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            BLOOD RAGE

          

          HOW IT BEGAN

        

      

    

    
      The last thing Paige Baker saw before fleeing her family’s campsite was the blood dripping from her father’s ax.

      Her parents had just had an argument, ending with her mom stomping off and Paige scrambling with her dog for the shelter of her tent while her father savagely chopped wood.

      Inside the tent, Paige wept at the thud-thud-thud of his wrath, logs cleaving, splintering. She tried to calm herself, think of ways to make it better for her parents. But what was a ten-year-old kid supposed to do?

      Find her mom, talk to her? Paige began jamming things in her backpack. Her family was falling apart. She was helpless. Maybe she should try talking to her dad.

      Somehow she summoned the courage to approach her father, emerging from her tent, inching toward him with Kobee, her beagle, in her arms.

      “Daddy?”

      No answer. His muscles contracted as he chopped. Sweat dropped from his face, darkly blotching the neck and underarms of his gray U.S. Marines T-shirt.

      Thud-thud-thud.

      “Daddy. Please. I need to talk to you.”

      “Get the hell away from me and go find your damned mother!”

      His fury terrified her. Kobee yelped. She hugged him tighter, standing before her father.

      “Please…I need to talk….”

      He steadied a log upright with his left hand, swinging the ax with his right hand.

      “Daddy!”

      Her pleading distracting him, the ax slipped, the blade struck his hand, blood spurted. He cursed, then without warning charged at her still gripping the ax, blood webbing down the handle.

      “I told you to get the hell out of my face now, goddamn it! Go see your mother!”

      Paige squealed, bolting with Kobee on his leash, items spilling from her backpack as she ran down the dark wooded trail, her heart breaking. She had never ever seen her dad like this before.

      Later, Paige slowed down on the trail, halfway to where she figured her mother was. Her tears ceased when she was startled by a chipmunk. She gasped. It pinballed from a rock, to a log, to a rock, disappearing into the woods. Kobee spotted it. Before Paige could react, his leash slipped through her fingers, jingling a fading good-bye as he chased it, vanishing into the dark, eternal forest.

      “Kobee! Come back here!” Paige took a few steps into the bush to follow him, but it was so dense she returned to the trail. “Kobee! Get back here this instant!”

      Paige sat down, slapping her knees. Do something quick! But she was uneasy about leaving the serpentine trail that threaded along some of the most breathtaking terrain of Montana’s backcountry, a remote region known as the Devil’s Grasp, where the Rocky Mountains grace the northern reaches of Glacier National Park.

      Minutes passed and still no sign of Kobee.

      Taking a deep breath, Paige started into the woods after her dog. She found a branch for a walking stick. The skylight dimmed and the temperature dipped as she entered the dense stands of sweet-scented spruce and lodgepole pine. Tree limbs scraped at her face and arms, snagged and pulled at her jeans and backpack. Thick wild growth, practically impossible to walk through. But Paige kept moving, banging her walking stick against the trees and brush, feeling herself moving in a downward slope.

      “Kobee! Here boy!”

      Suddenly, Paige’s feet slipped. She hit the ground, sliding on pine needles, knocking against trees, brush slicing into her hands. Her body rattling, bumping down, down, down, stopping in a shaded glade of soft moss. Paige held her breath. The distant tinkling of Kobee’s leash. That way. Confident, she brushed dirt from her jeans, heading deeper into the forest.

      “Kobee!”

      Paige came to a small river. Now what? Wait! Kobee’s leash jingling? Faintly? Yes, she heard it. From the other side of the river. Butterflies. Kobee would chase them. Wait. To get back, just go through the forest up the slope. She blinked. OK. She pushed on, finding a natural bridge of fallen trees, using it to carefully cross over the rushing water to the other side.

      “Kobee!”

      No sign of him. She was getting mad, worried. Which way?

      Why did her parents take this stupid trip? Why didn’t they just stay at home in San Francisco? Why come here? How was a ten-year-old kid supposed to figure out what was wrecking her family, or understand the terrible thing that made her mother so sad that sometimes she would not talk to anybody, just go off by herself for hours?

      Was her mother a little crazy?

      She heard the leash again, from deep inside the next dark forest.

      “Kobee! Get back here, you stupid dog!” Paige considered returning to their camp to get her dad. No way. He was way too angry.

      She decided to go a short distance into this next forest.

      “This is it Kobee! Do you hear me? You are in huge trouble!”

      She came to another little river. The fourth one? Not a trace of Kobee. Paige rested on a rock staring at the snow-topped mountains. It was getting late. Tired. Hungry. She should start back soon. Kobee would know the way back. Paige had stupidly counted on returning with him. Stupid. Sniffing, she searched her backpack. Some stuff in there. Nothing good though. She found an Oreo cookie and tapped it on her walking stick. This always worked. Why didn’t she think of this sooner?

      “Kobee...I’ve got a cookie for you….” Tap-tap-tap.

      Nothing. Paige kept tapping. For nearly half an hour. Still nothing but a high country wind fingering its way through the mountains, carrying the echo of a crow’s caw. Soon, Paige ate the cookie. Gazed skyward. Only a few days ago, she was peering down from her window seat of the jet, marveling at the Rockies rising up to her from the earth below. About nine million snowcapped peaks stretching to the horizon, like the top of a big cream pie. It was pretty, but scary too. No cities, no buildings, no roads. Nothing down there but mountains, rivers, lakes and never-ending forests.

      If you ever got lost down there, how could they ever find you?

      Paige did not have a clue about the woods. She had never been camping before. She was from San Francisco. Her world was malls, clothes, music, cell phones, soccer and e-mail. She could click her way around the Net, no problem. But the woods? It’s like going back in time or something, she had thought from the plane, watching one range blend into another.

      Now she was down here. Fear gnawing at her.

      She did not know the way back.

      How did this happen?

      It hit her like an avalanche.

      She was lost.

      On the brink of tears. Unaware she had been gone for hours, had wandered from the new Grizzly Tooth Trail, in the Devil’s Grasp, one of the most remote regions in the nation. Parts of it curled into Canada.

      Anxious, Paige began hiking in different directions, hoping, praying to spot something familiar. Other hikers? Maybe her mom decided to come this way. Maybe her dad lit the campfire and she could see it. It was getting colder by the minute. Her cuts, her bug bites, her scrapes began hurting. Her legs ached. Her feet were sore. She was exhausted. Afraid.

      She stood at the edge of a ridge, overlooking a forest so vast it seemed to encompass the entire planet.

      “Dad!--Dad!--Dad!--Dad!--Dad!--Dad!”

      Her voice echoed in vain.

      “Mom!--Mom!--Mom!--Mom!--Mom!--Mom!”

