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Lapwai, Idaho

May 

Standing in the meadow, seeing how happy and exuberant his partner was watching the wedding and now visiting with her family, Gabriel Hawke wondered at the reasons Dani had stayed away. She’d used climbing the Air Force ladder and now running an elite lodge in the middle of the Wallowa Mountains to put distance between herself and her mixed heritage. Watching her, it was evident that Dani enjoyed being with her Nez Perce family. Cared for this side of her family.

Hawke had been happy when they’d arrived at the wedding to find two of his cousins attending. He’d spent time catching up with them as the reception began. And Dani’s cousin, Tyson, who was now enrolled in the Oregon State Police Academy. 

“Wasn’t this a beautiful wedding?” Dani asked as she walked up to Hawke. Her smile was dreamy, and her eyes were bright.

“It was. You said this was Starla’s second marriage. I would have thought the parents wouldn’t have gone all out on the second one.” He’d been thinking about that during the ceremony. The flowing wedding gown, along with all the Indigenous traditions, seemed like a lot for a second marriage. 

Dani glared at him. 

He’d messed up with whatever he’d said. She wasn’t glowing and happy anymore. 

“It doesn’t matter if it’s the first or the fifth, a marriage should be celebrated.” Then she glanced over at the bride and groom. “Starla’s family didn’t pay for any of it. The groom did. He wanted their marriage to be celebrated by her family and to show he loved her.”

Now it was Hawke’s turn to frown. “Throwing a big party doesn’t mean he loves her any more than if they stood in front of a justice of the peace. The act of marriage, becoming one together, shows that you love each other, not throwing money around.” He studied Starla’s new husband, Curtis Torres. From what he’d gathered from his cousin, the man claimed to be Indigenous but never really said which tribe he was from. They all agreed he seemed to have money and had spent a lot on the wedding and the honeymoon. 

“Don’t be so negative. Anyone is better than her first husband, Jarod Firestarter. He couldn’t leave the booze alone and is a mean drunk. That’s why Starla divorced him. He put her in the hospital and took off with their little girl. I don’t think Tam has recovered from that experience. She still gets frightened by loud men.” Dani nodded toward her mom and aunt. The flower girl stood between them, looking scared.

“How does she feel about her stepfather?” Hawke asked. 

“She seems to like him. He talks softly and treats her well. I think this is a good marriage for both Starla and Tam.” 

Dani’s mom walked over to them as a slow song filled the meadow. Couples paired up and walked out to where Hawke and Dani’s cousins had stomped down a large circle of meadow grass for the dancing. 

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen Starla this happy,” Dani’s mom said. She put an arm around her daughter’s waist. “Any chance you and this man that makes you happy will make me happy and marry?” 

Hawke smiled down at Mrs. Singer, whose head came to her daughter’s shoulder. She was a petite Caucasian woman who had married a Nez Perce man. “Dani and I are happy with our arrangement as it is. We don’t need to sign papers or have a celebration to know how we feel about one another.” He raised his gaze to Dani and caught something in her eyes before she tipped her head down. 

Dani’s avoidance tactic made him wonder whether she had changed her mind and wanted to marry him. When they first started dating and hanging out, she’d said she didn’t want to be tied to a man. If he became a drunk or a woman beater, she wanted to pick up and leave, with no legal ties to break. But the look she’d just given him made him wonder whether she was now ready to make it official—something they could discuss on the drive back to Wallowa County. 

The bride and groom walked off the ‘dance floor,’ and Starla called out, “Tam! Tam, come help us cut the cake!” 

Hawke watched the young girl smile and run to her mother. She was spun around, and the mother and daughter each clutched one of the groom’s hands. The three walked over to a table set up with a three-tiered cake. 

Hawke could get behind eating cake. He, Dani, and Mrs. Singer walked over to the semi- circle of people watching the couple and Tam. They placed their hands on a knife and cut into the cake.  He had to admit they all looked happy with the new chapter of their lives. 

