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Sunday Morning

“Momma, since we have to leave today, can I go look for more wildflowers to put in my scrapbook? Please?” Kitree knew if she was polite Momma was more likely to say yes. 

Her mom looked up from rolling clothes to put in her backpack. “Only if you don’t wander far. Stay within sight of the camp, and be back in an hour. I know your dad doesn’t want to get home late. He has work tomorrow.” 

“Thank you!” Kitree dropped the clothing she’d been rolling to put in her backpack and grabbed the wildflower book. She patted her jacket pocket, making sure she had her book, My Side of the Mountain Pocket Guide. Darting out of the tent before Momma changed her mind, Kitree headed up the slope behind their camp. 

Piles of snow in dips on the mountainside glittered in the sunlight. Where the warm summer sun shone all day long and the snow had melted, she was able to find a small scattering of buttercups. She’d found lots of the small flowers with shiny yellow leaves and many Indian Paintbrush on their hike up the mountain and around the lake. She was hoping for a lily or a bluebell. 

Her scrapbook of wildflowers wouldn’t be complete without those two flowers.

A boom ricocheted around the bowl of earth that cupped Minam Lake. 

Fear froze her feet.

Another boom resounded in the quietness the first had caused.

She’d been on a hunting trip with Daddy just this past fall and knew what she’d heard were gunshots. They’d sounded as if they were around the lake. The only people at the lake this weekend had been her family. They’d hiked around the edge to make sure. Who would be shooting? Daddy hadn’t brought a gun on the trip. 

Kitree ran down the side of the ravine toward the camp. 

Out of breath when she reached the back of the tent, she raised her face to draw in more air and caught sight of motion at the top of the ravine where the trail disappeared over the edge. A man’s back and head. Dark longish hair and a plaid shirt. 

Lowering her gaze to the area in front of the tent, she spotted Daddy lying on the ground. She ran over to him and dropped to her knees. Her gaze landed on a small red spot on his shirt, where his jacket had flopped open.

“Daddy?” 

He didn’t look at her. His eyes stared up at the blue summer sky.

A cold shiver of fear rippled through her body. She leaned closer to try and feel breath on her cheek. 

Nothing. Her chest squeezed. How could he be dead? He was Daddy. He held her tight when she was scared. 

“Daddy?” she barely whispered.

A clank in the tent drew her attention. Momma! She wasn’t alone. 

Kitree shoved to her feet and ran to the tent. Throwing back the flap, her gaze landed on Momma lying face up in the middle of the tent. Blood and pink bubbles oozed from her chest. Her eyes were closed.

Kitree knelt beside her. “Momma? Who did this?”

“Run... Kitree,” Momma wheezed. “Take... all... can... carry.” She sucked in air and more pink bubbles formed on her chest. “Find... Ranger Station. Don’t talk... anyone.”

“I don’t understand. Why can’t I talk to anyone?” Kitree wanted to scream and shake her mom. She wasn’t going anywhere. She’d stay here and help Momma. They would both leave together. All they had were each other with Daddy dead.

Her mom’s eyes fluttered open. Slowly her gaze focused on Kitree. “The man...this.” She sucked in air. Her chest bubbled out more pink. “Kill you...don’t let... him... see you... Go! Take food... Go!”

“I can’t leave you and Daddy.” Kitree cupped her mom’s cheek. Her heart and mind raced trying to figure out what to do. Her mother needed her, but to get help she had to leave. They had no way to contact anyone. And then she had to stay away from a man. Fear for her and Momma made it hard to make a decision. Thoughts and fears banged into one another in her head. Finally, she knew of no other way than to find help. “I’ll get help. I’ll come back with –”

“No... Too late... Save... Self... Take map... Stay... off... Trails... Ranger Station...” Her mother sucked in air and coughed. Blood trickled at the corner of her mouth.

“I’m not leaving you,” Kitree said, dabbing at the blood drizzling out of her mom’s lips with her bandana and trying to hold back tears. She had to be strong for Momma. To get her help. 

“No... I’m leaving you. Remember...we love you,” her mom barely whispered the words. Her body shivered and went still.

