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About the Book

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

The casino is modeled a little bit after the real Wildhorse Casino at the reservation. But I changed some things around. The operations of the casino in my series are all my own common sense, not a complete knowledge of how any casino is run. 
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Chapter One
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Dela Alvaro leaned against the corridor wall outside the conference area at the Spotted Pony Casino. As head of security, she was waiting for a casino employee that had been seen sneaking out the fire door by the conference area the last two days. 

All employees were to leave through the security area as they clocked out. When Dela checked the woman’s time card, someone had been clocking the employee out, three and four hours after she’d been seen leaving the casino by the fire door. 

“Athena left the Pony and is headed your way,” Marty Casper, head of surveillance’s, voice came through her earbud. 

“Roger,” Dela spoke into the microphone clipped to the shoulder of her polo shirt. Being head of security for this casino on the Umatilla Reservation was the closest she could get to the job she had dreamed of while an M.P. in the Army. After losing her lower leg from an I.E.D. blast, she was shipped home for medical care and physical therapy. If she couldn’t be a law enforcement officer, she was going to be the best head of security this casino had ever seen.

Athena rounded the corner typing on her cell phone. 

Dela stepped in front of her. “Athena, why are you leaving through the fire door?”

The woman’s head snapped up and she stared at Dela.

“Why have you left work the last three days around this time and yet your time card says you worked a full shift?” Dela crossed her arms and studied the woman. 

“I’ve been leaving early because my daughter is sick.” The woman’s gaze was over Dela’s shoulder. She was lying. 

“I see. But why would you need to leave early? Shouldn’t you be home with her if she’s sick?” Dela watched the woman shove her phone into her back pocket. 

“She’s not that sick.”

“But sick enough you can cut out of here and still have someone clocking you out so you get full pay?” Dela wasn’t going to let the woman off. This was one of the reasons employees were to clock out in the security office. To keep track that they weren’t skipping work and they weren’t taking anything home they shouldn’t. 

“I need the money. In fact, I need more than the casino pays me. That’s why I’m leaving early to go to another job.” Athena still wasn’t looking Dela in the eyes.

“I’m going to walk into the office and clock you out if you walk out that door. And then I’ll go talk to HR and see what they want to do about the days you left early and still expected to get paid.” 

Athena finally looked her square in the face. “Please, I’ll tell the place I’m working I can’t come in until I finish my shift here. Don’t cut my hours short. I need the money.” Her gaze darted around the corridor.

“What or who are you afraid of? Why do you need money?” Dela dropped her hands to her sides and stepped toward the woman. “Are you in trouble?”

“I-I can’t tell you. I have to go. Please. Wait until tomorrow when I come on shift before you talk to HR. Let me make it okay with the other place to come in later.” Athena pleaded in a shrill voice. 

“Where are you working?” Dela asked, wondering if it was a bar in town. Athena worked as a barmaid in the Pony Bar and Grill at the casino.

Athena shook her head. “No. I don’t want you going in there and causing trouble. I’ve got enough.” She nodded to the fire door. “I gotta go.” And ran down the corridor, slammed into the fire door, and left.

The reason the alarm didn’t go off, and hadn’t the other days, had to do with it having been turned off because employees in the Pony Bar & Grill and Stallion Restaurant used it to go outside and smoke on their breaks. It saved them time from walking to the employee breakroom and out into the outdoor area fenced off for them to smoke on their breaks. Many conference attendees also used the exit to catch a smoke on the patio outside the Stallion set up for outdoor dining. 

“That didn’t look like it went well,” Marty said in her ear.

Dela pressed the button on her mic. “I’m coming in to see if we can find out who has been covering for her. Pull up surveillance video of the last three days an hour before Athena leaves the casino. She has to tell someone she’s leaving.” 

“Roger.” 

She walked out of the subdued décor and quiet corridor of the conference area and into the bright colors and chaos of machines, voices, and piped flute music. She waved to a security officer and headed to the large mural wall behind the gaming tables that hid the door to the inner workings of the casino. 

