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Wednesday, June 22, 1530 Hours

Noah Chambers should have been with his group, learning woodcraft skills that would serve him well if “you ever get caught in the wild.” Noah had no intention of ever getting caught in any sort of wild, unless it was a downtown park. The only good the wild ever served was a source of sticks and wood for him to carve.

He had left his group ostensibly to find more wood. He had finished his first major piece three days ago. It was a carved nude of a woman. Not just any woman. It was Teena Wilcox, one of the camp’s counselors. She was barely old enough to be a counselor, but was clearly the best one on the staff. She was two years older than him, but age shouldn’t matter. She must clearly see how much he liked her.

She had seemed uncomfortable when he had given her the little statue. Even though he had tried to make the statue’s proportions exactly like hers, or what he thought hers were without her bathing suit, he had said it was a generic female figure, like a goddess or something. She seemed to like that, and finally she smiled and said she would treasure it forever.

He had told her that he often went into the woods, looking for fallen branches that he could whittle and carve. He wanted to make a set of bears for her also, but he needed bigger pieces of wood than he had. He had to go further into the forest to find the right piece. Most of the fallen wood near the camp had been gathered by the younger campers for campfires at night.

He knew that the camp staff had made it quite clear that no one was supposed to go beyond the fenced area that surrounded the large mountain camp. Noah Chambers prided himself on being independent enough that he made and followed his own rules, not those imposed by others. He had been doing that for the past five years, ever since he ran away from home at age eleven.

He didn’t realize just how far he had gone until he glanced at his watch and saw that it was after three. How late was that woodcraft class supposed to go? He had a sinking feeling that his absence might have been noticed. That probably meant another demerit. Well, who cared? Not him. What would he do with the stupid merit points anyway? Once the camp was finished, the merit points would be worth exactly nothing. Noah Chambers had no use for the stupid badges, caps, and scarves the stupid camp counselors thought were so important.

At least Teena Wilcox didn’t think they were important. “The best thing about being at camp,” she had said, “is that you get three good meals a day. And a place to sleep where some smelly drunk won’t try to feel you up.”

That had never really been his problem. Well, almost never. There were some times when he had been forced to do things he didn’t want to do. And a couple of times when he did them because someone promised him money if he did it. But he wasn’t that kind of kid. He only did what he had to do to survive.

Teena was one of them. She had been on the streets too. None of the other camp counselors had been street kids. None of them knew what it was to be unwanted and unappreciated. They all came from places of privilege.

Except Teena. She was different. She was special.

Rather than turn back, he continued deeper into the forest. That’s when he first heard the popping that he knew was someone shooting a gun. Were there hunters around? The camp leader, Adrian Robbins, had said that there was no hunting permitted at this time of year, but he still wanted the kids to wear brightly colored jackets when they went on hikes in the forest. Noah didn’t have on one of the orange jackets the camp provided. He had on his usual tan jacket. Was he going to get shot? That would be a fitting end to my miserable life, he thought.

He wondered if Teena would miss him.

Probably not. He was just another punk homeless kid at a charity camp. He didn’t mean anything to her at all.

The shots were getting louder and seemed to be positioned in just one place. Even to Noah’s untrained ear, that didn’t sound like someone hunting, like someone who would have to pursue his game. It sounded more like someone at a target range. The camp staff had said that the camp was quite isolated, and no one was around for at least ten miles in any direction. Noah hadn’t believed them—it sounded like something to scare the younger campers into staying close to the camp. The gunshots were proof of how full of shit the staff really was.

He climbed up a steep gully and found himself near a clearing. A small log cabin was nestled on the side of the gully, part of the cabin supported by long poles that extended down into the gully. There was a small wisp of smoke coming from the chimney. Who burned a fire during the summer?

He noticed a black Suburban parked in front of the cabin. The shots, much louder this close to where the shooter was, continued. Now Noah could hear the explosion of glass bottles as the shooter hit one after the other.  Noah crept closer to the cabin, wondering if he could see inside. For a brief moment, he had the fantasy that the occupant would be a naked woman, secure in her isolation and willing to walk around as free as the gentle mountain breeze.