      Paige collapsed to the ground, gripping her walking stick.

      Why was this happening to her? The sun sank lower. These mountains got so dark and cold at night. She did not know how to build a fire. Far off, she heard the rumble of thunder.

      “Mommy!”

      This was the place where Mommy said her monster dwelled!

      Shut up, Paige!

      The sun dropped behind the mountains, turning part of the horizon a heavenly pink, orange and blue.

      A twig snapped crisply in the darkened woods behind her.

      She stood. Held her breath.

      Nothing.

      A bird, maybe? A chipmunk?

      Then another twig; no, a branch broke. Something larger out there. Rustling. Closer. Something approaching her. Something coming from the darkness. Something bigger than Paige.

      “Mommy?”

      Nothing.

      Her heart pounding faster.

      “D-Dad? Is that you?”

      Silence.
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      An eagle flew so near to Emily Baker she heard the swishing of its wings from the cliffside where she had sought sanctuary after her blowout with Doug. Maybe this trip was a mistake. Was returning to Montana the only way to end her torment? She searched the peaks for answers.

      Her monster was out there.

      Emily had to confront it. Had to tell Doug and Paige everything. Everything. She was so sorry for the arguments. For all she had put them through. And what she was going to put them through. She would never blame them for not understanding. Emily was bracing herself, after so many painful years, to reveal the terrible secret to her family.

      I am responsible for the death of a child.

      “Guess what I’m going to do.”

      The monster.

      That’s what Emily and her counselor had agreed to call Emily’s issue, because they knew it was the key that got Emily talking, to the point that she was able to set foot in Montana for the first time since her childhood.

      Your monster dwells back at the ranch, kid. Come on, Em, we talked about this. You must go back for that cliché called closure. You’ve let the monster call the shots in your life for too long. If you fail to do this, the monster wins. Everything. Are you willing to let it win everything?

      No.

      Emily had returned to battle her past.

      To endure one more death.

      Her monster had exacted such a toll--on her, on Doug, on Paige. It was gaining momentum. Emily had to stop it. The arguing, erecting walls, fracturing trusts, withdrawing from the people who needed her: it had to end. As horrible as it was going to be, it had to be done. This was the right place. The right time. Her counselor was right. A few more days was all Emily needed.

      Then the whole world would know.

      The sun slipped closer to the western horizon. Mountain shadows pulled over the valleys like a blanket. Hours had passed since her argument with Doug. Emily hoped he had cooled off.

      Returning along the twisting trail, Emily felt a pang of worry. Something’s wrong. She stopped. Nothing looked awry. But something felt wrong. Emily shrugged, continuing to the camp.

      Her heart warmed when she saw a calmer version of her husband reading near their blue tent. The ex-marine sergeant who taught English Lit to high school students when not coaching the football team. Doug Baker was a looker. An inch over six feet with a muscular frame beneath the faded Levis and blue U.S. Marines T-shirt, which set off his tan, gray-flecked hair and gray eyes.

      “Where’s Paige?” she asked.

      “She went to join you.” He was still cool to her.

      “Very funny.”

      Doug immediately analyzed the circumstances, concern washing over him. Tossing his book, he rushed down the trail.

      “Doug!” Emily’s heart raced. “You’re scaring me! Doug!”

      “Stay at the camp, Em!” he yelled, then began calling for Paige, his deep voice booming as he disappeared. Emily’s stomach tightened. She tore back the flaps of the tents.

      “Paige?”

      She circled the camp, calling her, calling Kobee.

      Doug returned. Breathless. Doubled over. Gasping. Emily noticed his left hand was wrapped in cloth, as if he had hurt himself.

      “Doug where is she? What happened? I left her with you!”

      “I sent her to you. She went with Kobee, not more than ten minutes after you left! I thought all this time she was with you!”

      “No,” Emily fought her tears. “I never heard her! I never saw her!”

      “You never saw her?”

      “No.”

      “What about Kobee?”

      “No.” Her eyes were drawn to Doug’s injury. “What happened to your hand?”

      “I hurt it chopping wood.”

      “Hurt it how? Doug, what happened?”

      “I was chopping wood. I was distracted, hurt my hand. I sent her to be with you!”

      Emily stared at him.

      “Doug you were supposed to watch her! My God! It’s been hours! Why weren’t you watching her?”

      “Me? Well, where the hell were you? Huh? You go off for hours! What the hell are you doing out there all alone?”

      Emily began sobbing.

      Doug shook off his rage. They had no time to waste.

      “Emily!” He grabbed her shoulders. “Emily! Listen to me!”

      “Doug, she was so upset yesterday, remember--”

      “Stop this, Emily!”

      “And those people, yesterday, seeing us argue. Standing there watching us. That family, they said they saw a bear--”

      “Stop this and listen to me! That thread of trail you were on is no more than a few hundred yards. It crests a ridge, right?”

      “What I--I, OK--”

      “You and I will each take a side of that ridge and descend in a zigzag pattern, calling at one-minute intervals out to her and each other, making sure we can hear each other! We’ve got some time before dark. You got that?”

      Emily did not move.

      “Emily!”

      She flinched. “Y-yes. I’ve got it!”

      “Let’s go!”

      They scoured the ridge; the sky had darkened faster than Doug had ever seen night fall in his life. Why had he behaved so brutally to Paige? Scaring her off when she needed him? What was wrong with him? Maybe she fell asleep somewhere. Maybe she fell. Or worse.

      “Paige! Kobee!” His voice boomed, followed by the echo of Emily’s calling, deepening his anxiety.

      Doug pushed on, worrying about his daughter, his wife, grappling over their reason for coming to Montana. To deal with Emily’s--what? Tortured past? Were they right to come? What the hell was happening to them? He probed a small hillside cave with a branch.

      Nothing.

      Doug knew little of his wife’s childhood in Montana. She grew up just outside of Buckhorn Creek, a small mountain town. Her mother and father died when she was young. That was about all he knew, really. In the time he had known her, Emily would not talk about it.

      Her only relative was her aunt Willa, who still called her “Lee,” which was Emily’s childhood nickname. Willa knew Emily’s past but was just as reluctant to discuss it. Several months ago at a San Francisco art gallery’s showing of Emily’s photography, Doug had pulled Willa aside and pressed her unsuccessfully.

      “Doug, she has to tell you when she’s ready. It has to be Lee’s decision.” Willa bit her lip. “I just pray that it is soon. Very soon.”

      Emily was seeing a psychologist, but was guarded on her counseling until a few weeks ago, telling Doug the resolution for her was in Montana. She had to go back but was afraid to go alone. OK, he said, they would go to the mountains together. The three of them. They would meet head-on with whatever it was that was pulling her away from him, from Paige, from herself.