Tapping her security card on a box on the wall that looked like part of the mural, a door opened and she walked through. Four surveillance employees sat in front of monitors watching the staff and clients at the casino. 

“Afternoon, Dela. Things have been quiet,” Lionel, one of the oldest surveillance employees and past security officer, said. 

“Hi, Lionel. It has been quiet. I’m looking forward to leaving early today and getting a run in before dark.” She nodded to the other three employees and walked into Marty’s office without knocking. 

“Yo, Dela. Did you get the wedding announcement?” Marty’s smile spread across his face even larger than usual. 

“Yes, but you shouldn’t have wasted an announcement on me. After all, I’m the maid of honor.” Dela sat in the chair to Marty’s right, propping her prosthesis on the box he kept there for her. He was a good friend and a good man. Her best friend was marrying Marty in two months. Molly had always wanted a Fall wedding. They would be married the first week of October. Dela was happy for both of them. Molly had been in a bad first marriage but had come out of it with a wonderful son.

“We wanted you to know you could bring a plus one.” Marty grinned. “And we are pretty sure it will be Heath.” 

“I was thinking about bringing my mom,” Dela said, just to see how her friend reacted.

His smile waned. “Your mom? But we sent her an invitation. She can bring a plus one of her own.”

Dela laughed at his disappointment. “Bring up the surveillance video, and I’ll be bringing Heath. But I don’t want either of you two pushing for us to get married. Like tossing me the bouquet or aiming the garter in Heath’s direction. My mom doesn’t need any more incentive to try and make us a couple before we’re ready.” 

Marty clicked the keys on the keyboard in front of him and three monitors came to life. “The monitor on the right was today.” 

They watched the video. Athena talked to three people before she went behind the bar, picked up her purse, and walked out. 

“Let’s see who she talked to the day before.” Dela shifted her gaze to the monitor in the middle.

Athena talked to two of the same people before leaving. The bartender and a barmaid.  The first day she left early, she talked to the same two people. 

Dela pushed her chair back and stood. “It looks like I need to have a talk with Dexter and Natalie.”

“Did Athena say why she’d been sneaking out?” Marty asked.

“She’s leaving to go to another job. Something about she needed money, but she was also scared.” Dela was going to ask Heath what he knew about Athena’s husband. She would also ask Rosie, her friend who worked in the deli and knew everything about everyone who worked in the casino and lived on the rez. 

“Needed money? Alex, her husband, has a good job doing tech work for Cayuse Industries. I never did know why she was working here as a barmaid.” Marty was staring at the monitor as if in thought. 

“I didn’t know that about her husband. Cayuse Industries is the second place I applied for a job before they hired me here. I figured the casino and Cayuse were the top two employers on the rez where I could get a security job.” Dela now wondered if the Kindales were having marital problems for the wife to be working two jobs. She was pretty sure Heath or Rosie would know. 

“See you tomorrow. I’m going to visit with the two in the Pony, then Rosie, and head home. Kenny will be here to take over by then.”

“Sounds good.” Marty pulled a pile of papers toward him as she walked to the door.

Dela scanned the monitors as she wandered through the surveillance room. She spotted Kenny, her second in command, stepping out of the security offices as his voice rang loud and clear in her earbud.

“Dela, I’m here.”

She stepped out of the surveillance door and walked toward the large man with a smile on his face. Many had wondered at her picking him as her second, but he had a way of putting people at ease, even if he was six-four and nearly three hundred pounds. And he had an honesty that was rare these days. 

“There you are.” He smiled. “How was your day?”

Dela smiled back at the man. He was like a big teddy bear. Always welcoming and ready to help where he was needed. “It was a good day, other than discovering Athena Kindale has been leaving early and having someone else clock her out. I’m headed to talk to Dexter and Natalie at the Pony. You’re welcome to come along.” 

“No, I want to check in with everyone on duty.” 

