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About This Book


Welcome to the all new K9 Files series reconnecting readers with the unforgettable men from SEALs of Steel in a new series of action packed, page turning romantic suspense that fans have come to expect from USA TODAY Bestselling author Dale Mayer. Pssst… you’ll meet other favorite characters from SEALs of Honor and Heroes for Hire too!

Wilden was eager to return to his grandmother’s side, now that his father was gone. She had sent him away for his safety, and he had stayed away. Yet what awaited him was far from what he had imagined. Then the unexpected lost War Dog and the mystery of its missing veteran owner just added to the intrigue.

Vivian had reached out to Kat, the expert on War Dog issues, never anticipating how one phone call would alter her life forever. The loose dog was just the beginning.

Discovering Vivian with Sarge was a relief for Wilden, but it also brought a whirlwind of questions about his father’s death and the missing War Dog’s owner. Wilden was determined to uncover the truth. With Vivian by his side, Wilden didn’t foresee the storm of animosity that would challenge their growing bond—or their very lives …

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Badger leaned against the doorjamb and crossed his arms. Then he shifted ever-so-slightly to a more comfortable position as he studied his wife, organizing files on the large table. The boardroom table, they mockingly called it, but it ended up being a greet-all, meet-all, do-all-kinds-of-stuff table. He never expected them to ever need this, but, now that they had it, he couldn’t imagine doing without it.

Kat looked up, smiled, and then returned to the paperwork in front of her.

Only as Badger saw K9 on one of the sheets of paper did his eyebrows shoot up. “More?” he asked.

She smirked, tilted her head at him, and nodded. “Just a few.”

He snorted at that. “What do you mean, just a few?” Then he dropped his arms, stepped closer, and added, “I thought Timber would be handling these.”

“Well, maybe when Timber’s life calms down and when he has a chance to look up from the chaos of his world so he can even see what needs to be done, then maybe he will,” she explained, with a nod. “In the meantime, you and I both know he has his hands full.”

Not much Badger could say about that since Timber was caught up in the roaring success of his animal sanctuary so far. Yet the ongoing construction was endless, the needs of the animals endless, the needs of the people volunteering to help also endless. Badger imagined that checking on one of these War Dog cases would probably be out of the scope of what Timber could do right now.

“How is it that we were so sure he could take them on down the road?” she wondered, out loud.

“Not sure. Regardless,” he said, as he looked at the number of files on the desk, “this is more than a few files.” He couldn’t see each one as they were thin and tightly stacked together now.

“I know it’s a lot to handle for one person, but it was always the plan that, at some point, Timber could take over what I’m doing,” she said, looking up at him, yet with a bright smile.

“Doing what exactly?” he asked, teasing her.

“Finding people to deal with these cases. But better yet—”

He nodded and interrupted, “Better yet that War Dogs stop going missing—or that their owners stop going missing—and that the government close those gaps in this entire routine. That way, we don’t end up with all these cases.” He noted she was holding one, clutched in her hands. He sighed and asked, “And who is it you are pulling off my team for this now?”

She chuckled. “It’s not that I’m pulling out anybody, but you do have a bunch of new people.”

“Yeah, I had to bring in new recruits,” he muttered, shaking his head. “So many of the guys we were working with headed up to Timber’s place and now have decided to stay there permanently.”

“Well, if they went there, and that’s where they are needed, then that’s where they belong,” she stated firmly.

“I know. I do understand,” Badger acknowledged. “It’s just handy when we have men to cover all the trades right here. It’s a nuisance when we’re missing a few, … like right now.”

She shrugged. “Oh, come on. A couple plumbers will be back from Timber’s place soon enough.”

“I know,” he conceded, “but I could really use another electrician right now too.”

She nodded. “Actually this guy is a welder, or he was a welder anyway.” She frowned as she glanced down at the paperwork in her hand. “He also was a field medic for a while.” Kat smiled at her husband and added, “He’s a highly certified mechanic.”

