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      US Marshal Raine Whitman stared down at the dead man lying at the side of the road. The victim had been shot in the face at close range just outside of Casper, Wyoming. A mixture of anger and fear hummed through her bloodstream. There was no doubt in her mind this was the work of her escaped prisoner, Allen Decker. The man was a sexual predator who’d finally gotten caught back when he’d abducted Raine’s niece, Ginny Clark. After Ginny had managed to escape, her description of Decker and the fact that he hadn’t gotten too far enabled the local sheriff’s deputy to find and arrest him.

      Now, two years after his conviction, Decker had escaped, likely, she thought, with the help of his creepy underground pedophile network. The details were foggy, and she knew her boss, Mike Rowe, was still piecing Decker’s escape plan together. One thing they knew for sure was that the prison van transporting Decker to the hospital had been badly damaged in a T-bone crash. The van driver had been killed and so had the pedophile in the second car that had rammed the van.

      Decker was in the wind.

      How the crash had been prearranged, they still weren’t sure. Raine was convinced Decker had some help from the inside, maybe even his lawyer who could have passed messages back and forth on Decker’s behalf. Either way, that part was a moot point. The problem now was that Decker was out of prison and on the move. And despite the fact that his escape had taken place on Interstate 80 about fifteen miles from the prison, the moment this call had come in from Casper, Raine had suspected Decker was responsible.

      Raine and her other US Marshal colleagues needed to find him, before he could kill another innocent bystander or abduct any young girls. Like Ginny.

      Keeping her expression impassive, she turned to the Wyoming State Trooper. “Do you have an ID on this guy yet?”

      “Nope. His wallet was stolen, and as you can see by what’s left of his face, we don’t have enough to run him through the facial recognition database. As soon as the crime scene techs get here, we can run his fingerprints. Hopefully, he’s in the system. If not?” The trooper shrugged. “We may be out of luck.”

      She swallowed a curse, a bad habit she’d given up when Ginny had spent time with her this past summer. “We need an ID to figure out what vehicle Decker is driving.”

      “I know.” Trooper Wade Callum gestured to the highway. “We came to Casper from the south. If your convict is responsible for this murder, he could go either way from here. Either heading west toward the Wind River Reservation or north toward Buffalo and the Bighorn Mountains. If you ask me, he’s more likely to go west to the reservation. He may find it easier to hide on the reservation than in other cities or towns.”

      Raine swallowed hard, trying not to show her panic. She didn’t think for one minute Decker was heading east. She had a very bad feeling he was going north toward Buffalo, where her niece lived. She’d mentioned her fears to her boss, but Mike hadn’t agreed, claiming Decker was too smart to do something so obvious.

      Was she wrong? Had this man been shot and killed by someone other than Decker? No, she didn’t believe in coincidences. This had to be Decker’s work. “Any idea how long ago this guy has been murdered? Decker escaped three hours ago.” Three hours. Three long, frustrating hours.

      Trooper Callum scratched his chin. “I’m no expert, but based on the flies and buzzards overheard who’ve already made a meal of this guy’s face and hands, I’d say at least an hour or two.”

      “Thanks.” Raine reached for her phone just as it rang. Seeing FBI Agent Griff Flannery’s name on the screen, she quickly answered. “Thanks for calling me back. I need SAR help in tracking an escaped prisoner, Allen Decker. He’s a convicted pedophile who has already killed two men since his escape and should be considered armed and dangerous. Not to mention a threat to young girls everywhere.”

      “I heard about his escape.” Griff’s tone was somber. “I have asked for help from the Sullivan K9 Search and Rescue Ranch. My brother-in-law Justin Sullivan and his K9, Stone, are ready to go, but they’re in Greybull at the moment.”

      “Greybull works. Please ask Justin to head toward Buffalo, I’ll meet him there.” She had heard all about the Sullivan K9 teams and how great they were at finding missing people. “We may need more than one team searching for him, though.”

      “That’s fine,” Griff said. “Trevor Sullivan and his K9, Archie, can head out, too, if needed. I’m currently in Cheyenne for a meeting with the governor, but I know that all law enforcement agencies in the area are on the lookout for this guy.”

      That isn’t good enough, she thought wearily. But she refrained from stating the obvious. “What about getting a couple of police choppers in the air?”

      “We can deploy choppers, but that works better if we have a description of the vehicle.” Griff sounded apologetic. “We can’t just burn fuel by flying around without knowing who we’re looking for. Especially as bowhunting season is in full swing. The traffic on the interstate and local highways is higher than normal this time of the year.”

      She bit back her anger. Griff was right. Just sending choppers into the air without a target to focus on would be a waste of money. And it could even backfire. If Decker saw the choppers, he may find another vehicle to steal, killing the occupants the way he had this poor man lying in the ditch. “I’m hoping we’ll have an ID on our most recent victim soon and that will provide a vehicle description. I also think Decker is heading to Buffalo, where my sister and her daughter live. I need you to call the local authorities to check on them.”

