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Prologue
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Her mind whirled and her heart thudded with excitement. She stared into Adrian’s smiling face and knew her answer. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”  

Adrian pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Her heart nearly burst thinking she had finally found the right man to take home to her mom and brother. They made love on the small island not far from the resort where their company was holding a week-long corporate retreat. 

They lay in one another’s arms enjoying the warmth of the sunshine, the birds calling to one another, and the rustling of leaves in the trees. “We need to get back before they realize we both snuck away and didn’t attend the Opening Dinner.” She grabbed her shorts and shirt and stood. “I’m going for a dip in the water. I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t be gone long. I want to spend as much time as we can alone together. Even if it’s just planning our future.” Adrian’s smile faded. “Or how to figure out what to do about the discrepancy I told you about the other night.”

She stared down at the man she’d just promised to marry. “Don’t worry about it. Once we get back, I’ll look into things.”

He stood. “I think they know I found out.” He reached out and grasped her hand. “We have to be careful. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

She smiled. “I know how to be discreet in my inquiries.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. When he started to pull her tighter, she eased out of the hold. “I’m going to clean up, and we’ll get back before anyone realizes we’re gone.”

Adrian nodded and she hurried through the brush toward the west shore of the small island. She dropped her clothes on the sandy beach and walked into the cold water. Goose bumps popped out on her arms and her legs stung from the cold, but she continued until the water was up to her waist, and then she swam around before exiting the water and walking back to her clothes.

Her mind sifted through all the ways she and Adrian could get a vacation at the same time to visit her family and his to tell them about their engagement. She strolled back to Adrian, humming. 

She stopped. Something was wrong. The world felt cold and off. As if someone had thrown dark netting over the small island. She listened beyond the silence. 

A man’s gruff voice asked, “Where is she?” 

Creeping toward the spot where she’d left Adrian, she didn’t hear a reply. Cautiously, she peered through the bushes. A man had her bra wrapped around Adrian’s neck. She pushed the bushes apart to go to Adrian’s aid.

The man with her bra fisted in his hands, spun her way. The coldness in his eyes sent a chill through her.

He threw the bra still wrapped around Adrian’s neck away from him. Her fiancé fell hard to the ground; his eyes open and his lips purplish-blue. 

The man with cold eyes started in her direction. 

Asking her lean legs to run, she sprinted back the way she’d come, running into the water and swimming for the far shore. She thanked the Creator for the mornings she spent swimming at the local YMCA. It had been her favorite sport growing up and she’d continued it as an adult to keep in shape.

As she pumped her legs and kept a fast steady pace with her arms, all she could think was to get as far from the man who’d killed Adrian and find help. Because it wasn’t just the man, but the police, and ultimately the company she worked for that would be looking for her. They had to know she and Adrian had been dating and he told her about their illegal actions. That had to be why the man had strangled Adrian with her bra. She swallowed the wail that clawed its way up her throat. She wanted to mourn the man who had asked to marry her, but first, she had to stay alive.
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Chapter One
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The sound of his phone ringing woke Gabriel Hawke. He didn’t have to worry about the sound waking his girlfriend, Dani Singer, she was up in the Wallowa Mountains running her lodge. 

He glanced at his watch. Two a.m. He didn’t recognize the number.

“Hello?”

“Pyáp, I need help.” A woman’s voice sounded out of breath. 

Only one person ever called him Pyáp, older brother. “Marion?”

“They killed Adrian.” She choked back a sob. “They’re after me.” She sucked in air. “Hurry!”

The line went silent.

“Marion?” He tried to call the number back but no one picked up. “Damn!” 

Dog had appeared at the bed when Hawke answered the phone. He ruffled the hair on the animal’s neck. 

Two a.m. wasn’t a good time to call his mother and ask questions about Marion. However, he’d heard the desperation in his sister’s voice. It had been nearly two decades since he’d actually set eyes on her. Once she became a corporate lawyer, she’d disappeared back East and rarely came home. Her calling him Pyáp, the name she called him until she started school, told him she was asking as a sister for his help. She needed him to shelter her as he had when her father, his stepfather, drank and raged through the house throwing punches at anyone in his way. His protective instincts kicked in. He would find Kskɨ́s Yáka, Small Bear, and bring her home. 

