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Chapter One
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“Hawke. County Dispatch. There’s a vehicle on fire at Grizz Flat.”

“Copy.”

Gabriel Hawke, Oregon State Trooper with the Fish and Wildlife division, put down his infra-red binoculars and started up his vehicle. He’d been watching for poachers. Dale Ussery, a rancher in the Flora area, had asked the Fish and Wildlife to keep an eye on his property. He’d found the guts, heads, and legs of two does at the edge of one of his grain fields inside the tree line the last two weekends. It was April. This wasn’t hunting season for deer. The does had been pregnant when they were killed, leaving behind two fetuses. 

Nothing irked Hawke as much as wasted life. His Nez Perce and Cayuse ancestors, and many of his people today, made sure every bit of an animal was used or given back to the earth to replenish. You never killed a pregnant animal. That would be taking food away from your family another year. 

He headed to the gravel road that zig-zagged down the canyon to the Grand Ronde River and the small town of Troy, Oregon. A car on fire could start a forest fire even though there were still a few shaded areas with snow this early in spring. 

This weekend was the Muzzleloader Rendezvous at Grizz Flat. There shouldn’t be any vehicles at the camping area. They camped and held all the events as if it were the 1800s. 

The tires on his truck slid around a corner on the gravel. He slowed his pace slightly. The road from Flora to Troy was steep, switch-backed, and narrow. He kept a close watch for headlights coming up out of the canyon. 

Twenty minutes later, a black plume of smoke hanging over the trees was revealed in his headlights as he turned to drive through the short street that made up Troy’s main street. He crossed the bridge over the Wenaha River. The road to the camping area was a 180 degree turn back the way he’d come. He followed the dirt road, his headlights illuminated people waving their arms. 

“Down there!” A man in buckskins said as Hawke lowered his window. 

He followed the road down to the flat and took the first left driving toward the dull glow, smoke, and crowd of people. 

He stopped with his lights on the flames and steam shrouding a vehicle sitting over a campfire ring. The grill and back end, that weren’t engulfed in the flames, resembled a Jeep Wrangler. A line of people passed buckets of water to the man standing closest to the raging flames. He threw the water and more steam mixed with the black smoke. 

“Stop throwing water on the vehicle!” Hawke called out. From experience he knew water did little to put out a vehicle fire. With the flames, smoke, and steam, he couldn’t see if the vehicle was occupied. It was too late to save anyone who was inside and unless a fire truck arrived with fire retardant, all they could do was wait for the fire to stop. The small fire extinguisher he carried wouldn’t even put a dent in the flames. 

He walked over to the man tossing the water. “Try to put the flames out in the pit and wet down all around the pit. Let’s keep this from spreading.”

The man nodded and began dousing the campfire and the area around it. 

The man at the end of the water brigade line was in his late thirties, clean shaven, wearing a soot smudged white shirt and buckskin pants. 

Hawke asked him, “How did this happen?”

The man shook his head and walked to the side to toss water on the ground on the other side of the fire. “I don’t know. Never heard the Jeep start up. It must have rolled over the fire. I was in my tent over there.” He pointed to a white canvas tent thirty yards from the smoking vehicle. “I heard a funny ‘poof’ and the side of the tent lit up. Stepped out and saw the Jeep on fire.”

A scream pierced the air. 

Hawke spun back to the vehicle. Smoke curled toward the sky, but the flames had begun to die. The inside of the Jeep was revealed. 

The charred remains of a body leaned on the steering wheel.

“Oh no!” A woman in a flannel nightgown ran toward the Jeep. Hawke caught her before she disrupted any evidence. 

“Ma’am, who do you think that is?” Hawke asked, holding the shaking woman in his arms. 

A younger man walked toward the Jeep.

“Don’t anyone go near this!” Hawke called out. “Is there someone here who can make sure no one goes near the vehicle?” He glanced around at the men and women in buckskins and flannel.

“I’ll keep an eye on things.” A large man dressed in a night shirt over what looked like knee-high moccasins. 

“Your name?” Hawke asked.

“Grizzly.” 

Hawke studied him, trying to determine if the man was being secretive. “That’s your name?” 

“Here, at the Rendezvous, I’m Grizzly. Real name’s Adam Jolly.” He stood with his arms crossed, reminding Hawke of a big grizzly bear studying the lay of the land. 

He focused on the woman sobbing in his arms. “Who are you?”

“School Marm up here. Kristen Pruss in Alder. That’s my husband, Sure Shot, James.” She glanced toward the vehicle and shuddered. 

