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Author Comments

While this book and other books in the series are 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.
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Chapter One
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Two large objects wrapped in brown sacking hung in a pine tree twenty feet off the dirt road. Two bull elk heads leaned against the base of the tree. A lone camp trailer, closed up as if no one were there, sat thirty feet from the pine with a fire pit between the camp trailer and hanging carcasses. There wasn’t a vehicle in sight. 

Fish and Wildlife State Trooper Gabriel Hawke stopped his vehicle. He started to type the trailer’s license plate number into his computer. No signal. His right hand settled on his radio mic at his left shoulder. “Dispatch. This is Hawke. I’m about five miles from Coyote Springs on Forest Service Road forty-eight-sixty.”

“Copy.”

“I have a lone camp trailer and two elk hanging in a tree. Trailer license is Oregon- ...” He called in the number and scanned the area waiting for the dispatcher’s reply. 

“The trailer belongs to Duane Sigler of Eagle, Oregon.”

Sigler. The man had a penchant for poaching. “Copy.”

Hawke turned off his vehicle and stepped out, putting his cap on his head. He tucked his head down in the fur-lined collar of his coat. The first of November in Wallowa County always had a bite in the air. At this elevation, three inches of snow covered the ground. 

No one appeared to be in the camp trailer. There wasn’t the hiss of a propane furnace. No sound, no movement. He knocked on the door just in case someone was sleeping. 

No answer. 

He scanned the area. Two folding chairs leaned up against the trailer. Two elk, two people, that was okay. But then why were they out driving around if they’d already filled their tags? 

The antlers were a three-point and a four-point. Either one would make a nice trophy of the hunt on a wall. 

Hawke walked over. There were tags tied to the base of the antlers. Just as required. That was a good sign, considering one of the hunters liked to not play by the hunting rules.

He untied the string around one tag and opened it. The month and date hadn’t been notched out. Not a good sign. He glanced at the name on the tag. Duane Sigler. That matched the trailer license. He tied that tag back on and untied the other one. 

Again, the tag wasn’t notched out. Benjamin Lange. Hawke stared at the name. The county district attorney wouldn’t be hunting with a known poacher, would he? It could be someone with the same name. 

A glance at the address and he was pretty sure it was the district attorney. The D.A. lived on the west side of Wallowa Lake and that was the address listed. 

Hawke replaced the tag and decided he’d wait for the hunters to return. 

«»«»«»

Thirty minutes later as Hawke finished off a cup of coffee, Sigler’s pickup slowly drove up the road. There had been two pickups with hunters and a jeep come by while he waited. He’d talked to the people in each vehicle and wrote them down in his logbook. 

The late nineties, faded red, Ford pickup crept up to the trailer. Two men stepped out.

Neither one was D.A. Lange.

Hawke slipped out of his vehicle after turning on his recording device. 

“Morning. Looks like you’ve had a good season,” he said, motioning toward the elk hanging in the tree.

Sigler walked over to him cautiously. “Yeah. Bagged them yesterday. Season started two days ago. We’re legal.”

That the man was already on the defensive didn’t surprise Hawke. “I didn’t say you weren’t. Could I see your hunting licenses and tags?”

The other person with Sigler pulled his wallet out of his pocket. Sigler remained still. They’d had their share of run-ins over the years. The man never helped himself by cooperating. 

Hawke took the other man’s hunting license, opened his logbook, and wrote down his name and address. Barney Price. His address was Gresham, Oregon. 

“Can I see your hunting tag?” Hawke asked, handing the license back. The man headed to the elk with the D.A.’s tag. 

Sigler’s lips pressed together and his face grew redder with each step the other man took back to them.

“Thank you.” Hawke unfolded the tag already knowing what he’d find. “Mr. Price, why didn’t you notch out the date you killed this animal?”

The man glanced at Sigler. “I didn’t know I was supposed to.” 

“And why is the name Benjamin Lange on a hunting tag you put on your elk? Your hunting license states you are Barney Price.” Hawke held his gaze on the man, but kept Sigler in his peripheral vision.

