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      I held my cell phone up toward the heavens, hoping for a miracle. “Come on, you stupid thing. Get a signal.”

      Not only had I somehow managed to get myself lost in the woods, but now I was also talking to inanimate devices. That isn’t anything to worry about, right?

      Taking a deep breath, I reminded myself to remain calm. I could handle this. I was a doctor, after all. I’d dealt with much worse situations than this during my residency rotation covering the pit at the Boston General emergency room. In fact, this was nothing compared to the severed limbs and mutilated body parts I’d witnessed and methodically helped fix during my stint there.

      I’d woken up this morning feeling energetic and hopeful for the future. I’d been spending most of my time since returning to my hometown of Brunswick Bay Harbor sitting in hospital rooms or waiting areas, so I had decided it would be a good idea for me to go on a short hike through the mountains for some fresh air, peaceful quiet, and much-needed exercise.

      Although I was back here for valid reasons, since my family and friends needed me, being back in town had dredged up loads of painful memories. The self-conscious, chunky girl I’d been while growing up in this small town was always lurking just beneath the surface of my newly found curvy body and confident façade. Her insecurities liked to rear their ugly heads the moment I crossed over the town line.

      My hike had been a refreshing and joyful experience, until I realized I’d somehow managed to wander off the trail. The panic hadn’t begun to truly sink in until I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and realized I’d meandered into a dead zone with no cellular service. That put a definite damper on my morning.

      Now, I was traipsing around, holding my cell phone aloft and praying for reception bars to magically reappear on its screen. This was not the kind of situation a brilliant young doctor should find herself in, yet here I was.

      I’d always been incredibly book smart, but no one would ever accuse me of having the most common sense in the room. And my sense of direction was practically non-existent. Hey, my brain was too full of medical terminology and symptoms of rare diseases to figure out foreign concepts like southeast or northwest, right?

      When my phone suddenly began jangling, it startled me so much, I almost dropped it. My finger jammed frantically at the button on the screen lit up with my best friend, Meg’s, smiling face.

      “Meg! Thank goodness you called. I’m lost somewhere in the woods just outside of town and my cell phone hasn’t had a signal.” The words rushed out in a flurry.

      Static greeted me from the other end of the line. I moved the phone around in the air and tried to figure out what its precise location had been when it rang.

      “Dani? Are you there?” Meg’s concerned voice greeted me, so I froze in place in an attempt to keep the tentative connection with her.

      “I’m here! Can you hear me?” I yelled, as if being louder would somehow help fix the bad connection.

      I caught a few words here and there between the static as Meg urgently tried to tell me something. “Dani… your apartment… fire trucks…”

      “Fire trucks?” I screeched. “Is my apartment on fire?!? Meg, Bruiser’s in there! You have to make sure someone gets him out.” My voice had taken on a pleading tone, filled with hope that Meg would both hear me and be able to get help for the dog, who had been the only man in my life––other than my father and brother––for the past several years.

      I heard Meg yell the words “dog upstairs,” and I could only hope that she was sending someone to save my beloved pint-sized Chihuahua mix.

      Tears burned in my throat as I waited to hear if Bruiser was safe, but only static and random bursts of noise greeted my ear.

      Finally, unable to remain patient any longer, I spoke desperately into the static-filled phone. “Meg? Are you still there? Is Bruiser okay?”

      I could hear Meg’s voice trying to respond to me, but the only word I could pick out from the jumbled mess of noise was ‘fireman.’ Hopefully, that meant that firemen were already on the scene getting the danger under control, and they would be able to save my sweet pet.

      A noise to my left startled me. I’d been so focused on my urgent phone conversation that I hadn’t been paying a bit of attention to my surroundings. It suddenly dawned on me that I might be in imminent danger from a wild animal. Praying that the noise came from something smaller than me, rather than a bear or moose, I peered warily into the overgrown brush in the direction the sound had come from.

