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The pigs were squealing again.

Billy Tanner pressed his head between his knees and edged further against the wall, desperate to block their sounds. Steel shackles had rubbed his skin raw but he’d grown accustomed to the pain, and to the precise length of his ankle chain.

He knew every inch of this abandoned horse stall: the eight spikes in each thick plank, the two feet of wire mesh that covered the gap below the ceiling, and how his steel tether stopped him exactly seven inches from the door.

He hadn’t been the only one thrust in here. A bloody fingernail protruded from beneath a splinter in the wood. At first the sight had freaked him out. Now it was merely part of his prison. At least that poor soul—a woman judging by the color and elegant shape of the nail—hadn’t given up. She’d tried to escape, even though prying out the heavy studs was impossible. Billy had learned that by his second day. Their captor had been very thorough with stall reinforcement.

And the surveillance camera in the corner always kept a vigilant eye. Of course when the pigs were squealing for food, like now, it meant his captor wasn’t watching the camera.

Billy lurched to his feet, seizing the opportunity. His chain clinked as he shuffled across the stained wood to the far wall.

“Hey, mister,” he whispered, shoving his face against the plank and peering through the crack in the boards. “Want me to splash more water through the mesh? It’s okay. He’s not watching now.”

But the naked man curled in the corner of the adjacent stall didn’t answer. His only movement was the shudder of skeletal ribs as he pulled in labored breaths.

“You should suck some more on that old bone,” Billy said. “Still lots of nutrition there.” However, his voice quivered with a despair he couldn’t hide. The man was starving to death. And no wonder. He’d never been fed anything but an old soup bone and an occasional drop of water.

It didn’t make sense. Billy had been given a bucket of water along with a ration of livestock grain. Admittedly, it wasn’t typical people food and his stomach was always cramped with hunger, but at least the grain was top notch, the kind with corn and molasses, the same type they fed the horses at the police stable.

“I can throw over more grain too,” Billy said. “But you have to pick it off the floor before he comes. Just try to sit up.” He gripped the wire mesh, willing the man to answer, no longer worrying about the camera or that talking was strictly against the rules. “Please, mister,” he pleaded. “You have to try.”

The man didn’t seem to hear. He remained curled in a fetal position, his hair long and matted, his back impossibly bony.

Billy pressed a hand to his mouth, fighting his terror. He didn’t want to be left alone, not in this horrible place. Having someone else sharing this hellhole—even a mute, broken man—was the only thing that made this torture bearable.

“Please don’t give up, mister,” he pleaded, ashamed to feel warm tears wetting his cheeks. He couldn’t stand to be the only prisoner left. He’d rather die too than be chained in here, alone with nothing but the terrifying whir of a saw. And the squeals of hungry pigs.
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Nikki Drake peered over the vet’s shoulder, straining to see the dogs in the therapeutic pool. More precisely, trying to see her dog.

“Gunner’s gunshot wound has healed nicely. On the surface.” Dr. Martin’s voice deepened, his note of caution unmistakable. “Now it’s time to try to repair his damaged ligaments. Hydrotherapy is one of the center’s many tools. Our underwater treadmill provides a low weight-bearing environment yet helps maintain muscle mass. Some of our K9s have even been able to return to full duty.”

Nikki gave a little nod. She didn’t care about full duty; she just wanted her best friend to be able to walk again. Without pain, without that bewildered look in his big brown eyes, the type of look that tore at her heart. Besides, Gunner wasn’t a police dog. He didn’t have to achieve a certain fitness standard. He didn’t have to achieve anything.

A black Malinois, clearly not Gunner, vacated the pool, dripping water as two assistants supported him with a full body harness. His ears flattened as he edged forward, stoically responding to their encouragement.

“That particular K9 was struck by a felon’s car,” Dr. Martin said, following her gaze. “He’s just getting back on his feet after surgery. We’re hoping he’ll be able to return to his handler.”

“Is his handler one of those people down on the pool deck?”

“No, only staff works with the animals during rehab. It goes much smoother that way. For patients and people.” The vet’s gaze dropped to his clipboard, scanning the clinic notes. “As I see you’ve been warned before.”

