
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Drake Storm Way of Witches

        

        
        
          Drake Storm, Volume 2

        

        
        
          GC Moore

        

        
          Published by GC Moore, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DRAKE STORM WAY OF WITCHES

    

    
      First edition. January 3, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 GC Moore.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8987393246

    

    
    
      Written by GC Moore.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue - Murder
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Throughout history, witches were said to be agents of Satan. With powers bestowed upon them in exchange for their souls they had the ability to alter their form to an animal or another person and use demons as their messengers of horror. They would fly under the light of a full moon to attend mysterious meetings and orgies in the deepest forest to perform their deeds of magic and sorcery.

Documented history records witch hunt fervor took place in Europe as early as 1300. It spread across Germany, France, and Italy, with the last execution conducted in Switzerland in 1782. It is believed that 110,000 individuals were charged and tried for practicing Witchcraft, and between 40,000 and 60,000 innocent individuals were executed.

America was late in the persecution of its citizens for practicing witchcraft, although no less brutal. The first execution took place in June of 1692 and the last a year later. The murders in the US began with the church instigating fear into the parishes’ children, contorting their youthful, tender minds. It was a blatant abuse of its power and a means to control the townspeople who refused to comply with the church’s rigid doctrine. Those who continued to treat the ill with their herbalist traditions and defying the Church, were accused of being witches.

Baseless rumors and accusations by children from a neighboring township were directed toward women, but men too, were among the accused where no evidence was needed, only accusations. Trials were a farce, a true travesty of justice presided over by the towns religious, political, and business leaders. None of the victims were provided legal counsel, instead, they had to represent themselves. The accusers were in the courtroom during the trials, screaming hysterically, visibly traumatized in the presence of their tormentors. Thus began the display of convulsions, vomiting, bodily contortions, scratching at their skin until bleeding and uttering gibberish. It was discovered later the children’s convulsions may have been a bacteria found in Rye bread, which would cause nausea, a skin rash, and hallucinations. The same bacteria have been linked to the modern day hallucinogenic, LSD.

The children were from a township much larger and more worldly than the humble village where the trials initially took place, a small farming community that tried to separate itself from the bustling city. But the church would not allow that, planting one of its own into the church in the humble village and dividing the citizens with its steadfast doctrine. Two slaves of Caribbean or African decent were the first to be accused. They often used prayers, incantations, crystals and the earths nutrients to manage diseases and aliments. Their practices had been handed down through families and tribes for centuries and were commonly called herbalists. Much the same as the Native medicine men and women.

Many of the accused choose to confess, thinking they would gain pardon from the church. Instead, the opposite occurred and they were being beaten, tortured, and forced to accuse more of their fellow townspeople. Those that held steadfast to their integrity expecting justice were also beaten. Held captive for weeks in squalid conditions, several died from illness and injuries. Friends and family stayed silent, fearing for their own lives should they speak in defense of the accused. Fearing they too, would be jailed, and have their own appointment with the noose.

Citizens in the community felt the trials were a travesty, but were afraid to voice their opinions, fearing they too, would be accused and murdered. It was not until the Governor’s wife was accused before he suspended the trials. In the 15 months of the Salem Witch trials, one man was crushed to death, being tortured to force an admission of guilt; 19 were executed by hanging; more than 200 were arrested and placed in jail, the youngest being four years old; seven died while in confinement; one dog was executed.

This torture and lynching of innocent people in the Village of Salem, America is known as ‘The Salem Witch Trials.’

***

“Hear ye, Hear Ye! The Kings Order to Be Proclaimed. Therefore, in their Maj'ties name William & Mary now King & Queen over England to will and command you as the Law directs upon Tuesday next being the 19th day of July between the houres of Eight and Ten in forenoon the same day, according to these respective Several Indictments for the horrible Crime of Practising the Way of Witches who has and will Torture and Torment the Children of this Village, who practised & Committed On Severall persons is heretofore found Guilty by the Church and this accord and hereby doth pass upon Jenu Marie Dupont, wife of Jon Luc Dupont, the sentence of death.

Constable of the Village is herewith charged as the Law directs to arrest the Person named herein and deliver to the place of Execution & there Cause the accused and convicted be hanged by the Neck until they be dead.”

...Salem Library, Virginia, 19th March, the Year of Our Lord, 1693 (Paraphrased)

***

“There she be! Take her!” someone shouts behind me. I turn to see who they are chasing, and am bowled over, fiercely striking the ground. Thinking it is an accident, I expect to be helped up, but instead someone is pinning me down, and striking my head repeatedly.

"Don't try using your spells to escape. You witch!” someone shouts. There are more people, grasping me, striking me. I do not comprehend what is happening. Why are they assailing me?

"You are injuring me! Stop! Please! Someone help! HELP!" My cries are answered by more people screaming, calling me a witch.

My God, help me! They think I am a witch. With so many men on me, I cannot move or scarcely breathe. Dear God, help me. "

Please stop! Why are you doing this? Jon Luc! Please help me!" I cry out for my husband.

"Put a gag in her mouth! She cannot be allowed to speak lest she cast a spell upon us!" A cloth is thrust into my mouth, preventing me from calling out for help, and restricting my breathing, making me gag. My arms are bound, as are my legs and I am dragged down the street still being hit and battered with stones hurled by the crowd. Bleeding profusely from my face, blood running in my eyes I am unable to see. The cloth gag is now saturated with my blood. I can taste its salty warmth as I choke and gag.

