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A Gabriel Hawke Novel

Book 4
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Author Comments

While this book is set in Wallowa County, Oregon, I have changed the town names to old forgotten towns that were in the county at one time.  I also took the liberty of changing the towns up and populating the county with my own characters, none of which are in anyway a representation of anyone who is or has ever lived in Wallowa County. Other than the towns, I have tried to use the real names of all the geographical locations.

This book also has southern Idaho as the area that Hawke is working in. The towns were all kept the same, but any references to the characters in the area in the Idaho State Police, Ada County Sheriff’s Office, Boise City Police, and the Idaho Search and Rescue are all people and events made up by me. There is no correlation to anything factual. 

––––––––

[image: ]


Chapter One

“And then when I spotted a small limb had been snapped off at the right height...”

Gabriel Hawke tuned out one of the other instructors at the National MRA Spring Conference in Boise, Idaho. Hawke would have preferred working over giving a workshop at the Search and Rescue Conference. However, his lieutenant, at the Oregon State Police, told Hawke at the beginning of the year, he would appreciate Hawke’s cooperation in attending more Search and Rescue conferences to learn more about the latest technology that was being used, and he wanted Hawke to make contacts with the search and rescue groups on the Idaho side of the Snake River. The lieutenant’s exact words, “You never know when we’ll need to ask for help from across the river.” 

“I bet Hawke would have found that missing family faster than you did,” James Newton, with the Wallowa County Sheriff’s Department and head of the county’s Search and Rescue team, said. 

Hawke rolled his eyes and sipped his beer. A small contingency of the conference presenters had ended up in the bar after registering with the conference coordinator. Most attendees arrived Thursday night to be ready for the first workshops in the morning. He’d wanted a beer before heading up to his room and had found a table away from the growing crowd standing around the bar. 

“Is that so?” Sean Sheridan, a master tracker with the Idaho Search and Rescue, shoved away from the bar and sauntered over to Hawke’s table. Sheridan had been the one talking up having found a family by his tracking prowess. He pulled out a chair at Hawke’s table and plopped down without asking if Hawke wanted company. “I remember not that long ago a little girl outsmarted Hawke, the great Indian tracker.” The man had already had more than his share of liquor. Sarcasm dripped from his comment.

Hawke didn’t flinch at the accusation he couldn’t track a child or the slur on his heritage. He’d met other trackers who couldn’t claim the heritage he could who were as good or better than him. His teacher had been his Nez Perce grandfather who knew old ways of tracking. The old man had also taught him qualities that the trackers who were taught at conferences, like this, didn’t learn. And it had been a cunning child who’d outsmarted him several times and who made him smile every time he thought about her. 

He ignored the jab at his ancestors and said, “Kitree didn’t want to be found and tried multiple times to cover her tracks.” Hawke sipped his beer. He stared into Sheridan’s glazed over eyes. “A good tracker knows to not drink more than he can handle to be ready to go at a moment’s notice.” 

The others who’d gathered around the table, laughed and commented. “Oooo, he got you there,” and “You might want to ease up on the juice if you’re teaching in the morning.” 

“I could out track you even with a hangover,” Sheridan boasted, peering at Hawke with glassy eyes. 

Hawke finished off his beer and stood. He’d had enough chitchat for the night. He preferred to stay to himself, give his workshop, and sit in on the subjects of interest. Dropping a tip on the table, he started for the door.

The head of the Idaho Search and Rescue and chair of the conference strode into the bar. His height gave him an advantage as he scanned the conference attendees. His gaze locked onto Hawke, and Henry Childress covered the distance between them. 

“I need to talk to you,” Childress said, motioning for Hawke to come with him. 

Without a glance around, or a comment, Hawke followed the man to a seating of three chairs in the hotel lobby. 

“Wait here.” Childress disappeared into the bar and returned with Sheridan in his wake.

Hawke didn’t care for the other tracker, but out of respect for Childress, he kept his thoughts to himself and his face remained blank.

Sheridan smiled smugly as he plopped into a chair.

Childress leaned toward Hawke. The man’s broad shoulders loomed over his beach ball stomach stretching the button-up shirt. He glanced at Sheridan as if he remembered the man was there. “You’re both going to have to bow out of your workshops tomorrow.”

His comment didn’t hurt Hawke’s feelings, but Lt. Titus wouldn’t be happy. “Have you called my Lieutenant?” 

“I spoke with him. He’s cleared you.”

“Cleared me?” This meant they needed his help as a State Trooper. He glanced at Sheridan. The man had better sober up quick if they had to work together. He didn’t care to babysit a drunk. He’d done that enough in his life with his stepfather. 

“We had a murderer escape our maximum-security prison near Boise. We have reason to believe he is headed to Hells Canyon. It’s where he grew up, and where he committed the murders that put him in prison.”

Sheridan leaned forward. “No shit! White got loose?”

Hawke noticed the gleam in the other tracker’s eyes. This would be another story he’d embellish at a future conference.

“When did he escape?” Hawke calculated the distance from Boise to the canyon. “Was he on foot or did he get a vehicle?”

“We believe he escaped sometime this morning. No one noticed until the mid-day meal and then it was an hour or so after that before they’d confirmed he was missing.” Childress shook his head. “We think a woman he’d been corresponding with is involved. She didn’t turn up to work this morning and no one can find her, either. A description of her car is out statewide.” 

Childress held out a map. “This is the area where we believe he will try to hide.”

“I know where it is,” Sheridan boasted. “I was with the team that found the bodies.”

Hawke studied the area that was circled. He gave a low whistle. “That’s rough terrain.” He studied it some more. “This is where he grew up?”

“Yes. There’s a small valley, gap, whatever you want to call it, with a spring and an old homestead. The Goodwin family purchased it five years ago while White was in jail on assault charges. When White got out, he headed back to the homestead, killed the family and a man who’d come to the homestead to visit with the Goodwins.” 

“There was blood everywhere and bodies...” Sheridan stood and hurried toward the restrooms.

“Nasty piece of work, it sounds like.” Hawke thought of all the boaters and hikers in that area who, if they came across a madman like White, could end up dead. “I take it you’re pairing me with Sheridan?”

“He does know the area, but I want you to keep a handle on him. He tends to do stupid things, thinking he’s a hero.”

“Thanks a lot.” There was nothing worse than babysitting a rogue cop when there was a job to do. This time it was a rogue tracker who didn’t have to obey orders from a law enforcement officer. “We’ll drive to Saw Pit Saddle and start from there. Any chance a command center can be set up in that area?” 

“We were hoping you’d pick that point. There is a team already headed that way,” Childress said.

Hawke stood, glancing toward the restrooms. No sign of his partner on this job. “Do you think the woman is in danger?”

“I haven’t heard from the authorities what they think about that.” Childress stood. “Be careful, White is dangerous.  Just find him and the woman. Let the rest know where they are and they will move in and apprehend. Do you need supplies?”

“I’ll have my dog flown to Big Bar airstrip along with my pack. I’d prefer to go after this guy with just me and my dog. White sounds unstable.” 

Sheridan stumbled out of the restroom. 

“And so does Sheridan.” Hawke strode to the hotel elevators and rode up to his room. 

He called Lieutenant Titus, filled him in, and asked him to contact Dani Singer of Charlie’s Hunting Lodge and ask her to fly her helicopter to Prairie Creek airport in the morning to pick up his backpack and dog and fly them to the Big Bar airstrip. Then he called Herb Trembley, his landlord, and asked him to grab the already packed backpack in his apartment and Dog and deliver them to Prairie Creek airport early in the morning.

“Why do you need me to take them to the airport?” Herb asked. 

“I need them for a tracking job.” Hawke didn’t want to tell his landlord what he was doing. Wallowa County was like most small communities. What you said to one person could spread to the whole county in a matter of a few hours. 

“Who am I meeting?” 

“Dani Singer. The woman who owns Charlie’s Lodge.”

The man chuckled. “You sure you aren’t just using this conference as an excuse to run off with that pretty lady?”

Hawke groaned. If only he were running off with Dani and not going after a killer with an overzealous tracker. “Sorry, but you can’t start a rumor like that. She’s just transporting the items I need. Talk to you when I get back.” He ended the connection and shoved the few toiletries he’d set out on the bathroom sink into his duffel bag, made a quick scan of the room to see if he’d taken anything else out, and exited. 

Out in the hall, Sheridan stepped out of his room, a large pack over his shoulder. It was curious the man had the right gear for the job.

“Guess we’ll find out who is the better tracker.” Sheridan’s eyes had lost some of the liquor glaze as he stared at Hawke. 

“This isn’t a contest. We’re to find an escaped convict and let the authorities know.” Hawke kept on walking. 

“Sure, sure. But it will be interesting to see who picks up his trail first.” Sheridan thudded down the hall behind him. 

Hawke ignored the man as he waited for the elevator.

“Don’t you feel the adrenaline of being the only two out of the fifty other guys here who we were picked over?” Sheridan placed a hand on Hawke’s shoulder. 

“We aren’t partners or better than the other trackers here. I’d say our workshops were less needed than the others.” Hawke shoved the man’s hand off his shoulder. 

The elevator doors dinged and Hawke stepped in. Sheridan followed. It took all of Hawke’s control to not put out a hand and stiff arm the man off the elevator. He’d already made up his mind they weren’t driving together. He couldn’t put up with the man’s mouth and attitude for two hours. 

Hawke pressed the lobby button and drew in a deep breath. The faint mint of mouthwash lingered between them. It was evident the tracker didn’t want to lose his chance at this operation by having the person in command smell booze on his breath.

The only thing going for Sheridan was he knew the area and where the man might be hiding. If he were by himself, there was no telling how long it would take him to find a man who knew the area better than him. Hawke knew a lot about the Oregon side of Hells Canyon but this would be his first time actually exploring the Idaho side. If it had been for any other reason, he’d have relished the time spent walking the craggy tops of the rocky canyons and sliding down basalt and shale tailings. If he were alone. With the attitude and mouth on Sheridan it would be a trial. 

“You take your vehicle and I’ll take mine. I’ll meet you at Saw Pit Saddle. From there I’m meeting up with my gear and dog at Big Bar air strip.”

“That will put us off track of heading to the homestead,” Sheridan said.

“I’m not going after White without my gear and my dog.” Hawke climbed into his pickup and turned the ignition. He didn’t care if his getting the proper equipment stalled their going after the man. This hike could be a matter of life and death and he planned to be prepared. 

Chapter Two

Lt. Titus called Hawke before he lost cell service. He’d contacted Ms. Singer and his pack and dog would be picked up at the Prairie Creek airport and delivered to him. 

At the end of the road at Saw Pit Saddle there were half a dozen vehicles and tents set up. He cringed, thinking this was a sure way of letting the man they were after know they were on his tail. 

Hawke walked over to the group who appeared to be the ones in charge. “Hawke. Childress said I was to coordinate with you.” 

“I’m Sheriff Barnes and this is Deputy Mathews. He and his group will be tailing you. You’ll stay in contact with him and let him know when you have your eyes on White and the woman.” Barnes was a tall, thin man of around Hawke’s age. Mathews was in his thirties, fit, and had a no-nonsense attitude about him.

Sheridan arrived right behind Hawke. “Barnes, Mathews.” He slapped the two officers on the back and started talking with them.

Hawke returned to his truck and pulled out a small daypack he always carried when traveling. He checked the contents: water bottles, jerky, flashlight, knife, and a first aid kit. Opening the vehicle’s glovebox, he grabbed his holster and Glock. He strapped that on over his T-shirt and pulled on a long-sleeved shirt. He grabbed an old denim jacket that was stuffed behind the seat. It was the beginning of June and the nights could still get cold. A quick shake tossed the worst of the dirt off the garment. He shoved his arms into the jacket and slipped the backpack over his shoulders. 

His worn, dusty, brown felt cowboy hat hung from a rifle rack across the back window of his pickup. He flicked the dust off by slapping it against his leg and shoved the hat on his head. 

He walked back over to the group gathered at the makeshift command center. “I’m headed to Big Bar airstrip to pick up my pack.” He leaned over the map they had spread out on the table. “Sheridan, you can meet up with me here. The rest can follow you in and be behind us as we near the homestead.”

“That sounds like a plan.” Barnes nodded to Sheridan, who started to open his mouth and clamped it shut.

