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Chapter One

Dela Alvaro stood in front of a single wide mobile home older than herself. She was thankful Mimi Shumack, an elder on the Umatilla Reservation, was happy to help her look for a place to rent, but this wasn’t a place Dela could settle into. The single wide trailers along this street were less than twelve feet apart. Not only would her neighbors hear when she had a bad dream or cursed her missing leg, she’d be able to hear everything that they did. Judging from the overflowing bags of cans on the one side and cardboard window coverings on the other side, the nights around here could be pretty noisy. 

Not that she was home much during the night since she’d taken over as the Head of Security at the Spotted Pony Casino.

“No. This is not going to work.” She headed toward her compact car as a jacked-up Ford truck came barreling down the road into the small community of mobile homes. 

Something brown and gray darted into the road. 

The thump, yelp, and screech of brakes were instantaneous. 

Dela jogged out to the road. A large dog lay on its side, whining, as a male in his teens hopped out of the truck.

“I didn’t see him! Damn dog ran in front of me!” the teenager yelled.

Dela knelt on her bad knee and studied the dog. His back leg had several compound fractures. He was bleeding a lot. “Get me something I can wrap around his leg to stop the bleeding.” 

The teenager ran to his truck and came back with a t-shirt. It had the logo of the local Nixyaawii Community School.

She ripped it in half and put a tourniquet on the leg. The dog whimpered and raised its head up as if to protest.

“Shhh. I’m here to help you. Just hold on long enough I can get you to a vet.”

“I’m not paying no vet bill for a dog that ran out in front of me,” the teenager said.

Dela glared at him. “You wouldn’t have hit him if you hadn’t been going so fast.” 

The teenager cast a glance down the road and back to her. 

“Take a photo of him. While I take him to the vet, I want you to find out who he belongs to.” 

While the young driver had his phone out, she gave him her phone number. “Call me when you find the owner.” She nodded toward her car. “Go open the back door so I can set him in.”

Dela slid her arms under the dog, keeping her face away from his head, and using all the muscles in her good leg and what was left of her other leg, pushed to her feet. The dog clamped onto her upper arm. She felt the pressure of his teeth and hoped he didn’t break her skin. 

“He bit you!” the young man said, staring at the dog’s bared teeth.

“He’s in pain. Sometimes it helps to have something to bite down on.” She knew how this animal felt. She’d clenched her teeth down on her dog tags as the medic tended to her wounds when her Jeep and fellow MPs had encountered a IED on a routine trip to check the perimeter of their compound at Camp Banzai. 

She bent at the waist, setting the dog down in her back seat. As soon as the dog’s leg had something stable underneath, it released her arm. 

“Good boy.” She straightened and closed the door. “Find out who he belongs to and let me know.” 

The teenager nodded, staring at the bloody spots on her shirt where the dog had bit her. 

Dela could tell the wounds weren’t severe. Her arm still ached and there would more than likely be a bruise but she didn’t blame the dog. She’d been in his situation. She slid into the driver’s seat and backed out of the mobile home parking space. A high school friend was now a veterinarian. She had a practice on the edge of the rez close to Pendleton. 

Driving quickly, but carefully, Dela pulled into the parking lot ten minutes later. Rather than cause the dog anymore pain, she strode into the building. 

The receptionist, her friend’s son, looked up and smiled. “Dela, what are you doing here?”

“I have a dog in my car. He was hit. I’m pretty sure his left rear leg is toast.” 

He jumped up. “I’ll get mom.”

She nodded, staring at the photos and posters of cats and dogs for sale and to give away on the poster board.

Dr. Molly Taylor walked out of the backroom a syringe in her hand. “Where’s this dog?”

“In the back seat of my car.” Her heart thudded at the sight of the syringe. She pointed at it. “You’re not putting him down, are you?”

“This is a sedative. We’ll knock him out, get him in here, and take a look at the damage. Then we’ll discuss putting him down versus fixing him.” She patted Dela’s shoulder. “I won’t put him down unless there isn’t any other option.”

Dela thought of how the dog had trusted her. He had to have come from a good home. Someone would be missing him. She walked out to the car and opened the back door. The dog looked at her as Molly grasped his front leg and injected the sedative. 

“We’ll give him a few minutes to let that take effect.” Molly motioned to her son. “Travis, keep an eye on him.” 

“Come back inside and tell me what you know about the dog.” Molly looped her arm with Dela’s and led her into the small building that smelled like animal and antiseptic.

As Molly poured them both a cup of coffee, Dela relayed the animal darting in front of the pickup and not knowing who the animal belonged to.

“There are a lot of strays around here.” Molly sipped her coffee. “If you don’t find the owner and have them agree to pay for an operation, I’ll have to put him down.”

Dela’s gaze landed on her friend. “If I don’t find who owns him, I’ll pay for whatever you need to do.”

“Are you sure? If I have to set his leg in several places it will be an extensive surgery.” 

Her mind went to the moment she’d been stabilized. She’d looked down at the bloody bone sticking out from her leg mid-way down her shin. She’d started to shake and the medic yelled she was going into shock. Later waking up in the hospital, her lower leg wrapped up, she’d realized she was alive. Something that few could say after their Jeep ran over an IED.

“Dela?” Molly’s soft voice entered her memory. “Are you okay?”

She snapped out of the memory. “Yeah. Fine. If the leg can’t be repaired, remove it. I’ve seen lots of three-legged dogs. Grandfather Thunder has had Three-leg for years.” 

Molly grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll get the dog now and you can go about looking for a place to stay.” As they walked out to the car, Molly asked, “What’s wrong with living with your mom?”

“She gets worried if I don’t come home when she thinks I should. She is overprotective. I was in the army for seventeen years. Most of that time I was in a foreign country we were at war with. You’d think she’d realize I can take care of myself.” 

“Take it from me. Mothers never stop worrying.” She walked up to the car and put a hand on the dog. “He’s sedated. Let’s get him in the operating room and take some x-rays. I’ll give you a call when I know anything.”

Dela patted the dog on the head. “I’ll let you know what I find out as well.”

Driving back toward Mission, she wished she had gotten the teenager’s name and phone number. There was only one way to find him. She headed back to the area where the dog had been hit. The teenager had to have been going home or picking up someone. 

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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Frustration at not finding the young man and running late to get back to work nearly caused Dela to hit Grandfather Thunder. He stood on the side of the road a mile from his home. She’d been splitting up her shift at the casino. Going in from seven to two at night and then following up with a couple hours from nine to eleven or some days noon, depending on if the security guard schedule needed changed or security issues came up. 

She slammed on the brakes and backed up to where the eighty-something Umatilla elder stood beside the road. 

“Are you going home?” he asked.

“Yes. Can you give an old man a lift?” His infectious smile and nod, made her smile back.

“Yes, I can give you a lift. What are you doing so far from home?” He no longer drove, but would on occasion walk to Mission Market to purchase a cold drink and chat with anyone who would stop and talk. 

“I thought I was feeling well enough to go to the market, but my bones are telling me different.” He walked around to the passenger side of the car and eased down onto the seat. 

When the door was closed, Dela continued on.

“Why were you driving so fast?” he asked.

“My mind was off somewhere else.” She told him about the dog and how she should have taken down the teenager’s phone number because she couldn’t find him and he hadn’t called her to let her know who owned the dog.

“Where did this happen?” Grandfather shifted in his seat to watch her.

Dela told him the area. 

“Describe the dog to me.”

She glanced at him. How would he know a dog over in that area of the reservation when he didn’t travel any farther than the Mission Market and the casino?

“He is about forty pounds. His head is shaped like a German Shepard but his body is fuller. Mid-length brown and gray fur.”

“I’m not seeing what he looks like. Do you have a photo?” Grandfather Thunder asked.

Pulling into the old man’s driveway, Dela pulled out her phone. “I’ll have Dr. Taylor send me a photo and I’ll show it to you before I go to work.”

“Good. Good. Thank you.” He opened the car door and pulled himself up using the handle by the windshield. 

“You’re welcome. Talk to you before I leave.” She and her mother had been neighbors to Silas Thunder before Dela was born and her mother started teaching at the community school. Silas was the only grandfather she’d ever known and he wasn’t blood related. Her father died before he and her mother married. Dela was growing inside her mother when she applied for teaching jobs at schools all over the state. Even though it was 1986, her single mother with an illegitimate child found it hard to find a school that would employ her. Her mom had heard Indian reservations needed teachers. She started applying, and this one, Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla, accepted her without questions. They treated Dela, a Latina Swedish mix, like she was one of them. 

She texted Molly asking her to send a photo of the dog, and then drove the forty feet over to her mother’s driveway.

“Where have you been?” Debra Bolden asked as Dela walked up to the porch.

“I told you I was looking at a place that Mimi Shumack told me about.” She brushed by her mom and into the house. Her phone dinged. A picture of the dog appeared in the comments.

“Whose dog is that? Why is it hooked up to all those tubes?” Her mom peered over her shoulder.

“A kid hit it by the house I was looking at. I took it to Molly.” She knew how the animal felt. Lying in a sterile environment, not knowing what was happening. She’d been wheeled into surgery three years ago after the doctor had told her, they’d try to save her leg, but no guarantees. 

“Dela, you can’t have a dog like that. He’s too big. He’ll knock you down.” Her mom pointed to the phone.

“He’s not my dog. Grandfather Thunder is helping me find his owner.” She dropped her purse on the couch, wishing she could plop down and watch a movie. That wasn’t happening. Not until Monday or Tuesday, her days off. 

“I need to get ready for work.” She headed toward the hall and her bedroom.

“Don’t you need to rest before you go in? Surely, they can do without you for a few hours more?” Mom hurried down the hall behind her.

“Mom, right now things are up in the air whether the Board of Trustees will keep me on as head of security or give it to someone else. I have to work and keep things running smoothly if I want to keep it.” She faced her mom and wrapped her arms around her. “I’m not your little girl anymore. I know when I’m at my limit. I had to in Iraq and Syria. I’m fine. I won’t work more than I can handle. If I do, I’ll be no good at my job.” She released the woman who had taught her to be confident and work hard. 

“I wish you weren’t looking for a place to live. I like having you around.” Her mom had told her the same thing before she left to look at the mobile home. 

“I know. But I’ve been out on my own as many years as I’ve lived at home. I love you, but I need my space.” She stepped into her room and closed the door. If only the rest of her life could be dealt with by closing a door.

Chapter Two

Rubbing the back of her neck, Dela walked into the security room of the Spotted Pony Casino. Instead of going home at two a.m., as she’d been doing since the head of the casino’s security was arrested for aiding a human trafficking ring, she’d ended up spending all night due to a glitch in a bank of slot machines. After the cashier noticed a machine had paid out more than it took in three times, she’d called Dela. 

Not wanting to leave the premises until the technician checked out what had caused the glitch, Dela had grabbed a couple hours of rest in a small room off the security suite.

The ear bud connected to her shoulder mic buzzed and Kay James, one of the surveillance members, voice said, “Something odd is happening on the tenth floor.” 

“What do you see?” she asked, heading toward the door.

“Kara is standing just outside the door of the supply room on the tenth floor. She looks like she’s seen something awful. And there is red streaked on the bottom of the wad of sheets in her arms.” 

Dela’s gut twisted. That didn’t sound good. “I’ll grab Kenny and head up there. Keep an eye on things.” She hurried across the casino as quickly as her swollen lower limb would allow her to travel. She’d been warned too many hours on her feet would inflame the still tender nub where her leg was amputated. 

Shoving the pain and irritation to the back of her mind, she glanced toward the entrance and found Kenny. She motioned to the big Umatilla man who had moved into her second in command since she’d become the head of security. 

He fell in step with her. “What’s up?”

Her phone buzzed. Housekeeping. “Dela,” she answered.

“Kara says there is a body in the laundry chute on ten.” Mrs. Young’s voice faltered as she relayed the message.

“I’m on my way.” She punched the up button on the elevator, ticking off the seconds until the doors opened.

“Did I hear her say a body in the laundry chute?” Kenny asked, following her onto the elevator. 

“That’s what she said. From what Kay said, I have a feeling that’s what we’ll find.” 

