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The Jeep gained momentum and drew up behind them.

Stomping on the gas pedal again, Ethan sent his truck racing forward. The Jeep driver copied the maneuver. It was only a matter of time before the man pursuing them made his move.

Ethan’s brow furrowed. “Roll your window down and have your gun ready in case things go south,” he instructed Abbie.

Seeing the driver lining up to strike, he swung the wheel sharply. Swerving back and forth as far as the narrow road would allow, he heard the whine of the Jeep’s engine. The vehicle was close. Too close.

Ethan’s hands contracted on the wheel. “Brace yourself,” he warned Abbie.

The jolt came hard and fast, accompanied by the screeching crunch of metal abrading metal. It took all of his skill to keep the truck from veering into the cliffside. Accelerating again, he managed to put space between them and the Jeep. His heart hammered in his chest as he realized it wasn’t going to be enough.

He had two options, neither of them good.
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The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? the Lord is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?

—Psalms 27:1
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This book is dedicated to my husband, Duane, the inspiration for all my fictional heroes.
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One

Abbie Renforth had witnessed more than her share of psyche-scarring moments in her former career as a photojournalist for an international news agency. She’d captured far too many heart-wrenching images in the aftermath of earthquakes, floods, wildfires and senseless crimes than she cared to remember. Some things, once seen, could never be unseen.

She’d experienced the worst the world had to offer—and not only in her professional life. Now, amid the wild and rugged beauty of Maine, where she’d retreated after losing her job and very nearly her life, she was experiencing the best.

Recalling how close she’d come to missing out on the chance to spend three months in this idyllic expanse of backcountry courtesy of a visiting artist program, she was grateful she’d overcome her hesitation. Fear had nearly kept her from saying yes when she’d first been offered the opportunity to take part in this once-in-a-lifetime experience. Since she’d been attacked, her formerly borderless comfort zone had shrunk to an anxiety-restricted microcosm. Nearly dying at the hands of a demented serial killer had a way of doing that to a person.

Fortunately, her desire to embrace the opportunity to stretch her creative wings in the solitude of the backcountry had outweighed her insecurities. She was glad she’d pushed past her trepidation, because the reservations she’d harbored about accepting the offer to take part in the program so soon after the horrific ordeal she’d survived had been quashed the moment she’d arrived.

From the bold little chickadee who’d perched on an evergreen branch beside her while she was eating lunch, his astute black eyes on the lookout for crumbs, to the red squirrel who’d scolded her for having the audacity to set foot on his turf, to the behemoth of a moose standing hip-deep in a tranquil lake contentedly feasting on water lilies—there couldn’t be a more ideal pool of subjects for her nature photos than the vast array of creatures great and small who called this paradise home.

She was only a week into the adventure of launching her new career as a freelance wildlife photographer, but her time here had already injected her with a renewed sense of purpose and some much-needed hope.

The instant she’d stepped over the threshold of the sumptuously appointed haven of a cabin that would be her home from June through August, peace had settled around her. Her first night here, tucked into a ginormous bed that would have taken up half her studio apartment back in New York, she’d been lulled to sleep by the call of loons and the cool, pine-scented breeze wafting in the windows.

To her amazement, she hadn’t been yanked from slumber a single time by one of the heart-stopping, terrifying nightmares that had hijacked her dreams the past four months. It was the first peaceful night she’d experienced since the Spitting Image Slayer had tried to make her his next victim.

By God’s mercy, she’d survived the demented serial killer’s savage attempt to end her life. The ordeal had changed her, though. She’d gone from intrepidly exposing injustices to being scared of her own shadow—her former nerves of steel reduced to quivering jelly. The faintest unexpected noise, or the merest glimpse of something out of the ordinary, was all it took to trigger memories of the attack and yank her back into the pit of terror she’d clawed her way out of.

She was trying hard to put the horror of that unimaginable night behind her. Now, if she could only shake the nagging feeling that someone was watching her.

Common sense told her the creepy, goose bump–inciting feeling that she was being observed was totally unfounded, but that didn’t make it any less real.

Determined to regain her former unflappable bravado, she gave herself a mental shake. There was absolutely no reason to be jumpy out here. She was hundreds of miles away from civilization, utterly alone in this remote stretch of wilderness. Her overactive imagination was simply playing tricks on her.

