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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!

Mateo is always ready to help, especially when it comes to animals. When Kat, her War Dog files in hand, suggests he find out what happened to Thorny, the latest missing K9 dog, Mateo eagerly agrees. But it’s not just the dog that’s missing—the entire family has vanished, and the reasons are unexpectedly complex.

Maraya, with a heart full of concern, has been trying to get anyone to care about the missing family next door. Her tarnished reputation in town makes it difficult, and a welfare check leads nowhere when no one answers the door.

Thorny is eventually found in the woods, fiercely guarding a small boy from the missing family. This discovery sparks interest—but not in a good way. As Mateo and Maraya delve deeper, they uncover hidden secrets and a budding romance, adding layers of intrigue to their quest.

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


Prologue
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Kat stared at Badger, a big grin on her face. “It really worked,” she crowed.

He just shook his head. “I can’t believe it, and Rox actually called you?”

“I knew about Austin, and she knew about Austin, so you know about stubbornness. Sometimes you just have to try to get people to do something that maybe they didn’t think they should do,” she explained, followed by a laugh, “but I am thrilled.”

“So am I.” Badger shook his head. “Just amazing. So is there only one more?”

“Only one, at least for the moment,” she clarified, as she looked at the file in front of them.

Badger asked, “You’ve got Mateo for this one?

“I do, and I’ve asked him about it, but I haven’t really told him what it is.”

“Of course not, but you may want to give him a heads-up though.”

“He told me that he’s ready for anything. He just needs to get out and to find something else to do with his life. So, I thought this might be a good one for him.”

“Maybe, maybe it is. Where is it?”

“In Virginia,” she replied. “I don’t even have very much. I just have the adopted family and a note saying that a wellness check didn’t show any signs of anybody being there.”

“So, we don’t know what happened?”

“I followed up with the local police, and all they had was that the entire family has gone missing.”

“The entire family?”

“Yeah.” Kat nodded, looking at Badger worriedly. “As in, from one day to the next, nobody has seen them. The vehicle is still there but nothing else.”

“Murdered?”

“We don’t know, but …”

“What about anybody else? Anybody got anything?”

Kat sighed. “One of the neighbors mentioned a young woman had come and gone a couple times, trying to raise some attention to the case, but I’m not sure that anybody was necessarily looking into it to her satisfaction. So I’ll put Mateo in touch with her, and we’ll see if we can get this one solved too.”

“I would hate to think the last one would beat us,” Badger muttered.

“It won’t,” Kat declared.

Badger walked closer and wrapped his arms around her. “I have faith in you.”

She smiled up at her husband. “That could be misplaced faith.”

“It could be, but, even if so, it’s still good.”

“We have done something … really phenomenal.”

He stopped, then laughed. “No, you have done something phenomenal. So, trust in that and rejoice. We’ll see this one through and then see what happens. So far you haven’t been wrong yet.”

She grinned at him, a twinkle in her eye. “Let’s hope I’m not this time either.”


Chapter 1
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Mateo Montgomery stepped out of his truck, closed the door, and turned to look around. It was another hot sunny day, which was just a continuation of every other day in Virginia, even in this small town of Culpeper. He pulled his sweaty T-shirt away from his chest and back, flapping the shirt to give his body a little bit of fresh air, as he considered the rundown house in front of him.

It wasn’t what he expected. Somebody who had adopted a War Dog would normally have gone through a screening process to ensure they were prepared for the expense and the cost of caring for a dog like this. However, the house in front of Mateo had seen far better days and needed rescuing itself.

He frowned as he stepped forward and walked up the front steps, double-checking the address on his phone as he went. It was definitely the right place, and that was even more disturbing. He wasn’t into judging people, but he also recognized that, when people experienced times of struggle, their pets sometimes suffered the most. Children too, but that wasn’t the focus here. Up at the front door, he stopped and knocked. His heavy knock swung the door slowly open.

Swearing at that, he stepped inside and called out, “Hello? Anyone here? … Hello?”

