The sun, peeping its head through the bedroom window, woke Mac up from the fitful sleep of the hot August night.  She rolled over, turning her back to the sun. The alarm clock blared in protest. She slapped the nightstand until she found it. Never opening her eyes, she turned it off.  Forgetting what time she had set it for, she picked it up and squinted at it through tired eyes. “Six in the morning! Damn!” she thought “Another restless night. Why even go to bed?” Internet searches had kept her up until the early hours if the morning. It had been too hot to go to bed.  With her foot, she nudged a hairy lump at the end of the bed “Flicka? Why don’t you go do my work? I’m too frickin’ tired.” The three-legged blue merle Border Collie looked at her, then stretched out, letting out a deep sigh. “So much for man’s best friend!” snorted Mac.

She rose, dressed, and grabbed a can of Mt Dew out of a box by the computer. Chugging half of it without stopping, she then proceeded to think about the day. “I need a month’s paid vacation and go back into the mountains.” she mumbled to herself while scratching her head. Glancing back at Flicka she thought, “Lucky dog!”


She walked into the kitchen of her small apartment. Chase, her friend and working partner, had let herself into the house and greeted Mac with the usual “Its about damb time. You gonna sleep all day?” Mac smirked at her then reached into the fridge for some left over pizza. She leaned back against the counter and took two large bites. “Where’s mine?” teased Chase. “You know where the fridge is.” replied Mac with a full mouth. 

 Instant Messaging had kept Chase and her in contact while researching old cases on the Net.  Chase had still been on line when Mac called it a night. 

 
“So what time did you finally crash? Mac asked between mouthfuls


“Oh about two” Chase replied, peering into the fridge, “You’d starve to death if you had to live on what’s in here”. Noticing two shriveled up pizza slices, she decided to pass on breakfast.

“Did you find any new information? Anything we might be able to use?”

“Well nothing we can use. But I did found something interesting”

“And?”

“Some studies were done on cadavers recently. They are saying that it takes almost 6 times longer for a body to decompose now days. They say it’s due to all the preservatives people eat”

“And what does this have to do with my line of work?”

“Well…nothing. Except maybe that pizza”

“I’d tell you, you where full of shit Chase. But I’ll keep my opinions to myself”


Mac sat down at the table.  “So anymore on that lost kid?” she asked. Yesterday a child had turned up missing at a local campground. Chase had been keeping tabs on it. Mac knew that if the child was not located soon, she would be called on  “Not yet” replied Chase,” Phil is looking into the matter. He will call me if they need us.” 


Mac had been studying murder cases. It left her tired and irritable. Perhaps locating a lost person might be a nice break from the depressing files she had been viewing these last 4 months. However if the outcome were not good it might leave her feeling more depressed. She stared out the kitchen window, hoping Phil would not call.

 Her mind drifted back to thoughts of her last track. The killer’s scent was so fresh. She took it immediately. Phil was there. Following her on her tracking. Chase stayed behind at the scene. She had warned Phil about Mac. “When Mac tracks she is not aware of her surroundings. She follows the scent. That’s all that is on her mind. Stay alert. If you see her in danger, stop her.”  A car struck Mac that day. She spent four days in the hospital. Mac reflected on that.  “Some help!” she huffed out loud “And I was so close!”

 “What?” inquired Chase

“Oh I was just thinking about my last track”

“You really shouldn’t be so hard on Phil about that.”

“I don’t see where I’m being hard on him. Considering he almost got me killed.”

“Well…it was his first time”

“And his last!” 

Chase looked hurt. Mac knew her partner had a soft spot in her heart for Phil.

“Hey look” Mac continued, sounding apologetic,” When I’m tracking, my partner has to be there for me. I have to be able to trust that person. If I have any doubt in my mind, I just can’t work. Nothing works if I can’t totally concentrate. I’m sorry Chase but that one incident made me lose trust in him. You have to do it from now on. No one else”

“Look all I was saying was…” Interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone, Chase looked at the tiny screen and replied.” Its Phil” Mac knew it was time to roll.

The campground was flooded with Search and Rescue crews, volunteers, Police and Sheriff authorities, and one Medical team. Off alone a distressed couple sat. Mac felt they had to be the parents. As Mac and Chase exited the SUV, Flicka prepared to get out. “Sorry girl.” Mac said “Not this time.” The Border Collie barked once then whined. Mac patted her head “Maybe next time, eh?” She turned around just as Phil walked up. With concern in his eyes, he spoke.

“Mac. There have been people all over those woods. You still think you can do it?”

“Providing they haven’t muddied the scent up too much, I might” Mac replied” Those are the parents right?”

“Yeah. Haven’t said much.”

“Gee Phil. Wonder why?” said Mac sarcastically

“Your still sore at me aren’t you?”

Mac never responded. 

 As she approached the distraught parents, she could see the tear stained face of the mother. The father’s eyes were hollow. Her heart went out to them.

The mother looked up “You must be the woman they talked about. The psychic.” 

“I’m not a psychic.  I have a highly developed sense of smell. I use psychical clues, not supernatural powers.  Do you have something of hers I can use?”

The mother handed her a small blanket. “She liked to sit on this…on the ground. She was sitting on this just before she disappeared.” Pointing with a unsteady hand she added” Over there… by that tree. Don’t you see it?” Mac nodded and smiled slightly.

Mac walked over to the crowd. She turned and looked at the tree, then the blanket, then at the crowd.  She let out an ear splitting whistle that caught everyone’s attention.

“People, I need your help. I have been called here to do my work but I can’t unless I have TOTAL cooperation! I need for you ALL to stay here. I do not want anyone out there. I know that you have all been here helping and that’s great. I thank you, and her mom and dad thank you. I know you’d all like to be there when we find her. But my work requires only my partner and myself. So please, stay here until you hear from us. ”

With that Mac walked out to the tree, Chase followed her.