Sliding his legs over the edge of the bed, he sat up, rubbed a hand over his face, and tried to remember where he’d put that box of personal papers and things when he and Dani moved into this house six months ago.

Hawke was pretty sure that somewhere there was a business card Marion had sent to him when she’d landed her job. If he couldn’t find that, he’d call their mother. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to wake her. 

Hawke walked through the house in his boxer shorts. It was early June. The nights still held a nip in the air, but the last few years Wallowa County, Oregon had started heating up by the end of June and staying hotter than usual through July. 

He opened the door to the bedroom they’d made into an office and walked over to the closet. Pulling the doors open, he stared at Dani’s side of the closet. All the boxes were neatly labeled. His side of the closet...he wasn’t sure what was in any of the boxes. 

Dog whined. 

“Yeah, you and me both. I’ll let you out and make a pot of coffee. This could take a while.” Even as he walked to the back door and let Dog out, his head told him there wasn’t time to mess around digging through boxes. He needed to call his mom and find out all she knew about Marion. Their mom would forgive him when he brought Marion home. 

The coffeemaker was gurgling and emitting the strong aroma of the coffee he and Dani preferred as he dialed his mom’s phone number. 

“H-hello?” Mimi Shumack answered in a sleepy voice. 

“I’m sorry to wake you, Mom, but I think Marion is in trouble. I need to know everything you know.” He walked over to pour a cup of coffee. The notepad and pen by the fridge caught his attention. He tossed it onto the table before pouring the coffee.

“Marion? What kind of trouble?” Mom’s voice warbled. She wasn’t completely awake.

“I don’t know. She said something about Adrian. Do you know who Adrian is?” Hawke settled at the table, giving his mom time to wake up and think.

“I believe it is a man she’s been seeing for a while. Why?” He heard her shuffling down the hallway. Most likely to make herself a cup of coffee.

“I need to know who she works for and her phone number and address.”

“I have her business card on the side of the fridge. Hold on.” There was a pause and Mom said, “Pannell Financial Services in Dallas, Texas.” She read off the phone number and address.

He heard the flipping of pages and she read off Marion’s address and phone number. “Don’t you have your sister’s phone number?” Mom asked in an accusing tone.

“I had one some years ago but she must have gotten a new phone number because the last time I tried calling, it said the number had been disconnected.” 

“That would have been five years ago. Why didn’t you ask me for her new number?” 

Hawke shrugged. His sister never called him. Not even for his birthday. He’d stopped trying to call her on hers after getting the disconnected notification. He figured she didn’t want him to know her number.

“Thank you. I’m sorry I had to wake you. I’ll try this number and see if I can find out where she is and what has happened.” 

“When you learn something let me know,” Mom insisted. 

“I will. Try to go back to sleep.” Hawke ended the call and glanced at the clock. Dallas was two hours ahead of the Pacific Standard Time in Oregon. It was 4:30 AM in Dallas. A financial service would have people working around the clock, wouldn’t they? 

He dialed the number his mom had read off the business card. Two rings and a woman answered. “Pannell Financial Services. How may I direct your call?”

“I’d like to find out if Marion Shumack is in the office,” Hawke said. 

“She works eight to five, Monday through Friday,” the woman replied. 

“And she will be in at eight, then?” 

The woman clicked some keys. “No, she and a group from the offices are at a corporate retreat.”

“Can you tell me where the retreat is located?” Hawke wasn’t sure what kind of trouble she was in but he didn’t want to use his State Trooper badge to discover information until he knew what he was up against. 

“We don’t divulge that information.” 

“I hate to ask you to go against any kind of protocol but I’m her brother and our mother is deathly ill. Mom asked me to contact Marion. She’s not answering her cell phone. That’s why I called her work number.” His mom wouldn’t like knowing he’d said she was in poor health. But to help her daughter, he was pretty sure Mimi Shumack would do anything, short of killing someone, to find the truth.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. They do make the members at the retreat turn off their cell phones. I’ll call the person in charge of the retreat and have them give the message to your sister.” 

