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About the Book

This series is set in and around a fictional casino on The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Reservation in NE Oregon. The reservation is real. I have researched, and while I’ve made up people and where they live, I will try to stay true to the life people live on the reservation. 
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Chapter One

[image: ]




Dela couldn’t believe it was less than two weeks away from her wedding to Heath. While Molly and Rosie had been doing all the planning and work to make it happen, she’d been going back and forth on how she wanted the ceremony. She wasn’t extremely religious, and Heath believed more in the Washat religion than any Christian religion. But she wanted some kind of...something. 

Heath suggested they write their own vows and say them with a justice of the peace. She’d run it by Molly, Rosie, and her mom. They were good with it. 

That’s why she was sitting in the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Tribal police station, waiting for Heath. When she called to arrange to meet for lunch to discuss this, hopefully, last detail to their wedding, he’d asked her to meet him here, and they’d use her car to go to lunch. 

The outside door opened, and she glanced up from the poor excuse for vows she’d been jotting down. 

A boy, of around ten or twelve, walked in. He had a bulky backpack and worn-out athletic shoes. His dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. He walked up to the window where visitors checked in. 

“Can I help you?” the civilian receptionist asked from behind the window. 

“I’m looking for Heath Seaver,” he said, pulling on the backpack straps to keep it on his narrow shoulders. 

“He isn’t in right now, but he should be here shortly. Can I take your name in case you miss him?” the receptionist asked.

“Mah-Doh Mah-kah-wee.”

The woman stared at him, then asked, “How do you spell that?”

“M-A-T-O M-A-C-A-W-I.” He rolled his eyes and noticed Dela. 

“Hi,” she said. “I’m waiting for Heath. We have a lunch date. You can wait with me.” She nodded to the chair next to her.

His dark brown gaze drifted from her head down to her toes and back up to her face. “Why are you havin’ lunch with him?”

“He’s my fiancé. We’re getting married in two weeks.” Dela shoved her vows into her purse and held out her hand. “I’m Dela Alvaro, I’m head of security for the Spotted Pony Casino. I heard your name. Are you new to Nixyáawii?” 

He studied her hand, then shook, releasing her hand quickly and staring at his knees. 

When he didn’t say anything, she tried a different tactic. “Are you writing a report for school about tribal police?”

He shook his head. 

“Okay, who told you to contact Heath?”

“No one. I did it on my own.” 

Dela wasn’t used to getting information out of children. She didn’t have Heath’s patience, which made her realize that not being able to have children might be a good thing. “Why are you here to see Heath?” she asked, as the door opened and Heath walked through, smiling at her. 

“Hey, I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.” Heath leaned down, kissing Dela’s cheek. He spotted the boy beside her and smiled at Mato. “Hi, have you been helped?” 

“He’s also waiting for you,” Dela said. “Mato, this is Heath. The person you said you came to see.”

Mato’s eyes grew wide and his lips quivered. Before Heath could say anything, the boy leaped out of the chair and threw his arms around Heath. 

Dela watched as Heath put a hand on the boy’s back and peered into her eyes. He seemed to be asking her what was happening. Dela shrugged. 

Heath maneuvered the boy from around his legs and back into the chair. Then he crouched in front of the chair, level with the boy. “Mato, what is your last name, and why are you looking for me?”

“I am Mato Macawi, of the Oglala Sioux. I came looking for you because you are my father.”

Heath fell back on his ass and stared up at the boy. “Macawi?” he asked. 

The boy nodded. 

Dela had a bad feeling that the thing she’d felt Heath was holding back about his time on the Pine Ridge Reservation had just shown up. 

“How old are you?” Heath asked. 

“Ten.”

Heath stood, paced, and shook his head. “You can’t be.” He stopped. “Who’s your mother?”

“Quilla Macawi.”

“You’re lying. She died eleven years ago. I was there. I saw—” Heath turned away, wiping a hand over his face. 

Dela noticed the receptionist taking too much of an interest. “Hey, let’s go to the house and figure this out.” She linked her arm in Heath’s and pulled Mato out of the chair by his backpack. “This is no place to hash out what is going on.”

Once they were outside, she led the way to her car. She opened the back door for the boy. He tossed his backpack on the seat and slid in. 