She nodded. It was their custom to check in with the security guards on the floor when they clocked in. And since only she and Kenny knew the hours they were coming on duty, it kept the rest of them on their toes. 

“I’ll check in with you before I leave.”

Kenny raised a hand as he ambled over toward Bruce.

Dela crossed the gaming floor and entered the Pony Bar and Grill. It was a sports bar. This time of year it was pretty quiet. There weren’t as many baseball fans as there were football and basketball fans in the area. 

She walked up to the bar and sat down. Her stub was getting better and she could do a full shift without it bothering her, but she took every advantage to sit and take the weight off of it when she could. She’d learned it wasn’t a weakness, it was strength to know how to keep her body working at its best. Something it had taken her several years to learn due to her stubbornness.

Dexter Bane, a man in his twenties with long hair, tattoos on his arms and neck, and an easy manner with people, made his way down the bar to her. “Dela, need some coffee or something stronger?” He smiled as he wiped his hands on a white towel hanging from the waistband of his short white apron. 

“Nothing to drink. Did you know that Athena has been leaving early the last three days?”

Dexter studied her and said, “It’s pretty noticeable since I only have two barmaids this time of day.” 

She nodded. “Did you know someone has been clocking her out at her regular time?”

His eyes widened. “No. That I didn’t know. She just told me she needed to leave early because her daughter needed picked up from some after-school thing.” 

The woman had told yet another lie. Dela was beginning to wonder what the woman was mixed up in. 

Natalie appeared with a tray, carrying empty glasses. “I need two tap beers, a Pendleton, and two margaritas.” 

She set the tray of empties on the bar. Dexter picked it up, took it to the sink where the glasses were washed, and started pouring the drinks she’d asked for.

“Natalie, are you the person clocking Athena out at her regular time?” Dela asked, not wanting to take up the time with small talk. 

The woman shoved her dark hair back from her face and stared at Dela. “Maybe. She’s got problems she’s trying to fix. Once she gets things straightened out, she’s going to need every dollar she can get.” 

“But she’s stealing from the casino by you clocking her out three to four hours after she leaves. And she’s doing it to go to another job.” 

Natalie’s bright red lips parted as she stared at Dela. “Another job? She told me she’s been talking to a lawyer about leaving her husband. She wants to make sure he can’t take their daughter away.” 

Dela studied the woman. She honestly thought she was helping Athena with a marital problem. “I’m starting to wonder if she told any of us the truth.” Dela slid off the stool. “When she comes to work tomorrow, don’t say anything. I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”

“I don’t like being played a fool,” Natalie said, her eyes glittering with anger.

“She’s going to be the fool when I discover the truth.” 
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Chapter Two
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Contemplating all the stories Athena had told to cover up for why she was leaving early, made Dela forget where she was headed, until a voice called out, “Dela, why do you look so puzzled?” 

She glanced up and smiled. Her friend Rosie was calling to her from the deli. 

“Hi, Rosie. Just the person I wanted to see. Do you have a few minutes?” Dela smiled at the woman who was as round as she was tall and as warm and caring as she was smart. 

Today she was wearing a purple skirt that flowed around her ankles and a flowered pink and purple blouse. It accentuated her rosy cheeks and lips. Her friend was always in a good mood and had a way of getting people to tell her things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. Add to that Rosie’s photographic memory and she was better than a computer database for delving into people’s histories. 

“I’m just getting off work. Do you want to sit here or somewhere else?” Rosie’s gaze drifted toward the coffee shop. 

“Let’s go to the coffee shop, and I’ll buy you a piece of huckleberry pie,” Dela said, knowing it was the woman’s favorite.

“Have I told you lately you are my favorite person?” Rosie’s eyes sparkled.

“Besides your family you mean?” Dela said, leading the way to a booth in the corner of the café.

“There are days that I like you better than Willow and Daisy.” Rosie slid into the bench seat across the booth from Dela.

“That’s because you live with Willow, and Daisy is the complete opposite of you.” Dela knew that Rosie only lived with her older sister to help her out with the kids since both her sister and her brother-in-law worked. 

