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To Cal Barksdale





“There’s just one kind favor I ask of you …

Please see that my grave is kept clean.”

—Blind Lemon Jefferson

“Shooting people isn’t all fun and games.”

—Sam Peckinpah
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The first thing I noticed was the girl. I was opening the corral gate just before sunup and watching Sarah’s dog bring in the horses and mules. They broke out of the tamarack and splashed through the creek, then crossed the meadow to the corral, running by me fast, the dust they raised hanging in the air. The kid couldn’t have been more than ten. Her ratty high-tops with no laces scuffed up dust just like the animals did. Her shorts were small on her, and a dirty Little Mermaid jacket hung too big around her shoulders. She looked like she was headed for a day at some low-rent Disneyland or maybe a haunted carnival, not an early summer hike in the high country.

The dog got the stock penned, and I closed the gate. The girl dropped behind to watch. The man and woman walking ahead of her didn’t seem to notice. They were looking at the cabin.

“What place is this?” the man said.

“Aspen Canyon Pack Outfit.”

He nodded, looking around at our setup. He and the woman kept moving, talking amongst themselves and still not noticing the child dawdling behind. The dog trotted over to the girl, who squatted down the way kids do and let the dog check her out.

“Hi, mister,” she said.

“Hey.”

“What’s his name?”

“Hoot.”

“Hi, Hoot.” She looked up. “Can I pet the horses?”

“I dunno. I guess. Sure.”

I pulled a handful of hay from the stack outside the fence and gave it to her. I showed her how to keep her hand flat so’s not to get bit, and she held it out to one of the mules whose head was first over the top corral pole. The girl squealed when those big mule lips touched her hand, but she seemed to enjoy herself and didn’t notice me studying her. She looked sort of grimy and had a sour old-clothes smell to her that cut through the whiff of fresh hay and corral dust. My own little girl was just a couple of months old and had that cool new baby smell, so for the first time in my life I noticed such things.





CHAPTER ONE

“Come on, dammit,” the man hollered.

He was hustling back down the trail past my half-finished cabin about forty yards away. Sarah stood in the open front room of the cabin with our baby, Lorena, against her chest, watching. The guy hustled up to the kid and clamped a hand on her arm.

“Quit dragging ass,” he said. “We got to hurry. You don’t want her to give you the hot sauce, do you?”

The kid shook her head.

When the guy finally talked to me, our eyes didn’t meet. “Sorry, sir.”

I was looking at his scuffed-up city shoes and all-black clothes that looked like he’d been clubbing in them for a week straight. He had ten years on me, so the “sir” sounded peculiar. The girl wiped the mule slobber on her shorts and yanked her arm from his hand.

“Thanks, mister,” she said.

“Sure, kid. Have a nice hike.”

“‘Bye Hoot.”

The sun burned through the tops of the Jeffrey pine down-canyon, and the first rays hit the kid’s dirty yellow hair and shined it right up. She looked back at me as she walked away, following the guy along up the trail to where the woman was waiting. Even at a distance, I could see the woman’s heavy face, red and weathered, and the scrawny hips of a rummy. I headed back up to the cabin and climbed the temporary plywood steps to the porch. The big front room only had three feet of the log walls in place, snugged up around the base of the rock fireplace with electrical conduit poking out of the logs where the outlets would go. Only the two bedrooms and a bathroom were totally closed in, but I never got tired of looking at it or smelling the fresh-cut pine. Sarah watched the three of them walk up the trail and vanish into the aspen.

“They look like refugees,” she said.

“Yeah, but from what?”

I could still hear the seedy looking pair yammering loud out of sight in the trees as Sarah got an extra blanket for Lorena and we walked up the slope through the aspen to Harvey’s trailer for breakfast. I thought I heard a motor like from an ATV or dirt bike at the trailhead across the creek, but the sound drifted away and we went inside. Harvey’s wife, May, had sausage, eggs, home fries, and coffee waiting. We sat at the dinette all crowded together, and May took Lorena on her lap and hugged on her, then handed her back to Sarah so she could nurse while we ate.

