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			Professor Wilson Augustus Bledsoe's car glided along the dark narrow roads of Hanover, New Hampshire, then crossed Ledyard Bridge into the vast wilderness of Vermont. The rain had started slowly at first, but now heavy drops danced staccato across the windshield of his old Mercedes. He felt relieved to be heading home, away from the noisy party still in full swing back at the president's mansion. The celebration was in his honor, yet he had been the first to leave. It wasn't that he was ungrateful. Bledsoe simply felt uncomfortable in large crowds, especially ones convened in his behalf, as they were these days with increasing frequency. What most of the guests didn't know was that but for his wife's insistence, he wouldn't even have gone. He had much more pressing matters to see to in his lab.

			Bledsoe was no ordinary professor. He had just been awarded the twenty-third Devonshire, the most lucrative prize in science and second only to the Nobel in prestige. Winning it was no small feat, even for a full professor at Dartmouth College, which boasted more academic luminaries than universities four times its size. That's why Wallace Mortimer III, the college's revered president, and his wife, Serena, had spared no expense in celebrating their most acclaimed—and certainly their most acclaimed African American—faculty member.

			It was clear to all who had gathered this evening that they were celebrating not just the Devonshire but a career that had been filled with a remarkably long list of achievements. Having won a Nobel five years earlier, Bledsoe had trumped his own legend, now becoming the first American to claim the world's two largest science awards. As his colleagues congratulated him on the Devonshire tonight, they teased him about the lavish treatment he'd receive when he and Kay took their complimentary trip to England and were feted at an elaborate ceremony hosted by the Queen. Everyone wanted to know what he was going to do with the $2 million prize money. “Whatever Kay decides,” was the most that he was willing to share.

			Bledsoe picked up his cell phone and called home. “I'm on my way, Curly,” he said. He only called Kay that in private. It was a nickname he'd given her back when they were students together at the University of Chicago. On their first date, flustered and eager, he had mixed up the time and shown up an hour early. Kay, who had just gotten out of the shower, had opened the door expecting to find one of her girlfriends, and instead had found an equally surprised Wilson. She was horrified. Her customarily straightened hair was a mass of unruly curls. He laughed and she almost cried, but an intimacy and candor had been established between them that had only grown through their marriage.

			“How was it?” Kay asked.

			“Wally and Serena were excessive as always. I'm embarrassed to think how much they spent.”

			“Who was there?”

			“Faces I haven't seen in years. Laurence Wilcox even came up from Harvard.”

			“Laurence? He hates you.”

			“Wally and Serena pulled out all the stops.”

			The Mortimers had evidently been determined to make this a bash to remember, assembling many of the foremost scientists in the academic community, humbling Bledsoe when he stood on the balcony of the mansion during the toast and looked at the crowd gathered below. The first person he had recognized was Yuri Mandryka, perhaps the greatest anatomist the Soviet Union had ever produced, stooped over his cane and raising his glass of bubbly. Laurence Wilcox, chairman of Harvard's biology department, had made the trek up from Boston and was standing with Olson Bulger, the precocious MIT mathematician who already had a calculus theorem named after him before he notched thirty. Wilcox hadn't spoken to Bledsoe since he'd turned down Wilcox's generous invitation to join the Harvard faculty. Wilcox was a giant in the field of evolutionary biology and admired around the world for his numerous publications and prolific laboratory. He chaired the most important meetings and sat on the boards of the most respected scientific institutions. No one had ever said no to an offer from Laurence Wilcox except for Wilson Bledsoe, who simply wrote, “Thanks for your offer, but Kay and I are happy tucked away in these quiet mountains. I'm afraid I'm captive to the indescribable peace just outside my back door.”

			“Can you believe Garrett flew in all the way from Stanford?” Bledsoe said. “You'd figure he'd have a lot more important things to do than attend a damn party on the other side of the country.” Garrett Templeton was the acclaimed chemist from Stanford, who, despite winning a Nobel of his own, was most famous for twice being offered the presidency of Yale and twice turning it down. Like Bledsoe, he had already found the perfect place, a small plot of land on a cliff overlooking the Pacific.

			“Well, I'm not surprised at all that Garrett showed,” Kay said. “Maybe it'll finally hit home for you that the Devonshire is a big deal, sweetie. Everyone else seems to get that but you.”

			“Just another reason to throw a party in that old mansion,” Bledsoe huffed.

			“And I'm proud that you stayed as long as you did,” Kay laughed. She knew how much he would rather be toiling away in his laboratory than making small talk at a cocktail party.

			“An hour was more than enough,” Bledsoe said. “Oh, but there was something very funny.”

			“Yeah?”

			“When I left, a student parking cars asked me to autograph one of my textbooks.”

			“What did you write?”

			“I didn't. I'm not some rock star, Curly. I'm a scientist.”

			“Wilson, whether you like it or not, you're a star and an inspiration to many people.”

			“Maybe so,” Bledsoe said, relenting. “But like my father said, ‘The minute you start believing your own headlines is the minute you stop earning them.'”

			Kay chuckled. She'd heard that one many times. “Did you save your appetite?”

			“You betchya. I only had one shrimp all night.”

			“Well, dinner will be ready when you get here.”

			“See ya soon, honey.”

			“Love ya.” Kay made a loud kissing sound before the line went dead.

			Bledsoe pictured the grilled salmon, mashed potatoes, and cucumbers she had waiting for him. It was his favorite meal, had been since he was a kid. His mother always made it for him on special occasions—bringing home a good report card or winning a chess competition. He pushed the old red Mercedes. He had a lot to get done. Right after dinner he planned on returning to the lab—his paper was finally ready to be submitted to Science. He could have waited until the next morning, but he had worked on this paper for almost a year, the longest it had ever taken him to publish a manuscript. Even with hundreds of articles to his credit, he still enjoyed that shot of adrenaline when the paper finally left his desk.

			Bledsoe thought about the pleasantries he and President Mortimer had exchanged minutes earlier as Mortimer walked him to the door.

			“We're very proud of you, Wilson,” he had said in his clipped New England accent. “You've done well by Dartmouth and I'm personally grateful for that.”

			“The college has done well by Kay and me,” Bledsoe said. “And the best is yet to come, I hope.”

			“You've got the Nobel and the Devonshire,” Mortimer said. “It doesn't get better than that.”

			“I'm not talking awards, Wally. I'm talking about research. I've still got some good years left in me.”

			“You sound like you're on to something.”

			“The scent is getting stronger.”

			“Care to share with an old friend?”

