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      Did you enjoy this story? If so, I would love it if you could leave a review. It’s something authors appreciate more than anything. I hope you are excited for the next chapter in Max’s story.

      Max’s story is just beginning. And there are some other great stories coming soon. The next in the series, Compelled, will be coming this fall, and you won’t want to miss it.

      In a small town in Montana, a woman disappears, and her family suspects the worst.

      And a serial killer, silent for three years, starts killing agin. .

      Want to keep up with Max and his stories? Want free books and special offers, and starting soon, a free story every month? Subscribe to our newsletter here. We’ll only send you bargain books and let you know when new stories are coming.  You’ll never miss a release.

      Harvested is also available in audio format! Find it on Audible and other retailers where you listen to audiobooks.

      Click here.

      If you want to join our exclusive review team, follow this link. (There is a test, but it’s an easy one, I promise!)

      In the meantime, be well. More exciting fiction coming soon!
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      When you are a young writer, it seems impossible that you will ever have enough ideas to fill even one novel. As you write longer, it seems you will never run out. But occasionally time stops, life interrupts, and you feel like you are stuck, not for lack of ideas, but because you have no time, no method, to articulate them.

      

      It happened to me. For three years, I wrote almost no fiction, and almost everything I wrote on a freelance basis was for someone else. Many of those things never even had my name on them.

      

      Not that I regret any of them. They were all great writing practice, and it kept my mind and my research muscles limber. Freelance did, and still does pay the bills. But there was something missing inside me.

      

      I’ve found it again, and now time seems to be racing forward. There are so many things I want to write, so many stories to get out of my head, and so little time to do it. Time. The thing we never seem to have enough of. There is no way to make more of it, no way to save what you did not use well for another day. When it is gone, it’s gone.

      

      So, thank you. For taking your time to read this book. I’m proud of every moment I spent writing it.
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      “All good is hard. All evil is easy. Dying, losing, cheating, and mediocrity is easy. Stay away from easy.”

      

      
        
        --Scott Alexander

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The Skylark died as he pulled into the space. The engine hadn’t been tuned up since he rebuilt it two years ago, and Max fully intended to get to it as soon as he had time.

      Time. It felt odd, he thought, that the one thing he’d never had enough of before was the thing he still never had enough of now.

      Before. A powerful word when it referred to the time you lost your entire family. Max had been a cop, and losing a family was not uncommon when it was due to divorce or other tragedies related to the job.

      That was not the case for Max. Max had lost his child to murder, his wife to kidnapping, and someone had killed his dog. His wife, Jenny, was presumed dead by the Seattle Police Department, the FBI, and anyone else he’d been able to interest in investigating. Max knew better.

      She was a missing person, an open case, and the reason he was walking into the stairway of a narrow building up to the apartment above his small office in Beacon Hill rather than into the police precinct. He’d left the force.

      Max Boucher worked as a private investigator with his own shingle, office, and stack of bills, including the mortgage on the house on Queen Anne Hill where he no longer lived but couldn’t bear to sell. The moment he did, he would discover one more clue he’d overlooked, one more thing he should’ve checked. Once it was gone, he wouldn’t be able to.

      It was the house where his daughter had been killed and his wife taken.

      Max rarely turned down a client. Hell, he couldn’t afford to. That meant sixty-hour weeks with little time to follow up on his wife’s disappearance and who might have killed his family. So, Max Boucher did what every driven P.I. following up on a case of his own did. He went without sleep, and when he absolutely had to rest, he used the most common self-medication known to man.

      He drank.

      Max was otherwise healthy, at least physically. He didn’t smoke, ran nearly every day, and somehow found time to visit the gym three times a week, time he mainly spent taking out his frustrations on a heavy bag. The bottle was his one downfall, and he didn’t hide it. His hair, still department-short for convenience, was still as thick as it ever had been.

      But the windows to his soul? Max avoided mirrors with astonishing success because he didn’t want to see his own eyes. They showed too much of his pain.

