and wives, they’re awesome. I love how all the little ones play together.”

“That’s the way it is. Someone doesn’t come back, everyone else helps out.”

Luci had stiffened.

“Not going to happen, Luce. I’m coming back. I mean it.”

He’d bought a co-sleeper bed for Griffin so he could properly say goodbye to Luci their last night together. Her long, hot body filled all the cracks and fissures in his psyche. His fears were smoothed over with her kisses and the feel of her thighs against his as he loved her all night long. The gentle singing spoke to him in rhythm.

This woman holds your soul, your spirit. Take from her only what she gives. Leave something for her in return. Make her feel the love burning in your heart for her every night until you return. Make her remember. Give her the gift of your dreams of love.

If she was scared, she didn’t show it. In the morning, they lolled in bed. He was stunned when she rolled to the side, picked something up from the lamp table, and handed him a little package, wrapped up in parchment and tied with straw.

“Should I open it?” he asked her as she snuggled up, wrapping her legs around him as he took the packet carefully.

“No. Keep it intact. Hold it close to your heart, Dine man. It contains the pollen of our People, a lock of my hair and that of Griffin’s. We go with you on your great mission. Do not forget us.”

They hadn’t talked about the future. He didn’t want her agreeing to something out of pressure because he was going into harm’s way. But now seemed the perfect time. He turned to lay sideways against her naked body. “Marry me, Luci, when I return. Will you do this?”

“I will wait until you ask me when you return, so I can properly say yes. We have no time now.”

He flipped her up on top of him, holding her hips, allowing her to rub her sex against his groin, which was stiff and becoming stiffer.

“Marry me, Luci,” he said as he found her opening, holding her in place with just the head breaching her peach. He felt her vibration, felt he was at peace, home with her. Wanted to stay one with her forever.

She smiled and leaned over, her large breasts touching his chest, her long hair covering him. She pushed herself harder so his hands could not hold her hips, and she hungrily swallowed him deep between her legs.

“Marry me, Luci,” he said as he began to pump, thrusting up inside her, rocking her pelvis on his thighs. Her eyes were closed, her mouth forming the “Oh” he loved to see as she began to shudder.

“I need you to say it, Luci.”

“Yes, Danny, I am yours. Forever and ever.”


Chapter 17
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Djibouti was a much busier place than they’d been told by returning teams, who had spent a lot of time playing video games, doing short training missions, and hours of P.T., or physical training.

Barely a week there and they were called on a Special Ops covert night mission. They’d flown to Turkey and, with the help of Kurdish fighters took a midnight drop into Northern Iraq to rescue a high-value target and friend of the United States who had garnered some critical intelligence. He’d been a former Iraqi military officer who’d been trained by them on previous deployments, whose family had been slaughtered in the recent bloodshed. The man was buying his freedom and that of the life of his only remaining living family member, a young son four years of age.

They met in an abandoned soccer stadium which gave Yazen and his son, Ali, shelter and occasionally clean water. He even had power from time to time on an intermittent basis, enough to charge a cell phone and other batteries. The Iraqi had constructed a bunker that was impossible to trace from the outside, and only went out at night to forage for supplies, sometimes food.

The Team was waiting for information on extraction once contact had been made with Yazen. The SEALs went out in pairs along with one Kurdish fighter, carefully surveying the surrounding area for bad guys and verifying no one from the village a few hundred yards away was interested in them or the stadium. Several hovels remained of what used to be a sports complex and neighborhood shopping district. Dead animals were left to rot in the streets. Wild dogs roamed, skittish and distrustful of anyone. Goats from untended flocks and chickens survived by eating anything they could and were the onIy animals that looked healthy.

It was planned that the center of the soccer stadium, with pinkish puddles from some chemical spill instead of green lawn, would make a good rendezvous point for the birds.

Danny watched young Ali and wondered about his own son, safe at his mother’s breast. This little boy slept in his father’s arms, covered by a crudely skinned hide on dusty rags and stained prayer rugs.

Later that day, he could read in the boy’s dark eyes the damage from seeing carnage and horrors of war. Yet, he watched as, incredibly, the youngster played with colored rocks and shell casings he found. He would pile them up, sorting by color and size. He began making necklaces from strips of string and leather and colored glass from broken bottles. He made pretend medals with bits of wire, lanyards, guns, and knives small enough for the boy’s tiny hands.

Yazen had killed a goat then dried and stored the meat, hanging the intestines in the sun on one of the bleachers in a haphazard manner to avoid interest from eyes above. Danny noted how, like his ancestors, this former military man was using every part of the animal, even using the goat hooves as blades on a trowel for digging small caches under the soil, or using their sharp edge to sand and whittle wood for stakes.

Kyle spoke to him as he watched the father and son work on stitching together two stiff pieces of goat hide. “Most of these men, even the generals, are only one generation from the desert bands who traveled like Bedouins, herding their food behind them. Very skilled guerilla fighters, if their will is strong. Their strength is in adapting to the harsh environment and completely living off the grid, off the land of their ancestors.”

Danny completely understood and felt a strange kinship. Two generations ago, his People lived in mud and animal skin hogans, or out in the high desert, and not in houses or even the luxury of mobile homes like today.

He fashioned the boy a slingshot made from pieces of a discarded inner tube from a burned-out military van and goat intestines he found drying. He sat one long afternoon and showed the boy how to use it, all the while under the watchful eye of his father, who seemed to have lost the capacity to smile. Danny instructed young Ali the right size and shape of pebbles to use for different trajectories, and how to pull it out of his clothes quickly without making a sound.

While most of the men seemed more relaxed in the daytime, Danny felt more comfortable at night. His eyesight was well suited for the dark, and he used a single scope goggle he’d crafted so he could rely on his own eyesight, but have the use of the night-vision resolution when he needed it.

This land reminded him of the land of the Four Corners back home. He’d roamed the desert floor with his grandfather, using the moonlight as their guide, listening to small animals, snakes, and night birds. They’d sometimes sleep out there for a week.

The smell of the soil in Iraq was not the same. It didn’t have the sweet smell of adobe soil of his homeland when wet. But the texture of the sand when the night wind blew reminded him exactly of what it was like sleeping out on the desert floor with the stars so thick he imagined them to be a wooly blanket that kept him warm at night. He could remember how their brightness almost hurt his eyes as a child.

Danny showed Ali shapes in the night sky, using a small penlight to demonstrate drawing these shapes in the sand with a pointed stick they’d whittled together. There was a coyote—although not the same stars he saw in the Southwest—a bear, a snake, and jackrabbit, something Ali could not understand. When Danny tried to explain the long ears and powerful hind legs of the jackrabbit, Ali kept insisting it was a goat.

“Maa’ez,” Ali insisted, creating horns that came up out of the top of his scalp with his little fists, trying to imitate a goat. T.J. Talbot had learned the Arabic word for rabbit, and although not a jackrabbit with the long ears, finally Ali understood, and laughed. He motioned back to Danny the folly of the pretend floppy ears a rabbit in Iraq would have, wrinkling his nose in disgust and disbelief that such a lowly animal would take such a lofty place in the heavens.

Danny shook his head and insisted his rabbits at his house had long, long ears, whiskers that drew out to the sides at least a hand’s width, and powerful hind legs that could make them hop like a kangaroo. He demonstrated it, and drew the laughter of Coop, T.J., Brady, and Fredo. The boy’s dark eyes laughingly followed his every movement.

Two days went by fast, and the games Danny and young Ali played seemed to provide a relief for Yazen, who showed Kyle the contents of the computers he’d seized. To pass the time, they examined paper maps and other documents Yazen had gathered, and though the Iraqi’s English was sorely lacking, Kyle, with the help of T.J., seemed pleased with some of the information and direction. Danny could tell Kyle’s respect for the former officer was high.

“You’re coming with us to show them, Yazen,” Kyle said, mimicking a helo coming in and taking them away. “You know that, don’t you?” Yazen watched T.J. stumble through a crude translation, nod, and then point to his son, pointing back at Kyle and then pointing to his son again with the number one sign. Kyle agreed, yes, Ali would be put on the bird first, along with their precious cargo, the computers and maps.

The more time Danny spent with Ali, the more the little boy seemed to appreciate the sand drawing of animal shapes. Danny was touched when he saw the boy trying to teach his father that night, pointing to the stars, showing the older man the animal shape he’d found in the clusters overhead. The man’s eyes watered as he allowed his son to show him the miracle he’d just learned from the American soldier who had come all this way to rescue him and perhaps give him a better life.

Danny could also tell the man was haunted. That’s when he began to hear whispers from his ancestors and wondered if they were urging him to help the man find his way or sending a warning for Danny. The distant repeat of gunfire and occasional bleating of sheep and goats from the bombed out town nearby made it impossible for him to sleep. So when the chanting began again, he actually welcomed it as something familiar and found that it calmed him.

Morning of the third day came with news they’d be extracted that night at zero one hundred hours. Fredo relayed the message to Kyle who appeared to be overjoyed. T.J. and Coop readied their medic kits, double-checking to make sure everything was packed the way it was supposed to be for quick use in an emergency. Armando cleaned and cared for his equipment and ammo, as well as checking on several of the team’s weapons. The sand wreaked havoc with their pieces. Tonight they could not afford a malfunction.

Around midnight, Danny was awakened when Fredo received word the choppers were inbound. The skilled SEAL quietly double-checked everyone’s mics. He and Rory also moved some small IEDs to their extra-deep Velcro pockets they’d customized on the outsides of their standard-issue jacket pockets. Scopes were cleaned and checked. Weapons. Danny and Armando checked to make sure weapons were loaded and hot, and free from the incessant sand.

Danny shared a cool water bottle with Ali and his father, who was nervous, looking around in every direction for the sound of the bird, as if not knowing it would come from the North. Somewhere in the night they heard the sounds of a jeep-like vehicle, which didn’t make anybody happy.

As soon as the dust began to disperse as the first of two Blackhawks began to land, they heard the sound of automatic gunfire and some answering rounds from what Danny knew to be an accompanying Cobra, which temporarily silenced the opposition. The area on the other side of the soccer stadium wall lit up like a mall from an insurgent’s grenade as T.J. and Danny bundled the computers, tossing them on board the birds as members of the team covered their backside. Others prepared to mount, or stood in the doorway ready to lay down a firestorm if needed. Yazen used his own AK-47 and sprayed one of the breached tunnels, and breached tunnels, staying back against the wall for cover while the SEALs made it to the Blackhawk.

Yazen then tossed a grenade toward the three men he’d just leveled. Fredo and Rory lobbed IEDs over the wall, which exploded, sending body parts and bits of metal raining down on all of them. Ali had been left alone temporarily. Danny first watched Yazen’s horrified face, then saw two large enemy combatants in black run to snatch the Iraqi up. Armando knelt and took out the first with a single shot, exploding the assailant’s head, but missed the second. Ali was screaming while running toward his father as the dark fighter nearly caught up to him.

Armando swore, having no clear way to get to the guy without hitting Ali, and Danny’s was not much better. In heartbreaking slow motion, little Ali tripped and fell, tumbling on the dusty ground. Yazen caught the fighter with rounds exploding his chest. Two more slipped over the wall and were rapidly advancing on the little boy, but were leveled as well by Yazen’s automatic.

The vital intel had been loaded onto both choppers, divided evenly as they’d been instructed in case only one made it back. Time was of the essence to get out of dodge. Smoke had obscured everyone’s lines of fire. They heard the sounds of several more vehicles and gunfire as a group of fighters scaled the wall and several fell over the fence, heading for Yazen. One caught him in the right leg, stopping his attempt to rescue his son. Ali emerged from the cloud of smoke, and, seeing his father fallen, hesitated until Danny called his name. Ali looked up and ran as fast as his little legs could carry him in Danny’s direction. Attackers descended upon Yazen, taking him temporarily alive, when a rain of hell descended upon them all. T.J. was going to try a rescue of Yazen, but Kyle grabbed his arm.

“Can’t save him now.”

Danny ran for Ali, desperately trying to get to the boy. A tall enemy combatant was chasing the boy. He heard Armando swear at his back, realizing too late he was cutting off his sniper’s angle. But he had to get to the boy first. The dark warrior was nearly upon Ali, and pulled out a sabre, intending to use it to halve the child, but, miraculously, little Ali turned, whipped out his slingshot, and hit the attacker in the eye with a perfect shot as coolly delivered as any practiced military man. The attacker screamed in pain and fell to his knees, his eye a bloody mess. Armando’s rounds finished him off, as well as several others running to the still screaming Yazen. Cheers erupted from the chopper crew and the SEALs giving assistance to several of their injured.

Danny reached Ali, turning his face so he wouldn’t see what he knew was coming next. Armando stood tall, seemingly unafraid of the explosions around him, very calmly aimed and delivered a kill shot to Yazen’s chest, ending his suffering. He looked down, and then nodded as Danny tucked Ali under his jacket and ran for the bird. Armando and Brady hopped on behind after covering the scene with rounds. Armando threw a grenade into the middle of the pileup on Yazen, exploding so bright they could see the deep red soil stained with darker red.

Everyone was loaded and safe on the two birds with only two men having taken rounds. T.J. was tending to one, which didn’t appear to be severe. Coop was caring for the teammate in the other bird, who had a head injury they were worried about. As they lifted quickly and headed north, a couple of rocket-propelled grenades barely missed them and fell back, exploding far below. The yellow bursts of weapon fire coming from the ground fell short as well, and looked more like a sparse Fourth of July fireworks display.

Little Ali was shaking. Danny could hear his teeth chattering. He recognized the signs of shock, very dangerous for a child. Danny knew well how it felt because he’d fallen into shock at his first kill—a bear that had been tracking him and his grandfather a mile through the woods. His training and reflexes served him well, but he remembered he couldn’t sleep for a week afterward.

And little Ali had just lost his dad, the only living relative he had.

As he held the trembling youngster, his head popped out of Danny’s jacket, frantically searching for his father amongst the faces in the chopper. When the boy looked him in the eyes, Danny shook his head slowly. The boy’s lower lip quivered, and Danny could see he understood he was now all alone.

The voices chanted again. Danny heard a greeting to Yazen, welcoming him to the land of the People, reassuring him that a man of the People would look after his son. That this frogman was a true warrior who would protect young Ali.

Danny hoped he could live up to the challenge. Even if it was a fight that took all his savings and all his spare time, he’d work very hard to make sure Ali somehow got to come home with him. He could not leave a little warrior like Ali behind, and he asked his ancestors for the pollen and hair of his woman and child to extend its protection to Ali as well.
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Luci hadn’t heard from Danny in over four days and began to worry. On top of that, her Uncle Corwin’s trial had started at the district building. Scores of strangers had descended upon the res, and although they were told it was for their own protection, the population, including Luci, resented the outside intrusion.

Making matters worse, another young Navajo girl went missing, and since Luci’s uncle was incarcerated, he couldn’t be blamed for it. This time, the fifteen-year-old was stolen at night from her own bedroom in an unlocked house, as was the custom. The FBI task force was interviewing anyone who knew the girl, which was just about everyone. Her parents were frantic, and whispers and rumors traveled like a high desert fire amongst the People. Nothing except for a pair of tennis shoes were missing from her room. It didn’t appear she’d had time to change her clothes, leaving the speculation she’d been taken against her will. The longer it remained a case without suspects, as the other missing or murdered girls’ cases were, the longer everyone was on edge. One thing was certain, though, there was a tribal connection somehow.

Everyone would breathe a sigh of relief when Fall arrived and the kids could be watched more closely. Summers were dangerous times on the res, and there were still many hot days left this year.

The community was looking forward to building a new casino on Navajo lands, which might bring jobs and much-needed income for the People. The suited consultants from Washington, D.C. and Las Vegas were not resented nearly as much as the government men who trumped the tribal police and pushed their weight around.

Some of the tribal police were involved with a notorious local Assistant Sheriff, Payette Fisher, a mixed Apache dirty cop who was always making a pest of himself with the Navajo women. It was rumored he’d exchanged favors for sex, but none of the women were brave enough to come forward.

A famous Navajo artist, Jenny Younghorse, came for the summer to work on the res as an artist in residence. Sarah auditioned and won a spot to be one of the dozen promising students Younghorse would mentor. In the rented warehouse building, which doubled as her temporary studio and teaching facility, Jenny opened Sarah’s eyes to the world of graphics. Sarah excelled and was more excited during her first week at the makeshift school than Luci had ever seen her. Each day, arriving at the warehouse to pick Sarah up, Luci was afraid Sarah would never want to leave.

“Your little sister has way more talent and focus than I had at her age, Luci. You should be proud.”

“Yes, we are.” Luci watched Jenny gather up palettes and brushes they’d used in an acrylic class that day while the baby stirred in her arms, waking up from a short nap. Sarah was outside taking trash to the dumpster. “She’s always got a pencil and sketchpad in her hands. It has been this way since she was six.”

Younghorse was thoughtful, watching her gently rock Griffin. “You know, there are special programs I can put you in touch with that take talented high school students, sort of an intensive institution—like a performing arts high school, but set up for print and media artists—where she can finish the credits needed for graduation, but study her art.”