Price faced Sigler. “You told me this wasn’t a problem. That the person who owned the tag sold it to you.”

Hawke put up a hand to stop the man’s outrage. “Mr. Price, hunting tags can’t be bought and sold among hunters. Only the person who puts in for the tag and purchases it can use it to shoot the animal defined on the tag.” He tucked his logbook back in his pocket. “I’m afraid you have violated several hunting regulations. The worst being you used a tag that isn’t yours and,” he glanced at Sigler, “you provided him with the tag.” 

“Why you!” Price took a step toward Sigler. “I’m not paying any fines or going to jail. You are! And I’ll make sure everyone knows what an unethical hunting guide you are.” 

Hawke stepped between the two men. “Take those elk down. You’ll help me put them in the back of my truck,” Hawke told both men. 

Once the elk, heads and all, were stowed in the back of Hawke’s pickup, he cuffed the two men and put them in the back seat of his vehicle. 

While they sat in the back glaring at one another, Hawke confiscated their weapons from Sigler’s pickup. He checked to see if they were unloaded. Price’s still had a cartridge in the chamber. He ejected that, shaking his head.

Stowing the rifles in the tool box in the bed of his pickup, he heard the two men arguing inside the vehicle but couldn’t make out exactly what was being said.

Hawke locked Sigler’s pickup and camp trailer, hoping the man had the trailer key in his pocket or in the pickup.

When he slipped in behind the steering wheel, both men stopped talking. 

Hawke peered into the review mirror at Sigler as he started the vehicle. “How did you get a hold of D.A. Lange’s hunting tag?”

Sigler peered back at him. “Lange gave it to me. He said I could use his tag.” 

Hawke chuckled. “The District Attorney knows you can’t gift tags.”

Sigler glared at him. “He gave it to me.”

“You might want to rethink that story on the way to jail.” Hawke put the vehicle in gear and headed back to Alder. Looked like there wouldn’t be any more time spent out here. By the time he booked these two and dropped the elk off at the local butcher, he’d have just enough time to catch D.A. Lange at work and ask him about “gifting” the tag to a known poacher. 

«»«»«»

Hawke walked from the county jail next door to the courthouse in Alder, the county seat. He wanted to have a talk with D.A. Lange.

He walked up the concrete steps, admiring the original two-story courthouse built in 1909. The stone for the building had been cut at a quarry on the slope southwest of Alder. The lower level housed the court room and the county offices that took payments. Tax collector. Water Master. 

Hawke walked up the narrow staircase to the offices on the second floor. He’d always thought it was interesting that the D.A.’s office looked out over the city park. 

The receptionist, a young woman who had grown up in the area and stepped into her grandmother’s footsteps, pulled her gaze from the computer monitor on her desk. “May I help you?”

“I wondered if the district attorney would have a moment to speak with me.” He held his State Police ball cap in his hands. 

“Just a moment, let me see if he has a moment, Trooper...”

“Hawke.” 

She nodded and picked up the phone, pressing a button.

He’d given testimony at several of the attorney’s trials. He couldn’t say he disliked the man, but Lange didn’t have a personality that rallied people around him. He was a damn good D.A. He nearly always won his cases.

The receptionist replaced the phone. “If you can wait about fifteen minutes, he’ll be through with the meeting in his office.” 

Hawke nodded and took a seat across from her desk. A magazine rack hung on the wall beside the chair. There was a hodge-podge of interests. Women’s magazines, athletic, food and nutrition, cars, and hunting. It appeared they wanted to keep anyone who had to wait entertained. What he didn’t see were the kind that gossiped about celebrities. After noting the types, he scanned the dates. Some were nearly three years old. It appeared they didn’t have a subscription to any of the magazines. 

He pulled out his phone and popped one earbud in his ear. He’d downloaded Sigler’s recorded account of how he came to have the tag with D.A. Lange’s name on it. Hawke had worked enough with the district attorney to know he’d only believe what he heard. 

As he was setting the recording to the section where the man named Lange, the Assistant D.A., Rachel Wallen, stalked out of the district attorney’s office. 

