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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!

At Kat’s request to find out what happened to a missing K9 dog named Khan, Ashton Nelson returns to his family estate after years away, only to uncover a tangled web of family secrets and betrayal. With his grandmother Johanna’s gambling addiction threatening financial ruin and his grandfather Alexander mysteriously missing, Ashton is thrust into a perilous investigation that starts with the missing dog and ends with something that could change everything.

Crystal, adopted at an early age by Ashton’s aunt, becomes his ally in unraveling the mystery. Together with Khan, the retired K9 dog, they delve into the dark underbelly of family and not-so-neighborly ties, revealing hidden motivations and dangerous plots.

Amid the intrigue and danger, Ashton and Crystal’s rekindled romance adds a layer of emotional depth as they navigate the treacherous waters of loyalty and greed, offering hope and a new beginning for the family estate… if anything is left.

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


Prologue
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Badger heard Kat’s phone chime as she picked it up to see a text that had just come in. She read it and smiled.

Badger looked over at her. They were tucked up in bed and should have been asleep a long time ago, but something was just so special about being together at this hour when they were both still awake. “What’s that smile all about?” he asked.

She held up her phone so he could see.

“Who’s it from?”

“Wilden,” she said, with a smile.

“And he’s thanking you?” He raised one eyebrow.

“Yep, he is.”

“Why?”

She chuckled and shrugged. “Not sure, but I imagine that right now he’s in a place where he’s ecstatic to be. I’ll let him have his moment, then ask when the time is right.”

“Ah.” Badger gave her a smile. “I can see how that might deserve a thank you.”

She chuckled. “It’s nice to know that I’ve still got the magic touch.”

He rolled his eyes. “Nobody quite understands how you manage it,” he muttered, “but you do, and everybody is grateful. However, one of these days, you’ll run out of K9 cases.”

“Maybe,” she acknowledged, “but that day is not today.”

He shifted and looked at her.

She nodded and then planted a kiss on his lips. “Yeah, I’m not stopping anytime soon. I’m about to send Ashton out on another one.”

“Really? I didn’t hear about that.”

“I did mention it, but you were a little bit busy,” she noted, with a wry smile.

“What was I doing?”

“Oh, I don’t know, trying to build more houses for other people who need them more than anything else. And by the way,” she added, raising a hand to his lips, “this one’s in Missouri. The dog’s name is Khan, presumably after Genghis Khan, but I don’t know that for sure. In fact, I don’t know much about this case at all. Sounds more typical with each file these days.”

He frowned. “Why Ashton then?”

She laughed. “I’m pretty sure he went to school in Missouri.”

Badger thought about it, and then a smile crossed his lips. “You mean, before he went into the military?”

“Yeah. In case you didn’t know, he’s some financial planner. Then there was this big free-for-all with his family, and he ended up leaving.”

“Do you know anything about what happened with the family? One of these times you’ll get into trouble and not even know which end is up when you send these people out there.”

“His grandmother is an issue, and his grandfather has gone missing. There was quite a bit of turmoil over it, at least according to the news.”

“And why is that?”

“Because it’s been a few days already and nobody has found him. I thought maybe Ashton should head over and see.”

“Don’t tell me. Is a great-granddaughter or someone involved?”

She smiled up against him and wrapped her arms around him. “Maybe.”

“But, if so, they would be related.”

“Not in this case. She’s a cousin to Ashton, by way of adoption.”

He started to chuckle. “And you already have it all figured out.”

“Not quite,” she admitted, “but I have a good start. Now it’s just a matter of leaving it up to them and seeing if it works.”

“You have such a sweet look to you, yet you are deviously conniving.”

“Nah, I just have faith.”

He turned to face her, tilted her chin, and gave her a kiss. “And I have faith in you.”


Chapter 1
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Ashton Nelson pulled up to the gas station, hopped out and started the process to fuel up his truck. He glanced around at a place he knew well but hadn’t seen in at least six years, and that visit had only lasted a couple days, if that. While eventful, he wondered if it even counted because he had pulled out on the second night like a demon out of hell.

But then, what did he expect? The family’s Missouri home came with… issues.

Some things hadn’t changed, and he didn’t expect them to change now either. He was here for a War Dog, and that was it. Then again, he could lie to himself as much as he wanted, yet he still knew that wasn’t the whole truth.