      “Mr. Boucher?” A voice said from behind him.

      He turned and saw a diminutive woman standing at the bottom of the stairs. “That’s me,” he said.

      “Do you have a minute?”

      He did but didn’t know if this was how he wanted to use it. He was particularly thirsty, as his mind had been particularly active today. He’d seen a woman on the street who looked just like Jenny. Until he got within about twenty yards and discovered she was shorter, with different colored eyes.

      After three years, it still happened with too much regularity for his comfort.

      “Maybe one,” he answered. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’d like to hire you,” she said.

      Max had just finished one case. His bills were pretty much caught up. His cupboard was full of groceries, and his liquor cabinet did not lack Scotch, even though it might not be entirely comprised of his favorites.

      “I have kind of a full schedule at the moment,” he lied. “Maybe you could come back tomorrow, and we could talk about it.”

      Max licked his lips. He could already taste the liquor, feel the burn in his throat and then belly. Maybe he’d be able to close his eyes. Rest maybe even sleep most of the night before his daughter’s ghost woke him.

      “Please, Mr. Boucher. A man named Tony referred me to you.”

      “Tony Delato?” Tony was his ex-partner.

      “Yes, sir. That’s the one. He said you’d understand.”

      “Since Tony sent you, tell me what’s on your mind. Not a husband thing, I hope.”

      “Nothing like that, Mr. Boucher. My dog is missing.”
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      What does Tony think I am now, a pet detective? he thought. He’d reluctantly come back down the stairs and sat with the woman in his office, him in a worn, secondhand swivel chair he’d found on a corner bearing a big sign that said ‘FREE.’

      The woman sat in a well-used padded throne-like chair he’d found at a Goodwill store. The rest of the office held cheap furniture, including the scratched oak desk he sat behind and a couch that hailed from 1976, upholstered in a delightful pea soup green. A painting on the wall depicted a velvet Elvis and hung at an awkward angle.

      “How long has he been missing?” he asked, laptop open in front of him.

      “She. About two weeks.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Jennifer.”

      Max sucked a breath through his teeth. Jennifer. Jenny for short.

      “Unusual name for a dog.” He said out loud.

      “Named after my mother,” she said. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “You looked pale there for a second.”

      “Goose walked over my grave, I guess.” Not the brightest thing to say, given the memories the name awakened.

      The woman, who’d identified herself as Helen Ebbley, smiled thinly.

      “What makes you think she didn’t just run off?” Max asked, typing.

      Helen looked around, decidedly uncomfortable. Max didn’t blame her. If he’d walked into this office, he’d also have doubts about its occupant.

      Yet she stayed. Tony must have some influence on her.

      The state of the office was the reason he conducted most of his client meetings at the coffee shop on the corner. At least there, he could offer something non-alcoholic to drink other than the putrid water from the tap in the corner.

      “She wouldn’t,” was the simple answer applied by dog owners and parents of teenage runaways the world over. He’d found seven missing teens in two years, something some considered heroic. He never confessed to recognizing three of them from porn flicks he’d seen, created right here in the city, and two of the others from undercover time he’d spent in vice.

      “So, you checked all the obvious places,” he stated. “Shelters, rescues, all that?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Please, Max is just fine.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      It was going to be a long night.

      “Do you have a picture?”

      “Several,” Miss Ebbley said. A symptom of the times, she pulled out a tablet rather than an album and tapped the screen.

      A series of photos appeared. Max expected to see some kind of show dog, the kind folks usually set up rewards and paid private dicks to find. But it wasn’t.

      The dog was a large mutt. The meaty beast looked like she had at least some pit bull in her, and from comparison with the other objects in the photos, Max guessed her to be around 100 pounds, probably thigh-high on him.

      Bigger than the dog he’d lost in the slaughter of his family. Thankfully, this one didn’t look a thing like Houston.

      “Anyone you know who’d want to steal her?” he asked after studying the pictures briefly.

      “Not that I can think of, but there is something odd.”