“Sure you don’t want me to stay here and work on that kitchen wiring for you newlyweds?” Harvey said.

“Nah, you need a break or you’ll sull up on me. A day at the head of a string of mules will do you good, old man.”

“I could lead that bunch myself, then,” he said. “Give you a day off.”

“‘A day horseback in this canyon ain’t never no hardship.’ That’s what you used to tell me.”

“I guess a junior partner’s got no pull in this outfit,” he said. He winked at Sarah.

“Don’t make Tommy sorry he was so generous,” May said. “He’s putting everything he has into this place.”

“Hell, Mother,” he said, “the boy just wants company on those long hours in the saddle.”

“That’s what he has me for,” Sarah said.

“I ain’t touchin’ that,” Harv said.

He poured us all more coffee. I’d worked so many summers for him when I was in high school, it struck us both funny to turn the tables, but he was a pretty famous packer in his day and still had a million friends, even after being out of the business a couple of years. Either way, Harvey was glad to get back to it. Being a poor carpenter and worse electrician, I knew I’d be screwed without his help on the cabin. And Sarah said I was such a grump, if I was starting a business involving actual human beings I’d need all the help I could get.

“Harv just likes watching the way the backpackers grouse when they see the new cabin and trailers where there wasn’t anything the year before,” May said. She was looking out the trailer window at the winding trail outside. “I heard him tell one guy we were putting in a whole subdivision. Fellow like to soil himself.”

Harvey and I worked out some last-minute details of a trip to the Tower Peak country we’d be making in less than a week for two couples from Newport Beach, then we headed down to the corral dragging halters. We started catching fresh horses and mules for that day’s trip for the Forest Service. We had sawbucks on six head in no time, and our saddle horses caught. The day before, Harvey’d sorted the loads of tools and supplies we’d be hauling and had them laid out on the pack platforms ready to go. We hoisted the bags and slings and tools up on the animals, tarped them, and lashed them down. Then I went over to the cabin to kiss my girls goodbye. Lorena had dozed off during breakfast, and I watched Sarah set her down in her crib in the bedroom. She took the deputy uniform she’d need that afternoon down from a hook, peeled off the dry-cleaning plastic, and hung the thing in the sun.

“My shift starts at four,” she said.

“I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

“Your mom said she’d be here around two,” Sarah said, “so you’re good either way.”

My mom, Deb Smith, and her boyfriend, Burt, had been living forty miles up the road on Sarah’s dad Dave Cathcart’s ranch for almost a year, helping him out with his cattle, but this new grandmother thing had Mom hovering close to the baby. She claimed not to mind when she’d have to drive Lorena to the sheriff’s office in the middle of Sarah’s shift so she could nurse. We’d named the kid for Sarah’s mother who’d died when Sarah was eight, and she had a way of looking at that child that got to me every time. I ran my hand over the log wall and the plank door with the iron hinges Harvey had made for us in his shoeing forge, and I had to catch myself. Things were about as good as I’d ever dared hope.

Sarah looked around the half-done cabin like she’d been reading my mind. “We’ll remember this,” she said.

We stood over the crib together for a last second, then I kissed her and picked up my saddle pockets and my jacket and walked out of the aspen shade into the sun where the horses were tied.

Harvey and I rode past the corrals and followed the dirt track into the trees leading three mules apiece. Harvey wasn’t quite right. This was more a two-man job, and I surely did enjoy his company, though I’d never say so.

In a few minutes we were looking down a steep cut into Aspen Creek. A few minutes more and we were in scattered Jeffrey pine, the sound of our hooves muffled by the pine duff and the powdery dust with fresh cattle sign on either side of the trail.

We were heading about seven miles up the canyon to resupply a Forest Service trail crew fixing rockslide damage in the Wilderness Area. We followed the creek as the canyon widened with Harvey out front on his big sorrel mare, him holding the mule’s lead with his rope hand resting on his hip, a Winston poking out of the fingers of his rein hand, talking nonstop and never looking back, just like I remembered him doing when I was halfway around the world. I was riding a big common gray gelding I’d just bought, taking him for a test ride before I put customers on him. The morning was warm and blue-skied, and we were seeing the first of Bonner and Tyree’s cow-calf pairs in the willows and bogs along the creek.