			“It'll be ready later tonight,” Bledsoe said. “I'm still hammering out the final details.” Like most researchers on the trail of something important, he didn't care to share his work before he was ready.

			“You're looking a little tired, Wilson,” Mortimer said. He had put his arm around Bledsoe's shoulders. “I know how tough the grind can be. Don't do what I did and miss out on many of life's opportunities while you're young. Take a semester off and travel the world with Kay.”

			“I've been giving that some serious thought,” Bledsoe said. “We've never been to Asia.”

			“Enjoy yourselves. You have enough money. Go as long as you want. You'll always have a home here at Dartmouth.”

			“Thanks, Wally. Kay and I have been grateful for the friendship we've shared with you and Serena all these years.”

			“Where are you going now?”

			“Home,” Bledsoe said. “Kay is holding dinner for me.”

			“Send her my best,” Mortimer said.

			Then Wallace Mortimer III, perfectly groomed in a stiff navy blazer and a forest green bow tie, did something he had never done in their twenty-year friendship. He reached out and hugged Wilson Bledsoe. Firmly.

			The image of that hug lingered in Bledsoe's mind as he turned onto River Road and switched to high beams. The darkness in these mountain towns was overwhelming, especially on the small dirt roads. Drivers were left to find their way with the moon's reflection and a good dose of intuition.

			The car careened down River Road, the longest in the Upper Valley, stretching along the embankment of the Connecticut River and snaking its way into the wooded mountainside. This road was always a challenge, one that students often drove for the sheer pleasure of its difficult terrain and unexpected turns. Bledsoe had narrowly missed several deer since moving out here and tonight's darkness, rain, and wet leaves made a perfect combination for disaster. So despite the temptation to test the engine of his beloved machine, he drove the blind curves carefully, keeping the car positioned as close to the middle of the road as possible, on the alert for any darting animals. Kay had already amassed a small collection of nicks and scratches on the grill of her station wagon, and he was not about to do the same with the Mercedes.

			Just as Bledsoe turned into Dead Man's Curve, a sharp uphill bend that had claimed more than thirty lives, something caught his eye. It was difficult to make it out, with the rain beating against his windshield and the stubborn wipers leaving more water on the window than they cleared. But as he got closer, he finally saw a pair of blinking hazard lights a hundred or so yards down the road. They were high off the ground. Bledsoe thought they might belong to a truck. He inched closer, finally getting a better view of an ancient rust-colored pickup with a wobbly pair of wood side railings that rose a few feet above the cabin. The front hood was propped up, and what looked like a man's legs jutted out from underneath the back of the truck. A flat tire or a dead engine, he thought.

			Bledsoe slowed to a crawl. A heavily bearded man wearing a pale green jacket stood by the side of the truck, frantically waving his arms. His coat hung open over his ample girth. It was difficult to make out details in the darkness, but Bledsoe could see what looked like a large black grease stain on the stranger's front right pants pocket. He tried to look at the man's face, but it was obscured by a crushed hunter's cap. He could see the heavy beard; that was all. Debating whether to stop, he continued inching forward. The entrance to his property was only a little over a mile away, and he was hungry and Kay was waiting. In just a couple of minutes, he could be home out of the rain and sitting down to a hot plate of salmon. Kay hadn't mentioned it, but he was sure that she planned on surprising him with one of her homemade double-chocolate cakes.

			Bledsoe let his car roll by. He was thinking now of how glad he would be to pull up to his house, a massive structure of stone and brick. It was their dream house, not far from the river, buried deep in the woods, hidden on more than a hundred acres of rambling trees and rocky ravines. He felt bad about leaving the two men, but there was still the business of the manuscript in his computer back at the lab. He was determined to e-mail the second draft to the journal tonight, regardless of how long it took him to finish. Stopping would only make his long night longer.

			But then he looked in his rearview mirror at the waving man and called home.

			“I'm gonna be a little late, Curly,” he said, shifting his car into reverse. “A couple of guys are stranded with a broken-down truck here on River Road.”

			“Don't be too long,” Kay sighed. “I don't want the food to get cold.”

			“I won't,” Bledsoe said. He backed up the car until he almost reached the bearded man. “I'll be home soon, sweetie,” he said.

			“Be careful out there,” Kay warned. “It's dark and the rain doesn't make it any better. Make sure you're far enough off to the side so other cars can still pass.”

			Always the protector, Bledsoe thought to himself. Kay was a great wife and an even better friend. After twenty-five years, he still felt that way.

			He suddenly felt the urge to tell her about Mortimer's embrace. “Something else strange happened tonight,” Bledsoe said.

			“What's that?”

			“When I was leaving, Wally asked me where I was going. I told him you had dinner waiting for me.”

			“That sounds normal to me.”

			“Yeah, but then he hugged me.”

			“So?”

			“No, he really hugged me. Tight. He's never done that before. I've never seen Wally hug anyone.”

			“You men are all alike,” Kay said. “A little affection is cause for alarm. It's perfectly normal for the two of you to share a hug on a night as big as this.”

			“If you say so,” Bledsoe said, still not convinced.

			“Now hurry and see what those men want and get home.”

			“I'll be there before you turn off the stove.”

			Bledsoe pulled his car to a stop in front of the truck and cracked the window. “What's the problem?” he asked the stout man. Wilson could barely see the man's eyes under the hat's visor. The rain had matted his already mangy beard.

			“I think the engine finally died on me,” he said. “She's been making noises for the last couple of weeks. Just didn't have time to take her in.”

			“I don't know much about cars,” Bledsoe said, getting out and moving under the hood. He couldn't make out much in the dark, just rusted metal and black pipes. Even if he could see better under the hood, it wouldn't make a difference. Except for the windshield-wiper-fluid dispenser that he noticed immediately, it was all one big mystery to him.

			Bledsoe heard another set of footsteps approach. It must have been the man who'd been under the truck. He approached from the other side of the truck. He stopped next to the fender, then flashed a light on the engine and battery. He didn't come any closer.

			“I'm sorry, but this is out of my league,” Bledsoe said, still looking under the hood. “There's a service station a couple of miles back on the other side of the bridge. I can call and get someone over here. Where you guys heading?”

			“All the way up to Fisherman's Creek,” the big man replied. His voice was heavy and slow, as if smothered by his face full of unruly hair. “We're late for a delivery.”

			“I'd give you a lift, but I only have room for one more,” Bledsoe said. He didn't exactly relish the idea of a soaking wet body in his car. Antiques could be temperamental. “Let me get back in and call for some help.”

