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This book was formulated to introduce to you the main character in my new Gabriel Hawke series. For my hardcore fans this is not the last Shandra and Ryan book. There will be more as long as I can come up with story ideas that I am excited to write. 

Special Thanks to:

Lloyd Meeker for his help with aircraft knowledge. 

Judy Melinek, M.D. 

Crime Scene Writers Yahoo Group
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Chapter One
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A honeymoon on top of a mountain with no interruptions from Ryan’s work sounded like bliss to Shandra. The drive from Nespelem, Washington to Wallowa County, Oregon had taken them the better part of the day. They stopped multiple times along the way, reading historical signs on the sides of the roads. Now they were parked at the small airport between Alder and Prairie Creek. 

“Shandra Higheagle Greer,” she said out loud, watching Ryan walk over to a man standing beside a small building with an “Office” sign.  She was too old to be so giddy over the lyrical way her married name tripped off her tongue. But even though she’d proclaimed she didn’t want to marry, Ryan had proved the last three years that she’d known him, that he would never hurt her. She smiled and stepped out of the Jeep as Ryan was greeted by the small man in his seventies. 

“Welcome to Prairie Creek Air Field. What can I do for you?” The man shook hands with Ryan.

“We’re here to fly into Charlie’s Hunting Lodge,” Ryan said. 

“You’re early. That flight won’t go out until tomorrow mornin.” The man tipped his ball cap back and scratched his bald head.

“What do you mean we have to wait until morning?” Ryan asked.

She heard the irritation and tiredness in his tone. They’d married yesterday and had spent the whole night with their wedding guests, leaving Nespelem this morning. 

“Ms. Singer won’t be able to land at the lodge if she leaves this late in the day.” The man shaded his eyes under the ball cap with aviation wings and looked toward what Shandra had learned were the Wallowa Mountains. Land that her ancestors had once called home.

This morning after the last guests celebrating their wedding left her aunt and uncle’s ranch, Uncle Martin had explained how Charlie’s Hunting Lodge, where they were honeymooning, had been in his family for years. Even when Nez Perce weren’t allowed to own land in the Wallowa country. But Charlie Singer’s great-grandfather had found a White man willing to pretend he owned the land and run the lodge until the old law was no longer in effect and Nez Perce were allowed back onto the land they had once roamed. 

“Is there a place we can spend the night?” she asked. 

“The Wagon Wheel is clean and affordable. You should have seen it on the way through Alder,” the man said.

Ryan nodded. “I did. Do you have a way to contact Ms. Singer and let her know we are here?”

The man grinned. “Ask for her when you get a room. She stays at the Wagon Wheel. She flew in earlier today to get supplies and take you out tomorrow.” The man tipped his cap back over his eyes and put his hand on the door knob, ending the conversation.

Shandra returned to her Jeep. They’d brought it to save on fuel, not knowing how far they’d have to drive to get to the honeymoon her aunt and uncle had set up. 

“At least we’ll be able to connect with my cousin tonight and find out what time we’ll leave in the morning,” Shandra said, climbing into the passenger side.

Ryan slid behind the wheel. “I hope it’s not too early. I’m beat.” 

~*~
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At the single story, about a twenty room motel, they walked into the lobby and the middle of an argument. Shandra stopped Ryan, holding him from moving toward the registration desk where a woman in her fifties was as enthralled with the argument as Shandra. People watching was always fascinating.

“Charlie wasn’t in his right mind to leave that place to you. Hell, you didn’t even come visit him or even know it was there!” shouted a man in his seventies. He was in the face of a woman in her late forties. The woman had on a button-up-the-front, long-sleeved, pink shirt and dress trousers. Her hair was cut short, but stylish. 

“I didn’t ask for it, but I’ll do my best to keep it in the family,” the woman said in a tone that knew how to command respect. 

“You stole what is mine. Charlie said we were partners. You’ll pay. You’ll see.” The man shoved the woman to the side and wobbled past Shandra and Ryan and out the door.

“Dani, Hector at the airport tried calling you while Doolie was laying into you,” the middle-aged woman behind the registration desk said. 

The woman, Dani, seemed preoccupied. 

Ryan walked up to her. “Are you Dani Singer? The pilot that’s taking two people to Charlie’s Hunting Lodge tomorrow?” 

The woman shook herself and held out her hand. “I am. You must be who Hector was calling about.” 

“Ryan and Shandra Greer.” Ryan shook hands with the woman. 