Nikki crossed her arms, remembering the fiasco when Gunner thought a strange man had stepped too close. He’d leaped off the examination table, determined to protect her at all costs. In the process, he’d fallen and ripped out several stitches and the setback had added weeks to his rehab. She understood that when she was around, Gunner’s focus was on her. And his need to protect her. Still, it was hard to see him struggle and not be at his side to give reassurance.

“I just want to help,” she said. “And I worry about how he’ll react to a pool. Your staff might not understand, you know, what he’s been through.” She gripped her locked arms, emotion thickening her words.

“We know he almost drowned, before he took a bullet to save you.” Dr. Martin shrugged, a little too dismissively for Nikki’s liking. “But our techs are experienced in dealing with physical and mental trauma. We also know Gunner is very intelligent and we don’t want your subjective emotion transferring to your dog, impeding his progress.”

Nikki’s mouth tightened but she lowered her arms, trying to portray a more relaxed posture. It was one of the highlights of her day to watch Gunner’s morning sessions—always from behind the elevated glass partition—and she didn’t want to lose the privilege. But she certainly didn’t want to slow his progress.

“I know everyone here is very competent.” She forced a smile, determined not to alienate anyone associated with Gunner’s care. “And I’m grateful to be able to watch. It’s amazing how he’s progressed in six weeks. The center is definitely cutting edge.”

Dr. Martin’s face softened, distracted by the praise, and he went on to talk about how UV filtration helped maintain the purity of the K9 pool—reducing the need for harmful chemicals—and how a heart rate monitor would make sure Gunner wasn’t overtaxed. It wasn’t necessary to pump the center’s merits. In addition to their training, Nikki already knew the K9 center’s rehab facility was top notch. She’d studied every feature of the equipment, had researched everything they offered, from their underwater treadmill to laser therapy.

“It’s actually unusual that we’re treating a dog like Gunner,” Dr. Martin added, his head tilting like an inquisitive bird. “We don’t usually accept outside animals, other than veterans’ service dogs. But Justin Decker advised that you’re a private investigator who was consulting for us. A cold case involving a missing teen? That must have been interesting?”

Nikki silently eyed the door that Gunner would soon be entering. She didn’t discuss her work with outsiders. And she knew Justin didn’t either.

“Well, I’ll leave you now,” Dr. Martin said, clearing his throat. “I only wanted to warn you to stay back from the window. It won’t help Gunner if he sees you.”

“I understand.” Nikki smiled at the vet now, her gratitude genuine. “Thank you for keeping him safe.”

She moved another foot back from the window, earning an approving nod from Dr. Martin before the man exited the room.

On the deck below, the door slid open, revealing a familiar black-and-tan head. She stilled, watching as Gunner entered the room. A harness extended around his belly and he was supported on each side by two handlers. Female handlers, and Nikki blew out a sigh of relief, glad it was Krissy and Karen by his side. Gunner didn’t like men, other than a select few, but he’d taken quite nicely to the two techs.

Even with their support, he had a painful limp. But at least his ears were pricked, as if curious about the room and ready for a new challenge. An image popped up of him stuck in a pool, vainly swimming circles with her powerless to help, and she had to force herself to remain well back from the window.

Gunner limped up the ramp and toward the small rectangle of water with Krissy and Karen by his side. They took their time, letting him absorb the solid sides and blinking control panel. He seemed unfazed and steadily moved forward until he was standing on the treadmill, water up to his belly. Maybe they were just standing him on it today, Nikki thought. He probably wasn’t ready for movement. They might want her beside him for that.

And then Krissy stepped behind him, pressed a button and Gunner was moving. Careful and cautious, but walking. It didn’t look as if he needed much support, just Karen at his side and Krissy behind him, making sure he didn’t fall off. Both techs encouraged him with smiles and praise. One of them even glanced toward the viewing room, giving Nikki a quick thumbs-up, knowing she was there.

It was comforting to watch but frustrating to be a bystander. Nikki’s good friend, Sonja, kept saying Nikki could help Gunner with positive visualization. But that was difficult. Too often, her images turned to the man who’d shot Gunner, and the emotions that aroused certainly weren’t positive.

Her phone vibrated and she eased further back. The glass was soundproof but she didn’t want to risk Gunner spotting her arm movement. Right now, he was a model patient, concentrating on the techs’ commands and the quicker he healed, the quicker she could take him home. Where she could hug him and love him, and they could both forget about the outside world. Maybe she could even take him away to a cabin somewhere, a dog friendly place where he could enjoy long walks and freedom. Her investigative business could wait.