      “Consider it done. I plan to head back to the ranch in an hour or so.” She heard muffled voices in the background, as if the meeting Griff mentioned was breaking up. “My brother-in-law Logan Fletcher is a pilot and is chartering a hunting party into the Bighorns. He promised to keep an eye out for Decker.”

      That was encouraging. They had Allen Decker’s face plastered on every news station across the country. Someone somewhere would hopefully see him and report the sighting to the authorities. “Thanks.”

      “I gave Justin your cell number,” Griff said. “That way you can communicate with him directly.”

      “That’s fine.” Raine preferred it that way. She strode toward her SUV. “Have him call me right away.”

      “Understood,” Griff agreed. “Keep in touch, Raine. If you get more clues as to where this guy is, let me know and we’ll deploy more resources to find him.”

      “Will do. Thanks.” She ended the call as she slid in behind the wheel of her SUV. She quickly started the car and hit the road, heading north on Highway 25.

      Stomping her foot hard on the accelerator, she pushed her speed as much as possible. Speed limits didn’t matter to her, but she soon found Griff was right about the traffic. As a US Marshal, she didn’t have a light bar on her vehicle, but she flashed her lights to encourage drivers to move out of the way. She called her niece, Ginny, but the eleven-year-old didn’t answer. She tried her sister, Cami, too, with the same results. The cell coverage in Buffalo could be spotty, especially since her sister worked at the Wild Buffalo Hotel, which was outside of town. Raine left both her sister and niece a message to be careful and to call her back as soon as they could.

      Maybe she was wrong about Decker going to find her niece. If he was smart, he’d find one of his creepy buddies and stay off the radar until the heat of the search died down. But having looked into Decker’s soulless eyes during the trial, she knew he was sick and evil. And capable of anything.

      She made good time for the next thirty-five minutes and hoped to be in Buffalo sooner than she’d originally anticipated.

      Her phone rang, a strange number flashing on the screen. Remembering Griff saying he was giving her number to Justin, she quickly answered. “Whitman.”

      “Marshal Whitman? This is Justin Sullivan. I understand you need help.”

      “Yes.” That was one way of putting it. “Please call me Raine. How quickly can you get to Buffalo, Wyoming?”

      “I happened to be in Greybull when Griff called, so I’m heading that way now. I can be there in twenty minutes, maybe a little longer as I’m pulling two horses in a trailer, which will slow me down.”

      “Okay, we should get there about the same time, then.” Raine was glad she wouldn’t have to wait too long. “I’m giving you my sister Camille’s address. She’s working, but on a Saturday, my niece should be around. I called but had to leave a message. I want you to get there as soon as possible.”

      “Got it,” Justin said, after she’d provided the information. “Did you notify the police?”

      “Yes, Griff was going to send a request to the local sheriff’s department to head over.” Knowing police and Justin were on their way helped her feel better. It bothered her that Ginny hadn’t answered her call, then she belatedly remembered Cami telling her that Ginny had a part-time job working at a local horse farm, mucking stalls and other chores. “If Ginny isn’t at my sister’s, she could be at the Lucky Charm horse farm.”

      “Okay, why don’t you call them?” Justin suggested. “That way they can keep an eye on her too.”

      “I will.” She hesitated, then added, “I hope I’m not dragging you out to Buffalo for no good reason. My boss doesn’t think my hunch is correct.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Justin didn’t sound upset or annoyed by the possibility. “I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

      “Me too. Thanks.” She ended the call and quickly asked her phone to call the Lucky Charm. Unfortunately, her call went straight to voice mail.

      Why wasn’t anyone answering their phone?

      Raine left a message, then focused her attention on driving. She’d lost some time while making her calls and hit the gas to make up for it. A few minutes later, Nancy Drago, co-owner of the Lucky Charm, returned her call. “Raine? I just listened to your message. Ginny isn’t working here this weekend. She has a project due for school.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Raine hesitated, then decided against going into the whole story. “If you see Ginny, please have her call me right away.”

      “I will.” Nancy ended the call.

      If Ginny wasn’t working, then why hadn’t she answered her phone? The thought nagged at her for the next several miles.

      She was ten miles outside of Buffalo when her phone rang again. Seeing Ginny’s name on the screen had her quickly punching the button to answer. “Hey, Ginny. Thanks for returning my call.”

      “Auntie Raine? He’s here.” Ginny’s voice was barely a whisper. “I’m hiding, but he’s outside, trying to get in.”

      An icy wave of terror washed over her. “Who, Decker? Are you sure?”

      “Yes!” There was no mistaking the panic in Ginny’s hushed voice. “What if he finds me?”

      “I’m on my way and so are the police.” Raine wasn’t sure why the sheriff’s deputies weren’t there already. “Did you call 911?”

      “Yes, but please hurry.” Ginny sounded desperate. Then Raine heard a crashing sound in the background. Had Decker kicked in a door or a window?

