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The wrong sound woke her.

Brooke Callahan's eyes snapped open in the gray predawn light, her body going rigid beneath the quilt her father had slept under for thirty years. Tires on gravel. The particular crunch of a heavy vehicle taking the private road too fast, not caring about the ruts or the noise.

Nobody came up this road. Nobody who belonged here.

She was out of bed before her next breath, bare feet silent on the cold pine floor. Three years alone in these woods had taught her body to move before her mind caught up. Her go-bag hung on the hook by the back door where it always did—camera, memory cards, protein bars, cash, the folding knife her father had carried in the Cascades for forty years. She grabbed it with one hand and her Nikon with the other, not stopping to question why she needed both.

The vehicle stopped. Two doors opened and closed with military precision. No talking. No confusion about which cabin they wanted.

They knew exactly where she lived.

Brooke slipped out the back door as footsteps hit her front porch. The morning air cut through her thermal shirt like ice water, but she didn't feel it. She was already moving, muscle memory carrying her into the tree line fifty feet from the cabin, into the shadows where she'd spent a thousand hours waiting for elk and black bears and the perfect shot.

Now she was the prey.

She pressed her spine against a Douglas fir and made herself breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way she did when she needed her hands steady for a long-distance shot. Her heart hammered against her ribs like it wanted out of her chest.

Through the gaps in the branches, she watched two men circle her cabin with the efficiency of wolves. They weren't cops—no uniforms, no badges, no announcing themselves. They weren't tweakers looking for easy money—too controlled, too professional. They moved like the men she'd photographed last week in that valley, the ones burying something in the pre-dawn darkness.

Someone.

They'd been burying someone.

The taller one tried the front door, found it locked, and put his shoulder through it like the wood was paper. No hesitation. No concern about noise or witnesses or anything a normal person would worry about. They disappeared inside, and Brooke heard her life being dismantled—drawers opening, furniture moving, the particular sound of electronics being gathered.

Her backup hard drives. Her laptop. Three years of work, of building something that mattered, and they were taking all of it.

But not the memory cards in her pocket.

She'd pulled them from her camera last night, some instinct she couldn't name telling her to keep the evidence close. The photographs that had ruined her life were pressed against her hip right now, tucked into the cargo pocket of the hiking pants she'd grabbed on her way out the door.

The men emerged from her cabin carrying her equipment in a black duffel. The shorter one said something she couldn't hear, and the taller one shook his head, scanning the treeline with eyes that seemed to cut through the shadows.

Brooke stopped breathing.

He looked right at her. Right at the Douglas fir she was pressed against, at the exact spot where a woman in dark clothes was trying to become part of the forest.

Then his gaze moved on, and she remembered that she was good at this. She'd spent three years learning to be invisible in these woods, to wait motionless for hours until the animals forgot she existed. She could be invisible now. She had to be.

The men loaded into their black SUV—of course it was black, of course it was an SUV, because apparently the universe had decided her life was a thriller novel now—and backed down her private road with the same aggressive speed they'd arrived with.

They didn't set her cabin on fire. They didn't wait to see if she came back. They'd gotten what they came for, and they were gone.

Except they hadn't gotten what they came for. They'd gotten her laptop and her hard drives and her external backup, but the actual evidence was still in her pocket, and Brooke was still breathing.

For now.

She waited fifteen minutes in the trees, counting her heartbeats, watching for any sign they'd left someone behind. When nothing moved except the rain starting to filter through the canopy, she crept toward her cabin and stopped at the treeline.

The front door hung crooked on one hinge. Through the gap, she could see her small living room torn apart—couch cushions scattered, bookshelf emptied, the neat order she maintained reduced to chaos. They'd been thorough. They'd been looking for something specific.

They'd been looking for her.

Brooke turned away from the only home she had left and walked to where her truck was parked behind the cabin, hidden from the road by a stand of hemlocks. The keys were in her go-bag because the keys were always in her go-bag, because her father had raised her to be ready, and now she understood why.

