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​Chapter 1: A Bumpy Start
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The morning mountain air had a chill that clung to the skin like a gentle reminder of the harsh winter that had just melted away. Samantha Santos squinted up at the peaks framing her small town of Silver Creek, Montana, their rugged silhouettes glowing gold as the sun inched over the ridges. She couldn’t help but smile. Even if the early morning air stung her cheeks, it was going to be a good day.

Or so she thought.

Samantha wasn’t a morning person by nature, but this was a rare day she wanted to be early. A shipment of vaccines was expected, and Dr. Whitman had some surgeries scheduled. She planned to get in a little extra prep time to make things run as smoothly as possible. Life as a vet tech was unpredictable, and she’d long since learned the value of a few extra minutes to get her bearings before things inevitably went sideways.

She sipped her coffee, glancing at the kitchen clock. Her mother, Linda, was already bustling around, gathering her things, muttering about a last-minute appointment she'd forgotten until that morning. Samantha caught Linda’s eye just as she was pulling her hair into a loose ponytail. “Don’t tell me you’re rushing off somewhere without me,” Samantha said with a grin, half-joking.

Linda winced, her brows knitting in apology. “Actually, yes, honey. I know I usually drop you off at the clinic, but I got

a call last night about an early session with a client, and I need to leave now if I want to make it.” She finished with a sheepish smile.

Samantha’s heart sank. Driving was...a struggle for her. It had been ever since she was a teenager, after that one terrible accident on a slick, winding mountain road. The feeling of the car skidding, her stomach leaping into her throat, the loss of control—it still haunted her. Since then, she’d gotten around either by hitching a ride with her mom or using her trusty old bike. And today, her trusty old bike was about to come to the rescue once more.

“That’s fine, Mom,” Samantha replied, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice. “You go ahead. I’ll take my bike. It’s just about the perfect morning for it, anyway.”

Linda sighed in relief and patted Samantha’s shoulder as she passed. “I’ll make it up to you. Maybe I’ll bring home dinner. Love you, honey!” Linda’s voice trailed off as she grabbed her keys and dashed out the door.

Samantha finished her coffee, took a deep breath, and went to retrieve her bike from the backyard. She’d parked it by the back steps, but as she reached for it, she froze.

A massive black bear was hunched over her bike, batting it around like it was some oversized chew toy. Samantha’s hand flew to her mouth to muffle a gasp, her pulse racing as she tried to take in the scene before her. The bear, clearly oblivious to her presence, was snuffling and pawing at the rubber grips on the handlebars, utterly absorbed in its strange new toy.

She stood there for a long moment, debating her options. The rational part of her knew that Montana bears were usually more curious than dangerous, especially early in the morning. But this was her bike—the only way she could get to work on time—and she had no idea how long the bear would stay.

Samantha took a cautious step forward and cleared her throat. “Uh...hey there, buddy. That’s, um, that’s my bike.”

The bear paused, its head tilting in her direction, its dark eyes giving her a curious look. She knew better than to move suddenly or make a loud noise, so instead, she just kept talking, hoping the bear would lose interest.

“Listen, you’re really cute and all, but I have a job to get to,” she continued, inching forward.

The bear blinked, huffed, and gave the bike one last nudge before lumbering off toward the woods. Samantha let out a sigh of relief, her legs shaky as she finally stepped up to her bike. She straightened the handlebars, which were now sticky with bear saliva, and noticed a few scratches on the frame.

Nothing she couldn’t fix later. But as she glanced at her watch, she grimaced. She was already running late.

Without wasting another second, she hopped on the bike and pedaled down the winding dirt road that led to Silver Creek Veterinary Clinic. The air was crisp, the road dusted with golden leaves from early fall, and the sun was rising fast. By the time she reached the clinic, she was out of breath, her heart still thumping from her unexpected encounter.

She burst through the clinic’s front door, hoping she hadn’t missed too much. Marjorie, the clinic’s receptionist, was already at her post, typing something furiously into the computer. She looked up, giving Samantha a knowing smile.

“Rough morning?” Marjorie asked, her tone light, but her eyes were sympathetic.

“You have no idea,” Samantha replied with a sigh. “There was a bear. A real, actual bear. Playing with my bike.”

Marjorie raised an eyebrow, half-amused. “Well, it is Montana,” she said with a shrug. “Dr. Whitman’s in the back, checking on a new patient. He’ll be relieved you’re here; today’s a busy one.”

As Samantha hurried down the hall toward the exam rooms, she took a deep breath. The familiar scent of antiseptic and the soft murmur of voices brought her a sense of calm. This place felt like home, a place where she knew her purpose and felt needed.

She rounded the corner and nearly ran into Dr. Whitman, who was flipping through a patient chart. He looked up with a faint smile.

“Morning, Samantha. Everything okay?” His calm, fatherly demeanor always put her at ease.

“Just a little bear encounter on the way in. Nothing major,” Samantha replied, keeping her tone light.