The elevator doors opened. They made a right and a left. 

Kara still stood outside the supply room. 

“Give me those.” Dela grabbed the sheets, avoiding getting any blood on her gold colored polo shirt and navy slacks. She set them on the housekeeping cart inside the door and walked over to the laundry chute door. The metal panel stood open. She eased her head close enough to see the bottoms of a pair of shoes, small hands, the top of a head and bloody sheets around the body. From the crew cut and loafers she’d say male, but these days, one couldn’t be too sure.

Dela called housekeeping. “Make sure no one on the eleventh and twelfth floor put laundry in the chute.” 

“I already called up,” Mrs. Young said.

“Good. Thanks. And call the tribals. We have a homicide.” Dela sighed. “Have someone meet them out front and bring them up the employee elevator, please.” She didn’t need this just as she was trying to convince the casino Board of Trustees she was the right person to replace their discredited head of security. When Godfrey Friday was convicted as an accessory to a human trafficking ring, the board told Dela she had six months to prove she deserved the job. In the meantime, they would either be looking to hire someone to be the head or to take over as the second in command, what she had been to Godfrey. 

“Do we pull him out?” Kenny asked. 

“No. We need to leave him there until the police arrive.” She turned to Kara. “Do you want to continue working until they arrive and take your statement, or do you want to go to the breakroom and wait?” 

“Can I just...just stand here?” The woman’s face had drained of color. 

Dela had to remember she was one of a handful of women from the rez who had gone off to war and had seen death up close before. Especially violent death.

“Sure. Do you want Kenny to get you a chair?” As the words came out, Kenny was already headed out of the room to find one.

She hollered after him. “See if you can get a flashlight brought up.” She wanted to know if this was an employee or a guest. A flashlight would be needed to see the man’s face in the dark chute. 

While she waited, Dela walked back over to Kara. “Did you see anything when you came up and grabbed your cart?”

The woman, nearly ten years younger than Dela shook her head. “I came in as usual, turned the light on, loaded my cart, and headed out to clean rooms. I came back to toss the trash and shove the bedding down the chute...” Her lip quivered. “When the bedding wouldn’t go down, I tried shoving it. That’s when I smelled something funny and pulled the sheets out. I looked in and...” She stifled a small cry. “I think I shoved him in farther.”

Dela patted the woman’s shoulder. “That’s okay. He didn’t feel anything.”

Kara stared at her open-mouthed before snapping it shut and saying, “How can you say such a thing. A man is dead.”

“You didn’t make him any deader by shoving on him.” 

Kara’s body made that involuntary jerk of something being rejected in the stomach.

Dela spun her into the room and leaned her over the large sink used to fill buckets. 

Her friend lost what was left of her breakfast into the sink. 

Dela turned on the faucet washing it down the drain. She grabbed a wash cloth off a shelf and handed it to her friend. “Use this.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Kenny asked, handing Dela a flashlight.

“Shock caught up with her. Help her out to the chair.” Dela walked over to the chute, turned on the beam of the flashlight, and shined it down into the hole. 

There was no way to see his face with the body folded in half and wedged into the chute. All she could tell was his general build. He was a smaller framed man. His shoe looked about the same length as her size eight. 

She pulled out her phone and dialed their head of surveillance.

“Hey, what’s up?” Marty Casper asked.

“Pull up the video footage from the hall outside of the supply room on the tenth floor from midnight until this morning when Kara is standing in front of the door looking terrified. I want to know how a body was put in the laundry chute and no one on duty saw it.” 

“I’ll get right on it.”

The line went silent. She glanced at her watch. It had been about ten minutes since Mrs. Young called the tribal police. The idea of a homicide on the reservation should get them moving faster. Especially one at the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla’s largest employee and money-making enterprise. 

Since the Casino opened, half of the tribal members had been employed at the casino. Not only did it supply jobs, the profits were used to build the community, adding new businesses, cultural buildings, and improving roads and schools.

The casino had helped the Confederated Tribes of Umatilla progress with the times and live a better life. 

“How long do you think it will take the police?” Kenny asked, breaking into Dela’s thoughts. 

“I would think they’d be showing up any time. Why don’t you get a list of the people staying on this floor last night? If they are still around, I’d like to find out if they heard or saw anything.” Dela had participated in murder investigations as part of the military police during her years in the Army. She’d planned to make it a career and retire after thirty years. However, an IED had shortened her career plans. Months of recovery and rehab had her cooped up on base until her discharge papers came through. From there she came back home to live with her mom. 

Dela walked out of the supply room to check on Kara. “How are you doing?”

“Better. Am I going to get paid for sitting here? If not, I need to get back to work.”

“You’re fine. You’ll get paid. I’ll make sure payroll doesn’t dock you.” While she didn’t have any authority over in payroll, she did know the person who cut the checks, and she’d make sure no one docked Kara’s pay. 

The service elevator dinged, the door whooshed open, and Detective Dick stepped out followed by a tribal officer who was the reservation coroner. Dick wasn’t the detective’s name. It was what Dela and a couple others called him. His real name was Detective Richard Jones. But he always talked down to the Umatilla people as if because he was white and a detective, he was superior. 

“How do you know this is a homicide?” he asked, walking up to Dela, his eyes on Kara. 

The five-eight, bald headed man in his fifties had only one thing going for him, he was one of the few white officers on the tribal police who didn’t carry around an extra forty or more pounds. 

“I doubt he accidentally fell ass first into the laundry chute. And no one, even someone wanting to end their life, would jam themselves in there as a way to commit suicide. Not to mention the blood.” Dela led him into the supply room and pointed to the chute.

Dick stuck his head in the opening and peered down. “Got a light?”

Dela handed him her flashlight.

He shone the light down for several minutes before pulling his head out and waving to the hole. “Get several photos, then we’ll pull him out.”

Dick stepped back and the tribal officer held a camera in the opening, clicking and flashing light down the hole. The officer pulled his camera out of the opening, set it on a stack of sheets on the rack, and grabbed an arm and a leg.

The officer pulled and tugged, but the body wasn’t coming loose.

“Let me do this.” Dick shoved the officer, who was shorter than him, out of the way and grabbed into the chute, pulling on the victim’s feet. 

Kenny returned with the list of guests still at the casino. 

“Would you help Detective D-Jones pull the body out?” 

The security guard’s eyes sparkled at her near slip of the tongue. He walked over, grabbed a hand and foot, and motioned for the detective to do the same. After back-and-forth tugging, the body popped out of the opening. They laid him down face up.

“That’s Tristan Pomroy from accounting,” Kenny said. 

––––––––
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Chapter Three

Dela grabbed her ringing cell phone as the tribal coroner handed Detective Dick his observations. Glancing at the name she sighed. Her mom.

“Hi Mom. Not a good time to talk,” she answered.

“Sorry. I was worried because you didn’t come home last night.” The reproach in her mother’s voice made Dela’s eyes roll. This was why she was looking for a place to move into. On the reservation, but far enough from her mom that she didn’t know her every move.

“We had an emergency. I don’t know when I’ll be home. Don’t worry about me.” 

“You can’t keep putting in these long hours,” her mother said.

“We’ll talk about this later.” Dela hung up on her mom and spied Kara, Kenny, and Detective Dick all watching her.

“That’s not good to hang up on your mom like that,” Kenny said.

She glanced at Kara, hoping for a little help.

“He’s right,” Kara said. “You should respect your elders.”

Dela wanted to say, I’m not Native like you two and I do respect her, but she doesn’t respect I’m thirty-seven and can take care of myself. But she didn’t say a word. Not with Detective Dick giving her a smug smile as if he thought her mother calling her at work was funny. After dismissing Kara, she asked Dick, “Where’s the body going?” 

“Waiting for the wagon to pick it up and take it to Clackamas. The State Medical Examiner.”

She nodded. That would be the best facility to check it out. She wondered at the lack of blood in the room. When the body had been unfolded it was apparent Tristan had been stabbed in the neck. Blood covered his neck and right shoulder. The carotid artery had been severed, given the amount of blood on everything. Yet, there was no sign of blood anywhere in the room. It was as if the body had been folded and shoved in the chute then the wound inflicted. No mess, no fuss, just getting the job done. Which didn’t make any sense at all. How would you fold a man in half without him fighting you?

Footsteps in the hallway drew all of their gazes toward the door. 

FBI Special Agent Quinn Pierce stepped into the already full room. He stood by the door studying the body before he raised his gaze and locked on her. “What happened?”

Detective Dick held out his hand. “Special Agent Pierce, you must have got the call.”

Quinn shook hands with the tribal detective but his gaze remained on her. 

“One of the casino employees was stabbed and shoved in the laundry chute,” she said, ignoring the glare Dick shot her way.

“Which area did he work in?” Quinn asked.

“Accounting. Tristan Pomroy.” She glanced at the body. She didn’t know him well. He had a wife and child, she thought. 

Quinn pulled out a notepad and wrote. He shifted his attention on the detective. “Was the coroner able to give a time of death?”

“The best he could say given the shape of the body, sometime after midnight.”

Dela’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the number. Marty. She walked by the body and the two men out into the hall. “What did you find?”

“Someone turned off the camera from midnight until two.” 

“Double frickin’ shit!” she swore under her breath. “Why didn’t someone see that?”

“I’ll check into who was watching that camera and get back to you.” The line went silent.

She muttered the same words again.

“What’s wrong?” Quinn asked, stepping out of the room.

“Someone turned off the camera in this area from midnight to two this morning.” She didn’t like the idea they had another criminal working for the casino. With eight hundred employees there was always a good chance someone who worked here could be approached to do something illegal for monetary gain. But she didn’t like the thought. She knew most of the employees. It came with being head of security. 

“That means it was most likely someone who works in the surveillance department.” He stared into her eyes. “You ready to take on something like this so soon after the last problem?”

“I have to be, if I want to keep my job.” She shook off her dread and gave him her best business face. “Did you learn anything of value from Detective D-Jones.”

Quinn chuckled. “You really need to use his real name in your head before he realizes what you think of him.”

“Oh, he knows.” She flashed a smug smile.

“Take me down to accounting. I want to talk to the people our victim worked with.” 

She glanced at the supply room. “One second.” She walked back in and nodded for Kenny to come to her. 

When he stood close, she whispered, “Once the detective leaves, start interviewing all the guests on this floor. But don’t leave until the body is gone and the detective leaves.” 

Kenny nodded and went back over to stand guard over the body.

Dela joined Quinn out in the hallway. “Are you going to interview the guests?”

“I figure you have that handled. Less rumors if your staff does that.”

“Thank you. The less hotel guests know about this the better.” She walked over to the employee elevator and punched the down button. 

“How you holding up?” Quinn asked.

Her gaze shot to his face. He looked like he really wanted to know. She didn’t want to like the man. He’d let a rapist go free in Iraq. One that was her prisoner. A man who had spit on her when she’d arrested him for raping a young Iraqi woman. She’d harbored a dislike of, then Lieutenant Quinn Pierce, for many years. When he ended up the Special Agent in charge of the FBI Field Station in Pendleton, Oregon, she’d thought the gods were against her. Now, staring into his eyes, she realized he might be on her side. He’d proven it a month ago when Mimi Shumack’s son, an Oregon State Trooper, had shoved himself into an investigation to find Sherry Dale a missing Umatilla woman. Quinn had followed Trooper Hawke’s leads and together, the three of them, had found Sherry and brought down a human trafficking ring.

The elevator doors opened. Dela stepped in. Quinn followed. She punched the button for the bottom floor. 

“Why did you stay?”

He faced her. “You mean in Pendleton?”

“Yeah. After bringing down that trafficking ring, I’m sure you could have had your choice of assignments. Why here?”

He shrugged. “I like the laid-back environment and helping the Umatilla people.” His gaze drifted from her face down her body and back up. “And I like working with you.”

Her chest hitched for a second. She knew better then to let his words influence her feelings about him. He had worked intelligence. You couldn’t believe a word intelligence officers said. 

The elevator hit the end of the cable, sprung up a little, and settled. The doors opened and she hurried out. Crossing through the breakroom, she fielded questions about the laundry chute and moved as quickly as she could without limping into the hall near the accounting office. 