“I’m moving out. I’m tired of being bossed around like another one of her kids when I’m the one taking care of them.” 

Nellie walked over, her order book in one hand and pen in the other. “Can I get you anything?” 

“I’ll have iced tea and peach pie. Rosie will have huckleberry pie and...”

Rosie grinned and said, “A large cola.” 

Nellie wrote it down and walked away. 

“Why are you buying me pie?” Rosie cocked her head sideways like Mugshot did when he listened intently. 

“What can you tell me about Athena Kindale?” Dela asked, playing with the silverware in front of her.

“This must be for work since you don’t usually ask me about another employee unless they’ve done something.” 

Dela glanced up at her friend’s face. “She’s been skipping out on work and having someone else clock her out at her regular time. And she gave three different excuses for why she’s been leaving early.”  

Rosie shook her head. “I knew she’d be nothing but trouble for Alex when he married her.”

Alex Kindale was a tribal member. His wife was not.

“Why?” Dela asked and leaned back as Nellie delivered their drinks and pie. 

Nellie walked away. Rosie picked up her fork, cutting the tip off the slice of pie. “Because she lied to him when they met and she lied to him after they were married.”

Dela studied her friend as she slipped the forkful of pie between her lips. 

“What kind of lies?” Dela sipped her tea waiting for Rosie to chew and swallow the bite.

“When they met, she said she was studying at the community college to become a nurse. He was there to become a computer technician, what he does for Cayuse. Later he learned she wasn’t even going to college, she’d just said that. Even knowing she lied, Athena had him hooked and they were engaged. Then after the wedding, she brings home a little girl, about three years old, and says she was an unwed mother in high school and this is her daughter.” Rosie shook her head. “When she applied for a job here as a barmaid, I wondered who was watching the girl and why she needed to work when Alex was making good money at his job.” Rosie cut another bite of pie. “I’ve heard it’s so she could flirt with the men.” She shoved the bite in her mouth and chewed, staring at Dela.

“It sounds like she’s a chronic liar.” Dela went on to tell Rosie the different stories Athena gave her, Dexter, and Natalie.

Rosie picked up her drink. “I bet none of them are the truth and she’s up to no good. Whatever she’s doing.” 

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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Dela and Mugshot, her large, three-legged dog, returned from their jog around the neighborhood as Heath Seaver, her former high school sweetheart and now roommate with benefits, parked his pickup in her driveway. He stepped out wearing his tribal officer uniform. 

She had to admit, he was a manly sight in his uniform, buffed up by the body armor under his shirt and standing there with his hands resting on his duty belt as his gaze scanned her up and down. 

“Looks like you two had a good workout,” he said, grinning at her.

Dela nodded. “It’s always a good workout when Mugshot and I can put in several miles. It helps me clear my mind.”

“What happened at work that has you needing to clear your mind?” he asked, walking ahead of them to open the gate and enter the backyard.

Jethro, her donkey and Mugshot’s friend, stood with his head hanging over the gate looking into the yard. 

“Yeah, we’re back,” Dela said, walking over and opening the gate so the two animals could join them when Heath grilled some burgers and Dela enjoyed her view of the Blue Mountains. 

Heath tapped her on the shoulder as she settled into the patio chair. “What’s going on at work?”

“Nothing that concerns the tribal police. At least not that I know of. Just an employee slipping out and telling a different story to everyone who confronts her.” Dela waved to the back door. “Would you be so kind as to bring me a glass of iced tea before you change?” 

Heath smiled. “You know, I’m beginning to think you only let me move in so you could boss me around.” 

She grinned back. “You know where the door is if you don’t like it.”

He laughed and entered through the sliding door, leaving it ajar before returning with her tea. “Who is this person?” Heath asked.

“Athena Kindale.”

Heath dropped into the chair beside her. “Is her husband Alex?”

This grabbed Dela’s attention. “Yeah. Why?” She shifted in the chair to face Heath. 