“Great,” Badger said excitedly. “You know that we always need them.”

She laughed and laughed. “Maybe, and maybe they need something other than us, even if just for a few days.”

He nodded, his good cheer falling away. “I get it,” he muttered. “So, who is it that you’re planning on pulling out of here now?”

She smiled. “Wilden.”

Badger’s eyebrows shot up. “Wilden Hookman?”

“Yes,” she confirmed, with a sideways glance in his direction. He frowned at her as she nodded. “I know that he’s been a big help for you.”

“It’s not only that I have a lot of use for him,” he protested, “but I’m not sure he’s ready for too much excitement. He’s here because he wants peace and quiet,” he pointed out. “Just because you think he might be perfect for this case doesn’t mean he’s ready for all it may entail.”

“True,” she admitted, her smile broad and understanding, “and you will always take their side if you think it’s something they need to be protected from.”

He shuffled a little uneasily, and then stepped forward, grabbed the closest chair, and sat down. “I’m not trying to protect them,” he grumbled.

“Yes, you are,” she said, “and I understand. You see them for who they are, but I see them for who they can be.”

He stopped and stared, then frowned. “Somehow your version of the story always sounds better than mine,” he muttered, “and I’m not sure how I got on the opposite side of this.”

“There is no opposite side,” she declared, with a pat of his hand. “Just like I’m looking to always improve their prosthetics and to see how to maximize what they can do, you see them at the broken, wounded stage of who they are now, needing that hideaway spot, needing a place, a safe haven.”

“That’s Timber’s domain now,” he muttered.

“And ours in many ways,” she added. “We have helped these guys get back on their feet, and we’ll continue to do that. As you well know, it’s not one and done by any means.”

He shifted, thinking it over, because she was right. “In this case, I would say that Wilden is quite possibly ready to do something more and that this could be a good option. Will he want to? I don’t know.”

“I really hope he does because it’ll also involve his family.”

“Ah,” Badger muttered, now understanding. “That’s why you chose him.”

“To a certain extent, yes, that’s why I chose him,” she confirmed, with a chuckle.

“So, maybe you need to bring him in and ask him if he’s even interested.”

“Interested in what?” a man asked.

A deep booming voice behind Badger made him start and turn toward the doorway. Wilden, tall and blond, stood in the doorway, his hair pushed back as if he’d been running his fingers through it in frustration, or maybe in an attempt to control it, or just to enjoy being out in the wind.

Badger invited him to sit and filled him in.

Wilden sat here for a few moments, his face devoid of any emotional expressions or any indication of how he felt about this proposal.

“So, what do you think?” Badger asked Wilden.

“She did mention it to me,” he said cautiously, pointing to Kat, “but I hadn’t spoken to you about it because I didn’t think it was imminent.”

Badger nodded and said, “Believe me, if my wife has spoken to you about almost anything, it’s as good as gold, and you should consider it imminent.”

Wilden shrugged. “Not that it’s a done deal,” he began, “but, because of what Kat mentioned, it feels as if I need to go home anyway.”

Kat asked him, “Did you think about my offer or do you just want to go home and not even consider the work for us?”

“The missing War Dog does give me a reasonable excuse to go home,” he replied, “but I should be going home for my grandmother.”

“Your grandmother?” Badger asked.

“Yeah, she’s the only family I have left,” he shared. “So, if I can do something to help her, I will.”

Badger frowned. “And yet you’ve had the time and the chance to do this earlier, but you haven’t gone home before?”

“No,” he said, “because my father was still alive. According to Kat, he apparently passed away in the last couple weeks.”

“You didn’t know?” Badger asked, staring at him.

“I didn’t know about it because nobody told me,” Wilden explained, with a pensive look.

“You don’t talk to anyone back home?” Badger asked.

“Not recently,” he said, shaking his head. “So, I’m preparing to go home, I guess.” He hesitated and asked, “As long as you don’t have a problem with that?”