She opened the door and asked the secretary to call the compliance officer and whoever worked with Tristan Pomroy to the front. Dela and Quinn stood inside the door as two people walked into the front office. 

Her phone rang. Molly. “I’ll be right back,” she said to Quinn and the others, before stepping out into the hallway.

“Hi. How’s the dog?” she asked, wanting to get the conversation over quickly to get back to work.

“Hello to you. Grandfather Thunder called and said he found the owner, but they don’t want anything to do with the dog. They can’t afford to pay his bills or feed him. What do you want me to do?”

“Can you save the leg?” she asked as Quinn poked his head out. 

His eyes widened. 

“Just a minute,” she told Molly. “I’ll only be a couple of minutes. Can you wait to ask questions until I get back in there?”

He nodded and disappeared.

“No. The leg was smashed. I can amputate this morning. He’ll need to stay here about a week to keep him sedated so he doesn’t move around too much, but then you’ll have to take him off my hands.” 

She sighed. “I’m still at work from last night, and I don’t see getting over to your clinic until tomorrow. Is that soon enough to settle up and find out what I need for his recovery?”

“That’s fine. See you tomorrow.” Molly ended the call.

She wanted to sit down and figure out how she could bring a dog her mother thought was too large into her home and help it with rehab when she had a job that required so much of her attention. Especially now, after finding a body in the laundry chute.

Dela reentered the office. 

The compliance officer was the first to speak. “Does this have to do with Tristan not showing up for work today?” She was an older Umatilla member. Brenda started when the casino first opened. She had moved from the gift shop to this position. 

Dela took the lead knowing the casino employees would look more favorably on her asking questions than the outsider FBI agent. 

“Yes. Can you tell me when you each saw him last?” Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Quinn pull out a notepad.

Brenda started. “He left here his usual time last night. Shortly after six.”

The secretary nodded.

“Did he say anything about where he was going?” Dela asked.

“He left his usual time. I figured he was going home. What happened?” Brenda let her gaze pass over to Quinn and back to Dela.

“Someone killed him last night and dumped his body on the tenth floor.” Dela watched each person. While they looked shocked, they didn’t appear overly disturbed by the announcement. “Anyone know why he would have been back here last night?”

The two women shook their heads. The only male, Luis Page, looked thoughtful. He was in his early thirties, the last hire in this department. 

Dela zeroed in on him. “Did Tristan tell you about coming back here last night?”

He shook his head. “No, he didn’t say anything about coming back to the casino. But he’d been antsy all week. When I asked him about it, he said he was coming into some money.” He shrugged. “Maybe he came back to gamble and get rich?”

The women twittered then stopped when she and Quinn stared at them. 

“What would be funny about Tristan getting rich from gambling?” Dela asked.

Nicole, the secretary and the only non-Indian in the room besides Dela and Quinn, glanced at the other accounting employees and said, “When one of us talked about spending time on the floor gambling, Tristan would tell us it was bad for the casino to see the people in charge of the funds gambling. It could make others think we were using the casino money to gamble.” 

Dela studied each one. “He accused you of using the money you counted to gamble?” She knew the surveillance team would have notified her if any of these employees were shoving money into the machines or playing at the gaming tables. They had attended concerts and social gatherings, but they weren’t habitual gamblers. They kept track of that in security and surveillance.

“Not so much as accusing as just a warning to not do it,” Nicole said.

The others bobbed their heads. 

“Okay. Then,” she studied Luis. “What more can you tell me about his being ‘antsy’ all week?”

The man shrugged. “He seemed to be having trouble focusing on his ledgers. I caught him tabbing out of something on the internet when I walked by to get some coffee.”

Dela pounced on that. “Show me his computer.”

The women parted. She and Quinn followed Luis into the rooms behind the secretary’s desk. He opened a door to a room with two computers. 

“That one is Tristan’s.” He pointed to the one closest to the door. 

Quinn slid in the chair behind the desk and started tapping keys. “It’s locked.” He glanced over at Luis. “Do you know his login?”

“No. We don’t know each other’s logins. Better security that way.” Luis shrugged, again. 

“What did he talk about other than work?” Dela asked.

“He was always watching True Crime shows. He’d come in all excited about something he saw on the TV. Tell me how some woman killed her husband slowly with a poison and then would have gotten off if she hadn’t done something dumb.” He shrugged. “I didn’t listen all that much to what he said. I prefer video games and movies over True Crime.”

Quinn started unplugging the computer. “I’ll take this back to the field office and see if I can get a tech to get into it.”

“Ummm. No.” Dela stepped over and took control of the computer. “That has numbers and clients on it that doesn’t go outside of this casino. I’ll take it to Wallace in I.T. to give it a try.” 

“I’m only doing my job.” Quinn crossed his arms, looking so much like the lieutenant who released a rapist that she scowled. 

“I’m doing my job. Protecting the casino’s interests. We’ll take care of this in house. I’ll give you copies of the websites he searched that didn’t relate to his work.” She wasn’t about to give up the computer as easily as she had the prisoner. Then she was outranked. Here they were equal. The F.B.I. might be higher ranking than her status as head of security, but he couldn’t take the computer unless he got a subpoena. 

“If you think of anything else, you know where to find me,” she said to Luis as she packed the computer out of the office. 

Quinn was on her heels, opening the doors. When they stepped out of the office area, he held out his hands. 

“Let me carry that for you.”

She peered into his eyes. “I want it to go to security, not out to your vehicle.”

“Yes, ma’am. This is your turf. I won’t do anything to undermine your job.” He grasped the computer.

She didn’t want to give it up, but at the same time, her stub burned and ached from being shoved in the prosthesis for more hours than normal. Relinquishing the modem, she said, “This doesn’t mean I believe you won’t undermine me if it benefits you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He grinned at her, walking alongside of her over to the door that led to the I.T. offices. 

He stopped one step back from the door and blocked her opening it. “What was that call about saving a leg?” His gaze dropped to her feet. “I thought you were limping but I didn’t know it was that bad.”

She wasn’t about to tell him she wasn’t a whole woman. He might think she couldn’t do her job, like so many others. “I found a dog that had been hit by a car yesterday. I took it to the vet. She can’t save it’s leg.”

“Oh. That makes more sense. Glad to hear you aren’t having problems.” He moved away from the door and she opened it. 

The way her leg felt right now she was going to have a hard time not limping in front of him. She didn’t want him to know she hadn’t come out of the army unscathed.

Chapter Four

“What did you bring me?” Wallace asked when they walked into the I.T. room. It had computers running the casino and pieces of slot machines strewn about work benches.

“This is Tristan Pomroy’s computer.”

“I heard what happened. Sorry to hear about it.” Wallace wasn’t your typical computer geek. He also didn’t look like someone who would have deep emotions. The large Umatilla man had a round face that rarely had a smile. Talking to him, he seemed to have a motherboard in his head. He could answer any question that had to do with computers or anything electronic.

“Yeah. Not a good thing for the casino.” Dela nodded to the computer, Quinn placed on the desk in front of Wallace. “Luis said Tristan had been looking something up online one day this week and hid it when Luis questioned him. Think you can get in and see what his browsing history has to tell us?” Dela took a seat, giving her stub a break by propping her foot on a box.

“I can try. It depends on how hard he wanted to keep people out of his computer as to how soon I can get in.” He glanced up at Quinn and back at her. “You should probably follow another lead while I do this.”

Her phone buzzed. Marty’s name flashed on the screen.

“What have you found?” she answered. 

“I’ve pulled video together from views of the guest and service elevators starting at midnight. I think you’ll want to come take a look.”

“We’ll be right there.” She smiled at Wallace and stood, wishing she could have remained in that position for a while longer. “Marty is providing us with entertainment. Give me a call when you get it open.”

“Will do.”

When they stepped out into the casino to walk over to surveillance, Quinn asked, “What has Marty found?”

“He’s pulled up the footage on the guest and service elevators.”

“I’m impressed.” Quinn waited as Dela tapped her ID card on the lock box and the door to surveillance opened. 

They crossed through the large room filled with walls of monitors and into Marty’s office.

“I have the feeds for both elevators synchronized,” Marty said when the entered.

Dela pulled out a chair and propped her foot on a box, Marty kept under his table just for this purpose.

“Good thinking about the service elevator,” Quinn said, pulling a chair up on the other side of Marty. 

On two monitors the service and guest elevators appeared. 

Dela noticed that Marty also had the live feed from outside the supply room on floor ten rolling on another monitor. The only problem with each one watching a monitor, they didn’t have control over fast forwarding the video. 

Dela kept her gaze on the guest elevator. Couples, groups, and singles entered the elevator. At a quarter to one the victim punched the elevator button, getting on with a middle-aged couple. “There. Can you see if he goes to the tenth floor?”

Marty directed his attention to the keyboard. “All I can do is pull up all the cameras at elevators on every floor at this time.” Six small frames appeared on two monitors above Dela. 

She studied the small frames and pointed. “There that one. What floor is it?”

“Ten.” Marty made the image enlarge. The victim disappeared from that camera. “He walked down the hall where the camera was disabled from midnight to two.” 

“At least the time frame is definitely between one and two,” Quinn said. “I saw several employees get on the service elevator between midnight and one. Can you see where they all got off?” 

Marty began his magic on the keyboard and up popped all the service elevators on each floor in small frames on two monitors.

Dela studied the frames. Two busboys took food up to rooms. A concierge delivered towels on another floor. A maintenance man got off on the eighth floor. “Why was he on the eighth floor? I didn’t hear of any mechanical problems.”

Marty made the frame larger. “That’s Van Branson .”

Dela shoved to her feet, even though she was enjoying the break of sitting down. “I’ll go check the logs for last night and see what he went up there to repair.”

“What would someone from accounting have to do with someone from maintenance?” Marty asked.

“Probably nothing. But I didn’t hear of any trouble on that floor last night.” Dela walked to the door. Quinn appeared in front of her to open the door. 

She scowled at him and walked through slowly to hide any limp. 

On the way through the main room, she asked, “Everything look normal?”

“Except the activity on the tenth floor,” Kay said. “Kenny has been going door to door.”

“That’s what I asked him to do.” She didn’t understand why that would raise a flag.

“He’s being tailed by Detective Jones. Who seems to get people upset from their expressions.”

“Double frickin’ shit,” she muttered and picked up her pace. Her anger overrode her desire to not let Quinn see her disability. 

He stayed with her step for step. “You want me to go get rid of Detective Jones while you check on the maintenance records?” 

She stopped, glared at him, and opened her mouth.

He raised a hand. “Don’t swear at me. I’m only expediting things by us splitting up. It has nothing to do with Detective Jones not listening to you or the fact you’ve been up all night.”

“Like hell it doesn’t. You wouldn’t have brought it up if it didn’t matter.” She swore under her breath and continued to the elevator. She punched the up button so hard her finger hurt, but she didn’t say a word. In her head she was reaming out both the detective and the special agent. 

Quinn stepped in as she pressed the door close button and then 10. 

“Dela, I’m not here to undermine you. I’m here to help you catch a killer. I have more resources at my disposal than you or the tribal police.”

“Then go to your office and dig up all the background you can on our victim, not follow me around like you think I can’t do my job. During my time in the army, I worked several homicides. I know what I’m doing.”

“I didn’t say you didn’t.” Air whooshed out of him and he rubbed a hand over his handsome face. “Can you just work this case with me without busting my balls for something I did seven years ago?”

The elevator dinged and the doors opened. She stepped out. “Are you going to override my decisions?”

“Only if you make a bad one.” He stared her in the eyes as they stood in the hallway. 

“I won’t, so there shouldn’t be a problem.” She headed down the hall and found the unlikely duo of Kenny and Detective Dick walking toward them. 

She stopped in front of the detective. “We are capable of gathering information and not worrying the guests, Detective Jones.” 

“I have a job to do,” he said, glaring back at her.

“No,” she waved between her and Quinn, “we have a job to do. I need to keep this as low key as possible to avoid guests leaving, and Special Agent Quinn has the resources to help us discover who did this faster than the tribal police. I will need your help though in piecing together where the victim went when he left here after work and came back at one P.M.” 

Detective Dick studied her. “You think you can handle a homicide?”

