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        Sunday, 6:40 p.m.

        Ashlough Forest, Cobb Mountain Range

      

      

      

      Eileen couldn’t hear the bird chatter anymore. She heard only her own ragged breathing, rough like a saw through wood, and her galloping heart.

      She stumbled again, catching her foot on a raised root. Her muscles were too drained to keep her upright. She hit the ground hard, branches poking at her side and a rock digging into her collarbone. Eileen grunted, pushed away from the rock, and clutched at the nearest trunk as she waited for the dizziness to fade.

      The cool moss felt good under her cheek. A medley of scents—organic decay, fungus, and the strange musk that came from insects—filled her nose. She used it to ground herself as she focussed on the rough bark beneath her fingers, the moss against her skin, and the creaking noise of flexing branches in the canopy above.

      A twig snapped. It was no more than twenty feet away. Eileen flinched and pressed her lips together to quieten her rasping breaths. She didn’t know what had broken the twig. But whatever it was, it had been following her for more than an hour.

      She tried to look for it, but the vegetation was too thick. Massive trunks, some hundreds of years old, clustered together, linked by trailing vines and weedy, light-starved shrubs. The sun was close to setting. It desaturated her environment, dousing every colour in the same shade of grey.

      Leaves crunched as the other being took a step closer. Eileen bit down on a moan. She didn’t want to run any longer. She didn’t want to be in the forest as the light faded. More than anything, she wished she hadn’t decided to go hiking that day. She should have been enjoying her last night in the hotel room, packing her belongings and looking forward to seeing her parents the following afternoon.

      Now, she would have given anything to find the path out. She’d been lost in Ashlough Forest for more than five hours. Her water bottle was empty. Her lungs ached. Everything was starting to look the same. She felt like she’d passed the same formations a thousand times, but that was impossible. She didn’t know if she was walking towards civilisation or away from it. The second possibility filled her with icy terror. Ashlough Forest stretched for hundreds of kilometres, a blanket of impenetrable green and twisting rivers. If she’d strayed too far from the path, she could spend years wandering through the forest and never find her way out.

      A bird fluttered away in a frenzy as its nest was disturbed. Eileen looked in its direction, searching for motion, but it was impossible to see through the gloom. She licked dry, cracked lips. “Leave me alone!”

      Even to her, the cry sounded pathetic. She stayed huddled at the roots of the tree, pressed against the bark as though it might offer her some protection. Every minute robbed her of more light. She tried not to imagine what would happen when the final traces of sun faded from the sky. She’d only planned for a half-day hike and hadn’t brought anything to light her surroundings. She would be trapped in the darkness, surrounded by spiky branches and sharp rocks she couldn’t see… and alone with it.

      Something shifted between two trees. Eileen tried to fix on it, but it was gone before she could catch more than a glimpse. It wasn’t small, though. Not a wolf or a wildcat.

      There was so little time left. She forced herself to her feet, gasping as sore, bruised muscles took her weight, then staggered forward. In the twisting chaos of the forest, it was easy to imagine paths where there were none. The narrow, clear patches led on for a few feet, sometimes as many as twenty or thirty, then vanished. She knew trying to follow those phantom paths was insane. She still couldn’t stop herself.

      Dead branches scraped at her exposed forearms and face. She squinted to protect her eyes and stumbled onwards. She couldn’t hear the other entity following her, but she knew it would be there, waiting for her to stop again. She couldn’t stop, though. No matter how dark it grew, she would have to keep moving, keep searching for a way out. If she gave up, she was as good as dead.

      Some small animal skittered past her, disturbing dead leaves as it ran. She stumbled away from it as her heart lurched. Behind her, a slow, scraping noise echoed between the trees. It sounded like metal on wood. Eileen’s eyes stung, and she blinked them furiously as she began moving forward again.

      The scraping noise continued. The volume rose and fell in waves, sometimes so soft that she thought it might have ceased, but then swelling into a horrific scratching and grating cacophony. She didn’t think it was a coincidence that the sound had started just as the last scraps of light faded from the sky. She didn’t want to cry, but something wet streaked down her cheek.

      “Please, please, please.” She whispered the mantra with every breath. All she needed was a sliver of hope. A light in the distance, the sound of a car travelling down a gravel road, anything. She would go home. She would tell her parents how much she loved them. She would never take such a risk ever again.

      The transition was so gradual that it was hard to say how close night was, up until the moment it swallowed her. She was blind. Arms outstretched, fingers bumping into bark and leaves, she shuffled her feet, trying not to fall. The scraping still followed her. Sometimes directly behind, sometimes to her left, sometimes to her right, but every time it swelled, it seemed a little louder than before.

      “Please, please, please.” Every muscle shook. Every fibre of her body ached with fear and stress. She began moving faster, not minding as obstacles scraped her hands raw. Her eyes were wide, desperately roving across the tableau of darkness surrounding her. They couldn’t see anything, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

      Her foot hit something hard. A rock, she thought. She’d gained too much momentum and lurched over it, arms outstretched to break her fall. There was no ground on the other side. Just a sharp, steep fall.

      A yelp tore free as she tumbled down the incline. Rocks bit into her. She felt tossed like a rag doll, no longer sure of which direction was up or if the motion would ever end. Hands scrambled uselessly for a purchase. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but silently beg for it to stop.

      It did. She came to a halt on a rough, rocky surface. Her head swam. Pain radiated from everywhere on her bruised body, but it was worst in her leg. She reached towards the blinding ache and touched something warm and wet.

      A sob shook her, followed by another. A noise came from her right. It wasn’t the scraping sound, though; it was organic. Running water. She’d fallen down the side of a river. It hadn’t been a short fall, though; not the kind she could climb out of. A cliff, maybe.

      Eileen clenched her teeth to silence the tears as she felt around herself. She still had her backpack. But it wasn’t much help. All it contained were her bathing costume and towel, an empty water bottle, a sketchbook, her mobile, and her camera.

      She pulled the backpack off over aching arms. Every time she moved, the fire in her leg raged hotter. She felt across the fabric until she found the pain tablets she’d stashed in a pocket in case of a migraine. She popped out four and dry swallowed them.

      The backpack had been jostled enough that the mobile had fallen to the very bottom. Eileen had to feel through her clothes and towel to find it. She pulled it out and pressed the power button. The phone turned on, and her eyes immediately went to the connection signal in the corner. The phone had lost its connection halfway along the drive to the mountain. Every hour, Eileen took it back out and tried it again.