Badger waved that off. “If you need to go home, you go home. Anything happening here is neither here nor there, as far as I’m concerned. Family comes first.”

Wilden smiled and said, “I was hoping you would be okay with it.”

“Absolutely. And is your grandmother likely to welcome you with open arms?”

“She would have at one time,” he noted, with a dry laugh. “My father made a point of making sure nothing was there for me and kept himself squarely between her and me. So, I don’t know what I’ll find when I get back to Wichita.” He looked over at Kat and asked, “Did you get the file on the dog?”

“I have it here,” she said, as she dropped it on the table in front of him. “This is all we have.”

He opened it up, and, even as he read through it, he shot her a look.

She nodded and grimaced. “Sorry. That’s usually all we end up with, one single page. In this case, the dog’s name is Sarge, and he was given to a veteran who had worked with dogs a lot during his own time in the military. As far as we knew, he and the dog were fine.”

“What happened?”

“The dog was found loose, running around town. When he was scanned, the microchip triggered an alert. Apparently the adoptee has disappeared, and nobody knows anything about where he went. The dog is currently waiting at the clinic, but they are having a lot of trouble getting him to stay.”

“As in?”

“He’s trying to escape his cage, and they feel very strongly that he’s trying to help his owner, but only one person works there, and she doesn’t have anybody to give her a hand. She’s also just lost one of her partners.”

“Lost, as in?”

“Her partner in the practice has moved away, leaving her alone to run a practice meant for three working vets. So she is overwhelmed and has no time to go looking for the missing man. She’s keeping the dog safe, but his behavior means keeping him locked up.”

Wilden frowned. “That could be for a lot of reasons.”

“Absolutely it could be.” She shrugged. “The bottom line is that somebody needs to figure out what’s going on, and Sarge needs some home care.”

“Any specific reason for that?”

“Yeah,” she said, with a nod. “He was injured, but I didn’t get a report from her as to what the injuries were.”

“Not enough to stop him from trying to escape apparently,” Wilden noted, with a smile.

“And we do know that a lot of animals will forget their own injuries in order to help others.”

“Exactly,” he said. “How long has this been going on?”

“A couple days,” she said.

“So, it hasn’t been very long. What about the owner?”

“We have no police report. I don’t have anything on him except that a wellness check was done at his place at my behest, and there’s no sign of him, though it sounded as if the place has been tossed. But they don’t consider it a missing person’s case because he’s an adult and hasn’t been gone all that long.” Then she sighed and shrugged. “If you knew how many times we’ve been told that story because the local authorities don’t want to be bothered,” she noted, “it would make your heart sick.”

“Oh, I get it,” he said. “I’ve seen it time and time again.” He looked over at her. “What’s the name of the old guy?”

“Jackson Russell,” she said.

His eyebrows shot up. “Jackson Russell? Jeez, he’s got to be close to my grandmother’s age.” Then he frowned and thought about it for a moment. “No, I guess he would probably be a generation younger. But they were friends, way back when. How soon can I get there?” He stood, ready to leave.

“You’re booked on a flight tonight, if you’re okay with it.”

“I’m definitely okay with it,” he agreed, turning, almost stumbling, and now swearing.

Kat called out to him, “Take it easy on that leg, and, when you come back, we’ll get that new prototype set up.”

He turned to her and asked, “Is that something you do for everybody who goes after your missing War Dogs?”

“It’s something I do for everybody,” she clarified. “Yet, if you’ll put it through some rough days, you’ll need an upgrade. I don’t have anything here and ready for you now, but, if you go after this dog, we’ll see what you need when you get back. You take good care of yourself.”

He nodded. “Sometimes shit happens, doesn’t it?”

“Shit always happens,” Badger noted. “It’s how you handle it that makes all the difference. Whether you’ve got a teaspoon or a shovel,” he added, “it’s up to you to make the best of it.”

And, with that, Wilden shot him a hard look. “I’m okay to make the best of it,” he said, “but sometimes there’s just no making anything else out of something like this.” And, with that, he turned and walked out.