“How do you know it’s your husband?” Hawke set her away from him. He scanned her face. There were traces of makeup around her eyes. As far as he knew women didn’t wear makeup in the early 1800s, especially one calling herself School Marm. 

“That’s his Jeep. He’d been acting funny today. We had an argument. He stormed off to drink with his buddies.”

“What time was that?” Hawke knew he needed to call in the Fire Marshal, the Medical Examiner, a deputy, and another State Trooper to get all the statements and gather all the evidence. This was a crime that needed to have all law enforcement entities involved.

“I don’t know. Seven?” She sniffed. “I got ready for bed and read for a little while. I was asleep when all the commotion started.” 

He got a feeling she wasn’t telling the truth. In his peripheral vision he caught a man hovering along the edge of the onlookers. His best guess was the man wanted to comfort the woman. 

“Grizzly, don’t let anyone near this. I have to call it in. I’ll be right back.” Hawke scanned the people standing around. “Go back to your camps. When I get reinforcements, someone will be around to take your statement.” 

They mumbled and didn’t seem to want to return to their tents. Even though it would be warmer than standing around here.

“Everyone, go back to your camps, except the first people to hurry to the fire.” He left the crowd discussing who were the first to the scene and walked to his truck. 

He picked up his mic from the holder on the dash. “This is Hawke.”

“Dispatch. Copy.”

“I need the Fire Marshal, the Medical Examiner, a deputy, and another State Trooper to Grizz Flat. There’s a body in the burned vehicle.”

“Copy. Will instruct and let you know their ETA.”

“Copy.” He attached the radio to his belt, the microphone to his shirt, and grabbed his evidence kit before exiting his vehicle. It was a good thing he hadn’t come on duty until 6 PM. It was going to be a long night. 

He returned to the group of half a dozen people standing a short distance from the charred vehicle. 

Grizzly had the group gathered around him. The victim’s wife stood next to him. Hawke doubted anyone would tamper with the still smoldering car and body. He walked over to the group to get their statements while the evening was still fresh in their minds. He’d gather evidence later when the remains had cooled down. 

“I’d like to speak with each one of you separately.” He motioned to the youngest member of the group. The man was in his twenties and stood at the edge of the group wearing more modern clothes. “You, come with me.” Hawke pointed to the young man and walked in the direction of the metal storage container. From previous visits to the flat when the muzzleloader group was practicing, he knew it was where they kept all the targets and tents used for this event. 

He stopped when they were far enough from the group to not be heard. Hawke opened his logbook, holding it and his flashlight in the same hand, giving enough glow from his light to see to write and keeping the beam to the side of the young man’s face, to be able to see his expressions. 

“Name?”

“Hardtack.”

Hawke studied the young man. “The name on your I.D.” 

Hardtack crossed his arms and pressed his lips tight.

“I care more about what you saw than who you are.” He’d let the kid think that and find out from someone else his real name. “Where were you when the fire started?”

“Biscuit and I were up the hill a little ways.” He pointed to the hill to the east of the camping area.

“Did you have a clear view of the fire?” He circled Biscuit as a person to talk to.

“Not really. It was the fireball that caught our attention. Then the smoke. I ran down toward it and saw Grizzly, Buckskin Bob, and Sourdough shouting orders about getting a bucket brigade going.” He shrugged. “Other people came running up, and I stepped into line.” 

Hawke glanced over at the group waiting to be interviewed. “Are Buckskin Bob and Sourdough over there waiting to talk to me?”

The young man nodded. “Don’t tell Sourdough I was with Biscuit. He’s been shooing me away when I try to talk to her.” 

“I take it he’s Biscuit’s father?” 

“Yeah.” 

“You may go, but tell someone else to come over here.” Hawke watched the young man walk up to the oldest looking man who wore all buckskins and had a raccoon fur cap. 

That person wandered over to Hawke. 

“Not sure I can be much help,” the man said.

“Name?”

“Buckskin Bob.”

Hawke sighed. “Does it say that on your I.D.?”

The man grinned. “Yes sir, it does. Had my name legally changed to that twenty years ago.” 

“Bob, what were you doing when you noticed the fire?” Hawke studied the man. He appeared to be an open book. His eyes held interest, no wariness. His features were lax. 

“I was cleaning my gun. The big shoot off is tomorrow. I wanted my rifle to be ready to go.”

“What alerted you to the fire?”