			Bledsoe turned toward the second man but found himself looking into the long steel barrel of a shotgun. “What the hell!” he yelled, falling back against the truck's grille. “Put that down!”

			“We need to take a little ride,” the gunman said. Bledsoe couldn't make out much of his face either, but he noticed all the dark spaces in his mouth where there once had been teeth. The man stepped closer and pressed the gun hard into his chest. Bledsoe moved and the dim hazards flashed some light across the gunman's face. Evil burned in his eyes. They were small and dark and there was a scar that ran across his left cheek from the corner of his mouth to his earlobe. An ugly creature, Bledsoe thought to himself, a judgment that he didn't pass often.

			“If it's my car you want, the keys are in it,” Bledsoe said.

			“Git in the truck,” the bearded man growled. “We don't want your car, and don't even bother offering your money, 'cause we don't want that neither.”

			“Then what do you want?”

			“Move it,” the big man said, pushing him from behind. “There'll be plenty of time later to ask questions.”

			The gunman slid the shotgun across Bledsoe's chest and jammed it in his shoulder. He made a grunting sound, then spat on the ground. It was the sound horses make when they're angry. “Git going!” he shouted. “I've been waiting out in this goddamn rain long enough.”

			An image of Kay in her apron standing at the sink floated through Bledsoe's mind. Why had he stopped?

			“In the car, Professor,” the toothless man yelled, nudging Bledsoe even harder with the gun's barrel. “It's getting late.”

			The man had called him Professor. But Bledsoe had never met the man before—at least he didn't think he had.

			The bearded man lowered the hood and slammed it shut. Wilson made his way around to the passenger side of the truck, taking his time in the hope that another car would be making its way up the long, dark road. Escape plans raced through his mind, but all of them revolved around his being a lot more athletic and agile than he was. If it had been ten years ago, when he was thirty pounds lighter and jogging three miles a day, he would have tried to overpower them. Instead, he was standing in a suit and wet dress shoes, badly out of shape and trying to hold his bladder.

			The bearded man walked around to the other side of the truck, which sank as he settled his heft into the driver's seat. Bledsoe reached for the handle of the passenger door, still feeling the gun planted firmly in the middle of his back. He started to pull the door open, then stepped quickly to the side and yanked the door until it crashed into the gunman. A blast cracked the silence and echoed through the vast darkness. Bledsoe ran to the back of the truck, peeling off his topcoat and suit jacket. Thanks to his grandfather, who occasionally took him hunting on the weekends when he was a teenager, he had immediately recognized the Browning 28-gauge Citori Over and Under, a favorite among skeet shooters. He took off down the road knowing Toothless had only one bullet left in the chamber. If Bledsoe could survive the next shot, he'd have more time to escape while Toothless reloaded the gun.

			The second blast came shortly, and Bledsoe felt a rush of hot air across the left side of his face. He ran his hand along his cheek. It had missed. He found his way to the middle of the dirt road, where he could get the most traction, then ran as hard as his tired legs would carry him. He now knew that it was true what people say about what happens when you're facing death. Your life passes through your mind, and in no particular order. He thought about Mr. Crouch, his high-school physics teacher, the smartest man he had ever met, who addressed all his students by the title of mister or missus. Then he thought about the little green swing set his father had erected in their tiny backyard. It seemed like he spent half his childhood pumping his legs until the swing wouldn't go any higher. Then there was the issue of that overdue book. Surely the library would be sending him another annoying reminder soon.

			He wondered if old Nel Potter might have heard the blasts. Her house was the nearest one. If he was even luckier, Heidi, her companion, might have heard the commotion.

			His last thought was of Kay. He could see her setting the table, then, as she always did, greeting him at the door when he pulled up to the house. His anticipated arrival after a long day at work had become a familiar routine, enjoyed equally by both.

			Then he cleared his mind as best as he could and focused on the dark, slippery road. He was determined like hell to make it back home. Alive.
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			Bledsoe's labored breathing punctured the still night air. He hadn't run more than seventy-five yards and already his lungs felt like someone was holding a match to them.

			Fear boosted his hearing, making every sound seem only a foot away. He heard the truck's cranky engine start, then the impatient squeal of old rubber spinning in wet dirt. They would be on him soon. He thought of a plan, but it meant making it into the woods before they caught him. Out among the trees and darkness, land familiar to him, it would be much easier to escape and hide. The bearded man wouldn't be much of a threat, judging by his enormous size, but Toothless could be a real challenge. He had the shotgun, and he was skinny enough to slide through the dense forest without much difficulty. But what troubled Wilson most was his own stamina. Would his already weary legs have enough endurance to outlast them?

			Another blast exploded and ricocheted off the distant mountains, finally dying in the blanket of darkness. Bledsoe turned around for the first time since fleeing the truck. He saw Toothless hanging out of the passenger window, steadying the gun for another shot.

			“Willlson!” Toothless yelled, then let out a bone-rattling laugh.

			Bledsoe ran even harder as he negotiated Dead Man's Curve. He knew that if he could make it down the hill before they caught him, he'd be able to duck into the woods. He knew exactly where the trees would let him pass, but until he reached that point, the snarled vegetation and unforgiving thorns were too dense to penetrate.

			The truck gained ground quickly—he could hear the tires eating up the dirt and kicking rocks in the air. The steep decline proved to be even more dangerous on foot than it had been in a car. Bledsoe slid and stumbled, almost falling several times before finally making it to level ground.

			A flash of light made him turn back to see the truck weaving down Dead Man's Curve, its brakes and engine screaming. Bledsoe breathed a little easier as he reached the entry point. Two large twin maples marked the spot. He darted between them, hoping his pursuers missed his move.

			Complete darkness engulfed him inside the woods, though here and there moonlight broke through the clouds and treetops, giving just enough of a glow to relieve his blindness. Even then, he could barely see objects less than a foot away. Most people would have immediately been lost, but Bledsoe had walked the woods in this area for the last ten years, tracking animals and filling his notebooks with detailed observations. He was fond of what he called his “night scouts,” where he studied the mating patterns of owls and other nocturnals with a high-tech infrared camera. Numerous times he had pitched a tent and spent the night recording animal noises, hoping to distinguish the calls of aggression from those of seduction. He would choose the most interesting and distinct, then play the sounds for his class. He challenged the students to guess the animal and the significance of the calls. Professor Bledsoe might not know a damn thing about fixing cars, but he knew these woods as well as anyone could. He stood still for a moment and listened.

