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      The sound of the hooves impacting the earth brought to mind the sound of artillery fire. It was a sound Dylan Banks knew all too well. He'd spent the last five years in a war zone. Any day during that time he might look up and see skies of azure blue, rolling hills of sand, or fields of pastel blooms. It was a cruel joke. War wasn't supposed to be pretty.

      The sky was blue in this place. Farmland stretched out. The sound of the horses trotting and galloping wasn't the only thing reminding him of war. His men were there too. The ones that had made it out alive, anyway.

      Those who escaped with their lives had lost many things. Family, friends, a part of their body, a part of their soul. But this place, the Bellflower Ranch, was healing them.

      He looked over and caught the sigil of the ranch. It was a purple flower with rounded petals. The flower clearly resembled a heart. The veterans who now inhabited the sanctuary had taken to calling the ranch the Purple Heart Ranch, in honor of the scars and wounds they'd each brought home with them.

      Dylan pushed his horse and himself to go faster. The sweet spring air hit his face. He pushed his body past what the doctors told him he was capable of doing. His hips had to work to absorb and control the movement of the horse. He felt the horse's powerful muscles stimulating his own, giving him the strength he needed to heal.

      He hadn't believed healing was possible when he'd awakened in a military hospital and found himself no longer a whole man. But he was getting a part of himself back now on the Purple Heart Ranch. They all were.

      This place had become a sanctuary for the wounded. A place where they wouldn't need to hide from their sleeping or waking nightmares. He hadn't been on good terms with God after his discharge. But when he had set foot on the ranch and climbed atop his first horse, he realized that God had given him a new purpose.

      The military doctors had saved his life, but hippotherapy gave him his life back. The practice of using horseback riding as therapy for impaired movement had been what truly brought Dylan back to life after the war and his injuries.

      He loved riding horses. He loved being on this ranch. He loved that he no longer had to take cover under a beautiful sky. After the hell that he and the other men had seen, the Purple Heart Ranch was the closest to heaven he'd ever get.

      With a pull of the reins, Dylan urged the horse to a slow trot. They made their way back into the training area where Dylan dismounted. If he'd felt a pang of pain before, he felt a definite pounding as he lifted his thigh up and over the horse's back. The prosthetic stuck out like a sore thumb as he did so, and the muscles of his hips and thighs screamed.

      The trainer, Mark, held back. He knew better than to offer a hand to the proud warriors. But he also knew when to ignore their pride and step in to give them extra care.

      Although Dylan was sore, he didn't need the extra care today. He carefully lowered himself to the ground using mostly his upper body strength. He stood awkwardly for a moment until he had his bearings, and then he nodded to Mark.

      The trainer only shook his head. He hadn't bothered arguing or offering commentary. But another man did.

      "You went a little longer than you were supposed to, soldier."

      Dylan stared Dr. Patel down. But even though Dylan had a good foot and a half on the older man, Dr. Patel still had a commanding presence. He smiled, but his eyes were stern and sharp, missing nothing. His voice was chiding, but at the same time paternal with the lilting accent of his homeland of India.

      "I can take it," Dylan said as he moved toward the man. He tried to hide his grimace as his prosthetic leg tried to buckle.

      Dylan knew he hadn't fooled the psychologist who watched him with a raised brow. "Just because you can take it doesn't mean you should."

      The older man moved closer, but like Mark, Dr. Patel knew better than to offer assistance unless absolutely necessary. Dylan made sure it was never necessary. The problem didn't require a hand, just a readjustment of his load.

      The socket of his prosthetic had likely loosened. He stood still and bared down, pushing his stump until he heard the telltale clicks of the socket reconnecting with the liner.

      "The old ball and chain and I are getting along fine," said Dylan as he straightened to his natural height. The prosthetic leg gave him an extra inch. That was a benefit, at least.

      "Your body is healing," said Dr. Patel. "All of the men here are doing well in body. But you also have to heal your hearts. Love heals the internal wounds."

      Dylan had heard this speech from the man before. He'd agreed to the therapy for his mind. After all he'd been through, he recognized that he needed someone to talk to about the horrors of combat. But he didn't like it when the good doctor aimed for the heart.

      "Maybe you should get your family up here?" Dr. Patel suggested.

      Dylan shook his head. He had no desire to see his family. And they'd made it clear that, now that he was half a man, they were just fine without him.

      "Or maybe leave the ranch for a date?" offered Dr. Patel.

      None of the veterans staying at the ranch left for dates. Well, except for Xavier Ramos. Ramos still had all his limbs and his looks. The women he went out with never saw his wound unless he took off his clothes.