“Terri, I’ll be out of the office until tomorrow morning.” Without even looking his direction the woman whipped into her small office, grabbed her coat and purse, and left. 

Hawke stood. “She didn’t look happy.”

“She rarely is. The boss and her clash over everything. Not sure why he hired her.” Terri, the receptionist, picked up the phone again. “Do you still have time for the State Trooper?”

Her brown hair, piled on her head, bounced as her head did one nod. She replaced the phone and pointed to the office behind her. 

Hawke stood and strode into the room. 

District Attorney Lange wasn’t a big man. The top of his head came to Hawke’s shoulder and his frame appeared as if it would break in a strong wind. He did have a deep powerful voice that carried well in the courtroom. 

Lange stood and reached across his desk with his right hand. 

Hawke grasped the fine bones in his and released quickly. 

“What brings you to my office, Trooper Hawke?” The man sat back down in his chair.

Hawke remained standing. “I ran across a poacher today. Duane Sigler.”

The D.A. nodded. “I know of him.”

“Just know of him?”

The man’s eyes narrowed behind his heavy-rimmed glasses. “Is that an accusation?”

“He had a bull elk tag with your name and residence on it and said you gave it to him.” Hawke didn’t imagine the flare of anger in the man’s eyes. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lange shot to his feet. 

Hawke held up his phone and hit the play button.

“Lange gave it to me. He said I could use his tag.” Sigler’s voice rang loud and clear. 

“Even the District Attorney knows you can’t gift tags.” Hawke’s voice.

“He gave it to me.” Sigler’s voice held conviction.

D.A. Lange’s face was red. “I didn’t give that man a tag. I didn’t even put in for a tag this year. I didn’t have time last year so saw no sense in taking a tag from someone who did have the time to hunt.”

“I’m going to look into it.” Hawke said, pivoting and striding out of the room, down the hall and stairs, and across to the front door. The man’s desperation to make him believe he’d not even put in for a tag had Hawke wondering if the man protested too strongly. 
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Chapter Two
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Hawke spent the rest of the afternoon on the computer at the state police office in Winslow, following the trail of the elk tag registered to Benjamin Lange. All of the paperwork, right down to his credit card paying for the tag, proved he did put in and later paid for the tag. 

What did Sigler have on the D.A. that made the man give his tag to the known poacher? It was evident by the D.A.’s fabrication of how he didn’t even put in for a tag that the poacher would be easier to extract the truth from. Maybe. He was in the Alder jail and going up for arraignment in the morning. Knowing Sigler, he was more apt to get information out of the poacher after he’d been arraigned and let go. That meant catching Sigler sometime tomorrow afternoon. 

Hawke logged in his contacts and his citations. A glance at his sergeant’s office revealed the man had gone home already. He’d catch up with him in the morning and tell him about the tag.

Hawke left the building, climbed into his work vehicle, and drove to the Trembleys. His landlords were sure to have a few insights into why the D.A. might be paying off a poacher with an elk tag. He parked beside his personal vehicle. 

Dog, his large breed mutt, charged out of the barn. 

“Hey, how was your day? Did you keep the horses company?” Hawke walked into the barn and over to the stall where his two horses and mule stood with their heads over the gate. 

“You three look hungry. Didn’t I give you enough early this morning?” He rubbed their foreheads. “I’ll get out of my uniform and get you some grain.”

He headed up the steps to his apartment over the indoor riding arena. Darlene Trembley gave riding lessons and boarded horses while her husband farmed their hundred acres.

Inside, he tossed his coat and hat on the one chair, and began stripping out of his shirt and Kevlar vest. He hated doing vehicle patrols because he had to wear the vest. When he patrolled on horseback in the mountains in civilian clothing, he didn’t have to wear the restraining protective gear. 

He pulled on a t-shirt and changed his slacks for jeans and shoved his feet into his old cowboy boots. All the hours he spent in his uniform, his body shouldn’t want to shed it so quickly. 

“Do I pop something in the microwave or hope Herb comes by with an invitation to dinner?” he asked Dog, who sat by the door, waiting for them to go back out.