Then the bankside tamarack thinned down to nothing, and the first big meadow spread out in front of us, descending from right to left with sage and aspen scattered high on the canyon slope. The left side of the canyon was pine-timbered and steep, with boulder slides running between ridges of trees. Beyond the last slide, five glacier-cut granite peaks were set out in a row, looking smaller and smaller off into the distance, only one of them important enough to be named. It was a country of impressive peaks, and you couldn’t name them all.

“Did I ever tell you the story of the Spanish Cave?” Harvey said.

“Buncha times.”

“‘Bout the guy’s grave and—”

“Closer to a thousand times, actually.”

“So whaddya think?” he said. “You think there could be a hidden cave as big as a boxcar in this canyon with a dead Spanish guy with a box of treasure and a gold-handled sword all laid out like in some church?”

“Sure, except there weren’t any Spanish guys exploring this side of the Sierra a couple hundred years ago. It was just mountain men like Walker and Carson.”

“Just ’cause nobody’s found something yet don’t mean it ain’t there,” he said.

“Then ask Kit Carson about it. You and him are old pals, right? Him and Frémont?”

“You just might be finishing that cabin all by your lonesome,” he said. “Smartass. I find that gold sword, I’m keepin’ it all to myself.”

The trail was far from the creek now, and worn deep and narrow on the upper edge of the meadow with black mud where it crossed the springs, and gravel fans spilling out on the grass from the snowmelt runoff. We saw more cattle on the meadow grass off to our left. Out ahead the trail disappeared into a line of aspen.

“Some guy wrote about that cave back before World War Two,” Harvey said. “His son useta go deer hunting with me every fall, and it was him told me about it.”

“Well, if there was such an awesome place, cowboys, loggers, or backpackers would’ve found it. Besides, not a lot of caves in this granite.”

“The guy wouldn’t just make up a story like that,” he said.

“Why not?”

“You got no sense of imagination,” he said.

“I can imagine that old Spaniard must be pretty ripe by now. Pretty damn ripe.”

There was a squeaky chirp in the distance, and I scanned the sky until I saw a golden eagle zipping down behind the treetops. I always loved seeing those dark old monsters and remembered missing them when I was overseas. We passed into thick aspen at the top of the meadow, the breeze fluttery in the leaves. I turned back to watch the stock pick their way over the deadfall. I was watching my mules to see how they handled themselves and their loads as they turned back and forth through the winding trail. I’d bought these six the month before from a trader who helped the Marines supply animals for their mountain warfare training base out by Sonora Pass and for overseas deployment. They were out of Belgian-crossed mares and well matched for color and size. They didn’t come cheap, but once I’d seen them I had to have them. I’d saddled them and messed with them, but this was the first time they were on the clock. They were all between four and eight years and used to working together, so I was feeling proud of how they handled themselves. I was kind of bursting at how fine the whole string looked, too, but wouldn’t say so out loud.

“What the damn hell?” Harvey said.

We heard a commotion ahead and saw flashes of color through the trees. The second mule in Harvey’s string sucked back and Harv dallied his lead mule’s rope till the scared one settled. Then we heard branches snap and a shout for help. We sat tight until people on foot came toward us all ragged and stumbly. It was the seedy-looking couple who’d passed through the pack station at sunup with the little kid. The guy looked sweaty and frantic.

“Help us,” he said.

“What’s up?”

“It’s our little girl,” he said. “She’s gone.”

He kept coming right up on us, heedless of the animals and what they might do. Almost like Harvey and me weren’t there either.

“Whaddya mean, gone?” Harvey said.

“You gotta help us,” the woman said. “She’s our baby—and now she’s gone.”

“When’d you last see her?”

The guy pushed down alongside Harvey’s string till he got to me, crowding the stock and bumping into the packs. A couple of the mules stepped away sideways, mindful of the idiot in their midst. “I dunno,” the guy said. “Hour ago?”

