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The dogs are trained to kill. The handlers are ghosts. And Nikki Drake just became their next target.
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A knock cut through the blare of traffic spilling through Nikki Drake’s office window. She looked up from the background check she’d been reviewing. Gunner was already on his feet, ears pricked, his gaze locked on the door.

“Come in,” she called, expecting a lost courier or someone looking for the accountant’s office down the hall.

The door opened, and a girl peered in, one hand clutching the knob. She wore a school uniform: plaid skirt, white blouse, navy cardigan. Her socks were mismatched, one navy and one black, as if she’d dressed in a hurry. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and her eyes were red-rimmed from crying.

“Are you Ms. Drake?” she asked, her voice uncertain. “Nikki Drake, the private investigator?”

“I am,” Nikki said. “And this is Gunner.”

Gunner’s tail gave a slow wag as the girl stepped inside. Nikki pushed aside her coffee and waved at the chair across from her desk. “What’s your name?”

“Emma. Emma Park.” She perched on the edge of the seat, shoulders hunched, folded papers clenched in her fist. “I found your website. It says you find missing people. Does that include animals?”

“It does.” Nikki studied the girl more carefully. Emma looked thirteen, maybe fourteen, trying hard to hold herself together but barely managing. “Tell me how I can help.”

Emma placed the clippings on the desk, turning them so Nikki could see. One was from a news article in the LA Times with the headline “Local PI and K9 Partner Locate Missing Boy in San Gabriel Mountains.” Another was from a smaller community paper: “Private Investigator Reunites Family.” A third showed a photo of Nikki and Gunner at what looked like an award ceremony, though Nikki barely remembered it.

“I checked these online,” Emma said. “They say your dog is trained for search and rescue. My neighbor’s dog was stolen four days ago. Mr. Carver is a combat veteran with PTSD. Rocky is his support animal. Without him, Mr. Carver can’t function. He can’t leave his apartment. He...” Her throat worked as she tried to swallow.

Nikki pulled out her notepad, giving Emma a moment. “Start from the beginning,” she said gently. “Tell me everything.”

Emma straightened in the chair. She lived with her mother in a ground-floor apartment in North Hollywood. Nikki knew the type, older stucco buildings where every sound carried through thin walls and the scent of neighbors’ cooking mixed in the shared hallways.

Their neighbor, David Carver, lived in the apartment next door. He’d moved in two years ago after being discharged from the Marines with severe PTSD. He’d served in Iraq. For months, he’d barely left his apartment, and Emma’s mom would leave groceries outside his door. He’d slip cash under their door in payment but never answered when they knocked.

Then one day a social worker arrived with an enormous dog on a leash. Emma had watched from the doorway as the dog was led into David’s apartment.

“I heard barking at first,” Emma said. “Really deep and powerful. Then I heard Mr. Carver’s voice, talking to the dog. Over the next few weeks, I started hearing more sounds. Talking, not barking.”

One morning Emma watched Mr. Carver leave the building with the big dog beside him. His hands shook and his eyes jumped at every sound, but the dog remained by his side, glancing up every few steps.

“The dog was enormous. Big and scary.” Emma’s voice softened. “But his tail was always wagging and he was so gentle. I started talking to them on their walks. A lot of people did.”

Morning and evening visits to the dog park became routine. Mr. Carver started going to VA appointments, grocery shopping, even sitting at the coffee shop on the corner with Rocky lying at his feet.

“He told me that Rocky was his shield,” Emma said, her smile wobbly. “That nothing could hurt him now. Everyone at the dog park loved Rocky too. He was like the sheriff. Never aggressive, but he wouldn’t let the small or timid dogs get picked on. Rocky was everyone’s shield.”

“What changed?” Nikki asked, jotting down notes.

Emma’s hands tightened on the arms of the chair. “Someone stole him.”

The theft had happened at six-thirty in the morning. Mr. Carver always let Rocky out in the small fenced backyard before breakfast and heading to the dog park. Emma had been getting ready for school when she heard barking. Not Rocky’s usual friendly bark, but an aggressive warning.

She’d rushed to her window but couldn’t see Rocky from her angle. She’d heard men’s voices, at least two, maybe three. One gave quiet instructions. Another barely spoke, just breathed hard like he was working fast. Wood cracked and Rocky’s barking turned louder. Then silence.