			The truck's engine had fallen silent. One door creaked open, then another. There were voices, but Bledsoe couldn't make out the words. It sounded like the two men were arguing. Bledsoe raced through a thicket of evergreens and slid between the posts of an ancient wood fence, catching his right pants leg on something sharp. The pain was immediate, followed by a small trickle of warm blood down his thigh. He knew the cut was deep because the cold, wet air stung his exposed muscle.

			He stopped for a moment and tensed his leg, then formed a cuff around it with his open hand, trying to stanch the bleeding. He could still hear their voices behind him. They were laughing and calling out to him, taunting him in the dark.

			Bledsoe started running. The blood now flowed freely down his leg. For the first time, his fear turned to anger. What the hell did these men want from him so badly that they were willing to chase him into the woods? Maybe they were drunk, a couple of rednecks out to have some fun. But they knew his name. They also knew that he was a professor. And Tooth-less had said, “I've been waiting out in this goddamn rain long enough.” Bledsoe continued the arduous run, slashing his way through brush, losing his balance on uneven rocks and dead tree limbs. He had always wondered how he would die—having a heart attack in front of his class, say, or succumbing to the prostate cancer that had squeezed the life out of his father. But one possibility that had never entered his mind was being hunted down like a wounded animal.

			Bledsoe was on familiar land, and once the clouds slid past the full moon, its dim glow cast enough light that he could make out some of the landmarks. He spotted the big old wooden wagon which, according to one of his neighbors, had once been used to carry supplies on the large farm and haul the children around the property on the weekends once it had been filled with hay. Then he reached the tiny ravine that carved its way through the mountains and around the border of the Potter property. Normally, he crossed it farther down, balancing himself on a chain of rocks that stuck out of the foot-high water. But in the dark there was no chance that he would find the spot. Nor did he have the time. Instead he ran directly into the chilling water, knowing that if he kept moving in a straight line, it would take only seconds to reach the other side.

			Another hundred yards and he found his first real stepping-stone to safety. Potter's pond sat in the southern portion of the farm, but most importantly it marked the halfway point between River Road and Bledsoe's property. With a renewed sense of a hope, he ran hard along the edge of the water, which he knew was a little more than a mile around. Reaching the other side, he rested momentarily and gave his burning lungs a break. This was his favorite place to watch blackbirds dive into the wetlands for food. It was also where he had once spotted a black bear bathing across the pond. He had approached it with his camera rolling and come within twenty yards of it before the bear heard a branch snap under his feet and took off.

			The loss of blood started to affect his right leg, numbness and tingling extending down to the sole of his foot. He could no longer lift the leg, and as he moved forward, it dragged behind him.

			The pain forced him against a tree, where he tore the split pants leg wider so he could see the wound. It was difficult to make out in the dark, but he could feel the blood sprouting to the rhythm of his heartbeat. He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and tied it tightly above the wound like a tourniquet. The bleeding didn't completely stop, but it at least slowed.

			Wilson heard his name echo in the darkness and jumped to his feet. The two goons weren't going to let the wilderness deter them from their pursuit.

			He limped to a clearing fifty yards north of the pond. There was an old barn not too far away. He needed rest and the barn would be a place to hide and sit out the pounding rain. Throbbing with pain, he felt a kind of resentful pity for himself. Here he was, running for his life—tired, hurt, and scared—on a night he should have been celebrating with Kay, sitting at his kitchen table finishing his favorite dinner.

			Animal cries rang out in the distance. He immediately recognized the drawn-out whoo-oo-oo raccoons make when fighting with each other, a sound similar to the call of a screech owl.

			Bledsoe's breathing had finally settled, but the acid still burned his lungs. He took a deep, controlled breath and headed for the barn. Looking through the tree limbs, he read what few stars weren't covered by the clouds to get a sense of his positioning. He trudged another hundred yards through wet marshy ground before peering up and tracing the jagged mountaintops in the distance. There was a perfect V where two peaks overlapped—another landmark. It meant that he was standing on the path that led directly to the barn.

			The high-pitched screech of bats sailed overhead. He fell to the ground twice before finally reaching the high grass. He was cold and hungry and terrified. A few more yards and he cleared the heavy trees. Tears slid down his face as he finally spotted the outline of the decaying barn. Its weathered wood slats threatened to collapse at any minute, the wild vines strangling what remained of the roof.

			He slipped into the barn and found a dry spot in the corner. He grabbed a couple of dry-rotted beams and placed them by his side. If he was going to fight two men he would need some type of weapon, though he knew he stood almost no chance against a shotgun.

			Time passed, but dazed by his fatigue and fear, he wasn't sure how much. He moved his hands blindly. He touched his face first, then his drenched clothes and his aching thigh. In less than an hour he had gone from champagne toasts to a desperate run for his life. For the first time, he contemplated what it would mean not to be with Kay or his students. The thought conjured more anger than it did fear. There was so much he wanted to accomplish, so many things he had yet to discover. It just didn't seem right for it all to end in this way and in this place.

			The rain continued to beat heavily against the ancient barn, pouring through the holes in the deteriorated roof. He finally summoned his strength and stood to assess the damage to his thigh. Some feeling had returned to the leg, but it was stiff and lifting it still required great effort. He stretched his arms, then his back, then chose the board that fit most comfortably in his hand. He limped to what remained of the door and peered out. He couldn't see much in the darkness, but there were no signs or sounds of his attackers. He bowed his head and said a small prayer, then slipped through the missing beams.

			He reminded himself that if he could make it across the two hundred yards that remained of the Potter property, he'd be on his own land and only minutes from the safety of his house.

			He never saw the swing of the gun. It landed across the left side of his head and instantly sent him into an even greater darkness. A pair of powerful hands gripped his throat. With what little energy remained in his body, he threw his hands wildly, punching and scratching, doing anything he could to relieve the pressure around his neck. He dipped in and out of consciousness. His efforts only weakened him further, making his blows as ineffective as those of a child. He knew that he was growing more helpless against his attackers and that soon he would die.

			He thought about the article. He needed to add so little. Now the answer would be lost forever. He had one last chance to save everything. He turned his head and opened his mouth, then with tremendous force, bit one of the hands around his neck. The attacker screamed in pain and fell back, freeing him. He crawled a few feet and took a grading marker from his back pocket. Pulling up his pants leg, he rolled down his sock and rubbed his skin until it was almost dry. Just above his right ankle he scribbled a word, then let the marker fall. Ready now, he turned back toward his attackers. They cracked him against the side of his face with the gun, then those hands were around his throat again. He threw one punch, but it missed badly. He didn't have the energy to throw another.