“An hour?” Harvey said. “Jay-sus Chroist.”

“It was less than that,” the woman said. She pushed through the trees behind the guy and looked at him cross. “We sat down to nap and sorta dozed off. When we woke up, she was gone.”

“I bet she’s somewhere close. You’ll find her.”

“Will you help us, mister?” the woman said.

“We got to get this load up the trail another few miles,” Harvey said. “Got guys waitin’ on it.”

“Where’d you take your nap?”

The guy pulled out a cigarette and lit it, watching me. “Back there a ways,” he said. He pointed up the canyon.

“Did you pass a fence at the bottom of a meadow?”

“I didn’t see no fence,” he said.

“You folks still came a long way fast since I saw you this morning. A real long way on foot. Maybe she got tired and laid down.”

“We wanted to see the sights,” the woman said. “Will you help us?” She pulled out a little bottle of Fireball and took a pull. There was sweat on her face. It was maybe nine-thirty in the morning.

I got off my horse and tied him to an aspen, then walked around the mules to Harvey.

“What’re you thinking?” he said.

“Maybe you could take the string to the Forest Service camp, and I’ll ride back to the pack station, get my pickup, and drive these ginks to the sheriff’s office. The trail crew’ll help you unload. I don’t see any other way.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for the kid and holler and stuff,” he said. “And I’ll keep watch on the crick—you know—just in case.”

“Yeah. Just in case.” I looked to the woman. “What’s her name?”

The man and woman looked at each other.

“Kay …” the woman said. “Kay … leeana.”

“Yeah,” the guy said. “Kayleeana.”

I told the folks to head down the canyon and always stay on the trail. I told them what Harvey and I would be doing and to look sharp for my truck. I tied my string in behind Harvey’s, and he headed off up the trail. I got on my horse and saw the dad flick his cigarette into the saplings.

“Best pick that up.”

“Sorry, mister,” he said. “I wasn’t thinkin’.”

“Just stick to the trail and keep shouting her name. I’ll be back up before you know it.”

“Will you be bringing one of them dogs?” he said.

“I don’t think we’re there yet.”

I broke my horse into a high trot winding through the aspen, listening to the man and woman behind me shouting for a girl they couldn’t see, their voices fading as I rode. I didn’t dare take a backward look. As scared as they must’ve been, those two just chapped my hide. I cleared the trees then really busted that horse loose, but I couldn’t get that kid out of my mind.





CHAPTER TWO

This was sure as hell not how I wanted to start my first season as a wilderness outfitting tycoon.

“How could they just lose a little girl?” Sarah said. She was sitting in the sun outside the cabin nursing and watching me carry my saddle up from the corral. She looked golden. Lorena looked amped and happy to see me.

“They’re a pretty shaky-looking pair.” I stood close and let Lorena take my finger for a second, then get back to nursing. “These little rascals are so damn fragile …”

“When you get the parents here, I can drive them into town if you want to head back up the canyon and keep looking,” Sarah said. “In case they haven’t found the child yet.”

“I’d feel better doing that. And I gotta catch up with Harvey if I can. Don’t want to let him do all the work. I’d never hear the end of it.”

She held a hand out and I took it. “It’ll be okay, babe. That child can’t have gone far.”

“Unless she fell into the creek or busted something.”

Sarah gave kind of a shudder. I kissed both my beauties and climbed into my pickup and rolled on up the canyon. The Forest Service didn’t want motor vehicles past the pack station, so they didn’t maintain the old wagon road. Washouts from heavy runoff over the years had me in four-wheel drive pretty quick. Once the road separated from the creek, the track flattened out and was easy traveling for a time, but dusty. Finally, ahead in the distance I could see the couple sitting under some tamarack by the creek at the bottom of the first meadow. They stood up when they heard me. They hadn’t come all that far and looked like they didn’t know a care in this world. I stopped about twenty feet from them and opened the cab door.

“No sign?”

“No,” the woman said, “I’m just beside myself.”