"Witch! Witch! Hang her! Send her to hell with the demons!" the crowd screams. I am carried up steps and stood upright while a noose is placed around my neck, the men still confining me, holding me upright. They wind more ropes around me, binding me further.

I am being executed without a trial. No opportunity to defend myself. There is nothing I can do. Nothing anyone can do. The executioner stands before me, his eyes smiling beneath his hooded cape. As he leans in, I can see it is the member of the church I reported to the priest for his inappropriate behavior with a child.

“You should not have opposed us,” he whispers.

I am terrified they have this power over life and death. They are executing me for reporting this man’s inappropriate behavior with a child. Dear God. They desire the children. I see Jon Luc in the crowd, trying to help me, but he is overcome by the townspeople and beaten. I fear for his life as well as the lives of my children. Oh God! The church will take my children. God! Please protect my children!

All I can do now is pray for my husband and children. Pray for those who have falsely accused me and for those who are going to kill me. I have committed no crime. May God take my innocent soul. Please God, protect my children.
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​Chapter 1 - Mantracking

[image: ]




My cell phone bays, well, most people think it is a bark, but it is the sound a blood hound makes, so technically, it is a bay. I made a ring tone of Roscoe, a large Black and Tan Blood Hound Tyler inherited and worked for a few years. Roscoe was a rock star trailing K9. He lived out his final four years enjoying retirement and living the easy life, still getting an occasional pack of tuna. That was his reward for finding the subject on a search or training mission.

It is a call from Reggie, the head of a neighboring search and rescue organization.

"Drake, we need to talk."

“That sounds ominous. What have I done now?”

“Nothing I know of. I need your help. You see, there is a law enforcement agency way up near Boston that wants me to conduct a tactical mantracking class for them.”

“That's awesome Reggie! Will this be the furthest you have traveled?”

“To teach a class, yes sir. By about 1,000 miles,” he replies. Reggie is retired Special Forces and the best tracker on the planet. Retired from the Army, he now instructs mantracking to law enforcement agencies, preparing them to better track fugitives.

“Well, why do you need me? You are the tracker.”

“Not just you, Drake.”

“I can help,” replies Wes, standing within ear shot. “What do you need help with? I don't have any urgent excavation jobs,” he states.

“I appreciate that, Wes but I need your whole team; drones, Command Staff, the whole shooting match.”

“Dang Reggie. What have you gotten yourself into?” I ask, laughing a little. He isn’t usually this excited.

“It seems there is no one in that part of the country that teaches this stuff. Somehow, they got ahold of me and want me to teach.”

“To how many?” I ask.

“I don’t have a confirmed head count yet as the registration hasn’t closed, but as of noon today there were 245 registered. By the time the registration closes, there could be 300 or more,” he replies, with a little pride in his voice, and rightfully so. He is the best in the nation.

“What? Reggie! That is awesome! Not only the furthest you’ve traveled, but the biggest class you’ve ever taught!” I reply excitedly. 

“I'll pay ya'll's travel, food and give you between $500 and $750 per day, depending on how I use you.”

“Reggie, that's too much,” I reply.

“Well, that’s the deal. Take it or leave it.”

“I’ll take it!” Julie announces, jumping in the conversation.

“I'll have to discuss it with Simon, but I’m certain we can oblige.” I advise.

“Ok. My initial plan is to have teams of between 20 and 30. I'll need instructors, help laying trails, planning, working in Incident Command and such. My team will be running the command, but I’ll need support staff. I figure you and I will be floaters Drake, keeping tabs on everyone else.”

“Sounds like fun! Let me round up the team and see what feedback I get.”

“Good deal, Drake. I am excited!” Reggie exclaims.

***

Two weeks later I am on my way to Winchester County, just outside of Boston. The drive was pleasant, but it was long. If Julie or even Wes had been with me, it would have made the time pass more quickly. Wes is a retired Marine and also served in the Army. He has been a vital member of Blue Ridge Search and Rescue for as long as I can remember. He can do it all; ground search, K9, drone, planning, mantracking, inland water and run the IC. He is a one-man search team.

Julie is also a vital team member and retired military. One of the very first females to complete the Army Airborne Ranger training and the only female to receive the legendary Thor Tab for her uniform. She would have declined the award had she known what was required to receive it. She has become a great friend since her first search activation where we learned of her deep, ancient ancestorial ties to a tribe of Native Americans called the Duhare. They inhabited much of the South Carolina Coast dating back to the first century. I would have never guessed she is Native with her brilliant red hair, gray eyes, and pale skin heavily dotted with freckles. Her current love interest, Mike Murphy, is stationed at Hanscom Air Force Base in Bedford, Massachusetts. Julie drove up a few days earlier to spend time with him. The rest of the Blue Ridge Search and Rescue Team also drove up earlier to spend a few days as tourists; a working vacation of sorts. Some prior commitments prevented me from arriving early, but I would like to spend a few extra days here after the training.

With no traveling companions I spent the drive thinking about my niece Lydia. She has been missing for over three years and the last intel I received indicated she might be in the Boston area. That’s why I am excited about this training. Lydia was taken by a family acquaintance who was heavily involved in drugs and human trafficking. I believe he was Lydia’s father, but my sister was a free spirit and had many boyfriends. I’ll never know since he is now dead. The result of the company he kept and delving into Black Magic, Voodoo, and other magic, including using a Path of Spirits. With his death I lost my only link to Lydia. Older children that are abducted by traffickers will sometimes escape their captors and ask someone for help. When young children are abducted, they don’t know they have been abducted. To them, the life they lead is normal. It’s the only life they know. But I feel in my heart they know it isn’t right.