“No Momma! Don’t leave me alone!” Kitree fell on her mother, crying. Grief tore at her heart, making her chest ache. Daddy and Momma were gone. She was alone. They had no other relatives. Her thoughts stuttered to a stop and her mind shouted, “You are an orphan!”

A bird screeched.

Kitree jolted at the sound. There was more to worry about than being alone. She had to protect her parents. She’d heard birds pecked at the eyes of dead animals. That couldn’t happen to Daddy.

She raised off Momma. Her shirt felt cold and wet on her chest. 

A glance down caused a nasty taste in her mouth. She shoved her jacket off and ripped her bloody shirt over her head, throwing it away from her. 

Kitree grabbed a sweatshirt out of her pack and pulled that and her jacket back on. Without looking at Momma, she hauled a sleeping bag out to Daddy. She covered him with the unzipped bag, kissing his forehead before hiding his face. His face was so still, so calm. If not for the unseeing eyes and still chest, she’d think he was watching the clouds for shapes. A game they’d played many times. Anguish sucked the air from her lungs. She’d never hear his voice again or play any games with him. Tears burned, but she held them back. 

She scrambled to her feet and returned to the tent to cover Momma with another sleeping bag. Kissing Momma’s forehead, Kitree vowed to find the person who took her family away.

There was only one thing she could do. Find a ranger station without being seen, and find justice for her parents. 

Kitree rolled up her sleeping bag without looking at the one that covered Momma. She didn’t want to think about leaving her parents. But leaving was the only way to find the person who’d killed them. 

She dumped everything out of Momma’s backpack and shoved the sleeping bag and as much food as she could carry, along with her pocket guide and wildflower book, into the pack. Momma’s sky-blue rain slicker lay on the floor beside the clothing Kitree had dumped out. She added that to the pack and found all three of their water bottles. Filling the bottles with the water Momma had boiled that morning for their hike out of here, tears trickled down her cheeks.

They should all be going home. Daddy to his job, her to see her friends, and Momma to her computer. Kitree blinked hard. That life was gone now. 

She swiped at the tears to look for the water purifying drops. She found it and slid the small bottle into a side pocket on the pack.

Kitree shouldered the pack. The straps were out wider than her shoulders. She dug through Momma’s belongings and used one of her bandanas to tie the straps together in front of her chest. The map sat open on the floor. They’d all three checked the course they had planned to take that morning. Daddy’s bold line going along the east fork trail wouldn’t work. She glanced at the trails and decided the best way to avoid the killer was to go west from the lake and over the mountain.

She walked out of the tent without looking down at Momma under the sleeping bag. Tears weren’t going to get her to a ranger station and help. 

A quick glance at Daddy’s body under his sleeping bag blurred her vison. 

She hoped someone found them before the wild animals did. “I love you Momma and Daddy, and I’m going to make sure someone pays for this.” 

With a grieving heart and a determination to find the man who killed her parents, she set out to carry out her mom’s wishes. 

No trail. 

Tell a ranger. 
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Two Days Later

Crackling on the radio caught Hawke’s attention. 

“We have a missing family. The man’s employer and a neighbor both called State Police concerned that the family haven’t returned from hiking this weekend. Their car is at Two Pan Campground, but we didn’t find a trail registration form,” the dispatcher said.

Hawke was traveling down the west fork trail after checking out suspicious activity reported by a helicopter on Sturgill Peak. On his way up the mountain, he’d encountered two families backpacking and had stopped and visited with them. “Do you have names?”

“Ronald and Sylvia Poulson and their daughter, Kitree.” 

He pulled out his log book. Yes. It was the family of three he’d passed on Friday afternoon as they ate a snack at the side of the trail. The father had said they were headed to Mirror Lake. Hawke had warned them about the cold temperatures in June in the mountains. Their equipment had all looked recently purchased. Shiny, colorful and hardly any dirt. People hiking for the first time in these mountains and high lakes didn’t always realize the weather conditions at 7500 feet. 

“I talked with them on Friday. They were headed to Mirror Lake. I’m about two hours from there.” 

“Report in when you find them.” 

“Copy.” Hawke turned his radio off to save the battery and shoved it back into the packsaddle. Grabbing his mule’s lead rope, he swung up onto his gelding, Jack, and whistled for Dog. “Come. We have to look for a family.” 