“There was a bright flash of light. I looked out my tent flap and saw the flames around the Jeep sittin’ on the campfire. My first thought was ‘Why in Sam Hill didn’t Sure Shot leave his vehicle parked across the river like the rest of us. We all drive in and unload then drive over and leave our vehicles at the parking area across the river. You know, so it feels like the 1800s.”

“How do you think the vehicle ended up over the fire?” 

“I guess he got something out of it, bumped the gear shift, and it rolled.” Buckskin Bob glanced back at the vehicle. “But why would he be in it? Unless he got drunk and School Marm kicked him out of the tent.” He chuckled. “That’s happened before.” 

“He got drunk often?” Hawke asked, making a note in his book to check on this.

“Sure Shot liked alcohol and women.” The man glanced toward the group. “The fight he and School Marm got into wasn’t because he was drunk. He’s been ‘rendezvousing’ with some married women at this event every year.”

“Names.”

The man roughed up his beard and studied the ground. “You didn’t hear this from me or I won’t tell you.”

“I’m pretty sure if you know so do several other people. Possibly their spouses.” Hawke waited for the man to spill, what he could tell Buckskin Bob was dying to tell, even though he stalled. 

“Seamstress Sue. That’s Sourdough’s wife.”

Hawke circled the name he’d already written down as the father of Biscuit. 

“The other is Chessie, short for Winchester. She comes by herself, but she’s married. I happened to see her with her husband at another event.” 

“Are all of the people here locals?” Hawke asked.

“No. They come from all over the Pacific Northwest to this Rendezvous. Sourdough and Seamstress Sue are from Eagle. Chessie is from somewhere in Washington. Sure Shot is... was the president of the Wallupa Muzzleloaders. Shit! That means Smokepole is going to be the president. We only made him V.P. to keep him from being a pain in the ass.” The man kicked at the dirt and started to walk away. 

“Send someone else over,” Hawke said loud enough for the man to hear him.

Buckskin Bob threw a hand in the air to signal he’d heard. 
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Chapter Two
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The next person to walk up to Hawke was a young woman, that he guessed from the beam of the flashlight to be in her early thirties. She had long blonde hair, loose around her shoulders and reaching her waist. She wore a buckskin dress without any adornment.

“Name?” Hawke asked.

“Swift Arrow.” She crossed her arms and stared at him.

“I understand that is your name for your time at the Rendezvous. What is your name on your identification?” He studied her cool demeanor. She definitely wasn’t the woman who’d screamed when the steam evaporated and the body was revealed.

“Swift Arrow is the name given me at my naming ceremony fifteen years ago.”

“Who are your people?” Hawke asked.

Her eyebrows rose. “Only another Indian would ask me that.”

“I’m from the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla. Nez Perce and Cayuse ancestors.” Hawke was proud of his heritage even though many times during his life, he’d had to fight for respect due to others preconceived beliefs he was either dumb or out to kill them. 

“Warm Springs.” 

“Do you travel to many of these Rendezvous?” Hawke was curious about the woman coming to such an event.

“And Powwows. I make and sell long bows. At Rendezvous, I shoot my bows in the competitions.” She smiled. Confidence in her workmanship made him wonder how well she shot.

“How did you do today?” he asked, seeing she had lost her unwillingness to talk to him.

Another smug smile tipped her lips. “I won the long bow round today. Came in first in the woman’s knife throwing.”

“I’d say you are an accomplished woman.” He smiled. “And what is the name on your birth certificate?”

She frowned. “Cherrie Pearson. But you won’t tell anyone will you?”

He studied her. “Why?”

“Cherrie doesn’t sound like a woman who can shoot an arrow or throw a knife well.” She shrugged.

He would have laughed if he hadn’t been interviewing her about a dead body. “How did you come to be one of the first people to the fire?”

She pointed to a teepee he’d missed while driving toward the fire. It was about fifty feet from the charred remains. “I saw the flash of light. Brighter than a flashlight, which we all have but try not to use.”

“When you saw the flash, what did you do?” 

“I threw open the flap on the teepee and stepped out. That’s when I saw Grizzly and Sourdough running toward the fire. Grizzly shouted ‘Get your buckets’ and I grabbed mine and joined the line to the river.” 

“You saw Grizzly and Sourdough. Anyone else?” He watched her. Her teepee was in a direct line across from the victim’s tent. 

“I thought I saw someone in the shadow of Sure Shot’s tent.”

“Man or woman?”

“I couldn’t tell. It was just a movement.” 