“I don’t think it would be a good idea for someone else to tell Marion that our mom isn’t doing well. She and my mom are very close. Could you just tell me where she’s at and I can go through the proper channels to contact her there?” Hawke needed to know where the retreat was. He wanted to be headed in that direction as soon as he’d contacted his ex-landlords, Herb and Darlene Trembley, to take care of his horses while he and Dog searched for Marion. 

The woman sighed. “I’m not supposed to give out the information...”

“This is a matter of a dying woman’s desire to see her daughter one last time. My mom has been asking for Marion. I can’t tell her Marion can’t be contacted.” He put as much whining as he could stomach into his statement.

“You didn’t hear this from me,” the woman whispered. “They are staying at the Island Resort on Salmon Lake in Montana.” She ended the call. 

Hawke smiled at the small victory. He was one step closer to finding his sister. 
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Chapter Two
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Driving along the interstate with Dog in the passenger seat, Hawke went over the phone calls he’d made. First, his ex-landlords to watch his animals, then his boss, Sergeant Spruel, of the Oregon State Police, and last his mom. 

Herb and Darlene said they would take care of things while he looked for his sister. Spruel had offered to gather information on the corporation Marion worked for, the person Adrian she’d mentioned, and the Island Resort on Salmon Lake. Also, he offered to find out about the phone number Marion had called from. Hawke was grateful nearly every day for the people in his life that believed in him. 

Mom had been ready to jump in her car and join him. He’d told her to stay home by her phone in case Marion tried to call her. He also gave her Sergeant Spruel’s phone number in case she couldn’t get a hold of him. He’d check in with his boss every day. 

They were halfway to Salmon Lake, nearing Lolo Pass when his phone rang.

“Hawke,” he answered without looking at who was calling.

“It’s Dani. Where are you and Dog?” She wasn’t upset but sounded concerned.

“Are you at the house?” 

“Yeah, I flew in to pick up clients tomorrow morning and thought I’d surprise you.” She chuckled. “The surprise was on me.”

“Marion called in the middle of the night.”

“Marion? Your sister? I thought you and she—”

“She’s in trouble. She didn’t have time to tell me more than she was in trouble, someone was killed, and she needs help. I’m headed to Salmon Lake, Montana. That’s where she is on a corporate retreat.” 

“Damn! If I’d known this sooner, I could have flown you there.” 

“It’s okay. I need a vehicle. I’m going to lose you, I’m about to head over Lolo Pass. Can you call mom and talk to her this evening? I had to call her to get information.” Guilt had been gnawing at his gut over having to drag their mom into this. He wouldn’t have had to if he’d kept in contact with his sister. But damn, she should be the one who kept in contact with family. She was the one who ran away as soon as she could. 

“I’ll call her. Be careful.” 

The bars for his phone service disappeared. 

<<>><<>><<>>

Marion rubbed her hands up and down her arms. She’d taken a long-sleeved shirt, pants, and a pair of athletic shoes from the house she’d broken into to call Gabriel. She’d pulled them on over her shorts and tank top since her underwear were back on the island leaving evidence that she had been with Adrian when... Her chest burned from the sobs she’d held in all night as she first swam, then ran barefoot over the ridge and down the other side. She’d been thankful to focus on remembering Gabriel’s phone number as she searched for an empty house with a phone. She’d passed up nearly a dozen that either had people in them or she didn’t see any electricity or phone lines. Knowing the man who had killed Adrian would be looking for her, she hadn’t wanted anyone to see her. She couldn’t have lived with herself if someone innocent was killed because they had helped her. 

She hadn’t seen phone lines at the cabin she’d broken into but had been lucky to find a working landline. And even luckier Gabriel had answered the call and knew it was her. Before she could calm herself and fill Gabriel in, she’d had to flee. Lights had illuminated the house and she didn’t want to be caught. She’d run out the backdoor and through the trees until she couldn’t breathe. Her stomach rumbled. She wished she’d thought to fill the pockets of the clothing with food.  

