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				About the Book

				Heart-racing suspense and irresistable characters from the bestselling author of TOUCH & GO, CATCH ME, LOVE YOU MORE and many others.

				My name is Nicky Frank.

				I’m in hospital after crashing my car. I am afraid. The only thing that I can think about is Vero. I know I have to save her but why couldn’t I find her? She’s just a little girl.

				The man standing in my hospital room tells me we are married but there is no Vero. That six months ago I suffered a traumatic brain injury which caused changes to my personality. I have dramatic mood swings, an inability to concentrate and large gaps in my memory. I’m much easier to anger these days. And I drink. All of which he says explains the car accident and my confusion.

				Now a Sergeant Wyatt Foster is investigating. He has questions about the car accident. He has concerns about my husband. And he’s worried about a missing girl.

				He would like to know what happened to me. So would I.

				My name is Nicky Frank. This is my life.

				Watch me crash and burn.
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				Author’s Note and Acknowledgments

				It takes a village to write a novel. Or in this case, a small army of medical specialists. I started Crash & Burn with the premise of a female who’d suffered some kind of head trauma, which had turned her into a stranger even to herself. Being a sucker for happy endings, I wanted an injury that would be serious, even life altering, but still hold out the promise of recovery. Enter my favorite pharmacist, Margaret Charpentier, and one of her students, Christine D’Amore, who promptly loaded me up with tons of information on traumatic brain injuries, their treatment and long-term impacts.

				Given all the possibilities, I also consulted with one of my good friends and fellow thriller author, Dr C. J. Lyons, who helped focus my search on post-concussive syndrome, a medical condition broad enough to cover just about anything I needed my heroine to do, while retaining the possibility of a positive future. In real life, Nicky would most likely require years to recover from her multiple concussions. Again, being a sucker for happy endings, I like to imagine her already headache free.

				Once I’d selected my heroine’s injury, next step was to actually maim her. Enter Eric Holloman, accident reconstruction specialist. I like to feel he enjoyed the experience of creating his very own wreck from the ground up, instead of his usual job of analysing what someone else had already done. Not many guys into physics get to that level of artistic freedom.

				Of course, any mistakes are mine and mine alone. I confess, I wouldn’t be very good at medical diagnoses or auto accident reconstruction, as science isn’t my strong suit.

				Policing, on the other hand, I truly love. And it was once again a joy to work with Lieutenant Michael Santuccio from the Carroll County Sheriff’s Office. Let’s just say when Wyatt does something truly smart and very clever, that’s all Michael.

				Speaking of which, one of my former consultants, retired forensic expert Napoleon Brito, called me one day with the idea of using a 3-D printer to make fake fingerprints. Given that I’d already been reading up on the controversy surrounding plastic molded weapons, the chance to delve into the world of 3-D printing was too good to pass up. To that end, my deepest appreciation also goes to Jeff Nicoll from Ambix Manufacturing in Albany, New Hampshire, who allowed me to personally tour his plastics-molding company and watch their 3-D printer in action.

				Of course, my very own husband and enginerd also assisted with this project. Normally Anthony’s the one saying he’s scared of his diabolical spouse. After spending an afternoon listening to him and Jeff excitedly discuss all the ways to use manufacturing for evil, right back at you, love. Our daughter also deserves a round of applause, serving as my go-to fashion consultant for all media events, not to mention my sounding board of choice when working out pesky plot problems. She thinks I drive her to horsing out of obligation. It’s really to con her into brainstorming my novels.

				Congratulations to the winners of the annual Kill a Friend, Maim a Buddy Sweepstakes at LisaGardner.com. To Sally Schnettler, who nominated Marlene Bilek to die. Additionally, Michelle Brown nominated Brittany Kline for her star-making turn as night clerk. While the international winner, Berrin Vural Celik, from Istanbul, named Nicky’s doctor in honor of her young daughter Sare Celik. Also, my deepest appreciation to Jean Huntoon, who won the right to be a character in this novel through her generous donation to the Rozzie May Animal Alliance. Thank you for supporting this worthy organization, not to mention all the cats and dogs in our community.

				Finally, in memory of Sierra, our beloved Sheltie and best hugger in the family. We lost her in August. We miss her still.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				I died once.

				I remember now, as much as I am capable of remembering anything, the sensation of pain, burning and sharp, followed by fatigue, crushing and deep. I’d wanted to lie down; I recall that clearly. I’d needed to be done with it. But I hadn’t. I’d fought the pain, the fatigue, the fucking white light. I’d clawed my way back to the land of the living.

				Because of Vero. She needed me.

				What have you done?

				I am weightless now. I understand, absently, this is not a good thing. Cars shouldn’t be weightless. A luxury SUV was never intended to fly. And I smell something sharp and astringent. Alcohol. More specifically, whiskey. Glenlivet. Always prided myself on drinking the good stuff.

				What have you done?

				I want to cry out. As long as I’m sailing through the air, about to die for the second time, I should at least be able to scream. But no sound comes from my throat.

				Instead, I stare through the plunging windshield, out into the pitch-black night, and I notice, of all things, that it’s raining.

				Like that night. Before . . .

				What have you done?

				It is not so bad to fly. The feeling is pleasant, even exhilarating. The limits of gravity defied, the pressure of earthbound life left far behind. I should lift my arms, spread them wide and embrace the second death looming before me.

				Vero.

				Beautiful little Vero.

				And then . . .

				Gravity takes its revenge. My car is weightless no more as it reconnects savagely with the earth. A shuddering crash. An echoing boom. My body, once in flight, now tossed like a rag doll against steering wheel, dashboard, gear shift. The sound of glass cracking. My face shattering.

				Pain, burning and sharp. Followed by fatigue, crushing and deep. I want to lie down. I need to be done with it.

				Vero, I think.

				And then: Oh my God, what have I done?

				My face is wet. I lick my lips, tasting water, salt, blood. Slowly, I lift my head, only for my temple to explode in agony. I wince, tucking my chin reflexively against my chest, then rest my aching forehead against hard plastic. The steering wheel of my car, I realize, is now crushed against my chest, while my leg is twisted at a nearly impossible angle, my knee wedged somewhere under the crumpled dash. I have fallen, I think, and I can’t get up.

				I hear a sound. Laughter. Or maybe it’s keening. It’s a strange sound. High-pitched, continuous and not entirely sane.

				It’s coming from me.

				More wet. The rain has found its way inside my vehicle. Or I have found a way outside. I’m not sure. Whiskey. The stench of alcohol is so strong it makes me want to vomit. Soaked into my shirt, I realize. Then, my gaze still struggling to take in my surroundings, I spy glass fragments scattered around me; the remains of a bottle.

				I should move. Get out. Call someone. Do something.

				My head hurts so damn much, and instead of velvet black sky, I see bursting white lights exploding across my field of vision.