Mathews agreed, they’d be there.

Hawke walked over to the trail that would take him toward Myers Creek. From the map Childress gave him, it looked like the best route to Big Bar airstrip. He’d watched small prop planes and helicopters land on the airstrip several times while patrolling the Snake River in his capacity as Game Warden, keeping an eye on fishermen. 

It was the middle of the night. If the quarter moon had shone more light, he wouldn’t need the flashlight to illuminate the trail. The lights of the command station would have kept White away from this path into his hideout. That meant White could have driven farther north, perhaps to throw the authorities off his trail or he didn’t plan to head to his childhood home. 

What little he knew of the man, Hawke had a suspicion White would go back to the home he knew and where he’d committed murder. If the Idaho criminal system believed he’d go home, they had to have a good reason. Knowing so little about White made trying to outguess him hard. All Hawke could do was hike the two-and-a-half miles to the airstrip, get Dog and his pack, and read everything Titus sent him before he took off toward the homestead and met up with the others. 

He kept a steady downhill trek on the faint trail. If he was lucky, he’d get to the airstrip with a couple hours to sleep before Dani arrived.

«»«»«»

The thump of helicopter blades roused Hawke. He slid his hat back on his head, letting the sunshine slowly seep into his eyes. His body twitched awake as he stretched and watched the helicopter make two circles above the airstrip. 

He stood, showing his upper body above the bush he’d used as cover while he’d slept. The airstrip was a good fifty yards from his sleeping spot. Picking up his daypack, he strode toward the rough strip used by sport fishermen and hunters as well as people who lived in the canyon. 

The helicopter gently settled on the cleared path and the rotor blades slowed to a stop. 

Hawke walked up to the aircraft as Dani opened the door. 

Dog leaped out, landing on Hawke’s chest. “I don’t blame you boy, she’s a scary pilot.” He wrapped his arms around the tri-color, wire-haired mutt for a moment then set him on the ground. 

“What kind of lies are you telling that dog?” Dani asked, standing on the ground in front of him wearing a jumpsuit that covered her compact body.  

As usual, her presence flustered him as if he were a teenager instead of a fifty-three-year-old. That was one of the reasons he hadn’t pursued her. That, and the fact he’d survived just fine the last thirty years on his own after his wife divorced him because he’d arrested her brother for possession of drugs. 

“I’m not telling any lies. I saw how wide his eyes were before he jumped into my arms.” Hawke joked. He’d finally discovered under that military gruffness Dani had a good sense of humor. 

“His eyes were wide because he couldn’t believe it was you.” She opened the back door of the helicopter. 

“Here, let me get that.” He reached around Dani, bumping her as he latched onto his backpack. His body came to life. Ignoring it, he opened the pack, acting like he was inspecting the contents. “Gotta love ’em,” he said, tying the top closed.

“Love who?” Dani asked from behind him. 

“My landlords. Herb grabbed the right pack and Darlene put cookies in it.” He faced the woman staring at him with a wrinkled brow and pursed lips under her short-cropped dark hair. 

“They take good care of me and my animals.” Hawke set the pack away from the helicopter and faced her. “Did a trooper bring something as well?”

She nodded to the still open back door. He leaned in and found the file Lt. Titus sent with information about the man he was tracking. 

“Are you going after the murderer who escaped here in Idaho?” Her tone was soft, tinged with worry.

He pulled the file out and stood in front of her. “It’s what I was asked to do.”

“But you could have turned it down. You were at a conference with how many other trackers? Twenty? Thirty? Couldn’t one of them have gone instead? One from Idaho?” 

He didn’t know what to say. Her being worried about him had his chest expanding. He had hoped she’d someday have some feelings for him other than exasperation, but now wasn’t the time to think about it. “I was asked to do it. And there is another tracker, from Idaho, going with me. The command station is only three miles that direction.” 

“But you would rather do this by yourself. You and Dog, wouldn’t you?” Now her tone was confrontational, like so many of their conversations.

He put a hand on her shoulder. Nothing more than he would do to a friend. Touching her face like he wanted, would make the moment to intimate. “Yes, I would prefer to do this by myself, only to keep others from being harmed. But I’m stuck with a know-it-all tracker, and I’ll deal with it.”

“You better be careful. What am I supposed to tell Kitree if you don’t come back?” She peered into his eyes. 

“She’ll understand, I do what I must to keep others safe.” He dropped his hand to his side. “You better go. I need to meet up with the other tracker.” 

She held his gaze for a moment and slammed the helicopter’s back door before climbing into the pilot’s seat. “You better be careful,” was her order before she closed the door, waited for him to get out of the blades reach, and started the helicopter up. 

Hawke stood beside his packs with Dog at his feet and waved until she was a dot on the horizon. Damn! He didn’t need or want anyone worrying about him. Shoving the daypack into the larger backpack, he had to admit it was kind of nice having someone worry about him. However, he didn’t want to dwell on it and become a victim of the dangerous man they were tracking.

“Come on, let’s get hiking. If we don’t show up, the others will think I’m lost,” he said to Dog. He wanted to be good and tired when he stopped for the night. Sleep would keep any yearnings, he had for the woman or a life other than what he had, at bay.

«»«»«»

Hawke groaned when he came upon Sheridan leaning against his pack at the area where they had planned to meet. He’d secretly hoped the man had gone rogue and headed out without him.

Mathews and his group of six were waiting in the same area. 

According to the map, the homestead the authorities believed White would head to, was six miles away near Elk Horn Spring. There were several craggy mountain ranges Hawke and Sheridan had to climb to get to the area, all while keeping an eye out for other hikers and the escaped convict and woman. 

He let Sheridan take the lead as they headed toward the first mountain they had to cross.

Mid-day, Hawke suggested they stop to eat. He pulled out the report Lieutenant Titus had sent along. 

“What are you reading?” Sheridan asked, tearing the top off a bag of trail mix.

“The report on White.” Hawke continued to read and eat his jerky.

“How did you get that?” Sheridan stood and walked toward him. 

“My lieutenant sent it to me.” He glanced up. “You said you found the bodies. What can you tell me about White?”

The man shrugged. “What’s to know? He killed five people, went to jail, broke out, and now he’ll get what’s coming to him.” He added. “When we find him.”

It was clear the man knew nothing about the escaped convict. Hawke flipped through the pages. There were photos of White and the woman, Tonya Cox. At least he would know them before they figured out who he was. 

The convict’s file read like a typical antisocial psychopath. He’d been in and out of jail since he was eighteen. Each instance was an escalation of the prior conviction until he murdered the Goodwin family. Husband, wife, and two daughters. And a Mr. Theodore Shoat, who had been visiting the family. Photos of the crime scene were in the file. The cabin was a bloody mess. The bodies appeared to have been stabbed and sliced like White had been on something. What kind of animal would do this to five people? 

Reading on, White was picked up by Idaho Fish and Wildlife when he’d walked to the edge of the Snake River and knelt to wash dried blood off his face and hands. He’d rambled about people and blood everywhere. Eventually the bodies were found, and he was charged with their murders. His counsel had tried to plead insanity, but the man had passed all the evaluations that might have put him in a mental health facility rather than prison. The jury had found him mentally competent. 

Hawke closed the file and shoved it back in his pack. This was one messed up human he was tracking. 

“Come on. I’d like to get on the south side of Triangle Mountain by dark.” Hawke shouldered his pack and headed along the side of a rock outcropping. 

Sheridan fell in step behind him, for once not trying to run the show or even talk. It was a nice hike.

A couple hours later, Dog stopped. The hair along his spine stood up. His lip raised, baring his teeth as a low growl bubbled in his throat.

“What do you see?” Hawke whispered and watched Dog’s ears twitch as he curled his neck to look behind them. “Someone sneaking up behind us?” Hawke asked, noticing they’d lost Sheridan. The man must have stopped to take a dump or a leak. 

They’d been traveling with the man for hours. Hawke wondered that Dog would have such a reaction to the man coming back up behind them. 

He placed his pack on the ground and pulled out a water bottle and granola bar. He opened the bar and placed it across the top of the water. “Come,” he whispered to Dog. They walked up a rocky area and sat down behind a boulder, watching his pack. 

Fifteen minutes later Sheridan came into view. As soon as he spotted the pack, water, and snack, he stopped and scanned the area. The man’s familiar shape, short legs, long torso with wide shoulders and pack, should have eased Dog’s reaction. The animal continued to growl deep in his chest. 

Hawke cursed under his breath and stood up from behind the boulder. He really didn’t like whatever game Sheridan was playing. 

Dog ran down the rocky slope, snarling.

“Hey!” Sheridan pulled his pack around in front of him as a shield. “You know me.”

“Dog, sit,” Hawke commanded.

Dog plopped down on his haunches, still showing his teeth at Sheridan. Seeing his dog’s reaction to the man solidified how he’d always felt about the obnoxious tracker. Someone to not trust. 

“Where did you disappear to?” Hawke asked, bending over and picking up his water and granola bar. 

“Stopped to take a dump. Didn’t think you needed to know what I did every minute.” The man wore sunglasses, making it hard to read if he was being sarcastic or angry. 

The hair on Hawke’s nape tingled. This was not a man to trust. He had a feeling Sheridan didn’t make any excuses for always wanting to win. Hawke just wanted to keep people safe and would have preferred to find White on his own. He’d not worked with Sheridan before. Only knew the tracker from his boasting. So far, the man had acted as Hawke had feared. 

“We’re supposed to stay together. You know this man is a killer.” Hawke unscrewed the top of his filtered water bottle and drank. 

“I’ve chased after other killers before and lived to talk about it.” 

This was the attitude that could get them both killed. Hawke preferred to sneak up on the subject he was following and have surprise on his side. 

“Besides, we know he had a head start and he’s headed for the homestead.” Sheridan shrugged and pulled a water bottle from the side of his pack and drank. “We’ll find him there and take care of things.”

“We don’t know for a fact he is at the homestead. He could be anywhere.” Hawke stared at the other man. They had no clear knowledge White was at the homestead. He could be following them for all they knew.

Sheridan replaced the water bottle and pulled out a map. “I was part of the search and rescue who went looking for the bodies after White was found washing at the river. We’re only about a mile from the homestead.” He placed his finger on a spot on the map. 

Hawke didn’t even look. “If we’re that close, anyone we come upon could be the man.” He shouldered his pack. “Best to not even talk about an objective.” He continued in the direction he’d mapped out. It would take him about a hundred yards above the area where the homestead stood. He’d rather not have Sheridan with him, the man was a loose cannon. But he had no choice.

Dog trotted ahead. Hawke heard Sheridan breathing and kicking a rock now and then behind him. The man’s sounds made it hard to focus on the sounds of nature. He not only relied on what he saw but what he heard to make sense of a situation. 

Dog placed his nose to the ground and started to move down the side of the cliff. 

“Come,” Hawke said only loud enough to catch Dog’s attention. The animal returned to him. It had to be the trail of a person. Dog had learned not to follow the scents of animals. Had White and the woman crossed here on their way to the cabin? 

He decided to see how well Sheridan would work with him. “Dog caught the scent of something. You check that way. I’ll look this way for the tracks of a person.” Hawke had suggested Sheridan go the direction the person or persons may have come from. 

The man narrowed his eyes. “The homestead would be downhill from here. I’ll take the tracks that way.”

Hawke grabbed his arm. “You go the direction I tell you. If they should be this direction, I don’t want them to know we are here. Our job is to locate and call authorities. That’s all.”

“Are you saying you think I’ll give us away?”

“I’m saying I don’t trust you to just find them and back off. Your boastfulness makes me think you would try to engage. That’s not why we’re here.” Hawke pointed. “See if you can find which way they came from.”

He told Dog to heel and searched the ground for tracks leading downhill. It took some searching on the rocky surfaces to find a spot that finally showed a boot heel mark on a small patch of dirt between rocks. The print did show the person to be heading down into the small gorge below. The map and file weren’t clear as to whether the homestead was in the bottom of the gorge or up the other side. 

Following the telltale evidence of tracks for fifteen minutes, he could discern there were two people. This fit White and the woman, but it could also be hikers, though why they were off the trails would be interesting to know. 

Dog growled quietly. 