The man watched my truck as I turned it around. I’d had that old Dodge Ram almost as long as I’d had a driver’s license, but maybe he was expecting something more high-end. The woman climbed in and scooted over close to me, panting. Her breath was hot and rotten, and I moved to give her more room. I obviously hadn’t thought this part through. The guy touched a couple of spots on the front panel before he followed her into the cab.

“I’m Tommy Smith.”

“Chrystal Dawn,” the woman said. She grabbed my hand and shook it. Hers was sticky and damp. “We just can’t thank you enough.”

“We haven’t found her yet—but we will.” I turned to the guy. “So, you’d be Mister Dawn?”

He gave me a sour look but stuck out his hand. “Cody Davis,” he said. “Are those bullet holes? Under the bondo and primer it looks like you got some bullet holes.”

His hand was skinny and cold.

“Yeah. I need to get it painted.”

“Was it somebody shooting at you?” he said.

“Nope.”

I wasn’t about to explain that my wife’s ex-husband had tried to kill me the year before, and had come damn close.

“Probably just some kids or drunks when I left it untended for a couple of days up at the trailhead. It’s so beat-up, they probably thought it was abandoned.”

The guy asked a lot of questions. Some of them were about the ins-and-outs of the whole search and rescue thing. Some weren’t.

“That where you folks parked? The trailhead?”

“We parked by a bridge below the campground,” he said.

“You’ve had a hell of a walk.”

The guy only nodded and off we went. I waited a few seconds just to be polite, then fired up the AC and rolled down my window, both.

After a bit the woman gave a big sigh. “Our poor little girl.”

“She ever disappear before?”

“Yeah,” the guy said. “The kid don’t mind real good. And she’s got a mouth on her.”

“That when you give her the hot sauce?”

The woman laughed. “Yeah,” she said. “That stuff shuts her up quick.”

We pulled into the pack station in another thirty minutes.

“What’s going on?” the guy said.

“What do you mean?”

“What’s with the sheriffs?” he said. He leaned his face close to the windshield, watching Sarah trot down the cabin steps toward her truck. She was in uniform.

“That’s my wife. She’s a Frémont County deputy. She’ll be driving you guys into Paiute Meadows, and she’ll start the ball with County Search and Rescue. The quicker you do that, the better outcome this thing’ll have.”

“Is she the one who gets the dog?” he said. “The search dog?”

“Nope.”

The woman started sniffling. Sarah gave me a wave as she trotted back up the steps into the cabin. I pulled up next to my mom’s Mustang.

“Nice ride,” the guy said.

“It’s my mother’s. She’s here to babysit while my wife takes you folks to town.”

The woman fiddled with her phone. “I don’t get no service. How could she—”

“Sheriff’s radio.”

“What’ll you be doing, then?” the guy said, “when we’re at the sheriff’s?”

“Looking for your girl, I expect.”

I left the pair of them and jogged up to the house to say hi to Mom and brief Sarah about the two drifters standing out by my truck. Mom started to tell me all about her boyfriend, Burt, and Sarah’s dad, Dave, and their trip to the stock sale in Fallon the day before, and how content she and Burt were to be living and working on Dave’s ranch in Shoshone Valley, and how crazy she was about the whole new grandmother business, and how the turn all our lives had taken in the last year was just meant to be. I broke in to talk about the missing kid.

“I just can’t imagine what they must be feeling,” Mom said. “Where are the parents from?”

“Hunger.”

“Tommy,” she said, sharp as could be. “Those people must be going through hell. You be kind.”

We stepped back outside, and I introduced the pair to Sarah. The woman asked for a bathroom. Before Sarah could point her to our cabin, I directed her to the outhouse along the corral fence. She came out a couple of minutes later making a face. Sarah piled them into her new Silverado, and off they went through the trees and down the canyon toward town. Mom carried Lorena and some sandwiches and followed me over to the corral while I caught another horse. I picked a young sorrel gelding I’d started for Dave Cathcart before I signed up for my third tour. It’d been Dave’s surprise for Sarah. Then she’d given him to me when we got married, and now he was my go-to guy. My saddle pockets were full of sandwiches, jerky, a riflescope, and a flask. I snapped on a cantlebag with a sheriff’s radio and a good army flashlight and a first-aid kit, then buckled on my chinks with my skinning knife hanging on the belt. I didn’t know what I’d find or how long I’d be.