      “Odd?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s why Tony told me to come see you. There isn’t much the Seattle police can do, or so he says, but several dogs have disappeared lately from the dog park where we go all the time.”

      “Several.”

      “A dozen I know of.”

      “The other owners, I assume they have looked in the usual places as well?”

      “Every last one.”

      “You think there is a dog-napper on the loose, and you want me to find him?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Max.”

      “What?” she said, blinking.

      “Max’s my name. Not sir,”

      “Yes—Max,” she said, clearly experiencing pain from using his first name,

      “My usual fee is⁠—”

      “We pooled our money. Will five thousand work as a retainer?”

      To find some missing dogs? he thought.

      “That would be a good start.”

      “Good, si—Max. I have scheduled a meeting with the other owners tomorrow afternoon at one. Can you be there?”

      Max clicked the keys on his laptop, pretending to check his calendar. Really, he was checking his bank balance, thinking of how much healthier five g’s would make it.

      “I can be there,” he said. “Where are we meeting?”

      “Kinnear Park, of course,” she said with a smile, handing him an address.

      “Near the Olympic and 9th West entrance?” he asked. Queen Anne Hill. Not too far from his house.

      His house in Queen Anne, where It happened.

      “Are you okay, Max?” she asked.

      “Fine,” he said, standing to indicate the interview was over.

      Picking up her purse, she stood to leave.

      “Thanks, Mr. Boucher.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said.

      Once he’d shown her out, he headed up the stairs. His sleep aid was waiting to be consumed, and suddenly, he really needed it. Taking a case in Queen Anne? What was he thinking?

      He skipped the rocks and went for three fingers, straight. Five grand was what he was thinking.

      He hoped it would be worth the pain.
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      Max didn’t hear a word she said at first.

      This was the place.

      Retired police dogs usually end up with the officers who trained and handled them. But Houston’s handler, an ex-Army MP from Texas, was killed in the line of duty. When Houston was retired, Max adopted him. He remembered the day.

      “Samantha honey?” he’d said into the phone.

      “Daddy?” she’d said in her four-year-old voice.

      “Tell your mommy to bring you down to the park.”

      “The one where the dogs don’t have to be on the lease?”

      “The leash, honey. Yes, that’s the one.”

      “How come, Daddy?”

      “I have a surprise for you, pumpkin.”

      She’d wrapped her arms around the dog, and that was when Max knew he’d made the right call. She and Houston had been best of friends from that day on. He’d felt safer when he was gone with the dog in the house.

      Until that day three years ago.

      Samantha was dead. The dog had not been enough protection after all.

      “Sir? Max? Did you hear me?”

      “Sorry,” he apologized. “I used to live close by and brought my daughter and our dog here.”

      “What happened?” Helen asked. Her smug look told him she assumed divorce, as nearly everyone did at first.

      “I know you!” a voice from the right end of the group called out. “You’re the cop whose wife and daughter were killed.”

      “Ex-cop. And my wife is missing,” he answered quietly.

      “Really? That’s not what I read.”

      Max felt himself getting angry. “The papers don’t always get it right.”

      “Sorry,” the man said, dropping his head. “That’s been a few years, right?”

      Max stepped forward. “We aren’t here to talk about my family,” he said coldly. He spun on his heel.

      “Good day, Miss Ebbley. Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll pass.”

      “Wait!” she said.

      Max did. He wasn’t sure why but told himself he needed the money. It was a lie, and he knew it. It was about more than the money at this point.

      This was his neighborhood, even though he didn’t live here anymore.

      “Fine,” he said. A headache was building behind his eyes, and he knew the cure. But it was early, and the socially acceptable hour for that cure remained hours away.

      “Thank you, Mr. Boucher,” Helen said, slipping back into her more formal tone. She turned to the group. “Everyone line up. You can tell Mr. Boucher your stories, briefly. Please provide him with a picture of your dog, a few if you have some copies you can part with.”

      Max opened a laptop he’d brought with him. It, and his smartphone, were his acquiescence to technology. Samantha had taught him.

