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Prologue
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Bobbi reluctantly crawled out of her sleeping bag, shoved her feet into her boots, and made her way to the outhouse. She had only been asleep for a couple of hours at the Ollokot checkpoint. She’d stopped for the mandatory 4-hour layover, where the dogs were tended and she’d get something to eat. 

After tending to her dogs and filling her stomach, she’d had some time to catch a couple of hours sleep before getting back on the trail. This was the year she was going to win the 100-mile. She had her best team yet and had been training hard. After the trip to the outhouse, she’d gear up and get the team ready to get back on the trail. She was surprised she’d gotten any sleep since she’d consumed too much hot chocolate and water while chatting with the other mushers and waiting for someone to leave the tent. 

All day, she’d felt as though someone or something was watching her. Even her team seemed more distracted than usual. The rookie musher, Justine, had checked in with Bobbi when she’d arrived at the musher camp, lovingly called Ollokot Hilton, an hour later than she had. Bobbi considered asking the other woman, whom she had trained with a few times, to run with her. Then she cursed herself for letting a dream about her ex affect her. It frustrated her that she was allowing the dream to ruin this run. But then the hair on the back of her neck stood up, recalling how she thought she had seen him at the start of the race. 

Every day since the divorce was settled, she’d wondered how she could have married a man who was so sadistic. All the signs were there, but she’d been so surprised he was infatuated with her, she’d missed all of them. 

Rather than deal with putting on her coat and rousing her team, she’d only pulled on her hat with the headlight. Still wearing everything but her insulated overalls, coat, and gloves, she walked the twenty yards to the park outhouses. Her breath created icy clouds in front of her as she breathed. The snow crunched and skritched under her boots. Glancing over her shoulder toward the tents, small headlamps bobbed around as volunteers welcomed and sent off mushers. The string of lights on the Hilton tent made her smile. It was as if a party were going on inside the tent.

The cold, crisp air meant the snow would be hard and fast. Just the way she liked it when she and the dogs ventured out into the wilderness. Right now, it made her need to use the outhouse a priority.

As she reached for the handle on the door, a hand clamped over her mouth. She kicked backwards and tried to use her fists as a weapon. But whoever grabbed her wasn’t about to let go. As the arm around her neck squeezed tighter and tighter, pee warmed the inside of her legs and the world went black. 
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Chapter One

[image: ]




Justine Bartley’s watch beeped, waking her up. She glanced toward the spot where Bobbi had camped with her dogs. The area was empty. She’d met the woman the previous year at this sled dog race. The experienced musher had kindly helped harness the dogs and offered tips. After the race, they had met several times to run together. They were close in age and had bonded over their shared singleness and love of mushing. 

She pulled the hand warmers out of her boots and slid her feet in. The one thing she hated about mushing was cold feet. As she pulled on her parka, she heard snowmobiles revving up outside of Ollokot. She’d slept two hours after taking care of her dogs. They were getting a good five hours of downtime because she wasn’t out to win this race, just have the experience of a long race.

The darkness of two in the morning and the waning light of the Wolf Moon made the erratic and frenzied bobbing of the volunteers’ headlights stand out. When she’d slid into her sleeping bag, there had been an orderly movement even with mushers and their teams coming and going all night long. Several excited teams barking had awakened her about an hour after she’d lain down. She’d glanced around and saw the usual lights bobbing around as teams came and went and some really close, oddly moving lights by the outhouse, but she’d closed her eyes and fallen back asleep from the exhaustion that led up to the race and the first leg. 

Walking down the line of her dogs, she patted each one on the head and talked to them, keeping an eye on the hurried movements. Something was wrong. She could tell by the people rushing into the comms tent. Curious, she hurried over. She heard someone talking as she approached the tent. 

“We found a sled and team but no musher,” a voice said. “We were following the last of the two hundred sleds and found a sled on the side of the trail. Ivan is out there looking for her and keeping an eye on the dogs.”

“Whose team?” The Race Marshal, Cam Elston, asked.

“Bobbi Whitby.”