      It was empty, just like it had been the last eight times she’d tried it. She couldn’t help herself, though. She tried dialling her parents’ number. It didn’t go through. She tried calling the emergency helpline, with the same result. She scrunched up her face and pressed her palm into her forehead.

      She turned the phone around to point its light at her surroundings. Red liquid glistened on her leg. She knew she should do something about it—she just didn’t know what. And even if she had the training, she doubted she could do much without any sanitised cloths or boiled water.

      The light picked up a rocky, weedy shore. Ahead, as she’d suspected, a narrow river wove between the trees. She looked up and behind herself. A steep slope rose at least ten meters above her head.

      The phone turned off, and darkness rushed back around her. Eileen swore and pressed the power button, but the phone didn’t respond. She’d known the battery was low, but she hadn’t expected it to drain that fast. She tapped the phone against her forehead as fresh tears escaped.

      A scraping sound came from somewhere to her left. Eileen lifted her head. Her heart rate kicked up a notch. The sound fell silent then repeated. She could feel herself breathing too quickly, slipping into hyperventilation. She threw the phone into the backpack and dug through its contents to find the camera.

      It had been a gift from her grandfather for her eighteenth birthday, shortly before he’d passed away. It was heavy and bulky, and she still didn’t understand what all the settings did, but it had a powerful bulb. She found its strap first then used it to drag the camera out from under the towel. It had multiple dials, and she strained to remember which one activated the flash.

      The scraping was drawing closer. Underneath the noise, she thought she could hear the crackle of dry leaves and twigs being crushed. She found what she thought was the right switch, turned it, and pressed the button to take a photograph.

      It didn’t work. The camera clicked, but there was no light. Eileen swore and tried turning the switch in the opposite direction. Another click, still no light. Despite the chilled air, she was sweating. She tried a different switch. This time, when she pressed the button, harsh, polarising light exploded across the scene.

      “Yes. Yes!” She lifted the camera and pressed the button again. For half of a second, her surroundings were brought into sharp relief. She could see the trees, the rocks, and the cliff she’d fallen down. Another flash. She caught glints of light in the canopy as night animals watched her. A third flash. This time, she saw something standing between the trees.

      Eileen’s breath froze in her lungs. She tried to scramble back, but the pain in her leg exploded, making her gasp. Instead of moving, she lifted the camera again and took another picture.

      Something watched her. It was tall and covered in thick black fur, its head tilted to regard her. Eileen’s mind froze, refusing to accept what her eyes were showing her. The face looked like it might have once been human, but it wasn’t anymore. It was like something out of her worst nightmares.

      The scraping repeated. It was moving closer. Eileen pressed the camera’s button again, and as light flooded the scene, she screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

        

      

    

    
      Todd refreshed his browser. Eileen Hershberger’s Facebook page flashed white for a second then reappeared exactly how it had been before. Her latest status read: Going on a hike!! Ashlough Forest, one of the most beautiful places on earth! Look out for some photos when I get back to the hotel, lovelies!

      It was eleven at night, and there was only an hour’s time difference between his state and where Eileen was holidaying. She’d probably forgotten to post the photos and gone to bed. Irritated, he clicked on another tab to see if anyone had replied to his forum comment. No one had.

      He didn’t even want to see the photos. Sometimes, if she went swimming, Eileen posted pictures of herself in a bikini. Lots of guys replied to those photos, but Todd didn’t. He wasn’t there to gawk at her like some mouth-breathing weirdo. He was just worried, like any good friend would be. It was Eileen’s last day on holiday, and he wanted to make sure she’d gotten back to the hotel safely.

      Spending most of his life on the internet, he found it hard to avoid missing-person stories when they popped up. Sometimes, girls went missing on holiday. Eileen was pretty, she was young, and she was travelling alone. Todd honestly didn’t understand why her parents had agreed to the plan. He’d tried to tell her to be safe on the last day he’d seen her, the day before she’d gotten on the plane, but she hadn’t heard him. She’d been sitting at the other end of the picnic bench, between Chris and Hailey, and no matter how much Todd had stared at her, she hadn’t looked back at him.

      He exhaled through his nose and returned to the Facebook page. It was a Sunday night, which meant no one worth talking to was online. He was bored and frustrated, and a gnawing anxiety had started in the pit of his stomach. He clicked Refresh. The page vanished then reappeared. Eileen smiled at him out of the last photo she’d posted, a selfie of herself at breakfast that morning. She’d eaten pancakes. Todd didn’t think that was a smart choice. Sometimes, she felt unwell if she ate too much gluten.

      Todd scrolled down through her other photos. He’d seen them probably close to a hundred times and knew them all well. Photos of Eileen at her hotel. Eileen on a ferry, holding a floppy hat onto her head. Eileen pointing up at a bridge. She smiled in every picture. That was his favourite part of her—she never seemed to stop smiling, and she never tried to moderate it. Smiling made Todd feel uncomfortable. But not Eileen. She showed off her teeth and her gums and let her eyes scrunch up with delight in every picture.

      He found his least favourite photo of her. She was at a club, holding either a mocktail or a cocktail—he hoped it wasn’t real alcohol—and leaning her shoulder against a strange guy’s chest. The status had been cryptic. “Enjoying my night out, making new friends!”

      The guy was tall with broad shoulders and an ingenuine smile. He looked like an ass. Todd didn’t know why Eileen had decided to hang out with him. If she was smart—and he knew she was—she would have ditched him quickly. Still, he didn’t like how close they were standing together. It made the situation look more intimate than it really was.

      He slouched farther back in his chair and chewed on his thumbnail as he kept scrolling. It took a few minutes to get to the photos of her at the airport on the day she’d left. She’d only been gone for two weeks, but she uploaded multiple photos and statuses each day. He didn’t want to be paranoid, but it seemed weird for her not to post anything on her last evening.

      His phone sat on the edge of his desk. He flicked it on, but the chat window was still empty. Todd always replied to his messages promptly. He didn’t understand why other people got so lazy about it. “Oh, I’m having issues with my phone.” He’d heard that excuse so often, he was sick of it.

      He scrolled through his contacts until he found Chris Hershberger then tapped on the icon to write a message. Chris was Eileen’s older brother and Todd’s best friend. He must have noticed the lack of status updates, too—and unlike Todd, he knew Eileen’s phone number.