He got no answer, and, given the ramshackle look of the place, that was not too surprising. Still, he hoped for a little more knowledge of what was going on here. He walked through the main floor of the house, noting it was still furnished, but everything was very old, very worn, of very little value, except—for those who had so little—just something to sit on.

He meandered through the house, going upstairs to check out the bedrooms. It was a small abode, with three bedrooms, one of which looked completely uninhabited, or at least hadn’t been used for sleeping. As he made his way into what should have been the master bedroom, he found clothes everywhere, as if the residents had taken off on short notice, maybe planning to come back for whatever else they needed.

Either way, it wasn’t a good look.

As he stood here and stared, a woman called out from downstairs, “Hello?”

He immediately retraced his steps to the hallway, looked down the stairwell, and saw a young woman with bright red curly hair, flying in every direction, her chest heaving as if she had run for miles. “Hey,” he replied. “Do you know where the family is?”

Her gaze flew upward, as she frowned at him. “I was hoping you were the family,” she stated abruptly.

He shook his head. “I’m here for the dog that they have.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Dog?” she repeated.

He nodded. “The family had adopted a War Dog,” he explained, as he walked down the stairs, taking it a little easy on his back. For every step he felt a wave of pain hit his back, as if slamming him against a sharp rock, then slowly ebbing away.

She shook her head, then spoke. “Are you talking about Thorny?”

He shrugged. “I have him listed as Blake, but it’s not uncommon for people to change the name. This dog is more shepherd-looking than Malinois, his coloring a little bit darker than normal for a shepherd.”

She nodded. “Yes, that’s him.”

“Have you seen him?” She hesitated, and he narrowed his gaze at her. “I am here on behalf of the War Department,” he added, hoping that would be enough to shake her tongue loose.

She flushed, then nodded. “Yes, in a way I know where he is, kind of. He was with the family, but now I don’t know where the family is,” she shared in frustration. “And you probably already know this, but that is a damn good dog.”

“Absolutely,” he murmured, trying to figure out what was going on here. He studied her as he slowly made his way to the landing and then down the last few steps. “Do you know when the family left?”

“I don’t even know that they left, at least not voluntarily. I’ve been trying to get people to look into it, but nobody cares,” she complained.

“How many people lived here?”

She looked at him strangely and noted, “For someone sent by the War Department, you don’t seem to have a whole lot of information on them.”

“I want to confirm that it’s the same family,” he stated.

She brushed back her hair, sending unruly curls into a wild flutter around her face.

“I need some confirmation.”

“Two kids, with their mother and father,” she told him, “but I’m worried about the kids. … Emily too, but a part of me—No, no, I don’t need to say that.”

“Anything you can tell me would be a help,” he pointed out. “I gather you’re quite worried about them.”

She nodded. “I’ve known the family for quite a while, yet in many ways I don’t know anything about them.”

“You want to explain that?”

She groaned. “Nothing to be found here. You can come back to my place if you want, and I’ll tell you the little bit I do know.”

He nodded. “And just where is your place?” he asked.

“I’m right next door,” she said, resignation in her tone.

He could see a property nearby. Not close enough to see the house, but close enough that he could see the rooftop.

“I’m Maraya Banks.”

“Mateo Montgomery. And did you see me arrive?” he asked, as they walked toward her house. “Because you sure arrived fast.”

“I feel as if I have eyes in the back of my head when it comes to this place right now. I keep hoping that they will show up soon.” She chewed on her bottom lip.

He studied her closely. “You obviously have fears, and the police may not believe that your fears are warranted, but you can’t seem to get it out of your mind. I can understand that. So maybe you could fill me in as to what exactly you think is going on.”

“I don’t know,” she muttered, then groaned. “Maybe it’s just me, and I’m making too much out of it.”

“You have to tell me what you know,” he pointed out, “so maybe somebody could help you.”

“I would love it if somebody would help me,” she snapped and took a deep breath, “but, honest to God, the world is a little short on help.”

He nodded. “Sometimes, but not always.”

“You came here to look for a dog,” she replied, shaking her head, “and I know a hell of a lot of people are out there who could use a hand. No offense intended, but people need help. They sure won’t get it from any law enforcement department because they’re homeless illegal aliens, as they call them,” she muttered in a mocking tone, “or any other number of issues dealing with mental health, drug addictions, and related things.”