Justine walked into the tent. “What happened to Bobbi?”

Cam turned to her. “We’re trying to determine that.”

“What about her dogs and sled?” Justine, having bred bird dogs before switching to sled dogs, always cared about the well-being of the animal first.

“Someone will need to go up and bring them back.” The marshal peered around at the half a dozen people in the tent. 

“I’ll do it. I know the team. Let me get someone to take care of my dogs.” Justine knew she could handle Bobbi’s team, and she wanted to see where the woman had become separated from her sled and dogs.

“You’ll ruin any chance of finishing in the top teams,” Cam said.

“The race doesn’t matter. We have to find Bobbi and take care of her dogs.” Justine left the tent and went over to the Hilton tent. The canvas tent had a wood stove and chairs where the mushers could get warm drinks and food at any time. They could also hang out in the tent to warm up and visit. The volunteers hung out in the Hilton between teams arriving and leaving. 

She found Neal Preston, a volunteer handler, sipping coffee. “Neal, could you please feed my dogs and keep an eye on them? I need to go bring back Bobbi’s team.”

He set down his cup, splashing coffee on the table, and stood. “Why? Is she hurt?”

Justine had noticed a connection between Neal and Bobbi at the vet checks in Prairie Creek and then again at the start of the race. She’d thought at the time that Bobbi might not be single for much longer.

“No one knows. The sweeper snowmobile found her team and sled on the side of the trail and are looking for Bobbi. I’ll bring back the team while people continue to look.” Then she remembered that her friend Hawke, a Fish and Wildlife State Trooper with the Oregon State Police, was instructing a Search and Rescue group in the area this weekend. She’d tell the race marshal about it and see if he could get the group here quickly to pick up Bobbi’s trail. 

She and Neal hurried back to the comms tent. As they walked in, Justine heard the volunteer on the radio calling the authorities. 

“State Trooper Hawke is at the SAR training out by Salt Creek this weekend. You could radio Salt Creek and have someone go there and tell them. If anyone can find Bobbi, it will be him,” Justine told the people in the tent. 

“We’ll do a sweep of the area. If we can’t find her, then we’ll call in the Search and Rescue.”

“That could be too late if she’s hurt,” Justine insisted.

“Go get ready to retrieve her team, and let me worry about finding Bobbi.” Cam turned to one of the vets, dismissing Justine. 

“Come on,” she said to Neal and walked to her camp. The dogs started howling and barking for food and to run the trail. “Settle down, you’ll have to wait until I bring Bobbi’s crew back. Then we’ll see what has been learned before we return to the race.”

Justine instructed Neal where to find the food and how much to give the dogs before she put on layers and grabbed her gloves, hat, and goggles. “Thank you. When I bring Bobbi’s dogs back, I’d appreciate help caring for them.”

“No problem, I hope they find her and she isn’t hurt,” Neal said, pulling the dog dishes out of her sled. 

“Me, too.” 

On the snowmobile ride up the trail, Justine kept envisioning them getting there and finding the team and Bobbi back on the trail. But she saw the sled off in the four feet of deep snow to the side of the trail and her heart squeezed. What could have happened to her friend?

The dogs hopped up from where they’d been lying and started barking and tugging on the sled. The snub line was fastened to a tree. It looked as if Bobbi had left her team here for a reason. But why did she stop and leave the sled and the team in the deep snow like this? Even if she had to pee, she would have left the team on the groomed trail. 

The snowmobile stopped, and she realized there were two more machines up the trail a little farther. As the sound of the machine faded, she heard voices calling Bobbi’s name. That could have been why the dogs were so animated. They all stood in indentations in the snow where they had made beds. 

Justine climbed off the snowmobile and walked over to the sled. “I’m going to need help getting the sled back on the trail and the dogs turned around,” she said to the volunteer who brought her on the snowmobile.

He nodded, not taking his helmet off, and together they released the snub line and grabbed hold of the sled as the dogs tried to take off when there wasn’t anything holding them.

