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A Gabriel Hawke Novel

Book 1

Chapter One

The threat of potential poachers wouldn’t spoil Hawke’s day. He glanced up through the pine and fir trees at the late August summer sky to appreciate the blue sky and billowy white clouds. Half a dozen shiny black ravens circled above the trees half a mile away. So much for thinking he’d come upon the poachers before they did any damage. 

He and Dog, his mid-sized, wire-haired, motley mutt, had picked up the trail of two people on horseback with a pack horse at sunrise. He’d started the pursuit after finding spent cartridge rounds at a spot where they had stopped. Only poachers would be carrying rifles during bow season and following an elk trail. From the circling birds, he feared they were too late to stop an unlawful kill. 

He’d used the Bear Creek Trail to patrol Goat Mountain in the Wallowa Whitman National Forest and check bow hunters for tags. 

He whistled for Dog to stop.

“Easy, Dog. We’re going to go slow the rest of the way.” Hawke dismounted, trailing his horse and pack mule behind him. It took longer to reach the kill site by walking, but he didn’t want to chance surprising a bear, wolf, cougar, or the poachers.

He picked his way through the brush, being mindful of the scraping noises from the packsaddle being caught in the limbs of young growth pines. Any other time he wouldn’t have minded. The fresh pine scent from the abuse to the limbs, filled his nostrils.

Dog’s tail started whipping back and forth when they were twenty feet from the area where the birds circled. 

“Don’t tell me you’ve become friends with the bears and cougars on this mountain,” Hawke whispered, easing out of the thicket and into a small clearing. 

A woman was bent over what appeared to be a man’s body. He noted the backpack on the ground by the woman and knew why Dog’s tail wagged. Biologist Marlene Zetter. She traveled this area keeping tabs on the wolf bands that had made their way to Northeast Oregon from the Northern Rocky Mountains. 

“What are you doing with a body, Marlene?” 

The woman in question lunged to her feet and spun to face him. Her gaze latched onto him, skimming from his cowboy boots, jeans, denim jacket, to his face under the brim of a western hat. The panic on her face disappeared as she recognized him. 

“Hawke! You nearly scared ten years off my life.” 

Dog bounded toward the woman.

“Dog! Sit!” ordered Hawke.

The animal flopped down on his haunches, obeying the command. 

“What are you doing up here alone and leaning over a man’s body?” Hawke dropped his reins and walked over to the body and woman, studying the ground and taking care to not cover any tracks.

She pointed downward. “That’s what brought me here.”

Hawke scanned the dusty camouflage boots, pants, jacket, orange transmitter collar around the man’s neck, and unseeing eyes. He whistled. “Why does he have one of your collars?” 

She shook her head. “We were doing a count in the area. Roger is up in the helicopter. He gave me quadrants for about a mile to the north, but as I worked my way that direction, I stumbled over this.” 

“Did you touch anything?” Hawke walked her fifteen feet back from the body. 

“No. I’d just knelt beside him when you arrived.” She glanced around him toward the body. “Why is he wearing a tracking collar?”

“I don’t know. Stay here. I’ll start my investigation.” Hawke walked over to Horse, his pack mule, and retrieved a camera. “If you have radio access, notify dispatch. Tell them I have a body. We’ll need the medical examiner and a retrieval team.” 

He didn’t wait for Marlene to reply. His digital camera, radio, and cell phone were the only pieces of current technology he used when on duty as a game warden in the Eagle Cap Wilderness. Before he began documenting the area with his camera, he did a quick look for footprints. He found Marlene’s. She came from a southeast direction. He noticed two sets of tracks, one of which matched the boots on the victim, that came from the northwest. The other set came to where the man lay, there were a few scuffed marks. As if the person were hesitant to view the body. A squeamish killer? He followed the set of tracks that returned to the trees and discovered the distinct shoe prints of the two saddle horses and pack horse he’d tracked all day. This was one of the men he’d been tracking. 

“I didn’t hear any shots. How did they get a wolf collar?” He glanced around at the ground, brush, and trees, searching for any sign of a struggle or blood. 

Nothing. 

Aware he’d left Marlene alone with the victim, he took photos of the impressions and hurried back to the opening. 

The biologist remained in the same spot he’d left her. Her back to the victim. 

“Do you know him?” Hawke asked, approaching the body and snapping pictures. 

“He looks familiar, but I can’t put a name to him.” She held up her radio. “I contacted Roger. He’s calling dispatch.”

“Thanks.” Hawke patted Dog on the head when he walked by. “Stay.”

Once he had all the photos, he walked over to Horse and pulled evidence bags, a marker, and latex gloves from the pack. He never knew what would help in an investigation and made a thorough search around the body for anything that didn’t appear to belong in the clearing. He had gathered a small collection when he crouched by the body. 

A long hair clung to the victim’s shoulder. It wasn’t coarse like mane or tail hair. The color was close to Marlene’s two-tone brown-blonde. He’d give her the benefit of the doubt that it could have fallen when she looked down, but it was evidence and went in a bag. 

Hawke had come across dozens of deaths as an Oregon Fish and Wildlife State Trooper. Judging from the bulging, blood-shot eyes, red dotted face, and scratch marks on the neck where the victim had tried to take the collar off, he’d say the man had been strangled. A check of the bolts and the tightness of the collar made him wonder how someone could have wrestled with a man this size to get the collar tightened. The bolts would have had to have been in place. He mimicked the actions it would have taken to put the collar on and then tighten it. Not an easy feat on a man of the victim’s size. 

Yet, there was no sign of a struggle. “Accidental or on purpose?” Talking to himself was his custom from spending so many days and hours alone with his horse, mule, and dog.

“What did you say?” Marlene asked. 

“Nothing.” 

He felt the pockets for a wallet or identification and noticed the victim’s belt wasn’t latched in its natural hole. It was one hole looser. Had someone else tightened his belt? Or had the belt been the murder weapon and the collar put on after the man was incapacitated? He took a photograph.

A cell phone was in the coat pocket along with a wad of tissues. These were placed in evidence bags. Rolling the body on its side, he scanned the area under the body. The ground appeared more disturbed than from a body lying on it. Tuffs of grass had been unrooted. The retrieval team would look for evidence under the body. He found a wallet in the back pocket of the man’s camo pants. A quick flip revealed a driver’s license. Ernest Cusack, 20456 Elm Loop, Alder, Oregon. The victim was a local. 

The wallet was bagged along with coins, a pocket knife, and lip balm found in his front pockets. There didn’t seem to be any other evidence to collect. 

Back at the mule, he put all the evidence bags in the pack and pulled out a small tarp. He walked back to the body and placed the tarp over the victim, using rocks to hold it down.

“Now what do we do?” Marlene asked. 

Hawke walked over to his horse and started unsaddling the animal. “We wait.”

