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Hawke rode his gelding, Jack, and led his mule named Horse out of the pine trees. Dog trotted ahead of them into the clearing at the Freezeout Trailhead. Hawke’s favorite thing about his job was spending time in the wilderness with his animals. Checking mountain goat hunters in the Hat Point hunt area in NE Oregon was a perfect work week. 

The September weather had been warm during the days with a welcome coolness in the air in the evenings. This was the best time of the year to do trail and off-trail riding in the wilderness. 

He studied the pickups and horse trailers that were parked in the clearing. Many hadn’t been here when he’d ventured out four days ago. Riding by each vehicle, Hawke checked for recreational passes in the windows. As a State Trooper with the Fish and Wildlife Division, he couldn’t do anything about the vehicles without a pass. He just liked to see who did and didn’t follow the rules. If they didn’t purchase a parking pass, they most likely wouldn’t follow hunting regulations either. 

At the end of the clearing, farthest from the trailhead and close to the outhouse, he noticed a pickup that had been there when he’d arrived early Thursday morning. There wasn’t a camp or the sense of anyone having been near the vehicle lately. Most of the vehicles at this trailhead were pickups hooked up to horse trailers. It was an area best covered on horseback. He’d stick around until dark and see if anyone returned. Few people backpacked in and hunted. A hunter would have to pack out the animal they shot. Carrying camp gear and a hundred-and-seventy-pound mountain goat would take someone a lot stronger, and younger, than him. 

Hawke dismounted by his truck and trailer. Dog sniffed the tires, peeing on them to reclaim his truck. 

Once Jack and Horse were untacked and eating hay by the side of the trailer, Hawke wandered over to the vehicle that had captured his attention. He studied what was in the bed and what he could see inside the cab. There wasn’t a single thing that said this person was camping or hunting. He jotted the license plate down in his logbook and walked over to his vehicle. 

Settled in the driver’s seat, he turned on the radio and called in. “This is Hawke, dispatch do you copy?” 

“Copy, Hawke. This is dispatch.”

“Please run Oregon plate, two-three-two, zebra, union, king. I’m at Freezeout without computer access.” 

“Copy.” 

He opened a bottle of water, poured some in a bowl for Dog, and downed the rest. 

His radio crackled.

“Hawke?”

“Copy.” Hawke pulled his logbook closer and picked up his pen.

“The vehicle is registered to Arnold and Laurel Bertram. Five-nine-seven-two-six Leap Road, Eagle.”

“Phone number?” Hawke planned to call and see what was going on. 

Dispatch rattled off the number and Hawke signed off. He picked up his phone and dialed the number. The phone rang several times before a breathless female voice answered.

“Hello?”

“Mrs. Bertram?” Hawke asked.

“Yes. Who are you?” Her tone revealed irritation.

“I’m State Trooper Hawke. Do you know why a pickup registered to you and your husband is sitting at Freezeout Trailhead?” 

“Freezeout? What does the pickup look like?”

“It’s a Ford F-one-fifty. Brown. Looks like a model older than two-thousand.”

“That’s Arnie’s pickup. He left here Thursday headed to Spokane for an Ag Conference. I didn’t expect him back until tomorrow.” Her voice grated with irritation.

“Have you spoken with him since he left?” Hawke didn’t like the scenario his mind was conjuring up. 

“No. No reason to. I can take care of things while he’s gone, and he doesn’t like talking on the phone.” Her voice didn’t hold any kind of concern.

“Why would he leave his vehicle out here at a trailhead?” Hawke didn’t understand how the man would have ended up here instead of at a conference in Spokane. This was a different direction than he would have taken. 

“How should I know. He’s been mumbling and acting out of sorts for a while now.” 

“Do you have a number where he could be reached at the conference? Or the number of where he is staying?”

“Nope. He was attending the Ag conference at the Doubletree Hotel. At least that’s what he told me. Now that you found his vehicle still in the county, I’m wondering just what he’s been doing all weekend. It sure isn’t helping me get the last of the hay in.” 

“Aren’t you worried something might have happened to him?” Hawke asked. 

“I couldn’t get that lucky. When you find him, tell him he might as well be ready to be served divorce papers.” 

The call ended. Hawke stared at his phone. Most women would have been near hysterics about what had happened to their husband. He would definitely dig deeper into the marriage. But first, he needed to get someone to call the Doubletree and ask if an Arnie Bertram was there.

Hawke called his superior, Sergeant Spruel, head of the Fish and Wildlife Division of the Oregon State Police in Wallowa County. 

“Spruel,” the sergeant answered his phone.