“Hi, Sonja,” she said cheerfully, encouraged by the idea of Gunner padding beneath majestic California oaks, with no need for support and trotting with barely a limp. She’d find an isolated cabin with lots of space and paths with good footing, where he could roll and sniff to his heart’s content. Leashes not required.

“How’s the patient today?” Sonja asked. “I’ve been burning some herbs and channeling healing energy.”

“Keep it up,” Nikki said. “He’s on the underwater treadmill now. And doing well.” She would never understand Sonja’s psychic world but lately had suspended most, if not all, of her disbelief.

“I’m going to stop by the office tomorrow,” Nikki added. “And clean up some paperwork. Want to meet for coffee?”

“Definitely,” Sonja said. “But I’m calling to warn that there’s a woman sitting outside your office door. Poor thing has been camped in the hall for hours, practically tripping people with her cane. I told her you weren’t taking new clients, but she refuses to leave.”

Nikki paced a circle at the back of the room, mentally reviewing PI acquaintances that might be able to help. The ones she trusted most charged much more than she did. Of course, she was relatively new at the business and Robert had looked after most of their networking. Robert. Bile rose in her throat and she swallowed back the bitterness.

“She could call the Taylor Agency,” Nikki said, peering back down at Gunner who was stoically moving on the treadmill. “I’ll text you the contact information.”

Nikki definitely wasn’t taking a new case. Didn’t have the time or motivation. The center was a two-hour drive from her office so she preferred to stay overnight in the handler’s dorm; some afternoons she was allowed to sit outside on the grass with Gunner, depending on his progress. Those moments were precious. And not to be missed.

Frankly, she didn’t know if she’d ever be passionate about returning to her typical caseload. Boring surveillance hours, sprinkled with reports to distraught spouses or details on insurance fraud, weren’t very fulfilling. If she’d learned anything from her and Gunner’s brush with death, it was that life was too short to waste. At the end of the day, she wanted to know that she’d helped people. Not contributed to the slashing of medical benefits or the breakdown of a marriage.

“Here’s the number for Taylor,” she said, bringing up the information on her phone screen. “I’m forwarding it now.”

“But she wants you,” Sonja said. “Her name is Mrs. Tanner and she’s very insistent.”

“She needs to find another investigator. Scott Taylor is good. Much more experienced than me.”

“You should talk to Mrs. Tanner first. This is the type of case that drew you into the business. I think you’ll want to hear her out.”

Nikki stilled. Sonja’s voice was oddly grave. Not only that, her friend truly seemed to sense things. Nikki didn’t understand the psychic profession but she’d learned never to discount Sonja’s advice.

“Okay, what’s it about?” Nikki squeezed the phone a little tighter, swept with an odd mixture of hope and dread.

“Her missing grandson.”
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“Finally some service!” Mrs. Tanner sniffed, her mouth twisting as if she’d just sucked a lemon. The woman sank onto Nikki’s office chair with a long-suffering sigh. “What kind of business are you running? I didn’t have to wait nearly this long at the police station.”

Nikki remained standing. Once Sonja had mentioned a missing teen, she’d rushed back to meet with this woman. But she wasn’t in the habit of accepting unwarranted criticism, especially in her own office. Clearly the woman’s attitude was going to make it easier to turn down the case.

“Like my friend told you,” Nikki said, “I’m not accepting new cases. But I can make a referral—”

“Why?” Mrs. Tanner snapped. “Are you busy with something more important? Are you looking for another kid? Because I don’t know anything more important than that.”

Sighing, Nikki pulled out her chair and sat, studying Mrs. Tanner over the wide desk. The woman was blunt, rudely so, but it was impossible to argue with her logic. Watching Gunner’s rehab and meeting Justin whenever he had some time filled her hours but that wouldn’t satisfy anybody’s definition of busy.

Besides, she agreed with the woman. There wasn’t anything more important than finding a missing child. She wasn’t in this business to make friends. It really shouldn’t matter if a client was abrasive.