“You know no one is going to get up here before tomorrow.” She shouldered her pack. 

“Put that down. You’ll have to remain until the others get here.” He walked over and slipped her pack off her shoulder. “Make camp. You’re staying here.” 

She peered up at him. “I didn’t bring overnight gear.”

“I’ll share.” He walked over to his horse. 

After placing his saddle upside down on the ground under a tree and tying Jack, the horse, out on a weighted tether away from any trees, he took the pack and saddle off Horse and tethered the mule as well.

Dog settled himself on the ground between Marlene and Hawke. 

“I didn’t bring a lot of supplies with me.” Marlene leaned her pack against a tree, using it as a backrest. 

“How did you plan to get off the mountain before dark?” Hawke tossed her a package of vacuum sealed jerky. His forefathers had survived for days with pemmican, a mash of dried salmon and berries. He survived most trips on the mountain with jerky, freeze-dried meals, and granola bars. 

“Roger planned to pick me up at Wade Flat.” She opened the jerky. “Thanks.”

“You’ll have to radio him to come back for you tomorrow.” Hawke studied the woman. They had met at several Fish and Wildlife public meetings where the locals voiced their concerns about the growing population of wolves in the county. Ranchers had lost cattle to the wolves, making them angry at the animal and at Fish and Wildlife. 

Some had tried using the nonlethal methods biologists suggested to keep livestock safe. But the wolf was cunning. Hawke’s ancestors had revered the wolf for his fur, his cunning, and how they worked as a pack to feed everyone. His ancestors also knew the consequences of too many wolves in one area. Not only did cattle get eaten, but so did deer, elk, and mountain goats, staples of the Nez Perce over a century ago. 

“Roger, this is Marlene,” the woman said into the large radio she held in her hand.

Garbled words crackled in the air. “Dispatch wants Hawke to call them.”

“Did you hear that?” Marlene asked. 

Hawke grunted and knelt by his pack. His radio was in the side with all the evidence and his forensic kit.

“Hawke won’t let me leave. Meet me same time tomorrow afternoon at Wade Flat.” 

“Copy.” 

The crackling sound ended and the forest sounds settled around them again.

Hawke glanced in the sky. With the body covered, the birds had stopped circling. The rest of the night would be spent keeping the ground scavengers from destroying the body. 

He turned on his radio, listened to the crackle, and held the button down. “Hawke checking in.” He raised his fingers off the button and listened. 

“Is the body contained?” 

“Yes. I’m holding a witness until the others arrive.”

“ETA for body retrieval is ten-hundred tomorrow.”

“Copy.” Hawke turned the radio off, replaced it in the pack, and pulled out his filtered water bottle and a plastic bottle of water he hauled around in case he came upon a dehydrated hiker or needed it for cleaning a wound when there wasn’t any water available.

“Here.” He tossed the plastic bottle to Marlene. “Use this to drink. Should be a small stream to the east if you want to wash up.” 

“I crossed it shortly before coming into the clearing.” She held up the water. “Thanks, again.”

He nodded and tore into his bag of jerky. The day had been spent in the saddle with only a stop to refill his water bottles and stretch his legs. He’d hoped to catch the two he’d tracked before dark. Instead, he would watch over the victim and keep an eye on his suspect.

It would be a long night. 
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Chapter Two

A full moon lit up the clearing like early dawn. Grays and blacks were highlighted in golden moon glow. Good for keeping an eye on the body. Hawke waved his hand, and Dog chased away a curious coyote. 

Marlene stirred under the blankets Hawke had given her, but didn’t wake. 

He was thankful she’d not tried to make small talk before making a bed and closing her eyes. By her furtive glances, she knew she was at the top of his suspect list. Not his list. He’d hand her and the evidence over to whoever arrived tomorrow and go after the man’s partner. His best work happened out in the wilderness, not at a desk behind a computer. 

Finding the second poacher would most likely find who put the collar on the victim’s neck and strangled him. It was either a cold-blooded killer or a joke that went wrong. Either way, he would find the person. 

Dog made several circles around the body, before returning to Hawke’s side.

“Good boy.” Hawke stroked the smooth hair on Dog’s head and scanned the area where he’d tethered Horse and Jack. They were both munching on the grass and flicking their tails.

By the moon, he guessed it to be after midnight. If Dog stayed vigilant, he could get an hour or two of sleep. 

His eyelids lowered, his mind cleared...

Howling wolves straightened his spine and raised the hair on his arms. 

Dog sat up.

Hawke grabbed the animal’s collar before he dashed off. 

Marlene stirred. “Did I hear wolves?”

“Yes. Go back to sleep. It was several miles away.” The sound had echoed in the draw. He wasn’t positive they were miles away. 

The howling and sharp-pitched, excited yips of the wolves sang of pursuit. He hoped in the opposite direction of them. Keeping a pack of wolves away from the body wasn’t a task he wanted tonight or any night.

Marlene remained sitting up, her head cocked, listening. 

The pursuit call echoed through the forest, standing his hair on end again. This time the calls were closer. 

Hawke shot to his feet, grabbed the ropes dangling from Horse and Jack’s halters and tied them to the highline he’d made earlier between two trees. He didn’t need the animals bolting and dragging their weighted tethers or getting caught up in the long tether ropes, injuring themselves. 

“They’re close,” Marlene said, grabbing her pack and pulling out her laptop. She tapped the keys and a faint beeping started. “I’m picking up number twenty-four-ninety-three. An alpha female.” Her words came out on a rush.

The beeping grew in volume. 

“She’s coming toward us. And it looks like two others with her have collars.” 

He heard the excitement in her voice. “You aren’t going after them. If they show here, I’m shooting my rifle in the air.” He didn’t want or need the trouble wolves and women brought. 

“Don’t chase them off before I can get a count.” She pulled a book and flashlight out of her backpack. The sound of pages flipping was followed by accelerated beeping. 

“Number twenty-four-ninety-three is from the Minam pack. They had five grown wolves last year. I hope they have pups with them.” Marlene stared at her computer then into the trees on the far side of the clearing. “That’s the way they’re coming from.”

Hawke stared into the trees on the far side of the open area. He didn’t know much about what the computer could register, but the way Dog’s hair bristled down his back, the wolves would be upon them soon. 

Limbs cracked, hooves pounded the earth, and the tang of fear filled the air before a wild-eyed horse burst into the clearing followed by three adult wolves. 

Hawke untied a lasso from his packsaddle. “Keep the horse in the clearing!” he shouted to Marlene. “Get ’em,” he said to Dog. 

As Dog deterred the wolves and Marlene ran along the side of the clearing, keeping the horse from darting into the forest, Hawke swung the loop over his head, running behind the horse. He was just about out of breath when the animal darted to its right. He finally had a clear shot of the animal’s head. 