He decided to wait to nuke something until he’d finished taking care of the horses.

The animals in the stall crunched the grain and swished their tails. Hawke leaned over the top rail of the gate, his head between Jack and Horse. He enjoyed the company of his animals over people.

“You had dinner yet?” 

Hawke jumped slightly. He hadn’t heard Herb walk up behind him. Dog banged his wagging tail against Hawke’s leg.

He turned from the stall and smiled. “No, I haven’t had dinner.”

“Darlene made a roast. If you don’t come help eat it, I’ll be having roast something all week.”

Hawke knew the man didn’t mind leftovers, but it was Herb’s way of making Hawke not feel like he ate at their house too often. “Sounds good to me. I was going to heat up some soup.”

“How’s keeping an eye on the elk hunters going?” Herb asked as they walked toward the house.

“Not too many drunks. Mostly honest hunters out there.” He’d wait to bring up Sigler and Lange when they’d finished dinner. 

Herb stopped at the back door and looked at him. “Mostly honest. There was a time when there were a few families that took deer or elk out of season, but it was to feed their families. Now it’s the damn hunters that think they are above the laws that ruin it for everyone else.”

Hawke knew better than to get the man started on this subject. “Did your grandson’s football team make it to state?”

The change of subject took them right through the beginning of the meal. The conversation in the middle was led by Darlene talking about the gossip at the quilting club. 

“Selma said that new Assistant District Attorney was in her daughter, Cynthia’s, clothing shop buying a suit that looked a lot like a man’s.” Darlene stood to clear the table.

“What do you mean, that looked like a man’s?” The vision Hawke had was the curvy assistant in a man’s suit that hung like a sack on her. 

“You know. These days they make suits like a man’s, but they are built for a woman’s body shape.” Darlene studied him. “Have you met the assistant district attorney?”

“Not met, but I saw her today.” He remembered how angry she’d looked when she’d left Lange’s office. 

“And?” Darlene had her gaze on him as if she thought he should say more.

“And what? She stalked out of the D.A’s office, went into her office, and left.” He shrugged and put the last bite of potatoes and gravy in his mouth.

“Didn’t you see how she’s built? A man’s dress suit on her would be like painting a bathing suit on Marilyn Monroe. All her bits and pieces are going to be more evident than when she wears a dress.” 

Hawke wasn’t sure what the woman was getting at. He was more interested in why Ms. Wallen wanted a new suit. “How long has she been here?” he asked, thinking about a year, but he didn’t keep track of the judicial employees. Only the ones he needed for warrants, the D.A. and Judge Vickers. 

“She’s been here nearly eighteen months,” Darlene said, glancing at her husband as if she expected him to agree. 

And he did. “Lange is on his second term. She came when his last assistant up and left without a word.” Herb stood, grabbing the coffee pot. 

“No more for me.” Hawke put his hand over his cup. He wanted to sleep tonight. “No one knows where the other assistant went or why he left?”

“Nope.” Herb sat back down.

Darlene placed a piece of apple pie in front of Hawke. “Peggy Greeley said she heard the D.A. and his old assistant having an argument the day before the assistant left.”

“Who’s Peggy Greeley?” Hawke scooped a bite of pie up with his fork.

“She worked in the recorder’s office until eight months ago when she retired.” Darlene sat down once they all had pie in front of them.

“This is really good. What did you do different?” Hawke asked, digging in for another bite.

“I changed up the spices. Added a little brown sugar instead of the granulated.” She took a bite and smiled. “This is going to win first place at next year’s fair.” 

Hawke glanced at Herb. They shared a grin. This past August had been the first time in ten years that Darlene hadn’t won the prize for best pie with two crusts. She’d left the fair, steaming and vowing she’d come up with a better pie. They were the lucky recipients of her new recipes. 

“Where could I find Peggy?” Hawke asked. He knew the argument nearly two years ago was unlikely to have anything to do with Lange and Sigler. However, the D.A. may have been doing other unscrupulous things that caused the man to leave. It would give Hawke more groundwork for bringing up the fact the district attorney gave a hunting tag to a poacher. 