“It’s Hawke. I have a suspicious vehicle at Freezeout Trailhead.” He went on to tell Spruel about the phone call with the wife. “Could you contact the hotel and see if Arnold Bertram arrived?”

“I’ll do that right away. I’ll ask Sheriff Lindsey to send a deputy to ask Mrs. Bertram more questions,” Spruel said. 

“I’m going to have a look around the vehicle. See if I can tell if one person, or more, drove here in it. Can you have that deputy get an extra set of keys for the vehicle and bring them up here? I’d like to take a look around the inside.” Hawke had another thought. “Also have the deputy ask the wife to look and see if any camping gear is missing.” 

“Hawke, you can’t take on a missing person case. We need you to keep tabs on the hunters.” 

Spruel knew him too well. Once an oddity like murder or missing person came across his path, he had to see it to the end. 

“I’ll work on this during my off-hours. Which is now.” He had to admit, it was good timing. He’d been working more or less around the clock the last four days, checking out hunters in the Hat Point Hunt area. He now had two days off. That was enough time to determine if the man had come to harm or had just disappeared on purpose. 

As soon as Hawke finished his call with Spruel, he checked the ground around the vehicle. He found it odd there weren’t any tracks. It had been a dry week with very little dew each morning. If a person, or persons, had exited the vehicle there should have been at least a portion of a track. When he couldn’t find any details to show an imprint, he slowly lowered to his hands and knees. A joint popped and he cursed getting old. At fifty-four he was a senior trooper and had been working in Wallowa County, the home of his ancestors, for the last fifteen years with the Fish and Wildlife Division. He leaned down, his head level with the ground, and scanned the area for what shouldn’t be there. That’s when he detected broken grass in a sweeping back and forth motion and dirt swirled as if by a branch. Someone had purposely hidden the tracks. Whoever had exited the vehicle hadn’t wanted their footprints to be found.

Hawke stood and glanced around to see if anyone else had returned to the area. He spotted some people moving about in a camp, and a group rode horses out of the trees. He started questioning the people at the camp and moved on to the mounted group who’d just entered the camping area. 

Only a few had noticed the pickup sitting by itself. One of those was a man who had joined his hunting party on Thursday and was packing up to leave. 

“Was the Ford here when you arrived on Thursday?” Hawke asked.

“I got in after dark on Wednesday. Left work early in Lewiston to get here before dark but had a flat tire on the way,” the man, who’d identified himself as Charlie Gribner, said.

“Do you remember seeing any lights or anything where the vehicle is parked?” Hawke wanted to establish when the vehicle had arrived. Mrs. Bertram had said her husband left for Spokane on Thursday. He’d have to ask for an exact time. 

“I don’t remember anything other than rolling out my sleeping bag in the back of my truck and going to sleep.” Gribner thought a minute. “I do remember hearing what sounded like a small engine sometime during the night.” 

“Small engine? Like a chain saw?”

“No. A motorcycle. Not a big one like a Harley. Maybe a Yamaha? Definitely an off-road sound to it.” 

“This was Wednesday night?” Hawke asked, wondering if the wife had been lying about when her husband had left.

“More like early Thursday morning,” Gribner replied. 

It was dark by the time the deputy arrived with the keys to the Bertram vehicle. Hawke had talked to everyone and had spent more time studying the vehicle after taking down statements. He’d found two tie-down straps in the bed of the pickup and a spot of oil. He’d dabbed up the oil and put it in an evidence bag in case this turned into more than a missing person.

“Here’s the keys. Spruel said the man was registered for the conference and never showed up.” Deputy Corcoran held out the keys.

“I’m not sure if he is missing on purpose or due to foul play.” Hawke grasped the keys and opened the driver’s side door, clicking the unlock button. “Check out the other side.” 

Corcoran hurried around to the passenger side. He opened the door and stared at Hawke. “What are we looking for?”

“Anything. Scrap of paper, mail, food wrappers.” As Hawke talked, he scanned the dash. There wasn’t a parking permit. On the floor, he found a cigarette butt. While waiting for the deputy, he’d stuffed a pair of gloves and evidence bags in his pockets. He pulled out the gloves, shoved his hands in, and then picked up the cigarette butt, placing it in an evidence bag. They could compare it to DNA from the missing man. 

He’d heard back from Sergeant Spruel. The Wallowa County Search and Rescue were headed his way to start searching for the man at first light. It would take that long to get everyone rounded up and make the drive to Freezeout. 

Normally, Hawke would have been in on the search, but his gut was telling him they weren’t going to find the man or any clues in the wilderness. He wondered if the man had planned a disappearance or if he’d come to harm, as they gathered the bits and pieces that could prove crucial in this investigation. 