      Todd stared at the empty message box for a moment, his thumbs poised over the keys. He didn’t want to come off as weird. On the other hand, he didn’t want to beat around the bush, either. He drafted a message.

      Hey man! Sorry to bother you, but I noticed Eileen hasn’t uploaded any pics recently. She doing okay? Not sick, I hope?

      He reread it, cringed, and deleted it. Chris could get weirdly protective of Eileen and had actually snapped at Todd one time when he’d tried to visit her at her work. Asking about her outright would get him some backlash. Instead, he tried a different tack.

      Yo yo, Chris Columbus! What’s up, my man? Anything exciting going down this evening?

      He bit his lip. He couldn’t tell if it was too much. He was trying to be funny, but funny didn’t always come across in text messages. He deleted it again then stood and started pacing. After a moment, he hit on a solution, sat back down, and started typing.

      Chris! Do you have any plans tonight?

      He sent the message. It was good, casual and friendly, but asking a pointed question that demanded an answer. He set his phone on the desk, balanced on its end, and leaned back in the chair as he waited for a reply. Seconds ticked by. He began to feel itchy and reached around the phone to refresh Eileen’s Facebook page again. No update.

      “C’mon, Chris, don’t do this to me.” He picked up the phone, turning it in his hands, and jumped as it pinged. A new message waited for him: Not much, hbu?

      They were having a conversation. That was good. Todd typed frantically.

      Oh, lazy night indoors. I was chatting with some other friends on Facebook and decided to see if Eileen had uploaded any more photos, but…

      He bit the inside of his mouth. He was coming on too strong again. Rushing, knowing Chris was probably waiting for a reply, he deleted the message and tried to take a circuitous route.

      I was just wondering if we could hang out some time. Maybe tomorrow?

      He sent that message, waited a second, then typed a follow-up.

      Oh wait, you’re picking Eileen up from the airport, aren’t you? Never mind. We can hang some other day.

      Seconds passed without a response. Todd’s palms were itching. He hoped Chris hadn’t thought it was the end of the conversation. He added another message: How’s she going, anyway? Having fun, I hope?

      Chris couldn’t get antsy about that. It was perfectly normal to ask about your friends. He set the phone back down and pulled his legs up under his chin. The seconds on his clock ticked by. Todd tapped his fingers on his knees as a frustrated impatience built flames in his stomach. He’d asked a simple question. Was it really too much to ask that his best friend reply to him?

      The phone pinged, and Todd lunged for it. The message was short, but another followed almost instantly.

      We haven’t heard from her tonight.

      But I’m sure she’s fine.

      “Oh, you’re sure, are you? That’s just great.” Anger let typos slip into the reply, and Todd didn’t try to correct them. Eileen wasn’t some ditzy blonde who forgot to phone her parents. If she hadn’t contacted them, chances were she was in serious trouble.

      Have you tried caling her?

      She said on faceboo k she was going to upload photos tonight but hasn’t.

      That’s not like her.

      When was the last time you heard from hr?

      The phone stayed silent. Todd glared at the screen, willing Chris to reply, but minutes ticked by with no response. He scrolled back up to read the messages and groaned. They were too much. He should have kept his cool. Now he’d chased Chris away and would probably need to apologise to make things right.

      Todd threw the phone aside then leaned back over his computer. He refreshed Facebook a final time. There was no change.

      Eileen’s parents were nice people, but they were stupid. Knowing them, Todd thought they would sit on their asses and wait for Eileen to call them, when maybe she wouldn’t… ever. At least Chris was a bit more intelligent, but he wasn’t active enough. He liked to let other people lead. Todd didn’t have that luxury. He’d read stories about what happened to girls who were kidnapped. They couldn’t afford to wait a few days when every minute was precious. Waiting meant nothing except maybe a body in a shallow grave.

      He opened a search engine. A few keystrokes brought up the police station for the last town Eileen had stopped at. Normally, he avoided talking to people over the phone. But for Eileen, he would. He dialled the station’s number with shaking fingers and lifted the phone to his ear.
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        Monday, 9:30 a.m.

        Helmer, population 866, at the base of the Cobb Mountain Range

      

      

      

      Carla Delago put her head down as she entered the police station. The remnants of a hangover throbbed at the back of her skull. She’d woken up so late that she’d had to skip a shower, which left her feeling sticky and gross. With luck, she could make it all the way to her office without having to speak to another human being.

      “Carla! Good morning!” Viv waved from the reception desk. Viv like to wear fake flowers in her hair, and she picked a new arrangement each day. She was perhaps the one person in the entire building Carla liked. If her headache hadn’t been so bad—and if she hadn’t arrived so late—she would have stopped for a chat. Instead, she managed a thin smile and a wave as she passed the desk. “Morning.”

      “Decker was looking for you.” Viv leaned across the bench and dropped her voice. “It sounded like you were going to get in trouble if he knew you were late, so I said you were out getting coffee.”

      “Lifesaver.” Carla made a mental note to buy Viv lunch as she ducked into the station’s back rooms before Superintendent Decker could find her.

      Helmer Police Station, serving the town and farms clustered around the base of the Cobb Mountain Range, wasn’t a large outpost. The building had once been a courthouse, and relics from the previous era filled the narrow brick halls: wooden doors with aged metal bolts, chips and cracks in the bricks from small earthquakes and innumerable scuffles, and the tangy smell of many generations of people crammed into an over-manned building.

      Supposedly, the council was considering moving them to a larger, more modern station. The council was supposedly going to do a lot of things, like deal with the poverty in the area, clean up the river, put some extra regulations in place to stop the tourists from being such idiots, and generally make everyone a little less miserable.

      She was being uncharitable, she knew. She lived in one of the most beautiful places in the country. If her office had a window—and if there hadn’t been so many other buildings obscuring the view—she could have looked up and seen the majestic Cobb Mountains scoring the skyline. Lush and green, occasionally snow-tipped and surrounded by one of the largest primeval forests in the country, it certainly pulled in enough tourists.

      And that was most of her problem. The number of people in their tiny town occasionally doubled as tourists flocked in to visit the mountain. The nature enthusiasts weren’t so bad. They were generally polite and friendly, and they didn’t litter. The thrill seekers made her chronic migraines flare up, though. They wanted to hike the mountain. They wanted to ski on the mountain when there was snow. They wanted to treat the town like their own personal hotel resort, get drunk, get into fights, and inevitably destroy property.