“I’ve heard of them. She brought home a brochure last night.” Luci had looked at the costs of tuition and had silently tucked the brochure under their phone book, hoping to lead attention away from it. She didn’t bring it up at dinner with either Sarah or her mother.

“She really should be going to a place like that. She’s that good,” the older woman added.

“I understand. I’m afraid the cost of her education would be prohibitive. I don’t think it’s even fair to get her hopes up at this point.”

Younghorse smiled. “Let me work on that,” she said with a wink.

Luci’s heart leapt at the thought that perhaps she’d be free to move closer to Danny. If Sarah found some place safe to live and finish high school—but, no. The money she’d save would barely cover the cost of one year at the special high school, and Sarah would need three full years including an expensive summer trip to Europe as a junior.

“With your mother’s permission, I’d like to help her fill out the scholarship applications for the fall.”

Jenny had long grey hair and a gentle, Navajo way about her. She was a patient teacher, and Luci understood the skill it took to guide young hands and minds to greater things. To inspire them. It was one thing that Luci enjoyed about her job teaching. She found herself fascinated by the older woman.

“Can I ask you how you got off the res, how you came to this, all this fame and, I hope, great fortune?”

Younghorse smiled again, showing her straight bright white teeth. “My father was killed in World War II. He died a war hero. One of the original Code Talkers, although he didn’t come home to be able to tell us, and we didn’t learn until years later.” Her prematurely gnarled hands clasped together as she looked out the windows to the rose colored hills beyond, as if seeing the spirit of her father there. “I never met him.”

“I’m sorry.”

“We discovered the military didn’t allow the Navajo boys life insurance policies, like they do now, like they did for the white boys. But my father knew that, so he managed to get a policy on his own. It wasn’t much, but my mom saved and wisely invested, and eventually she saved enough so we could move to L.A. after I finished high school.” She sighed. “And there I fell in love.”

Luci leaned in, rocking the fussing baby. “Do tell!”

Younghorse looked fondly upon the baby in her arms. “Not like that, although I suppose I would have liked to have had one of these,” she nodded toward Griffin. “But that was not what the singing woman had in store for me. I can’t have children. So art became my family, my first and last love. And what a love it’s been.”

The two women shared a silent moment staring into each other’s eyes.

“I wouldn’t trade a day of my life for anything else,” she added.

“No man in your life?” Luci asked.

Younghorse shook her head slowly. “No. I think I wasn’t meant for the family life. I cared for my mother until she passed at ninety-six. When I looked up, all the men were gone.” She shrugged. “I have so many wonderful friends in L.A. I’ve not wanted for anything.”

Griffin needed changing and Luci found a clean table to cover and used it as a changing table. Jenny watched her carefully, several feet away.

“You want to hold him?”

“I don’t know how to handle a baby that small. Usually, I’m more comfortable with them when they’re toddlers, although I still prefer them when they can talk and and when I don’t have to worry about where the paint’s going to land.”

They both laughed. “I think you should hold him. You know, this little man’s great-grandfather was a Code Talker as well.”

“Seriously?” Jenny’s eyes grew wide as she inclined her head.

“Chester Begay is his daddy’s grandfather.”

“Ah! Yes. I remember Chester. He was like royalty in our house. Mother said he came and consoled her when my father died. She told me later on she’d tried to flirt with him, steal him away from his Jenny. That’s where mother got my name.”

Luci was stunned at what a tangled knot of family stories existed on the res.

“I used to babysit his two kids, Harry and Alberta, during part of one summer when Chester and Jenny traveled on tribal business. Those two kids were wild.”

Luci had never heard Danny talk about his father, now that she thought about it. She’d met his aunt, though.

“I don’t know him.”

“He disappeared one summer on a hunting trip. They never found him. I had been living in L.A. for a long time, of course, but news traveled quickly. Very sad.”

Luci held Griffin up. Jenny hesitated, then stretched out her hands and held Griffin under his armpits, his dimpled legs dangling in midair, doing bicycle movements.

“You’re a strong little warrior, I see. I foresee many adventures coming your way.”

“Here,” Luci said as she arranged Griff to be cradled in the older woman’s arms, but the baby stiffened his back, arched up, and began to cry immediately. “I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be. Like I said, I do better when we can have a conversation.” She handed the squalling baby back.

Luci put him to her breast and sat down, adjusting her body for privacy. She looked around through the dirty windows of the warehouse to the outside. “Wonder why Sarah’s been so long.”

The calm demeanor of Younghorse’s face left her quickly, as she dropped the towel she was holding and flew out the door. Barely a minute passed when Jenny Younghorse’s tiny frame shadowed the doorway, her palm to her forehead. She looked like she was going to be sick.

“Luci,” she said, her face pale, eyes pleading, “something’s wrong!”
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Danny got a frantic call from Luci at three o’clock in the morning Djibouti time.

“Sarah’s gone. Just like all the others, Danny. She’s gone!” she screamed.

Whatever remnants of a pleasant dream he was having about being with Luci dissipated in the blink of an eye. He felt adrenaline pump into his body as he stepped around the small body of Ali, asleep on a small mattress beside his bed. He walked to the hallway and out of the room he shared with four other SEALs.

“How did this happen? Tell me everything.”

“I went to pick her up from her art class. The teacher had asked her to take out some trash when I arrived, and when she didn’t come right back, we went looking for her. She’s been taken, Danny.”

“How do you know?”

“She dropped the boxes she was supposed to throw away, the ground looked like she’d fallen, looks like there was a scuffle with papers and rags thrown everywhere. There are multiple footprints. Danny, I was afraid to look in the dumpster for fear—”

“Nonsense, hold on, Luci. We’ll find her. What do the police say?”

“They’ve brought in the FBI.”

“That’s good. I’m glad they were brought in. When did this happen?”

“About an hour ago.”

Danny felt helpless halfway across the globe and unable to do anything. He knew Cooper had friends in the Bureau in California as well as Virginia. He’d make a point to have some calls made on Luci’s behalf when Coop got up. He was the Team’s gentle giant, their medic and all-around fixit guy with connections. He didn’t want to get Coop worked up until he’d had his full allotment of rest.

“Do they have any suspects? You see anyone or anything that was unusual?”

“Not a thing, Danny. I’m wracking my brain here.” She paused and then Danny heard her almost whisper, “They found another kidnapped girl five days ago, well, didn’t find her, just found her missing. In the middle of the night. Snatched right from her bed, we think.”

“We?”

“Rumors, information released by the tribal police who were already working with the FBI on that case. First time it’s happened so close together.”

“Any chance, Luci, she could have gone somewhere with someone and not told you?”

“No chance, Danny. You know Sarah. And with that other girl—oh, God, Danny what am I going to do?”

“You start the vigil. Give them photographs, if you haven’t already. Let them plaster it everywhere. Maybe someone’s seen her.”

“I’m going home to get them right now.” Danny could hear her voice break, and the anguish left his stomach in a knot. He hated not being able to be with her and aid in the search. He would ask Kyle for emergency leave, but doubted it’d be granted.

Fuck it.

He decided as soon as he got off the phone with Luci, he’d wake Coop up and see if there wasn’t something additional that could be put in place, as well as get a liaison to give him information and updates. He’d be in Hell without it.

“Luci, go get those photographs so they can start the search immediately. The next twenty-four hours are the most important. After that, sweetheart, it’s a long waiting game. Right now you think of anything that you noticed out of place, and go check her room. You find something, you just leave it alone for the Feds. But visually scan the room and look for something odd, or out of the ordinary.”

“Will do. Danny, any chance you could come home?”

“Not much, Luce. I wish I could be more encouraging. But keep me in the loop. I’m going to talk to one of the team guys who is fairly well connected. If I get anything, I’ll pass it along to you.”

“Thanks. Oh, my God, Danny, I feel like this is my fault.”

“No, it’s not your fault at all. There’s a creep out there. Maybe more than one. But we’ll find them. Be very, very careful who you let into your inner circle right now, Luci. Very careful. Someone knows more than they are letting on.”

“I just won’t forgive myself if she’s found—”

“Don’t say it, Luce. Right now, don’t let your emotions rule. You have to think to be of help to the investigation. Keep your wits about you. Try to remember things. I know it sounds completely impossible right now, but try to stay calm and think. And help your mother do the same. More than likely, something has happened you didn’t notice, got that? Not your fault, but try to concentrate on every little detail.”

“Thank you. I will.” She blew her nose and added, “Love you, Danny.”

“Love you, Luci. Griffin being good?”

“The best.”

“Let him comfort you until I can get there. I’ll ask if they’ll let me go, but don’t get your hopes up, sweetheart.”

Danny hung up with a lump in his throat. He found the advice he’d given Luci ironic, since his emotions were all over the lot. Fresh off the murder of Ali’s father two days ago and his constant reassurance of the young boy, he now had another front to fight and another battle with his emotions. He understood now that he was healthy and fit, the sharp edges of his emotions cut into him unlike he’d remembered before the Navy. If anything, the hurt was more piercing. The gritty reality of war, death, and destruction he experienced on a first-name basis. It was one thing to be prepared for battle with his buddies around him, his equipment and training giving him the advantage, and quite another to sit back and listen to innocents at home being victimized by some of the same strains of fungus that he had to, unfortunately share the planet with.

Coop was clearly not happy, but when he reached over and turned his bedside low voltage lamp on, peered back at Danny and got a good look at his face, Danny saw a marked change.

“’Sup, big guy?”

“Luci just called. Her little sister’s gone missing. Remember I talked to you about the Feds coming on the res to do some investigation of missing girls? I need a favor, Coop. I need to get some eyes I trust down there, since obviously Kyle won’t let me.”

“Won’t let you do what?” Kyle shouted from the other side of the small room he shared with Coop.

“Sir, my girl’s little sister has gone missing in Arizona.”

Kyle coughed and gave him a string of filthy words. “You fuckin’ know the answer is no. We didn’t let guys go home for much worse things. Shit, Derek missed his whole fuckin’ wedding, Begay. It sucks, but you gotta buck up.”

There was no problem there. Consistent as he was a leader, Danny knew this would be his reaction. “I’m good with that. Not complaining.”

Kyle turned on his light and sat up. “Fuck. I gotta go pee. Hold that thought.”

“Me too,” said Coop. As Danny began to rise and follow him, Coop turned, “Get the fuck off my back, Begay. I’m not going to have you watch me take a pee. I can do without the eyes on my dick, you feel me?”

“Sorry. Wasn’t gonna—”

He heard Coop talking to Kyle’s back as they waddled barefoot down the hall, stating things like, “Crazy Injuns. They got some cultural things we gotta get straight once and for all.”

“I didn’t hear him come in, did you?”

“Fuck no.”

The rest of the conversation was muted behind the privy door. When they returned, Kyle started with the questions.

“So, Coop here says this has been happening and they don’t have a clue who is doing it? You’re thinking there’s a ring going after these girls, killing some of them and shit?”

“I don’t know, Kyle, but I wanted Coop to talk to his friends, see if we can get someone I trust giving me information. It’s not anything I can do anything about, except make sure she has the very best help. Things on the res work differently than normal law enforcement.”

“No shit.”

“People don’t trust outsiders, so they’re not gonna tell them anything unless they think they have to. But something is going on. I should have asked you before, Coop. I’m kicking myself for not thinking about it sooner.” Danny felt he gave them the most honest answer he could.

“Why do they distrust—oh, I get it, the cowboys and Indians thing,” Kyle said.

“Exactly.”

Jeffrey slid past the door and sat down on one of the beds. “Can I take a listen?” he asked.

“Sure. Let’s wake up the whole fuckin’ squad,” Kyle said. Then he sighed. “Look, Begay, I’m real sorry about this. One thing to get a call or make a call to home. Calling a secure line at the Bureau or wherever the hell it would be, well, Coop’s not at liberty to call from over here unless we get chain of command permission. They monitor everything from this place.”

“Understood,” Danny answered. “What can I do, then?”

“You can pick up one of those sat phones on the black market. The untraceable ones,” Jeffrey answered helpfully.

“Whoa, seriously?” Coop asked. “Why am I not surprised you’d know that, Parker?”

“You sure?” Kyle asked.

“Sure it’s untraceable or sure I can get one?” Jeffrey leaned back on his elbows, his legs extended, crossed at the ankles. “As soon as the sun comes up, I can have one within an hour, I’ll bet. Maybe before. But I won’t risk leaving the compound without permission.”

“Hold it. Coop, you have anybody to call?” Kyle asked, rolling his right shoulder and cracking his neck.

“I got the guy. Remember we got help with Rory’s dad? That guy.”

“Okay, then. Nothing we can do until sunrise in a couple of hours. You guys get back to bed and get more rest if you can. Then you fill Coop in while Jeffrey and I go get you a phone.”

Everyone nodded in Kyle’s direction.

“By the way, I’m not paying for it. I hope you are, Jeffrey, ’cause it sounds expensive.”

“No worries. I got Danny covered this time,” said Jeffrey.

Just as planned, at oh-eight-hundred Jeffrey was the proud new owner of a state-of-the-art Finnish sat phone, in its own pink case, complete with charged up spare batteries and a Hello Kitty logo stitched in leather on the small backpack case made for a child.
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Cortland Sanders was an odd duck and he liked it that way. He always caught the unusual cases the Bureau couldn’t figure out who to assign. Because of his boyish appearance, he could go undercover in high school. He was big enough to ride with bikers if he shaved his head and grew a beard, albeit a scraggly one. He had designs covering both his legs from the knees down and a large dragon tat covering most of his back. He was saving his chest and belly for something really special. He hadn’t found it yet.

There weren’t many things that scared him. He wasn’t afraid of getting fired because he knew too much about too many people, and he could read enemies better than anyone else could. He wasn’t afraid of any of the assortment of bad guys he hunted down. But he hated one category of criminal with a passion so great, it was all he could do not to waste the MFers when he caught them.

He hated child molesters. They were subhuman detritus of society, throwaway people who could never be rehabilitated. No lifelong living in a cell, even in a maximum security prison cell or mixed amongst a dangerous prison population, was near punishment enough. They all deserved to have the flesh peeled from their muscles in one-inch strips. Indeed, he’d often visualized doing just that. It’s what he thought of at night when he couldn’t sleep.

Better than counting sheep.

He knew some day he’d do it. And that’s what scared him most of all. Someday, when the sun was just right, when the combination of adrenaline and emotional pain became too much to bear, he’d cave, and that would be the end of what little shred he had of his own humanity. There’d be no paperwork. He’d go out in a blaze of glory and leave the forms to some other asshole who wouldn’t know how to structure the report so it didn’t read like science fiction to the superiors at the Bureau. When he was ripe, done, and ready to roll out of this realm, he’d do it like no other in the history of mankind. He’d be remembered.

Stationed in Los Angeles, where he could blend into whatever crowd he fancied each day, he frequented the dungeons and playrooms of the counterculture, the ones without safety codes or where the vetting was lax, looking for unwilling or unsuspecting underage participants. He didn’t have a problem with consenting adults old enough to know what the hell they were getting into. But the sight of an underage young girl or boy, drugged up or otherwise bridled, perhaps bound and gagged, would make his blood boil.

When he found them, he was careful not to blow his cover so he could continue to use these dangerous rooms as his personal form of bait to catch the bad guys. They were nearly all men. But his hatred extended to women who would sell their own daughters or grandkids for drugs or other habits.

When Sanders was called and asked to lead the investigation of the missing girls on the Navajo reservation, his apprehension surprised him. He’d related so well to colorful characters in history like Sam Houston who used to go native. In fact, he’d thought when he checked out some day, that’s where he’d run. He’d run to a sovereign nation with its own government and tribal police that didn’t know dick about anything in his white man’s culture.

He didn’t need to know too much about them to live amongst their People, as they called themselves. He liked the fact that they’d never be understood by the white man, his own ancestors, people he couldn’t relate to either. He also liked the idea of being a blond hair transplant on a Native American warrior’s scalp—something that would hurt like hell to remove, but would always just hang on and look different no matter how the hair was cut, braided, or beaded. He’d hide in plain sight.

A further complication to the investigation was the fact that another FBI undercover agent had not been heard from in nearly two weeks. Why they’d waited so long to get someone else on board was a mystery to Sanders. It was a niggling question which gave him heartburn. Loss of one agent was certainly bad news, but could be explained away by some mistake or slip-up on the part of the undercover agent. But when special agent Logan also went missing, it meant something else entirely. It indicated to Sanders there was some kind of organization in place. He was anxious to get to the bottom of it. He didn’t like dangling questions.

He interviewed several of the family members, nice decent women and men who walked a gentle path he never had the luxury to experience. The local tribal police were not much help, considering it a hate crime against their nation, which Sanders knew was dead wrong. It wasn’t until he bumped up against Assistant Sheriff Payette that his nose began to sniff out something which started to make him salivate. Somehow he knew Payette was involved. That little pimple of a man with his big guns and brand new Tahoe with the shiny lights had no idea who he’d soon be messing with. Squeezing that one would be just as satisfying as the zits he squeezed in high school. But that was a whole other story.