Something was going on in his family, with his grandparents. His grandmother was, well, she was a case all to herself, and, as much as he loved her dearly, he didn’t exactly like her very much lately. He couldn’t handle her lies and cheating or his grandfather covering up her antics, especially when she’d touched Grandpa’s client accounts for her personal gambling funds.

She didn’t consider gambling an issue. Her solution was to always get more money to continue her addiction. Ashton could remember a time when she used to borrow money from everybody else in the family—and never repay them. Those were the good ole days in retrospect. She then branched out to dipping into the household fund. Now she had graduated to stealing other people’s money. He and Grandpa had called her on that, had stopped her outright thievery, forcing her to begin monthly payments to return that money where it belonged, which she did for about four years. She still owed much more to make those accounts whole.

Then a couple years ago she resumed her old tricks again.

So now Ashton was back home again. He couldn’t believe it himself. It had been twelve years since he’d lived here. It had been a good six years ago that he came here, even for just those two days. He’d made that trip strictly for Crystal’s benefit—and only hers.

Now he didn’t even know if she would be there or not. He didn’t have that contact with her any longer. Granted, he had been the one to cut ties just so he could focus on healing and rehab. Looking back at that, he had to shake his head.

So to hear from Kat what was going on with his own family was a little disconcerting.

If Crystal had reached out, he would have come, but she hadn’t; and that went back to the visit six years earlier, no doubt. He groaned in frustration, finished fueling up his tank, paid, and hopped back into his truck. Without a second glance, he headed up to the corner, taking a right and traveling several miles before he took a left onto the family property.

Family property.

He almost laughed at that thought because, sure, it was family property, as long as he wasn’t the family. That’s where the challenge came in. Multiple wills had been written over the years, writing him in, writing him out.

Bottom line was, he had walked away from the family business. And, since he walked away, everybody was of the opinion that he shouldn’t get anything. They didn’t stop to consider the fact that he’d walked away because of things being done or not done, even when the ongoing activity was downright criminal. They all just wanted to cover it up, but he, as a financial advisor, just like his grandfather, could not and would not deal with their shady shenanigans, even if his grandmother thought it was nothing but harmless borrowing.

His grandfather knew better and had asked Ashton to help keep her in the clear, so Grandpa didn’t have to worry about Grandma. Ashton did his best from afar over the last twelve years. However, Grandma was now in so deep that he and Grandpa knew there was no keeping her in the clear. Time to pull in the authorities.

As Ashton pulled up to the front of the huge mansion, passing several smaller dower cottages off to the side, he hopped out and looked around, frowning.

No vehicles were parked close by.

No sign of life was anywhere.

Frowning, he slowly walked up to the front door and knocked. It felt funny to knock on the door of his ancestral home, where he always thought he would live and eventually raise his family, but life hadn’t been that easy, particularly in his case.

His parents had both died in a freak accident years ago during a serious flood. Being hard-headed and stubborn, his father insisted on driving across the flooded creek, and both his parents drowned when their vehicle had gone in. Since neither one had been able to get out of the vehicle—weren’t swimmers even if they had—they lost their lives.

The catastrophe had left a traumatized teenage boy, still surrounded by family, but the only one who was a direct descendant of this estate. He’d gone on to complete high school and various university programs, but, in the end, he couldn’t come to terms with too many of the family members living off money that wasn’t theirs. They called them loans initially, getting away with not paying some back. Then that part of the family decided they shouldn’t pay back any of it. As far as they were concerned, it was their money after all. An advance inheritance of sorts. That led to Ashton and his grandfather having one hell of a fight some six years ago.

His grandfather used to have strong morals, but his grandmother’s penchant for sticky fingers and meddling in other people’s accounts had messed that up too. Ashton knew his grandfather’s misguided actions were done out of love for his wife, but that didn’t change the fact that a lot of the townspeople were depending on his grandfather’s investment firm to safeguard their own retirement funds, investing them wisely, keeping those funds safe.

If things weren’t cleared up, Ashton would be forced to call the authorities about it.

That had been the crux of his visit six years ago.

Back then his grandfather had promised, absolutely promised, that they had replaced almost all the money and that his grandmother had stopped taking what wasn’t hers to fuel her addiction. When Ashton demanded to see paperwork to prove it, his grandfather took offense and got angry, saying that Ashton should trust him.

“Well, trust is a hard thing when you’re already a criminal.” Those were the words Ashton had used, and that had been the last straw as far as his grandfather was concerned. Grandma had taken it a step further and had essentially thrown Ashton out.