      "Although, I’m still skeptical about dating with phone apps and computer programs," said Dr. Patel. "In my country, we trusted our elders to find us life-partners."

      Dylan had met Mrs. Patel a number of times. It warmed his heart whenever he saw the couple together. They each took such care with one another, offering secret smiles, and fussing over tiny things.

      Dylan had always imagined himself so fortunate. But the woman he'd given his ring to had handed it back before he'd even left the hospital. His injury hadn't allowed him to go after her. His pride would not have let him. His heart hadn't made it a priority.

      "I'm not looking for love right now," Dylan said. He conveniently left off the words at all.

      He wouldn't be looking for love ever again. If his own family couldn't love him, if his fiancée left him after she'd seen what he'd become, how could a stranger ever love the man he would be for the rest of his days.

      "That's the thing about arranged marriage," said Dr. Patel. "You get the partner first. Love comes in time."

      "Are you ready to start our session?" Dylan asked, pointing the way to Dr. Patel's office to get him on a different track. "I've been having some nightmares."

      Unlike some of the other vets on the ranch, Dylan never had nightmares. His sleep was dreamless and dark.

      Once again, Dr. Patel wasn't fooled, but he let Dylan lead him to his office. Dylan knew the old man meant well, but this wasn't a road he wanted to go down. He'd been hurt enough in this life.
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      Maggie looked down at the sleeping animal on the surgery table. The bright lights of the surgical theater illuminated the room, casting no shadows on her performance. The blade in her hand wasn't working its normal magic, and she had no more tricks up her sleeve. The dog would lose both its hind legs.

      Though the dog was asleep, his lower lip trembled as though he knew what was about to happen to him. It looked as though he was trying to keep a stiff upper lip in the face of adversity. She, of all people, understood that. Life had beaten the little guy up and spit him back out to deal with it on his own.

      He had no tags. No collar. He'd been left on the doorstep of the veterinary clinic sometime in the early morning. Maggie had arrived to see the animal bleeding on the pristine steps. He'd eyed her warily, too tired to snarl. His eyes had simply closed in resignation while he waited for her to try and do worse to him. What she did was scoop him up and set down to work.

      The dog could tell Maggie's own life story. Though she'd never been physically beaten, she'd taken more than her share of emotional hits. She'd been abandoned by her parents while in elementary school. Literally, while she was in elementary school. They had simply left her there and never picked her up.

      She'd gone into the foster system to wait them out. They never came back.

      At first, she took it as her due. She knew that many animals abandoned their children at young ages. But that reasoning hadn't stuck long as she continued to see parents picking up their kids from school, loading them in their car, and taking them home. She watched as siblings and kids from the same neighborhood or kids with the same interest formed packs and stuck together, preying on anyone who was a lone kid.

      Maggie was alone. The other kids in the foster system either hadn't accepted her into their group or they got adopted and never came back. Maggie had never had a pack; not a human one at least.

      No adult had ever advocated for her. She'd been left to rot in the system, never finding a family to adopt her as their own. She'd been fostered, another word for used for a paycheck or cheap labor, until she came of age and picked herself up and out of the vicious cycle.

      But this poor dog could no longer stand on its own four feet due to its injury. It would never run again. No one would want a disabled dog. It had no one to stick up for him and now it would be put down permanently.

      Maggie put down the blade and picked up the needle filled with blue juice. The pentobarbital would be a mercy to the poor creature. She knew that. She'd seen countless cases that began with a different wound or illness and ended up right back here on this table, under these lights, in the middle of a surgical theater with no one watching or caring about the show.

      "Maggie, let's hurry this up. I have a 2 pm tee time on the golf course."

      Dr. Art Cooper was the owner of the theater Maggie was currently performing in. He had a script for times like these, and the story always ended the same way.

      "Just prick the mutt already so I can close shop." He said the words without glancing up at her or the animal at the end of his life.

      A sound on the other side of the door had Dr. Cooper glancing up. He slipped on his interested face as one of the new vet nurses walked by. Of course, he smiled at her. He had to keep up the facade that he was a decent human being.

      A second later, his interested face turned over to his excited face as a client presented her ancient, smelly, arthritic cat to him. She was a very good client; coming for every screening he suggested, buying the most expensive brand of pet food that he was pushing that month, and always ready to take a look at the newest pet insurance offerings. The moment the cat lady and her cat were gone, the animated expression melted off his face and was replaced with disgust.

      Maggie hated the man. How could anyone work with animals and have no care for them? They were all nothing but a paycheck to him. As a vet tech, she had the luxury of not making enough to be so callous.