“Whoa!” Justine jumped onto the brake to hold the dogs from going deeper into the snow. “Grab the lead dog and bring them to the trail!” she called over their barking and yipping. The volunteer grasped Bongo, the lead dog, and pulled him to the trail. The other dogs followed, and Justine pushed the sled out of the deep snow. 

Once the dogs were aimed in the direction of Ollokot, Justine shouted, “Hike!” Bongo tugged at the harness and the lines, catching the other dogs’ attention, and the sled lurched forward with all eight dogs pointed forward pulling on their lines and starting the sled in motion.

The dogs were slow to respond to her commands, but didn’t balk as they would if she hadn’t worked with them before. By the time they arrived back at Ollokot, the dogs were listening to her. She brought the team to a stop, stepping on the brake. A volunteer grasped Bongo, holding the team as a vet and Cam approached. 

“Did you have any trouble with them?” Cam asked.

“A little bit at first, but I’ve run them before when Bobbi gave me pointers.” Justine shoved the parka hood off, stomped on the hook to set it, and continued standing on the brake. “Have you heard anything?”

“No. What did you see?” Cam asked.

“The team and sled were in the deep snow on the side of the trail with the snub line around a tree. It was as if she left them there to go look at something.” Then she thought of Hawke and that perhaps their moving the sled and dogs hadn’t been the right thing to do. He might have learned something from the way the sled was in the snow.

“Have you called in Search and Rescue yet?”

Cam nodded. “We need to find her. There’s a storm coming in.”

“Cam, over here!” came a shout from a volunteer working with a vet. 

Cam walked away, and the vet who had been waiting with Cam stepped up. “My tech will help you get the dogs settled, and I’ll come by and check them out.” 
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Chapter Two
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Hawke snuggled into his sleeping bag, wishing he were home, curled up against Dani, instead of near Salt Creek station, instructing Search and Rescue members how to track in snow and survive with little to no supplies. 

He’d signed up to be an instructor this year because he was taking time off next month to go somewhere warm with Dani. She was encouraging him to explore places she had been during her military service. He had plenty of vacation time to use and figured that now he had someone to share it with, he might as well. 

“Hawke!” A voice called from somewhere near the tent that was being used as a command center for the weekend activities.

“Might as well get up,” he said to no one but himself. The other members participating in the event were spread out in the forest, sleeping in snow caves they made just before dark. Since he wasn’t the one instructing them on that particular thing, he’d stayed near the command center and set up a tent with a propane heater. 

“Hey, Hawke!” His tent shook.

“Yeah. I’m awake,” he said, throwing back the top of his sleeping bag and placing his feet on the cold ground beside the cot. 

“A musher is missing between Ollokot and McGraw. And there’s a storm going to hit in about four hours.” 

“Shit! Round up a snowmobile to get me to Ollokot, and then get the rest of the SAR members rounded up and over. I’ll meet them there to give them instructions.” He pulled his pants and wool shirt over his long johns and then put on his waterproof and windproof pants, coat, and cap with earflaps. After shoving his feet into waterproof boots, he picked up his daypack and leaned over to step out of the tent opening. 

The man who’d delivered the message disappeared into the command tent as Hawke started walking that direction. Another person hurried out of the tent, and a snowmobile revved to life. 

By the time he’d crossed the distance between the two tents, Blakley stepped out. “Ollokot knows you're coming. Pete has the snowmobile ready to go.” 

“Thanks.” Hawke walked to where the snowmobile was purring and stepped over the seat behind Pete, who held up a helmet. Hawke replaced his cap with the helmet and sat. Tapping Pete on the shoulder, Hawke let the man know he was ready.

They took off across the snow using the headlights as they flew through the trees at forty miles per hour, under the stars and full moon. Hawke hoped it wasn’t his friend Justine who was missing. The last time he’d been in the Rusty Nail, she’d told him how she’d taken time off to participate in the Eagle Cap Extreme Sled Dog Race. He knew she’d moved from bird dogs to sled dogs, but he hadn’t known she was participating in races. 