He climbed up onto the porch and started to edge his way around the overhanging balcony. He was almost at the window when he realized that the shooting had stopped. He felt a shiver of dread, and then he felt something hard press against the back of his head. He froze, afraid to take another step, afraid to turn around. 

“What are you doing here, creep?” asked a voice behind him.

Noah Chambers thought about all the heroic actions he could take. He could whip around, knocking the gun out of the person’s hand. Another quick jab would disable his adversary. He would pick up the gun and force the person back into the cabin. And then he would have his way with the nude woman.

Unfortunately, Noah Chambers was so petrified with fear that he couldn’t even speak. Finally, he found his voice. “I...I...I was looking for a bathroom,” he stammered, feeling foolish and stupid as soon as the words came out of his mouth.

“You dumb shit, get your ass over here.” The person with the gun pulled Noah by the collar and led him around the porch to the front of the cabin. He pushed him down a flight of wood steps. Noah sprawled on the ground, looking up at the person with the gun. He was surprised that it was a teenager not much older than himself. The door of the cabin opened and two men came out. They looked older than the kid with the gun, but not much.

“What’s going on, Bullseye?” asked one of the men.

“We have a snoop, Gator.”

“What do we do with him? We can’t let him go,” said the other man.

The one called Bullseye nodded. “You’re right,” he said, aiming the gun and squeezing the trigger.
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Friday, June 24, 0630 Hours

"For the last time, no!  I do not have any open cases you can work on!"

Judging by her tone, Mark MacFarland fully expected that Cynthia Pierson was going to erupt Mt. St. Helens-style at any moment. Fortunately, her hands were empty, her gun safely stored in the kitchen drawer. He attempted to pacify her by holding the coffee pot over her nearly empty coffee cup.

"Don't think you can soften me up with coffee, Mac."

"I wouldn't think of it," said MacFarland, refilling her cup, then walking back to the counter to put the coffee pot back on the heating element. MacFarland stood five foot nine inches tall, yet he was a solid rock of a man, the kind of compact mass that could burst through walls. Right now he was an impatient ball of energy, struggling to contain his desire for action with the need to treat this woman with kid gloves. After all, Pierson only needed a few seconds to get to the drawer where her gun was stored. 

"What about cold cases?"

"Mac, you're not a detective! You are a God damned hot dog vendor! I am not giving you any cases, so just drop it!" Pierson was clearly agitated, so MacFarland took a step or two back and waved his hands in a calming gesture. Pierson could be as fiery as her copper hair, which, he noticed belatedly, looked remarkably neat. That meant Pierson probably spent all day at the office, sitting at her desk. No wonder she was in a bad mood.

"Okay, I understand. I understand. Just thought I could help, that's all."

Pierson seemed to relax. "Listen, if anything does come up, I'll let you know. I'll even talk to Chamberlain to see if there is any way he can use you."

MacFarland nodded. Bob Chamberlain was the Commander in charge of the Major Crimes Division of the Denver Police Department, and a good friend of MacFarland's. In fact, Chamberlain had indicated several times that he would like MacFarland to re-join the police force. This was ironic, since it was Chamberlain who had fired MacFarland.

That had happened years ago, shortly after the murder trial of Norris Gilbert Peterson, former boss of MacFarland's wife Nicole. And her former lover. Peterson had been accused of murdering Nicole, but Norris Peterson was a very wealthy man. It became apparent to MacFarland that justice could be bought, if you had enough money. And Peterson did have enough. When the jury found him not guilty, based on faulty evidence and conclusive evidence that was not admitted because it's chain of custody had been broken, MacFarland had lost his composure, and in a fit of rage, had tried to attack the acquitted killer. Bailiffs pulled him off of Peterson, but after that incident, MacFarland's life had fallen apart. He began to drink, until he was finally unable to perform his duties. Chamberlain was told to let MacFarland go, even though the Commander had argued that MacFarland should be put in a treatment program and kept on the force. Management, however, found MacFarland an embarrassment and a liability, so he was dismissed.

What followed for MacFarland was two years of hell as he lived on the streets of Denver, doing anything he could to get just enough money for another bottle. During that period, he had been befriended by a Vietnam Vet named Rufus Headley, who watched over MacFarland and kept him relatively safe.