“I’m not here to argue about the social mess that we’re in at the moment,” he said, trying to keep his tone neutral, “but believe me that this family concerns me right now.”

She stepped up onto her front porch, and he took note of her really nice beach-style home that was obviously lovingly maintained. “This is a beautiful house,” he said, with a smile. “Have you lived here long?”

“All my life,” she replied. “It was the family home, and my father put a lot of time and effort into keeping it beautiful.”

“And he did a hell of a job,” he agreed, as he admired the huge wraparound porch. “Nothing quite like a porch such as this to speak volumes about a home.”

She smiled, looking out to her small front yard. “And that’s how I look at it. Not everybody else does though.”

“Of course not,” he murmured. He looked at the two big old chairs on the front porch and asked, “May I?”

She nodded immediately. “Yes, please do. I may calm down a bit myself if I sat and relaxed a little too.” She added, “I was very disappointed that you weren’t them.”

“How well do you know them?”

“I know the kids pretty well,” she shared. “I was teaching here locally up until a bit ago, and they were part of my classrooms.”

“Ah, that’s good.” He smiled. “So, in that case, you should know something about them.”

“You would think so,” she muttered in a wry tone. “Yet the fact that I was a local and living here didn’t seem to make them any friendlier. … Even that sounds wrong because it’s not as if they were unfriendly. I think they were just loners in a way. Yet one other thing makes them sound really bad. And I don’t quite know how to explain it.”

“The best way is to just come right out with it,” he suggested. “Particularly if you know something.”

“It’s not that I know something,” she clarified, raising her hands. “However, I know something about the family.”

“I would appreciate any details you can give me.”

“Okay. Apparently the husband came back from the military, after doing a couple tours, and he wasn’t the same.”

Mateo’s heart sank as he heard that news, but he slowly nodded. “It happens. … It’s quite an adjustment for soldiers when they come home.”

“Sure it is,” she stated, her expression of distaste clear. “I don’t dispute that, believe me. I’ve seen the news, and I can’t imagine what the military goes through. Yet this was his family, and I know that things were getting … intense, and the family was afraid of him.”

“In what way?” he asked, trying to keep his tone neutral.

“He was explosive, more violent, getting paranoid about everything. He didn’t want the children in school anymore, wanted his wife to homeschool them, things like that.”

“Why?”

“He thought that they were being watched and that people were coming after him. Therefore, they would also be coming after his family.”

Mateo settled back and studied her for a long moment. “Okay, in some ways that makes an unfortunate amount of sense.”

“I know, right?” she noted. “Yet when I tried to tell anybody that I think either he’s done something to the family or he’s taken them away, potentially against their will, nobody—and I mean, not a single person—would talk to me.”

“Because there’s no proof, right?”

“No proof except for the fact that the house is empty, where two kids, a wife, and a husband used to be,” she declared. “Apparently that’s not enough evidence.”

“It’s not enough evidence for them to immediately blame the father,” he pointed out, “but it is enough of a concern that the local authorities should be checking into these missing people.”

“Yeah, well, they say they did and found nothing to support a claim of violence or abuse.”

“And you don’t believe them?”

She winced. “I—It’s not that I don’t believe them,” she replied carefully. “It just seems to me that a bare minimum effort was put into checking it out.”

“And why is that?”

She shrugged. “I don’t want to jump to the obvious, which is the fact that the missing family is Mexican-born but US citizens, and it does seem that maybe they were not given the same attention that other people might have gotten.”

“You mean, white people.”

“And I don’t even want to say that,” she said sharply, “because I don’t know that to be true. I just feel as if I can’t get anybody to care, and it concerns me.”

“Of course,” he noted, “particularly if you know the kids.”

“I do know the kids, and I did argue with Carlos about getting them back into the classroom, but he wasn’t having it. As far as he was concerned, no good could come from their going there. Timmy and Donna are good kids.”

“No good for them? How do you figure? Were they in any danger?”

