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Chapter One
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After a two-week sojourn of teaching and displaying her pottery at an art show in New Mexico, Shandra Higheagle needed this leisurely horseback ride to get back in tune with nature. She breathed deep, inhaling the pine scent and undertones of decaying plant life. The changing colors and brisk autumn air energized Shandra.

Lil, Shandra’s Jill-of-all-trades, had suggested the ride. Every time Shandra spent more than a few days off the mountain she had to get reacquainted with her roots in order to re-submerge herself in her art.

Her bear-sized dog, Sheba, loped ahead disappearing through the huckleberry bushes. The dog loved lumbering over Huckleberry Mountain while Shandra rode her horse.

It wasn’t just her time away that had Shandra’s mind wandering. Only one week and she’d be attending Ryan’s brother’s wedding to Ryan’s ex-girlfriend. Shandra and the handsome Weippe detective hadn’t made any kind of commitment to one another, but she did find his company pleasurable. And she had to admit, she was curious about his family and the woman who he’d set his sights on marrying in seventh grade.

“Woof! Woof!”

Sheba’s excited bark caught Shandra’s attention. It didn’t sound like her pursuing or scared bark. It had a mournful lilt to it.

“Where are you girl?” Shandra stood in the stirrups and scanned the area she’d last seen her dog. Her gelding, Apple, started dancing nervously and blew air in short snorts. Something had both animals on alert.

“Woof! Woof!”

She zeroed in on the sound and reined Apple that direction. Sheba’s head was down and the way her body shook, she was digging.

“What is it girl?” Shandra dodged a tree limb as Apple snorted and started to back up.

“Whoa. What has you spooked?” She ran a hand down the horse’s neck to soothe him and stared at the ground where Sheba pawed.

Her stomach lurched and her mouth went dry. Sheba dug at the ground next to a bloody, disemboweled body.

Apple pivoted with barely a touch of the reins. Shandra sat with her back to the sight. Bile rose in her throat. She usually wasn’t squeamish, but this was the first time she’d witnessed a mauled human. “Sheba, come!” she ordered without glancing back. When Sheba appeared beside the horse, Shandra leaned down and patted the dog on the head. “Good girl. Stay.”

She straightened in the saddle and the image flashed in her mind. “Why do I find all the bodies on this mountain?” This body didn’t capture her imagination like the thirty-year-old bones she’d found in her clay pocket. She shivered and searched the forest around her. Nothing lurked but she couldn’t shake the fear prickling her skin.

The small bar on her phone faded in and out. “I have to give it a try. I don’t want to leave this poor person to any more animals.” She found Ryan’s name and pushed the dial button. “Not again. Ryan’s not going to believe this anymore than I do.”

“Shandra, I...thinking...you.”

His voice cutting in and out wasn’t a good sign.

“I found a body. Go to my ranch and have Lil bring you out to me.” She hoped he heard enough to know what to do.

“Body? Are... How...” The connection broke.

Drawing a deep breath, Shandra tried to decide how to keep the body safe from any more animals. She couldn’t leave Sheba. The dog’s size would be daunting for most animals, but if an animal so much as growled, Sheba would dash back to the ranch faster than a jet.

Her phone beeped.

Glancing at the front, she spotted a text message.

Where R you? Ryan asked.

She typed back. Found body along east property line. Lil can bring you.

K, he texted in reply.

Now, to spend two hours waiting for them without looking at the body. Who could this be and why were they on my property? She tied Apple to a tree, sat down on a log, and hugged Sheba. “I’ve never felt scared on the mountain before.”

~*~
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Ryan was a half hour from Huckleberry and then another forty-five minutes from Shandra’s ranch. He was beginning to think the woman was a body detector. First the gallery owner, then the thirty-year-old skeleton, and who knew what she’d stumbled across this time. The only thing he did know—he’d always be there for the eccentric artist. The past few months he’d spent more and more time with the woman. The more he learned about her, the more he knew she was the one. When he could shed his demons and settle down, he’d ask her to marry him.

With lights flashing and sirens blaring, he swerved off Hwy 90, turned right, and barreled down the main street of Huckleberry. The ritzy resort had been off-limits to a sheep rancher’s son growing up forty miles away, but now it was part of his territory as a Weippe County Detective.

No sooner had he entered and exited town than he was flying at eighty miles an hour up the county road toward Shandra’s ranch. The woman liked living on her mountain. The more he visited her there, the more he understood how the area revitalized and fed her artistic talents. Part of his speed was to find the body, but the other part was the fact Shandra had been gone for two weeks. He’d told himself he’d give her a couple days to recuperate then invite himself to dinner. He’d never planned on seeing her again because of a dead body.