Hawke glanced behind him and knew why the animal was talking. Sheridan followed. 

“I figured you’d found their tracks when you didn’t come back right away,” the man said, accusingly.

“I don’t know whose tracks they are. I was following to figure out which direction they are headed.”

“Right.” Sheridan said, sarcastically. 

Hawke faced the man who’d butted heads with him from the beginning of the assignment. “There is no way of knowing if these are White and the woman.”

“But you think it is because of the direction they are headed.” Sheridan studied him.

He had never lied to another person, especially one he was working with. “I do believe these could be their tracks. But we can’t rush down the hill and either get caught or compromise the woman he has with him.” Hawke glared at the man as the sun hovered just above the western horizon. “It’s going to be dark soon. Make camp. We’ll continue in the light tomorrow.” 

He walked over to a spot that was relatively flat and unrolled his sleeping bag. He placed his pack at the head end of the bedroll and sat, watching Sheridan wander about studying the ground. 

“You aren’t going to find any soft rocks,” Hawke said, laughing to himself over his joke. 

Sheridan glared at him and finally rolled out his sleeping bag and sat down. 

Hawke smirked and pulled out a bag of jerky. It appeared all the other man had was a sleeping bag. Hawke had an inch-thick mat. Darlene, Herb Trembley’s wife, had made a pocket on one side of his sleeping bag several years ago that allowed the mat to slip in and had a Velcro lip that kept the mat in place. It saved time to roll it all up and out at the same time, plus the added padding. He’d have a bit of cushion from the rocks, but Sheridan wouldn’t have any. 

Hawke radioed Mathews to let him know they’d stopped for the night and would have an eye on the homestead in the morning. 

He glanced over at Sheridan, shimmying around on the ground as if making a bed in the dirt. While he would have rather spent this night with just Dog, at least he knew he had another person to keep an ear out for anyone sneaking up on them. 

Chapter Three

The skittering of rocks and cold air through the open zipper from Dog rising off the sleeping bag roused Hawke. Stars twinkled in the inky sky. The sliver of moon barely lit the tops of trees. He shifted to his side, glad it was so dark. His eyes didn’t have to adjust from darkness to light. His gaze landed on the empty spot where Sheridan had spread his bedroll. 

Damn! The boastful tracker had headed to find White in the dark. Hawke sat up. Sheridan not only put his life at risk, but Hawke’s as well. Maybe even the SAR officers as well. He scrubbed his hands over his face, thinking. It was senseless to try and follow Sheridan or find the homestead in the dark. 

He studied the sky. At least three hours before the sun would come up. Might as well get more sleep. He called Dog back, and they settled down to sleep a few more hours.

«»«»«»

Hawke discovered Sheridan’s trail easier than the tracks of the two he’d found the day before. To Sheridan’s credit, he was following the faint tracks of the two headed into the gorge. Hawke kept Dog at his heels, not wanting the animal to rush forward and make their approach known. 

An hour after rising and eating a couple of granola bars and downing a bottle of water, Hawke stopped behind a rock formation and studied what appeared to be a shack across the narrow rocky gorge.

He pulled out a small set of binoculars and scanned the area around the building. Someone was presently at the homestead. A pack, that wasn’t Sheridan’s, sat beside the door and freshly chopped wood was stacked under the only window he could see. The inside was dark, and no matter how hard he tried, Hawke couldn’t see the interior. 

Using the binoculars, he surveyed the area between him and the shack. Sheridan had to be somewhere in between. There weren’t any trees and only a few bushes besides the ragged teeth of basalt that sprang out of the hard rock ridges. 

Movement caught his attention. Honing in on the area, he spotted a small herd of mountain sheep. They didn’t look disturbed. Sheridan must be closer to the shack. 

He did a careful back and forth sweep of the far side of the gorge below the shack. There was the boastful tracker. 

Damn! He was slipping out of his pack and heading toward the shack. Hawke had feared this behavior when the man had been asked to join him on this assignment. Sheridan was like the chattering Blue Jay. He wasn’t happy unless he had a story to tell. Especially, if he came out looking like a hero. 

Hawke had planned to sit here, watch for movement, and see if the couple were in the shack. After verification, he’d call Mathews and wait for help to apprehend White and the woman. Or, if the man and woman took off before the authorities arrived, to follow them, relaying their whereabouts. 

If Sheridan made contact, there was no telling what White might do. 

Hawke’s only recourse to keep from losing his objective was to wait and see what happened.

His gut churned as he held the binoculars to his eyes and watched Sheridan sneak up to the side of the shack. The way he crouched, approaching the building, there must have been a window. Yep, Sheridan slowly raised up, looked at the building, and froze. 

What did he see?

The blast of a shotgun dropped Sheridan to the ground. Hawke stood. His instincts bunched to go to Sheridan’s aid, but the door of the shack flew open.

A woman, fitting the description of Ms. Cox, and a man, resembling the description of White, ran to the side of the shack. White had a shotgun in his hands but it wasn’t aimed at Sheridan. 

The woman was talking, her arms swung wildly as if she was either in hysterics or chewing out White. 

Sheridan sat up. He had some bloody spatters on his face, but no signs of a large amount of bleeding. 

What he wouldn’t give to be closer to hear what was being said. 

White and the woman grabbed Sheridan under the arms and hauled him into the shack. 

That answered his questions about if the two were there. 

Hawke dug into his pack and pulled out the radio. 

He dialed in Mathews. “This is Hawke, can you read me?” 

“Copy,” Mathews said.

“I found the two. They are in the homestead.” He hesitated to say, he’d lost Sheridan and the fool was now a hostage. He’d wait on that until backup arrived. “I’ll wait here for backup. Should they move out, I’ll follow and let you know.”

“Copy.”

Some static was followed by silence. 

“Looks like we make camp here,” he told Dog and found a rock formation to place his pack against and then sit, using the two as a back rest. He studied the building and area through the binoculars and wondered how long it would take backup to arrive and what the two in the shack were doing to Sheridan. 

He knew not to try and take on the convicted killer, but Hawke’s curiosity and need to move and not sit still, got the better of him. He waited until just about dark and headed down the gorge with Dog on his heels. He hoped to have a better chance of looking into the shack up close without getting caught like Sheridan. 

He’d kept his pack with him and found a spot beside a bush where he stashed the backpack and pulled out the binoculars. As darkness filled the wide crevice and shrouded the shack, he waited for a lantern to illuminate the inside.

An hour passed with the structure remaining dark. Rocks rumbled from the top of the cliff. The ground tremored. Boulders crashed into the back of the shack and shattered the roof. 

Hawke grabbed his flashlight and aimed the beam of light at the shack. The back wall and the roof were nothing but rubble. Dust plumed in the air around the structure. 

“Dog, stay!” he ordered and ran toward the building. It had to have been White who rolled the rocks down on the building. 

He shoved the door open and ran the flashlight beam around the inside of the small one-room shack. Sheridan was tied to a chair, on its side on the floor. A craggy edged rock had the man crushed up against the side wall. If the wall gave way, he’d be buried.

A quick scan of what was left of the building revealed only Sheridan had been in the cabin before the boulders fell. The other two must have snuck out the back somehow and then caused the rock slide onto the building. 

“Hawke, that you?” Sheridan asked. 

“Yeah. What were you thinking making contact with them? Our orders were to find and keep track of them, not make contact.” He pulled the knife out of his boot sheath and sliced through the parachute cord binding Sheridan to the chair. Then he wound the line around the rock and pulled the hunk of basalt back far enough to get the tracker out. 

“I thought I’d find them and report back to you.” Sheridan moaned as he sat up, holding his side with his right hand. 

“I had the perfect spot to do the job, and you got yourself blasted with a shotgun.” Hawke felt the man’s legs and arms for breaks. 

“It’s just my ribs. Stand me up and wrap them with something.” Sheridan reached out his left arm. 

Hawke hauled him to his feet, Sheridan’s groans echoed in what was left of the shack. The flashlight beam revealed the one front wall that was left standing. “I’ve got vet wrap in my pack. Come on. As soon as I get you stabilized, I’m going to look for their tracks.”

“They’re headed north, I know that much.” 

Hawke beamed the flashlight toward the door. “Did you tell them I was out here?” He was skeptical about stepping out the door and being met by the blast of a shotgun. If the two stuck around to see what kind of damage they did, they would have seen his flashlight beam bobbing toward the shack. 

“I told them I was a hiker who wandered off from my group. I think they bought it.” 

“Why did they have you tied up and try to kill you if they believed you?” Hawke was skeptical Sheridan hadn’t told them the cops would find them. He was too boastful to not have said something. 

“They said they were going on and that someone would come along and find me. But to make sure I didn’t follow them, they tied me up.”

“And tried to kill you.” Hawke wasn’t pleased with himself. His thought was to send Sheridan out the door first. The boastful tracker’s showing up had to have made the two change their plans. The fact they tried to fake an accidental death meant they weren’t above getting rid of anyone they came across. 

“Come on.” Hawke turned off the flashlight, exited the rubble, and led Sheridan over to the bush where he’d left his dog and pack. Both were still there. 

“Good boy.” Hawke praised Dog then dug in his pack and came up with the vet wrap he always carried with him. The way the four-inch wide stretchy fabric stuck to itself when stretched, made it the perfect all-purpose item. It covered wounds, compressed sprains, worked to splint breaks and ribs, and would even work to hold items together with a few wraps. 

“Get your shirt up, and I’ll wrap your ribs.” Hawke scanned the skyline of the ridge above the cabin. Had the pair gone straight up after causing the slide or did they take off east or west? 

He wrapped Sheridan’s ribs. “Let’s get your pack and find a spot for the night. I’ll have to let the authorities know we’ve lost them.”

“We haven’t lost them. I told you. They are headed north.” Sheridan hissed as he twisted, staring into the darkness. “I think my pack’s over there.” 

Hawke followed his line of sight. “It isn’t.”

“How do you know?” Sheridan started the direction he’d noted.

“Because I watched you take it off and nearly get your head blown off.” Hawke headed to a rock thirty feet to the right of the one, Sheridan was circling. He picked up the pack. “I’ll carry it tonight, but your ribs better be on the mend tomorrow.” 

Hawke headed up the ridge behind the shack. The couple had to have come this way to cause the rock slide. He didn’t care what Sheridan overheard, he wanted to find solid proof of the direction they went. Even though it was dark, he could still find where they’d dislodged the rocks. That would be his starting point in the morning.

“You don’t have to carry my pack,” Sheridan said, but his words were interrupted by catches of breath. 

Hawke ignored the man who was making this mission more difficult.

At the top, overlooking the shack, he discovered where the rocks had been dislodged, Hawke radioed Mathews and told him the birds had flown the coop, supposedly heading north. He’d know more in the morning when he found their trail. He rolled out his sleeping bag, leaving Sheridan to roll out his own, and tried to sleep. 

He wished there was more moonlight. Then he could find the couple’s tracks and give the Search and Rescue more of an idea where to find them. The tracks always showed the truth. Just because the couple told Sheridan they were going north didn’t mean they were. 

Chapter Four

As the sun bathed the basalt rock in pale light, Hawke stretched, made sure Sheridan was still with him, and wandered to a rock to relieve himself. Dog used the same rock. The animal winked at him, and Hawke chuckled.

He peered down the cliff toward what was left of the shack. He could envision White releasing the rock and watching to see what damage had been caused. That meant, the convict knew there was a second person on his trail. And, quite possibly, that Sheridan had been saved. If that were the case, White wouldn’t be heading north, knowing the intruder would tell authorities that was what he had said. 

Hawke returned to the small camp and pulled out jerky and his water bottle that would need refilled when they came across a stream. “Did White take the shotgun with him?” he asked Sheridan, who sat up against a rock, sipping on a water bottle. 

“Yeah. They each had a pack. White had the shotgun and I thought I caught a glimpse of a handgun.” Sheridan winced as he reached in his pack and pulled out a packet of freeze-dried food. 

Hawke pulled out the radio, dialed in Mathews and waited for a response. 

“Mathews,” a male voice replied.

“I don’t know which direction they are headed yet. I doubt it’s north, and they are armed. They tried to kill Sheridan last night with a rock slide.” Hawke released the button on the radio.

“Copy. We are about two miles from the homestead.” 