This was the part he disliked about being an Oregon Fish and Wildlife State Trooper. When there was someone missing up here, in the Eagle Cap Wilderness, it almost always meant sorrow for someone. 

He turned the animals back the way they’d come. They passed the Copper Trail and continued south to Minam Lake to take the less than four-mile trail from there over to Mirror Lake. His gut said something was wrong, but his mind kept going over his visit with the family. 

The girl had been nine or ten, and smart. She’d shown him her My Side of the Mountain Pocket Guide and a wildflower book, then began to tell him what the plants were and if they could be used to live on. She’d reminded him of himself at that age. He’d soaked up everything he could from his grandfather. The older family member had taught him tracking and how their people, the Nez Perce, had survived on these same mountains. 

The two hours it took to get to the trail to Mirror Lake felt like ten. He reined Jack to the left at the fork. After three-and-a-half miles, he became alert, scanning the area into and around the lake for a new-looking tent.

His gaze darted everywhere as he followed the trail into the green flat area on the north side of Mirror Lake. This time of year it was hard to find enough flat area around the water to camp. He checked the usual places where backpackers camped. There was no sign of the family. Had they changed their mind? 

It was Tuesday. If they’d headed out on Sunday to get back home and had complications, they could be on any trail headed to the base of the mountains. If he didn’t find them by this evening, he should call in Search and Rescue. 

After checking all the places around the lake, he continued on the trail. The path split, one way went to Sunshine Lake and the other to Moccasin Lake. He opted to try Moccasin first. It was larger with more flat ground for camping. 

Wandering along the banks, he encountered a group of backpackers setting up tents. 

He showed his badge. “I’m Trooper Hawke with Fish and Wildlife. I’m looking for a family of three. Mother, father, and daughter, about ten. They said they were camping at Mirror Lake, but they aren’t there.” 

A man of about thirty stepped forward. “We saw a family like that setting up camp at Minam Lake on Saturday.”

“Minam?” Hawke didn’t understand. They had a map and had told him Mirror Lake. “You’re sure it was a girl of about ten? She had short brown hair. Maybe carrying a book?”

“The father had grayish hair, tall, thin. The mother dark hair like the girl, pulled into a ponytail,” the man said. “And I noticed they had all brand new packs and gear.”

Hawke nodded. That sounded like the Poulson family. He sighed. It was almost dark. He knew his animals were getting tired, but they’d have to make it to Minam Lake. If nothing else he could, hopefully, pick up their tracks and be able to tell Search and Rescue where to look.

He pulled out his log book. “Can I get your name?” 

“Ted Stanhope.”

“Thanks.”

He scribbled the name in his log book and what he’d learned, before turning his horse and mule around and heading back the way he’d come. It was nearly four miles by trail back to the other lake. If he’d known they were at Minam, he would have been talking with them or maybe have found tracks by now. With darkness falling, there was a good chance he’d have to abort the search until morning.

June nights in the mountains were cold. He’d pulled out his heavy coat and was glad that morning he’d thought to pour the extra coffee in his thermos. He sipped the warm liquid as his horse plodded along the trail, using the minimal moonlight to see the dirt path. 

Horse slowed their progress every thirty minutes by being a stubborn mule and refusing to walk. 

The lead rope jerked for a fifth time. Horse pulled them to a stop, again. 

Hawke dismounted, tossed the remainder of his coffee into the bushes, and walked back to the mule and his packsaddle to stash the cup he’d been drinking from. 

“Horse, this is no time to act like a mule. If you’d quit stopping, we’d be at the lake and you’d be relieved of your pack.” He patted the mule on the neck and made the decision to camp in the flat area where they were. They were only about thirty minutes from the lake, and he couldn’t look for the Poulsons in the dark anyway. 

“You win.” He led the mule off the trail and used a weighted tether to tie him. 

Dog had grabbed Jack’s reins, leading him over. The two had come into Hawke’s life at the same time and had become friends. Hawke had taught the dog to lead the horse. It came in handy when Horse was being his natural self, a mule. 

“Good boy.” Hawke patted Dog on the head and started taking the pack off of Horse and unsaddling Jack. 