MacFarland reached the bottom, then slowly began to pull himself out of his morass. He joined Alcoholics Anonymous, used what little money he discovered that Nicole had in a savings account to buy a hot dog stand, and with the help of Nicole's sister Stefanie, he finally managed to turn his life around.

Selling hot dogs was a good way to keep him busy, to give him a purpose. Selling hot dogs had never become the path to economic success that the brochures he had studied suggested it would, primarily because MacFarland gave a lot of his product away to homeless people he once knew. Although many people believed that there was plenty of food for the poor, the logistics of getting the food often made it difficult particularly for the homeless to get adequate nourishment. While MacFarland was the first to admit that his hot dogs and bratwursts were hardly the most nutritious food someone could get, it was food and often all some of MacFarland's friends got for the day.

MacFarland didn't sell hot dogs in order to be a Good Samaritan. He sold them to make money, so that someday he could have his own place. As it was, he was living as a temporary house guest with Cynthia Pierson, a detective who had once been his partner. Pierson tolerated MacFarland—usually—and often provided him the support he needed for his other interest...solving murders.

A lawyer, Jerry Baker, had asked MacFarland the previous year to help him find evidence to help one of the lawyer's clients. MacFarland was able to help get the woman exonerated when he found the real killer and uncovered the conspiracy of the murder victim's partner to take control of their jewelry store business. Then just this year, MacFarland had helped prove that a young man had not been killed in a construction site accident, but had been murdered to cover up an embezzlement scheme the young man had discovered.

But that case had been resolved more than a month ago, and MacFarland was feeling restless. He wanted to sink his teeth into another murder investigation. He missed being a detective, more than he wanted to admit. Despite Pierson's frequent admonitions to him that if he re-applied for his job, Chamberlain would give it to him, MacFarland hesitated to do so. He worried that he wouldn’t fit into the structured police culture.

He had to prove to himself that he still had what it took to be a successful cop.

"Maybe I could talk to Jerry Baker and see if he has any cases he needs solving," MacFarland suggested hopefully.

"Great idea," said Pierson. "Jerry is always defending the scumbags of Denver. Surely he needs someone to prove that they are really outstanding citizens of our fair city."

MacFarland looked at her angrily. "Now you're just being sarcastic.”

Pierson smiled, looking for once not like the tough cop she was, but more like a person who really cared about him. He was reminded of how Nicole had looked at him when they first started dating. "I didn't mean to be. I promise I will ask around."

"That would be great, Cyn."

"Anything to get you out of my hair," she muttered as she retrieved her badge and gun and headed for the door.
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Saturday, June 25, 1215 Hours

Sometimes Pierson's moods are totally unpredictable, thought MacFarland. He wasn't crass enough to blame it on the time of the month, though that thought did pass through his mind. He suspected that it was far more likely that she just had a really shitty day at the office and he was the most convenient person on which to take it out on. It was an incredibly simple and innocent request, but damn, did it set her off. 

"I told you I would ask!" she shouted angrily.

"I was just asking if you asked," he said.

"Aurrrggh!" she bellowed, racing towards the kitchen. "Where's my fucking gun? I'm going to blow your head off, you asshole!"

MacFarland furrowed his brow, wondering if he should go into hiding. Pierson was not the kind of person to lose her temper and just shoot someone, but he had to admit that there was always a first time for everything. "Would you like some coffee?" he asked.

"Damn your coffee! You can't solve the world's problems with coffee, Mac! Just go, just get out of my house! I don't want to see your face."

Retreating to his room seemed like a good idea, since he didn't think Pierson would actually track him down. He wished for a moment that she had agreed to have a cup of coffee, since he really wanted one at this moment. Coffee really did solve most of the world’s problems. When it was quiet in the hallway, he snuck into the bathroom, got a glass of water, and then scurried back to his room. He spent the night listening to language lessons, but his heart really wasn't in Spanish idioms.

The next morning, he rose bright and early, having gone to bed a lot earlier than he usually did. He got his product ready for the day's sales. With the coming of summer and the tourist season, he was doing a lot more business on Saturdays, sometimes more than he did during the week. Apparently the Court and Detention Center were on the tourist maps these days, though he could not understand why.