Shandra extended her hand. “My Uncle Martin says we’re distant relatives.”

Dani scowled. “Really? How?”

Ryan touched Shandra’s elbow. “I’m going to get us a room.”

“It’s ready for you. All you have to do is get the key,” Dani said.

“Thanks.” Ryan went up to the desk and Shandra remained with Dani.

“Uncle Martin said his uncle on his mother’s side was related to Charlie, your uncle. Is your family from the Colville Reservation?”

Dani winced and shook her head. “Charlie and my father were from Lapwai.”

Shandra noticed the woman didn’t say she was from there. Martin had thought the two young cousins would have something in common because they were both half Nez Perce. It appeared Dani liked to hide that half. 

Ryan walked back over. “What time do you want us at the airport in the morning?” 

“No later than nine. This time of year, once the air warms up it makes rough currents in the mountains.” Dani nodded to them both and strode down the hall of the motel.

“You can tell she’s had military training.” Ryan hooked his arm through Shandra’s and led her down the hall to room 12. 

“It’s going to be fun getting to know her and understand her feelings about family.” Shandra entered the small, but clean, room excited as much about spending uninterrupted time with Ryan as she was about getting to know her cousin. 
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Chapter Two
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The plane banked over a narrow canyon between two mountains. Shandra’s fingers dug into the armrest of her seat. The drone of the engine had made it hard to speak the whole trip. Now the sound picked up and the motion leaned Shandra back in the seat as the aircraft’s nose pointed upward. The plane tipped forward, barely skimming over several trees and the loud drone of the engine stopped. Had they lost the engine? Her heart crawled up her throat. Stealing a gaze forward, Shandra saw a narrow, short, grassy landing strip. Her cousin didn’t seem the least concerned as the plane drifted downward and the sound of air rushed by the small open window on the pilot’s side. 

Shandra closed her eyes and held her breath. 

The plane bobbed a bit to one side and then the other before a small bounce and the drag of the wheels on the turf told her they had landed safely. 

“Shandra, we’re here,” Ryan said, shaking her by the shoulders. “That was some landing,” he said to their pilot, Dani. 

Opening her eyes, Shandra took in the log building with a porch the length of the front sporting antlers and a sign that read, Charlie’s Hunting Lodge. To the right sat three cabins and a long building that she would guess was the bunkhouse.  A helicopter was tethered to the ground to the left of the barn and corrals.

“I can see why the only way in is by plane or horse.” Shandra unbuckled and ducked to crawl out of the four-seater plane. “The views flying in here were spectacular. It gave me ideas for new vases.” She’d brought her sketch pad, knowing even though Ryan wouldn’t be able to be contacted here due to no internet or phone service, he wouldn’t mind her sketching things that could be incorporated into future pottery projects. 

“I wasn’t sure you would see any of it the way your eyes were pinched shut at takeoff,” Dani said, in a joking tone.

“I’ve never flown in such a small aircraft.” Shandra had been delighted when they’d met little, to no, turbulence today. 

“I prefer the small ones over the large planes. The smaller ones are more agile.” Dani grabbed their bags which were on top of boxes of supplies. “Go on in. Leslie should have your room ready for you.” 

Ryan picked up their bags. Shandra slung a backpack over her shoulder as a man she’d judge to be in his sixties came out of the barn headed toward the plane. 

The outside of the lodge was rustic almost to the point of looking about to fall down, but the inside was clean and tidy and showed areas where it had been recently patched. 

“It looks like Dani is taking her job of keeping the lodge in the family to heart,” Ryan said, nodding toward a ladder and cleaning supplies in the corner of the great room. 

A small thin woman with skin that looked as if it had been tanned by cigarette smoke, stepped out of a door to the right. “Are you the newlyweds?” 

“Mr. and Mrs. Greer,” Ryan said.

Shandra smiled at the way he said the Mrs. with pride. 

“You’ll be in room one off the great room.” She led them into the great room. 

Shandra noticed two doors off the larger room.  “How many rooms are in the lodge?” 

“These two bedrooms are for guests. The hallway to the right of the desk has Ms. Singer’s room and the office. My room is off the kitchen through the dining room. It’s the door at the end.” 

“And I saw three cabins? Is the long building a bunkhouse?” Shandra asked, wondering at the woman not being all that sociable.

“Yes. We have the three cabins and the wranglers stay in the bunkhouse.” She pivoted and took one step.

“How many wranglers are there?”