Clearly Mrs. Tanner liked to speak her mind. And she didn’t appear to be a stranger to hard work. Her hands were gnarled and callused, and her frizzy gray hair emphasized a sun-damaged face. She’d leaned heavily on her cane when she had entered Nikki’s office, although it was impossible to tell if it was her knees or hips that left her hobbling in pain. Everything about the woman was worn and brittle, except for her deep-set blue eyes which blazed with startling determination.

“The police don’t want to help either,” Mrs. Tanner said, fixing those accusing blue eyes on Nikki. “They claim Billy’s a runaway. But they’re wrong. I know my grandson better than anyone else. He’s only fourteen, a good kid. He didn’t run when it happened and he certainly wouldn’t run now.”

She struggled to catch her breath and Nikki mentally added emphysema to the woman’s obvious ailments.

“Now I admit he shouldn’t have thrown a Molotov cocktail at that police trailer,” Mrs. Tanner said, her voice turning forceful again. “But it was just a horse that was burned. An animal, not a person.”

Nikki’s eyes widened. Before Mrs. Tanner had sat down, she’d complained about the lack of police service. Now it was obvious why they weren’t rushing to find this kid. Burning a horse. They must have been devastated to see one of their horses injured in such a deliberate and painful way.

Mrs. Tanner obviously didn’t consider hurting an animal to be much of a crime. In fact, she spent the next thirty minutes sitting in the chair, complaining about the disinterest of the police while portraying Billy as the smartest, kindest and most upstanding teenager in California: how he took the bus to school each morning and never skipped a class, how he faithfully was doing court-ordered community service at the police barn, and how he never failed to gather every single chicken egg.

She went on to praise his older brother Jack in the same manner, glossing over the fact that he’d been picked up last year for running with a gang, and that Child Protective Services had been involved. Mrs. Tanner’s strong opinions might be irritating, but she was obviously loyal to her two grandsons.

Nikki leaned further back in her chair. The Taylor Agency would not be a good fit for this woman. They probably wouldn’t give her the time of day. It was also unlikely Mrs. Tanner could afford their fee. Her gaze drifted to the corner of the room where Gunner used to lie. He was probably in the infrared room now. With a little luck, she’d be able to take him home in another month.

“What are you looking at?” Mrs. Tanner demanded, twisting and spotting Gunner’s empty bed. “Do you let dogs in here? I think animals should be kept outside where they belong.” Shaking her head, she straightened, her voice rising. “So you see! Billy wouldn’t run away.”

“I do see,” Nikki said. “But at this point you might be wasting your money hiring an investigator. I recommend you wait a few more days. Based on your description”—and she didn’t try to keep the coolness from her voice—“a nice kid like Billy will want to come home to help you out.”

“But that’s my point. If he didn’t come home last Saturday, it means he can’t. I just w-wish someone would believe m-me.”

Nikki swallowed, affected by the quaver in Mrs. Tanner’s voice. Nikki hadn’t expected that. The woman was wrapped in opinions but for a moment she had shown a vulnerable side. And that moved Nikki far more than the woman’s colored opinions.

“Mrs. Tanner,” Nikki said, “Billy was doing long hours of community service for maliciously injuring a horse. And his brother has gang contacts. Isn’t it possible the police are correct? And that Billy voluntarily left?”

Mrs. Tanner jerked forward, slamming her cane against the floor. “You’re just like them! I thought after how long you looked for your sister that you’d understand about family, how it feels when someone disappears. But I was wrong. You’re no better than the cops.”

She spat out the words as if being compared to the police was the worst thing in the world. And in her experience, maybe it was.

“I take every disappearance seriously,” Nikki said. “And I do understand. But your other grandson left home many times before and is definitely streetwise. You stated he was picked up while running with a gang. So there is recurring history of one grandson that could affect the other. And please, if you want me to seriously consider taking your case, you need to stop waving that cane.”

Mrs. Tanner’s knuckles whitened around the handle. For a moment it seemed as if she’d swing it in Nikki’s direction. A moment later though, she hung the cane on the arm of her chair. She harrumphed for several seconds and it was clear apologies were difficult for her.

“It’s just that I’m the only one looking out for those two boys,” Mrs. Tanner said. “Been that way since their mom died. And this behavior isn’t like Billy. You gotta believe me!” Her voice was gathering strength again. “He wouldn’t run away. Not Billy. He wouldn’t just disappear!”