Heath stood with his hand on the passenger door handle. 

Over the top of the car, she said, “Get in. We’ll figure this out over lunch at our house.”

He nodded, but he didn’t look at her. 

Her gut said this wasn’t good, but her heart ached for Heath. She could tell he wanted to claim the boy, but he thought he was being played. 

They didn’t say anything on the fifteen-minute drive to their house. There wasn’t anything to say until they understood exactly who the boy was and why he claimed Heath was his father.

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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At the house, Mugshot nearly knocked the boy over. Not being aggressive, being too friendly. 

“Hey, he’s missing a leg,” Mato said when Mugshot checked him with that hip. 

“He was hit by a car. They couldn’t save his leg,” Dela said, before telling Mugshot to lie down. 

“I don’t mind him,” Mato said, putting an arm around the dog’s neck. 

Heath had already disappeared into the kitchen. 

“Why don’t you pet Mugshot until we get some lunch made,” Dela said, waiting for the boy to nod before she hurried to the kitchen. 

Heath was pacing back and forth, muttering to himself. 

“Hey, tell me what’s going through your head,” she said, stopping in front of him. They had few secrets between them since high school, but she could tell this was the one he’d been keeping to himself. 

Heath pulled her into his arms and held on so tight, she finally had to shove out of the embrace to catch a breath of air. “What- is this about?” she asked, gasping for air. “Who’s his mother?”

“The woman he claims is his mother is a Lakota woman who I shacked up with while undercover in Pine Ridge.” He finally met her gaze. “She was an assignment. I was to get close to her because her brother was bringing drugs onto the reservation. I also think he was mixed up in more, otherwise, the Feds wouldn’t have come to me and suggested I get friendly with Quilla.”

“I see. Did she have feelings for you?” Dela didn’t like to think that Heath, the man she’d known her whole life, would have trifled with a woman’s affections. 

He ran a hand over his head, again, showing how upset he was. “Not the connection you and I have. I think she was hoping I was her ticket off the reservation. She didn’t like her family and she didn’t get along with a whole lot of people, but that was why her brother told her things and brought her into the business.” 

“So, she was also using you? Did she know that you were undercover?” Dela pulled bread out of the cupboard, placing it on the table. She added peanut butter, jelly, meat, and cheese. 

Heath grabbed the corn chips and potato chips out of the cupboard and put them on the table. “This isn’t the way I saw our lunch going,” he said. 

Dela nodded. “Was she also using you?” 

“In a way. She found out I was undercover thanks to our friend Cora Leland of the FBI.”

Dela gasped and said, “The Fed who was trying to take over from Quinn in Lincoln City?” 

“The one and only. She’s also the one who told me that Quilla was killed in the shootout we had when the Feds burst in on an exchange. I didn’t see Quilla go down because I was hit early and faded in and out until I woke up in the hospital. That’s when Agent Leland told me that Quilla was killed during the raid.” 

“She wasn’t!” shouted Mato, as he burst into the kitchen.

“Whoa, I didn’t know that. I was told she was dead, and I attended her funeral at Pine Ridge along with all of her family.” Heath pointed to a seat at the table. “Sit and tell us about your mom and you.”
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Chapter Two
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Mato grabbed two slices of bread and the peanut butter. As he opened the jar, he said, “Mom never told me about you. She said my father was a man who had come into her life and then left.”

Heath stopped reaching for the bread and stared at the boy. “All this time, she made it sound like I ran out on you two?”

Mato slapped jelly on the bread and smashed the two pieces together. He nodded. “She said it was your fault we didn’t have any family around and that you refused to take care of us.” 

Heath shook his head. “Mato, I didn’t even know she was alive or that you were born. Where did you live?” 

“On a reservation in Nevada, we had to use a different last name. I didn’t learn my real last name until Mom died of an overdose and the Feds took me back to Pine Ridge. Grandfather and Grandmother took me in, but they are too old to help me with anything. One day, when Grandfather was smoking a funny-smelling cigarette, I asked him who my father was. That’s when he told me your name and that you were no good because you got my mom sent away.” 

“How did you find me?” Heath asked.

“I overheard two mothers of the boys I was playing with say how you got my mom killed and you went back to your reservation with your tail between your legs.” Mato bit into the sandwich he’d made. 