“She lives in Alder. Now that she’s retired, she and her husband, Bob, go off fishing a lot. And they go to Arizona for the winter.” Darlene put her fork down. “Why are you interested in Peggy?”

Hawke shrugged and finished his pie. No sense in telling these two his suspicions about the D.A. Everyone in the county would know about it by morning if he did.

He helped clear the rest of the dishes from the table and excused himself. 

Back in his apartment, Dog plopped across the end of his bed. Hawke wasn’t ready to retire. He had too many thoughts tumbling around in his head. Opening his laptop, he googled Benjamin Lange. 

The man had grown up in western Oregon, acquired his law degree at the University of Oregon and worked at several places on the west side of the state as an assistant district attorney before applying for the assistant district attorney opening in Wallowa County. The county commissioners and the previous D.A. hired him. He’d moved up to district attorney when the judge retired and D.A. Vickers became Judge Vickers. Lange was voted in by the county constituents for a second term. 

Hawke pulled up newspaper accounts of several trials. Lange appeared to be hardnosed on those who broke the laws. It didn’t make sense that he would break the law himself, but if Sigler were blackmailing him, that could have skewed the D.A.’s way of thinking.

He yawned, closed the computer, and chased Dog into his bed on the floor. He’d have a talk with Sigler tomorrow afternoon and have breakfast at the Rusty Nail in the morning. 

«»«»«»

After feeding his animals, Hawke climbed into his work vehicle. Dog’s head drooped as he slowly walked back into the barn. He’d better take a trek on horseback into the mountains to check on hunters soon. Dog was getting depressed not getting to go with him. 

He headed to Winslow, the small town six miles from the Trembley’s and where the state police office resided. Hawke liked the Rusty Nail Café. Locals from Winslow and Eagle gathered there in the morning for coffee and gossip. He’d learned shortly after being assigned in the county that nine times out of ten there was some truth to the rumors floating around. Or at least you could use a rumor to discover the truth. 

Merrilee, the seventy-something owner of the place, stood at her usual spot behind the counter. His friend Justine, who he’d been avoiding since she’d made it clear she was willing to open the shutters she had on getting involved with a man, looked up from where she stood taking an order. Her gaze latched onto him and then back to her order pad. 

Hawke took his usual seat at the counter. 

“Catching many illegal hunters?” Merrilee asked in her loud, gravelly voice. 

He had a pretty good idea she’d just turned everyone’s attention on them. While the old woman was rough around the edges and didn’t give her employees enough time off, she was the one people went to when they wanted to get something off their minds or spill about someone else. 

“Brought in a couple yesterday.” He sipped the coffee she’d poured in a cup and placed in front of him. 

“Anyone we know or some yayhoo from the city?” She picked up an order pad. “Same as usual?”

He nodded and ignored her first question.

She placed the order on the spinner at the kitchen window and turned back to him. “Cat got your tongue?”

“Something like that.” He grinned at her over the cup. It was always the same. She tried to get information out of him. He clammed up. But he usually left having learned something helpful. 

Justine placed an order on the spinner and faced him. “Haven’t seen you in a while. The hunters must be keeping you busy.” She plopped a blob of butter in a little dish and picked up a dispenser of syrup. 

Before he could comment, she headed out to the tables. 

Every muscle in his body wanted to turn and watch her. See if the coldness he’d felt in her tone showed in her body. 

Damn! He hated the verbal and non-verbal dance women did when they were upset. He didn’t have the time or the emotions for any of that. One of the reasons he’d never remarried. Once his wife left him for arresting her brother for selling drugs, he’d discovered that it was easier doing his job when he didn’t have to worry about someone wondering where he was and if he was arresting a friend or family member. 

He decided to let it go. They weren’t a couple, but if he responded to her there would be a discussion and the whole county would think they were more than friends. 

Merrilee placed his food in front of him. “You know there was a fight in the jail last night?”

Hawke peered at the woman. “How do you know?”