<<>><<>>

Hawke arrived at Ollokot twenty minutes after leaving Salt Creek. He liked when places where his ancestors had lived were named after them, but he also felt anger that the area wasn’t called by the name his ancestors called it. Ollokot was young Chief Joseph’s brother who died during the battles that ensued when the cavalry chased their band of Nez Perce to Montana. This area was where Ollokot and his band of Nez Perce had camped.

Before disembarking from the snowmobile, he sent out a silent prayer to his ancestors. He stepped over the snowmobile, handed the helmet he’d been wearing to Pete, and strode toward the Comms tent. He’d been to the Ollokot check-point ten years ago when he’d been sent up to arrest a volunteer who had been caught stealing. The place hadn’t changed much. A few more individual tents, but the layout was pretty much the same. 

“Hawke!” a female voice called.

He spun around and found Justine hurrying toward him. 

When she stood in front of him, she said, “I tried to get them to call you sooner. It took a storm coming in for them to do it.”

“I’m glad it isn’t you I’m looking for. Let me get the information from the race marshal, and then I’ll talk to you.” He patted her on the shoulder and headed to the Comms tent. He heard Justine following him. 

At the tent, he pushed through the flap and stood inside the door, taking in the radio equipment and a large map with little colored flags with numbers following red lines. 

“State Trooper Hawke here to help with the missing musher,” he said, making heads turn his direction. “Where’s the Race Marshal?” 

“He’s out with a vet,” said a man with a red beard and overalls standing in the corner. “I’m Lance. Cam told me to take you on the snowmobile to where we found the sled.”

“Is the sled still there?” Hawke asked.

“No. I brought it back,” Justine said. “The Race Marshal wanted it brought back so the dogs could be taken care of.” 

Hawke studied Justine. “What did you see when you picked it up?”

“It was off the groomed trail, sitting in four feet of snow. The dogs had made beds in the snow but were standing and barking at the people out calling Bobbi’s name. The snub line was around a tree to keep the dogs from running away with the sled. They were all off the groomed trail in the snow, like someone put it there.”

“What about footprints? Did you see them going in any direction?” Hawke wondered why a musher would leave their team off the trail and wander off. 

“I didn’t look for footprints. My priority was getting the dogs and sled back here safely.” Justine’s face reddened. “I wondered on the way back if it would have been better to have left it there.”

“Has anyone touched the sled?” Hawke asked, thinking there might be something on the sled to indicate what might have happened.

“We, Neal, a handler, and I, took dog food out of it to feed the dogs,” Justine said.

“Did you notice anything different about the sled or the contents?” He watched as his friend stared at him as she ran through what she’d seen. 

“No, not that I could see. I’ve trained with Bobbi a few times, and her equipment looked like usual.” 

“Does Lance know the exact spot where the sled was found?” He glanced at the man waiting for him. 

“I do. I was with Ivan when we found the sled and dogs and I took Justine up to get the sled.” Lance handed a helmet to Hawke. “It’s only about a ten-minute ride by snowmobile.” 

Hawke grabbed the helmet and said, “Let’s go.” As he walked by Justine, he said, “Make sure no one messes with the dogs or the sled, please.” 

She nodded, and he walked out of the Comms tent and followed Lance to a snowmobile. He was getting his fill of riding on the machines today. His favorite form of transportation, any time of year, was by horseback. 

Lance was right. It took them only ten minutes to follow the groomed trail that veered to the left shortly after leaving Ollokot. It had been a fairly straight run along the bottom of a canyon, then it was a climb up to the top of a ridge. Then the trail had curves and the snowmobile slowed as the sun sent a glow over the tops of the Seven Devils in the distance. 

Lance stopped the machine in the groomed trail. He pointed and said in a muffled voice, “That’s where we found the sled.”

Hawke stepped off the machine, took off the helmet, placed it where he’d been sitting, and pulled a flashlight out of his pack. He advanced to the indentations in the snow where the sled had sat and the upheaval of snow from the removal of the sled. 

He shone the light outside of the tracks, looking for footprints. He found two sets heading down the side of the ridge. “Who made those?” he asked.