      A lot of people in Helmer wanted stricter laws about the tourists, but the fact was that would never happen as long as the tourists kept opening their wallets. Snow season was cash season for the town, and a lot of people’s livelihoods relied on the college kids who pilgrimaged there.

      Carla pushed into the office she shared with two other detectives and slid into her seat. Neither of her colleagues acknowledged her. They had a mutual, unspoken agreement: don’t bother me, and I won’t bother you. Carla was grateful for their reciprocal dislike of small talk.

      Her desk was cluttered with work, which was normal. She discreetly popped two aspirin out of her pocket, swallowed them, then put her head down with the intention of getting through some of the backlog, or at least trying to.

      “Delago.” Decker slammed the door as he entered, and Carla flinched. She really would have preferred having enough time for the tablets to do their work before talking to Decker. Still, she fixed an alert, energetic expression on her face as she swivelled to face him.

      “Morning, sir.”

      “Where the hell have you been?” He was a tall, blocky man who seemed to live for chewing people out over their mistakes. Salt-and-pepper grey stubble coated his chin, and he wore his hat, even indoors, to hide his thinning hair. That knowledge didn’t stop him from seeming intimidating as he loomed over her. Being six foot four gave someone an air of importance, no matter how much hair they had lost.

      “Getting coffee.” Thank you, Viv.

      “I don’t care if you were getting a lifesaving blood transfusion. Get your ass into this office on time, or I’ll make your life hell.”

      She almost said, “Mission accomplished,” but she swallowed the remark. Decker would lynch her for it. Instead, she said, “Sure thing, sir.”

      “Got a new one for you.” He brandished a manila folder. “A kid’s gone missing.”

      “How old?”

      He flipped open the file, glanced at the details, and grunted. “Twenty-two.”

      “Twenty-two isn’t—” She bit her tongue and held out her hand. “I’ll look into it, sir.”

      Decker didn’t pass over the folder and left her hanging. “Some guy phoned the station last night, demanding we start searching for her, but he wasn’t family and couldn’t give us any leads. I thought he was delusional. Was going to put it in the shredder, but then her actual family called this morning. Hell knows what that kid was on, though.”

      “I’ll take a look.” Her hand still outstretched, Carla wiggled her fingers. She was dangerously close to letting some of her irritation leak into her voice, which would only goad Decker on further. He liked to play mind games, like giving her a week’s worth of tasks in one day then reaming her for not getting through her workload.

      He glanced over the other two officers—both kept their eyes fixed firmly on their papers—then grunted, handing Carla the file. “Sort it quickly. You’re on patrol this afternoon. We’re still waiting on the Dobson report too.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” The words escaped through gritted teeth.

      Decker narrowed his eyes, seeming to weigh whether her sass had been enough to reprimand, then mercifully, he grunted and left.

      Carla breathed deeply once the door closed, then she flipped the case open and glanced across the details. It was pretty typical, as far as missing person cases went. A college student, Eileen Hershberger, had been uncontactable since the previous evening. According to her family, she’d been travelling across the country, and Helmer and its famous mountain were the last stop on her trip.

      They were the only details Carla needed to predict how the case would roll out. Eileen would have been dreading the return to her boring home life and her studies. She would have gone out to enjoy her last night of freedom and gotten drunk. Very drunk. At that moment, Eileen was probably waking up on someone’s lawn with a hangover to rival Carla’s and a missed flight, to boot. She would get in touch with her parents, full of apologies and excuses, and the case would be closed.

      Carla had created a theorem during her eight years as an officer at Helmer. She called it Carla’s Law. If she ignored a problem for long enough, it almost inevitably fixed itself. For better or worse.

      She threw Eileen’s file to the back of her desk and started on the Dobson report.
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        Monday, 2:50 p.m.

      

      

      

      Todd sat at the back of the Hershbergers’ living room. He felt painfully, agonizingly uncomfortable. No one had spoken to him since Chris had yelled at him. If not for Eileen’s sake, he would have left already.

      He was surrounded by people he had once considered friends. Chris paced near the doorway to the kitchen, where his parents were on the phone to the police… again. Hailey sat in the old paisley recliner, twirling her hair between her fingers so aggressively that Todd thought it might permanently curl. Anna sat at the table, arms folded ahead of herself as she frowned at the wood.

      Flint looked bored out of his brain. He roved around the space in erratic patterns, driving Todd wild. Sometimes, he stopped to lean on the corner of Hailey’s chair. Sometimes, he passed Chris and gave him a firm nod. He didn’t pay any attention to Todd.

      Todd had considered them his friends, but they weren’t really, he was slowly realising. He hung out with them often, sometimes once or twice a week, but his only connection to them was through Chris. Eileen, Anna, and Hailey were close, like women often were. Hailey was dating Flint, the idiot jock. They suited each other. Together, they might have enough brain cells for some basic motor functions. Flint and Chris had been roommates in college. The whole lot of them were interconnected, except for Todd. Chris was his lifeline to the social group. If Chris wasn’t in the picture, he didn’t get an invitation when they hung out.

      And now, Chris was mad at him—had actually yelled at him, in front of everyone. It was galling. He had expected Chris to be relieved he had a friend who cared enough about Eileen to offer help, but when Todd had arrived, he’d barely gotten two sentences out before Chris blew up and called him a creep.

      He wasn’t. He was just worried. It wasn’t creepy to be concerned. Maybe things would have gone better if he hadn’t brought printouts of all of Eileen’s holiday photos, but he’d wanted to show Chris the guy she’d been leaning against in the club. There was a chance the stranger was involved. Why else would he be pushing up against Eileen like they were close, when they clearly weren’t?

      And now everyone was treating him like a social pariah. They hadn’t asked him to leave, but he definitely didn’t feel welcome in their little gathering. He was staying, though. For Eileen’s sake.

      Chris stopped pacing and turned to face the kitchen. Everyone seemed to sense the change in his mood. Hailey stopped twirling her hair, Flint stopped roving, and Anna lifted her head an inch.

      Mr. and Mrs. Hershberger emerged. Mrs. Hershberger managed a smile, but it couldn’t hide how much she’d been crying. Her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks were pale, even with makeup. “Well, they’re still working on it.”

      “We got the run around,” Mr. Hershberger grunted.

      Todd didn’t have much respect for either of them, but he liked Mr. Hershberger more. He said things like they were.