When the animals had been tethered out to eat grass, Hawke pulled a bag of jerky, dried apricots, and water from his pack. He sat on his rolled out sleeping bag, leaning against the pack. Dog sat beside him. 

He shared the jerky with Dog, wondering why the family had told him one thing and went another direction. And they hadn’t left a registration form to aid the Forest Service in knowing how many people were in the mountains and where. 

It was Tuesday. If the adults were to be back to work on Monday, it made sense people had started calling and wondering where they were. But why hadn’t they gone back to their lives?

“So many questions, Dog.” Hawke patted his friend’s smooth head and watched the sparkling stars in the cold crisp sky. 

He eventually crawled into his sleeping bag with Dog lying just inside the open zipper. 

«»«»«»

Kitree sat wrapped up in her sleeping bag at the base of a big pine, trying to ignore the sounds in the darkness for the third night. Her stomach growled, and she took a swallow of water. She’d eaten a granola bar and a packet of gummy snacks for her dinner and then using cording that had been in a pocket on her mom’s pack, she’d hung the backpack from a limb in a pine tree a good thirty feet from where she would sleep.

Her My Side of the Mountain Pocket Guide had suggested doing that to keep bears away from camp. She was carrying two empty tuna packets and didn’t know how well bears could smell. She had all of her trash as well as her food in the pack. Not only did she want to be a good custodian to the wilderness, she didn’t want anyone, especially the man who’d killed her parents, to be able to follow her.

As she had every night since becoming an orphan, she cried, wishing her parents were with her. During the day she had to think about what direction to go, how the straps of the pack bit into her shoulders and the weight turned her legs wobbly. She didn’t have time to think about missing her parents. She was too busy moving. Going for help.

But at night, when her muscles and heart ached, she fell asleep with tears streaming down her cheeks. 

Without a fire and darkness all around, she pretended she was a warrior scouting for a place to keep her family safe. That was the only way she could go on. She had to survive to make sure the man who’d killed her parents received his punishment.

«»«»«»

Icy air blowing against his side woke Hawke. His limbs were stiff and his back ached from the cold ground. Dog had wandered off, leaving the zipper opening for the frigid morning air to enter the sleeping bag. 

The golden glow of sunshine barely lightened the area. Hawke crawled out of the bag, moved his legs and arms to warm them up, and cursed his aging body. At fifty-three, he was the oldest member of the Wallowa County Fish and Wildlife State Troopers. Being single and able to do more of the backcountry work, he stayed as fit and able as the youngest member. But cold mornings like this, his body took longer to get moving. 

He picked up sticks and rotten chunks of tree as he wandered about. Back at his camp, he dug a small indention, ringing it with rocks. He put moss on the bottom, small twigs, and steepled larger pieces of wood. He pulled out a waterproof match and lit the moss. The small wisps of smoke gave him hope there would be warmth soon. 

The flames crackled and popped as the wood caught fire. The scent of pitch heating and wood charring reminded him of home as a child. He’d loved sitting in front of the wood cookstove in the mornings watching his mother get breakfast ready. That was a long time ago. Before his father left them and before his drunken stepfather.

Hawke gathered his coffee pot, coffee, and cup along with a packet of freeze-dried eggs. He poured water from his canteen into the pot. While the water hissed and heated, he wondered what he would find at Minam Lake.

When the water boiled, he added it to his eggs before putting coffee into the pot. 

The horse and mule stood with their hips cocked. He knew they were able to get some water from the grass they ate during the night, but they’d need to be watered when he got to the lake. 

He’d taken time at Mirror Lake for them to get a drink as he’d scanned the shoreline but hadn’t come across water deep enough for them to drink from since then. 

He finished his meal, drank the coffee, and put everything away. The sun was up, warming the earth and the creatures. 

Hawke had everyone ready to go in ten minutes. He’d been doing this for so long, he and the animals had a pattern to their lives on the mountain. 

He swung up into the saddle and headed toward Minam Lake. If he couldn’t find where the family had camped, he hoped to find another camper there who could tell him. 

As he walked Jack down the trail closer to the lake, he noticed birds circling in the air to his right. He followed the path that direction. Reining Jack off the trail, he used the circling birds as navigation. 