With her fears allayed by her inner voice of reason, she gave herself permission to get lost in the beauty surrounding her. Crouching behind a fallen log, she settled in to wait for a subject to feature in her next series of photos.

She didn’t have to wait long. A loud whoosh broke the tranquil silence as a pileated woodpecker swooped in to land on a nearby fir tree. His massive black-and-white body was accented by a jaunty cap of red feathers, and his elongated beak and bright yellow eyes gave him a prehistoric appearance.

Focusing her camera on the big bird, she captured a flurry of images until the woodpecker halted his rhythmic drumming on the tree and abruptly took flight, the graceful flapping of his enormous wings propelling him deeper into the woods.

Catching sight of the reason for his hasty departure, an awestruck sigh escaped her lips. A handsome buck was emerging from the woods. Ears swiveling, the animal raised his head to sniff the air. His white tail flicked once, twice, before he gave in to temptation and began to feast on the tender blades of grass that had lured him from the depths of the forest.

Caught up in the magical moment, she framed the deer in her viewfinder and took the shot. Enchanted, she continued to click away. She didn’t realize she’d lost track of time until the buck suddenly started, snapping to attention. Ears twitching, he looked straight at her and blew a warning through flared nostrils before bounding back into the woods from which he’d come.

Aware of the broody clouds that had gathered, warning of an approaching storm, and the lengthening shadows signaling dusk was settling in, Abbie decided it was time to head back to her cabin.

She’d stowed her gear in her backpack and was fastening it closed when a rustling in the nearby underbrush shattered the peaceful stillness enveloping her. Pausing midzip, her heart thumped against her ribs as she scanned her surroundings for the source of the disturbance.

Zeroing in on the cause of the commotion, she froze. She was being watched after all.

In a clearing just a few yards away, a bobcat’s predatory gaze was fixed on her unwaveringly. The big cat challenging her to a stare down was easily forty pounds of finely honed muscle, armed with sharp claws and teeth. She’d be worried if she didn’t know these wild cats weren’t inclined to attack humans.

Despite the dwindling daylight and the ominous clouds marching darkly in her direction, excitement edged out her trepidation. There was no way she was leaving without photographing this glorious animal.

Retrieving her camera from her pack, she skillfully lined up the shot. Her delight at the unexpected up-close and personal photo opportunity morphed to stunned disbelief when she zoomed in on the majestic feline only to discover the bobcat wasn’t the only subject filling her camera lens. The sharpened image highlighted something her naked eye hadn’t seen—a quartet of shadowy figures, unmistakably human, silhouetted in the distance.

With an expert twist of a camera dial, she brought the blurry figures into focus. A jolt of recognition sent her pulse skittering in astonishment. One of the men bore an uncanny resemblance to New York business magnate Vince Romola. But what would the shady tycoon be doing out here in the middle of nowhere? Her eyes had to be playing tricks on her.

Hands trembling, she hurriedly adjusted the zoom. Her stomach lurched as the magnified image in her viewfinder sprang into sharp relief. Her eyes hadn’t deceived her. It was Vince. The man who had destroyed her career.

When she’d worked as an investigative photojournalist, collecting a few enemies had been inevitable. The job wasn’t exactly conducive to making friends and influencing people. Vince was the most dangerous of those adversaries. She’d been certain the son of a suspected mob boss was embroiled in the family business, and she’d set out to prove it.

After her editor had refused to let her pursue an exposé on Vince’s misdeeds, citing insufficient proof, she’d decided to poke around on her own, hoping to find concrete evidence her boss wouldn’t be able to ignore.

Her plan had backfired when Vince had caught on to her investigation. Though she hadn’t gotten her hands on any substantial evidence to prove the unscrupulous entrepreneur was up to his neck in criminal activities, the severity of Vince’s hair-trigger reaction when he’d discovered she’d been digging into his shady dealings had told her she’d gotten too close to the truth.

In setting out to strip away Vince Romola’s cloak of false magnanimity and reveal the crimes he kept veiled behind his altruistic smokescreen, she’d poked the beast. Her David-vs.-Goliath scenario hadn’t gone at all the way she’d planned. This Goliath had connections in places she’d never considered possible. She may have dealt a small blow against his corrupt empire, but he’d crushed her. He’d launched a completely unfounded smear attack against her, and he hadn’t relented until he’d succeeded in torpedoing her career.

And then his twin brother, Vito Romola, had made a terrifying bid to end her life.