“I didn’t come back here with my tail between my legs. After what happened to your mom, I decided to get more training and come back to my home and make a difference.” Heath finished making his sandwich and dumped chips on his plate. 

Dela had been listening to the conversation, taking in what Heath had kept from her. He’d used a woman, sleeping with her, to help the Feds get a drug dealer. She wasn’t sure how she felt knowing this about the man she would marry in over a week. She applauded getting the drug dealer, but it tweaked her female pride that he slept with a woman to get the information he needed. If he’d said he’d been attracted to her or had loved her, she could live with that, but using her...that wasn’t the man she knew. She had to think some more about that.

“I guess the big question in all of this is, what are we going to do with Mato?” she asked, keeping her voice casual. 

The boy glanced up at her. “What do you mean?” 

“Do we send you back to your grandparents? Or do we turn you over to family services?” Dela slid her gaze from the boy to Heath. 

“Neither. If he is my boy, then he’ll live here with us.” Heath said, his gaze holding hers. 

Mato smiled. 

“How do you even know this child is yours?” Dela asked. “He could just be telling you what his mom said, and he could be from someone else.” 

Heath shifted his gaze to Mato. “We’ll do a DNA test. I’ll bring home test swabs tonight, and you can swab both of us. That will tell us the truth. Until then, he stays with us.” 

Dela glanced at the boy. He was grinning from ear to ear. She didn’t know if it was because his scam had worked or because he really did want to live with his father. If Heath was his father.

“Fine, he can sleep in the guest room. But what do we do with him while we’re at work?” Dela wasn’t taking any more time off than she had planned for their wedding and honeymoon. 

“I’ll take him to my mom’s. She’ll be excited to learn she might have a grandson. He can go there when we’re both at work. When we find out the truth from the DNA tests, we can enroll him in school.” Heath finished his sandwich. 

Dela was still making hers. She’d been busy watching the two during the conversation, and her stomach had twisted in a knot. She wasn’t hungry anymore.  

“Eat that, and I’ll take you to stay with my mom until I get off work.” Heath stood, put his paper plate in the trash, and his knife in the sink. 

“I need to use the bathroom,” Mato said.

“Down the hall, first door on the left,” Heath waved at the hallway. 

When the bathroom door closed, Dela asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about Quilla?”

Heath’s face deepened in color. He cleared his throat and said, “I didn’t want you to think less of me. It was a time that I’m not proud of.”

Dela stood and put a hand on his arm. “All the more reason to tell me. Why did you do it? That’s what I don’t understand.”

Footsteps came down the hall. 

“I’ll come by the casino tonight before I pick him up, and we’ll talk.” He kissed her cheek and snatched up Mato’s backpack. “Let’s go.” 

Dela watched the two walk out the front door and wondered if the boy was really Heath’s son. She hadn’t seen any similarities in the two since meeting the boy. But he could take more after his mother than Heath. 

She sighed, fed Mugshot the half-made sandwich, and walked down the hall to change into her work clothes. She wasn’t going to let the boy mess up her job, her life, or her wedding.  

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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At the Spotted Pony, Rosie called Dela over to the deli. “Why do you look so worried? The wedding will go off without a hitch.” 

“It’s not the wedding.” Dela nodded toward a table in the back of the deli. 

“I’m going on break!” Rosie sang out, filling a cup with soda and following Dela to the table. “What’s up?” she asked, settling her apple-shaped body on a chair.

When they were both seated, Dela leaned over the table toward Rosie and said, “A boy showed up today claiming Heath is his father.”

Rosie leaned back, her eyes widened, and her lips formed a circle as round as her face. She gathered herself and asked, “Is it his son?”  

“He’s going to do a DNA test, but the mother is someone he slept with under dubious circumstances when he was in Pine Ridge.”

“Does he believe the boy is his son?” Rosie asked.

“He’s acting like he is, which makes me wonder if he didn’t know about him already, even though he swears he thought the woman died in an FBI sting. And then there’s the FBI agent we ran across in Lincoln City when my friend Rowena was killed. I’ve known ever since then that there was something Heath wasn’t telling me. Turns out he wasn’t proud of what he’d done to get the information the FBI wanted, and he, I think, felt guilty for the woman getting killed. That may be why he isn’t discounting that he might not be the father.” Dela peered into her friend’s eyes. “I am looking forward to marrying Heath. It’s been a long time coming, but not with this...” she fluttered her hands, “unresolved history he hadn’t told me about.”