      When the figure stumbled out into the clearing where I was standing, my initial reaction was relief when I realized it was a fellow human. That surge of relief quickly dissipated when I got a good look at the dirty man and saw the scars covering the side of his face.

      The blood drained from my head giving me the distinct impression I might pass out as recognition fully sank in. This was the missing man who had kidnapped Meg’s sister, Claire, and held her captive for a year. My voice came out as barely a croak when I said his name into my phone’s speaker, “Kevin Durley.”
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      It had been one hell of a morning. I’d stayed out far too late last night to be able to properly deal with the blaring of the fire alarm that pierced the quiet in the fire station that was practically my home.

      The sharp edge of pain the noise caused in my pounding head had me lifting my palm up to press against my forehead. Suddenly, I regretted that third glass of whiskey the guys talked me into drinking last night to celebrate Dean’s official engagement. Our friends from school were dropping like flies––I was the last of us that remained a carefree bachelor, and I fully intended to stay that way.

      The rest of the fire crew darted around the station, donning equipment and looking as stunned by the shrieking siren as I felt. We’d heard the alarm many times before, but it was always for a drill or non-urgent situation. This morning was different. Something was terribly wrong. I could feel it in my bones.

      Despite my significant hangover, I worked quickly and efficiently to get myself and the rig ready to respond to the call for help. Minutes later, when we rolled out of the station, the address that came through on the radio was one that I recognized immediately. Mimi’s Diner, the beloved hub of our tiny town, was on fire.

      We raced up Blueberry Cove Street to the center of town and skidded to a stop in front of the restaurant. It was already engulfed in flames. Thick, black smoke billowed from the building. With one look, I knew the historic brick building that housed the diner was a goner. The best we could hope for now was to get everyone out safely and to keep the fire from spreading to the adjacent buildings.

      A significant crowd had already gathered to watch the fire. They stared solemnly as the orange flames devoured one of our town’s major landmarks. I quickly scanned their faces, looking for Mimi, but didn’t see her. This diner was practically the woman’s entire life, outside of her niece, Josie, and Josie’s baby boy. This fire was sure to devastate the busybody that loved to take care of us all by feeding us delicious food.

      Jogging toward the building, I shouted at the crowd. “Is anyone inside?”

      Blank stares greeted me as the other members of our crew got the firehose situated and began working to control the blaze.

      Finally, Mr. Clock, one of the regulars for breakfast at the diner stepped forward. In an important voice, he said, “We cleared out the diner. Everyone made it out.”

      Relief surged through me that we wouldn’t be dealing with anyone trapped inside the inferno, until Dean arrived. His face was sheet-white and he was out of breath from running as he looked directly at me and asked in a desperate tone, “Did my sister make it out okay? She’s staying in the apartment upstairs.”

      Shit. I had forgotten that Mimi sometimes rents out the small studio above the diner.

      When I began to bolt toward the stairs behind the building, a woman shouted, “Wait!”

      I turned to see what was up and discovered Meg Stark’s pleading gaze. “Dani’s not in there. I just talked to her on the phone.”

      Just as I began to relax into the knowledge that no one was inside the inferno that was quickly consuming this building, Meg continued. “But her dog’s inside. His name is Bruiser, and he doesn’t like other males.”

      “Great.” I muttered as I turned to go save the mutt. Climbing the stairs two-at-a-time, I second-guessed my life choices that had brought me to this point.

      Dogs were notorious for becoming terrified and hiding during fires. I was getting ready to run into a building that was engulfed in flames to save an animal that would likely bite me, if we somehow managed to make it out without the floor caving in and sending us falling to our fiery deaths. Good times.
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      I stared with wide eyes at our town’s only known criminal and fugitive. Of all the rotten luck, Kevin Durley was the last person I would want to run into alone in the woods.

      Hoping for the best, I took a deep breath and plastered on a smile. Working to keep my voice from betraying the panicked fear that had iced my veins at the sight of him, I said, “Hi, Kevin. I seem to have gotten myself a bit lost.”

