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Beep, beep, beep! The shrills of the smoke alarm sounded in the hall, followed by people yelling and running. Jane grasped the door handle with her free hand and tugged. It didn’t budge.

I’m locked in! Panic welled inside her. There were no windows in the room. How was she going to get out?

She pounded on the steel door with the sides of her fists. “Help! I’m locked inside! Someone, please, help!”

Nausea grew in her and a feeling of faintness enveloped her.

The door lurched beneath her hands.

“Jane!” Ridge yelled. “Are you in there?”

“Ridge,” she cried. “I’m locked in.” Tears burned the backs of her eyes. Please let him get me out.

“I have to get help. I’ll be right back.”

“Hurry.” Jane pressed her cheek against the cool metal door. “There’s gas or something coming through the vents.”

Silence followed. Had he heard her plea before he went for help? She glanced around. A dense haze filled the small room. She mumbled to herself, “Ridge will get it open. He won’t leave me trapped in here.”

Please, hurry. Before I die.
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Let all bitterness, and wrath, and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from you, with all malice: And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.

—Ephesians  4:31–32

[image: ]






For Kristy, Clyde and Quintin. I would not have finished this book without you. Love y’all!




Contents

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Epilogue

Dear Reader

Excerpt

About the Publisher






ONE

Adjunct professor Jane Mason glanced out the window of her second-floor classroom. An inky black sky with a smattering of stars and no moon blanketed the Blackberry Falls Community College campus. The large round clock on the back wall showed it was already 10:45 p.m. Where had the time gone? She hadn’t intended to stay on campus this late.

It was finals week for the summer semester, so her Foundations of Forensic Photography students could leave class as they submitted their exams. Her last student had left almost two hours ago, but Jane had remained to grade the exams, feeling the need to wrap up her duties as quickly as possible so she could focus on solving her Aunt Nikki’s murder before Grandma Mason’s dementia stole the rest of her memories.

Jane had never considered her ability to help solve cold cases using photo-enhancing software until Chief Evan Bradshaw approached her with a case involving a hitchhiker killed in a hit-and-run ten years ago—long before she joined the force as a forensic photographer. The officer who’d taken the photos of the crime scene—an untrained photographer—had done the best he could. But rain and fog had made the images useless.

It had taken many hours bent over her laptop, but Jane had successfully cleared up the photos, revealing a partial license plate number the victim had written in the dirt. As a result, the police had arrested a suspect in a matter of weeks.

Local news outlets had flocked to the story. It wasn’t until one reporter mentioned Jane’s family connection to the Brush Hollow Reservoir Murders—a cold case that had haunted the residents of Blackberry Falls for twenty-three years—that she’d even entertained the thought of solving Aunt Nikki’s murder. Now, Jane was worse than a child asking why a thousand times a day. Every free moment she had, she was searching through the archives in the college library and asking questions to the staff members who’d worked on campus when Aunt Nikki had been a student.

She’d heard the story of the murders her entire life. A man and his young son on a fishing trip found the bodies of nineteen-year-old second-year students Nikki and her roommate Phoebe, five days after they disappeared. The evidence indicated that someone had strangled both victims. Police suspected someone murdered them elsewhere and then transported their bodies to the remote location for disposal. There were no signs of forced entry or a struggle in their apartment, and the murder location remained a mystery to this day.

Grandma Mason had lived with the senseless death of her only daughter for nearly a quarter of a century. She deserved closure, even if it would only be a fleeting moment of understanding because of Alzheimer’s. Jane would not step away from this case.

While she had always viewed her photography skills as a tool to provide investigators the ability to see minute details perpetrators hoped would remain hidden, helping Evan solve a cold case had given her even greater satisfaction. Using photo-editing software to enhance blurry or overexposed pictures and sharpening the image so every detail was clear had felt like pulling back a curtain to reveal a surprise. Thankfully, the results of her efforts had produced the desired outcome and the hit-and-run murderer was behind bars. It would happen again. This time for Aunt Nikki and Phoebe. Jane would make sure of it.

A shudder danced along Jane’s spine, and her entire body shook. For the first time, she noticed the eerie blanket of quietness that had settled over the classroom. The ticking clock beat to the rhythm of her heart.

