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Chapter One

The hushed sounds in the Huckleberry Lodge Spa didn’t evoke a sense of tranquility. Shandra Higheagle Greer closed her eyes and tried to float on a cloud of relaxation. But the soft rustlings, padded footsteps, and murmuring she heard only made her inquisitive mind wonder who was walking in the hall and who was talking. Rationally, she knew the fake waterfall and new age music were to drown out her thoughts and tension. However, she preferred the real sounds of wind humming through the branches of trees and birds chirping. 

“Valerie is ready for you, Shandra.”

She opened her eyes and smiled at the young woman who kept the towels and robes stocked, while inconspicuously taking away the used items. “Thank you, Mindy.” Shandra stood, placing the magazine that had lain idle in her lap, on a table and tossed the empty cup, that had held cucumber infused water, in the trash. “Same room as usual?” 

“Yes,” Mindy said before disappearing through the door of the relaxation room.

Shandra walked down the hall to the three rooms used for massages. She came to the spa every three months and always had Valerie for her masseuse. The woman knew where to find the knots that leaning over a pottery wheel caused. 

She put her hand on the latch of the middle door and pushed. With one foot in the room, Shandra registered it wasn’t empty. Soft music floated through the herbal scented air. Lights like flickering candles barely lit the interior. A woman was face down on the massage table. 

“Excuse me,” Shandra mumbled and stepped out, closing the door. She was positive Valerie’s room was the middle door. She’d been coming here for the last three years, ever since Sydney Doring added the spa onto the lodge. 

Not wanting to walk in on anyone else, she stood in the hallway by the door and waited for her favorite masseuse.

Five minutes later, Valerie Howe, a woman in her forties who worked at the spa to support herself and her daughter, hurried down the hall. “Why are you standing out here?” She put her hand on the door latch.

“There’s already someone in there,” Shandra said.

Valerie studied her. “There shouldn’t be. My last client left over two hours ago.” She shoved the door open. 

The woman on the table didn’t even flinch at the sound of the door opening.

“Excuse me. You’re in the wrong room. I have a client.” Valerie walked up to the woman and touched her bare shoulder. 

Not a sound or a movement. 

“Is she asleep?” Shandra whispered.

“Ma’am, you need to wake up and—” Valerie grabbed the woman’s arm and dropped it. White marks appeared on the skin where Valerie’s fingers had touched her. “I think...I think she’s dead.” Valerie stepped back. 

Shandra took Valerie by the arm and led her out of the room. “Could you tell who she is?”

“No.” Valerie’s hands were visibly shaking as she rubbed the one she’d grabbed the arm with against her thigh as if trying to rid it of anything she might have picked up. 

“Go call nine-one-one and report an unusual death. I’ll stay here so no one goes in the room.” Shandra wished she was in more than a robe and underwear and that her phone wasn’t locked away in a locker with her clothing. Having been at crime scenes with her husband, a detective with the Weippe County Sheriff’s Office, she knew no one should go in or out until it was sealed off by law enforcement. 

“What do I say?” Valerie’s gaze was on the door. 

“Tell them someone died on a massage table. Go.” She gave her friend a nudge toward the reception area of the spa. 

Once Valerie hurried down the hall, Shandra walked to the two doors on either side to listen and try to discern if anyone occupied the rooms. The one on the right had music playing and the faint murmur of a voice. Apparently, there was a massage happening in that room. The room to the left was silent. She eased the door open. It was empty. 

She studied the room. Two cups of water sat on the small counter that housed the hot towel cabinet. The scent lingering in the room wasn’t of the typical herbal aroma. It was musky and sharp like perfume. Closing the door, she made a mental note to tell Ryan about this room. 

Valerie returned. “The Huckleberry Police are sending an officer and the Medical Examiner.”

Shandra nodded. Dr. Porter, Alex, as she’d started thinking of him since her friend Miranda married the doctor, was the local medical examiner. However, his looking at the body usually didn’t find evidence. He was the medical examiner by default. Being the only local physician, he was called to all deaths to record the person was expired. The bodies were then sent on to the State Crime lab in Coeur d’Alene. 

“Who do you think it is?” Valerie whispered.

“I don’t know without seeing the face. You said your last client left two hours ago, what were you doing until my appointment?”

The woman nodded. “I like to schedule that long in between massage clients to let my hands rest. I had lunch and did a facial.” 

“Did you see anyone in the hallway?” Shandra stared at the door. “I heard clothing rustling and voices while I sat in the lounge area.” 

“It could have been Laurie’s client. We schedule in between one another so the people don’t run into each other.” 

Shandra wasn’t sure if that was considerate or if there were people who came here who didn’t want to be seen. Why wouldn’t they want to be seen at a spa? That had her thoughts tumbling around. Ryan said she had an overactive imagination. Right now, it was conjuring up all sorts of illegal activities at the spa.

Heavy footsteps and the creak of leather approached. She looked up and groaned. It would have been nice if her husband had been the first on the scene.

“I should have known you’d be in the middle of a suspicious death,” Huckleberry Police Officer Blane said, striding down the hall toward Shandra. 

Just what she needed, the officer who’d handcuffed her several years ago when she’d found a murdered gallery owner, and he’d been the first on the scene.

“I come here every three months. Leaning over a pottery wheel is hard on my back.” Shandra stopped, realizing she didn’t need to justify why she was at the spa to Officer Blane. “And we don’t know it’s a suspicious death.”

The young man stared at her.

“She’s in there.” Shandra pointed to the closed door.

“Who is she?” Blane took out a notepad.

“I don’t know. We found her face down and haven’t touched anything.” Shandra motioned to Valerie.

“And you are?” Blane asked.

“Valerie Howe. That’s my room. The one I use to give massages.” Her hand shook as she pushed a wayward lock of graying brown hair behind her ear. 

“I see. You were massaging her when she died?” The young man’s hand remained poised over his notepad.

“No! I was on a break. We, Shandra and I, went inside for her appointment and found the woman.” Valerie’s eyes were round and wild looking. 

“Can I take Valerie into the lounge and help her calm her nerves?” Shandra asked.

“As long as you both stay there.” Blane slapped his notepad closed and turned to the door of the middle massage room. 

Shandra didn’t wait to get another look in the room. She escorted Valerie into the dimly lit waiting area and wondered why Mr. Doring, the lodge owner, or her friend and lodge manager, Meredith Gamble, weren’t here to keep an eye on the investigation. 

––––––––
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Chapter Two

Worry for his wife had Weippe County Detective Ryan Greer pressing his foot on the accelerator of his vehicle. The call of a dead body at the Huckleberry Spa had his mind spinning in all directions. He and Shandra had only been married three months, and it sounded like she’d stumbled onto another body. 

At least he hoped she’d stumbled onto a body and the body in question wasn’t hers. He’d tried to call her as soon as he’d received the call about a body at the spa. She’d told him that morning as he’d left for work she’d planned a massage today. 

His heart raced as he swung into the Huckleberry Lodge parking area and slammed his vehicle into park in front of the entrance to the large log establishment. 

Meredith Gamble, Shandra’s friend and the lodge manager, met him at the doors. “I can’t believe this happened.” 

“Do you know who the woman is?” he asked, having already heard from the Huckleberry chief of police that the victim was a woman. 

“No. Shandra and Valerie found her.”

His strides shortened, knowing it wasn’t his wife. “How did they find her?”

“They entered Valerie’s massage room and found the woman face down on the table.” Ms. Gamble shuddered. “I wouldn’t want to find a person like that.” 

They walked through the door to the spa. A woman in her twenties and a man in his forties stood behind the counter. “I want the two of you to remain here until I can talk to you.”

They both glanced at Ms. Gamble before nodding. 

“You’ll have to go through the men’s side, while I go through the women’s,” Ms. Gamble said. 

Ryan stared at the woman. “I suggest you ask anyone in the spa area to get dressed and wait out here for questioning. I don’t think Maxwell Treat will want to worry about upsetting anyone when he comes to collect the body.” 

The lodge manager’s face brightened in color. “Chad and Grace, go make sure all the clients get dressed and sit out here until the police can question them.” 

The two took off; Chad through the door marked “Gentlemen,” Grace through the door marked “Ladies.” 

Ms. Gamble nodded to the door marked “Gentlemen.” “You can go through there. I’ll meet you in the common area.”

Ryan nodded and shoved the door open. Walking through the area with lockers, showers, and a sauna, he spotted Chad talking to two elderly gentlemen, sitting on a bench with towels wrapped around their lower bodies. Ryan continued through the men’s area to a door marked “Common Area.”

A push of the door and he stepped into a dimly lit area smelling a lot like his mother’s yard mid-summer. Floral and earthy scents. 

Ms. Gamble arrived at his side. “Down this way.”

He followed her down the dimly lit hallway, past a room with chairs and the sound of water trickling. The room with the body was easy to find. Officer Blane stood in front of the door with his arms crossed, glaring as if there were someone across from him that he was trying to intimidate.

“Blane, what do we have?” he asked, stopping in front of the officer. 

“Your girl—I mean wife, found another body.”

Ryan waved his hand. “I don’t care about that. I want to know what we have in the room.” He knew the young officer held a grudge against Shandra because she hadn’t been the murderer he’d thought he’d caught on his first week as a Huckleberry Policeman. 