When Ashton left that last time, he’d warned his grandfather that, if it wasn’t fixed, Ashton would do something about it himself. “When I come back the next time, I will fix it permanently.”

There had been a gray cast to his grandfather’s face as he understood the threat, but Ashton was prepared to let go of only so many things in life, and his personal integrity was not one of them. Over the last six years, he’d given his grandparents enough time to fix the crooked books, and, if they hadn’t bothered to do that, well, Ashton would see the entire company and, therefore, most of the family, potentially behind bars for the rest of their lives.

Back then his grandfather understood and, to a certain extent, agreed. Since it was primarily about the family, secondarily about his business reputation with the townspeople, Grandpa intended to do everything possible to keep them above water, which was fine by Ashton. He was okay with that, as long as it got done.

Not getting any proof of it happening? That was an entirely different story.

He pushed open the front door when no answer came, not surprised that it wasn’t locked. They’d never locked the house as far back as he could remember. As he walked in, he called out, “Hello.” Still he got no answer, but, given that no vehicles were out front, maybe that made sense too.

He walked through the living room, with the same old furnishings, the same old wallpaper. It brought both a pang of nostalgia and a wince to his face as he realized just how caught up or lost in time this place really was. As he stepped into the kitchen, he found Jenny.

She had to be almost as old as his grandmother at this point. Jenny lived in the main house, was treated like family, but she insisted on working for her keep. As she put it, she wasn’t up for charity. He wondered how she would feel if she understood the entire family was criminally involved in stealing money from the Nelson accounts as well as from Grandpa’s clients—stealing money that was not theirs.

Not wanting to startle her, he called out gently, “Jenny?”

Jenny looked up, froze for a second, then a big smile spread across her face when she saw him. She got up, and, with obviously pained movements, walked toward him. He opened his arms and gently hugged her.

When he finally stepped back, he looked at her and nodded. “You look exactly the same.”

She laughed, a bright pealing one. “Except for a few more creaky joints and a few more lines,” she noted, with her chin up. “Other than that, I am who I am.”

“And who you are is absolutely beautiful.”

She smiled. “You were always such a charmer.”

“It’s not charm to say the truth,” he told her. “You’ve always been a golden-hearted soul, and that has always shone through.”

She stared at him, the tears forming in the corner of her eyes. She shook her head. “I think that’s the nicest thing anybody has ever told me.”

“I’m not surprised,” he muttered. “Sometimes we forget to say the things we should, and we don’t necessarily do all the things we should either.”

She frowned as she eyed him intently. “Are you okay?”

“I am okay,” he replied. “I mean, the last six years have been tough, but I’m doing okay.”

She sighed. “I did hear something about your having a bad accident.” He nodded. “And, of course, if you hadn’t left, it wouldn’t have happened.”

“Sure,… but you remember why I left, don’t you?” She gave a short nod. “Grandpa’s always been a stubborn old coot,” Ashton stated.

“I know. Both of them can be… passionate.”

Ashton let her be with that guarded comment, since she was just trying to be considerate. She may have been like a family member, but, at the end of the day, she was an employee of the Nelson estate. Ashton announced, “And now I understand there are more problems.” He watched her intently to see her reaction.

Jenny’s gaze slid sideways. “I don’t really know what to tell you,” she began. “You should probably talk to Crystal.”

“I will talk to Crystal,” he confirmed, “and everybody else,… as long as anybody else is left to talk to.”
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Crystal Patterson frowned, hearing a vehicle driving up. Vehicles never brought good news these days. She peeked out the barn door to see who it was and didn’t recognize the truck at all.

Again, not necessarily good news in her book. She was a loner by nature but even more so with all the problems that had happened recently. Way too many reporters and any number of other leeches came around, looking to make sensational headlines out of Alexander Nelson’s disappearance. He was the prominent figure of the estate and her grandfather.

It was heartbreaking and brutal to recognize what the world was really like when people did crap like that.

Crystal stepped out of the barn and headed toward the house, realizing that the driver had already gone inside, and that surprised her. Not very many people were bold enough to do that, and the ones who were? Generally they didn’t come back twice. Not if she had any say about it.

She walked into the front of the house and called out, “Hey.”