      “Ginny? Can you hear me? Stay on the line⁠—”

      But it was too late.

      The other end of the call had gone dead.
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      Justin Sullivan made good time along the back roads to Buffalo despite hauling the horse trailer. He had taken the pair of geldings to be seen by a blacksmith for new shoes. As the third youngest of nine siblings, he had often sought solace in the barn with the horses when he was young, and now he was their primary caretaker.

      He could do just about anything with the animals, except replace their shoes.

      And if he were honest, he preferred animals over people most of the time.

      Justin eyed his yellow lab, Stone, stretched out in the back crate area of his specially designed SUV. His K9 was a great tracker, yet he couldn’t deny feeling a bit apprehensive about his upcoming mission. He’d done hundreds of search and rescue missions over the six years he and his family had been running the ranch, but he had never gone after an escaped convict.

      Not just any convict. A sexual predator with a nasty habit of attacking young girls. The thought of that man getting his hands on another young victim made him sick.

      He pushed the speed limit as much as he dared, considering his cargo. He would have rather run the horses back to the ranch, but there wasn’t time. One of the problems of doing SAR missions in Wyoming was not only the mountainous terrain, but also the miles of distance between towns.

      After bringing up Allen Decker’s mug shot on his phone, Justin made a point of eyeballing the drivers of the vehicles around him. None looked like Decker, although he knew it was possible the guy was using a disguise.

      When his phone rang, displaying US Marshal Raine Whitman’s name on the screen, he answered. In the back crate, Stone lifted his head, his ears pricked forward with interest. “Raine?”

      “Decker has Ginny.” Her voice held a note of panic. “He’s in Buffalo and has my niece.”

      The statement shocked him. “Are you sure?”

      “She called, said he was there. She was hiding, but I heard him breaking in.” Her voice trembled, then steadied. “The police should be there by now too. Maybe they’ll be able to stop him. How close are you?”

      “Five miles.” Justin instinctively pressed harder on the gas.

      “Hurry. I may be a few minutes behind you.” Raine abruptly ended the call.

      Justin couldn’t believe Decker had gone after Raine’s niece in Buffalo. Why would he do such a thing? The perp had to know that Raine would anticipate his movements.

      As the highway curved, he slowed, double-checking the trailer in the rearview mirror. He used his GPS system to reach Raine’s sister’s home, nestled toward the back of a dead-end road. He pulled over to the side and hit the release for the back hatch. After the long drive, Stone didn’t hesitate to jump down.

      “Come, Stone.” He ran toward the police cruiser, his lab keeping pace beside him. There was the high-pitched sound of a small engine, maybe a four-wheeler or a motorbike. He frowned when he saw a rusty black Ford F-150 truck. The way it was parked down the street made him think Decker had driven it there. He caught up to the sheriff’s deputy, someone he didn’t recognize. His name tag identified him as Bolton. “Did you find Ginny?”

      “Who are you?” Deputy Bolton frowned, then must have noticed Stone. “Oh, you’re one of the Sullivans I’ve heard so much about.”

      “Justin.” He nodded and gestured to his K9. “This is Stone. We’re here because there’s a pedophile on the loose, and Ginny is in danger.”

      He’d barely finished talking when an SUV zoomed up the street, stopping so abruptly the vehicle jerked. A second later, a short slender woman with long dark hair strode toward them. From the tense expression on her face, he knew she was Raine Whitman. She was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt with a marshal badge on her chest. Raine glanced from him to the deputy. “Where’s Ginny?”

      Deputy Bolton threw up his hands. “I don’t know who Ginny is, but there’s nobody here.”

      Raine paled, then bolted past the deputy and headed for the house. Instinctively, Justin followed with Stone beside him. When he noticed the damage to the front door, he feared the worst.

      Allen Decker had been there.

      “Ginny!” Raine shouted as she moved through the house. Stone sniffed with interest as they followed. His stomach twisted more when he saw that the back door was open. Raine ran outside, glancing frantically from side to side. “Ginny!”

      Justin paused, scanning the interior. Aside from the broken front door, there was no sign of a struggle. Then again, Raine had said the guy was armed.

      A young girl couldn’t fight against a man with a gun.

      Raine whirled toward him. “Can you track him?”

      “Stone can.” He gestured to his lab. “Do you want Stone to track your niece or the perp?”

      “Both.” She dragged her hands through her hair, her expression grim. “They couldn’t have gotten too far on foot.”

      “Are you sure they’re not using something else? When I got here, I thought I heard a small engine in the distance.”

      Raine’s blue eyes widened in horror, and she spun around to head back outside. There was a shed off to the side, the door hanging ajar. It only took her a moment to look inside and glance back at him. “The four-wheeler is gone.”

      Not good. Justin jerked his thumb toward the road. “I hope you can ride because our best chance at finding Ginny is to use my horses.”

      “Horses!” Raine looked relieved. “I can ride.”