All the evening classes would have been dismissed by now. Even the library would be closed. The librarian, Mrs. Forrester, was a stickler for keeping to the schedule, having students make their way to the door five minutes before closing. Mrs. Forrester would have filed out behind them, turning off the lights and locking the door at ten o’clock on the dot. Jane doubted she’d see another soul on her way out, since the parking lot would probably also be empty.

Time to go home. She would come in early tomorrow and finish up before her Photography 101 class. The students were presenting their portfolios, which would count for 30 percent of their final grade, and completing a short final exam. Thankfully, her teaching assistant would be around to help grade the portfolios and enter the final grades into the computer. Which would allow Jane time to finish the end-of-semester paperwork, setting her free to work on her aunt’s case for two weeks before she had to prepare for the fall semester classes to begin.

Turning off her computer, she slid it into her satchel. Then she stood and draped the strap over her head and across her body. Quickly crossing to the door, she stepped into the hall—lit only by the emergency exit signs and the eerie glow coming from the vending machines at the opposite end. Another shiver raced up her spine.

A bunny hopped over your grave. Granny Mason’s raspy voice echoed in the back of Jane’s mind.

“That’s just an old wives’ tale, Granny,” she mumbled under her breath.

Her dad’s response to seven-year-old Jane crying over one of her great-grandmother’s many superstitions came to mind. Never give in to fear, baby girl. If fear controls you, you’ll never be free.

Straightening her shoulders and releasing a slow breath, she pulled her keys out of the front pocket of her satchel. Then promptly dropped them on the floor. What was wrong with her? Why was she so jittery tonight? She had never been one to be afraid of shadows in the dark.

Unlike her cousin Carolina, who only watched sappy love stories and cooking shows, Jane spent most of her evenings watching murder mysteries and true crime dramas. Her mind, always intrigued, worked to figure out the clues. That, along with her love of photography, was what led her to earn a master’s degree in criminal justice with a focus on crime scene photography.

While at the University of Colorado in Denver, she’d met and fallen in love with Barry, who was a business major. He graduated a semester before her and accepted a job in Chicago. Dreaming of a future with Barry, Jane had planned to move to be closer to him. As her final semester drew to a close, she had been offered her dream job in Chicago.

Two days later, her twin brother, Justin—who had followed their best-friend Ridge Snyder into the Navy straight out of high school—had died in combat. That had been the beginning of the end of hers and Barry’s relationship and of Jane’s dream of working in a big city.

Her mother’s distress at losing her son six months after losing Jane’s father to a sudden heart attack—and her fear of losing her only daughter to a job a thousand miles away—had kept Jane home. She’d originally only planned to stay for a few weeks, but Chief Bradshaw had offered her a summer job as a forensic photographer for his office. Then, a month later, an adjunct professor position became available at the college. And in a blink, two months became four years. She enjoyed both jobs, but her work with the Blackberry Falls Police Department wasn’t at all what she’d envisioned when she earned her degree. In her four years assisting the police department, she had only photographed one crime scene involving a dead body. In that case, the investigation revealed that the victim hadn’t been murdered, but had slipped on ice and fallen on a shovel. The typical crimes in Blackberry Falls, Colorado, population sixteen hundred, mainly comprised robberies, vehicle accidents and high school or college students pulling pranks, like kidnapping their rival’s mascot.

Jane straightened and turned to lock her classroom door. She gasped, her hand instinctively covering her mouth to stifle the scream that wanted to escape. Someone had torn out the front-page article the Blackberry Falls Tribune had published about her involvement solving the cold case hit-and-run and her desire to find her aunt’s killer and taped it to her classroom door. A red marker had been used to draw an image of crosshairs over the photo of her, with her face in the center of the target. Using the same dark red ink, they had written one word below the image… Bang!

With a shaky hand, she snatched the paper from the door, whirled and hurried toward the elevator, her footsteps echoing in the long hallway. The sound of a door banging closed came from the opposite end of the hall. She dared a look over her shoulder. A shadowy figure walked toward her with measured steps, the footsteps sounding with a thud. She could not make out his features, but he appeared too tall to be Professor Clinton or Professor Smythe, the only male professors with classrooms on the floor.