“Darnell was in earlier. His wife said the jail sent for a doctor last night. When he came back, he said a couple of the people in jail got into it.” Merrilee watched him close.

He shook his head. “Didn’t hear about it.” But he scooped his food in as fast as he could and as soon as he was in his vehicle, he called the county jail. 

“This is Trooper Hawke. Can you tell me about the fight in the jail last night?”

“The two you brought in yesterday. We should have split them up when they started yelling at each other, but we didn’t think they’d try to tear each other apart,” the young jailer, Ralph, said.

“Are they well enough to go to arraignment and be released?” Hawke wondered if he should go speak with Sigler this morning before arraignment. 

“Yeah. The doctor fixed ’em up, and we put them in separate cells.” 

“Okay. Thanks.” Hawke disconnected and peered out the front window. He’d go have a talk with Sergeant Spruel. 
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Chapter Three
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While Hawke sat in the office talking with his sergeant, they received word that the two he’d arrested the day before were out on bail and had been given plea dates. 

“You’ll need to tread lightly, if you think D.A. Lange did give that tag to Sigler,” Sergeant Spruel warned him.

“I’ll be careful. But if the D.A. did, he either sold it which means he needs money, something I can look into, or he gave it as a blackmail payment.” Hawke tapped his pen against his logbook. “Either way, I’ll find out.”

“You’re going to have to ask Judge Vickers, Lange’s previous employer, for a warrant to get his bank records. How do you plan to keep him from telling the D.A.?”

“I’m not sure yet. But I’ll work on it.” Hawke left the sergeant’s office and went over to his computer. 

He opened the county site, only accessible by law enforcement, and looked for the video of Sigler’s arraignment. 

Sigler came into view. His left eye was black and blue. A cut on his cheek and his body sagged as if it hurt to stand straight. It appeared Price did a pretty good number on him. 

District Attorney Lange read the list of violations and asked if Price had anything to say. 

Hawke studied both men’s body language and neither seemed to be avoiding one another or acting suspicious. He found it interesting that yesterday the man had been vehement that D.A. Lange gave him the tag. Today, when he could accuse the man to his face, he kept his mouth clamped shut. 

He signed out of the court site and began carefully wording a warrant for Lange’s financial records. He’d take the warrant to Judge Vickers and see if he couldn’t get what he needed without the D.A. learning about it. 

«»«»«»

“You want me to sign off on a warrant for you to look into my D.A.’s financial records?” Where Lange was a small, wiry man with a deep, loud voice, Vickers size and rotundness fit his bellowing presence. 

Hawke was glad he’d cornered the judge in his office. “Sir, as I stated in the warrant, I want to make sure that the D.A. didn’t receive any money for the exchange of his hunting license.” 

“I don’t understand. Why would you even think such a thing?” Judge Vickers threw the warrant onto his desk top.

“I apprehended a man yesterday who had D.A. Lange’s elk tag on an animal. He said the D.A. gave him the tag. Which we both know is illegal. I want to figure out how the man acquired the tag.”

“Have you asked Lange? I don’t like you cops going behind a man’s back.” The judge glared at him from behind rimless glasses. 

“I did ask him. He swore he’d never even purchased a hunting tag this year. But I discovered he did and paid for it with a credit card.” Hawke placed a copy of the tag registration and credit card purchase on the desk in front of the judge. 

He picked them up, studied the pages, and shook his head. “I don’t like this. But given the evidence, I’ll sign off on this request. But keep it in house.” 

Hawke nodded. “I’ll keep it quiet. Thank you, Judge.” 

He stood to leave.

“You do know if this backfires on you, you’ll have a hard time working in this county?”

Hawke studied the Judge. “I know.”

The man waved his hand in dismissal. 

Hawke left his office and the courthouse. This could put him on early retirement if it came out the D.A. was crooked and then was vindicated. 

«»«»«»

Hawke delivered the warrant to the bank manager and headed to the Shake Shack in Alder for lunch. The bank would email him the records he’d requested. 

While he sat eating his burger in his vehicle, his phone buzzed. Justine. 