“I’m on the ridge north of the homestead. You’ll find the building under a rock slide and Sheridan, who was injured.”

The cocky tracker shook his head, stood, and walked over to stand above Hawke. “You won’t find me. I’m going with Hawke.”

Hawke glared at the man. “You need medical care, not hauling your pack all over Hells Canyon.”

“I’m either going with you or following you.” Sheridan glared back at him. 

Shit! “Sheridan won’t be waiting for you. He’s too bullheaded to wait for medical care. I’ll try to keep you posted where I’m going so you can stay close behind.”

“Copy.”

Hawke turned off the radio and shoved it into his pack. He rolled up his bed and tied it on. “If you’re so insistent on going, shoulder your pack and let’s find their tracks.”

He wouldn’t cater to the annoying tracker. Sheridan should stay behind and get medical attention. If he refused, it was better to have him where Hawke could see him rather than lagging behind or worse trying to get in front of him and getting caught, again. 

Walking slowly back and forth and moving a foot farther and farther from the edge of the ridge, he found traces of what he suspected to be the tracks of the two. He knelt and studied the rocky surface, noticing the faint trace of dirt leading across a three-foot by four-foot slab of rock.

“They’re going that way.” He pointed west, toward the Snake River. The thought of the two armed people headed to the more populated river added to his urgency to find them before they met up with innocent people. They hadn’t known Sheridan was anything other than a lost hiker, and they’d tried to kill him. 

“How do you know that?” Sheridan crouched next to him, staring at the rock.

“See the way those bits of dirt make a trail across the rock?” He put a finger beside the first almost triangular shape. “It isn’t dirt put there by the wind. They are in a pattern, like the bottom of a shoe.”

Hawke stood, following the trail that was like a beacon now that he knew what to look for. 

“I knew that,” Sheridan muttered behind him. Then started proclaiming he had once followed a trail across a thirty-foot, solid rock, bluff looking for a lost hiker.

A smile twitched Hawke’s lips. The man would never admit he hadn’t seen the trail. Sheridan also couldn’t stop trying to make himself out to be better than Hawke. Having learned long ago the more you boasted the farther you fell, he ignored Sheridan’s words and concentrated on the trail. 

He continued across the rock slowly, keeping his gaze on the faint dirt patterns. It disappeared at the edge of a nine-foot-wide rock flow. The pieces in the flow were anywhere from a few inches to nearly a foot in size. The abstract sizes and shapes would be hard to discern where they’d walked. The pieces could have also slid as they were stepped on. 

“You go down this side, looking for where they came out. I’ll go down that side.” Hawke and Dog crossed the flow and walked along the side of the rock slide, studying everything that looked out of place to figure out where the two had left the rocky version of a river. 

Twenty feet or so downhill, Hawke noticed crushed plants. “Dog, sit,” he commanded and crouched, studying the area around them. Something with feet larger than a hoof or a paw had flattened the lichen growing on the rocks. 

He stood and whistled at Sheridan. 

The other man stopped and stared at him. 

Hawke waved for him to cross the flow and join him. When the man started across, Hawke returned to studying the ground. By the time Sheridan joined them, he’d figured out which way White and the woman had headed. 

“Are you sure about this?” Sheridan asked. “This isn’t north.”

“They won’t go north. That’s what you heard. White probably stood on the ridge and watched me bring you out of the shack. He’s not going a direction he mentioned.”

“That makes sense. But what if he didn’t watch and is headed north?” Sheridan opened his water bottle and drank. 

“He watched. From what I read in his file, he would have wanted to see his destruction.” Hawke drank the last of his water and followed the sparse trail. Two hours later, he stopped and pulled out a map. “It looks like they are heading for Kirby Creek.” 

Lowering his pack to the ground, he dug in the side pocket for the radio. “Hawke to Mathews.”

Static crackled. “This is Mathews.” His voice came in clear.

“I’m approximately two hours from Kirby Creek. I believe that is where the fugitives are headed. Either for the night or to get to the Snake and steal a raft.”

“Copy. Are you familiar with the area?”

“No, why?”

“Kirby Creek Lodge is at the Snake. I’ll notify them there is the possibility of the fugitives coming their way.”

Hawke’s chest tightened with dread. “Tell them not to try and be heroes and to stay out of the way. White has killed before, and I’m sure he would do it again to remain free.”

“Copy. We’re about two hours behind you. We picked up your trail on the ridgeline.” 

“I’ll go straight to the lodge and see if I can’t keep people safe.”

“Copy.”

Hawke turned the radio off and shoved it back in his pack. He didn’t like White heading to a lodge. Someone would get hurt, he could feel it in his bones. “Either keep up with me or wait for the others,” he told Sheridan, shouldering his pack and whistling for Dog.

“If everyone stays in the lodge, I bet White will go straight for the boats docked at the river,” Sheridan said, keeping up with Hawke.

Hawke didn’t look for tracks. He was seventy percent sure the fugitive would head for the nearest place he could find a boat. And that was the lodge. “You know as well as I do that there is always one person who tries to be a hero.” He stared over his shoulder at the man who’d gone to the homestead on his own and been caught.

“It’s the first of June. I bet there’s not any families at the lodge yet.” Sheridan said. “But there could be fishermen. The Snake is good fishing all year long.”

He had thought of that. Whether it was only the people who lived there or guests, he had to keep them all safe. With the homestead in pieces, he had a feeling White would try to vanish. To do that, he’d need to get to civilization to either get supplies or to get a new identity. “We can’t do anything for anyone until we get to the lodge.” 

Chapter Five

At a creek, Hawke crouched at the edge of the stream, filling his water bottles. Sheridan knelt beside him, filling his bottles and washing his face and hands. The last half mile the other man had lagged behind and was dripping like a fat man in a sweat lodge. 

“You sure you don’t want to wait here for Mathews? I bet they have a medic with them.” Hawke added the purification drops to his three water bottles, wishing he had one ready he could drink. He popped a hard candy in his mouth. 

“I’m not stopping. I want this bastard more than you do. He tried to kill me.” Hatred flashed in Sheridan’s eyes before he glanced down at the bottle in his hand and added purification drops.

Hawke saw more than anger for a man who’d made an attempt on his life. Hawke became suspicious of Sheridan’s sneaking off and barging into the shack by himself. Was there history between White and Sheridan? 

There had been little mentioned about White’s family in the files given to Hawke. He’d dig into that when they had the lodge secured. 

“If they are following Kirby Creek, we should get to the lodge before they do. That is if you can keep up this pace.” Hawke shouldered his pack and headed straight down the rocky gulley the small creek followed.

Less than half a mile and the water disappeared. Hawke veered to the left to head in a more westerly direction. They topped a rocky peak. The lodge buildings were clustered along the bank of the impressive Snake River. Whether he rode in a boat on the wide swift river or walked along the shore, he felt the life and energy of the water. 

He’d traveled many times up and down the river and had passed by the lodge. Until Mathews had mentioned it, he’d forgotten it would be a place that White could find a boat. 

He pulled out his binoculars and scanned the area from the lodge toward the rocky peaks behind. He spotted two people walking along what had to be Kirby Creek. 

“Come on. I see them. We’re going to have to hurry to get there before they do.” As he started down, he spotted people hurrying toward the boats. It looked like everyone was evacuating the lodge and taking the boats with them. Good. Then he could sit back and see what White and the woman did. 

“What are they doing?” Sheridan asked.

“Taking the boats to safety. I hope everyone left.” Hawke and Dog took the direct path down to the lodge. The new spring grass was softer on dog’s feet than the rocks they’d been scaling most of the day. Hawke navigated around bushes and rocks on his way to the bottom. 

Once there, Hawke waited for Sheridan to catch up as he surveyed the best place to watch and see what White and the woman did when they reached the lodge. 

He decided to stay up on a slight rise to the northeast of the buildings. 

“This way,” he said to Sheridan, moving to their right.

“Where are you going? White will be down at the buildings.” Sheridan stopped, in full sight of anyone trying to sneak up on the lodge.

“Get your ass down and over here!” Hawke glared at the man. “We aren’t to apprehend, only keep tabs on them.”

“But there’s two of us. We can take White.” Sheridan walked to the spot Hawke had picked to watch the lodge.

“There are one and a half of us. You’re injured. White has two weapons which means we could have two people shooting at us.” Hawke shrugged out of his pack and sat at the base of the tree, holding the binoculars to his eyes.

“They’re just coming out of the trees along the creek.”

The sound of a jet boat drew his attention and the binoculars to the river. A patrol boat was throttling down and drawing up to the dock. 

“Shit!” Hawke muttered. He yanked the radio out of his pack and dialed in the frequency for the river patrol. “This is Hawke, jet boat at the Kirby Lodge dock, move off before they see you and rabbit.” 

The boat idled back away from the dock and drifted downstream with the current. 

He refocused on the area where he’d last seen White and the woman. Nothing moved.

“Did they get to the buildings while I was on the radio?” he asked Sheridan.

“I didn’t see anything.”

“Damn! I have to make a visual to know what to tell the patrol.” Hawke stared through the binoculars, checking out the area he could see in front of and between buildings. He didn’t see anyone. 

“Maybe they saw the boat before it moved off,” Sheridan said.

“If they did, then they headed back up in the hills.” He scanned the hillside on the opposite side of Kirby Creek. There were bushes and trees but enough space between he should see the two. 

He spotted what must have been the group Mathews was leading at the top of the hill he and Sheridan had descended. 

“What’s that?” Sheridan asked. 

“Our backup. I have a feeling White and the woman are either hiding in the trees until dark or headed back up the creek, having seen us, the boat, or the group coming down the hill.” 

He was tired, thirsty, and hungry. He’d thought they’d catch White here and he’d be back home tomorrow. It didn’t look like that was going to happen. White had the instincts of a wild animal, knowing when he was in danger. 

«»«»«»

Hawke and Sheridan sat on chairs on the deck of the lodge waiting for Mathews and his party to arrive. He’d made a search of the outbuildings and was certain White and the woman weren’t hiding in any of them.

“You here for a holiday?” Mathews asked, his gaze landing on Sheridan. “What happened to you?”

Hawke sat back in the chair watching Sheridan and wondering what the man would say. 

“I had an altercation with a rock.” 

From the frown creasing Mathews’ brow, Hawke had a feeling the deputy had worked with Sheridan before. “How’d that happen?” 

Hawke was glad that Mathews didn’t seem to like the tracker either. Maybe he could get Sheridan shipped out of here.

When the unwanted man didn’t answer, Mathews shifted his attention to Hawke. “Where’s White?”

“He either saw the patrol boat before I contacted them to move out of sight, or he saw us or you coming down the hill. I spotted them about a hundred yards from the lodge, coming out of the trees, heard the boat, focused on getting it out of sight, and then I lost sight of White.” He nodded to Sheridan. “Keep him here. I’ll go see if I can figure out if they’re still in the trees waiting to come out at dark or if they took off.”

“You’re going alone?” Mathews asked.

“No.” Hawke whistled. “Dog’s going with me.”

He stood, shouldered his pack, and strode down the steps and along the side of the building. Not having Sheridan dogging his footsteps was a relief. 

“Come on, let’s see if we can do a better job on our own,” he said to Dog as they entered the trees where he’d last seen White. 

«»«»«»

It was almost dark when Hawke and Dog spun around at the same time. Someone or something followed them. The hair down Dog’s back stood up and his lips curled. Hawke wrapped his fingers around Dog’s muzzle and whispered in his ear, “Quiet.”

He crouched beside Dog in the shadow of a tree and reached under his shirt, resting his hand on the handle of his Glock. 

A slight snap now and then was the only sound that gave him an idea of the direction the person or animal was coming from. The sound of stumbling feet and a muffled groan revealed it was a person. 

He didn’t think it was White. The man moved through the woods like a cougar. He hoped it wasn’t Sheridan. If he got away from Mathews and was stumbling around, he could get himself caught again, or worse, killed.

A shadow moved among the trees. From the body shape it appeared to be Sheridan. How the hell had he followed them?

Hawke tightened his grip on the Glock as the shadow moved closer. 

He released his hold as the man came into view. It was the boastful tracker. 

“What are you doing out here?” Hawke said in a loud whisper.

“Hawke? Did I find you?” Sheridan asked.