“I read a report that he came in on Sunday dragging his wife and wanting her to press charges against someone who’d assaulted her.” 

Dela retraced her conversation with Athena. “She didn’t look like she had any marks on her. Another of her lies?”

Heath shrugged. “I guess she was working at Harry’s in Pendleton and a couple guys got into a fight and she was caught in the middle and took some hits to her body.”

“Or that’s what she told her husband, and she was beaten up for some other reason.” Dela told Heath what Rosie had said about the woman. 

He stood. “It sounds like this woman is trouble. I feel for Alex, he’s always stayed true to the people and came back to work here when he could have made more money elsewhere.” 

Dela nodded, but her mind was sweeping through what could have happened at Harry’s and trying to find a way to convince Heath she only wanted to go there to have a drink after dinner, not to snoop. 

♠ ♣ ♥ ♦
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Sitting in a corner booth at the back of Harry’s, Dela sat close to Heath so they could hear each other talk. 

“I told you this was a bad night to come here,” Heath said.

“When you said there was a biker rally in the tri-cities, I didn’t know you meant there would be overflow into Pendleton.” Dela didn’t like how many people were in the bar. She couldn’t watch Athena as easily as she would have on a regular Wednesday evening. 

After losing sight of the woman again, Dela scanned the bodies crammed into one of the oldest bars in Pendleton. And the one with the most corrupt history. Less than a year ago, she and Marty had met a drug dealer in this bar to save a woman and her child from retaliation by the dealer. 

Tonight, she just wanted to see how the woman who’d told so many lies earlier in the day acted while working here. 

“You would have thought he’d stay away on a night like this,” Heath said, his breath relieving the heat by blowing across the sweat forming on her neck. She followed his gaze and spotted the drug dealer, Gus Sanders. He had a different bodyguard with him and a young woman. A married man like Gus shouldn’t be so handsy with every female he encountered. His wide hands were cupping the young woman’s butt as they crossed to what must be Gus’s booth as it was the same one he’d sat in the night Dela had handed over his stolen money.

Before Gus and the young woman were seated, Athena arrived at the booth. Bile rose in Dela’s throat as the man cupped her butt and squeezed. This was the type of male Dela felt should be castrated. He treated women like they were only put on this earth to allow him to grope and have fantasies. 

She did gag as Athena leaned forward brushing her breast against the dealer and whispered into his ear. Whatever she said caught his attention. He stared forward before glaring at her. She smiled, kissed his cheek, and hurried back to the bar with the empty tray she’d held up in the air out of harm’s way while talking with Gus. 

The drug dealer did a slow scan of the people near him. His gaze landed on her and Heath and his brow furrowed. 

“I’d love to know what Athena said to Gus,” Dela said in Heath’s ear and snuggled closer to make the drug dealer think they were on a date and not there to watch him.

“I like this kind of surveillance,” Heath said, kissing her.

Dela enjoyed the kiss but didn’t let her mind go anywhere but on what had just happened in front of her eyes. She slowly pulled out of the kiss, peered into Heath’s eyes, and asked, “Think there’s any chance Gus will tell us what Athena said?”

Heath snorted and picked up his drink. “Nope.”

Dela leaned back in the booth and scanned the mass of bodies for Athena. She couldn’t see her anywhere. “We might as well leave. I can’t see a thing and I think what we did see is a bit telling.” 

Heath finished his beer. “I’m ready to get out of this noisy place.” 

She slid out, waited for Heath, and they walked across the saloon floor to the door. They jostled through men and women dressed in leather, head scarves, and boots. 

Heath said excuse me three times to a woman who was blocking the easiest route to the door. She seemed to not hear or not care that she was in the way. He tapped her on the shoulder, and she screamed.

Four men closest to them, turned, making a wall of men around Heath. Dela squeezed his hand to stay by his side when he tried to slip his fingers free. She stepped between two of the men and glared back at them. 

“What did you do to my lady?” A tall, beefy, bald-headed man asked. 