“Female, Caucasian, can’t tell her age, since she’s face down, but from what I could see of her face, not sure that would help figure it out.” He grimaced. “About all I could see were puffy lips.”

Ms. Gamble shifted, moving farther down the hall from the room.

Ryan placed his backpack with his crime scene kit on the floor by the door. He pulled out latex gloves and his camera. “I’ll take photos. Send Dr. Porter in when he arrives.”

Shandra stepped out of the dimly lit room down the hall and motioned to him. 

With his camera and gloves in his hands, Ryan strode down the hall. “Are you okay?” he asked softly for her ears only.

She nodded. “You might want to look in the room to the left of where the body is. I peeked in and saw two glasses on the counter and some things looked out of place. Valerie said as far as she knew that room shouldn’t have been used today because Louisa doesn’t work on Tuesdays.” 

“I’ll have Blane keep an eye on it and check it out after.” He peered into her eyes. “I need you and Valerie to wait here until I’m finished processing the crime scene.”

“We’ll be here.”

He had a thought. “Could you ask Meredith which one of the clients isn’t waiting for a deputy to interview them in the registration area?”

“I can do that. I wondered why she or Sidney weren’t down here earlier.” 

“Meredith met me at the doors. I have to go.” He spun around and walked back to the room with the body and entered. He started taking photos of the room and the body as it looked from the door. He moved closer with each click of the camera. A quick flick of the sheet over the body and he discovered she was completely naked. As if she’d entered and was waiting for the masseuse.

Ryan glanced at the robe hanging on the hook. He stuck a hand in the pockets and came up with a locker key. Which meant she had to be scheduled for a treatment of some kind to be allowed in this area of the spa. He put the key in an evidence bag and continued taking photos and bagging anything that looked out of place as evidence.

~*~
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“I need to tell Meredith something,” Shandra said to Valerie before ducking out into the hallway. She spotted her friend leaning against the wall opposite the treatment rooms, her eyes glued to the phone in her hands. 

Officer Blane glared at her as she walked up to Meredith.

“Hi Meredith,” Shandra said, drawing the women’s attention from her phone.

“Hi Shandra,” she smiled.

“Ryan asked me to ask you to check the people who were using the spa facilities and see who, besides me, isn’t accounted for in the reception area.” 

Meredith nodded. “To find out who that poor woman is?”

“Yes. You don’t happen to know if anyone was using Louisa’s room today?” Shandra had a hunch that the room next door had something to do with the body.

“I’ll ask Alice, the spa manager.” Meredith tucked her phone into her blazer pocket and headed down the hallway. 

Shandra shot a glance at Blane, who frowned, and she walked back to the lounge area. 

Valerie’s gaze jerked up from where she’d been staring at her hands. “Have they figured out who she is?”

“No. Not yet. Meredith is going to check appointments with the people who have gathered in the reception area.” Shandra sat down in the chair next to her friend. “Can you think of anyone that looked like?”

Valerie shook her head, then stopped. “The hair was the same color as my cousin’s.” 

Shandra sat up straight even though the supple leather chair cushioned her like a cloud. “Your cousin? Was she having a treatment?”

The woman’s cheeks reddened. “She’s had some hard times and has been struggling. I told her if she’d wait in here, I’d give her a massage after you.” 

“I was the only one in the lounge. When did you tell her to stay here and how did you get her back here?” Shandra’s gut was telling her the body Ryan was collecting evidence from was Valerie’s cousin.

“I ran into her during my lunch break. We talked, she told me about some of her troubles, and I offered to give her a free massage. I snuck her in through the employee’s entrance. I figured it was my time after I finished with you and I could give my cousin a massage.”

“What kind of trouble is she having?” Shandra had a feeling it would be good to learn this to help Ryan’s investigation.

“You know, men. Specifically, one man. Who she just found out is married and not planning to leave his wife any time soon.” Valerie glared. 

From being one of Valerie’s clients for three years, Shandra knew about Valerie’s ups and downs when it came to men. It sounded like the men problems in their family were genetic. 

“I see. Does she live in Huckleberry?” 

Valerie shook her head. “No. That’s why I was surprised to see her. She’s staying here, at the lodge. Said she wanted to get away from the man and think.”

“Where does she live?” Shandra felt strange asking questions as if the woman were still alive. But she didn’t want to upset Valerie when she was freely giving her information Ryan would need.

“Las Vegas.” 

She studied her friend. “Did she come to Huckleberry to see you and your family?”

It didn’t make sense that she’d come here for any other reason.

“She just said she wanted to get away from her lover when she found out he was married and remembered her mom talking about this place.” Valerie shrugged. “Her mom must have been talking to my mom because my family is all in Coeur d’Alene.”

“Was she surprised to see you? In the lodge?” 

“She tried to hide at first, like she didn’t want me to see her. But when I suggested I’d give her a free massage, she couldn’t get in here fast enough.” Valerie shoved a lock of graying hair behind her ear. “She’s nearly ten years younger than me and her mom wants her to settle down. I thought maybe I could get her to leave Vegas and find a nice man.” 

“Did you take her into Louisa’s room to talk?” Shandra had to discover who had been in that room.

“No. I talked with her in the employee break room while everyone was getting ready for their one o’clock appointments. Then I took her to the changing room and told her to wait in here.” Valerie slid to the edge of the chair and stood. “Want some water?”

“That sounds good.” Shandra studied the woman as she walked over to the clear dispenser with cucumber slices vying for the surface of the water with the ice. She wasn’t telling everything she knew. Or her cousin hadn’t told her everything. 

Valerie turned back to her with two cups of water. The woman’s eyes were dull and her face wrinkled as if she were going to cry. “If Alice discovers I let Emma in here, I could get fired.”

Shandra took the offered water, thinking that could be the least of Valerie’s problems if the dead woman was her cousin.

––––––––

[image: ]


Chapter Three

Ryan stepped back as Maxwell Treat, a friend and son of the local mortician, wheeled a gurney into the small room. Maxwell’s shoulders were as broad as the doorway. He could have been a lineman for any professional football team, but he’d studied to be a mortician and taken over the family business. 

“Someone get too aggressive with a massage?” Maxwell joked as he slapped his big hands together, making a loud noise in the small room.

“I don’t know. You didn’t happen to see Dr. Porter on your way here, did you?” The local doctor wasn’t usually too busy to come to a suspicious death, but since marrying Miranda Aducci, he’d become harder and harder to find. If he didn’t have patients, he was either locked in his lab behind the clinic trying to find a serum to keep him alive longer than his father and grandfather, or spending time with his wife. The male heirs of his family had unusual genetics that not only made them appear to be albinos, but it shortened their lives. 

“I didn’t see him, but his car was parked at his house.” Maxwell winked. “I think they are trying to get pregnant before Ruthie and I.” 

Ryan shook his head and grinned. He and Shandra hoped their four friends who had married six to eight months before them would both get pregnant and then they’d be too busy to keep asking them when they were going to enlarge their family. Between their friends and his sisters and mother, he hoped it didn’t happen for a while just to aggravate them all. 

“He was called the same time I was.” Ryan pulled out his phone and dialed the Porter’s house number. 

“The Porters,” Miranda sang into the phone.

“Hi Miranda. This is Ryan. We need Alex at the spa at the lodge pronto.” He didn’t hide his irritation. When witnesses had to wait a long time to be questioned, they tended to visit among themselves and the answers to the questions he asked ended up sounding all the same. 

“He’s on his way. Should be there any minute.”

Alex appeared at the end of the gurney. “What do we have?”

“He’s here.” Ryan ended the connection. “Female, Caucasian. Not sure of age, hard to tell by the way she’s laying.”

Dr. Porter squeezed his slender body by the gurney and looked up at Maxwell. “Any chance you could move out of the way?”

The doctor’s light complexion was the exact opposite of Maxwell’s ebony one. 

The mortician’s white teeth gleamed as he smiled at the doctor. “Sorry Doc, I got here first and as you can see, there is limited room.” 

Alex glared at Maxwell and shoved by him, making his way to the victim’s head. He pressed his fingers to the swollen neck and peered at Ryan. “She’s dead. From the puffiness of her neck and the hives on her shoulder blades, I’d say she ate something that caused an allergic reaction.” He put his doctor’s bag down and motioned to the other two. “Let’s roll her over.” 

Ryan glanced at Maxwell. The big man shrugged. It wasn’t like the doctor to do more than pronounce a body dead. 

Alex frowned at them. “Come on, help me turn her over.”

They helped, making sure the sheet went with the body to cover her. The woman’s lips and face were swollen so badly it would be hard to make an identification. 

“I’d say she ingested something that she was allergic to, and it caused anaphylactic shock.” The doctor pulled a paper out of his bag, made notations on it, and signed the bottom. “Here you go,” he said, handing the paper to Maxwell.

“How long does it take a person to die from an allergic reaction?” Ryan asked. 

“If they are highly allergic to whatever is ingested, it can be a matter of minutes.” Alex stared at the body. “However, it is strange that she was laying so peacefully on the table. I would have thought when her tongue started swelling and her throat closing, she would have tried to catch someone’s attention for help.” 

“You think this could be a homicide?” Ryan had a feeling the body was posed on this table for a reason. What he wasn’t sure. 