      Then last night, after all these years, Emily seemed ready to open up to him. Paige was asleep in her little tent. They sat by the fire for some time, the flames painting her face as constellations wheeled by. Emily began talking about her life here, then retreated into silence, frustrating him.

      It ignited another argument that erupted this morning.

      And now this.

      “Paige! Kobee!”

      Doug hacked fiercely at some brush until suddenly he was overcome with futility. He reached a clearing, looked down the giant slopes through a treetop window and his knees nearly buckled. At that moment, the size of the area was no longer breathtaking. It was horrifying.

      God help us.

      “Paige!” Doug’s voice carried for miles. Forever. My little girl.

      He ran his hands over his face. Exhausted. Emily’s calling began to stutter. Doug knew she was sobbing at the fact they were searching in vain. Night had come without a trace of Paige or Kobee.

      Maybe they found their way back. That shred of hope was enough for Doug to get Emily back safely to their campsite.

      The temperature had dropped. The dark sky was starless. Doug built up the fire, flames reflecting the anguish of their glistening eyes.

      “She’ll be cold,” Emily sniffed.

      Doug nodded.

      He was numb with fear, trying to remember the last tender words he had said to Paige, the last time he hugged her. He refused to accept that his last words to his daughter were spat at her in anger.

      “We’ve got to get help, Em. At first light, I’ll double time it back to the shuttle bus drop. We’ll alert the rangers.”

      “But it took us two days to hike to this spot.”

      “We have no choice. You stay here in case she returns. Do not look anymore. Stay here!”

      Emily sniffed and nodded. “And hungry. She’ll be hungry, Doug.”

      “She’s a smart girl. She’ll build a shelter or something.”

      “She’s from the city. She has never set foot in the woods in her life. Not until I dragged everyone here! Why is this happening? She was so heartbroken yesterday at our arguing. She said she would run off of a mountain because of me. Doug it’s me, it’s…Damn it Doug. Why weren’t you watching her? I don’t understand how you could let her walk off. Why?”

      “Stop it! This does not help! We cannot sit here blaming ourselves. This does not help Paige. Do you hear me? Don’t give up on her!”

      Emily nodded, stifling her sobbing.

      “Doug, exactly how did you hurt your hand?”

      “I told you, chopping wood,” he said, almost ready to confess. “I--I was distracted and sent Paige to be with you.”

      Emily said nothing. Minutes passed.

      “You were gone a long time, Emily. What were you doing out there?”

      Emily sniffed, whispering, “Dealing with my past.”

      Thunder rolled in the distant darkness. An hour later, the fire began hissing as the raindrops fell. Doug and Emily moved to their tent.

      The rain intensified. Doug hoped with every fiber that Paige had built a shelter. He knew the rain would reduce chances of picking up her trail.

      Neither he nor Emily slept more than five minutes.

      They stared at the flames, struggling to survive the rain.

      But the fire died.

      “Guess what I’m going to do.”

      Emily’s monster had returned.
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      Fear seized Paige.

      She stood absolutely still in the dusk, afraid to move, to swallow, to blink. Her heartbeat was deafening.

      She heard the noise again. Very near. Coming from the dark stand of trees.

      Huffing, then clicking.

      She saw nothing. A branch snapped loudly under the weight of something colossal.

      Gooseflesh rose on her arms.

      Something is out there in the darkness. Something large is watching me.

      Trembling, Paige moved slowly away. Every instinct screaming at her.

      Run!

      More branches breaking.

      It’s moving closer!

      Run! Run! Run!

      Groaning, panting, running, scrambling. Her adrenaline surged propelling her up a cliffside, then another, down a scree. Not feeling the rocks scraping and tearing at her hands and arms, she crossed a stream, slipping, driving hard, not stopping, scaling another small cliffside, racing. Her knees banged and slipped until she collapsed beneath an overhang with a concave rock roof, not much larger than the rear window dash of a midsize car.

      Her gasping was deafening. Ears ringing.

      Oh, please! Stop this! Please!

      Several minutes later her breathing decreased.

      Safe. Please let me be safe.

      From her shelter, she watched night fall over the mountains, listening to the loudest thunder she had ever heard blasting over the Rockies from one corner of the world to another. Lightning flashing in the angry sky, then a downpour.

      In the dark, she extracted a T-shirt and sweatshirt from her pack, putting them both on. It helped. One may have been inside out. She did not care. She felt around for food; she knew she had stuff in there. Her fingers fishing, finding an apple, then a nearly-full bottle of water.

      Be smart. Take a small sip.

      She lay in the darkness, shivering in rain-cooled air, flinching with every thunderclap.

      Does it hurt to die?

      Paige began to cry.

      She cried until she fell asleep, only to be awakened several times out of fear that the huffing sound had returned.
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      In the frigid pre-dawn light, Doug studied his wounded hand.

      It was wrapped in a strip he’d torn from the T-shirt that fell from Paige’s pack when she fled, a favorite from the Gap. It was pink, now browned with his dried blood. The flag of his guilt.

      Shame would not allow him to admit to Emily what he had done. Chased Paige away, cursing, bleeding. An ax in his hand.

      I am so sorry.

      The rain had stopped. Patches of cool dawn mist quilted the forest slopes. Crows echoed in the valleys. Doug got busy restarting the fire, using wood he had placed in the tent. To warm Paige in case she returned.

      While the kindling smoked and crackled to life, Doug gently nudged Emily, who awoke weeping softly. It was time for him to get help.

      “Everything will be OK,” he promised her, preparing his knapsack. She nodded tearfully, unable to utter words. “She’ll probably show up a minute after I leave. We’ll get through this together, Em.”

      She hugged Doug tightly, as if her entire weight were pulling her down into an abyss. Tenderly, he pried her arms loose, then left.

      Jogging, trotting, pushing himself to resurrect his Marine Corps training, Doug moved swiftly. He hoped to encounter someone in the remote region with a cell phone or radio. No luck. The area was isolated. To get here, they had left their car parked half a day away at their motel near Columbia Falls outside the west entrance to the park. They took a tour bus drop to the main gate. From there, they took a park shuttle along Going-to-the-Sun Road, the spectacular mountain highway that traversed the park. At a northern junction, they caught another shuttle that took them due north along the new Icefields Highway, a serpentine roadway hugging steep rocky slopes and cliff edges. It was dotted with hiker drop-off points at trail heads leading into the Devil’s Grasp.

      Doug covered miles of primitive harsh terrain quickly, praying Paige had survived the night. If anything happened to her. Don’t think about that. She is just lost, huddled somewhere with Kobee.