While in the Boston area I hope to spend a few days after the training exercise to connect with local law enforcement. Hopefully, they can use the intel I have and perhaps find information about her. It’s a long shot, but it is all I have.

The eastern states are beautiful anytime of the year, but especially in the fall. The leaves are brilliant, showing off their autumn colors of red, brown and yellows. I genuinely enjoy being out in nature; being close to the Earth Mother. I am sitting here in Winchester County Park, just 30 minutes from Salem, playing the role of an evading criminal for one of the many exercises for the mantracking class. I am often reminded of my time in the military, retiring only a few years ago, with memories which will always be fresh in my mind. I traveled all over the world with the military and visited exotic islands throughout the South Pacific and Asia, spending time in South America, Europe the East, Australia, and both poles. None compares to the beauty of the US.

Mine was not a standard deployment for a Coast Guard puddle pirate. My military career started normally with the Coast Guard then I was selected for their Deployable Operations Group. We had the enviable rights to be called DOGs. My career began and ended with the Coast Guard. I was quickly recruited for the Army’s ultra black ops Special Forces Group 17. Being the very first recruit, the Army didn’t have a good read on what training would be needed, so they sent me to train with various Special Operations groups to see what would stick.

I spent time training with the Army Rangers and Special Forces. Then on to Delta Force, the 75th Regiment, the Navy Seals, Marine Force Recon and Raider regiment. It was exhausting, but I loved every minute of it.

My last mission was with a Delta Force team. Rebel forces had been fighting to take over the government of an African nation for several years, vying for control of the diamond mining industry. The government hired a private army to force out the rebels and a peace deal was struck but the private army working with the UN induced the government to back out. The rebels initiated an intense onslaught and defeated the government and the private army. The rebels declared the war over and established their own government.

We were tasked with eliminating the rebel leader who was going through villages killing and raping the residents. All the standard stuff you find in a civil war, but the truly sinister crimes were being committed by both sides in this civil war. The true reason we were there, was the crimes against children. Thousands of children under the age of 16 were forced to fight for the army or the rebels, often forced to kill their families making them outcasts. They were desensitized by exposure to brutal violence, made to beat villagers, cut off their hands, gouge out their eyes and rape the adults and their children, leaving them for the animals to finish.

We caught up to the rebel leader in a small village just a few kilometers from the capital. We knew his travel plans and set up an ambush. Our intel showed he only had a force of about 40 men in his security detail. None were trained in any military tactics except ‘spray and pray’ where the soldiers fire their weapons recklessly, hoping to hit something. We had a team of four.

Armed with the reliable and potent AK-47 rifles so nothing could be traced back to the US, we had been in position along a trail for about four hours when the rebels arrived. I spotted them with my binoculars as they approached our position, the leader and his protection detail casually chatting as they strolled along. I reluctantly gave two clicks on my radio, ordering the team to stand down. We all watched in disbelief as the rebel leader defiantly strolled past our position with a protection detail of ten Americans from one of the three letter agencies. There were some long, difficult discussions among our team after that revelation. Tough questions, but no answers. It was one of many times I questioned the leadership of our country, wondering who was really calling the shots.

That mission was very similar to the training operation we are running here. I am in my Ghillie suit with Reggie a few meters down the trail, also in a Ghillie suit. The tracking team is 50 meters down the trail heading toward us at a surprisingly fast pace, throwing caution to the wind. Julie is acting as safety officer for the tracking team, knowing they will all soon be killed. I am certain she has a huge grin plastered on her face right now as the team moves into a pinch point. I am sitting a few meters off the trail in a patch of broom straw about 20 meters past Reggie who is approximately 15 meters past the pinch point. That is where we placed two trip wires; one leading to an RPG strapped to a tree, the other laced to a hand grenade, both are dummies of course. The trip wires are not well hidden since we want the team to see them. It will bolster their confidence and make them relax, just a bit.

I hear the team approaching, chatting among themselves, but as they approach the pinch point their lead calls for quiet, suddenly becoming concerned with the exercise and taking it seriously. The lead calls to the flankers to be alert, something they should have been doing the entire time but in this case, it is too little too late. They’re all going to die.

The team’s point person is sharp, getting down on hands and knees to better observe the trail before him. He has received tactical training before. He calls his team members in closer for a discussion which is another mistake. He should be using hand signals. The team leader should have made that clear. After a few moments, the flankers and rear guards start doing their job. They’re three meters from Reggie but cannot see him or me as we both blend in with the broom straw.

The team lead sees one trip wire and points it out to his team and each member files past being careful to step over the wire. The rearguard spots the RPG mounted to the back and far side of a nearby tree and calls for a halt. The lead locates the trip wire and follows it to the trail a few feet from the point person. Great showing from the rear guard. They are the eyes in the back of the heads for the team.

Once the team moves past the second trip wire and clears the pinch point, their confidence soars and the chit-chat begins again in earnest. They’re now relaxed and moving down the trail in single file, abandoning their tactical formation and their 360-degree surveillance protocol. They appear as if taking a leisurely stroll on a Sunday afternoon directly into our trap with their dummy training rifles casually hanging from their slings. Almost as if on cue, the rear guard stops and removes his pack. Reaching into a pocket he grabs a bottle of water, slides it into his cargo pants pocket and grabs his pack slinging it over one shoulder, struggling to get his other arm through the strap. Que

Reggie steps out from his concealment, quietly approaching the student from behind and pronounces, “You’re dead.” This brings a shout from the unfortunate student which causes the remaining members of the team to immediately turn, struggling to raise their training weapons to the ready position.