      Mrs. Hershberger bobbed her head in quick nods and knit her fingers together. “They said there’s an active investigation, and… and…”

      Chris pulled his mother into a hug. He towered over her, patting her head. They looked ridiculous. “Call again in another hour. And keep trying her mobile.”

      “That’s it?” Todd spoke in spite of himself. “You’ve got to do something more. The police are morons. Call the FBI.”

      “Todd, I swear—” Chris held out his hand, fingers shaking, as he scowled at Todd. “Stop talking, okay, man? You’re not helping.”

      Todd rolled his shoulders and slouched back. If they wanted to let their daughter be murdered in another state, so be it.

      Chris turned back and said something to his mother. Her shoulders were shaking. She reminded Todd of a frightened farm animal.

      “She’s been gone for less than twenty-four hours.” Anna laced her fingers together on the tabletop. She sounded like she was speaking carefully. “She might still be on her way home. Someone should be at the airport, just in case. But it might also be wise to explore some other avenues.”

      Chris looked at Anna over his mother’s head. “Got any ideas?”

      “If she’s not at the airport this afternoon, someone should fly to Helmer to put some additional pressure on the police. In the meantime, we can post a call on social media, asking for information. Use some of her photos. If you have a few hundred dollars to spend, you can target Facebook ads to the people in the town where she went missing.”

      Chris’s face lit up. He pointed at Anna and snapped his fingers. “That’s brilliant. We’ll do that.”

      Todd tried not to let his frustration show. He could have told them about social media. Why did Anna get praise for helping, when he’d been trying just as hard?

      He knew why. Anna was the golden child. The smarty-pants in a fancy college, studying psychology, as useless as it was. He’d tried to like her for a long while, but the truth was, she liked to pretend she was better than everyone else.

      “See if you can find the guy in the photo at the club,” he said, but no one listened to him. They were all talking—actually excited, as if that were even remotely appropriate—and gathered around the table as they mocked up a message to post. He approached but didn’t try to break into their circle. Instead, he cleared his throat. “Do you want me to wait at the airport for her?”

      “Nah, man, I can do that.” Chris didn’t look up from the notepad. He was scribbling frantically. “I vote we keep it simple. ‘Missing’ in huge words then ‘please help’ below it. We’ll need photos of her too. Do we know what she was wearing yesterday?”

      “Denim jacket,” Todd said. “Blue shirt underneath, cargo pants, and white sneakers. And the necklace she bought from the thrift shop last year.”

      They all stared at him. He met their gazes, unashamed. “I figured it would be important, so I analysed the photo she posted at breakfast. Assuming she didn’t change—”

      Hailey pulled a face. “Maybe we should search for her in Todd’s basement.”

      “Hey,” Chris barked, pointing a finger at Hailey. “Don’t joke about this.”

      She lifted both hands, eyebrows raised. “Sorry.”

      Chris turned on Todd. “Maybe you should be heading home, buddy. I’ll text you when we know something. Okay?”

      So, they’d finally had enough of him. He smiled, not caring if they saw how much he was seething under the expression. “Sure. Whatever. Have fun making your fliers. She’s probably dead by now, anyway.”

      Angry words followed him as he stormed out of the house. Beneath it all, he could hear Mrs. Hershberger sobbing. He didn’t care. They were idiots. Their stupid Facebook meme wouldn’t do a thing to help find Eileen. The police were obviously blowing them off. If she was going to be found, someone would need to take action… and no one seemed to care enough about her to do that.

      Except for him.

      Sitting in his car, Todd looked up prices for plane tickets to Redmond, the closest airport to Helmer. They were only a few hundred dollars. He’d been saving up for an Xbox, so he had enough money squirrelled away to cover the flight and a few supplies.

      Todd put his key into the ignition, turned it, and accelerated onto the road, tyres screeching.
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        Tuesday, 12:45 p.m.

      

      

      

      Carla’s day was not going well. Gould, the man who normally sat to her right, was sick, so she’d inherited his workload. Decker, the bastard, had dropped by just to laboriously remind her of all of the work she still needed to complete. As if she didn’t know. She had a stack as high as her arm.

      On top of it all, the missing girl from the previous day hadn’t shown up. Carla’s Law had failed her; the problem hadn’t resolved itself, and the parents had actually flown into town to harass her at work.

      Carla felt for them. The father, a stocky man with deep-set eyes, hadn’t yelled or even spoken much, but she could feel an intense terror in his voice. His daughter was missing, and he was powerless to do anything about it. His fear was staggering in its intensity. The mother was worse. She’d been crying too much to string more than a few words together.

      Carla was terrified of public emotion. As a female officer, she was often sent on tasks where a degree of tact and empathy was required. She’d been responsible for telling people a family member had died, consoling Mrs. Glenn when a punk killed her dog, and responding to a call when a child was found drowned in a pool. Those kinds of jobs inevitably fell to Carla, and she was possibly the world’s least qualified person for it. She hated tears. They made her uncomfortable and tongue-tied, and her every effort at comfort fell flat. Apparently, most people considered stilted pats on the back inadequate.

      So meeting with the Hershberger parents had been a living nightmare. The father’s quiet, desperate stare and the mother’s inconsolable sobbing had been too much. Carla had nearly begged them to leave her office. They had achieved their goal, though, even if unintentionally. Carla had bumped up the case’s priority.

      She sat hunched over her desk, phone pressed to one ear as she waited for the hotel clerk to return. Eileen Hershberger had been staying at a popular tourist hotel in the town centre. It wasn’t a small place, and spats and belligerent drunks weren’t uncommon there. The station got calls for assistance a couple of times a month during the quiet season and a couple of times a week during peak season. Carla had been able to ascertain that Eileen hadn’t checked out of the hotel when she was supposed to, and her luggage had been found inside her room.

      The big question—the one Carla was trying to get an answer to—was whether Eileen had gone missing in the town or in the woods. She’d had plans to visit a popular trail into the Ashlough Forest that day, and her last Facebook post, uploaded at 9:20 a.m., had encouraged that theory.

      But there was a wide window during which she could have gone missing. One of the hotel staff remembered her at breakfast that morning. Her family hadn’t known she was missing until she failed to call them after dinner. That left nine hours for something to happen to her, either during the hike or on either side.