He didn’t look Payette in the eyes because he was half afraid some ancient preternatural spirit would come out and flash red eyes at him and tip the guy off. Sanders wanted to catch him as close to red-handed as he dared allow. He wanted to dictate the manner and time of this asshole’s demise.

The Bureau assigned him a kid straight out of school named Lyle Parker. He was headed over to a café just off the res owned by a local Muslim business man, who’d bought the whole strip center from a Mexican-American family. They even built a mosque there, of all places. Sanders trusted Muslims just a little bit more than he trusted Payette. But he had no evidence they were up to evil. Didn’t mean he had to socialize or trust them, though.

“Cortland,” Lyle said in his whiny, nasal tone, oblivious to the fact that it made Sanders want to grab the guy by his neck and wring it. “You like anybody we’ve interviewed for this?”

He didn’t want to tip his hand just in case there was a secret mission necessary. “Not sure yet. I’ve cleared all the women so far and most of the tribal men.”

“Which leaves me,” Lyle said pointing to his own pigeon breast of a chest, “and the group from Gallup and Phoenix.”

“Very good,” Sanders said.

“What’s your theory?” Lyle didn’t seem to mind that he was on Sanders’ short list.

“I smell money.”

For being so clueless, Lyle knew when to stop pushing for answers. That made him a perfect assistant. “Whew. Well, that rules me out, since I don’t have any.” His half-hearted attempt to crack a joke fell flat at first. Then Sanders bellowed as if it had taken him a long time to catch the subtlety of the joke. He never left an opportunity unused to demonstrate how slow he was. It gave him an advantage over everyone if they thought so of him.

To their own peril.

“You hungry, Lyle?” he said as he pulled up in front of the Trading Post Café Deluxe.

“Does a chicken have lips? Does a snake chew gum?” Lyle scrunched up the side of his face, obsessed with his own cleverness.

“That fuckin’ doesn’t even make any sense, Lyle. The answer to those questions would be no, so I guess you’re not hungry. You want to wait in the car then? It’s only one hundred and six today.”

“Well, I’ll take some pie for lunch. The lady who bakes here is supposed to be the best in the whole state. Her name’s Emma.”

Sanders started to relax. Maybe someday he could just have an ordinary twenty-four hours, so he could walk into a diner, sit down at the counter, and order a piece of pie without seeing body parts splayed over everything and sensing the dark thoughts of every male in the place. He thought women were the only thing that made men human.

He used to tell his friends he thought God figured out right away that he’d fucked up when he made Adam, or the First Man like the Navajo’s believed. So he made a woman to balance him off and distract him into behaving nicely, just like leaving a little trail of pills for a junkie to find. Once he was trapped, the woman would tie him up and eat him little bites at a time. Like a frog in water that was brought to a slow boil, men would think they liked it, until it killed them and their manhood. Even good women did this to men all the time, he thought. He didn’t want to change, had no intention of changing anything for anybody except himself.

So, Sanders was going to stay free forever. He’d live alone and die alone. He’d make sure not one piece of his DNA was left behind afterwards. He wanted to be remembered for the impact he had on the cycle of life and death, how he played the game, not the life-long friendships and satisfying work everyone else was seeking. If it were Halloween, he’d dress up as the Grim Reaper.

Every day.

They scooted into the polished, red plastic tuck and roll bench seats with a black Formica table between them. A desktop jukebox was intact and brightly lit, but several others were either missing, or hanging at an odd angle by a few thin wires.

He wondered if he should tell Lyle about the missing agent, and decided he’d hold that back for a little while. He’d have to tell him eventually, and probably pretty soon. But not this morning.

“Morning, fellas,” the chubby older woman with the round face said to them. She laid down sticky plastic menus, leaving behind two small glasses of ice water, and moved behind the counter, picking up an order and delivering it to the booth next to them. Her white thick-soled shoes squeaked as she whisked by.

Lyle was flipping the menu back and forth. “Hm. They don’t list the pies here. And no specials, either.”

“I doubt they get enough business to have specials, Lyle. And I’m guessing whatever you want in pie is here. Look at that case.” He’d pointed to a lit revolving glass display filled chock-full of gigantic pieces of pie.

Sanders thought perhaps the waitress owned the café, but not the building. He read her nametag, “Emma, sweetheart, we’re going to have pie, and you came highly recommended.”

The short Navajo woman gushed. “That’s my specialty.”

“You got any sour cherry pie. I mean really sour?” Sanders asked.

“No, sir, I do not, but I got some early apricot, and that’s pretty damned tart, if I do say so. Nearly took my fingertips off trying to cut up those nearly green slices.”

“Perfect,” he heard himself say. “Lyle? You want one too?”

“Noooo way. I’m partial to lemon meringue. You got that, Emma?”

“Absolutely. Coffee?” she asked.

They both nodded and Emma went about her mission.

Sanders’ cell phone rang with a number from Washington, D.C. “Hallo.”

“Is this Special Agent Cortland Sanders?” asked the efficient voice at the other end of the line.

“You know it is.”

“I’m calling on behalf of a friend of the Bureau here, a guy who does dangerous things for us overseas.”

Sanders tried to sound less interested than he really was. “I’m listening,” he said as he got up and walked outside to make the conversation private. Since he was never asked to do special favors for anyone, this call intrigued him.

“Seems our friend is from the reservation and he’s concerned about the scope and nature of the investigation. He’s got a woman and child alone there he’s worried about.”

“That’s how I’d feel, too,” Sanders grunted. So one of the ladies had hooked herself a Special Forces man. Good for her.

“Anything I can relay?”

“I’m not seeing this as an especially long or complicated case. I’ve laid down the flypaper. Just need the fly to step in it. You can tell your friend he doesn’t have to worry about suspecting his relatives just yet.”

“I don’t think he cares about that, Cortland. He just wants the asshole caught.”

“Well, if you knew anything about me, you’d hate to be the bad guy. I have a hunch, but I jinx it by telling anyone. So I’m going to sign off and you tell him I got his six.”

“Six?”

“His back. I got his back, you tell him that. Nothing is easy about these cases, but I think it’s a simple motive. Supply and demand sort of thing.”

“Okay. So now what if his relative is part of the supply?”

“As in she’s one of the missing girls?”

“The last one, yes.”

Sanders fisted his right hand, noticing a sharp pain radiating up his arm from an old biking accident. “I don’t see murder is the motive, or even snuff stuff, but I couldn’t rule it out. She a feisty one, a fighter?”

“I have no clue. I’m guessing no. She’s only fifteen.”

“You call me back in a day or so when I’ve done a little more digging around. I know better than to assume I can reach you.”

“That’s right.”

“I have a pretty good idea for what purpose she was taken. What I don’t know yet is why she was chosen. I’ll bet my ass it wasn’t random. So I think that’s a good thing, right?”

“Maybe.” The caller sighed. “You need any local help, like if some miracle should happen and he was allowed to come home, could you use him? Something the Bureau could use to escalate a request up the chain of command?”

“This his sister or wife or child?”

“His sort of sister-in-law. Younger sister of his lady. And they have a newborn.”

Fuck sake. Sanders never really wanted anyone else’s help and only took Lyle because he was required to. Could he work with a novice? A novice who was in all probability a lethal killing machine and would be good with equipment?

Suddenly, he changed his mind. “Well, hell. Tell him to come on down. The price is right.”


Chapter 21
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Luci was getting more and more nervous as the hours ticked by and no one gave her any indication they were any closer to finding Sarah. Danny had told her the first twenty-four hours were the most critical, and that time limit had passed several hours ago. The FBI man she’d interviewed with was stoical, but she understood he was uncomfortable with the investigation. She’d spent her time trying to console her mother, who burst into tears nearly every hour.

She also wondered if James, the man she trusted who’d been hanging out with Yellowhorse for a time, had something to do with Sarah’s disappearance. He hadn’t been seen or heard from again, but she was careful not to bring up his name for fear of perhaps confusing everyone involved with the case. Her mother didn’t want to talk about it with anyone, since the relationship with Yellowhorse was not something she was very proud of. In her mother’s fragile state, Luci had to be careful since she didn’t know on which side of the wall her mother would land if she lost control. She didn’t want to tip the scale and push her mother back into drinking. That could spell disaster.

The local TV stations from Phoenix and Albuquerque had picked up the story. News crews were not given permission to come on the reservation, since the investigation was far from complete, but one persistent white van, with the satellite dish outfitted on its roof, took a roundabout way and presented themselves at her mother’s front door. Since Sarah was a minor, Luci wasn’t sure how they found out who her family was, and she realized someone inside the investigation was leaking things to the outside.

“Can you tell us, did whether Sarah had any online boyfriends like the other missing girls?” the red-headed female news reporter asked, shoving the black, padded microphone in her face without saying hello first. Their lack of respect for how difficult it was for Luci and her mother to function with Sarah missing disgusted her.

“You’re not supposed to be here. I’ve been asked not to talk to anyone outside of the tribal police or FBI.”

This appeared to encourage the reporter, who asked a follow-up question, “So it is true, then. The FBI has been called in?”

Luci decided not to be cordial any longer. She slammed the door in the reporter’s face and dialed the district office. Within five minutes, the news crew was escorted off the res by two uniforms.

She called Danny several times and left messages. On day two, he returned her call.

“How you holding up, Luce?”

“Oh, God, Danny. It’s so good to hear your voice. I guess I should be grateful Mother is doing so poorly. It’s actually distracted me from thinking about whatever Sarah is going through right now. I just feel so helpless—”

She was unable to continue. Danny’s soothing voice quieted her. “Well, I’ll be there tomorrow. We got permission for me to detach from the Team on emergency leave. Should get in tomorrow evening. Might be late.”

“Oh Danny!” Her eyes began filling up with hot tears. Outside of the news that Sarah was home safe, this piece of information was a close second. Danny coming to help share the burden was something she hadn’t dared to dream possible. She felt her shoulders relax some. The back of her neck was stiff as she turned her head to the right, and it hurt when she bent over while Griffin was nursing.

“How’s Griffin?” he asked.

“Sleeping right now. Good as gold. Always is. I can’t tell you how relieved this has made me, hearing you’ll be coming here to help.”

“Not sure how much help I’ll be, but I’ll be there, for sure. When I get there tomorrow, I want you to tell me everything you can think of. Remember what I asked you?”

“Yes.”

“You think this FBI guy, Sanders, is any good?”

She was surprised he knew the name. “He’s an odd one, so maybe that’s a good thing. But, Danny, I have no experience with this.”

“That’s the way it’s supposed to be. Hang on, sweetheart. I’ll be there in less than twenty hours.”

After they hung up, Luci went looking for her mother, and found her standing in the middle of her backyard in her nightie and robe. It was nearly noon, and she hadn’t dressed or showered yet. It was painful seeing her mother struggle with the reality of what had happened. As Luci got closer, she could smell alcohol on her breath.

Zelda was staring at a cactus plant as if she could see the face of her daughter embedded there. The saguaro had grown up as a volunteer, starting some five years ago, probably planted by a bird dropping, and was now well over five feet tall, having branched out with a cluster of stubby arms. Two holes, one on either side of the main trunk below the branches, were home to a pair of small bird families.

Zelda flinched when Luci put her arm around her shoulder. “Mom, Danny’s coming here to help out.” She didn’t want to confront her mother’s recent return to drinking.

“Remember the Christmas lights Sarah put on this cactus last year? I just noticed we never took them off, and now the plant has grown around it, with the wires now inside it. You notice this before, Luci?”

She hadn’t noticed this before, and she told her mother so.

“Hey, come on. Let’s go inside, Mom.”

Zelda walked as if one leg was longer than the other, in an awkward swinging of her hips, her form suddenly looking frail and unstable. Luci kept her arm around her mother’s shoulders and led her inside. Zelda appeared docile, vacant.

“Did you hear me? Danny’s coming.”

“I heard you,” was all her mother said.

The next day seemed to drag on forever until Luci got word that Danny had landed in Phoenix, rented a car, and was heading north to the house. She encouraged Zelda to get dressed, but she remained glued to the couch, watching TV and mumbling to herself. Luci said no more than a handful of words to her, and none of her comments elicited a response.

The screen door creaked just before Luci heard the tap tap tap on their front door. With three large strides across the living room, Luci flung the door open wide and collapsed in Danny’s arms. She’d spent so much time trying to show composure and resolve to her mother, when Danny’s strong arms gripped her and held her close to him, she released her reserve and began to cry. They stood on the threshold as he rocked her until her tears stopped flowing.

“I’ve been trying to be so strong. I guess that’s the lie I’ve been telling myself,” she whispered, trying to keep the words from her mother’s ears.

“Shhh. Shhh. Don’t worry about it. I got you, Luci,” he said to the top of her head as he kissed her there. One of his palms rubbed up and down her spine, squeezing the top of her shoulders, pressing fingers and massaging soft tissues into submission. She didn’t want to, but he pulled her away to arm’s length and examined her face. “You getting any sleep?”

“Are you kidding?” She squinted, and could feel hot tears spilling down her cheeks. He brushed them away with his thumbs and then followed up with a soft kiss under each eye. She needed to feel his arms around her and she buried herself in his chest. She was grateful for the loving tenderness he gave her.

Griffin began to cry.

“Love that sound,” he whispered.

An hour later, FBI agent Courtland Sanders, telephoned the Tohe household and asked for a meeting with the ‘Special Forces Guy.’ Luci noticed Danny wasn’t surprised by the request. The meeting was arranged for the next morning.

Luci skirted around several of their earlier conversations concerning long-term commitments, without bringing up marriage in particularly. Danny seemed to take her lead and not press her on the promises he’d asked of her before he left on deployment. She was relieved she wasn’t being pressured to make such a decision now, since they seemed inappropriate with all that was going on. Luci knew she loved Danny and wanted to be with him for the rest of her life, but she also didn’t want him rushing into something he’d regret later.

Nothing about their relationship was planned out, but then, she doubted that was the way of the heart anyway. She suspected the reason for her need for a sliver of distance between the two of them was because she was numb with fear for Sarah. It seemed hard to look squarely into a future that might contain some very bad news, though she tried to be positive, at least for her mother’s sake.

Zelda was also working her way out of a deep freeze. Luci could see the shakes coming back. Danny was equally patient with her, helping her by holding Griffin, carefully standing by to monitor her mother’s reactions. The more time she spent with the baby, the more she seemed to come alive. Of course, what also came with this were her tears. Of the two, Luci knew the tears and sadness, although difficult, were healthier than the deep freeze. She knew depression was an issue with her people traditionally, leading some to thoughts of taking their own lives. In short, they were in a waiting game until they had more information to process.

Zelda was encouraged to turn in early, so they could prepare for the next day. Luci was exhausted as well, but anticipation was pumping adrenaline into her veins. Without saying a word, Danny took Luci’s hand and led her to the bedroom, where Griffin was asleep in the co-sleeper beside the bed.

“Been thinking about this every day and night since I’ve been gone, sweetheart.” Holding her face between his palms, he placed his warm lips against hers. She felt the fire she’d been missing ignite, sending warm vibrations all over her body as she melted into his hardness. She’d been starving for his taste, his touch. She was shy as his fingers found her skin beneath her cotton top, as they slowly traveled up her torso, under and into the cups of her bra, massaging her breasts. Her body responded to everything about him. His kiss below her ear sent a chill down her spine. He whispered her name and said, “Missed you, Luci,” over and over again.

She normally liked strong sex where she was an equal physical partner, but tonight she took what he was offering. She allowed herself to relax enough to feel the tenderness and love he showed her with his touch, with how he took his time. He slowly explored her body with kisses, his hands going under her clothes, on top of the fabric of her jeans and top. He pushed aside her hair, tracing the line from her lips, down the side of her neck, to the line between her breasts. He pressed his hardness against her thigh. His long kisses left her breathless and wanting more.

She was lost in the feel of this man of sinew and bones, the desire that fueled him. It was like she could hear the wind in the forest in his breath. She could hear the frogs at her secret place, hear the call of the night birds, the way the sandy wind whipped over the desert floor in the height of the mid-day. He was separate from this magic place of the Four Corners, but he was also a part of it. She could not tell where he began and the land stopped. Everything inside and outside of him was connected in a ribbon of past, as red as their bloodline, as explosive as the sun, and the promise of a bright future steeped in passion.

He slipped off her top and bra. She needed to see his desire. She needed him to lay eyes on her bare flesh, to show him what belonged to him, what would forever belong to him. The flames of her nakedness in his presence warmed her as she slid her palms up his smooth stomach muscles, up over his tightened nipples and well-defined, rock-hard chest. Like she was exploring him for the first time, her fingers brushed over his lips. He grabbed her hand and placed it between their bodies at his groin, pressing his demanding package into her palm. His hard ridge showed her his need, asking things of her she was only too willing to give with abandon.