      By midafternoon, Doug made it to the backcountry road and shuttle bus pick-up point. He was spotted by a park shuttle bus frantically waving. Its diesel roared after the driver picked Doug up, then radioed to the new Devil’s Grasp ranger station.

      Ranger Mac McCormick met Doug outside the small log cabin station.

      “My daughter is lost in the backcountry! We have to get a search team! She wandered off yesterday afternoon. It rained up there. Please!”

      The ranger got Doug into the office where a seasonal ranger was already talking on the radio about a lost little girl.

      Mac was one of Glacier’s brightest rangers. Fresh from training at the Federal Law Enforcement Academy in Georgia, he was awaiting the paperwork confirming him as a level 1 law enforcement ranger.

      “Yessir, we’re going to get help out there as quick as we can.”

      Helping Doug to a padded chair behind the counter, Mac mentally noted his haggard, unshaven, frenzied appearance and his wounded left hand. He likely fell on the trail getting here.

      “Sir, we’re going to need some information. Sally,” Mac instructed the female ranger, “Confirm to Park Dispatch to let the district ranger know we have a lost person report. Find out what is available right now from the air tours at West Glacier. Standby to send out a hasty team.”

      Mac quickly began completing a lost person questionnaire, detailing Paige Baker’s case: full name, her parents, health, physical description, time she was last seen, who talked to her last, what area, clothing, outdoors experience, fear of animals, the dark, adults, her personality. All while, he punctuated his questions by assuring Doug that help was on the way.

      Doug told Mac about Kobee, Paige’s beagle.

      “Pets are not permitted, how did you--?”

      “We know. We sneaked him in for Paige. They’re inseparable.”

      Mac noted Kobee. Then, in keeping with procedure, he had the seasonal ranger fax the information to the park’s law enforcement rangers, who would pass it on to other police authorities. Then Mac took Doug to the station’s huge park map, which covered one of the varnished pine walls. He tried pinpointing the spot where the Bakers were camping.

      It was a star in the universe of Glacier National Park, which contained over seven hundred miles of trails and elevated climbs that webbed through one million acres of glaciers, lakes, forests and mountains some sixty million years old that joined Canada’s Waterton Lakes National Park forming the International Peace Park.

      The Bakers were camping in the Devil’s Grasp section of northern Montana, deep along the new Grizzly Tooth Trail. Mac knew this was bad. Grizzly Tooth was the most isolated region of Glacier. It just opened this season. Few people knew of it. According to backcountry permits, less than a dozen visitors were in there.

      Like most of the mountain country, it is subject to radical weather because of the elevation climbs, some nine thousand feet. Many areas had loose rock and were active bear- feeding zones. This is where they trained park staff. But all members were not yet familiar with every part of Grizzly. Nineteen miles of rugged, inspiring terrain, curling into Canada.

      Mac swallowed. Twenty-four hours gone already. This was bad. Why would this family go in there? It’s such a challenge. Grizzly was not the place for a ten-year-old city girl with no wilderness experience. Especially now. It did not help that it had rained steadily in that area last night. The long-range weather forecast was not good. And with her dog. Pets attracted bears. Not good. Mac forced himself to maintain his professional calm.

      “Better tell Dispatch to alert Waterton on the Canadian side about a lost girl deep along Grizzly. We’ll send them more details when we have them.”

      Mac got Doug a coffee and a ham sandwich, insisting he rest during the short time they had.

      “Got a chopper coming! ETA twenty minutes,” Sally said, then answered a call. “Mac, it’s Brady Brook and he’s with Pike Thornton, who wants to talk to you.” Thornton was the most senior level 1 law enforcement ranger. Not long after the call, the station began vibrating as a helicopter approached.

      “Doug, we’re flying out now.” Mac raised his voice, “Our Search and Rescue people urge us to start setting up for a search now.”

      The earth dropped slowly under Doug’s feet, adrenaline coursing through his body as the Bell helicopter ascended from the Devil’s Grasp ranger station, its blades swooshing.

      In seconds, the cabin shrunk and then vanished as the chopper banked and climbed over an eternity of mountain ranges, forests, rivers, lakes and glaciers. Doug’s stomach fluttered as they glided over foothills, dipped into basins. Staring at his blood-scabbed hand, exhaustion and fear worked on his mind. The marine warrior. Gulf War and Somalia veteran. The hard-ass high school football coach who enjoyed the challenge of teaching Hemingway and Faulkner to wired teens.

      The luckiest man in the world to be married to a dream named Emily: eyes the color of deep mountain lakes, with hair the shade of honey, which she often wore in a soft bun. He loved how strands escaped when she was engrossed in her photography. Loved how she looked in those white painter’s pants and cotton tops that she wore. Loved how fast she could slip out of them.

      Emily was a smart, big-hearted woman whose smile put the sun in his sky. He could still picture her glowing the day Paige was born. God’s gift to them. Daddy’s little girl. Happy again, popping the champagne cork in the living room of the small three-storey Edwardian they had snagged for a bargain in outer Richmond. Adopting Kobee from a neighbor’s litter. Building a good life together. And it seemed they were so close to putting Emily’s troubles to rest. Doug took in the snowcapped Rockies, the dark green ocean of forest blurring below as if it was all passing before him. All slipping away.

      Paige could be anywhere down there.

      The helicopter slowed and started rattling. “Hang on!” the pilot said over the intercom. “Updrafts! From the valleys!”

      Rapid deployment from the tail end of a Herc was smoother.

      They hugged a mountainside, arriving at a massive ledge.

      “That’s got to be it,” the pilot said. “Here we go.”

      As they made their approach, Mac and the others spotted the tiny blue tents long before Doug. “We’ll try for that flat ridge there, about five o’clock.” What flat ridge? Doug could not see it. The pilot began bringing the helicopter down on a clearing about as big as a basketball court. Suddenly the tents; then Emily came into clear view. Doug’s heart skipped, scanning the camp, hoping to spot Paige or Kobee.

      He found Emily, cutting a solitary figure, turning her back as the Bell’s rotors flapped her jacket, her hair.

      The pilot landed, then lifted off the instant Doug and the two rangers were safely on the ground. “He’s going back to ferry more bodies and gear out here,” Mac said, grabbing the two large nylon bags they had brought.

      The chopper disappeared.

      Doug crushed Emily in his arms; she answered the question in his eyes.

      “Not a trace. Nothing. Doug. Oh God.”
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      Mac approached Doug and Emily.

      “Every second counts,” he said. “Search and Rescue people, that’s SAR, are on their way. More are coming. We’ll need more specific information so that they can start searching effectively.”

      Together, they estimated the time Paige vanished, the area or possible direction.