“I helped find Sherry Dale and Meela Skylark as well as discovered my boss was helping a human trafficking ring that was going on under the nose of the tribal police, so yes, I think I can handle this investigation.”

The detective’s face grew red and he huffed. 

“We can deal with this, Detective,” Quinn said. He nodded toward the elevators and followed the tribal detective onto the conveyance.

Dela faced Kenny. “Did you learn anything?”

“The couple staying at the end of the hall thought they heard the door to the fire stairs open and close around one-fifteen.” Kenny said.

“The stairs! We looked at the elevators. I need to go down to maintenance and ask about a problem on floor eight.” 

“I’ve finished questioning the people who were here last night. Want me to come with you?” Kenny asked.

She shrugged. “You’re better company than Special Agent Pierce.” But not nearly as good to look at. She shocked herself with the thought. There had been a time, before Quinn had taken away her prisoner, when she’d thought the two of them could be friends, possibly with benefits, but not anymore. He just made her mad when she talked to him. 

Entering the service elevator with Kenny, she asked, “What do you know about Van Branson , one of the maintenance people?”

“He started here about nine months ago. Does a good job according to Clarence. Why?” 

“He’s the maintenance person who made a call on the eighth floor about the time Tristan was killed on the tenth.” She stepped out when the elevator doors opened. Her leg throbbed, but she chose to ignore it and placed her foot as easily as she could, putting more weight on the good leg. 

“You need to sit down for a while,” Kenny said.

“After I talk to Van. I can sit while I drive to talk to Tristan’s wife.” 

Kenny shook his head. “You can’t keep working and not resting. You’ll be no good to anyone and make mistakes which will leave us without you as the boss.” 

She stopped and stared at him. “All of you would like me to be the boss?”

He grinned. “You are so wrapped up in helping everyone, you don’t see how much they all think of you. Yes, we all want you for our head of security.” 

The thought her peers wanted her to take over this job permanently boosted her spirits. “Thank you. That means a lot.” 

They walked into the large room that smelled of grease, paint thinner, and strong coffee. There were various gadgets and pieces of décor being worked on around the area. She walked by the half a dozen men and two women working on the items on her way to the room where the head of maintenance kept the building maintained and scheduled the workers. 

“Dela and Kenny, what are you two doing back here?” Albert Simple, an Umatilla man in his fifties, asked. Like Brenda in accounting, the man had started as a maintenance man when the casino first opened and was now in charge of that area of the casino. 

“We were wondering why Van Branson went up to the eighth-floor last night around one?” Dela asked.

Albert flipped back a page on a logbook on his desk. “Says room eight-thirty-four had a plugged toilet.” He studied them both. “You’ve never come in and asked about a maintenance call before.”

“We had a man killed on the tenth floor around the same time. We were checking the elevator footage and saw the two events happened close together.” Dela glanced over her shoulder. “When will Van be coming in to work today? I’d like to ask him if he saw or heard anything.”

“He works the night shift. He won’t be in until eleven.” The man smiled. “Glad to hear you are just asking him questions and not suspecting him. Van’s a good worker. Keeps to himself, but he is knowledgeable in everything.”

“Thanks Albert.” Dela smiled at the man and headed back through the workroom. When they were out in the hallway she said, “You go up and see about the plugged toilet in eight-thirty-four. I’ll round up the special agent and go talk to Mrs. Pomroy.” 

Chapter Five

Dela kept telling herself the only reason she’d asked Quinn to come along to talk to the wife was so he would drive and she could rest her leg. After realizing she’d been staring at the man who hadn’t said a word since they’d left the casino, she averted her gaze and clenched her hands to keep from rubbing her missing leg that ached. They’d told her in the hospital it would be years and possibly her lifetime that her body would think her leg was still there. Right now, it felt like her leg from her knee down was on fire. 

“You haven’t said a word other than drive you to see the wife. What’s up?” Quinn glanced her direction as he eased off the freeway and down into Pendleton. 

She didn’t say anything, afraid his kindness would make her lips loosen and tell him more than she wanted him to know. 

“Are you still mad that I’m shoving my way into your investigation? You know the reservation is federal land, which means Federal Bureau of Investigation will be involved.”

She didn’t want him to pull the card he should be the one in charge, so she cleared her throat and said, “I haven’t had a full eight hours of sleep since Tuesday. I really don’t want to argue about anything. I just want to sit here and get ready to question Mrs. Pomroy. Did you happen to dig up anything about her?”

“Didn’t realize you were working two people’s shift. When will they make the decision you are head of security?”

She stared at him. “What makes you think they aren’t looking for a head of security?”

He laughed. “You don’t play the martyr well. You are more than qualified for the job and you know it. They would be idiots to not make you head of security.” 

His compliment meant a lot, but she wasn’t going to let him know. “The Board of Trustee’s words to me were: We will be looking for either a replacement for you or a replacement for Godfrey. If you prove you deserve head of security in the next six months, it’s yours.” She held up her hands. “And now I have a homicide on my hands which could cause bad publicity for the casino.”

“We’ll figure it out and not cause the casino any bad publicity.” He pulled into a driveway of one of the homes in a newer subdivision in town.

She stared at the house. If only she could find something like this on the reservation. There were some new homes but they were, again, too close to one another for her comfort. She sighed. “What do I need to know before we go in?”

“Paula Pomroy has been married to Tristan for five years. They have a small child, a son, and she works part time at a store downtown.” 

“Then she may not be here?”

“This is her day off.” Quinn opened his door and slid out.

Dela heaved a sigh, opened her door, and stood. She hoped her tiredness didn’t keep her from asking the correct questions. 

Her phone beeped. A text message. 

The dog came through surgery like a champ. Will fill you in when I see you.

Thanks.

She smiled. The dog had made it. Her mood brightened and she walked up to the front door with Quinn, feeling a bit more optimistic. 

Quinn pushed the doorbell and they waited. 

A baby cried then went silent. 

Quinn glanced at her then pushed the doorbell again.

The door opened. 

“I’m here, you woke the baby.” A woman in her thirties, brown hair, about five-five and a hundred and thirty pounds glared at them.

“Mrs. Tristan Pomroy?” Quinn asked, holding up his badge.

The woman stared at his badge then at Dela. 

She didn’t have a badge. Instead, she held out her hand. “I’m Dela Alvaro with the casino security. May we come in and talk with you?” 

“S-sure.” The woman backed up allowing them to enter the house. 

Dela led the way into a living room that still smelled of wood and new paint. The furniture appeared as new as the house. There was no way to avoid what they’d come to tell the woman.

“Have a seat, Mrs. Pomroy,” Quinn said.

The woman glanced from one to the other then sat down in a chair. Dela took the couch and Quinn sat beside her. 

“I’m sorry to tell you that your husband, Tristan, was found murdered this morning.” Dela started to reach out to pat the woman’s hand.

Paula Pomroy recoiled. “I told him working on that reservation wasn’t good. Who did it? Was it one of them?”

“Them who?” Quinn asked as casually as if they were talking about the weather.

Dela’s anger started to build. The woman was talking about the people she’d grown up around and respected like family. 

“You know. The Indians. He said there were some really lazy ones and some sneaky ones that he worked with. Tristan must have seen something he shouldn’t and they killed him.” The woman believed what she was saying. 

“I can guarantee you that he wasn’t killed by a co-worker,” Dela said, barely restraining the anger from her words. 

The woman peered into her eyes. “You’re one of them so you would say that.” 

“Do you mean a co-worker or an Umatilla Tribal member?” she asked coolly.

“Both.”

Quinn put a hand on Dela’s arm stopping her next words. “Ms. Alvaro is the head of security at the casino. However, she is not a tribal member. Meaning, you are wrong about her. She is here to find out who killed your husband. How has he been acting lately?” 

“Excited. Like he had a secret he wanted to tell but didn’t want to ruin the surprise.” She sniffed and pulled two tissues out of a box sitting on the table next to her chair. 

“Any idea what the secret was?” Quinn asked.

“It could have been anything. We have an anniversary coming up.” Her eyes teared up. “Had an anniversary.”

“Did he get excited about things often?” Dela asked, not wanting Quinn to do all the questioning. 

“At least once a month when he’d think he’d seen someone wanted in a crime.” The woman blew her nose.

“What was an accountant doing thinking he’d seen a criminal?” Quinn asked.

“He liked to watch the real crime shows and movies. He was always thinking he saw someone in a store that looked like a person on a wanted poster.” She rolled her eyes. “At least he didn’t go out drinking and watch football all day long.”

“What day did he start acting excited?” Dela asked. If they could pinpoint what show he’d watched, maybe he had found a real criminal hiding here in Pendleton, Oregon. Had he reached out to the person first, and they killed him to remain anonymous?

“I don’t know. Last week sometime? He said we’d be able to spend our anniversary where we wanted to go for our honeymoon.”

“Where was that?” Dela asked. 

“The Caribbean. I’ve always wanted to go there.”

“Did your husband have an office here at home?” Quinn asked.

“Yes. Well, it’s more of a den. I didn’t like watching the crime shows.” Mrs. Pomroy stood and led them out of the living room and back to the entry where she opened a door to a man cave. 

The room was the same size as the living room but one wall held bookcases. In the middle of the bookcases hung a large flat screen television. A recliner was directly in front of the tv against the opposite wall. A small desk with a laptop set against the wall opposite the door. 

“May we see if we can discover what shows your husband watched?” Quinn asked.

Dela liked how friendly he’d been to the woman. 

Mrs. Pomroy nodded. With her consent, they didn’t need to get a warrant which could get this brought up in the news.

While Quinn messed with the television remote, Dela scanned the books in the book cases. Most were about true crime and murder investigations. Some dealt with forensics. She moved to the desk and found printed out pages from several websites with information about wanted criminals. In a drawer was a list of four names. One name was Jeff Twigg, a dealer at the casino. The other three she didn’t know but took a photo of the paper.

“What did you find?” Quinn asked, his breath hot on her neck. 

She held up the paper. “The top name is a dealer at the Spotted Pony.”

Shoving the papers around, she said. “He was definitely into ratting out criminals. He has printouts on several here.” 

“I think I’ve figured out which crime shows he watched the most. I’ll get a tech to watch the episodes from the first of last week and see what pops up.” Quinn touched her arm. “Ready to go?” 

Dela pulled out a drawer in the desk. A ledger caught her eye. “You wouldn’t think he’d be this old school.” She pulled the book out and scanned the list of numbers and letters. “What do you think this is? I know it’s not his income from work. And he doesn’t show paying any bills from it.” 

“Let’s ask the wife.” Quinn plucked the book from her and walked out of the room.

Dela only fumed for a second before following him. The nerve of the man taking over the evidence she’d found. If it had been up to him, they would have walked out of the room and never found the book. 

She entered the living room as Quinn held the book out to the woman.

“Do you know what the information in here means?” he asked.

The woman’s eyes widened as if she recognized the book. 

“No, I have no idea what this is. Where did you find it?” She studied the page.

“It was in the drawer of the desk,” Dela said, walking farther into the room. “The expression on your face when Special Agent Pierce showed it to you, proves you know what it is.”

The woman shook her head. “No. I haven’t a clue what it is. Maybe household expenses? Tristan kept track of all our money.”

Dela drew the book out of the woman’s grasp and took a photo of the page before returning it to the woman. “If you can think of anything else that may help us catch your husband’s killer, please give me or Special Agent Pierce a call.” She wiggled her fingers for Quinn to hand her one of his business cards. On the back she wrote her name and cell number.

“Yes, call either of us at any time if you think of something.” Quinn snatched the card from Dela and handed it to Mrs. Pomroy.

They walked out of the house and slid into the car. 

“I take it head of security at a casino doesn’t get a perk of a business card?” Quinn asked, a grin on his face as he started the car and backed out of the driveway.

“I’m not head of security, yet. And no, we don’t really have anyone who we normally ask to call us.” Dela flipped back and forth between the photos she took. “I think our mild-mannered true crime enthusiast was blackmailing.”

“Why do you say that?” Quinn asked, driving them out of the subdivision. 

“The letters on the ledger page match the initials of the people on the list.” She glanced over at him. 