She tugged at his shirt and he removed it the rest of the way, adjusting his stance so her breasts barely touched against his warm flesh. His fingers undid her fly button. He slid the jeans over her thighs, lingering. He spread her knees apart, before one hand travelled to her sex to caress her through her panties.

She rolled her head back, closing her eyes as he held the back of her waist with one powerful arm and, kneeling, kissed and nibbled his way up the inside of her right thigh, slipping aside her lace panties, finding the slit of her opening. He pulled away, sitting back on his haunches as she came forward, bending over his head so he could bury his face in her chest. His right hand found her opening, as he looked up at her and slowly angled toward her and, at last, covered her mouth as his fingers slid smoothly inside.

She was aware her mother was in the next room, and it was everything she could do not to shout out his name. She smelled campfires and heard the singing, felt the stars crackle in the night sky as he kissed and explored her with long, careful fingers, rhythmically giving her more pleasure than she felt she could handle.

Her fingers sifted through his hair while he feasted on her tenderly, quietly, all except for the low growl and moan she felt course from the vibration at the tip of his tongue encircling her stiff bud, and the humming of his lips on her folds. In the faint light coming from a half moon through the open curtains, she saw his dark eyes flicker, telling her things she felt deep inside, but did not hear.

He took to removing her slip-on shoes and the remnants of her jeans at her ankles, and stood her up. He stepped out of his shoes and slipped off his jeans as well. Her fingers went to his member, which came alive in her palms as she squeezed him. One hand went to his backside and she pulled his buttocks toward her as she slightly bent her knees and allowed him to root up along the passageway of soft tissues at her opening, but stopped. The tension and anticipation of their joining sent delicious ripples throughout her body. She knew how they would feel joined together, and in that instant, all other cares in the world completely vanished.

He took her hand again and brought her to the bed’s side, stepping around the sleeping baby. She sat, pulling herself backward and over the quilt covering her bed. He crawled over her, placing a pillow under her head and neck, taking another one and placing it under her pelvis. She arched and spread her knees as he kissed and nibbled at the juncture between her legs again until she was ready to cry out. She put the back of her palm against her mouth and bit down. She burned for him to penetrate her as he kissed her sensitive flesh, smoothing over her bud and folds with his tongue. Everything he touched burned. Her muscles buzzed in heightened anticipation.

At last, he climbed her body and held himself up by the elbows, allowing his fingers to make traces in her hair as their legs tangled. Her thigh was against his, pulling him to her center, angling her pelvis higher on the pillow, begging to be entered.

“I have protection.” He didn’t smile, but stared down at her.

That brought a smile to her lips. “Is that going to protect me from missing you when you’re gone?”

“I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart.”

“You lie, Dine man. But oh, if I could just have you here forever, right here like this, right now, I would give up just about everything else.”

“Just about.”

She frowned and thought about Sarah. Was it right she was going to make love to this man, take solace in his arms and forget the reality of the circumstances which brought him home while she was still missing, could be in danger, or worse?

“You’re having second thoughts. I can see it in your face, Luci.”

“No second thoughts, Danny. Regardless of what happens, nothing is going to keep me from loving you.”

She heard his low growl at her mention of the “L” word. She drank from his eyes as he pondered something, watching his thumb crossing over her forehead in the moonlight. She matched his gentle movement with one of her own, sliding her thigh against his, back and forth, waiting for his answer.

“Is this enough? Is this enough for you, Luci?”

She slowly shook her head from side to side on the pillow.

He frowned. She raised her head toward his, meeting his lips and whispering to him, “I want all of you, Danny. Every thought, prayer. Every chant, all your hopes and dreams. I want your children. There isn’t anything I do not want about you. And I’ll still want more. More than perhaps you can give, and I’ll still want more of you.”

His tongue played with hers. He increased the pressure against her mouth, the growl at the back of his throat signaling he was losing control.

“Give me everything you’ve got. Let me decide if it’s enough, Danny.”

He arched up and took in a deep breath, then slowly pushed his thighs beneath hers, into the pillow, rocking back and forth with his pelvis until he was at her opening. Very slowly he entered her.

She heard the singing woman as she looked into his eyes. Danny had turned his head, and then leaned forward to kiss her gently on the lips. “Love this,” he said between kisses. The song was an aching lament to the death of her old self, and the new woman she was becoming.

He didn’t take his eyes off hers as he angled back and forth slowly, rooting deep. Each time she answered him with firmness, bringing him deeper still. The vacant places became filled. Her soul was light, the feeling of joy washing all over her body like a golden veil. Her eyes watered as she began to feel the power and meaning of the union.

“You hear it too, sweetheart?” he asked.

She was so overcome, it was difficult to speak, so she nodded. The tears began to roll down from her eyes onto the pillow, and then she released herself to him. “I hear it. Yes.”

His thumbs followed the salty drops, wiping them away. “Yes, baby,” he nodded. “Come for me, baby.”

He thrust hard and her back arched in answer. He held her head in his fingers, which sifted into her hair while his rhythm increased. He kissed her neck, moving down between her breasts and back up again. He bit and kissed the underside of her chin and the hollow in her shoulder at the base of her neck. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, squeezing the rock hard muscles. With one large hand, he grabbed her wrists and pulled her arms over her head, while he gripped her hip with his other hand spanned across one butt cheek as he pressed hard and held. Her breathing became ragged. She felt the muscles inside her clamp down on him. Pulling her leg up, he slipped his shoulder under one of her thighs and came deep inside her at an angle. She felt him tense and release as her own orgasm was pulling her to the pond, to the wheat fields, to the clouds, soaring like an eagle through the sky. She heard the wind and discovered it was the sound of his breathing.

With his chest against hers, she could feel the strong steady beat of his heart, and she knew it would be a love that would last forever.


Chapter 22
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Danny could function on little sleep. He’d trained for it. What he hadn’t trained for was the heaviness in his chest as he ached to make love to Luci all night long. Every little movement she made woke him up, and he was on fire with need again.

She got up twice to feed Griffin, and both times she lay back against his chest, her naked body driving him wild until Griffin had had his fill and fell back asleep.

“I’m getting jealous already of the time he’s taking away from us,” he said in her ear as he took her from behind. She’d giggled afterwards, rolling back against him, their legs entangled, catching their breath.

By morning, Danny was fairly sure he wasn’t going to be able to walk. He’d never felt so possessed, but it was. But far from evil, this one was an obsession. He remembered how he felt about her the first time he’d seen her, and identified her as a sucker of souls. He’d follow her anywhere.

Dawn robbed them of the shadows and private groans in the darkness. As they heard her mother get up and make coffee, he reminded her that Sanders was going to be stopping by within a half hour. That meant a shower. And in the shower, she kneeled in front of him and started another play that lasted until they heard voices on the other side of the door indicating Sanders had arrived. All the hot water was used up.

Whenever they looked at each other, there was laughter and shyness he found sexy. He couldn’t view her face without seeing her naked body in the moonlight, or recalling the feel of kissing all her private places. His appetite was allowed to run wild, and she seemed just as insatiable.

They dressed quickly, bumping into each other and using the opportunity to touch each other in intimate ways. He knew the day would drag on, but tonight their lovemaking would go like wildfire just like it had last night. He could hardly wait.

Sanders wasn’t what Danny expected. The man was huge, but he couldn’t tell his age, although he figured Sanders was at least ten to fifteen years older. The man was seated across from Zelda at the dining room table, a fresh mug of coffee in his giant paw of a hand. His fingers were so big he almost couldn’t get them into the handle loop on the ceramic mug.

Sanders stood up upon seeing Luci. “Ma’am,” he said, nodding and pretending to take off an invisible cowboy hat.

Luci smiled back at him and then darted a look to her mother. Zelda was not happy with her and dished out a cool stare. Perhaps her sleep had been interrupted several times during the night with their lovemaking. After all, the walls were thin, the construction not very sturdy.

“Please, sit,” Luci said to him. The men ignored her completely.

Sanders looked Danny over and extended his hand. “I’m Special Agent Cortland Sanders,” he said as he showed his badge.

“SO 1 Danny Begay.”

They both cleared their throats and sat down, Sanders somewhat more clumsy than Danny, whose movements were stealthy and utterly soundless.

“So would you mind bringing me up to speed, Agent Sanders?”

Zelda was tapping the table with her unpolished fingernails, temporarily distracting Sanders. “There’s a lot about this case I can’t tell you, Begay.” Sanders adjusted his legs, crossing one massive thigh over the other one, which made him sit even further away from the table. He was dressed in a white shirt, but Danny didn’t think he normally wore a button-down cuffed shirt. He looked like he was dressed for a funeral. Danny figured he’d be much more comfortable in leathers.

His hair was scruffy, uneven and light brown in color, and prematurely going grey at the temples. But his hands were immaculately clean, nails buffed and trimmed. Danny was sure he’d be able to palm a basketball without any effort at all.

Sanders became self-conscious of his hands, as if he was being judged by the sight of the obvious manicure in some way. He uncrossed his legs, putting his paws under the table, resting on his thighs.

Danny began. “How can I help? I’m off for at least two weeks’ leave. I can have a third if I’m needed.”

“That’s appreciated. I think in this case we’re going to need your help. I have an assistant who is chasing down a lead we got just before we were ready to come up here. You’ll meet him. Name’s Lyle.”

“Okay, good. So suppose you tell me what you can, and I’ll ask some questions. Then we’ll go from there.” Danny worked on his breathing to show nothing of the raging apprehension brewing inside him.

Sanders left eye twitched imperceptibly as if Danny had flung lint at him.

“Got a question for you, Begay. How familiar are you with the tribal police?”

“Not much at all. Why?”

“Are they to be trusted, in your opinion?”

“Oh, I’d say for me, yes. For you?” Danny covered his mouth with the palm of his hand, searching Drew’s face. “There’s a reverse discrimination out here on the res, but I’m sure you’ve been schooled in that.”

“I have, and yes, I know about it.”

“I’m sure it comes as no surprise to you that you’d be considered an outsider, right?”

“No problem. That’s normal.”

“So cooperation will be difficult for you,” Danny said.

“I get it. So what about you?”

“For me? Well, that’s another story. And a bit complicated, too. I haven’t lived here on the res for twelve years.”

“That’s a fact I wish I’d known, son. I wouldn’t have had you bother coming all this way. I need someone I can rely on who’s connected. I know about the closed community here.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Sanders. Between my daughter and myself, we know just about everyone around here,” Zelda spat out, sporting a dangerous and challenging attitude.

“Ma’am, I can’t in all honesty use the mother of one of the victims,” Sanders said with a frown.

“Victims! What have you learned?” Zelda shouted as she stood.

“Now hold it right there.” Sanders clumsily got to his feet, nearly toppling the chair he was sitting on. “I don’t have any further information other than what we’ve already told you.”

“Which is jack, and you know it,” Zelda was becoming unhinged. Her eyes were on fire. She looked like she wanted to hit Sanders.

“Wait a minute, Mom. You’re getting in the way,” said Luci, who also stood, which caused Danny to stand as well.

“Don’t you talk to me about getting in the way. You guys are in there fucking like rabbits all night long, and I’m missing my little girl.”

Danny was sorry for the remark, which both embarrassed and insulted Luci. He could handle the insult, but he didn’t like it being hurled at Luci.

Sanders looked like he wanted to be anywhere but there. He wouldn’t make eye contact with Luci, but he appeared furious with him. And then there was the look he gave Zelda as she threw out a string of invectives, and then turned, making noise with the dishes she started washing in the kitchen sink.

After a short pause, she whirled around. “You guys, with your badges and medals…meanwhile that poor daughter of mine—” She hesitated because she was pointing a carving knife toward Sanders.

“Ma’am, you’ll put that knife right down on the counter. Right here,” the FBI man said as he patted the countertop.

Zelda turned and threw the knife into the sink, sudsy water splashing over the countertop and onto the floor. She defiantly stood her ground facing Sanders, hands on her hips.

“Mrs. Tohe, in the course of my investigation, it came to light that you took your daughter, this same daughter you care so much about, down to the clinic and had her started on birth control pills. You want to tell me about that?”

This got Danny’s attention. “What?”

Zelda turned her back again quickly and bent over, but then she began to cry. Her shoulders slumped as she leaned further forward and started to grieve silently, soon sobbing uncontrollably. It broke Danny’s heart to see this and to watch the expression on Luci’s face as her mother went through it all.

Too late, he realized Sanders wasn’t giving up on his line of questioning. Danny could tell he’d hit a nerve in Zelda, and she was about to blow up without much more provocation. But Sanders had underestimated Zelda, like most men did.

“Apparently, this was done without her permission,” he continued. “Now who cares about whom, Mrs. Tohe?”

Both Danny and Luci groaned, but Zelda was on Sanders so fast he was unable to restrain her before she landed a loud slap to the side of his face, which was going to leave a red welt the rest of the day. Sanders had her handcuffed so quickly Danny couldn’t be sure he hadn’t pulled them out of thin air. Zelda struggled against the cold metal, and when that failed, kicked Sanders in the balls. As he bent over in pain, Zelda kneed him in the nose and Danny heard a loud crack as blood spurted from the huge man’s face and down his formerly clean white shirt.

The whole scene had taken on a surreal film noir air. Sanders was alternating between the pain in his balls and the gush of bright red blood coming from his nose. All of a sudden, he sneezed and blood spatter covered Zelda.

“You bastard!” she screamed, pointing with her index fingers, wrists joined by the handcuffs. Luci ran to get a wet towel for Sanders’ face, but as she passed her mother, Zelda grabbed it from her fingers. She used the cloth to clean off her own face and arms and then threw the tea towel on the ground, glaring at Sanders.

Danny handed the agent another towel from a hook over the sink, placing it into the man’s nose through Drew’s protestations. He felt the pieces inside the agent’s nose move slightly, and he knew the cartilage was broken.

“You’re going to have to get to the hospital and have that looked at, sir,” he said to the agent.

“Fuck!” Sanders was pacing back and forth in the kitchen area. Luci was wiping the blood from the floor. Zelda sat down at the table with a humph and a defiant scowl on her face. She refused to take her eyes off the FBI man, as if she could cause him further pain by the daggers she was transmitting.

Looking at how quickly the little circle had deteriorated into a war zone almost made Danny laugh out loud, but he kept it to himself.
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Zelda had an old tee shirt left by a former boyfriend, who was smaller. Sanders’ belly hung out underneath the hemline. Danny noticed his tummy looked like the pelt of a wild boar with patches of stiff grey hair that made him itch just from looking at it.

Sanders was leaning back, keeping the cool washrag to his nose, swallowing every thirty seconds at first and swearing profusely. By the time they were ten minutes into their trip to the Emergency Room in Flagstaff, the bleeding had temporarily stopped. Danny knew the doctors would re-set the nose, which would start the bleeding all over again. The flesh underneath the man’s eyes was already starting to swell, turning a dangerous color of deep purple.

Agent Sanders was already scary looking, but in a few hours, he’d be positively frightening.

Sanders began mumbling something Danny couldn’t make out. His nasally voice sounded ridiculous.

“Try not to talk, sir. We’ll be there in about fifteen minutes. Just lean back and try to relax. It will help with the bleeding and the pain.”

Sanders mumbled something else, Danny picking up the words, “another agent,” which piqued his interest.

“What other agent?”

The FBI man removed the stained, deep burgundy washcloth but still spoke as if he had cotton stuffed up both nostrils, making him sound more like the character, Darth Vader, from Star Wars. “We had an undercover man working on the res. He’s gone missing, too.”

Danny knew this was not the work of a local gang. Most of res crime were assaults done in the heat of the moment and usually between family members who had consumed too much alcohol. Robbery wasn’t very common. Neither was murder. Suicides took more of their young population than any other cause of death.

“When did you last see him?” Danny asked.

“I never met the guy. I got a picture, though. Your lady and her mother met him. I guess Zelda used to hang with a George Yellowhorse. I read in James’ report he was concerned his cover had been blown with Sarah when Yellowhorse suggested he try to have some fun with the teenager, and he politely refused.” Sanders paused, wincing as Danny hit a pothole, which were commonplace on the dusty reservation highway.

“Sorry,” Danny muttered under his breath.

Sanders was glancing out the window, watching the countryside briskly sweeping by, not showing much interest. They were driving past a wilted cornfield that had no business growing there. “Ah, this is all fucked up,” he said after a minute or two of silence.

“She’s a pistol. Luci’s told me stories about her,” offered Danny.

“I’d like to take her in, and I’m more than within my rights, even though she is a victim herself. I can understand her frustration. I don’t really think being a bad mother makes her a murderer, either. She didn’t even know the other girls’ names when I showed her the pictures. And the story has been all over the Navajo Times.”

“I could be wrong, Agent Sanders, but I’m not sure Zelda reads.”

“Now that’s fucked up.”

“A lot of the older Dine have a problem with reading. Their education was traditionally mostly oral. That’s changing now, thank God. They’re even teaching the old language forbidden to them for more than twenty years all during the pre and post WWII era.”