“Two when the drunken fool Doolie is here.” She didn’t wait around for any more questions. Her short legs carried her across the room and through the door before Shandra had stopped wondering at the housekeeper calling Doolie a drunken fool.

“Wasn’t Doolie the name of the man arguing with Dani last night?” she asked Ryan as he opened the door to their room. 

She lost track of her thoughts catching a glimpse out the window. A majestic snow-capped mountain peak filled the window like a landscape painting. The massive rocks, glittering snow, and towering pines had the appearance of being close enough to reach out and touch. “Look at that view!”

Ryan stood behind her, reaching around and hugging her close. “This is going to be the perfect place for us to spend time together. There’s no way the sheriff’s department can find me. We can go for horseback rides and day hikes, and spend the nights staring at the stars. He spun her in his arms and kissed her. 

Shandra had dreamed of a moment like this ever since they’d both agreed to get married. It had been a decision they both had to agree on as they were both marriage shy. At the wedding, after seeing her family with Ryan’s, she knew this would be a lasting marriage and Ryan had proven to her he would never try to change her. 

A knock on the door pulled them out of the kiss and her out of her thoughts. 

Ryan walked to the door and opened it. 

Dani stood back a couple of feet. “I’d like to show you around and then you can make decisions of what you’d like to do while you’re here.”

“I noticed there’s no bathroom connected to the room,” Shandra said, having realized there was only one door and that led to the great room.

“Didn’t you read the brochure?” Dani asked, the scowl, Shandra was becoming used to seeing on the woman’s face, was back. It appeared not knowing everything or following the rules bothered her.

“Uncle Martin handed Ryan the brochure about midnight last night after our wedding and told us where we were going. We didn’t really take the time to read it.”

“This way.” Dani led them down the hall that Leslie had said went to the office and owner’s bedroom. 

She opened a door and stepped outside. Two small buildings that resembled quaint outhouses stood fifty feet behind the lodge. 

“Those are the outhouses. They aren’t marked men’s or women’s, use whichever one is open.” Dani turned to the right. A small building with what looked like a water tank on top sat at the corner of the building. “If you don’t mind a cool shower, you can take one whenever you wish. I do recommend that to catch the water at its warmest, take a shower just before dark. The water will have had all day to heat up. I’m planning to paint the tank black to gain more use of the sunlight to heat. If you want a warm bath, you’ll have to ask Leslie to heat up water you can carry out to the tub and then add water from the shower to make it cool enough.”

Shandra glanced at Ryan. He raised his eyebrows and grinned. 

“If you were expecting a five-star resort, this isn’t it. This is a place where hunters and hikers take a rest and get a meal, and a place where families and retirees come to experience nature.” Dani walked around the shower building and over to the cabins. “We have the three cabins. I worked on getting them in shape first. Charlie had let this place go. If I’m going to keep it in the family, it has to make an income. The only way to do that is to fix things so families won’t feel like their children could get hurt or catch a disease.”

Shandra thought the woman was kidding, but one look at her determined face and she realized Dani believed this place had been a health hazard. 

“We saw the ladder and work you’ve done in the lodge,” Ryan commented. He was enjoying watching Shandra try to figure out her cousin. He understood Dani, having been in the military himself and knowing she had gone to the Air Force Academy and been an officer as well as a flying instructor. She knew how to get work out of people and how to push herself. It was admirable, but he wondered if she were lonely. That was something he wouldn’t have even thought three years ago when meeting someone. Now that he had Shandra in his life, he understood how lonely he’d been and how she had changed his whole outlook on life.

“The horses can be ridden with or without Clive, my head wrangler. However, these mountains with all their valleys and meadows can start to look alike. If you would like to get back to the lodge without spending a night on the mountain, it would be best to have Clive guide you. At least the first couple of times. He can show you landmarks that will tell you where the lodge is located from your position.”  Dani stopped at the corrals. 

A dozen horses and half a dozen mules stood with their hips cocked in the large corral that looked as if it had been recently rejuvenated. The new yellow poles mixed with the gray older poles looked like something Shandra would draw or put on a vase. 

“Do the horses and mules stay up here year around?” Ryan didn’t know much about this area, but from the height of the mountains there had to be deep snow in the winter.

“No. Clive and Doolie will string them down to the trailhead, and they’ll be pastured outside of Winslow, one of the towns in the Wallowa Valley. Uncle Charlie has been wintering the stock there for twenty years. I can’t see taking that income away from the family that has come to expect it.” Dani pushed away from the corral and headed to the bunkhouse.