      This is not real.

      Emily was numb to reality. It was not happening. She was not standing here with strangers on a ledge in the Rocky Mountains talking about the disappearance of Paige. Her only baby. Gone. Swallowed.

      Her monster was out there.

      The other ranger tested his radio saying how elevation, proximity of other radios, and weather made communication here erratic. Mac scanned the forests with huge binoculars.

      “There’s an old mining trail through the valleys and basins that was abandoned in the 1800s,” he said. “We’ve got some searchers on horseback coming from the Blackfeet Reservation. They know this area well.”

      A cool wind rushed over them bringing a thump-thump-thump. The helicopter had returned with three more park rangers and more gear. Then departed. More grim-faced people said their names, changing into jumpsuits, setting up big tents, tables, a canopy, generators, lanterns, stoves. A practiced ritual.

      A different helicopter arrived. More people. Two official-looking men in that group. The first, well-built, about six foot two, solid. Silver hair. Looked to be in his fifties. Leathery tanned skin. Poker-faced.

      “Pike Thornton,” he introduced himself, his voice deep and strong. “Law enforcement officer with National Park Service.” Soft blue eyes, just like Emily’s dad. “Folks, we’ve alerted the FBI. They’re on their way--”

      “FBI?” Doug said.

      “We both have jurisdiction over a national park, but this is an official missing person’s case involving a child. We take it very seriously. So we alerted them. They’ll be helping.”

      Doug understood.

      “Brady Brook.” The second man, slightly younger and wearing blue overalls, introduced himself as the district ranger who was the Incident Commander. “I’ll be in charge of the SAR operation here in the field to find Paige.” He removed his hat, revealing short-cropped brown hair. Neat and clean-shaven, he wore frameless glasses and the serious air of a soft-spoken, capable man. “I’ve been with the park for six years. In that time, we’ve done about forty major searches for lost people. Located them in every case.”

      “And in how many cases were they alive?” Doug asked.

      Thornton and Brook exchanged glances.

      “Most every one,” Brook said.

      “Except accidents,” Thornton said. “Falls and such.”

      Emily’s hands went to her mouth. Doug put his arm around her.

      “Each case has its own circumstances,” Brook looked Emily and Doug in the eye. “Locating Paige is the park’s priority. It’s been over twenty-four hours. We’ll need very specific information fast. Let’s get started, please.”

      Brook took them to the table where a woman was typing on a laptop computer. Helicopters continued arriving with more people as Brook and the woman took information from Doug and Emily. Shouting over the noise, they entered Paige’s vital statistics, her medical, physical, mental condition.

      “Did she have any items with her?”

      “She had Kobee, her dog, a beagle,” Emily said.

      The woman’s eyes went to Brook, who looked at Mac.

      Brook pursed his lips refraining from telling the Bakers that a dog can attract bears, enrage them, lead them right to the owner. Emily and Doug had known the risk but ignored it. Brook caught their self-reproach.

      “The dog can be an asset,” he said. “It can keep her warm, force her to think of it, keep her spirits up. Be a psychological blanket.”

      “Really?” Emily sniffed.

      “It’s been the case in other wilderness searches for children,” Brook said.

      They inventoried Paige’s tent. Thornton looked around on his own. It was deduced that Paige had a sweatshirt, T-shirts, hat, water or juice boxes, fruit, granola bars, candy and a penknife.

      The searchers asked if Paige had any wilderness, or survival experience. What was the family situation before she got lost? Doug and Emily exchanged glances.

      “She was not having fun, Doug said. “This was, is, her first time backpacking. She misses the city and the comforts of home.”

      Thornton ventured a theory. “Any chance she was angry and went off in a preteen tantrum?”

      Doug looked at the ground. Emily looked at the horizon; the sun was nearing it. Another helicopter was approaching, its increasing thump pressing for an answer. “Yes,” Doug said, “there’s a chance of that.”

      Using Paige’s vital stats--four-feet-seven inches tall, seventy pounds--they estimated her step, measured it against the terrain and time, to determine a search perimeter, sectors, boundaries; then they dispatched teams, equipped with radios, water, food, warm clothing and gear.

      “They will search in shifts until dark, when it becomes too dangerous. They’ll camp, resume searching at daybreak,” Brook said. “More volunteers, dog teams, fixed-wing aircraft, all are on the way. We’ll search until we find her, using every resource we can.”

      Emily thanked Brook. Doug took him off to talk alone with him.

      “You’ve done your calculations.” Doug’s voice wavered. “Tell me now. How much time before it’s critical, given what you know?”

      “Doug, each case is--”

      “Don’t bullshit me now. I am her father. I am an ex-marine, I know about ratios of survivability. Now give it to me.”

      Brook looked at him. Man to man. Father to father.

      “Three to five days.”

      Three to five days. His little girl could be dead in three to five days and they had already lost twenty-four hours.

      “Doug, we’ve got lots of experienced people helping. Lots of hope.” Brook put his hand on his shoulder then excused himself.

      Doug watched a helicopter conducting aerial searches. In minutes, the group of some forty people, which had gathered within an hour on the ridge, had virtually vanished into the forests. Brook requested Emily and Doug stay put with the base team at Incident Command.

      Incident Command--that is what their family campsite had become. Their trip was a federal incident involving the FBI.

      Doug was overwhelmed, exhausted. He wanted to go off to sit alone when Thornton approached him and Emily, producing a small notebook.

      “Folks, I hate to trouble you. I’ve got to take down a few more particulars for the first report. I am sorry.” Thornton recorded addresses and office numbers; then he asked for a picture of Paige.

      “A picture?” Emily said.

      “Yes, a recent one, to put out everywhere--at the park gates, police agencies. The press.”

      “We took some on this trip, but I--I don’t understand, she’s out there--”

      “Well, ma’am we have to be prepared for all scenarios.” Thornton let that sit. Doug got it. So did Emily when Thornton asked his next question.

      “Did you happen to see many strangers, or anything odd out here or on the way?”

      They had not.

      “Well, I am sorry. We won’t get into this now but the FBI might.” Thornton grew concerned. “You want to get that hand looked at, Doug?”

      Doug glanced at the bloodied gash on his left palm. “Looks worse than it is actually.”

      “Really? Looks bad. What happened?”

      “Hurt it chopping wood. It’s just a small cut.”

      Thornton’s eyes went from the wound to Doug, measuring him for a few seconds. “With an ax?” he said.

      Doug nodded.

      “Well, you might want to get it taken care of.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Thornton left it, then reminded Emily of the need for a picture.

      “I’ll get my camera,” Emily sniffed. “It’s digital, is that OK?”