Two hundred yards up from the water in a small clearing, sat a new tent. Between the firepit and the tent was a torn up sleeping bag with a hand sticking out that had been ravaged by wildlife. 

His gut twisted. What happened here? 

Hawke dismounted, tied his horse and mule to the trees, and told Dog to heel. 

As he walked closer, he had a hunch this person had been dead at least four to five days from the animal tracks around the area and the state of the body. 

He raised the tattered sleeping bag from the face of the person and shook his head. It was Mr. Poulson. A small hole in the man’s shirt was the only sign of anything wrong, other than the animal markings. He did a quick scan of the area and didn’t see any other bodies. Had the mother killed the husband and taken the child? Or had the mother and daughter run away in fear? 

Standing, he walked to the tent. The stench of body gases wafted out when he unzipped the flap. He steeled himself to see the mother and daughter inside. He only found the mother under a sleeping bag. Animals hadn’t destroyed the reason she lay dead. Blood and a pinkish substance had dried on her shirt in the middle of her chest. Whoever shot her, hit the lungs. She hadn’t died the instant death of her husband. Why? If one shot had been dead on, why hadn’t the other? He studied the area inside the tent. Someone had covered her up. The daughter?

Had the girl killed her parents? 

He didn’t think so. If she had killed them, it would have been with a poisonous plant, not a gun. The shots were too precise to have been from a ten-year-old. There was no apparent gunpowder on the woman’s clothing around the wound. It ruled out someone she knew who was close to her at the time of the fatal shot.

Was the girl taken or had she managed to get away before the killer knew she was here? There wasn’t a third sleeping bag in the tent. He’d also seen a pack by the fire, yet it appeared as if the mother’s clothing and some cooking utensils had been dumped on the floor of the tent. Had someone been looking for something?

Without disturbing the contents, he looked for the book the girl had shown him. He found her pack with her clothing but not the book. There wasn’t a child-sized coat in the tent either. A child-sized shirt was in a ball by the side of the tent.

He walked over, and using a cooking utensil, held it up. It had dried blood on the front of it. Had the girl been wounded and managed to get away? This upped the ante on finding her if she were wounded. She could be able to name who did this to her parents. Unless the blood was from her leaning over her mother to make sure she was dead... He didn’t like that thought but knew he had to keep an open mind, or as his sister called it, a cynical mind to do his job. He’d learned the hard way, you never truly knew a person. After arresting his brother-in-law for selling drugs, his wife of five years left him. Saying he’d always hated her brother and family, and she should have known better than to marry him. It still hurt that she felt that way. He’d loved her family nearly as much as he’d loved her. With women, and people in general, he’d learned to not get close. 

He stepped out of the tent and studied the ground. It had been days since the shooting happened, but he had to find which way the girl had traveled in order to find her. Not only was she considered a lost person and possibly a wounded child, she was also a person of interest in this shooting. 

Walking around the tent slowly, he peered at the ground, studying the dirt, grass, and twigs. He noticed a cracked, displaced twig. Ten inches or so farther along there was an indention in the ground. He picked out the imprint of a boot sole. Moving along with his head down, Hawke studied the ground and found another disturbance in the dirt larger than an animal’s paw would make. It was old, but it was a boot impression, and from the size of the indention, showed him this was the girl’s print as she left the area. The uneven edges revealed she carried weight she wasn’t used to, making the pressure points in her print different than ones he’d witnessed around the camp.

Knowing the direction she was headed, which was away from any trails, he had to believe she’d either seen the shooter and was hiding or had killed her parents and was hiding. Either way, he had to find her. 

Hawke led his animals down to the lake to drink and pulled out his radio. He turned it on and contacted dispatch. 

“Hawke. I found the Poulson camp at Minam Lake. You’ll need to copter in a retrieval team for two Caucasian adult bodies. One male. One female. It looks like they were shot. The girl either witnessed or did the shooting. She gathered supplies and is headed off the mountain away from the trails. I haven’t seen anyone else camped at the lake at this time. I’m going to head after the girl. That is more important than me keeping the wildlife away from the bodies.”

“Where is the camp?” dispatch asked. 

“Northeast side. You can’t miss it with the birds circling.” Hawke shifted the radio to his other hand. “I’ll call when I know more about which direction this kid is going.”