“You’re all dead,” I state, rising from my place of concealment while the team now has their backs turned to me.

“Ya’ll can head back to the head shed. We’ll have a debriefing after I’ve killed the others,” Reggie states, grinning. The disgruntled students start showing some emotion, the lead being the most vocal, arguing with the rear guard.

“If you had been paying attention, we would have gotten them. Where did you get your training, a paint ball course?” the lead yells.

“Reggie, can we have another shot at this? Reggie? Where did they go?” the lead asks, noticing Reggie and I have disappeared into the brush. “Damn. We screwed up again. And this was the last session. Let’s head back to the camp and get ready for a butt chewing. Anybody know where it is? Where is our navigator?”

“Steve? Oh, he has been lost for over an hour,” a team member replies.

“Great,” Jason replies.

***

“Team Alpha let’s hear your assessment of your performance on the exercise this afternoon. What went wrong out there?” Reggie asks, beginning his after action evaluation where all participants and staff are present. It’s an opportunity for everyone to learn from their mistakes.

“Well, I had the displeasure of being on a team with people that don’t know anything about communication discipline. Everyone was talking, singing happy songs, and not keeping their mouths shut,” a member of Team Alpha states, with more than a little anger cutting through his demeanor. 

“Were you the lead?”

“No. It was Jason,” the team member answers with a growing anger in his voice.

“Then I guess you were the one singing the happy songs?” Reggie asks, getting laughs from all the participants, even the one complaining. Green Berets have a brilliant sense of humor.

“Where is Jason?” Reggie asks the group. Standing off to the opposite side of Team Alpha, Jason raises his hand. “Weren’t you the team lead, Jason?” Reggie asks, already knowing the answer to his own question.

“I was.”

“Who is responsible for discipline on a team?”

“The team lead,” he responds.

“It takes strong leadership to be team lead, but it also takes members that show respect to their leader,” is Reggie’s reply, turning to face the other team members. “Ya’ll did good for the first half hour or so. Even when walking down the trail to where Drake and I were waiting for you, Jason was trying to get you to stop talking. In a situation like this it is difficult to manage people you don’t know and who don’t know you. It is especially difficult if those people don’t respect you. In a real fugitive search that is exactly what you are likely to encounter. Officers from other agencies. Hell, you might even have to deal with the FBI. Ya’ll need to learn to show respect. The next time there could be a real bad guy hiding behind a tree who, would love to put a bullet in your head,” Reggie pauses a moment. “Anybody got any questions?” he asks the group, but no one responds. “I hope ya’ll enjoyed the training and will take what you have learned back to your departments and put it to use. Everyone have a safe trip home.” Everyone thanks Reggie and heads for their vehicles. Reggie turns to me, winks, and says he’ll be right back.

“Jason. You got a minute? “I ask.

“Yes sir.” Jason is probably 30 years old tops. Probably no training other than law enforcement, but I see leadership qualities in him, and Reggie does as well. Jason is Chief of the local police department.

“Tough day, huh?”

“Not my best showing,” he responds. I can tell from his body language he is disappointed.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself. This was an exercise. The best place to learn our weaknesses. That’s why we train. Listen, Reggie wants to have a few minutes with you. He’s developed a leadership program he believes will help you.”

Jason’s radio comes to life with an alert. He responds and looks to me, “Gotta go. There is a missing person in Cedar National Forest, just a few miles from here in Bloomington County. It’s a small, resource poor county. They always ask for my departments help. I’d welcome any assistance from your team. It would be greatly appreciated.” he asks.

“What’s the situation?” I inquire.

“An elderly gentleman living with dementia is missing.”

I turn to my Blue Ridge Search and Rescue team and ask, “Any of you interested in a search?”

Tyler, Wes, Julie, and Ainsley all respond an affirmative as Reggie walks up.

“What did I miss? Did ya’ll decide where we’re going to dinner, cause it’s Drake’s turn to buy!” he laughs, punching me in the arm.

“I have just been activated for a missing elderly male in a park over in Cedar National Forest. It’s about ten miles from here. I would love some assistance,” Jason requests.

“Drake? Anyone from Blue Ridge interested?” Reggie asks.

“Yes sir, all six of us can go.” I reply.

“Six? I don’t see but five of you.”

“We count Wes as two.”

“That makes perfect sense. Well, ya’ll can count me in. My guys and gals can finish breaking camp and can come over if needed.”

I turn to Jason, “What equipment do you need?
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​Chapter 2 - The Search
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It is a short ride to Cedar National Forest, a stunningly beautiful forest with snowcapped mountain peaks in the distance, reminiscent of the Saw Tooth Mountains of the Alps. Multiple waterfalls are visible from the road, with massive Cedars in abundance. A makeshift Incident Command is being set up under a picnic shelter. We set up our radios, GPS units, and laptops and in 10 minutes have a sophisticated array of technology ready to run a full scale search. Our team is amazing.

Chief O’Shee, as we address Jason in his professional capacity as chief of the Raven Crest Police Department calls everyone together for a briefing. There are only 11 individuals here to search a national forest of 12,000 acres, looking for a subject that may not want to be found, which is sometimes the case with individuals who are living with dementia. We have five BRSAR techs, Reggie plus Jason and three deputies and me. That should be plenty.