“You say they and them as if it doesn’t apply to you. Don’t you consider yourself Navajo or Dine?”

“I’m half. My mother is Miwok, one of the tribes from Northern California. She took me off the res because my cousin, Wilson, and I were getting in trouble all the time. My father had disappeared on a hunting trip, so my mom brought me to her people. Except for the dance we do when we gather the tribes together, we don’t have much in common with the Dine here. Completely different landscape makes for different lifestyles and living situations.”

“Thanks for the fuckin’ history lesson.”

“Just trying to be helpful.”

“I think it would be more helpful if you’d just shut up. I need to clear my head and think about things for a bit. Then we’ll talk.”

“What things?” Danny was anxious to know.

“I said, shut the fuck up, Begay. I’m not exactly having a good day. And when I get crabby, people start getting hurt.”

Danny shook his head, irritated the agent had such thin skin.

“You know, I’m not sure why the hell they even got you sprung from your active duty to help out. You don’t know anybody now. You didn’t grow up with anyone who could teach you about these people.”

“I was twelve when we left. I remember plenty.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.”

Danny suspected Sanders’ demeanor worked well on suspects, getting them angry so they’d spill their guts and he could get intel. He’d done the same over in the sandbox. Although they could dish out pain, the bad guys over there didn’t like having it meted out to them. And their culture made them quick to react to something they saw as an affront to their religion or their God. Picking fights was good business in the snatch and grab business. He figured it worked the same here, too, for Sanders.

“You know, Sanders, my grandfather was somewhat of a hero here. One of the last of the Code Talkers. You know, those guys—”

“I know who the fuck they were,” Sanders said angrily.

“He was kind of the storyteller, the keeper of the stories about the old ways. For what it’s worth, some of that respect might now fall to me. I left as a troubled boy. Came back a man, and then came back again as a SEAL. That’s got to count for something.”

They’d pulled up to the Emergency entrance at the hospital.

Sanders pulled out his truck keys and dangled them in front of Danny. I’m going to call Lyle and ask him to ride back with you to get my truck.”

“Sure thing.”

He started to open the passenger side of the rental car, thought better about it, and leaned back into the vinyl seat, leaving one foot outside the car, the door ajar. “You can answer me one thing, though.”

“Sure.”

“This George Yellowhorse. You know him?”

“Mostly by reputation. He’s bad news. Luci was real glad when her mother stopped seeing him. I think he used to get heavy with her.”

Sanders slowly turned and faced Danny, his left eye now almost completely swollen shut, a dark blueberry stain now covering the underside of both eyelids. “Looks to me like that woman can handle herself pretty damned good. I never saw it coming.”

Danny tried not to smile at Drew’s expense, but he couldn’t help it. “I honestly think she’s capable of killing someone who messes with her, providing she’s sober. On that score, I think you’re right.” Danny motioned for an orderly with a wheelchair to come over to his rental car, pointing to Sanders in the front seat.

Two men in white helped Sanders out of the car with difficulty because the chassis was so low. They assisted him to the wheelchair and began wheeling the agent to the entrance. Danny could hear him barking orders to someone on the cell phone and knew he’d next be meeting Lyle.
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Luci was sorting through the computer Sarah shared with her mother. She’d wanted to get Sarah her own computer some time ago so she’d be one step away from some of her mother’s “friends.” They each had their own moniker, but Luci had set up Sarah’s passcode, so she was able to get into her account. What she found surprised her.

Sarah had been conversing with a couple of other girls online who were not from the Navajo res but from a nearby pueblo in Nevada. Most of the conversations were harmless, but Luci noticed Sarah shared more about herself and her life and routine than the other girls did.

And they were too interested in her. Being a youngster of fifteen, Luci could understand why she’d like the attention, but it still made her uncomfortable. And while Sarah wouldn’t notice it, Luci saw the names of these girls as perhaps sounding Native American, but not something one would normally use, or a name that would be given.

Luci scrolled down one long thread, done over two weeks ago, and had continued off and on for days. This particular message lasted nearly a half hour in a private group message with the title: Indian Girls 8. The name of the group concerned Luci right away. Were there seven other groups? She found the beginning of the thread and started to read.

Bleeding Horse: I get so frustrated with my parents sometimes. Seems like if I ever get a boyfriend and want to fool around, I’ll have to run away. Do either of you guys feel the same?

Sarah Tohe: I don’t have to worry about that too much. Not really interested in boys as in finishing my school and getting into a good college. Besides, there aren’t any guys here on the res I like, anyway.

Sun Worshiper: OMG Sarah. Tell me you are not a virgin?

Sarah Tohe: Of course I am. Although, my mom tried to get me to go on the pill. How lame is that?

Bleeding Horse: So did you do it?

Sarah Tohe: No. I threw them away. The exam was awful. You’ve been through them maybe, but it was a first for me.

Sun Worshiper: Sweetie, it gets easier. Maybe your mom was just looking out for you. I mean, if you found the right guy, wouldn’t you want to, you know?

Bleeding Horse: Hell, I wish some really experienced guy had popped my cherry. I got some kid from the football team and neither of us knew what the hell we were doing. Now I know better. I’d pick an older guy, someone who knew how to make a woman, not a girl, have the time of her life. Wouldn’t you?

Sarah Tohe: Not sure I’m ready.

Bleeding Horse: That’s okay, honey. You wait until the right guy comes along. It will happen for you. Not to worry. Until then, just stay your sweet self. But you do pleasure yourself, right?

Luci wasn’t sure she wanted to read on. Now she was definitely feeling like she was intruding on Sarah’s private life. She wished she’d known Sarah was having these conversations.

Sarah Tohe: ?? What does that mean?

Sun Worshiper: OMG, OMG! We gotta get this girl a vibrator!

Bleeding Horse: You want me to show you?

Sarah Tohe: No! That’s creepy!

Luci was pleased with her response. But she was concerned it didn’t end the conversation, as it should have. She began to feel funny about these two. Perhaps they weren’t teenage Native American girls after all. If they were older men…

Bleeding Horse: Oh, you silly girl! No pictures, OF COURSE NO PICTURES! But I can walk you through it, online, you know. Tell you what to do. And then you can try it on your own. Just experiment. You might like it.

Sun Worshiper: It will help you when you finally get with a man—when you’re ready. You’ll already know what you like.

Sarah Tohe: I’m not sure about this. Have to think about it.

Bleeding Horse: Well, you know where you can find us, if you want a little friendly advice. Doesn’t hurt. No one will know. And you might discover something about yourself you didn’t know before…that’s all.

Sun Worshiper: Yeah. Isn’t like being with a real man, though, BH, right? But, Sarah, you’d still be a virgin, and that’s the important thing. But there are lots of things you can do and it feels good, doesn’t hurt anyone, like BH says.

Sarah Tohe: Thanks, guys. I’ll think about it. Okay, I’ve got studying to do. And I’m starting an art class in a week. Have to get a couple projects started I can do in class.

Sun Worshiper: You’re a good girl, Sarah. You go do your studies. And yes! Keep up with the art, too. I love looking at art. Just not very good at the artistic part. LOL.

Bleeding Horse: Hey, we’ll let you go. But before you do, can I ask you to do something?

Sarah Tohe: Me, or SW?

Bleeding Horse: I think it would be cool if we all did it tonight. Okay? At bedtime, take a shower, and then go to bed naked. Before you fall asleep, feel your pussy. Feel how soft it is, feel how it puckers and see if you can find your bud. That’s all. We can all do this tonight, okay? See if touching your bud—you know that’s your female penis, right? Feel if you touch it and it grows a little. See if that feels good to you. That sounds harmless enough, right, Sarah?

Sun Worshiper: Kewl. I’ll do it. I’ll even do a little more.

Bleeding Horse: Not tonight. Tonight we go very slowly. We do this for Sarah. Okay, sweetie? You just touch yourself and then if you feel like it, we’ll talk tomorrow or the next day about it, okay?

Sun Worshiper: OMG you mean I can’t rub myself all over and maybe put my finger inside?

Bleeding Horse: Sarah? Did we scare you?

Sarah Tohe: I’m here. Not sure what to say. Not sure I can do this, or even should be talking about this.

Bleeding Horse: You just do what you’re comfortable doing. We all age and grow up sexually at different speeds and different levels. Maybe sex isn’t going to be your thing. That’s okay. When you’re ready. Just know we’re here. I’d rather be your friend than make you feel like you’re being asked to do something you don’t want to do.

Sun Worshiper: I’m sorry, Sarah, if I got carried away. I didn’t mean to scare you. Really sorry. I want you to trust me as a friend.

Luci’s heart sank when she saw the response from Sarah.

Sarah Tohe: Thanks. Okay, I’ll try it. Now I have to go.

Bleeding Horse: Excellent! Can’t wait to hear!

Sun Worshiper: Oh, this is so kewl. We’re all gonna do it tonight. OMG, it will be so hard to stop, but I’ll try. Can’t wait to hear how your first time is, Sarah. And I’m honored to know that you trust us. I wish I had someone to show me the ropes when I was first curious and starting out.

Bleeding Horse: I also like that it’s our little secret. Just the three of us. No one else has to know, and that means it’s safe.

Sun Worshiper: Totally safe! That’s what I love about it. Our little “dirty” secret. Tee hee…Love it! Well, it’s not really dirty. Sex is beautiful, when you find the right person.

Sarah Tohe: Okay, well, I gotta go. We’ll talk maybe tomorrow. You guys take care. Don’t you have school work?

Bleeding Horse: We got out early. It’s summertime, baby! My folks aren’t home. I’m going outside and sunbathing in the nude! See you guys tomorrow!

Sun Worshiper: Oh, you are so naughty, BH. Talk to you tomorrow, Sarah? I won’t be able to sleep tonight. I’ll be so filled with anticipation. In sex, anticipation is a good thing, too. Now I’m getting all horny. LOL, not about you, about the guy who works down the street at Burger Palace.

(Bleeding Horse has left the conversation)

Sarah Tohe: Hope I remember to do it. I’ve got a lot of studying to do.

Sun Worshiper: Want me to ping you a reminder?

Sarah Tohe: No. That would only alert my mom and sister.

Sun Worshiper: Gotcha! Okay then, have fun!!! Talk tomorrow I hope.

Luci didn’t have to wonder much about what Sarah had done. It was all explained the next day, in detail. Luci recognized the other “Indian Girls” asked lots of questions of her. Luci knew she had to tell Danny about this right away. She felt guilty not telling her mom, but she didn’t trust her yet.

Zelda was doing laundry. She’d made a big deal about washing the sheets she and Danny had tussled in the night before. Luci took Griffin outside on the porch and sat in the wicker chair, watching the expanse of dusty, sandy landscape with the pink and salmon-colored hills in the background. She hoped things would return to normal soon. She wanted to be a wife and mother, in love with the perfect man for her. The role of being the older sister to a kidnapped girl, daughter of a reforming alcoholic, and schoolteacher stuck in a job just so she could protect her family, was not a pleasant one.

Like shedding an old snakeskin, she wanted the new young skin of a future, without scars, fears, or regretted paths. She noted that for the first time in her life, she was looking forward to her future, not fearing it.
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Sarah awoke in a motel room decorated with gold leaf and red wallpaper. The smell of burning candles was thick in the air. Her head was a bit fuzzy and she remembered she’d been injected with something that had numbed her all over. She’d passed out, but just before, she heard a van door open as someone hoisted her over their shoulder and carefully laid her down on a mattress in the back.

Other memories emerged—waking up to muffled men’s voices and different sounds, like water running, traffic, and words she didn’t understand. She recalled being moved on a stretcher and also being held in thick hairy arms, by a man who sweated profusely and smelled of greasy food. Sarah realized she had been in this state for perhaps several days—waking up and being put back to sleep with a sharp pain in her arm. She had no idea if it was night or day outside, or how long this had been happening.

She listened for some sound from either her mother or sister, but then she remembered she’d been at the school, taking the trash out, and Luci was supposed to take her home.

Luci, where are you?

The room was totally unfamiliar. As she moved her head and examined the mirrors and pictures in heavy gold frames, the opulent carpeting in deep jewel tones, covered by rugs unlike what she was used to seeing on the res, she felt a dull ache and buzzing sound in her ears.

She felt a chill, and realized, with shock, she was lying naked on a satin coverlet, on a bed with large four posters at the corners. Her feet were bound together with silk sash-like ties, and secured by something down at the foot of the bed, but over the mattress’ edge. Her arms were tied above her head, secured by the same sashes, to a headboard with a beveled mirror embedded in it.

Her eyes rose to the ceiling, containing a large gilt mirror nearly the size of the bed itself. In this mirror, she could see her naked form. She noticed her hair had been recently washed. Makeup had been applied to her face, including light pink lip gloss. With the increase of her respiration came the scent of something flowery, and she realized she’d been oiled or covered with a delicate scent from lilies or something tropical. White roses in a red vase sat on both sides of the bed on matching dark nightstands.

Looking back up to her face in the mirror, she began to realize this was a stage. There was a show starting sometime soon.

And she was the star.

She tried to think of anything that could indicate where she was. Why she was here. Nothing came to mind.

A door opened in the wallpaper, and inside stepped a woman and a man. The woman was naked, with a silk robe falling loose and open down the front. Her heavily made-up face was not pretty. Her smile made Sarah sick to her stomach.

Luci, Mother. Where are you?

The man had a barrel chest and a dark complexion, looking perhaps Italian or Greek. He also wore a robe, but it was, thankfully, tied at the waist. Sarah got the impression he was also naked under the paisley pattern on silk.

“Isn’t she lovely?” the woman said to the man.

“Stunning. I like very much,” he said with an accent. His mouth was hidden under a full moustache. He wore a gold cross around his neck.

“Would you like to touch her?” the woman asked.

“Very much,” the man said. He was led over to the bed. Sarah squirmed, wanting to scream something, but realized she was also gagged. Her bindings tore into her flesh as she tried to move her knees from side to side and pulled at her wrists, trying to force something loose.

“Ah, that’s lovely, too. See how she struggles?” the woman continued. “Is there any doubt, Mr. D, that she is a virgin?”

“How old is she?”

“You don’t want to know. Of the age girls marry in your country, though. Old enough to warm a man at night. Young enough to be ripe for the taking. You would be her first, Mr. D, if we can work out all the details.”

“Then I will touch her,” he said. He began to reach for the spot Sarah was protecting between her closed legs, but the woman deflected his fingers.

“Not there. No man has touched her there, Mr. D. Whomever gets her will be the first. I want her unspoiled. You understand.”

Sarah felt the sweat pour down between her legs, down her back, and under her arms. Despite her attempts, she was immobilized not only by the restraints, but also from some form of drug she had been given that hadn’t worn off completely.

The man known as Mr. D looked down at her like she was some sort of coveted toy. She could see dirty thoughts in his eyes. She tried to look defiant, and when that only seemed to enflame him further, she tried to beg him for decency. The look he returned told her he was beyond hope. There wasn’t an ounce of compassion in his dark face.

The woman took his hand and placed it on Sarah’s right breast. He closed his eyes as he squeezed her flesh. His nostrils flared as he tilted his head back toward the ceiling like he was savoring a favorite meal. His voice came almost like a whisper.

“I…must…have…her,” he said as he continued to squeeze, before moving to her other breast.

The woman stopped him, taking his wrist and placing his palm at her own breast. “This is what you get tonight. And, if you’re very nice, Mr. D, I will put your name in the bidding pool. Only our very best customers will be allowed to bid. But only the man who wins, will get a prize.

He maneuvered, turning to face the woman, parting her robe further as he allowed his other hand to grope her behind, pulling her to him.

Sarah watched his fondling of her and was disgusted. She closed her eyes immediately, but the long wet kiss and licking was noisy and something she could not get out of her mind. Finally, the two of them left.

She longed for the little house with her mother, even a drunk mother was better than this. She missed Luci, her art classes, the other kids in school. She missed having a future that seemed bright and unstoppable. All that was being taken away from her, and very soon. Somehow, she knew she would survive, but the near future would not be a pleasant one.

She vowed that, whatever happened, she would not let it change her. She would survive. She came from a long line of survivors. The history of her people had taught her how to survive, even in the face of abuse, neglect, and indifference to her soul’s desires. Somehow, she would get even.

Some day.
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Danny drove up, parking behind Agent Sanders’ pickup. He had another person with him, who waved back at him as he opened the driver’s door and took off in the truck. Griffin was still nursing when Danny came up to stand beside Luci, giving her a kiss to the side of her neck, before touching the baby, who had started dozing off. Griffin renewed his interest in her breast and began nursing once again.

Danny rubbed her cheek with the back of his fingers. “You are a vision sitting here like this. All I ever want in the world is right here, sitting on this porch.”

“Thanks,” she said, smiling, feeling warmed all over. “All I ever wanted is right here, too,” she said to the baby, and then looked back up to Danny. “The two of you. Forever.” Danny bent down and kissed her softly.

When he went inside, Luci and the baby followed him.

“Danny, I was looking over Sarah’s computer, and I think I’ve found something.”