				Vero.

				One word. It rises to the front of my mind. Grounding me. Guiding me. Urging me forward. Vero, Vero, Vero.

				I move. Laboriously, the keening sound replaced by a soulwrenching scream as I attempt to extricate myself from the driver’s seat. My vehicle appears to have landed on its front end, the dash nearly crushed against me. I’m not upright, but tilted forward, as if my Audi, once it broke its nose, couldn’t regain its balance. It means I have to work doubly hard to unpin myself from the accordionized space between my seat and the steering wheel and collapsed dash.

				Airbag. The excess mass wraps around my arms, tangles up my hands, and I curse it. Back to screaming and fighting and ranting gibberish, but the senseless rage spikes my adrenaline until at least the crushing fatigue is gone, and now there is only pain, an endless, terrible pain I already understand I can’t afford to contemplate, as I finally wiggle my way sideways from between the driver’s seat and the dash. I collapse, panting heavily, onto the center console. Legs work. Arms, too.

				Head’s on fire.

				Vero.

				Smoke. Do I smell smoke? I suffer an immediate bolt of panic. Smoke, screams, fire. Smoke, screams, fire.

				Vero, Vero, Vero.

				Run!

				No. I catch myself. No smoke. That was the first time. How many times can a woman die? I’m not sure. It’s a blur in my head, from the smell of wet earth to the heat of flames. All separate and yet together. I am dying. I am dead. No, I am merely dying. No, wait, I am dead. The first time, the second time, the third?

				I can’t sort it out.

				Only one thing matters, has ever mattered. Vero. I must save Vero.

				Backseat. I twist myself around. I hit first my left knee, then my right, and scream again. Fuck it. Don’t care. Backseat. I have to get to the backseat.

				I fumble around in the dark, licking rain and mud from my lips as other impressions start to register. The windshield is shattered, but also the moonroof, hence the inside rain. My once gorgeous, relatively new and luxurious Audi Q5 crossover SUV has been shortened by at least a foot, if not two, the front end sustaining the worst of the impact and the front doors most likely too warped to open. But the back appears to be relatively intact.

				‘Vero, Vero, Vero.’

				I realize for the first time I am wearing gloves. Or used to be wearing gloves. The glass has shredded them into large bloody flaps that hinder my movements. I wrestle the first one off, then the second, then jam them self-consciously in my pants pocket. Can’t toss them on the floor. That would be littering and I treat my car better than that. Used to treat my car better than that?

				My head hurts so damn much. I want to curl up in a ball and sleep and sleep and sleep.

				But I don’t. I can’t. Vero.

				Forcing myself to move once more, I rummage right, then left, fingers fumbling in the dark. But I find nothing. No one. I search and search, first the backseat, then, more shakily, the floor. But no small body magically appears.

				What if . . . She could’ve been thrown, tossed from the airborne vehicle. The car had tried to fly, and maybe so had Vero.

				Mommy, look at me. I’m an airplane.

				What have I done, what have I done, what have I done?

				I must get out of the vehicle. Nothing else matters. Out there, something in the dark, the rain, the mud. Vero. I must save her.

				I drag myself by the elbows from the front of my crumpled car to the back. Then, a sharp turn for the rear passenger’s door. But it won’t open. I yank the handle, smearing blood. I shove against the door. Cry, beg and plead, but nothing. It won’t give. The damage, the child’s safety lock. Shit!

				One other exit. The way back, rear cargo hatch. Moving again, painfully slow as the pain in my head turns to nausea in my stomach, and I know I’m going to vomit, but I don’t care. I have to get out of this car. I have to find Vero.

				The puke, when it comes, is a thin liquid spew that smells of expensive single malt and a long night’s regret.

				I drag myself through the heinous puddle and keep going. First lucky break: The collision has jarred the rear hatch open.

				I push it the rest of the way up. Then, when crawling proves too much for my bruised – broken? – ribs, I drag myself out with my arms and belly flop onto the ground. Mud, soft and oozing, eases my fall. I roll over, panting from the pain, the force of my exertions, the hopelessness of my situation.

				Rain, rain, go away, please come back some other day.

				Mommy, look at me, I’m an airplane.

				I’m tired again. Fatigue, crushing and deep. I could just lie here. Help will come. Someone who saw the accident, heard the crash. Another motorist passing by. Or maybe someone will miss me. Someone who cares.

				An image of a man’s face pops into my mind but is gone before I can catch it.

				‘Vero,’ I whisper. To the falling rain, the oozing mud, the starless night.

				The smell of smoke, I think idly. The heat of fire. No, that was the first time. Focus, dammit. Focus!

				I roll back over and begin my journey.

				The road appears to be high above me. There is mud, grass, scraggly bushes and sharp rocks between it and me. I hear distant sounds, cars whizzing above me, like exotic birds, and I realize, as I belly crawl forward inch by inch, that the vehicles are too far away. They are up; I am down. They will never see me. They will never stop and help me find Vero.

				Another inch, two, three, four. Gasping as I hit a rock. Cursing as I tangle in a bush. My trembling fingers reaching forward, searching, searching, searching. While my head screams in agony and I pause, time after time, to retch pathetic little spits of bile.

				Vero.

				And then: Oh, Nicky, what have you done?

				I hear that keening noise again, but I don’t stop. I don’t want to realize that the distressed animal making all those sounds is actually me.

				I don’t know how long I wriggle myself up through the slipping, sliding mud. I know by the time I crest the hill, I’m covered head to toe in black ooze, and far from disturbing me, it amuses me. It’s fitting, I think. I look as I ought to look.

				Like a woman who’s crawled from the grave.

				Lights. Twin pinpricks, looming closer. I get up on my hands and knees now. Have to, if the passing motorist is to see me. And it’s okay, because my ribs don’t hurt anymore. My body has gone numb, the screaming in my head having overloaded all circuits and left everything else curiously blank.

				Maybe I’m already dead. Maybe this is what the dead look like, as I get one foot beneath me and, slowly but surely, rise to standing.

				A screech of brakes. The oncoming car, fishtailing briefly as the driver overapplies the brakes in the wet conditions. Then, miraculously, it stops, right before my raised hand and pale, rain-streaked face.

				‘Holy—’ An elderly man, clearly shaken, is briefly illuminated by the interior light as he opens the driver’s side door. He steps out uncertainly, rises to standing. ‘Ma’am, are you all right?’

				I don’t say a word.

				‘Is it an accident? Where’s your car? Ma’am, you want me to dial nine-one-one?’

				I don’t say a word.

				I just think: Vero.

				And suddenly, I remember. I remember everything. An enormous explosion of light, terror and rage. A shooting pain not only through my head but through my heart. And in that instant, I recall exactly who I am. The monster from underneath the bed.

				Across from me, as if sensing my thoughts, the old man recoils, takes a small step back.