“Our subject is Mr. Jasper William Donald. An 83 year old male who is living with dementia. His friends call him JW. He is a widower, and his wife died five years ago – she also lived with dementia. He is otherwise healthy. Mr. Donald served in the Korean war as a Marine Scout. His home healthcare nurse takes him for a walk every day in this park. Today his regular nurse had a personal emergency and a substitute nurse came to take care of Mr. Donald. He has had substitute nurses before without incident. Today, Mrs. Jung, the substitute nurse drove the subject to this park, same as his regular nurse, for his daily walk. But never having been to the park, she didn’t know exactly which path Mr. Donald takes for his walks. Mrs. Jung had information from his regular nurse of where to park and that the trail was a short, paved loop trail about 150 meters long. She was not told that there are two trails starting at the parking area. The short, paved loop trail that Mr. Donald walks is well marked. The unpaved and much longer hiking trail leads into the forest. The subject made a bee line for the hiking trail with Mrs. Jung following. She was unable to keep up with a spry 83 year old man and the last she saw him, he was running.”

“Running? At 83 years-old?” I ask.

“He is a retired Marine and former trail runner,” Jason replies. “Mrs. Jung called 911, when the subject was heading into the forest. All the data provided to her for the subject indicated he was easy going and has never run away before.”

“What is the name of his regular nurse?” Reggie asks. Jason thumbs through his papers, “Miss Sheryl Adkins.” Reggie and I exchange a knowing glance.

“That may be what prompted Mr. Donald to escape,” Reggie states, getting blank stares from the deputies. “The substitute nurse is of Korean heritage,” Reggie adds, pausing to let that last piece of information hang in the air, but no one is grasping the connection. 

“Individuals who are living with dementia sometimes travel back to certain times in their life, especially times that were significant to them. He could be reliving his time in Korea during the war which may have been triggered by Mrs. Jung’s appearance or accent,” Reggie explains.

“We might be searching for a retired Marine Scout trying to evade,” Ainsley states. “That could be tough.”

“Any reason to believe he is armed?” Tyler asks.

“None. There are no firearms in the home, and since he no longer drives, he would not have a means to obtain a weapon.”

“Good to know.

“Well, we need boots on the ground. Jason, have you developed any missions?” Reggie asks.

“No sir. I was hoping you would run the search,” Jason replies, showing a willingness to accept help from those with more experience.

“Absolutely, but we’ll need input from you and your officers regarding the terrain since ya’ll know the area.”

“Agreed. I have already called some locals who know these trails. Their ETA is about seven minutes.”

“With the limited resources for this search we’ll use two person teams, adding the locals as needed,” Reggie offers, laying out a map of the park on the picnic table. Everyone gathers around as Reggie offers up several assignments. “Based on his age and likely travel speed of a trail runner. Can you imagine? Trail running at 83?” Reggie briefly reflects. “We should set up a containment perimeter here, and here,” Reggie points to places on the map where trails intersect with roadways. “But if he is as active and physically fit as his nurse states, then we will also need containment points here and here,” Reggie points to additional locations on the map.

“Good point. At his age and fitness level and in this terrain, he can possibly travel five kilometers per hour, and it has been four hours since he went missing,” comments Wes. “That puts our search perimeter at about, crap, 20 kilometers. Hell, he could already be in the next zip code,” Wes concludes, looking up from the map surprised.

“Jason, can you call in some resources to take those perimeter assignments?” I ask.

“I can,” he states and turns to one of his officers and the officer steps away and pulls out his cell. “Done,” Jason confirms.

“Alright. Everyone here from BRSAR are strong trackers and navigators, so we’ll use the local law enforcement or civilians to provide knowledge of the area.” Directing attention to the map, Reggie makes the assignments.

“Drake, you and Julie will take the Knotty Oak Trail here. It is a short connector trail to the Flint Ridge Loop Trail. You will be Team Alpha. Wes, you and Tyler follow them. Ya’ll will be Team Bravo. Ainsley, I’ll need you and K9 Gracie to establish direction of travel and trail the subject until you reach the intersection with the Flint Ridge Loop Trail. That is the first decision point. Once Gracie has established the subject’s direction of travel, one team will take the trail she indicated, the other team will take the opposite direction. There have been officers conducting hasty searches all along these trails, so sign cutting is pretty much off the table. With their footprints and tracks on the trails, it would be impossible to determine if any were made by the subject. Besides, we are looking for a Marine Scout. They are highly trained in Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape techniques,” Reggie concludes.

“Yes sir. I’ll get Gracie harnessed up and ready to go in three,” Ainsley replies. She and Gracie are the most experienced on the K9 Team.

Turning to Jason, Reggie asks. “Do we have a scent article?”

“Yes sir,” a very young sheriff deputy raises his hand, holding a hat.

“Well, where is it?” Reggie asks.

The deputy reaches out to hand Reggie the hat.

“That’s it? That is the subjects hat? That is our scent article? I would have preferred it to be in an evidence bag. Hell. Now we have a contaminated scent article. Did you go into the car to get that?” Reggie asks, wondering if the deputy has completely contaminated the scent article and the subjects last known point.

“No. It was on the seat. I just reached in and grabbed it,” the deputy reported.

“That’s great. Just great. Now K9 Gracie will have no problem finding you, will she?” Reggie replies shaking his head. All officers should know how to handle evidence.

“Please go place the hat on the hood of the nurse’s car and stand there with it.” Reggie instructs.

“Gracie will perform a scent inventory and figure out you are not the subject.” Ainsley adds. Turning to Jason she asks, “Do you have another officer that can flank for Gracie?”