“At first I thought it was just neighbors walking by,” Emma said. “But I heard Mr. Carver calling for Rocky and he sounded upset.”

Emma had run to her apartment door and found Mr. Carver standing in the hallway, his face drained of color, one hand braced against the wall as if his legs might give out.

“He’s gone,” he’d said. “Rocky’s gone.”

They’d searched the area together, starting with the parking lot, checking around dumpsters and behind cars. They’d walked the common area, calling Rocky’s name. They’d circled the surrounding blocks, asking everyone if they’d seen a big brindle dog. With each dead end, Mr. Carver seemed to shrink. By the time they gave up, she had to help him back to his apartment.

She stayed until he stopped shaking, then slipped outside and returned to the backyard alone. Walking the streets hadn’t found Rocky, but maybe whoever took him had left something behind.

The yard fence was old but solid. Someone had pulled off several boards, leaving a gap big enough to climb through. The nails had been pulled, not ripped out. Rocky’s blue collar lay on the ground.

“They must have thought the collar had a GPS tracker,” Emma said. “And they would have needed a hammer or something to get out those nails. Whoever did this wasn’t rushing.”

Nikki asked about the police response. An officer had arrived around nine-thirty, three hours after the theft. A stolen dog, even one taken in broad daylight, didn’t rank high on the priority list. Still, he’d been thorough. He’d taken a report, photographed the scene, examined the fence boards and discarded collar, and asked about security cameras.

“He said someone knew what they were doing,” Emma said. “He thought a big dog like Rocky would be worth money for protection work or guard dog training. But he said Rocky was distinctive enough that someone might notice him if we got the word out.”

Mr. Carver had immediately started making calls. He’d reported Rocky stolen to the microchip company, updated the information, and provided the police case number. He’d contacted vet clinics, animal shelters, and rescue organizations.

Emma had made flyers and posted them on telephone poles, bus stops, and community boards. She’d spread the word on social media, Craigslist, and lost pet websites. So far, no one had called with tips or sightings.

“It’s like he vanished into thin air,” Emma said.

And now Mr. Carver had shut down. He wouldn’t leave his apartment, wouldn’t open the door except for Emma and her mom. All his curtains were closed, lights off. Yesterday Emma’s mom had found him sitting on the kitchen floor, holding Rocky’s collar and moaning.

“He told my mom he should have died in Iraq.” Emma looked at Nikki, her face haunted by something no kid should have to carry. “That at least then Rocky would have gone to someone who could keep him safe.”

Nikki set down her pen. The timing of the theft, the quick disposal of the collar, the selection of a powerful mixed-breed dog. It all pointed to an organized operation. And it was doubtful they wanted him for breeding purposes.

“Is Rocky neutered?”

“Yes. The social worker said he was neutered young, around six months. She told Mr. Carver it was part of why he’s so gentle.” Emma’s nose wrinkled. “Why does that matter?”

Nikki chose her words carefully. “A dog like Rocky has value. If he could breed, someone might want him for puppies. But neutered and distinctive...” She studied Emma’s face. “There are other reasons people steal large dogs.”

Emma tilted her head. “What kind of reasons?”

“Fighting. Dog fighting rings pay for animals like Rocky.”

“You don’t know Rocky.” Emma crossed her arms. “He won’t even chase squirrels.”

“His temperament might work in his favor,” Nikki said. “Dogs that won’t fight aren’t useful to them.”

“I just want you to find him.” Emma pulled out a plastic sandwich bag filled with crumpled bills and set it on the desk. “Eighty-seven dollars. From babysitting. I know it’s not enough, but it’s all I have.”

She rushed on before Nikki could speak. “But I can get more! My mom said she’ll give me twenty dollars from her next paycheck. And I’ve been collecting bottles and cans from the whole building. Mrs. Rodriguez upstairs saves hers, and the dog park people are raising money. I’ll come back really soon with more.”

Nikki looked at the plastic bag of crumpled bills, then at Emma. Gunner had moved closer to the girl, which said more than any background check. “Eighty-seven dollars works,” she said.

“Really? Then you’ll take the job? You’ll look for Rocky?”