She’d been a child the last time she’d gone hungry for more than an hour. And almost as long since she’d spent time in a forest. If she weren’t running for her life, she could enjoy the sights, sounds, and smells. But fear kept her chest tight and stalled her brain from thinking of anything other than survival.

Marion sat on a downed log to rest. The minute her muscles relaxed, they began to burn. And her heart ached, as her last sight of Adrian flashed through her mind.

She had to find Gabriel. They would make sure Drew Pannell and the man with the cold eyes went to jail for Adrian’s murder. 

<<>><<>><<>>

Hawke’s stomach was growling as he drove up 83N and spotted law enforcement vehicles clogging the small parking lot alongside the ferry shuttle building on the lake shore. He spotted a dirt road leading up the ridge on the opposite side of the highway from the lake. He drove up the road even though it had a sign: PRIVATE KEEP OUT. He parked, rolled down the window, and used his binoculars to watch the small motorboats hauling law enforcement personnel to the island with the resort and to a smaller island beyond the resort island. 

He spotted State and County police. Someone in a fancy jogging outfit stood on the dock at the resort, greeting the law enforcement who arrived. Hawke wondered if it was the manager of the resort or someone from Pannell Financial. 

His phone rang. A glance at the name and he slid his finger across the screen.

“What have you found out? This resort is crawling with law enforcement,” he said, by way of answering the phone.

“Then you made it to Salmon Lake,” Spruel said.

“Yeah. Any chance I can flash my badge and get in there?” he asked.

“Word is they found Adrian Ulrick strangled with a bra. He was naked. They believe it was an erotic role play that went wrong.” Spruel sounded embarrassed. He’d talked about such matters before in cases and never seemed to bat an eye.

“They think Marion did it, don’t they?” That would be the only explanation for his boss being embarrassed to say it.

“Yeah.”

“Well, she didn’t. She said ‘they killed Adrian.’” Hawke continued to watch the happenings. “I think I’ll rent a boat and make my way out to the small island. Do you have any contacts in this area I could work with to learn what they are finding?” 

“I’ll see if an old friend is willing to help you. And that number your sister called from? It’s from a landline.” He rattled off the address. “From what I can see on Google Earth, it’s a house south of Placid Lake and west of Salmon Lake.” 

“Thanks. I’ll head there before I rent a boat. I’ll let you know what I find out.” Hawke ended the call, studying the goings on. He spotted a boat carrying a gurney with a body bag. That would be the victim. The man his mom said Marion was involved with.

Hawke put the address Spruel gave him into his phone’s GPS and backed down the dirt road onto the highway. He followed the directions to the end of Salmon Lake, turned left, and followed the gravel road past vacation homes along the end of the lake. 

He spotted some trees that had been painted with scary faces and continued to a sign that said Placid Lake. He made a left following a dirt road around the end of the lake and along the south side weaving through trees until he came to a small cabin. This must have been the end of the line for power and phone lines. 

Two large dogs ran out of the trees beyond the cabin, barking and baring their teeth. 

A man stepped out onto the porch with his arms crossed. The dogs ran over and sat down on either side of the man.

Staring at the dogs and man with a face that said, ‘Get off my land,’ Hawke wondered how Marion had managed to get past the dogs and use the phone. 

Dog’s hair rose along his spine. 

“Put that down. You aren’t getting out and they aren’t getting in.” Hawke ran his hand down his friend’s back, settling the hair in place.

Hawke eased his door open and stepped out. 

The dogs and man remained on the porch. “This is private property. Unless you’re the police, you need to get back in your truck and leave,” the man said.

It appeared the man was either looking for the police or had a good rapport with them. If the man had called the police, Hawke hoped it had to do with Marion. “I’m Hawke with the State Police.” He pulled his badge out from under his shirt with the chain around his neck but didn’t get close enough for the man to see he wasn’t a Montana trooper.

The man scowled. “Since when do Staters walk around out of uniform?”