Deputy Corcoran took all the evidence he and Hawke had collected and headed to the Sheriff’s Office where a State Trooper would collect the evidence and take it to the Oregon State Police Forensic Lab in Pendleton. 

Hawke and Dog dozed in the front seats of the OSP vehicle waiting for Sheriff Lindsey and the volunteer search and rescue members to arrive. He wanted to get home, take a shower, and sleep in his own bed. However, he wanted to fill the sheriff and searchers in on what he suspected. 

As daylight broke over the hills to the east, four more pickups and horse trailers pulled into the trailhead clearing, making space a valuable commodity in the small area. Mules and horses were unloaded and readied for the trek into the wilderness. Two men and a woman were setting up a base camp.

Sheriff Lindsey and Deputy Alden stood beside Hawke. 

“Spruel said you’ve been out in this area the last four days, any idea where we might need to look?” Sheriff Lindsey asked. 

Hawke shook his head. “I didn’t see any sign of a man by himself backpacking or just hiking. But I was focused on the people running around with guns. I didn’t know about this before I went in and didn’t ask anyone if they’d seen a man by himself. Sorry, I’m not much help.”

“I wouldn’t mind you coming along. You have your horse here already.” The sheriff motioned to Jack and Horse standing slack hipped by the trailer.

“Honestly, it looked like someone tried to cover their tracks leaving the vehicle. To me, that means you aren’t going to find Mr. Bertram out there. I’m going to focus on talking to people and whatever forensics can discover from his vehicle.” Hawke waved at the trees. “But knock yourselves out, I hope you do find him just getting away from it all.”

Deputy Alden scanned Hawke’s face. “You don’t think he’s alive.” 

“I’m not saying he is or he isn’t, but I have a gut feeling he isn’t out there.” 

“We’ll keep that in mind as we look.” The sheriff and deputy wandered over to the group saddled and ready to head out.

Hawke sighed. He usually jumped at the chance to go with a search and rescue group. However, this morning he wanted a shower and a few hours of sleep in his own bed. He loaded up Jack and Horse. 

At the cab of the pickup, he opened the door and Dog jumped into the OSP vehicle, taking his place in the passenger seat. 

“Let’s go home and take a nap. Then we’ll go talk to Mrs. Bertram and her neighbors.” 
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By the time Hawke arrived home, it was close to ten. After taking care of the animals and unloading his camping supplies, half the day was nearly gone. He climbed the stairs to his one-room apartment over the horse arena with Dog on his heels. 

He had lived in the apartment for fourteen years. It was the perfect setup for him. And provided a paddock and run for Jack, Horse, and Dot, his young gelding. His landlords, Herb and Darlene Trembley, took care of his horses, and sometimes Dog, when Hawke was away on work or visiting his mom at the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Reservation. 

The other good thing about renting from the Trembley’s...they knew everyone who lived in Wallowa County and usually were on top of the gossip. 

Hawke tossed food in Dog’s dish, stripped, and walked into his shower, scrubbing off four days’ worth of sweat and bug spray. When he came out, he felt refreshed and hungry.

Before taking off to get something to eat and talk to Mrs. Bertram, Hawke filled the horses’ water trough. He stood with his arms on the fence, enjoying the sunshine, and the scents of horses, hay, and a fall day. The sipping of his horses and mule drinking the water as the trough filled was a sound he enjoyed. Hawke felt the presence of his landlord before the man spoke.

“Hawke, catch anyone not behaving?” Herb asked, walking up and patting Horse on the neck as the mule drank.

“A few.” Hawke turned the faucet off and faced Herb. “Do you know anything about Arnie and Laurel Bertram?”

“Arnie? Why would you ask that? I don’t think he’s hunted a day in his life.” Herb studied him.

“I found his truck at Freezeout Trailhead. Looks like it’s been there since early Thursday morning. Does he backpack?”

Herb snorted. “That man is too lazy to hunt or hike. He has a section of land out in the Leap area. His wife does most of the farming.” 

“That explains her attitude when I called after finding their pickup. She said he’d gone to an Ag conference in Spokane. We called and he never arrived there.” Hawke sighed. He hoped search and rescue found the man, but he had that niggling feeling the man wasn’t in the forest. 

He had another thought. “Did Bertram go to the Ag conferences often?”

“Don’t know. You’d have to ask Laurel. Or their daughter, Jennifer. She and her husband live in Imnaha.” 

“The husband’s name?” Hawke would check in with Spruel, then go see the wife and then the daughter. 