“Yes, and you probably brought White with you.” Hawke stood, wishing he had let Dog attack the man. He was getting tired of dragging him around everywhere. “Why did you come out here?”

“I didn’t want you chasing White alone. He’s a ruthless killer.” 

He noticed Sheridan wasn’t wearing his backpack. “Where’s your pack?”

“I had to leave it behind to get away from Mathews.”

“I’m going to put all your reckless behavior in my report. You’re an idiot to follow me and come unprepared. I’ve a notion to tie you to a tree and tell Mathews where to find you.” 

“You wouldn’t do that. White could find me before Mathews.” Sheridan didn’t have any fear in his voice. 

The chance of being found by White was something Hawke feared. Why didn’t Sheridan fear the man? Why did he keep getting involved in the apprehension of White?

“Which way is he going?” Sheridan asked.

“I think back up the creek. But it’s too dark to follow the trail without using a flashlight and I don’t want him to know I’m looking for him.” Hawke dropped his pack to the ground. “I’m sleeping.” He rolled out his sleeping bag and lay down with Dog beside him. He didn’t give a rat’s ass what Sheridan did as long as he didn’t bring trouble.

Chapter Six

The call of a chukar woke Hawke. He opened his eyes and studied the man sleeping with his back against a tree and his arms wrapped around him as if he were cold. Served the dumbass right, heading out without gear. Hawke was beginning to believe that Sheridan’s boasts were just that. So far, he hadn’t proven that he was the tracker he’d bragged about. All chatter and no substance.

Hawke sat up, stretched, and dug in his pack for granola bars. He tossed one at Sheridan. It landed in the man’s lap. He jumped, making squawking noises.

“Not funny,” Sheridan said, picking up the bar.

“You can give it back and go without anything to eat.” Hawke stood, ripped the wrapper off his meal, and started eating. When that was gone, he drank some water, rolled up his sleeping bag, and picked up his pack. “Let’s go. I can’t report anything until I know how close I am.” 

“You wait too long and Mathews will come looking for you.”

“Then he’ll have a good trail to follow with the way you were breaking a path through the brush last night.” Hawke found the tracks he’d been following before dark and strode along, hoping to find where White and the woman camped during the night. It might give him an idea of how far behind they were. 

After an hour of following their path along the creek, the tracks made a veer to the right and out of the creek bed. There it appeared as if they had eaten and waited for it to get light enough to climb the rock cliff. Up a good two hundred yards, there was a gap in the rocks that looked like a cave entrance.

Hawke backed Sheridan into the trees and pulled out the radio. 

“This is Hawke. Mathews, you have the radio on?”

“I’ve been waiting for your call.”

“I believe they are in a cave about two hundred yards up a cliff, three miles up Kirby Creek. Then south of the creek. Sheridan is with me.”

“I wondered where the dumbass went.”

Sheridan made a noise in his throat.

“We’ll sit tight until you get here.” Hawke sat down next to his pack and put the radio away. “Take a nap, we aren’t moving unless I see White come out of that cave headed somewhere else.”

“How do you even know he’s up there without looking?” Sheridan eased his body to a sitting position.

“The tracks say he is.”

“What if he didn’t go to the cave but went to the right or left halfway up? He could be at the top and taking off who knows where while we’re just sitting down here.” 

Hawke shook his head. “Air support knows where we are. If he pops out up on top, they’ll have a visual.”

“You know for being an Indian, you sure do seem more like a coward.”

Hawke stared at the man who had messed up this assignment every chance he had. “My heritage gives me the patience to not walk into trouble. If being smart is being a coward, I will consider the title with honor.” He pulled out his water bottle and drank. Even though he did believe his words, it was hard to swallow the water and his anger at the man watching him. It was as if Sheridan wanted him to go into a rage. But he’d learned while in the military, using his fists hurt him more than the person he beat up. Because afterwards, he had his conscience to live with. 

After fifteen minutes of silence, Sheridan had to say something. “I still think I can out track you.”

Hawke didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. Tracking wasn’t a competition. It was a means to find someone or something. 

“By not saying anything are you agreeing with me?” The smug expression on the man’s face really needed to be wiped off with a fist.

Hawke tilted his head and studied Sheridan. “Why do you want to get White so bad? Or should I say keep me from getting close enough to bring him in?” 

Sheridan’s eyes flicked wider before he stared down at his hands. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“There was no sane reason for you to sneak away from me and go to the shack. You had a motive. Whether it was to warn him or to try and kill him, I don’t know, but I will find out.” 

Sheridan jerked his head up and glared at Hawke. “Whatever you’re thinking is something you made up, and you’ll never be able to prove anything.”

Ahhh. Hawke studied the man. He’d just given himself away. Hawke now knew for certain there was something between Sheridan and White. 

“Are you a relation to White? A cousin?” Hawke didn’t take his gaze from the man. People talked in more ways than words. Their actions and reactions could tell as much as a sentence. 

The other man didn’t glance his way or say anything. 

“That’s it. You are related and either you despise him for what he’s done, or you idolize him.” Hawke continued to watch, hoping to catch a movement that would help him figure out the man’s connection.

Dog growled low in his throat and peered into the trees to the right of them. 

“You may get your chance to meet up with White again,” Hawke whispered. “You can either hide in the trees with me or stay here in the open.” 

He didn’t wait for the man’s reply. From the way the hair stood up along Dog’s backbone whoever, or whatever it was, couldn’t be more than twenty feet away. 

Hawke grabbed his pack. He and Dog retreated deeper into the trees, crouching behind a currant bush. He had a good visual on the area where Sheridan remained. That the man wasn’t hiding and letting who or what was coming see him, only convinced Hawke more that Sheridan was a cohort of the man they were following.

Dog growled.

“No,” Hawke whispered and put an arm around the animal’s body, keeping the dog at his side. 

A brown snout and then a big furry head appeared. 

Sheridan shot to his feet and took off running the opposite direction Hawke had hid. 

The brown bear’s fur jiggled and swayed as the animal walked over to the tree where Sheridan had sat. The bear was in good health by the shine of his cinnamon colored coat. It smelled the ground at the base of the tree and the trunk. The animal tipped his nose in the air and shook his whole body. A low mumble rumbled from its partially opened mouth as if the bear were arguing with himself on whether to go after the human. The beautiful animal shook his head again and continued toward the mountain cliff. 

Hawke wondered if the creature was headed to the cave. If so, it would be interesting to see if White and the woman came running out with the bear after them. Or White could shoot the bear. The sound of a shotgun would tell them if the couple had holed up in the cave.

Figuring Sheridan was following him to help White, it was probably a good idea to find the tracker and keep him away from the fugitive. Hawke rose, whistled low to Dog, who was smelling the bear’s tracks, and headed the direction Sheridan had bolted. If he was lucky, he’d find the man hiding a short distance away. 

The tracks Hawke followed were headed to the cliff and the cave. Damn! He’d hoped to keep Sheridan away from White.

He had to make the decision of going after Sheridan or waiting for Mathews and his bunch. Knowing there were three people possibly holed up in the cave and none of them would appreciate his presence, he decided to sit at the bottom and wait for backup. 

Dog had caught the scent of something that made him stop, glance all around, and then heel. 

“What’s ahead? Did you get the bear’s scent again?” Hawke lowered his pack to the ground. They were on a rock ledge that one lone fir tree had the tenacity to cling to. Where its roots went for dirt and water, Hawke wasn’t sure, but it provided them with cover as he kept surveillance of the cave. 

He pulled out the radio and twisted the knob. Static crackled. “This is Hawke. Mathews, can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear. We’re about a mile away. Know anything more?”

“Sheridan took off up the cliff toward the cave. I’m beginning to think he’s a fan of White’s.” 

“Damn! We don’t need one of our own helping White.” Mathews tone, revealed he didn’t think much of traitors.

“I agree, but it seems that way. Either that or he’s being stupid to try and be a hero.” Hawke squinted up at the cave. “They also might have a visitor. A big old boar bear came by me headed toward the cliff. I caught sight of him on a trail up to the cave.”

Mathews chuckled. “That should be entertaining. Hope we get there in time to see the show.”

“Copy.” 

Hawke set the radio down and pulled out a granola bar and dog biscuit. They snacked and waited. 

Dog perked his ears and stared up the cliff. 

Hawke caught sight of his backup as a boom echoed through the cliffs. He peered up at the cave entrance. A man and woman hurried out, headed around the north side of the cliff on what appeared to be a narrow rock ledge. 

“Shit!” They would have to go up and see if the two shot the bear or Sheridan.

“What was that?” Mathews asked as he and the six others scrambled up the cliff to the lone tree. 

“White and the woman came out of the cave after the shot and traversed a ledge around the cliff.” Hawke shouldered his pack. “You all don’t have to come, but I’d prefer not to go up there alone in case the bear is still alive.” 

Mathews and another deputy drank some water and followed him on the trail the bear used to get to the cave. Claw marks striped the rocks from many trips, indents in grass the size of a dinner plate, and scat revealed this to be a bear path. 

“What happens if the bear is only injured?” the other man asked.

“We’ll have to finish it off.” Hawke wouldn’t let an animal suffer. A bear had great strength and the ability to survive the harshest weather. He deserved a quick release from pain. 

As they approached the cave, Hawke held onto Dog’s collar. He didn’t want his friend trying to protect him from a bear. The dog wouldn’t be a match for the massive animal. 

With his free hand, Hawke grabbed his flashlight and shone the beam into the dark interior. The beam travelled from one side of the cave to the other and up and down. No eyes glittered in the shaft of light. 

“Dog, stay!” he commanded, released the collar, and stepped into the cave. There wasn’t any sign of a bear. Maybe when the bear stuck its head in, they shot, scaring it off. He walked a few more steps and saw a body. 

“There’s a person down!” he called.

Mathews was beside him. He shone his light on the body and the third man reached out to turn it.

Hawke already knew who it had to be. It wasn’t wearing Sheridan’s clothes. 

They put both beams of light on the man’s face.

“I’ll be damned. It’s White,” Mathews said.

“That means either Sheridan or the woman killed him.” Hawke sighed. If only the bear had taken the fugitive’s life, then he could be headed home. Now he’d have to find Sheridan and the woman so they could stand trial for murder. 

Chapter Seven

Mathews stepped out of the cave to call a helicopter and forensics. Hawke followed him, picking up his backpack.

“Where are you going?” Mathews asked.

“After Sheridan and the woman.” He had a vendetta with the chattering tracker. 

“I can’t follow. I have to stay here until the scene is cleared.”

Hawke nodded. “We’ll be fine. I’ll stay in contact.” He whistled to Dog and headed to the rock ledge he’d watched the two use to leave the cave. 

The ledge was nothing more than a mountain goat trail. Dog, being the size of a half-grown mountain goat, managed to gingerly walk ahead of him. 

Hawke pointed his feet in opposite directions to fit on the uneven, five-inch-wide outcropping. His face was inches from the rocky cliff. Two times he’d thought about letting his pack go to keep it from pulling him backwards. Each time his fingers dug into the rock crevices, he hoped he didn’t put a hand on a rattlesnake. 

After what seemed like hours, the ledge went between two rock pillars and the top of the cliff was an easy walk along the edge of a small patch of snow that hadn’t melted. Dog stopped and ate snow as Hawke dropped his pack. His limbs shook as he drank from his water bottle. He scanned the ground for traces of the two he followed. A blob of mud on a rock had to have come from a shoe. 

Too bad he’d shown Sheridan ways to avoid being tracked. That was going to make following the two a little harder. 

When he’d quenched his thirst and his legs no longer shook from his feet pointing the unnatural direction, he followed the bits of mud across the rocky top of the mountain until they disappeared into a marshy gulley of snow run-off. 

The two had to know they were the suspects of a murder. Would they head back to civilization, pack up and disappear, or would they keep this wilderness chase going? Knowing how highly Sheridan thought of himself, Hawke had a feeling the man would remain out here until he ran out of food sources. It was the beginning of summer. A rain storm was easy to sit out under a rock overhang or in a cave. The nights were cool but nothing a person couldn’t survive. 

He sighed. Hiking all over Hells Canyon and the Seven Devils wasn’t his idea of a fun summer. Now if he had his horse and mule with him, it would be different. Camping and riding all over this area all summer long would be a vacation. Hiking and figuring out how to get more supplies, wasn’t a vacation. 