“Thank you. Send someone else over.” Hawke watched her walk back to the group and talk to a short round man while pointing back at him.

The man waddled over, held out his hand, and said, “Gravedigger.” 

Hawke studied him. “And your real name?”

The man sighed. “I prefer using my Rendezvous name while I’m at these events.”

“A man has died. I need full cooperation from everyone,” Hawke said, wondering if the little guy had any run-ins with the victim.

“Harold Gavin.”

“Thank you. I understand you were one of the first people to see the fire. What can you tell me?” He didn’t want to bring up the shadow Swift Arrow saw. If the man saw it, Hawke wanted him to mention it himself.

“The front of my tent lit up, and I opened the flap to see what it was. That’s when I saw the tall flames and realized there was a vehicle in the fire. I was worried about School Marm’s tent being so close. When Grizzly yelled for us to grab buckets, I picked up my bucket and headed for the line that was forming toward the river.” 

“Is that the usual protocol for putting out a fire?” Hawke asked. It seemed they all did what was asked as if it were second nature.

“We, the Wallupa Muzzleloaders, have practiced at our monthly meetings in case a tent catches on fire from an overturned lantern.” Pride filled his voice. 

“I see. Have you had a tent catch on fire at one of these rendezvous?”

“Not at a Rendezvous but one of the monthly campouts. Sourdough’s boys got to wrestling in the tent and knocked over a lantern. We got the fire out right away with the bucket relay.” 

“Did you see anything that seemed odd when you first walked out of your tent or while standing in line handing the buckets along?” Hawke wasn’t getting much to go on with his questions. He glanced at his watch. The M.E. and deputy should be showing up soon. 

“A vehicle on fire. In the line everyone just kept their eyes on the buckets going back and forth.”

“Thank you. Would you send the next person over?” Hawke shook out his hand that had been holding the logbook and flashlight. 

Gravedigger walked back toward the smaller group waiting to be interviewed. He talked to the one person Hawke had yet to meet from the group. It must be Sourdough. 

A man in his early fifties strode over to Hawke. He was fit, wore a military haircut, and had a pissed off expression. 

“Gravedigger said I needed to come talk to you?” The man had a belligerent attitude to start the conversation.

“Your name?” Hawked asked, again, knowing what he’d get.

“Sourdough.” The man stared at him in the peripheral beam of Hawke’s flashlight. 

“The one on your I.D., please.” 

“Jake Levens.”

“Where do you live, Mr. Levens?” Hawke asked.

“Eagle. Why does that matter?”

“I’m just gathering information. What alerted you to the fire?”

“I saw the bright light.” He wasn’t offering more.

“Where were you when you saw the light?” Hawke wondered why this man was being so evasive when the others had been forthcoming.

“I was looking for my daughter.” The tone indicated that was the real reason he was pissed. He had a teenage daughter that had been out in the woods with someone.

“Where were you looking?” Hawke didn’t plan to let the man know where his daughter had been. 

“I had gone around to the families of the kids she talks to. None of them had seen her. I was headed to Swift Arrow’s teepee when I saw the bright light and looked over.”

“Why Swift Arrow?”

“Biscuit had been hanging around her the last couple of days. Trying out some bows and acting as if she was finally interested in one of the activities. Thought she might have gone to talk some more.” The man lost some of his anger as he talked about his daughter embracing what it was evident the man enjoyed. 

“What exactly did you see when you noticed the fire?”

“I noticed the Jeep on fire and laughed. Served Sure Shot right having his Jeep burned up. We all told him he was ruining the 1800s feel of the event by stashing his Jeep behind the storage shed. It was bad enough to see that metal box when we were trying to replicate 1840.” The man showed he took the whole rendezvous seriously.

“Why did he insist on having his vehicle here and not parked with the others?” Hawke had wondered that from the moment he’d seen the burned vehicle.

“Something about he was the president and if he wanted to keep his vehicle close by it was his prerogative.” The man snorted. “Prerogative. Hell, I didn’t think he even knew such a word. Mind you, I don’t usually talk bad about a person after they die, but he kind of got what was coming to him.”

Hawke studied the man. Sourdough didn’t show any malice. His eyes were thoughtful and his stern facial features had softened a bit. “How so?”

“Take insisting on keeping his Jeep here just because he was the president. Flaunting his affair with Chessie in School Marm’s face, and then crowing like a rooster this afternoon when he out shot Red Beard. You don’t do that. You shoot your best, if you do well you encourage the other contestants. You don’t talk down to them and act as if you were so skilled no one would ever beat you.” 