The diesel engine turned over on the first try. She backed out using the fire road she'd cleared two summers ago for exactly this kind of situation—not this situation, not men who moved like killers tearing through her life, but fires, or floods, or the kind of emergencies that happened to people who lived alone in the wilderness.

Her hands shook on the steering wheel. Her jaw ached from clenching. In the rearview mirror, her green eyes looked like a stranger's—too wide, too scared, nothing like the woman who'd faced down a charging black bear last spring with nothing but her camera and her voice.

That woman hadn't known what real predators looked like.

The fire road connected to a county route that wound down through the foothills toward civilization. Brooke drove too fast, then forced herself to slow down, to think. She couldn't go to the police—the men who'd violated her home had moved like law enforcement, like military, like people who might have connections she couldn't see. She couldn't go to friends, because the friends she'd had in Seattle had fallen away over three years of her choosing solitude over brunch dates and wine nights.

She couldn't go back. She'd never be able to go back, not until she understood what she'd photographed and why it made her worth killing.

Tacoma. She'd go to Tacoma because it was the only place that made any kind of sense. Cheap motels, crowds to disappear into, and enough distance from the mountains that maybe—maybe—she could think without jumping at every sound.

The rain picked up as she hit the main highway, sheets of water washing her windshield in relentless waves. Brooke turned on her wipers and let herself cry for exactly thirty seconds—thirty seconds to mourn the cabin, the life, the safety she'd built—and then she wiped her face with the back of her hand and focused on the road.

She'd survived losing her father. She'd survived walking away from everything she thought she wanted. She'd survived three years alone in the wilderness, dependent on no one, answerable to no one, strong in ways her corporate marketing colleagues would never understand.

She would survive this.

The memory cards pressed against her hip like a promise and a curse. Evidence of something terrible, something worth sending professional killers to retrieve. She needed to look at those photographs again, really look at them, figure out exactly what she'd captured and who wanted her dead for it.

But first she needed to get somewhere safe. Somewhere with walls and locks and people around, even strangers, because strangers were better than the empty woods she'd always loved.

The woods that were full of predators now, hunting for her.

Brooke Callahan merged onto I-5 toward Tacoma with her whole life in a go-bag and her death warrant in her pocket, and she didn't look back.

Looking back meant seeing everything she'd lost. Looking back meant weakness, and weakness would get her killed.

She was her father's daughter. She would handle this the way he'd handled every crisis in forty years as a ranger—one problem at a time, one decision at a time, forward until the path was clear.

The Seattle skyline disappeared in her rearview mirror as she passed through Tacoma's outskirts, rain streaking her windows like tears. She took an exit she'd used before, heading toward Pacific Highway and the string of motels that served truckers and travelers and people who needed to disappear for a few days.

People like her, now.

The motel she chose was called the Pine Rest, which was a lie—no pines, no rest, just a concrete rectangle with peeling paint and a vacancy sign that buzzed in the wet morning air. She paid cash for three nights, signed a name that wasn't hers, and locked herself in a room that smelled like industrial cleaner and old cigarettes.

Then she sat on the bed and stared at the water-stained ceiling, listening to the rain hammer the window.

The memory cards in her pocket held photographs of men burying something in the wilderness. She'd thought she was capturing landscape shots, chasing the dawn mist in a valley she'd hiked a hundred times. She hadn't looked closely at what else was in the frame.

She needed to. She needed to understand exactly what she'd captured, exactly why men with tactical training and black SUVs had torn her life apart to find it.

But her hands wouldn't stop shaking, and every time she closed her eyes she saw her cabin door hanging crooked on its hinges, her sanctuary violated, her safety shattered.

Tomorrow. She'd look tomorrow, when she could think straight, when the adrenaline had burned off and she could see the photographs with clear eyes.

Tonight she just needed to survive until morning.