Pierson wandered into the kitchen a little after seven. "What the fuck is all the racket? This is my God-damned day off, can't you make a little less noise?"

"Sorry," said MacFarland, wondering what noise he had made. He had been trying so hard to be quiet, but Pierson had such sensitive ears that she could hear a mouse licking its whiskers. "You're not going into the station today?"

Her stare was deadly. "Don't even mention it!" she hissed. "That reminds me, what the hell are you doing here? Didn't I kick you out last night?"

"That was for real?" he asked incredulously. "I thought you were just..."

"Just what? Be careful what you say, buster!"

"I wasn't going to say that," he blustered. "I mean, I wasn't going to say anything. You really want me to leave?"

"I just don't want to see you. I don't want to see anybody. Not you, not Lockwood, not fucking anybody!"

"Where will I stay?"

She looked at him in exasperated frustration. "I don't give a damn, stay with Rufus for all I care."

MacFarland made a face. "Rufus sleeps in a sewer pipe.” Rufus Headley was a homeless Vietnam Vet with whom MacFarland had spent several years on the streets.

She shook her head in desperation. "Just get out of my sight. If a fucking case comes up, I'll call you."

MacFarland packed up his product, loaded his truck, and drove to his usual corner across from the Detention Center and the Courts. Rufus showed up, but said that he couldn't stay very long, since he had a whole slew of meetings to go to. Rufus' meetings were largely imaginary, as far as MacFarland could tell, but it never did any good to point that out to Rufus. And who knew? Maybe Rufus really did have meetings to go to.

Despite a scurry of activity just before the lunch hour, MacFarland shut down his hot dog stand just after the noon hour. He waved over to his competitor, Sidney Morgan and his daughter—opps, step-daughter—Felicity Davenport. MacFarland figured that any customers who came along the rest of the day would be just as well served by Morgan's hot dog stand as his. A large number of customers would come just to get a closer look at Felicity—a very attractive and vivacious teenager who used her time working with her step-dad to check out the "hotties."

MacFarland wasn't sure where to go after he hooked his cart up to his truck. Pierson made it clear she wanted some alone time, and apparently him hiding out in his room was not alone enough. Then he remembered that he hadn't seen his sister-in-law, Stefanie Cooper, in quite a while. He drove his truck towards Broadway and headed south.

The Cooper residence was deep within the twists and turns of Highlands Ranch. MacFarland always got a little lost when looking for Stefanie and Randy's house. Stefanie's solution, of course, was for him to come out and visit more frequently. Randy suggested getting a GPS for the truck. MacFarland couldn't tell Stefanie that he didn't come out more often because she was married to Randy. And he didn't want to buy anything Randy suggested, simply because it was Randy’s suggestion. Maybe he would buy one and just not tell Randy he had it. After all, a GPS unit would be useful to have.

He pulled up in front of Stefanie's house and went up to the front door. When Stefanie opened the door, she looked surprised and happy to see him. Then she saw the hot dog trailer attached to his truck. "I didn't realize it was so big," she said.

"Oh, it's not," said MacFarland. "This is the intermediate size. The really big ones are large enough so that you can stand inside while you cook. But I can’t park one of those on the corner.”

Stefanie nodded uncertainly, then motioned for MacFarland to come in.

"I'm surprised to see you, especially on a Saturday, Mark."

"I decided to cut my day short. Actually, it's been a bad couple of days for me."

Stefanie motioned for him to come into the kitchen. Randy was in the television room, watching a baseball game. MacFarland waved in his direction, but didn't go close to the room for fear that Randy might feel compelled to invite him in to watch the game together. Stefanie got two cups of coffee and put one down in front of MacFarland. Now here was a woman who thought the way MacFarland did. Coffee solved everything. "Did you and Laura ever get together?" she asked.

He was about to question who Laura was, then remembered she was the friend that Stefanie had set him up with. "We're still trying to find a time that is mutually convenient.”

"She is pretty busy with her massage business," said Stefanie. "Okay, Mark, why are you really here?"