“You can’t be here!” shouted a male voice. 

Hawke spun around and saw an Indigenous man in camouflage and hiking boots stalking toward the new family. The man raked his fingers over his face and up into his long, stringy hair, shoving it away from his narrowed eyes. His gaze was focused on the bride and child.

“That’s Jarod, Starla’s ex,” Dani whispered. 

Hawke moved quickly to stand between Jarod and the three by the cake. 

“There’s no need to make trouble today,” Hawke said in a calm voice as he noticed Tyson walk up behind the man. 

“No one can have my wife and daughter but me!” Jarod shouted. 

The child shrieked. 

Hawke turned his head only enough to see the three in his peripheral vision. Both Starla and Curtis were consoling the child. 

“They are no longer your family. You ruined it by drinking. And it smells like you haven’t changed. You’re trespassing. You can leave of your own accord, or we can escort you out.” Hawke nodded to Tyson, who grabbed Jarod’s arm, pulling it behind his back, in one of the first moves they learned in the academy. 

“Hey!” Jarod struggled with Tyson. 

Hawke helped him remove the interloper from the event. 

At Jarod’s vehicle, Hawke said, “Let me drive you home. You’re in no condition to be driving.”

The man shook him off. “This isn’t over. He won’t treat her right.”

Hawke glanced at Tyson. He shrugged. 

“He doesn’t seem to be a drunk and can give them a good life. What’s wrong with that?” Hawke asked.

“He’s not what he seems.” The man passed out. 

Hawke and Tyson put him in his pickup and closed the door. “He’ll wake up when everyone’s gone,” Hawke said, wondering why the man was so adamant that Curtis Torres wasn’t what he seemed.
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Wallowa County, Oregon

July

Hawke filled out the traffic citation and handed it to the teenager who had passed a slow-moving vehicle in a double solid line. It was more of a lesson in following the driving rules than an admonishment. He didn’t blame the boy for getting tired of following old man Ruger. The octogenarian tended to cover a lane and a half when he drove, and he only went 35 miles an hour. 

Settling in his work vehicle, Hawke set his State Trooper cap on the dashboard and checked his personal cell phone. Tyson had tried to call him three times since he’d made the traffic stop. 

He redialed, and before he could say anything, Tyson started talking.

“Starla and Tam are missing! No one can find them. Curtis has been calling all her friends and family to see if she went visiting without telling him.” Tyson’s cadence slowed as he went on to say that no one had seen them since the day before.

“Why are you calling me? You should contact the Nez Perce Tribal Police and the Sheriff’s office.” Hawke was worried for the two, but Idaho wasn’t his jurisdiction.

“Everyone believes Jarod took them. He’s a skilled survivalist and may have taken them into the mountains. You’re the only one I know who could find them if that’s what happened.” Tyson cleared his throat. “And Dani found out. She called me when she brought out some clients and told me to get you to Lapwai to start investigating.”

Hawke let out a sigh. “I can’t go barging into another state and take over an investigation.”

“You tell that to Dani.”

Hawke knew he had to learn something or Dani would have his hide and Tyson’s. “I’ll make some calls, see what I can find out. But I can’t just up and take off. It’s July, the height of the tourist and fishing seasons.” 

He ended the call and continued on to Winslow, where the Oregon State Troopers’ headquarters were in Wallowa County. He’d been looking forward to taking Dog, Dot, and Horse up into the Wallowas to check anglers and get away from the warmer weather in the valley. 

It had been two months since the wedding. He’d need to find out what Jarod Firestarter had been doing for those two months. He knew from Dani that Starla and Curtis had gone on a two-week honeymoon, and that Tam had stayed with Starla’s mother. She wouldn’t have let Jarod get close to her granddaughter; he was sure of that. But why had Jarod taken them, if indeed, he had?  