“Should we send out Search and Rescue?”

“I’ll let you know tonight. You might want to give them a head’s up they may be headed up here soon.”

“Copy.”

Hawke turned the radio off, shoved it back in his packsaddle, and led the horse and mule back toward the camp. 

Dog chased a raven away from the dead man. 

Hawke pulled a tarp out of his packsaddle and covered the body, tapping stakes through the grommet holes to hold the tarp in place. It might keep the birds from pecking at the body, but the heat from the tarp could bring out more gases and the smell was sure to bring in predators. 

He stored the mallet in the packsaddle and headed to where he’d found the girl’s tracks headed away from camp. Even though her footprints were several days old, as long as he followed them, he was sure to catch up with the girl. 

She was carrying weight she wasn’t used to, and he had the aid of a horse.
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Chapter Two 
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Kitree was tired, but she’d watched the clouds gather all afternoon and knew she had to make a shelter in case it rained. She pulled out the guide book and used the information in it to make a lean-to out of branches from the fir trees. 

She found a large enough rock to give her room to sit up and to lie down without her feet or head sticking out in the rain. The book called for a tarp to help keep the rain out. All she had that was waterproof was Momma’s raincoat. She used that under the top layer of branches. 

Not wanting to worry about her pack getting wet, she propped it up on one end of her lean-to, allowing her access to food and water all she wanted. Wrapped up in her sleeping bag, she drank a bottle of water and then set the bottle outside with a wrapper from a granola bar folded into a funnel in the hole on top. The wrapper would make more area for rain water to be caught.

She ate another granola bar and knew she’d have to start watching for edible plants as she walked. The easy to eat and carry food she’d brought with her was running low. If she had a flashlight, she could have checked the map while she sat in the dark wondering where she was and how much further she had to go. But she hadn’t thought to find one before she’d left.

The bottle of water had worked its way through just as she thought about sliding down to the ground and sleeping. She slithered out of the bag. The cold damp air quickly made her wish she didn’t have to pee.

She walked a short distance from her lean-to and squatted. As she stood, she noticed a light beam moving on the outside of the trees. Her heart stopped and panic squeezed her throat making it hard to breathe. Had the man who killed her parents been following her? 

The rain would help hide her tracks, but tomorrow, she would need to work harder at hiding her footprints.

She hurried back into her lean-to. Shoved off her boots, slipped into her sleeping bag, and prayed for sleep.

«»«»«»

It was nearing dark when Hawke started seeing fresher and fresher tracks. The girl was headed to the west. She’d climbed the mountain west of the lake and traveled just below the snowline, avoiding trails. She was either running scared or didn’t want to be seen. Or both. 

She’d removed the pack about every quarter mile. Since following her, he’d also noted the three times, during the three nights she’d been running, he presumed, that she’d spread out a sleeping bag and slept. She’d not built a fire any night and had been careful to clean up after herself. She was a good naturalist. 

Clouds had moved in during the afternoon. They now covered the moon, making it hard for him to follow signs without a flashlight. He was tired and should quit, but he didn’t like the idea of the girl out here alone any longer than was necessary. He was close and hoped to catch her before she headed out again in the morning. 

He dismounted, found water for the animals, and sat on a downed log, eating jerky and dried fruit. A cup of coffee would be good to keep him going, but he didn’t have time to make a fire or brew the coffee. 

The two equines finished drinking and started eating the grass as Hawke and Dog shared the jerky. The stop wasn’t more than the ten minutes it took him to eat and take care of business. 

Back on the trail, Hawke walked, leading the animals and keeping his high beam flashlight on the trail the girl made. The sign was fresher, easier to spot. 

About midnight thunder rumbled and rain started. The signs were going to be compromised by the weather. He was tired, but he didn’t want to lose her because of rain. Hawke continued, staring at the ground, seeking the overturned foliage, broken twigs, and displaced rocks. 

His eyes started to blur and the rain continued to fall from the dark sky. He didn’t like it, but he found refuge for himself and the animals under a rock outcropping at the edge of the trees. He’d get some sleep and start on the trail again as soon as the rain let up. He unsaddled the horse and mule, stacked the saddles against the bluff, and leaned against them.