“The deceased sounds like he was boastful about his shooting and his affairs.” He watched the man. His wife had been linked to the deceased. Did he know? 

There was a twitch at the right side of his mouth. He knew. Another reason for him to wish the man dead. 

“Back to the fire. Did you see anything out of the ordinary, other than the Jeep on fire?” 

The man started to shake his head then his eyes widened. “I caught the backside of Smithy going behind the tent next to Sure Shot’s.” 

“Is he a friend of the deceased?” 

Sourdough laughed. “No. He’s not even a member of the Wallupa Muzzleloaders. He shouldn’t have been over here. He’s camped there.” He pointed to the area near the beginning of the flat. “He comes to the rendezvous, but he does more nighttime games than the daytime ones, if you know what I mean.” He winked.

“He comes here to fool around?” Hawke thought it was kind of an odd way to meet up with a lover. 

“He only fools around with one person. School Marm.” 

Hawke glanced over at Grizzly and the deceased’s wife standing side by side, staring his direction. 

“Mrs. Pruss said she and her husband had an argument around seven. Did you happen to hear what it was about?” Hawke wondered if the argument had been meant to send the man to his Jeep. 

“No. At seven I was helping my wife clean up from dinner and getting the boys to settle down.” 

“Thank you, would you send Grizzly over and tell Mrs. Pruss she can go to her tent and wait for me to come see her.” Hawke could see the woman was shivering. The temperature had dropped to freezing due to the clear night sky. 

The man strode back to the other two. The woman headed to her tent, Sourdough walked down the road, and Grizzly walked toward him.

“You want to grab a coat before we start?” Hawke asked the man. 

“I’m good.” He stood with his arms crossed, waiting.

“How did you come to see the fire?” Hawke asked.

“I had just turned off my lantern and crawled into my sleeping bag when there was a flash of light. I thought some of the kids might have been messing around, so I got up and looked out the tent flap. That’s when I saw the Jeep in flames. I knew it was Sure Shot’s. I hollered for people to get buckets, and we started relaying buckets of water to throw on the fire.” 

“How did you know the deceased?”

The man swallowed and his eyes glistened. “He’s been my best friend since high school.” 

“Where do you live?”

“Promise. I have three-hundred-and-sixty acres I farm.” Grizzly’s arms dropped to his sides. “Sure Shot sold me all of my pickups since I got my driver’s license. His father owned the car dealership in Alder before Sure Shot and his mom took over a few years ago.” 

The deceased’s best friend. Time to see if he knew all of his friend’s flaws. 

Vehicle lights entered the campground. 

“Which is your tent?” Hawke asked. 

“That one.” Grizzly pointed to the tent next to the teepee. 

“I’ll come find you after I catch the new arrivals up to speed.” Hawke closed his logbook and turned off his flashlight as he walked out to meet the convoy of law enforcement vehicles arriving. 
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Chapter Three
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“You haven’t taken any photos yet?” State Trooper Shoberg kidded Hawke.

“I’ve been interviewing the first people on the scene,” he said, trying not to show he was unhappy with himself for not getting photos before everyone showed up. It meant they had to all stand back until the initial photos were taken. 

“I’ll take them if you want to keep interviewing people,” Shoberg offered. 

Hawke nodded and captured Deputy Novak’s attention. “I’ve talked to most of the people in the tents right around the crime scene, you can start from the tent three over from the teepee and ask what they know from seven o’clock this evening until they learned about the fire.” 

Novak started to walk away.

“And let me know where Chessie, Smithy, and Hardtack’s tents are located.”

“Those are names?” Novak asked with skepticism.

“You’ll find they take staying in character at this thing important. You’ll have to ask them all for their real names.” Hawke grinned and faced Dr. Vance and the Fire Marshal. “Everyone says it was a bright light that caught their attention to the fire.” He motioned toward the burnt Jeep and fire ring. “Any idea what would cause that?”

“Most likely it was the fumes in the gas tank catching fire. There would have been a poof and a fireball. No explosion, unlike how the movies and T.V. shows always portray vehicle fires,” Fire Marshal Wes Florry said, his gaze remaining on the charred remains. “Do you know how the vehicle ended up over the campfire yet?”

“No. That’s what I need to figure out.” Hawke glanced at his watch. One. He’d let Grizzly and the victim’s wife know he’d talk to them in the morning and get busy looking at the vehicle tracks to see how the Jeep had ended up where it did. 