			Kay's smiling face was the last image he saw. She was beckoning him to come to her. He wanted to call out, but his lips wouldn't move. He saw a bright flash of light, then black. Then his life slipped out of his body and into the darkness of the land that once was his paradise and now would be his grave.
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			The sound of a phone pierced the room's silence, causing the ser-pentine tangle of honey-colored legs and arms to unwrap. Ster-ling Bledsoe killed the racket in the middle of the third ring.

			“It's five o'clock in the morning,” he grumbled into the phone. “This better be good.”

			“Wilson,” was all that the woman's voice could muster before dissolving into sobs.

			“Kay?” Sterling whispered, now sitting up in the bed. “Is that you?” There was a muffled response. “I can't understand what you're saying,” he said.

			There was a pause before a man's voice took over. “Sterling Bledsoe?” The voice was official and in charge. “Are you the brother of Professor Wilson Bledsoe?”

			“Yes,” Sterling said. “What the hell is going on?”

			“This is Detective Paul Hanlon of the Hanover Police Department,” the man replied. “Sorry to wake you so early in the morning, sir, but your brother is missing.”

			“Wilson, missing?” Sterling asked, unable to make any sense of the words. “What the hell do you mean, Wilson's missing? Where's Kay?”

			“She's right here,” Hanlon said. “One of the other officers is trying to comfort her, but I don't think she's in any condition to talk right now.”

			Sterling looked at Veronica, back asleep under the covers. He left the bedroom and walked down the hall until he reached the kitchen. “What happened to Wilson?” Sterling demanded. His voice had quickly gone from confusion to anger.

			“We're still trying to piece together all the information we have,” Hanlon answered. He chose his words carefully.

			“Skip the bullshit,” Sterling shouted into the phone. Sterling Bledsoe knew a lot about police evasions—he was an FBI agent. He had spent the better part of ten years in the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime in Quantico, Virginia, where as a supervisory special agent he led an elite team of investigators that handled only the most difficult and highest-profile cases. “Tell me what the hell happened to my brother.”

			“Please calm down, Mr. Bledsoe,” Hanlon said a little edgily.

			“Calm down? You wake me up at some ungodly hour, tell me that my brother is suddenly missing, then you want me to calm down. I want some answers, dammit!”

			“We don't really have many right now,” Hanlon said. “Your brother was heading home last night after a party at the president's mansion. He spoke to his wife twice and said he'd be home shortly for dinner. No one has seen him or heard from him since.”

			“What time was the last communication?” Sterling asked. His detective instincts had already switched on. He was thinking more like an investigator than a brother.

			“Just after seven last night,” Hanlon said. “He was traveling north on River Road and stopped to help a stranded truck.”

			“Has anyone found the truck?”

			“Negative. Our men are out there right now, but there's no sign of the truck or the Professor's car.”

			Sterling had been on the other end of these phone calls all too often and knew that it was an unpleasant experience. But the fact that it was his only brother who was missing both scared and infuriated him.

			“What time did Kay call in the missing person?”

			“The first call came in to dispatch at twenty-one hundred hours. The second was logged in at twenty-three hundred, and the last at oh three hundred this morning.” Hanlon's responses were short and automatic. No original thought, something that worried Sterling. Local police departments tended to be slow and lack creativity. Sterling knew exactly how they worked, having cleaned up many of their sloppy investigations. Now he dreaded the idea that his brother's life might rest in the hands of a small, untested department tucked away in a rural mountain town.

			Sterling looked at his clock. “Have you entered him into NCIC yet?” The National Crime Information Computer centralizes criminal records and data on fugitives, stolen property, and missing persons. The FBI and authorized federal, state, local, and foreign law enforcement agencies can enter data into the elaborate system as well as extract information for the purposes of an active investigation. With just a few keystrokes, they can keep track of everything from the FBI's ten most wanted to stolen handguns. Sterling had used it many times to identify corpses.

			Hanlon cleared his throat. He wasn't sure what Sterling Bledsoe did for a living, but it was obvious that he wasn't unfamiliar with police work. Bluffing would be a waste of time. “Mr. Bledsoe, typically we'd wait a little longer before entering someone into the computer. There's no reason to suspect any criminal activity or anything like that, at least not yet. We are, however, putting all available manpower on it. We realize that your brother isn't just anyone. He recently won that science award and a helluva lot of money.”

			“Big fucking deal about the award,” Sterling shot back. “He also won the Nobel and nothing happened.”

			“That I know,” Hanlon said. “But this is worth $2 million, double what the Nobel's worth.”

			Sterling knew damn well how much money his older brother had just won. He didn't need to hear it from some local cop who didn't even know which countries sponsored the awards. Sterling's gut was already churning and it was telling him that money wasn't the motive. Wilson was a frumpy academic, not some industrial titan. He and Kay had plenty of money, but they lived a pretty simple life. Not too many people would have a sense of how much they were actually worth.

			“Have you called state yet?” Sterling asked.

			“No, we're still treating this as a local matter between us and the department in Vermont,” Hanlon said. “The investigation is just beginning. If the time comes when we need to bring them in, we will, of course, make the call.”

			“Where exactly did Kay say he was when she spoke to him last?” Sterling was in his apartment in New York City, but he was thinking like he was in Quantico.

			“He was still in the car, just a few minutes from home.”

			“Did she get an exact location?”

			“No, just that he was stopping somewhere on River Road, not far from the house.”

			“Is the area secured?” Sterling had already mapped out the scene in his mind.

			“Like I said, Mr. Bledsoe, we're just beginning our investigation.” Hanlon's voice wasn't friendly. “It's been less than ten hours since he was last heard from. It takes some time to gather all the facts and put everything together.”

			“Goddammit, Hanlon! If this is a missing person case, there's not a second to spare. Every tick of the clock can mean the difference between life or death. If River Road was his last identified location, don't you think it would make a world of sense to secure the area? Random car traffic or even roaming animals can destroy any evidence that's there.”

			There was a pause at the other end. “Anything else, sir?” Hanlon sighed.

			“Yeah. Tell Kay I'm on the next goddamn plane!”
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			Sterling Bledsoe moved quickly and silently, packing enough clothes to last him a few days. He was more nervous than he wanted to let on, which is why he decided not to wake Veronica until he was heading out the door. Getting her upset wouldn't do either of them any good.

			He walked into his small study and quietly closed the door behind him. He pulled out a small notebook that had been taped underneath his desk. He thumbed through the names of some of the most powerful people in Washington and stopped on Daniel J. Murphy, director of the FBI.

			The phone rang once. “Murphy here.” Even at five in the morning, the director growled like a man in charge.

