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DEDICATION

For our sweet pup, Vida, and for all the beautiful

rescue dogs out there waiting for a home.

Your family is coming!
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HERO PACED BACK AND FORTH IN the stands. His tail was up at attention, and his eyes were locked on Ben.

Ben stole a look at his dog from the infield and shook his head in astonishment. He could swear that somehow the black Labrador seemed to understand that this game really mattered—and that Ben’s team was losing.

It was the game leading up to the playoffs—the most important game of the season so far—and Ben’s team, the Tigers, was down by three runs. It was now the top of the ninth inning, and the other team was up.

Ben was nervous. If they lost this game, their season was over.

The tension was thick at the baseball field. Hundreds of parents and brothers and sisters filled the bleachers and shivered in the light fall breeze, anxious looks on their faces. The crowd waited for the next batter to step up to the plate. It felt like everyone was collectively holding their breath.

From his position at shortstop, Ben surveyed the diamond, squinting into the setting afternoon sun. The other team had two guys on base, but they also already had two outs. They just needed to get the next batter out fast so Ben’s team could get up to bat.

Then, if Ben’s team could score, maybe they could tie up the game and go into extra innings.

But that was a big if.

Ben looked into the stands. His mom stood with her hand shading her eyes, scanning the other team’s dugout—probably sizing up the other players. She looked like she wanted to march right in there and tell them off. Ben’s little sister, Erin, stood next to their mom, her face scrunched up in frustration. She wanted Ben’s team to win pretty badly.

Ben’s dad was the assistant coach. He stood by their dugout, calm and still, his lips pressed together in a half smile. A couple of feet away, Scout, the mutt puppy, sat patiently, watching Ben’s dad’s every move with big, observant eyes.

Scout was Ben’s dad’s shadow these days. Where one went, the other followed. Training Scout was a round-the-clock activity that they both lived and breathed.

Ben’s dad—Sergeant Dave Landry of the Gulfport, Mississippi, police force—was training Scout for K-9 duty. One day, Scout was going to be a rescue dog just like Hero, and Ben couldn’t have been prouder.

Hero and Ben had found Scout when he was a tiny puppy who had escaped from a dogfighting ring. Ben’s friend Jack had raised Scout. Then everyone realized that Scout had the potential to be an amazing search-and-rescue dog—just like Hero. Scout just needed some training, and Sergeant Landry was the man for the job.

Jack had been sad to give up Scout, but he also wanted Scout to be happy—and Scout was happiest when he was working.

Ben’s dad gave Scout the signal to lie down, and the pup put his head between his paws, wagging his spotted tail. His big, pointed ears perked up, ready for his next command.

Ben shook out his arms and hopped up and down on his toes a few times. He looked at his best friend, Noah Mazer, who stood on the pitcher’s mound. Noah turned and nodded at him. Then Ben looked over to his left at Jack, who played first base. Jack tipped the brim of his cap toward Ben in salute.

Ben turned to see who was coming up to bat and groaned. The kid had to be close to six feet tall, and he was sturdy, with muscular arms and a thick neck. He smirked, like he knew he was bumming out his opponents just by showing up.

Noah calmly wound up for the pitch. Things started to move in slow motion. The ball left Noah’s hand and sailed in a smooth line toward the batter. The batter’s expression shifted from cocky to confused as the ball arced slightly upward and then—almost invisibly—changed its path.

The big guy at home plate screwed up his face, flexed his muscles, and swung hard. Ben waited for the crack of bat and ball. He bent his knees, poised to jump and run the second he spotted the ball coming his way . . . but nothing happened.

The batter’s swing propelled him in a full circle. He spun around awkwardly.

“Strike one!” cried the umpire.

Ben held his breath. Noah threw two more curveballs, and the umpire called two more strikes.

The batter stood at home plate for a second, failing to understand how he had missed the third curveball. But he had—and Ben’s team was up.

“Woooohoo!” Jack howled as he ran toward Noah.

“Noah!” Ben screamed as he jumped on his friend. “That was insane!”

Ben, Noah, and Jack jogged to the dugout. The rest of their team pounced on Noah, cheering and calling his name.

“MAZER, MAZER!” They punched Noah on the shoulder and rubbed his hair to congratulate him.

Noah grinned but tried to wave away his unruly teammates. “Come on, guys—we still have to score! We’re still, you know, losing and all.”

“Noah’s right, team,” Ben’s dad said. “Let’s focus.”

The team quieted down. They gathered around him in a half circle.

 Coach Lee hunched in the corner, studying his clipboard and furiously scratching at a piece of paper with a pencil before the next inning.

“Noah, that was some great pitching,” Ben’s dad said. “You dug deep and it worked.”

Ben gave Noah a high five.

“You guys just got a break—let’s take advantage of it,” Ben’s dad went on.

“We’re still three runs down,” said a kid in the back.

“You’re down,” Ben’s dad said matter-of-factly, “that’s true. But you wouldn’t be the first team to come up from behind and win the game. So let’s get out there and show ’em what we can do, okay?”

“Okay,” the boys responded.