“You love him and you’ll stand by him, right?” Rosie asked.

“Yes. He stood by me when I was suspected of murder. How could I turn on him now?” Dela felt not only love for Heath, but loyalty. He had never once, in all the tragedies that had befallen her, ever wavered in his belief in her. She would be there for him, whatever he needed, but she had to talk about this or go crazy keeping it in.

“Then see what happens with the DNA test and go from there. I’m sure, now that you know about this other woman, he’ll tell you all about it.” Rosie smiled and patted her arm. 

Dela smiled back and nodded. “Yes. As far as I know, this was the last secret he hasn’t told me. He knows all of mine.” She thought about the man, Dory Thunder, whom she and Heath believed to be her father. Not the name her mom wrote on her birth certificate. 

“There, you’ll get a chance to talk it all over and decide what to do about the boy.” Rosie stood. “I have to get back to work. Let me know if I can help with anything. I could round up some boys clothes from my cousins if you need any.” 

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind. I’m not sure what he brought with him. He had a bulging backpack.” Dela thought about that pack and wondered how the boy had made it all the way here from Pine Ridge, South Dakota, on his own. 

Dela received a text from Heath about the time she expected him to show up and have dinner with her. 

I’m not going to make it to the casino to visit with you. Something came up. Leave Mato at Mom’s for the night. She’s excited to have company. 

The hair on the back of her neck tingled as she read the message. Why was he ditching her for dinner and not picking up the boy who claimed to be his son?

Are you caught up in something at work? She texted. 

I’m checking out something Mato said.

I don’t like this. Wait until morning, and I’ll go with you. How many times had he told her that, and she didn’t listen?

Don’t worry. I’m just going to talk to someone. See you when you get home.

Dela didn’t want to worry, but she didn’t like whatever he was doing. It wasn’t like Heath to be secretive or ditch her for anything other than work. 

The rest of the night was uneventful at the casino. In the back of her mind, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was going to happen. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Dela said, as she pulled her purse out of her desk drawer at 2 a.m. 

“How are the wedding plans going?” Margie, the security guard at the station where casino employees were monitored as they came and went, asked.

“Good. Rosie and Molly are doing a great job getting things rounded up. And my mom calls me every day to tell me which of her flowers will be in full bloom at the time of the wedding.” As she made small talk about the wedding, her mind wouldn’t let go of the fact that Heath was off somewhere doing something he wouldn’t tell her about. 

“Then all is as it should be. Have a good night.” Margie pushed the button that unlocked the outside door. 

It clicked and Dela headed to the door. “Thanks, you too.” She walked out of the casino and over to her car in the employee parking lot. She settled behind the steering wheel and started the car. 

Her phone buzzed. 

She pulled the cell phone out of her pocket and saw it was FBI Special Agent Quinn Pierce. 

“Hey, Quinn, what are you doing calling so late?” she asked, putting the car into gear and winding her way through the parking lot.

“Where’s Heath?” Quinn asked.

A chill washed through her body. “He should be at home, why?” 

“An FBI agent was murdered tonight, and Heath was seen talking to her.”

Her. Dela’s knotted stomach twisted. “Oh, anyone I know?” She tried to sound casual, but her words caught in her throat.

“I can tell from the way you asked that you know good and well who it is. Why did Heath go talk to her?”

“I think that’s something you’ll have to ask Heath. I’m headed home now.” She pulled onto the road that would take her over the Interstate and to her house in Tutuilla. 

“You let me know if he’s there when you get there.” The line went silent. 
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Chapter Three
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Dela didn’t like Quinn’s insinuation. And she hated that he even thought Heath might have killed the agent. A burst of air whooshed out of her lungs as she drove faster than usual to get home. She would know the truth when she talked to her fiancé. 

Heath’s truck was in the driveway, the outside lights were on, waiting for her to return. He always left the lights on for her. Most nights, she came home from work well after midnight. 