      “Good. I’ll get them out of the trailer and geared up.” He was glad he’d included saddles and bridles for the trip. He’d intended to ride Blaze in the area where the piece of his parents’ crashed plane had been found but had put that aside once Griff’s call had come through. “You need to get Stone a scent source for your niece. Dirty socks or a shirt would work. I’ll need something for Decker too.”

      “Okay.” To her credit, Raine didn’t waste time arguing.

      “Come, Stone.” Justin jogged around the house to his horse trailer. He opened the back and quickly led Timber and Blaze from the trailer. The horses stomped their feet and tossed their heads as if glad to be out of the trailer.

      Justin had just finished saddling and bridling them when Raine returned holding two bags of clothing. Seeing the faded orange fabric in one bag, he realized that one held Decker’s scent. The other bag was smaller and contained a green T-shirt and pair of dirty socks inside.

      “We need to hurry,” Raine said, her expression anxious. “I don’t know how much of a head start he has.”

      Considering Decker was on a four-wheeler, Justin understood her concern. Especially since he knew what that creep was capable of. “Here, hold the reins for Timber. You’ll use him; I’ll ride Blaze. Before we saddle up, though, I need to gather some items for Stone.”

      A look of impatience flashed in her eyes. Ignoring it, he turned to his SUV. His backpack was ready to go, but he took a moment to check the contents, then rummaged for extra items, specifically water bottles. He tucked extra water bottles into Blaze’s saddle bag. Lastly, he removed his side arm from the pack and quickly slipped his belt through the holster and snaking the belt back through his jeans. Then he stuffed the backpack into the saddle bag.

      Taking the two plastic bags from Raine’s hand, he used Decker’s first, offering it to Stone. “Decker,” he said. “This is Decker.”

      Stone sniffed for a long moment, then looked up at him, tail wagging. The grim situation wasn’t completely lost on Stone, as the dog’s ears were perked forward. His K9 was all about playing the search game.

      He poured some water into a collapsible bowl. Stone lowered his head, took a few laps, then looked up expectantly. Justin opened the second bag. “This is Ginny.”

      Again, Stone sniffed the contents of the bag. Justin used the time to pack the collapsible bowl away, then rose to his feet. He threw out his hand. “Search! Search Decker and Ginny!”

      Stone lowered his nose to the ground and trotted toward the black Ford truck. Justin decided to let the dog alert there, knowing it would help ramp up Stone’s excitement for the search to come.

      Justin had subtly pulled the stuffed penguin from his pack, anticipating Stone’s alert. The dog sniffed along the bottom of the driver’s side door, sat, and let out a sharp bark.

      “Good boy!” He tossed the penguin for Stone who leaped up to catch it. “Good boy, Stone. You found Decker.”

      Stone frolicked with the toy for a moment, then trotted back to him. After regurgitating the toy into his hand, the dog waited. “Search! Search Decker and Ginny!”

      This time, Stone turned and sniffed along the path to the house. Justin hurried over to where Raine stood next to Timber, trying to get her foot into the stirrup. “Do you need a leg up?”

      “Please.” She reached up to grasp the saddle horn. He laced his palms together so she could step into them, then hoisted her up onto Timber’s back. He quickly adjusted the stirrups, then swung up onto Blaze.

      “Stay close,” he advised.

      “Don’t worry, I will.” Raine looked determined to keep up, no matter what.

      Stone was all the way up to the house now, sniffing along the front porch. Stone sat and let out another sharp bark.

      “Good boy, Stone.” Justin didn’t reward the dog this time. The job was far from done. “Search! Search Decker and Ginny!”

      His K9 lifted his nose to the air. Justin took note of the breeze coming from the east and hoped Decker wasn’t smart enough to stay downwind. Stone trotted around the side of the house. Giving Blaze a gentle nudge with his heels, Justin urged the gelding to follow.

      “Wait, what are we supposed to do?” Deputy Bolton asked.

      “First call FBI Agent Griff Flannery, let him know where we are and that we’re following Decker. Then get more cops into the woods,” Justin suggested. “We’re going to need backup.”

      “Also, please call my sister, Camille Clark,” Raine added. “She works at the Wild Buffalo Hotel. She needs to know Ginny is missing.”

      Justin kept his gaze on Stone. His K9 trotted at a quick pace, one he could easily keep up with on Blaze. He made a note of the time, knowing he’d have to give Stone frequent rest breaks.

      Maybe even carrying the dog on his saddle for a while if needed.

      He and Raine didn’t talk much as he followed Stone into the wooded terrain. He caught the occasional glimpse of tire tracks in the earth. Stone was hot on the trail, which was good. But the hour was already going on two in the afternoon, and he didn’t want to imagine what would happen if they didn’t find Ginny before dark. Especially since there were dark clouds to the west.

      Glancing back over his shoulder, he was glad to see Raine was keeping up. Timber was a calm and steady equine.

      He ducked beneath a low-hanging branch as Blaze got too close. Then his mount gathered himself to climb a steep incline. Stone was still leading the way, and he kept his eye on his K9’s yellow coat.