Lance stood beside him, his helmet under his arm. “That’s where Ivan and I walked out and called to Bobbi. We knew whose sled it was and started calling for her. When we couldn’t get an answer or find her, I came back and drove to Ollokot and told them what we found. Then I brought Justine back, and we could still hear Ivan calling for Bobbi. I helped her get the sled loose and then called Ivan back. Cam, the race marshal, told me to bring him back, and we’d send out a full crew. But then we heard about the storm coming in, Cam decided we needed people with more training. That’s when they called Search and Rescue.” 

Hawke walked into the middle of where the sled sat and shone the beam of his flashlight slowly around all sides of the sled. “There is nothing here that shows anyone walking away from the sled. He looked back at the groomed surface. “Where does this go?”

“It’s only about a half mile to where the trail goes left to PO Saddle, the next checkpoint, and then the sleds come back, and instead of turning to follow this trail back, they go straight and make a loop back to Ollokot.” Lance nodded his head back the way they’d ridden.

“Has anyone checked the trail between here and PO Saddle? She could be walking in the groomed trail.” He shone his light on the eight indentations from the dogs. But why go on foot when you had a team of dogs to pull you? “Take me back to Ollokot.” 

Hawke turned off his flashlight and walked over to the snowmobile. He pulled the helmet onto his head, and as Lance settled onto the machine, he said, “Go slower on the way back. I want to see if anyone walked off the trail.” He swung his leg over and held on as the snowmobile turned and they moved at half the speed they had on the way out. 
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Chapter Three
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Back at Ollokot, Hawke found the SAR members who had been at Salt Creek. He gathered them in the Hilton tent and told them what he’d seen and what he suspected. “She must have stepped back onto the groomed trail and walked somewhere. I’m going to contact the state police and have them run her name and see if anything pops up that might make this a kidnapping or her wanting to vanish. In the meantime, half of you need to go to the site where the sled and team were left, and in case I’m wrong, spread out and see if you can find anything that shows she went down the ridge on either side. The other half need to follow the trail and see if any tracks are leading off the trail.” 

The person in command of the SAR members started calling out names and telling them which job they had. 

Justine walked up to him. “Cam is in the Comms tent waiting to hear what you discovered. And no one has gone near Bobbi’s sled or team.” 

“Good. Keep an eye on it.” He started to walk away when Justine tugged on his sleeve. 

“I heard what you said about kidnapping. Her ex has a really mean, nasty streak. She told me about some of the things he did when they were married. You might want to find out where he is.” 

Hawke stopped and studied his friend. “Does he have a record? What’s his name?”

“I think his first name is Mark or Marcus. But I don’t know the last name. I know she took back her maiden name when she divorced him.” Justine shrugged. “That’s all I know. She didn’t talk much about him. She said he was the past and she was moving her life forward.” 

“This is good information. If you think of anything else, let me know.” Hawke continued across to the Comms tent. The muted sun was beginning to shine through the clouds gathering over the canyon. 

“Trooper Hawke, I’m sorry I wasn’t here to greet you when you first arrived,” a man in his fifties said, stepping forward and holding out a hand. 

Hawke shook hands. “You must be Cam Elston, the race marshal. I’ll catch you up on what we’re doing.” Hawke told him about what he saw, suspected, and what he had the SAR members doing to look for the missing musher. 

“Your people need to be aware not to get in the way of the sled teams.” The race marshal seemed to puff up like a mating ruffed grouse. 

“They know to stay out of the way of the racers.” Hawke faced the woman sitting at the ham radio. “I need to contact the state police in Wallowa County. Can you do that?” 

She shot a glance at Cam and waited for him to nod before saying, “Yeah.”

“I’d like to get in contact with Sergeant Spruel at the Winslow State Police Office. If it’s easier, I can talk to someone out of La Grande.” Hawke pulled up a chair and sat beside the radio operator. There was a small wood stove heating the tent. He unzipped his coat and slid his arms out. He was overdressed for anything other than a ride on a snowmobile. 