      Forcing my eyes to drink in his appearance, I realized he was beyond filthy. His clothes were covered in dark stains that appeared to be blood. Involuntarily, I took a step back as I wondered if the blood belonged to him or someone else.

      Kevin’s glazed eyes seemed to look right through me as he said, “Claire?”

      Horrified, but trying my best to remain calm, I said, “Claire is fine. She’s back with Alex and their daughter, Hannah.”

      My brain knew that I should stop talking, but my nervous mouth wouldn’t cooperate. “In fact, they recently had a baby.”

      Gah! Why am I telling him all of this?

      Forcing my mouth closed, I stared back at him. He was looking in my direction, but it was obvious that he truly didn’t see me.

      Knowing that it was in my best interest to get away from him, even if that meant I got myself lost deeper in the woods, I said, “Well, I better get back into town because people are probably already starting to worry about where I am.”

      As soon as I turned and started to head away from Kevin, he said, “Claire.”

      “I’ll tell her you asked about her.” It was a dumb thing to say, but my mind didn’t seem to be firing on all cylinders.

      I just wanted to get away from this man. My instinct was to run, but I sensed that wouldn’t be smart. He was injured, but he was also tall and had very long legs. I doubted if my out-of-shape body could get away from him, and the last thing I wanted was to turn this into a challenge.

      Speed walking away from him, I listened for any indication that he might be following me. I didn’t hear any, but knew I wasn’t in the clear just yet. For that, I needed to put as much distance between me and Kevin Durley as possible. Once I was safely back in town, I could send the police out here to search for him and let them know the general area where they could find him.

      When Kevin grabbed my arm and said, “Claire,” I nearly jumped to the treetops. It was especially alarming that he could move so quickly and silently.

      “Claire isn’t here,” I told him before firmly yanking my arm out of his grasp.

      The move startled him, so I used the element of surprise to make a break for it. I only made it a few steps away before he caught up with me, and this time he wasn’t at all gentle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            MAX

          

        

      

    

    
      I kicked in the door to the apartment and was surprised how easily the flimsy lock gave way. Either the illusion of safety in a small town had reassured the woman who lived here alone, or she was confident that her killer dog would take care of any intruders. I couldn’t help hoping it was the former as I stepped over the apartment’s threshold.

      “Bruiser?” I called out to the beast, even though every instinct in my body told me not to.

      I’d been bitten on the arm by a large dog when I was eight. The memory of it was never far from my mind, and my forearm still bore the scar that had required ten stitches. Although I knew that dogs could be loyal companions, they weren’t for me. I would never be able to trust one not to attack.

      Even though I was braced for the impact of an enormous canine lunging at me teeth-first, it didn’t happen. The apartment wasn’t large, so it didn’t take long to search. The bathroom door was open, so I tentatively peeked in there, but it was empty.

      Steeling my nerves, I whipped back the shower curtain, fully expecting an attack. The porcelain tub was empty, except for an extreme abundance of girly shampoos, conditioners, and shower products. I shook my head, realizing that there wouldn’t even be room on the ledge for my 3-in-1 bottle of ‘man goop’ in there.

      Knowing that time must be running short before the floor gave way to the flames, I whirled around and headed back to the main room of the apartment.

      The only place I hadn’t checked was the closet. I couldn’t imagine that Danica would lock her dog in there while she was gone, but that must be where he was. Squeezing my eyes shut, I flung the door open and braced for the impact of a frightened and angry lunging dog. When that didn’t happen, I tentatively peeked inside. The narrow closet was packed full of clothes and shoes, but no living beings were inside.

      I turned slowly around the apartment, realizing that I must be missing something. As much as I didn’t like dogs, I would never forgive myself if one perished in a fire because I didn’t find it.