“On a day when I was called away from R & R to call on you.” He flipped open a notepad he’d pulled along with a pen from his breast pocket. “Sorry, I didn’t hear your name when they called it in. Barely caught the address.”

“Will Rule. What did they tell you about the call?” The man was still skeptical.

Hawke figured someone who lived clear out here with two bristly dogs didn’t want the police poking around. “You had a break-in?” He made that up, hoping that was how Marion had used the phone. If he’d said, ‘you found a woman,’ that might be more than the man knew.

“Yeah, I came home last night and found my back door open, a pair of fishing pants, shirt, and shoes missing.” Rule looked down at the dogs. “Me and the boys went to Seeley Lake for dinner.”

“What time did you leave and what time did you get back?” Hawke scribbled everything the man said in the notebook. 

“And you didn’t see anyone when you returned?” Hawke asked.

“Nope. Just the back door standing open and the clothes missing.” The man ran a hand over the back of his neck. “You don’t think this has anything to do with the woman that strangled her boyfriend and took off, do you?”

“Over at Salmon Lake?” Hawke asked, hoping the man would say more since he knew very little about the event.

“Yeah. I heard the couple didn’t want anyone to know where they were going or what they were doing.” He sneered. “I bet one of them was married. Anyway, they took separate paddleboards and met up at the small island northwest of Sourdough Island. I guess the sex got rough and she strangled him with her undergarments.” The man’s eyes were nearly bulging out of his head as he told the story.

“Where did you hear all of this?” Hawke asked.

“Bud Abbot. He called to tell me. He lives on Christmas Stocking Island and has been watching everything through his telescope, and his daughter works at the resort on Sourdough Island. She called and told him what she’d heard. That corporate group that’s staying there is going about things as if one of their own hadn’t been killed by another one.” Rule nodded as if he expected that kind of behavior from the likes of the people who stayed at the resort.

“And you think the break-in has something to do with that?” Hawke asked, while his head was thinking, the man had surely messed up any prints Marion might have left on his phone if he spent time gossiping with his neighbors.

“I can’t think of any other reason someone would take a set of clothes and shoes. She must have been trying to hide and needed dry clothes.” The man uncrossed his arms and touched one finger to his temple. “It makes sense if they were playing around and she pulled too tight. She’d have killed him and then didn’t know what to do and took off. I bet she swam to this side of Salmon Lake and came all the way over that ridge. That would have been one hell of a climb in no clothes. I bet she’s got scratches all over her.” Rule stared over Hawke’s shoulder.

“If you think of something or find anything else missing,” Hawke wrote his cell phone on a piece of paper, “give me a call.” 

As he walked back to his vehicle, Hawke was torn between, looking for Marion’s trail and getting a look at the scene of the crime. He decided finding Marion was more important than seeing the island. Spruel would do his best to get him as much information as he could. 

Hawke drove down the road a mile, parked his pickup off to the side of the road, and pulled out his backpack. “Come on, Dog. We need to find Marion.” 

Dog leaped out and Hawke locked the doors. He walked through the woods, keeping in mind to stay far enough away from the cabin that Rule’s dogs wouldn’t detect them. Keeping his gaze on the ground and underbrush, he scanned back and forth as he walked. At some point, he should intersect with Marion’s trail as she headed west. At least, he figured she was headed west. It would make sense for her to head toward home and away from anyone who might know her. 
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Chapter Three
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Tired, hungry, and limping from blisters caused by the too-large shoes, Marion sat down on a rock alongside a lake. She took off the shoes and eased her feet into the cold water. She’d slowed her pace to not get too far away from where Gabriel would start looking—the cabin where she’d called from. But her twisting hungry stomach wanted her to keep moving. To find nourishment. She’d studied a map of Montana before she’d left on the retreat. She liked to know where she was at all times. There was a road that came down the west side of Flathead Lake. On that highway was the Flathead Reservation. She’d left the Umatilla Reservation over twenty years ago to better herself and forget where she’d grown up. Now her best chance of hiding from the people hoping to pin Adrian’s murder on her and give Hawke a chance to find her was to go to the reservation. She knew from experience that Indigenous people were leery of Feds and white people who asked too many questions.