“I asked her to move politely three times and when she didn’t respond I tapped her on the shoulder.” Heath had his hands and arms relaxed, but Dela could tell he was evaluating the situation. 

This was her fault for dragging him here even after he’d told her what they would encounter.

A smaller man with a scraggly beard and wiry, tattooed arms took a step into the small circle. “Shouldn’t you be on the reservation, Kemosabe?”

“Shouldn’t you be in prison?” Heath shot back.

The man snarled and lunged. 

Dela took a step forward and pushed him sideways into his friend. “We didn’t come here for trouble. We’re just having a night out. Let us be.”

The smaller man straightened and glared at them both. “I heard the womenfolk do everything and the men just sit around. But really? They also fight for you?” 

Heath shook his head. “I’m not going to fight you.” He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out his tribal badge. “But I will arrest you for attempted assault of an officer if you don’t let us go.” He stared at the man with calm and authority.

Dela was grinning on the inside, but she kept a stern glare on the small man and a peripheral eye on the other three. 

“Common Skeeter, pull your proboscis in and let’s get another drink,” the largest man of the four said, turning the small man toward the bar. 

Heath grabbed her hand and they quickly left the bar. Out in the parking lot, Heath pulled her into a hug, but his tone was anything but loving. “Don’t ever jump between me and another man again. You could have been hurt.”

She remained in his arms only long enough to be thankful they’d both walked out of the bar unscathed. But his tone made her hackles raise. “You aren’t my commanding officer or my boss. I’ll do what my training taught me, save whoever is in danger.” 

“I care for you and don’t want you getting hurt trying to save me. Save yourself first.”  Heath pulled her back into his arms and kissed the top of her head. He knew her well enough to know she was too stubborn to give in already. 

He released her and walked to his pickup. “Get in. We both have work tomorrow.”

Dela climbed into the passenger side, and he slid behind the wheel. She hadn’t really learned anything from this outing, but she was going to ask Athena what she said to Gus when the woman came to work tomorrow. 
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Chapter Three
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Walking into the casino Thursday around noon, Margie, the security guard at the door, practically lunged at her. 

“Did you hear what happened?” she asked.

“Here? At the casino?” Dela responded, wondering if she should have come in earlier.

“No. It’s Athena. The tribals found her in her car. Dead.” Margie’s eyes blinked rapidly as if she were holding back tears. 

“I’m sorry, was she a friend of yours?” Dela took the woman by the arm, leading her over to a chair and making her sit.

“No. But everyone is wondering since she is a Spotted Pony employee if someone is targeting us.” Margie’s hands shook as she drew a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose. 

“I don’t think Athena’s death had anything to do with the casino.” Dela had a pretty good idea who could have caused her death since Margie’s unease meant it wasn’t natural. “How did she die?”

“All I know is someone killed her. No one has said how.” 

Dela pulled out her phone and scrolled to Heath’s number. It rang and went to voicemail. Since he was now the interim detective, until he was officially made detective, he was probably working the case. Since she couldn’t butt into that part of the investigation, she’d start asking questions of the casino employees. 

“Do you know anything about Athena’s family? Her husband and daughter?” Dela asked, pulling a chair up in front of Margie. 

The woman shook her head. “No. She only really ever talked about herself. What she planned to do when she wasn’t working and rarely had anything to do with Alex or Harper.” 

“You knew her well enough to know her husband and child’s names.” Dela pushed to see if the woman knew more than she thought.

“Only because my granddaughter is in the same grade in school as Harper. I went to a school event and my daughter pointed out Alex and Harper. She said Alex does everything with Harper because the mom works all the time.” Margie’s back stiffened and her eyes glinted with anger. “I told Viola that she didn’t work that much. That I knew for a fact she wasn’t at work the day of the event. Viola seemed surprised.”

Dela nodded. “Most likely Athena had told her a story about having to work to support her family when in fact Alex has a very good job at Cayuse Technologies.” 

Margie stared at her. “Really? That’s where he works? Then why was Athena even working?” 