The woman spoke call letters into the radio and asked for the Joseph Command Center. 

A voice on the other end said, “This is the Joseph Command Center.”

“In regards to the email Cam sent, we—”

Hawke put a hand on her shoulder. “You have a way I can send an email to my superior?”

She nodded. 

“Then disregard putting this out on the radio.” 

She relayed the disregard message and handed him a laptop. “It should be logged in already.”

Hawke opened the computer and found it was logged in and showing the real-time stats of the racers. “Can you get me on an email service?”

She clicked out of the map and into a mail service. 

Hawke composed an email to Sergeant Spruel explaining about the missing woman. “What’s Bobbi’s last name?” he asked. 

The woman told him, and he typed the last name and the first names that Justine thought were her ex’s name. Then he told him that it was possibly a kidnapping. Please do a background check on the woman and the ex-husband. At the bottom, he added, I may be up here longer than the weekend if we don’t find the woman.

He sent the email and asked the radio operator if she would let him know when the sergeant replied.

The race marshal stood inside the Comms tent waiting for him. “What do we do now?”

“I want to know the times when Bobbi arrived at Ollokot and when she left and talk to everyone she talked to while she was here.” Hawke watched as the man shook his head. 

“We can get you the times she came and went, but as for talking to everyone she did, most of them are out on the trail racing. They’ll be coming back in to either check in or rest.” 

“Get the list of people she saw, and I want to talk to them when they come back through here.” Hawke didn’t wait for the man to say that wouldn’t work. He walked over to where Justine stood, petting a dog. 

“Is this your team or Bobbi’s?” he asked.

“Mine. Bobbi’s team and sled are over there.” She pointed to a sled and eight dogs, three camps away from hers. 

“You should get back into the race, keep your mind on other things,” Hawke said. 

“No. I want to help find her. She was good to me when I started mushing. She was the only one who stopped and helped me when I was confused or unsure if I was doing things right. We built a friendship from our love of dogs and mushing.” Justine looked up from the dog she petted and peered into Hawke’s eyes. “She was as close a friend to me as you and Dani.” 

He understood her need to help find her friend. He had a driving need to help anyone who was in trouble. And a friend made his desire to help even more crucial. “Let’s go through her sled and see if you see anything amiss.” 

They walked over to the sled. As they approached, the dogs all started barking and yipping as if they thought they were going on a run. All but one.

Hawke studied the dog on the end. He wasn’t interested in them. He kept sniffing the air. “That dog. How long has Bobbi had him?” 

Justine followed his pointing finger with her gaze. “That’s Bongo. He’s her lead dog. She’s had him about five years.”

“Longer than the rest?” Hawke asked, walking toward the dog.

“Yeah. She got him when he was a pup and trained him to be the lead dog.” 

“What was he doing when you found the sled?” Hawke held his hand out to the dog, let him sniff, then scratched the animal behind the ears. “Hey Bongo, what do you know that has you on alert?”

“The others were barking in the direction where the snowmobile operator was calling Bobbi’s name. But Bongo was looking back down the trail.” Justine walked up to them. “Do you think he knows which direction Bobbi went?” 

“Maybe. Can you find a leash so I can let him sniff around?” Hawke wasn’t sure what the dog might be able to help them with, but he had always trusted Dog, his canine companion. 

Justine dug in Bobbi’s sled and came up with a leash. 

Hawke took the lead, clasping it to Bongo’s collar before unhooking the neckline from the gangline. Bongo pulled on the lead, digging his feet into the snow, pulling Hawke toward the outhouse. 

He thought it was odd the dog was pulling him toward the building, but when the animal put his nose in a patch of yellow snow with flattened and disturbed snow around it, he handed the leash to Justine. “Hold him over there.” 

Standing still and twisting his body to see the pattern of the disturbed snow, he judged that there had been a struggle here. The footprints to the disturbed area had one set coming from the musher camps, and two sets, deeply indented in the snow, coming from the side of the building. He stopped and studied the two sets of deeper prints that went round the back of the tents. 