A six-inch fish swam to within three feet of her toes. Her stomach did a happy dance as she reached inside the large pocket on the leg of the cargo pants she wore. She’d discovered a roll of fishing line and a small plastic box of hooks, lures, and sinkers in the side Velcro pocket of the pants when she’d wanted to find out what kept banging against her leg.  

Marion fitted the end of the line with a small fly hook and sinker just like Gabriel had taught her. She hoped she could catch a fish by tossing the nylon cord as far out as she could and skipping it along the bottom of the lake. Standing with her feet still in the cold water, she unraveled a length of the cord and twirled about three feet of the line like a lasso. When the weight on the end pulled harder, she released the nylon line, allowing the weight of the sinker to carry the fly out about twenty feet into the water. 

A smile tipped her lips for the first time since she’d found the man strangling Adrian. That thought wiped the smile away. She’d been thinking about how Gabriel had taken her fishing when she was small. He’d been patient with her queasiness at putting a worm on a hook and had praised her when she’d caught a fish. 

Over the years, she’d realized he had been her protector when she hadn’t known she’d needed protecting. It wasn’t until Gabriel joined the Marines that she discovered he had been shielding her from the monster that was her own flesh and blood. Gabriel had taught her to leave the house and hide when her father came home weaving all over the road. She’d thought it was a game, until one night a month after Gabriel left. She’d been eight. Hawke was ten years older than her. 

Her father came home, his old beat-up car weaving back and forth on their long driveway. She’d giggled and said something to her mom about how funny Daddy drove. Her mother had told her to go to her room and lock the door. “Don’t come out until I tell you.” 

Marion had heard the fear and the command in her mom’s voice. She’d dragged her feet and just got the door to her room closed when her father’s voice blared through the small old farmhouse. 

“Why hasn’t that boy of yours sent us any money?” her father had shouted.

“He’s only been gone a month. He probably hasn’t been paid,” her mom said. 

But Marion had seen a letter from her brother just the day before. Mom had read it, put something from the letter into her purse, and threw the letter away. Why was her mom lying to her father?

He must have known she was lying. “You lying bitch!” he’d screamed and slapped Mom so hard she’d hit the wall five feet behind her. 

Marion had screamed. Her father turned his gaze on her and wobbled over to the bedroom door. She tried to slam the door and lock it, but he was surprisingly quick. 

“Do you know if your brother sent money?” He raised a hand. “Don’t lie to me. You saw what I did to your mom for lying.” 

“I-I don’t know. I never saw any money.” She cowered in a corner of her room, seeing her true father for the first time. Now she knew why she’d seen bruises on her mom and Gabriel after her father fell asleep and Gabriel would bring her back to the house. 

After that night, she always ran when she saw her father coming and then would creep back into the house after he’d left or passed out and help her mom doctor her injuries. Tears trickled down her face. That was why she’d picked a school as far from the rez as she could get and only applied for jobs that were half a continent away. As an adult and having pieced together her life before her father died in a car crash, she couldn’t face her mom. The woman who gave her birth and then took all the blows her father dealt to keep her daughter safe. While that same daughter hid like a coward. 

The line tugged and she pulled, hooking a fish. Her stomach growled as if it realized there would be food coming soon.

<<>><<>><<>>

Hawke and Dog had found Marion’s trail. The footprints indicated the shoes were too big. They made scuff marks from falling off the heels and her weight was distributed differently with each step. He also discovered she was marking the way. 

A grin spread across his face. He may have only spent eight years with Marion but what he’d taught her had stuck. She was breaking the low limbs at the height of several wild animals, clearly pointing in the direction she was moving. Hawke added three or four more broken limbs when he’d find her markings. He didn’t want someone else to pick up her trail from what she had left for him. He also walked on her prints, covering them up. 

When he found a spot where she’d stopped and peed, he had Dog sniff and they were soon covering the ground faster as the animal followed her scent. 

Hawke had to admit that Marion had to be in good shape to have swum from the island to the west side of the lake, hiked over the ridge, and now continued at a good pace. But then she had their mother’s genes, ones that had endured and continued to thrive. Their mother had given them the will to survive.