“Exactly.” Dela stood. “I need to get to work.” She walked over to her desk, put her purse in the cabinet beside the desk she shared with Kenny, picked up her radio, snapped it to her belt, clipped the microphone to her shirt, and shoved an earbud in her ear. She turned on the radio and asked if she was coming in clear. 

All her officers on duty responded. She smiled and walked out into the color, noise, and chaos of the gaming floor. Slowly, she made her rounds, talking to each employee and easing into asking how well they knew Athena.  

Todd Wilde, a security guard, was evasive when Dela asked if he knew Athena. 

“What’s her last name?” he asked.

Dela could tell he only asked to stall for time to think about what he wanted to say. “Kindale. Alex Kindale’s wife. She’s a waitress in the Pony from noon to eight.” 

The man did a small shake. “No, I can’t help you. Why are you asking about her?” 

Dela studied the man. Should she be the one to break the news? According to Margie, the staff knew about the death. Then she wondered how they knew. She pretended she had a call on her phone and walked away with her back to the man and called Margie.

“Dela? Why are you calling on the phone?” Margie answered in the security office.

“How did people learn about Athena’s death?” she asked. “And are you sure everyone who works here knows about it? So far, the guards I’ve talked to don’t seem to know.”

“Rae in housekeeping lives next door. She said she asked the tribal standing guard by the car what was going on. And he said a woman had been killed. She said it was Athena’s car and when she tried to get in the house and talk to Alex, another tribal wouldn’t let her in.” 

“And who did you tell about this? And security guards?” Dela was trying to decide how to approach Todd with the news given she could tell he knew the woman and had a reason for saying he didn’t. 

“I only told you and Nadine.” 

Dela rolled her eyes. Nadine liked to gossip. She’d have the story all messed up. She was good at her job because she wasn’t afraid to approach people and visit with them to find out things, but she liked to reveal everything she heard. Kind of like the telephone game they all played as kids. One person at the front would say something and it would come out completely different by the time it reached the last person. 

“Okay. Don’t tell anyone else. I’m sure the police will be around to question the people she worked with, and I don’t want them getting false information and thinking they heard the correct information.”

“Roger.” 

Dela ended the call and swung around to find Todd gone. 

She raised her phone to call Marty when she spotted Heath and Jacob Red Bear, the brother of her best friend in school, walk through the casino entrance. Shoving her phone back into her pocket, she met them as they strode toward the Pony Bar and Grill. 

“I heard Athena was killed,” she said in a low voice for only the two tribal officers to hear. 

“That’s where we just came from. Alex is upset, but...”

“Not torn up,” Dela added. 

“Yeah. However, it isn’t very likely he would have killed her in their driveway.”

“Unless he was sitting in the car with her and she said something that angered him and he lashed out,” Jacob said. 

Dela stopped and swung her body to force both men to also stop. “How did she die?”

Heath peered at her. “This is a tribal investigation. I can’t give you all the details.” 

She smiled and waved a hand at Jacob. “Come on. Jacob isn’t going to say you broke any rules. He knows I’m only trying to help solve the murder.” She crossed her arms. “Besides, didn’t we see a suspect last night?” 

Jacob’s eyebrows rose. He glanced from Dela to Heath and back to Dela. “Did you two have her under surveillance last night?”

“No. We happened to be having a drink in the bar where she sidelines when not working at the Spotted Pony,” Heath said, stepping to the side and evading Dela. 

“He’s just angry that he almost got in a fight and I had to save him.” Dela didn’t have time to count before Heath swung back around. 

“We shouldn’t have been in that bar last night. I told you that. And I wasn’t going to get in a fight with an out-of-town biker. You did not save me. You shoved a man and could have put us both in the county jail overnight.” He crossed his arms and glared at her.

Jacob whistled softly. “You two sure know how to have fun. Ays? Let’s go talk to the bartender.” He strode away.

Dela followed, knowing Heath wouldn’t remain without someone to glare at. 