She pondered that for a long moment. “I’m not exactly sure. Once Carlos got something in his head, it was almost impossible to change his mind or his focus on it.”

“That may be, and sometimes the rationale isn’t always clear,” he shared, “but, from my experience, some rationale should always be behind everything we do. It might be misguided, or even just plain wrong, but usually something is behind it.”

“All I heard from Emily was that Carlos had gotten very strange, had gotten quite … she didn’t say violent. She didn’t say abusive, but I got the impression that she was scared.”

“Scared of Carlos?”

“Yes, I got that impression.”

“And yet she stayed. Why?”

“Because she loved him, because he was the father of her children, because he came back from the war damaged,” she explained, “like so many other veterans. It wasn’t his fault, and he needed help and support, but”—she took a breath—“I also understand that he refused to reach out and get any of that.”

“Which is the next problem,” he murmured.

“Exactly,” she agreed.

“It’s hard to force anybody to get help unless they really want it, and many of them don’t.”

“You seem to know all about it.”

“Yeah, I do,” he declared, turning his gaze back to her. “I spent ten years in the navy myself.”

She nodded. “Then you’re one of the lucky ones, if you came back whole.”

He paused for half a beat. “I don’t think any of us ever quite come back whole,” he clarified, with a dry laugh. “Yet we try to find ways to cope and to adjust to the new reality of the world we’ve returned to.”

She stared at him and then smiled. “Sounds as if you are in better shape than some I’ve seen.”

“And that is quite possible,” he acknowledged, shooting her a knowing smile. “Now, is there any chance this family just went back to Mexico?”

“I don’t know,” she shared. “Emily told me that Carlos would never return because he didn’t have any support there. He apparently wasn’t at all close to his family there.”

“But you also know that, when times get tough, people do all kinds of things they declared they would never do.”

“I agree, but my answer is still no. I don’t think they went to Mexico on the spur of the moment, but what do I know?”

“And you really don’t think it’s a viable possibility?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know anymore. I just don’t know what to think at this point.”

“So, what about the dog?”

She smiled. “He’s a beauty. They named him Thor, but the kids call him Thorny.”

“Why Thorny?”

She laughed. “He got caught in one of the big thistle bushes and came in wanting to get loves and cuddles, but he was covered in thorns. It took them quite a while to get all the thorns off him, and he seemed to be quite happy with all the attention he got while it was happening.”

“How were the kids with their father?”

She shrugged. “Okay is all I can tell you, but the real answer is, I don’t know. Could it have been better? Obviously. Did the kids say anything to me? No,” she shared. “And I did try to talk to them before and after they left school for good. I used to go to their house to see how they were doing with their schoolwork and all that, to see if they needed a hand. Most of the time I just got No, we’re fine, thanks answers. To be honest, over time, the children got a little more distant too, which in my head meant that things were getting uglier at home.”

He nodded ever-so-slowly. “That’s possible, and that’s certainly one potential side effect of something like this,” he murmured. “However, that doesn’t mean that’s how it was though.”

“No,” she noted, still sounding bitter. “Neither did it reassure me that the kids were doing fine on their own.”

He smiled. “I get that. So, who all did you talk to?”

“I spoke to the sheriff. I talked to other neighbors, but apparently Carlos and his family weren’t very friendly with the people around here. So a lot of them didn’t even know the family and didn’t know anything about them. With the family’s ties to Mexico, other people are willing to believe the possibility that the family went to Mexico or elsewhere,” she suggested. “It’s just really hard for me to stop worrying about their abrupt disappearance. I am worried sick about those kids, and I would feel much better knowing that they are safe somewhere.”

He nodded. “I wonder if that’s a side effect of being a teacher.”

She flushed and shook her head. “If it is anything, it’s a side effect of being a caring person.”

He smiled and nodded. “I won’t argue with that. Where would Carlos have gone if he headed to Mexico?”

She looked at him. “You’re thinking of going across the border?”

“I don’t have a problem with crossing the border,” he replied, with a shrug, “if that’s what it’ll take to find this dog.”

“The dog?” she repeated in frustration.