The bite he’d just chewed stuck in his throat. He didn’t want to talk to her on the phone. He let it ring and go to voicemail. What could she be calling him about? 

He choked down the rest of his burger. When he’d slurped the last of his soft drink, he hit the voicemail button and listened.

“Hey, Hawke. I’m not sure what your cold shoulder was this morning at the café. Give me a call. I think we need to talk things out. As friends.” 

The phone clicked off. 

As friends. That was what he’d thought they had, until recently. He’d deal with that later. 

The radio crackled. “Twelve-sixteen ten miles out North Highway,” dispatch said.

“Copy. One-zero-zero-two. I’m five minutes out.” He turned on his lights and sirens and headed through town and out the North Highway.

It was easy to spot the bright blue jeep upside down about thirty feet off the highway. Two pickups and a car had stopped to assist. 

“We think he’s still alive,” one man about forty-years-old said, walking up to Hawke as he stepped out of his truck. 

“Anyone see what happened?” Hawke asked.

“We came around that corner in time to see the Jeep roll onto its back,” a younger man said. The woman beside him nodded her head. 

“Stay here and tell the next officer who arrives. Send the ambulance attendants down.” Hawke grabbed his emergency kit and crossed the barbwire fence nearly flattened to the ground and walked through the dried grass and rocky pasture to the overturned vehicle. 

There was a young man, barely driving age, suspended in air by his seatbelt. His head was bleeding and his eyes were closed. 

“I’m Trooper Hawke. Can you hear me?” He placed his fingers to the young man’s neck, hoping to find a pulse. 

A faint flutter under his fingertips told Hawke the driver was alive. The roll bar was all that kept him from being smashed under the vehicle. 

Hawke tended to the cuts the best he could and waited. He didn’t want to cut the driver loose until he had a professional medical team here to assist. 

The wailing approach of sirens started the Samaritans by the road waving their arms. 

That was one of the things he liked about this rural area. When someone was in need of help, you usually had more help than you wanted, but it was better than no help at all. Everyone looked out for each other in Wallowa County. The ruralness made it necessary. 

The ambulance stopped alongside the road. Two attendants went to the back and were soon carrying a litter and emergency kit toward him. Two of the bystanders followed. 

“Please, stay back,” Hawke instructed the men as Roxie Paley and Bonnie Fletcher set the litter down. 

“We came to help.” The older man obviously didn’t think the two emergency attendants could handle their job. 

“Your help is better served up by the road.” Hawke wasn’t as nice this time. “Go back up there.”

“What do we have?” Roxie asked. She was the plumper of the two. 

“Male, Caucasian. Teens. Has been unconscious since I arrived about ten minutes ago. All I found were a few cuts and bruises. But as you can see, he’s hanging.” 

While he was telling Roxie all of this, Bonnie had been taking his vital signs. “We need to get him cut down and stabilized,” she said. 

“You do the cutting, we’ll get him on the litter,” Roxie said, placing a brace on the young man’s neck. 

The women set themselves ready to take the young man’s weight. 

Hawke pulled a knife out of a pocket of his vest and cut the seatbelt. 

Just as the young man landed in the attendants’ arms, the woman by the road called out. “Here! We need you here!”

Hawke made sure the EMTs were fine and headed back to the road. 

The woman was on the other side of the highway, waving her arms.

Hawke crossed the highway and spotted what the woman was worried about. It appeared the Jeep had collided with a cow elk. “Go back to your vehicle,” he told the woman.

“But she needs help.” The woman continued to watch the animal.

“There is nothing anyone can do for her. Go.” He grabbed the woman by the arm and pulled her to the highway. 

A car rolled by slowly. Hawke waved it on by. 

Roxie and Bonnie had the injured man in the ambulance. 

“Think he’ll be conscious for me to get his statement when I get through here?” he asked. 

“He’s starting to come around. There’s a good chance,” Bonnie said. 

Hawke nodded. “Which is your vehicle?” he asked the woman. 

She pointed to the car. 

“Get in it and go on about your evening.” He led her to the car and waited for her to get in and drive away. 

The older man who first noticed the Jeep stood by his pickup. “You going to put the elk down?”