MacFarland rested his head on his propped up hands. "I'm having problems with Cyn. She's in a really bitchy mood. Nothing I say is right with her. It got so bad that she told me to stay away from the house for a while."

"How long a while?"

MacFarland shrugged. "Hell if I know. Maybe forever. Although she didn't ask me to take my stuff out of the house."

Stefanie tilted her head. "As I recall, you didn't exactly have very much."

"No," agreed MacFarland. "Guess I'm not a material guy."

"So what are you going to do?"

"I was hoping I could stay here," suggested MacFarland. "Just for a day or so."

Stefanie looked alarmed. "What about your hot dog truck?"

"Can't park it here," yelled Randy from the other room. Damn! That bugger had ears as sensitive as Pierson’s!  "Against HMO rules."

"I could leave my truck at Cyn's place. I don't think she would mind that."

"Why did she kick you out?"

"Honest, Stefanie, I have no idea. She just seems very upset the last day or two. Says she doesn't want to see anyone."

Stefanie stared at him a moment, then said, "I think it's because of tomorrow, Mark." When MacFarland's expression remained blank, she burst out laughing. "I'm sorry, this is not a laughing matter, but you men are all so stupid. You were her partner for how many years? And you still don't know what tomorrow is?" 

"Sunday?" asked MacFarland.

"No, Mark. Tomorrow is the anniversary of the day her parents were killed. God, I can't believe how insensitive you men are."

"Don't include me in that," yelled Randy. "I'm very sensitive. Is there any more beer, Stef?" 
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Sunday, June 26, 1205 Hours

MacFarland didn't intend to go to his corner on Sunday to try to sell hot dogs and brats to harried tourists, but two forces drove him out the front door. Those forces were individually called Kaitlyn and Ryan.

MacFarland had been under the impression that Kaitlyn, a mature twelve years of age, had grown into a little, old, quiet lady. But perhaps with Ryan's six-year old influence, she somehow reverted to a noisy, demanding, and thoroughly obnoxious brat. Neither of the two kids would let him sleep on the fold-out sleeper in the basement, but tormented him by jumping on him, turning the television on, and insisting that he watch their movies with them. He quickly made the bed, folded it back into a couch so that the twin tornadoes could sit like civilized human beings, went into the downstairs bathroom and got ready for the day. A day that he intended to spend as far from the kids as possible.

"They are just glad that you are staying here with us," explained Stefanie. Stefanie normally looked quite attractive—her hair neatly combed, make-up applied, dressed in rather flattering clothing which proved that some women were not affected by childbirth. But this morning, she looked frightening. Her hair was unruly, her face was sallow and a bit splotchy, and her eyes looked blurry. If ever there was a way to kill his occasional stab of lust when he saw Stefanie Cooper, it was seeing her like this in the morning. "That's the definition of love," Nicole had once told him. "When you can tolerate someone even at their worst." I guess there’s no way I’m in love with Stefanie, he thought ruefully.

"What are your plans for the day?" asked Stefanie.

"I was thinking of picking up my cart and going downtown to work." At Randy's insistence, MacFarland had driven his hot dog cart back to Pierson's house, left it in its parking space, then driven back down to Highlands Ranch to spend the night.

"You can't park in the street. Park in the driveway. Make sure you pull all the over to the right side. I don't want to be blocked in." Whenever Randy spoke to MacFarland, he always used the same tone he used when talking to Ryan. It was a rather condescending tone, one that really grated MacFarland the wrong way.

"Tomorrow's Sunday. Are you going somewhere?" asked MacFarland.

"I'm talking about maybe if you are still here on Monday, Mark," said Randy.

Perhaps I'm just as anxious to get away from Randy as I am the kids, thought MacFarland.

MacFarland positioned his cart on the corner of Elati and Fourteenth, then parked in the nearly empty lot across the street. The corner he worked was across the street from the Courthouse and the Detention Center. A parking garage took up half the block on which his cart stood; the other half of the block was occupied with a half-built luxury skyscraper, now an eyesore as the construction company fought legal battles with the city, the State of Colorado, and the Federal government.