She rounded the corner and crossed to the elevator. She raised her finger to press the call button when the sound of the elevator moving caught her attention. Glancing at the floor indicator, she saw the elevator descending from the fifth floor. Who would be on the elevator after-hours? Could it be the janitor? Or did the man behind her have an accomplice? Was that why he hadn’t been in a hurry? Had he been leading her into a trap? She wouldn’t stick around to find out. Jane darted into the stairwell and began her descent, not even attempting to muffle her footsteps. What was the point? They knew she was there.

Her heart thumped in her chest as she flew down the stairs, thankful that her classroom was on the second floor. As she reached the first-floor landing, she heard the stairwell door to the second floor open. She glanced up. A figure—dressed in black pants and a black hoodie—wearing a white ghost face mask stood on the second-floor landing, staring down at her as the heavy metal door clanged shut behind him.

Fear snaked through her, freezing her in place, her hand on the door handle. She struggled to breathe, her chest tightening as panic overtook her. She met her tormentor’s gaze. “Dear Lord, please, help me,” she prayed aloud, begging God to spare her, even though she hadn’t prayed in four years.

“You should have let the girls rest in peace.” The masked man raised his arm, a gun in his hand. Instantly unfrozen, she jerked the door open. A bullet hit the doorframe. She bolted through the doorway. Adrenaline carried her across the foyer as footsteps echoed in the stairwell. Pushing open the entrance door, she glanced over her shoulder. The man stepped out of the stairwell, and Jane raced into the night, maniacal laughter ringing out behind her.

“You can run, but you can’t hide,” her tormentor yelled tauntingly.

Jane didn’t stop running until she reached her MINI Cooper. Her body shaking uncontrollably, she locked herself inside. Then she took a steadying breath and forced herself to focus. Pressing the Start button, she shifted into Drive and pressed down on the gas pedal, tires squealing as she drove toward the exit.

The memory of Aunt Nikki babysitting Jane and playing dress-up flashed through her mind. Anger at the loss of her beautiful aunt tamped down the fear that coursed through her veins. “Aunt Nikki, as Granny Mason would say, I’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest.”

Growing up, Jane had had an enormous fear of insects with stingers. Right now, a nest full of hornets was less frightening than the masked man with a gun.

* * *

Rolling his shoulders, Ridge Snyder focused on the road ahead of him. It had been an exhausting thirty-six hours. He was ready for a hot shower, food and sleep…and not necessarily in that order. Thankfully, he’d captured Trey Wilborn in Montana before he crossed the Canadian border.

Ridge had never dreamed of becoming a bounty hunter. Yet, here he was, four years after his Navy SEAL career imploded following an ambush that killed his best friend and left Ridge with a left leg full of hardware, chasing down the bad guys. And as much as he enjoyed outsmarting fugitives and earning extra money, being a bounty hunter took a toll on his body. He’d pay the price tomorrow, with achy joints and a pronounced limp.

Harvey Armstrong’s orchard came into view. Ridge rolled down his window, inhaling the sweet scent of peaches as he admired the Milky Way decorating the night sky. A perfect summer’s night. His shoulders relaxed. All was right in his world.

The orchard gave way to a field, and the one-story brick house where Jane Mason lived with her cousin Carolina pulled his attention. Sitting a hundred yards off the road, the house, completely dark on the inside, was illuminated by the headlights from Jane’s yellow MINI Cooper. Where was she headed this time of night?

“None of your business, buddy,” he muttered aloud.

Even though he and Jane had been best friends throughout middle school, high school and well into adulthood, when Justin died, so had their friendship. She blamed him for her twin’s death. For years, he’d blamed himself, too. Returning from war injured and without one of his best friends had been difficult. He’d been angry at himself, God and anyone who dared to tell him none of it was his fault, or God’s.

When he’d moved home, broken and depressed, his mom had suggested he see a counselor. Actually, she hadn’t suggested, she’d insisted. Told him, if he didn’t agree to weekly counseling sessions, he couldn’t stay on the ranch. And even though she couldn’t technically kick him off the ranch, since he was one-third owner of the property, she could have kicked him out of her home, forcing him to sleep in a tent or find other accommodations.

A smile crossed his face as he thought of his mom, all five feet five inches of her coming into his room one afternoon, grabbing his ear and pulling him out of the bed. She’d said there wasn’t room on the ranch for anyone who was going to lie around all day and do nothing. Knowing how difficult it must have been for the woman who loved him the most in the world to give him a dose of reality, especially since it meant he’d have to choose to abide by her rules or leave, had been the jolt he’d needed to work through the mental pain. It hadn’t been an easy task, but eight months into his twice-weekly counseling sessions, he’d had a breakthrough. Nothing that had happened had been his fault, or God’s. Or so he kept trying to convince himself.