“Or, being as he deals with money, maybe he gave out loans?” 

Dela peered out the window. “Where are we going?” 

“I’m hungry. Thought we’d grab lunch.” Quinn was driving through a neighborhood with older homes. 

“As far as I know, there isn’t a restaurant in this area.” She tromped on her panic with a dose of reassurance her gut was rarely wrong about a person. While she still held Quinn responsible for an injustice, she knew he would never hurt her. That he might dig into her thoughts and find out things she hadn’t told anyone... that’s what worried her. 

“I’m not abducting you. It will be quieter and you can put your foot up at my place. And I can make phone calls without someone eavesdropping.”

Quiet did sound good. But his place... That she wasn’t too sure of. 

Until he pulled up to an 1800s two-story home with a turret front. 

“This house is gorgeous!” She sat in the car staring at the home. It needed some TLC but the bones of it looked like a storybook house.

She hadn’t realized how long she’d been ogling the house until the door opened and Quinn offered her a hand. Dela slapped his hand away and shoved out of the car. “Are you buying or renting?” She noticed a ladder up against the side of the house. 

“Bought it. I figured might as well put my money into an investment and live here while I’m fixing it up.” The pride in his voice told her he loved the house.

“That’s what I’m hoping.”

“You’re looking for a house? Where do you live now?” He unlocked the front door, and they stepped into a large entryway. Off to one side was a room that had to be the parlor. The other side had a sheet up across the doorway. 

“What’s through there?” she asked, pointing.

“I’m working on that room at the moment. The turret windows were leaking and the floor needs replaced. It’s a mess.”

She stepped around him and swept the sheet to the side. “Oh! This would be my favorite room.” The turret windows looked out into an overrun yard and flowerbeds. She took a step inside the room, wary of the flooring that had been pulled up. “So this is what you do when you aren’t FBIing.”

Quinn chuckled. “Yeah, I like fixing up houses.”

“I think you picked a good one here to keep you busy.” She glanced up at him. The wishful smile and far-off gaze had her wondering what he was thinking about. 

Her stomach grumbled. “Where’s that lunch you promised me?”

“In the kitchen.” He held the sheet back and she stepped through, waiting for Quinn to lead the way to the kitchen. 

The room was at the back of the house. The counters hit Quinn mid-thigh. 

“It looks like you need to remodel the kitchen,” Dela said, taking a seat at the round wood table with four matching chairs. She shifted her body to place her right leg on the chair next to her. 

“Yeah, whoever this house was built for must have had a short wife.” He opened the fridge and pulled out a pitcher of orange juice. “This okay?”

“Yeah.” 

He poured two glasses and left the pitcher in the middle of the table. “I can whip up a salad or I have sandwich stuff.” He peered at her from over the refrigerator door. 

“Sandwich fixings are easier. I’m not here to be impressed.” Though she was impressed by the house he had purchased and was renovating and the fact he had salad and sandwich ingredients that were fresh enough to serve to a guest. 

He placed bread, meat, cheese, and condiments on the table. Then he set the head of lettuce on the table. “If you want some in your sandwich.” He pulled his phone out of his suit pocket. “I need to make this call. Help yourself.”

Dela nodded, reaching for the bread. But her ears were focused on the conversation. 

“Special Agent Tucker, this is Pierce in Pendleton.” 

She spread mustard on her sandwich and picked up the turkey.

“Yes, I should have asked for your help in the human trafficking ring. But in all fairness, it was running through Seattle and not Portland.”

She grinned. Sounded like he was getting reamed for not letting his Portland counterparts in on the action. 

“What I need is a technician to take a look at the true crime shows that ran the first of last week and send me the names and photos of the suspects in those shows.”

She layered the turkey, added a slice of cheese, and then a leaf of lettuce.

“Because we have a homicide on the reservation and the victim was a true crime buff.” 

Frustration seeped into his voice. 

Dela winced as she moved her leg and pain shot all the way down to non-existent toes.

“Yes, we are looking at other angles. This is just one.”

Picking up her sandwich, she caught a glimpse in the kitchen window above the sink as Quinn walked back into the room. He looked as worn out as she felt. 

He took off his suit coat, hung it on the back of a chair across the table from her, and sat down. He rolled up his shirt sleeves. 

“The agent in Portland thinks you’re crazy?” She smiled and bit into her sandwich.

“Doesn’t know how I could have brought down a trafficking ring when I think a man was killed for watching true crime shows.” He gave her half a grin and started making a sandwich. 

Her phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket. Mom. 

“Hi, Mom,” she answered with more enthusiasm than she felt.

“You need to come home and get some sleep. You were at that casino all night. How can you heal if you don’t rest?” 

Quinn’s eyebrows rose.

“Mom. I’ll be home when I can. We had a homicide at the casino. As head of security, it is my duty to help solve it. You may not see me for a few days. I’m going to stay in a room at the casino so I can grab sleep when I have an hour or two.”

“What about clothes and food? And Silas asked me about the dog. He thinks he’s found the owner and wants to talk to you.” 

“I’ll give him a call when I get the chance. Molly told me about the dog. I’ll swing by and get some clothes in a couple hours. I want to check in with Molly, too. Don’t worry. I’m a grown woman.”

“A bullheaded woman who doesn’t realize your body is compromised.”

Dela closed her eyes and counted to ten. “Mom. You are the only one who believes that. Good-bye.”

Hitting the end button gave her satisfaction. Then guilt. She knew her mom only wanted what was best for her. However, mom didn’t have to live with the realization that if she allowed people to treat her differently, she could end up as helpless as they treated her. 

Quinn cleared his throat. 

She peered across the table at him. 

“Mom problems?” he asked.

“More like life problems. I am trying to find a place to move to so my mom doesn’t know what I’m doing every single minute of every day. It’s suffocating after being on my own for so long.” She bit into her sandwich and chewed.

“There are half a dozen places like this in town.” He cut the sandwich he’d made in half crosswise.

“That’s the problem. I want to be on the rez. Closer to the casino, and it’s my home. It’s where I grew up and where I want to be.” She shrugged.

His eyes narrowed. “I thought you weren’t Native American.”

“I’m not, but I wish I were. It’s what I grew up around and feel comfortable with.” She swallowed juice. “There aren’t very many houses for sale or rentals that aren’t five feet away from another one. I like my space.” 

He nodded. “Besides the architecture, that’s what I liked about this place. The neighbors aren’t butted right up to my eaves.” 

“I could probably live with my neighbors the distance yours are. But nothing closer. I don’t like to know their business and I don’t like them knowing mine.”

He stared at her and laughed. “And you think you’ll get that living on the reservation?”

She laughed. “Yeah, I know.” 

“Do you really plan to stay at the casino until we figure out who killed the victim?” He bit into his sandwich and studied her.

“Yeah. It’s easier than running back and forth to my mom’s house if I can crash for a couple of hours.” She finished the sandwich and pulled out her phone. “Do you mind stopping at the vet clinic in Riverside and then my mom’s on our way back to the casino?” 

“I think we can take the time. We’re waiting on forensics and information anyway.” He started cleaning up the table.

Dela dialed Grandfather Thunder. 

“Hello?” he answered.

“Hi, it’s Dela. Mom said you found the owners of the dog.”

“Yeah, I did. Otis Deerstalker. He said he hasn’t been able to keep the dog home since he got it. Doesn’t want to pay the vet bill and doesn’t want the dog back.”

“I see.” She felt bad for the dog. “Did he say how old the dog is or what its name is?”

“Yeah, he thinks he’s about eight months and his name is Eats a Lot.”

Eight months and Eats a Lot? That meant it was going to get a lot bigger. “Any idea what kind of dog?”

“He just said a mutt. What you going to do?” Grandfather Thunder asked.

“The dog has had his leg amputated. I’m paying the bill, so I guess he’s my dog now.” She wasn’t sure how she felt about having to take care of a dog when she was still trying to find a home for herself. But she felt a kinship to the animal.

“It’s how it should be. I’ve been asking around about a place for you to live.” Grandfather Thunder sounded pleased with himself.

“How did you know I was looking?” She thought it was only her mother and now Molly and Quinn who knew she was looking for a place.

“Your mother told me. Well, she complained to me that you wanted to move out.” He chuckled. “I told her, how were you supposed to catch a man if you lived at home with her.”

“Grandfather!” she exclaimed. “That is not the reason—”

He cut her off. “It is what made your mother more accepting of the idea.”

“Thank you for that and the information about the dog. I have to get back to work.” 

“I heard. You had a body at the hotel.”

She didn’t even ask how he knew. “Yes. Thank you.” She ended the call and found Quinn watching her. “What?”

“You don’t have a house but you have a dog?” He slid his arms into his suit jacket.

“It’s a long story.” 

“Which you can tell me on the way to Riverside. Why are we stopping there?”

“To see the vet and my dog, Eats a Lot.”

Chapter Six

“I’ll make phone calls while you check on the dog,” Quinn said as he parked at the vet clinic. 

“I won’t be long.” She slid out and walked up the ramp into the small building. The sounds of a dog whining and a printer printing filled her ears as she opened the door. The smell of antiseptic and fear stopped her forward motion. Until she’d served in Iraq and Syria, she hadn’t believed an emotion could have a scent. It did. And it was one she would never forget and always triggered a need to protect herself.

“Dela. Mom said you’d be coming by.”

The friendly voice reminded her she wasn’t in a dangerous situation. With a shake, she focused on Travis.

He watched her from behind the counter and the keyboard he was typing on. 

“I wanted an update on the dog. Well, Eats a Lot.” 

“Seriously? You named him that?” Travis stood. 

“I didn’t. It’s what his previous owners called him.” The wide grin and mischief in the young man’s eyes were contagious. She grinned back at him. “What do you think I should call a pony-sized dog?”

“King Kong. Goliath. Godzilla.” 

“Funny. He’s too cuddly looking to be any of those names.”

“How about Teddy Bear?” Travis motioned to the backroom. “Do you want to see him?”

She followed the young man back into a room with half a dozen cages. The largest one on the floor held her dog. 

He whimpered. Dela knelt in front of the cage and put her fingers through one of the squares.

His tail thumped and he licked her fingers. Her chest expanded with pride that she’d helped this animal. 

“I see you and the dog have bonded already,” Molly said from behind her. 

Using the cage, Dela shoved to her feet. “According to Grandfather Thunder, he is now my dog. The owner doesn’t want him. His name is Eats a Lot and he’s only eight months old.”

“I figured he wasn’t a year old yet. He’s going to grow some more. Are you ready to handle a dog the size of a horse?” Molly led her over to a counter where there was a file laid out.

“I think he’ll train easily. He’ll have to realize we are both disabled and act accordingly.” Dela had had a good feeling about the animal ever since it looked at her after she’d put him in her car. 

“We’ll be keeping him for a week. That way he stays down, and we can clean and bandage the stub. I left about eight inches on the leg. This type of amputation causes less trauma to the bone.” 

Dela nodded. She knew all about leg amputations. “Thank you for taking such good care of him. Is there anything he needs that you can’t provide?”

“It would help if you could bring in some food and maybe a chew toy?” 

“I can do that. I’ll try to bring it in tomorrow.”

“We heard about the body at the casino,” Molly said.

Dela stared at her. “How does this get around so quickly?”

Molly laughed. “Because a relative of nearly everyone on the rez works at the casino.”

“Maybe you can find out if anyone had a problem with Tristan Pomroy who worked in accounting.” Dela said it as a joke but the look on her friend’s face said she would ask around. 

“Are you ready?” Quinn walked into the room with Travis a step behind him.

Molly’s face lit up. “Dela, where have you been keeping this guy?”

Embarrassed by her friend’s outright ogling, she said. “Dr. Molly Taylor meet FBI Special Agent Quinn Peirce. We’re working the homicide together.” 

“Lucky you.” Molly held out her hand. “Pleased to meet you Special Agent.”

Quinn grinned. “The pleasure is mine. Where’s this dog that isn’t Dela’s dog, but is her dog?”

Molly laughed and pointed to Eats a Lot’s cage. 

Quinn studied the animal and then stared at Dela. “That’s not a dog, it’s a horse. Do you think you can handle him?”