He scanned the area for Shoberg and walked over to the other trooper. “I’ll go tell my last two witnesses that I’ll talk to them in the morning, then I’ll come check out the tire tracks and take photos of those.”

“Copy.” Shoberg snapped another picture. 

Hawke walked over to the victim’s tent first. He knocked on the canvas. “Mrs. Pruss, it’s Trooper Hawke.”

The woman stuck her head out the flap. Her makeup was smeared even more and her eyes were red. 

“Ma’am, I’ll be by in the morning to take more of your statement. I need to go after the evidence right now. Try and get some sleep.”

She nodded and her head disappeared.

He wondered if the man called Smithy was in his tent or in this one. Walking over to Grizzly’s tent, he spotted a light on in Swift Arrow’s teepee. What was she doing in there? He wondered if the competitions would continue tomorrow with the investigation going on.

The tent flap flopped open when he was two steps from the canvas structure.

“Trooper, I’ve been waiting for you.” Grizzly was dressed in full buckskin.

“I came to tell you to go ahead and try to sleep. I’ll come by in the morning and continue the interview. I need to gather evidence while it’s still fresh.”

“I understand. I hope you find out what happened. I really don’t think Sure Shot would do something as stupid as run his Jeep over a campfire and sit there while he burned up. He wasn’t a quitter.” 

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.” Hawke walked away from the tent, wondering how a man who seemed so smug and boastful would allow someone to incapacitate him long enough he would burn up in a fire.

Behind the vehicle and fire, Hawke swept the beam of his flashlight back and forth across the ground, looking for tire tracks. It would have been easier in daylight, but he wanted to see if there had been someone pushing the vehicle. He wondered if the shadow Swift Arrow saw was that person or the man presumedly leaving the Pruss tent after the fire started. 

He found the tire tracks. The tread on the tires was what some called angry. It was made to dig into the ground and pull the vehicle through all types of terrain. With his flashlight trained on the tracks, he took a photo. 

“You didn’t happen to bring any floodlights with you?” he asked Shoberg. 

“In the back of my vehicle,” the trooper replied, not looking up. 

By now Dr. Vance and the Fire Marshal were allowed to examine the body and the fire. 

As Hawke walked by, the Medical Examiner waved him over. 

“He didn’t get into this Jeep on his own,” she said.

“How do you know?” Hawke had worked enough cases with the woman that he would side with her findings any day.

“His hair and skin are burnt, but see this?” She pointed to a crack in the skull that could be seen where the broken skin had shrunk from the heat and flames. “Looks like blunt force trauma incapacitated him enough to then finish him off in the fire. I’ve no doubt I’ll find he was still breathing when he was consumed by the flames.”

Hawke shuddered. Burning to death wasn’t something he’d care to have happen to him. “Thanks for the information. I’ll keep it in mind to look for blood. That kind of a gash in the scalp would have bled a lot.”

At Shoberg’s vehicle, he opened the back and found two battery-powered floodlights on expanding stands. He hauled them both behind the burnt Jeep and set them up, lighting the area behind the vehicle. 

He could see the tire tracks in the dirt easily with the lights. Taking several photographs from different angles, Hawke also took in all the area between the tracks. That would be where someone would have walked if the vehicle was pushed over the fire. What he didn’t understand was why the man was left to burn? Was it because the blow hadn’t finished him off? But couldn’t there have been another blow struck if whoever did it had planned to kill the victim?

He didn’t see any definite footprints, but there were indentions from someone digging the toe of their moccasin-clad foot into the dirt to get more traction. The vehicle had been placed over the campfire. This was proof. He took photos of the indentions and moved the floodlights closer to the steel container. 

The tire tracks stopped where the Jeep had been parked. The passenger side appeared to have been only the length of the side mirror from the container. With the vehicle tucked so tight to the container, only the driver side would have been accessible to put the body in. 

He aimed one of the lights at the area where the driver’s side would have been. The dirt, grass, and small plants were trampled and dug up as if a struggle had dislodged the plants. A struggle. From the gash on the head, he should have been unconscious. Had the person putting him in the vehicle struggled because they weren’t strong? 

That opened several possibilities. The women in the victim’s life. 

But where had the head wound occurred?

Hawke turned on his flashlight and ran the beam along the ground, starting at the point of the struggle to put the victim in the Jeep. A few dark spots in the dirt proved to be blood. 

Running the beam of his light over the container box, there was a dark spot on the far back corner. 