Reducing his speed, Ridge craned his neck as he passed Jane’s driveway. Why was she just sitting there? Was she going or coming? She’d had plenty of time to get out of the vehicle or pull out of the drive. Something felt off.

He shifted his gaze to the rearview mirror as he continued down the road. She didn’t move.

“That’s it!” Ridge executed a U-turn. “Something’s wrong. Worst-case scenario, she’s fine and tells me to leave.”

He’d only stopped by once since moving home. That day, Carolina had met him on the front porch and told him Jane didn’t want to see him. He’d caught a glimpse of Jane peeking through the curtains, her eyes red and swollen from crying. It had ripped his heart in half. He hadn’t attempted to see her since that day. Ridge had never imagined a scenario where Justin and Jane weren’t a part of his life.

He activated his blinker, pulled into the driveway and parked his truck behind her compact car. Then he hopped out and jogged over to her as she exited her vehicle, her cell phone pressed to her ear.

“What are you doing here? You scared me.” She leaned against the side of her vehicle and spoke into the phone. “No. I’m fine. It’s only Ridge… Okay…”

Jane held out her phone. “Evan wants to speak to you.”

Ridge furrowed his brow. He’d left Chief Evan Bradshaw fifteen minutes ago, after handing over Trey. Accepting the phone, he lifted it to his ear. “Evan, what’s going on?”

“There was an incident at the college when Jane left work this evening.”

“What happened?”

“Someone made an attempt on her life. I’m headed to the campus now to meet with the security officer and look at the crime scene.”

Crime scene. Ridge tightened his grip on the phone, his eyes scanning Jane for injuries.

“My night duty officer is responding to a single-car accident,” Evan continued. “Could you make sure nothing at her house seems amiss and see that she gets inside safely? She’s had a pretty harrowing night.”

Ridge suspected Jane wouldn’t like Evan’s idea, but if she were in danger, there was no way Ridge would turn his back and walk away. “Sure. Not a problem.” He handed the phone back to her.

She accepted it. “Evan, I’ll… There’s no need for that… I know… Okay. If you think it’s best… Yes, I’ll stop by first thing in the morning and file the report… Goodbye.”

Jane disconnected the phone and puffed out a breath. “I’m supposed to let you check the house.”

Whatever had happened that evening had to be serious for Evan to insist on Ridge filling in when an officer wasn’t available. “Carolina isn’t home?”

“No. She’s in Hawaii with her parents and siblings.”

“Why don’t you wait in your car?”

“No.” She ducked inside her vehicle and emerged with a satchel clutched in her hand. “Evan will expect an all-clear text message from you, so I’ll allow you to accompany me inside.”

Tamping down the desire to argue, he removed his weapon from its shoulder holster. “Okay, but at least allow me to go first. You stay behind me.”

She nodded, handed him her key and fell into step behind him. Except for the sound of crickets chirping and a random bullfrog croaking, all was quiet. He tested the door handle. Locked tight. Inserting the key, he opened the door and stepped into the entry area. Five minutes later, he’d checked every room—including all windows and exterior doors—of the small ranch-style home.

Ridge holstered his weapon. “I’ll let Evan know the house is undisturbed.”

“Thank you.”

Silence fell across the room. He had a thousand things he wanted to say, but he doubted she’d want to hear them. Don’t push it, Snyder. Wait for a better time to offer her the apology you’ve held on to for the past four years.

He looked around, taking in the decor for the first time. The single-story ranch-style house had a real homey feel to it. A photo gallery, featuring pictures of Jane, Justin and their parents, and Carolina, her siblings and parents, filled one entire wall in the living room. A wave of sadness washed over Ridge. He couldn’t help but feel left out, since there were no photos of him on the wall. At one time, he had considered himself Jane and Justin’s honorary sibling.

“I appreciate you seeing me inside safely,” Jane interrupted his thoughts. “I won’t keep you. Evan said you’ve had a long drive today. I’m sure you’re tired.”