“Reed Kamp. Word is he’s been trying to set up a hemp growing operation.” Herb shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s truly to grow hemp or to hide his pot smoking.” 

Hawke didn’t agree with the new Oregon law allowing a person over the age of 21 to grow marijuana for personal use. It made it harder to keep tabs on the illegal growers. “Great. See you later.”

“You doing anything fun on your days off?” Herb asked.

His landlords always knew his schedule and too damn much about his personal life, but he also knew they were pretty good about keeping all of that to themselves. At least he hoped so. “Too early to tell.”

He walked over to his personal pickup and whistled for Dog. “Come on, boy.”

The animal spun away from the cat he’d cornered. The feline’s hair stood up straight down its hunched gray back. 

“You shouldn’t harass the cats so much,” Hawke said, opening the vehicle door for Dog to jump in. 

Once seated, Dog looked him in the eyes, and his lips curved up at the ends as if he smiled. 

“Yep, you were harassing that cat on purpose.” He scratched the dog’s ears and started up the vehicle. 

«»«»«»

After a quick late lunch at the Rusty Nail and visiting with Sergeant Spruel at the OSP office in Winslow, Hawke headed out to the Leap area. This was farm ground north of Winslow. He found the Bertram farm and turned into the long driveway running alongside a field that had just been mowed and baled. The house, barn, and shed at the end of the lane were in good repair. Arnie Bertram couldn’t be that lazy from the tidiness of the place. 

Two dogs, a heeler and a border collie, ran from different directions, barking and wagging their tails. Or in the case of the heeler with a docked tail, his backend wiggled. 

Hawke noticed a backhoe parked beside what looked like a freshly dug trench. He parked in front of the house. It was mid-afternoon, he’d hoped to catch the wife taking a break. 

The front door of the house opened and a woman in her late fifties, possibly early sixties, glared at him from behind the screen door. 

“I don’t buy nothin’ from anyone having to drum up business going door to door.” 

“I’m not a salesman. I’m Trooper Hawke. I called you last night about your husband’s pickup at Freezeout.”

She studied him. “How come you aren’t in uniform?”

Hawke drew his badge, hanging on a chain around his neck, out from under his shirt and showed it to her. “It’s my day off, but I had some questions I wanted to ask.”

“I told that deputy all I knew last night. I bet that fool husband of mine decided he’d had enough of working the land and took off someplace where he could relax all day.” She didn’t budge from the screen door that still remained closed.

“Why would he leave his vehicle in a remote area like Freezeout Trailhead?” Hawke didn’t understand this woman’s reasoning, at all.

“The last few years, I stopped trying to figure out what was going on in his head.”

“Does he have dementia or Alzheimer’s?” Hawke had witnessed a couple of people he’d worked with over the years in the state police slowly forget everything that had meant something to them. 

“No. The doc said it was just old age and his body wanting to rest.” She snorted. “He’s never done enough work to need to rest. Who is here putting up the hay by myself?” She stared at him as if she expected an answer.

“You don’t have anyone to help you?” 

“Do you think I could afford to pay someone to help? I have been taking care of this place since the day I married that good-for-nothing husband of mine. The only good thing I got out of it was our sweet Jenny. And now she’s hitched herself to that good-for-nothing pothead.” 

It appeared the women in this family tended to fall for the complete opposite of themselves. 

“Do you think your daughter might have an idea of where your husband has gone?” Hawke wanted to get in the house and have a look around, but she was keeping the door shut tight.

“I called her after the deputy left last night. She doesn’t know where he is either. She said she talked to him on Wednesday. He’d called to ask if she needed anything from Spokane.” The woman snorted, again. “As if he had a few hundred dollars to throw around buying things for other people.”

“This place looks prosperous. You and your husband have kept the buildings in good repair.”

“I can’t stand a building that looks like it hasn’t seen a paintbrush in years. That was all me, hanging from a ladder, keeping everything in good condition. The only thing Arnie did was pick the paint up from town.” Pride slackened her hard features. 

“Do you think your husband could be wandering around the Hat Point Area?”

She stared at him. “You think he’s lost or something happened that he can’t find his way home?”

“That’s one explanation for his vehicle being at the trailhead.” He studied the woman. Did he see a flicker of hope? Maybe she didn’t dislike her husband as much as she said. He’d come across men and women who grumbled about their significant others because they didn’t know how to express how they really felt. 

“But why would he even be there? He hated hiking. Anything that used energy.”

“He’s never said anything about wanting to look around that area? Was he going to ride with anyone to the conference?” He decided to see if maybe the man had taken off with someone and just left his vehicle in a remote area to not be caught too soon.