Dr. Whitman’s eyes widened. “A bear? Goodness, you do have a way of starting the day with some excitement, don’t you?”

Samantha laughed. “Just part of living here, right?”

He chuckled and nodded. “I suppose so. Well, we have quite a lineup today. Tara’s running lab work, Marjorie’s holding down the fort up front, and Amber will be here shortly to help with grooming appointments. I just saw Bobby Jo come in with Bella. She’s here for her wellness check.”

At the mention of Bella, Samantha’s spirits lifted. Bella, Bobby Jo’s Golden Retriever, was a frequent visitor and one of Samantha’s favorite patients. Friendly, gentle, and with a penchant for sloppy kisses, Bella was the kind of dog that brightened any room.

“Perfect,” Samantha said, grabbing a fresh pair of gloves. “I’ll go say hi to her.”

In the exam room, Samantha found Bobby Jo kneeling beside Bella, scratching her behind the ears. Bella’s tail wagged lazily, her soft golden fur gleaming in the morning light that filtered through the window.

“Hey, girl!” Samantha cooed, kneeling down to give Bella a scratch. Bella gave her a few enthusiastic licks, and Bobby Jo grinned.

“She missed you,” Bobby Jo said. “Seems like every time we come in here, she can’t wait to see you.”

Samantha beamed, patting Bella’s head. “Well, she’s a sweetheart. And it looks like she’s doing great. Any concerns today?”

Bobby Jo shook her head. “Nope, just here for the usual check-up. She’s been eating well, sleeping well, no issues. Although she has been a bit more tired than usual lately. Probably just from all the running around outside.”

“Let’s give her a thorough check, just to be sure,” Samantha said, standing up and preparing her supplies.

As she listened to Bella’s heartbeat, felt her abdomen, and checked her teeth, she noted nothing out of the ordinary. Everything seemed perfectly fine, though she did notice that Bella seemed a bit more subdued than usual. Just as she finished, Bella suddenly whimpered, and her body went limp.

Samantha’s heart jumped, her fingers instinctively feeling for Bella’s pulse. It was faint and erratic, her breathing shallow. Bobby Jo gasped, her face going pale as she reached for Bella, but Samantha held up a hand to stop her.

“Stay calm, Bobby Jo,” Samantha said, her voice steady despite the panic bubbling within her. “We need Dr. Whitman in here. Now.”

Bobby Jo nodded, backing away as Samantha called out for help. Within moments, Dr. Whitman was by her side, his expression grave as he assessed Bella’s condition. Samantha could tell by the lines of worry etched into his face that he was just as alarmed.

Dr. Whitman moved with swift precision, administering oxygen and giving Bella an injection to stabilize her. Bobby Jo hovered nearby, her hands clenched into fists, watching with wide, fearful eyes.

“What’s happening to her?” Bobby Jo’s voice was barely a whisper, her gaze fixed on Bella’s still form.

Dr. Whitman took a deep breath. “It’s hard to say at this point, but...it almost looks like poisoning.”

Samantha felt a chill run down her spine. Poisoning? But how? Bella had been perfectly fine when she walked into the clinic, and there was no sign of anything unusual.

“Do you think she ingested something toxic before coming in?” Samantha asked, keeping her voice low as she glanced at Bobby Jo, who was now wiping away a tear.

Dr. Whitman shook his head slowly. “It’s possible, but unlikely. She’d have shown signs of distress earlier, not just now.”

Samantha’s mind raced. If Bella hadn’t ingested something toxic before coming to the clinic, then...could it have happened here? The thought was almost unthinkable, but as she glanced around the room, a seed of doubt took root. How well did she really know her coworkers? Everyone seemed kind, dedicated, and trustworthy, but even in a small town, secrets could be kept.

“We’ll do everything we can,” Dr. Whitman said, turning to Bobby Jo, his voice gentle but firm. “Let’s focus on stabilizing her, and we’ll take it from there.”

Bobby Jo nodded, clinging to Samantha’s hand. “Thank you. Thank you both.”

Samantha squeezed her hand back, her mind racing. She had to stay focused on Bella, to keep herself from imagining worst-case scenarios. But the question lingered, stubborn and relentless: if Bella was poisoned, who would do such a thing? And why?

As she helped Dr. Whitman treat Bella, Samantha knew one thing for sure—she wouldn’t rest until she found out.
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Chapter 2: The Clinic Family
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The Silver Creek Veterinary Clinic bustled with activity that morning, each staff member caught in their own rhythm but aware of one another, like parts of a well-tuned machine. It was familiar, comforting—even in times of tension. Today, however, felt different. Bella’s sudden illness cast a long shadow, and as Samantha returned from helping Dr. Whitman, she could sense the undercurrent of worry hanging over the team like a heavy cloud.

As she walked toward the break room, Samantha tried to shake the image of Bella lying motionless. She knew the rest of the day had to go on, and the other patients waiting for them needed her full attention. But it was hard to focus when her mind kept circling back to that one terrifying thought: poisoning. Who could possibly want to harm a sweet, harmless dog like Bella?