“Sure.” Jason motions and a city police officer join us in the briefing.

“Tyler, no reason to deploy K9 Cricket at this stage. If the subject has traveled as far as we anticipate you would just be spinning your wheels.”

“Agreed,” Tyler states.

“Why not utilize every asset now?” asks a deputy sheriff.

“An air scent K9 is trained to find a human, any human in the search area including any searchers. They don’t work with a scent article as they are not scent specific. They are better deployed in a less contaminated area. With the temperature and air currents changing, utilizing an air scent K9 now would be futile. However, if there is sign or reason to believe the subject has gone off trail then we can run Cricket.” Tyler replies. “She is also human remains certified. God forbid should this search change from a rescue to a recovery, we don’t want Cricket fatigued.”

“Ya’ll grab your gear and wait for Team Gracie to get a read on the direction of travel. Go ahead and follow them up the trail until the junction with the Flint Ridge Trail. Regardless of what Gracie indicates, I want one team on each of the two trail directions from that intersection. Drake, since you are the strongest tracker other than myself,” Reggie says with a grin, “I want you and Julie to take the trail Gracie indicates.”

“Roger that.”

“After establishing direction of travel on the Flint Ridge Trail, Team Gracie will return to the IC. No sense in causing her undue fatigue by following a ground team,” Reggie adds.

Julie and I walk to the truck to get our gear. Knowing we might be out for an extended period and unfamiliar with the area, we decide to carry our 24-hour bags. They are a little heavier but have everything needed for an extended search. As I get my pack on and pick up my tracking stick, I notice Julie is standing motionless at the back of her truck, staring out into the forest.

“What’s up, Julie?” I ask, startling her out of her thoughts.

“Oh, nothing. I just feel...something. Like someone is watching us. You know?”

“I do know. Possibly the spirit of one of our ancestors. They often help on searches, but I don’t usually sense them. They just show up. But your senses are much keener than mine since you are...,” I trail off as she seems lost in thought again, or simply bored with my conversation. “Are you going on this search or just gonna hang out here at the IC and eat junk food,” I ask teasingly. Julie is always eating.

“Damn, Drake. Sorry. Yes, I am going. If you are waiting on me, you are backing up!” she shouts and takes off running across the parking lot, her short legs resembling those of a cartoon character. I have never seen her that distracted by her feelings or her senses. I too, am sensing something, but it doesn’t feel like my ancestors.

We get to the LKP, or Last Known Point, just as Ainsley is opening the car door to allow Gracie to smell the subjects scent in the vehicle. Using a gloved hand, she allows Gracie to smell the hat. It is easy to tell when Gracie is in scent, meaning she knows the scent to track, and she is following the subject’s scent on the ground. She takes off at a pretty good clip with her nose to the pavement and Ainsley in tow. We have our direction of travel. That is impressive since the trail is four hours old by now and starts on asphalt which doesn’t hold scent very long. The flanker picks up the scent article with a gloved hand, and places it into a plastic bag. He will take it along with them in case Gracie needs to be re-scented. He also contacts the Incident Command advising that Team Gracie has established direction of travel and is beginning their mission.

Julie and I start about a half minute behind them. I’ve flanked for Gracie many times, keeping my eyes on her watching for a change of behavior that might indicate she has found the subjects scent, or rarely, following the scent of an animal, called crittering. I also look for sign or tracks off the trail in case our subject decides to take evasive tactics. We approach the junction with the Flint Ridge Loop Trail which runs north and south. It is a hard left turn of about 60 degrees, then ascends a steep embankment. Gracie never hesitates, simply going to the left and starts up the embankment.

“Wow, she didn’t even check to the north,” Tyler remarks. “Ya’ll be careful and watch your six. Wes and I will continue north.”

“You two do the same. Remember the Personnel Accountability Report’s,” Julie reminds Wes. “You know, that radio check where you tell the IC how many are in your search team.” He tends to forget them.

“The what reports?” Wes asks.

“The PAR checks, Wes.”

“Oh, those. Why didn’t you say that.” Wes calls the IC and advises them of the number in their team, their coordinates and direction.

“There. Are you happy now?” He snips at Julie, grinning.

“Coms – Team Gracie,” Ainsley calls the IC.

“Go ahead Team Gracie,” is the reply from Reggie, who is working communications.

“We request permission to run Gracie a little longer. K9 is in scent and pulling strong.”

“Good copy. Team Gracie will continue the mission,” Reggie confirms.

We call the IC every thirty minutes to give them a status, or PAR check. After three of these Gracie begins to tire. Trailing a person is very tiring work for the K9 and an hour and a half in this terrain is a little over her maximum. She is still on the subject’s trail but is tiring.

“I think Gracie is done for now. She is tired,” Ainsley states.

“I agree, but she is still in scent. I am certain the subject came this way. Gracie did good,” I relate.

“Comms. Team Gracie is returning to base. We are PAR two, plus K9,” Ainsley reports.

“Roger that. Team Gracie is returning to base. What about Team Alpha? Will they continue or do they need to rehab and take another stab at it in the morning?”

“Comms. Team Alpha. We are good, PAR two and continuing our mission,” Julie replies.

“Copy that.”

“At least the return trip is mostly downhill,” I comment to Ainsley. “Are you giving Gracie a reward?” It is common to reward the K9 for successfully finding the subject. Even though Gracie didn’t find the subject, she still performed the duties as requested.