I broke the sorrel into a long trot over the first rough ground, then hit an easy lope for big stretches when the road was good, raising a fair bit of dust as I went. I was crossing the lower meadow for the fifth time that day, and it was barely past noon. I checked for tracks in the ditch crossings and the seeps from artesian springs. The day was just as pretty as when Harvey and I’d passed earlier, but now when I scanned the green grass and patches of yellow monkey flower it was for something hidden in the low spots that didn’t belong.

The trail through the aspen between the meadows was damp and the black earth soft. Before there were years of drought, there were years of floods. The rains came and changed the course of the small streams running off the canyonsides, and the floods they caused took down stands of aspen and left them tangled in the bogs and mud and left the mud impossible to pass. The ranchers and the Forest Service worked to gather the streams and put them back in their beds, but the rocks and brush and downed aspen trunks snarled the trail from meadow to meadow and waited for the shovel and the chainsaw.

Picking my way through the flood debris, I could see the horse tracks and mule tracks Harvey had left that morning after he and I split up. I could see tracks of cheap shoes not made for hiking, heading down-canyon, too, but nothing of the girl until I was almost to the drift fence at the bottom of the second meadow. There, where she must have stepped away from the trail to examine something on the dry ground, I saw a single print from her ratty high-tops. The track was clear and crisp, and I could see every cut and contour of that little shoe in the dust. An afternoon wind would scatter that print soon enough, so for now I was looking at all that the child had left behind.

I got off my horse and hunkered low for a closer look. Then I led the horse through the drift fence gate, got back on, and kept riding. I should be seeing Harvey soon enough.

There’s a stand of tamarack that sits like an island in the middle of the upper meadow of Aspen Canyon. I rode to its edge and circled it. I knew from memory that a person could sit under those trees where little grass grew and look out at the meadow and see somebody riding by on the trail but not be seen by the rider if they were still enough and quiet enough. I rode into the trees and looked back out from where I’d come. A bird circled, but this time it was no eagle. It was a buzzard, two of them actually, and they were cruising a spot nearer the creek where it flowed through thick pine along the south side of the canyon. All morning I’d been thinking how a person could get lost in that deep timber. I rode slow out of that island of trees and across the meadow grass to where the buzzards dipped and flapped in the shifting currents. I rode a bit more, then stopped and watched, letting the sorrel stand. I could see a dark patch on the grass, and movement. I let my eyes focus on the spot and could tell pretty soon it was more birds, ravens it looked like, and they were making the buzzards keep their distance. I rode closer, ready for the worst, my eyes on a lone buzzard watching the ravens from the ground, its wings spread motionless, cooling them in the afternoon air. When I got about sixty feet off, I could see the birds were working on a dead calf, one belonging to my parents’ old friend Becky Tyree who ran cattle here on a Forest Service permit. I rode close then, shouting the birds away, and checked the brand and ear tag number so I could let Becky and her son, Dan, know which cow had lost this calf. It was the least I could do for that woman. She was the one who’d deeded Sarah and me the forty acres of the pack station site as a wedding present, giving me my past and my future both at once.

I got a whiff of Harvey’s cigarette before I saw him coming towards me out of the aspen. I rode past the island of trees and waited for him, relieved as hell I didn’t have to tend to the body of a child.

I got off to stretch, looking at something Harvey had draped over his saddle fork. When he got closer, he held it up. It was the girl’s jacket, the one with the worn-out Little Mermaid smiling on the back.

“This belong to that kid?” he said.

“Yeah. Where’d you find it?”

“Up past the Roughs in them boggy trees.”

He described a place I recognized well, where the trail narrowed close against a vertical granite wall on the right and a scattering of boggy deadfall tamarack on the left, and where a stunted tamarack grew out of a cleft in the granite and hung over the trail.