Alex shrugged. “An autopsy might tell you for sure. I would definitely see what she ingested and figure out if it was by accident or on purpose.” He squeezed back by Maxwell and disappeared out the door. 

“Need any help?” Ryan asked.

“I’m good,” Maxwell said, unzipping the body bag. “Take her to Coeur d’Alene?” 

“Straight to the state forensic lab.” Ryan exited the room with all of the evidence he’d gathered and the photos. 

Blane stood just outside the door. “Deputy Speaks is interviewing the people who were in the spa area during the time of the homicide.”

Ryan studied the young officer. “How do you know it was a homicide? We haven’t gathered all the evidence.”

“Your wife is involved. It has to be a homicide.” The officer’s expression never wavered. 

Shaking his head, Ryan walked to the room next door and opened the door. He agreed with Shandra’s observation; something had happened in this room. After taking photos of the room from all angles, he bagged the two cups, a crumpled tissue and a plastic lid about an inch in diameter that lay under the edge of the cabinet. Everything that looked out of place was bagged. 

Satisfied he’d gathered everything that might be of importance to the case, as well as fingerprints from surfaces that may have been touched, he left the room. 

“Put crime tape across both these doors,” he told Blane and headed to the lounge to talk to Shandra and Valerie.

~*~
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Shandra looked up at the sound of approaching feet. She smiled at Ryan. His brow was wrinkled in thought as he walked into the dimly lit room. 

He took a seat on the ottoman in front of her chair. “Tell me what you did and saw from the moment you entered the spa.”

She reconstructed her arrival, changing, and waiting in this room. “I heard clothing rustling and voices, but Valerie says it was probably another client being ushered back to a room.” She continued with how she’d opened the door and waited for Valerie. Knowing Ryan would be interested in Valerie’s cousin, she added, “Valerie’s cousin was supposed to be waiting in here, but I never saw another person.” 

Ryan shifted his attention to Valerie, “What’s your cousin’s name?” 

“Emma Wickes, she was staying here, at the lodge,” Valerie said, her voice wavering a bit. 

Ryan prodded her some more and Valerie told him everything she’d told Shandra.

“And you hadn’t run into her before today?” Ryan asked. 

The sound of the gurney rolling back by sent shivers down Shandra’s spine. How did Maxwell deal with death every day, she wondered? And he always had a smile on his face and time to help a friend. 

“Our families never hung out together growing up. I saw Emma at weddings and funerals. That was about it. And most of the time, she didn’t attend.” Valerie frowned. “I thought it was odd she confided in me and took me up on the massage. She’d never really had much to do with our family.” Valerie stood. “If that’s all, I should go out and find out if I still have a job.” 

Ryan studied the woman. “Why wouldn’t you have a job?”

“If Alice and Meredith checked the names on the list of clients today to the people who were ushered out of here, they’re going to come up with an extra person and no appointment. If Emma tells them I snuck her in. I doubt they’ll keep me on after that.”

Ryan stood. “Why don’t you show me to the women’s lockers while Shandra gets dressed.” He waved for them to leave the lounge area. 

Valerie led them down the hall to the shower and locker room. 

Shandra opened her locker, but lingered to see what Ryan did. 

He pulled an evidence bag out of his backpack and dropped a key into his hand. He shoved the key into locker 39. 

Valerie gasped. “That’s the locker I gave Emma to put her things in.” She spun to Shandra. “Is Emma the-the person we found?”

Ryan opened the locker door, pulled out a purse, and checked the driver’s license in the wallet. “I’m afraid the body found in your massage room is your cousin.” He held up the driver’s license. The photo had a woman with the same color hair as Shandra had seen on the body lying face down on the table. 

Chapter Four

Ryan didn’t have evidence against Valerie to take her in for questioning, but he wasn’t going to miss a chance to get her to speak voluntarily. 

“Why did you sneak your cousin in here?” he asked as Shandra went into a cubicle to change.

Valerie stared at him. “Because she looked as if she could use a friend. We may not have seen much of each other over the years, but we were family. I’ve learned the hard way you should mend fences before it’s too late.” 

“What do you mean by mend fences?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s a figure of speech. Just our families have never been close. I thought that should change. Maybe I could persuade Emma to move closer to her family.” 

“You had no idea she was in Huckleberry or staying at the lodge until you ran into her today?” He found it hard to believe the victim wouldn’t have reached out to a family member. 

“I told you. I didn’t know she was here until I saw her. And she hadn’t acted like she wanted to be seen.”

“Did she tell you the name of the man she was hiding from?” Ryan asked. 

“No. Just he was married, and she was here trying to figure out what to do.” 

Shandra returned from changing. She shoved the robe she’d been wearing into a large wicker basket and faced the other woman. “Valerie, anything you can remember about the conversation might help Ryan.” 

“I’ve told you both everything I know. We didn’t talk that long. I only had a half hour lunch break before I had to do a facial. Then I had a five-minute break.”

“You didn’t look into the lounge to see if your cousin was there?” Ryan asked.

Valerie stared at him. “I had five minutes. I used the restroom and hurried to give Shandra a massage.”

“You didn’t even glance in the lounge area?” Ryan persisted. It seemed to him, if she’d let someone into an area they shouldn’t be, Valerie would have made sure no one saw her cousin.

“I saw Shandra standing at the door of my room and hurried to her.” 

“She did hurry down the hall toward me. I didn’t know you did facials, too,” Shandra said, glancing at him.

Ryan wasn’t sure why his wife found this detail interesting. 

“I was an esthetician before I became a masseuse. Having the two professions allows me to work full time here.” Valerie brightened as she talked about her career choices. Then she sobered. “Hopefully, I’ll still work here when management discovers I let in the woman who died on their premises.” 

Ms. Gamble strode into the changing room. “There you are. I’ve been looking for you. Every client and employee are accounted for.” She handed two sheets of paper to Ryan. 

“We know. The dead woman was brought in by Valerie,” he said, shoving the papers into his backpack.

The lodge manager spun to face Valerie. “What is he talking about? You brought a dying woman into this spa?”

“She was my cousin and she wasn’t dying. I ran into her in the lodge and after hearing why she was here, I told her, I’d give her a massage after my last client today.” Valerie didn’t look at Ms. Gamble. Her eyes were cast down to her white athletic shoes. 

“How did you get her in here? No one at the registration desk said anything about you bringing in a relative?” The manager had her hands on her hips.

Shandra opened her mouth. 

Ryan met her gaze and shook his head. He knew she wanted to take Valerie’s side, but right now he needed facts. The best way to get them was to let people talk. Shandra wouldn’t stay out of his case. The past had shown him if she believed in someone, she and her grandmother coming to her in dreams, couldn’t let it go. 

“I brought her in through the employee’s entrance by the break room.” Valerie finally looked at Ms. Gamble. “I’m sorry. I had no idea this would happen. I hadn’t seen her in a long time. She reached out to me, something she’d never done. I just wanted to help her.” 

Ms. Gamble’s stern expression wavered. “I’ll have to discuss this with Alice. What was your cousin’s name?” 

“Emma Wickes.”

The manager’s eyebrows rose. “She and another woman booked a suite for a week.” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you didn’t know she was here? A week is a long time to not run into a family member in this small lodge.”

Ryan jumped into the conversation. “What is the other woman’s name and when did they arrive?”

“Bailey Ullrich. They’ve been here since Friday.” Ms. Gamble scowled at Valerie. “And you didn’t know she was here until today?”

“I swear. I didn’t know she was here until I saw her this morning.” Valerie’s face had puckered up as if she were about to cry.

“Do you remember what room the two women booked?” Ryan asked.

Ms. Gamble shook her head. “But come with me, and I’ll find out.”

Ryan quickly bagged all the items in the locker and nodded for Shandra to follow him. 

~*~
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Shandra stood beside Ryan as he knocked on the door to the suite on the fourth floor of the lodge. She wondered at Valerie’s cousin accepting a free massage when she could afford a suite. 

The door opened. “Emma did you forget—” A woman close to forty, if not a few years older, stood in the doorway. Her eyes widened before they became a wall of indifference. “How may I help you?”

“Are you Bailey Ullrich?” Ryan asked, showing his detective badge.

“I am. Why do you need to talk to me?” Her gaze landed on Shandra.

“I’m Weippe County Detective Ryan Greer and this is my wife, Shandra Higheagle.” 

The woman put on a bored face. “Are you soliciting the patrons of the lodge for donations to the police fund?”

Shandra felt Ryan bristle at the woman’s insolence. 

“I was told you and Emma Wickes are staying at the lodge together. I would like to know all you can tell me about her.” Ryan pulled out his notepad.

The woman’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the pad. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“Because my wife and Miss Wickes’ cousin found her on a massage table...”

“Cousin? What cousin—what do you mean found her?” The woman turned her dark eyes on Shandra. “What was she doing on a massage table? She told me she was going down to the lobby for a fancy coffee hours ago.” 

“I’m sorry to say, Emma Wickes is dead.” Ryan stated it with little remorse.

Shandra stared at her husband. Why was he being so callous? Was it because this woman had been baiting him from the minute she saw his badge?

“That can’t be.” Ms. Ullrich backed away from the door and sat on the arm of a chair. “I didn’t think she could get into trouble going down after a coffee.”