“No. He always drives to these conferences by himself. Says he likes the time alone. Didn’t room with no one either that I know of. The bills always showed the full price for the room and his food never went over the money he took with him.” Her gaze latched on to something over Hawke’s left shoulder.

The screen door shoved open. 

Hawke stepped back just in time to avoid being struck in the face by the screen.

“Sic ’im!” she shouted at the dogs. The two cow dogs took off at a run toward a vehicle pulling up beside Hawke’s pickup. “That bully Ed Newton isn’t going to get his hands on this property.”

A tall, heavy-set man in his sixties stepped out of his suburban and kicked at the two dogs. “Get! Get! You better call off these mongrels or I’ll sue you for everything you got if one bites me!” the man shouted.

“Mrs. Bertram, call the dogs off,” Hawke said, walking toward the man. 

The woman whistled and the dogs ran back to her and the house. 

“Who are you?” the man asked, as Hawke stopped in front of him.

“State Trooper Hawke. And you are?” 

The man’s gaze ran the length of Hawke. “How come you aren’t in uniform?”

“It’s my day off.” He went through the motions of showing his badge. “And who are you?”

“Ed Newton. I own the land adjacent to this place. Came over to see if Laurel needed anything. Heard her husband’s pickup was found abandoned.” The man’s narrow-set eyes held a steady gaze on Hawke.

“I don’t think now is a good time for you to be coming around.” Hawke motioned for the man to return to his vehicle. 

“I just wanted to talk to Laurel about something her husband and I had been visiting about.” 

It wouldn’t have surprised Hawke to learn the man had once thought about going into politics. His words oozed through his slimy smile like most politicians Hawke knew. 

“I don’t care if Arnie and you were talking about us selling. That was just his old age and tiredness talking. He’d never sell this place.” Mrs. Bertram walked around Hawke and stood with her arms crossed and her face set like granite.

“Is that what you wanted to talk to Mrs. Bertram about? Selling?” It angered Hawke the man was over here trying to wear the woman down when she didn’t even know the whereabouts of her husband. 

“Arnie and I were negotiating the terms on Wednesday. He was going to give me his answer when he came back from Spokane.” The man narrowed his eyes. “Funny how he didn’t come back from that trip.”

“What are you saying?” Hawke asked, watching Mrs. Bertram’s face redden. He couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or anger. 

“I’m just saying that he told me he’d give me a decision when he came back from the conference, and now, he’s missing, and Laurel, here, is telling me there is no way he’d sell.” Newton patted his pockets and pulled out a cigarette. “He didn’t say anything about talking it over with his wife.”

The woman lunged at Newton, knocking the cigarette out of the man’s hand as she tried to slap his face. 

Hawke grabbed her by the arms. “Mr. Newton, you are on private property, and I suggest you leave.” 

The man grinned, showing his incisors. “There’s nothing you can do about it, Laurel. You might as well work with me.”

The woman spat, hitting Newton in the middle of his round stomach. “Get off my land!” 

“Go.” Hawke nodded toward the man’s vehicle.

One last smirk at Mrs. Bertram and Newton walked back to his SUV. Before he drove away, he said, “I’ll get this land one way or the other.” 

Hawke released the woman as dust obliterated the sight of the vehicle. “What did he mean by that? ‘He’d get the land one way or the other?’” 

She shook herself like a dog ridding its coat of water. “His family homesteaded a large part of this area. He’s been trying to find legal documents that say our land had been taken from his family and not rightfully sold.” She shook a fist in the air. “I’ll die before I’ll see this place in the hands of Ed Newton.” The woman stomped back to the house and disappeared. 

Hawke climbed into his pickup, patted Dog on the head, and drove down the lane to get back to the main road. From the hint of dust hanging in the air, he determined Mr. Newton lived to the east. He’d go have a talk with the man. If he wanted the land bad enough, it was hard telling what he might do. 
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“Well, well, State Trooper Hawke, I didn’t expect you to follow me home,” Mr. Newton said, opening the screen door to allow Hawke inside. “Mary, we have company!” 

Hawke entered the 1800s two-story farmhouse. The rooms had floral wallpaper, lace curtains, and hardwood floors. The furniture was all twenty-first century. 

“Have a seat. My wife will be right out with coffee and cookies.” Newton lowered his hefty body down onto a large recliner. 

Hawke took a seat on the leather couch. “Mr. Newton, I’d like to know if Arnie Bertram said or did anything unusual when you saw him on Wednesday?”