At Nikki’s solemn nod, Emma’s chin dropped to her chest. She sat like that for a moment, shoulders curling inward. Then she reached into her backpack and pulled out a stack of papers. “I organized everything last night,” she said, spreading them across Nikki’s desk. “I heard that PIs charge less if clients come prepared. Thought if I had all the information ready, maybe I could afford more hours.”

Nikki studied the documents. Emma had done her homework. She’d included a police report with a case number, Rocky’s complete information including his microchip number and health records, and multiple photos. The pictures showed a massive brindle dog with intelligent amber eyes and a calm expression. His vet records listed him as a mastiff-Kangal mix.

Crime scene photos showed the fence boards and the abandoned collar. But it was the rest that really impressed her. Emma had drawn a map of the apartment complex with Carver’s unit marked, compiled a list of neighbors she’d interviewed with detailed notes, created a timeline of that morning, and logged every vet clinic and shelter Carver had contacted. All organized by date and response.

“This is excellent groundwork,” Nikki said, flipping through the pages. Emma had better investigative instincts than half the PIs she knew. She’d even noted the lack of security cameras in the building and the absence of nearby CCTV footage, details the police report had missed.

“I just want to find him. Mr. Carver won’t survive without his dog. I know that sounds dramatic but it’s true. Rocky’s not just his dog. He’s everything.”

Nikki nodded, her gaze drifting to Gunner. She understood that bond. The way a dog could anchor you when the past clawed its way back.

She stacked Emma’s documents into a neat pile, placed them in a manila folder, and set it beside her keyboard. Then she wrote out a receipt and slid it across the desk along with her business card. “That’s my direct cell number. Call me anytime, day or night, if you think of anything else or if there are any developments.”

Emma picked up the card, lips moving as she studied the number.

“Thank you so much,” she said, rising and giving Gunner a pat before shouldering her backpack. She started toward the door, then swung around. “But if someone awful took him, will he still be Rocky? I mean, will Mr. Carver get back the same dog?”

“I don’t know,” Nikki said.
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Nikki sat alone at her desk, staring at Emma’s plastic bag of money. Eighty-seven dollars in crumpled bills and coins lay beside Rocky’s photos. If he’d been stolen for a fight ring, she didn’t have much time.

Gunner settled beside her, his shoulder warm against her knee. She reached down and ran her hand over his head, steadying herself. Somewhere out there a dog was missing his person as much as his person was missing him. That was enough to give this case priority.

She spread out the contents of Emma’s folder. The thieves had brought tools to pry boards without splintering them. They’d scouted the location first, chosen an older apartment building with no security cameras and a ground-floor unit with a wooden fence. David’s morning routine was predictable, and early enough that neighbors would still be inside.

The building sat on a quiet side street, the kind of place where people kept to themselves. A work van parked briefly at the curb wouldn’t draw attention, and no one would question men who looked like they belonged. Nikki scanned Emma’s neighbor interviews, searching for someone who might have been more than a friendly face. Several mentioned seeing Mr. Carver and Rocky on their regular walks. The coffee shop owner knew them. Mrs. Rodriguez upstairs always said hello. Even the mail carrier brought Rocky treats.

Any one of them could have passed along information: address, schedule, the dog’s temperament. Some might have done it unknowingly, chatting with a stranger who asked the right questions. Others might have been paid informants, scouting for a ring.

Someone could have been greeting Mr. Carver on the street, establishing themselves as harmless. It could have been a neighbor or someone who’d moved through the building posing as maintenance or making deliveries.

The thieves had targeted a large, powerful dog and left no witnesses except the animal itself. They’d removed the collar in case it carried a tracker. That wasn’t amateur thinking or a neighbor who suddenly decided he wanted a cool dog.

She opened her laptop and started a systematic search. “Large breed dog thefts Los Angeles.” “Stolen family dogs for fighting.” “Dog theft rings Southern California.”

Her coffee sat untouched, growing cold as the results filled her screen. A German Shepherd had been stolen from a Pasadena backyard a year ago. The owner had posted desperate pleas on social media with no results.

A Cane Corso had been taken from a doggie daycare in Santa Monica. A ten-thousand dollar- reward hadn’t brought him back. In Long Beach, someone had smashed a car window for a Presa Canario.

All large breeds that had disappeared. No bodies, no sightings, no dogs matching descriptions had surfaced anywhere. And these were only the cases that made the news.