      When they reached the top of the ridge, he pulled up on the reins, searching the ground for tire tracks. They veered off to the right, and that’s where Stone was headed too. He turned Blaze in that direction when the sharp echo of a gunshot rang out. He instinctively ducked as a bullet whizzed past.

      Decker was shooting at them!
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      Ginny Clark clung to the side of the four-wheeler, trying to avoid any physical contact with Decker. He’d forced her onto the four-wheeler at gunpoint and was now driving erratically through the woods. When he’d stopped and turned to fire his gun, she’d ducked, her heart pounding as she’d expected him to shoot her.

      He hadn’t, but his actions only scared her more. Her ears rang at the loud sound from the gun, and she bit her lip to keep from sobbing. She wanted to believe this was a terrible nightmare, but she knew it wasn’t.

      How had this happened? How had Decker escaped from prison in the first place? And worse, why had he come to find her? Because she was the one who’d brought him down, sending him to jail? When he’d flashed that leering grin, she’d almost thrown up her grilled cheese lunch. Everything about Decker made her skin crawl.

      Yet he was also hurt. Blood oozed from a wound on the right side of his head, and his right knee was swollen. She’d noticed he’d limped as he’d entered her house. She’d been prepared to run, until she saw the gun in his hand. He’d told her to come along quietly or he’d shoot her and then find her mother and kill her too.

      Faced with that choice, she’d cooperated with him.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice was barely a croak, so she tried again. “Who are you shooting at?”

      “Whoever is back there.” He scowled, then put the gun back in his holster and hit the gas. “We need to lose them.”

      Was her aunt back there? Ginny hoped so.

      “Where are we going?” She shouted the question, hoping if her aunt Raine was following them, she’d hear her voice. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

      “I know a place.” He cut his gaze toward her, and that sick smirk made her swallow hard. “A place we’ll be alone.”

      No way. Ginny tightened her grip on the frame of the ATV. The four-wheeler rocked from side to side as Decker drove along the steep incline. No way was she going to let him touch her. But as desperate as she was to get away, she grimly realized she needed to be smart about it. She needed to make sure that once she made her move, he couldn’t just shoot and kill her.

      And that he wouldn’t be able to follow through on his threat to kill her mother.

      Aunt Raine had taught her several self-defense moves this past summer. She’d practiced them nonstop, as Aunt Raine had suggested, so she could use them on instinct rather than as an afterthought. Yet seeing Decker up close, she was horrified to note he was more muscular now than he had been the first time he’d attempted to abduct her. Two years ago, he’d been soft and flabby when she’d kicked him and broken free of his grip. Now she found it hard to believe the moves Aunt Raine had taught her would work against him.

      Steeling her resolve, she reminded herself of what Aunt Raine had said. That size alone didn’t always matter. Brains over brawn, she’d said. Since her aunt Raine was short and slim, Ginny figured she knew what she was taking about. Ginny swallowed hard, knowing she needed to be smart. To play along as if she were scared to death—which she was—and wait for the opportunity to catch him off guard.

      Hoping and praying her efforts would be good enough.
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      At the crack of gunfire, Raine’s heart stopped in her chest. Had Decker shot and killed Ginny? If so, why?

      Justin’s mount took several steps backward, shaking his head from side to side in response to the sound. Raine was grateful her horse wasn’t nearly as skittish.

      “Easy, boy.” Justin ran a hand down the side of his horse’s neck, then turned to look back at her. “Are you okay? The shot didn’t come too close to you, did it?”

      Close to her? Dazed, she realized Decker had been shooting at them. “I’m fine.” She forced the words through her tight throat. She wasn’t close to fine knowing that creep had Ginny, but it was better to have that scumbag shoot at them than at her innocent niece. “How does Decker know we’re following him?”

      “I think the police must have arrived shortly after they escaped.” Justin nudged his horse forward. “Maybe he caught sight of them from a higher vantage point. Like I said, I heard the four-wheeler engine fading away when I arrived. If he suspected someone was behind him, he may have turned and noticed us moving through the trees.”

      Raine wanted to be glad Decker wasn’t too far away. Seeing Stone in action made her believe they’d find him sooner or later. Yet knowing he was armed and could easily shoot at them again—or worse, kill Ginny—made her gut clench with fear. What if he’d hurt her niece already?

      What if they got there too late to prevent Ginny from being assaulted?

      Doing her best to shake off her fear and panic, she urged Timber forward, following Justin, Blaze, and Stone. She was grateful to be on horseback, as the large animals would be able keep up with the four-wheeler better than if they were on foot. And the horses were generally quieter, too, other than their occasional huffing sounds. Would they be able to sneak up on him at some point? She hoped so.

      For now, keeping Decker on the move was the best way to protect Ginny from harm.

      They rode for another ten minutes in silence. She kept her gaze on Justin’s straight back, noticing the way he easily swayed in the saddle. In contrast, her thigh muscles ached, as she hadn’t ridden a horse in years, but she ignored the pain.