      “Even better. Brook’s people can transmit it to headquarters. We’ll have it out far and wide in no time.”

      Emily went for her camera, leaving Doug with Thornton, who from the moment he had set foot on the ridge had studied Doug and Emily. Listening. Watching. Absorbing everything through soft blue eyes that seldom missed a thing.

      Like that nasty wound on Doug’s left hand.

      Doug would be asked about that when the FBI got its people here. Thornton had been updating them on the radio-phone link to their field office in Billings, which in turn alerted the FBI’s division office in Salt Lake City.

      In keeping with procedure, Thornton had been assuming criminal intent from the instant he received Mac’s report and the notation about Doug Baker’s hand.

      Checks through the National Crime Information Center, the FBI-operated crime computer, showed Doug served three days in Cook County Jail several years ago for a dustup in a Chicago bar. Beat up two guys pretty bad. Suggested a violent history.

      Doug’s recent history was more serious. The San Francisco Police Department’s local computers showed that a few days before the Bakers left for Montana, a neighbor called 911 to report a violent domestic argument at the Baker home. The caller complained of Doug shouting, threatening to assault Emily.

      A unit responded. No injuries. No charges. Emily said it was just a misunderstanding. A loud discussion.

      Then there was the recent edict from the National Park Service Washington Office after the Yellowstone case. Just over a month ago, a father hiked out of a remote trail to report that his five-year-old daughter was lost. A search was launched. Turned out in the confusion no one checked out the dad. He had a laceration on his neck and a criminal history of abusing his ex-wife over custody of the child. A week later, when the girl’s body was found, an autopsy determined she had been stabbed to death. By this time, the father had vanished and was thought to be in South America. That led Washington to demand immediate assumption of criminal intent in major missing persons reports in national parks with a multi-agency response. This one fell into that category, and the FBI and SFPD were already on it.

      Being an old mountain cop, Thornton had a few concerns. Like how Doug hurt that hand. Said he did it chopping wood. Funny, Thornton had already poked around some. No sign of an ax. Something was going on here. Something Doug and Emily had not told them.

      Well, not yet anyway, he thought, tucking his notebook in his pocket.
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      Walt Sydowski’s eighty-eight-year-old father, John, played his last card, the queen of diamonds.

      “Victory.”

      “You are a crafty old fox,” Sydowski said in Polish, losing a round of crazy eights, their favorite game.

      “Not too old to teach you a trick or two, eh?” John’s eyes twinkled, as he claimed his five bucks, folding it triumphantly.

      “That’s right, Pop.” Sydowski patted his old man’s wrinkled hands. “I’ve got to check on the birds, Dad. Want to help me?”

      “Sure, let’s go.”

      Sydowski was enjoying having his father stay with him during these few days he was off. Sydowski lived alone in Parkside in the house where he and his wife, Basha, had raised two daughters. It got a little lonely. His old man, a retired barber, still preferred to live at Sea Breeze Villas, a seniors’ complex in Pacifica. He had his friends, his vegetable garden, and followed baseball. Sydowski liked his visits. Before their game they had homemade cream of potato soup, the way Basha used to make it. With real cream.

      They went to the aviary Sydowski had built in his backyard under the oak tree, a lifetime ago it seemed. Inside, they were met by the cooing of some five dozen caged song birds. Photographs and ribbons won at bird fairs covered the paneled walls. Sydowski liked coming here to listen to the tiny birds and review cases. Like the doubleheader they cleared a few months ago. That beast almost brought him to his knees.

      Sydowski was concerned about his new bred budgerigars. They offered appealing cinnamon and opaline wing markings but he noticed their droppings seemed off color and lacked consistency. Maybe if he fortified their seed mix with some calcium.

      “You know, Dad, I met a nice lady a few months ago at the Seattle show.”

      “Louise, from San Jose. You got the budgies from her. You told me.”

      “I was thinking of asking her over for dinner.”

      “You need a woman? At your age?”

      “Watch it.”

      Sydowski smiled at last week’s conversation on the phone, Louise asking him for coffee.

      “I could come to San Francisco, Walt. Or you could come here?”

      “Well, I got some cases to work on,” he said. “Can I get back to you?”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      They’d hit it off in Seattle. Louise was a budgie breeder, also widowed. Her husband, a judge, had died three years ago. Stroke. Her daughter owned a small computer-graphics company in Sacramento. Her son was a medical lawyer in Pittsburgh. Aside from her birds, she taught drama classes and was a working actor. She had done some national commercials and had been an extra in a few movies. Louise was vibrant--sixty-one going on forty-one. Gorgeous and, for some strange reason, smitten with him the moment she came up behind him on the floor of the Seattle show.

      “Well where did you come from, Mr. Walt Sydowski?”

      He turned to meet mischief and flirtation in the green eyes peering up at him over a coffee mug.

      Sydowski had a pleasing, solid six-foot-three, two-hundred-pound build, wavy salt-and-pepper hair touching off his dark complexion and rugged smile, which glinted because of his two gold-crowned teeth. Most people were intrigued by his smile. Unless, of course, they were a suspected killer.

      Louise had cast some sort of spell on him that day in Seattle. She had done some investigating, learning from other exhibitors all about Inspector Wladyslaw Sydowski of the San Francisco Homicide Detail.

      They talked over lunch, about raising a family, about losing a spouse, about acting, about memories, about birds. He liked her and told her of the anguish of cases involving children.

      Being with her was like being with an old friend, and in the weeks after Seattle, when they talked on the phone, Sydowski felt something warm flowing into an area of his life that had been cold and empty for so long. But why was he afraid?

      “You think you are cheating on Basha after six years? Or that the girls might not approve? You want my permission to have a date?”

      Sydowski stroked a fledgling with his pinky knuckle and shrugged.

      “I guess, something like that. I don’t know.”

      “Your problem is you maybe want to leave the job, or need something new in your life. Those cases with the baby and the kidnapped kids still shake you pretty good. I see it in your face.”

      Sydowski would always be haunted by the case of two-year-old Tanita Marie Donner. Her little corpse hidden in Golden Gate Park. For over a year, he went nuts trying to clear it. Then two other kids were abducted, creating hysteria for the Bay Area, pressure from the brass. The fear that all three files were connected when another child was grabbed--the son of Tom Reed, a reporter for the San Francisco Star, who was covering the story. The kidnapper, a psycho twitcher named Keller, had planned to kill the kids.

      “Yes, they were hard cases. You could be on the right track there, Pop.”