She had no idea what had brought Vince to this secluded stretch of wilderness. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. The corrupt weasel didn’t know the meaning of the word. He was the slickest of the slick, hiding his illegal dealings behind a veneer of polished professionalism in a well-practiced, upstanding-member-of-the-community act.

She was used to running toward trouble, not hiding from it, but she’d learned the hard way just how powerful Vince’s network of influential associates was. And her brush with death at the hands of his twin had left her spirit crushed and altered her view of what mattered most in life.

If it hadn’t been for the torturous ordeal Vito had put her through, she would have fought harder to prove his brother was chin-deep in dirty dealings. She had different priorities now, and none of them involved Vince Romola. Whatever illicit activity had landed him here, it was no longer her job to bring it to light. Vince had seen to that.

She’d never forget the vitriol in Vince’s voice and the fury roiling in his eyes when he’d sought her out shortly after her release from the hospital to make sure she’d gotten the message that if she didn’t stop digging around in his business, she would regret it.

Vince’s unexpected appearance here, now, in the same stretch of Maine wilderness she’d taken refuge in, was disconcerting. Was it just a coincidence, or was he stalking her? The idea that it could be the latter made her blood run cold. She might not have been able to prove that he and his father were dirty, but she knew they were capable of anything—including murder.

If Vince was here looking for her, then he had a surprise coming. She wasn’t going to tuck her tail between her legs and run. She wasn’t going to let him chase her out of this wilderness haven. She wasn’t going to let Vince’s poisonous brand of evil threaten her first shot at normalcy since his serial-killer brother had tried to make her his next victim.

This stretch of wilderness was as widespread as it was secluded. She would simply avoid crossing paths with the criminal mastermind who’d invaded her sanctuary until he was done conducting whatever nefarious business had brought him here. Then, she would go back to trying to resurrect her life. She hadn’t fully recovered from the injuries Vito had inflicted, and she needed this time here to heal both physically and emotionally. Spiritually, too. Her faith had taken a direct hit as a result of the incident that had almost ended her life.

She’d lost her way for a time after the attack, allowing all the why mes and what-ifs to stand between her and her relationship with God. But she’d begun knitting that most precious of all relationships back together again. She was determined to claw her way out of the dismal abyss into which she’d plunged.

And she was working on letting go of the past.

Returning her focus to the bobcat, she snapped a series of photos until the big feline tired of his moment in the spotlight and turned and ambled away.

Satisfied with the pictures she’d shot, she slowly rose from her crouched position. Her leg muscles, still mending from the vicious knife wounds her abductor had inflicted, protested the action.

Pointing her camera toward the quartet in the distance, she checked to make sure her movements hadn’t alerted Vince and his entourage to her presence. Though it felt like Vince was staring right through her, it was clear his attention was focused on a map spread out over the hood of a black Jeep that he and his companions were poring over.

As she watched, Vince moved to the back of the vehicle. He returned carrying an armful of rifles. Her heart slammed against her rib cage as he began distributing the weapons to his companions. It appeared he and his cohorts were about to embark on a hunting expedition. Her gut told her they weren’t after any of the four-legged game that roamed these woods. She had a terrible feeling the quarry they were tracking was of the two-legged variety.

Her suspicions were confirmed when she saw Vince pull a photograph from his vest pocket. Focusing her camera lens on the image, she saw her own face staring back at her.

Her heart leaped to her throat as she fought hard to suppress the panic threatening to engulf her. She’d run from the fight, but now the fight had come to her. Her sanctuary was about to become a battlefield.

* * *

Ethan Knight loathed surprises. A phone call from his best friend and former coworker, Jaret Striker, would have been the exception to the rule had his buddy been reaching out merely to chat. Unfortunately, the New York Police Department detective’s call wasn’t a social one. It was a call to duty.

Listening intently as Jaret brought him up to speed on the threat that was about to come crashing down on the fortress of solitude he’d eked out here in the deep woods of Maine, Ethan fought to suppress his frustration and dismay. When he’d been a big-city detective, he’d spent his days and nights steeped in an ongoing battle against crime and corruption. He’d had his share of victories, but the defeats had far outweighed the wins. Every fresh loss had pierced him to his very soul. The weightiest of those losses was his inability to bring suspected mob boss Edgar Romola to justice, and his failure to stop Edgar’s son Vito’s reign of terror before the twisted serial killer claimed yet another victim in the same calculated, cold-blooded way he’d snuffed out his NYPD partner Gabriella Fernandez’s life.