She parked, gathered her purse, her nerve, and walked up to the front door. Using her key, she unlocked the door and walked into the living room. The house smelled of cinnamon. He was baking. Either he felt bad for not meeting her for dinner, or he couldn’t sleep. Or both. 

She hung her purse on the coat rack by the door. 

Heath emerged from the kitchen. 

Mugshot walked over and put his head against her thigh. She rubbed his head and kept her gaze on Heath. 

“I made molasses cookies. I couldn’t find any chocolate chips.” Heath ducked back into the kitchen. 

Not good. He wasn’t making eye contact. She’d start with the easy question. “Where did you go that you couldn’t have dinner with me?” She sat at the table and plucked a warm cookie from the plate in the center. 

Heath dropped onto the chair across from her. “When I drove Mato to Mom’s, I asked him how he got here and found me.” Heath picked up a cookie and set it on a napkin in front of him. “He said the woman who took him to his grandparents had given him a business card. He called her and said he wanted to live with his father. Did she know me?” 

Dela stopped chewing and stared at him. She picked up a glass of iced tea, swallowed, and said, “It was Cora, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. She picked him up in Pine Ridge and drove him over here. She even let him out at the police station.” Heath shook his head. “You would have thought she’d have had the decency to call me and tell me I had a son and that Quilla hadn’t died, like she’d told me. Instead, she sneaks my son onto the reservation and sends him looking for me.”

Dela didn’t like the agitation in Heath or the anger sparking in his eyes. “Why did you go see her tonight?” 

His gaze shot from the cookie he was crumbling in his hand to her eyes. “How do you know I saw her?”

“I’ve solved a few murders. I can put two and two together. I also received a call from Quinn as I was leaving the casino. I believe they found Cora murdered, and someone saw you with her.” Dela studied the man she’d known her whole life and had lost her heart to when she was a seventeen-year-old. Deep down, she knew Heath would only kill someone if his or her life was in danger. But the anger she’d witnessed in his eyes made her wonder, even if just for a second. 

Heath shot out of his chair and paced the room. “All I did was talk to her. Asked her why she’d played such a vicious prank on Mato and me. Why didn’t she tell me Quilla had a son?” He spun and stopped in front of Dela. “I didn’t harm her. I only asked for answers. Some she gave me, and some she just smiled and didn’t say a thing.”

“I’m supposed to call Quinn and tell him if you’re here. It would be best if I call.” She picked up her phone. 

Heath grasped her hand holding the phone and peered into her eyes. “You believe me? You know I didn’t kill her.”

Dela nodded her head. “We’ll figure out who did. Let me call Quinn so he doesn’t think you are avoiding him.” 

Heath released her hand and nodded. But he paced back and forth as she dialed.

“Dela, is he there?” Quinn answered. 

“Yes. He said he did talk to Cora Leland tonight, but he didn’t kill her. She dropped a bomb on Heath’s doorstep at work, and he’d gone to ask her questions. That’s all.” Dela gave Heath a small semblance of a smile, wondering how he knew where to find Cora.

“I need to question him before they take me off the case. We’ve worked too many cases together for them to leave me on this one.” Quinn’s frustration came through in his voice. 

“Come on over. We’ll have to work together to find out who killed her.” Dela ended the call and motioned for Heath to sit down across from her.

“Well? What does he know?” Heath asked, settling on the edge of the chair.

“He didn’t say. But he wants to talk to you before they take him off the case.” 

His eyebrows rose and his eyes widened. “Take him off? I’ll need him on to keep from being accused.”

She shook her head and repeated what Quinn had said. “But that’s okay. I’m sure he’ll find a way for us to know what the FBI discovers, and we’ll work the crime just like we always do. The three of us, just outside the legal bounds since, more than likely, you’ll be suspended until we prove you’re innocent, and the FBI will try to give Quinn other assignments.”

“He didn’t give you a time of death or cause of death?” Heath asked. 

“No. We’ll have to wait until he gets here.” She stood and started down the hall. “I’m going to get out of my prosthesis. Then I’ll come back and we can make a list of the time you left, where you might have stopped, and the time you returned home.”

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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They had eaten several cookies, and Dela had the list of times that could be corroborated. She finally asked Heath, “Why did Cora help Mato get here?” 