Tired of everyone telling her that the dog was too big for her, Dela glared at him. “I’m getting tired of people telling me about the limits they think I have. He’s perfect for me. Let’s get going.”

She stomped to the door, mostly on the good foot, and faced the room. “Molly, I’ll be back tomorrow with the food and settle the bill.” A thought came to her. “Otis said he couldn’t keep the dog home. Is he fixed?”

Molly winked. “He is now. And I gave him a microchip in case he takes off after you get him home.” 

“Thanks.” She nodded toward the door, staring at Quinn. “I thought you were in a hurry?” Dela continued out through the reception area and to the car, where she slid into the passenger side and waited for Quinn.

He slid in behind the steering wheel and started the vehicle. “I didn’t mean you couldn’t handle the dog. It’s going to be a big animal to feed and keep under control for anyone. I thought it was going to be a lap dog.”

“Don’t mention the size of the dog to my mom. All she saw was a picture and told me I shouldn’t keep him.”

“I don’t know where you live.” He backed out of the clinic parking area and faced Mission Road. 

“Turn left and keep going until I tell you to turn.” She leaned her head back on the seat to rest.

“Don’t fall asleep. I don’t know where I’m going,” Quinn said.

“I’m not. I’m just resting my eyes. Tell me when we pass Mission Market.” She dropped into oblivion.

“Dela, I just passed the market.”

Quinn’s words confused her. They were sitting on a rock on a mountain. Their backpacks were beside them. Why would he be talking about the market?

Her body swayed. 

“Wake up. Hey. You told me to tell you when we passed the market.” 

She shook awake, even though her eyes didn’t want to stay open. “Take the third road to the left and follow it to the end.” She dropped off again.

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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A car door slammed and her body shook.

“Dela? Dela, wake up,” Quinn’s voice filtered through her slumber.

“Oh no! What happened? Is she hurt?” 

Her mother’s raised voice, snapped Dela’s eyelids open. Mom stood in the open car door, leaning over her.

“Dela, honey, are you hurt?” Mom picked up one of her hands and patted it.

“Mrs. Alvaro—”

“It’s Ms. Bolden. Who are you?” her mom asked.

“Special Agent Quinn Pierce. I’m working with your daughter on the homicide at the casino.”

Dela drew in a deep breath and sat up. It had been several years since she’d been so tired she’d fallen that deep asleep in a blink of an eye. “I’m fine. I’m here to get some clothes and get back to the casino.”

She stood, wobbled a moment, and had both her mom and Quinn grabbing for her. She shoved away their hands and walked toward the house. 

“Is she always this surly when she wakes up?” Quinn asked.

Dela wanted to flip him off but just kept walking. Her mother hadn’t seen the hardened soldier side of her and Dela didn’t plan on revealing it to the woman who gave her a life. 

She left her mother and Quinn conversing in the living room while she found a duffel bag and tossed in a pair of pajamas, toiletries, a couple sets of clothes, liner liners, liners, socks, a prosthetic sleeve, and her running foot into the bag. She didn’t plan on staying there too long. If they were lucky the leads from Pomroy’s computer would help them find his killer. Unless it was a random killing, which she doubted. 

Entering the living room, she found Quinn looking through a photo album. Dela crossed the room and tore it from his grasp. “What are you doing looking at that?” 

“Learning more about you.” He grinned. “You looked cute in pigtails. You should try them out as an adult.”

“In your fantasies. Let’s go.”

Mom entered the room with glasses of iced tea and cookies. 

“This isn’t a social visit, Mom. We have a killer to catch.” Dela stood by the door, holding her duffle bag as the other two grabbed glasses of tea and leaned back in their respective chairs. 

“Sit down. I’m sure you could wake up a bit more before we get back to the casino,” Quinn said, between sipping his iced tea and nibbling on an oatmeal cookie.

Sighing, she set the duffel bag by the door and sank onto the other chair. Her mom smiled and handed her a glass of tea. 

“Have you found a place to move to yet?” her mom asked.

Dela started to roll her eyes and though better of it. The action would only make her look the age her mother treated her. “No. I haven’t had time since we found a body at the casino.”

“You know you don’t have to move out. I enjoy your company.” Mom glanced at Quinn. “I bet if you could live with your mom, you would.”

He choked on a bite of cookie.

Dela grinned behind her drink. “Yeah, Quinn, would you live with your mom if you could?”

His blue-gray eyes turned the coldest she’d ever seen. “I would not live with my mother. But then she wasn’t much of a mother.” 

Dela found this information about his past interesting. She’d have to see if she could round up information about Special Agent Quinn Pierce.

“I’m ready to go if you are.” Dela downed the rest of her drink and picked up three cookies as she stood.

Her mom remained sitting, watching Quinn.

He stood and strode to the door, picking up the duffel bag. “It was nice meeting you,” he said before continuing out the door.

“I like him,” Mom said, finally standing and walking to the door with her. 

“He’s good to have on your side, I guess. I’ll call you when I’m coming home. I can’t promise when that will be.”

“I know. You want the head of security job and finding the killer could get it for you. But I worry. It’s my job.” Tears glistened in her eyes.

“I know. Even if it frustrates me, it’s nice to know someone cares.” She gave her mom a one-armed hug and headed out to the vehicle.

Quinn sat behind the wheel, his sunglasses on, and face forward.

Dela slid in, buckled up, and waited until he had the vehicle headed toward the casino to say anything. “We all have things in our past we are running from. Don’t let it make you lose track of who you really are.”

He glanced over at her. “It’s something I tell few people.” 

“Then my mom and I are honored you told us. It won’t be repeated by either of us.” She pulled out her phone and called Marty. “We’re on our way back. Anything new pop up?”

“Kenny said no one in eight-thirty-four called for a maintenance man. I’ve pulled the video of the stairway for our time frame and guess what?”

“Those cameras weren’t working either.” This was starting to irritate her. Who turned off the cameras?

“Correct.”

“Who on the staff watched those cameras last night?” 

Chapter Seven

At two in the afternoon, Dela couldn’t stand on her prosthesis any longer and her eyes wouldn’t stay open. She retired to a second-floor room at the end of the hall. As soon as she entered the room, she took off the layers that held her prosthesis on and cushioned the end of her leg. Her stub was red, swollen, and aching. She had been warned that wearing the fake leg for long periods of time could result in tenderness. This was the longest she’d not rested the stub since wearing the prosthesis eighteen months ago.

Using the furniture, she made her way to the bathroom, ran a bath of lukewarm water, and undressed, lowering her body into the water. She wished she’d thought to grab some Epsom salts to add to the bath. She’d have to grab some from the gift shop before she came back up next time. 

She leaned her head back against the tub as she swirled her stump around in the cooling water. 

The list of people she needed to talk to on the night shift was growing. Jeff Twigg, the Blackjack dealer, Verna Pyle, the surveillance member watching the monitor for the missing camera footage, and she’d learned one of the other names in the victim’s book was a local who frequented the casino, Luke Saxton. And they, she and Quinn, planned to visit with Van Branson .

The water had grown cold. She shivered and grasped the handicap bar. Using both arms and one leg, she raised her body and swung the shorter leg over the edge of the tub, then her good leg and sat on the edge as she dried off. The eighteen months she’d spent in rehab had been not only to make sure her leg had healed but to teach her new ways to go about things she’d always taken for granted. 

Before the IED, she’d had her sights on twenty years in the army, and after the army, a job with either the local or state police, and a loving husband and children. Now all she saw in her future was head of security for the casino until they made her retire. And if she didn’t get out of mom’s house, living with her mom until she passed. Not an inviting future to look forward to. 

Once she was dried off, she slipped into a camisole and her underwear and hopped to the bed, using the furniture. At home she used crutches to get around without her prosthesis. Dela hadn’t wanted to carry them into the casino. She never let anyone see her weaknesses. 

Slipping between the covers, she set her watch for four hours. By then Quinn should have pulled up backgrounds on the people they planned to question tonight.

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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Dela walked into the surveillance offices at 7 PM. Her stomach was rumbling, but she wanted to see if Quinn and Marty had learned anything new. 

She stepped into the backroom, and Quinn glanced up. “You look better.”

“Thanks, I didn’t know I had to look good to do my job.” She walked over to a chair.

“Don’t sit. I’m hungry. I’ll fill you in over dinner.” Quinn rose, gathering up a file that had been spread across the table in front of him. 

“Okay.” She faced Marty. “Will all your night shift be here tonight?” 

“No one has called in sick.”

“Good. Go get something to eat and take a break. We’ll start the questioning with Jeff when we finish dinner, then Van when he comes to work, and finally Verna. Can you think of anyone else?” 

“No. I think those are the only people we know of who work here.” Marty leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms up to the ceiling.

“Quinn and I will pull Jeff away from his table after we eat. I’ll just close it until we finish talking to him.” 

Quinn stood at the door waiting. She walked over and out the door he’d opened for her. 

Several heads turned and watched them cross through the room. She didn’t care. The surveillance staff on duty knew they were trying to figure out who killed Tristan. 

On the casino floor, she spotted the security staff working the floor. They were either in a specified spot watching or mingling through the crowd, looking for potential trouble. She and Godfrey had trained every member of the staff. Dela was proud of the quality of people they had working for them. 

“You want the buffet or the dining room?” Quinn asked. 

“Actually, I’d prefer the grill.” She didn’t like the buffet. Walking along trying to balance a plate as she reached under the sneeze guards to grab food wasn’t how she like to get her meal when dining out. The fancy food they made at the Stallion Restaurant didn’t fill her. 

“The grill it is.” 

They crossed the casino floor dodging people and slot machines. At the entrance to the Pony Bar and Grill, the hostess on duty smiled at Dela. “A table or booth?”

The tables were high, and while she liked sitting up high, they weren’t a good idea. 

“Booth please.”

“We have one in the back of the room. It’s quieter there.” The hostess smiled at Quinn and led them to a booth in the corner. “Cherry will be right over with water and menus.”

Dela nodded at the woman and stayed seated at the edge of the booth while Quinn slid all the way in on his side. She reached over for the file and pulled it in front of her. “Did anything pop out at you about any of the people we’re going to talk to?”

Cherry arrived with two glasses of water, two menus, and a bubbly personality. “Hi! Can I get you anything to drink besides water?”

Quinn ordered iced tea. Dela asked for coffee. She would need to be fully awake when questioning the people tonight. 

“I’ll be right back with your drinks and get your order,” Cherry said, before spinning around and bouncing back to the kitchen. 

“I wish I had her energy,” Dela muttered and opened the file.

“You could have slept longer,” Quinn said.

She glanced up. He watched her with a softness in his gray-blue eyes that unnerved her. Dela dropped her gaze to the file. “This isn’t very much on Branson . He practically didn’t exist before three years ago.” She glanced up. “That’s suspicious.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Cherry returned with the drinks. “What would you like from the grill?”

Dela ordered a hamburger, thick fries, and a salad. Quinn went for a club sandwich and fries. 

“Those will be out in a jiffy.” Cherry smiled at them both and flounced away. 

“As far as I can tell, Jeff and our victim didn’t have anything in common other than they both work here.” Quinn sipped his tea. 

“And this Luke Saxton. Did you find anything that connects him to Tristan?” Dela read through the sheet on him. 

“No. The staff on duty tonight have orders to keep an eye on him if he comes in.” Quinn set his glass down and peered at Dela. “I don’t know how long this can stay quiet. Everyone at the casino knows there was a murder here last night. And from what we heard as we were out and about, so does everyone on the reservation. When do you think you’ll get a call from the board?”

“Either tonight or tomorrow morning for sure. That’s why I want to talk to as many people as we can tonight and see if we can piece anything together.” She leaned back as Cherry arrived with their food.

“Do you need anything else? More drinks? Ketchup? Ranch?”

“We’re good. Thanks.” Dela picked up a fry and savored the saltiness.

“Okay. Enjoy!” 

“She is way too perky,” Quinn said, when the woman was out of hearing.

Dela chuckled. “Glad it wasn’t just me.” 

They dug into their food, saying little until the last fry and crumb of bread were gone. 

Dela was reading the information Quinn dug up on Verna, one of the surveillance staff. “This looks like what we have on file on Verna. I don’t understand why she didn’t notice the cameras out on ten last night.”