Ridge had so many questions he wanted answered. What happened at the college? Who attacked Jane? It had to be serious or Evan wouldn’t make a trip to the campus in the middle of the night. Pursing his lips, he gave a curt nod. “I’ll get out of your way.”

He crossed to the door and paused, his hand on the knob. “Do you still have my phone number?”

“What?” She frowned.

“My phone number. Do you still have it listed in your phone?”

“I…” Jane pursed her lips.

Taking out his phone, he quickly sent a message.

Seconds later, her phone dinged.

“There. You have it now. I know that I’m the last person you want to turn to for help.” His voice cracked, and he forced himself to swallow past the lump in his throat. “Please, don’t let your hatred of me cause you to be reckless. I can reach you faster than the police. If the person who attacked you attempts to break in, calling me first may make the difference in living or dying.”

She blanched. He momentarily regretted his words. If he could shield her from the harsh truths of reality, he would, but if her life were in danger, coddling her wouldn’t help.

“Good night.” Ridge opened the door and stepped outside, pausing in the shadows long enough to hear the deadbolt slide into place before jogging to his truck. He slid into the driver’s seat and slumped over the steering wheel, a wave of emotions assailing him.

Nightmares of the ambush in the jungle haunted him most nights. He couldn’t do anything to bring Justin back. But he could protect Jane. He raised his head and stared at the house. The living room curtains moved, and Jane peered outside. She was obviously anxious for him to leave.

Starting the vehicle, he shifted into gear, backed down the long drive and turned toward the ranch, certain she was still watching. He drove out of sight, but the thought of her being in her home, alone and vulnerable, gnawed at him. Her closest neighbor lived too far away to hear her yell for help. Would she call Ridge if she were afraid? Or would she rely on the police reaching her in time?

There were no finer men or women in law enforcement than those who worked for the Blackberry Falls Police Department, but being a small town with only one officer working the night shift could mean a slow response. And in an emergency, time was of the essence.

“Lord, how did I get to this point in life? I failed Justin. I can’t fail Jane, too.”

Executing a U-turn for the second time that evening, he pressed down on the accelerator. An image of Jane’s face when she saw him earlier flashed through his mind. He eased off the gas pedal. She would be angry if he returned and insisted on guarding her.

Not if she didn’t know he was there. Her house came into view. All the lights were off except for one in the front bedroom. Ridge turned off his headlights and slowed his speed. Pulling off the road and onto the edge of her property, he parked between two pine trees. Turning off the engine, he lowered his windows and reclined his seat. It wouldn’t be the restful night he’d hoped for, but he’d slept in much worse conditions. And if Jane needed him, he’d be there.






TWO

Jane flopped onto her right side, bunched her pillow under her neck and glanced at the clock on the nightstand. It was 2:37 a.m. She’d tossed and turned for two hours and hadn’t closed her eyes once. Her mind refused to quiet and allow her to sleep. Why had Ridge shown up at her house? She wished she had asked him.

He hadn’t stepped foot on the property since Carolina turned him away the day after he moved back home, five months after Justin’s funeral. Whatever the reason for his visit, she was glad he’d shown up when he had. Not that she would ever admit it to him. However, once she’d reached her house and the adrenaline had dissipated, the fear of walking into her dark home alone had taken hold. She had hoped Evan could send an officer out to take her statement, and she had planned to wait in the car until they arrived. Which, thinking back on it now, wasn’t very smart. If the shooter had followed her home, she would have been an easy target.

Someone tried to kill me. She had never considered not being safe in her small hometown. Murders didn’t happen here.

Only they did. The double homicide that had taken her aunt’s life twenty-three years ago was proof of that. Aunt Nikki and Phoebe deserved justice. Jane could not let fear take over. She had to find answers.

With a sigh, Jane sat up and swung her legs off the bed. Then she pushed her feet into her slippers and headed down the hall. No use lying in bed, tossing and turning.

Going into the kitchen, she snagged her favorite ceramic mug out of the cabinet and quickly made herself a cup of chai tea using her single-serve coffee maker. She added a splash of cream to the tea and then carried the mug into the bedroom that she had converted into a home office. Not wanting the harsh glare of the overhead light, she switched on the floor lamp and crossed to her desk that sat in front of the only window in the room. Settling into her desk chair, she looked out over the backyard. Illuminated by the full moon, she could make out the shapes of the trees and shrubs and the small garden shed that housed the lawn mower. The world around her was asleep. A sense of calm enveloped her.