      To answer the questions of when and where, Carla needed to figure out how the girl had intended to get to the trail. It was too far to walk to from the hotel room, and there was no evidence Eileen had rented a car. She might have taken a taxi, a shuttle bus, or worse, Uber. Spending her work hours looking into the seedy part of humanity might have darkened Carla’s view of her fellow mankind, but she hated the concept of Uber. In her eyes, it was barely a step above hitchhiking. At least taxi drivers had to go through rigorous background checks.

      Helmer wasn’t exactly a suburban utopia, but it wasn’t a hellhole, either. Rapes were more common than Carla liked. Theft reports were frequent. But manslaughter was rare, and when it happened, it was usually accidental, such as drunk driving and bar fights that went too far. Deliberate, premeditated murders almost never landed on Carla’s desk.

      Still, Eileen was a prime candidate—a young, pretty blond girl with an inviting smile, travelling alone in a strange city. The photos made her look trusting. She was slim, but without any of the muscle that would come from self-defence classes.

      “Carla?”

      The word was a whisper, and Carla didn’t hear it until it was repeated. She turned to face the door, phone still pressed to her ear, to find Viv standing there. The receptionist wore cloth roses in her hair this time. She bounced on her heels and gave a nervous wave.

      “I’m free,” Carla said, not moving the phone. “What’s up?”

      “Sorry to bother you, but we’ve had another call from that guy. Todd Marson. He’s becoming, uh, agitated. He says you’re not returning his calls.”

      Carla let her head drop back and her eyes roll up into her skull. “Tell him to sod off and let me do my bloody job.”

      “Should I—”

      “No, no, don’t actually tell him that.” Carla pressed her palm into her temple. “I’ve already spoken to him twice. Unless he has something meaningful to contribute… and meaningful by our measure, not his… give him an excuse. Tell him I’m investigating leads or something.”

      “Sure.” Viv began backing out of the door. “He, um, he was very insistent that you investigate a gentleman in one of Hershberger’s photos…?”

      “Yes, yes, he’s mentioned that. Once or twice.”

      The man to Carla’s left, Lau, snorted a laugh. He would have heard some of Carla’s phone calls with Todd Marson.

      Carla shrugged. “Fact is, that photo was taken on Thursday, and Hershberger went missing on Sunday. Considering how many people Hershberger would have interacted with on any one day, the significance is minimal.”

      “Right. Excuses, it is.”

      Carla gave Viv a thumbs-up then let her smile fall into a scowl as she turned back to her desk. She shouldn’t have agreed to sit on the phone with the hotel clerk. She’d been waiting for at least twenty minutes by that point and could have been using the time to make progress elsewhere.

      Social media had been a blessing for police officers. In days gone past, a lot of Carla’s work would have been based on interviews, he-said-she-said scenarios, and eyewitness accounts. Now, people uploaded their lives to the cloud. There was nothing more satisfying than being able to pull up videos of idiot teens breaking public property—film the teens had taken and uploaded themselves—in court. Those cases were easy and quick to close.

      It had helped her narrow down Hershberger’s activity on Sunday, as well. The woman had taken a photo at breakfast, tangible proof that she was safe and well. The status update an hour later could have conceivably been uploaded by a third party who wanted to disguise the hour of Eileen’s disappearance, but it didn’t seem likely. The tone was consistent with earlier posts.

      The conspicuous absence of photos following the hike, while not definite, did point towards trouble either before, during, or immediately after the trip to the forest.

      She still hoped Carla’s Law would play out and Eileen would be found without the police’s help. But they’d passed forty-eight hours since Hershberger’s last sighting, and with each passing minute, it became increasingly unlikely that Eileen would be found safe and well.

      The phone clicked, and the clerk, breathless, returned. “I’m so sorry for keeping you waiting. But I have something that might help. I called all of the staff members who were on duty Sunday, and one of them remembers Ms. Hershberger. She asked them to phone a shuttle bus that could take her to the Ashlough Forest trails. It was due to pick her up at eleven.”

      “Good.” Carla clicked her pen and held it over her notepad. “I’m going to need that staff member’s name and contact details, as well as the name of the shuttle bus company.”
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        Tuesday, 8:10 p.m.

      

      

      

      Todd sat at the bar, clutching his drink in both hands. He didn’t remember what he’d ordered, but it was a brown liquor in the bottom of a glass and tasted like liquid garbage.

      He’d arrived at Helmer the previous afternoon. It had taken some time, but he’d eventually located the hotel Eileen had been staying in, using a photo of her in the dining section as a reference. He’d checked into a room there. The reception staff and maids had both been incredibly rude when he’d asked which room Eileen had been staying in, so he hadn’t been able to look for clues in or around it.

      Using the photo of Eileen holding the mocktail, he’d hopped through Helmer’s eight bars. It had taken him longer than he would have liked. He hadn’t wanted to waste money on a taxi, so he’d been forced to walk from location to location. The town wasn’t big, thankfully, but it had taken him two nights to find the right watering hole.

      His funds were short. He’d paid for the earliest flight he could get, which had cost a premium, and booked in to Eileen’s hotel at the last moment, which had cost another premium. He was also paying for drinks at the bar to justify his presence there. He didn’t have enough left for a plane ticket home. He would need to lean on someone for that; maybe Eileen’s family would look after him when he found their daughter.

      In the meantime, his priority was finding the guy in the picture. He had a photocopy set on the bench in front of himself, and every time the door opened, he examined the new arrival.

      The more Todd looked at the photo, the more he became convinced there was something wrong with the guy. He was nearly a head taller than Eileen and seemed to lean over her possessively. He looked sleazy, too, wearing sunglasses on top of his head even though he was indoors and a cheap jacket over a plain T-shirt. The photo cut off at his waist, but it looked like he was wearing loose jeans.

      Most people said not to judge a book by its cover, but Todd believed a cover could tell a lot about the story inside. He always dressed well, combed his hair, and kept himself clean. He had acne and a large nose, but they weren’t his fault. He took care of his appearance.

      Guys like the man in the photo didn’t take care of their appearance, which meant they probably didn’t take care of the stuff on the inside, either. Todd liked to read. He liked to know about current events, even though he very rarely met anyone who was intellectual enough to discuss them. The man in the photo probably cared about nothing except drinking, partying, and hitting on pretty girls. Todd found the attitude repulsive.

      It was just a shame that girls always went for the jerks. Because Todd was quiet and not a blowhard, it took longer for girls to notice him and longer still for them to get to know him. But if they took the time to, they would find he had so much more to offer.