      She really had no luxuries at all. Definitely not enough to care for another wounded animal. Maggie looked down on the table at the sleeping dog. A single tear slid down his cheek, and the floodgates opened.

      Maggie looked up at Dr. Cooper and painted on a smile to rival his performance. "Why don't you go ahead and head out. I can take care of this and close up shop for you."

      Dr. Cooper eyed her suspiciously. Then he looked down at the dog. "We're not going to have another problem, are we? You've already had one strike, another and I'll let you go."

      That was one thing about being a doctor, they were some of the smartest people. The last time Maggie had been asked to put a dog down, she'd snuck him out the back door of the clinic. He was now resting comfortably in her home. Probably in her closet on a pile of her shoes.

      "This animal won't have any quality of life," Dr. Cooper was saying. "It would take hundreds of dollars a month to maintain him."

      Wasn't a single life worth that, she wanted to say. But she hadn't. Instead, she told the truth. "I understand. I've learned my lesson. I need this job to take care of the animals I do have."

      She had four dogs, all of whom had severe injuries and illnesses that cost her more than her rent to care for. If she lost this job, she wouldn't have the money to care for them or keep a roof over her head.

      Maggie picked up the needle and gave it a few flicks with her index finger.

      Dr. Cooper looked at the time. Then he looked back at her. His tee time won out like she knew it would. He turned in his expensive gator boots and walked out the door.

      Maggie breathed a sigh of relief and put the needle down. She bandaged the dog. The damage had been done long before she'd gotten to him and healing had already begun. Now she just needed to heal his spirit alongside his body.

      Maggie wrapped the dog up in a blanket, and she made her way to the back. She was nearly out of the door when she rounded a corner. Dr. Cooper looked up from his watch at her. And of course, that's when the dog decided to wake up from his meds and bark.

      It was a low, groggy bark that she might have been able to play off as her own stomach grumbling. She had missed lunch again. But the trickle of liquid that streamed out of the blanket and onto Dr. Cooper's expensive boots, she had no excuse for. In fact, she was quite pleased by it.

      The little dog was a good boy. She wasn't sure how she'd feed and care for him now that she was out of a job, but she was keeping him.
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      Dylan headed back to the stables after his session with Dr. Patel. The good doctor hadn't pushed him on the fake nightmares. He hadn't exactly pursued the discussion of dating either. What he’d done was far worse. He’d engaged Dylan in a chat about his broken engagement.

      Hilary Weston had been the girl next door. But next door had been one floor down from the penthouse of one of the most exclusive residential buildings in New York City. Living his life on top of her, watching her preen beneath him, it was inevitable that one day she'd end up on his arm.

      Hilary had been Dylan’s first everything. His first crush. His first girlfriend. His first … everything.

      She hadn't been happy when he announced he wanted to go into the military. With his family money and his trust fund, Dylan could've sat on his laurels for a few lifetimes over. But he'd felt called.

      He'd left with promises to do only one tour and then come back for a wedding as grand as she wanted to make it. They'd joked that it would take her the duration of his tour to plan the social event of the decade. But when Dylan returned covered in bruises and missing a limb, Hilary made other plans.

      It hadn't mattered to her that he could’ve taken care of her financially, she was an heiress in her own right. It hadn't mattered to her that he was a war hero. She was a society darling, constantly in the gossip pages. Appearances mattered to Hilary Weston, and having a wounded warrior covered in bruises and missing a limb was not a good look.

      She’d let the door slam behind her as she walked out of the military hospital room. She'd gotten engaged to another man and married him all within the last six months. Dylan heard the guy was some type of reality star, and now Hilary was too.

      He'd liked to think he'd dodged a bullet. But he'd dodged them in real life. Her rejection stung.

      But that life was over. This was his new reality now. And it was one he thrived in.

      Dylan turned from his sour memories and looked around the ranch. He'd given up high society living for mucking out stalls and tilling the earth. It was the best decision of his life.

      The ranch had been fledgling before he infused it with what amounted to a small portion of his inheritance. His parents had balked at the idea until they realized their deformed son would be safely tucked away out of society's and their eyes. Like Hilary, the Banks were all about keeping up appearances. A decorated soldier serving his country looked good. An amputee hobbling about did not.

      For the second time today, the sound of hooves reminded him of artillery fire. But Dylan didn't suffer from PTSD in the normal sense. It was just the trauma of his family that affected him. So, when he saw Sean Jeffries riding at a trot, he could only smile up at the man.