She opened the laptop, pulled up Sarah’s profile page, and showed him the private messages. Zelda’s attention was sparked and she came over to look. Luci moved in front of her, blocking the view.

“Mom, this is going to be disturbing. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to upset you.”

“She’s my baby, Luci. I have a right. I need to see it all. All of it, Luci.”

Danny chimed in, “Luci, she’s right, sweetheart.” He addressed her mother, “Zelda, I’m sure you understand we are trusting you won’t be passing this on to anyone else?”

“Of course not,” Zelda replied, irritated.

Luci stepped aside and they began to read the disturbing string, starting with the conversation about Sarah pleasuring herself and then the follow-up discussion the next day.

“Holy Christ! Whoever did this is going to rot in hell,” Zelda shouted out. “What does the nose-bleeder think of this?”

“He doesn’t know yet; you know that, Mom. He’s at the hospital getting his nose fixed.”

“Zelda, I’m going to have to give Sanders this computer for a few days. I think Luci is right, these emails don’t sound like they came from a young teenager. Way too bold for this. I think Sarah got herself messed up in something. Maybe this is a clue to what’s been happening to the other girls,” Danny said.

“Go ahead. I’m not going to stand in the way. Not that I like outsiders reading my email, either.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

Zelda walked off shaking her head.

Sanders called them in response to Danny’s message. He offered to meet them at the pie shop, unwilling to have a repeat of the morning’s events at the Tohe household. Lyle was driving, which was probably a good thing, since it was obvious to Luci the man was on pain meds. He looked like death warmed over. She’d started apologizing to him, but he stopped her.

“No need. And when the swelling and pain wears down, forgotten.”

Danny could see Luci was having a hard time keeping a straight face, and was grateful a smile to Griffin took some of the pressure off. But soon they watched as Lyle and Sanders poured over the material on the laptop. Sanders became agitated and at one point looked like he wanted to throw the device clear across the room.

“Can the FBI find out where those messages were sent from?” Danny asked.

“Probably. Not sure how long it would take, though. These things don’t work like on TV. You have to imagine how many requests they get every day,” Sanders answered. “Fuckin’ perverts.” He realized he had misspoken. “I mean the bad guys, not the Bureau.”

“Understood,” Danny said to his water glass, avoiding eye contact.

Lyle’s comment was tentative. “So, Cortland, what’s the next step then? You think we’re gonna need more help? This is beginning to look really big.”

Sanders sneered at him, and Danny picked up right away it was due to the fact that Lyle had used his given name.

“They always look big. When you crack them, they shrivel up like an excised pimple.” He glanced to Luci. “Sorry, ma’am.”

The conversational silence was awkward. “Should we try to play along with them, then?” he asked.

“You mean, make an entry?” wondered Luci.

“Fuck no,” Sanders began, then softened his eyes again and shrugged for the apology he didn’t speak. “I’m going to download everything onto a zip drive and send it off. Sometimes that strips out the coding. But if we answer, and they have Sarah, they’ll know we’re onto them. That’s not smart.” It looked painful for him to speak.

“So have you seen things like this before?” Luci asked.

Sanders gave her a look as if she’d sprouted a pink horn in the middle of her forehead, and then shook his head. His eyes were getting bloodshot now. Luci’s face was shriveling into a wince the more she watched him. Danny was focused on the agent’s swollen and colorful features as well.

“You okay, Sanders?” he asked.

“No. I fuckin’ feel like shit. Pardon me. But not a good time to take a medical. This isn’t good. None of this is any good,” he said, pointing to the computer. “We can’t delay.”

Luci was compelled to reach out and touch Sanders’ hand. “Thank you.”

At first, the agent jerked as if hot water had been thrown on him. Afterward, Danny noted Sanders found it impossible to look Luci in the eyes, brought out the secure USB drive, made a copy, and abruptly left.

When Danny, Luci, and the baby got home, Zelda was gone. Luci tried to call her on her cell, but the call went to voicemail after four rings.

“You’d think she’d leave you a note so you wouldn’t worry,” Danny said.

“I’m exhausted, Danny. I just don’t have the energy to create another conspiracy. I just wish we had something we could do except wait.”

“It will be okay. I don’t know how I know, but I just know.” He’d taken her in his arms and rubbed the back of her neck and shoulders, feeling her relax under the pressure of his fingers.

“I don’t have those intuitions, Danny,” she said to his chest. “Everything on my screen is black. Painful,” she whispered.

“I’m going to go talk to a couple of my grandfather’s friends. Maybe they’ll have some information about something they might have seen. Not sure Sanders got to them in the interviews.”

Luci put the baby down in the bedroom while Danny put in a call to several of his grandfather’s friends, left a message for his cousin, and then reached his team leader, Kyle.

“You got a plan, of course?” Kyle asked him.

“I’ll know more when I can get with Sanders again, but yes, they’ve got a plan. Complicated now with Zelda—that’s Luci’s mother—taking off on her own.” He paused. “Kyle, sure glad I’m here.”

“You stay out of trouble, though, Danny. You make sure the locals do all the first moves. Don’t go leading any rogue missions, I don’t care how good they sound. That’s not our theater, this is.”

“Roger that.”

“Hey, pulling strings for you, big guy. Little Ali is sure enjoying himself over here with the dog handlers, and the nurses are spoiling the kid something fierce. He’s practically living on chocolate and cold cereal.”

Danny laughed. Yesterday morning, he’d left Ali standing in the small yard with half a dozen puppies jumping up, knocking him down and licking his face. One of the war dogs had given birth to a litter a month ago, and the much-heralded event had been a welcomed distraction. That’s the way he chose to remember the little Iraqi orphan, giggling, being covered in puppies. The pretty Navy doctor had agreed to watch over him in the medical dorm until special circumstances permission to bring him to the States could be secured.

“Thanks, Kyle.”

“No problem. You just get your butt back over here in two. Don’t make it three, Danny.”

He also returned a call from his mother, who was planning a trip out to Arizona to visit him and meet her new grandson. Danny asked her to wait until they understood what was going on before coming.

“Not like over there,” Danny began, “but Mom, things are not safe. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

Danny appeared at the doorway to the bedroom, and Luci began to feel guilty for the lusty thoughts she was having while her sister and perhaps her mother were in danger. One forearm leaned against the door trim on his side of it, his other hand was stuffed into the front pocket of his jeans. She was so grateful for his presence.

“I know you’re tired, but without knowing where your mother is, I’m not comfortable leaving you alone,” he said as he gave her a slow appreciative perusal they both knew would not lead to anything further. She brushed past him, giving him a brief kiss, as she made her way to the living room to let Griffin sleep. She sat down at the table and sighed.

“I’ll be fine. I really think she’s just out shopping or something.”

“I got a little something I need to ask you.”

Luci had put her hands on the computer but stalled.

“What?”

“Over in Iraq, there was this little boy I rescued, Ali. He’s four years old. We tried to save his father too, but—”

Luci’s heart clenched as she felt Danny’s pain. “Go on. Tell me. Tell me everything.” She knew visions of things experienced overseas would haunt him.

Danny walked to the window and looked out over the desert. “I held him in my arms as they got his father. I sheltered his eyes so he didn’t have to see what we all saw. This man sacrificed his life for our cause, and for a chance at a better life for his son.” He turned and she could see the hurt lodged inside this strong, compassionate, silent warrior. She knew there was more and didn’t want to pry. She’d take his information however he chose to present it.

Danny knelt on one knee, taking her hands in his. “I’d like to bring him here. I’d like to try to adopt him, if you’re willing.”

It wasn’t what Luci had expected. She touched his cheek and gave him the only answer she knew was in her heart.

“Of course. We have room for one more, many more, Danny, you know that.” Her smile was returned, which gladdened her heart. “Will they let you bring him back?”

“Not sure. I was working on it, when I came back here. Kyle just told me the paperwork had been filed in my absence. But they’re trying to expedite it. Maybe when I go back, they will—”

“Let him come home with you. To us.”

“Yes. To us. Thank you, my love.” He bent, giving her a warm kiss.

Danny stood and continued his stare out the front window, lost in thought. Luci resumed her interest in Sarah’s computer and opened it. She was about to enter Sarah’s password, when she decided instead to go into her mother’s email. Not more than an hour ago, George Yellowhorse had left Zelda a message saying he had information on Sarah. He’d repeated it five minutes later, and then indicated he’d try to call her.

“Danny, look at this!” He ran to stand behind her, and she showed him the email.

“That’s where she is,” Danny said. “She’s gone to meet up with that scumbag Yellowhorse. He must have gotten her on the phone. He knew the one thing he could tell her that would for sure make her want to meet with him without backup.”

“You have to tell Sanders. This would be on the USB, right?”

“Not if it came in afterward,” he said.

Luci searched for a way to figure out where she might have gone. Long stretches of barren unpaved roads crisscrossed all over the reservation. They could travel for miles without seeing a soul. Home sites dotted the landscape, most of them unmarked, without addresses and never with something like a “Welcome to the Yellowhorse Household” sign at the driveway. Her mother literally could be anywhere on or off the reservation.

Danny got Sanders on the phone. “Okay, he’s coming here,” he said when he’d hung up.

“What did he say?” Luci asked.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Humor me. I can take it.”

“‘That dumb broad.’”


Chapter 27
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Danny got a call from Wilson, who, as it turned out, was home again, although training in the desert outside Las Vegas. He promised he’d be there in less than four hours, which would mean he’d be breaking the speed limit the whole way.

Danny was relieved he would have someone else with recent knowledge of the goings on at the reservation who could assist Sanders in ways Danny couldn’t. Several of his grandfather’s buddies had returned his calls. He’d asked them if they’d seen Zelda, and of course everyone was concerned. He knew they’d be calling everyone they knew, asking the same questions. The Navajo oral social media was in full swing. If she’d been seen anywhere, they’d know about it soon. He recalled how he could never get away with anything, how eyes were always on him, reporting back to his mother every little thing he did something, and it used to drive him completely nuts. He and Wilson never got away with anything.

Now that network was going to perhaps save some lives by shortening the time it would take to get important information on Zelda’s whereabouts. Perhaps Sarah, too.

Sanders and Lyle arrived just in time for the dinner Luci had made. Danny was anxious for an update.

“We sent it by courier to Washington, D.C. and I got it escalated, so we’ll see,” Sanders said. He seemed to be in a better mood. “You may not believe this, but the fact that they want Zelda is probably a good sign.”

“How so?” Luci asked.

“Well, I mean, they’re fishing for something.”

“Or trying to close a loose end,” Lyle offered helpfully. He was rewarded with a shocked look from Luci and a scowl from Sanders. “I mean, she’s the first one of—of—of a certain age, you know? Not young. And, well, look at her,” Lyle had turned bright red. He looked around the table for a friend and didn’t find any. “Why would anyone want to mess with that woman?”

Sanders was lost in thought, dropping a forkful of lasagna before it hit his mouth. “Holy shit. It means she knows something,” he said as he looked up to Danny across the table. “She knows something she doesn’t realize she knows. And they know she’d have told us if we’d only spent more time around her.”

“They wanted something from her,” Lyle said.

“Her computer, but we had it,” Danny said. “It has all the information on Sarah’s emails with those two imposters.”

“But they don’t know that, Danny. Only I knew they shared the same—” Luci stopped. “Unless Yellowhorse knew it, too.”

“She might have told them she was bringing the computer. Maybe she thought she could rescue Sarah. Maybe it’s why she didn’t tell us. She knew we wouldn’t let her do it. Now this is really making sense. Brave, but a big fuckin’ mistake,” Sanders finished, following it with a string of muttered swear words.

“This is totally consistent with my mother,” Luci said.

All of a sudden, Wilson stepped through the doorway, carrying a black duty bag, just like the one Danny had, probably loaded with enough firepower to start a small war. The look on Wilson’s face was one of complete focus and determination. In that split second, Danny knew that all the training, their past, their pains, separations, failures, and ordeals made them the kind of men they were.

Anyone who underestimated them would be the loser. And they had the backing of all the spirits of their ancestors, either living or dead.

After bringing Wilson up to date, showing him the messages on both accounts, they discussed what to do next.

One by one, several of the People began to phone information to both Danny and Wilson. People had seen Zelda at the trading post. Then at the bank. She drove north, deeper into the res, toward Tuba City. Someone else called and said they’d seen Yellowhorse with a certain Sheriff Payette Fisher.

They were headed west in Fisher’s Tahoe so fast they were going to see themselves coming and going, his grandfather’s friend said. The old man spoke to him in Navajo, “Your grandfather will find them, Danny. Old goatface will make sure the mourning mothers of the desert will tear them apart limb from limb.”

For the first time since he was a child, he believed the stories.

Danny and Wilson loaded up in Wilson’s truck with more firepower than Danny thought possible. For a SWCC boat guy, Wilson was certainly into explosive devices and weapons. Both cousins were grinning from ear to ear, like in the days when they were going hunting with Danny’s grandfather.

Sanders and Lyle also checked and loaded their weapons. Sanders called in details of what they’d discovered and where they were going, unable to give a specific address.

“Even if I knew where it was, there aren’t any addresses,” he told someone over the phone. “I’ll try to report in along the way. When is the help coming? Any chance we can get some air support?”

Danny heard Sanders salivating over the prospect of catching the Sheriff, and he hoped the man could reel in his emotions and not wind up causing any of them or the women danger. It was one thing to get excited for a firefight, quite another to get distracted with hatred and revenge. He made a mental note to watch the agent carefully.

Luci was quiet as she watched them clean, check, and load everything up, then put on their vests, gloves, and other tools. It occurred to Danny she was getting an inside look at his life as a SEAL. He was hoping her silence didn’t mean she had second thoughts. He held her in his arms and hoped it wouldn’t be the last time he would do so. He reassured her, kissed away the tears that streamed down her cheeks.

“Don’t you lose heart, Luci. We have one advantage. They don’t know we know about them.”

“But shouldn’t you wait to get help?”

“No time, sweetheart. That might take until morning. Besides, I’ve got Wilson. The dark of night is when Wilson and I are the strongest. It is how we were trained, how we learned the old ways. You have to trust us. Trust in our training.”

She’d nodded, and then he held her shaking body and heard her whisper, “I’ll say a blessing. I’ll ask Emma and a few of the ladies to join me and we’ll do a blessing ceremony.”

“Yes. Do that. Ask for protection.” He reached down inside his shirt and pulled out the little packet he’d been given with the corn pollen. “This went with me overseas and protected me. This will bring me home.”

He waved goodbye to her from the passenger seat as Wilson fired up his truck and headed out, Sanders and Lyle right behind them.

As they traveled the dusty, bumpy road to the highway, he thought about the fact that he’d been trained to do hostage rescues for overseas missions. He never thought he’d have to do one at home, in the land of the People, rescuing his own family members, protecting his own tribe. The fact that they had so many accomplices from the community made him feel like the leader his grandfather had been. If only they could find Zelda and Sarah. If only they could get there in time.

He heard the singing again and realized he welcomed it. He found strength in their voices raised to the stars, singing to The First Slender One, the warrior protector in the constellation Orion. The words of the singers silenced as one lone voice came to him from across the desert.

‘Ch’al. We go with you on the great mission to save the innocent ones. You grow wise with age. You honor the lives lived before you were born with your sacrifice and service. Go with the blessings of all the People.’


Chapter 28
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Sheriff Payette Fisher never liked the reservation, but using the People there was good business. He wondered if he’d ever been a good cop. He couldn’t remember back that far. So now he was streaking off into the deep part of the place he hated, with another one of his boys. There were lots of details coming unraveled. The town had been buzzing when Danny came back. And, he’d never thought the FBI man was much of a threat, since he’d gotten rid of two of them already, guys who just walked right into his trap.

He could feel Yellowhorse’s resolve dwindling. So he’d probably have to take care of him, too. God, the bodies were piling up. Probably meant it was time to start looking for another pasture to graze from. All this was getting too high profile.

He’d told Mr. Amauro so yesterday. The man clearly didn’t have any idea how formidable the Navajo could be when they were united. With the girls disappearing, satisfying the greedy intentions of his Las Vegas, well-connected partners, came the added baggage that eventually they’d realize someone from outside their culture was preying on them. They wouldn’t take it forever. There wasn’t any amount of money that could make them sell their girls forever. He’d tried to explain that to Amauro, suggesting perhaps they find more runaways, especially the young girls who came from Mexico with nothing, who haunted Las Vegas on a regular basis. There were little drug hotties who got snagged using and couldn’t get out of the cycle, potheads trying to drop out or run away from an abusive home, get a job dancing or working in a topless bar, doing extra things out back for extra tip monies. The Mexican girls who came up were always the easiest to get.

But Amauro wanted virgins. Fresh, young things customers would pay a high price for. He suggested to Fisher that if he couldn’t deliver the goods, he might be able to find someone else who could. Fat chance at that. But of course, if Amauro went that route, and even if he failed, Payette Fisher would be sleeping with the lizards and buzzards in the desert.