He let the loop fly. It landed over the horse’s head and around its neck. Hawke ran to the closest tree, wrapping the lariat around once before the horse came to the end of the rope. It stood, shaking and wild eyed. 

Hawke turned his attention to Dog, toying with two of the wolves. 

Where had the third one gone? 

“Grab this rope and try to get the horse to come to you. I’m getting rid of the wolves.” He ran to the tree where he’d set up camp and picked up his firearm. Other Fish and Wildlife State Troopers packed an AR-15. Hawke relied on his trusty pump-action shotgun. He shot in the air, pumped another shell into the chamber, and shot again. The boom of a shotgun did more good when chasing critters away than the spat of an AR-15. By the second shot, Dog was at his side. All three wolves ran back across the clearing and into the trees. 

Hawke glanced at the tarped body. One of the wolves had dragged the tarp a short distance. 

“Hawke, I could use some help,” Marlene called. 

He had a feeling the wolves hadn’t gone far. Not if the one had discovered the body. 

The horse calmed down as Hawke crooned to it in his forefather’s ancient language. 

“What are you saying?” Marlene asked as she walked up with the halter he’d asked her to get from his pack. 

“I’m telling him he is safe. He was a good horse to come to us.” Hawke slipped the halter on the animal’s blond head. He was a nice palomino quarter horse gelding. The horse was one someone would miss in the morning when they wanted off the mountain. 

“Hold your flashlight on his legs,” Hawke said. There were scratches and a couple gashes on the animal’s forelegs and hocks. “It’s a shame. Nice animal like this.”

“Did the wolves do that?” Marlene asked, her voice wobbly.

“Yes and no. The wounds were caused by running him through the brush. But had he not been chased by the wolves, it wouldn’t have happened.” He led the gelding over by Jack and Horse and tied him to the same highline. 

“There is comfort in numbers,” he mumbled to the animals. 

Marlene stood by her pack, writing in her book. 

He picked up his collapsible bucket and shotgun. Hawke stopped beside the biologist. “Take my shotgun. The wolves know there is an easy meal here. If they come back shoot in the air. I’m getting water to doctor the horse.” 

She shot a glance the direction the wolves disappeared and took the shotgun. “What about you? Will you be safe?” 

He grinned and patted where his Glock rested in his shoulder harness under his jacket. “I have Dog and my side-arm with me.” 

Dog arrived at his side. Using his flashlight, Hawke made a direct trail to the small stream twenty yards or better to the east of camp. He took the time alone to take care of personal hygiene. 

Feeling less like a cur who’d rolled in a mud puddle, he filled the bucket with water and headed back to camp. Halfway there, a gun shot rang out. “Go!” he told Dog, who took off through the trees, leaping downed logs and making faster progress than Hawke sloshing water out of the bucket and cursing the thorny bushes grabbing his pant legs. 

Another shot rang out as he rushed into the clearing. Dog chased one of the wolves into the trees on the other side. 

“Dog! Come!” he shouted with what little air he still had in his lungs. If Dog followed the wolf too far, all three would turn on him.

A dark shadow burst from the trees and straight toward him. Hawke’s heart started beating again. He and Dog had been together too long to lose the animal from his own stupidity. 

“You were right. One snuck out of the trees and then another. I waited until all three had emerged and shot.” Marlene was out of breath as she hurried over to where he and Dog stood. 

“Keep the shotgun until I get the horse doctored. Then Dog and I will make camp by the body.” Hawke didn’t like sitting practically on top of the deceased for the remainder of the night, but he wanted a body left in the morning when his associates arrived. 
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Chapter Three

The wolves made three more attempts to get to the body and finally gave up. Hawke sat propped against his packsaddle. Dog reclined beside him. They both gave a long, heavy sigh and peered up at the sun peeking into the clearing. 

It was going to be a long day whether he went after the other person or decided to travel off the mountain. 

“Coffee?” Marlene called.

He sniffed. The aroma of his dark roast coffee overrode the gases brewing in the deceased. Hawke stood and grabbed his packsaddle, hauling it back to the edge of the trees. “I see you helped yourself to my coffee.” 

“You were sleeping. I didn’t want to wake you to ask your permission. I pulled the pot and grounds out of your pack.” The smile tugging up the corners of her chapped lips revealed she perceived she’d outsmarted him. 

He was a tired master tracker, not a ninja. 

Hawke opened the flap on his pack and plucked out two tin cups. “Since you’re sharing my coffee with me, I could share a cup with you.”

She laughed and used the corner of a horse blanket to grab the coffee pot off the small fire she’d made to brew the coffee. “I don’t suppose you have any eggs or bacon in there.” She nodded toward his pack. 

“I have dehydrated scrambled eggs with bacon bits you can make.” 

“That’s better than an empty stomach.”

He placed the cup of coffee on the ground and dug out two packets of dried eggs, a small aluminum pot, and a spoon. 

Marlene took the packets from him, read the directions, and poured water into the pan. When the water came to a boil, she poured some into each packet and stirred.

She picked up her cup of coffee. “Do you have another spoon?” 

He shook his head. “But I do have a fork.” He dug into his pack. “You use the spoon, I’ll use the fork.”

Marlene didn’t object. She handed him one packet and dug into hers.

He finished his food, drank the rest of his coffee, and poured another cup. 

“Will they contact you when they are on the way up?” Marlene asked, refilling her cup and settling on the blankets. 

“If I had the radio on.” He left the radio off between uses to conserve the battery. Hawke set his cup down and dug through his pack. Turning on the radio, he placed it next to the pack, and reclined against his canvas back rest. There were several hours before the retrieval team would arrive. 

The coffee tasted better than he made. Same grounds, same pot. He glanced over at Marlene. What did she do to make it taste better? 

The horses nickered. He finished off the coffee and grabbed the pan and utensils. “I’ll wash these while the horses are getting a drink.”

“Do you need help?” she asked. 

“No. Dog and I can handle it.” He whistled for Dog, who still slept by the body. 

The animal’s head jerked up and he glanced around. With his gaze on Hawke, he stood, stretched each leg and his back, and trotted over.

Hawke had Horse and Jack untied. He handed Jack’s lead rope to Dog and untied the runaway horse. With the mule on one side and the new horse on the other, Hawke led them to the stream. Dog followed behind leading Jack. He’d bought Jack the same year he’d rescued Dog, as a pup. They had become friends. Having taught Dog how to lead Jack was a good thing. It helped when Horse was having a mule day. 

At the stream, he crouched between Horse and the palomino to wash the dishes. Dog stopped on the other side of Horse and Jack drank. The slurping and gulping of the animals accented the gurgling of the stream over smooth rocks. Even after the dishes were clean and the horses stood, drooling water back into the stream, he sat on his haunches, breathing in the musty forest floor, earthy horse, and tang of pine. 