“That’s why we pull her in and talk to her. Find out why she was negligent.” Quinn shoved his plate to the center of the table. “What’s the plan?” 

“We start with Jeff, move on to Verna, and when Van arrives, we talk to him. In the meantime, let’s visit with the guards and see if they noticed Tristan hanging around the casino after his day was done. There has to be a reason he has Jeff and Luke’s names in his book next to dollar amounts.” That thought had been in her head when her phone woke her. The victim had to hang out at the casino after his work hours to have run into the two men on his list that they had identified. 

“That makes sense. We could have Marty check the floor footage from a week prior to the victim’s death and see if he was around here.” Quinn downed the last of his iced tea. 

Dela knew one person besides the guards who would know if Tristan frequented the casino in the evenings. She grinned. Actually, two people who were very observant.

“What are you smiling about?” Quinn asked right before Cherry swooped in and picked up their plates. 

“Would either of you like some dessert? We have a delicious brownie tower tonight.” 

Dela didn’t quite hide her desire for the dessert.

“We’ll take one tower and two forks,” Quinn said. When Cherry left, he asked, “What is a brownie tower? I could tell by the way your eyes lit up it must be pretty good.”

“It’s a chocolate brownie, blondie, and chocolate chip cookie bar stacked up with vanilla ice cream in between layers and caramel drizzled over the top.” Her mouth watered thinking about it. A lot of calories when she wouldn’t have time to jog for several days. However, the sugar might give her some short spurt energy. 

“I’m not much of a chocolate eater, but the blondie and caramel sauce sounds good.” Quinn leaned back as Cherry placed the tower of bar cookies in the middle of the table. 

“Enjoy!” she said, placing the ticket at the end of the table. 

Dela snagged the ticket. 

“Hey, I invited you to dinner. Besides, I can call it an expense.” He plucked the paper from her hand and tucked it into an inside pocket of his suit. 

She glared at him but cut a corner off the brownie and popped it into her mouth. There was nothing better to drown any fears, doubts, or apprehensions than chocolate. 

Quinn worked on the blondie. “You were interrupted when you were going to tell me what you were smiling about.” He raised an eyebrow and peered at her with a bite on his fork. 

“We happen to have two casino employees who know or see nearly everyone who comes into the casino. If it hadn’t been such a struggle for people their age to have received a college education, they would probably be scholars right now rather than working here.” 

“And who are these two you’re talking about?”

“Rosie, at the coffee shop. She’s never met a male she didn’t like.” Dela loved how the woman made men uncomfortable by her forwardness. Dela could never be that forward. She could be bossy and knew how to motivate men and women, but the outright flirting Rosie did was something Dela enjoyed to watch and not participate in. 

“I see. And this makes her scholarly how?” Quinn’s forehead under his light brown crew cut was furrowed.

“She can remember every face and name that goes with the face. Also, just about word for word what someone tells her.” 

“And the other person?” Quinn asked, pulling another bite from the blondie and swirling it in the sauce.

“Arthur, the night valet. He sees everything and remembers everyone. He’s better than surveillance cameras.” She scooped up a bite of chocolate chip cookie and slipped it in her mouth. 

“Trooper Hawke was impressed with him when we were working the human trafficking case. He always went to the valet to ask questions.” He picked at the blondie.

“Hawke understood where the people were who knew what was going on. He’s a good trooper. He should be a detective. I wonder why he hasn’t been promoted?” She pondered that. She would have loved to have visited with the Oregon State Trooper after he’d brought home two of their missing women and helped take down a human trafficking ring. But he and his friend, Dani Singer, an ex-air force pilot, left as soon as they’d finished eating spaghetti with Dela and his mom after Meela Skylark was returned home. While his mom, Mimi Shumack, had been calling her once a week with suggestions on places she could rent, she hadn’t thought to ask when her son would be back.

“He could easily be FBI material if he wasn’t in his fifties. But I also agree, they are missing out not making him a detective.” Quinn shoved the rest of the dessert over in front of her. “Finish that up, and I’ll go pay the bill.” 

She nodded, trying not to let him see how happy it made her to finish off the tower of goodness. 

Cherry swept by. “Would you like more coffee?” she asked, as she filled Dela’s cup.

“Actually, could you put this in a to-go cup? I need to get back to work.” 

“Sure. I bet you are really busy since a body was found in the laundry chute.” The woman said it a bit too loud for Dela’s liking.

“Keep your voice down. This isn’t gossip to be spreading,” she said in a voice just above a whisper.

“Oh. Right. Sorry.” The young woman didn’t act as if she’d been reprimanded as she hurried away from the booth.

It made Dela wonder if the waitress had been telling everyone she served about the body. That was all she needed, customers of the casino thinking they could be the next fatality. 

Quinn sat back down on his side of the booth. This time he didn’t slide over and his foot hit her fake foot, jarring her leg. 

Dela tried to hide a wince. 

“All that chocolate getting to you?” he asked, studying her.

“Yeah, I think it was too much. I haven’t eaten a lot of sweets lately.” She swung her legs to the end of the booth to stand.

Cherry arrived with the to-go cup. “I just filled a cup. Have a good night.” 

Dela took the cup from the waitress and stood, using the table to help her push to her feet. A glance at Quinn caught him with his brow furrowed again. She didn’t know what he was thinking about, but she wanted to get busy questioning people. “Come on. Let’s go talk to Jeff.”

Chapter Eight

Before walking over to the Black Jack table Jeff Twigg manned, Dela made a detour over to the entrance and Arthur. The night valet was in his sixties. His two long braids were laced with gray and draped down the front of his snap western shirt.

“Dela, you’ve been putting in too many hours since Godfrey left us.” Arthur greeted her.

“That I have and they aren’t going to get any shorter with the body found on the tenth floor this morning.”

He nodded. “Hello Special Agent Pierce. Didn’t think I’d be seeing you so soon.”

“Me either,” Quinn responded.

“Can you tell us if Tristan Pomroy spent any time on the casino floor after work?” Dela asked, knowing that Arthur had a keen eye and memory. 

“He did. But he wasn’t gambling. He’d wander around the gaming tables and sit at slot machines near the tables. But I don’t think I ever saw him put a dime in a slot.” Arthur rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “He was always watching people. He had a little book he carried with him that he would write things down in.” 

Dela glanced at Quinn. They hadn’t found a small book with the body, at his desk, or at his home. She wondered if it could have fallen down the laundry chute. Another place to check out this evening. “Thank you, Arthur. If you can think of anything else, let me know.” Dela turned to head to the gaming area.

“His wife was here last night.”

She spun back around. “You know his wife by sight?”

“The two of them came here a couple times for concerts and to have dinner in the Stallion once.” Arthur nodded. “But she came in by herself around eleven. I hadn’t seen Tristan all night. I was surprised to see her alone.”

“Thank you.” Quinn grasped Dela’s elbow, leading her away from the entrance. “It seems the wife forgot to tell us she was here last night.”

“I wonder why? Maybe because she had something to do with her husband’s death?” Dela wanted to confront the woman with their information but they had other suspects right here that needed to be questioned.

“We’ll catch up to her in the morning,” Quinn said. 

Dela nodded and walked up to the Black Jack table. “Finish this hand and then this table will be closed for thirty minutes,” Dela said to Jeff, the dealer. 

He nodded but his hands shook as he called out the cards and dealt to the players who asked for another card. When the hand was over, he paid the winners, scooped in the loser’s money, and tossed a cloth over the table, putting a sign, “Be back in 15” on top. 

Quinn walked over next to the man. “Let’s take a little walk to the security offices.” 

“I don’t understand why you want to talk to me,” Jeff said, walking between them. His forehead glistened with perspiration. 

“We just have a few questions we’d like answered,” Dela said as Quinn held the door for them both to enter. 

They walked through the main office, where Tammie Rhoda sat monitoring employees coming and going, and into the smaller interview room.

Dela found the photos of Tristan’s ledger and the list of names on her phone and showed them to Jeff. “We were wondering why your name and initials, with money next to them, were in a book belonging to Tristan Pomroy who was killed last night.” 

Jeff’s hands were clasped on the table in front of him. He stared at his hands, not even glancing at her phone. “I don’t know. He would come in at night and watch us dealers. It made all of us a bit jumpy when he was around. We thought he was watching us for you.” 

“No. I just learned of this behavior tonight.” Dela could tell he was holding something back.

“What did he have on you?” Quinn asked.

The dealer’s head snapped up as he stared at Quinn. “He didn’t have anything.”

“I’m not so sure. Your name. Your initials. Money. He had something and was blackmailing you. That’s a pretty good motive to kill him.” Quinn leaned back in his chair.

Dela wasn’t feeling so calm. This was her mess, but Quinn had more experience interrogating suspects. It was what he’d specialized in for the marines and now the federal government.

“We have him watching you, putting your name in his little book...”

The perspiration on the man’s head was dripping down the sides of his face. He swiped at it with a hand. 

“You know about the little book. The one he kept all his blackmail information in.” Quinn leaned closer. “Information that was worth killing him for.”

“I didn’t kill him. I’m glad he’s dead, but I didn’t kill him. I worked all last night. I only took my usual break at nine and that was it. You can ask Brie. She filled in for me last night. She only filled in the one time.” Jeff was offering up his alibi, but not confessing to anything.

Dela had to find out if he was a crooked dealer. That was the only thing she could think Tristan would have on the man. If he was, he needed to be fired. She pulled out her phone and texted Marty.

I need as much footage as you can get where I can see Jeff Twigg dealing. Also, any footage of Tristan Pomroy hanging around the gaming tables and his wife arriving last night around eleven.

Ok. 

“Finish tonight. If I discover you’ve been shorting the house, there is no need for you to come back to work tomorrow.” She stood. 

Quinn stood, but he had a puzzled expression. 

Jeff nodded and sprinted out of the room.

“You think Pomroy noticed he was shorting the house?”

“That’s the only thing I can think of that Tristan would notice watching Jeff work his table.” Dela sighed. “I hate how when you dig up one bad thing there seem to be roots that have spread throughout the building.” 

“Like the human trafficking ring we broke up,” he said, holding the door for her.

“Yeah.” She straightened her back and walked over to the door that entered the bowels of the casino. What could Jeff have been doing that caused Tristan to blackmail him? And the others. Who could they be and why? As these thoughts flit through her mind, she navigated the hallway leading to I.T., the laundry, maintenance, and breakroom. 

“You think someone found the book in the laundry chute?” Quinn asked.

“We can hope.” She entered the large room with four huge commercial washers and dryers. A small crew was on duty through the night washing bedding and towels that didn’t get finished during the day. To make sure there would be enough for housekeeping in the morning.

“Dela, what brings you back here?” Crystal, an Umatilla woman in her forties, asked. Her gaze landed on Quinn and she smiled bigger. “And who is your handsome friend?”

“Crystal, this is Special Agent Pierce with the FBI. We’re investigating the death on ten last night.” Dela wasn’t going to let Quinn use his charms on the woman. Not when she and Crystal had always had a good relationship. In school and out. 

“That was terrible. See these stacks of dirty sheets? We’re still working on what should have been done during the day.” She waved to the piles of sheets and towels still in need of laundering.

“Did anyone happen to come across a book in the sheets that came out of the chute for floor ten?” Dela wandered over to the large rolling metal basket below one of the chute openings.

“It would have been this chute here.” Crystal walked over to the basket under the opening to Dela’s right. “We have four floors per chute. This is the nine, ten, eleven, and twelve.”

Quinn stepped by Dela and started moving and shaking each sheet and towel in that basket before he tossed it into the closest basket. He went all the way to the bottom. 

“Nothing.” He scanned the area. “Do you have a lost and found where items are put that might end up down here with the bedding?”

“Everything we find goes to security. I don’t think anything was handed in today.” She marched over to the small office and opened a book. “Nothing has been turned in since Sunday.”

Dela pulled out her phone and put it to notes. “Can you give me the names of the people who worked in here today?”

Crystal nodded to the door. “I don’t know for sure who was here today. You’ll have to ask personnel.” 

“Everyone that is in here right now worked last night?” Quinn asked.