      Jeffries had come home from war with all his limbs. But like all the men on the ranch, Jeffries had left a piece of himself behind in the war zone. Jeffries dipped his head in greeting, pulling his cowboy hat low over his brown forehead. Dark shades covered his face. The sunglasses cast the dark man on the steed in a full shadow. Jeffries didn't like people looking at the scars on his face.

      Still, Jeffries held his posture erect and his head high. Life looked differently from on top of a horse. Not only did the therapy help improve physical injuries, it also helped improve balance, control, and coordination of the mind. Having control of a great beast and regaining control of one's self increased self-esteem and gave a sense of freedom.

      The ranch didn't just offer horse therapy. Gardening helped with sensory and tactile functions. Chores like pushing a wheelbarrow, raking, hoeing, weeding, planting and even arranging flowers all built or rebuilt motor skills.

      Reed Cannon was on his knees in the gardens. Cannon moved aside the dirt and planted flowers, evenly spacing them out. The fingers of one hand worked in the fertile soil, while the others remained stiff against the dirt. The stiff hand was a prosthetic. He'd lost the real one in the same explosion that took Dylan's leg.

      Dylan walked on through the haven, passing by the purple bellflowers for which the ranch was named. There weren't just the flower and vegetable gardens in this sanctuary. There was also a butterfly garden that offered the vets peace and tranquility. This place was not just for healing mentally and physically, but also emotionally. Dylan and the others had lain down wheelchair paths to make it accessible for all.

      Older veterans came to the ranch for help as well, getting care for wars long past but whose scars were still fresh. Someday Dylan hoped they would be able to open up the ranch to troubled youth and give them the care they needed to have a chance at a bright future. So no, he didn't bemoan leaving high society behind. This was the society he wanted to create.

      As Dylan came away from the gardens, the smell of livestock hit his nose. Francisco DeMonti moved amongst the sheep. The care of small animals helped the men to learn to once more form relationships with others. Animals were the perfect specimens. Many offered unconditional love, especially if there was food in your outstretched hand.

      Fran had no visible scars. His wounds were all internal, and they still had a good chance of killing him.

      "Good ride this morning?" asked Fran as he came out of the enclosure and joined Dylan on the path toward the main buildings.

      Dylan nodded.

      "Got a call from an old buddy at the vet center," said Fran. "They're wondering if we could house a couple more soldiers?"

      "We've got the space."

      There were living quarters on the ranch. Though most soldiers didn't stay after their therapy or rehab was complete. Many had families to return to, or they found that long-term ranch life didn't agree with them. The five vets who made the ranch their home didn't have that luxury or didn't want to go back to it. For them, this was home now.

      "We'll take anyone that needs the help," said Dylan.

      And they could at little to no cost. Between their pensions, which Dylan refused to let anyone spend, the government aide, which Dylan put to giving all the workers a pay increase, and Dylan's trust fund, which took on the bulk of the expenses, they would never need to turn anyone away. Unlike how his family treated him.

      "Have a good evening boys," called Dr. Patel. The man headed to his car with his briefcase in one hand and a Bible in the other. In addition to being a licensed psychologist, he was also a man of the cloth.

      "Headed to church?" asked Fran.

      "That I am." Dr. Patel smiled. “There's room in the passenger seat if you'd like to accompany me."

      "Another time," said Fran.

      Dylan remained mute. He still hadn't healed his relationship with the man upstairs, and he wasn't quite ready to start now. But Dr. Patel simply smiled that knowing smile at both of them. If Dylan didn't respect the man as much as he did, he'd be annoyed at his universal upbeat attitude, perpetual patience in the face of adversity, and consistent certainty in all things.

      As Dr. Patel pulled his car door open, another car pulled up. It was an expensive luxury model. For a moment, Dylan wondered if it was his father. But he knew his father would never leave Manhattan to come out into the middle of nowhere America.

      The man who stepped out of the car wore an expensive suit. The ensemble was off the rack and not tailor-made. His father would never be caught dead in something that wasn't crafted especially for him. Dylan recognized the man as Michael Haskell, the land agent for the ranch.

      Haskell was no-nonsense and to the point. He didn't fuss around with niceties and unimportant details. Dylan had been leasing the land for nearly a year waiting for the sale to go through. There were only a few minor details left before the deed was in Dylan's hand.

      "We got a problem," said Haskell. "The land was originally designated for family use. The sale won't go through unless there are families here."

      "This unit of soldiers is a family," said Dylan.

      "This unit is a group of men," said Haskell. "None of whom are married."