He understood why his ancestors were angered when this land, their home, had been taken from them. His father’s family had been part of the treaty Nez Perce, the bands that had moved to the reservation. His mother’s family had been with the non-treaty Nez Perce who had refused to sign the treaty taking away their land and followed Looking Glass, Young Joseph, and White Bird, to Montana. 

His great-grandfather had managed to get away the night before Joseph surrendered at Bear Paw. He wasn’t welcomed at the reservation by his own people and had moved in with the Walla Walla at the Umatilla Reservation. But his grandfather told the stories that had been passed down to him from his father. 

“Hawke! Hawke!” Marlene called. 

He stood, leading the horse and mule back to camp. A glance over his shoulder, caught sight of Dog and Jack following. 

Marlene met him part way into the trees with his radio. “They want to talk to you.” 

He plucked the radio from her hands and handed the two lead ropes to the biologist.

Static crackled. He pressed the button and said, “Hawke,” and fell in step behind Jack’s back end. 

Static and popping then a voice said, “The retrieval team left the bottom at six. A helicopter should be hovering soon.” 

As if the announcement conjured up the aircraft, he heard the soft thump, thump, thump of the blades cutting through the air.

“Visual,” Hawke said.

“Copy.” Static crackled. 

Being a master tracker, his gaze constantly scanned his surroundings. But it was the familiar print on the forest floor that grabbed his attention. He stopped, crouched, and stared at one set of tracks. The horse they’d saved was one of the three he’d followed yesterday. Did it get away from the other person or was it set free on purpose? Either way, he had a fresh, easy to follow set of tracks. 

Hawke made sure the horses and mule were all tied tight as the sound of the copter grew louder and the tops of the trees danced from the blade airstream. 

In the clearing, he peered up into the cockpit of the helicopter. He hid the smile that started to tip his lips. Dani Singer. The niece of his old friend Charlie Singer. She’d taken over Charlie’s hunting lodge when he’d passed eighteen months ago. Hawke had met Dani on two occasions. The first time when he’d been called to the lodge to investigate a death. They’d gotten off on shaky ground because he was mad he hadn’t been told about Charlie’s death and mad that some smartass Air Force pilot thought she knew enough to run the lodge. And the second when he’d needed to spend the night at the lodge. They’d agreed to a mutual truce, and that evening they’d played cards and had a pleasant visit.

He waved. 

She waved back and pantomimed if she could land. Knowing she’d flown copters for the Air Force, he figured she could land anywhere that was flat and open enough. He directed her to the widest area between the trees. If the body hadn’t been in the middle of the clearing, it would have been easy for her to drop in. 

She gave him an okay and hovered over the area, slowly lowering the aircraft.

Hawke held his cowboy hat on his head as the wind from the blades whipped the tarp off the body and started the extra horse panicking. 

The blades gradually eased along with the wind. 

He hurried to replace the tarp on the body before meeting Dani. 

“I’m surprised to see you,” he said, keeping his tone neutral, unsure if she was still mad over his believing her a suspect or if their night of playing cards had made her forget. 

“I’ve contracted with law enforcement to help out with Eagle Cap search and rescues. I can get here quicker than Dunten in Baker City.” She nodded to the tarp. “Hiker get lost?”

“No. I believe it’s a murder.” He walked toward Marlene.

“Up here?” The skepticism in her voice made him remember why he shouldn’t get friendly with the woman. She thought she knew everything because she had been an officer in the Air Force. 

“It can happen anywhere.” He strode over to the horses, calming the extra one and checking its wounds. 

The two women greeted each other like friends before putting their heads together, sending furtive glances his way as if discussing him. 

His pride wanted to think they liked what they saw, but his gut said they were talking about how he was crazy to think a man was murdered in the wilderness. Without a word, he picked up the water bucket, whistled to Dog, and headed to the creek for water to wash the horse’s wounds and reapply salve. 

Blocking the women from his sight and mind, he focused on the fact the extra horse had been part of the group he’d followed to the dead man. It was one sick person who murdered a man and left his horse loose for wild animals to kill and eat. 

The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. He’d catch the person if he had to track them for a month. Which would be good. Snow would hit the high areas by then and aid his tracking. 

With his hawk eyes and the knowledge he’d soaked up as a child from his father and grandfather, he could track just about anything anywhere. There were more than marks in the dirt that showed where something had been. He paid attention to his surroundings and what was out of place. 

He dipped the bucket and headed back to the horses. 

The women now stood by the body. 

Damn! He ran toward them, sloshing water on his leg. “Get away. You both know better.” 

Hawke stepped between the women and the body with the tarp flopped back. 

“I know him,” Dani said. 

“How?” Hawke asked, flipping the tarp back in place. 

“He owns the Firelight Restaurant in Alder. He purchases truckloads of food from suppliers. I was told to go to him to get all my staples in bulk.” Dani shook her head. “Why would someone put a wolf tracking collar on him?”

“That’s something that doesn’t go any further than this mountain.” Hawke glared at both women to emphasize his statement. 

“Loud and clear,” Dani said, glaring back at him. 

Marlene nodded, but he could see she was thinking something. 

“Is there a way to find out where that collar came from?” he asked. 

“It’s not one that was on a wolf. It would have registered on my computer. Unless the tape wasn’t pulled on the battery. If the battery isn’t activated, the tracking device doesn’t work. When they take it off, I can check the serial number and check the battery. If it was from our supplies that’s all we’ll know. But your suspect list will be slim it if came from our supplies. Only employees of the ODFW building have access to the collars. They are too expensive to leave laying around.” Marlene jammed her hands on her hips as if she were ready to go a round with whoever stole the collar.

While they were talking, he’d moved them back to the trees. He wished the others would arrive and he could get tracking. 

“Did they plan on you taking the body out?” Hawke set the bucket down and refilled his coffee cup, watching Dani. 

She glanced at his cup. “I’m not sure. They asked me to find you and radio your coordinates.” 

He grinned behind the cup. These days everyone relied on GPS. He could find any spot in the Eagle Caps by a brief description. 

Marlene picked up her coffee cup. “I’ll wash this, and you can have some coffee.” The biologist disappeared into the woods in the direction of the creek.

“Do you think Marlene killed him?” Dani asked.

He didn’t see any reason to not tell her the facts. It would surprise him if Marlene hadn’t already told Dani why she was here. “Don’t know. She was over the body when I arrived and that’s a wolf collar on his neck.”

“She said she was following coordinates Roger gave her for a sighting.” Dani studied him. 

He shrugged. He wasn’t giving up any more than the facts. “On your way here, did you happen to see a person with two horses?” It would make his tracking easier to know which direction the suspect was headed. 

“There wasn’t anyone between here and the lodge.” Dani nodded toward the horses. “Marlene said wolves chased that horse through here last night. Think it belongs to the victim?”