A petite woman with gray hair cut in what Hawke knew to be a latest style, according to his friend Dani Singer, walked into the room carrying a tray with a coffee pot, cups, and a plate of cookies. She placed the tray on the coffee table in front of the couch and sat down on the end opposite of Hawke.

“I’m Mary Newton.” She held out her hand.

Hawke took her small hand in his. “State Trooper Hawke.”

Her left eyebrow rose. “I see. What has Ed done now?” 

Hawke glanced at the man. His eyes had gone dark and a grimace tweaked his lips. Either the woman was making a joke at her husband’s expense or he was in trouble most of the time.

“Nothing, that I’m aware of. I understand your husband was with Arnie Bertram on Wednesday, the day before he disappeared.” Hawke accepted the cup of coffee the woman handed him.

“Yes, Arnie and Ed sat here, in the living room, discussing terms for us purchasing the Bertram place.” The woman didn’t bat an eyelash as she rose, walked over to her husband, and handed him a cup of coffee. 

“You heard the discussion?” Hawke asked, hoping to draw more information out of the woman.

“Yes. I serve coffee and sit in on all of Ed’s conversations with the neighbors.” She picked up the last cup on the tray and settled her back against the couch. Sipping the coffee, she watched him.

Hawke glanced back and forth between the couple. “Arnie Bertram was talking to you about selling his place?”

The woman nodded.

“He was. He was tired of farming and tired of his wife.” Newton gave his wife half of a smile. “I’m glad my Mary isn’t as argumentative as Laurel. I swear that woman will argue with the Lord when she gets to the pearly gates.” Newton raised his cup to his lips and sipped.

Hawke shifted his attention to the woman. “What do you think of Mrs. Bertram?”

“She’s a hard worker. Had to be. Arnie isn’t much for farming or any kind of work.” She picked up the plate of cookies and offered it to him. 

“How did he, or they, end up with a farm if he isn’t a farmer or a worker? Farming is hard work.” Hawke turned his attention back to Newton. 

“He inherited it from an uncle on his mom’s side. About a year before he married Laurel?” The man questioned his wife.

“Yes. I believe he’d just started dating Laurel when he’d received the farm.” Mrs. Newton slid the plate of cookies across the coffee table, away from her husband. It was apparent she planned on making him work for his calories. 

“He would have sold it then if Laurel hadn’t told him she’d do all the work. I have to admit, she has worked hard and raised a fine daughter on that land. Too bad Jenny has her mother’s taste in men.” Mrs. Newton picked up a cookie. 

“I don’t understand what you had to gain by approaching Mrs. Bertram about selling when we aren’t even sure where her husband is.” Hawke studied the man, nibbling on an oatmeal cookie. 

“I just wanted to make it clear, that if for some reason, Arnie isn’t found, it was his wish to sell his farm to me.” The man finished his cookie and spread his hands. “I’m the logical person.”

“But from what his wife said, she isn’t interested in selling.” Hawke thought it callous of the man to even approach the woman when they had no idea where her husband was or if he was even alive.

“She may change her mind. Who knows?” Mr. Newton stood. “I need to be in town for a meeting.” 

Hawke stood and headed for the door. “Where were you Wednesday night?”

The husband and wife glanced at each other. “We were at a water board meeting in Eagle,” Mr. Newton said. 

The woman nodded. 

“What time did you come home?”

“We left town around nine and I imagine we arrived here around nine-thirty?” The man continued to peer at his wife.

“Yes, I believe that’s what time it was,” she added.

“Thank you.” Hawke stepped out the door and put his hat back on his head. There was something off about those two. He walked out to his pickup and slid inside. As he wound his way back to Winslow, he called Spruel.

“Hawke, it’s your day off. Go do something fun.”

Hawke chuckled. “I am. I’m driving around with Dog, thinking about where we’re going to go hiking. Any chance you could get me an address for a Reed and Jennifer Kamp?” 

“I know that is the missing man’s daughter and son-in-law. Why do you want to talk to them?” Tapping on a keyboard came from Spruel’s side of the conversation.

“Curiosity.” He went on to reveal what he’d learned so far. “I have a hunch either Arnie Bertram disappeared to escape having to deal with his wife’s wrath when she found out he’d sold the farm, or someone not wanting the farm sold made him disappear.”

“You mean homicide?” Spruel said.

“I don’t want to think that of his family, but Mrs. Bertram loves that land even if she does complain about all the work.” He could tell her grumbling was just who she was. She enjoyed growing things and keeping things tidy. 