When she heard no reply, she headed to the kitchen, finding Jenny gently held in some stranger’s arms. Then Crystal caught sight of the stranger’s profile and gasped. Both of them turned to her. “Ashton?”

He nodded and smiled. “Hey, Crystal.”

She just blinked back tears several times, the emotions overwhelming. She didn’t even know what to think—joy, fear, anger—the whole works flooded her system. She let out a very slow, exhausted breath, and she didn’t even expect the words that came out of her mouth. “It’s about goddamn time.”

He raised one eyebrow at her. “Nice to see you too.”

She glared at him and spat, “Our grandfather is missing.”

“I know that… now,” he replied, his tone rather calm.

She felt a pang of jealously inside. He was always the cool-headed one.

“Apparently nobody felt like telling me.”

She frowned at him and then shook her head. “John said he contacted you, and you blew him off, didn’t have time to come home.”

“John didn’t contact me, which you would have known if you had contacted me yourself,” he pointed out. “We also know that John can’t be trusted to give out information or to even do a basic follow-up, not without lying through his teeth.”

She glared at him for a long moment, as his answers ticked across her brain. She realized that was quite likely exactly what had happened, versus a malicious refusal to come home, which could also have been his response. Damn.

“The fact that you didn’t follow up,” he stated, “also makes me question just what’s been going on.”

“I’m not your keeper,” she replied stiffly, still off balance at his sudden appearance.

“No, you’re not.”

Jenny stepped away from the two of them. “I’ll just go upstairs,” she shared. “I could use a nap.” And, with that excuse, she bolted off the main floor and headed upstairs.

Ashton turned to Crystal and smiled stiffly. “She still has the same rooms upstairs?” he asked.

“Yes, of course.… Why?”

“Well, she’s physically exhausted for one and emotionally exhausted for another. Why doesn’t she use the guest room downstairs?” The question was rhetorical, so he continued. “I’m not sure what the hell’s going on here, but apparently people aren’t keeping others in the loop,” he explained coolly.

She glared at him again.

He nodded. “I get it,” Ashton began. “You think I’m to blame because I haven’t been here, but I can’t fix what nobody was willing to tell me about.”

She laughed at that. “Your version of fix isn’t the same as everybody else’s. You do realize that, right?”

“No, it isn’t,” he agreed, “which is also why I left. However, I had Grandpa’s assurance that he was fixing things.”

She stared at him for a long moment and finally asked, “Fixing what?”

He snorted, shaking his head. “If you don’t know, believe me that I won’t go down that pathway. What is this about Grandpa being missing?”

She swallowed and stared out the kitchen window. She wanted desperately to ask him what he meant about fixing things, but he wouldn’t talk if he didn’t want to. That much she knew. He had this locked-down sense of honor that was damn near impossible to get around sometimes.

She turned and stared at him for a long moment, before gathering her thoughts. “He’s been missing for three days now.… Are you sure John didn’t call and let you know?”

“John, no. Nobody at all called me and let me know,” he declared. “I’m here for something completely unrelated, but, once I found out about Grandpa, of course I had to come.”

She blinked at that too, wanting to question him further, but he wasn’t up for that either.

“So, who saw Grandpa last and where did he go missing from?”

She frowned at Ashton, not sure if she should go there. Yet he was a family member, and he needed to know. “He went missing from the house.” He blinked and she nodded. “I know. So, we don’t really have a clue what’s going on,” she snapped.

“So, how many people are involved in the search? Does he even have his mental faculties at capacity?”

His questions came in a rapid fashion but perfectly crafted, so very typical of him. She took a deep breath. “Yes, Grandpa was doing well, which you could see for yourself if you were just here. Now the deputies are involved. They worry about his age and what they consider his possible advanced mental state.”

He stared at her, raising an eyebrow. “Possible advanced mental state? You just said that he was all right.”

“He is.” She sighed. “John implied to the deputies that Grandpa might be… forgetful,” she shared, with a wave of her hand. He just glared at her as she absentmindedly tucked back some hair. “Don’t go getting mad at me. I’m just the messenger.”

He kept quiet.

“I don’t think John meant it on purpose, but he does have a tendency to say things without really thinking about them.”

“Ya think?” he muttered. “Where’s Grandma?”

Crystal hesitated. “At the moment, I think she’s in town,… at the bank.”

He did a double take, giving her a searching look. “And what would she be doing at the bank?”