“I’ll know when I catch up to the dead man’s partner.” Hawke took his coffee and bucket of water over to the horses. He set the cup on a mushroom growing on the trunk of a dying pine five feet from one of the trees that he’d tied a tree saver strap around for the highline. 

“I’m here to help you,” he said softly to the nervous horse. 

The animal blew out air and watched him with round eyes. He spoke to it again with words he remembered his grandfather using when calming an animal. He wasn’t clear what all the words meant, but he’d learned to copy the sounds.

Using the same rag he’d used the night before, he washed away the salve and dried scab from the horse’s worst wounds.

Soft footsteps approached. He ignored the woman that had been on his mind too much since their first meeting. 

“You have gentle hands.” Dani stopped close enough that if he stood, he’d have to look her in the eye.

He ignored her and kept on cleaning the wounds. When he finished, she handed him the salve he’d left in the crook of the tree where he’d placed his coffee. 

Grunting a thank you, he grasped the tube and worked it into the gashes on the hind legs and chest of the animal. 

“You’re good with animals. Why did you decide to be a game warden and not a veterinarian?” she asked. 

He wiped his hands on the rag and walked over to his cup of coffee. “Less schooling.” The coffee had grown cold, but he drank it down. He told few people about his struggles in school. It wasn’t his lack of trying. It was his lack of someone who thought schooling was more important than helping keep food on the table. 

She nodded. “I can see where that might have been a struggle.”

Hawke glared at her. It was one thing for him to demean himself, but she had no right. “I’m not a person who couldn’t pass tests.”

“I didn’t mean you struggled with the schooling.” She stared at him. “I know about life on the Rez. I may not have lived there, but we visited family.” 

He still found it hard to remember she was half Nez Perce. Her father had been the son of Charlie’s brother. Her mother was the daughter of an ex-congressman. That was how Dani made it into the Air Force Academy. That and her grades. 

Hawke nodded but didn’t feel the need to continue the conversation. 

Dog barked in the direction the retrieval team would use to get here. 

Dani walked back to Marlene.

Hawke stepped away from the horses, peering into the trees to the northeast. The sound of hooves and horses snorting carried out of the trees along with the creak of leather and jangle of bits. 

Within minutes, Wallowa County Sheriff Rafe Lindsey, Deputy Calvin Corcoran, State Trooper Tad Ullman, and the Medical Examiner, Dr. Gwendolyn Vance, rode single file out of the trees. 

Hawke greeted them halfway between the trees and the body. “Sheriff, Calvin, Tad, Doctor.” He tipped his head to the tarp. “A wolf took a couple bites out of him last night while I was catching that horse and chasing the other two wolves away.” 

They glanced at the horse and back at the tarp.

“You’ll put all of that in your report?” Sheriff Lindsey asked, dismounting.

“Yes, sir.” Hawke grasped the bridle of the horse the doctor rode. He knew from past encounters with the woman, she didn’t like these trips into the mountains. 

“There’s a helicopter here?” were the doctor’s first words.

“Dani Singer from Charlie’s Lodge flew in an hour ago.” Hawke offered, handing the horse over to the dismounted deputy. 

“Tell me what you know,” Sheriff Lindsey said, walking toward the tarp.

Hawke told how he’d spotted the birds and all the way up to the copter landing that morning. 

“His death appears to be strangulation.” Dr. Vance pointed to the collar. “The discoloration and petechiae are pretty good clues.”

“That’s what I figured,” Hawke said. 

Tad shook his head. “Seems to me, Marlene is the clear suspect since she was found with the body and the victim is wearing a wolf tracking collar.”

Hawke shook his head. “He was with someone else. I was on their trail when I spotted the ravens.” He pointed to the northwest. “The tracks of the other person came here and remounted their horse over there. If you don’t need any more from me, I’d like to follow the tracks.” 

Sheriff Lindsey nodded. “I’d like to know who killed Ernest. We’ll take the extra horse back with us. It will give Marlene something to ride.”

“She’s having Roger pick her up at Wade Flat,” Hawke said, wondering if the sheriff planned to take the biologist in for questioning. 

Lindsey stared over at the two women standing at the edge of the trees. “I’ll have a talk with her.” 

Hawke nodded and strode over to Jack and Horse. There were too many people in the clearing for his liking. 
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Chapter Four

The sun had started to set, throwing darker shadows under the canopy of lodgepole pine, fir, and a scattering of spruce trees. With the drop in temperature, the tang of evergreen trees dwindled and crisp evening air enhanced the earthy scent of the forest floor. 

Hawke had discovered where the extra horse had begun his flight from the wolves. It was close to what appeared to have been a failure of a fire pit. Rocks formed a small ring around green sticks, steepled in the middle, with charcoal wisps of what must have been paper underneath. 

There had been tracks from all three horses. It appeared two had taken flight and one had been held onto by the person he pursued. What he didn’t understand was the path the horse and rider had taken. They’d come to a crest of a ridge, walked along the top for a mile, then came back down the same side they went up and stopped. Either the rider was trying to hide their trail, or the person was lost and trying to get their bearings. 

Hawke crouched, staring at the ground. The person had dismounted. From the impressions in the dirt and leaves and wet spot on the ground, he was pursuing a woman. He grinned at his other thought. Or a man with a limp dick. That would make any man mad enough to kill. Hawke chuckled at his own humor and returned to his first thought. He was following a woman. 

A woman with feet the size of a man’s and sufficient weight to have him thinking, up until now, the tracks had been made by a man. 

He’d pictured a man putting the collar around the victim’s neck but had wondered at the lack of a struggle. That a woman may have seduced him into putting the collar on, that would make sense for the lack of struggle marks. Had this been a jilted lover who’d killed the restaurant owner? There was always a mystery when coming across a body in the wilderness.

One thing he knew, the woman had to be thirsty and hungry if the other horse that had run away had been the pack horse and still saddled. Without supplies, she’d be cold and hungry tonight. 

He pushed on, following the trampled grass, displaced leaves, needles, and pine cones on the forest floor, and the snapped twigs of the bushes. His stomach rumbled. He pulled a bag of jerky from his saddlebags and tossed a piece to Dog, when he’d stopped. Much longer and he’d have to pull out his flashlight to keep an eye on the trail. 

Limbs snapped. Not in rapid succession as the horse fleeing the wolves the night before. This was at the speed of a creature walking. He listened. 

Dog tipped his head.

“Oh, why can’t you be a barn sour horse,” a woman’s frustrated voice said.

The loud snap of a fair-sized branch cracked the air. 

“Ouch!” 

Hawke reined Jack to the right. “Heel,” he said softly to Dog and eased forward toward the sounds. 