He took photos of the foreign substance, then removed his pack and pulled out a swab kit and a small paper envelope to scrape the residue into. This appeared to be the point where the victim was incapacitated. From the scene, Hawke could imagine an argument, the victim was shoved, hit his head, and maybe slumped to the ground. 

But if it had been an accident, why had the person who shoved him then put the body in the Jeep and shoved the vehicle over the fire? Had they planned to kill him or just scare him? 

The beam of the flashlight surveyed the area as Hawke flashed the thoughts through his mind. The ground was trampled, no tread marks from any type of shoe. Since most of the participants had been wearing moccasins, there would be little chance of matching anything more than foot size if he found a sharp impression. 

“Dr. Vance is taking off. The wagon showed up to collect the body,” Shoberg said, walking toward Hawke.

“Has the site cooled down enough for the fire marshal to sift through it?” He wanted to do some looking himself.

“Yeah, he’s already checking for an accelerant.” Shoberg waved a hand. “Did you find something.” 

Hawke pointed to the corner of the container. “That’s where the victim hit his head. Not sure why he was put in the Jeep and shoved over the fire.” 

The state trooper made a low guttural sound. “You rarely know what triggers a person to kill another.”

“Yeah.” He popped out the SD card from his camera and handed it to Shoberg. “Take this and these samples I collected to forensics. I’m going to hang around here to check out the fire and talk to more people.” The sun cast a yellow glow on the horizon. “They should be rising soon.” 

“Will do. I’ll fill in the lieutenant and the D.A.” Shoberg took the items Hawke held out to him and headed back toward the crime scene.

Hawke took one more look around and walked back to the charred vehicle. He found Florry sifting through the ashes, a camera dangled from around his neck. 

“How’s it going?” Hawke asked, watching the man do his job.

“Gasoline was used to make this fire take off. It wasn’t a leaking gas line. I can smell the gasoline still in the seats. Gas fumes are what burn, not the gas. This vehicle was doused with gasoline and the heat from the fire under the vehicle lit the fumes.”

“The witnesses all saw a ball of fire that caught their attention.” He’d witnessed vehicle fires. When the fire got to the gas tanks it would ‘whoosh’ and make a ball of fire. 

“The thing is, did they see one or two? The gas tank would have done that when it caught fire. But there should have been a surge of fire when the fumes in the vehicle ignited.”

“There was only mention of one flash. Could the tank have exploded at the same time as the vehicle?” Hawke shuddered. “From what you’ve said, this was intentional and pre-meditated if the perpetrator rigged the vehicle to make sure the victim died.” 

Florry dropped items into evidence bags. “This was well thought out.” 
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Chapter Four
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Rather than disturb the victim’s wife, Hawke walked over to Grizzly’s tent. He knocked on the canvas. “Trooper Hawke.” 

The tent wiggled and the flap opened. As the man stepped out of the tent a waft of warm air came with him. 

Hawke had a suspicion the man wasn’t “roughing it” as much as portraying a mountain man from the 1800s. 

“Mr. Jolly, I have some questions for you,” Hawke motioned to his truck. He’d left the tailgate down on his way over to the man’s tent. They could sit on the tailgate, since there were only upturned logs to sit on. 

The man followed him to the truck and sat on one side of the tailgate.

Hawke sat on the other end, glad he didn’t have to use his flashlight to write in his logbook. The sun bathed the meadow, trees, and river in a yellow glow as it slowly rose behind the hill.

“Did you figure out why Sure Shot parked over the firepit?” Grizzly asked.

Looking up from his logbook, Hawke studied the man. He seemed confused. “Did he usually park in the Rendezvous encampment?”

“The last couple of meetings, when we were preparing for this event, he’d kept his Jeep by the container, but we all had vehicles in here. We were hauling tools and targets back and forth as we fixed them or made new ones.”

“Why did he have his Jeep here, in the camping area, for the Rendezvous?” 

Grizzly scrubbed his bearded face with his palms. “He said the last time he’d left his vehicle in the parking area across the river, things had been stolen. I told him to put the top on.” The man shook his head. “He said that wouldn’t stop anyone. Sure Shot wasn’t one to let anyone get the best of him twice.”

Hawke glanced toward the widow’s tent. “Did he know his wife was having an affair?” 

Grizzly stared at him, anger igniting in his eyes. “Who told you that?”

“Is it true?”

“If it is, that’s Kristen’s business and not ours.” Grizzly’s face, that could be seen, had turned nearly as red as the wool belt around his waist. 