Jane turned her chair to face her desk and pressed the power button on her desktop computer, then she glanced around her office. It was her favorite room in the house. The one place where she could let go of the cares of the world and lose herself in her work and creativity. The world of forensic photography was one of death and violence. To offset the doom and gloom, she made it a priority to take colorful nature photos at every opportunity. Her office reflected this.

Framed prints of her photos of sunsets over the Rocky Mountains decorated pale cream walls. And she had selected room accents to match the colors in the sunsets. A multicolored rug adorned the hardwood floor, and in the corner with a built-in bookcase, she’d placed a sunflower-­yellow chair with vibrant pillows and a lightweight cobalt-­blue throw blanket. Even though she hadn’t opened it in a long time, her favorite Bible sat on the small side table, along with a journal and multicolored pens for note-­taking.

While working on her first cold case—the hit-and-run death of a hiker a mile from Temple Canyon trailhead—Jane had discovered being in her home office brought her peace and kept her grounded, keeping her from being engulfed by the pain she had experienced looking at the photo of the crime scene. She could only hope that being in the room would bring her the same peace this time.

She had planned to wrap-up her summer classes before beginning work on her aunt’s case, but it wouldn’t hurt to get a head start, especially since the killer had made his presence known. Besides, she couldn’t sleep. Logging into her official police department email, she located the message Evan had sent with ten photos attached. Evan had included minimal background information for each photo.

The first five photos showed Aunt Nikki’s and Phoebe’s dead bodies at the reservoir. There were two photos of each girl separately, taken from different angles, and one photo of them together. The sixth photo was of the overall crime scene, and the remaining four photos were of the girls’ apartment.

Jane clicked on the sixth photo. The image filled the screen, and she winced. It was so blurry she would have never recognized it as a campsite at Brush Hollow Reservoir if she hadn’t already known that to be the case. She imported the photo into her editing software.

A loud eerie, drawn-out fox wail made the hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention. She spun in her chair and peered into the night. Nothing seemed out of place. Another animal must have startled the fox. Possibly a bobcat, which was common in the Colorado countryside.

As she turned back to the room, the glint of a red light to the left of the garden shed caught her attention. It looked like… No, it couldn’t be… She dove to the floor seconds before a bullet shattered the window and hit the computer monitor. Rapid fire ensued, bullets peppering the walls and shattering the framed photos.

Her phone was on her nightstand. She had to get to it. Call for help. Staying low, Jane crawled toward the door, getting faster as each gunshot rang out. She was almost to the door when a bullet connected with the glass shade on the floor lamp, casting the room in darkness as shards rained down on her. Jane yelped, pushed to her feet, darted out of the room, down the hall and into her bedroom, thankful it was on the opposite side of the house, putting more walls between her and the shooter.

The instant she crossed the threshold, she gave the command for her phone to call 911.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

She snatched her phone off the bedside table and put it to her ear. “This is Jane Mason. I work for the Blackberry Falls Police Department. Someone is outside my home, shooting at me. Please, send help. Fast.”

Headlights flashed across her bedroom wall. No! Was it the shooter? Had he changed his position, somehow knowing she’d moved rooms? She dropped to the floor, using her bed as a shield.

Don’t let your hatred of me cause you to be reckless. I can reach you faster than the police. Ridge’s words echoed in her mind. Had she messed up calling 911 instead of him?

* * *

When the sound of gunshots had awakened Ridge, he’d instantly started his truck and sped out of his hiding place at the edge of the property, driving across the front yard that was approximately the length of a football field.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Shots came from the backyard.

Stopping beside Jane’s car, Ridge slammed his truck into Park and jumped out. A sharp pain shot up his leg. He grabbed his thigh and puffed out a breath. Then he pulled his weapon from its holster and raced along the side of the house, pushing his own discomfort to the back of his mind as he focused on the urgent matter before him. When he reached the back corner, he stopped and scanned the area. The full moon cast an ominous glow over the yard, and he could make out every detail of the patio, flower beds and lawn. However, shadows cloaked the area beyond that. The shooter could be behind the garden shed at the edge of the yard or anywhere in the trees that bordered the backyard.

Movement in the woods near the other end of the house caught his attention.
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