“Sheriff Lindsey reported that search and rescue haven’t seen anything so far. We may have to wait until forensics finishes with the vehicle to know more,” Spruel said. “Here is the address for the Kamps.” He rattled it off and Hawke wrote it down. “It wouldn’t hurt to see what the daughter thinks might have happened to her father. That might give us an idea if we need to keep searching or not.”

“I’ll see what I can learn.” Hawke ended the call and headed his vehicle out of Winslow and east on Highway 82. It was close to dinner time when he drove through Alder. Rather than stop here, he’d stop at the Imnaha store, grab something to eat, and then head to the Kamps place. 

It seemed ironic that Bertram’s vehicle was left at Freezeout Trailhead less than ten miles from his daughter and son-in-law’s farm.

Dog sat in the passenger seat, his head resting on the open window as Hawke crossed the bridge into Imnaha and parked in the small lot to the side of the store. This was an unincorporated community of about a dozen residents. However, up and down the Imnaha River there were close to eighty households. They relied on the staples the store stocked and grabbing a meal and a beer from the Store and Tavern. 

Hawke parked at the side of the building, leaving the windows down halfway, and pouring a bowl of water for Dog. He nodded to two hunters sitting in a pickup in front of the store and continued to the door. Stepping into the building was like entering a taxidermist shop. Mounted elk, deer, and moose heads lined the upper walls of the establishment. Memorabilia filled in the gaps on all the flat surfaces. A large black barrel stove, with a stovepipe like a pillar, stood in the middle of the room. Folded bills were stuck to the ceiling like large spit wads. 

It was a long open building. The bar, with stools to sit and eat or drink, were along the left side. Behind the wood stove sat a pool table. The right side had groceries on stocked shelves behind five tables for people to sit and eat or have a drink. The back of the building had a storeroom and restrooms.

Hawke walked over to the bar and sat down. 

“You haven’t stopped in here for a while,” the owner, Tyler Lockhart, said.

“I’ve been through here, just not on a day off.” Hawke took a seat at the counter.

Tyler poured a glass of iced tea and placed it in front of Hawke. “Heard there’s a missing person in Freezeout.”

As a rule, Hawke didn’t talk shop with anyone outside of law enforcement and the Trembleys. However, he did want to learn more about the Kamps and if anyone had seen Bertram’s vehicle early Thursday morning. “I’ll have a hamburger basket with fries,” he said, before taking a sip of the tea. 

“No comment as usual about what is happening in this community?” Tyler wasn’t the type to take anything personally. 

“Not really. We found an abandoned vehicle. It’s being checked over by forensics. Search and Rescue started looking when we discovered the abandoned vehicle had been headed for Spokane four days ago.” He raised the glass to his lips.

“Search and Rescue having any luck?” Tyler held his order in his hand as he watched Hawke.

“Not so far.” 

The door jingled and an older couple walked in, headed for the shelves of food. 

“I’ll get this started.” Tyler disappeared into the kitchen behind the counter. 

Hawke sipped his tea and studied the sayings, photos, pictures, and head mounts adorning the walls. 

The couple walked up to the cash register with half a dozen food items in their hands. 

Tyler returned, conversed with the couple who it turned out were locals, and after the two walked out the door, the owner stood across the counter from Hawke. “Word is it’s a local man who’s missing. Can you tell me that much?” 

“He’s not someone from Imnaha.” Hawke decided to ask about the daughter. “You see Jennifer and Reed Kamp much?” 

Tyler studied him for thirty seconds. “Yeah. They come in once a week for a burger. Be right back.” He disappeared through the kitchen door.

Hawke drained his glass and waited. Five minutes later, Tyler walked out of the kitchen with a burger basket, brimming with crispy fries. “Thanks.” Hawke picked up a knife to cut the burger in half.

Tyler refilled his drink and leaned a hip against the counter. “Why did you ask about Jenny and Reed?” 

“I’m headed out to talk to them.”

The man frowned. “Officially?”

“Yeah. It’s technically my day off, but I have some questions that are bothering me.” 

Tyler studied him. “This have anything to do with the missing person? I know it’s not either of them. They were in here Saturday night celebrating a grant they got to continue growing hemp for fiber.”

“I was under the impression they had already established a hemp farm.” Hawke bit into the burger and wasn’t disappointed. Tyler used local beef and knew how to cook the meat to the right juiciness. 

“They do have an established farm, but growing hemp isn’t a cheap business.”

Hawke studied the man. “How do you know?”

“My cousin tried to raise it in the Willamette Valley. He went broke. But he didn’t put in for the grants like Reed does. He’s smart enough to realize it will take lots of money before he starts turning a profit.” 