Such a lethal note filled his tone that she flinched and stepped back. “I don’t know.” She looked around, wrapping her arms around herself, something he took notice of. “I don’t handle any of the business.”

“How long has she been there?” he asked, turning back toward the front door.

“Hey, wait, hang on a minute. What’s going on?”

He didn’t answer and asked again forcefully, “When exactly did Grandpa go missing?” He stood at the front door, a strained look on his face.

“If you won’t give me a chance to explain,” she began, “I can’t tell you exactly what’s going on, not that I know very much.”

“Then get in my truck and tell me, so we can get going.”

“Going where?” she cried out. “God,… you’re scaring me.”

“We’re going to the bank,” he repeated, his voice like steel.

She stared at him, slowly walking toward him. “Look. You’ve just blasted into town in your usual fashion, and now you’re creating all kinds of drama.”

“No, I’m not,” he snapped, his tone sharp. “Yet, if I find out she’s doing something she’s not allowed to do, believe me that there will be all kinds of drama, such as you’ve never seen.”

She blinked at that. “I feel like—”

He cut her off. “I don’t care what it feels like. Either you come with me, and we’ll continue the conversation on the way, or don’t come with me, and we’ll pick it up when I get back.” And, with that, he stormed out the front door.

She raced behind him. “I’m coming with you, dammit. What the hell, Ashton?”

He kept walking, without saying a word.

“Ashton, what’s going on?”

Still no answer.

“You just come in and cause all kinds of chaos the minute you arrive, and I know it’s so in character for you, but I need to know—”

He came to a halt and pivoted to face her. “What the hell do you need to know? You want to know why I am blasting off to the bank?” He was mad now, looking right at her—or through her.

“Yes!”

“Are you sure you can handle the truth?”

“Yes,” she replied, trying to find her resolve.

“I wouldn’t have to worry if Grandma wasn’t blindly stealing from people,” he snapped, as he got into the vehicle, then slammed the door shut, rocking the whole truck.

“What?” She hopped in beside him. “I don’t understand. That can’t be true. I sure as hell hope you’re wrong.”

“Yeah, you better hope I’m wrong,” he snarled.

Crystal didn’t know what to say. As they drove to the bank, she kept trying to talk to him, but he was furious beyond anything she’d ever seen from him.

He finally spoke. “Seems like an odd place for her to be when her husband is missing. A little too convenient for me.”

When the tic in his jaw slowed, she finally asked, “Are you serious?”

“Very serious.”

“She wouldn’t have had anything to do with,… with Grandpa’s disappearance. You know that. She loves him.”

“No, I don’t know that,” he argued, “because a woman with an addiction like hers,… I don’t know what all she might have done.”

“You used to love her.”

He looked back, and she realized her tone was harsher than she intended. “I’m not saying I don’t,” he clarified, “but I can tell you one thing. The reason I left so long ago is because of her.”

“What?” She stared at him in shock. “No.… No way. I mean, all she ever talks about is how she wants you home again.”

“Only to cover up the shit she’s been pulling.”

Crystal was downright devastated to hear this.

Ashton continued. “She was supposed to have stopped her stealing, and Grandpa was supposed to make sure all his clients’ funds got paid back. So Grandma better not be involved in Grandpa going missing. I also wouldn’t be shocked to find out that John is involved too—especially when suggesting that Grandpa’s mentally incapacitated.”

“Look,” she cut him off. “None of that makes any sense. Maybe we should start at the beginning because I don’t understand.”

He tossed her a look. “Yeah, I get that. That’s because you were never involved in the business aspect of it.”

“Well, you aren’t either, at least not anymore.”

He shot her a look. “I am 100 percent still in the background of all this,” he spat, followed by a snort. “And don’t ever think that will change.”

She just blinked. “But John—” Ashton shot her a look. She shut up as her mind tried to process all this.

“What did John say exactly?” Ashton asked, his tone kinda scary.

“It’s John,” she replied, with a helpless wave of her hand. “I mean, he talks a lot, but he never really comes out and says things clearly.”

“No, and that’s part of the problem. He wants you to believe that he’s in control. He wants you to believe that this is all his now. And, sorry to burst his bubble, but it’s not.” He glared at her and asked bluntly, “Are you still engaged to him?”

“No.… I was never engaged to him.” He shot her a dark look, and she pursed her lips. “Look. He asked me,” she shared, exasperated, “and I declined. He told me it was a great way for me to stay part of all this. But I didn’t want a marriage that would keep me a part of whatever this is.”