He whipped his SUV up a side road nearly hidden by overgrown pines. This bumpy, miserable excuse for a road was Shandra’s way of keeping people out. It looked like a forest service road and wasn’t vehicle friendly. He had to slow the Tahoe to a crawl to navigate the bumps and not toss all his equipment in the back into a heap. The house, studio, and barn came into view and he understood Shandra’s penchant for not wanting to leave her place.

His siren was still blaring. Lil, Shandra’s employee, walked out of the barn with the old orange cat wrapped around her neck like a live fur stole. The woman wore her signature purple clothing. Today it was an over-sized sweatshirt and stocking cap. Her gray hair stuck out like spikes on a flail.

He braked in front of the barn, shut off the lights and siren, and hopped out of the vehicle. “Shandra called. She’s found another body.”

Lil shook her head. “What is with that woman?”

“My thoughts exactly.” Ryan strode toward the barn with Lil beside him. “She said it was along the east property line and you’d know how to get me there.”

Lil nodded and pointed to the gelding Ryan used when he and Shandra trail rode together.

He walked to the stall. “Hey, Duke. We’re after another body, you game?” He led the horse out and had him saddled by the time Lil swung up into the saddle of her horse.

“Is the east property line very far?” He wondered about logistics to get the coroner and other deputies to the site.

“About an hour. If she said I knew where she was, then she’s on her usual route for a trail ride.” Lil nudged her horse, and they trotted into the trees.

I might as well gather information. “Who owns the land bordering Shandra’s on the east?”

“J.W. Randal.”

He wished he could pull out his notebook and jot that down, but the trail so far was fairly smooth and Lil kept the gait at a trot.

“Full-time land owner or a seasonal resident?”

“Full-time.”

Lil was always one for few words, but he’d like some elaboration. “What does he use the land for?”

Lil slowed her horse and stared at him. “Cattle and big game hunting.”

She said the last with contempt.

“He has the required license to do big game hunts?” Randal. The name was familiar. Where had he heard it? He’d tried to learn all the licensed big game hunting reserves.

“All I know is people pay lots of money to shoot animals on his place. He was in the paper a few weeks ago for using illegal tags.”
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Chapter Two
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Shandra sat on a log, her back to the body. Her arms were wrapped around Sheba’s neck. She’d tried everything she could think of to console the dog, but Sheba wouldn’t stop whimpering.

“It’s okay, girl. There’s nothing we can do for that person except help Ryan find out what happened.”

Apple raised his head and nickered. A reply muffled by the thick fir and pine trees was followed by the thump of horse’s hooves. Lil and Ryan.

Shandra stood, waiting for their approach. She shouldn’t be excited to see Ryan given the circumstances, but during her two weeks away, she’d thought of the man every moment she wasn’t teaching or talking to art gallery owners. Even Professor Landers, who’d ruined her faith in love and men, had never been on her mind as much as the Weippe detective.

Lil appeared out of the trees first. The woman’s gaze peered into Shandra. They’d become closer since Lil had been a suspect for the murder of the last body Shandra had found. She knew her employee cared as much about her as she did about her reclusive employee.

When Ryan appeared, Shandra’s gaze leapt to the man. His dark eyes crinkled at the edges as his wide mouth tipped up into an inviting smile. His square chin and jawline was the right combination of masculinity. Because of her artistic nature she’d always been drawn to men whose faces could be chiseled from stone.

Her gaze didn’t leave Ryan as he dismounted and walked up to her.

“I was anxious to see you, but this isn’t the way I’d wanted our first meeting after your trip.”

She smiled at his joking tone. “Me either.”

“Did you find more bones?” Lil asked, breaking the silence that had lapsed while Shandra stared at Ryan.

“No. This body was alive not that long ago, I think.” She swallowed. “The animals have been feasting.”

Ryan’s face sobered. He slipped the pack on his back to the ground and pulled out a camera. “Where’s the body?”

Shandra pointed to the area behind her.

Ryan’s gaze followed her pointing finger. “You two stay here. I’ll assess the situation.”

He disappeared behind the trees. Shandra faced Lil. “Do you know the man who owns the land next door?”

“J.W. Randal.”

Shandra stared at Lil. “The man everyone was talking about before I left?” Her mind ran back over the heated conversations she’d eavesdropped on at Ruthie’s café on her last trip to town before heading to Arizona.

“Yep. He’s been getting all types of people riled up since you left. Mostly his wife. I heard her screaming at him outside the bank. His illegal hunts are costing them lots in fines.” Lil grinned. “After the one was discovered, they started digging into J.W.’s finances.”