				‘Um . . . just stay there, ma’am. Just . . . I’ll, um, I’ll phone for help.’

				The man disappears back inside the dimly lit interior of his car. I don’t say anything. I stand in the rain, swaying on my feet.

				I think, one last time: Vero.

				Then the moment is gone, the memory passed.

				And I am no one at all, just a woman twice returned from the dead.
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				The call came in shortly after 5 A.M.: single MVA, off the road, unknown injuries. Given that the town in question didn’t have a nighttime duty officer – welcome to the wilds of New Hampshire – county patrol was dispatched to handle the situation. That officer, Todd Reynes, arrived fifteen minutes later – again, welcome to the wilds of New Hampshire, or more accurately, long, windy back roads that never lead directly from here to there – just as the EMTs were struggling to strap a single muddy, bloody woman onto a backboard. The driver, he was told, had definitely suffered extensive injuries and reeked of enough alcohol to make standing next to her a risk for a contact high.

				A second motorist lingered nearby, the old guy who’d found the woman and placed the initial call. He was keeping away from the action but acknowledged Officer Reynes with a short nod, clearly prepared to make a statement or sign on the dotted line or do whatever it was you did to officially end your part of something you never wanted to be involved with in the first place.

				Officer Reynes returned the nod, already thinking this was pretty straightforward. One drunk driver, about to be hauled away by the EMTs. One smashed-up car, soon to be towed by the next available wrecker. That would be that.

				At which point, the rain-soaked, mud-covered, blood-spattered woman got a hand on the first Velcro restraint, yanked it back with an ominous rasp, then sat bolt upright and declared wildly: ‘Vero! I can’t find her. She’s just a little girl. Help. Please, someone, God. Help!’

				Which is how Sergeant Wyatt Foster of the North Country Sheriff’s Criminal Investigations Division came to be standing roadside shortly after 7 A.M., pavement finally drying out, but now covered by every available law enforcement unit between Concord and Canada. Well, maybe that was an exaggeration, but not by much, he thought.

				Wyatt exited his vehicle, wincing against the raw bite of a late fall morning only just now lightening up. It had been pouring solid for days, enough to spur flash-flood warnings while encouraging the random construction of arks. Good news was that the weather was finally drying out. Bad news was that the strong storm, which had continued through most of the night, had probably obliterated most of the useful evidence that might have helped them find a missing girl.

				Dogs, he thought. This was a job beyond mere men; they needed canines.

				He spotted one of his detectives, Kevin Santos, standing fifty feet ahead, peering over the edge of the road. Kevin had on his thickest field coat, even though it wasn’t winter yet, with one hand jammed deep into a pocket, the other clutching a large white Dunkin’ Donuts coffee. Wyatt walked on over.

				‘Any chance you have two of those?’ He gestured to the coffee.

				Kevin arched a brow. Younger than Wyatt by ten years, he possessed a nearly encyclopedic memory that had earned him the nickname the Brain. Now he once more proved his powers of greatness.

				‘Bought four. Situation like this, you can never have too much coffee.’

				He gestured to his vehicle, where, sure enough, a cardboard cup holder rested on the front hood, holding three remaining cups of java. Wyatt didn’t ask twice.

				‘Catch me up?’ he said, after the second sip had started warming his blood.

				Kevin pointed ahead, or really down, as the edge of the road gave way to a fairly significant ravine. Not a lot of trees, but shrubs, downed logs, rocks and other general woodsiness that finally, one hundred, two hundred feet down, seemed to give way to what was usually a babbling brook, but this morning, by virtue of Mother Nature’s bounty, was a rushing stream.

				Right in front of the brook/stream, Wyatt could just make out the rear end of a dark SUV, hitched up at a funny angle, rear cargo door flung open.

				‘Audi Q5,’ Kevin supplied.

				Wyatt arched a brow, suitably impressed. Luxury car, new to the market. Told him a lot of things right there, none of which he particularly cared for. In the old days, you could count on your DWIs to be drunk old men or stupid teenage kids. Now most under-the-influences seemed to be well-to-do soccer moms as high as kites on various prescription medications and deep in denial. In other words, not the kind to go down without a fight.

				‘Vehicle appears to have exited the road right about here,’ Kevin said, gesturing to the ground with his coffee-cup hand.

				Wyatt looked down. Sure enough, right where the pavement surrendered to muddy earth, tire tracks became clearly visible, battered by the rain but deep enough to hold their own.

				‘Seems like a pretty straight shot down,’ Wyatt murmured, eyeing the Q5’s final resting place.

				‘Working theory is that she missed the curve.’

				This time, Kevin gestured down the road, where the pavement bent to the left, while the Audi had definitely gone right. ‘Must have already been drifting,’ Wyatt said, eyeing the angle of the roadway behind him, then once more checking ahead. ‘Otherwise, car should’ve made it farther along before going off.’

				‘Might’ve already been asleep. Passed out. That sort of thing. Todd knows his DWIs.’

				Wyatt nodded. Officer Todd Reynes was an experienced patrolman who’d spent time on the DARE task force. He had a nose for drunks, could spot ’em driving from miles away, he liked to say. He was also a helluva hockey player. Two useful skills in the mountains of New Hampshire.

				‘Todd said he’d never smelled anyone in such a state. She must’ve had an open container in the vehicle that shattered on impact, because her clothes were drenched in whiskey.’

				‘Whiskey?’

				‘Actually, turned out to be scotch – Glenlivet. Eighteen-year-old single malt. The good stuff. But I’m cheating – already saw the remains of the bottle.’

				Wyatt rolled his eyes. ‘So our driver drinks a little scotch, pours on even more scotch and misses the corner. Maybe too drunk to see it. Maybe already passed out. Either way, goes sailing off into the night.’

				‘Sounds about right.’ The Technical Accident Reconstruction team would sort it out, of course. They’d shoot the scene with a Total Station, which worked much like the surveyor’s tool used by road crews, mapping angles, trajectories, point A and point B. Then the computer would spit out a complete guide to what, where, why and how. For example, an unconscious driver would’ve gone off the edge at low rpms, or even no rpms – foot off the accelerator. Whereas a woman driving erratically, fishtailing here, overbraking there, would leave other evidence behind. Both Wyatt and Kevin were qualified TAR team members. Had done it before. Would do it again.

				But that was not this morning’s task. This morning they, not to mention the dozens of other local, county and state uniformed officers, were swarming the cold, muddy scene with one goal in mind: find a missing girl.

				‘So,’ Wyatt spoke up briskly, ‘assuming the vehicle vacated the road here, and shot through the air to land on the ground there . . .’

				‘First patrol officers started searching within fifty feet of the vehicle. We’re now backtracking all the way up the ravine to the road, obviously. Terrain is steep, but not too dense, and yet, as you can see . . .’