      Eileen wasn’t like the other girls, though. She knew better than to run after the jerks. Gradually, she and Todd had been growing closer. She was still getting to know him, but he thought she was starting to like him just as much as he liked her. He’d just needed a little more time to fully win her over.

      The pub was half-empty on a Tuesday night. Todd had been there for nearly three hours, sipping liquor and staring at the crowd. He felt like he was starting to become unwelcome, but it was his only lead. All he needed was for the jerk to walk through the door, then he could get the truth out of him… either with force or without. The other man would have to make that choice.

      “Can I get you anything else?” The bartender leaned on the counter. His smile was polite but not friendly.

      Todd looked down at his glass. It still had a tablespoon of liquid in it. “I’m fine for a while more. Thanks.”

      As the barkeep stepped away, Todd let his eyes rove from his glass to the photo. He was prepared to come back to the club every evening if that was what it took, but maybe it wouldn’t be necessary. He cleared his throat. “Wait, uh, wait!”

      The barkeep turned back to him. “Changed your mind?”

      “Uh—” Todd pushed the photo across the bench. “Just a question. I’m looking for this guy. I think he might be a regular here.”

      The man picked up the photo, gave it a quick scan, and passed it back. “Sorry. I know all of my regulars, and he’s not one of them.”

      “But…” Frustration built. The stranger in the photo had to come back. He was the missing piece of the puzzle. Without him, Todd had nothing.

      “I don’t know the girl, either,” the barkeep said. “We get a lot of tourists in here. He would have been in town for a few nights, but you’re not going to find him now.”

      “You don’t know that. He… he was here last week…”

      “Yeah. I know.” The barkeep pointed a finger at the guy in the photo. “See that design on his jacket? He’s from a New Zealand college. We had a bunch of them in last week, but they left on Friday. Unless he decided to stay behind, he’d be long gone.”

      Feeling as though he’d been slapped, Todd opened his mouth then closed it again. If the jerk left on Friday, he couldn’t be involved with Eileen’s disappearance. Which left Todd feeling as though he was trying to grasp at smoke. He had no leads, no clues, no way to find her, and no way to get home.

      “So…” The barkeep drummed his fingers on the bench. “Can I get you another drink or what?”
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        Wednesday, 7:50 a.m.

        Lower Andrea River, base of Cobb Mountains

      

      

      

      Pete’s Wellingtons made sucking noises as he pulled them out of the mud. It had rained the previous night, not heavily and not for long, but it had been enough to swell the river. The shrimp were more active after rain. He carried a half dozen small shrimp baskets over one shoulder and a bucket in his spare hand. With just a tiny bit of good luck, he and his wife would be feasting on a platter heaped with crustaceans later that night.

      He’d lived in the valley below the mountains for most of his seventy years, but Pete still felt a sense of awe wash over him every time he looked up at the green-and-brown behemoth. He’d seen the valley change. Forest had become farming land, houses had become hotels, and now the unknown, uncrowded fishing places were growing few and far between. But the mountain never changed. It had lived there for an eternity and would probably survive an eternity more as long as the politicians found a way to stop themselves from instigating nuclear war.

      The rushing, bubbling river seemed to call Pete forward as he waded through the marshy field. This part of the river was his secret haven. The tourists hadn’t discovered it, thank heaven, and no one was using the field that bordered it. But the water was teeming with shrimp. A few hours spent putting down the baskets and scooping up their catch would give him and his wife a meal that would have cost them more than a hundred dollars in a hotel.

      Pete took care as he crept down the incline to the riverbank. He was feeling his age. Each year made the slippery mud a little riskier and the threat of a broken hip a little more immediate. He sent up a silent prayer of thanks as his boots touched the rocks bordering the river.

      The water was faster and clearer than normal thanks to the rain. He followed the bank until he found the little sheltered, slow-moving corners the shrimp seemed to favour. He dropped a couple of baskets in each. He didn’t need to use bait. Shrimp were naturally curious and would explore the new addition to their homes without needing any temptation. Once they passed the narrow opening, they would find the wicker weave made it difficult to leave. Pete could scoop the baskets out, pop their top off, and tip the shrimp into his bucket.

      He dropped another basket then straightened to stretch his back. Something glassy caught the sunlight. The shape was trapped in the reeds and mud of the riverbank, and at first glance, it looked like a small, dark rock. As Pete got closer, he recognised the lens of a camera. He’d once owned one a lot like it.

      Pete straddled the riverbank and a submerged stone as he bent to pull the camera out of the mud. It was heavy and looked like an expensive brand. He was used to seeing tourists carrying them, though their popularity had waned in the previous years as handheld phones capable of taking both video and photos won the consumerist war.

      He turned it over. A small tag had been attached to the underside. Water damage had bled away nearly all of the ink, but enough remained that even Pete’s fallible eyes could figure out the name: Eileen Hershberger. Below that was a mobile number.

      Pete shook water and mud off the camera and climbed out of the riverbed. An unfortunate tourist had probably lost the camera on one of the bridges upriver. If it was digital, it was almost certainly ruined. If it used real film, it might still be salvaged with a bit of TLC. Pete followed the river to another shrimp haven, dropped the last of his baskets, then took his mobile out of his pocket. It was an old model, back from the days when they were competing to make their screens as small as possible instead of growing bigger each year. It didn’t show movies or browse the internet, but it would work well enough to call the emergency helpline if he slipped and fell, which was the only reason he carried it.

      He dialled the number from the base of the camera and listened to his phone ring. There was no answer, and the phone wouldn’t even take a message. Pete tried a second time but wasn’t surprised when he got the same result. He was tempted to leave the camera on the riverbank.

      It must have spent some time in the river, because it was still dripping. Pete shook off the excess water and tried pressing the camera’s button. To his surprise, the bulb went off, saturating the reeds with its harsh flash. That answered one question, at least. The camera wasn’t digital, and it still worked. That meant there was some point in trying to find its owner. If Eileen Hershberger didn’t answer her phone, he could drop it in at the police station and let them handle it.

      Pete slung the strap around his neck and tried to ignore the way the water soaked into his shirt. He began hiking back upstream to see if his first traps had caught anything yet.
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        Thursday, 11:30 a.m.

      

      

      

      Carla’s week had started badly and was getting worse with every passing day. Gould was still out sick, and his caseload remained Carla’s responsibility. She’d been yelled at twice by civilians and four times by Decker for being slow. She was actually, genuinely putting in effort, but the universe was conspiring to make her job as difficult as possible.