Hawke took Bongo’s lead back from Justine. He followed the prints leading Bongo to the large signboard that designated this as Ollokot Campground. A sled with boxes sat at the base of the sign.

Bongo sniffed the air and whined. Hawke led him toward the sled. “What is that sled for?”

“That’s what they use to haul injured or tired dogs back to Prairie Creek Command Center where the mushers pick up their injured dogs when they finish the race.” Justine grasped Hawke’s sleeve. “You don’t think—”

“You stay here,” he told Justine and let Bongo lead him over to the sled. The dog put his nose to one of the kennels and sat down, whimpering. 

Hawke patted the dog on the head. “You know she’s in there, don’t you?” Sighing heavily, Hawke led the dog back to Justine. “Take him back and tie him up, then get the Race Marshal and have Sheriff Lindsey radioed to come back to Ollokot.” 

Justine studied him. “You think she’s in one of those boxes? But then how did her team and sled end up out on the trail?” 

“That’s what I’ll have to find out. Go.” He watched until the woman and dog were almost to the line of dogs yipping and tugging on their lines. Hawke walked over to the sled and knelt in front of the kennel Bongo had indicated. Peering through the mesh door, he saw clothing and long dark hair. “Shit!” He sat back on his haunches and studied the two sets of prints in the snow. One set went off through the trees and the other headed to the camping area. Two people had shoved the victim’s body into the kennel and then went about their business as if nothing had happened. 
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Chapter Four
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The Race Marshal nearly lost his last meal when Hawke told him what he believed. By the time the sheriff arrived, Hawke had chased several people away from the crime scene. Luckily, he’d taken photos and mapped out the footprints he’d spotted before they were obliterated by all the people wanting to know what was going on. 

He was glad Justine was taking care of her dogs as well as the victim’s. It gave her something to do and would keep her away when the medical examiner finally arrived and they took the body out of the kennel. 

“You’re telling me the woman we’ve been looking for is stuffed in there?” Rafe asked as he stood beside Hawke, staring at the sled with kennels.

“Keep your voice down, I’ve had to chase nearly everyone in this camp away once the word got out that I was guarding the sled,” Hawke said, barely loud enough for the sheriff’s ears only.

“Sorry. I’m just thinking about how they did it.” Rafe pulled out a cell phone. “Want me to call Gwendolyn?”

“She should be showing up any minute. I asked the Race Marshal to contact her and send a snowmobile out to pick her up.” 

“It’s not going to be pretty getting the body out of there.” Rafe said what had been on Hawke’s mind. 

“No, it’s not.” Hawke had a thought. He pulled out his walkie-talkie and contacted the relay person at the SAR communications tent. “SAR Com Salt Creek, this is Hawke. Over.”

“This is SAR Com Salt Creek, go ahead, Hawke. Over.”

“Have someone bring the tallest tent that’s at least eight by ten feet to Ollokot, please. Over.”

“Copy. Over.”

Hawke turned to Rafe. “When they get here with the tent, we’ll set it up over the sled so no one will see how the body is removed.”

“Good idea. Want me to take over keeping an eye on it, while you get out of the cold and get some coffee?” Rafe zipped his coat up to his neck. 

“Thanks, I’ll do that. Have someone come get me if I’m not back by the time the tent or Dr. Vance arrives.” 

“Will do.” Rafe leaned against the sign at the front end of the sled. 

Hawke walked over to Justine’s camp. “Come get some coffee with me. I want to warm up and see if anyone in the Hilton talked to Bobbi last night.” 

Justine nodded, gave the dog one last pat, and followed him. “Is that really Bobbi in the box?” she asked in a quiet voice.

“Does she have dark hair?” he asked, knowing it had to be the woman because the dog had detected her scent, and it explained why they hadn’t found her near her sled and dogs. 

“Yeah. About the same length as mine.” 

He watched from the corner of his eye as Justine swiped at her eyes. “I’m sorry. I wish I could say it was someone else, but it would still be a horrible crime, and it needs to be solved.” He held the flap back on the Hilton tent. Justine walked in ahead of him. 