				Their view from this vantage point was nearly bird’s-eye. Granted, a few hours ago, in the middle of the night, in the midst of a storm, it would’ve been one dark mess. But now – Wyatt glanced at his watch – at 7:25 A.M., with dawn breaking and a damp gray daylight filling the muddy, shrubby space . . .

				They could visually scan a significant part of the ravine without ever taking a step. And everywhere Wyatt looked . . . he saw nothing but mud.

				‘Dogs,’ he said.

				Kevin smiled. ‘Already called them.’

				They stepped off the road and headed down into the muck.

				‘What do we know about the girl?’ Wyatt asked as they trudged their way down to the wreck. Mud was still very soft, making footing difficult. He kept his eyes focused on the terrain, partly to keep from breaking his neck and partly to keep from destroying anything that might be useful. His coffee sloshed out of the small hole in the top of the cup and ran down the side of his hand. Sad waste of an essential beverage.

				‘Nothing.’

				‘What do you mean nothing? How’s that even possible?’

				‘Driver was out of her mind. Alcohol, injuries, God only knows. Todd says she went from stony-faced shock to near hysteria in a span of seconds. EMTs finally strapped her down and carted her away before she hurt anyone.’

				‘But she mentioned a daughter?’

				‘Vero. She couldn’t find her. She’s just a little girl. Please help.’

				Wyatt frowned, not liking this. ‘Approximate age?’

				‘Didn’t find a car seat or booster in the rear seat of the vehicle. Neither was the passenger side airbag deployed in the front. Put that together, and we’re talking about a kid too old for safety seats, but too young to call shotgun.’

				‘So probably between the ages of nine and thirteen. One of those so-called tweens.’

				‘You’d know more about that than me, my friend.’

				Wyatt rolled his eyes, didn’t take the bait. ‘Blood trail?’ he asked.

				‘Please. Inside of the vehicle looks like a slaughterhouse. Female driver suffered a number of lacerations, before the accident, afteward, who knows. But by the time she untangled herself from the wreckage, then crawled through shattered glass to the rear of the vehicle . . . It’s a miracle she had enough strength left to hike back up the ravine, let alone flag down a passing motorist—’

				‘Hike back up the ravine?’ Wyatt stopped walking.

				Kevin did as well. Both of them cast looks to the roadway, now very high above them. ‘How else would she have been found?’ Kevin asked in a reasonable voice. ‘Nobody was going to notice a car smashed into a ravine in the middle of the night. Hell, you and I could barely see the vehicle in daylight, peering directly down at it.’

				‘Shit,’ Wyatt said quietly, because . . . Well, because. He was an able-bodied man, reasonably physically fit, he liked to think, and not just due to being a cop, but because his other passion was carpentry and there was nothing like a few hours with a hammer every week to keep the bis and tris solid. But even with all that, he was finding descending the ravine, fighting his way through sucking mud while combating dense, prickling bushes, hard enough. He couldn’t imagine coming up all that distance, let alone in the pouring rain, let alone after having just survived what was obviously a serious accident.

				‘She flagged down a man by the name of Daniel Ledo,’ Kevin said now. ‘Guy said she never spoke a word. He’s a vet, spent some time in Korea. According to him, she looked shell-shocked, as in the literal definition of the word. Didn’t really snap to it until the EMTs were loading her up. Then she spotted Todd, and boom, she’s off and running about this girl, Vero, she couldn’t find Vero, we gotta help Vero.’

				‘She couldn’t find Vero, seems to imply she’d been looking.’

				‘Sure,’ Kevin said.

				‘Plowing her way through the mud and muck. It’s why she tore herself out of the car. Why she made it up to the road. Because she was trying to find help for her missing child.’

				‘Fair enough.’

				‘And we . . . ?’

				‘Still got nothing. Two hours of solid searching later by over a dozen uniformed patrol officers, not to mention our even more qualified friends from Fish and Game. I got here thirty minutes before you, Wyatt. Guys were already on site, on task. Started with a search grid of fifty feet out from the wreckage. Are now working a five-mile radius. I have no issues with our search efforts thus far.’

				Wyatt understood what his detective was trying to say. A body thrown from the vehicle should’ve been easy to recover. A scared girl hunkered down for the night, waiting for help, should’ve responded to the coaxing calls. Which left them with . . .

				Wyatt gazed around him at the tangle of underbrush an injured, disoriented kid could roam for hours. He looked ahead of him, to the former brook, now fast-flowing stream, that could carry away an unconscious form.

				‘Dogs,’ he said again.

				They moved on to the car.

				The Audi Q5 premium SUV should’ve been a thing of beauty. Charcoal-gray exterior paint with equal parts black and silver sheen. A two-tone interior, boasting silver-gray leather seats, jet-black inlays and chrome accents. One of those vehicles designed to haul groceries, half of a soccer team plus the family dog, and look damned good doing it.

				Now it sat, ass cocked up, front end buried deep into the muddy earth, rear cargo door ajar. It looked like a sleek urban missile that had misfired into the woods of New Hampshire and was now stuck there.

				‘Twenty-inch titanium-finish wheels,’ Kevin muttered, voice half awe, half longing. ‘Sport steering wheel. Eight-speed tiptronic automatic transmission. This is the 3.0 edition; means it has the six-liter engine that can go from zero to sixty in under six seconds. All that power and you can bring along your golf clubs, too!’

				Wyatt didn’t share Kevin’s love for automobiles or statistics. ‘But does it have all-wheel drive?’ was all he wanted to know.

				‘Standard issue for all Audis.’

				‘Stability control? Antilock brakes? Anything else that should’ve helped a driver navigate a rainy night?’

				‘Sure. Not to mention xenon headlights, LED taillight technology and about half a dozen airbags.’

				‘Meaning the vehicle should’ve been able to handle the conditions? A dark and stormy night?’

				‘Unless there was some kind of unexpected mechanical or computer error . . . absolutely.’

				Wyatt grunted, not surprised. Cars these days were less a box for transport, more a computer on wheels. And a fancy-looking Audi like this . . .

				Hell, the car had about a dozen different built-in controls designed for its own self-protection, let alone the safety of its driver. So, for it to have ended up in this condition . . .

				Best way to work an accident was backward, as in, start with the end point – the wreck – and work in reverse to pinpoint the cause – the braking that never happened or the fishtail that led to swerving into the guardrail. In this case, the vehicle appeared to have landed at a forty-five-degree angle, taking it on the nose, so to speak, with resulting distributed front-end damage: crumpled hood, shattered front and side windows, and other damage consistent with a massive front-end impact.