“What do you mean get into trouble?” Ryan pounced on the woman’s comment.

Shandra wondered at it as well. Ms. Ullrich acted as if she’d been telling the other woman what to do.

“Oh, you know, talking to strangers, pouring out her soul to someone.” The woman realized her slip.

“Was it because of the married man she’d left?” Shandra asked.

Ms. Ullrich’s head whipped around so fast, Shandra heard her neck pop.

“What are you talking about?” The woman’s gaze bore into Shandra.

“Emma told her cousin she’d come here to get over a married man who would never leave his wife.” She stared back at the woman all innocence, hoping she was a good actress. There was no way she wanted this woman to think anything else had been said, because according to Valerie, it hadn’t. 

“Who is this cousin?” Ms. Ullrich glanced from Shandra to Ryan and back to Shandra.

“A friend.” She didn’t think the woman needed to know any more about Valerie. 

“Why did you and Ms. Wickes really come here?” Ryan asked. 

“You know why. Emma was trying to rid her mind of her lover.” Ms. Ullrich stood, moving them toward the door. “I have to make some phone calls.”

“To Emma’s family?” Shandra asked.

The woman stared pointedly at Ryan. “That’s his job.”

Ryan stopped at the door. “I need you to leave the premises while I do a search.” 

Ms. Ullrich’s jaw dropped for a second before she marched over to a cell phone on a table. She shoved it into her pant pocket and picked up a shoulder bag. “How long will you be?” 

“Give me your number, and I’ll call you when I finish.” Ryan still had his notepad out.

“Call the desk when you’re finished. I’ll check in there.” The woman disappeared out the door. 

“Interesting woman,” Shandra said. 

“I bet you a dinner at Rigatoni’s she was here keeping an eye on our victim.” Ryan handed her a pair of latex gloves. “If you find anything interesting leave it lay so I can get a photograph.”

Shandra nodded and headed for a bedroom. The first room was Ms. Ullrich’s. The monotone clothes were neatly put away, not a scrap of paper or a book anywhere. 

The second bedroom had to be Emma’s. The clothing was vibrant colors and strewn about the room as if she couldn’t decide what to wear. There were entertainment magazines, romance books, and chocolate wrappers dappled the dresser, wastebasket, and upholstered chair. 

Digging through the empty suitcase and makeup bag, she found an epinephrine autoinjector. 

“Ryan!” she called out, wondering if it might have a significance. 

He walked into the room. “What did you find?”

She pointed to the open cosmetic bag. “A pen used by people who are deathly allergic to something.”

Pulling out his camera, he took a photo of the bag, the contents, and the pen, after he’d put it on the dresser top. “Did you find anything else?” 

“Not yet. With all the magazines and books, I would have thought I’d find a diary. She seems the type to have kept one.” Shandra felt under the mattress on the bed and looked under the bed. Nothing. “Was there one in her purse?”

“I didn’t see anything that looked like a diary.” Ryan glanced around. “You know what I don’t see?”

Shandra did a scan. “Her phone. It wasn’t in her purse was it?” 

“No. Someone the victim’s age would have a cell phone unless they were Amish.” Ryan waved his hands. “Keep looking.”

Shandra started running her hands through the clothes in the dresser drawers. A thought struck her. “What if the phone we saw Ms. Ullrich pick up was Emma’s?”

Chapter Five

An hour after they’d started, Shandra followed Ryan out of the suite. As they walked to the elevator and descended to the first floor, Ryan was on his phone asking for background checks to be run on Emma Wickes and Bailey Ullrich. 

Shandra led the way off the elevator and over to the registration desk. She scanned the lobby for Bailey but didn’t see the woman. 

“Leave a message for Ms. Ullrich, in room four-eighteen. She may return to her room,” Ryan said to the clerk behind the registration desk before also scanning the lobby. 

“What do you think she did with the phone?” Shandra asked, following Ryan to the door of the lodge restaurant. 

He peeked in. “Either checked to see if there was any incriminating calls or messages or is hanging onto it to keep us from discovering who the man is Emma was running away from.” 

Shandra’s stomach growled. It was after six which had been evident by the number of people seated at tables in the restaurant.

“Let’s try the bar.” Ryan backed away from the restaurant and led her down the hallway to the Slope, the bar inside the Lodge. 

They walked inside, and at a table by herself, sat Bailey. She was using a stylus on the screen of her phone. Or at least, Shandra hoped it was her phone and not Emma’s.

“Ms. Ullrich,” Ryan sat down across the table from the woman, “if that is Emma Wickes’ phone, you are tampering with evidence in a suspicious death.” 

The woman’s head jerked up. She glared at Ryan. “This is my phone.” 

“Do you happen to know where Emma’s phone might be? It wasn’t with her belongings at the spa, and we didn’t find it in the suite.” Ryan continued to peer at the woman.

Shandra, who’d sat to the side of the table and closer to Bailey, glanced down at what the woman had been writing. It appeared to be an entry into a diary or date book. 

11:30 Emma left room for coffee.

Noon I went looking for her.

1pm I started asking hotel staff if they’d seen Emma. 

It appeared the woman had been more worried about Emma than she’d let on. But why the detailed account? 

“Were you keeping tabs on Emma for someone?” Shandra asked.

The woman turned her glare on Shandra. “Why would you think I was keeping tabs on Emma?”

Shandra pointed to the screen on the phone in front of the woman.

Bailey quickly pushed a button, making the screen go away. 

Shandra had scanned the top of the document and read the file name. Emma Wickes/Tabor Maxmillan. She’d fill Ryan in later.

“Where can we find Ms. Wickes’ phone?” Ryan persisted.

“How should I know? We traveled here to vacation as friends, not each others keeper.” Bailey stood. “Since you are down here hounding me, I take it I can go to my room now?”

Ryan nodded. 

The woman strode out of the bar.

“She knows more than she’s saying. Why didn’t you ask her about allergies?” Shandra asked.

“I want to wait until we know for sure the victim had an allergic reaction and to what.” Ryan stood. “Do you think Valerie is still here?”

Shandra shook her head. “I doubt it. She’s a single mom and needs to get home to her daughter.” 

“Ask Meredith for Valerie’s home phone number. I’ll call and ask her about the allergy. That will give the forensic team something to look for.”

Shandra stood. “You might want to find out who Tabor Maxmillan is. That was the name on the document Bailey was typing on when we sat down. And it was a timetable of when Emma went missing from the suite.”

“I saw it looked like a timetable of sorts.” Ryan pulled out his phone. “Why does the name Maxmillan make the hair on the back of my neck stand up?” he asked as Shandra walked away from the table and out of the bar. 

If she hurried, she should be able to catch Meredith before she headed home.

~*~
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Ryan scowled at the phone. What had Valerie’s cousin been mixed up in? Tabor Maxmillan was a known money launderer and crook from Las Vegas.

“I have Valerie’s phone number and address,” Shandra said, walking up to the table he still occupied in the bar. 

The waitress walked over with two chicken strip baskets and iced teas.

“This is why I married you,” Shandra said. “You know how to take care of me.” 

Ryan sent her a smile and texted Deputy Speaks to join him in the bar. Once that task was finished, he pulled a basket toward him and started eating. 

“After we eat, you can go home,” he said, knowing he’d allowed her to help more than he should have, but ever since meeting the woman, she’d had an uncanny knack of solving murders with the help of dreams from her deceased grandmother. 

“Are you going to call or drive out to talk to Valerie?” Shandra squeezed ketchup onto her fries. Her gaze rose.

He met her amber colored gaze, knowing she planned to go with him if he said he would see Valerie in person.

“I was thinking about going to her house.” 

Shandra’s eyes lit up. “I think Valerie would feel more comfortable if I were with you. After all, we both found the body.” Shandra cringed. “Actually, I found it first when I opened the door and thought I’d gone in the wrong room.” 

“Ron, have a seat,” Ryan said, stopping Shandra from saying more. He didn’t want her comments to influence anything the deputy might have discovered while interviewing the other clients in the spa area. 

The deputy glanced at their food wistfully. 

When the waitress came over to see what Speaks wanted, Ryan told her to bring out another chicken basket. From experience he knew it was the fastest menu item. 

“You remember my wife, Shandra,” Ryan introduced the two even though they had met several times before.

“Shandra, I heard you found the body along with a Valerie Howe.” Speaks took the soda he’d ordered, when the waitress arrived with it.

“We did. And I can tell you, I’m not so sure I’ll be able to have a massage any time soon.” Shandra shuddered and picked up a fry dripping with ketchup.

“What did you learn from the people you questioned?” Ryan asked, diverting the attention from his wife.

“Most of the people didn’t even know why they’d been rousted out of the spa. Two elderly gentlemen said there was a man in street clothes who hurried through the spa.”

“That would be me, when I arrived. I saw the two sitting on a bench B.S.ing.” Ryan took a drink and asked, “Did you get all of their names?”

Speaks nodded and shoved his notepad across the table to Ryan. 

Skimming through the names, his finger stopped at Egan Trower. The name rang a bell. “Did this man say what he did or why he was here?”

The deputy spun the book around and flipped through the pages. “He was in the sauna, hoping someone wouldn’t show for a massage. He said his occupation was salesman.” Speaks glanced up from the book. “Mr. Trower acted like he knew the routine. He is either from our side or has been pulled in a lot and knows the drill.” 