      She’d spent most of the previous day trying to track down leads relating to the Hershberger case. As much as Ms. Krensky believed her neighbour’s habit of mowing at six in the morning should be Carla’s top priority, Carla was trying to direct her efforts towards the cases that really, genuinely mattered—such as a person who had been missing for four days.

      The more Carla dug into the case, the more she developed a pit of uneasiness in her stomach. It was growing messy. Initially, she’d hoped it would be as simple as Eileen growing tired of her parents’ overly possessive behaviour and running away for a few days. It was no longer possible to believe that. Eileen had been at uni for a year before taking the vacation—studying to become a middle school teacher—and everyone Carla spoke to agreed that she had been looking forward to starting the next year. She phoned her parents every evening not because they demanded it, but because she wanted to. She had a healthy social life, no evidence of drugs or debts, and no sketchy boyfriends in the picture.

      That left two options: she had met foul play or become lost in the forest. And Carla couldn’t even get a feel for which eventuality was more likely.

      The hotel concierge said a shuttle had collected Eileen to take her to the forest. Carla had shown the shuttle driver Eileen’s photographs, and he claimed to remember her, but she got the sense he was saying what he thought she wanted to hear. He’d made a stop at Eileen’s hotel, that was certain; another family had boarded at the same time. Carla was still trying to track them down.

      If Eileen had gotten onto the shuttle bus, it would have taken her to the forest. The driver said all passengers—at least twenty—disembarked then, and he had picked up a group later that afternoon to return them home. The driver didn’t remember if Eileen was part of that returning group, but he thought she must have been. However, he hadn’t stopped back at Eileen’s hotel.

      It was possible Eileen had gone somewhere for dinner. The shuttle bus made several trips to the forest each day, but if she was planning to hike a trail instead of just sitting and looking at the scenery, Eileen would have had to return late in the afternoon—around five thirty. She might have gotten off the shuttle near an eatery and walked back to the hotel.

      That was as far as Carla’s tracking skills had gotten her. She’d put out a public request for people to contact the station if they’d seen Eileen on Sunday, but a lot of the people on the shuttle bus were tourists who had already moved on to a new destination.

      Carla had requested a search party to start scouring Ashlough Forest, but it was hard to do much with so little information. A dozen trails led through the forest, some twenty-minute round trips, some full-day hikes. Without knowing which track Eileen had taken, they would need to canvass more than a hundred square kilometres, which was impossible. Helmer Station had a limited police force, and helicopter search missions were expensive enough to hurt their budget. It was hard to argue that resources should be directed towards a search when Carla wasn’t completely sure Eileen had gone missing in the mountains.

      Decker had agreed to send three men to search the trails. That was the best he would do without more compelling evidence, or at the very least, an idea of which track Eileen had hiked.

      Carla had planned to spend time that day tracking down the tourists on the shuttle bus. If even just one of them remembered Eileen, Carla could narrow down the search. That had been the plan, anyway. She’d walked into the office that morning to see Viv, wearing fake tulips in her hair, waving to get her attention.

      “A parcel was dropped off yesterday afternoon. A man found a camera in a river. It has a name on it. Eileen Hershberger. That’s a case you’re working on, isn’t it?”

      Carla could have melted a hole through the floor with the sheer strength of her anger. The camera had to be a significant lead, and it had been sitting in the station for most of a day without her knowing. Apparently, no one had recognised the name, and it was considered a standard lost-and-found situation. An officer had tried calling Eileen to tell her to pick up her camera, and it was only after he’d spent most of the day trying to get through to her that someone recognised the name was connected to Carla’s case.

      The camera could have saved Carla half a precious day. It confirmed that Eileen had gone missing in the mountains. The camera had been found in the lower Andrea River, and the higher parts of the stream ran across several of the hiking trails. Carla was working on the theory that Eileen had dropped the camera in the river. It had rained on Tuesday night, and the flow would have washed it down to the mountain’s base.

      Carla hadn’t expected the girl to own a film camera. Everyone seemed to have graduated to digital, unless they were trying to be hipsters. She hadn’t even known that film development shops were still open. A quick search on the internet confirmed that none had survived in Helmer, but one still existed in the next town over, where a camera store still offered film-development services.

      The film clerk handed Carla an envelope full of photos. She peeked in at them. By her calculation, there were several dozen. She was attracting stares by sitting in the camera store, so she took the photos back to the station, where she could look at them at her leisure.

      She plopped the stack down on her desk and began examining them. The first pictures had been taken in Helmer. Carla recognised their town hall, their wildlife park, and their theatre. Eileen appeared in some of the photos, apparently having asked a stranger to take the pictures for her. She was beaming in every single one. Her face had become uncomfortably familiar to Carla over the previous days.

      After that, there were a series of pictures taken from inside the forest. One showed Eileen swimming in one of the natural pools. She had propped the camera in the hollow of a tree and set a delayed timer to capture herself splashing in the water. She’d also photographed a waterfall and large trees, as well as a signpost.

      Then, abruptly, the tone changed. Eileen had taken photos at night. The harsh flash highlighted near branches and leaves, their colours distorted and polarised. The light couldn’t cut through the darkness between the nearest trunks. It left great swaths of black filling the pictures.

      Carla kept flipping. The remainder of the pictures were almost identical. Sometimes the angle changed slightly. A couple looked in a different direction. But predominantly, the camera was capturing the same scene. They showed the same branches and the same trees.

      “Why?” Carla reached the end of the stack and flipped back to count them. Eileen had used a complete thirty-six-pack of film. The first eight photos were normal—the kind of pictures a young adult social butterfly might take. Then five snapshots of the forest in daylight. The final twenty-three were all taken at night.

      Carla might have thought she was using the flash to see her way in the dark, except the position never changed. The angle suggested Eileen might have been sitting when she took them.

      It was possible Eileen had been trying to signal someone. Repeated flashes of light directed towards the nearest habitation might have attracted attention… if Eileen hadn’t been in the middle of the forest. Carla occasionally spent her weekends hiking in Ashlough, where the trees created a natural filter for both noise and light. Walking even a short distance from the group made a person invisible. If Eileen had heard someone walking nearby—another hiker, maybe—then they would have heard her if she’d yelled. There was no purpose in using light instead.
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