      After Keller, it took a few weeks for Sydowski to wind down. In all his years with the SFPD, in handling nearly six hundred homicides, he’d never seen anything like it. He hoped to hell he would never see anything like it again. During the darkest moments of the investigation, he would sit in the aviary with his birds and miss his wife deeply. That was his problem. The last big cases were not his career enders. He did not want to hang up his shield because of them. On the up side, they brought him together with his new young partner, Inspector Linda Turgeon.

      Working with her was like having a third daughter. They got along well. Even when they argued. No, he was not ready to hang it up. He loved the job. It kept his brain functioning. He was a homicide cop. But when files got rough, they underscored the void of Basha’s absence. He would never stop loving her, yet he did not want to be handcuffed to her death. This was his dilemma. Now Louise had come into his life, maybe not to fill a void, but to help him live past it. And she wanted to see him again. So what should he do?

      “I think I am going to ask Louise out. What do you think, Pop?”

      “You keep asking me. She is not my girlfriend.” John inched his hand into a cage and let a Fife perch on his forefinger.

      “You think it is appropriate after six years?”

      “You’re the cop. Is it against the law?”

      The phone in the aviary rang. Sydowski got it on the second ring. It was his boss, Lieutenant Leo Gonzales.

      “Walt, I’m sending Linda over to take you to the airport.”

      Sydowski was taken aback. It was his day off. Was this a joke?

      “No, Leo. You say, ‘Hello, Walt, how are you?’ Then I say, ‘I’m fine, Leo, and how are you?’”

      Sydowski could hear Leo placing his hand over his mouthpiece, talking to people at the Homicide Detail. Tension leaking through.

      “…you tell them”-- Leo was talking to someone else at his end--“that we are cooperating fully and quickly. Tell them that. Walt? You still there?”

      “What is it?”

      “I got to send you to Montana right now.”

      “Montana? What the --”

      “You’ve been requested to assist the FBI on a breaking case.”

      “Requested by whom?”

      “The feebees. Asked for our best guy and you got to be there now.”

      “Now?” Sydowski looked at his dad.

      “Linda will take you to the airport and give you a file. Someone with the Bureau will pick you up in Kalispell.”

      “What the hell is going on in Montana, Leo?”

      “Missing girl. Ten years old. From San Francisco. In a national park.”

      Sydowski’s stomach clenched and his heartburn from the potato soup flared. The price for not holding the onions.

      A missing kid.

      “Why do they need me in Montana? This is unusual. It’s an FBI case in Montana. They just don’t do this. What’s going on?”

      “Kid’s hiking in Glacier National Park, with Mommy and Daddy. Wanders off. Lost. Dad hikes back to report her missing.”

      “Find a body? Any evidence of a crime?”

      “No, but Dad’s got a hurt hand.”

      “Pretty weak, Leo. Come on. What’s the family history?”

      “The feebs asked us to run the old man through our system and we got a hit. A few days before they left for their trip, we were called to their house by a neighbor.”

      “Charges?”

      “None.”

      “What are the details of the call?”

      “Domestic assault complaint. Neighbor says the dad was shouting, threatening violence. Linda’s going through the old report, making calls, putting it together with stuff the FBI sent us in a file for you. Seems the father got in a bar fight quite a few years back in Chicago. Did three days for that. The guys got a temper.”

      “This requires me to rush to Montana? The FBI has people there and here. What, they lose the numbers?”

      “It is out of our hands.”

      “Sounds like somebody’s pumped to build a case where maybe none exists. I’m going to pass, Leo. I’ve got plans and--”

      “You are going to the mountains, Inspector.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Walt, you have no say. Unless you are retiring today?”

      “What is the deal on this, Leo? What’s going on here?”

      “Rangers and feebees got a very bad smell on this thing the instant it broke.” Walt heard Leo shuffling papers. “The strategy is to quietly pull out all the stops now in the event it turns into a homicide. Remember that case not too long ago in Yellowstone? It prompted the rangers and FBI to go hard at the outset. Then there was that old mess in Colorado, a missing turns into kidnapping turns into homicide?”

      “So?”

      “And the South Carolina case. Mom screams on the networks that a stranger took her two kids, when it turns out she killed them?”

      “So? The rangers and FBI can handle their own cases. When we catch one, we don’t wet our pants, call for help to come hold our hand.”

      “I suspect big political buttons were pushed here. The park is federal jurisdiction. It is the state’s tourist jewel. The Montana governor has pull. He calls Washington, who calls Sacramento, who calls our employer, who calls us, and now I’m calling you. They want this settled fast. No mistakes. Whatever the hell happened in the mountains they want it cleared fast, solid and by the book. Preferably with a happy ending. No weekly TV panel discussions with experts pointing out the screw-ups.”

      Sydowski cursed under his breath and shook his head.

      “Anybody think it may be a matter of a child missing in the woods?”

      “It is your sworn duty as an officer assisting in this file to help the team determine if that is the case. Accomplish that, Inspector Sydowski, and your duty will have been done. Then you can go fishing.”

      “You know, Leo, you are a sycophantic boot-licking toady.”

      “You will be assisting a Special Agent Frank Zander. I think he’s coming in from D.C. A brass-balled mother who could build a case against the pope for Jimmy Hoffa. You are supposed to challenge him to make the case solid.”

      “If I see a bear, I’ll cuff it, then bring it back and feed him your asshole.”

      “I knew you would see things my way, dear. Pack flannel.”

      “Up yours.” Sydowski slammed down the phone.

      His father said, “I take it that was not Louise?”

      The call meant Sydowski’s old man had to go home to Pacifica, so he called a cab for him, then phoned a friend in his bird club who lived a few doors down the street. The friend had a key to Sydowski’s aviary and agreed to tend to his birds while he was away. Within twenty minutes, both men had finished packing when Linda arrived in an unmarked Chevy Caprice. Sydowski was upstairs. His old man let her in.

      “Hi there. I’m Linda Turgeon, Walt’s partner.” She removed her sunglasses. Her brunette hair had been recently cut in a jaw-length bob. She was wearing a tailored lavender suit and looked very nice.

      “I am his wise father, John.” He was wearing his Giants’ ball cap and a frayed navy sweater over a plaid shirt. “You look cute--like my granddaughters.”

      Linda blushed. “Thank you, John. Walt told me you were not shy.” She was a little puzzled, noticing the old man’s hat, his bag by his feet. “Are you accompanying him on this trip?”

      “No, he is going home, Linda,” Sydowski came down the stairs. “Grab your bag, Pop. Cab’s here.”

      “My son is grumpy. He called his boss a toad because this new case is interfering with his new romance.”

      Linda’s surprised eyes widened and she shot a pretty smile at Sydowski, who began shuffling him to the street. “Let’s go, old man.”

      Sydowski got his father into the cab and on his way to Pacifica. He locked the house and dropped with an angry sigh into the front passenger seat of the Caprice. Turgeon had them on 101 in good time.