“Why?”

She choked out a laugh. “You’ll think I’m being silly.”

“What’s wrong with being silly?”

She rolled her eyes at that. “I wanted to be married out of love. And, so far, that hasn’t happened either,” she muttered.

He just nodded and didn’t say anything.

She shook her head. “Christ Almighty, please tell me that you’re joking and that none of this is true.”

“I’m not joking,” he stated, his tone hard.

She realized he really was telling the truth. She just didn’t know what the hell the truth even was. “So, if you’re still dealing with family, what is John doing?”

“I don’t know. But believe me that I’ll figure that out. And I really need to know where Grandpa is because that completely changes a lot of my world.”

She hesitated at that. “Meaning that you’ll take everything over?”

He glanced at her and nodded. “Something like that.”

“But you’re already in the background.”

“Yeah, I sure am.” He hit the gas, seeing the wide-open road, and then looked back at her. “No way I couldn’t be, not now, not with all this crap. Believe me, if I could have gotten out of this, I would have.”

“Why? I don’t understand. I mean,… they said you left, and you got cut out because you didn’t want to be part of the family business.”

“When the family business was cheating investors out of their money and stealing from the family, I surely did not want to be a part of that,” he shared, his tone curt.

She gasped. “There’s no way.” He once again gave her a hard look. She sank back and whispered, “Dear God.”

“Yeah, dear God is right,” he snapped. “Now, I don’t know how much you know—”

“Obviously not a whole lot.” She cut him off curtly, not helping to reduce the sting.

“Then I need to tell you that things are not always as they seem. And, from here on out, they won’t be anything like you once knew.”


Chapter 2
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Crystal watched as Ashton hit town and now drove with almost exquisite slowness, as if trying very hard to get himself under control. Meanwhile he continued straight up to the bank, where he parked with a sure fierceness to his movements that had her reaching out. “Look. Maybe you need to calm down first.”

He glanced at her briefly and gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white as bones. “Yeah, that’s a great idea,” he snapped. “But first I need to make sure she hasn’t done something completely beyond repair.” And, with that, he hopped out, Crystal trailing behind him as fast as she could, as he walked into the bank. He scanned the area quickly, while everyone seemed to be busy with clients.

But then he saw Grandma and strode toward the older woman, sitting in the bank manager’s office, leaning in to say something with an earnestness that Crystal had seen from her many times. What was happening here wasn’t clear at all, but obviously it was major. Crystal just didn’t know what it could be.

She was also unsure of this new version of Ashton, when she thought she’d known him very well. Now he was walking forward as if ready to slay dragons. And not in a good way. She grabbed his arm as he headed toward the manager’s office, even as other people also came to him to see if they could help. “Ashton, slow down. Maybe this isn’t the best time to be doing what you intend to do here.”

He looked at her and muttered, “There is no good time.”

“I get it, but you don’t know what this is about.”

“But I can tell you that she does,” he noted, “and if she sees me—”

“There’ll be all hell to pay,” she interjected. By the expression on his face, he knew that too.

He got to the door and pushed it open. Crystal stepped in front of the other employees, who were trying to stop him. With an apologetic smile to those she had blocked, she stepped in behind him, just in time to hear Johanna Nelson, thanking the manager, before she looked back and gasped in horror.

“You!” she cried out, bolting to her feet. She backed up to the windows, as if looking for an outlet. And there was none, at least nothing open. Grandmother looked from Ashton to Crystal, her face pale.

Ashton asked the bank manager, “How far did she get?” When the man didn’t immediately speak up, Ashton asked again, his tone angry, “How far, Roger?”

The bank manager sighed. “Not far, not for the lack of trying,” he added. “She’s been in here for the last forty-five minutes, trying to get me to release the money.”

Ashton just nodded at Roger. Then he faced his grandmother. “Out… now.”

Johanna frowned at him, shaking her head. “No.… I’m not leaving.” And then she turned to Crystal. “I’m not going anywhere—”

“Yes, you are,” Ashton declared, his tone bitter. “Otherwise we’re calling the sheriff.”

She paled at that and stared at him. “How dare you come back like this?”

“Yeah, well, we’ll talk about all the potential how dare you scenarios soon enough, Grandma,” he spat. “But right now you decide whether you’re coming peaceably or I’m calling the sheriff on behalf of the bank.” He turned to the manager. “Sorry, Roger.”