No, a tropical island was feeling pretty good right now. Some place out of the reach of Mr. A and his cronies.

Yellowhorse had been fidgeting, holding onto the ceiling mounted hand grips, knuckles white and his lips in a thin line, swallowing every thirty seconds and making Fisher nervous.

The highway, if it could be called that, was an unpaved stretch of absolutely straight, sandy road that was hell on shocks and tires. That’s why the locals didn’t travel it at one hundred miles per hour, like he was. He wasn’t sure whether it was the speed or the mission that bothered Yellowhorse more.

“What’s the matter?” he shouted over the sounds of the tires trying to get impossible traction. “You’ve never traveled this fast before?”

Yellowhorse kept his eyes straight ahead, as if he could see something Fisher couldn’t. “You don’t want to hit a coyote, or a goat or sheep. They get loose. This is free grazing here. No fences, Sheriff.”

“That what’s bothering you?”

“I’d like to know the plan.”

“The plan?” Fisher tried to take his right hand off the steering wheel to grip Yellowhorse’s shoulder, but the truck swerved and he nearly lost control. At the last minute, his right front tire went into a pothole and the front of the chassis bounced into the air for what seemed like a foot. Yellowhorse was a big man, and his head butted the ceiling of the cab while Fisher’s barely grazed it.

Yellowhorse growled at him and held his hand on his head.

Fisher found himself getting more irritated the more Yellowhorse showed his dislike for their speed, their predicament, the fact that his head hurt—everything. “What’s the matter with you? You got any idea what’s fuckin’ at stake here? We have to get that computer and get rid of the Mrs. or we’re in for some years behind bars, George. And if we were to make a deal, our friends in Vegas would never let us breathe so much as two breaths of prison air. You know that.”

Yellowhorse swallowed and nodded slowly. Fisher didn’t like his stoical nature. He considered it a lack of honesty that he never talked about how he felt, except how it felt to get drunk and have ladies he normally couldn’t afford. He was a big talker about how his sexual prowess took them by surprise. Fisher knew the ladies were paid to give compliments and make the man feel like he was the best lover they’d ever had. But Yellowhorse was stupid enough to believe them.

“So the plan is, we make sure there’s no evidence we were ever involved.”

“Except people saw Zelda and me together.”

“Zelda? So it’s Zelda now? Not the fuckin’ bitch you were trying to talk into selling her daughter.”

“She’d never do that. She wasn’t that low.”

“Well, you said she got her on the pill. That was part of the plan at least. The only fuckin’ part of the plan that was accomplished.”

“You got the girl. What do you need with the mother? Something happens to her, they’re going to be all over us. Otherwise, they can’t be sure. Girls run away all the time. But you mess with one of the mothers or grandmothers, well, you don’t know them as well as I do, Payette.”

“Don’t fuckin’ call me Payette. I’m not your fuckin’ boyfriend.”

“Sorry, Fisher.”

The truck bounced. Fisher could feel one of his tires going partially flat and made a mental note to check the pressure when they got to Tuba City.

“I hated what happened to James.”

“He didn’t feel a thing. Bullet to the back of the head. He’s out there,” Fisher pointed to the blackness of the desert, “somewhere. He probably made a nice meal for a coyote and her cubs, the cycle of life and everything. You believe in that. You Indians believe in all that shit, don’t you?”

He could tell Yellowhorse had a thought about punching him, but knew it would probably wreck the truck and send them both flying out over the desert floor. No, best thing was to put up with the son of a bitch and just wait for the time to take the guy out quickly. He’d sew up this loophole, get the ransom money from Zelda, empty his bank account, and disappear over the border so fast they’d never know what hit them. He’d gone fishing in Mexico and knew a couple police force captains he could bribe into silence. He’d be gone before he wasted his money on continuing to buy their silence.

Because he had his backup plan, he wasn’t worried about whether or not Amauro’s plan worked. His confidence was high as they arrived at the outskirts of Tuba City, until they came upon a chopper resting in the middle of the roadway. Fisher put on his brakes, but there wasn’t going to be time to stop without hitting the expensive helicopter with the resort logo on it, so he swerved off the road, nearly flipping the truck over, hit a small boulder, and abruptly came to a stop.

He was dazed from his forehead hitting the windshield, suddenly aware he had been knocked clean out. He was going to ask Yellowhorse about it, but found an empty seat next to him and a large hole in the front windshield large enough for the Indian’s body to go on its maiden flight into the desert night air. He felt the warm blood trickling down his nose and forehead, some of it getting into his left eye. He knew scalp wounds bled profusely, for some reason. He looked for something to wipe it away, and, finding none, used the back of his arm.

“That’s quite an entrance.”

Tommy Bahama, the Aztec Gold bouncer was holding a Glock to his forehead, in case Fisher didn’t already realize he was in trouble.

“Out of the car, asshole.”

Fisher wasn’t sure he was the one Tommy was referring to, so he briefly looked behind to the second seat and then shrugged. What had he done wrong? He’d missed ruining Mr. A’s million dollar private helicopter. That was something he should have been rewarded for, not threatened with.

The door was opened and Bahama pulled him out by the shirt collar. He knew that although the bouncer was strong, there was no way he could hold him up with one hand, since his other hand was on the Glock. Fisher didn’t want to fall to the sandy ground; he barely kept his balance, and when he was released, began weaving until he got purchase.

“You come by yourself?” he asked Bahama.

Is that even your real name, you asshole?

“Shut the fuck up, stupid. I think Amauro’s had it with you and your screw-ups. Corwin’s told him plenty about your little personal kingdom and your little jobs on the side, lining your pockets with bribes and shit.” The bouncer walked behind him, pushing the barrel of the gun between his shoulder blades. “We go this way, jerkoff. Let’s find out how Mr. A’s doing with the lady.”

“Where is Corwin?” Fisher asked, searching the area.

“Back in Vegas. Doing his job.”

Fisher tried to turn around to see if he’d remembered to turn off the truck, or the lights, or if the truck was even drive-worthy, but before he could get a good look, his wrists were immobilized in a zip tie. Suddenly his plans had shriveled like the ball sack on a neutered dog. The sharp pain in his back from the barrel of the gun reminded him he’d better go with the flow for now, until he could embrace some hope. Right now, he had none. It was all he could do to keep from shitting himself. His badge, his power, and the protection of the good people of Gallup weren’t going to be enough now.

Marshall’s Trading Post was dark inside, but they walked around to the back. Two armed guards stood outside the rear entrance. Fisher could see light coming from a crack under one closed door. He was prodded inside, past the guards, and heard the door close behind him.

“Mr. A,” the bouncer called out.

Suddenly the door opened and Antonio Amauro walked out into the darkened anteroom, dressed in slacks and a white shirt, unbuttoned and rolled up at the sleeves. His hands looked dirty, and then Fisher recognized the unmistakable scent of fresh blood.

“Just in time.” Amauro stood close to Fisher and patted his cheek, slightly harder than he needed to, just short of making it a wet slap. “So, Sheriff, I have one last job for you, and then I won’t ask anything else. If you fail, of course, it will go very badly. So pay attention, okay?”

Though he was trying hard, he did feel his bowels loosen and a tiny amount slid down his inner thigh on the right. He was pushed into the room. In the center, duct taped to a chair, sat Zelda Tohe, but she didn’t look much like the Zelda he’d known. Though she’d taken a considerable beating about the brow and eyes, her hatred of him flared in her dark eyes. She spat blood on his expensive cowboy boots.

Bahama chuckled.

“Mr. A, I’m not quite sure—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Bahama yelled in his ear and raised his arm like he was going to hit him with the butt of the gun.

Amauro grabbed his employee’s arm and stopped him. “You kill him now and I’ll make you the same proposition I made him. So don’t fuckin’ test me. It’s been a bad day all around.”

Zelda started laughing and got slapped with the back of Mr. A’s hand.

“Okay then, where were we?” he asked. “Oh yes, Mrs. Tohe was going to tell me where the computer was, since she had some death wish to agree to a meeting and come without the very thing requested of her.” He turned to Zelda. “Weren’t you, Mrs. Tohe?”

“Like I told you, they took it with them.”

“You see, Payette? She isn’t very cooperative. She’s been telling me the same thing over and over again for the past hour. I’m thinking you might be able to convince her I mean business.”

He was prodded again with the Glock. Stepping forward, he bend down and addressed Mrs. Tohe. “Zelda, we have your daughter. That part of the message Yellowhorse told you was accurate. This is about your daughter.”

Her eyes widened as his message hit home. “I’ve worked for this man for nearly eight years. You can see how he treats me. Imagine how he would treat you, someone he has no use for.”

He heard Bahama chuckle at his back.

“Where’s Yellowhorse?” she asked defiantly, looking around him as if she could see the Navajo enforcer.

“I’m afraid he took a little trip to see his ancestors, Zelda. I think it was painful. These people mean business. There is nothing to save and nothing to protect. Your daughter isn’t anywhere near here. She’s in Las V—”

“Shut the fuck up!” Amauro shouted, keeping him from finishing his sentence. “It makes no difference where she is. But he’s right, she’s nowhere close by.”

Zelda looked between the three men standing in front of her.

“I want to see her first.”

Amauro swore. Bahama sucked in air. Fisher released more stool and didn’t care any longer. He was sure he was going to die tonight anyway, regardless of the outcome.

“If you see her, Mrs. Tohe, it will be to identify her body. That’s the only way you’ll see her. Your only chance is to get us this computer. Now where did you hide it?” Amauro asked.

Zelda gulped in air, finally releasing her hesitation at offering information, and gushed, “The FBI guy and the two SEALs—I think the whole team’s coming, too—I heard them talking about it before they left.”

This was good news to Fisher. If he wasn’t killed in a shootout, perhaps he could spend the rest of his days in a dry prison cell after all. Life was definitely looking up.

“SEALs?” Amauro faced Fisher. “You didn’t tell me about any fuckin’ SEALs. What’s this all about?”

“My daughter is all but married to one. None of you will live to get to meet any of them. You’ll just be taken out like the dogs you are. The SEALs are going to save the day. You’ll see.”

“Nah, no SEALs. Wilson runs little Navy boats, that’s all. Has a little special forces training, no big deal,” Payette said, trying to be helpful.

“Not so. My daughter’s man is a sniper with SEAL Team 3.”

Fisher shrugged. “That’s news to me. She does have a baby, but I never knew anything about this. Wilson is the only military man I know of. They’ve probably formed a hunting party. Got their bows and arrows all lined up. Big fuckin’ deal.”

“You’re wrong, you asshole. That FBI guy’s a mean sucker. You think you’ll get out of here alive? You’re mistaken! And the FBI has my computer. Only a matter of time before they come and get you.” Zelda was screaming hysterically, her face grotesque in its purple and red bumps from the face-beating. Fisher had never beat up a woman, and he hoped he’d never have to.

“Come here.” Amauro pulled Fisher by the collar and took him outside into the anteroom. He spoke softly. “So, where is this daughter of hers and the baby, hmmm? You got any clues?”

Fisher thought about it for a second. “I honestly don’t know.”

“Think, dammit. A lot is riding on it. Your life is riding on it, Fisher.”

“They’ll probably be protecting her, but probably at their house. Mr. A, what are you thinking? You don’t need her.”

“She’s insurance.”

“But if the FBI has the computer, they’re not going to negotiate.”

“I’m counting on the fact that she hid the computer somewhere. Why else would she come all this way without it? She knows where it is. She’ll tell us if we have her daughter.”

“I don’t like it, Mr. A.”

Amauro turned his back on him. In a sudden movement, he swung his arm around and caught Fisher in the right temple with something hard. Fisher felt himself go numb and collapse. He didn’t feel himself hitting the floor.


Chapter 29
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The little convoy slowed down just at the outskirts of Tuba City. They drove slowly through the nearly-deserted structures, dimly lit in moonlight with an occasional outdoor lamp. At the end of the way east, they saw something blocking the highway. They stopped by the scene of the helicopter parked in the middle of the road and Sheriff Fisher’s truck down a small swale, it’s right bumper raised, embedded on a large rock.

“Who the hell is that?” Danny asked.

“New Mexico plates, I’m guessing it belongs to Asst. Sheriff Fisher. The chopper is private. The casinos use them to pick up high rollers,” Wilson said. “Looks like it’s from the Aztec.”

“Never seen one out here before. Even when the President came out once when I was a teenager, he came in a motorcade,” said Wilson.

“Only one reason this chopper is here,” said Danny.

Wilson nodded agreement.

Both trucks killed their lights, parking off the road behind a shed, out of sight. All four men gathered their equipment silently. Danny donned his night vision gear, and then touched the back of Drews’ shoulder, causing the agent to jump.

“Shit, Danny, you scared the crap out of me,” Sanders whispered.

Danny answered him by putting his finger to his lips. Using several vehicles and a large moving van parked in the street as cover, they located an alleyway behind the Trading Post. Some room inside the post was lit, sending a glow to the rear. Except for the occasional outside light, everything else in the town was completely dark, which gave them the perfect advantage. A dog barked somewhere, which annoyed Danny. He wanted the element of surprise on their side.

He instructed the three others to stay put while he silently skirted the building, carefully looking inside and searching his surroundings. At the rear, he saw the opened doorway with light flooding inside the large office filled with desks and file cabinets. Just outside the rear door of the building, he saw two guards with H&Ks slung over their shoulders, all dressed in black. He heard voices coming from the lit office, but couldn’t make out who was speaking. He counted at least two, perhaps three separate voice pitches. His further search revealed no other guards, so he returned to Wilson and the two agents waiting by the street.

“Sanders, make the call. I see two men guarding the back door, both with heavy arms. I know there are people inside. You get us some backup just in case, but we don’t wait. We go.” Danny knew he was violating his promise to Kyle, but he doubted Sanders or anyone else had as much experience doing house searches.

The agent hit a single number on his keypad and whispered into the phone, confirming to their backup where they had stopped.

“They’re on their way.”

Danny motioned with one finger, and pointed to Lyle, at the front of the building, and then to the rear. The three men followed his lead, Sanders and Wilson falling behind him and Lyle in a crouched run to guard the front entrance and street. He and Wilson each came from opposite sides, in stealth movements. At the same moment, each took down the guards, leaving them unconscious, but alive and fully restrained.

They heard Zelda’s voice piercing the quiet, and then heard the slap of flesh followed by silence. Sanders heard it as well. Wilson checked the back door, finding it unlocked, and opened it two inches, just enough space to toss a lit flash bomb inside. In three seconds, the loud explosion echoed throughout the desert plane, arousing several dogs. The light inside the office was immediately extinguished. Danny adjusted his goggles for IVR and saw the heat signature of one individual sliding along the back wall, making an arc toward them.

Wilson tapped his shoulder. Danny watched Wilson dig out his slingshot, aim it at a glass pane of a side window and let the pebble fly. The shattering glass drew fire from the gunman. Danny threw a knife and heard the satisfying gurgle of the blade hitting the man’s throat. He collapsed without further movement. He and Wilson quickly went inside and prepared to breach the office doorway.

A man’s voice shouted out, “I’ve got Zelda. You let me pass.”

They could hear the sounds of scuffling and Zelda’s swearing. The man was trying to drag her toward the door, and she was obviously not cooperating. As Danny moved around the room, he stepped over the limp body of the gunman he’d impaled and saw the wide heat signature. Not wanting to hit Zelda, he waited until he had a better angle and opportunity.

“You hear me? I’ve got her. I’ll kill her if you don’t let me get out of here.”

They remained silent. The man holding Zelda swore, and they heard her protests at being dragged across the floor. Danny was hoping she would stop struggling and just let them take the guy out, but Zelda seemed to do everything in her power to impede him, including doing something to some part of the man’s body, which drew what sounded like a blow to the head, and then complete silence. When the shuffling began again, Zelda’s protests were silent.

Danny watched the man struggle with Zelda’s body, and for just a second, he was thrown off balance by something, which was all Wilson needed to fire off a round, hitting the man in the chest. Danny raced over and confirmed the kill, then felt Zelda’s neck for a pulse and was gratified to find one. He listened for other sounds and, not hearing any, pushed his goggles up on top of his head and announced, “Lights,” as he turned on the office light.

The room was a bloody mess, made bloodier by the body of a uniformed officer, who had suffered a head wound. The man was still alive. Daryl returned to the rear doorway.

Sanders and Parker entered. Sanders rolled over the body and announced, “Payette fuckin’ Fisher, damn.”

Danny knew Sanders was disappointed he hadn’t gotten the chance to kill the dirty Sheriff.

“Looks like we don’t need backup. We need some medical attention,” Danny said. “You let them know.”

Sanders got on the phone again as Lyle examined the dead guy. Danny examined the deputy. His small medic kit contained some smelling salts that quickly revived the officer. The wound on his forehead would need stitches, but the knot at the back of his skull indicated he probably had a concussion and perhaps a skull fracture as well.

Fisher was fastened with zip ties and left seated. Wilson had been working on Zelda, and Sanders came over, lifting her head to give her water once she regained consciousness. She tried to push away their attempts to clean and dress her facial wounds. As she turned and caught a look at Sanders, she startled.

“Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you scared the living daylights out of me.” She tried to scramble free from Sanders, but Wilson held her in place.

“You gotta stay here a little bit longer. Here, take some water. Does anything else hurt?”

She shook her head.

“Who’s that?” Danny asked the Sheriff, pointing to the man Lyle was examining, the man he’d just shot and killed.

“That’s Antonio Amauro. Owns the Aztec Gold Casino.” Fisher saw the sneer on Sanders’ face and clammed up.

“So where’s Sarah? She here somewhere?” Sanders asked.

“Nah. She’s in Vegas. They’ve got her there. All I know is that I’m sure she’s still alive.”

“How do you know that?” Danny asked.

“Because I saw her yesterday. She’s untouched. Swear to God, she’s untouched,” Fisher added.

Sanders yanked Fisher to his feet, causing as much pain as possible. “Then this is your lucky day, asshole. You’re gonna take us to her. Right now. Okay? The FBI is counting on your full cooperation.”

Sanders called in for a joint operation between the FBI and Las Vegas Metro to raid the Aztec Gold Casino, more specifically, the three penthouse floors of the high roller’s tower, based on the information Sheriff Fisher provided. Fisher agreed to be on hand to testify against what was left of the Amauro operation. The raid would take place as soon as possible, before dawn.

“I’m not going anywhere, not until I know my Sarah is okay, and free,” Zelda demanded.

“No can do, Zelda.” Sanders was serious, but some of the harshness in his tone had been tempered. Danny was starting to see something he thought he’d never see.

Sanders looked like he wanted to say something, but instead grabbed Fisher’s arm, tugging him toward his truck when Lyle came up alongside and assisted, taking Fisher the rest of the way, leaving Danny, Sanders, and Zelda behind.

Sanders turned and gave her a little tip of the hat. “You did well, Zelda. You held up real good to those assholes.”

“I’ve been fighting my whole life, Agent Sanders. They just picked the wrong Indian to mess with, that’s all.”

“Well, the FBI is grateful for your cooperation and is sorry for your injuries,” he returned. He started to join Lyle in the truck.

A helicopter dropped from the sky and two paramedics came running toward them. They quickly confirmed the dead, treated Fisher in the truck, and then started treating Zelda after doing a double-take on Sanders.

“Holy crap, sir. You okay?” One of the men asked the agent.

“Of course I’m okay, thanks to these two. You look after the woman. We got some bad guys to go get.”

Another helicopter arrived with a handful of armed men.

“Would you look at that? My prayers have been answered,” Sanders said. “This saves me a four hour bumpy ride all the way to Vegas.”

Lights started coming on in the town. Danny could see a small crowd was beginning to gather, leaking out from the darkened structures as the first bursts of pink started poking above the horizon, beginning to light up the chimneys in the mountains nearby.

“Wait up there, cowboy,” Danny said to Sanders as he headed for the chopper. “I’m coming with you.”

Sanders frowned. “This isn’t your job. Your job’s to stay home with that lady of yours, and the baby.”

“That’s not going to happen, Sanders. I’m coming with you.” He looked over at his cousin, who nodded his agreement. “Wilson and I are coming with you, sir. No way can you keep us away.”

“Then I’m sending protection. She’s got to have someone there guarding them in case these guys had any designs,” Sanders said.

“Appreciate that, sir.”

Zelda wiggled herself away from the paramedics and ran over to stand between the two of them, looking up at Sanders.

Special Agent Courtland Sanders angled his head as he watched Zelda say, “I still want to go. I promise I’ll get myself to the hospital once I hear Sarah’s okay.”

“No can do, ma’am. But I admire your fight.” Sanders handed his keys to one of the agents.

Danny saw the admiration growing as Sanders eyed Zelda while calling in protection for Luci and the baby. Between the bruises and disfigurations on Sanders’ face and the browbeating on Zelda’s, the two of them looked like zombie survivors in a post-apocalyptic movie, Sanders the unlikely hero, and Zelda, his love interest. Danny was aware something seemed to be developing between the two of them, unless he was completely wrong. He heard Wilson chuckle behind him.

The paramedics led her away, but her neck was craned, staring back at Sanders like it was the last time she’d see him. Sanders nodded to his boots, took one last look at Zelda, turned around and headed for the chopper, shaking his head, with Lyle close behind.

Danny and Wilson followed.

As they pulled up from the desert floor, he said a prayer to his grandfather, in rhythm to the drums and chanting in the background, thanking him for the protection. He tapped the packet against his heart. He begged forgiveness for his past indiscretions and asked the old man to go protect Sarah until they could get there, and to guard Luci and the baby’s safety until his return.

The singing stopped, as if all the spirits of his ancestors had suddenly obeyed his order and had dispersed in all directions to complete their missions.


Chapter 30
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The chopper set down on the roof of the Aztec. An advance team waited for them there, outfitted in full SWAT gear. They were told several had located the suite of rooms used for the girls. A bonus was that they’d be rescuing three other Navajo girls who had gone missing over the past several months, although it added an additional layer of danger to the mission. If it wasn’t coordinated perfectly, one or more of the girls could be caught in the ensuing firefight.

Danny and Wilson stood outside the doorway identified as the suite Sarah was being held in. Fisher had been helpful and generous with his information back on the res, no doubt hoping his cooperation would make things easier for him in the long run. Danny was glad Sanders hadn’t been the one doing the questioning.

He was ordered to remain behind until they breached the door, but was promised the first contact with Sarah.

The take down was staged and devices were rigged to the heavy suite of doors, behind which the three innocent girls were located. They had no information on how many were left inside these rooms to guard the girls, so they were ready for anything.

Two bodyguards in one suite opened fire on the Las Vegas Metro SWAT team at one of the doorways. At Danny’s doorway there was little resistance as there were two female attendants playing cards in the anteroom. Danny ran inside the unlocked bedroom door to find Sarah naked, but sleeping under a blanket. Her wrists and ankles were bound, but otherwise she didn’t appear harmed.

“Sarah! Sarah, honey, we’re here,” he said to the heavily sleeping girl. She barely opened her eyes, then her eyebrows raised in a show of recognition, her eyes filling with tears, but she couldn’t speak or move.

“Honey, you’re safe,” Danny said, touching a palm to her cheek, which brought on more tears.

A paramedic cut through her bonds and then knelt beside Danny. “She’s tanked up. Not sure what they gave her, but she’s not firing on all cylinders.” He leaned forward, brushing Danny aside, checking her vital signs with the blanket kept in modest place. They both looked for signs of trauma or abuse on her head and scalp, neck and arms, and, other than the bruising from her restraints, didn’t find any.

“Sorry, man, gotta check for sexual assault. You don’t want to see this,” the paramedic whispered.

Compared to some of the things he’d seen overseas, this would be a minor trauma for his eyes, but, under the circumstances, he agreed, and stood, turning his back. Wilson had been searching the room and did the same. Sarah began moaning, and then Danny heard the reassuring words, “I think she’s okay. Need to get her checked out and stabilized, but I think she’s okay, from what I can tell.”

“Thank God,” Danny whispered. “You hear that, Sarah? You’re gonna be okay. Now, honey, we’re gonna take you to the hospital, and I’m going to be here every second, okay, honey?” He held up her hand enveloped in his. “See? I’ve got you, baby. You’re gonna be okay.”

Sarah continued to be unable to move, but with difficulty squeaked out a question, “Luci? Is Luci okay?”

“Yes, honey. Luci’s fine. She and the baby can’t wait for you to return, sweetheart. Everything’s okay. Your mom’s okay too, just roughed up a bit. She’s tough, Sarah, she did real well. She’s part of the reason we got here so quick.”

“Mama?” she asked with a question in her face.

“Yes, sweetheart, your mama’s sort of a hero here today. Well, her and Agent Sanders…”

A booming voice exploded over the room. “I heard my name.” Sanders walked over to Sarah’s bed, leaned over and smiled down on her.

It took a couple of seconds, but Sarah began to scream at the sight of his face.

“Sanders, you fuckin’ idiot, you’re scaring her,” Wilson said as he pulled the agent back, away from the girl.

“Sarah, honey, he’s one of the good guys,” Danny looked up at Sanders, “Even though he doesn’t look like one. Looks more like a zombie to me.” He found it felt good to laugh, especially at Sanders’ expense.

She was lifted onto a stretcher. She’d accidentally let go of Danny’s hand as she noticed one of the other girls also being led away and gave a greeting to her. Then, as if she’d lost him, she yelled for Danny, who came up and grabbed her hand again. “Right here, sweetheart. Not going anywhere.” He brushed the hair back from her forehead and bent to kiss it, but was stopped.

“Not until we’ve collected evidence. Sorry, sir,” said one of the attendants. Just hold her hand for right now.”

“You want to talk to your mother, honey?” Danny asked.

“Luci. I want Luci,” she whispered as they wheeled her down the hallway to a waiting elevator.

Danny dialed her number, but the reception had gone. Once out in the lobby, on the way to the ambulance, he was able to get signal and made the connection. Before he heard Luci’s voice he heard chanting, drums, and the chatter of many conversations.

“Hello?” Luci said over the din.

“Luci? What the hell’s going on there?” Danny asked.

“People. The People have shown up. We’ve been singing protection. Did you find her, Danny? Is she okay?”

Danny heard the background music suddenly stop.

“Yes, honey, Sarah’s been found. She’s fine. Tell them we found the Knighthorse girl and little Rosebud Carter, too. The police haven’t been able to give me any details yet, but they’re alive, Luci. Tell the People the girls are all safe, and alive.”

“And Sarah?”

“I’ll let her tell you herself.” He put the phone to Sarah’s ears as they sped off to the hospital.

As two of the four most important women in his life shared their moment together, he watched the city of Las Vegas begin to come to life in the morning sunlight, the flash of lights on the strip fading with the lightening sky.

Another day in paradise, little Ch’al. You did well. When the women are happy, all is well. We don’t amount to anything without them. I think you know that now.

“Yes, grandfather. I do know that now.”


Chapter 31
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Luci had enlisted the protection of her People, who had started coming over in droves as soon as they’d gotten the word last night the rescue operation was in full swing, bringing food, staying for the singing, handling the baby. They formed a protective barrier around Luci and the child. A full on blessing ceremony was in progress. Cars and pickups were parked at odd angles all over the roadway and down the street. A bonfire had been made in the fire pit in the Tohe’s backyard, where most of the gatherers had congregated. Costumes arrived. Faces were painted. The dancing began, old and young, the whole community came together.

She immediately felt the strong protection of her ancestors. She held Griffin up so he could watch. The baby’s eyes were not focused on the crowd, but in his dark eyes she saw reflected the faces of his greeters, the bonfire and earlier, the stars in their constellations.

The singing and chanting would go on until it was learned of Sarah’s rescue. Now that they knew she’d been rescued, they would continue until the warriors returned home.

Luci knew from the instant she saw Danny grace her doorway again, he was tired and needed sleep. But she knew he understood the importance of being there to participate in the dancing. To add to the celebration and blessing being performed. It was as important as a long hot shower at the end of a long work day. The world could not go on without it, this completion of the cycle of life.

As the morning bloomed, they got word the other girls were damaged, but would survive. Details of their rape were exchanged in whispers between the women, and then translated to the men, because that’s the way it was for them. The ordeal they’d gone through was a right of passage, not the accepted way, but the whole community shared in their pain, in their sacrifice. There would be no shame, because their spirit had not been robbed.

Sarah would be flown home perhaps later tonight and a welcoming ceremony was being planned to take place the next evening at the lodge behind the district building.

Luci had put the baby down and hoped he’d let them sleep, since he’d been up most of the evening and early morning hours, being enveloped in the warmth of his People. He was a child of the People, after all. A child of the stars, a miracle, connecting her and Danny forever. She silently vowed to allow him to grow in the strength of his Dine roots, his ancestry. There was no better way than the old way, blended with the new way. This gave her peace.

About noon the revelers began to leave. Alone in the house, with more food than could be consumed by any SEAL platoon, the only thing she wanted was a long hot shower and to curl up fall asleep with her man.

“Come. Off with your clothes. We wash together,” Luci said.

“Ahh, the sacred washing ceremony,” Danny grinned.

“Followed by the whatever-she-can-get-from-him sexual ceremony.” She giggled to herself as she removed his black knit shirt, removing her top as well. She knew he was watching her. It was like a dance, this performance of removing clothes layer by layer, and he was letting her do it. Before she began to undo his pants, he wrapped an arm around her waist and pressed her body against his, finding her neck and kissing her all the way up until he found her hungry lips.

She hoped they would always feel this way about each other as the years went by. She hoped that no matter how long they lived, they would walk the path together, arm in arm, fingers entwined forever, forging a life together even in sickness and finally death, and then beyond.

He allowed her to catch her breath. “Oh, Dine man, you make me forget myself.”

“Then I shall remember you for both of us. I will describe your body, tell the stories of us to anyone who would hear.”

He assisted with his own pants and boots while she shimmied out of the rest of her clothes. Like removing the memories of the pain and anguish of this night, she picked up the bundle of clothes and tossed them on the other side of the doorway. “These have served their purpose well. Now this room belongs to us,” she said.

Taking her hand, he guided her down the hallway to the bathroom. Filtered yellow sunlight filled the bathroom as the steam rose. His hands smoothed soap all over her body. She let him explore all her places, fingers massaging and tickling, his mouth on hers, and then, kneeling before her, taking a deep breath before spreading her legs and burying his tongue into her core. She watched the water splash on his enormous shoulders and tapered back as it became his narrow waist, over the long black curls atop his head as he feasted, bringing her body to life once again.

He turned her around and bent her over at the waist as he rose, angling his hips behind her and finally thrusting deep inside her. Her need eclipsed everything else. He lifted her with his strong strokes, balancing her body on his as he took up the rhythm of an old dance. His strong arms held her backside against him. He bit her neck, pushing her long hair away, entangling his fingers in it like he was caught forever in her net of desire.

Their lovemaking continued to the bed when he picked her up and, without drying off, took her down the hallway to the bedroom. The sheets clung to her flesh as he spread her legs and feasted again. He sucked at her bud while penetrating with his fingers, kissing the inside hollow of her upper thighs, up to her belly button, her breasts, and then finally climbing on top of her.

She pushed him down next to her. His eyes were wild with excitement as she mounted him, her long wet hair dripping down her back and onto his thighs. Her legs hugged his hips as she lowered herself on him, then rose up and then back down again, deeper still.

With each of her downward strokes milking him inside her, he arched and tilted his hips up, pressing against her internal walls, creating the dull ache and passion of their deep joining.

He held her hips, helping her rise and fall onto him, as she gripped his thighs tight, beginning to feel the orgasm taking hold of her, sending her out into the pink desert floor. She held her breath as the spasms racked her body.

Danny quickly flipped her over, furiously pumping into her, his hot breath pressing into the side of her face, kissing her ear. She became liquid beneath him, unable to tell the separation of their flesh. The groan he gave her spurred her internal muscles as he thrust and came in long hot bursts. He held her close, looking into her eyes as he spilled his seed.

“Tell me again you’ll marry me, Luci. I want to do this before I have to go back, sweetheart. I’m done with the waiting. I’m totally done.”

“Yes, Danny. We are already married in the eyes of all the heavens. We were joined that first night, and always will be.”

She raised her head and accepted his kiss. “I want to build us a house near my grandfather’s house. I want his spirit beside us and our family forever. I want their protection for my family while I’m away,” he said.

“Yes, my love. I will live with you anywhere. Anywhere. But especially there. Your grandfather will watch our love grow, and we’ll all celebrate together. Here, where you belong.

The End
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5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.


FAQ

Q_ Can I use this for a commercial product?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I use this on a web page via css @font-face?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I donate $ to you?
A_ Yes, You can! ( Paypal: info@flat-it.com )



Contact_______________________________

info@dharmatype.com

Dharma Type (http://dharmatype.com)
  |
  |___ Flat it type foundry
  |
  |___ Prop-a-ganda
  |
  |___ Holiday Type
______________________________________
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The Hot Alpha Seal fonts were created by BB eBooks Co., Ltd., a registered company in the Kingdom of Thailand. This font is intended to supplement glyphs in various eBooks. It is freeware and may be used either for commercial or personal use.

http://bbebooksthailand.com 
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OEBPS/f/BostonTraffic_License.txt
The Vic Fieger fonts are freeware, to be downloaded and used by anyone who wants them for free. I didn't put them here so people couldn't use them! You don't have to ask for my permission, though it's always good to receive an e-mail from somebody to show me what they are using them for.
If you wish to write to let me know how a certain font will be used, and for what purpose, send your e-mail to: vic@vicfieger.com
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Copyright 2010, 2012 Adobe Systems Incorporated (http://www.adobe.com/), with Reserved Font Name 'Source'. All Rights Reserved. Source is a trademark of Adobe Systems Incorporated in the United States and/or other countries.

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