				He didn’t see signs of paint chipping or scraping on the sides, implying the Audi had not rolled down the embankment through the tangle of bushes, but had rather sailed over them. Enough speed, then, for a nose dive off the proverbial cliff. Straight angle, at least by his dead reckoning; graphing it with the Total Station would certainly tell them more. But the vehicle appeared to have left the road at their coffee-drinking point above, then flew briefly through the air before it returned abruptly to earth, slamming nose first into the muck.

				First question: Why had the vehicle left the road? Driver error, especially given the driver’s apparent state of intoxication? Or something else? Second question: At what speed and what rpm? In other words, had she sailed over the edge, pedal to the metal, a woman on a mission, or had the vehicle drifted into the abyss, passed-out driver waking up only to attempt too little too late?

				Good news for Wyatt. All these modern computers with wheels were equipped with electronic data recorders that captured a car’s last moments much like an airplane’s little black box. The county sheriff’s department wasn’t considered cool enough to have their own data retriever, but the state would download the car’s data onto their computer and bada-bing, bada-boom, they’d have many of their questions answered.

				For now, Wyatt kept himself focused on the matter at hand. A missing child, female, approximately nine to thirteen years of age.

				Footprints currently surrounded the wreckage, but given the quantity and size, Wyatt already guessed they came from the first responders, on the hunt for a child, rather than the occupants of the vehicle, exiting through the front passenger’s side door. Just to be thorough, Wyatt pulled on a latex glove, stepped forward, and gave the passenger’s door an experimental tug. Sure enough. Stuck tight. He tested the rear passenger’s side door, found it compromised as well, the force of impact having warped the frame too much for the doors to function.

				Which left him with the open rear hatch. He headed that way, inspecting the ground for more prints. Mostly, he just saw boot imprints, consistent with what most law enforcement officers wore.

				‘They inspect the ground first?’ he asked Kevin. ‘Todd, any of the first responders? Check for footprints?’

				‘Todd said he swung his flashlight around. Couldn’t see a thing, given the conditions. But even without footprints, he figured the driver must’ve exited the Audi out the back; it’s the only working door.’

				‘So assuming the child’s conscious, she’d have to have gone out this way, too,’ Wyatt filled in. ‘I wonder . . . Mom the driver probably felt the crash had just happened, right? She regained consciousness, looked for her kid, panicked when she couldn’t find her, then began her heroic journey for help. But maybe, factoring in the alcohol, the force of front-end impact . . . Maybe Mom was knocked out for a bit. Maybe, in fact, she didn’t regain consciousness until fifteen, twenty, thirty minutes after the wreck. During which time, her daughter tried to rouse her, panicked at not getting any response and set out on her own.’

				Kevin didn’t have an answer. It was all hypothetical, after all, and the Brain preferred stats.

				‘Cell phone?’ Wyatt asked.

				That Kevin could handle: ‘Recovered one from beneath the dash, registered in the driver’s name. That’s it.’

				Wyatt considered the implications. ‘Do you know any kids who don’t have cell phones?’ he asked Kevin.

				‘Me? You’re assuming I know kids.’

				‘Your nieces, nephews . . .’

				‘Sure, they all have iPods, smartphones, whatever. Generally speaking, it’s in our own best interest to keep some kind of electronic device in their hands. Otherwise they might talk to us.’

				‘So assuming our kid is a nine- to thirteen-year-old girl, it’s probable she also has a phone, in which case . . .’ He tried to think of how to best put it into words. ‘Why not use it? Why not simply stay inside the car, where at least it’s relatively dry, and call for help, for herself, for her mom, instead of heading out into a storm? We have a cell signal?’

				Kevin nodded. ‘Driver’s phone shows the service provider to be Verizon. Same as me, and I have four bars.’

				‘So it’s not that she couldn’t call. But maybe . . .’

				He was trying to think it through, put himself in a scared girl’s shoes. Kids could be resourceful, tougher than you thought. He knew that from both professional and personal experience.

				‘Poor girl’s adrenal system had to have been screaming fight or flight,’ Kevin offered up. ‘Maybe she chose flight.’

				‘Or maybe she’s hurt, too. Hit her head, disoriented.’ Frankly the possibilities were endless. Which made him uncomfortable. He couldn’t help but picture Sophie, nine years old, already been through hell and back, with her thousand-yard stare. In this situation, what would she have done? Given her reputation, probably retrieved her mom from the front seat and dragged her up the muddy ravine with her bare hands. She was that kind of kid.

				And she didn’t hate him. She just didn’t smile at him. Or talk to him. Or acknowledge his existence in any meaningful manner. But that was okay. The battle was still early and he had many more tricks up his sleeve. Maybe.

				‘Let’s follow up on a possible cell phone,’ Wyatt said. ‘Contact the driver’s service provider, see if there’s any other names attached to the calling plan, you know, like a family plan or something. Because if she has a phone . . .’

				‘We can track it,’ Kevin filled in.

				‘And where there’s a cell phone . . .’

				‘There’s a teenage kid attached to it.’

				‘Exactly.’

				Happy to have finally offered up something useful, Wyatt continued with his cursory inspection of the wreck. He passed around to the driver’s side door, where the spiderwebbed glass had shattered out, onto the ground. Maybe hit by the driver’s elbow from the inside. Or pounded out by her fist as she desperately sought escape.

				He peered inside. As was consistent with most front-end collisions, the dashboard had been compromised, the steering column shoved into the driver’s seat. He could make out a tangle of unspooled seat belt, which would indicate the driver had been wearing one at the time of impact, then removed it in order to make her escape. Must’ve been tricky for the driver to extricate herself from such a mess, he thought. Especially given her own likely injuries – foot or ankle fractures from stomping the brakes in a futile attempt not to go sailing into the abyss, knee damage from the collapsing front dash, or even bruising to the stomach, ribs, shoulders, from the seat belt. He’d seen drivers burn their hands on the deploying airbags, break their thumbs on the steering wheel, crush their sternums against the steering column.

				And this crash had been a hard one. He could tell by one more distinct clue: blood. Lots of it. Staining the steering wheel, smeared across the dash, printing the back of the light-silver seat, the top of the door. The driver had been bleeding, probably lacerated in several areas given the large shards of broken clear glass – the scotch bottle – and smaller tinted pebbles from the shattered safety windows. He could make out entire bloody handprints where she’d obviously sought leverage, grabbing the dash, the edge of the seat, something, trying to haul herself out.

				He wondered if she’d been unconscious for the bulk of the crash. Passed out driving one moment. Woke up wrecked the next. Or had it been worse than that? Had she regained consciousness just as her vehicle went airborne? Screamed? Tried frantically to apply her brakes? Or reached back reflexively for her daughter, as if at this late date, she could somehow undo the terrible mistake she’d obviously made?

				Wyatt couldn’t decide. Maybe he respected the driver’s efforts to drag herself out of the wreckage and crawl back to the road in order to seek help for her child. But then again, wasn’t that kind of like respecting the arsonist for escaping the burning building?