“The family and the War Dog may be together at this point,” he acknowledged, with a smile. “That’ll be something I have to figure out as well—where they have gone. Then I’ll have to see if I can find them.”

Hesitating, she added, “Emily didn’t say anything to me directly, but somehow I feel they aren’t very far from here.”

“So why would you assume they did not return to Mexico?”

“Because she told me that she wouldn’t ever go back either.”

“She may not have had a choice.”

“That’s my point,” Maraya noted immediately, “and it’s exactly why I want answers. I’m just afraid that the kids and his wife were taken against their will.”

“In which case, we would have to prove that,” he pointed out.

“I understand,” she replied, “and that’s why I’m so frustrated because I don’t really know how to do that or have the means to just travel around and look for them. That makes me angry because, right now, it’s as if nobody even cares.”

“And the kids are really getting to you. I get that.”

“Not just them—Emily too,” she clarified. “That’s particularly difficult.”

“In what way?” he asked, studying her intently.

She gave him a small smile and sighed. “I guess because she reminds me of … me.”
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Maraya Banks studied the stranger, not sure why she was even telling him as much as she was, but he was easy to talk to, and something about him compelled her to provide him with all the answers she could. The problem was, she knew next to nothing. “Look,” she began. “I never meant to get involved in any of this. I just hoped that somebody could get some answers.”

He smiled that same not-quite-neutral smile, one that hid secrets.

She shook her head, as if shaking away a bad thought.

“What?” he asked.

“I didn’t even ask you for ID.”

“Nope you didn’t,” he confirmed, a smirk on his face, and handed her his driver’s license. “And you invited me, a stranger, over to your place.” As she stared at him, he smiled and nodded. “In this case it’s okay because I’m safe, but you’re right. Taking some basic precautions will serve you well if you ask all the right questions before you invite someone over.”

She rolled her eyes at him, returning his ID. “Find that dog and you’ll find my neighbors,” she pointed out.

“And that is definitely a concern, and something that I will look into.” He put away his ID. “How was Thorny treated?”

“He was well-loved, well-behaved, and in many ways very protective of the kids.”

“Okay, so if Carlos were to do anything to hurt the children, how would Thorny react?”

“I think he would go after the father. He knew the kids before he knew Carlos. I think they applied for the War Dog when he was still overseas, and they got Thorny while Carlos was still deployed. Once he came back, he would have started his own relationship with the dog. However, I just don’t see it as being quite the same as the bond the rest of his family had already established with Thorny.”

“In which case, if the War Dog did try to intervene,” Mateo said, “and Carlos was already having issues, Thorny could be in danger.”

“I don’t want to think about anything happening to Thorny, but I really don’t want anything to happen to those kids either,” she declared.

“I hear you, and I’m sorry that this is the situation we’re in,” he stated, as he stood up and walked around the front porch, as if shaking out his sore legs. “Tell me about the family,” he said, pacing lightly.

She looked at him and then shrugged. “You mean, other than what I’ve just mentioned?”

“Yes,” he confirmed. “It’s bare minimum as it is. Where does the father work now that he’s back? Does Emily work?”

“No, and no,” she shared. “They were living off his disability payments.”

“Which isn’t that much,” he pointed out. “And it would be a lot cheaper for them to live in Mexico.”

“Maybe, I don’t know,” she muttered, raising both hands in frustration. “I feel as if I’ve looked at this from every angle, and nothing makes sense.” She shrugged and gave a big sigh. “Maybe they did move to Mexico,” she suggested, as she stared off in the distance. “It would have been nice if they had told someone though.”

“Sure, but, if Carlos was getting more paranoid and more worried about somebody finding them, worried about being hunted or whatever was going on in his mind at the time, he wouldn’t want anybody to know.”

“Maybe,” she conceded, trying hard to hide her frustration. “That makes sense, but I just don’t like it.”

He smiled. “And I’m not at all surprised to hear that.”

In the distance, they heard a weird bark. She frowned and bolted to her feet, looking in that direction. “Oh my God, that sounds like Thorny, but I don’t see him.”