Hawke continued until after dark. Even with a flashlight, he was having trouble finding all of the trail, and Dog was getting tired. Hawke rolled out his bedroll and leaned against a tree, sitting on the canvas and eating an energy bar. He poured a pile of dog food on the oilcloth encasing his sleeping bag and wondered how Marion would survive the cold night with only the clothes on her back. 

<<>><<>><<>>

The fire Marion made to cook the fish was all she had to keep her warm through the night. She’d piled dried limbs next to the fire and every time she woke up feeling cold, she’d throw wood on the fire, warm up, and drop back into a fitful sleep. 

Sunlight lit her eyelids as she wiggled her cold toes and fingers, slowly moving blood to all of her extremities. Her muscles were tight and ached. She’d worked them hard since Adrian’s murder and sleeping on the cold ground, curled in a ball, hadn’t helped the tightness and soreness. 

What she wouldn’t give for a cup of strong black coffee with a dollop of cream. Her stomach growled. She’d only caught the one fish and cooked it after dark. Studying the gray clouds gathering overhead she wondered if she should look for shelter or catch more fish to cook later. 

Shelter wouldn’t be necessary if she fell over from starvation. Though clearly, as long as she stayed hydrated, her body would continue to work with little food. She had read something about a person could survive for eight to ten days as long as they had water. If they didn’t have water, they would only survive three days. 

Staring at the stream she’d followed away from the lake, she didn’t have to worry about not having enough water to drink. However, she did worry about the safety of drinking the stream water. It was early in June, she hoped the fresh snow melt water held less bad bacteria than later in the summer. 

Feeling as if she were out of sight of anyone coming along, Marion decided to make a shelter and wait for Gabriel to come to her. He should find her in the next few days and she wouldn’t die in that length of time. 

Using the job of finding fallen branches to build a lean-to, she shoved the thoughts of Adrian out of her mind and focused on staying alive. That had been his last words to her. He wanted to keep her safe. He couldn’t, but she could by staying alive and helping Gabriel catch the person who killed the man she’d loved.

<<>><<>><<>>

Hawke boiled water for coffee and ate a protein bar while Dog ate dog food. They had been up with the sun and started out, only stopping now because Dog had found where it looked like Marion had caught a fish. He wondered what she had used. Had she a knife with her, or used a sharp stone to put a point on a stick and stab a fish? He only knew she had caught one because her tracks led to the water at the edge of a lake and there were fish scales on a rock as if she had tried to use the rock as a knife. 

He couldn’t stop the smile. His little sister had run away from her heritage and here she was foraging in the forest like their ancestors. There had to be a deep meaning to this, but he wasn’t sure what it could be.

“She must be close. Those scales are still shimmering. They haven’t dried out much.” Hawke tossed the last of his coffee and stored the tin cup in his backpack. 

The sound of a helicopter flying low caught his attention. No one would think twice of a man hiking in the wilderness, but he made sure he could see the aircraft. Standing at the edge of the lake, he waited for the copter to fly by and studied the logo. Scrutinizing the cockpit, he spotted two people inside. The pilot and another man. They were scanning the terrain. 

Knowing it wasn’t law enforcement, Hawke wondered if they could be the people behind the victim’s murder, looking for the eye-witness.

“Come. We need to find Small Bear.” He wasn’t going to speak his sister’s name out loud just in case there were also people on the ground looking for her.  

He mucked about in the mud at the edge of the lake, covering her tracks, before following her prints along the stream that fed the lake. A hundred yards upstream, he found where she’d built a small fire and eaten the fish. A few of the bones lay at the edge of the cold charred pine limbs in the circle of stones. 

Dog had his nose to the ground, he ran into the trees a bit, then to the side, and back into the trees. 

Hawke studied the ground and discovered Marion had been walking in all different directions. From the drag marks, she was gathering long limbs. What was she doing? He followed each set of footprints and drag marks until he discovered where she had piled several limbs. 