Parking in the lot behind the building that the State Police shared with Fish and Wildlife, Hawke plopped his hat on his head and scanned the cars in the parking area. It looked like Ivy Bisset-Hendrix was back from her honeymoon. Hawke and Dani had attended her wedding to Bryce Hendrix the last Saturday of June. The other vehicle belonged to Patrol Sergeant Mike Buckman.  

At least he wasn’t the only Fish and Wildlife officer on duty this time of year. It was hard to get a vacation during the summer and fall. There was too much ground to cover for the four Fish and Wildlife Officers. They worked long days and went to remote areas, keeping hunters and fishermen honest. 

“Hawke, what are you doing in here?” Mike asked. 

“Had a call from one of Dani’s family members. The cousin who got married in May is missing, along with her daughter. Thought I’d make a couple of phone calls to put Dani’s mind at ease.” Hawke smiled at Ivy. “Looks like marriage is good for you.”

Ivy’s face reddened. “It is wonderful. But work calls.” She was in uniform with her laptop under her arm. 

“What’s Bryce doing?” Hawke had made a friend in the disabled veteran when he helped Hawke catch two brothers who’d killed people to keep them from finding out they were trapping a wolverine. 

“He’s tanning the hides he caught over the winter and helping his dad move into a smaller home. Though we told him he could stay in the farmhouse with us, he said we needed our privacy, and he needed less work.” Ivy smiled. “I was lucky to find a man with such an understanding father.”

“Yeah, you did get lucky there. Have a good patrol.” Hawke slapped his cap on the desk beside a computer and powered it on to look up the Nez Perce Tribal Police phone number. He figured he’d start there with gathering information. From what Dani had said, Curtis had moved into Starla’s family home on the reservation. That meant the Tribal Police would be in charge of the investigation unless they brought in the Feds. 

He found the number and dialed from the phone on his desk. 

“Nez Perce Tribal Police, how can I help you?” a female voice asked. 

Hawke stated who he was and why he was calling. “Is there any chance I can talk to someone working that investigation?”

“I’m sorry. I’m not at liberty to share any information,” the woman said. 

Hawke let out a whoosh of air and looked at his computer screen. “Then would you let me talk to Chief Mallick, please?”

“One moment.” 

He heard the click of the woman putting him on hold and waited. Less than a minute later a male voice asked, “What is your interest in Starla and Tam Torres?”

Hawke told him that they were cousins to his wife and that she had asked him to see what was happening with the investigation. 

“Did my receptionist say you were Gabriel Hawke? Are you related to Florence Bright?”

“She’s my aunt on my father’s side, yes.” Hawke hoped this would get him the information he sought. 

“I heard you’re good at tracking. We suspect from talking to Jarod Firestarter’s neighbors that he has taken his ex-wife and daughter into the mountains. They saw him loading his pickup with a backpack and bedroll the day before the mother and daughter went missing.” 

Hawke had wondered why Tyson was adamant that Hawke could help. “Do you know where he was headed? Which wilderness area?” 

“The people we’ve talked to say he liked the Hells Canyon area. Someone mentioned he talked about an ancestral cabin, but no one knows exactly where,” Chief Mallick said. 

“Have you checked with his family to learn if there is such a place?” Hawke knew he couldn’t spend a lot of time looking, but if he had a point to reference, he could either catch a ride up the Snake River with the next patrol or he could drive the back road to Oxbow and go in on horseback. 

“I have Officer Deer talking to the family members to see if anyone has an idea.” 

“Has anyone talked to Starla’s friends?” Hawke asked.

“Her husband has.” 

“No, I mean someone from the tribal police or county.” Hawke never took a spouse’s word about anything when someone was missing. 

“He seemed really shaken up and said he’d called all her friends and family asking if they knew where his wife was.” Chief Mallick had a defensive tone. 

“You need to send someone to talk to them. What about the Feds? Is there anyone you can contact who can look into the husband?” Hawke knew Idaho trained tribal police just like any other law enforcement officers, but they didn’t treat them like peace officers. They treated them more like security guards. 