Badger looked over at Kat, who just shrugged and explained, “My understanding is a major dispute came up between father and son way back when. Although Wilden was raised by his grandmother, some issues have since appeared.”

“Probably to do with the military,” he suggested.

“That’s very possible,” she murmured. “And, now that his father has passed, Wilden’s willing to go back, and this War Dog case will give him a chance to deal with his family issues. If we’re lucky, we can help a veteran and his dog.”

Badger studied his wife and smiled. “Wow, you’re just aiming higher every time, aren’t you?”

She chuckled. “In this case, I think it’s warranted.”


Chapter 1
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Wilden landed at the Wichita, Kansas, airport and caught an Uber to his grandmother’s house. He stood on the side of the street, his duffel bag over his shoulder, and stared up at the old-fashioned two-story home. He had spent much of his childhood here and some of his early adulthood, but there wasn’t much left of the good memories, not once his father had reappeared in their lives.

Wilden slowly walked up the front steps and rang the doorbell. He got no answer. He rang it again, and, in the distance, he heard a crabby voice calling out, “Go away.” He smiled. That was definitely his grandmother. He checked the door and found it unlocked. He pushed it open and called out, “Nan?”

Silence came. He called out again, “Nan, it’s Wilden.” More silence.

He stopped on his way through the house as he heard somebody clomping forward, moving slowly but probably as fast as she could likely go. When he rounded the corner, there she was, lifting the walker and putting it down, taking another step forward. She didn’t even have one with wheels on it.

She stopped when she saw him, tears in her eyes, and tripped on the walker trying to get to him.

Luckily he caught her before she fell and then steadied her, wincing at the fact that she must weigh less than one hundred pounds. She would be lucky if she weighed even eighty. She was so tiny. With that thought, he picked her up and carried her to the living room and set her in the one easy chair, still holding her as she sobbed.

He continued to hug her, his arms wrapped around her, holding her safe until she calmed down. He felt the tears in his own eyes, but how could he not? She’d always been his rock. She had been everything to him for a very long time.

However, when his father had returned, everything had changed, and there was no going back to a happy home life at that point. When Nan finally calmed down, he smiled at her and said, “Let me go close the front door, grab your walker and then I’ll put on the teakettle.”

She sniffled several more times.

He reached for a box of Kleenex off to the side and handed it to her. Then Wilden got up, closed the front door, and moved his duffel bag off to the side. As he entered the kitchen, it was quite a mess. Yet she was obviously doing what she could, and whatever heartbreak had happened over his father’s death had probably left her with even more to deal with.

Wilden managed to clear off a spot, found the teakettle, filled it up, and put it on. Then he went back to where she was, still seated but clutching the walker in front of her, the Kleenex in her hand, staring as if not believing it was really him.

“Yes,” he stated, as he awkwardly crouched in front of her, his prosthetic giving him no end of trouble these days, especially the joints. He gave her another gentle hug. “It’s me. I promise.”

“Oh, thank God,” she whispered, the tears collecting once again. “I wanted to call you so many times, and he wouldn’t let me.”

Wilden winced at that. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he replied, “because it would have meant everything to me to hear from you.”

She nodded. “And yet your father …”

“I know. My father was a control freak, and, if he could make you do what he wanted,” he pointed out, “he would do it.” Wilden sighed. “I know that we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but no need to beat yourself up about it.”

She held up her hand. “I can speak for myself.” Then opened her mouth to speak again, when he interjected.

“You absolutely can speak for yourself. You used to be pretty good at it, as I recall.” He chuckled, glad to see a bit of her spirit returning.

“That’s been a long time ago,” she conceded, “and I feel as if I lost my voice somewhere along the way.”

He nodded at that. “Dad?”

She shrugged, stared off in the distance, and replied, “I know I should be sad that he’s gone, but somehow I just can’t … because I’m too damn grateful.”

He winced as he sat back on his haunches. “It was that bad?”