His horse and pack mule made snapping and scraping noises as they walked through the brush. He wondered if the woman had a gun. He’d witnessed evidence of firearms the first day he’d found their trail. Not knowing if the rifle had been lost with one of the frightened horses, he decided to make himself known. When working in the woods, he didn’t wear his Kevlar vest. Up here, he dressed like all the other people hunting or packing on the mountains. It made it easier to strike up conversations and not be a target. 

“Ma’am, I’m Fish and Game State Trooper Hawke. Do you need assistance?”

“Over here! Please!” she called. 

Following her voice, he found a large woman atop a bedraggled looking mare. “Ma’am. Are you all right?” he asked, wanting her confidence before he asked her the questions that had been bunching up in his brain as he followed her trail. 

“No! I’m not all right. I lost my husband, wolves ran off the other horses, and I’m lost.” Tears trickled out of her eyes and ran down her round face. Twigs, leaves, and pine needles stuck out of her curly dark hair, coming loose from a ponytail. 

“Where were you coming from?” he asked. 

“We started out two days ago from Bear Creek Trailhead. We were going bow hunting. And Ernest said it would be a good trip for us to take. We’d been apart a lot lately. My new job. Things.” She rubbed the heels of her hands across her cheeks, leaving muddy streaks. 

“Would you like some water?” He dismounted and walked to Horse. A dozen bottles of store-bought water sat in his pack. 

“Please. The damn packhorse spooked along with Ernest’s horse.” She took the offered bottle and drank down half of it. 

It was odd she hadn’t said more about her husband than she’d lost him. He studied her boots. They were the kind that worked for riding a horse or hiking. She had on camo pants like her husband, a T-shirt, and a camo long-sleeved shirt tied around her ample waist. 

“One of the horses was run toward my camp by wolves. He’s safe.” Hawke remounted his horse. “Follow me. Where did you lose your husband?” He watched her closely.

“I don’t know. He got off his horse, told me to stay put, and he’d be back. I thought he was either taking a dump or thought he’d found the spot where we were going to camp.” Her face puckered up. “I waited an hour and he didn’t return. I called his name. I went the direction he’d walked, but I couldn’t find him. I finally made camp but couldn’t start the damn fire.” 

He urged Jack forward, leading Horse behind him. 

“Then the wolves started making noise and the horses got nervous. I caught Star, but the others took off. I didn’t know the wolves were actually chasing them.” Her voice gradually lowered. 

As they worked their way down the side of Goat Mountain toward Bear Creek, Hawke wondered how to catch the woman in her lie. She knew her husband was dead. Her tracks had led up to the body and back to the horses. Did she kill him? There weren’t a whole lot of other suspects. But he wouldn’t mind having another look around where the body had been found. 

First, he had to get Mrs. Cusack out of the mountains and closer to people who could question her.

Darkness had descended when he stopped an hour later. “We can stop here for the night or we can keep going. Which do you prefer?” he asked, wondering how the woman was holding up riding for so many hours. 

She glanced around, then said, “I’m fine. I’d like to get off this mountain.” Even though she shifted in her saddle as if she wasn’t fine. 

“Should hit Bear Creek soon. From there it’s straight out to Bear Creek Guard Station and the trailhead.” He mounted back up.

“Will you be able to see good enough? How late do you think it will be?” Mrs. Cusack asked. “That’s where we left the pickup and horse trailer.” 

Hawke peered up into the sky. “If we’re lucky and don’t stop often, we should get there around nine or ten. Along the river it’s easier to navigate at night.”

She didn’t say another word until they arrived at Bear Creek. 

“Can I get off and wash up a bit?” she asked, when he stopped to water the horses. 

“Just don’t take too long.” 

He watched her slowly lower her feet to the ground. She winced. Riding as long as she had, there had to be sore muscles and deadened nerves. 

Hawke dismounted, taking her reins.

She didn’t smile or look at him. Just hobbled into the trees far enough he couldn’t see her. 

He didn’t fear her trying to get away. It was clear from when he found her she’d been lost and had no clue which way was north, south, east, or west. She didn’t act like she knew enough to follow the creek downstream. 

The horses finished drinking. He dug in his pack for a couple packets of trail mix and waited. 

She emerged, dangling what appeared to be a tank top. The woman didn’t say a word, just knelt at the edge of the water, dunked the clothing in, and washed her face. What little makeup she had on left dark circles under her eyes.

Hawke didn’t know whether to say something or let it go. Not being one to butt in on another’s life, he decided not to say anything. 

When she’d finished washing, he held out the packet of mix. “Thought you might be hungry.” 

“Thank you.” She took the trail mix, ripped open the top, and dumped it into her mouth. 

He hadn’t thought she’d be a dainty eater, but even he didn’t pour food down his throat when he was hungry. The woman was proving to be more coarse than he’d expected. However, that didn’t make her a killer. Her silence about facts he knew, put her above Marlene on his list of suspects.

“Let’s go.” He shoved his packet into his shirt pocket and mounted his horse. 

Mrs. Cusack led her mare over to a downed tree, stepped up onto the tree, and then put her foot in the stirrup, swinging her other leg over the horse’s back. 

That was why she’d dismounted here. She had a way to get back on her horse. And why she’d dismounted so few times while he’d followed her. 

«»«»«»

They walked out of the trees into an unloading area at the head of Bear Creek Trail. He’d parked his truck and trailer here to not take up one of the nine camping sites down the road twenty yards at Boundary Campground. Dog wearily walked over to Hawke’s truck and horse trailer and laid down.

The glowing light of gas lanterns flickered through the trees that separated this area from the camping area. He continued down the road to the camping area. 

It was easy to spot Mrs. Cusack’s vehicle. The state police vehicle beside it and the deputy and trooper waiting by the truck and horse trailer gave it away. 

He’d used their brief stop at the Bear Creek Guard Station to ask the ranger on duty to call in to dispatch that he would have the homicide victim’s wife at the trailhead around nine. A quick glance at his watch said he was half an hour late. 

The soft clop of hooves behind him stopped. The woman must have noticed the officers waiting for her. 

Hawke twisted in his saddle. The darkness made it hard to tell what the woman was thinking. He dismounted and took hold of her horse’s reins, leading her over to Deputy Novak and Trooper Shoberg. 

“Did you tell her?” Shoberg asked quietly, as he walked over and took the reins from Hawke.

“No. She told me she thinks he’s lost.” He shook his head, to let the man know he didn’t believe her. 

“Mrs. Cusack, I’m Trooper Shoberg and this is Deputy Novak. We’re here to escort you to the Sheriff’s Office.” 

“Sheriff? I don’t understand?” Mrs. Cusack’s gaze landed everywhere but on the two officers. 

Hawke held a hand up to the woman. “You might want to climb down. This is a conversation best carried on with your feet on the ground.” 

She glanced at his hand, the officers, and back the way they’d traveled. 