Shandra nudged Ryan. “I like her. What about you?”

He nodded. There were few people, especially new family members, that Shandra met that she didn’t like.  Even though the housekeeper had said who stayed in the bunkhouse, Ryan decided to see if he could get Dani to say anything more about the man she was arguing with last night. 

“How many wranglers do you have?”

Dani stopped four feet shy of the door on the bunkhouse. “Clive has lived here since Charlie hired him thirty years ago. He’s dependable and knows the mountain as well as Charlie did. Then there’s Doolie. You met him last night and not in one of his better states.” She scowled. “He’d been drinking. He’s been drunk ever since I arrived and the lawyer told him I had inherited everything. But the will did state he and Clive could remain here for however long they wanted even if they didn’t want to wrangle anymore. I guess Uncle Charlie had told Doolie he was a partner. Which in Doolie’s eyes, meant he owned half of this and when Charlie died he owned it all.” She sighed and spun away from the building, headed back to the lodge. “Needless to say, he’s been drinking ever since, undependable, and not even showing up at the lodge half the time. When he does, he’s unfit to work and just sits around calling me names.” She stopped at what appeared to be a footpath through the trees. “This is the one footpath that you can’t get lost on if you stay on the trail. It makes a circle and comes out over there behind the corrals. If you want to go for a stroll anytime, you’re welcome. Just be aware you are on a mountain and could come across a wild animal. Bear, cougar, wolf. You can usually scare the cougar and wolf away with a shout and waving your arms. Bears, just try to not let them see you and get the hell out of there.”

Ryan found it interesting that she hadn’t continued talking about Doolie after mentioning he called her names.  “What did you do when Doolie called you names?”

Shandra hit him with the back of her hand. 

Dani stared at him. “I told him I was sorry Uncle Charlie left the lodge to me. I didn’t ask for it, but it’s my duty to carry on with it. He was welcome here as long as he showed me respect, otherwise, he would have to find somewhere else to stay.” 

He wouldn’t have thought she’d say anything else given everything he’d witnessed so far. “From seeing him at the motel last night I gather he decided to leave?”

“He did. When I ran into him at the motel, he mentioned he was finding a way to fight the will. I told him it would cost money that he didn’t have. All he had to do was be civil to me and he could stay at the lodge. You heard his reply.” 

Shandra grasped Ryan’s hand. “Let’s check out the walking trail.”

“You might want to wait until after lunch. It will be set out in thirty minutes. You’ll find it through the door to the right when you enter the lodge.” Dani strode to the door of the lodge and went inside.

“I guess we could sit on the porch for thirty minutes,” Shandra said, leading him over to the long, covered entrance to the lodge. 

The building would have been more inviting if there weren’t elk and deer antlers hanging from the two-by-four brace across the front of the roof and draped over the railing. It was as if a set of antlers from every animal Charlie and his clients had killed were camouflaging the building and obscuring the view of the mountains on the other side of the canyon.

“Do you think she’ll get rid of some of these antlers?” Shandra asked.

Staring at a decades-old elk skull with only a few teeth, he said, “It would be less scary to little kids if she did.”
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Chapter Three
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The trail through the tall pine trees and around huge granite boulders and brush felt like walking through an art gallery. The colors, textures, shadows, and even the scents of pine and new green growth had Shandra’s mind flashing with so many vase ideas she had to close her eyes and breathe deeply to settle her thoughts.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” The longer she remained in the spot with her eyes closed, the rhythm of the drums from her wedding began to echo in her head. Grandmother flashed in her mind. “What Ella?” she whispered.

A hand touched her arm. She opened her eyes and gazed upon Ryan’s concerned face.

“What did you see?”

“Grandmother. She’s happy I’m here. We’re here.” Shandra continued along the trail. Other than Huckleberry Mountain where she lived and dug the clay for her vases, she’d never experienced such a strong sensation of peace and belonging. 

She was glad Ryan had insisted she not ignore her visits from her deceased grandmother and believe in the dreams. Shandra held her hand behind her and he grasped it. She had been lucky to find such an understanding man. 

They stepped out of the trees and found themselves behind the corrals, just as Dani had said they would. 

Ryan stepped up beside her and they started around the corral. 

Clive, who they’d met at lunch, hurried out from behind the bunkhouse, loping toward the lodge. 

“Come on. Something’s wrong.” Ryan took off at a jog. 

Shandra kept up with him.