“She said after she saw me at Lincoln City, she was feeling guilty about not telling me the truth about Quilla and the boy. She said that Quilla came to her after we’d set up the sting and asked her for protective custody. Quilla feared for her life. She believed her brother and others would figure out that she had helped the Feds.”

“Did Cora know that Quilla was pregnant when she helped her hide?” Dela asked.

“No. She said she didn’t know there was a child until family services, where Quilla lived, called and asked if there were any relatives that could take the boy since his mother had died.”  Heath spun a cookie in his hands. “Quilla must have hated me for forcing her away from her family and then finding out she was pregnant.” 

A knock on the door caused Mugshot to bark and push to his feet from the dog bed in the living room. 

Jethro started braying in the backyard. 

“Who needs a doorbell when we have these two?” Dela said, setting her crutches under her arms to stand.

“I’ll answer it.” Heath left the kitchen and returned with Quinn and his girlfriend, Marion, in tow. 

“How are you two doing?” Marion asked, taking the chair next to Dela and putting a hand on her arm.

“Okay, considering all the shocks we’ve been getting today.” Dela watched Quinn studying Heath. 

“Go ahead and ask,” Heath said, motioning for Quinn to take a seat. “Do you want coffee, tea, or something stronger?” 

“Tea for both of us,” Marion said. 

Dela flicked a glance at Quinn. He nodded, but she wondered if he really wanted a cup of coffee.

“Did you see Cora Leland tonight?” Quinn asked. 

“I did,” Heath said, turning and peering into Quinn’s eyes. 

“Why?” Quinn asked.

“Because she dropped a ten-year-old boy off at the tribal police station. That boy said he was my son from a woman who I thought died eleven years ago.” Heath placed the two steaming cups with tea bag strings hanging from them on the table in front of Quinn and Marion. Then he returned with sugar, spoons, and a small plate for the teabags. 

Dela watched Quinn, but kept Heath in her peripheral vision. She knew both men well and wanted to gauge what they were both thinking.

“I’m not following this,” Marion said. “How would this agent know about the boy?”

“She was the agent who faked the mother’s death, gave her a new identity, and told me the woman was dead.” Heath’s anger showed as he talked. 

Dela put a hand on his knee under the table. She understood his anger, but he shouldn’t show it to Quinn. The agent might jump to conclusions. 

“Heath used the woman as an informant to help the FBI take down a drug operation on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota,” Dela said. “She apparently went to the FBI- the agent that was killed tonight- and asked to be hidden from her brother and his friends. The agent faked her death and helped the woman escape. Then, when the woman died of an overdose, the agent was called to pick up her boy and take him to his relatives. Which she did. She took him to the grandparents in Pine Ridge. But the boy didn’t like it there and overheard information about his father, supposedly, and called the agent and asked her to bring him to Heath.”  

“Is this boy your son?” Marion asked.

Heath shrugged. “He could be. But I’m going to do a DNA test to find out.”

“Where is he now?” Quinn asked.

“I left him at my mom’s this afternoon when Dela and I had to go to work. Then, when I found out it was Cora who brought him here, I called the FBI and discovered she was staying the night in the Tri-Cities. I went there to find out what really happened when she told me that Quilla was dead.” 

“Did you become angry and lash out at her when she told you your lover had betrayed you by keeping a child hidden?” Quinn asked.

Dela glared at him. “That is uncalled for, and you know it! We didn’t at any time say the boy’s mom was Heath’s lover.”

“Then care to explain to me how a child was made if they weren’t screwing around?” Quinn asked.

Heath blew out a breath, glanced at Marion, and then held Dela’s gaze. “I explained to Dela that what I did back then isn’t something I’m proud of. I went to Pine Ridge to learn if my father was alive and to talk with him. I discovered I was too late. He’d passed a couple of years before.  Wanting to learn more from his side of the family and needing money to stay, I applied for a position with the tribal police. They called me in, but it was an FBI agent who talked to me. Because I was new, they wanted me to work undercover for them. I was to make friends with Quilla’s brother. After learning all I could about his operation, I realized I’d have to get close to Quilla.”

“I’m sure that was a burden,” Quinn said.

“Quinn! Let him tell his story and keep your thoughts to yourself,” Marion admonished him.  