      Finding Ginny was all that mattered.

      She strained to listen for the sound of the four-wheeler. At times, the engine could be heard, but then there was nothing. Raine wasn’t sure if that was because of the wind or if it was because Decker had stopped someplace.

      Justin lifted his hand as he pulled back on the reins. With a frown, she followed suit, bringing Timber to a stop. “What’s wrong?”

      “Stone needs a break.” Justin swung out of the saddle. “Come, Stone.”

      Swallowing a protest, Raine tried to dismount as well. Her movements were far from graceful, and she hit the ground hard, wincing beneath the impact. Her wobbly legs didn’t want to hold her weight, so she leaned against Timber for support.

      “Here, boy.” Justin poured water into a collapsible bowl and offered it to his dog. She didn’t begrudge the K9 a break, but she couldn’t hide her desperate need to keep following Decker and Ginny.

      “How long before we can keep going?” When Timber moved away to nibble on tall grass, she managed to steady herself enough to walk toward Justin. “I don’t mean to be rude, but we can’t afford to lose him.”

      “A few minutes.” Justin arched a brow. “We won’t lose him. Stone knows his scent.”

      “I can see that, but we need to get to him before . . .” She let her voice trail off. Justin nodded in understanding.

      “Trust me, I want to get this guy as much as you do. I have sisters.” His blue eyes darkened with anger. “We’ll get her back.”

      In time to prevent an assault? Raine bit back the sarcastic comment. Justin didn’t deserve her anger and frustration. He’d gotten her closer to Decker than anyone else, and she owed him a debt of gratitude.

      Justin was younger than she’d anticipated, probably mid-twenties. Or maybe she just felt old and jaded at thirty-four. He was ruggedly handsome, but she told herself to ignore that. This was hardly the time to notice something so unimportant under the dire circumstances. Besides, she wasn’t interested, even if he was older than he looked. She’d been married, but things hadn’t worked out, thanks to Sean cheating on her. Finding time to date around the demands of her job was nearly impossible.

      The sad truth was that she didn’t have much of a social life. Her sister, Cami, and niece, Ginny, were more important to her than anyone.

      Shaking off the memories of her personal failures, she walked around the small clearing, as much to stretch her leg muscles as to check out the ground. Her gaze narrowed when she spotted the tire tracks. They were still on the right path. She was about to suggest they didn’t need Stone to lead the way when she heard the faint sound of an engine. So faint she almost missed it.

      Decker was getting farther away!

      As if reading her thoughts, Justin knelt beside Stone. He patted the dog’s sides and sounded enthusiastic when he addressed the K9. “Are you ready to go? Are you? Search! Search Decker and Ginny!”

      Stone wagged his tail and jumped to his feet. The yellow lab sniffed along the ground for several moments, then lifted his nose to the air as if to capture Decker’s and Ginny’s scents. Raine felt certain the dog was more focused on Decker, which was fine with her.

      Justin crossed over and laced his fingers together to give her a leg up onto Timber. She accepted his help, swallowing a groan as she settled back in the saddle. If Justin’s body ached like hers, he didn’t show it.

      Then again, she had the impression he had far more experience in riding than she did. He appeared completely at ease on Blaze. Gritting her teeth, she silently vowed not to fall behind. To not let her inexperience slow them down.

      Moments later, Justin urged Blaze into a trot. She winced as Timber picked up his pace, doing the same.

      Raine stood in the stirrups but still had trouble settling into the choppy gait. My problem, not his, she silently admonished herself. She’d follow Justin’s lead if it killed her.

      Which it just might, she hated to admit.

      Flashes of yellow caught her eye as Stone quickly navigated through the mountainous terrain. The dog darted around trees, sniffing intently. Marveling at his ability, she was glad they were cutting through the woods faster now.

      They had to find Ginny. They just had to!

      After ten minutes of trotting, Justin slowed his horse to a walk. She was both thankful and anxious about the possible delay. The fact that they still hadn’t caught up to Decker nagged at her. How much longer would Decker wait before doing something drastic?

      She was afraid to find out.

      The beat of her heart throbbed in unison with the pain reverberating through her thighs and knees. Raine could admit that riding on trails was far different from cutting a path through the woods in pursuit of a convicted felon.

      But she wouldn’t let it stop her either. When Justin continued walking his horse, she leaned forward to ask why they’d slowed down, then she heard the high whine of the four-wheeler engine again.

      Louder this time.

      They’d gotten closer to Decker and Ginny!

      Settling back in the saddle, she kept quiet and decided then and there that she needed to trust Justin and Stone. As a search and rescue team, they obviously knew what they were doing.

      At that point, she was literally just along for the ride.
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        * * *

      

      Justin easily sensed Raine’s frustration with his decision to give Stone a break but admired her ability to keep her complaints to herself. He understood her concern. Even a minor delay seemed like a lifetime in a situation as tense as this. He couldn’t imagine how difficult it was for her to know your young niece was in the hands of a pedophile.