“Ma’am?” Hawke placed his raised hand over the horse’s mane. “You need to tell the police how you lost your husband.” 

She nodded. “Yes, you’re right.” She slowly eased her feet to the ground, wincing. 

“Is there someone who can come get your horse and vehicle?” Deputy Novak asked.

The woman stared at him. 

“We’ll take you in one of our vehicles,” Shoberg said.

“But Star needs food and water.” She patted her horse.

“Is this your trailer?” Hawke asked.

She studied him before saying, “Yes.” 

“I’ll make sure she eats, is rubbed down, and in the trailer. But you’ll have to call someone to come get her.” Hawke believed animals deserved the same respect he’d give a human. 

“I can call my friend Margie.” She patted the mare. “Do I need my purse?” she asked the officers. 

“It would be a good idea,” Shoberg said.

Hawke led Jack, Horse, and Star back up the road to his trailer. Dog slept by the door of the truck. He’d been keeping up with the horses all day and chasing down a few animal trails. The dog deserved a good long sleep. 

Hawke twisted his neck, this way and that, as he tied the two horses and mule to the trailer. He also deserved a good night’s sleep. He’d welcome the bed in the apartment over the indoor arena owned by Herb and Darlene Trembley. 

“Hawke.” Shoberg strode toward him. The county car was nothing but taillights as it bounced down the road. 

“Yeah.” He leaned an arm over Jack. 

“I need your statement about finding her.” Shoberg opened up a small notebook. 

“Does this mean I don’t have to write it up?” He knew he still had to, but he liked pulling the legs of the troopers he worked with.

Shoberg grinned. “I’m sure the lieutenant would like that as much as you. He says your reports wander.” 

“They don’t wander. I tell the facts as they happen.”

“Give me the facts about finding Mrs. Cusack.” Shoberg poised his pen.

Hawke told about trailing the horses, finding the body, noticing the two sets of tracks and after the body was secured by other officers, tracking down who the other tracks belonged to. 

“She said she lost her husband.” Hawke stared at the trooper.

“If she lost him, why didn’t she go for help? Or ask you to call in search and rescue?” Shoberg asked.

“Exactly. She knows he’s dead. Whether she killed him...I don’t know. There wasn’t a struggle which to me means it was someone he knew and didn’t fear. Or the person somehow made him immobile while putting the collar on.” 

“Drugs?”

Hawke studied the trooper. “Your guess is as good as mine. We’ll have to wait for the forensics to come back.” 

“A wolf tracking collar. Do you think it was some of these hot-headed cattlemen who did it?” 

Hawke shook his head. “They would have put it around a biologist or environmentalist’s neck not a restaurant owner.” He returned to unsaddling his horse. “But the killer had to have access to the collars.” 

“Yeah.” Shoberg closed his book and wandered back to his vehicle. 

Hawke finished unsaddling, wiping down, and graining the three animals. He yawned and thought about just spending the night here in the truck, but in less than an hour he could pull into the Trembley’s, put Jack and Horse in a corral, and drop into his own bed. 

He walked Star over to the Cusack trailer, loaded the mare in, and opted to leave her loose. Depending on when someone came to get the mare, he didn’t want her to remain tied in one spot too long. Noticing hay in the area over the fifth wheel hitch, he grabbed an armful, dropping it on the floor for the animal. He spotted a bucket and thought it wouldn’t hurt to give her some water as well since he didn’t know when Mrs. Cusack’s friend would get to the campground. 

Something rattled in the bucket. He glanced down and stopped his hand from reaching in as a beam of moonlight through the slats of the trailer illuminated a tool with the same type of end as what the biologists used to attach the nuts and bolts on wolf collars. 

Hawke placed the bucket back where he’d found it and pulled out his phone. He took a photo of the bucket in its original place, then on the floor to take a photo of the tool inside the bucket. He packed the bucket to his trailer, pulled out a latex glove and an evidence bag, and bagged the tool, placing it in his packsaddle. 

He filled the bucket with water, retraced his steps to the Cusack trailer, and hung the bucket on the inside of the trailer. Before walking away, he made sure the trailer door was closed and locked. 

Loading up the horses and his gear, he mulled over the fact a tool that had the same hex end for attaching the nuts to the screws on a wolf collar was found down here, in the trailer. There was no way of telling if it was the tool that had latched the collar on the victim’s neck, but Mrs. Cusack couldn’t have used that one and had it end up in her trailer before she even arrived back down here. 

This was looking like a setup. But by whom? 
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Chapter Five

Hawke woke Monday morning to the buzzing of his cell phone. 

He picked it up. 

Sergeant Spruel, his Fish and Wildlife boss. 

“Hello,” he said, sitting up and scrubbing a hand over his face. The scent of brewing coffee filled the two-room apartment. He’d been awake enough when he came home last night to set his coffee pot timer. 

“Hawke, heard you caught a homicide up on the mountain.” 

He liked Spruel. He was a man of few words. 

“I did. Found something else after the deputy hauled off the victim’s wife. I’ll bring it to the office before I head back up Goat Mountain.” 

“Why are you going back up today?”

“I feel like there may be more information that I missed. Want to get back up there before the weather changes.” He was also thankful that Sergeant Spruel had witnessed his tracking skills and didn’t dismiss them like other law enforcement officers. 

“Be sure to call in and keep us apprised of your whereabouts.”

Hawke padded across the wood floor in bare feet. 

Dog sat, staring at the door. 

“I will.” He opened the door. Dog bounced down the wooden stairs as the phone line went silent.

He hadn’t been home for several days and rarely kept more than coffee, bread, and peanut butter in his cupboards. Opening the refrigerator door, his nose was assaulted by the combined odors of moldy cheese, sour milk, and two black bananas. 

Looked like he’d have breakfast at the Rusty Nail in Winslow. The town was two miles farther from the Trembley’s horse ranch than Alder, the county seat. But the ODFW and the State Police Office for the county resided in Winslow. 

Hawke drank two cups of coffee as he checked his mail, of which, he received very little. Mostly letters from his mom and sister. His utility bills were paid with his rent. He wasn’t home enough to pay for cable TV and didn’t have any magazine subscriptions. His life was minimalistic. He liked it that way. His biggest bills were for his animals. Feeding, vet bills, shoeing, and boarding. 

Dog barked, Jack nickered, and Horse brayed in his own unique, high-pitch staccato. 

It was time to feed. 

His boots tapped out a cadence as he descended the wooden stairs down to the dirt floor of the arena and stables. Others might not like the earthy aromas of dirt, horse manure, and hay, but he did. Dog stood in front of the gate to the large paddock Hawke rented for Jack, Horse, and his four-year-old appaloosa gelding, Boy. The younger gelding was making progress but wasn’t ready for a trip in the mountains that lasted more than one day of riding. He was young. His back and bones needed time to rest in between long rides. 