“We didn’t feel like we needed to call in the Federal Bureau of Investigation. They don’t usually give us much help anyway.” Chief Mallick said defensively.

“But it would help you learn things faster if you used their resources. The closest office is in Coeur d’Alene. You should contact them and at least have them research Torres and see what they can find out about Firestarter family holdings.” Hawke couldn’t take the time to do all of that himself. 

“We could use your help over here. We don’t have anyone with your qualifications who would care as much as a tribal member does to find the two.” 

“If you can get a better idea of where he might have gone, I can take a look around on my days off. That’s Wednesday and Thursday. I can’t guarantee any more than that this time of year.” He could be at Oxbow on the Oregon side of the Snake River in four hours and then spend two days with Dot, Horse, and Dog scouring the Seven Devils looking for Firestarter and his captives. But they weren’t even sure he had them. It was ridiculous for him to go looking anywhere when they had no real idea if they had even been taken. 

“That’s in two days. Something could happen to them in the next forty-eight hours,” Chief Mallick said. 

“You aren’t even sure that Firestarter has his wife and daughter. He could have just gone off into the woods by himself.” A hand rested on Hawke’s shoulder. He peered up into Sergeant Spruel’s face. Hawke put a hand over the phone's mouthpiece. “You need to talk to me?”

“When you finish.”

Hawke nodded.  He turned his mind back to the conversation. “When you get confirmation that he does have the woman and child, call me at this number.” He recited his cell phone number. “I can’t promise you any help other than on my days off.”

“I’ll get more people looking for the vehicle, and I’ll go talk to Curtis again and do a search of the house.” 

“Good. Tell me what you find. I have to get back to work.” Hawke hung up the phone and wiped a hand across his face. What was he going to tell Dani? 

“Hawke?” Spruel called.

“Yeah, coming.” Hawke shoved out of the chair, snatched his cap, and walked into Nathan’s office.  He stood, leaning against the doorframe. “You wanted to see me?”

“I heard bits and pieces of your conversation. What’s up?” Nathan leaned back in his chair, his hands resting in his lap.

Hawke told him about the missing woman and child being related to Dani. “You know she’s going to want me to keep on top of this and let her know what’s happening.” He slapped the cap against his leg. “I should have faith in the Lapwai Tribal Police, and I do, but the chief sounded like he wasn’t being as objective as he should.”

“How so?” Nathan asked, leaning forward, studying Hawke.

“He’s saying the ex-husband took Starla and Tam because his neighbors saw him loading camping gear in his truck the day before the two disappeared. However, as far as I know, no one saw them together, or the ex-husband near the house, or the mother and daughter. Then the chief takes the spouse’s word that none of the woman’s friends know anything. He didn’t even check to see if there were missing clothes or if the woman might have left her new husband for a reason.”

“You want me to call in some help from the Idaho State Police?”

Hawke shook his head. “No, I doubt the chief would like that. I suggested he at least call the FBI and have them run background checks on both the ex-husband and the current husband. He didn’t want to do that either. He said they were never very helpful.”

“Well, he needs to at least call the sheriff and fill him in,” Nathan said.

“Again, he said they weren’t helpful.” Hawke shrugged. “I planned to use my two days off to ride around the Idaho side of Hells Canyon, since someone said that is where the ex-husband likes to go. But I asked the chief to see if he could get me a specific spot I needed to check out. There is too much ground to cover in two days, not knowing where to look.” 

“You do know if you do go on your days off, you have to be back to your job after the two days.” Nathan peered into his eyes.

Hawke nodded. Nathan had been good in the years he’d been Hawke’s superior to allow him the time he needed to find killers and to take care of his family. But this was a bad time of year to be neglecting his work. 

“Get back to work, and if he calls and you plan to leave, let me know.” Nathan picked up a folder that had been sitting on his desk.