			“It's Bledsoe, Murph,” Sterling said. “I've got some trouble up here.”

			“A student of yours has finally figured out what you really do for a living,” Murphy cracked. One of the deals he had made with Sterling to keep him from leaving the Bureau was to allow him to teach an anatomy course at Hunter College one semester a year. Murphy never understood why it mattered so much to one of his top investigators to teach at some dinky city school.

			“Wilson is missing,” Sterling said.

			Murphy's voice tightened. “How long?”

			“About ten hours, from what I can gather. But who knows with the locals.”

			“Sorry to hear that, Sterling.” He knew as well as Sterling that finding a missing person alive was always a race against the clock. The first twenty-four hours were critical. After that, the chance of a happy reunion dropped drastically with every passing minute. “Was he up at Dartmouth?”

			“Yup. That's where I'm heading right now.”

			“Have they called us in yet?”

			“No, but I'm sure they will soon.”

			“Anything suspicious?”

			“A $2 million science award just hit the bottom of his bank account.”

			“Holy shit. You think it's a kidnapping?”

			“I doubt it, which makes me feel even worse. Kidnappers would want him alive. Whatever the hell it is, I don't feel good about it. I need a favor, Murph.”

			“Shoot.”

			“If we get the call, I want to lead the case.”

			Murphy let out a sigh. “Sterling, you know I can't do that. Against policy.”

			“Fuck policy, Murph. This is my brother we're talking about. I want the case.”

			“Goddammit, Sterling,” Murphy groaned. “You're putting me in a tough position. Sixteen Hundred will be down my throat if you fuck this up.” Sixteen Hundred was their internal code name for the White House.

			“So I'm in?”

			“Every bone in my body tells me to keep you out.”

			“Murph, you know me. I can do it by the book with your blessing or I can do it on my own. It's your call.”

			“Doesn't sound like I have much of a goddamn choice.”

			“Thanks, Murph. I owe you.”

			“Be careful, Sterling. And for Chrissake keep a level head.”

			“Don't I always?” Sterling said before hanging up. He really didn't want to hear the director's answer.

			 

			   Sterling loaded his shield, his Beretta Tomcat because it was easiest to conceal, and several bullet magazines into his travel bag. Though most of his work centered on evidence collection and analysis, he always left home prepared. He returned to his bedroom to finish packing.

			There were several things already bothering him about the call from Hanover. He didn't like it that Kay, who was always under control, was too distraught to speak. Then there was Hanlon, the local tight-ass, practically reading his answers from a police academy training manual. He had good reason to doubt the locals' ability to handle a case like this, especially if it really turned into something. Hanover was a quiet town centered on the college. Crime wasn't a part of their everyday lives; they weren't likely to have the kind of experience needed to crack a case like this.

			Just as troubling to Sterling was his relationship with his only brother. Sterling didn't know Wilson—not like brothers should. In fact, he had spent most of his life hating Wilson, the chosen one in the Bledsoe household. Pops was constantly rambling about Wilson's success, and his mother openly worshipped him. Sterling's whole childhood was spent trying to figure out ways to escape his brother's shadow, but the comparisons were always there.

			The fifteen years that separated the two brothers had something to do with their emotional distance, but Sterling's deep sense of inferiority played a much larger role. Nothing he did was ever good enough. If he proudly brought home a report card with all A's and one B+, his father glanced at it and reminded him that Wilson had had a perfect card all the way through high school. And when Sterling made the basketball team, his mother murmured that Wilson had been the champion of the chess team and won the state tournament two years in a row.

			Sterling had acquired his love for science only through a desire to surpass Wilson. He decided, however, to distinguish himself in a different field. Sterling's choice was anatomy. In childhood, he had dissected the dead mice and birds his cat dragged home late at night. He loved probing the striated muscles and following the tiny network of blood vessels. It was his mastery of anatomy, both animal and human, that had put him on the fast track in the world of homicide. His college professor, a retired FBI agent himself, had discreetly suggested to Sterling after class that the Bureau could use a smart, ambitious young man like him.

			For an entire year, Professor Martin Gilden, ex–field office director of the FBI, tutored his favorite student on the nonclassified inner workings of the Bureau. He delighted the impressionable Sterling with grand stories of horrible crimes solved by great detective work. The Bureau was a special place, he had assured Sterling Bledsoe, but it wasn't a place for those who dreamed of stardom. Many would benefit from his work, but most if not all of his efforts would be conducted in anonymity. The Bureau was full of unsung heroes, definitely not the place for those seeking celebrity. One afternoon, Gilden sketched a career outline that would shape young Sterling's behavior. He needed to keep up his grades, stay on the right side of the law, and always run in the opposite direction from trouble. If he could accomplish all three and was serious about a future in the Bureau, Gilden would make the necessary calls.

			Sterling followed the outline to the letter, and Professor Gilden stayed true to his word. Sterling began just like the others, with a mandatory two-year training period, but in short order ambition and guts earned him a promotion and assignment to the most elite homicide unit. He led a team that was only called in on special cases—high-profile crimes or when the political stakes were so great that the director couldn't afford a botched investigation. Through the years, Sterling had earned a name for himself, twice receiving commendations from the director. Everyone in Justice, from the attorney general on down, regarded Agent Bledsoe as a comer.

			Veronica opened her eyes as Sterling came back into the bedroom. She was gorgeous, like all his women. Wilson may have gotten their parents' attention, but it was Sterling who had always gotten the attention from women. He was tall and tightly muscled, and even as an adolescent, a flash of his smile would make married women fidget nervously.

			“Where were you last night, baby?” Veronica purred in a morning voice that had made him late to class on more than one occasion. One of her long, toned legs was uncovered. Seeing it took some edge off his tension.

			“I was over at the school finishing up a few things.”

			“But I waited up for you well past midnight.”

			“And I'm sorry for that. I should have called.” He reached down and kissed her on the forehead, then he walked to the closet and pulled out a sweatsuit and running shoes. He was in no mood for being questioned.

			“Where are you going?” she asked.

			“Something's wrong up in Hanover,” he said, stuffing more clothes into the suitcase. “They can't find Wilson.”

			“What happened?”

			“He's been missing for ten hours.”

			“Where is he?” Veronica was the most beautiful girl that Sterling had ever dated, but she was certainly not the smartest, especially so early in the morning.

			“They don't know, Ronnie,” he answered teasingly. “That's why he's considered missing.”