				He frowned, his gaze falling on the gear shift, which sat in neutral, instead of drive as you’d expect. He glanced over his shoulder at Kevin.

				‘Anyone been inside the car?’

				‘No.’

				‘Turn off the engine?’

				‘Nah, must’ve stalled out. I don’t know. Todd was first one on the scene. Once he heard about the kid, that’s been our focus.’

				Wyatt nodded; protecting life always took precedent. ‘Gear’s in neutral,’ he commented.

				Kevin’s turn to think. ‘Shifter might’ve been bumped? Lots of things bang around during impact. Loose objects, purses, elbows. Or maybe the driver, while trying to wriggle herself free, knocked it into neutral.’

				‘Maybe.’ Wyatt straightened, not completely satisfied, but now was not the time. Later, after the vehicle had been towed from the site, when entire doors and whole seats had been meticulously removed and sent to the state’s lab for testing, then they’d get down to it. The position of the driver’s seat. The mirrors. Imprint from right hand here; imprint from left hand there. Not to mention the Total Station analysis as well as the stats recovered from the electronic data recorder. An accident like this wasn’t reconstructed in a matter of hours, but in a matter of days, if not weeks.

				But they would do it. Thoroughly. Meticulously. So the whole world could know what a Glenlivet-swilling mother had done to herself and her child one dark and stormy night.

				As if on cue, Wyatt heard barking from above. Canine unit had arrived.

				He straightened, stepping away from the vehicle, glancing at his watch instead.

				Eight twenty-two A.M. Approximately three hours and fifteen minutes after first callout, they had an accident still to investigate and, more important, a child yet to find.

				In the end, he decided, all paths led in the same direction. Back up the muddy ravine, to the silver ribbon of road, where this tragedy had first started and where the search dog now waited.

				He and Kevin started climbing.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				‘Look at me, Mommy! Look! I can fly.’

				She runs away from me, arms stuck straight out from her sides, rosebud mouth supplying the appropriate airplane noises. I admire her long dark hair bouncing behind her, as her little legs chug around the tiny space.

				I wonder if I’d been this energetic when I’d been her age. Or this brave as she leaps over one obstacle, weaves expertly around the next.

				I think somewhere in the back of my mind, I already know the answer to this question and it’s better off left alone.

				Enjoy this moment. Four-year-old Vero, learning to fly.

				She giggles, revving up now, gaining momentum. And the sound of her joy lifts the weight off my own chest. She turns a corner, around the ragged brown sofa – stuffing coming up through a tear, someone should fix that, should I have fixed that? – and I can see her face, chubby cheeks flushed pink, gray eyes bright beneath thick lashes, as she zeroes in on her target and heads straight for me.

				‘Mommy! I can fly, I can fly, I can fly.’

				I love you, I think. But I don’t say it. The words don’t come out. I stand there, bracing for impact as she barrels toward me.

				Slow down. Take it easy. It’s almost as if I know what’s going to happen next.

				At the last second, her tiny foot catches the leg of the coffee table, and for a moment, she is genuinely airborne, body stretched out, hands and feet grappling in empty space.

				Vero’s eyes, widening.

				Her mouth, forming a perfect startled O.

				‘Mommy!’ she yells.

				Shhh, I try to whisper. Don’t make a sound. Don’t let him hear you.

				She lands hard. Thump. Crack.

				Then the screaming begins in earnest.

				Shhh, I try to whisper again.

				As those gray eyes well with tears, bear into mine.

				A man’s shout from the bedroom of the apartment. Followed by footsteps, heavy and ominous.

				‘Mommy, I can fly,’ Vero says, and she’s no longer crying. She is providing a statement of fact.

				I know, I want to tell her. I understand.

				I wish I could reach out, touch her hair, stroke her cheek.

				Instead, I close my eyes, because somewhere in the back of my mind, I know what’s going to happen next.

				I wake up to machines beeping. Bright lights, strong enough to hurt my eyes. I wince reflexively, turning my head away, then immediately wish that I hadn’t, as fresh pain explodes in my forehead.

				I’m in a hospital bed. Lying straight on my back, hands tucked to my sides by scratchy white sheets topped by a thin blue blanket. I examine the metal bed rails framing each side of the bed, then the wires sprouting from an attachment on my finger leading to all kinds of monitors. My mouth is dry, my throat parched. I would moan but don’t feel like making the effort.

				I hurt . . . everywhere. Head to toe, knees to elbows. My first thought is that I must’ve fallen from a twenty-story building and broken every bone on impact. My second thought is, why did they bother to put me back together again? If I finally got the courage up to jump, couldn’t the rest of them leave well enough alone?

				Then I see him, head slumped forward in the chair next to the foot of my bed.

				My heart constricts. I think: I love you.

				My head explodes. I think: Get the fuck away from me!

				Then: What the hell is his name again?

				The man’s face is weathered, heavily lined with worry and stress even in sleep. But it gives him a lived-in look that is far from unattractive. Closer to early forties than late thirties, dark hair shot through with liberal streaks of gray, body still lean after all these years. I like that body; I know that with certainty.

				And yet, I don’t want him to wake up. Mostly, I wish he’d never found me here.

				‘Mommy, I can fly,’ Vero whispers in the back of my mind.

				I think of that old pilots’ joke: It’s not the flying that’s the hard part; it’s the landing.

				The man opens his eyes.

				It comes as no surprise to me that they are brown and somber and deep.

				‘Nicky?’ he whispers, arms already springing out, body on high alert.

				‘Vero?’ I croak. ‘Please . . . Where is Vero?’

				The man doesn’t speak. His body collapses back, my first words having already taken the fight out of him. He places a hand over his eyes, maybe so I won’t see the answers lurking there.

				Then this man I love, this man I hate – what the hell is his name? – whispers heavily, ‘Oh, honey. Not again.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				4

				‘Her name’s Annie. Good girl, too. Four years old, a little rambunctious, but has the drive. Won’t find a better worker; that’s for sure.’

				The handler, Don Frechette, reached down and scratched his dog affectionately behind the ears. In response, Annie, a high-spirited yellow Lab, waved her tail so hard she nearly whacked her own face.

				Wyatt liked dogs. Last cold case he’d worked, the cadaver dog had found a fifty-year-old bone in a dry creek bed. The bone had looked like a desiccated twig and smelled like dirt. One of the younger officers had nearly cast it aside before the accompanying forensic anthropologist had caught his arm. This old thing? the officer had asked. But it’s just a stick.

				The forensic anthropologist had found it funny. Later, however, she’d confessed to Wyatt that she considered the whole thing amazing as well. The bone had long since lost all organic matter, she explained. What was left for the dog to scent? But the dogs always know, she mused. Forget the latest advancement in GPS tracking and forensic analysis; anytime she was out in the field, she just wanted a good dog’s nose.