Dog laid down beside him, making his leg wet. Hawke shivered and threw his rain duster over the two of them. 

«»«»«»

The rain stopped right before dawn. The clouds moved off to the south and the birds started chirping. Hawke had lain awake the last half hour trying to imagine where the girl could be headed. If she was going for help, she’d taken a long way to get there. If she was running from the killer, he wasn’t following. 

After drying off the horse and mule and saddling them up, he pulled out his radio and turned it on to see if he had any reception. 

“Hawke to dispatch.” He released the button and listened. Crackling and static. He dialed in another channel. The position he was on the mountain, he might be able to reach a local dispatch rather than the state police. 

“This is Trooper Hawke on the south side of Brown Mountain, do you read me?”

“Trooper Hawke this is the Union County dispatch,” a female voice said.

“I’m tracking a young girl. Her parents were killed at Minam Lake on Sunday.”

“We’re aware of the situation.” 

“I was getting close last night when the rain started. Contact Wallowa County Sheriff and State Police. Tell them I’m headed around the southside of Sturgill Peak. And to send up a helicopter and see if they can locate the girl. I’ll keep going.” He hoped the girl was headed to the Standley Guard Station. If so, she’d pass by Charlie’s Hunting Lodge, and hopefully, Dani Singer, the owner, would have heard about the homicides and keep the girl there and call officials. 

“Copy.”

The static disappeared. The sounds of the birds and wind whispering through the rocks brought him back to his situation. 

He led the animals back down to where he’d left the girl’s trail. The only thing he could do would be to continue along, keeping to the trees at the edge of the snow pack, and hope he caught up to the tracks she’d made this morning. Or overtake her wherever she’d weathered the rain. 

A half an hour later, Dog tipped his nose in the air and ran to the right. He started sniffing and whimpering at a boulder and pile of tree limbs. 

Hawke investigated. Damn! He’d been close to the girl last night. If it hadn’t rained, he would have caught her. 

She couldn’t be that far ahead of him now. 

A smile curved his lips. The girl was clever. She’d made a lean-to out of fir limbs, crisscrossing them. It appeared she had something waterproof as well because the dirt was dry under the lean-to. There was a trench dug along the edge and away from the area where she’d lain dry, and hopefully, warm in her sleeping bag. 

“Good job, Dog.” He patted the animal on the head and wished he’d been able to keep going last night. She would have been found and with him this morning. 

He studied the ground for her tracks. 

If she continued at the pace she had been, they’d catch up to her by noon.

He found the boot print he’d now know out of thousands. Grabbing Jack’s lead rope, he followed the tracks. A mile passed where he could easily see the trail. 

Then it disappeared. 

Hawke stopped and glanced around the area. The terrain wasn’t any different from the last mile, but the track had disappeared. Just when he’d thought he’d catch up to her.

Perplexed, he walked back twenty feet and tied the horse and mule to eat grass while he studied the area. 

Following the tracks, back to where they’d disappeared, Hawke crouched and examined the area. It looked like wind had blown the grass and debris around in a specific area. He brushed aside the debris and discovered a boot imprint. Why did she decide to cover her tracks? What was she using?

Now that he knew what to look for, ground debris that appeared swept or swirled by wind in a two-foot-wide path, the trail was more visible than following the boot imprints and displaced leaves and twigs. 

He gathered his animals and continued.

An hour later the swept trail ended at the edge of a rocky landslide. The end of the slide could be seen from here. Why hadn’t she gone around rather than over? 

He wasn’t chancing Jack or Horse getting hurt walking through the rocks when it would only take fifteen minutes more to walk around. Hawke swung up onto Jack’s back and led Horse down the side of the canyon and around the slide. 

Riding up the other side of the slide, he found the girl’s tracks. He grinned. She no longer tried to hide them. She’d believed by walking over the rocks, she’d lost him. 

The more he followed the child, the more he respected her intellect and maturity for a girl her age. She had to be scared navigating the wilderness alone, knowing she’d never see her parents again.

If she didn’t do any more tricks to avoid him, he should catch up with her any time. 