“Quilla was okay to hang out with, but she did like to drink and do drugs. I didn’t, of course, because I wanted to show the FBI that I could do the job and maybe they’d hire me. But when she was high, she’d talk a lot. That’s how I gathered most of the information I passed on to the Feds. And yes, we did hit the sheets a few times, but it wasn’t because I loved her. And she didn’t love me. All she loved was having a good time.” 

Heath took a sip from the glass of milk that had been sitting in front of him. “We finally had all the information to catch Quilla’s brother and his associates. I gave all the information to the Feds, and then Quilla at the last minute told me she had to go with me. Her brother specifically asked her to come, too. I tried to talk her out of it, saying it would be dangerous, but she insisted it wouldn’t work if she didn’t show.” 

He shook his head, peered into Dela’s eyes, and said, “When we got there, I tried to tell Quilla to stay in the car. She pushed out of the car and walked into the building ahead of me. I hadn’t gone ten feet into the building and bullets started zinging everywhere. I was hit. The last thing I saw before I blacked out was Quilla sprawled on the floor twenty feet in from the door.” 

He swallowed and continued. “When I woke up in the hospital, Cora Leland told me that Quilla didn’t make it. I went to her funeral with all her family, then I packed my bags and drove to a college in Saint Louis that had a degree in Medicolegal Death Investigation. I knew that would be helpful to get a job on a tribal police force.” 

Heath reached over the top of the table and grasped Dela’s hand. “When I had that and learned they were looking for trained officers here in Nixyaawii, I knew where I was headed.” He squeezed Dela’s hand. “My mom had mentioned Dela had moved back, and I wanted to see if she still cared about me as much as I cared about her.” 

“That tells me your history with Cora, which, if you aren’t sugar coating things, sounds like it wasn’t much,” Quinn said. 

“You’re right. I hadn’t met Cora until she came into my hospital room and told me that Quilla was dead. I knew her name because she was part of the team, but not my handler.” Heath released Dela’s hand and shifted all his attention to Quinn. 

“That’s why when Mato gave me Cora Leland’s card and said she was the lady who picked him up and took him to his grandparents and then brought him here, I wanted to find out how Quilla could have still been alive.” Heath sighed. “And that is why I met her at the restaurant in the hotel where she was staying. You can interview the staff. They can tell you no one raised their voices. It was a civil conversation with her filling in the blanks.” 

“This sounds logical to me,” Marion said. She pushed to her feet. “Let’s get a couple of hours of sleep before we both have to go to work,” she said, motioning for Quinn to rise. 

When he did, he said, “Don’t be surprised if an FBI agent shows up here in the morning to take your statement about meeting with Cora.”

“I’ll tell them exactly what I told you.” 

“How was she killed?” Dela asked. She’d been listening to all of this, and knowing how Quinn hadn’t trusted Agent Leland, the woman could have several people in her history who would have wanted her dead. 

“That hasn’t been released yet.” Quinn stared at Heath. “Did you have any weapons with you when you went to see her?”

“No. I came home, got out of my uniform, and into this.” He spread his arms, showing off the t-shirt, jeans, and bare feet. 

“Any weapons in your vehicle?” Quinn asked. 

This comment made Dela believe he did know what had killed her.

“There is a knife in the glove box in my truck. My uncle made it for me when I shot my first buck. Why?” Now, Heath was standing, barring Quinn from walking out of the kitchen. “You do know how she was killed, or you wouldn’t be asking about weapons.”

Dela shoved to her foot using her crutches and stood next to Heath. “Was she stabbed? Was the knife left there?”
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Chapter Four
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Quinn stepped back, holding his hands up in front of him. “You might want to check your truck’s glove box. A bloody knife with an antler handle was on the floor near her body. An autopsy will determine if it is the weapon that killed her.” 

Dela bumped Heath’s arm. “Take Quinn with you and see if the knife is in your truck.” Shaking, she sat back down as both men headed toward the front door. 

“We know he didn’t do it,” Marion said, setting a cup of tea in front of Dela. “Drink this. You’ve had a lot of shocks today.” 

Dela sipped the sweet tea. She didn’t normally drink tea with sugar, but Marion was right. She’d had a lot of shocks today, and her body needed the jolt of sweetness.