“Copy.” Hawke pulled his cap on and headed for the stairs. Out in his vehicle, he called into dispatch that he was on duty and headed out Highway 82 to check on anglers along the Wallowa River. 
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Hawke waited until he was home, had shed his uniform, and fed the two horses and mule, before he settled into the chair at the ham radio in the office of the home he and Dani shared. 

He dialed the channel Charlie’s Hunting Lodge used and said, “Charlie’s Hunting Lodge, this is Hawke. Can you hear me? Over.” He listened to static for a minute, then repeated the call. 

After repeating the call every five minutes for twenty minutes, Dani answered out of breath. “Charlie’s Hunting Lodge. Is that you, Hawke? Over.”

“Yes.  When is the next time you will be in cell phone range? Over.” He didn’t want to try to tell her everything about her cousin on the radio. Too many people could listen in.

“You’ve learned something about Starla and Tam? Over.”

“Yes. Need to talk off radio. I may not be in the Wallowas on my days off. Over.” Hawke was still waiting to hear back from the tribal police chief about the area where Jarod usually hunted. If he received the information by tomorrow morning, he’d head that direction with Dot, Horse, and Dog and have a look around during his two days off. What he found, would determine whether he made it back here for work on Friday.

“I’m bringing guests out on Friday. I’ll be overnight to pick up supplies and new guests on Saturday. Over.” 

“We’ll talk then. Over.” 

“But you’re looking into it? Over.”

“Yes. Over.” 

“Good. Over.” The connection clicked off. 

Hawke stared at the radio. He didn’t want to disappoint Dani, but he had a job here in Oregon. He couldn’t spend too much time in Idaho, looking for her cousin, even though he wanted to. He’d been lucky so far with his superiors tolerance when he came across a body or a missing person. But this time of year, all Fish and Wildlife officers were needed to do their jobs. The county’s population doubled. Most of those people were up in the mountains or along the rivers in the valley, fishing. Not to mention the backpackers and horseback riders in the mountains. That’s where he was needed.

But he couldn’t get the mother and daughter out of his mind as he’d seen them at the wedding. Happy, laughing, eating cake. Until the ex-husband arrived. Then both females had stood frozen in fear. 

<<>><<>>

The following morning, Hawke found a voicemail from Chief Mallick and a text message from Officer Deer. The text message read: This is Officer Deer of the Lapwai Tribal Police. Talking to the Firestarter family, they all say Jarod has been drinking more and talking about getting Starla and Tam away from Torres. An uncle mentioned there was a family shack in the Devil’s Ladder area. But he couldn’t or wouldn’t give me any directions.

Hawke replied. Thanks. That gives me a starting point.

Then he listened to Chief Mallick’s message. “I questioned Curtis. He said he was called to work at the casino on Sunday and that when he returned that evening, Starla and Tam weren’t there. He called Starla’s friends and family because the car was still there, and no one had seen or heard from her all day. He tried Jarod’s phone, but it only rang and went to voicemail. Curtis left a message asking if Jarod had seen Starla and Tam. Then he called the tribal police. I talked to the neighbors. No one saw a different vehicle on the road, and no one had seen the woman and child since Saturday.” The chief sighed and continued. “Officer Deer found out about Firestarter’s family land near Devil’s Ladder. I’ve sent a request to your office for you to help us search the area.” 

Hawke wondered what Nathan would think of that? He wouldn’t know until he went to work. He finished up the chores, patted Dog on the head, and climbed into his work vehicle. He may be headed to Idaho sooner than he thought. 

Before he even pulled out of his driveway onto the highway, his phone buzzed. He glanced at the caller. Nathan. Hawke parked at the end of his driveway and answered. 

“Hawke.”

“I received a request overnight from Chief Mallick of the Lapwai, Nez Perce Tribal Police, for your assistance. Did you have anything to do with this?” Nathan asked, his voice light-hearted.