				Tessa had expressed an interest in getting a dog. Maybe he could take her and Sophie puppy shopping this weekend. Visit the local animal shelter, bring home a new addition to the family. Surely that’d earn him some points with the kid.

				Or would that be trying too hard? Tessa had made it very clear the worst thing he could do was try too hard.

				It wasn’t that Sophie hated him, he reminded himself. Maybe.

				‘Conditions?’ he asked Frechette, gesturing to the man’s light rain jacket, then the dog’s thin coat, given the low-forties chill.

				‘Not a problem. We’ll warm up soon enough. I don’t mind the cold. Pools the scent, keeps it low, easier to track for the dog. And Annie fatigues faster in heat. Morning like this, clear skies, low temps, she’ll be raring to get to work. Now, you said it’s a car crash.’

				‘Yes, sir.’

				‘Glass?’

				‘Quite a bit around the vehicle.’

				‘She’ll need her boots, then. Other terrain?’

				‘Mostly mud, one briskly moving stream. There’s some prickly shrubs, the usual mess of random rocks and broken branches. Getting down is a little tricky, given the grade. But once you’re in the ravine . . . Decent hiking, actually. God knows the Fish and Game officers have probably already made it to Maine and back.’

				‘Fish and Game? Who’s working?’

				‘Barbara and Peter.’

				‘Oh, I like them. Good people. And they came up with nothing?’

				‘We’ve all come up with nothing.’ Wyatt wasn’t surprised the dog handler knew the Fish and Game officers. New Hampshire was big on woods and short on people. Sooner or later, felt like you knew everyone you met and had met everyone you knew.

				‘Need any more information on the child?’ Kevin was asking. ‘We believe she’s female, approximately nine to thirteen years of age.’

				Frechette gave Kevin a funny look, then peered down at Annie, who was nearly dancing with anticipation. ‘Hey, girl, you need a description? Plan on calling the kid’s name? Or maybe use your color-blind eyes to find a pink coat?’

				Kevin flushed.

				‘We don’t need vitals, Detective. All we need is Annie’s nose. Trust me, if there’s a child out there, Annie’ll bring her home.’

				After a bit of discussion, they settled on a search strategy. Having worked with several different dogs in different situations, Wyatt already knew most handlers had their own opinions on the best way to get the job done. Given that their search area was relatively small, and now scent contaminated by dozens of officers who’d already been swarming the scene, Frechette wanted to approach it like a tracking case. Start Annie in the back of the car, last suspected location of the child, and see if she could pick up a trail from there. A strategy better suited for a bloodhound than a Lab, Frechette confessed, but he remained sold on his girl’s skills. His dog had the training, had the drive; she’d find their missing child.

				A little yellow Lab puppy, Wyatt thought. Red bow around its neck. Here, Sophie. Got this for you.

				Most likely Sophie would accept the puppy, while continuing to regard him with her thousand-yard stare.

				Wyatt was in trouble. He’d figured it out six months ago. He hadn’t just fallen in love with an amazing woman, Tessa Leoni; he’d fallen in love with her kid. And while dating in your twenties was all about hoping the parents liked you; dating in your forties was all about hoping her kids accepted you. In that regard, nine-year-old Sophie was proving a tough nut to crack.

				Not that she hated him. Maybe.

				They headed back down the ravine.

				The other officers were dropping back, per the handler’s request. Wyatt had issued the command by radio. It was a tough call to make, pulling back the human searchers in order to bring in a canine. But the rule of thumb was that one dog was worth 150 volunteers. Meaning Annie was the best hope they had, and for her to do her job, she needed all the searchers and their various scent profiles out of her way.

				Some of the state and local officers were already passing them, heading up as they headed down. Now Barbara and Peter from Fish and Game paused on their return to scratch Annie’s nose. Not having been issued her work command yet, Annie responded by preening happily.

				The searchers all looked tired, Wyatt thought, but not dispirited. The search hadn’t been going on long enough to be considered a failure but, at the four-hour mark, was becoming more concerning. How much ground could a young child have really covered in the early hours of the morning? And why wouldn’t she backtrack at the sound of their voices?

				They had passed from an easy search into the land of more troubling. These officers, especially Barbara and Peter, were experienced enough to know it.

				They arrived at the crashed Audi. Frechette whistled low under his breath as he took it in.

				‘Damn. Talk about a nose dive. It’s like the thing sailed over a cliff or something.’

				Wyatt didn’t comment. Without any results from the Total Station, he wasn’t sure about the ‘or something’.

				Annie took in the wreckage as well, whining low in her throat. She was no longer dashing about, but regarding her handler fiercely. She knew, Wyatt thought. With a dog’s unerring sense, she understood it was time to work.

				Frechette told the dog to stay. She whined again but did as she was told. The handler walked around the scene, taking in the broken glass, the bloodstains, the pieces of warped metal. He was looking out for his dog, Wyatt realized, as was his job.

				The handler came around, peering in the rear passenger’s side window. ‘Think the kid sat back here?’

				‘That’s our assumption,’ Kevin spoke up.

				‘Clean,’ Frechette commented.

				Wyatt frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

				‘I mean, most of us carry a lot of shit in our cars. Extra jacket this time of year, snacks, bottles of water, I don’t know. Mail we haven’t taken into the house yet, dog leashes, random junk. At least, my vehicle has most of that stuff. Bet yours does, too.’

				Wyatt couldn’t argue with that. He stepped closer. First time around, he’d been focused on the damage in the front. This time, he saw Frechette’s point. The floor of the rear of the vehicle contained some shards of glass, most likely from the broken whiskey bottle or dragged from the front as the driver had crawled through. But, yeah, the normal detritus of everyday life – old coffee cups, bottles of water, snacks for the child, iPad for playing in the car . . . Nada. The rear seats, cargo area, held nothing at all.

				Apparently, the only item the driver thought you needed for a road trip was a bottle of Glenlivet.

				‘That a problem?’ Wyatt asked the handler.

				‘Not at all. Good news, really. I was worried the back might have more glass, be hard on Annie’s paws. Way I see it, we can load her into the cargo area, have her jump into the rear seats and get to work. Hey, Annie!’

				The yellow Lab, still obediently sitting next to Kevin, whined in response.

				‘Wanna work?’

				A single enthusiastic bark.

				‘All right, honey. Let’s go to work. Come, Annie. Come!’

				The dog bolted to his side, a yellow bullet that paused only long enough to home in on her handler’s face, awaiting the next command.

				‘Up!’

				She leapt into the cargo area.

				‘Go!’

				She was in the passenger’s seat, not sniffing, not exploring, big brown eyes still riveted to Frechette’s face.

				‘Okay, Annie,’ Frechette called through the open rear hatch. ‘Here’s the deal. There’s a missing girl and you’re gonna track her. Track, do you understand?’