That’s when he also discovered hoof prints. From the marks he could discern that she was now on a horse with someone. 
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Chapter Four
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Marion was startled by the sound of something large cracking the limbs on the brush and trees. She ducked behind a tree, expecting to see an elk walk by. To her surprise, it was a woman on a horse. And even though Marion tried to stay hidden, it was as if the woman sensed her. 

“You, behind the tree. Come out,” the woman said. 

Marion stepped out from behind the tree and stared up into the face of a woman she guessed to be in her sixties. Definitely older than Gabriel but not as old as their mother. The woman had on a denim jacket, jeans, and scarred cowboy boots. A bright-colored scarf was tied around her neck.

“Are you lost?” the woman asked, peering down at her from the back of a long-legged paint horse.

“Yes and no.” Marion was trying to decide if she could trust this woman.

The woman nodded. “Man trouble?”

“You could say something like that.” Marion took another step toward the horse and rider.

The woman studied her. “Those aren’t your clothes.”

“They aren’t. I had to borrow them.” She continued to hold the woman’s gaze.

“I have a place between here and Arlee. You’re welcome to ride there with me and call someone.” The woman pulled her foot out of the stirrup and put a hand down to help Marion up. 

“Thank you. I appreciate this.” Marion grabbed the woman’s hand, put her foot in the stirrup, and hoped she could contact Gabriel.

Once she was situated behind the woman’s saddle, the horse set out deeper into the forest.

“Why are you going where it’s harder to navigate?” Marion asked.

“Because there’s a copter out there. I don’t like being watched from the air.”

“How do you know?” Marion wondered if she’d just put herself in the hands of someone unstable.

“Listen.” She stopped the horse.

It felt as if everything went quiet and then she heard the thump of helicopter blades beating the air. There was someone in the air flying around. Could it be someone looking for her? 

<<>><<>><<>>

Hawke stared at the hoofprints. Did he continue following the horse or go back and get his vehicle and see what was to the west of here? 

He didn’t have cell service and couldn’t be contacted by Spruel to learn more about the victim. Hoping the person who picked Marion up wasn’t deranged or the killer, Hawke and Dog turned around. With the helicopter flying around, he’d lead them right to Marion if he could walk as fast as a horse. But he couldn’t and the animal would outdistance him quickly, even with two riders.

He and Dog hiked straight back to his pickup, getting there at dark. He wasn’t surprised to find a note from Rule asking him to park elsewhere. At least the man hadn’t called the cops. If he had, they’d have tagged his vehicle and been waiting for him since he was related to their missing suspect. 

Hawke decided to drive to the ferry landing for the resort and see what info he could pick up. It took thirty minutes to drive around Salmon Lake and end up at the ferry dock. There was one state patrol car in the parking lot. The lot wasn’t very big. He tucked his vehicle as far off to the side, practically in some bushes, to keep it out of the way and to make it harder to see. If he couldn’t rent a boat to get to the island, he’d find another way. 

He walked toward the dark building. The door was locked and the sign said no one would be around until the next group was to arrive. Hawke wandered to the dock. There was one canoe, sitting upside down to the left of the dock. He found out why it hadn’t been stored, it had a crack in the front where someone must have hit or dropped it on a rock. These newer composite canoes could take a pretty good beating. From the look of the crack, he wouldn’t sink before he made it to the smaller island, where he could dump out any water he took on, and then he could go to the island with the resort on it to walk around and talk to people. 

He went back to his vehicle, let Dog out, and grabbed his small pack and foldable shovel to use as an oar. Back at the dock, he shoved the canoe into the water. 

“Get in,” he said to Dog, who leaped in and took a seat at the front. 

Hawke stepped in, pushed off from the dock, and started paddling with the shovel. He maneuvered the vessel to the right to go around the resort where he was less likely to be seen by anyone in the log and rock structure. 

Paddling this route took him between Sourdough Island, as Rule had called the island with the resort, and a smaller island with one building on it. Using the moonlight, he headed toward the next island about 300 yards from Sourdough Island. This island was where Marion and the victim were when the murder occurred. Hawke hoped he could find a clue as to what really happened.
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