A shiver slithered down Shandra’s back. “Do you think that’s J.W. over there?”

Lil shrugged. “It could be a lost hiker or a hunting accident.”

Shandra had a feeling the mutilated body Ryan was snapping photos of was her neighbor and that he hadn’t had an accident.

~*~
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Ryan stepped around the trees and stared down at the bloody, torn body. Hell of a way for a man to die. He hoped the poor guy was dead before the animals made a snack of him. He snapped photos as his mind took in the wounds, the clothing, and the lack of hunting or hiking gear. Studying the ground around the corpse, he spotted the direction the body had been dragged.

He took photos of the drag marks, donned a glove, and slid his hand under the body, feeling for a wallet and identification. Nothing. It was odd that a person out in the woods wouldn’t be carrying any identification. Unless it was back at his camp. He peered at the drag marks and made his decision.

Ryan returned to the two women. Seeing Shandra when he rode out of the trees had tumbled his heart. He knew something had happened in her past that she wasn’t ready to reveal to him. The experience kept her heart at a distance. He was willing to take the time to break through that barrier.

“Did you find out who it is?” Shandra asked, walking toward him.

“There wasn’t any identification, and the animals have ruined any facial recognition.”

Shandra’s head bobbed, and Lil’s face paled.

“Lil, ride back to the ranch and call the sheriff’s department. Tell them a body was found on this property. I’m keeping an eye on it and to send deputies and the coroner.” He nodded to the horses. “You’ll have to bring everyone up here. Take the horses with you.”

“What about you and Shandra?” Lil’s gaze traveled from her employer to him and back to her employer.

“We’ll be fine. Ryan has a gun.” Shandra smiled.

“But if there are dangerous animals out here...” Lil let the thought trail off.

“We’ll have Sheba,” Shandra said.

Both Lil and Ryan burst out laughing.

Ryan had been scared of the large dog the first time they’d met, but he’d learned quickly the dog was all bark and trepidation.

“Okay,” Shandra grinned. “Sheba won’t protect us, but her size does keep most of the wild animals from getting too close.”

“We’ll be fine.” Ryan said, gathering the reins to his horse and Shandra’s. “But you might tell them to hurry to get in and out before dark.”

Lil nodded and mounted her horse.

Ryan stood beside Shandra watching the last of the horse’s rumps disappear in the trees.

She faced him. “How are we going to spend the next several hours?”

The glint in her eyes shouldn’t have yanked his mind from his work, but it did. He gently drew her closer and settled his lips over hers. He’d missed their sweetness seconds after he’d kissed her good-bye before she headed to Arizona.

Slowly, he pulled out of the kiss. “How did your trip go?”

“Hmmm...” Her eyelids were closed. Her dark lashes fanned out over her high, tanned cheek bones.

His gaze lingered on her pink lips. He wanted to kiss her again, but there was work to do. He tapped her perfect-sized nose, making her eyelids flip open, giving him the pleasure of gazing into her golden eyes.

“Tell me about your trip while we follow the drag marks.” He captured her hand. He liked she didn’t have soft palms. They were rough and slightly calloused from working with clay.

Her grip pulled him to a stop. “I don’t have to look at the body again do I?”

He couldn’t stop the smile tipping at the corners of his mouth. “No.” He tugged on her hand, leading her to the far side of the body.

“See how those plants are smashed and bent.” He pulled a flashlight out of the backpack slung over his shoulder. “And those dark spots. That’s blood.” Ryan glanced at Shandra. “Let’s see if we can find out where this body came from.”

“Are you sure we should leave the it? What if more animals come back?”

“We won’t be gone long. Hold the flashlight, please.” Ryan pulled the camera out of his bag and snapped photos every five yards. Their path was blocked by a four strand barbwire fence.

“This is the property line.” Shandra stated.

Sheba sniffed the bottom wire and whimpered.

Ryan crouched down. “Shine the light on this wire.”

As he’d expected. Dried blood. “Whatever dragged the body, took it under the fence.” He studied the ground on the other side. An area larger than the body was smashed and trampled.

“What are you staring at?” Shandra asked.

“I’m not sure.”
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Chapter Three
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Shandra enjoyed watching Ryan study and decipher the information he found. Right now he was staring at the smashed-down vegetation on the other side of the fence.

“Could the animals have attacked him here?” she asked.

Ryan shook his head. “There should be more blood if several animals were dining on him in this spot.”

Shandra’s stomach roiled at the thought. She stared at the grass and tried not to envision wolves or cougars attacking the man.

“Ladies first.” Ryan held two of the strands of wire wide apart.