“How the hell did that little girl get so far so fast?”

“I just don’t see it,” Harvey said. “The Roughs’d be a bitch for a kid to cross on foot. All that damn loose shale?”

I asked him how the drop went with the Forest Service. I said if he could get down-canyon with our string and wait for Sarah to come back and direct the search and rescue folks, I’d stay up-canyon and poke around looking for the girl. I told myself I knew Aspen Canyon as well as anybody, so the best use of my time would be to stay and search. Truth be told, I didn’t much want to be around the parents, as I was already blaming them for being so careless. Harvey held up the kid’s jacket.

“What do you want me to do with this?” he said.

“Give it to Sarah and don’t let the parents mess with it. If we don’t find that girl by dark …”

Harvey waited for me to finish. I didn’t say anything more.

“You were gonna say you want to let Jack Harney’s search dog take a crack at it?” he said.

“I wasn’t going to say anything. We’ll have done all we can do. It’s none of my affair.”

I gave Harvey one of my mom’s sandwiches, and we went our separate ways.

Above the second meadow but before the Roughs, there was a small stretch of grass, some springs, and a big broken granite outcrop with aspen around the foot. Locals called it the Blue Rock. I got off my horse there and hobbled him to graze while I ate a sandwich and had a pull from my flask. Then I poked around. The creek was close, so I could cover the ground from rock to water pretty carefully but there was no trace of that kid’s little high-tops. Beaver dams and drowned trees along the creek below Blue Rock had turned the ground there boggy and pretty much impassable. I didn’t figure even a city kid would be crazy enough to wander into all that. What I did see along the trail was the knobby tread of a dirt bike. The tracks probably had nothing to do with the girl vanishing, except that motorized vehicles were supposed to be as scarce in the canyon as missing kids.

I got mounted and rode over that canyon again, somehow knowing I wasn’t seeing what I needed to see. I picked my way on the trail that led through the granite scattered at the foot of the slope, then over the Roughs, going slow on the loose shale I’d ridden over a hundred times, the sound those broken sheets of rock make as it shifts and slides under your horse’s hooves always a surprise when you haven’t heard it for a while. When I was a kid working for Harvey and first led strings of mules over, I was proud of how careful I was and happy to be paid like a grownup doing a man’s work. That seemed like a lifetime ago, just prideful bullshit on my part when a scared girl was lost with evening coming on. I rode as far as the narrow trail and the cleft rock, then a bit farther, almost as far as the Forest Service trail camp. Sarah would be radioing them soon about the child if she hadn’t already, so they’d be the western perimeter of the search. Without the jacket that Harvey found there, that child would have a bitter night. I told myself again that the spot those drifters got themselves in was their lookout and none of mine. Still, the talk of a search and rescue dog didn’t seem so crazy.

The first chopper circled overhead in the midafternoon. I’d heard it down the canyon, probably dropping search crew volunteers. I was riding back down-trail on the Roughs when it passed over. I waved my hat and shook my head. That the searchers were fanning out told me that none of us was having any luck.

I ran into half a dozen folks by the time I got to the meadows, mostly people I recognized—volunteers who knew that canyon well. This early in the hunt they were still optimistic, but we all knew we were racing sundown.

I crossed and recrossed the canyon. Meadow and aspen and tamarack, boulders and willows and creek shallows, they gave me no sign at all. In another hour, my horse and I had picked our way up through rock and sage to a spot high on the north slope. I loosened my cinch, hung my bridle on the saddle horn, and parked myself in the crushed granite. The horse munched the ricegrass tufts that grew amongst the sage, switching his tail at the deer flies while I studied the stretch of canyon bottom, both bare-eyed and through my riflescope. It was an intricate landscape that never looked the same way twice, and it told me nothing. Just sitting there, I could see long stretches of thick brush and timber and tumbles of granite that could hide a thousand kids. It made me think of Harvey’s cockamamie story of the dead Spaniard in the cave. If there was such a place, those lonesome brushy stretches could hide it well enough. Cowboys for a hundred fifty years, myself included, had hunted stock through there, but only for a couple dozen days each summer and fall, and usually just nibbling at the edges of the hard-to-get-to places. One way or another, most folks stay close to the trail or in open country.