“Yeah, it was that bad,” she confirmed, staring at him. “Maybe even worse.”

“How did he die?”

She frowned at him and asked, “How much do you know?”

“Nothing,” he stated, with a shrug. “I heard that he died some two weeks ago.”

“It wasn’t even last week,” she clarified. “I guess if today is Tuesday, it was last week. He passed away on Friday.”

His father had literally only been dead for a few days. “How did he die?” he asked, turning to her, and she sighed.

“He was murdered. Shot in broad daylight on the street.”

That shocked Wilden. He didn’t even know what to say.

She nodded and continued. “I’ll only say this once, but, if I could, I would thank the person who did it.”

He grimaced. “Okay, now you’re making me feel really crappy.”

“No point,” she stated. “You’re still recovering yourself, aren’t you?”

He stared at her.

“I found out what happened to you,” she declared, “and that was what, nine months ago now?”

“About that,” he confirmed, with a nod. “It’s not a time I care to go back to.”

“Of course not,” she agreed, staring at him, “but you’re up on your feet, and you seem to be whole,” she noted, but a question filled her tone.

“More or less, yes,” he agreed. “Obviously I still have some issues. I wear a prosthetic, and I’ve been through a lot of physical therapy, plus retraining and all that good stuff.”

“And right now you’re here because of your father?”

He laughed. “Oh, hell no. I’m not here because of him. I just found out he was gone yesterday. So, I was asked to come check on a K9 War Dog, since I was planning to come back and see you anyway. Thus, helping to find the dog and sorting out what’s happened to his owner is just an extra bonus to seeing you.”

“A K9 dog,” she repeated, staring at him.

“Yes. Do you remember the Russell family, Jackson Russell?”

She nodded slowly. “Sure. He lives what? Maybe a mile or two from here.”

“Apparently he’s had a War Dog for a couple years. However, the dog showed up at the vet clinic, and, when he was scanned, the people I work with got the alert. My bosses tried to reach out to Jackson but didn’t speak with him, and the people at the clinic couldn’t reach him either. So, my bosses requested a wellness check. When the police went to his place, he wasn’t there, and his place was a mess.”

“So, they sent you?”

“More or less. The local police just noted his place was a mess and how not enough time has passed to declare him missing.”

“And they found no sign of him?” She stared at Wilden in shock.

“No,” he replied.

“Jackson, he’s—” She shook her head and added, “He’s harmless. He’s not in the greatest shape, so it’s not as if he just up and took off.”

“Another reason I’m back,” Wilden acknowledged. “Jackson’s a veteran. I’m a veteran. And this K9 War Dog is a veteran in an animal clinic. Plus, he’s been trying to escape, so the veterinarian put him under lock and key until somebody could basically come take care of him.”

“And that’s you?” Nan asked shrewdly.

“Considering I was coming to see you anyway, it made sense that I be the one to check up on Sarge and Jackson.”

She looked around her house and then outside. “I have a big backyard, but, if Sarge is determined to escape, I don’t know what we can do about that.”

Wilden smiled. “You let me worry about that. First off, I need to contact the vet, let her know I’m here, and confirm that she still even has the dog because, according to her, Sarge was more than determined to get out.”

“Do you think he’s trying to find Jackson?” Nan asked worriedly. “Because he’s a, he’s a good man.”

“I know he is,” Wilden replied. “And he’s a war vet and probably struggling for a lot of reasons, but that just adds to the police thinking that maybe he did something to himself.”

“He would never do that,” his grandmother declared, frowning at him.

“I know that too, Nan,” he stated. “Are you okay if I stay here?”

“Of course, of course, child,” she said, with a smile. “This is your home.” Then she frowned and added, “It’s always been your home.”

Wilden didn’t want to open that wound. That would be a dark journey to take on and not something he was ready for right now. “In that case, I’ll take my bag up, make us tea because the kettle has popped, then contact the vet to let her know I’m in town.”

“Okay.” Nan nodded, still bewildered at the sudden turn of events.