Brooke pulled the thin motel blanket over her shoulders and curled into herself, one hand pressed against the memory cards in her pocket like a talisman. Whatever was on those photographs, whatever had brought killers to her door—she'd face it.

But not tonight. Tonight she'd let herself be afraid.

Tomorrow, she'd figure out how to fight back.
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Chapter Two
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Four hours of fitful sleep hadn't made Brooke braver, but it had made her angry.

She sat cross-legged on the motel bed with weak morning light filtering through the gap in the curtains, her camera in her lap and her jaw set. The shaking had stopped sometime around dawn, replaced by something colder, harder. Fear she could work with. Panic would get her killed.

The memory cards slotted into her camera with a soft click. She navigated to the folder from last week—Thursday morning, the valley hike, what was supposed to be a routine shoot chasing the mist.

The first dozen images were exactly what she remembered. Dawn light painting the Cascades gold. Fog rolling through the evergreens like silk. A red-tailed hawk frozen mid-dive, wings sharp against the pale sky.

Then she reached the sequence that had destroyed her life.

She'd been shooting the ridge, trying to capture the way the mist pooled in the valley below. Wide angle, long exposure, the kind of patient work that sold to outdoor magazines for enough money to keep her in coffee and camera equipment. She hadn't been looking at the valley floor. She'd been looking at the light.

But the camera had seen everything.

Three men stood in a clearing that should have been empty. Two of them held shovels. The third stood with his arms crossed, watching, clearly in charge. And at their feet—

Brooke's stomach lurched.

A body. Wrapped in something dark, plastic maybe, the shape unmistakable even from a distance. They were lowering it into a hole they'd already dug, efficient and unhurried, like they'd done this before.

She zoomed in with shaking fingers, her breath coming too fast. The image quality was sharp—of course it was, she was good at her job, she'd spent three years becoming very good at her job—and when she enlarged the frame, the faces came into focus with brutal clarity.

She didn't recognize the men with the shovels. Hard faces, military bearing, the kind of blank expressions that suggested violence was just another task on a checklist.

But the one in charge...

Brooke minimized the image and opened her phone's browser, typing with fingers that wouldn't stay steady. Seattle businessman missing boating accident.

The search results loaded, and her blood turned to ice.

David Ashworth. Tech executive, philanthropist, forty-two years old. Declared dead six months ago after his yacht was found adrift in Puget Sound, no body recovered. The official story was a tragic accident—a successful man who loved sailing, lost to the waters he'd cherished.

Except David Ashworth hadn't drowned.

David Ashworth had been murdered and buried in a valley an hour from Tacoma, and Brooke had photographs of the men who'd killed him.

She cycled through the rest of the sequence, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat. The burial. The men walking away. And in the last frame—

One of them was looking directly at her camera.

Not at her. He couldn't have seen her from that distance, hidden in the treeline on the ridge above. But he'd seen something. A glint of light on her lens, maybe. A flash of movement she hadn't realized she'd made.

He'd looked, and he'd known someone was watching.

They'd known for a week. They'd had seven days to find her, to track her down, to send men to her cabin while she slept. Seven days she'd spent blissfully ignorant, editing other photographs, planning her next shoot, living her quiet life while killers hunted her.

How had they found her? She hadn't posted the images anywhere. Hadn't shown them to anyone. They were just files on her hard drive, part of thousands of photographs she took every month—

Her hard drive. Which they now had.

But they couldn't have known from the images alone. The metadata would show when and where the photos were taken, but not who took them. They'd have needed something else. Access to her file naming conventions, maybe, or her client records, or...

It didn't matter how. What mattered was that they knew, and they were looking for her, and she was sitting in a motel room with one door and one window and exactly zero ways out if they found her again.

Brooke looked at the thin wooden door, the flimsy chain lock, the window that faced the parking lot where anyone could be watching. The walls felt like they were pressing in, the ceiling dropping lower, the air
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