Hawke had finished one half of his burger while Tyler talked. He waited for the man to finish and asked, “Okay, as a couple, what do you think?”

“What are you really going out to see them about?” Tyler had become suspicious. 

Hawk sighed. “It’s Jennifer’s father that is missing.”

“Really?” The store owner leaned on the counter with his forearms. “You mean he parked at Freezeout and walked into the wilderness?”

“That’s what we are trying to establish. I wanted to talk to the Kamps about his frame of mind the last time they talked to him.” Hawke picked up the other half of his burger. 

“He seemed fine when he and the missus stopped in here a couple weeks ago.” 

Hawke stopped the sandwich before it reached his mouth. “Mr. and Mrs. Bertram come this way often?” 

“Yeah, I think they came out and visited with Jenny and Reed at least once a month. Arnie more often than the missus.” Tyler refilled Hawke’s iced tea as the door jingled. 

This time it was visitors asking questions and for directions. Tyler stood over by the cash register visiting with them.

Hawke finished off his burger and half of the fries thinking the missing man knew this area well if he visited often. Could he be hiding out in the area? But why had he covered up his tracks? Was it so no one could follow him? More and more questions swirled in his head as the people left and Tyler wandered back to him at the counter. 

“You want any dessert? Mandy made fresh peach pies this morning.” Tyler held up a pie with a golden-brown crust. 

Hawke folded the paper in the basket up around his fries. Dog would like the treat. “I’ll take a piece of Mandy’s pie. You are a lucky man to have a wife who can bake like she does.”

“Don’t I know it! These pies are what people remember about this place. It also helps the fruit is from here. Makes for good advertising.” 

Tyler placed a slice of pie in front of him. 

Hawke’s mouth watered just looking at the brightly colored peaches and hint of spice. He knew what to expect before he savored the first bite, but his tongue was still surprised at the rush of flavor. “Mandy should sell these in Prairie Creek.”

“She thought about it but worried making them in large batches might change the flavor.” Tyler had dished himself a piece. 

Taking his time, savoring every bite, Hawke finally finished the pie. He placed money on the counter. “Thanks for the good food and the conversation.” 

“Anytime. Next time you’re here officially, you might talk to Judd Bishop. Last time he was in, he complained of hearing dirt bikes running around his place in the middle of the night.”

“I’ll check into it. Thanks.” Hawke picked up the paper with the fries and headed out to his vehicle. Dog stretched halfway out of the driver’s side window, sniffing the air. 

“Yeah, I brought you a snack. Get out of the window.” Hawke waited for the dog to move back to the passenger side before he opened the driver’s door and slid in. He handed the fries, paper and all, to Dog and started up his pickup. “Time to talk to the Kamps.”

He headed the vehicle as if going back to Prairie Creek, then took a left on the upper Imnaha Road. The same road that went by Freezeout. Twenty minutes later he passed by Freezeout Road. His foot eased off the accelerator as he wondered if the Search and Rescue had learned anything. He sped up. There would be time to check in with them after he talked to the Kamps. 

Traveling another ten miles beyond that road, he spotted the large drying shed and two fields of twelve-foot high hemp plants. He pulled in the driveway, taking in all that he saw as he drove up to the house. There is a fine line between hemp and marijuana. Hawke wanted to make sure the Kamps were legitimately growing fiber hemp. 

Four barking dogs ran from all directions toward his vehicle. Dog’s hair bristled. A low canine grumble filled the cab.

“It’s okay. They are just protecting the property. It’s their job, like protecting this pickup and the Trembley’s is your job.” He patted Dog on the head and switched off the ignition. Once the vehicle had stopped and no longer rumbled, the four sat down in a row five feet from the driver’s side door. 

“Guess I’m going to see how much bite is with their bark.” Hawke opened the door and placed a booted foot on the ground. While cowboy boots had saved him when smaller dogs took a bite at him, he doubted this quartet of mongrels would go for his ankles. 

“Killer, Viper, Jaws, Angel, get over here!” A male voice called from over by the drying shed. 
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Chapter Four
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Three of the dogs turned and jogged over to the shed. One continued to show its teeth.

“Angel, get over here!” the man shouted in a gruffer tone.

Angel gave Hawke one hard look with a fang showing and walked slowly toward the man and the shed.

Hawke glanced over at Dog. “You better stay put. I’d hate to have to pull you out of a dog pile.” He placed both feet on the ground and shut the door. 

The man, he presumed was Reed Kamp, walked toward him. 

“Evening. How can I help you?” the man asked in a welcoming tone, much different than how he’d dealt with the four dogs now heeling behind him.
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