He followed the green grass, slick mud, and broken limbs on the bushes, downhill for a good mile before the tracks veered to the right. They were now far enough south he didn’t think they were headed back to Kirby Creek Lodge. Where would Sheridan go? 

Hawke pulled out his radio. “Mathews, copy?”

“Copy.”

“I’m headed south following Sheridan’s tracks. See if you can get information on him and relay it to me. Specifically, how well he knows this area.”

“Copy.”

Hawke turned off the radio to save the batteries. Thunder rumbled in the distance. The air had the scent of rain. He and Dog followed the tracks until he came to a rock outcropping large enough to keep them both dry. Watching the lightning crackle through the sky, growing closer as the thunder rumbled around them like being inside a drum, Dog ate a biscuit and Hawke a bag of jerky. Rain poured from the sky as they bedded down. The rain would either help them or hinder them, they wouldn’t know which until the morning. 

«»«»«»

The sun lit up the rocky cliff wall across the gorge from their dry bed. Hawke rolled up the sleeping bag, wishing he had a hot cup of coffee. The damp air and drop in temperature during the night had his bones aching. If he didn’t enjoy the outdoors so much, he’d say he was too old for this. As the oldest Game Warden in Wallowa County, he should have been taking all the easy assignments. Like giving talks at conferences. He snorted. Look what that got him into. But he wouldn’t give up this job until he was too old to sit a horse and follow tracks. 

He tossed a biscuit to Dog and ate a granola bar. Even a greasy breakfast at the Rusty Nail sounded good this morning. The granola bars and jerky were getting old. He had enough to last him two more days. After that he’d have to find a way to get more supplies. 

“Let’s see if we can find them,” he said to Dog as he shouldered his pack. He didn’t have any idea how far behind the two they were. Judging by the mud yesterday, he believed to be only an hour behind. The unknown was whether they’d stopped as soon as he had to wait out the storm and sleep. 

He continued the direction the tracks had been headed before the rain. Any place that formed a gulley, water had rushed through, wiping away any trace of who or what had traveled ahead of them. 

Dog sniffed the ground and dug with a paw. A wrapper appeared. Hawke grabbed the plastic, dumped the crumbs of jerky into his palm, and fed it to Dog. “Good job.” This had been ground into the dirt to hide it. 

He studied the ground and spotted tracks fading in the mud. The tracks led to a rocky area. 

Hawke crouched beside the rocks and studied the surface. Water sat in small puddles in indentions in the rocks. Some of the puddles had water splashed around the edges with muddy drops. 

Following the trail was slow until the sun began to dry things up. At noon, Hawke sat on a rock and pulled out the radio. 

“Hawke to Mathews,” he spoke into the radio.

“Mathews. Location?”

Hawke glanced around. “I’d say four miles southwest of you. I haven’t looked on a map, just been following tracks. They’ve gone up to the tops of ridges and back down in gulleys.” 

“That doesn’t help us find you.” The man sounded tired.

“I’ll let you know exactly where I am when I have them in sight. Any information about Sheridan?” Hawke knew there had to be a connection between White and Sheridan, and now, possibly the woman, though she could just be a hostage because she saw Sheridan shoot White. 

“They are still digging into Sheridan. You should have everything they know about the woman in the files given to you.” 

“Copy.” Hawke switched the radio off and pulled the files out of his pack as he drank water and snacked on more jerky.

The files on Tonya Cox said she was an honor student at her high school and later at college where her major was journalism. Hawke peered the direction the tracks pointed. Had she befriended White to get a story and now was being held hostage by Sheridan? He wouldn’t know the truth until he caught up to them. 

Hawke pulled out the map to see where he was and how he could get more supplies. They were heading south. They were close to Saw Pit Saddle and his vehicle. Though it would do him little good. He didn’t keep food in the truck, and he didn’t have time to run to a store. The command station was probably still set-up there, but he doubted they’d have supplies for someone backpacking. If the two continued south, he might be able to make a detour to the Sheep Creek Cabin on the Snake that the Fish and Wildlife Troopers used to stay overnight when patrolling the river. There would be some provisions there.

He folded the map, finished off a bottle of water, and shoved to his feet. Shouldering his pack, Hawke whistled to Dog and they continued following the tracks.

Chapter Eight

The gray of dusk settled over the small gorge Hawke picked to spend the night. He’d discovered several scuffed marks as if the two he followed had fought. The thought Sheridan would be physical with the woman, Hawke now believed was a hostage, made his anger boil. 

If there had been more moonlight to use to follow the trail, he would have continued. But trying to sneak up on them with a flashlight would be hard to do. 

He would get up as soon as there was light in the morning and push hard to catch up to the two. Once he and Dog ate the last of the food, he turned on the radio. 

“Hawke to Mathews or anyone on this frequency.” 

“This is Mathews. We are down on the river by Hells Canyon Dam waiting to hear from you.” 

“I’m beginning to believe the woman is a hostage. There have been signs of the two struggling. I plan to get close enough tomorrow for a visual. They are staying away from all trails and places where they might be seen.” He sighed. They had been going up and down the mountains when they could have been travelling the ridges.

“Do you know your location? There’s still a helicopter flying in daylight.”

“I’m on the west side of McCatron Ridge. I’d appreciate a copter dropping rations to me tomorrow, including dog biscuits, if they see me.” 

“Copy.”

Hawke turned the radio off and stared at Dog. “We have to catch them soon. We can’t keep following them all over Hells Canyon.” 

He settled in for the night with Dog by his side. He set his watch to wake him at four. There would be enough light to see the tracks and possibly catch up to Sheridan.

«»«»«»

Golden rays of sun lit the side of the gorge as he and Dog crept up toward the pair he’d been following. 

“Stay!” he whispered to Dog as he slipped out of his pack and used the cover of boulders to move closer to the two arguing people. 

“Just let me go. That guy you say is following us will get me out of here,” the woman, Ms. Cox, said.

Sheridan laughed. “He’ll call in someone to come take you, but he will keep following me. I’d rather have you with me as leverage.” 

“You mean to kill if the need arises? I saw what you did to Felix. I know you’d rather kill me than drag me around.” 

Hawke moved closer. The woman’s hands were bound in front of her. Interesting. They hadn’t been when the two were scaling the ledge. What had changed between them since the cave? He’d believed she was working with Sheridan the way the two had scurried away.

Sheridan picked up the shotgun. A revolver was shoved into the waistband of his pants. “If you keep holding me up, I wouldn’t hesitate to leave you here for the bears and cougars to eat.” 

The woman stared at him before grasping the straps of a pack with her bound hands and carrying it in front of her. 

Hawke put a hand on his Glock. He didn’t like shootouts. Hadn’t been in one for years. The woman was between him and Sheridan. The man had shown no remorse about anything, which meant he’d have no qualms in shooting the woman to get Hawke.

The thump of a helicopter approaching captured Sheridan’s attention. “Get in the trees!” he shouted at the woman. 

She took her time. 

Hawke knew the copter was looking for him to drop his supplies. When Sheridan headed to the trees, Hawke stood up on the boulder and waved his arms. It not only signaled the helicopter but it gave him a chance to see that the woman was not near Sheridan.

He jumped off the boulder and headed to the woman. 

Her eyes widened and she opened her mouth. He clamped a hand over her mouth while circling her waist with his other arm. “I’m a friend. Come.” With a hand on her elbow, he led her back the direction he’d come. 

“Tonya? Where’d you go?” Sheridan called just above a normal tone. His voice was only about ten feet away. 

“Hurry,” Hawke whispered. He grasped the woman’s arm and pulled her around behind a boulder. 

“Boom!” The echo of the shotgun ricocheted off the walls of the gorge. Rock on the top of the boulder shattered and rained on them.

Tonya shrieked. 

“Shh.” Hawke whispered and pressed her against the boulder. “You stay here. I’ll see if I can get around him.”

She stared at him wide eyed.

“Stay.” He stepped to the side of the boulder and peeked the direction the shot came from. 

Sheridan peered down the barrel of the shotgun pointed at Hawke.

A bundle fell from the sky five feet in front of Sheridan. The gun went off, blasting the bundle of supplies. He glanced up and headed for the trees.

Hawke ran to his pack and pulled out his radio, dialing in the helicopter. “This is Hawke. Did you get eyes on Sheridan?” 

“Copy. He’s headed down the gorge like something’s chasing him.”

“Keep him in sight and let the others know his coordinates. I have the woman. I’ll bring her to Sheep Creek Cabin for pickup.” 

“Copy.”

Hawke flicked the switch and tucked the radio into his pack before grabbing it and walking to the boulder where he’d left the woman.

She stood, flat against the boulder, Dog baring his teeth in front of her. 

“Dog, sit.” Hawke walked over to Ms. Cox. “Hold out your hands.” 

She did.

He pulled his knife out of his boot and cut the parachute cord wrapped around her wrists. It was an item he kept in his pack for the occasional need to belay down to someone who’d fallen. It appeared Sheridan was using White’s well-provisioned pack. 

“You saw Sheridan kill White?” he asked, walking over to the supplies the helicopter had dropped.

“Why else do you think he was dragging me all over these mountains?” She walked over and stared down at him. Her expression held nothing but contempt. 

“He wasn’t dragging you when you two left the cave. You were following him just fine. It wasn’t until yesterday, I noticed you weren’t getting along.” He unbuckled the canvas pack and looked up.

Her arms were crossed as she glared at him. “I wasn’t going along with him because I wanted to. He kept threatening to kill me, and I have no idea where we are.”

He raised an eyebrow. “From your file it says you grew up in Riggins and hiked these trails a lot with your uncle.”

She spun around, wiping her eyes. “I don’t like to talk about my uncle.” 

While Hawke didn’t like to deal with women when they were crying, he wasn’t a pushover either. “Why didn’t you try and get away from Sheridan?”

Ms. Cox glared at him over her shoulder. “Because he threatened to kill me.” 

He studied the woman before he pulled supplies out of the canvas pack and shoved them into his backpack. No more jerky. They sent him freeze dried food that needed water to be cooked. He shook his head. The only things that didn’t require preparation were the granola bars and crackers with cheese. He shook his head. Who put this together? 

“Hand me your pack.” He held a hand out toward the woman.

She glanced at the open bundle at his feet before walking over and placed the small pack next to his. “How did they know to find you here?”

“The same way I knew where you were.” He wasn’t going to tell her he had given them directions. Best she thought the air surveillance knew their every move. He closed the packs and handed hers back to her. 

“Come on. I’d like to get to the Sheep Creek cabin before dark.” He rolled up the canvas the supplies had been in, tied it to the top of his pack and slid his arms through the pack’s straps. 

“Dog!” he called. The animal burst around a boulder and Ms. Cox flinched. 

“Did the bear come in the cave the other day?” he asked, heading down the side of the cliff. He’d be glad to go straight to the cabin and not trek up and down every canyon, gorge, and crag they came to. 

“Bear?”

He glanced at the woman. She handled the pack with ease. Definitely a seasoned backpacker as her file had stated. “The bear that was headed to the cave White was shot in.”

“I didn’t see a bear. Only Sean. He stepped into the entrance and before I knew what happened, a gun went off, Felix fell, and Sean yelled at me to get my pack and dragged me out of the cave and along that ledge.”

Hawke stared forward, watching his step and replaying what he’d seen and heard that day. He hadn’t processed whether it was the shotgun that went off or another gun. But if what the woman said was true, Sheridan had to have a gun with him when they were tracking. While it wasn’t uncommon for a tracker to have a carry permit, why had Sheridan kept the weapon hidden from him? 

Now Sheridan had the shotgun and a handgun. He’d seen the two. From what Ms. Cox said, the handgun Sheridan said White and the woman had must have been left in the cave with the body. If not, either Sheridan had three weapons, or his traveling partner had one of the handguns. 

If that were true, why hadn’t she used it on Sheridan to get away?

«»«»«»

The first rest they took, Hawke snatched Ms. Cox’s pack and dug through it.

“What are you looking for?” she asked. “You know what food you put in my pack.”

“I’m not looking for food.” He finished his inspection and handed the pack back to her. 

“Did you think I had a gun? If I had, I would have used it on that bastard Sean. He’s a backstabbing...” Her voice faded.