A Lost Dog Network site had pages of posts. Dozens more large breeds had been reported missing across Southern California in the past year: American Bulldogs, Cane Corsos, Dogo Argentinos, Akitas. Most posters assumed their dogs had simply run away or been taken for resale.

Nikki created a spreadsheet and entered breed, location, date of disappearance, and circumstances for each case. Then she analyzed the data.

An hour later, she had a pattern. The stolen dogs were all large, powerful breeds. They lived in ground-floor apartments or houses with accessible yards. The thefts occurred during early morning or evening hours. The owners followed predictable routines with dogs that were known in their neighborhoods.

She dug deeper into dog fighting. LAPD had busted a ring in South LA eight months ago. The article quoted a detective: “Dog fighting is a billion-dollar industry. These aren’t backyard amateurs. It’s organized crime.” Dogs were isolated and starved to trigger aggression. Bait dogs were used in staged attacks to train the fighters. Dogs that wouldn’t fight were killed or used as fodder.

A different search brought up an article from three months ago: “Animal Control Investigates Suspected Dog Ring in Simi Valley.” Anonymous tips had reported dogs barking at all hours and neighbors had heard sounds of fighting. Officers found nothing during their inspection. The kennels were clean, the dogs looked healthy, and all the paperwork was in order. The case was closed.

Nikki noted the address. Simi Valley was forty-five minutes from David Carver’s apartment, close enough to scout targets but far enough to feel safe. She pulled up a map and downloaded the satellite images.

The Lost Dog Network posts revealed an alarming trend. She filtered by breed type and geographic area, then sorted by date. The numbers climbed month by month: three large breeds missing in January, four in February, seven in March, six in April. May was only half over and already five posts matched the profile. And no one was stopping it.

She reached for her phone and called a friend in Animal Control. Officer Martinez answered on the third ring with the flat tone of someone expecting bad news. When he heard Nikki’s voice, he loosened up. “Hey, what’s up? Something hurt? Dog stuck in a drain?”

She explained her concern about a dog theft operation. Martinez didn’t respond right away.

“We’ve noticed growing thefts,” he finally said. “Filed reports with LAPD, but you know how it goes. Stolen dog is property crime. Same category as a missing lawnmower. Did you hear about that Simi Valley facility? Made the news a few months back.”

“What happened with that?”

“Nothing. Police went in with warrants but found a legitimate boarding operation. I talked to one of the officers though. Off the record, he said something felt wrong. There weren’t many dogs and the ones that were there were too quiet. Not trained quiet. Scared quiet.”

Nikki’s pen stilled on the notepad.

“Everything checked out legally,” Martinez continued. “But if you’re investigating this, be careful. I heard police had an informant three months ago who was going to give fight locations. He ended up in the hospital with two broken legs. Fell down stairs, supposedly.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“I don’t believe stairs break both legs at once. These operations have money and connections. They protect their investments.” Wind buffeted his voice, and Nikki heard the metallic clang of a kennel door. “Sometimes I tell people to just get a doodle. Nobody’s running a fight ring with dogs that need haircuts.”

Nikki glanced at Gunner. He lifted his head, meeting her eyes with that steady trust. German Shepherds topped the list for trainability and protection work. If those people ever came for him...

She shook off the thought and called Dr. Sanders at the vet clinic in Sherman Oaks. He saw everything from purebred show dogs to strays dragged in off the street, and he never turned away an animal in need.

After a five-minute wait, he picked up. “Give me a second.” A cat yowled. Something clattered to the floor. “Okay. Nikki, right?”

“Yes, I have a quick question. Have you heard any rumors about dogs being brought in with fight injuries? Off-the-books treatment?”

“Not from vets I personally know.” He blew out a reluctant breath. “But I’ve heard whispers. Are you looking for a specific animal?”

“A large mixed breed stolen from a backyard. Might be headed for a fighting ring.”

The silence on the line stretched. “I know that’s been happening. Wish I could tell you otherwise.” His voice rose to be heard over a cat’s indignant shrieks. “Sadly, dogs rescued from fighting often can’t be rehabbed. Depends how long they were in it, what was done to them. Your client might be better advised to get a new pet.”

Get a new pet. Nikki ended the call and stared blankly at her notes. As if David Carver could just pick out a replacement.