The break room was empty when she slipped in for a moment to gather herself. She took a deep breath and splashed cold water on her face, the chill jolting her back to the present. Just then, the door swung open, and Marjorie, the clinic’s receptionist, walked in, her arms full of paperwork.

“Hey, kiddo,” Marjorie said, her voice low and gentle. “I heard what happened with Bella. Poor girl. How’s she doing now?”

Samantha shook her head. “She’s stable for now, but we’re not sure what happened. Dr. Whitman suspects it could be poison.”

Marjorie’s brow creased, her expression shifting from concern to surprise. “Poison? In this clinic? Who would do something like that?”

“That’s the thing,” Samantha replied, feeling the same sense of disbelief. “I can’t even imagine someone here hurting her, but...if it happened anywhere, it had to be in this building.”

Marjorie chewed her lip, her fingers tapping the stack of papers. “Everyone loves Bella. She’s been a regular here for a while now. Doesn’t make any sense.”

Samantha sighed, her mind racing with questions she couldn’t answer. She had always liked Marjorie. Though prone to gossip, Marjorie was loyal and quick with a joke when tensions ran high. She seemed as shocked by Bella’s condition as anyone else. If Marjorie suspected foul play, she wasn’t letting on.

Just then, the break room door opened again, and Tara, the clinic’s lab tech, stepped inside. Her gaze flicked from Samantha to Marjorie, as if sensing that her colleagues were deep in conversation. Tara was known for her bluntness, never one to mince words, and Samantha felt a pang of relief to see her here—someone who might be able to help make sense of this nightmare.

“Morning,” Tara greeted, nodding at both of them. “I heard there was some trouble with Bella. You okay, Samantha?”

“Not really,” Samantha admitted, meeting Tara’s calm, steady gaze. “It all happened so fast. One minute she was fine, and then...she just collapsed. Dr. Whitman thinks it might be poisoning.”

Tara’s expression remained unreadable as she considered this. “Well, let’s not jump to conclusions. I’ll take a look at her samples and see if there’s anything unusual. Maybe it’s something she ate out of the clinic. Dogs will eat just about anything, as we know all too well.”

Samantha nodded, though her heart still felt heavy. “Thanks, Tara. I just... I can’t stop worrying.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of it,” Tara replied, her voice confident, her eyes holding Samantha’s with a look of firm resolve. “Dr. Whitman’s the best, and we’ve got a good team here. I’ll do everything I can to figure out what happened.”

Marjorie placed a comforting hand on Samantha’s shoulder. “We’re all here for you, hon. If anyone can solve this, it’s us.”

The support from her coworkers gave Samantha a momentary lift, but as she glanced back toward the exam rooms, unease settled into her bones. She could only hope Tara was right—that this was just some bizarre accident, a strange, isolated incident. Yet a quiet voice in the back of her mind kept whispering doubts.

Samantha returned to her duties with renewed focus, greeting each patient with her usual warmth and professionalism. The clinic’s steady stream of appointments kept her busy, pulling her thoughts away from Bella, at least temporarily. But it wasn’t long before another reminder of Bella’s ordeal arrived in the form of Bobby Jo, who slipped in quietly to check on her beloved dog.

“Hey, Samantha,” Bobby Jo murmured as she stepped into the room where Samantha was organizing supplies. Her face looked drawn and tired, her usual smile replaced by a worried frown. “Any updates on Bella?”

Samantha hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “She’s stable for now. Dr. Whitman is doing everything he can, but...he’s concerned. We’re still not sure what caused it.”

Bobby Jo’s shoulders slumped, her gaze fixed on the floor. “I just can’t understand it. She’s never been sick a day in her life. And poisoning...who would even do something like that?”

“Maybe it’s just a freak accident,” Samantha offered, though the words sounded hollow, even to her own ears. “Tara’s running some tests. We’ll know more soon.”

Bobby Jo nodded, her expression distant, as if lost in thought. “Thank you, Samantha. I don’t know what I’d do without you all here. Bella’s my world.”

“I know she is,” Samantha replied softly, watching as Bobby Jo drifted down the hall, looking more fragile than Samantha had ever seen her.

The rest of the day passed in a blur, with Samantha moving between rooms, tending to each patient with careful hands and a distracted mind. She kept an ear out for any updates from Tara, but so far, there had been no news.

As the afternoon sun dipped lower in the sky, Samantha found herself in the grooming room, where Amber was preparing to give a particularly unruly terrier his seasonal haircut. Amber was humming softly to herself, her curly red hair pulled back in a high ponytail, and her hands moving deftly with the clippers.

“Hey, Samantha,” Amber called over the sound of the buzzing clippers. “How’s Bella doing? Marjorie mentioned something about her being sick.”

Samantha hesitated, glancing around to make sure they were alone. Amber was warm and friendly, with an easygoing nature that made her popular with clients. But Samantha couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone’s curiosity today held an extra edge, as if Bella’s sudden illness had planted a seed of doubt in all of them.
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