The waitress arrived with Speaks’ dinner. She placed it on the table. Ryan reached for his wallet, paying for all three meals. 

When the woman left, he picked up his glass of iced tea. “Run all of them through the database. The Trower name sounds familiar.” He glanced at Shandra. “Ready?”

She nodded, wiped her face, and stood.

“I’m going to interview the other witness then head home. Type up your notes as soon as possible.” Ryan ignored Speaks raised eyebrows as he led his wife out of the bar. The county and state officers took pleasure in ribbing him that he’d caught more homicides since meeting his wife and that it appeared she was the detective in the family. 

He shrugged it off with a laugh. He knew half of the homicides wouldn’t have been solved without Shandra and her grandmother. 

Chapter Six

Shandra stood on the porch beside Ryan. He’d had her follow him to Valerie’s in her Jeep. That way they wouldn’t have to go back to the lodge to retrieve it when they finished here. 

Ryan knocked again. 

Valerie lived in a one-story, smaller home in the neighborhood to the west of downtown Huckleberry. The homes were all modest, 1990s, three-bedroom homes on small lots. 

“Finish your homework!” Valerie called over her shoulder as she opened the door. Her eyes widened at the sight of Ryan.

“Ms. Howe, I have some more questions about your cousin.” Ryan said, drawing Shandra up beside him.

Shandra smiled at her friend. “It’s something we need to know so the police know better how to classify her death.”

Valerie stared at her and then Ryan. “What do you mean classify?” She backed into the small living room and plopped down on a ratty recliner. 

Shandra moved to the couch. Ryan followed her, and they both sat. 

“Do you know if Emma had any allergies?” Ryan asked.

The woman peered back and forth between them. “She’s been deathly allergic to bee stings her whole life. She carries something to counteract the sting with her all the time.”

Ryan nodded. “We found an epinephrine autoinjector in her room at the lodge. But I didn’t notice anything in her purse. Do you know if she carried one in her purse?” 

Valerie shook her head. “I wouldn’t know what she does now. As kids, she had to carry something around when Aunt Betty wasn’t with her.” Her brow wrinkled as she stared at Shandra. “Did she die from a bee sting? How?”

“We don’t know the cause, but it does appear she had an allergic reaction. Was she allergic to any foods?” Ryan drew Valerie’s attention back to him.

Shandra understood her friend’s concern. How on earth would a bee have gotten into the spa area? As far as she knew there weren’t any doors that entered the area directly from outside. 

“Foods? No.” Valerie tapped a finger where her hand rested on the arm of the chair. “Except I remember once Aunt Betty asked my mom if the honey we had when they were visiting was raw.” She leaned forward. “I guess the raw honey could have some bee venom in it. Emma nearly died twice from bee stings as a child. That’s how bad her allergy was.”

Shandra shuddered. She’d been stung by bees and wasps and only had minor discomfort for about twenty-four hours. She couldn’t imagine living a life where you had to be afraid of the creature who helped pollinate the beautiful flowers around you. 

“Does the spa use raw honey?” Ryan asked.

Valerie stared at him. “Oh God! Yes. It’s believed to have healing qualities.”

“What is it used for?” Ryan continued to write in the notepad he’d produced as soon as he sat on the couch.

“It’s used for some facials. It’s in the registration area to use in tea while clients are waiting. I think it’s also in the breakroom for us to use in our drinks there.” Valerie’s eyes widened. “But Emma wouldn’t have eaten any honey. She didn’t even use the pasteurized honey from stores.”

“We’ll know if she ingested any after the forensic report,” Ryan said. “Do you remember seeing anyone who shouldn’t have been in the area of the breakroom or the massage rooms?”

Valerie closed her eyes. Her lips drew into her mouth as she tried to remember. Her lashes fluttered up. “I saw a man I’ve never seen before walking into the lounge when I left Emma. But he was probably a client waiting for his appointment.” She waved a hand up and down. “He was dressed in a spa robe.”

Ryan eased forward in his chair. “Can you describe him?”

She closed her eyes, again. “His head was about six inches from the top of the door. Tall. I couldn’t tell with the robe he wore, if he was slender, but his legs looked like sticks, so I’d say he was thin.”

“What color hair?” Ryan asked.

“Brown, I think. It was dim and he had a crewcut.” Valerie stared at him. “Do you think she was killed on purpose? Not an accident?” 

“We won’t know anything until later.” Ryan stood and motioned for Shandra to stand. “Thank you for answering more questions.” 

Shandra followed Ryan to the door but turned back to Valerie. “If you think of anything or just want to talk, give me a call.” 

Valerie nodded. “Should I call her parents?”

Ryan faced her. “You haven’t told your family?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what to say. I know she’s dead, but what else can I tell them? Aunt Betty is going to want to know how. It’s not like I can say a car accident or something like that.” 

“I’ll contact them. Do you have their number? That would save me time.” Ryan opened his notepad. 

“Sure. Just a minute.” Valerie retrieved a cell phone from the table by the recliner. She scrolled through and recited a phone number. 

“Did you happen to see Emma with a cell phone?” Shandra asked, still wondering where the woman’s phone could be. 

“Yes. She had it in her hand when I called out to her when I first saw her.” Valerie shoved her phone in her back pocket. “Why?”

“We can’t—”

Ryan opened the door and pulled Shandra out before she could finish her sentence. “I’ll be in touch with more questions,” he said to Ms. Howe. 

The door closed. Before he took a step, a tug on his coat sleeve stopped him. 

“Why did you stop me from telling her about not finding the phone?” Shandra asked.

“We don’t need that bit of information to get around. Until we’re sure this is a homicide and not an accidental death, I want everything we see and hear kept between us and the other law officers.” He peered into Shandra’s eyes. “Is that clear?”

She sighed. “Yes. You know I don’t tell others what you discover in your investigations.”

“I just want to make myself clear.” He led Shandra to her Jeep. “See you at home.” Ryan opened the driver’s side door for her. “I’m going to run to the Huckleberry Police Station and call the victim’s family. I’ll be home in a couple of hours.” 

Shandra nodded. “I’m sorry you always have to call the families.”

“It’s not something I like to do, but as the investigating officer, it helps me to gather more information.”

“Like her allergy.” Shandra slid in behind the steering wheel. “See you later.”

He closed the driver’s door and backed up. 

The vehicle started and Shandra drove down the street. His feet slowly carried him to his SUV. Calling the family was never easy but it did get him more insight into the victims.

~*~
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“Yes, Emma was violently allergic to bees. Her allergist told us when she was a child to keep all raw honey away from her as it could contain bee venom, that’s how allergic she is—was.” Mrs. Wickes sniffed. After Ryan’s initial introduction and then telling her about her daughter, it had taken the women nearly five minutes to calm down. Mr. Wickes had taken over the phone at that point, asking more specific questions that Ryan had no answers for, yet. 

“Do you know if your daughter carried an epinephrine autoinjector in her purse or on her person?” Ryan asked. He found it odd that a woman so allergic to bees would have only an injection in her toiletry bag and not with her. 

“Yes. She carried one in her purse, and when she was out hiking or running, she carried one in a fanny pack.” The woman’s voice grew in strength. “Why, didn’t she use her injection?”

“She didn’t have a purse with her. She was on a massage table.” Ryan wasn’t going to be the one to tell this woman her daughter had been found naked.

“Massage table? How on earth did she get stung by a bee on a massage table?” the woman’s voice became stronger. “What kind of place was she at?”

“Did she tell you where she was going?” Ryan asked, hoping to keep the woman from storming into the lodge.

“Last I knew she was in Las Vegas.” There was a pause. “Wait a minute? You said you were a Weippe County Detective. Do you mean she was in Idaho? Emma was here in Idaho and didn’t even contact us?” The woman started crying again.

“What’s the matter with you?” the gruff voice of Mr. Wickes asked. 

“I’m just asking questions about your daughter. I’m trying to learn all I can to help the forensic pathologists establish if your daughter’s death was an accident.” Ryan ran a hand over his face. He’d avoided saying anything about his thoughts so far. 

“What do you mean if it was an accident? What else could it have been?” the man’s voice lowered. Ryan assumed so his wife wouldn’t hear him.

“I won’t know until I get the results back from the state. I’ll let you know what I find.” Ryan hung up the phone on the desk in a small office at the Huckleberry Police Station. There were only two officers and a Police Chief in the small town. Most of the patrolling in the area was done by the county deputies. 

He clicked on the monitor on the desk, accessed the FBI database and found Egan Trower still worked for the FBI. Ryan settled back in the desk chair. There were two people he could contact to learn more about Trower. He dived into his email and sent a chatty, how are you doing, have you heard I married and oh, what can you tell me about Egan Trower? 

After sending the email to his friend in the bureau, Ryan turned off the computer and exited the office.

Hazel, the switchboard operator who seemed to volunteer twenty-four-seven, looked up from a cooking magazine. “Heard you caught a suspicious death at the lodge. That pretty new wife of yours going to help you solve it?”

Ryan groaned. “I don’t know. She’s a witness.”

The woman slapped her magazine down on the desk and sat up straight. “Really? Then you know she’s going to be belly-button deep in solving it.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

Chapter Seven

Sheba stretched after rising from her spot in front of the dead fireplace and walked to the front door. 