			“It's too early for me to think,” she said, slowly bending her exposed leg. She yawned but didn't bother to cover her mouth. Sometimes she had the manners of a guy, and when she did things like not cover her mouth it made her even sexier. Sterling fought the temptation to meet her back under the covers.

			“I'll call you when I figure this out,” Sterling said. He reached for a quick kiss, but she pulled him down farther and explored the inside of his mouth.

			“That's so you won't forget about me,” she said, finally releasing him. She fell back against the pillow.

			“Little chance of that.” He smiled. “Do me a favor and leave a note for the students on my office door. Cancel office hours for next Monday and Wednesday, but I'll be back for class next Friday.” Sterling spoke with his usual confidence, but a bad feeling in his gut told him that his plan to be back in a week was overly optimistic.
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			Sterling grabbed his suitcase and caught the elevator down to his garage. Most New York City apartment buildings didn't have garages in the basement, and those that did weren't cheap. Though Sterling made decent money and lived well, he wasn't rich, but he had bought his apartment just after the stock market crash, when the once almighty dot-commers were forced to practically give their apartments away. It also didn't hurt that Pops Bledsoe had lived an excessively frugal life and saved a bundle. That, combined with the life insurance money, allowed the two sons to split a rather generous inheritance with their mother. Wilson saved his money, but Sterling used his to buy the apartment, and what was left over he poured into a life of fast cars and beautiful women.

			He jumped into the shiny black Porsche 911 and turned on the ignition. The twin turbo engine roared awake, then settled on a loud hum. He pulled his cell phone from his jacket and dialed.

			A woman answered. “Travel.”

			“SA 2378,” Sterling said. “Reservation for one this morning.”

			“Agent Bledsoe? Is that you?”

			“Ten-four,” Sterling answered. “Monica?”

			“Yes, sir,” she said. “It's so good to hear your voice again.”

			“Yeah, it's been a while,” Sterling said. “I've been on hiatus.”

			“I hope you enjoyed it. Where are you going now?”

			“Hanover, New Hampshire, just outside of Lebanon.”

			“Lebanon, New Hampshire?” she repeated. “I don't think I've ever sent anyone there before.”

			“No good reason to,” Sterling added. “It's a small, out-of-the-way kind of place in the mountains. Not much action up there. Most of the work in the area is handled by our field offices in Boston or Albany.”

			“When do you want to leave?”

			“The next flight out of any New York City airport.”

			“Let me see what I have.”

			Sterling could hear Monica's rapid-fire typing. She had booked most of his travel since he joined the Bureau, and he liked it that way. Only the higher-ups were allowed to fly first class, but when Sterling playfully whispered to Monica, she always found a way to bend the rules. The irony was that after all these years he had never met her in person. The travel offices were somewhere in North Carolina. Several times he had promised that he'd stop by if a case brought him down there, but the closest he'd ever got was Atlanta for a grisly drug-trafficking case. Twenty-five bodies in all, including five cops. He was there for three weeks straight, but still couldn't string together enough free time to drive up and see her. To this day, he regretted the missed opportunity; a few agents from the Charlotte field office who had seen her happily reported to Sterling that he'd made a big mistake.

			“There's a flight at seven o'clock out of La Guardia,” she said. “Are you close to there?”

			“Twenty minutes away this time of morning,” Sterling said. “How long is the flight?”

			“Only an hour and fifteen minutes. Nonstop. You arrive at eight fifteen. US Airways flight 5991.”

			“Good, that gives me a few minutes to grab something before we take off.”

			“It's a Beechcraft 1900,” Monica added. She remembered that SA 2378 liked to know detailed information about the plane he'd be flying on. She thought it was odd the first time he asked, but then he explained about a college friend of his who was going home to West Virginia for Christmas break. He didn't like flying the small puddle jumpers into Morgantown, so his parents always picked him up at the Pittsburgh airport and drove the hour and a half home. No one was available to come get him this particular Christmas, so he'd agreed to fly the rest of the way from Pittsburgh. The plane went down on a heavily wooded mountainside, killing all nine passengers and the two-man crew. The pilot's body was the only one recovered whole. The rest had been shredded or burned—barely recognizable body parts hung from trees like snared kites.

			“Capacity?” he asked.

			“Nineteen max.”

			“Accidents?”

			“First commercial flight was 1979. Fifteen accidents. The first on November 23, 1987. Many of them were out of the country. Two hundred eighty-two casualties total. Last accident September fourteenth of last year. Two occupants, no one died.”

			“Where was it?”

			“St. John's, Newfoundland,” she replied. “Agent Bledsoe, this plane has one of the best safety records in its class.”

			“Thanks, Monica. Grab a seat for me.”

			“Won't be a problem,” she assured him. “Only three others on the flight.”

			“And, Monica, see if you can get me a rental car. I have a feeling I'm gonna need to get around up there.”

			“Something fast, preferably a convertible.” Monica remembered everything. That's why the agents loved it when she answered the call.

			“You're the best,” Sterling said. “We'd be lost without you.”

			“Anytime, SA 2378. Don't be a stranger.”

			“When I'm down your way, I'll look you up.”

			“As always.”

			Sterling burned rubber out of his garage. It was almost six o'clock. He needed a tall glass of freshly squeezed orange juice and a warm bagel. He also wanted to get the early editions of the national papers to see if there was any mention of Wilson's disappearance. Unlikely, but worth a check anyway. He had to hurry, however. Security at the airports was ironclad even with his FBI credentials.

			An image of Wilson flashed in his mind. They had grown a little closer during the last few years. They had most recently seen each other over New Year's, when Wilson and Kay spent the weekend in the city. They all went to a big party at the Rainbow Room overlooking the skating rink and Christmas tree in Rockefeller Plaza. That night, as he watched them holding hands and giggling, he found himself once again envious of his brother's marriage. Sterling wondered if maybe a wife would bring more calm in his own life. Wilson was so content as they looked out over the city, sixty-five floors in the sky. It doesn't get much better than this. His eyes had a gleam that night that Sterling had never seen before. The look of a man at peace with himself and the world around him.

			Sadness, mixed with anger and guilt, misted Sterling's eyes as he raced the Porsche across 70th Street and turned onto a deserted Third Avenue. In less than an hour he'd be on his way to the tiny town of Hanover. He promised God that if he found his brother alive, he'd never ask for another blessing as long as he lived.

			 

			   The small airplane weaved between the jagged white mountains of New Hampshire, its narrow body taking a beating from the turbulence. The copilot, who also served as the flight attendant, ducked his way down the tight aisle and informed the passengers that they'd be landing in fifteen minutes. He asked everyone to make sure their seat belts were fastened before disappearing into the cramped cockpit without checking that they had followed his directive. With only four passengers on board and an aircraft small enough to fit into the wing of one of the larger jets, there was no need to be a stickler for formalities.