Desperate to break free from the riptide of senseless wrongdoings and exploitation before he drowned in a sea of disillusionment and cynicism, he’d turned in his detective’s shield and headed for the Maine backcountry to carve out a new life for himself as a game warden. He’d found peace here in the seclusion of the wilderness. Now, his friend was asking him to dive back into the war he’d withdrawn from. A war against the very family that had torn his world apart, changing his life irrevocably.

Jaret’s concerned voice cut into his ruminations. “Are you still there, pal?”

“Yeah. I’m here. I’m just trying to process everything. I’m finding your source’s claim that the Romola family has chosen the northernmost wilderness of Maine as the next expansion spot for their drug business a little hard to swallow. Are you sure your informant has his facts straight?”

“His intel has always been ironclad. He swears the Romola family has boots on the ground in your neck of the woods. I believe him. He also maintains the Romolas have another reason for setting up shop there—he says they’re out to eliminate a woman who’s become a thorn in their side. Word is they plan to move quickly to execute the hit. We’ve got a ticking-time-bomb situation on our hands, and I need your help. We’ve already secured your lieutenant’s approval. He says the decision to accept the mission is up to you, since you’re due to start a week’s vacation at the end of your shift today.”

Ethan hesitated, torn. His indecision had nothing to do with his reluctance to postpone his vacation. The Spitting Image Slayer, the twisted malefactor who’d killed his NYPD partner, was the son of alleged crime boss Edgar Romola. That made this case far too personal for him. If he took it on, he’d be walking a fine line between justice and vengeance. He was afraid he’d land on the wrong side of that fight.

The knowledge that an innocent person was in jeopardy sliced through his gut like a knife. The thought of refusing his friend cut just as sharply. But there was no way he could get involved, no matter how badly he wanted to. He was passionate about following his call to protect and serve, but he was one failure away from never being able to claw his way back to being able to perform his job effectively. Another defeat would destroy him.

Ethan breathed a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry, Jaret, but I can’t help. You, of all people, should know why I’m the wrong person for this fight.”

Jaret’s exasperated groan resounded in his ear. “When are you going to get it through that thick skull of yours that you’re not responsible for what happened that night? You derailed a demented killer’s rampage and you saved a life. I get that another life was lost. That’s on Vito Romola, not on you.”

Ethan’s blue eyes shuttered as he winced at the unmerited praise. Prior to Vito Romola being exposed as the monster whose murderous rampage had spread fear throughout New York, the press had dubbed the serial killer the Spitting Image Slayer because of his twisted ritual of abducting a pair of women nearly identical in appearance, then forcing them to don matching dresses before murdering them and burying them in side-by-side graves.

After months of doggedly pursuing every lead only to have them dead-end, Ethan had finally gotten a tip that had led him to the killer. To his utter dismay, he hadn’t arrived in time to prevent another tragedy.

Because of his failure, an innocent woman’s life was lost, and another’s was irrevocably altered when Vito carved the cross-hatching of knife cuts that was his calling card into her leg, leaving her scarred for life.

His botched attempt at serving and protecting had sliced ruts into his psyche as deep as the wounds the Slayer had inflicted on his victims. If those mental scars weren’t enough of a reminder of his shortcomings, living with the knowledge that he’d failed to prevent the Spitting Image Slayer from being shot in cold blood while he was in his custody had been the death blow. That trifecta of failures haunted him to this day.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence, but the answer’s still no,” he maintained firmly.

The pause that followed was fraught with tension, as was Jaret’s response. “There’s something else you need to know. The Romola family’s intended target is Abbie Renforth.”

Ethan sucked in a stunned breath. The pulse in his jaw jumped, his blood heating in fury at the thought of anyone threatening the woman who was the only surviving victim of the Spitting Image Slayer’s savage rampages. The woman he’d saved, and whose quiet strength in the face of an unspeakable ordeal had left him with a deep respect for her strength and resilience.

He plowed a hand through his dark hair. “What do they want with Abbie? Vince Romola ended her career. His twin brother, Vito, almost ended her life. Haven’t they put her through enough?”