      Dylan couldn't understand how this was a problem? He was buying land not an amusement park. What did it matter who lived on the land?

      "How do we fix this?" asked Fran, ever the practical one. "Can we get the zoning changed?"

      "It'll take months to get the zoning changed, and you'll need to vacate while you do," said Haskell. "I don't suppose any of you are getting married anytime soon?"
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      "I let you get away with two dogs when the rules clearly state one small dog. Over the past two years, you've accumulated four dogs and only two of them are small."

      Maggie cradled one of the small dogs in her arms as her landlord spoke. Soldier had lost her front paw after being hit by a car. She'd been brought into the vet clinic during Maggie's first month there. She'd been able to heal Soldier, amputating her mangled leg and teaching her to walk on three legs. The little dog thrived, but no one came to claim her nor welcome her into a new home. She was slated for being put down, but somehow she'd magically disappeared before her date with death.

      Maggie put Soldier down on the hardwood floor of the entryway. Her nails clinked as she sauntered across the floor, clearly not enjoying Mr. Hurley's company any more than he was enjoying hers.

      The three other dogs Mr. Hurley referred to kept their distance. They were typically a very loving bunch, eager to greet new people and make a new human friend when anyone came to the door or they were out in public. But they instinctively knew that Mr. Hurley was not the buddy type.

      "And now you're adding a fifth?" demanded Mr. Hurley.

      The fifth dog cowered beneath her coffee table. He'd recovered nicely from his surgery and had been up and curious the next day. Maggie had fitted him with a doggie wheelchair that she'd fashioned herself. It took the dog just one day to master the apparatus and now he was flying around her small apartment. Maggie had named him Spin.

      Maggie went over and picked up Spin. Then she turned and faced her landlord with her most winningest smile. It was all she could afford since she no longer had a job to pay rent. She hoped the little Irish Terrier's sweet face would win over Mr. Hurley.

      "They've never caused you any trouble," she said as she nuzzled the side of Spin's face. The dog gave her an appreciative lick, then hid his head beneath her chin. "You barely know they're here."

      Her dogs didn't bark much. Maggie guessed that they'd learned that raising their voices could lead to a strike from a human. So, they were mostly quiet.

      She didn't mention that Stevie, her partially blind Rottweiler, had scratched up the cabinets in the bathroom. Or that Sugar, her diabetic Golden Retriever, had thrown up in the bedroom so many times that Maggie had lost her ability to be nose-blind to it.

      But it wasn't necessary. Mr. Hurley was unmoved by any of their puppy dog eyes. "That's beside the point. You're breaking the rules. I would've let it go with two dogs, but not five. Unless you can follow the rules and have only one small dog, you'll need to find a new place to live."

      "You can't be serious? I can't choose between my dogs."

      "Find them a good home with other families."

      That hadn't worked the first time. That's why they were all there. Most single professionals and families with children weren't interested in taking in an older or wounded animal. They all wanted puppies just out of the womb who would run around on all four feet and have enough energy to catch a ball.

      And she knew from experience that she couldn't put the dogs in a shelter while she found a new home. They'd be put down before the end of the week. That is, if she could even get a new job to put a roof over their heads, food in their bowls, and medicine in their bodies.

      What was she going to do?

      Mr. Hurley walked away without another word, deaf to her protests.

      That was a blow. One she had known was possible. She had been breaking the rules for quite some time. But she hadn't thought he'd actually throw her out. Now she saw that her time was up. She had no job and now would have no place to live.

      But she wasn't giving up. She never gave up. No matter how bleak the situation. There was always a way.

      One by one, Maggie piled the dogs into the back of her truck. She had to put the dogs in crates while she drove so that they wouldn't injure themselves any further. Soldier, the Chihuahua, Star, the Pug, and Spin went into the back. Spin was not at all happy about being confined and immediately began to cry. Maggie took a moment to soothe him with a chew toy, then she piled Sugar, the retriever, into the back front seat and guided Stevie, her partially blind Rottweiler, into the back.

      With the gang all loaded up, she started the car and headed to the only place she could think of. Church. She needed a miracle to get herself out of this one.

      The church was tucked in the back corner of the city, as though it were a secret. But the congregation was a healthy size, had always been since Maggie had started going there as a teenager. Next to the church sat the cold, gray group home that Maggie had spent most of her youth in. It was a drabby, unattractive sister next to the red brick and white trim of the church.

      The church was the place Maggie had found solace on her bleak nights. She'd prayed to God to bring her parents back to her. When those prayers went unanswered, she'd prayed for a new mom and dad to love her. Even when those prayers hadn't been answered as she'd hoped, Maggie never gave up because at some point while she was on her knees in the pews, she looked around to realize that the people of the church had become her family.