Hawke didn’t like doing it anymore than these people. Elk were beautiful creatures who deserved to roam this country. But the cow’s injuries were too severe for her to heal. “Unfortunately.” He pulled his rifle from the overhead rack in his vehicle, loaded a round into the chamber, and walked across the highway. 

The big animal was dying. As much as he hated to kill her, he knew she was suffering. He aimed, pulled the trigger, and only looked long enough to make sure she no longer suffered. The body was far enough off the road it shouldn’t cause any problems. The trauma the animal had suffered wouldn’t make it useful to anyone but predators. They would soon have the carcass cleaned up. This time of year, carcasses didn’t last long. 

He called it into dispatch and trudged back across the road to store his rifle back in his vehicle. It would be another hour before he could leave the scene. He had to take photos and assess the scene for the records and the driver’s insurance company. 

«»«»«»

Hawke walked into the state police office in Winslow two hours past the end of his shift. He still had to input the information from the traffic accident. He rotated his head, popping his neck, and sat down at his computer. 

“I didn’t think you were out in the field today,” Ward Dillon, another Fish and Wildlife trooper said, walking in from the breakroom with a donut and cup of coffee.

“I didn’t go out looking for game violations. I caught a traffic accident on the North Highway.” He opened his document. 

“I’d rather be after illegal hunters than deal with that.” Dillon sat down at his computer and started tapping at the keys. 

Hawke opened up his logbook and started entering all the information. The accident form was filled out and he was typing his follow up with the driver at the hospital when his phone buzzed. 

Justine. 

“Bad news?” Dillon asked.

Hawke stared at the man. Had he groaned out loud? 

“No. Just someone I don’t want to talk to.” He ignored his phone and forced his mind back on the report. 

He checked his emails and found one from Sergeant Spruel. His superior was a man of few words. Sullen spotted Sigler picking up his vehicle and trailer this afternoon. 

Hawke clicked out of his email and turned off his computer. He’d go have a word with Sigler tomorrow morning. 
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Chapter Four
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The camp trailer, still hooked up to Sigler’s pickup, sat in front of his small house in Eagle. Hawke parked his vehicle behind the trailer. He’d called in to dispatch when he drove away from the Trembleys this morning that he was headed to have a talk with Sigler.

Hawke walked up to the door of the older, paint-bare house and knocked. Peering up and down the street, he made note of the old man peeking out of a window two houses down and across the street. The houses on this side of town weren’t set up like regular city blocks. Many were still on large lots with barns that housed chickens, horses, and hogs.

There wasn’t a sound from the inside of the house. He knocked harder and waited. 

Nothing.

He tried the door knob. 

Locked. 

A stroll over to the camp trailer revealed it wasn’t locked. He opened the door and looked in. Empty. Well, empty of Sigler, but full of camping gear and trash. 

He closed the door and headed down the side of the pickup. 

A cat hissed and jumped out of the bed of the vehicle. Hawke glanced in and found a spike elk head in the bed. There wasn’t a tag on the antlers. Where had the man come across this? Or had he shot another elk while up getting his vehicle and camper? 

Why had Sigler left the elk head in the back of his pickup? He would have known someone would come around to ask more questions since he’d implicated the district attorney.

Hawke strode to the barn in the back. The door was open slightly. He shoved it all the way open and stepped inside. An elk hung from the rafters. This man was going to have more violations for his next court appearance. 

Sigler was a single man. There was no need for him to waste an animal by killing more than he needed. 

Anger pushed Hawke to walk around inspecting everything in the building. There was a dark spot on the ground. It could be oil from a vehicle. He glanced up at the hanging carcass. Maybe when he backed in to hang the elk... But it was at an odd angle to the hanging carcass. 

Hawke crouched, picked up a bit of the substance on his fingers, and sniffed. It wasn’t oil. He rubbed his fingers together. It was red. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
“ & e
881

RATTEESNAKE

~BROTHER

A GABRIEL HAWKE NOVEL






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
& i s 0 \® :
. S S g 2
A s AR






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