The front door opened.

“I didn’t kill that woman,” Heath said, this time his voice wavered a bit. 

“Did you lock your vehicle when you went in to see the victim?” Quinn asked.

Heath shook his head. “I don’t remember. If I did, how the hell did someone get in without my key?” 

“Do you have a photo of the knife?” Quinn asked. 

“Probably on my phone. If not, my uncle probably has one. He takes pictures of all the things he makes.” Heath walked over and put a hand on Dela’s shoulders. “We’ll find one and send you a photo.” 

“We need to get home. All of us could use a few hours of sleep before we go to work.” Marion hugged Heath and leaned down, hugging Dela. “Don’t worry,” she whispered.  

Dela wanted to stifle her worry, but this was looking worse and worse for Heath.

Heath walked them to the door, said goodbye, closed and locked the door, and crossed back to Dela. He dropped to his knees in front of her and put his arms around her waist, placing his head in her lap. 

She ran a hand down his silky hair and wished she knew what to say. Finally, she just said, “I love you and believe you didn’t kill Cora. Let’s try to sleep so you can look innocent when you talk to the FBI.” She raised his head and peered into his eyes. “We will prove you didn’t do it.”

“I know. But all of this coming just as we’re about to get married... I don’t want anything to stop our marriage.” 

“Me either.”

Mugshot put his head next to Heath’s and whined. 

“We’re okay,” Dela said, as she stared into Heath’s eyes. He nodded, stood, and held his hand out to help her up.

Instead of walking down the hall with her, Heath scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom. “You have always been the only woman for me,” he said, placing her on the bed. 

“I know.” Dela did, in her heart, know that. But there had been so much information coming out today that she was still reeling. 

After they got ready for bed, she snuggled into Heath’s arms and lay awake, wondering what the following day would bring.  

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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Heath was looking for a photo of the knife on his phone as Dela whipped up her mom’s pancake recipe. They’d slept in. It was Heath’s day off during the week, and she didn’t have to work until later in the afternoon. 

“Are you going to pick up Mato?” Dela asked. 

“Yeah, I texted Mom and told her I’d pick him up about ten.” 

Knocking on the door sent Mugshot barking, which in turn started Jethro braying.  

“We really need to fix that doorbell,” Heath said, moving to the front door. 

Dela stood at the entrance to the living room as Heath opened the door and two men in suits held up FBI badges. 

“We’re looking for Heath Seaver,” the man in front said. 

“You’re looking at him. Want some breakfast?” Heath opened the door farther, and Dela smiled at the two when she really wanted to check their IDs.

The men exchanged a glance and stepped inside. 

Mugshot hop walked over to them and sniffed. 

“Get this mutt away from me,” the second man said. 

“Mugshot, come on. Go out with Jethro.” Dela moved to the French door and let the dog out with his donkey friend. 

“Come on in. Dela just made pancakes.” Heath sat at the table with his back to the refrigerator and facing the rest of the house. 

“Coffee,” Dela asked.

The two shook their heads. 

“We’re not here for breakfast,” the older of the two said. 

“Who are we talking to anyway?” Dela asked, sliding a plate of pancakes in front of Heath. 

“I’m Special Agent Adam Griffon, and this is Agent Duane Rhodes.” The older of the two said.

“We know who you are. You and Mr. Seaver have been mentioned on a lot of FBI reports in this area,” Agent Rhodes said. The tone of his voice made Griffon crane his neck to look at the other man. 

Dela placed a plate of pancakes in the middle of the table and took the other seat. 

Griffon shook his head. “You need to find something to do while we question Heath.”

She glanced at Heath and then picked up her plate and left through the French doors to the backyard. Mugshot’s nose went in the air. He did his three-legged trot over to her. Even Jethro picked up his pace as he sniffed his way to the plate of pancakes.

“You two can have these, I’m not hungry.” She handed them each one and moved to the side of the door so no one could see her, and tried to listen. When all she could hear were different tones of voices, she sighed and sat in a chair, watching Jethro lick the syrup off her plate. 

They talked so long, Dela wondered if she should go in and get the car keys to pick up Mato. Her phone buzzed. She pulled it out of her jogging pants pocket and answered. 
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