“I don’t get why they’re targeting her, either. Retribution, maybe? Abbie’s investigation into Vince’s business dealings drew scrutiny the Romola family couldn’t afford. Before Vince had her fired, her probings into his transactions dealt a crippling blow to one of the most lucrative branches of their business. What I do know for certain is that the hit to their bottom line got Edgar’s attention, too, and now Vince and Edgar are out for blood. Abbie doesn’t have a clue they’ve placed a target on her back. Someone has to warn her.”

Ethan was silent for a long moment before replying. “There isn’t anyone in your department who can get word to her?”

“We tried. She wasn’t home when the detectives we sent to alert her about the threat arrived at her apartment. A neighbor told them Abbie is spending the summer in Maine, taking part in an artist-in-residence program. The woman had a cell phone number for Abbie, but the place she’s staying at is so remote there’s no cell reception. We’re going to have to make contact in person. Normally we would send a helicopter, but there’s a storm brewing and we can’t risk putting a bird up. The nearest law enforcement officials are four hours away by ground. You’re closer.”

Pacing, Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. The Romolas were the embodiment of evil with a capital E. They had also proven to be untouchable. They’d perfected their upstanding-members-of-the-community act, but their altruistic deeds were only a cover for the myriad of illegal dealings upon which their unscrupulous empire was built.

Torn by indecision, Ethan hesitated. His past failures made him the last person on earth who should be racing to anyone’s rescue, but if he refused to help, there could very well be devastating consequences. He was one hundred percent certain he wasn’t the right person for this mission, yet how could he turn his back on an innocent young woman who’d already suffered the unthinkable?

Pressing his fingers into the muscles of his neck again, he heaved a sigh. “Text me with her location. I’ll head there immediately.”

Jaret’s reply tumbled out in an outpouring of relief. “Thanks, pal. I appreciate it.”

“You’d do the same for me. What’s the plan once I locate her?”

“You’ll need to find a safe place to lie low with her until the weather improves enough for us to take her to our safe house. The cabin she was provided by the artist-in-residence program is too easily discoverable. She can’t stay there.”

“The Warden Service has a chalet in the mountains that will work.”

“Great. I’ll text you with a link to our secure portal so you can send me the directions. I’ll meet you there to take over her protection as soon as I can.” Jaret paused a beat before continuing. “Just so you know, there’s no one I’d rather have partnering with me on this assignment than you.”

“I’ll do my best to live up to your faith in me. I’ll be in touch as soon as I locate her.”

Hanging up the phone, Ethan sagged under the weight of the responsibility sitting heavily on his shoulders. Shaking off the overwhelming dread that Jaret’s trust in him was misplaced, he said a prayer for Abbie’s safety. He added a fervent request for the wisdom to deal with whatever circumstances he might face over the next few hours. He couldn’t make even half a misstep on this mission. Abbie’s life depended on it.

She thought he was a hero because he’d ended Vito Romola’s reign of terror and saved her life, but he wasn’t a hero. It was a wonder things hadn’t ended far differently the night he’d rescued her.

To this day, he didn’t have a clue who’d reached out to him with an anonymous tip informing him the Spitting Image Slayer was about to strike again. The caller had provided him with intimate details of the Slayer’s plans, right down to the location of the forest outside the city where Vito had taken his latest pair of intended victims.

His decision to check out the tip on his own that night had been a purposeful one. The first time he’d gotten close to nabbing the Spitting Image Slayer, the killer had ambushed his partner, Gabriella, taking her hostage and using her as a human shield to avoid capture. Unable to get a clear shot at him, Ethan had watched in horror as the monster had fled with her. The Slayer had shoved Gabriella over an embankment into the Bronx River to her death as soon as he’d made it out of striking range. Her body had never been recovered.

Ethan had tracked his partner’s killer relentlessly, but the Spitting Image Slayer had eluded capture. Months later, when he’d received an anonymous call tipping him off on the serial killer’s whereabouts, he’d resolved to do everything in his power to ensure his second encounter with the felon ended differently. And it had.

He’d gotten the jump on the Slayer. The killer had meekly complied with his directive to toss down his knife and drop to the ground. Apprehending him had been easy. Too easy.

After cuffing his prisoner to a tree, Ethan had raced to the crudely dug, side-by-side graves where two women lay in blood-soaked dresses. They shared the same delicate facial features and wavy brunette hair and could easily have been mistaken for twins. Falling to his knees beside them, he’d desperately checked for signs of life only to find he’d arrived too late to save one of them.