      Maggie pulled into the parking lot near the back of the church. One by one, she took her dogs out and walked them to the grassy yard where many a summer picnic had been held. Pastor David was a dog lover. He and Maggie had bonded over their love of animals when she was young. She'd hoped that Pastor David would adopt her, but he was unmarried and had remained so all his life. Still, he always left the door open for her. And that policy of open doors continued even after his death.

      "There's my favorite veterinarian."

      Maggie turned at the sound of the familiar voice. Her smile was big and her arms opened wide before she saw Pastor Patel.

      "There's my favorite shrink."

      The two embraced. As the embrace ended, Maggie gave the man an extra squeeze. It had been too long since she'd been held, and she needed the care today.

      Pastor Patel pulled away but kept a hold of her. He didn't ask any questions. Just cocked his head, looking down at her with those light brown eyes and waited.

      "I'm fine." She waved his concern away, but the tears had already formed in her eyes.

      Maggie never cried. As a foster child living in the group home, she knew it was pointless. She wouldn't get any extra care. When she was placed in a foster home, she knew it was pointless. Her foster parents had no care for her, only that she was another paycheck for them and that she was old enough to care for the rest of their fostered brood.

      But, like Pastor David, Pastor Patel had always cared for her. And he was always able to get her to divulge her feelings.

      "I've just had the worst week," she said. As though he heard her talking about him, Spin came up to her leg, wheel coming to a halt as he looked up at her apologetically.

      "I see you have a new pack member." Pastor Patel bent down and offered the back of his hand to Spin. Spin gave the hand a sniff. Then a lick. Then a bob of his head, as if recognizing that Pastor Patel was good people.

      Maggie gave a sniff of her own and then it all came out in a rush. "They wanted me to put him down because he was injured. When I said no, they let me go. And now my landlord says I have to get rid of four of them if I want to keep my place. How can people be so cruel? They're my family. Just because they're wounded doesn't mean they don't deserve love."

      Pastor Patel looked down at her. His eyes always made her think of a serene Buddha statue. She knew he'd seen all of that before she'd said a single word. "Quite right, my dear. A wounded animal is best healed by love."

      "I didn't know where else to turn," said Maggie. "I was hoping for a miracle."

      Dr. Patel nodded, eyes sparkling with some revelation. "I think I might be able to help."
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      "Wives? As in married? To women?"

      "Unless there's something about you that we should know, Ramos."

      Xavier Ramos reached over and tried to smack Reed Cannon in the head, but the other man raised his prosthetic arm to ward off the attack. There was nothing wrong with his reflexes. Ramos's flesh hit Cannon's metal and Ramos winced.

      "Can't we get the zoning changed?" asked Sean Jeffries. He had his sunglasses off now that they were all inside one of the ranch's barns.

      The men had converted the old barn into a gaming room complete with large flat screens, an old-fashioned record player and tape deck, and every gaming console including an antique Atari which Rees had brought back to life with his techno-genius.

      "It would be a long process," said Dylan. "And in the meantime, we'd all have to leave the ranch while the powers that be waded through all the red tape."

      The men were lounging in recliners or sitting on bar stools, but an anxious hum went around the room. The ranch was their haven, their home. Even for those who had somewhere that they could go, leaving was not an option.

      Unlike with Dylan, Jeffries's family hadn't rejected him. They called the ranch on a regular basis. It was Jeffries who didn't want them to see him. It wasn't just the scar on his face that shamed him. He suffered from PTSD and was prone to flashbacks. He could be taken back to the war-torn deserts of the Middle East when he slept, or with loud noises he could readily identify. The men surrounding him knew how to manage his episodes. But Jeffries was terrified of hurting someone he cared about. And so he stayed away from his family and wouldn't receive their calls.

      "Aren't you all missing the obvious?" They all turned to Reed and waited for his revelation. Reed took his time. The man had a bit of the flare for the dramatic at times. "We just need to get married."

      Eyes and heads rolled as everyone turned away from the proclamation. Except Fran.

      "It's not a bad idea," Fran said. "People do it all the time. For green cards, for financial stability, some fools even do it for something called love."

      Dylan had been such a fool who wanted to get married for love. Or what he thought was love. He had no idea where the plan came from as his own parents hadn't been in love.

      Catherine and Charles Banks had married for social standing. The irony was that they couldn't stand each other. Though the rest of society would never know it. At parties, they put on a show of devotion and compatibility. They used to put on the show at home for Dylan when he was a kid. But they soon stopped caring about what he saw behind the closed doors of their many homes, which they often occupied separately.