“You’re kidding,” he said, staring at her.

She nodded. “I swear to God it was.”

No other barks came. He frowned at her and asked, “Would you have heard that bark before?”

“Sure, lots of times when the kids were out playing. He’s got a hell of a bark,” she noted, looking around her yard and beyond once more. “I really want to go check out their property.”

“Let’s go,” he agreed immediately. “My truck’s over there anyway.”

She bolted down the front steps ahead of him and raced over to the neighbor’s property again. Either he would follow behind her or he wouldn’t. She really didn’t know what to think of him, but she was very concerned about Timmy and Donna.

They’d gotten under her skin the whole time she had been teaching them, and losing them to homeschooling had been one thing because she could still see them and could ensure that they were doing okay. Yet, after the children grew quiet and withdrawn, Maraya knew some bigger problems were at home, but the family refused any help. That was a different issue altogether.

As she ran around to the front of the neighbor’s property, she stopped, caught her breath, and turned to Mateo, who walked at a more sedate pace, yet at a good clip behind her. “Sorry,” she added, when he caught up to her. “I have a tendency to go off in a rush.”

“I can see that,” he noted, steadying his breath, but he didn’t say anything else. His gaze was scanning, taking in the area around them. “Any idea where you think that bark was coming from? Would the dog be over here somewhere?”

“No idea,” she admitted, “and it doesn’t really make any sense. None of it does, which is part of the reason I’m so concerned about all this.”

“Everything will make more sense in the end,” he shared, “just not necessarily in a way that you expect with the information available right now.”

“At this point, I don’t have much in the way of expectations, and that’s probably not good either.”

He smiled at her. “Let’s just see what we can find first.”

Together they looped around to the back of the property. He stopped and stared. “They’ve got quite a few acres here, don’t they?”

“I think it’s about four,” she noted, scanning the unkempt place. “They always wanted land, and they’d had land before, so this just felt like home for them. Emily told me that.”

“And that’s a good thing,” he murmured.

“I just want them happy and free from trouble,” she replied. “It’s hard when kids are involved. I felt so helpless, knowing they were falling through the cracks like that.”

“It’s always hard when kids are involved,” he agreed. “Particularly in places where Carlos wasn’t seeking the support that he needed and could well have been actively refusing it.”

“That wouldn’t surprise me, especially considering the way they wouldn’t even let me help the kids. However, I don’t really know, and it’s not as if they would confide in me and would open up about what’s going on with them.”

“Keep in mind that, to them, you’re probably seen as the enemy in some ways. You know, with your teacher’s mandate to report any worrisome findings regarding the kids.”

“I’ve never been considered the enemy before,” she muttered.

“As a teacher? I have no doubt that you are considered the enemy on a semiregular basis,” he declared, with a laugh.

She stared at him, surprised to hear the baritone laugh from so deep inside. “That laugh sounds a little rusty,” she noted.

He lifted one eyebrow and then nodded. “You could be right,” he conceded, as they trampled around the property.

“Is there any reason why we’re walking all over out here?” she asked, as they continued to walk. She wasn’t leaving him regardless. She just wanted to see what he would do.

“I prefer to see the lay of the land for myself and to figure out what’s going on here,” he shared.

Maraya nodded, seeing the expression on his face, noting he was perceptive, to say the least.

Mateo continued. “I won’t get it figured out in five minutes, but it doesn’t hurt to understand the situation better from a geographical point of view. Do they have wheels? A vehicle of some sort?”

“They do have wheels, and it was left behind at first, but now it’s gone,” she replied. “Last I knew, it wasn’t in great running condition, so I doubt it was stolen. More likely it was towed, whether by Carlos or somebody else.”

“Was Carlos the kind to go to a mechanic, or could he do the work himself?”

“Yeah, maybe,” she added. “I helped Emily get groceries a couple times because she couldn’t get the car to start. I saw Carlos tinkering under the hood, so I assumed that he knew the basics at least.”

Mateo nodded. “Do you work in town?”

She hesitated, then shrugged. “Yeah, I currently work at one of the dental offices in town.”