She pushed her chair back and walked to the window. Traffic hummed below. She bent and scratched Gunner behind his ears, then grabbed her phone again.

Her next call went to Officer Brennan, a street cop who worked with Justin’s unit. He owed her a favor from last month.

“Brennan, it’s Nikki Drake. Got a question about dog fighting operations in LA. Do you know who runs them?”

“That’s a big question with complicated answers. Why?”

She explained the theft, the pattern, what she’d found. Brennan gave a low whistle.

“You’re poking a hornet’s nest. Dog fighting ties into everything. Drug trafficking, illegal gambling, gang activity. It’s not standalone.”

“Who would I talk to? Who knows the players?”

“Nobody who’ll talk to a PI. These operations are insulated. Low-level guys don’t know who runs things. High-level guys don’t talk.” He lowered his voice. “Look, between you and me? There’s been chatter about a big operation. Multi-county. They scout dogs, steal them to order. Some go to fighting, some to criminal training, some to private security that doesn’t ask questions. Professional, organized, and dangerous.”

“Any idea where they keep the dogs?”

“They move them around. Abandoned warehouses, storage facilities, isolated properties. By the time we get warrants, they’re gone. :Look, if you find something concrete, tell Justin. He’ll know how to fast-track it. You are keeping him in the loop on this, right?”

She thanked him and ended the call. Patterns and warnings weren’t enough. She needed a lead.

Her last call went to Carlos, a street informant who owed her more favors than Brennan.

Carlos answered on the second ring. “Yeah?”

“Hey, it’s Nikki. Need information about dogs—”

The line went dead.

Either he was with someone, or he wanted nothing to do with this subject. Carlos worked the streets and knew people in the underground economy. He had regular spots: corner of Sepulveda and Victory in the late mornings, the convenience store parking lot on Van Nuys Boulevard in the afternoons. She’d find him and press him harder than a phone call allowed. Besides, the Simi Valley visit would have to wait until dark, still seven hours away. Right now, Carlos was her best bet.

She grabbed her jacket and was halfway to the door when her phone buzzed. Unknown number. Probably spam but PIs couldn’t ignore calls. It might be a frantic parent, a witness ready to talk, or someone with information about Rocky.

She answered.
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“Deputy Sullivan with the LA County Sheriff’s Department.” The voice on the phone was clipped and eager, someone still proving himself. “We need a K9 tracker for a situation in Angeles National Forest. I understand you’re on our approved list.”

“I am,” Nikki said, pausing in her office doorway. “What’s the situation?”

“Body found off one of the trails this morning. Hiker spotted it just after dawn. Appears to be an animal attack, probably coyotes. We need to track them, confirm what we’re dealing with.

“Our primary unit is tied up with search and rescue in Kern County,” Sullivan said. “Won’t be free until tomorrow at the earliest so we’re stretched thin. You and your dog are approved, and frankly, you’re all we’ve got right now. Trail’s less than a mile from Greenfield Elementary. If there’s an aggressive pack in the area, we need to locate them. If they’re bold enough to attack an adult male, they won’t hesitate with a kid.”

“Send me the location,” Nikki said, already turning back to her locked cabinet. “We’re on our way.”

“Coordinates coming now. This is priority. We need to close the trail until we know what’s out there.”

The text arrived seconds after Sullivan hung up. Angeles National Forest, northern section. It would take a few hours at most, and she’d still be able to make Simi Valley tonight.

She unlocked the cabinet and retrieved her Glock. “Change of plans, partner,” she said to Gunner. He tilted his head, eyes eager. “Quick tracking job, then back to finding Rocky.”

She slipped the gun into her pack and checked the contents: water, evidence bags, dog boots, tracking harness, reward ball. Everything she needed.

She looked one more time at Emma’s folder on her desk. “Hold on, Rocky,” she murmured. Then she and Gunner jogged to her car.

Traffic choked the freeway, brake lights stretching ahead like a river of red. Heat shimmered off the pavement. The smog layer hung low and brown, trapped against the mountains. Nikki merged into the carpool lane. Behind her, Gunner circled twice and lay down, recognizing the signs of a long drive.