      “You have to get with the times, Dad,” she’d said.

      So he’d learned to text, call, and even utilize modern devices, something uncommon among the detectives his age on the force. As much as they embraced forensics and other modern tools, many still took photos with film cameras, and wrote reports awkwardly, hunt and peck typing with two fingers.

      Max was a fair typist for a guy and had even purchased, with great reluctance at first, a portable scanner. It worked well for him now, in his new line of work or at least a line of work that still felt new.

      As he put his fingers on the keys, he remembered his daughter and her teaching him.

      “Home row.”

      “The internet.”

      Her sweet, sweet voice.

      He swallowed.

      “Okay, who’s first?” he asked once he’d connected the scanner.

      He could have brought all of them to his office, the shithole in the wall.

      But then they would know he lived and worked in Beacon Hill. Many would wonder why, and some might even know he still owned his house here and ask why he didn’t live in it.

      He’d rather do it here as long as the typical Seattle gray skies did not start oozing rain. He sat for an hour, scanning pictures and typing in notes.

      All of the stories were the same. They’d come to the park, let their dogs free.

      All had been approached by someone asking for directions. Nice folks, they’d all given them.

      And when they turned back after their conversation, their dogs had been gone.

      There were no purebred pups in the group. Most were mutts, larger dogs, but none seemed like anything special.

      Whoever did this was not a who, but a them—a team.

      And it wasn’t for a puppy mill or some kind of breeding scheme. Otherwise, they would have taken papered animals. It wasn’t for ransom, either. No one had gotten any sort of demands.

      Whoever was doing this had a different motive.

      Max was curious now, more than the neighborhood, more than the money.

      Finally, he’d been presented with a case other than following a husband or wife, taking photos through hotel windows with a long lens, or planting bugs to catch a cheater.

      It reminded him of his days on the force.

      “Thank you all,” he addressed them once he had everything he needed. He looked down at his computer. Just in time. The battery sat at 10%. The scanner sucked juice. “Miss Ebbley will be my contact. I’ll be in touch with her about the case regularly. If you have any questions, please pass them through her.”

      “Do you think you can find them?” one owner asked from somewhere in the cluster of people.

      “I’ll do my best,” he answered.

      Max already had an idea of how he might start, at least.

      Each owner came by and shook his hand. Max offered them words of comfort, playing the part. The women paid him special attention, something he did not fully understand. A few even brushed their hands across his arms, making him uncomfortable.

      Max relaxed a bit as the line dwindled, and he was left alone with Miss Ebbley.

      “Let me take you to dinner,” Helen said.

      “No thanks,” Max answered.

      “Rain check?” she asked, winking at him.

      “Sure,” he said. Did she just wink at me? he thought.

      Max decided to call Tony after he made one stop while he was in the area.

      He felt Helen’s eyes on him as he walked away.

      Shit, she has a crush on me, he thought as he got into the old Skylark and fired it up. It idled roughly. Great.

      He waved and backed out. The engine caught and died as he shifted into drive.

      I really need that tune-up.

      He started the car again and headed for his home.
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      Max unlocked the door. There was no paper, no mail, there were no flyers on the knob.

      The caution tape and crime scene markers had long ago been removed.

      Besides that, the house remained exactly as it had been three years ago, minus the bodies.

      In the entryway was the blood stain where Houston died, defending his family. The dog shit had been cleaned up, but everything else was the same.

      Magazines were still scattered on the floor.

      The kitchen had been preserved as well. Another long-dried blood stain marked where his daughter had sat at the table.

      The pans were on the stove, where they had been. Max had cleaned them out himself, then put them back in the exact same position as the day of the murder.

      The trail of dried blood spatters led to the back door.

      Outside, Jenny was somewhere, alive, he was sure.

      A service came by to do the lawn and keep up outside appearances. But Max didn’t let anyone inside, ever.

      He didn’t want anything disturbed.

      Somewhere here might be the clue, the piece to the puzzle that would lead him to his wife.