He was trying to remember how old she was and realized that she had to be in her eighties, still living alone, but potentially his father had been living here too, until recently. He was not an easy man to get along with at the best of times. Yet Nan had been determined to heal that wound and to bring some semblance of peace and a normal relationship among the three of them again—something that Wilden himself had fought against.

He snagged his duffel bag, carried it up, and stopped at the spare room at the top of the stairs. It looked as if his father had been living there. The room was full of stuff, and the bed rumpled. If anything, a stale smell came from the bed and closet and almost everywhere he went. He headed to the next bedroom.

It was empty, but there was a bed. He quickly dumped his duffel bag on it, opened the window for some fresh air, then headed back to his dad’s bedroom and opened it up for some fresh air circulation as well. Then, just to confirm Nan was still sleeping up here, he headed to the master. It was a mess and also looked as if it had been well and truly slept in. However, depending on that walker his grandmother had been using, maybe she had not been the one sleeping here. He made his way downstairs and checked the bedroom on the ground floor and sighed.

He returned to the kitchen and set the teapot on a tray that he remembered from years gone by, added two teacups, and carried it all out to where Nan still sat in the same chair, staring off into space. He worried about her mental state, especially given the sudden circumstances that had changed in her life. He understood her sentiment about his father.

Wilden had felt the same way many a time, but he needed a whole lot more details before they could figure out what was going on here. He set the tea service beside her and asked, “Which bedroom are you sleeping in?”

She blinked up at him and shook her head, as if trying to assimilate herself back into her surroundings. “The one down here,” she said, with a smile. “I can’t do the stairs anymore.”

He nodded. “And where did my father sleep?”

She shrugged and muttered, “Wherever he wanted. That was part of the problem. He had his room, but then he wanted my master bedroom. It was bigger, and He was the man of the house, so he should have the master.” She sighed. “I didn’t have the energy to fight him. I was still struggling with the stairs at that point in time. It just seemed … easier.”

Wilden’s jaw worked, but he agreed. “If you can’t do the stairs, are you comfortable down here or is this first-floor bedroom not set up properly for you?”

She studied him and then added, “I could really use some grab bars in the bathroom.”

He frowned at her. “Dad didn’t set things up for you?”

She just stared at him and didn’t say any more.

Wilden sighed, got up, headed to the downstairs bathroom, noted only a tub, not even a shower. So, this setup was completely inadequate for her needs now. She had no grab bars to help her in or out of the tub. A walk-in shower specifically for the handicapped would definitely make it easier on her.

He did a quick tour of the main floor of the house, stepped out on the deck, and then walked back toward her.

She looked up at him. “It hasn’t changed much, has it?”

“Not enough to make you comfortable. So we’ll redo that first-floor bathroom to give you either a shower or some walk-in bathtub.”

She smiled at him and nodded. “That would be lovely. I wanted to do it, but your father stated it was a waste of money.”

“Why would it be a waste of money?” Wilden asked, turning to her.

She frowned, her fingers opening and closing on the Kleenex that she still clutched in her fingers.

“Grandma, why?” he asked, his tone implacable. She glanced up at him, and he could tell she was trying to keep her tears at bay.

“Because I wouldn’t be around long enough to make it worthwhile.”

He stared at her and declared, “Now we know who’s getting the last laugh out of that one.”

Her eyes widened, and a spark of humor lit up her smile and her gaze as she chuckled. “Oh my, I have missed you, boy. You have no idea.”

He reached out a hand and clasped hers in his. “I have missed you too, and we will get that bathroom renovated. I can do the bulk of the work myself,” he declared, as he considered it. “Do we need permits in this town?”

She snorted. “If you need permits, you might as well just buy the chief a case of beer, and that’ll get you a permit just fine.”

“So, things really haven’t changed, have they?”

“Nope. You stay on the good side, and life goes well. You get on their bad side, and life doesn’t go very well.”

“And did you get off on their bad side?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t.”