				Wyatt thought this was a pretty colloquial approach to dog training, but what did he know? Annie certainly seemed to understand, ears pricked, body on high alert.

				‘Scent up!’

				The dog dropped her head, began snuffling over the seat, the door handle, the window. Her lips were peeled back slightly, as if she was taking the scent not just into her nose but into her mouth and tasting it.

				‘Go find, Annie. Go find!’

				The dog whined, now working the rear seats in her own grid pattern, back and forth, back and forth. She was on the hunt, no doubt about it, her attention no longer on her handler, but 100 percent focused on catching scent.

				She backtracked. Moved from behind the passenger’s front seat to behind the driver’s seat. More anxious sniffing, another low whine. Exploring both rear car doors thoroughly, up and down, side to side. Then a first exploratory paw, stepping off the seat onto the glass-studded floor.

				Thank God for dog boots, Wyatt thought. He couldn’t have watched it otherwise.

				More whining, anxious, distressed. Then Annie was back on the seats, side to side, back and forth. Then with a graceful hop she was over, in the rear cargo space, diligently working that space inch by inch.

				Some dogs lie down to signal they are on scent. Others barked. Wyatt wasn’t sure of the nuances, but best he could tell, Annie wasn’t having any luck yet. And it was pissing her off.

				She glanced at Frechette, whined again, clearly frustrated.

				‘Scent up!’ he repeated.

				The dog dropped her head, back to work. She leapt from the cargo area to the rear seats. Then, after another few minutes of careful exploration, backtracked to the middle of the bench seat. She snuffled, paused, snuffled.

				Then, facing forward, she leaned forward toward the glass-strewn center console, her movements slow and careful. She understood glass, Wyatt realized. Or at least had enough experience with it to know to proceed with caution. More sniffing, above the glass. And then.

				Woof.

				She retreated to the center of the bench seats. Woofed again. Jumped over the seat backs to the cargo area. Another bark, tail up, eyes back on Frechette as she ran to the rear bumper, body on high alert.

				Frechette got the message. ‘Track, Annie. Track!’

				She sailed out of the car, a tad too enthusiastically, then had to backtrack to recover the trail. But within a matter of minutes, she was on scent, head down, sleek body moving effortlessly over the ground as she jogged from side to side, bush to bush. She began to ascend the ravine; they followed.

				Moving in the dog’s wake, Wyatt began to notice things he hadn’t spotted before. The way this one bush had a broken branch. Another offered up a long strand of dark hair caught between two leaves. A person had come this way, and to judge by the freshness of the snapped twig, very recently.

				Tracking was never completely linear. They stayed ten feet back, allowing Annie plenty of space to work as she jogged forward, eased back, raced right, then regrouped to the left. An older, wiser dog might have paced herself, whereas Annie had clearly thrown herself into the chase. Come hell or high water, she was gonna find her target.

				They worked their way up the ravine in a slow zigzag pattern, as if the initial person hadn’t known where she was going. Had been stumbling around in the dark.

				More evidence: a dislodged rock, trampled grass, a scrap of torn fabric. Wyatt flagged each item for future collection. They’d have to map this trail, sketch it up, then retrieve all evidence for testing.

				Two-thirds of the way up, they came upon a large boulder, streaked on one side with a reddish-brown substance. Blood, Wyatt realized. Heavy enough not even the rain had been able to wash it away. They paused as Annie worked the base of the boulder, whining anxiously. The girl had been injured, then. Maybe, as they’d discussed, she’d regained consciousness before the mother and gone in search of help.

				A lone child, standing roadside in the middle of the night . . .

				They didn’t talk anymore. Annie moved forward. Wordlessly, the three men followed.

				Cresting the hill, Annie began to bark. Now she dashed into the road, racing straight ahead, then right, then left, then around and around in a twenty-foot circle, nearly frantic. She crossed the road, darted back. Headed back down the ravine ten feet, came leaping back.

				‘Track!’ Frechette commanded, frowning at his charge. ‘Told you she was young,’ he muttered under his breath, half excuse, half explanation.

				Annie didn’t look at him anymore. She continued running in circles with growing frustration.

				Abruptly, the dog sat. She stared at Frechette, barked twice, then lowered her head and lay on the ground. She was no longer a friendly, eager canine. In fact, she wouldn’t look at them at all.

				‘What does that mean?’ Wyatt asked.

				‘She’s done. Not only lost the trail, but she’s worked herself into a state over it. She’ll have to rest before we can try again. Give us thirty minutes.’

				Wyatt nodded at the handler, who stepped forward to tend his despondent charge.

				‘Dogs don’t take failure well,’ Kevin commented.

				‘Neither do I.’ Wyatt headed back to the edge of the ravine, peering down at the meandering trail they’d just followed. So someone – the missing child? – had made it this far, and then . . .

				‘Sir.’

				Wyatt turned to see Officer Todd Reynes standing by him. ‘Todd,’ Wyatt greeted him. ‘Heard you were the first responder. Thanks for taking the lead in looking for the missing kid.’

				‘Not a problem. Sir, that’s the search dog, right?’

				‘Yep. Her name’s Annie. Young, we’re told, but did a good job tracking the trail this far. Now, however, you can tell she’s a little frustrated.’

				‘She’s lost the scent?’

				‘Apparently.’

				‘I think I might know why.’

				Wyatt arched a brow. ‘By all means, Officer,’ he said, indicating for the man to explain.

				‘See that sign there?’

				Wyatt turned toward the roadside. Sure enough, fifteen feet down was a yellow caution sign warning of the sharp turn ahead.

				‘When I first arrived on scene, I noticed the caution sign because Daniel Ledo, the man who placed the initial call, was standing beside it. While right about there’ – Reynes pointed to Annie, still lying on the ground, gazing up at her handler mutinously – ‘was the ambulance.’

				Wyatt straightened. ‘You’re saying—’

				‘That’s where the EMTs loaded the driver onto the stretcher.’

				Wyatt closed his eyes. He got it now. The scent the dog had picked up, the trail they had just followed up the ravine. Not the missing child’s after all, but the driver’s.

				‘Always the risk,’ he muttered. ‘I mean, you can tell the dog to track, but you can’t tell her who to follow.’

				He crossed to Frechette to break the news. Frechette reiterated that his dog needed a break, but in twenty or thirty minutes, they could try again.

				Which they did. Twice, with the same results.

				According to Annie, one scent came out of the vehicle. One scent trailed up to the road. They circled her around the wreck. They brought her to the fast-flowing stream.

				Annie grew increasingly sullen and resentful. She’d done her job.

				One scent. One trail. One person, who mysteriously disappeared in the middle of the paved road.

				That was Annie’s story, and she was sticking to it.

				‘Houston,’ Wyatt declared shortly after 10 A.M., ‘we have a problem.’
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