The woman glanced around the room. “Yeah. We’re the same crew minus Mattie. She called in. Her cousin is sick and she couldn’t come to work.” 

Dela glanced at Quinn. “Did you see or hear anything unusual last night?” she asked the laundry supervisor.

“No. the baskets were half empty, as usual, we finished washing the bedding and towels, ironed and folded the sheets, and loaded up the carts for each floor. Same as we do every night.” Crystal glanced over at a worker. “Stella, put that phone away and get to work.” She mumbled. “I don’t know why you can’t make it mandatory that cell phones have to stay in their lockers.” 

Dealers had to leave their phones in their lockers. It might be a good idea to ask the same of all the employees. “I’ll check on that.”

“Thanks!” Crystal said. 

“Let’s talk to Stella first.” Quinn verbalized her thoughts. 

Dela nodded.

They walked over to the woman who appeared to be nineteen or twenty. Her short hair had a red section. It could be a symbol of a family member who was missing or had been murdered. Red, the color for strength, had become the symbol of the MMIP- Missing and Murdered Indigenous People movement across the U.S. at all reservations. Too many women, children, and even some men, had become victims of murder, human trafficking, and hate crimes with the local authorities not taking their disappearances as serious as they should. The vast wilderness of some of the reservations and the lack of family in urban cities also made it hard to find people who went missing. 

“Stella,” Dela started. “Did you see or hear anything different last night when you were at work?”

The young woman looked up from her phone. “Is this about the man who was shoved into the laundry chute? How big was he? How did he fit?” 

When her gaze drifted back to her phone, Quinn snatched it out of her hand. “This is an FBI investigation. We need your full attention and cooperation.”

Stella glared at him but shifted her attention to Dela. “Not really. I mean, all the laundry from the chutes had already been dropped down when we came on duty. We fill a basket with a washer load from one of the large baskets, roll it over to a washing machine, shove it in, start the machine, and go back to folding until the load needs transferred to the dryer then we go grab another load for a washer.”

“Do you each have an assigned chute or washer?” Dela asked. 

“Not really, we just come in and start working on one of the large baskets, but usually stay with the same one all night.” She nodded to the large industrial ironing system that resembled a large pasta rolling machine. “Only Crystal, Jeri, and Eve are allowed to iron the sheets.” 

“Which chute were you taking the dirty linen from?” Quinn asked.

“Number two.” 

“Who had number four?” Dela asked. 

“Mattie.” She glanced around. “I guess she took tonight off.” 

“Thank you,” Dela said, and Quinn handed the woman’s phone back to her.

“I don’t think we need to speak with anyone else, do you?” Quinn said quietly, as they both started walking for the door. 

“Nope. I have a feeling the book fell on top of the laundry and Mattie picked it up, possibly knew some of the names and took it home with her.”

“That’s my thought, too.” Quinn held the door open. “Personnel to find her address?”

Dela nodded, wondering if the woman was stupid enough to contact the people in Tristan’s book, considering that the book was probably why he was killed. 

Chapter Nine

Glancing to her right while exiting the personnel office, Dela caught sight of the maintenance sign. “We need to check on Van Branson ’s plugged toilet last night since the person in the room said he didn’t call maintenance.” 

“Let’s go.” Quinn led the way to the door of the maintenance department.

Albert, the head of maintenance, wasn’t on duty. At night only four people were available to take care of problems that arose. One was Clarence White who had helped them put sensors on the doors when they were catching a human trafficker. 

“Dela, surprised to see you here. Have you had any sleep since becoming head of security?” Clarence asked.

Dela smiled at the man. He was the uncle to her best friend in high school. A young Umatilla woman who had been a victim of rape and murder. A crime that Dela beat herself up every day believing she could have prevented. 

“Not much since Tristan Pomroy was shoved in the laundry chute last night.” She studied the two men behind Clarence. Both watched with interest. Neither were the man they wanted to speak with. “Is Van Branson here tonight?”

Clarence nodded. “Just got a call about one of the doors at the cinema plex sticking. He went to have a look at it.”

She walked out of earshot of the other two, motioning Clarence to follow her. When he did and leaned close, she asked, “What can you tell me about Van?”

The man’s eyes widened. “You think he killed Tristan?”

“We’re ruling him out. The occupant of the room he was supposedly called to said they didn’t have a plugged toilet last night.” 

Clarence narrowed his eyes. “I took that call myself. They said, this is room eight-thirty-four. The toilet is plugged.” 

Dela glanced at Quinn. She would believe Clarence if he said he saw the Queen of England walking down the street. 

“Thank you. That means the person in the room is lying. Why?” Dela pulled out her phone and dialed Kenny. 

“Hey, what’s up,” he answered.

“Can you remember exactly what the man in room eight-thirty-four said when you asked him about the maintenance man coming to his room?” 

“He said he didn’t call about a plugged toilet.”

“Did you get his name?” Dela wanted to have Quinn do a check on the occupant.

“Just a minute.” 

She heard paper flipping. 

“Ronald Edmond. A salesman from Portland.” 

“Thank you. Get some sleep. I’ll need you fresh in the morning.”

“Same for you, boss.”

She ended the call and faced Quinn. “Can you run a check on Ronald Edmond, a salesman from Portland?”

Quinn stared at her. “That name sounds familiar.”

“Then check it out. I’m going to see what Van has to say about last night.” She headed toward the door.

“You’re not going alone.” Quinn was on her heels.

“He’s not going to do anything. The area where he’s working has several cameras.”

“There were cameras on the tenth floor last night, too.” Quinn responded as they stepped out of the offices and into the lobby area. 

That was true. However, if Van had been the one to kill Tristan, he had thought ahead and found a way to turn the cameras off. This would be an unexpected encounter with her right now.

A tall, wide shouldered man with a full beard and shaggy dark hair to the collar of his casino shirt, carried a tool box as he walked toward them.

“Van Branson?” Dela asked. 

“Yeah? Why?”

“I’m Dela Alvaro, head of security, and this is FBI Special Agent Quinn Peirce. We’re checking on everyone who was moving about last night during the time frame of the murder on the tenth floor.” 

The man had looked worried when they first approached him. Now he stood slack hipped and smiled. “I heard about that when I came on shift. When did it happen?”

“About the same time you went up to the eighth floor for a plugged toilet,” Quinn said. 

Van glowered. “Yeah, that bogus call. I knocked on the door and some woman said she didn’t know what I was talking about. The toilet wasn’t plugged.”

“Then what did you do?” Dela asked.

His eyes widened and what she could see of his face grew red. “I figured the guys in the maintenance room thought I was unclogging a pipe, so I went to the stairs and had a smoke.”

Dela knew more than Van who used the stairwell for smoking even though it was against policy.

“Did you see or hear anyone on the stairs while you were smoking?” Quinn asked.

“I thought I heard a door above me open and close. I didn’t hear any footsteps though.”

“Were you still on the eighth floor?” Dela asked.

“No, I’d walked down a couple floors. When I finished smoking, I walked the rest of the way down to the first floor.” 

“You didn’t hear anything other than the one door opening and closing above you?” Dela didn’t understand why he would only hear one door. That meant someone had been on the stairs when Van came out to the stairs and went in or came out and didn’t use the stairs, just hid. Neither one made sense.

“That was it,” Van said.

“What were you working on down here?” Quinn asked.

Van waved his hand toward the cinema plex. “The second door going into theater two was sticking. I sprayed it with some lubricant and swung it back and forth a few times. It was definitely sticking in the hinges.” 

Dela studied the man. So far, he’d appeared unfazed by their questions and seemed truthful in his answers. “Where did you live before moving here?”

His head whipped around and he stared at her. “I’ve lived in Oregon my whole life.”

“Then why isn’t there a record of you before three years ago?” Dela studied him, watching for tics to show he was lying.

“I was born at The Big Muddy Ranch in Antelope. I didn’t get a social security number or legal driver’s license until three years ago.” 

“How could you go without a social security card or license that long?” Quinn asked.

Dela nodded her head. “It does seem like you would have encountered a time before now that you needed one. I believe it was one of the things the Rajneeshees wanted—more voters and would have made sure you were a citizen.” 

He shook his head. “I was only a child when I lived at Big Muddy. I had no reason to be legal to vote. Then they dispersed and my mother moved to a commune. I had odd jobs that paid cash, mostly, and never had a need for a social security number until I decided to find full time work.” He shrugged. “As for a driver’s license, I’m an adult and as long as you don’t break the rules you don’t get pulled over.”

“But you need a license to register your vehicle,” Quinn said.

The man’s face reddened. “Not if you pay cash and there is already a license on the vehicle.”

Dela studied him. He’d learned all the ways to get around being counted by the government. She wondered if these were things taught at the Rajneesh compound. Stepping aside, she said, “Come tell me if you think of anything that might help us.” 

“I will.” Van walked around her headed to the casino floor.

“He knows all the ways to get around the government.” Quinn stared at the man. “You didn’t ask him if he knew the victim.” 

“His name wasn’t on the list or his initials in the ledger. But I wonder why someone asked for a maintenance man and then said there was nothing wrong. That feels more out of place than him having a smoke in the stairwell.” She pivoted and her fake foot stuck. She swayed, falling against Quinn. 

He grabbed her. “Let’s call it a night. You go to that room you’re staying in, and I’ll go make some inquiries.” 

She shoved against him, righting herself. “I’m not tired. My stupid—” She stopped. When she realized she’d be considered handicapped the rest of her life, she’d promised herself she would never use having one leg as an excuse for anything. “I need to talk to Verna. Then I can call it a night.”

“Call Marty and have him send her out to the Deli. You wanted to talk to Rosie anyway.”

She liked the idea of giving her aching stub a rest and talking to Rosie while they waited for Verna. 

At the deli, Rosie greeted them both. “Dela, you keep showing up with handsome men and I may have to start arm wrestling you for them.” The woman was as wide as she was tall and her jolly personality was as warming as the sun.

Dela shot a glance at Quinn. She wished she hadn’t told him about Rosie ahead of time.

“Pleased to meet you, Rosie. Dela was telling me what a great judge of character you are.” Quinn smiled and his one dimple deepened. 

“Oh, I like this one Dela, don’t let him get away.” Rosie patted her hand. “Coffee?”

“Actually, if you have a few minutes Special Agent Pierce and I would like to ask you some questions.”

Rosie leaned over the counter and asked quietly, “Is this about Tristan?”

“Yes.”

“Harvey, I’m taking a break,” Rosie called into the small kitchen behind the counter. She filled a drink cup and led them to a table in the back of the seating area. She settled onto a chair and waited for them to sit.

“What can you tell us about Tristan?” Dela started.

“He liked true crime. Every time he’d come in here for lunch, he’d tell me about some show he’d been watching.”

“Did he ever have lunch with anyone?” she asked.

“Once in a while Luis would join him, but not very often. Most of the time Tristan would sit back here in this area either looking at his phone or a little book.” Rosie slurped her soda.

“Did anyone stop by and talk to him when he sat here?” Quinn asked.

Rosie shook her head, then stopped. “Yeah, last week. A guy kind of dressed like you.” She nodded at Quinn. “They were deep in conversation, then Tristan shook his head, and the man said, ‘We’ll see about that,’ and left.” 

Dela shot a glance at Quinn. He didn’t look like the woman had divulged anything interesting. “Can you remember the day? Or as close as you can?”

“I believe it was Thursday. Tristan had the soup. We always have split pea on Thursdays and it’s his favorite.” Rosie smiled. “Does any of this help?”

“Yes, Rosie. You are the reason I love my job.” Dela meant it. Loyal employees made her job so much easier. 

“And you are why we all love our jobs. I hope that board is smart enough to make you head of security.” Rosie patted her arm. 

“Thank you. It means a lot to hear that.” Dela pulled out her phone and texted Marty. 

Send Verna to the deli, please. And pull up video in the deli for last Thursday from 11 am to 2 pm. 

K.

“I’ll get us coffee while we wait,” Quinn said, standing and following Rosie back to the counter. 

Dela nodded. Her mind was working through what they knew. She wondered who the man was in the suit. 

Quinn returned with the coffee, placing one in front of her. “I like Rosie.”
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