Of course his father had. Just then Wilden’s phone rang. He looked down at a number he didn’t recognize, but he answered it anyway.

“Hey, this is Dr. Lee from the Valley Veterinarian Clinic,” she began in a perky tone. “I was speaking to your cohort Kat … something.” She tried to come up with the last name but gave up.

He wouldn’t waste time supplying irrelevant information. “Yeah, that’s my boss.”

“Oh, good. She told me that you were coming to check on the K9.”

“Yes, I just landed about an hour ago,” he replied.

A noisy exhale of breath revealed a lot about what she was going through with Sarge. “Thank you. That is huge.”

“I’ll come by the clinic soon.”

“Is there any chance I can get you to come to the clinic right now?”

“What’s up?”

“Sarge is acting very weird. I don’t want to sedate him because I assume there’s a reason for his actions, but it’s getting to be too much to deal with.”

In the background, Wilden heard a dog caterwauling and barking. “Is that him?” he asked.

“Yes. That’s him,” she confirmed. “And it’s upsetting the rest of my patients. Plus anybody who comes here to get care for their pets are wondering about the constant noise.”

“Of course, and an unhappy dog doesn’t exactly inspire a vote of confidence. I’m not that far from you. I can be there in about thirty minutes or so. How’s that?”

“Perfect,” she replied and then ended the call.

He looked over at his grandmother and asked, “Are you okay if I bring the dog here?”

She shrugged. “Sure, a dog’s a dog, but if it’s Jackson’s dog—”

“Exactly,” Wilden agreed. “If it’s his dog, I may need to take Sarge to Jackson’s place to see if Sarge and I can figure out where Jackson is.”

“Then that’s what you need to do,” she declared, as she picked up the teacup and had a sip. Then she shook her head and added, “So much has changed so quickly that I’m a little befuddled. Yet it’s such a blessing, and I’m so happy to have you home again.” She took another sip and added, “Even if it’s just long enough to help Jackson.”

“Let’s hope that he doesn’t need help,” Wilden added, with a smile. “Does he have dementia or any of the age-related memory issues?”

“I don’t know,” she shared, as she shook her head. “I haven’t seen him in quite a few years now. I think the last time I saw him, he was out shopping, and I crossed paths with him. He was in a wheelchair, but he was doing okay. And he looked good.”

“Right.” Which of course didn’t tell him anything.

She pointed at him and said, “Go on now. Do what you have to do.”

“You don’t want me to stay?”

“I do, but I also know you. You won’t even enjoy your tea. You’ll sit here and fuss and worry until you go.”

He smiled, hopped to his feet, and said, “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be home soon.”

She smiled up at him in delight. “I promise that I’m not going anywhere. Too many good days are ahead of me right now to kick the bucket,” she declared, a smile on her face. “Not so long ago, I was hoping to not wake up every morning. But, with him gone and now with you here, everything has changed.”

[image: * * *]

Dr. Vivian Lee looked out the window several times, hating that she was as impatient as a two-year-old, waiting for somebody to come help her with this dog. You are a veterinarian after all. You can handle a dog. With a shake of her head, she walked back in to talk to Sarge, and he started barking and howling again, scratching at the door to his cage. She bent down to try to calm him. And he did for a little bit, but the whining just wouldn’t stop. Thankfully everybody else had gone from the clinic, and she had no animals staying here either.

So it was just Sarge and her right now. She wanted to take him outside, but she also knew that he was big and strong and not at all interested in behaving. He was on a mission. She just didn’t know what that mission was. And that was the part that bothered her.

Something was really bothering Sarge.

It was just so hard to figure out what was wrong and what to do about it. Suddenly Vivian heard someone call out from the front. Sarge froze, and then started barking like crazy. She called out, “I’ll be right there.”

Then came laughter, and a man walked around the corner into the back offices. He added, “I don’t need directions with all the barking. Sounds as if you have your hands full.”

“It’s obvious, huh?”

He looked at the dog, and his smile fell away as he stared at him. Then he gave Sarge a series of commands, not harsh but with a bit of a clip to them.