“It seems you know him better than just being his hostage.” Hawke handed her a granola bar. 

She shook her head. “No. I know his type. All he did was brag about how he could lose you and that he was a better tracker.” She studied him with narrowed brown eyes. “He acted like you were some kind of tracking guru.”

Hawke shrugged. “Don’t know anything about that.” He sipped from his water bottle and put it in the side pocket of his pack. It appeared the woman didn’t know he was in law enforcement. Best to keep it that way. “Let’s go.” 

“Will there be someone to take me out of here when we get to the cabin you’re talking about?” Ms. Cox walked alongside him down the ridge angling toward the Snake River in the distance.

“Yes. I’m hoping by the time we get there the authorities will have picked up Sheridan.” Unless the man had evaded the helicopter earlier in the day. If that happened, then he and Ms. Cox could be targets. The only eyewitness to Sheridan’s killing of White was walking alongside him. And he was the only one who knew Sheridan had gone to the cave. Mathews only knew what Hawke had told him. It wouldn’t hold up in court. He and Ms. Cox had to make it out of here alive to testify against Sheridan. 

Chapter Nine

They had less than a mile to reach the Sheep Creek Cabin when Dog growled.

“What do you hear?” Hawke asked his vigilant friend.

Dog looked to the right. The hair down his spine stood up and his tail quivered. 

“Get behind me,” Hawke said, pulling his Glock from the holster under his open shirt. He scanned the sides of the gorge where they followed Sheep Creek down to the Snake River. The Larkspur and Paintbrush were in bloom farther up. Here they’d been trudging through brush and around poison ivy. They’d had one encounter with a rattlesnake, but once he’d discovered they didn’t plan to harm him, he’d moved on. 

It would be easy for someone to sneak up on them crouching in the brush. 

He listened. 

Nothing. 

Not a sound from any birds or scraping of branches on clothing.

It was eerily quiet.

“What’s wrong?” Ms. Cox whispered. 

The hair on the back of his neck tingled. The woman scrubbed at her arms as if her hair was also bristling. 

He’d only felt this feeling one time before in his life. “Put your back to mine. If you see anything move, tell me.”

She backed up to him. Hawke snapped the leash he had dangling from his pack to Dog’s collar. “Easy boy.” 

A flash of tan between the bushes confirmed his reaction. A cougar was checking them out.

“I’m going to fire my gun. We’ve got a big cat playing with us.”

“A cougar?” the woman said on a gush of air. 

“Yeah.” Hawke pointed his Glock in the air and pulled the trigger twice. The shots rang through the gorge for several seconds. He spotted the cougar a hundred yards up the side of the cliff.

Dog’s hair relaxed on his back. Hawke unhooked him from the leash and pivoted to the woman. “It’s gone.”

She rubbed her arms. “In all the years I’ve hiked the Hells Canyon, I’ve never had my hair stand up on my arms.”

“Then you never came this close to a cougar before.” Hawke holstered his Glock. “Come on. Let’s get to the cabin by dark.”

They hadn’t gone a quarter of a mile when the cracking and snapping of more than one person hurrying through the brush grew in volume. 

Hawke stopped and waited. 

Mathews and two other men came into sight. 

He waved and they slowed their pace.

He and Ms. Cox continued toward the three men. 

“We heard the shots and thought we’d better come see what was happening,” Mathews said.

“We had a cougar tailing us. I warned it off.” Hawke continued. Mathews fell into step beside him. The other two walked alongside Ms. Cox. 

“Did you pick up Sheridan?” Hawke asked.

Mathews shook his head. “He disappeared about two hundred yards from where they dumped your supplies.”

“Damn!” Hawke had hoped the man was in custody. “Ms. Cox is a witness to his killing White. We need to get her out of here tonight.”

“Can’t do that. The boat is coming back in the morning. They had to deal with something up river so they dumped us off here.” Mathews led them to what was called the cabin. 

It was an old rundown single-story house that had once had a life of its own. Hawke had heard stories of the families who’d lived in this area and how they had endured the rattlesnakes, weather, and terrain to grow crops and raise cattle and sheep to live. The two-bedroom home was made of weathered boards, had a pitcher pump, an old spindle-legged table with four chairs, and four old spring cots with cotton ticked mattresses. The land and building were purchased by the Forest Service as part of the Hells Canyon Recreational Area. 

Hawke dumped his pack inside the door of the cabin. Ms. Cox would get one of the bedrooms. Since the Search and Rescue group had pitched tents around the cabin, he’d take the other bedroom. Then again, to make sure Sheridan didn’t get to the woman, he’d have Mathews pitch his tent under her window and he’d put a cot in front of her bedroom door.

He didn’t like the idea of Sheridan out there somewhere, possibly trying to get close enough to kill the woman. Or, if they were lucky, Sheridan could be headed out of here. 

Ms. Cox sat down on one of the chairs at the table. “What now?”

“Pick the room you want and make yourself to home. I’ll put you on the boat in the morning with Mathews.” Hawke gave the old hand pump water spout a pump. From the wet spots in the basin it was in working condition.

“What about you? Aren’t you leaving, too?” She peered at him. Her blonde hair had come loose from the band, holding it into a ponytail, a long time ago. The honey colored locks hung over her shoulders, bits of grass and weeds poked out like insects clinging to branches. 

“I’m going to hike back to my truck and go home.” He hadn’t had a shower in a week and was sick of eating jerky and granola bars. He wanted a cup of coffee, bacon, and a large stack of pancakes. 

“Where’s your truck?” she asked, fiddling with a bottle of water.

He studied her. Why would she care where his truck was? “Where I left it.” Hawke walked to the door and stepped out, taking in the bustle of the search and rescue crew making meals and settling in for the night. 

He walked over to the small campfire surrounded by Mathews and a couple other deputies. “Mind if I heat up some water for coffee?”

“If you have a cup, we have a pot brewed,” one of the deputies said. 

“Be right back.” Hawke returned to the cabin and his pack. The door to one of the bedrooms was open. Ms. Cox stood by the bed, digging through her pack. He ignored the woman and retrieved his tin cup from his pack along with a small aluminum pan and two packages of freeze-dried stroganoff. He’d eat well tonight.

Back at the fire, he sniffed the coffee after the deputy poured and wondered at how just the scent awakened his senses. 

“Keep a lookout for anyone wandering around here tonight,” Hawke said, before sipping the coffee.

“You don’t think Sheridan is long gone?” Mathews asked.

Hawke shook his head. “Ms. Cox is an eyewitness to his killing White. After listening to him for several days, I don’t think he’d like her to get out of here to testify against him.” He peered at Mathews. “When she goes to bed, I’ll set my cot in front of her door. It would be a good idea for you or one of your men to set a tent outside her window. It’s the one in the south east corner.”

Mathews nodded. “I’ll do it. Get your belly full and a good night’s sleep. We’ll be out of here in the morning.” 

He didn’t bother to tell Mathews any different. The deputy would find out in the morning that he was headed to Saddle Pit for his truck. And as much as he’d like to wipe his hands of this assignment and murder, he knew, he’d be checking out the background of Sean Sheridan right after he took a shower. 

«»«»«»

Hawke’s stomach hadn’t felt so full since leaving Boise a week ago. Even Dog was stretched out, content and full, on the floor beside the cot. The coffee hadn’t been a good idea, considering he had a soft place to sleep. 

His mind raced over the events of the last week. Something was nagging at his brain. Something he should be grasping and wasn’t. 

Dog’s soft snore, the springs creaking as the woman rolled on the bed in the room behind him, and the muffled sound of the Snake River churning through the canyon as it had for thousands of years, slowly relaxed his mind, allowing him to forget his thoughts and fall to sleep.

«»«»«»

The creak of the rusty hinges on the outside door woke Hawke. He didn’t move, only stared at the door. It wasn’t open as if someone had walked through. Had the creak stopped whoever planned to come in? He rolled to the edge of the cot, trying to keep the springs from squeaking. The bit of moonlight filtering through the dirty windows revealed Dog’s silhouette, sitting, facing the door. 

Hawke eased to his knees on the wood floor and slowly stood. One foot lightly placed in front of the other, he crossed to the door and pulled it open. 

Nothing but moonlight and the shadowed mounds of the search and rescue team’s tents. He knew he hadn’t been hearing things because Dog had been alerted. Nothing moved in the shadows. The sound of the river and the rustle of leaves from the slight breeze were the only sounds. 

He closed the door and faced the room. Shit! The bedroom door behind his cot was open. He knew before he stepped over his cot that the room would be empty. 

How had the woman maneuvered over him and Dog without waking them up? Damn! Damn! Why had the woman left the safety of the search and rescue team? 

So much for getting a shower. He dug through his pack for a flashlight, shoved his feet into his hiking boots, and laced them up. A grab for his pack, and he headed for the door. 

“Come,” he said to Dog and left the cabin. 

Chapter Ten

The early glow of dawn allowed Hawke to turn off the flashlight and still see the tracks the woman made. She didn’t seem to be worried about hiding her trail. He knew he wasn’t very far behind her even after telling Mathews the woman had fled and he was going after her. 

But he couldn’t seem to catch up, no matter how hard he pushed. Her prints revealed she was jogging. She was half his age. Stronger lungs and legs. If he jogged, he wouldn’t be able to keep his eyes on the tracks and he’d be out of breath when he did catch up to her. What surprised him was the fact she hadn’t headed to the peaks. She traveled upriver just high enough to not be seen from the water. 

If she wanted to hide from Sheridan, she would have taken off over the peaks to civilization. Her file had said she knew this country well. Why she was staying low and heading upriver, had him wondering if she knew where Sheridan was headed. There was a definite purpose in her strides. They weren’t the frantic splayed dirt and debris of someone running to get away. They were even, balanced strides of someone moving at the pace they wanted. She knew the direction she wanted to go and was covering the ground quickly. If she did know where Sheridan was headed, she appeared to plan to meet back up with him at some point. 

Which made Hawke think, once again, that she and Sheridan had planned the murder of White together. 

What he wouldn’t give for a file on Sheridan. The bits and pieces he’d garnered from brief radio contact and what Mathews knew didn’t explain the man at all. 

Hawke stopped to drink and eat a granola bar. He pulled out the radio.

“Mathews, are you listening?” Hawke asked the radio.

“I’m here. What’s your location?”

“She’s jogging upriver out of sight of the water. Can you take a boat, head toward the dam, and pull in at McGaffee, maybe try and intercept her?” It was the only way he knew to stop the woman from meeting back up with Sheridan and for the officials to question her.

“Copy.” 

Hawke clicked the radio off, ate his bar, tossed Dog a biscuit, and finished off the water. 

“Let’s go.” Hawke stood and continued over the rocks and grassy patches Ms. Cox was traversing. 

He heard several boats out on the river but didn’t always have a good view of the water to see if one was Mathews. As he walked, he contemplated why Sheridan killed White. If it had been self-defense, he would have probably come away with hardly a blemish on his record. But Ms. Cox said Sheridan shot right after stepping into the open cave.

What was the connection between the three? 

Dog stepped in front of him, his ears perked.

Hawke stopped, grabbed Dog’s collar, and heard the sound of an agitated rattlesnake. 

“Easy, Dog,” Hawke backed himself and Dog up, listening to the sound to determine where it came from. 

Down the cliff.

He leaned out and peered down. Twenty feet below them, on a rock outcropping, Ms. Cox stood still as a tree. A rattlesnake, head up, facing her, coiled five feet in front of her.

“Stay,” Hawke ordered Dog and worked his way down the side of the canyon, kicking debris and rocks, which rolled down ahead of him. 

The snake had stopped some of the debris. The rocks and sticks had confused the creature. It no longer reared back with its attention on the woman. 

Hawke picked up a long stick on his descent. When he was within reach of the snake, he scooped the creature with the stick and flung it farther down the canyon wall, stick and all. 

He grabbed Ms. Cox’s wrist before she could take off in the other direction. “Why are you hurrying away from safety?”

She raised a hand to push her wild hair out of her face and grimaced. “I wanted to get home.”

He grinned and shook his head. “You’re headed the wrong direction. I read your file. You live and work in Pullman, Washington. That’s north, not south.” 

“But my vehicle is in Boise. That’s south.”