He’d called for backup and an ambulance for the victim who was barely clinging to life. After doing his best to stabilize the survivor, he’d turned his attention back to the man in his custody. His rage had threatened to boil over, and it had taken every ounce of self-control he possessed not to stoop to the killer’s level as he’d ripped off the man’s mask. Astonishingly, he’d found himself eye to eye with Vito Romola, the son of suspected crime boss Edgar Romola.

Vito hadn’t been the only menace lurking in the darkness, though. In his zeal to avenge Gabriella, Ethan had failed to clock the other threat until a gunshot ripped through the night. A single bullet from an unseen assailant’s rifle had taken Vito out.

The blame for that lay squarely on him. And he had to live with the knowledge that he and Abbie were alive today not because of any heroic action on his part, but because, for whatever reason, the shooter had decided to spare them.

Shaking off the soul-lancing memories, he phoned his lieutenant to tell him he was delaying his vacation and accepting the assignment. He didn’t want to tear the scab off Abbie’s healing wound. He hated that he would have to break the news to her that the nightmare she was fighting her way back from had a sequel. But there was no other alternative.

Conscious of the urgent need to reach her before Romola and his men tracked her down, he grabbed his go bag and headed for the kennel to collect his partner, Zane. The K-9 greeted him with an exuberant woof, bounding up and down in an excited happy dance.

Grateful for the distraction, Ethan ruffled the German shepherd’s thick coat affectionately. “Ready to go to work, buddy?”

Chuckling as the dog responded with a bark that confirmed he was not only ready but eager, Ethan opened the passenger-side door of his patrol truck and gave Zane the signal to jump into the vehicle.

His K-9 didn’t need to be told twice. Road trips were at the top of the dog’s list of favorite things to do, right up there with chasing squirrels and downing treats. He leaped into the passenger seat with a delighted doggie grin.

Focused on reaching Abbie as quickly as possible, Ethan hit the road. Pushing his speed past the prudent mark, he made the hour-and-a-half-long trip in just over an hour.

Following Jaret’s directions, he reached the turnoff to the cabin where Abbie was staying and followed the side road to the house. His stomach nose-dived when he spotted the car registered to her parked in the driveway. The tires had been slashed.

His concern mounted when he saw the broken windowpane beside the front door. He’d been banking on reaching Abbie before the Romolas did. He feared they’d made it to her first.

Sensing his worry, Zane whined. Hastily exiting the truck, Ethan opened the door for his K-9 partner. Grabbing the dog’s vest, he secured it around him.

Unholstering his Glock, he moved to the cabin entrance with the German shepherd at his side. Fractured shards of glass clung to the window the intruder had broken to gain access to the door lock.

Cautiously pushing the door open, Ethan whistled under his breath. The place had been violently ransacked. Quickly clearing each room, he found the cabin was empty. Holstering his weapon, he took stock of the damage.

The cabin’s interior looked like it had been hit by a tornado. The sheer amount of destruction pointed to more than one person being involved in the break-in. Every nook and cranny of the space had been thoroughly rifled through.

Pots, pans, utensils and pantry items littered the kitchen floor. Books, swept off the floor-to-ceiling bookcases that once housed them, lay strewn across the living room’s hardwood floor. In the primary bedroom, drawers were overturned and their contents left in disarray. The closet had been emptied, the clothes flung all across the room. Chunks of stuffing jutted from the slashed mattress.

The thoroughness with which the interior had been tossed told him the intruders had been looking for something. But what? They’d turned the place inside out searching for it, so it was likely Abbie hadn’t been home when the break-in occurred. Either that or she’d fled when she saw them coming.

Spotting a silky sleep shirt draped over the bed, Ethan picked it up. A warm vanilla fragrance clung to the soft fabric. He offered the garment to Zane to sniff.

Among his many talents, the K-9 was an expert tracker, a skill that came in handy in the rugged terrain of the Maine woods, where hikers could easily veer off the marked trails and become lost. Satisfied the dog had Abbie’s scent, Ethan brought him to the edge of the woods outside the cabin and took off his lead to give him the freedom to search the dense forest without constraint.

“Suke!” Ethan called out, giving his K-9 partner the command to track.

Muzzle to the air, Zane sniffed intently. His nose twitched as he caught Abbie’s scent. Bounding ahead, he darted through the trees in pursuit of his quarry.

Running to keep pace with the dog, Ethan prayed they’d find Abbie before the men who’d ransacked her cabin did.
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