“Of course. But she is too tired to fetch.” Ainsley takes the ball out of her pack and tosses it to Gracie, who wearily catches the ball and lies down to chew on it. “Told you.”

“Julie, if we hump it, we might catch the subject before sundown,” I comment.

“That gives you about 45 minutes,” replies the officer that is flanking for Gracie.

I look to Julie who once again seems lost in thought, looking from place to place in the forest almost like she has been here before. She notices my stare and snaps out of her trance.

“What are you waiting for?” she asks in her most demanding voice. “Let’s move, Drake,” and she starts up the trail.

“A little demanding, isn’t she?” the flanker asks.

“You have no idea.”

“I heard that,” Julie yells back at us.

We continue the search with me taking point always looking for sign and checking critter paths that intersect the main trail. It is easy for a hiker to mistake one for a hiking trail, or the subject might leave false trails to throw off the searchers, if he believes he is in Korea being pursued by the North Koreans. I haven’t found any sign in the foliage on either side of the trail, but a print of a tennis shoe is seen periodically on the trail. The subject wasn’t wearing boots, so it is highly likely it was from the subject. We don’t chat much, trying to move quietly in case the subject is evading. The radio is silent except for our PAR checks which are unnecessary since we use SAR Topo on our cells linked to the large monitor in the incident command. Search management can see our location and movement in real time. It is a great asset to a search team.

I can hear Julie’s foot falls a few meters behind, stopping occasionally to adjust her pack or grab a snack. We have been humping it for about an hour since our last break, which was at dusk. I want to get to Moose Ridge before we stop again, hoping to take advantage of the elevation to contact the IC. According to my topo map, it is the highest in this mountain range. We have been out of radio range for about an hour, and my cell doesn’t connect either. Plus, I hope to take in some grand vistas from the ridge and hope there is dark sky there so I can take in the tens of thousands of stars which I cannot see from home due to light pollution.

I notice Julie stops. She is probably adjusting something on her pack. I stop and wait for her to begin moving, but she is motionless, not making any sounds. Turning to see what she is doing, I see her silhouetted against the darkening sky, standing motionless. Thinking she might have heard someone or something I don’t speak, but just listen. She continues standing absolutely motionless. I turn and walk back to her side, but still no motion. She is staring intently into the forest. I look in the direction she is staring for a few moments but see nothing but trees.

I reach out and take her arm to get her attention, startling her.

“Damn Drake! You scared the hell out of me sneaking up like that.”

“I have been standing beside you for several minutes. I thought you heard something and were listening.” She is now out of breath, perhaps from being surprised but maybe from something else.

“You felt them again?” I ask, feeling possibly an ancestral spirit has once again contacted her.

“Yes. But it’s different from the search last year where I talked with your deceased ancestors. This just feels different,” she admits. She is still on a path of discovering her heritage, learning at age 24 she is Native American; a fact her parents never mentioned. Plus, having red hair and pale skin with a multitude of freckles makes it even more difficult to understand and accept.

“Are you ok to keep going or do you need to stop a few minutes?” I ask. She is genuinely upset; physically affected by who or what is reaching out to her.

“I’m good. Maybe if we move a little further and get away from it, they, them. Oh, damn Drake. I don’t know what’s going on,” she says, with clear frustration in her voice.

“Got it. We’re about 100 meters from the peak of the ridgeline. Think you can make it?”

“Sure.”

I put her in the point position, so I can watch her. We hike a few minutes and come to a section of the trail where rock outcroppings on both sides of the trail form a natural pinch point. No reason to suspect our subject has placed any trip wires and explosives here, but still, it is second nature for me to be on high alert. Passing through the pinch point to the opposite side of the rocks, the trail widens back to normal and the peak of the ridge just ahead. Sparsely spaced, scraggly Cedar and Pine trees dot the highest portion of the ridge, their growth stunted by the constant winds at this unprotected high peak.

“You take off your gear. We’ll stop here for a few minutes, as long as you don’t space out again,” I say jokingly, trying to get a rise out of her.

“Yea, this is fine.” Well, that was a little disappointing. She is definitely not herself. I check the radio and my cell but as expected, neither works.

“I’ll climb a few meters up this slope to see if I can get a signal. Will you be ok here?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out.” She replies, still not herself. I often worry about that young lady when there are spirits trying to contact her. Although most are good spirits, she is still new at this. At the top of the slope, just as expected, neither my cell nor the radio has service. I head back down to where Julie is waiting and find she has yet to take off her gear. She is standing and staring out into the forest.

“You didn’t want to take off your pack? We can stay here and take a long break.” She doesn’t respond. I realize we have been hiking for almost six hours. We have snacked, but probably need something a little more substantial.

“Julie. Julie!”

“Damn Drake, you don’t have to yell. I am right here,” she comments, with her trademark sarcasm which makes me more at ease, hearing her sharp tongue again. But she still sounds tired.

“No. I don’t want to take a break here. This isn’t a good place. Let’s backtrack to the pinch point at those rocks,” she states rather emphatically. Maybe she’s gotten her second wind.

“Ok, that seems rather odd. Any specific reason?”

“Yes. I don’t want to be caught on a ridge. Trust me on this one, ok?” I will absolutely trust her on this point. She was on a mountain ridge in Airborne training when a thunderstorm rolled in quickly and two of her team were hit by lightning. She was between them and the high voltage electrical charge connected with a recruit on her left, moved through the ground past Julie and hit the recruit on the opposite side of her. It is unbelievable no one was killed. The individual responsible for monitoring the weather on that mission experienced a rapid demotion in his military career. As a commemorative the Army awarded the unique Thor Tab at the graduation ceremony. There are many legends circulating through the Army ranks regarding the tab which only a handful of Rangers have. I count myself privileged to know one.