			The plane finally shook its way out of the sky and bumped onto the landing strip. Sterling looked out the window at the little airport. A short walk and they were inside a small building that resembled a town hall more than it did a terminal.

			“Your reservation number?” the large woman behind the Hertz counter asked. The baseball cap she wore did little to disguise the fact that she hadn't combed her hair that morning. Sterling took quick notice of the dried coffee stains running down the front of her shirt.

			“The name is Bledsoe,” Sterling said. “Sterling Bledsoe.”

			The woman looked up slowly from the computer monitor with a pained expression. “Are you any relation to Professor Wilson Bledsoe?” she whispered.

			“That's my brother,” he said.

			“I see,” was all that she said before returning her attention to the computer. Sterling watched her fat hands pound the tiny keys. He sensed that she was avoiding eye contact.

			“Is there something you want to tell me?” he pushed.

			“No, sir,” she said, eyes glued to the monitor.

			Sterling looked into her meaty face and could tell there was plenty that she wanted to say. He had seen that same look thousands of times on the faces of reluctant witnesses who with gentle and not-so-gentle persuasion eventually came around and spilled everything they knew.

			“I have you down here for our Mustang convertible,” she said as the printer start spitting out paper. “The nicest car we have.”

			Monica had done it again. Sterling slid his credit card across the counter. She finally met his eyes and forced an awkward smile.

			“Thanks for your help,” he said, grabbing the papers, then turning to leave.

			“Mr. Bledsoe?” she called before Sterling was too far. “These mountains have secrets. Good luck.”
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			Route 10A. The only paved road that stretched from Lebanon to the center of Hanover. Sterling maneuvered the silver Mustang through what the locals considered a commercial district, a small strip of country stores and a used-car lot with big neon orange “sale” signs propped in the windshields. Less than a mile out of the Lebanon juncture, the road opened up in the heavily wooded area. Sterling mashed the pedal to the floor. The engine roared for a couple of seconds before the transmission kicked into a higher gear and the car lurched forward. The wind whipped as the car ate up the road, and Sterling temporarily forgot the dire situation that had prompted the journey.

			For long stretches, Sterling saw nothing but a diamond blue sky and dense clusters of towering evergreens and maples. There were no cars or people, not even the occasional stray dog—just wilderness as far as he could see. This is what Wilson had said he loved most about living here.

			Sterling pushed his way to the center of Hanover. Out of the expanse of tangled trees and tall, lazy grass emerged a small strip of low brick buildings straddling the two-lane Main Street. The road was barely long enough for two stoplights, one at the beginning of South Main, the other at the center of town, right before the massive Dartmouth Green.

			Then he saw the sign: WELCOME TO HANOVER. Instantly his mind slipped back to a few years ago. They had found her body on the living room floor, and a neighbor had carefully explained to Sterling how she had been clutching that photograph so close to her chest. Sterling was hurt, but he wasn't surprised that his mother had taken her last breath holding that picture to her heart. She had always loved the image of that sign against the lush New Hampshire wilderness background and what it represented—another Wilson accomplishment. Wilson had snapped the photograph on his first drive into Hanover and sent it home to their mother. And she had cherished it.

			It hurt then and it hurt now, another painful reminder of Wilson's exalted place in the family hierarchy. Sterling had spent so many years angrily trying to break free from his shadow, only to be reminded at the end of his mother's life that he'd always occupy the distant second position. So here it was. Damn sign. Opening up old wounds that Sterling thought time and distance had finally healed.

			He moved past the sign and the memories, then slowed the engine and eased into town as quietly as possible. He passed the Food Stop gas station on the southwest corner. ONLY SERVICE STATION FOR TWO MILES, it said outside in hand lettering. Sterling rolled up the quaint Main Street as students peddled by on mountain bikes and professors in rumpled tweed blazers engaged each other in the finer points of overly academic debates.

			Sterling appreciated the fact that without Dartmouth, there wouldn't be a Hanover. Almost all the nine thousand residents had some connection to the school, whether as students, faculty members, employees, or landlords to the students. In most college towns Sterling knew, the locals developed a love-hate relationship with the school, but here the dynamics were completely different. In this land of granola and organic vegetable stands, Hanover townies took pride in their academic haven.

			Sterling stopped at the red light in front of the Dartmouth Green. It was just warm enough for several students to toss a Frisbee to a golden retriever on the freshly cut lawn. He wondered if an open green would help relax his hardworking students back at Hunter, who spent their free time sitting on concrete steps and filling their lungs with the black exhaust from an endless stream of city buses passing through the middle of campus.

			He pulled out a map, then took a left onto West Wheelock and rolled down the steep hill toward the slate-gray Connecticut River. As he crossed Ledyard Bridge, he noticed several teams of scullers out on the cool water, the strokes of their oars sweeping in perfect synchrony while the coxswain barked orders through a bullhorn. This is the Ivy League, he thought to himself. Mist was rising off the water as green and orange foliage hung over the water's edge in a perfect arch that stretched down the river. Pic-ture perfect for the cover of a glossy school brochure.

			To Sterling, the setting was almost disturbingly calm. How could anything too terrible have happened to Wilson here?

			At the end of the bridge, Sterling took an immediate right on River Road. He was in Vermont now, distinguishable from New Hampshire only by its undecorated green license plates and its being home to the country's most sought-after maple syrup. Though the two states were not always political allies, they remained friendly neighbors in these sparsely inhabited mountains.

			Sterling maneuvered his Mustang along River Road through a series of sharp bends. He was almost there. He tried mentally preparing himself for what he might find at the house. In a few minutes he'd be sitting with Kay, trying to piece together the mysteries of Wilson's disappearance.

			His cell phone rang.

			“Bledsoe,” he answered.

			“Agent Bledsoe, it's Lonnie Brusco from the Boston office. I don't know if you remember me, but we met on the Wharf cases a few years back.”

			“Don't be ridiculous, Lonnie. How could I ever forget you? You were the only one to pick up on those rug burns.”

			The Wharf murders had been the most gruesome collection of homicides in Boston since the Strangler. A janitor from one of the elementary schools in South Boston had kidnapped, raped, and murdered eleven teenage girls over the span of three months. All of their bodies had been found on the wharf along Boston Harbor, but it was Special Agent Lonnie Brusco who had noticed a similar pattern of rug burns on their legs. Then they got lucky. One of
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