They entered the lodge in time to hear Clive say, “Doolie’s behind the bunkhouse. I think he’s dead.”

Dani was on the top of the ladder in overalls. She peered down at the wrangler as if he’d just spouted a foreign language. “What do you mean you think he’s dead?”

“He’s not movin’ or breathin’ and he’s got blood all over his head.” Clive’s hands were physically shaking. 

“Dani, I’m a detective with the Weippe County Sheriff’s Department in Idaho. I’ll go take a look. Do you have a way to contact the authorities?” Ryan released Shandra’s hand. “Grab my notebook out of my bag.” 

Shandra nodded. 

“If he needs medical aid, I can fly him to La Grande in the helicopter,” Dani climbed down the ladder. 

Shandra disappeared into the room she and Ryan were staying in and came back with the notepad. 

Dani and Ryan were headed out the lodge door. 

Shandra followed. They came here to get away from Ryan’s work. But she knew her husband. He wouldn’t let any wrongdoing go unpunished. He’d get caught up in the investigation. She knew herself well enough to know she would too. This had happened on her cousin’s property. Dani would need Ryan’s experience and Shandra’s help with dreams from her grandmother.

They all went around the end of the bunkhouse where she and Ryan had seen Clive appear. Not five feet from the end was the man Dani had been arguing with the night before. His body sprawled on the ground, his head a bloody mess. 

Shandra turned her head from the sight.

Ryan knelt by the man and checked for a pulse. He shook his head. “Call the authorities. This is a homicide.” 

Dani didn’t move, staring at Doolie. 

“Dani!” Ryan said loudly, getting her to look at him. 

“Yes?”

“Go contact the authorities. This is a homicide. Tell them who I am and that I’m gathering initial information.” Ryan stood, putting a hand on Dani’s arm and facing her away from the victim. “Go radio or however you contact the outside world.”

She nodded and hurried around the end of the bunkhouse. 

Shandra studied Ryan. “Does it really look like a homicide? He didn’t just get drunk and fall and hit his head?”

“No accident. This was deliberate. See that stick five feet over there? That has blood and what looks like his long white hair on it. He didn’t fall that many times on the same stick.” He pointed to the man’s head and side of his face.

Shandra nodded. “Do you think Clive did it?”

Ryan studied her. “While we were walking the trail your cousin pointed out to us, he could have been killed. There were only three other people here: Dani, Clive, and Leslie.” 

Her chest tightened. One of those three had to be the killer. She doubted Dani did it. She was too stunned when she saw the body. But Shandra didn’t know her cousin and what she might have been through in the Air Force. Clive had shaking hands. But could that have been because he’d just killed someone or because he was upset and scared? Then there was the cook. She had told them how she felt about Doolie and she had a “don’t mess with me” attitude. She would be Shandra’s first pick, but she’d learned in all the murders she’d help Ryan solve, that it wasn’t always the obvious person. 

“Can you go in and get my camera?” He sighed. “I’d hoped to have photos of our honeymoon on it, not a crime scene.”

“It’s okay.  We would have been bored in a couple days anyway.” She smiled and kissed his cheek before leaving him to write up his notes. 

At the lodge, Leslie and Clive sat in chairs facing the fireplace in the great room. They weren’t speaking or looking at one another. 

Shandra passed through the room and into her guest room.  She rummaged through Ryan’s bag and found the camera in a side pocket. A quick glance out the window at the breathtaking view to center herself and she headed out of the room. 

Dani entered the main area. “I’ve contacted the authorities. They said there is a Fish and Wildlife State Trooper up here checking high lakes fisher—”

“That would be Hawke.” Clive interrupted. “He’s a master tracker and was good friends with your uncle.” 

“I don’t remember meeting anyone named Hawke at the funeral,” Dani said, once again scowling.

“I was surprised to see he wasn’t there.” Clive sat back in the chair as if knowing this Hawke person would take care of things. 

“Did they say when he’d arrive?” Shandra asked.

“No. Just that they’d relay the information to him.” Dani climbed back up on the ladder.

“What are you doing?” Clive asked.

“Working. He’s dead. We can’t bring him back, and I have no knowledge of how to investigate his death. I’ll leave that to the people that know how. But I do have lots of repairs. So that’s what I’ll do.” Dani glanced pointedly at the two sitting in chairs. “Unless you have skills at investigating a death, I suggest you get back to work as well.” She waved a hand at Shandra. “Tell Ryan to let me know if he needs anything.”
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