Rufus showed up shortly after MacFarland had parked his truck and set up his wagon. In his younger days, Rufus had been a tall man, but now he was slumped over. Even in the summer heat, his skinny body remained covered by layers of sweater and jacket. His untrimmed beard had a twig in it, probably acquired as he crawled through river brush to get to his drainage pipe. His hair consisted of desiccated tufts of bleached straw. Yet his eyes flashed with intensity, and his craggy face was crenellated with laugh lines.

Rufus was glad to see him, and not just because MacFarland provided a free cup of coffee and later in the day, free hot dogs or brats. Rufus and MacFarland had spent a couple of years together on the streets, watching out for each other and bonding in a way that was somewhat unique among homeless men. Most homeless people had a distrust of almost everyone else, but often most especially of each other. MacFarland knew from personal experience that the people mostly likely to prey on the homeless were other homeless people.

What had brought Rufus and MacFarland together, neither man could really describe. Perhaps it was that both had been in the military, and they recognized in each other the traits of discipline, camaraderie and concern for other members in your unit. Despite MacFarland's constant fog of drunkenness and Rufus’ schizophrenic paranoia, the men had watched out for each other, though MacFarland later became convinced that Rufus did most of the watching out.

MacFarland had tried several times to repay his friend's loyalty, by offering him a place to live when MacFarland had his own apartment. But Rufus did not trust buildings or any structure with four walls. "Feels like a prison," he said. "I prefer my hidey-hole."

Although he had never seen it—Rufus’ trust of MacFarland did not extend to revealing where he hid away each night—MacFarland knew that Rufus’ "hidey-hole" was an abandoned drainage pipe that emptied into the South Platte River, well enough hidden that even kids couldn't find it. MacFarland always wondered how Rufus had found it, if kids couldn't find it. He got the impression that Rufus had camouflaged his place of refuge.

By noon, the temperature had risen to the point where even shade was not adequate protection against the heat. MacFarland's cart had two large umbrellas on it, which helped, but were still not adequate. The two men were sitting on their folding chairs, sipping cans of Coke that had once been cold. "Do you ever miss the taste of beer, boss?" asked Rufus.

MacFarland thought about it. "Yeah, I do," he said. "But I know I can't have one, Rufus. I'm seven hundred forty-one days sober, and I intend to stay that way."

Rufus nodded. "One day at a time, boss." Rufus looked up. "Oh, looks like a customer coming this way. Hey, boss, isn't that the girl from Urban Peak?"

MacFarland looked where Rufus was pointing. Yes, it was Teena with two E's, not an I. He smiled as she approached.

"Hi Teena, we haven't seen you around here for a while. Can I get you something to eat?"

Teena frowned and shook her head. "I don't have much money," she confessed.

"It's free," said MacFarland.

Teena’s wide blue eyes flashed, and she smiled tentatively. She had the face a gifted dollmaker would put on an exquisitely crafted doll. "Then, yes, I would love a hot dog. I haven't been in Denver for a while. I have a job up in the mountains. Today I got a chance to come to town to pick up some supplies, and I thought I would try to find my friends. I could only find Jacob, though. And he didn't know where Isaiah or Alyssa were. Very frustrating."

"Where are you working?"

"It's a summer camp for homeless kids called Mountain Trails Summer Camp. The kids come from all over the US and get to spend a couple of months in the mountains. It's a great experience for them. And for me." She laughed. "It actually doesn't pay much, but I get free room and board, and I get to hike, canoe, rock-climb, camp, everything. We even get to go on a field trip to Mesa Verde Park and see the Indian ruins down there."

MacFarland smiled at her obvious joy with her work. "I didn't think you were such an outdoorsy girl," he said. "But it sounds like a great experience."

"I didn't know I would enjoy it so much either," she said. "This is the first time I've ever had a chance to do anything like that. But there is one problem."

"What sort of problem is there, Teena?"

"One of my assignments is to keep the computer records of the kids who come to the camp. We have over thirty kids there, and they range in age from twelve to sixteen. So even though I don't work with everybody, I know all the kids, you know. Well, there is this one kid, a boy named Noah. Noah Chambers. He's sixteen, and he sort of developed a crush on me. I thought it was cute, but he's too young for me, and I thought it was harmless."