Shandra studied her large furry dog. “Is Ryan coming home?”

“Woof!” The dog’s voice echoed through the great room.

“I guess that means you’re going to take a look around.” Shandra placed the laptop, she’d been using to research allergies to bees, on the coffee table and walked to the door. “Enjoy the brisk evening air,” she said as the dog bounded out into the growing darkness. 

That was one good thing about having a dog as big as a bear, there were few things that would try and fight her. However, the dog was a huge coward and would probably knock the door down getting in if something menacing out in the forest approached her. 

Banging at the backdoor sent Shandra down the hall. She opened the door and her employee, Lil, stood with her arms full of chopped wood. 

“There’s a nip to the air tonight. Thought you might like to light a fire.” She stomped down the hall to the great room and dumped the split lengths into the firewood box. A quick scan of the room and she asked, “Where’s Ryan?”

Wondering if the woman was ill, Shandra stepped close to her and studied her face. Lil never asked about Ryan or had too many good things to say about him. They got off on the wrong foot back when Ryan had thought Lil killed her lover. 

“Why are you interested in Ryan?” She reached out and touched the woman’s forehead below a purple stocking cap.

Lil backed up, sputtering. “There’s no need to take my temperature. I was just askin’.” The woman spun on her heel and stomped back out the door she’d arrived through. 

Shandra wandered into the kitchen and started water to boil in the tea kettle. Lil hadn’t wanted her to know why she was looking for Ryan. Interesting...

Barking and the flash of light through the kitchen window meant Ryan had arrived. She pulled another cup out of the cupboard and plopped a tea bag in each cup.

The tea was steeped and waiting for him on the counter when Ryan finally came through the back door. It had been an unusually long amount of time for him to park his work vehicle under the lean-to off the barn and walk to the house. 

“It smells like the holidays have arrived three months early,” Ryan said, walking into the kitchen.

“I felt like tea with some comforting spices tonight.” Shandra sat on one of the stools at the counter. “You want to sit here or in the great room?”

Ryan kissed her cheek and picked up the mug waiting for him. “Great room.” 

She nodded, picked up her cup, and followed him. They sat on the couch, touching shoulders and sipping the hot liquid. 

When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she asked, “What did Lil want to talk to you about?”

“How do you know I talked to Lil?” He sipped his tea.

“She was in here earlier looking for you and you took a long time coming in after arriving.” She shifted slightly, tucking a foot under her, and studying her husband. 

He grinned. “Always putting two and two together aren’t you.” He put the cup on the coffee table and faced her. “Lil asked me to run a background check on some man who’s moved to Huckleberry.” 

“Why would she want you to do that?” Shandra stared at Ryan. She could tell the reason was comical to him.

“Because he’s been flirting with her at the donut shop and asked her out to dinner.” He started laughing.

She didn’t see anything funny about it. “Why would she want a background check?”

“Because she likes him and doesn’t want to be swept off her feet by a serial killer.” He raised his hands. “Her words.”

Shandra burst out laughing. 

“But you can’t let her know I told you. I promised I wouldn’t say a word to anyone.” Ryan said, slowly sobering up.

“Can you do that? Do a background check for no reason?” Shandra asked, stifling her mirth.

“Not really. There is no legal reason for me to run one. I’ll ask around about him, and if I can find out where he came from, I’ll give someone on the force there a call.” He sighed. “I needed that bit of nonsense tonight.”

Shandra put a hand on his arm. “Talking to the Wickes was that bad?”

“Yes, and no. It makes me think even more that she didn’t accidently die from an allergy.”

Shandra listened as Ryan told her about how the mother had said Emma always carried an injection to counteract her allergic reaction with her. 

“But she was in a robe inside a building where there wasn’t any chance of her coming in contact with a bee,” Shandra said, hoping for Valerie’s sake the allergic reaction was accidental.

“It’s true there was no reason for her to need her epinephrine autoinjector. But there should have been one in her purse as well as her cosmetic bag.” Ryan leaned back. “Her mother said she always had one with her.”

“So where did the one from her purse go? If it was in her purse when she locked it in the locker, who could get in the locker and take it out? Were they afraid Emma might be able to get herself down the hall to the locker?” Shandra leaned forward and pulled a note pad toward her. She picked up a pen and wrote, who has access to lockers. 

“We can’t do anything more than speculate tonight. By noon tomorrow I should have the preliminary forensic evaluation.” Ryan stood. “Let’s get some sleep.”

Shandra grabbed the two cups and carried them into the kitchen. Turning off the kitchen lights, she walked to the back door and whistled for Sheba. The big goof of a dog enjoyed her romps in the forest.

Within minutes the shaggy mutt arrived at the door. Her tongue hung out one side of her open mouth. 

“What were you chasing?” Shandra asked, closing and locking the door as Sheba lumbered down the hall ahead of her. 

In the bedroom, Sheba lay down on the crib size foam dog bed along one wall. Ryan was in the shower. Shandra changed into her pajamas and slipped into bed. Even though today wasn’t the first time she’d found a body, the position Emma was in made her wonder if she’d walked in, rather than stood in the hall, if she could have helped the woman. For all she knew Emma had heard her voice and wanted to call out for help and couldn’t because of the swelling from her allergy.

Shandra closed her eyes, listened to the steady stream of water from the shower, and willed her body to relax. 
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Grandmother sat on the top of a row of lockers that looked like the ones at the lodge. Shandra peered up at her. “What are you doing here, Ella?” 

Every dream Shandra had with her grandmother, she never spoke. This dream was no different. The old woman raised a hand and pointed to a garden full of beautiful flowers. As Shandra stared at the colors, they came to life. The flowers danced around a tall evergreen tree as if in a ballet. 

A vine appeared. 

The flowers all stopped frolicking and ran, hiding behind a tree. 

The vine continued to the tree, winding around until all that could be seen were its dark green boughs.

One by one the flowers appeared, but they didn’t go near the tree.

“What do these flowers have to do with Emma’s death?” Shandra asked. Flowers attracted bees, but she didn’t understand what that had to do with who killed Emma.

~*~
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Ryan headed to work at his usual time. Shandra finished up the dishes from breakfast and walked out to the barn. It was the end of summer with cooler weather and the inevitable winter snow that would keep her from the mountain and the clay deposit on her property. Today was the perfect day to collect a few buckets to give her enough clay to use through the winter months. 

She grabbed two halters and headed to the corral. Apple and Sammy, her mare and packhorse, would be ready for a ride up the mountain. Shandra and Ryan had gone on a ride the previous week, but she’d been busy putting the final touches on a vase and hadn’t had time to go since. She’d finished that piece yesterday before heading down the mountain for a massage. 

“Where you goin’?” Lil asked, stepping out of the barn with Lewis, her cat, wrapped around her neck like an orange fur stole.

“Figured I’d go up and dig some clay. I want to get several batches purified before the cold weather hits and I can’t dig anymore.” She caught Apple and walked over to Sammy, slipping the halter on him. 

“Care if me and Sunshine come along?” Lil asked, wistfully. 

“I don’t mind at all.” Shandra smiled. Her employee said exactly what she felt and didn’t hide her feelings about people and what she thought. To have her ask to come along had Shandra wondering if she planned to say anything about the man she’d asked Ryan to check out. 

Lil caught her old palomino mare.

All three horses were saddled and ready to go in fifteen minutes. Shandra put two spades on the packsaddle along with four five-gallon buckets. 

They headed up the mountain following the now well-worn trail. Shandra had been taking this path every couple of months from May to October to dig the clay that made her pottery. The pocket of clay she found before purchasing the property was a good two miles up hill from the buildings. 

The horses meandered up the mountainside, knowing the destination. Shandra settled back in her saddle, enjoying the sights of leaves on the bushes and leafy trees starting to turn as they rode higher and the air became brisker. 

“Won’t be long and these leaves will be as purty as the wildflowers were last spring,” Lil mused. 

Shandra twisted in her saddle, studying the woman riding behind the packhorse. She’d never made a statement like that out loud before. She smiled and replied, “Yes, they will.” 

She peered forward happy to see Lil in such a good mood. It did appear the older woman was feeling something for the man who’d caught her attention enough she wanted Ryan to check him out. 

At the clay pocket, they dismounted and both grasped a spade and began filling the buckets. 

“Seems to me, the clay is getting a richer color to it,” Lil said.

“It is. The deeper I dig into this pocket the purer and more colorful the clay becomes. I hope it holds out until I no longer want to make pottery. I enjoy using the gifts of the earth that I dig up to make my vases.” Shandra stood with the shovel sunk in the clay and stared up at the blue sky with a wisp of white cloud floating by. “I never want to leave this place.” She glanced over at Lil. “It had to have been hard for your grandparents to leave here. And I understand why you wouldn’t.” Lil had come with the property like a stray cat. She’d refused to leave when it was sold to pay for her grandparents stay in a nursing home. The new owners ended up having her put in jail for trespassing. When Shandra met the woman, she didn’t see why they couldn’t get along and that was how Lil became her righthand woman. 

The older woman nodded. “This is the closest thing to heaven a person can find. Don’t see any reason to leave it.” 