      "Who would want to marry a bunch of broken soldiers?" asked Sean.

      "Hey, we're not broken." Dylan almost believed the words coming out of his own mouth. "We served our country. We are highly skilled. We are loyal, dedicated men."

      Though the speech was impassioned, the faces around him looked doubtful.

      "Frances might have a point," said Xavier, using the feminization of the name to get under Fran's skin like they all did from time to time. "There are a lot of hard-up women out there. Some probably need a place to stay, money in their pocket, or just a good lay."

      Now it was Dylan who rolled his eyes and neck at the preposterous direction the discussion was taking. He needed his men to focus on viable solutions to this very real problem. But the other men were listening to Xavier's nonsense.

      "Dr. Patel is always saying we need a good woman to heal our hearts." Reed picked up the gauntlet of the insanity. He was a romantic at heart and still believed love was waiting to come into his arms. "Maybe now's the time."

      "Patel had an arranged marriage," said Fran. "And it worked for him."

      "This is the Wild West," said Reed. "This kind of stuff happened here all the time. Remember the Gold Rush Brides?"

      "That was California," Sean said. The man was a walking encyclopedia. "You mean mail order brides."

      "It would be email now," said Fran. "No one uses the postal system."

      "We are not finding women on Craig's List," said Dylan, pinching the bridge of his nose and squeezing his eyes shut in exasperation.

      "Then how are we gonna stay here?"

      Dylan wasn't sure which man said it, but he knew they all were thinking it. He opened his eyes and faced the room full of men. They'd looked to him for leadership when they were in combat, and they looked at him the same way now. How would they win this particular war on the home front?

      "We'll petition the court," said Dylan. "I have a few contacts in the government."

      "We have more recruits coming in a couple of month. What are we gonna do with them?"

      Dylan didn't have an answer for that. He didn't know how he would take in another wounded soldier only to potentially turn the man away. As he prepared to turn around, a flash of fur ran through the room.

      No, ran wasn't exactly the right word. Two front paws ran. The two back paws were not there. Instead, two wheels acted as legs that the little dog used to propel himself onward.

      Dylan wasn't the only one who spotted the animal. The other soldiers turned and stared at the creature. The dog stared back. It also slowed down as it looked up at all the big humans eying it.

      The dog had had a grin on his face, but under the close scrutiny, his muzzle closed. He pulled his lolling tongue back into his mouth and let out a low whimper.

      Dylan bent down to be on the dog's level. He rested on his good knee, which was a difficult feat for him after a long day. But he had to get a closer look at this dog and his apparatus.

      The dog made a slow beeline for Dylan. Dylan put his hand out to the dog. The dog gave the back of his hand a tentative sniff and then a lick.

      Who would do such a thing as to take a dog's hind legs? But more importantly, who would take the time to make a contraption that gave the animal back a semblance of the life he once knew?

      "I'm so sorry," said a feminine voice. "That's my dog."

      Dylan looked up into the face of the woman. She was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. She wasn't wearing a lick of makeup. She looked fresh, clean, capable.

      She marched into the room, not like she was on a catwalk, but like she was on a mission. She reached for the dog and he saw her hands were un-manicured. When one of her rough fingers brushed the skin of his forearm, Dylan felt a spark. His breath caught and so did hers.
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      Dazzling.

      That was the only word Maggie could use to describe the blue of his eyes. They weren't crystal clear because there was a hint of navy. But the color was a little too light to be categorized as exactly navy. So, dazzling it was.

      And he was staring at her. No, not staring. Gazing.

      Maggie knew the difference. She'd had plenty of people stare at her in elementary school when they discovered that Santa had never come to her house. Or when she wore outdated hand-me-downs in middle school. Or when she temporarily went vegan in high school. Or when she insisted she could save an animal that was clearly bound for pet heaven.

      Those were all stares that said, “What is with this girl?,” or “Would you look at this poor thing,” or “What an annoying woman.”

      None of those was the look coming from the dazzling blue eyes gazing down at her. That look was one of curiosity. It was a look of surprise. Was it a look of … interest?

      No. That couldn't be right. A man that beautiful, with dazzling eyes like those, and a strong square chin, and blond hair that settled in perfect waves, wouldn't be interested in a girl like her.

      Maggie was plain, where he was perfect. She was slight, where he was fit and toned. She was not unattractive per say, where he was drop-dead gorgeous.