“Come on,” Ben’s dad said, clapping loudly. “You can do better than that. Let me hear you.”

“Okay!” the boys shouted, grins breaking out on their faces. They started to get pumped up again, chattering and cheering loudly.

Ben’s dad leaned in to Ben. “You know what you have to do, right, kid?”

“I do,” Ben said. “Breathe. Focus. Stay in the moment.”

“That’s right.”

His dad clapped him on the shoulder, and Ben stood a little taller in his uniform. He had been batting fourth the whole game, but batting fourth in the ninth inning was a lot of responsibility. If the three batters ahead of him got on base, Ben could be the person to win the game.

“Okay, team,” Coach Lee called from across the dugout. He walked over. “Jack, Noah, Marwan, you guys are up first.” Coach Lee added, “Ben, I’m counting on you to bring it home.”

Ben nodded even as his stomach churned with nerves.

“You got this, Ben,” his dad reassured him. “It’s just you and the pitch, okay? Keep your eye on the ball and breathe.”

“Okay.” Ben took a slow, deep breath. “Thanks, Dad.” He exhaled.

Ben was up.

He couldn’t believe it: Jack, Noah, and Marwan had all gotten on base. The only hitch had come when a foul ball had barreled toward Noah and hit him in the arm—hard. Noah had yelped in pain, and Coach Lee had called a time-out and jogged over.

Noah and the coach had conferred for a moment, and from his spot in the dugout, Ben saw Noah shake his head. He was trying to convince the coach he was fine, but Ben could tell even from across the diamond that his friend was in a ton of pain.

With a grim look on his face, Coach Lee had trotted back toward the dugout and the game had resumed.

Now the families in the bleachers were going wild with excitement—hooting and hollering like they were at the World Series.

Ben’s heart pounded hard in his chest. His palms were sweaty as he gripped the bat and stepped toward home plate. The roaring of the crowd faded into the background, and all he heard were the sounds of his own breathing, his mom shouting “GO, BEN!” and Hero barking excitedly.

It’s just you and the pitch, he heard his dad’s voice in his head say. Breathe.

Ben eyed the pitcher carefully, taking in his posture, his expression, and his fingers curled around the ball. The pitcher wound up, drew his arm back, and twisted his body around. The ball flew out of his hand, and Ben watched it move toward him.

He swung as hard as he could. He felt the power in his arms and wrists, and he focused on the follow-through, like his dad always reminded him. He felt the connection between bat and ball before he heard it—a vibration that shot up his arm and into his shoulders. He watched in amazement as the ball sailed up, up, up, and out. All the outfielders tipped their heads back to watch the ball as it flew over them.

Ben froze at home plate, the bat dangling from his left hand. Surely one of the outfielders was going to catch the ball, he thought. There was no way it was going to keep going, right?

But it did. The ball disappeared over the fence.

Home run!

“Run, Ben!” Coach Lee called from the sidelines.

“Run, Ben!” Ben’s mom screamed from the bleachers.

Ben ran, a giant grin on his face, chasing Jack, Noah, and Marwan around the bases until they all piled onto home plate together, cheering and high-fiving one another while their teammates howled with joy in the dugout.

Somehow, they’d won the game. Unbelievable.
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BEN LOOKED INTO THE CHEERING CROWD. His mom and sister were jumping up and down, shouting his name and clapping. Hero’s snout was tilted up toward the sky, and he was barking excitedly.

But where was his dad?

Ben searched for him in the dugout. His dad wasn’t there. And neither was Scout. Ben’s excitement about his home run—and winning the game—was replaced with confusion.

He scanned the crowd, but his view was obstructed by the swarm of teammates who surrounded him, chanting his name and fist-pumping the air.

“Landry!”

“Way to go, Landry!”

“Go, Ben!”

Ben high-fived his teammates, but he was distracted. He stood on his toes to scan the crowd. Finally, he spotted his dad.

He was in the parking lot, his phone pressed to his ear. There was a serious expression on his face.

He hadn’t even seen Ben hit the home run and win the game.

But Ben knew enough about his dad not to be upset. When you grow up with a dad on the police force, you learn that work always comes first. This time it looked like something really big was happening.

Scout sat patiently by the car. He was already wearing his yellow vest with GULFPORT POLICE K-9 written across it in big block letters. Just like Ben’s dad, Scout was ready for action.

 “Dude!” Noah shouted, punching him on the shoulder and drawing his attention back to the team. “That was amazing! We won!”

“Great hit, Landry,” Coach Lee called out.

“Thanks, Coach.” Ben grinned.

Ben glanced back toward the parking lot. His dad was off the phone and climbing into his car.

Noah followed Ben’s gaze and understood what was happening right away. “You okay?” Noah asked as the rest of the team kept cheering.

“Yeah.” Ben tore his eyes from his dad and turned to look at his friend. “But how’s your arm?”

“Not sure . . . it still sort of hurts.” Noah frowned and rubbed his elbow.

“Your dad’s leaving?” Jack pushed through the crowd toward them.

“Looks like it. Must be something big down at the station.”