“No, sir. I received a voicemail this morning from the chief saying he had submitted the request. I also received a text message from a tribal officer saying they believed the man who abducted the mother and daughter may be in the Devil’s Ladder area. That is what Chief Mallick wants me to help with, the search of the area. I originally told him I would come help on my days off.” Hawke knew they couldn’t wait that long if Jarod Firestarter was drinking, as his family said. He could have hurt the mother and daughter by now, or he could just be playing happy family and keeping them at gunpoint. Either way, the sooner they found the three, the better. 

“I’ve put in the request to Lieutenant Titus in La Grande. If he okays the request, you’ll be on your way to Idaho.” 

“I guess I’ll turn around and start packing. I’m pretty sure he won’t turn this down. It would be bad publicity if someone got wind that Oregon wasn’t willing to help out with a hunt for a missing Indigenous mother and daughter.” He knew Titus would consider the shortage of Fish and Wildlife officers with Hawke gone, but finding the mother and child would be his first priority. 

“Go start packing. I’m sure he will okay the request, too.” Nathan ended the call. 

Hawke grinned and turned his vehicle around. 

Dog ran up to the vehicle when he parked. 

“Looks like we’ll be heading to Idaho today instead of tomorrow,” Hawke said, scratching the dog’s head. “I need to change out of my uniform and check that everything I need is in the packsaddles. Then we’ll load up Dot and Horse and grab grub in Alder on our way to Idaho.” 

Dog ran circles around him as he walked to the house. 

Within an hour, he had his young gelding, Dot, and his mule, Horse, loaded into the horse trailer. His duffel, day pack, bedroll, dog food, horse pellets, and water were all loaded in the pack boxes in the tack room of the trailer. 

Hawke shoved his shotgun into the overhead gun rack in the cab of his personal pickup, tossed his sweatshirt and coat into the back seat, and motioned for Dog to hop in. On his way to Alder, he called Chief Mallick. 

“I’m headed your way. Should be at Oxbow in four hours. Can you have someone meet me on the Idaho side and give me a radio that will help me stay in touch with you and a map of the Devil’s Ladder area?” 

“Officer Deer will bring that and will go with you,” Mallick said. “He knows the area.” 

Hawke shook his head. “I like tracking alone. Just my dog, my horse, and my mule. We work well together. Having someone else along would be distracting.” 

“Sorry. I want one of our officers to be with you. A madman, a woman, and a child are too much for one person to handle if you find them. Officer Deer will be on the Idaho side of the bridge with a horse and camp gear.” The call ended. 

Hawke reached across the cab and scratched Dog’s ears. “Looks like we’ll have to play by their rules. They invited me.” 
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Hawke called Tyson and told him to contact Dani and let her know he was in Idaho, working with the tribal police, and wasn’t sure if he would be home when she arrived on Friday. 

“Do you think you’ll find them at Devil’s Ladder?” Tyson asked. “He would have known his family would tell you about it.” 

“Sounds like he’s been drinking a lot, so I don’t think Jarod knows what he is doing or would think that logically.” Hawke hoped they found Starla and Tam unscathed if they were in the area. 

In Alder, he stopped at the grocery store and grabbed half a dozen packages of jerky, boxes of protein bars, and protein drinks. He had some MREs in his pack, but wasn’t sure what Officer Deer would bring for food and wanted to have plenty of protein to keep them going. He also purchased two cases of bottled water. They would fit in the packs on Horse and not be a burden to him. They’d be easy to add to his day pack and would be more sterile than mountain water if any wounds needed dressing. 

From Alder, he drove to Prairie Creek, then took Little Sheep Creek to Wallowa Mountain Loop. He followed the road around curves and switchbacks to Ollokot Campground, where he’d discovered a musher’s body in January during the Eagle Cap Extreme Sled Dog Race. He pulled into the campground and used the outhouse while Dog sniffed and marked trees. They were about halfway to Copperfield and the Oxbow dam.

They settled back in the pickup, and Hawke continued, traveling past the Hells Canyon Overlook on the Oregon side, following a narrow, curvy road. He made a left onto the Baker-Copperfield Road and headed toward the old copper mining area of Copperfield and the Oxbow Dam on the Snake River.