The murmuring stopped. He counted eight people inside. Three appeared to be mushers and the others were volunteers. Hawke followed Justine over to the large pot of coffee and picked up a paper cup, filling it. 

When he turned, all eyes were on him. No time like the present. “Were any of you in here last night when Bobbi Whitby arrived?” 

“Is that who you’ve been looking for?” one of the mushers asked.

Hawke glanced around at the faces. Some knew who they’d been looking for and others appeared to be just learning about it. “Yes. Her sled and dogs were found about five miles up the trail. However, her body was found here in camp.”

“Oh no!” one of the women volunteers cried.

“You’re sure it’s Bobbi?” asked a man who’d nodded to Justine when they’d entered.

“We’ll know for sure when the medical examiner gets here. Now, to my question, were any of you in here last night when Bobbi arrived?”

The woman who’d cried out nodded. “I was. We talked a bit. She said she had a good first leg and was excited to get bedded down to get out quick from the mandatory layover here.” The woman tapped a finger against her lips and said, “But then, for talking about getting to bed and getting off before the others, she hung around in the tent a while after she ate.” 

“She was walking to her camp with Neal—” Justine motioned to the man she’d nodded to when they entered— “when I arrived. She came over and helped me secure the team, and we talked a minute or two before she went to her camp, checked her dogs, and slipped into her sleeping bag,” Justine said. “I grabbed a quick bite after I took care of my dogs, and then I crashed.”

Hawke nodded at his friend and then speared the man, Neal, with a stare. “You walked her out. How do you two know each other?” 

“I helped her get her dogs to her camp area when she arrived, then I had to go help with the next team that came in. Then I walked her from here to her camp later. She seemed edgy. She said it was just nerves about the race, but when she said it, I didn’t think she sounded sincere. Walking to her camp, she kept staring at everyone who walked by, like she expected to see someone.” 

“Neal, why didn’t you say something sooner?” Justine jammed her hands on her hips. “You know that she worries about her ex retaliating.” 

Hawke glanced at Justine and then at Neal. The man’s face was growing redder by the second. “How do you know about her ex-husband?” 

“We’ve been friends through this event for a few years. She told me about how difficult her divorce was and that her ex-husband had threatened her when the papers were delivered to him.” Neal shrugged. “But that was four or five years ago. He should have cooled off by now.”

“In my line of work, I’ve learned some people never cool off.” Hawke pulled out a notebook and pen. “What’s the name of her ex-husband?”

Neal shrugged again. “She only called him Marcus. I assumed his last name was Whitby.”

“No, she took back her maiden name, but she never told me her married name either,” Justine said.

Hawke glanced around the tent. “Anyone else notice Bobbi acting differently?”

One volunteer nodded. “She did hang out in the tent longer than usual. In other years, she’d come in, grab food and something hot to drink, and go back to her camp to eat.”

The picture that everyone was painting showed a woman who was anxious about being alone. That would have made her hours of solitude while mushing hard to endure if she was worried about someone around every bend and tree. 

“Do you know if there was anyone at this race who she’s had problems with?” Hawke asked. 

They all shook their heads. 

“She was always the first one to help another musher and never talked bad about anyone,” said the woman who had first commented. 

The others agreed.

Hawke thanked them for visiting with him, then he asked Neal and Justine to follow him out of the tent. 

“You two seem to be the two closest to the victim.” Justine flinched at his use of the word victim. He’d have to watch how he talked about her friend. “I have someone at the State Police looking into her ex-husband. Is there anyone else that you can think of who would want to cause her harm?” 

They both shook their heads. “If you think of anything she might have said about anyone, come find me and tell me.” He looked both of them in the eyes before he walked back toward the sign and dog box. 

He scanned the encampment searching for anyone who appeared overly interested in the happenings. No one seemed to stand out. There had been two people who committed the homicide and concealed the body. That was why he hadn’t found footprints leading away from the sled. Someone drove the sled from here and left it alongside the trail. Then the second suspect picked them up. Another musher who followed behind or someone on a snowmobile? 
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