      A quick scan of the open-concept room told me the only place I hadn’t checked was under the bed. I couldn’t imagine a dog big enough to be called Bruiser squeezing himself under there, but perhaps he was frightened enough to somehow burrow in.

      After stalking across the room, I lifted the frilly lavender ruffle that skirted the floor around the bed. At first, I didn’t see anything, but when I blinked the smoke out of my eyes, I caught a glimpse of a tiny, shivering rat.

      “Bruiser?” I asked, not quite able to believe that this rodent-sized creature might actually be a dog.

      If I died in a fire trying to save an actual rat, I would come back and haunt Dani.

      The animal stared at me with bulging brown eyes as I reached under the bed and tried to grab it. It made no effort to help as I extended my arm and fingers out as far as I could.

      He remained just out of reach, so I sat up and tried to determine if it would be easier to reach him from the other side of the bed. The bed was king-sized, which had my wayward mind wondering why Dean’s sister needed so much mattress room, even though this was no time to be pondering such naughty things.

      Quickly bringing my mind to the present dangerous situation, I realized that the animal was just as far to reach from the other side of the bed. Deciding I would try to coax it out one more time before I began flipping mattresses out of the way, I leaned back down, held out my hand and said, “If you’re Bruiser, please come here.”

      It did cross my mind as I was stretched on the wood floor making my backside vulnerable that I might have somehow missed seeing the dog. In which case, I was calling out to a possibly-rabid rodent and would get my butt bitten by a snarling canine at any moment.

      The animal under the bed took a tentative step toward me before seeming to make a decision and scrabbling forward and hurling itself into my chest. I cradled it to me with one hand as I stood with the intent of hurrying outside, since the room was quickly filling with smoke.

      I had barely taken one step when a loud pop startled me into freezing. I had a bad feeling about that noise and sensed it was the beginning of the end for this apartment.

      Sure enough, within moments, the building groaned with a cracking sound and the floor gave way. Horrorstruck, I watched as the large bed crashed down to the fire below. I’d saved the rat or dog that was burrowed inside my jacket with only seconds to spare.

      Realizing that we didn’t have long before this level of the building was completely engulfed in flames, I edged along the side of the room. When I reached the area with the gaping hole where the bed had been, it was easy to see that the remaining floorboard pieces were dangling precariously. They would not be able to support my weight.

      I looked to the windows. Concrete surrounded the building, so I didn’t like my chances of surviving a fall without causing permanent injury. The guys could pull the rig closer and use the ladder to reach me, but this fire was spreading too fast to make that work.

      Glaring at the gaping, flaming hole in the middle of the floor, I realized that our best bet of survival would mean jumping over the massive gap. As I backed up to the kitchen counter, I tried not to think about how many feet it was or the likelihood that the floor on the other side would give way with the weight of my landing.

      Clutching the animal to my chest with one hand, I said, “Here goes nothing,” before taking off at a sprint and leaping into the air.
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      The fallen leaves crunched loudly under our feet as Kevin pulled me along behind him, so I had to struggle to keep up. His grasp was surprisingly strong on my arm, so I didn’t think I could get away with yanking my arm free again.

      Deciding that I most definitely did not want to go wherever he was taking me, I considered my options. I could yell for help, but I had been lost for quite a while and hadn’t seen anyone else. The chance of someone hearing me and finding us was slim. The risk of Kevin getting annoyed by my yelling and knocking me out was much more likely.

      It seemed like my best option would be to let my body fall to the ground. Hopefully, the dead weight would surprise Kevin enough that he would let go of me to keep from falling himself. While he was distracted, I would make a quick break for it.

      I didn’t like the odds of this plan working, but it was the best idea I had. I needed to at least try because I had the feeling that Kevin was taking me to his lair, which the local police hadn’t been able to find, despite massive, long-term searches.

      Since Kevin had managed to keep Claire as a hostage in his basement for a year, the odds of me finding a way to escape him once he had me secured somewhere would be very slim. Now was
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