Stopping at the Copperfield campground, Hawke and Dog both got out of the vehicle. Hawke used the outhouse to get rid of the iced tea he drank all the way, and Dog marked a tree. 

Walking to the back of the horse trailer, Hawke opened the door and led Dot and Horse out. He led them around the campground a few times before giving them some water, walking them around again, and tying them back up in the trailer. 

“Now that we all had a chance to stretch our legs, let’s go see if Officer Deer is on the other side of the bridge.” Hawke and Dog entered the pickup, and Hawke pulled back out onto the road. 

Crossing the bridge, Hawke studied the fast-moving water and was glad he didn’t have to cross the wide rushing water as his ancestors had. Many times, since hearing the stories of the Walawa band of Nez Perce and how they fled the Army in 1877, Hawke marveled at their courage as he stood on the banks or in a boat patrolling the Snake River. How Young Chief Joseph had managed to get his band of 700 people and 2000 horses across the river and out of sight of the Army so quickly, without losing a person or animal, amazed him. 

Before that day, the tribal members had crossed the river during all seasons and learned where it wasn’t too deep or swift. Taking not only their families but herds of horses back and forth over that powerful force of water.

Crossing the bridge into Idaho, Hawke spotted a pickup and a battered horse trailer in a wide triangular area where the road split, one going north and the other south. He pulled up alongside the vehicle. 

“Trooper Hawke?” a Nez Perce man in his early thirties asked, as he stepped up to Hawke’s open window. 

“Just call me Hawke. Are you Officer Deer?” Hawke motioned for the man to step back, so he could open his door. 

“Yes, but you can call me Sid. Do you want to follow me?” The younger officer motioned to his vehicle. 

“Let’s put your horse and gear in my rig. And you can guide me to Black Lake campground. It’s the nearest to Devil’s Ladder.” Hawke walked to the back of his trailer and opened the door. He always put Horse in first and then Dot. That would keep the trailer from rocking too much when an unknown horse was put in. Horse had to get to know another animal before he would be happy in their presence. With Dot between him and the new horse, he couldn’t cause too much trouble. 

Sid led a chestnut Appaloosa out of his trailer. 

Hawke smiled. “Nice looking horse.” 

“Thanks. I saved up to get him. Taught him everything he knows.” Sid stopped at the end of the trailer. “You expecting we’ll be in longer than a day?”

“Horse and Dot are a team. And you never know how long you’ll be in the mountains when you’re looking for someone. Load him up. Dot won’t hurt him, but when we’re on the trail, keep a distance from Horse.”

Sid remained at the end of the trailer. “If Horse doesn’t like other horses, why is that who I’m putting Storm next to?”

Hawke grinned and said, “Horse is the mule. He has an ornery attitude, so I call him Horse, hoping he will behave more like a well-trained horse. Dot is the Appaloosa. A young friend named him Polka dot, but I just call him Dot.” 

Sid nodded and loaded up Storm. 

Hawke closed the doors and opened the tack room door. “You can put your things in here. Dog likes the full back seat to stretch out in.” 

Sid glanced down at Dog and then up at Hawke. “You named your dog, Dog?”

“It was better than Cat. I prefer dogs.” Hawke grinned at his joke. 

Sid just studied him.

Hawke shrugged and explained, “I was calling him Dog while I tried to come up with a name. He came to it so well, I just left it that way.” Hawke shrugged and waited for Sid to put a daypack in the trailer. “That’s all you brought?”

The younger man stopped and looked at him. “I figured it would be a one-day in and out trip.”

“Do you have anything in your truck or trailer that you can bring along to use for bedding? It might be hotter than sin now, but tonight in the higher elevations it will be cold.” Hawke was wondering if Officer Deer really did know the Devil’s Ladder area or if the chief had sent him along to keep tabs on Hawke. 