      Another similar crime occurred on the same night and remained unsolved.

      The other victim’s husband moved on, accepting the line “presumed dead,” and if he was honest, Max was jealous. He needed more closure, but until he saw a body...

      A sound came from behind him—the click of the front door opening.

      It had been two years since he lived here, but before that, he’d been here for ten.

      Max knew his house and what every sound meant.

      He drew his pistol.

      Careful not to disturb anything, he moved back toward the living room.

      He could hear breathing on the other side of the door. He swore he could.

      A couple of footsteps echoed, like someone trying to be quiet. An almost inaudible grunt followed.

      Max waited, ready.

      Counted three. Burst through the door.

      Raised his gun.

      “Hi, Max,” the intruder said. “Glad to see you back on the job.”
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      “Jesus, Tony,” Max lowered his gun. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Checking up on you. Helen said you’d be in the area, and I bet on the fact you’d come here.”

      “Get off the couch, Tony. You know nothing in this house gets moved.”

      “When are you going to have it cleaned, Max? Move back in?”

      “You know the answer. When I find Jenny.”

      “You can’t go on like this.” Tony crossed his legs, leaning back.

      “Tony, I’m telling you to get off the couch. I’m only gonna ask nicely once.”

      “Then what, Max? You gonna shoot me? How would that work toward preserving your precious fucking crime scene?” His ex-partner’s tone was angry, and his own rose with it.

      “Did you come here just to lecture me? We’ve had this talk before, remember?”

      “And it’s been six months since I heard from you. Six months. Is that what our friendship means to you? Really?”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      “How do I know? Because you say so? What about what you do? Trudy would like to see you, you know.”

      Max’s anger left as quickly as it had built. His shoulders sagged in resignation.

      He thought back. His friend was right.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. Max looked around the room. “But can we talk somewhere else? Not here.”

      “Sure. How about Stonyville, over on Queen Anne?”

      “Sounds good. I’ll follow you over.”

      “No, hop in my car. I’ll drive,” Tony answered.

      “Just like old times?” Max said.

      “Yep,” Tony answered, holding out his hand. Max helped him rise from the couch.

      As the other man stood, Max inspected the piece of furniture. It appeared nothing had been disturbed, but what if there was a hair, a single piece of DNA, and it was fleeing the scene on Tony’s suit right now?

      There wasn’t a thing he could do about that, was there?

      He followed his friend out the front door, locking it behind them.

      “You sure you don’t want me to follow you?” Max asked again.

      “No, I’ll bring you back. But grab your laptop. I have something to show you.”

      Max blinked, wondering what his former partner had in mind, and then retrieved the computer and the wall charger from the front seat of his Skylark parked in the driveway. He made sure the door was locked as well and followed his friend to the beat-up police-issue sedan at the curb.

      Max couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like the same car Tony had been driving three years ago when he’d quit being a cop for good.

      For the first time in ages, Max missed the job.
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      “I wanted to see you, but I have a business to discuss too,” Tony started once they were seated with coffee in hand.

      Max’s was black, Tony’s a milky-sweet substance hardly resembling the original drink.

      “Helen said you referred her to me.”

      “Figured you’d be perfect,” Tony said, taking a large sip. “You know the neighborhood, and you love dogs.”

      “Yeah?” Max said, sensing more. “What else?”

      “There’s nothing I can do on this one yet, but these aren’t the only folks missing dogs. You probably already figured this isn’t a puppy mill. Frankly, I have no idea what it is.”

      “The dogs are mostly mutts. I have no guesses either, at least at this point.”

      “Okay. Pull out that fancy laptop you got. You still got your handy scanner?”

      Max nodded, retrieving both. “I need to plug in, though. I met with the owners at Kinnear. Ran down my battery scanning pictures.”

      Tony grunted and looked around.

      Stonyville had not changed a lot in three years. Still, like any trendy coffee shop, it attracted a strange mix of patrons, from the in-and-out on their way to work business professionals in search of a pick me up to local women’s clubs or the occasional writer, bent over a laptop tapping keys rapidly or surfing the web, whether for research or the one thing Max had not engaged in, social media.