At the bar, Dexter was restocking. Natalie was wiping down tables and filling salt and pepper shakers. There were only two patrons sitting at the bar. 

Dexter looked up and spotted them in the mirror. He slowly turned toward the bar at their approach. “What brings the Tribal Police to the Pony?” 

“Do you notice you are one waitress short?” Dela asked.

Dexter nodded. “It’s rare she comes in on time.” 

“She won’t be coming in. Athena Kindale is a homicide victim,” Heath said.

Dexter’s eyes widened and he took a step back as if Heath had slugged him in the chest. “Victim? Homicide?” The bartender’s gaze flashed from face to face as if he expected them to say it was a joke. 

“What’s going on?” Natalie asked, walking behind the bar and standing next to Dexter. 

“Athena Kindale’s body was found in her vehicle this morning,” Heath said. “We’d like to know if she had any confrontations with anyone while here at work.” 

Jacob pulled out his notebook, his pen poised over the fresh sheet of paper. 

Dela sat on a bar stool. “The only way the police can find who did this is if you tell them everything you know. Including the days she left here early, and you...” Dela nodded to Natalie, “punched her time card when you left.” 

Dexter let out a whoosh of air. “Athena didn’t cause trouble. She smiled and chatted with everyone. Sometimes too much.” 

“What do you mean by that?” Heath asked.

“She’d spend so much time talking to specific customers, I’d have to work half of her tables and mine,” Natalie said in an irritated tone. 

Dela latched onto that. “The people she’d spend lots of time with, were they men or women?” 

Natalie looked up as if thinking and then said, “Mostly older, well-dressed men.” 

“Was she flirting?” Dela asked. She’d seen how the woman had been with Gus Sanders at Harry’s the night before. She seemed to be a tease. 

“Not really flirting. But she’d smile and talk nice, ask them if they were here alone. That sort of thing.” Natalie shrugged. “I just thought she was making small talk to not have to do as much work.”

“And yet you let her talk you into clocking her out when she left early,” Heath jumped into the conversation. 

Natalie folded the towel still in her hands from wiping down the tables and didn’t say anything. 

“What about you?” Heath turned his attention to Dexter. “Did you see her flirting or conversing more than other waitresses?”

“Only when it wasn’t busy. That’s the only time I have to watch the waitresses. Usually, I’m busy back here putting out drinks for them to deliver and pouring for people at the bar.” Dexter flicked a sideways glance at Natalie.

“Did Athena ever flirt with you?” Dela asked. 

He shook his head. “I’m not her type.”

Jacob cleared his throat and said, “You have a lot of similarities to her husband, Alex.” 

Dexter shrugged. 

Dela tucked this away. From what Rosie had said and now this observation by Jacob, she was beginning to think that Athena married Alex for a reason other than love. 
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Chapter Four
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Jacob, Heath, and Dela all wandered to the coffee shop after talking to Dexter and Natalie. 

“Did you question Rae this morning about possibly seeing anything important?” Dela asked.

Heath studied her. “Who is Rae?”

“The next-door neighbor. She works here in housekeeping. She’s the one who told Margie about Athena. She said a tribal officer was standing guard over the car. When she tried to get into the house to see if she could be of help, she was sent away.”  

She could hear Heath grinding his teeth. “Jacob and I were questioning the husband. No one said anything about a neighbor coming by, and we asked Philips to go talk to the neighbors and see if they heard or saw anything.” 

Jacob had his phone out as he walked out of the coffee shop. “I’ll speak with Philips.”

Heath ran a hand across the back of his neck underneath his braid. “I thought working under Detective Jones was incompetent. We have three new officers since I was promoted to interim detective and only one of them has had any classes in criminal justice.” A weak smile curved his lips. “But I don’t want to complain. Can you have Rae come down here so we can talk to her?” 

“If you order us lunch.” Dela slid out of the booth and headed to the coffee shop entrance. Once out in the open area, she pulled out her phone and called housekeeping. 

“Housekeeping,” Mrs. Young answered. 

“Hi
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