“Must be,” Noah said.

Ben gathered up his stuff and headed to the bleachers, his ears still ringing from the celebration.

His mom gripped him tightly in a hug. Erin wrapped her tiny arms around his waist. Hero jumped up and put his front legs on Ben’s back, yelping excitedly.

“Congratulations, honey!”

“You did it, Benny!”

Ben let them hold on to him for a moment, but there was only one thing on his mind.

“Where’s Dad?” he asked. “Why did he have to leave?”

Something flickered across his mom’s face—was it fear? Ben couldn’t be sure. She composed herself and looked him right in the eye.

As Ben had gotten older, his parents had always tried to tell him the truth about his dad’s work—as much as they could, anyway. It was a fact of life that Ben’s dad faced danger every day.

“Well,” his mom said simply, “there’s a pretty bad case happening right now, Ben.”

Ben swallowed the lump in his throat.

“Two convicts escaped from prison,” she went on, lowering her voice so Erin couldn’t hear all the details. “They were last seen outside Gulfport, so they called up all the K-9 teams in the area. Your dad and Scout are heading up the search.”

Hero’s ears flicked at the sound of Scout’s name. He wedged himself between Ben and his mom, sat down, and looked up at them, listening. Ben dropped his hand to his dog’s neck and scratched him beneath the collar.

“Are they . . . ?” Ben faltered. “Are these guys dangerous? What were they in for before they escaped?”

His mom sighed and shook her head a little. “Nothing good. Let’s leave it at that.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Erin asked, tugging on the sleeve of Ben’s sweatshirt. His heart was pounding, but he forced a smile onto his face.

 “We’re talking about the fact that you’re going to buy me ice cream to celebrate!” Ben said, his voice extra bright.

“Oh, Benny,” Erin said, crossing her arms. “You’re so silly. You know I don’t have enough money for that.”

“Oh no!” Ben cried in mock horror. “No money for ice cream? That’s terrible!”

“Tell you what,” his mom said, “it’s my treat!”

“Yay!” Erin shouted.

They headed toward the car. Hero trotted alongside them while Ben held Erin’s hand and exchanged worried looks with his mom. A cell phone jingled in Ben’s mom’s purse. She fished it out, spoke into it for a quick second, then handed the phone to him.

“Your dad wants to talk to you, Ben.”

“Hi, Dad—where are you? Is everything okay?” Ben could tell by the background noise that he was driving in his squad car.

“Congratulations, buddy!” his dad shouted into the phone. “I’m so proud of you guys—you worked really hard for this, and you deserve it.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Ben felt an urgent need to ask his dad questions about the case. “Do you know where the convicts are yet?”

“Everything’s fine,” his dad reassured him. “I’m just really sorry I wasn’t there to see your home run and to see you guys win. But we’ll celebrate when I get back, okay?”

“Okay, Dad. Thanks.”

“Listen, pal, I need you to do something for me.”

“Anything.”

“I need you to look out for your mom and Erin tonight, okay?”

Ben felt unsteady on his legs. Something in his dad’s voice sounded different. Almost . . . worried. Was there something his dad wasn’t telling him? “Okay,” Ben managed to say. “But, Dad—”

 “I have to go now, Ben,” his dad interrupted. “Can you pass the phone back to Mom? I love you.”

Every instinct in Ben’s body told him not to let go of the phone. He wanted to keep his dad talking, but he knew he had no choice. He had to say good-bye. “I love you too, Dad. See you soon.”

His mom held out her hand for the phone, then stepped out of earshot. Ben opened the back door of the car for Erin, and she scrambled into her booster seat.

Just then, Noah and his parents walked up. Noah was cradling his right arm in his left and looking miserable. Hero ran over and snuffled at him.

“Hey, Hero,” Noah said glumly. Hero cocked his head and gave Noah a curious look, like he was trying to figure out what was wrong with him.

“Ben!” Noah’s mom said. “What a great hit!”

“Nice game, Ben,” Noah’s dad said, clapping him on the back. “So proud of you boys.”

“Thanks, Mr. and Mrs. Mazer,” Ben said. He looked at Noah and noticed the bulge of an ice pack stuffed into the sleeve of his friend’s shirt. “Uh, dude,” Ben said, pointing at Noah’s arm. “What’s happening?”

Noah grimaced. “What’s happening,” he said, sounding despondent, “is that they think I might have a hairline fracture from that foul ball, and Coach said I can’t play again until I get cleared by the doctor. But I think it’s just a bruise.” He tried to straighten his arm to prove his point, but even that slight movement made him wince.

Hero raised himself up on his back legs and nudged gently at Noah’s arm.

“Hero, down!” Ben commanded the dog. “Noah’s hurt.” Hero got down.

“It’s okay,” Noah said. “He’s just trying to make me feel better.”

“Good boy,” Ben said as Hero sauntered back over and sat down by the car. “You’re just giving Noah a checkup, huh?”

But Ben didn’t have the heart to tell Noah the truth: Hero was also trained to recognize serious injuries. And he was never wrong.
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