It seemed this man had feelings for his friend’s wife. Hawke had witnessed the two standing together as they’d waited, but Grizzly hadn’t put an arm around the woman and she hadn’t huddled close to him. 

“What about your friend? I also heard he spent more time with other women than his wife.” 

The color heightened on the man’s cheeks, neck, and ears. “He was my friend. Had been since high school, but I didn’t condone his sleeping around. We’ve been in several heated discussions about that.”

“Did you have one last night?” 

He scrubbed his palms over his face, again. Settling his large hands on his knees, he stared at his feet nearly touching the ground. “Yeah. Sure Shot came to me complaining about Kristen throwing him out of the tent because she caught him flirting with Swift Arrow.” He shook his head. “I asked him why he had to chase every female that came to these things.” His gaze latched onto Hawke. “He said, ‘Because I can.’”

“What you’re telling me is every man here, who has a wife, girlfriend, maybe even a daughter, could be a suspect for the death of James Pruss?” Hawke didn’t like the idea of having so many suspects and a short amount of time to find the killer. It could be someone from anywhere in the Pacific Northwest or farther. 

“And then there’s the shooters who he’s put down every chance he could.” Grizzly peered at him with sadness in his large brown eyes. “He was my friend, but he could be an asshole.”

“You’re not making this any easier for me.” Hawke saw the flap at the victim’s tent flutter. “I’ll be catching up to you later. Thank you for your time.” He hopped off the tailgate and strode over to the tent as School Marm stepped out. 

“Good Morning, Mrs. Pruss. I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 

She pointed to the outhouse. “When I get back from there.”

Hawke nodded and sniffed. Someone had coffee brewing. Scanning the ten or so closest tents, he spotted Swift Arrow crouching in front of a small campfire. He sauntered over to her campfire. 

“Is that coffee I smell?” He sat on an upturned log by the fire. 

“It’s just about ready.” Her gaze moved from the fire to him. “If you have a cup, I can fill it for you.”

“I happen to have a cup. Be right back.” Hawke strode over to his vehicle and grabbed the travel mug he’d filled last night before starting his surveillance for the poacher. 

Back at Swift Arrow’s camp, he noticed the victim’s wife exit the outhouse, but she headed north, toward the other camping areas. Was she avoiding him on purpose? 

Swift Arrow crouched before the fire, she took his cup and filled it. “Do you have more questions for me?”

“I know you aren’t part of the Wallupa group.” He glanced around the group of tents making up their own village of sorts. “Why are you camping with them?” 

She shrugged. “While these are family-oriented events, there is some drinking that goes on and I feel safer if I’m near Grizzly.”

“The drinking gets out of hand at these events?” The only mention he’d encountered was the victim drinking too much.

“Usually the last night, after all the competitions. The men and some women party. But there are a few who drink every night.” She scrunched up her nose. “Mostly the ones who come alone. Leave their spouses behind.”

“Do you happen to know how things were between Sure Shot and his wife? You mentioned Grizzly made you feel safe, I got the feeling he has more than friendly feelings for Mrs. Pruss.” 

“Mrs. Pruss?” Her brow wrinkled as she studied him.

“School Marm.”

“Oh! The wife of the dead man.” She nodded. “It was no secret he spent more time in other people’s tents than his own.” Her gaze became dark and angry. “The first year I came to this event, he tried to get in my teepee. If Grizzly hadn’t been with him, I’m pretty sure Sure Shot would have gone to jail on charges of rape. I didn’t want his attention, but he seemed to take me saying ‘no’ as a spear jabbed in the ground.”

“He took your resistance as a challenge.” Hawke was getting the picture of a man who liked a challenge and didn’t give up on getting what he wanted. 

“I guess you could say that. I would say, he was a bad loser.”

This intrigued him. “Are you talking about women or shooting?”

“Both.” She nodded toward the other tents. “Red Beard threatened him yesterday after the adult round of muzzleloaders. He accused Sure Shot of cheating.”

Hawke sipped the coffee and studied the woman. “Cheating? How does one cheat with a muzzleloader?” 

“That’s what I was wondering. But I never had a chance to see if Grizzly had any ideas.” Swift Arrow nodded toward the large man’s tent. “He and Sure Shot wandered off after dinner. I didn’t see either of them again until the fire. Then it was chaotic.” She nodded toward the other tents. “School Marm is coming back.”

Hawke twisted to look over his left shoulder. The woman was hurrying back. Her gaze landed on him, and she veered his direction. 
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