      Then she realized, that gaze wasn't meant for her. He'd lifted his gaze from Spin to her. That curiosity, that surprise, that interest, it had to be for Spin and his apparatus. She was just receiving the residual effects of him looking at her dog.

      Still, that was a huge mark in the man's favor. He'd shown compassion and kindness to a dog, a wounded one at that. The man had scooped Spin, apparatus and all, up into his strong embrace.

      Spin was happily wagging his tail in the man's arms. The dog's tongue lolled as he panted happily and gave the man pure puppy dog eyes. Spin whimpered when Maggie tried to take him back. And that's when she felt it.

      Though Maggie had little to no experience with men, she was a red-blooded woman. She knew what the spark was. That's what she felt when her fingertips touched the big, gazing, dazzling man.

      The spark wasn't hot like a fire. It was like Fourth of July sparklers being set off all over her skin. She wanted to shiver, but she felt too warm.

      “This is your dog?" he asked.

      If his skin was like sparklers, his voice was like honey; golden and smooth with just the right amount of sweetness. It took Maggie a moment to find her voice. Even after a moment of searching, her voice still wouldn't come out of hiding. So, she simply nodded.

      The man stretched out his muscled arms to hand Spin over, but the dog again whimpered. Spin was cradled back in the man's arms looking doubtfully at Maggie.

      "We're new to each other," she said. "We only just met a few days ago when I rescued him."

      "Rescued him?" The man took one hand and rubbed Spin's head. The dog preened at the attention.

      "I rescued Spin here from my boss. He wanted me to kill him."

      Low growls went up through the room. Maggie turned to see that she was in a room full of equally big and beautiful men. But she didn't feel an ounce of fear. She was a good judge of character when it came to danger. She got the sense that any of these men would stand up to defend the weak.

      "I'm a vet tech," she said. "Or at least I was. My boss, the veterinarian, wanted me to put him down because he felt it was a kindness with his injury."

      The mood changed in the room. She could tell she was in a room of people who strongly disagreed with Dr. Cooper's prognosis.

      "Instead, I patched him up and dognapped him."

      "Atta girl," someone called.

      "Yeah, well, I lost my job because of it," she said. "That's why I'm here. I'm looking for Pastor—I mean, Dr. Patel. He said there might be a place for me here?"

      "A place for you here?" The man who held her dog repeated her words.

      Maggie nodded. "Yeah, he said it would include room and board and a place for my animals, as well. I just got kicked out of my apartment for having too many dogs. So, I'm hoping this job pans out because it's all I've got."

      Heads turned to and fro. The men all looked at each other as though they shared an inside joke. Only, no one was laughing.
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      Dylan learned that the woman's name was Maggie. The name suited her somehow. It was a strong sound with just the right amount of femininity.

      They all filed into Dr. Patel's office. And by they he meant himself, Spin the dog who'd burst into the barn, Maggie, and her dog Soldier, whom she said didn't do well with new people. Her other three dogs were outside checking out their new surroundings under the watchful eyes of the other soldiers.

      The Rottweiler with a gash over his eye had given one sniff to Sean’s leg and began trailing blindly after him. Sean gave the dog a scratch behind the ears and walked slowly so the partially blind dog could keep up.

      The Pug, with star-like patches missing from his back, and the overweight Retriever began a sorry looking game of catch with two of the other soldiers. Reed tossed a ball with his good arm. The dogs sauntered after it. Then stared down at it instead of picking it up. Finally, Fran picked up the ball and tried again. With the same effect.

      Xavier held back. He'd introduced himself to Maggie with a cocky grin and a wink. But when Maggie took the rest of her dogs out of her truck, Dylan wasn't surprised when Xavier took a few steps back. He'd once been a dog person, but that was before he'd lost not one, but two war dogs.

      Dylan held the door for Maggie and then waited for her to sit down with the Chihuahua in her lap before he settled with Spin who still refused to be parted from him. He couldn't help but notice that the little dog was missing a front paw. Like Spin, the little dog had an enhancement to help it get around. It seemed all of Maggie's animals were wounded in some light.

      Dylan looked up at Dr. Patel, suspicion etched in the grooves on his forehead. But as always, the man smiled a patient, wise smile. The Chihuahua jumped down from Maggie's arms and wagged his tail until Dr. Patel picked her up and settled her onto his lap.

      "So, Maggie, I see you've met Dylan."

      Maggie turned and smiled at Dylan. Once again, Dylan felt a spark of something in his chest, something he thought long snuffed. He had the urge to lean across his chair and sniff her like Spin was doing to him. He held back from the insane urge, cradling the dog in his arms as a barrier.
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