MacFarland nodded. "Has he done something to you?"

Teena shook her head. "Oh, no, nothing like that! The problem is, he's gone."

"What do you mean gone?"

"I mean he's not at the camp any more. The first day he was gone, I didn't think anything about it. I mean, there's a lot going on in the camp, so it would be easy to miss him, except he’s always trying to be around me wherever I am. Then the next day, I didn't see him, so I asked the camp superintendent. His name is Adrian Robbins, you know. And Adrian said that I shouldn't be surprised if kids come and go, since the camp works with foster parents who want to take them in. He said that Noah had found a foster home and he was going to be adopted."

"Well that sounds good," said MacFarland.

Teena gave him a disgusted look. "I've been in the system for quite a long time, Mr. MacFarland, and I can tell you something isn't right. Nobody adopts a sixteen year old boy. Not unless they're a pervert or something. And Noah, you know, wouldn't have left without telling me goodbye. I think he was kidnapped or something."

"What makes you think that?"

"Cause he made me this." She reached into a backpack and pulled out a small object, which she handed to MacFarland.

He turned it around and looked at it carefully. It was a wooden carving of a nude female figure, about six inches long. It was extremely well done and quite detailed. He stared at the face on the figurine. The likeness to Teena's face was remarkable. Noah was really one talented craftsman.

"We didn't do anything, so some of that is just his imagination," Teena insisted, blushing slightly. "I mean, he's seen me in a bathing suit, but never naked. But it is my face, isn't it? When a boy carves something like this, doesn't it mean something?"

MacFarland wasn't entirely sure what it meant, but he nodded as though he did. "This probably means that he really liked you, Teena. But it doesn't mean he was kidnapped. Why don't you believe that he went to a foster home?"

"Because when Adrian told me that, later on when no one was around, I went and checked the computer files. And you know what? There was no record of Noah Chambers ever being at the camp. Everything was deleted."

"That does sound suspicious," conceded MacFarland. "But why come to me? Why don't you go to the police?"

Teena gave him a look of disbelief. "I can't trust the police. And everyone knows you're the Hot Dog Detective. I want you to find out where Noah is. Will you, please?"
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Monday, June 27, 0920 Hours

MacFarland spent the next couple of hours probing Teena for more information about Noah's disappearance. She didn't have much to add, except one incident that piqued his interest. She said that she had started working at the camp on May 21. She and other team members were setting up the camp—painting the dormitories for the girls and boys, fixing up the mess hall, repairing the basketball nets on the court. On her third day, when Teena was out checking out the hiking trails the campers might use, she thought she heard gunshots, and, worried that hunters might accidentally shoot their campers, she set out to find the source of the shots. She had some difficulty determining from what direction the gunshots were coming, but after going down several different paths, she finally came upon a cabin several miles from the camp. She said that she saw three young men there. One of them was shooting at a target with a handgun. She was reluctant to go very close to the house, but as she was about to leave, she discovered that another one of the men had found her. He invited her to come over and say hello, which she reluctantly did.

The men were aged from late teens to mid-twenties. Three of them had tattoos on their neck, arms, and at least one of them, on his back. A couple of the tattoos were pyramid shapes, and some had letters on their arms. Although she didn't recognize the tattoos, Teena said she was familiar with gang tattooing, and these were clearly members of a gang. She told them that she was part of a camp group for young kids, and she asked them to be careful with their guns. According to Teena, the four men were polite and friendly, and all of them agreed to be careful about where they practiced shooting.

She left the cabin and headed back to the Mountain Trails Camp, as quickly as she could. She feared the men would follow her, so she tried to take what she thought were evasive moves. When she reached the camp, she promptly told Adrian about the four men she encountered. He didn't seem overly concerned about them, so, feeling a bit foolish, she tried to forget her encounter with the four men.

She didn't think about the four men again until three weeks later, when she and Noah were talking. She couldn’t recall how the topic came up, but she remembered telling Noah about the cabin in the woods and the four men. Noah expressed a lot of curiosity about the men, despite Teena warning him to stay away from that part of the forest.

"Do you think Noah ever went over to this cabin?"