She was once again moving just inside the trees below the snow line. If she’d drop down lower in the canyon, her hiking would be easier. But it was apparent she didn’t want to meet up with anyone. 

It was getting late afternoon when the tracks disappeared again, this time it was after she’d crossed a small stream of snow melt and he’d heard a helicopter coming up the canyon. To be seen by the helicopter, he’d have had to move out of the trees. He hoped the girl was in a spot that the aircraft could see her when it flew over. The pilot could pinpoint her location and relay it back to Search and Rescue. 

Knowing he couldn’t rely on the helicopter seeing them, he crossed the small stream and dismounted, searching upstream for tracks that she’d exited the stream on the opposite side. The edge of the snow was only fifty yards up from where she’d crossed. Hawke headed downstream and downhill, scanning the edge of the water for boot imprints, misplaced rocks, and bent grass. He went a hundred yards not finding any tracks. The sun was going down, and he’d spent another day tracking a child who had been cagey at losing a master tracker. 

He doubted she’d be able to stand the icy water on her feet for more than the hundred yards, but went down another hundred just to be sure. When he still didn’t find any tracks, he retraced his path, stopping at every small detail that looked out of place. He found several places where animals had come to the stream to get a drink, but no sign of the girl.

The sun was setting, casting the area around the stream in shadows and making it harder for him to find clues to where she’d exited the stream. 

Cursing under his breath, Hawke led Horse and Jack over to a grassy spot and took off their saddles. It would be another night alone for the girl, and he’d get little sleep trying to figure out how she’d bested him, again. 
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Chapter Three
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Kitree giggled, watching the man with longish hair and a plaid shirt lead his horse and mule downhill along the opposite side of the stream. 

She stood up on the snow bank watching him disappear into the trees. 

When brushing her trail with a stick and the rock slide hadn’t worked to get away from this man, she’d remembered watching a movie where an Indian had walked in a stream and walked back out the same side he went in. The people following him had looked all up and down the side he should have come out. Like this man was doing. 

She picked her pack up and continued across the snow until almost dark. Then she walked downhill and back into the comfort and seclusion of the trees.

She’d hardly slept the night before, between the rain and wondering how she would get away from the person following her. There was no need for a lean-to tonight. She pulled out food and wished she’d had a chance to refill her bottles. But she hadn’t wanted the man to catch up to her. She’d known he wasn’t far behind.

He was good, but then a killer would probably have to learn how to follow the people he killed. A shudder sent a cold chill through her body. There wasn’t a night went by she didn’t remember her dad’s unseeing eyes or hear her mother’s last breath. Tears burned. 

She knew that if she kept going north and west, she should come to a hunting lodge. That’s what the map had said. There she should be able to contact the officials. 

For the first time since leaving her parents, Kitree fell asleep without crying.

«»«»«»

Hawke rolled out of his sleeping bag before the sun touched the trees. The only explanation he could come up with as he fell asleep the night before, was the girl had exited the same side she’d gone in. It was an old trick and one he should have thought of. But he’d let his fascination with her skill ruin his focus. 

Sure enough, he found her tracks on the same side she’d walked in and they led him to the bank of snow. He even found the spot where she’d stopped and set her pack down. Her toes pointed to the stream. When he looked back toward the stream, he had a notion she’d watched him looking for her. 

Hawke couldn’t stop the grin. She was one intelligent little girl. 

He followed the tracks back down to the grass and then returned to saddle up his animals. Before following the tracks, he pulled out his radio. He hoped to get better reception to the county or state police. 

“Trooper Hawke requesting information on the helicopter that flew over the Eagle Cap Wilderness yesterday.”

“Hawke, this is Dani Singer.” 

His body came to life hearing the woman’s voice. Since their first initial meeting where he’d thought her a suspect in a murder and an interloper taking over the hunting lodge, he’d grown fond of the woman. 

“Have you been apprised of the situation up here?” he asked. 

“Yes. What do you need relayed?” 

“I should catch up with the girl today. She’s been avoiding me.”

“I don’t blame her,” the woman quipped.

He laughed. “Good one. We’re headed toward the lodge, if she keeps going the direction she is. Could get there tomorrow at the earliest. See if the troopers can give you any information on her family. It would be nice to know why her parents were killed.”
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