He laughed. “I know it was your car that drove White to this area. And I would guess it’s parked somewhere north of the homestead where I found you. Going with Deputy Mathews this morning would have gotten you to your car faster than jogging alongside the Snake River.” He studied her, waiting for a response.

She glared at him before her gaze turned speculative. “Do you want to find Sean?”

He released her wrist, scrutinizing her. She had something on her mind. “Law enforcement would like to find him to discover why he shot White.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Not law enforcement. You.” 

It was his turn to narrow his eyes. She didn’t appear to know he was law enforcement. Sheridan must not have told her he was Oregon State Police. “Why would I want to find Sheridan?”

“He was with you when he shot the person you were tracking. Don’t you want just a little bit of the satisfaction of finding him?” Her posture relaxed. “After all, you could be named an accomplice in Felix’s murder.”

Hawke returned the woman’s smug gaze. “If anyone is an accomplice, it’s you.”

She didn’t drop her gaze. Ms. Cox held his gaze as if it were a staring match like he’d played as a child. He’d be damned if he’d look away first. He wasn’t the one who was running from the law.

He did feel he’d let his boss and Mr. Childress down by having the person he was tracking get shot before they could bring him back. That it was the boastful Sheridan who’d slipped away and killed him had been grinding in his craw ever since it happened. 

The woman finally squirmed. “I’m not his accomplice either. That means both of us want to find him to make sure he pays.”

“He’s long gone. It’s going to take more than me to find him.” Hawke said it as if he didn’t care. But in his gut, he’d love to bring the smug, talkative man in. He was pretty sure the woman had other motives for finding Sheridan than making sure the law got a hold of him, but he’d keep that to himself if he could get her to help him.

“What if I told you, I know where he is?” Ms. Cox nodded her head. 

“How would you know that?” He studied her. Was that where she’d been headed when the rattlesnake trapped her? She’d been backtracking, heading back down the river. That was why she was hurrying to get ahead of him. She’d planned to sneak past.

“He told me his plans. But I won’t tell you anything other than I know where you can find him.” She held out a hand. “Want to work together?”

He had a feeling working with her would be the same as working with the cunning coyote, but his curiosity had been piqued. Why would this woman want to go back to Sheridan when he had her hands tied and would have shot her given a chance? 

Hawke knew better than to shake hands. Even if you shook hands or even signed papers, it was a given that the other person wouldn’t keep their word. His ancestors learned it the hard way, and he always kept that in the back of his mind in any dealings. 

“You can take me to Sheridan? And why do you want to find him?” Hawke whistled for Dog to join them.

She glanced up at Dog, running down the side of the canyon. “We have unfinished business.” 

“What kind?” Hawke put a hand on Dog’s head, watching the woman. She was good at concealing emotions. 

“The kind women don’t talk about but men brag about.” She stared at him as if he were the man who’d done wrong by her.

“I take it he’s downriver, since you were sneaking around me?” He motioned for her to go ahead of him. 

She didn’t say a word, just headed back the way they’d traveled half the night and half the day. 

They would have been at McGaffee in another hour. Now he’d have to wait and see where they were headed to contact Mathews again. 

«»«»«»

It was dark when Ms. Cox finally stopped and acted like she was ready to end the day. They’d covered more ground in the last eight hours than they had the first eight hours. 

Hawke was tired, hot, and hungry. He opened his pack and stared at the freeze-dried meals that needed hot water to be edible. He should have specified jerky and granola bars for supplies. 

Ms. Cox set out a small backpacking camp stove. She glanced over at him. “I’ll share the stove, but all you put in my pack were granola bars.”

He tossed her two packs of freeze-dried stew. “I have food to share and no way to cook it.”

She grinned, walked to the creek flowing nearby and filled a small aluminum pan with water. Back at the stove, she lit the burner, placed the pan on, and sat back. “This baby doesn’t take long to boil.”

“You have a small pack for staying out for very long,” Hawke said, hoping to get her to talk about her uncle and growing up hiking this area. 

She wrapped her arms around her drawn up legs. “I love it out here. If I could find a way to live here and make money, I’d do it in a heartbeat.” 

“You’re a writer. I thought writers could work anywhere?” He leaned back on his pack, sipping on his last purified water. He’d refilled his other two bottles and added purification drops as soon as they’d arrived at the creek. 

Ms. Cox shook her head. “If I wrote novels. I write for newspapers. You have to be where the stories are.” She stared across the canyon to the Oregon side. “One of these days, I plan to write a book, but I have to have enough money saved up to live on before that can happen.” 

“What called you to writing for newspapers?” he asked as the water in the pan started to boil.

She ripped the tops off the two freeze-dried packets, poured water in, and stirred them with a fancy spoon that had fork tines on the opposite end. 

Hawke watched her, wondering if he should invest in the fancy packing items she had for cooking. The small stove would be easier to make a cup of coffee when the woods were too dry to build a campfire. 

She handed him one of the packets. “Hope you have your own spoon.” 

“I do. Thank you.” He took the packet, dug in his pack for a spoon, and scooped up a mouthful of the stew. It wasn’t as good as his mother’s or the canned brand he liked, but it filled his empty stomach. 

“You aren’t planning to sneak away during the night are you, Ms. Cox?” Hawke asked when he’d finished his meal.

Her eyebrows rose. “You may call me Tonya. No one calls me Ms. Cox. And no, I won’t sneak away. You’ve proven to be helpful. My uncle always told me not to hike alone.” 

“Your uncle sounds like he was a smart man.” Hawke watched as she poured the leftover water into a tin cup. 

She glanced up. “Have a cup for whatever hot beverage you have?”

He nodded, pulled out his tin cup, and she poured the remainder of the water into his cup. Hawke pulled out a packet of instant coffee. 

Tonya dumped hot chocolate in her cup. 

He sipped the coffee, relaxing a bit, hoping he could trust her to not run off. His handcuffs were in his pack. But bringing them out would clue her in that he was law enforcement. 

“Sean called you Hawke. Is that a nickname?” she asked.

“No, it’s my name.”

She studied him. “That’s an interesting name for a tracker. It fits, since you seem to be able to see tracks where no one else would see them. At least that’s what Sean said.” 

Hawke wasn’t sure whether to be flattered the fellow tracker he’d allowed to kill a man seemed to be in awe of his skills or to be disgusted that Sheridan thought so highly of his skill, and yet, he’d allowed the man to get away. 

“Was your uncle a tracker?” he asked to find out more about her and talk less about him. 

“No.” She set the extinguished camp stove to the side, pulled out a wad of shiny material that rolled out into a sleeping bag and crawled in. 

That was the end of his trying to learn anything from her. 

Chapter Eleven

Rain drizzled all morning as they hiked up the side of a mountain and started out along the ridge. Hawke continued to follow Tonya. Hoping she wasn’t taking him and Dog on a goose chase. 

He’d checked the map this morning before she’d awakened. They were passing around the Pittsburgh Landing by staying on this ridge. They would at some point have to cross the road from Whitebird to the landing. Unless she planned to hike the road out to the town of Whitebird. That could have been where she’d left her car. 

The rocks and vegetation became slick as the rain continued to fall. 

“Let’s find a tree or rock outcropping to hole up under for a while,” Hawke said.

“You can hide out if you want. I’m continuing.” She didn’t even stop, just trudged into a grove of trees.

Hawke and Dog followed. “Is there a specific day you’re to meet up with Sheridan?” He’d stared at the woman’s tall, slim frame all day as she’d stayed at a steady pace. 

“No. But if we don’t hurry, he’ll leave. Then we won’t know where he’s going next.” The irritation in her voice told Hawke she was in a hurry because she was afraid she’d get left behind. 

“I’m sure the police are looking for his vehicle and staking out his place. After all, he did shoot a man.” He wanted to remind the woman they weren’t looking for a boyfriend who didn’t want to be found. They were following a murderer.

“That’s why he’ll be where we’re going.” She glanced over her shoulder. “If you did less talking and more hiking, we’d get there sooner.”

Hawke narrowed his eyes. She was either trying to lose him or make him mad enough he’d stop following her. Neither would happen. He planned to find Sheridan. The man had messed up his assignment from the moment the tracker was assigned to him. Then to shoot White and flee... This woman wasn’t going to get away from him. She knew something. Something he had a feeling the authorities didn’t know. 

Dog followed Tonya, keeping on her heels. It was as if the animal also sensed she would lose them if given the chance. The night before, after the woman had fallen asleep, Hawke had placed a ring of small sharp rocks and twigs around her. That way he would hear her if she tried to sneak away. 

She’d cussed that morning when she’d slipped out of her sleeping bag and stepped on the small stones. 

He’d grinned. That was what he’d have heard during the night had she tried to leave. 

The road to Whitebird sat in an open area in front of them. Tonya stopped, peered both ways, and jogged through the opening and across the road. 

Not wanting her to get out of sight, Hawke and Dog did the same. Just as they entered the trees on the far side, the sound of a vehicle rumbled through the air. A Dodge pickup. Diesel from the sound. What he wouldn’t give for a vehicle or even his horse, Jack. 

Tonya continued, but was moving lower on the hill, getting closer to the river. That would make walking easier. 

When they were down close to the river, Hawke noticed Tonya peering out at the water as if watching for something. 

“Is Sheridan floating the river?” Hawke asked when they stopped to rest and snack.

“No.” She didn’t elaborate.

“Why do you keep looking at the water?” He hadn’t had a chance to pull out his radio and update Mathews or anyone else on the law enforcement frequencies. 

“Just watching.” She finished off a granola bar, shoved the wrapper in her pack, and started downstream.

Hawke was never one for conversation, but he was chatty compared to this woman. He found it odd that she didn’t talk that much. Every woman he’d ever known, including the retired Air Force Officer, talked when given the chance. That was another thing that made him suspicious about Ms. Cox. She didn’t like to talk about her family or herself. Odd. Man, he wished he had more information on her. 

Knowing they were heading north and presumably would come to Dug Bar where his ancestors crossed the river to avoid going on a reservation, he decided to chat her up and see what he could find out. 

“I crossed this river several years ago following the trail of my ancestors.” 

She glanced over her shoulder, a hint of interest on her face. “Ancestors?”

“My family are Nez Perce and Cayuse. They roamed this area for thousands of years.”

“Really. Then they probably ran in to my family,” she shot over her shoulder.

Something. “Your family homesteaded here?” he asked. 

“They ran sheep along the river and had one of the first ferries.” Pride rang in her words.

“I would think as a writer that would make an interesting book.” He was always fascinated by history whether his people or those who came afterwards.

“Not really. The only scandal was a great, great uncle being with the group that slaughtered the Chinese miners. Not something I want to write about.” She hitched her pack a little higher on her back and stepped onto an animal trail that ran alongside the river about fifty feet up. 

“You could write about how your family survived in this canyon. They must have been heartier than most to have lived here.” He’d thought about the families whose dwellings had clung to the sides of the canyon and the flat areas where they’d planted hay and raised gardens to sustain them through the winter months. How hardy the sheep and cattle had to be that had grazed these unforgiving slopes. 

“They were.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I am.”

He nodded. She’d been hiking as if her life depended on it, stopping only briefly until nightfall to rest and refuel. “Up ahead, at Dug Bar, my ancestors crossed the Snake River in June, this time of year. Men, women, children, horses, and cattle to try and be free in Canada with Sitting Bull.”

“What do you mean try?” She slowed her pace. 

“The army caught up to them at Bear Paw in Montana, short of the Canadian Border. The women, children, and the old were cold and hungry. Many warriors had been killed or wounded. Young Chief Joseph surrendered.” His gut swirled at the fate of the people. “And they were sent to Oklahoma where many more died. The lucky ones survived the eight years away from their beloved country only to be brought back and put on reservations that weren’t with their people.” He’d heard many angry words about how the government had made an example of what happened to Indians who disobeyed them. He’d also heard the story of the separation from both his non-treaty family members and his treaty family members. Even now, there was still a bit of contention between the two groups. 

“That’s cruel,” Tonya said. Her consideration for his family made him wonder if he’d been too skeptical about her.

“Hurry,” she said, sliding down the side of the canyon toward the river.

Hawke heard the sound of a boat and wondered if that were Sheridan. Tonya was determined to get to the water by the time the boat came to them.
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