“Mornin’ boys,” Hawke said, rubbing each one on the forehead. They stood side by side, their heads hanging over the gate. Jack was gray with the distinctive appaloosa white rump and black dots. Boy was called a leopard appaloosa. His body was white and covered with varying sizes of brown spots. His love of the appaloosa breed came from his paternal grandfather. Horse was a bay with variegated colors in his mane and tail. 

Hawke placed grain in three plastic feed troughs and hung them over the second rail on the gate. 

Dog dove to the stall where the hay and feed were kept. It was his way of sneaking up on any rodents that might be snitching grain. Hawke put the rations of hay in the wheelbarrow and pushed it outside. He walked along the side of one of the stall runs, noting the other horses at the facility had been fed and cared for already. 

He grinned. Darlene was a stickler for everything being done punctually. When he’d first moved in five years ago, she’d had a fit every time he didn’t get up at six in the morning to take care of his horses, until she realized he may have come in at midnight or later and they had been fed then. 

“Hawke!” Herb sat atop a tractor with a four by eight alfalfa bale balancing on the forks on the front of the scoop. 

Knowing his landlords had their ears to the heartbeat of the county, he made a detour, pushing the wheelbarrow over to the tractor. 

“Looks like a good day to get that hay all hauled off the field,” Hawke called out to the man, trying to be heard over the rumble of the tractor motor.

Herb narrowed his eyes and called back, “Heard you found a body up on Goat Mountain.”

Even living and working in this area for as many years as he had, how fast information traveled in the 3,152 square miles of the county always surprised him. Especially considering the population was only around seven thousand.

“I did.” There was no denying the fact. 

Herb shut off the tractor motor. The rumbling died and silence filled the space between them.

“And it was Ernest Cusack. I can’t say I’m surprised.” His landlord spoke as if to himself, but his gaze was on Hawke.

He was curious about the victim, but he wasn’t the investigating officer. 

Herb studied him. “Can’t say anything? Well, I can. That man was rude to his wife. That tells me what kind of a man he was.” 

Hawke nodded. Could be the reason Mrs. Cusack hadn’t been sad about her husband’s death. But why had she pretended not to find his body, unless she’d killed him. “His wife. She the vengeful type?”

Herb’s eyes widened. “You think she done it?” He shook his head. “No, I can’t see Ilene killing him. She was too scared of him.”

The information settled in his mind. The woman had seemed to have plenty of bravado to try and set up camp and wander around the mountain alone. She was as big as her husband. He didn’t see her cowering to him. 

“Why do you think she was scared of him?”

“He kept a tight fist on their finances. If she didn’t jump when he said jump, he withheld money.”

“But she said she had been away a lot working.” Hawke had heard her right. That was what she’d said.

“She did take a job that required her to travel to Portland once a month.” Herb leaned on the steering wheel. “Darlene heard Josie Olson tell Merle Suther that when Ilene went to Portland, she kept the traveling money her company gave her and told Ernest she needed traveling money.” 

Hawke scoffed. “That doesn’t sound like a reason to kill anyone.”

“Max Durr has seen a car parked overnight in the Cusack’s driveway when Ilene has been gone.” Herb’s bushy brown eyebrows rose. 

“Any idea who the car belongs to?” This was more like it. An angry husband of the woman the victim was fooling around with made more sense. 

“Nope. It’s always a rental car.” Herb started the tractor back up. “You going to be around for a couple of days?” 

“I need to go back up the mountain later today. Won’t be back until tomorrow most likely.” He waved and pushed the wheelbarrow over to the end of the run where his horses and mule were patiently waiting. A flick of the frost-free faucet handle started water flowing into the trough in the pen. He tossed the hay over in three piles and watched the animals eat until the water trough filled up.

Rolling the wheelbarrow back to the stall, he took the stairs two at a time to his apartment. Inside, he grabbed his hat, wallet, phone, evidence bag with the collar tool, and pickup keys. 

Since he wasn’t on duty yet, Hawke walked over to his blue Dodge Ram truck. Dog jumped into the back end. Hawke closed the tailgate and slid behind the wheel. This was easier than unhooking the horse trailer he’d need later today or hauling the trailer around. He opened the glove box and put the bagged tool, he’d found in the bucket, inside. He’d drop that off at the State Police and ODFW building after he had breakfast.

At Winslow, he glanced at his fuel gauge and pulled into the only gas station in the town. It was across the street from the Rusty Nail. 

“Hey, Hawke. Fill it up?” Darren Finlay asked as he walked up to the vehicle. 

“Yes. And give the windows a washing, too.” Hawke stepped out of the vehicle to make sure the twenty-year-old didn’t spill any diesel on the side of his truck. The young man, while having an affable personality, was known for forgetting what he was doing and spilling fuel.

“Sure thing.” Darren started the diesel and walked over to the bucket with the long-handled window scrubber. Back at the truck, he scrubbed at the bugs on the windshield and asked, “You know anything about the guy they found on Goat Mountain?”

Hawke shook his head. “Not much.”

“I was hoping you’d know something. I heard...” Darren moved to the other side of the truck, “that it was Old Man Cusack who owns the Firelight.”

“You know him?” Hawke asked, hoping he sounded uninterested. 

“My girl, Lonna, worked there a couple weeks last summer.” Darren’s grip on the handle of the scrubber tightened, whitening his knuckles. 

“Only a couple weeks?” 

The fuel pump clicked off. Hawke flipped the lever and withdrew the nozzle from the truck tank.

“Yeah. She didn’t like working there. Said he was nice when she started but then things started happening she didn’t like.” Darren tossed the scrubber back in the bucket with a splash and glanced at the pump. “That’ll be seventy-four-thirty-seven.” 

Hawke pulled out his debit card and followed Darren into the small office of the station. “What things didn’t she like?” 

Darren stepped behind the small counter and slid the card terminal his direction. “Lonna said he got handsy after a while. She didn’t like it.” 

Hawke put that bit of information away for later. He waited for the card transaction to go through on the small machine and glanced around the establishment. This wasn’t a mini-market. All that could be purchased here were fuel and an oil change if you made an appointment. Darren’s grandfather only changed oil one day a week. He felt it was his right after working the oil rack and the station for fifty years. 

Once the transaction was completed, Hawke drove behind the station and out onto the side road. He crossed the main highway and pulled through the Rusty Nail parking lot. There were quite a few vehicles in the parking lot for mid-morning on a weekday. 

He continued around the building, taking the outlet to the main road, and parked in front of the café even though he could have parked in the back. Having his truck in front of the Rusty Nail, he could keep an eye on the truck and the evidence in the glove box. 

Entering the café, he scanned the eight tables, noticing a number of people who should have been at work by now. 

“Hawke, long time no see,” Merrilee, the seventy-something owner of the café, said as she flopped a
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