She ducked through and held the wire for him to step through. Sheba whimpered on the other side. Knowing the dog would be scared standing alone by the fence, Shandra put a foot on the bottom wire shoving it down and held the next wire up. Sheba ducked her head and dropped her back to make it through the opening. She licked Shandra’s hand in thank you.

“You’re welcome.” Shandra patted the dog’s head. She wouldn’t want to be left alone out here either, knowing there was a dead body.

“This doesn’t make sense.” Ryan crouched at the edge of the area that was disturbed.

“What?”

“There aren’t any paw prints in this bit of dirt. See how the plant is bent like something stepped on it? There should be at least nail indentions if the animal was dragging and digging its paws into the ground to pull the body.” Ryan took photos of the area.

Shandra watched. His camera flashed and something sparkled on the ground. “Flash again,” she said, this time staring at the area the sparkle had caught her attention.

Ryan took another photo. She pinpointed the object and knelt. Moving her hands over the plants, she felt something that wasn’t a rock. It was a small, blue crystal, flower pendant. She sat back on her haunches and stared at Ryan.

“Either our body was playing both ways or there was a woman out here.” She held the flower out to Ryan.

“You shouldn’t have touched that.” He pulled out a small plastic bag.

She dropped the pendant in the bag. “This could be a clue.”

“It could. And now it has your prints on it.”

“Sorry, I didn’t think about that. I knew it shouldn’t be here and had to be a clue.” She was sorry. She didn’t need to be connected to another death as a suspect. The first time she was a suspect she’d let her mother’s paranoia make her defensive.

He tucked the little bag away in his backpack and stood. “Let’s follow this a little farther in.”

Shandra grasped Sheba’s collar and followed behind Ryan. She studied every spot he stopped and took a photo. The bent plants and drag marks took them another fifty yards into her neighbor’s property. She’d never met Mr. Randal, but his wife had purchased one of her vases at the local art event last year. The woman had been friendly and seemed to like living up on the mountain as much as Shandra did.

Ryan stopped abruptly. Shandra stalled her feet in time to keep from slamming her head into his back.

“What did you find?” She moved to step around him.

Ryan put out an arm. “You don’t want to see this.”

Fear trickled down her backbone like a slithering ice cube. “Why? Is it another body?”

“Not human. Looks like someone shot an elk and only took the horns. But the body has been partially eaten.”

Ryan’s camera clicked.

Shandra remained where she was, facing back the way they’d come. “What kind of animals would eat an elk and a man?” she asked, shivering at the thought she’d rode her horse alone over this mountain hundreds of times since purchasing it. Were the mountain lions and bears always this aggressive?

Ryan reappeared. “It’s not just one animal. There are mountain lions, bears, wolves, coyotes, and the birds who all eat meat and will lunch on anything they find. An already dead creature is an easy meal.”

Wings flapped and the limbs of the pine tree they stood under rustled. Shandra looked up. Three turkey vultures peered down at her with ugly, red, bald heads and large beady eyes. Even knowing it was all part of a food chain didn’t stop the shudder vibrating through her. She knew from a story told to her the summer Shandra stayed with her grandmother, that buzzards were an omen of danger.

Ryan put a hand on the lower part of Shandra’s back and urged her to walk. “Let’s go back to the body. It’s going to take search and rescue efforts to scour this ground for clues.” He didn’t like the fact they’d found an elk stripped of what was most likely a trophy rack. The man on Shandra’s property could have wandered across a poacher’s path or even been trying to catch them. If there were poachers on this mountain it made the whole forest unsafe. He wanted Shandra back at her ranch. Poachers were illegal hunters and had no scruples.

“We didn’t find his camp or where he might have come from?” Shandra said, stopping and turning to confront him.

“I believe we found the point of confrontation. Once I gather evidence, I’m pretty sure the forensic lab will find our victim’s blood mixed in with that of the elk.”

Her eyes widened. “You think he was killed over the elk?”

Ryan nodded and started her moving again.

She kept walking, but asked, “I’ve heard of poachers killing animals and only taking horns. Is that what you think? The man came upon poachers?”

“Yes.” He wasn’t going to elaborate and scare her.

They arrived at the fence.

Shandra faced him. “Do you think they are crossing the fence to my property?”

He shrugged. “With poachers you never know.”

Her eyes flashed and her facial features hardened like a stone statue. “The creatures on my property aren’t fair game for poachers. I’ll hire someone to ride the fence line and check for interlopers.”

Ryan held the wire on the fence for her. “As long as it isn’t you riding the fence alone.”

Her expression softened. “I’m an artist, not a lawman. I know my strengths. Riding a fence line like a border patrol officer isn’t one of them.”