They both lifted a bucket up, and Shandra used one hand to buckle the strap around the handle to hold it on the pack saddle. When all four buckets were secured and the spades tied onto the pack, they headed back down the mountain. Shandra’s mind wandered to yesterday and if Ryan had discovered anything else about the woman’s death. 

Chapter Eight

The words on the monitor popped out at Ryan. Egan Trower had asked for 90 days leave. Before he took leave, he’d been handling a woman who was going to give evidence against a money laundering organization. The woman changed her mind and ducked out on him and the investigation. 

Ryan replied to the email. Was Emma Wickes the witness?

He waited, rereading the information his friend in the bureau had sent him about Trower. It seemed Emma had ditched him. But why had the man taken leave to follow her here, to Huckleberry Lodge? Had he tried to prey on Emma’s fear and make her think the money laundering gang was after her? He’d witnessed Trower do some sneaky stuff back in Chicago when Ryan was undercover in a gang. But they all lost informants. Why had he followed Ms. Wickes? 

Can’t confirm or deny. But he and the witness had become VERY close. Came the reply.

Ryan tapped a finger on the desk top. Had the informant been Emma Wickes? When she dropped Trower to go back to Tabor Maxmillan had the FBI agent gone after her? But she hadn’t run to Maxmillan. She’d gone to Huckleberry Lodge. Was she trying to figure out her feelings for the two men? All the questions weren’t getting answered by tossing them around in his head.

He’d also received the lengthy file on the money laundering boss in Las Vegas. Ryan had skimmed the pages of the document and now realized he needed to know everything he could about Maxmillan. Either he or Trower had possible reasons to want to harm or kill the victim. 

Reading through the documents, a picture caught his attention. It was a surveillance photo of the boss and a pretty brunette who looked a lot like the victim. Ryan enlarged the photo and stared at it. He’d thought the woman had been working for Maxmillan. It looked like she’d been sleeping with him. The comments from the agent who took the photo mentioned Maxmillan and his girlfriend. 

He scrolled back through the documents. There it was. The money laundering boss was married. Ryan leaned back in his chair. Had this Maxmillan been the married man the victim told Valerie about? He studied the photo of the two. She was definitely staring at him like a woman in love. This added another component to the murder. Did the wife know about Emma and her husband?

Ryan pulled up the file with the notes Speaks had taken from people who had been in the spa area at the time of the murder. Trower was the only name he recognized. The file on Maxmillan had a list of the members of his organization. He printed that out and decided to compare this with the guests staying at the lodge. 

~*~
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After spreading the clay out on boards to dry, Shandra went in the house to clean up. She’d decided to head to Ruthie’s Diner for lunch. Her friend served the best burgers in town and usually knew all the gossip. She’d not only see what the grapevine in Huckleberry had to say about the death at the lodge but maybe, someone might know who the man was that had Lil smitten. 

As she pulled out of her driveway and onto the county road, Shandra texted Ryan, she’d be at Ruthie’s in forty-five minutes if he wanted to meet for lunch.

Her phone buzzed, and she pulled over in a driveway to look at the message.

At the lodge. Can meet you at Ruthie’s at 1.

I can come to the lodge, she responded.

No. I’ll meet you at Ruthie’s.

She smiled. He was trying to keep her out of the investigation. Ok.

Pulling back onto the road, she headed to town. Ryan had listened to her retelling of the dream she’d had. He couldn’t make any sense of it either. He’d believed in her dreams before she’d realized her grandmother and the dreams weren’t her subconscious making up for all the time she’d missed with her paternal grandmother. Now when she had a dream with her grandmother in them, she always told him, and they worked together to figure out what the dream meant.

She entered Huckleberry from the east on County Road 15. A right on Main Street and she drove by the Daily Donut. She glanced in the windows wondering if Lil would meet her admirer here today. It was one of the places her employee frequented the most.

A right on Huckleberry Street and Shandra drove by Dimensions Gallery owned by her friends Ted and Naomi Norton. She glanced in the front window to see which of her vases the couple was featuring this week. Naomi had reached out to her when she moved to Huckleberry ten years ago and they’d become her first friends in the area.

Parking in front of Ruthie’s Diner, she grinned. A fire a year ago had ruined the interior, but the changes Ruthie, Treat, and Ruthie’s uncle had made to the place attracted even more of the tourist traffic. It looked like a diner out of the 50s with jukeboxes on the tables, black LPs, and posters of 50s musical entertainers hung on the walls. They’d even put in black and white checkerboard tile flooring. 

Treat had found jukeboxes, that while looking real, were enhanced with modern technology. They all synced so when one table played a song, it came out of speakers at all the booths. She walked into the diner to the crooning of “Blue Moon” by Mel Tormé. 

While she preferred jazz and lately drumming and flute music, the smooth tone and melodic words grabbed her. 

Ruthie walked out of the kitchen with three burger baskets and nodded for her to sit at an open table by the counter. 

Shandra took a seat and scanned the diner. It was busy for being the tail end of the lunch hour. She noticed several locals shoving empty baskets to the center of the table and heading to the cash register at the counter. 

Ruthie came over as her waitress took the customers’ money at the counter. “Are you eating alone or is Ryan joining you?”

“Ryan is coming. But I’d love to get a caramel milkshake now. I worked up an appetite digging clay this morning.” Shandra knew the menu by heart.

“I can get that going for you.” 

Ruthie turned to leave and Shandra asked, “Any chance you can join me until Ryan gets here?”

Her friend grinned. “I am the boss. And now that Uncle Orin is cooking, I can take all the breaks I want. I’ll grab that shake and be right back.”

Shandra took off her jacket and settled into the seat. 

Ruthie returned with the shake and a soda for herself. She slid into the chair across from Shandra as she placed the drinks on the table. “What have you been up to?” Her friend’s brown face glowed with happiness. 

“Marriage is good for you,” Shandra said, thinking Ruthie glowed even more than usual.

Her friend’s dark brown eyes sparkled as she leaned over the table toward Shandra. “We haven’t told anyone, so keep this quiet.” She placed a hand on her belly. “We’re having a baby in six months.” 

Shandra kept her voice down. “Congratulations! I didn’t know you were ready to start having kids.”

“We’ve been trying since we married.” Ruthie narrowed her eyes. “You and I are not getting younger. If you wait much longer, you’ll be considered a high-risk pregnancy.”

Shandra heard this from her in-laws every day. She and Ryan were enjoying being just the two of them. While they both enjoyed his nieces and nephews, they weren’t ready to take the plunge of parenthood. Shandra because of the turmoil in her life being raised by two people who didn’t really want or love her. She knew she would never do that to a child, having lived that way. With Ryan’s dangerous job, she didn’t want to end up raising a child alone and would never remarry and subject a child to a stepfather. 

“We’re thinking about it,” she replied as her friend kept watching her.

“You can’t let your past keep you from leaving your mark on the future.” Ruthie sipped her drink. “I know Maxwell is having a hard time keeping this a secret. But I want to get past the first trimester before we tell anyone. My doctor—”

“Are you going to Alex?” Shandra interrupted.

“No.” Ruthie’s cheeks grew darker. “I didn’t want to go through the pregnancy with him, knowing how badly Miranda and Alex are trying for a baby. I’m going to a doctor in Warner.” 

“That’s considerate,” Shandra said, wondering how her friend Miranda would take the news. 

Ruthie shrugged. “Why did you want to talk to me?”

“What have you heard about the death at the lodge?” Shandra sipped her shake and watched her friend.

“That you and Valerie found the body.” She tipped her head. “I guess with as many bodies as you find, it might not be a good idea to have to worry about a child.” 

“Anything else? Rumors?” Shandra ignored the comment.

“The woman has family around here but no one knew she was here.” Ruthie took a sip of her drink and said, “In fact, they say it was Valerie’s cousin and the two of them never got along.”

“Really?” Shandra didn’t think Valerie had killed her cousin, but if there had been bad blood between them the police would dig it up. “Why didn’t they get along?”

“You know, the cousin was pretty, Valerie was, well Valerie.” Ruthie glanced at the door as it jingled. “Your date is here.” She stood, taking her glass with her. 

“Ruthie, you look pretty today,” Ryan said, sliding into the chair she’d just vacated. 

“Thank you. What can I get you?”

“An iced tea, cheeseburger, and fries.” He glanced over at Shandra. “I see you’ve started.”

“Only on this. I’ll have my usual,” she told Ruthie.

“I’ll have that for you in a few.” Her friend walked to the kitchen.

“You didn’t mind me saying Ruthie looked pretty, did you?” Ryan asked. His gaze was locked on her.

Shandra smiled. “No. She is beaming.” Nodding toward the kitchen, she said, “And she has a good reason why.”

Chapter Nine

His phone buzzed as Ryan stood at the counter to pay for their lunch. He handed the money and check to Shandra and walked out of the diner.

“Greer.”

“Detective Greer, this is Sheila Rickman at the State Forensic lab. I have your preliminary results as to cause of death. I’ll know more when blood work and other samples are tested.”

“Was it from a bee sting?” he asked.

“I couldn’t find a spot anywhere on her body for a bee to have stung her, but she did die from anaphylactic shock brought on by a hypersensitive allergic reaction. Once I have her stomach contents analyzed I can see if there are any of the normal allergens. But bee venom and honey would be hard to find in stomach contents.” 