Mac closed her eyes and took a long smell of the blanket. She then dropped it and took a few steps forward. She took a deep breath, held it momentarily, relaxed and released it. Then she flared her nostrils and inhaled deeply. Her mind started ruling out the common scents. “Weeding” she called it. The trees, the ground, the grass, the air, Chase…another scent entered. Phil! She spun around.

 “What the hell are you doing here!” she snapped

“I asked him to come Mac,” replied Chase, “He needs to learn how to follow you.”

Mac drew a breath to say something, and then she saw the look of pleading in Chase’s eyes. She held her breath for a moment and ran her fingers her hair. “Alright” she said, “Just keep him out of my way!”

Mac went back to her concentration. She continued her weeding until she detected the scent of the child. With her mind locked into the scent she headed north.


They walked single file. Mac in the lead, then Chase, and Phil. Chase showed Phil just the right amount of space to give Mac, what to watch for, and any little detail she could think of.  Phil remarked at how Mac was oblivious to anything. “She walks like she’s in a trance” he commented. “That is the very reason you need to stay alert, Phil” Chase was quick to point out.


After several hundred yards Mac stopped. She stood still. Another weeding ritual. Then she turned and spoke. “There is someone with her now. A man.”  She headed east.


Another few yards, and she stopped again. She tipped her head back a bit and sniffed. “She is right here in this area”. She headed into some bushes. A small form was lying on the ground. Not moving. Mac checked for breathing. “Yes!” Mac thought to herself. She motioned to Chase and Phil.  Phil covered the chilled battered little girl with his jacket; while Chase radioed back that the child had been found alive. “The man’s scent is still on the trail” said Mac, “I am going to continue on”  And with that she turned and left.

 Another weeding ritual, then Mac continued east. This time only Chase followed. A few hundred yards more. A road. The scent stopped where car tracks picked up. It was another dead end. Mac growled in anger. Picking up a handful of dirt, she flung it out into the road. “You son of a bitch!” she screamed, “I’ll remember your scent! You will not get away. VINCERO!!!!!!!!!” Chase stood by silently. She waited while Mac vented her anger. Soon it was over. Chase quietly walked up and put a hand on Mac’s shoulder. Mac blindly spun around ready for a fight, but then her eyes focused on Chase. “Come on Mac,” Chase gently said, “Lets go back”. Mentally drained and physically tired, Mac followed her back to the campsite. 


Mac sat on a stump away from the crowd. She watched as the Medical team loaded the child into the ambulance. The child had been battered, yet it was unknown if sexually assaulted. Tests at the hospital would determine that. Mac hoped the child would not regain consciousness until those tests were over. She heard once how humiliating they are to an adult. A child simply wouldn’t understand. Flicka lay at Mac’s feet. She rolled over and rubbed her back on the ground, happy to be out of the vehicle. As she lay on her back she looked up at Mac.  Mac couldn’t help but smile. Flicka got up, shook, and put her front leg up on Mac lap. Mac put her arms around the dog’s neck, hugged her, and stared off blankly. Footsteps snapped her back into reality. It was the child’s parents.

“We want to thank you for finding our baby”, said the father, “You are a miracle worker.”

“If I was a miracle worker I would have been able to find the man as well”

“No. We have her back now. She is safe.  That’s what is important to us. Finding the man can come later.”

Mac looked off north  “It is important to me to find what I’m tracking” 

“But it seems to me that you did”, said the mother “You started out only to find our baby. You should be proud for a job well done. If there is ever anything we can do to repay you…”

“No. You already have. A thank you is always enough for me.”

 “Well…thank you again.”

Mac smiled at them.


Chase walked over. Mac made room for her on the stump. Flicka put her front leg on Chase’s lap. As Chase played with the dog’s soft ears, she spoke. “You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. You are your own worst critic. You can’t win every time.”

“I haven’t been winning at all lately”, sighed Mac

“And what the hell do you call what you just did? Shit Mac, if you hadn’t found her she probably would have died!”

“Yeah. But now there is some nut running around free to do this to other kids. And that’s what pisses me off! “

“OK…your right. But you don’t need to mentally beat yourself up each time you don’t win. In this game winning is like a treat, not a daily meal”

“Not my game!”

Chase let out a long sigh “OK Mac. Whatever. Its just that…”

“Could you just drop it already!”

 Shocked at her self, Mac quickly apologized. “Hey. Sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

“Sokay Mac. It’s been a long day”

Mac looked again at Flicka. “Yeah” she said somberly, “I’ll be glad when it’s over”

She watched as Phil talked to the parents. Chase noticed her staring at him.” He did his best today.” Chase pointed out” I wish you’d quit being so hard on him. So he screwed up. He knows it. He feels bad about it.”

“Yeah right!” snorted Mac.

“Quit treating him like shit. Christ Mac, what do you want? An apology written in blood? What? God damn it Mac. I’m really getting tired of this!”

Mac sat in silence for a moment. Then finally, quietly, she spoke “You really want to know what I want?”

“What?”

She looked in Phil’s direction and said quietly, “I want to be able to trust him again”

Chase felt sad about this whole situation, and she blamed herself for it.  It was hard to imagine that just a few short weeks ago she, Phil, and Mac were inseparable partners. They had so much trust in one another.  But now it was different.  Mac had been hurt when a person she put her trust in let her down terribly. In this game Phil had broken the golden rule. He was not there to back up his partner, and Mac almost lost her life because of it. Chase mentally kicked herself. She should have known Phil wasn’t ready to follow Mac. Now it was up to her to get the trio back together.