“Maybe you need to do a little bit more in this instance,” Roger admitted, with a meaningful look.

“Oh, I’m working on it,” Ashton declared. “Do you have any update on my grandfather?”

Roger frowned at him, then glanced over at his grandmother, who was staring at Ashton sullenly. “Update? Johanna just told me how he was at home and just not feeling well.”

Crystal turned to her. “Why would you lie about that?” she asked.

The older woman glared at her and stated, “This has nothing to do with you.”

Crystal winced because being reminded of her place was something she was well accustomed to. Know her place, sit and be pretty, mind her Ps and Qs. She was adopted after all, not even formally at that, according to everybody who thought it mattered.

That attitude was a major part of her plan to leave this year. She’d been trying to complete her education, looking to set up her own business, so she had someplace to call her own. And every time she turned around, it seemed like there was hell to pay from somebody.

She turned to Ashton, who even now glared back at Johanna.

“Crystal’s family. Don’t speak to her that way. Now make up your mind right now—leave or the sheriff?” He pulled out his phone and presumably proceeded to call the sheriff.

Johanna flushed. “Fine, I’m leaving.” She glared at Ashton. “But you haven’t heard the end of this. I have a lawyer now.”

“Good,” he replied, bitterness in his tone. “You’ll need one. And your husband has a lawyer too, but first we need to find him.”

Roger gasped.

Crystal nodded and shared, “Grandpa’s been missing for better than three days now.”

Grandma stared at Ashton for a long moment. “Surely you don’t think I had something to do with that?” Apprehension filled her tone.

He looked up from his phone and studied her intently. “Maybe you need to convince me that you didn’t,” he replied, staring at her, “because what I’m seeing here is a woman trying to clean out the accounts of a man who has been declared missing.”

“But missing means I can’t access anything or have him legally declared dead,” she snapped, “for like seven freaking years.”

He nodded. “Guess you should have thought about that first then, huh?”

She blinked at that. “I don’t understand,” she muttered innocently.

“But you do understand,” he argued, “and it’s all part of the act you’re putting on for our friend Roger here. Now”—Ashton looked from Roger and back to Johanna—“if you’re leaving, we’re going now.”

She looked at him defiantly, and then her shoulders slumped. “Fine, we’re leaving.” She turned to the bank manager and muttered, “I won’t forget this.”

He gave her a resigned expression. “I’m sorry, Johanna, but there are legalities that I won’t bend or break, not even for you.”

It was the not even for you part that had Crystal staring at him. “I hope that means you wouldn’t do it for anybody,” she stated, frowning at him. “I’m really not sure what’s going on here.”

“And you don’t need to know,” Johanna snapped. “It’s none of your business.”

She sucked in her breath at that and stared at her grandmother. “Yeah, you’ve made that abundantly clear. Thank you very much,” she snapped, her tone bitter, despite not trying to antagonize her. “Just so you know. I came here thinking maybe you would need, I don’t know, some help with mediation or protection even.”

Johanna rolled her eyes at that, then sniffed, scrunching up her nose. “I don’t need protection from you. And, if Ashton has any sense, my grandson will see himself on the other side of the law on this one.”

He sighed and quipped, “Right, like last time?”

“Well, it worked, didn’t it?” she stated briskly. “I got rid of you for what—hasn’t it been six years?”

“Yeah, you did,” he agreed, “but yet you didn’t. I’ve been in the background the entire time. Then, of course, maybe Grandpa didn’t tell you that.”

She stared at him in shock. “What?”

He nodded. “Did you really think that we would let you take over and destroy the entire place, our home and Grandpa’s business, with your gambling debts?”

Crystal stared and tossed a quick glance over at the bank manager, who was trying hard to school his face, to make it not react the way it wanted to react. She was shocked as well.

Johanna hissed at him. “That’s just BS, and you know it.”

He shook his head. “Nope, it sure isn’t, and the real question is whether we’re going to keep you on this side of the jail cell or whether you’re going inside one,” he spelled out, eyeing her intently. “Either you leave now or I call the sheriff, and we’ll just deal with all this right out here in the open.”

She paled quickly and marched out.

“I’ll see you at home,” he called out behind her, as she exited the manager’s door.

She looked back at the door and shrugged. “No, you will not.”

He nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll just call the sheriff and have you picked up if you aren
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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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