“I’ll see what I can find.” The man went to his truck and dug around. He came back with a blanket and another coat. 

“Toss those in here. You can tie them to the back of your saddle.” Hawke closed the door after the man threw the items in. “Let’s go. How far to Black Lake campground?”

As they settled in Hawke’s pickup, Sid told him they would head north and follow the signs to Cuprum. “It’s about forty minutes to Cuprum, then we’ll go on to Landore, and then follow a dirt road to Black Lake Campground. It should take about two hours to get to the campground. But it would be closer to park at a switchback that’s several miles from the lake and closer to Devil’s Ladder.”

Hawke nodded. “I think I know what you're talking about. I looked at a map last night after I talked to Chief Mallick.” He figured it would be late afternoon before they even swung a leg over a horse. That would only give them four or five hours of daylight to head toward Devil’s Ladder. What had Sid been thinking when he didn’t bring anything to spend the night? All he needed was a greenhorn following him around while he was trying to find the Firestarter property.  

<<>><<>>

It was apparent from the way Sid kept looking at the speedometer that he felt Hawke was driving too slow. However, Hawke didn’t like to beat up his vehicle, trailer, or animals. It felt to him like they weren’t getting anywhere when they had to, more or less, backtrack outside of Landore to reach this road. 

Hawke spotted a switchback that looked like the one he’d seen on the map in his day pack. 

“Is this the spot?” he asked.

“Yeah, good thing it’s summer, you’ll make a dust cloud driving off there, but at least you won’t get stuck.” 

“Let’s get the horses out and attach the pack boxes. I’d like to get over that first ridge before dark.” Hawke put the keys in his pocket and walked to the back of the trailer. 

Sid led his already saddled horse out of the trailer and tied him to the side. 

Hawke led out Dot, who was also saddled. He tied Dot to the trailer alongside Storm. Tightening the cinch, Hawke studied the area and felt leaving his pickup and trailer here would be okay, and asked, “Before you left, had anyone seen Jarod’s vehicle parked in this area?”

“Not that I was told. He has a ninety-seven Ford F-150. Faded red. License R-P-N-two, three, three.” Sid scanned the area. “We could go on up to the campground and see if it’s here. But he could access Devil’s Ladder from any direction.”

Hawke nodded and walked into the trailer to get Horse, who had been snorting the whole time he and Sid had been talking. Hawke tied the mule on the opposite side of the trailer and tightened the cinch. Which had Horse stomping his left foot. 

Retrieving the loaded pack boxes from the tack area, he strapped them onto the saddle. Once he’d finished putting everything in the pack boxes, including Sid’s daypack, he walked to the pickup to get his shotgun, coat, sweatshirt, and topographical map. 

When he walked over to Dot and slid the shotgun in the scabbard, Sid asked, “Did you bring a firearm besides that?” 

“I have my knife in one boot and backup revolver in the other.” Hawke noticed the holster attached to Sid’s belt on his left side. “Best not to look too much like law enforcement when you go into the wilderness.” 

Sid nodded and asked, “Do I need to take off my holster and firearm?” 

“You’re fine. Just remember that if you go in again. I’ve been a Fish and Wildlife Trooper for twenty-five years. I never go into the wilderness without letting my hair grow a bit and wearing backwoods clothing.” Hawke grasped the chain around his neck and pulled his badge up to show Sid. “This is where I have my badge.” Dropping the badge back down inside his shirt, he said, “I’m going to find the best route to get to Devil’s Ladder.” He spread the map out until he found where they were and then folded it to see the area between them and Devil’s Ladder. 

“Did the uncle say anything that would give you an idea of where the shack might be in Devil’s Ladder?” Hawke asked, seeing timber between the point where they stood and Devil’s Ladder. 

“He mentioned something about a cave, but this area has quite a few of those in all sizes.” Sid wiped at the sweat trickling down the side of his face. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CAPTURED
HUMMINGBIRD

A GABRIEL HAWKE NOVEL






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