      Walt stared at San Francisco’s skyline rolling by the Golden Gate in the distance, the majestic spires of the Bay Bridge.

      “Do you believe this case, Linda?”

      “Given what we went through recently, are you kidding?”

      “What could they possibly have that warrants this kind of reaction?”

      “You had something better to do? You got a life now?”

      “You got a file for me?”

      “You’re sitting on it. So who’s your new honey?”

      Sydowski grunted, fishing for the file.

      “Never mind. How did your reunion date go with your ex-fiancé architect?” He glanced superficially at papers on Doug Baker.

      “Had animal monkey sex on his dining room table.”

      “Never invite me for dinner.” Sydowski could not find his glasses. He’d read Baker’s file on the plane.

      “We just talked, Walt. We’re going to take it one step at a time.”

      “Still thinking about making babies?”

      “Thinking about a lot of things, Dad.”

      “Let’s talk about work now, please?”

      “Your plane tickets are waiting at the counter. We’re on this together. I am working local checks here with the FBI. It’s their show, Walt. They’re rushing, putting things together. Moving really fast.”

      “What is your sense of it at this stage?”

      “They told me zero. We do not know all of their holdback. It’s either a straight up missing kid case…or a mystery.”

      “Well, we have this.” Sydowski held up the file.

      Linda nodded. Dead serious. “I’ll be interested in your opinion on everything. Got a few pages there, including theories from Montana already.”

      “Based on the information we know, she’s been lost in the woods, what, about twenty-four, thirty hours?”

      “Yup.”

      “And this is a remote region of Glacier National Park?”

      “One of the most remote areas of the U.S.”

      “Find out if the family is the avid, outdoors type. Or if this was an impulse trip. Like why there and why now. What was going on in their lives.”

      “There’s the old cop I know. Welcome back.”

      Once his jet leveled off, Sydowski slipped on his bifocals and read every word in the file. Twice. The faxed copy of Pike Thornton’s fresh notes had currency with Sydowski. He had met him several weeks ago at a detectives’ conference in Kansas City. They led a panel discussion on “The Intangibles of Investigation,” the virtue of heeding gut instincts.

      Thornton believed Doug was hiding something about how he injured his hand, that the Bakers were not forthcoming, that there seemed to be much more beneath the surface. Doug’s hand wound was disturbing. Said he did it with an ax, which seemed to be missing along with the kid. Sydowski went over the recent complaint San Francisco police had on the family. A neighbor reported that Doug Baker had threatened to assault his wife and daughter in their backyard. Dispatch sent a car to the house. There was tension but no assault. Mother said it was a misunderstanding. That was it.

      Sydowski closed the file folder. There were lots of troubling points about this case. His heartburn flared; he chewed on a Tums as his jet banked north toward the Rocky Mountains.
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      “They found her head near Dallas,” the cop on the phone was telling Tom Reed, a crime reporter with the San Francisco Star.

      Reed drew a small circle in his notebook, placing it in Texas on his rough map of the country. Other, tiny pieces of a stick person were scattered throughout the southern United States.

      “The head near Dallas.” Reed looked at the newsroom clock. His vacation started in a few hours. He was flying to Chicago in a few days. His wife’s sister was getting married.

      “Hey Reed, you with me, all-star?” Inspector Harry Lance from the SFPD Homicide Detail resumed his discourse on dismemberment cases.

      “Yeah, Harry. Head near Dallas, a leg near Tulsa, a leg near Nashville, an arm near Wheeling, an arm near Savannah and the rest in Louisville.”

      “So who gets jurisdiction, Mr. Celebrity?”

      Would it ever end? Reed shook his head. For some inexplicable reason ever since the Keller case, just about every detective, reporter or armchair critic Reed met, seemed obligated to mess with him.

      You were an asshole getting so close to that story. Ever think of that?

      After the Keller case, the national press portrayed Reed as some sort of hero whose “relentless investigation” helped find Keller. But Reed knew the truth. He had lived it. He had told everyone how stupid he was. How un-heroic he was, how lucky he was, extending his concern to the other families involved. That is what Reed told every interviewer. But that was not what they wanted to hear: Tell us about your “relentless investigation”.

      That was several months ago. Interest was trailing off. Reed was thankful. Looking at Zach and Ann’s snapshots taped to his computer made him smile. The ordeal had changed him. He found peace and focus with Zach and Ann. Zach was doing well in school. Ann’s children’s clothing stores in the Bay Area were successful. Their marriage was better. They were a family back in their house in the Sunset. He was working on his book, declined job offers with the Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post and returned to the San Francisco Star with restored self-confidence, minus the ego and obsession. He was a solid crime reporter, just working his beat today, fishing for news at the Homicide Detail.

      “Come on Reed, in dismemberment cases, who’s got jurisdiction?”

      “Louisville catches it. It’s where they find the heart.”

      “You’re a smart-ass, you know that, Reed?”

      “So you going to give me my prize now?”

      “Got my hand on it right now. Know where my hand is?”

      “Keep it up and I’m going to come down there.”

      “I got to go, Reed.”

      “Hey, wait a sec. I’m looking for news. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Some addict in the ’Loin. Guys are in court, working on stuff.”

      “What’s Sydowski doing?”

      “Not sure. Linda’s out. Something to do with the feebees in Montana.”

      “What’s going on there that’s connected to here?”

      “Remember when the Forty-niners had Montana?’

      “You had more hair then.”

      “Missing kid.”

      “Missing how?”

      “Like in not there.”

      “Harry, come on, I’m going on vacation in a few hours.”

      “Just a friggin’ minute. You are a burr in my boxers, you know that Reed.” Lance put Reed on hold. Then came back. “Ten-year-old San Francisco girl lost in the Rockies in Montana.”

      “Why call you guys?”

      Lance was silent.

      “What’s the real connection to here?” Reed said. “The physical evidence doesn’t match the story. Some link to San Francisco?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Reed had reported on so many homicides he thought like a detective.

      “Something awry in the family’s history?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “A conviction?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That it?”’

      “Daddy’s got a hurt hand.”

      “How did he do that?”

      “I don’t know anything, but your questions are interesting.”

      “Is there a mommy? What’s Mommy’s story?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But they’ve got no body? Just a missing kid, right?”

      “I suppose. I am not up on the details. I am sure the very capable FBI has it under control.”

      “Who’s the family? Got names?”

      “Don’t know. All I heard is the feds are going hard on it. Walt might be going out to Montana to help. I got to go now.” Lance hung up.

      This was intriguing, Reed thought, checking the newsroom clock again. He was meeting Ann and
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