“I thought you were a teacher.” When she shrugged again, he let it go and moved on. “So, the kids, did they go to the dentist?”

“No, never. I even offered free dental care on my nickel at the clinic for them, but Emily wasn’t very cooperative in that area. I guess a lot of people don’t particularly like dentists.”

“A lot of people don’t consider them a necessity,” he noted, “and others go faithfully. Everybody to their own, I guess.”

“And yet I imagine you go.”

“Sure, I do,” he confirmed, flashing her a smile. “However, I can see why a lot of people don’t think much of it. My father would never have gone to the dentist,” he shared, with half a smile. “You couldn’t have forced him or even bribed him to go.”

“And did he have a decent set of teeth at the end?”

“He didn’t make it that far,” he replied. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t care. Toward the end, he was more concerned about an easy passing than anything else.”

“I’m sorry,” she muttered. “It’s just another avenue that is easy to get defensive about.”

He looked at her and added, “It’s probably the red hair.”

Her eyes widened, and then she caught his sideways grin and shook her head. “Not too many people would get away with that comment.”

At that, he burst out laughing. “And that just proves my point.”

She shook her head. “As much as I’m happy that you’re having fun here, it’s not solving this.”

“No,” he acknowledged, “but looking around and seeing things for myself will help me picture things in my mind. If you heard Thorny barking just now, and he’s still close by, I would guess that the family may be too.” He turned to look at the ramshackle house and asked, “How long ago did you notice them missing?”

“Um, I think about ten days, a week to ten days I guess.”

“Which in many ways isn’t a horribly long time,” he pointed out.

“No, but how long does it have to be before it’s recognized as a problem?” She tried hard to keep the snap out of her tone, but, judging by his expression, she wasn’t successful.

He nodded, conceding that point to her, and for whatever reason that made her feel that he was at least listening. Probably not enough to make a difference but it made her feel validated in some ways. “I just really don’t want anything to have happened to them.”

“If something has happened to them,” Mateo noted, “chances are, it’s already over with, and it would be a matter of finding the aftermath.”

She exhaled before she spoke. “You do realize how horrible that sounds, right?” she pointed out.

“Maybe, but I won’t sugar-coat the truth for you just because it’s bad,” he shared, facing her. “That is one thing you need to understand.”

“No, I get it,” she muttered. “You read about this crap all the time in the news. I just was really hoping it wouldn’t be our news.”

“And nothing so far says it’ll be your news either,” he pointed out. “Let’s be clear on that.”

She nodded. “I guess, as long as we don’t have any answers, the right answer could still be a good one.”

“Exactly,” he replied. “Let’s not get so caught up in the negativity of the moment that the only thing you can think of is something horrible.”

“Too late,” she mumbled.

He nodded. “I get it, but no sense in letting all those intrusive thoughts go on a rampage in your mind,” he said. “You would do better for yourself if you could try to keep some of that under control.”

“Trying to keep it under control and succeeding are two different things,” she pointed out. They walked the entire property, the fence line, back to the house, and she stayed with him as he went through the house again. She’d obviously interrupted him when she’d arrived earlier.

When he stepped outside again and stared off in the distance, she asked, “So, what’s your conclusion?”

“At the moment, nothing more than what you have mentioned. They left in a hurry. Everything is dumped out on the floor, bags unpacked. It’s a mess in there. What I don’t know is why. I need to check their bank accounts and related things to see if I find any clues there. What about friends?”

She shook her head. “None.”

“Carlos’s benefits will be automatically deposited into a bank account, so that’s something that could be checked, and, if that’s already been done, that would be another reason why nobody is too bothered.”

“Yes, but just because bank accounts are recording deposits and withdrawals, that doesn’t mean Carlos and his family are the ones using that money.”

He eyed her ever-so-slowly. “And do you know of anybody else who would do that?”

She winced. “I don’t really like that idea, but, no, I don’t know of anyone for sure.”
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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.


FAQ

Q_ Can I use this for a commercial product?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I use this on a web page via css @font-face?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I donate $ to you?
A_ Yes, You can! ( Paypal: info@flat-it.com )
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