      Thankfully, Stone’s energy hadn’t abated much since they’d headed up the mountain, but he suspected the dog would tire soon. The tire tracks were spotty, and he’d rather use Stone’s nose for as long as possible than depend on the tracks alone. Especially if Decker got wise to their tactic and made circles or doubled back to confuse them.

      He glanced back over his shoulder to see a weary yet determined expression on Raine’s face. “How old is Ginny?”

      “Eleven.” Her eyes closed briefly, then she added, “She’ll be twelve in November. Decker grabbed her when she was nine.”

      Nine. He swallowed hard. “How did she get away?”

      Raine shook her head. “It’s a minor miracle if you ask me. She was walking home from school after soccer practice when he approached and grabbed her. He dragged her toward his car when something distracted him. Ginny kicked him in the privates and took off running. She ran through the woods and out onto the highway farther down from Decker. A family of four found her, and she told them about the man who tried to abduct her. Thankfully, they called the police. Ginny provided a very detailed description of him and the car he was driving. They found and arrested him.” She paused for a long moment. “Ginny testified against him in court. He was sentenced to ten years but only did two before he managed to escape.”

      He grimaced. Decker’s escape should not have happened. But hearing the story of how Ginny had survived the previous abduction attempt gave him hope. The poor kid was probably scared, but she’d escaped him once before. He firmly believed she’d find a way to do so again. “Sounds like she’s smart. I’m sure she’ll find a way to stay safe this time too.”

      “I hope so.” Raine didn’t look the least bit reassured. “He didn’t have a gun last time, the way he does now, though. That changes things.”

      He was forced to admit that was true. The weapon was a problem in more ways than one. “We’ll keep praying for God to watch over her.” Justin and his siblings were big on faith and the power of prayer. Ever since their parents had died in a plane crash six years ago now, they’d grown closer to God and to each other.

      “I guess.” Again, she didn’t look convinced.

      He wanted to press the issue, but Stone took an abrupt turn to the south, forcing him to tug on the reins to follow. The whine of the engine was about the same, indicating they were keeping pace but not gaining on their quarry.

      Part of that was by design. They’d been riding for almost an hour, and he’d hoped the four-wheeler would eventually run low on gas. The Sullivan K9 Search and Rescue Ranch had used four-wheelers, too, for some of their searches, along with snow machines for the winter months. But in his humble opinion, it was better to be on horseback than dependent upon fuel. They typically carried an extra gas tank just for that reason.

      He hoped Decker hadn’t thought that far ahead.

      Finding Decker and Ginny was only part of the problem. The convict had Ginny as a hostage and that would change things. They couldn’t just stroll up and arrest him.

      No matter how much Raine wanted to.

      He pulled out his cell phone for the second time since they’d left Ginny’s home, grimacing when he noticed there was still no service. He took solace in the fact that the police knew the general direction they were headed and that by now they should have been in contact with his brother-in-law, Griff. Hopefully, additional resources were on the way to back them up.

      But that didn’t change the fact that for now they were on their own.

      Would Griff send choppers or small planes to assist in the search? He scanned the cloudy sky, then decided it was still too early for an air response. The closest airfield was in Yellowstone, unless Griff called on private plane owners, like his sister Jessica’s husband, Logan, for help.

      Logan would jump into his plane without hesitation. Logan loved being in the sky and would want to do his part in aiding the search.

      As he glanced up again, though, the clouds seemed to be getting darker. He frowned in concern. A thunderstorm would not only slow them down, but it would also likely obliterate what was left of Decker’s tire tracks.

      Realizing he needed to save Stone for that possibility, he reined in Blaze and threw his leg over the saddle to dismount. “Here, Stone. Come here, boy.”

      The yellow lab lifted his head, his ears pricked forward. Then the K9 wheeled and trotted to his side.

      “Another break?” Disappointment laced Raine’s tone. “It’s only been a few minutes since we last stopped.”

      He didn’t answer, waiting for Stone to trot back to him. He bent and scooped the seventy-pound yellow lab into his arms. Then he carefully draped the dog over the saddle. “Stay.”

      Stone stared up at him, his dark-brown gaze seeming to hold reproach. This wasn’t the first time Justin had ridden with Stone on his horse, but that didn’t mean his K9 enjoyed traveling this way.

      “What’s wrong? Is he too tired to continue?” Raine asked as he remounted the horse, settling behind Stone. Once he was situated, he lifted the dog, shifting the K9’s weight so that Stone was cushioned across his lap.

      “No, but I’m giving him a rest anyway.” He nudged Blaze into moving forward, then gestured at the sky. “See those clouds rolling in from the west? If it rains, we’re going to lose the tire tracks.”

      “What? No! We can’t lose Decker.” Raine’s voice rose in alarm.

      “We won’t.” He flashed what he hoped was a reassuring grin. “Stone will be ready to go when we need him.”