Gradually the sprawl thinned. Office buildings gave way to strip malls, then suburbs, then open space. The mountains rose ahead, dark green against pale blue sky, beautiful but deceptively dangerous. People died in those mountains every year.

Hikers underestimated distances, climbers overestimated skills, tourists wandered off marked trails and vanished. Coyotes, mountain lions, bears, and smaller scavengers worked quickly. A body could disappear in days, scattered across miles of wilderness. Sometimes all that was left were fragments of clothing and bleached bones.

The mountains disappeared behind a curve but Rocky’s case followed her. If he’d been stolen to fight, every minute counted. Dogs didn’t last long in that world. Winners were used until they lost, and unsuitable dogs became bait. Either way, it was a brutal end.

She pushed the thought away. She had a coyote attack to handle. Track, locate, report. Then she’d focus on Emma’s case and hit Simi Valley tonight.

It was early afternoon when she turned off the freeway onto a secondary road. Hints of sage and pine replaced exhaust and asphalt. The temperature dropped as the elevation rose.

Five miles later, she turned off a fire road onto a narrow trail access. Two marked vehicles were parked at the trailhead, along with a white coroner’s van. Yellow crime scene tape stretched between trees. That seemed excessive for an animal attack, but any unexpected death required coroner notification. Deputies were cautious about contaminating scenes.

She parked and fitted Gunner with his harness and vest. He whined, straining toward the trail.

A deputy hurried out from behind the tape. He was mid-twenties, built more for weight lifting than fieldwork, his uniform already showing sweat stains. His nameplate read Sullivan.

“Nikki Drake?” His gaze swept over Gunner, sizing him up. “Thanks for coming so fast. Body’s about a quarter mile in. Medical examiner is with it now. Scene’s been photographed and documented. Please stay behind me.”

He turned and headed up the trail without waiting for a response. Nikki followed, Gunner at her side.

“Fair warning,” Sullivan called over his shoulder. “It’s not pretty. Animal attacks never are.”

Nikki said nothing. Sullivan wouldn’t have warned his own K9 handlers. Gunner had found bodies in conditions that made seasoned detectives step away.

The trail wound through scrub oak and manzanita, climbing gradually. Hard-packed dirt gave way to loose gravel and dry leaves. Birds called from branches. A hawk circled overhead.

Then the smell hit her, sweet and copper and rot. Her skin prickled.

They rounded a bend and the scene opened before them.

The body lay in a small clearing, exposed to the afternoon sun. A male, though the damage made his age impossible to tell. What had been casual clothes was now shredded fabric and gore. A denim jacket hung in tatters, the heavy fabric no match for sharp teeth. One worn loafer remained on his left foot, the tan leather stained dark. The other was missing.

Nikki had seen how coyote packs scavenged dead bodies and knew what days of feeding looked like. But this was different. This was fresh. The blood was still tacky, not yet dried to rust. Chunks of flesh had been torn away but not consumed, scattered across the dirt. The coyotes hadn’t had time to feed properly, or they hadn’t wanted to.

Deep puncture wounds crossed the torso. The man’s forearms bore defensive wounds where he’d tried to protect himself. His head and throat showed massive trauma.

The medical examiner looked up. He was in his fifties and gray-haired, wearing gloves and a mask that didn’t hide his grim expression. “No ID,” he said to Sullivan. “Looks like they found him dead or dying. Tore him up good.”

Nikki kept a respectful silence outside the yellow tape. She pulled out her phone and entered the GPS coordinates, creating a record of the attack location. Then she studied the wounds more carefully.

Coyotes went for soft tissue first, stomach organs and internal cavities. Efficient scavengers, they wasted nothing and dragged pieces away to cache for later, bones scattered across wide areas.

But here the bite patterns were too large, the punctures too deep and clean. Coyotes had smaller jaws, narrower muzzles. They tore and ripped with their teeth, leaving ragged edges. These wounds showed power and precision.

The chunks of flesh scattered on the ground also made no sense. Fresh meat lay there untouched. Coyotes would have eaten it or carried it off. They were opportunistic feeders, never wasteful.

Sullivan turned to Nikki, his hand settling on his holstered sidearm. “Let’s find them fast. They’re still hungry, and the taste of blood makes them bolder.” His nostrils flared as his gaze swept the tree line. “I’ll follow you. And when we locate them, I’m putting them down.”
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