Sarge sat up, at attention, quiet, yet his tail wagged like crazy.

Vivian frowned from one to the other. “If I had known about just that one simple command, it would have made my life a whole lot easier.”

He smiled at her and nodded. “Do you mind opening the cage?”

“Are you sure?” She was well and truly worried. “He’s big, strong, and not necessarily interested in obeying.”

“He’ll obey,” the man confirmed. “I promise it’ll be fine.”

Hesitating, but aware that this stranger had shown more control over Sarge than anybody else so far, she opened the cage.

The newcomer gave another command to the dog. Although quivering with excitement, Sarge didn’t move until given yet another command to release him from his motionless pose.

The dog leaped forward, jumping up to greet him.

Vivian asked the man, “Do you know him?”

“No, but I have worked with lots of these War Dogs,” he shared, as he gave the animal a good welcome and a cuddle. “I don’t know this one in particular, but I do know how he was trained.”

“And I can’t imagine that Mr. Russell would have let anything happen to this animal. And he certainly wouldn’t have done anything to himself if he hadn’t given Sarge to somebody to care for him.”

He looked from her to the K9, noting the War Dog was behaving well. “This is Sarge, right?”

“Yes, Sarge is the name on his collar, and it matched with the info on his chip,” she replied, with great relief. At the mention of his name, Sarge barked at her several times, as if to say, I told you. I told you, and she laughed. “He’s most definitely a different breed. He even has a different tempo to his bark right now.”

The man smiled. “Probably because he thinks somebody can understand him now, but it’s obvious that he’s on a mission to do something.”

She nodded. “I’ve been thinking that this whole time, and it’s one of the reasons I was so anxious to get somebody here to help. I don’t have the capacity to just wander around and help him look for Mr. Russell, so I was trying to get somebody who would.” She added, “Seems as if you’re it.”

The man pointed to the War Dog. “I will definitely take Sarge off your hands, and we’ll let Kat know that I’ve got him. Then I’ll take him back to Jackson’s place and figure out what happened. The fact that Jackson has disappeared is extremely worrisome.”

She frowned at that and asked, “He’s older, isn’t he?”

“Yes, and these two have been together for a few years.” He looked over at Sarge and added, “Sarge is probably eight years old at this point.”

She turned to the huge Malinois and noted, “He’s got the energy of a much younger dog.”

“I think he has the urgency of somebody much younger,” he clarified, studying the animal, stroking Sarge’s head. “Do you happen to have a lead I can borrow? I promise I’ll replace it.”

“Sure,” she replied, as she got up and walked over to one of the supply cabinets, quickly bringing out a brand-new leash, and handed it to him.

He unraveled it, stretched it out, clipped it onto Sarge’s collar, who really wanted to be outside the clinic.

“I’ll take that as a sign that he wants to go with you,” she noted, with a laugh, “because he hasn’t been this happy the whole time with me.”

“I wouldn’t take it personally,” he replied, with a grin. “I’m pretty sure it has everything to do with the fact that he’s worried about Jackson.”

She frowned and nodded. “That’s so sweet, and I appreciate his loyalty.”

“I think it’s more than even loyalty,” he noted. “War Dogs have seen a lot, and I think Sarge is genuinely concerned that something is really wrong, which is why I’ll head over to Jackson’s place right now.”

“I did talk to the police about that,” she told him, “because Sarge’s behavior was so obvious and so difficult.”

“Of course,” he agreed, “but the police probably didn’t say very much, did they?”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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EULA ( the End User License Agreement )

This document is a legal agreement between you the end user, and Dharma Type.  
By using or installing Dharma Type font(s), you agree to be bound by the terms of this Agreement. 

1. You may use this font for both commercial and non-commercial works at no charge.
2. You may use this font to create images on the website or printed matter on papre, logomark.....up to you.
3. You may not sell this font without permission.
4. You may not redistribute this font without permission.
5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.
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