Teena shrugged. "It's possible. My experience with men is they will always do whatever you tell them not to do. Can't leave well enough alone."

"You're a pretty wise woman, Teena," laughed MacFarland.

Teena's ride back up to the mountain camp came by and she left. MacFarland promised that he would do what he could to help her. She made him promise not to tell anyone at the camp what she had told him, and he agreed to do that.

After Teena left, he glanced over at Rufus. "What do you think, Rufus?"

"I think we need to get another chair, boss." 

"I mean about what Teena said."

"I think you have another case, boss. How are you gonna find this boy?"

MacFarland shook his head and shrugged. "I have no idea, Rufus."

The next morning, MacFarland slept late, despite the best intentions of Ryan and Kaitlyn to wake him up. He spent most of the night dreaming about finding Noah Chambers. There was so much more he could have done when he was on the police force. As a private citizen, his resources were somewhat limited. When he got upstairs, he found Stefanie waiting to talk to him.

"I'm afraid Randy wants you to move out, Mark," she said.

MacFarland was surprised. "I thought it was okay if I stayed here a few days."

Stefanie shrugged helplessly. "I thought it would be okay too, but he said this morning you parked too close to where he has to pull the car out. He's afraid that you’re going to ruin his car. He doesn't want the paint scraped."

"What about my truck? I don't want its paint scraped either."

"Randy drives a Lexus, Mark."

"Oh, big fucking deal! He wants me to move out just because I parked a few inches too close to the center of the driveway?"

"What can I say, Mark? You know how Randy is." She put her hand on his. Her hair was combed, she had on make-up, and she looked as pretty as ever, like one of those models in a television cosmetics commercial. MacFarland felt his heart pounding. "Maybe you can talk to Cynthia. Maybe she's over her difficult time."

The thought of Pierson brought a quick end to his heightened level of excitation. Maybe now that he had a case to work on, she would be easier to get along with. "Okay. I'm out of here."

"We do still want you to visit," Stefanie added quickly.

"Yeah, sure thing, Stefanie." He went downstairs, gathered his few possessions, and left.
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Monday, June 27, 1045 Hours

When MacFarland arrived at Pierson's house to get his hot dog cart, he was surprised to see her car still in the garage. His first impulse was to just hook up his cart and drive downtown, but he suppressed that idea. He went up to the back door and entered cautiously. Pierson was sitting at the kitchen table, staring blankly ahead of her.

"Cyn, are you all right?" he asked. 

She looked over in his direction without saying anything. Then she slowly nodded. "Yeah, I'm alright. Just trying to recover from a hangover."

"Hangover? Have you been drinking?"

"How else do you get hangovers, asshole?"

MacFarland looked confused. "I just didn't think you had any booze in the house. I thought you got rid of it when I moved in."

Pierson gave him a deadpan stare. "They do have liquor stores in this state, you know." She lay her head down on the table. "Since you're here, make some coffee."

MacFarland didn't say anything but did as she asked, secretly pleased that she was back in one of her normal bad moods. When the coffee was brewed, he poured her a cup. She looked up, her eyes bleary and red. He wondered if she had been crying. Finally she reached out for the cup and took a sip.

"Where have you been?" she asked.

"I’m staying at Stefanie's house. Or I was. She wants me to leave."

Pierson hazarded a slight smile. "Did you bug her about getting a case too?"

"I think I might have one," he said, choosing not to respond to her sarcasm. "Not really sure it's a case, though. But it is something to keep me busy."

Pierson finished the coffee, then got up to pour herself a second cup. "What is it?"

"I guess you could say it's a missing person’s case. A kid up at a summer camp vanished. A friend of his doesn't believe the explanation that he was put into a foster home." He explained the case to her as well as he understood it. When he finished, he waited for her to make a comment.

Pierson raised her eyebrows. "It sounds like your 'mystery' is based on a summer camp’s inadequate computer records. Did the camp have any legal responsibility for the juvenile?"

"I don't know. I would assume so. I do admit that my source is somewhat unqualified, but I trust her judgment. She's a bright kid. Since you're taking the day off, how about you and I go up to the camp and check it out?"
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