“Even though he’d been given probation and two hundred hours of community service?” Nikki asked, her voice not ungentle. “Working at a police stable would be tough for anyone but especially for a teen who—”

“Who burned a police horse.” Mrs. Tanner gave a grudging nod. “Yes, I know. But he didn’t know that animal was in the trailer. He really didn’t. And the police might hate him for it, but Billy agreed to the service. He wanted to make up for his mistake. He wouldn't quit. Look, I can pay you. Not right now but I’ll pay a little every month. No matter the cost. Please, you gotta find him.”

Nikki studied Mrs. Tanner but saw no hint of deceit, only a woman who was accustomed to fighting for everything she owned. Her earlier belligerence was gone, replaced by desperation. The woman truly believed her grandson hadn’t chosen to disappear.

But Nikki wasn’t ready to take on a new case. Her mind wasn’t in the right place. And she could afford to take some time off. Quite likely the kid was sleeping in a park somewhere. Or making more Molotov cocktails.

She rolled a pen between her fingers. She’d intended to call another agency, make sure Mrs. Tanner found someone who’d look after her. It would be challenging though to find a reputable investigator who’d give this case much time, considering the boys’ history.

But even if Billy was an unfeeling punk, his grandmother deserved answers. She had sat outside Nikki’s office door for five hours. Dressed up in her Sunday best and, judging by the smell of oil, had polished her worn leather shoes. That effort moved Nikki. She remembered how her mother had applied careful makeup before every police meeting. And if Mrs. Tanner’s grandson really was in trouble...

Nikki tugged her chair a little closer. “I expect my clients to be totally honest,” she said. “It’s necessary if we’re to have results. So please answer this: Are you sure Billy’s not involved with a gang?”

“Absolutely sure.” Mrs. Tanner’s voice rang with conviction. “Jack was. But not Billy.”

“Okay,” Nikki said, pulling out her notepad. “I’ll need a recent picture. And any other details that can help. Names of friends, hobbies and places he might be hanging out, like a favorite park or mall.”

Mrs. Tanner shook her head even as she plucked a clump of papers from her purse. “I have a recent picture and some media clippings, but nothing else. Like I said, Billy’s a real country boy. Never slept anywhere but his own bed.”

“What about girlfriends? Cell phone number? Instagram or other social media accounts?” Private investigators didn’t have many more privileges than citizens but Nikki had cultivated contacts in the various police departments, and much of her legwork was simply knowing who to call. And social media accounts were always a wealth of information.

But Mrs. Tanner gave another headshake. “He didn’t have any close friends, not since our neighbors moved away. And he doesn’t own a cell phone. The service is too spotty where we live. There’s nothing else to tell. Just that he always came home.”

Her shoulders sagged. She seemed less combative now. More fragile. “Please find him,” she muttered. “Billy means the world to me. He’s a sweet boy.”

Not so sweet he wouldn’t burn a helpless horse, Nikki thought, still fighting her ambivalence. She knew an officer in the city’s mounted unit and no doubt Lara also found Billy’s actions reprehensible. The police had probably been pushing the kid hard, delighted that the court had assigned community work with their stable. Shoveling shit off the street, cleaning up after their mounted patrols, was no teen’s idea of a good time. Especially when it was in view of his peers.

Billy was probably sleeping on a bench somewhere, hoping if he stayed away long enough his problems would disappear. Fourteen-year-olds thought like that. She’d been the same way at his age. Had known every nook and cranny of the city parks, and where the police were most likely to leave her alone.

But Mrs. Tanner was genuinely concerned about her grandson. It probably wouldn’t take long to find him, although at the end of the day, Mrs. Tanner might not see Billy through such rose-colored glasses.

Nikki shuffled through the well-worn clippings Mrs. Tanner had placed on the desk and pulled out his picture. Billy was a handsome boy—dark hair, brown eyes and a nice smile—but unfortunately his appearance was similar to a lot of teens. Only his clothing was different. Certainly his hunter plaid shirt differed from the typical tee favored by most kids that age. “Does he always dress like this?” she asked. “Is this what he was wearing last Saturday?”

“Yes, he always wore work shirts and jeans. Billy never cared much about clothes, not
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