      Not that he hadn’t thought about it. Crowdsourcing, something relatively new to him, was being used to find lost items, pets, and even to solve crimes. It didn’t threaten to put him out of business, at least not how he saw it. It did take some of the more mundane, less interesting cases off his plate. He was actually thankful for it.

      He’d been mulling over ways to use it to his advantage.

      But as a result of these surfers, in search of free Wi-Fi, there were power strips everywhere. Max stood and moved toward a pair of couches in one corner of the room, with a clear view of the door.

      Tony followed. Once Max booted the computer, he set it on a coffee table and plugged in the scanner. Tony pulled a file from a case he carried.

      “I can’t let you have this, and I probably shouldn’t show it to you, but you can look at it and scan what you need.”

      “What is it?” Max opened the file.

      Right up front was a photo of a man standing in front of what appeared to be a large cargo ship. The second showed him in front of a warehouse. Behind that, a blurry one showed the man in front of a local animal shelter, holding a puppy. The man was grinning.

      “Who is that?” he asked.

      Tony waved at him. “Keep going.”

      Max did, setting the photos aside. Behind them was a list. There were at least 100 single names on it, many of them common dog names. Next to each was an address.

      As he looked them over, Tony set another file on the table. For the moment, Max ignored it.

      Behind the long list was another sheet, a shorter list of names. Next to each was also an address, but in another column was a final word in all caps.

      FOUND

      He flipped through the rest of the pages quickly. Interviews with owners, photos clipped to some of the pages, others with written descriptions.

      He set the file aside and looked at the second one.

      A label on the front said, “Vet Records.”

      “Tony, I can’t scan all of these here. I won’t have time.”

      “I know. The department gathered this file, but we can’t do a thing with it.”

      “I get it. The stories are all similar, but there isn’t anything criminal, at least not that you can do anything about.”

      “Right.”

      “And you think of me?”

      “The owners, at least the ones in Queen Anne, are willing to pay. There are rewards out for some of the other dogs as well. Figured you could use the money.”

      “Who’s the oriental guy?”

      “A member of the Chijon family, Korean mob, oddly enough.”

      “Korean mob? What the hell does he have to do with this?”

      “We don’t know. He has been very active in dog rescues and shelters in the area. Very benevolent. Of course, we looked for a motive.”

      “Other than a legit tax shelter, appearing to be a good guy, or money laundering?”

      “Besides that. Because he takes dogs and promises to find them homes, get them adopted.”

      “Rescues and dogs from shelters?”

      “Yeah. Only the dogs are never seen again. There are no records of the adoptions. Many rescues cut him off, and he can’t take dogs from local shelters anymore until he proves where they are going.”

      “Let me guess. The dog disappearances started when they stopped accepting his generosity.”

      “Yep. And another thing. Strays are down, at least the medium to large type. Guy rarely took small dogs.”

      “Another odd coincidence. What does your gut say?”

      “I’m puzzled. I thought maybe he was using them to train dog fighters. You know, practice partners. But he doesn’t focus on the perceived aggressive breeds or younger dogs. There seems to be no pattern, no preferred breed. In fact, most of the disappearances are mutts.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “You take breeds, you draw attention. Mutts disappear all the time.”

      “You think he is taking the dogs, but you have no idea why?”

      “That’s about it.”

      “What are you sending me into, Tony?”

      “I have no clue. None at all.”

      “I need to scan all this.”

      “Trudy will be delighted.”

      “About what?”

      “That you are coming to dinner at our house, so you have time before I have to get this back tomorrow.”

      “You are a pain in my ass, you know that, right?” Max said.

      “Right back at you,” Tony said. He gathered the files as Max packed his computer gear into his bag.

      The door to the coffee shop slammed open, the bell dinged loudly, and Max looked up.

      A shot rang out. A blond-headed, long-haired young man
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