“I’m glad to hear you know your boundaries.” Ryan slipped through the wire Shandra held for him. He stepped on the bottom wire and called Sheba through.

“Now what do we do until Lil gets back with the others?” Shandra strolled to the uphill side of where the body lay.

Ryan heard squawking in the vicinity of the body. “Stay here,” he said and hurried to the crime scene. Several turkey vultures squabbled over the body. Ryan hurried forward waving his arms. “Go on! Get!”

Once the birds were out of sight he called to Shandra. “Looks like I’ll be shooing away hungry critters.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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Shandra sat with her back against Ryan’s on a large granite rock. He faced the body, and she stared into the forest with Sheba resting her head on her lap. Ryan had yelled and waved his arms about ten times while they sat propped against one another.

“Is this the first time you’ve had to secure a crime scene by keeping birds and animals away?” She didn’t want to think about the body, but it was hard to forget it existed when Ryan kept shooing animals away.

“In Chicago I had a similar situation, only it was in the streets and it was a wealthy man. Had to keep the homeless from taking the body’s clothes.”

His monotone delivery hid his true feelings about the incident.

“Did you like being a policeman in the city?” She felt his back stiffen.

“No.”

“Why did—”

Sheba barked a welcome and Lil’s horse appeared through the trees. She led Apple and Duke. It appeared the deputies had brought their own horses. Behind her was Dr. Porter, the local doctor and coroner, riding Sammy. Behind him rode Maxwell Treat, son of the local mortician and a search and rescue member. He rode his large horse, Zeus, and led a pack horse. Behind him were two deputy sheriffs mounted on their own horses.

Where Dr. Porter could be mistaken for an albino, his hair and skin were so pale, Maxwell was the complete opposite with shiny black curls and dark mahogany skin. And while the doctor was average size, though on the thin side, Maxwell stood a good six-and-a-half feet with shoulders so broad she’d witnessed him walk sideways to get through some of the doors in Huckleberry.

Ryan stood and met the group before they came any closer. “Good to see you, Doc. Treat. The body is on the other side of Ms. Higheagle.” He turned to the deputies. “Ms. Higheagle found the body while riding.” Ryan moved the dismounted deputies a little farther away and talked in a quiet manner not allowing his voice to carry.

Shandra stood by the rock and waited for Dr. Porter and Maxwell to reach her. “It’s not pretty to look at.”

“No dead body is,” Maxwell said, a big grin on his face.

“This one has been partially eaten,” she said, thinking the men needed to be told what to expect.

Dr. Porter looked over her shoulder, cringed, and his pale complexion became even more pasty white. “From here, I pronounce the man dead.” He plopped onto her rock and pulled papers out of the old-fashioned doctor’s bag he’d untied from the saddle horn.

Maxwell’s expression became serious. “Who is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Ryan didn’t find any identification.” She smiled up at the man staring at the body. “Ryan said something about getting a search and rescue party together. You going to join in?” Maxwell had been part of the party that excavated the skeleton she’d found over a month ago.

“I can’t this time. Pop’s going on vacation. I have to be at the mortuary.” Disappointment rang in his voice.

Ryan approached with the two deputies. “Shandra, you and Lil can ride back to your place. We’ll be here a while and may need you to guide more officers into the area.”

Shandra knew he was getting her away on purpose, but she didn’t care. She’d do some digging into her neighbor from the safety of her couch.

“I’m happy to get out of here.” She walked over to Lil and the horses. Glancing over her shoulder, she found Maxwell and the officers all huddled together.

Dr. Porter walked briskly toward the horses. “There’s no more need for me anymore. I’ll ride back with you ladies.”

Shandra hid the smile twitching at her lips. She’d discovered a bit about Dr. Maynard Porter’s history. He grew up in the city, and while he had the credentials and abilities to be practicing at a major hospital, he was stuck in Huckleberry taking care of an ailing great aunt until she died. It had been a codicil to his uncle’s will. If he didn’t take care of his aunt, he didn’t inherit his great grandfather’s recreational property. She’d also learned that the property meant more to Dr. Porter than its monetary value. He’d spent many winters and summers at the place.

Dr. Porter mounted Sammy, the chestnut gelding she used for packing the clay down the mountain.

Shandra made sure the horses Maxwell and the deputies rode were tied, and she left Duke for Ryan. If other officers were called in, she hoped they brought their own horses. She didn’t have enough to supply the whole Weippe sheriff’s department.

She swung up on Apple, whistled for Sheba, and followed Lil back home. No reason not to start questioning the doctor who moved in the same circles as her neighbor.
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