      Following the tire tracks wasn’t as easy as he made it out to be, and twice he thought he’d lost them when they’d abruptly shown up again. The terrain was soft in some places but hard in others. Typical for fall when the temperature cooled dramatically at night, even in early September.

      A few minutes later, he realized the sound of the four-wheeler engine had stopped. His stomach tightened with the fear that they might lose Decker. With Stone lying across his lap, turned enough that the K9’s spine was pressed against his abdomen, Justin didn’t urge Blaze into a trot. The choppy gait might dislodge the dog.

      As they continued through the woods, he listened intently, hoping and praying the engine would start up again. Hearing nothing, he figured either Decker had stopped the four-wheeler for some reason, or the convict had gotten far enough away that the wind carried the sound away from them.

      “Justin? I can’t hear the four-wheeler.” Raine’s voice was low and urgent.

      “I know. Don’t worry, we’re still on his trail.” He spoke with confidence while secretly hoping they weren’t heading into a trap. He debated stopping long enough to put Stone back on the ground to follow the scent.

      Then fat drops of rain fell from the sky. Feeling the wetness on his face, Justin pushed Blaze forward, eager to follow the tire track indentations as long as possible.

      Behind him, Raine urged Timber forward. “Come on, big guy. You can do this.”

      He appreciated her attempt to calm the horse, but Timber was steady and surefooted, even in the rain. Blaze was far more temperamental.

      The darkening clouds made it even more difficult to follow the tire tracks. He pushed forward, then was forced to come to a stop when he lost them.

      Battling a wave of fear, he slid Stone forward so he could dismount. Then he lifted the dog down, placing him on the ground. He’d managed to give his K9 a twenty-minute break, which wasn’t a lot, but better than nothing.

      He glanced at Raine, and the fear etched on her features tugged at his heart. “What if we lost them?”

      “Stone will pick up the scent.” Since they were stopped on the trail, he took a moment to remove rain ponchos from the saddle bags of his horse and hers. He offered her one before pulling the other over his head. Then he bent and stroked his dog. “Are you ready, boy? Search! Search for Decker and Ginny!”

      Stone lowered his nose to the ground, sniffing intently. Then the dog turned to head farther up the rocky incline. Justin quickly swung back into the saddle.

      “What about the storm?” she asked. “Won’t the rain hamper Stone’s ability to find Decker?”

      He shook his head and gently dug his heels into Blaze’s sides. The gelding moved forward. “It has the opposite effect. Moistening a K9’s mucus membranes enhances their ability to track a scent.” He didn’t add that the downside of the storm was that Decker wouldn’t be shedding as much sweat. A key factor in Stone’s ability to track him.

      “Is that why you give him water each time you tell him to search?” She sounded surprised.

      “Exactly.” The rain came down harder now. The plastic poncho helped sluice moisture from his clothes, but water still clouded his vision. He should have brought his cowboy hat along, he thought sourly. It was the one thing he hadn’t bothered with when double-checking his gear. He swiped the moisture from his face, squinting through the rain.

      Stone was about twenty yards ahead, his nose still on the ground. Good thing he had Stone to help guide them.

      A flash of lightning lit up the sky, followed by rolling thunder. He glanced back at Raine, worried she was lagging behind. Thankfully, she appeared as determined as ever, riding gamely behind him as he followed Stone’s progress through the rugged terrain. As the rain pelted down on them, it occurred to him that Decker might have killed the engine of the four-wheeler to seek shelter from the storm. If so, he knew Stone would lead them straight to the convict’s hideout.

      Although stopping in a cave or some other sort of shelter would also give the creep an opportunity to hurt Ginny if he was so inclined. Justin had to work hard not to focus too much on that horrific scenario.

      He lifted his gaze to the sky, silently praying for God to watch over Ginny and to give them the strength they needed to reach the young girl in time.

      Another jagged bolt of lightning split the sky like a knife followed by a crack of thunder. Louder this time, as if the storm was gaining on them. He momentarily lost sight of Stone. He frowned, then relaxed when the dog emerged from the foliage. His K9 stopped long enough to shake the moisture from his fur, then he went back to work, unfazed by the less than optimal working conditions.

      Urging Blaze forward, he wiped the rain from his face and scanned the horizon. He wasn’t familiar with this particular section of the mountainside and realized they were high enough on the slope that there were plenty of places for Decker to hide with Ginny.

      Too many, he thought grimly.

      On the heels of that thought, another gunshot reverberated through the air. He instinctively ducked, tightening his grip on Blaze’s reins as the equine danced nervously away from the perceived threat.

      “Easy, boy,” he said, hoping the horse could hear. Then another gunshot rang out, and Blaze reared up on his hind legs.

      Justin gripped the animal with his knees, wrestling with the reins and struggling to maintain control. Between the storm and the gunfire, his horse clearly didn’t want to continue along this path.

      They needed shelter, and fast. Before one of the bullets flying through the air found its mark.
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