“You got it, Miss Callahan.”

“Plus, that is where the subject is waiting for us,” she comments.

“The search subject?” I ask.

“No Drake, the subject in a mystery novel. Yes, the search subject. Keep up,” she replies, then begins moving back down the trail. As we approach the pinch point in the trail, Julie is moving at a pretty good pace. Too fast for my comfort.

“Julie. We need to follow protocol,” I remind her of our training when approaching a pinch point.

“Ok Drake. It really isn’t necessary but ok. You take lead,” she replies, sounding frustrated. She is probably still hungry. She does have a high metabolism.

When we are within a few feet of the initial rocks, there is a large patch of bare dirt; a perfect track trap we walked through only 15 minutes earlier. I take a glance, but don’t see any tracks. I know we walked through this exact spot. Taking my headlamp and holding it close to the ground allowing its red light to softly illuminate the track trap, hoping a change of perspective will allow me to see our prints, but there is nothing. Someone is brushing over the tracks. Most trackers would not notice the slight swirl pattern in the track trap. Our subject could be taking evasive action, something a Marine Scout would do in enemy territory. Julie gives me a ‘What the hell’ look but I am accustomed to that. It tells me she is thinking clearly.

Using only hand signals, Julie tells me she senses someone on the trail in the pinch point. We decide to flank around the rocks and approach from the opposite side. It takes a little longer than I would have liked but the wind is in our favor, covering any noise we make walking on the dry fallen leaves. Back on the trail at the other side of the pinch point, there are no tracks here either. We cross the trail and go around to our approach side, to ensure there is no one here to ambush us. Climbing up the rocks there is good visibility of the trail as it passes through the pinch point. There I see a man sitting on the ground. He is not a hiker or a member of the mantracking class as he has no gear and is wearing tennis shoes. We have found the lost subject. He is awake and seems alert.

“I might be losing my mind, but I’m not losing my hearing. You two can come out. I mean you no harm. I’ll assume you mean me none,” the man announces, looking straight toward us. I notice a definite Native dialect in his speech.

We walk to within a few meters from him. He looks at us, but doesn’t acknowledge us. “Mr. Donald?” I ask.

“Yes. Who the hell are you? I can’t get one damn minute of quiet. People following me up and down the damn sidewalk all through town. I just wanted an ice cream. Shit. Can’t do anything without that damn woman riding my ass. All damn day long. Everywhere I go, she is there pestering the hell out of me.” Mr. Donald pauses for a moment, then stands looking down the trail as if trying to remember where he is. He looks up as if seeing us for the first time. “Who the hell are you?” he asks. I remember from my training that the brains of individuals living with dementia often hold onto curse words or other forbidden language longer than other words. So, even if they never used to curse, these words often pop into their brain much easier than other words. I also recall that most people living with dementia, especially those in distress, have a narrowed visual field. Eventually, they may lose their peripheral vision entirely. I move slowly into his visual field, stopping when I’m two meters away which allows him to see me and process before I move into his personal space. I raise my right hand up next to my face to direct his gaze there.

“Hey Mr. Donald. I’m Drake,” I state in a friendly voice, then pause to allow him to process, which sometimes takes longer for individuals living with dementia. “I’m from South Carolina, and you’re from...?” I trail off, prompting him to reply which will allow us to understand the state of his brain in this particular moment. We were trained to expect any number of reactions from a lost person living with dementia, including possibly running away again.

“Well, I live nearby. I finished lunch and was taking a walk through the neighborhood, but I seem to have taken a wrong turn somewhere.” Mr. Donald looks around. He no longer seems angry, just lost and a bit frightened. Perfectly understandable. I extend my hand and move towards him slowly, waiting for his response. At first, he hesitates, then he reaches out his hand and grasps mine in a firm handshake. I keep my hand connected with his in a butterfly position, with my hand below his. This Hand-under-Hand position is so important for getting and staying connected to a person who has just been found.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Donald,” I reply. “Now let’s get you back home.”

“Do you know where I live?”

“We’ll find it together. Oh, and this is my partner, Julie.”

“So nice to meet you Mr. Domald. Drake and I are a little tired, so we’re going to call someone to give us all a lift. I don’t know if we can keep up with you – you’re a very fit guy!” Julie states.

“And good looking, too!” Mr. Donald comments. So, he is a ladies’ man and seems to be taken with Julie, as most men are. Her piercing gray eyes and flashing red hair certainly make an attractive package. Still hard to believe she is Native American royalty.

Julie smiles back at him. “Mr. Donald, is it ok if I listen to your heart now?” she asks, pointing towards his chest, using visual gestures paired with our words. As long as the person has vision, they understand better if we use visual cues and gestures rather than just words alone.

“Be my guest!” he chuckles.

While Julie chats with Mr. Donald and does a brief medical examination I try reaching the IC on my radio, but still no signal. If I can’t contact anyone on the radio, I’ll build a fire and send smoke signals. Tyler hears my calls on his radio as he is somewhere between the IC and me, so he relays the message to Reggie letting him know we found the subject and gives them our location. Reggie relays the response from the IC, advising a helicopter will be dispatched in the morning to extract us. A ground team wouldn’t make it until daybreak anyway and most search teams don’t work at night, unlike BRSAR. We do most of our training at night.
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