“Did you notice if there had been a struggle of any kind?” Knowing the victim was deathly allergic to bees, he didn’t think someone would be able to slip her honey or get her near a bee without a fight. 

“I didn’t see anything that would suggest there had been any kind of struggle. Everything I can discern says she laid down on the massage table and her allergic reaction hit her hard and quickly. I doubt she would have even had the ability to get off the table once the anaphylaxis started.”

That explained why she hadn’t called out. But why did someone take her epinephrine from her purse? “Thanks. As soon as you learn more, don’t hesitate to call.” 

He ended the conversation as Shandra walked out of the diner. “Are you headed home?”

“Have you had a chance to check out Lil’s friend?” she asked.

Ryan grinned and shook his head. “No. I’ve been tied up with the suspicious death investigation all morning. Why?”

“I thought I’d pop in at the Daily Donut and see if Mark knows who the man is.” Her eyes twinkled as she walked to her Jeep and slid behind the wheel. 

He had no doubt his wife would find out more about the man by quizzing locals than he could by putting the name through any database. 

Even though he’d spent the morning at the lodge, he headed back. He’d gone over the two rooms closely for anything that resembled honey or parts of bees. Nothing had cropped up. He wanted to talk to the spa manager. There had to be an explanation for what had caused the woman’s death. And he wanted to have a word with Trower.

~*~
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Alice Dremple was in her fifties with orange hair. Not the fading red of a redhead trying to keep their color, this woman had full-on orange hair like someone going to a costume party. Her round face and large teeth had Ryan thinking of a Jack-o-lantern. 

“Ms. Dremple—”

“Alice. Call me Alice, I don’t care to be reminded of the scum I married.” She narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms under her ample breasts, resting them on her round mid-section. 

“Alice. Is there a protocol Valerie should have followed to bring a guest into the spa?” He’d wondered why Valerie had secreted her cousin into the spa when she kept saying they’d not talked in years. 

“We ask that all guests of the people working here go through the registration desk. If an employee wants to give a family member a procedure, the person must fill out the health screening form, otherwise the spa is liable for any mishaps that may occur.” She made a face. “I want it on the record, we knew nothing about her cousin being in the spa. We are not liable for someone who didn’t follow the rules.”

Ryan wrote that down in his notepad. “I see. And where were you yesterday afternoon?”

“I was in the office with the bookkeeper running through the list of supplies that needed ordered.” She uncrossed her arms and slammed a fist into her palm. “If I had seen the woman in the breakroom or anywhere else, I would have made her go through the proper paperwork. As for Valerie...I’m discussing what to do about her with Meredith today.”

“Is it customary for someone to hang around in the spa area waiting to see if an appointment isn’t filled and taking that time?” He found it odd that Trower was doing that in hopes of getting a massage, especially since the deceased had been a spur of the moment spa client. 

“Usually, no. Very few people want to hang around in the spa for hours waiting on the off chance someone will cancel. Why do you ask?” Alice had her arms crossed again.

“That was what one of the people we interviewed said he was doing yesterday afternoon. I thought it odd, but I don’t go to spas.” 

Alice looked him up and down. “You should join your wife for a couples massage sometime.”

“I’ll think about it.” The words sounded sincere but his head wasn’t going for it. The only couples massage he planned to do was him massaging Shandra or vice-versa. No one else in the room. 

“Can you tell me where you keep the honey that is set out for your clients?” While the autopsy report couldn’t concretely state that foul play had killed the victim or that it had been homicide rather than an accident, Ryan had a gut feeling it had been well thought out, which is what circled him back to Valerie. It was hard to imagine the cousin coming to the spa and someone just happened to be there that knew about her allergy. And conveniently there was raw honey. 

“Yes. It’s in the closet in the breakroom. I don’t order large amounts at a time because it hardens faster than pasteurized honey you get at the grocery store.” Alice set off toward the women’s side of the spa. She stopped and pointed for him to go through the men’s side. 

As they’d talked in a corner of the registration area, he’d noticed the man and young woman who’d manned the desk the day before had been listening intently to the conversation. 

Ryan went through the men’s side and came out the same as the day before. Alice stood in the hallway waiting for him. He followed the woman down the hall. The one room without police tape was being used. 

“Who is giving a massage this afternoon?” he asked. 

“Not Valerie. She’s on leave until we figure out what to do,” snapped Alice.

“Were all your rooms booked today?” he asked, having noticed people sitting in the lounge.

At the breakroom, Alice faced him. “You’re keeping us out of the massage rooms has backed things up. We had to call and cancel several of the later appointments. One room and two people booked to have massages is cutting into the profit.”

“Who is giving massages today?” he asked again.

“Laurie Gordon. She was here yesterday. And Louise. Yesterday was her day off.” Alice walked across the room and stood on her toes to open a cupboard high on the wall. Six jars of honey were lined up in a row. 

“Are any jars missing?” Ryan asked, pulling out his phone and taking a picture. 

“No, there were six jars here the last time I checked.”

“Whereabouts on the premises are the other jars?” He noticed one on the table in the breakroom and snapped a quick photo. 

“This one, and one in the registration area on the tea tray.” 

“None in the lounge?” he asked.

“No. We only have cool liquids there.” Alice led him back down the hall to the lounge. A man and two women were wrapped in the white robes, lounging on what appeared to be soft leather chairs. 

Alice smiled at the people and walked over to a chrome and mirror beverage cart. A clear water dispenser had leaves, cucumber slices, and lemon slices floating along with ice cubes. Next to the water dispenser was a plate of fancy cookies and a small bowl of unsalted mixed nuts. 

Ryan took a photo of the serving cart. 

“Why are you so interested in our honey? Does it have anything to do with that woman’s death?” Alice asked in a whisper.

“Could be nothing.” Ryan slipped his notepad into his pocket and headed out of the spa calling Sheriff Oldham to get a deputy to check the wastebaskets and dumpsters for an epinephrine pen and cell phone. Someone had to have disposed of those two items after making sure Ms. Wickes had been exposed to bee venom.

Chapter Ten

Brewing coffee and the sweet, yeasty aroma of donuts wafted around Shandra as she entered the Daily Donut. The business would only be open for another hour, but it smelled as good now as it did at 5 a.m. when they opened. 

“Shandra, need some rolls for dinner? And I have a couple of Lil’s favorite pastries left,” Mark Surlee, the owner, said.

“If you have a loaf of the nine seed bread, I’ll take that and the pastries for Lil.” She stepped up to the counter. “I’m surprised you still have her favorites left this time of day.”

Mark grinned. “I’ve been making more of them. Lil has been stopping in a lot lately.”

This was why she came to the donut shop. “Really? And why does she come by here more?”

The man shook his head. “It’s the darnedest thing. She and a new customer both sat down at a table at the same time about a month ago. You know Lil, she glared at him and said it was her table. He smiled at her and said, he’d be honored to share the table with such a pretty thing.” Mark laughed. “I’ve never seen Lil blush, but she did, and then allowed him to sit at the table with her. They’ve been meeting up here several times a week since then. They sit over in the corner there and talk and laugh.” He shook his head. “If you’d have told me Lil knew how to laugh, I would have said you were lying, but she’s a changed person since meeting Harvey.” 

“Harvey what? Do you know where he came from and what he’s doing here?” Shandra asked, taking the bread and pastries Mark had bagged while talking. 

“Harvey Beatty. From talking to him, he’s a retired professor. Not sure of what. His daughter lives in Warner, but he didn’t want to live in the same town as her. It seems he doesn’t get along with the son-in-law, but he wanted to be close enough to attend grandkids’ functions.”

Everything Mark had to say about Lil’s crush sounded good to Shandra. “You’ll let me know if he seems to be anything other than what he says?” 

Mark nodded. “We all might find Lil a bit hard and too truthful, but we look out for our own. I’ve been keeping an eye on them.”

“Thanks Mark.” Shandra handed him more than the baked goods were worth and walked out of the shop. This was why she wanted to live in a small community. They looked out for one another. 

~*~
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After having the registration desk call up to Trower’s room to see if he was in and discovering he wasn’t, Ryan decided to check out the restaurant and bar. He found the man he wanted to talk to seated at the bar. A young couple sat at a table. The couple and the bartender were the only other people besides Trower.

Ryan took a stool beside the FBI Agent and ordered an iced tea.

Trower looked over. “Either you’re an alcoholic or you’re a cop.”

“The second. Mr. Trower, can you tell me why you followed Ms. Wickes to Huckleberry Lodge?” 

“Because I’m an idiot.” He took a swallow of his drink.

“I’ve discovered you were one of the agents in charge of guarding Ms. Wickes while she waited to give evidence against a Tabor Maxmillan. What happened?”

The man looked at him with red-rimmed eyes. He’d either been up all night or had been sitting at the bar since it opened. “She was too sweet, too naïve, to have fallen for the likes of Maxmillan. Even after I showed her all the proof of his infidelity with women before her, she made up excuses for him.” The man swallowed more of the amber liquid in his glass. 

“Why were you showing her all of this when she had already agreed to testify against him?” Ryan had a feeling he knew what was coming.

“Because she still loved the creep. She was only testifying to get him to divorce his wife. She thought if she showed him she was willing to go that far to get him, he’d see how much she loved him.” 
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