I heard the far-off four-wheelers of the county search crews. I saw a pair of volunteers, all shorts and water bottles, pushing their way through wild currant bushes and armpit-high aspen saplings and could hear them talking as they passed up-canyon not more than thirty yards below me. These two hadn’t found any sign, but then they hadn’t noticed me and my big red horse, either. I went back to studying the canyon bottoms one more time.

I got back to the pack station well after dark, riding the last few miles under a setting quarter moon and passing the shouts and flashlights of searchers on foot. I avoided them so I wouldn’t have to talk about the child and the odds she had of surviving. Sarah was back from town but still on the county’s time. I watched her checking with each of the remaining volunteers, the stragglers passing by the corrals in the dark, her calm face lit by their headlamps. My mom had her hands full quieting a cranky baby. Harvey and May cooked us all a tri-tip with potatoes and onions at the fire pit. Dinner was quiet and glum. Sarah joined us after a bit.

“Jack Harney wondered if you’d help him tomorrow,” she said. She sat next to me at the plank table by the fire pit and put her arm around my neck.

“Doing what?” I knew the answer to that well enough.

“If that child isn’t found tonight,” she said, “he wants to bring up his new dog—and he wants you to go with him.”

“Cadaver dog?”

“Let’s just call it a search-and-rescue dog for now,” she said.

“Can’t Jack get somebody else? I can’t leave Harvey holding the short end again like I did today.”

“Jack asked for you.”

I could only nod, then she looked at me the way she did.

“You can ride my mare,” she said. “She’d love the work, and I’d love it if you did.”





CHAPTER THREE

Next morning, I saddled Sarah’s bay mare while I watched Jack Harney unload a rangy palomino gelding from a county trailer. A big mixed Lab sat tethered to the trailer, eager like he knew something was up and curious about Sarah’s Aussie. I put Hoot in our cabin and led the mare down past Harvey’s place to where Jack was parked. We talked about the missing girl, then about Sarah’s father, team roping, and sheriff department politics, which he said were usually worse than tribal politics.

“Gimme dogs and horses,” Jack said. “They got no politics except at feeding time.”

“What do you call that dog?”

“Spike,” he said.

“That’s original.” I looked his horse over. “This yellow guy new?”

“My nephew’s,” he said. “He’s off the Rez and needs lotsa wet saddle blankets.”

“You might want a shod horse where we’re going.”

“His feet are real tough,” Jack said. “Besides, you don’t wanna try and get under this bugger.”

“Get him sore-footed he’s less likely to buck you off?”

“Something like that,” he said.

We heard a motor in the distance that got louder fast. Then we heard a rumble and rattle down-canyon coming from the wooden bridge. Jack’s dog jumped up and stood real still, just staring in the direction of the noise and whimpering soft. I don’t know squat about motorcycles, but I still recognized the pop-pop sound of this one. A big Harley zipped out of the aspen then throttled down, and the rider looked around like he wasn’t sure which way he wanted to go. The guy stared at the half-done cabin. He was a big sucker, with a mustache and no sleeves. Jack seemed like he was laughing, but I couldn’t hear over the pop-popping. The guy looked up at us, then revved the bike and blasted by too close to the horses, making Jack’s yellow gelding plunge and rear where he was tied. I watched the guy heading up the road that passed the cabin. I hollered that he couldn’t ride that thing up the canyon, and he must have heard me ’cause he flipped me off and kept going. I could see Sarah step to the edge of the unfinished porch with the baby in her arms to see what the racket was all about, still in her tee shirt and underpants. She yelled something, but I couldn’t hear that over the bike noise either. The guy dropped his inside boot and did a tight three-sixty by the steps, watching my wife and baby and stirring up dust the whole time. It looked like he said something, then wagged his tongue at Sarah and chugged off up the road through the aspen.
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