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Dedication




Dedicated to the procession of fur, feather, and scale covered babies I have called mine.
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Chapter One


Five Seconds in Slow-mo





Five seconds of sheer terror etched themselves into my mind; their engraver: the five senses. 

The aroma of freshly mown grass. 

A flurry of wings as a sea eagle flew overhead in pursuit of its feathered prey. 

The cool, whipping wind tugging at my baseball cap, soothing the sun’s heat radiating from the Audi’s shiny black hood. 

NSYNC singing a nostalgic melody, bidding bye, bye to an ex. 

The sickening bile flooding my tongue as reality splintered. 

“Fuck!” My limbs surged forward like a ragdoll. Pain shot from the sharp cut of the seat belt across my hips and chest as I slammed on the brakes. Not fast enough. Crunch. The yelp of the animal that had recklessly run across my path seemed deafening above the skidding tires and spraying gravel. 

“No, no, no.” A tide of panic barrelled me over as a memory rattled in its cage. The airbag didn’t deploy. Again. I shoved the recollection back where it belonged. 

Exiting the vehicle, I rounded the hood to find a tangle of fur lying on its side, tongue hanging, fighting for life. Shit! I carefully scooped the large hound into my arms before placing it on the back seat. With shaking hands, I searched for the nearest emergency vet on my phone, and ten excruciatingly long minutes later, I burst through their door with a bruised, bloodied, but still breathing black dog in my arms. 

My eyes locked on the guy at the desk. “Help! Please. I hit it with my car.” 

“Oh!” He ran to the door behind the desk. “I’ll get the nurse, okay? Just hang on, Sir.”

“It came out of nowhere. I didn’t see it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” The words consumed the space in the empty waiting room. Dropping my chin, I repeated my apology to the dog for the thousandth time. “I’m sorry.” 

Desk Guy came back with a woman dressed in scrubs, pushing a trolley. Her gaze locked on the dog, scanning up and down. Then she turned her assessment to me, pausing. Her mouth parted, eyelids mimicking the movement.

I blinked and waited for the spray of accusations. 

Shaking her head, she focused back on the patient. “Put her down.” 

“No,” I snapped, clutching the ball of fur tighter. 

The nurse’s face softened to a sad smile. Rubbing behind the dog’s ears, she listened to its chest with a stethoscope. “It’s okay, baby, we’re going to help you. I know you’re hurting.” 

My arms loosened at the realisation that she meant to place the dog on the trolley and was not suggesting the unthinkable. Its legs hung limp from the hips. I backed away, recoiling from the irreversible consequences of my actions.

“Her pelvis looks to be broken, but we’ll do some scans to see exactly what her injuries are.” The nurse ran a small machine over the back of the dog’s neck. “Hm, no microchip. No collar. Where did the accident happen?”

“Commonwealth Parade, near Esplanade Park.”

“Did you see any puppies with her?”

“What? Puppies? No.”

“She looks to be a nursing mother. I’ll see if I can organise someone to go searching for her litter.”

Holy shit! “I’ll go.”

Her nose screwed up. “Perhaps you shouldn’t be behind the wheel right now.”

I held up a hand, concentrating on keeping it steady. The appendage shook like a motherfucker. “I’ll phone a friend,” I added through gritted teeth. “Can you fix her?”

“I don’t know. We’ll need to scan her to see if there’s any damage to the internal organs and the extent of the musculoskeletal injuries. It’s up to the vet. He’s doing another surgery currently. They should finish soon. She’s very thin. It’s likely that she’s a stray so the cost of surgery would need to come from fundraising.”

“I’ll pay.”

“It will cost thousan—.”

“I said I’d pay,” I snapped. 

A fire lit in her narrowed gaze.

Dropping my head, I pinched the bridge of my nose and blew out a breath. “Sorry. I will cover all the costs.”

Her smile was tight. “Fine. I’m going to go prep her now. Jason will take your information. Please don’t drive. Phone that friend, okay?” 

My mouth drew a hard line. “Just look after the dog.”

Her stare locked on mine as she tilted her head. I returned her intense perusal. A few strands of fiery red hair framed burning hazel eyes. Her beauty was undeniable. Deadened parts of me stirred. My hands balled in to fists to shut them down. A few beats later, she nodded before disappearing through the door with the dog. 

Desk Guy—Jason—cleared his throat. 

I spared him a glance before pulling out an old business card and my credit card and placing them on the counter. 

“Thank you, Mr. Lawnton,” he said, reading my card.

I stepped outside to make that call. 

“Hey, stranger.” My eyebrows jolted upwards at the welcome in her voice. 

“Hey, Lucia. I know you’re probably still pissed at me, but I could really use a favour right now.”
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