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Chapter 1
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Two miles outside the small town of Clear Springs, Montana, the night sky exploded in streams of orange and red. A fire flared on a rural property two miles from the community. Smoke ravaged the air, thickening like tar and smelling like burned rubber. Billows rose and enfolded the forty animal kennels located between the house and the barn. Furious flames licked the late summer grass and ignited nearby bushes. Searing heat rose skyward. Within seconds, howls, whimpers, and whines also ascended, chorused by the occupants inside the kennels and cages that confined them. Some dogs pawed the wires, several dug at dirt floors, while others huddled in corners. Like prize fighters in a ring, fear fought the deepening gray haze and flickering flames. If fear, fog, or flames won, the trapped dogs would lose.

********
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SOFT HARP MUSIC PLAYED on the stereo inside Sarah Landon’s small log home. She sat on a plush crimson couch in her living room. Large cherry and cream plaid pillows stationed behind her back, she tapped the keys of her laptop, which she balanced on her knees. A small fire burned in the stone hearth across the room, taking the chill off the late August night air. The 45-degree evening offered a hint of autumn’s approach.

Sarah’s limber fingers paused on the keyboard as her sapphire eyes devoured text on the screen. She squinted at the words, reading each one aloud with purpose. The edits sent yesterday from her client came with a deadline of week’s end. Although the copy for each section of the website wasn’t long, choosing the appropriate photographs from the Office of Tourism consumed additional time.

Being a freelance graphic designer had its perks: working from home and not reporting to one boss. However, at times the weekend hours and unrealistic deadlines grew challenging as did the fact she worked with many bosses – each project gave her a new person to whom to report. She was thankful for regular clients like Montana’s tourism department who returned to her with new projects every three or four months.

She paused in her revisions and glanced at the fireplace. She placed her hand upon the small dog lying next to her. Today was extra special – the seventh anniversary of adopting the Cavalier King Charles spaniel snoozing beside her. Although the circumstances were horrific, Sarah never regretted bringing Triumph into her home. They had needed one another, and they had healed together. Now Sarah’s work, and working from home, allowed her to pursue her passion – helping animals in need, like the small, wavy-haired amber and white dog she had named Triumph.

“I can hardly believe seven years have passed since I helped Maggie rescue you and the twenty other little dogs,” Sarah said aloud. “We’ve been traveling this journey together ever since.”

She stroked the feathers of the dog’s outstretched front legs. “You were a mess then. So was I.”

The image of a tall man with a charming smile, black hair, and professionally-trimmed dark beard and mustache appeared in her mind’s eye.

“Yep, I was a true hot mess,” Sarah whispered. “But we both triumphed over our adversities, didn’t we, little one? And we’ve taken care of each other since then.”

A screech from the emergency scanner on the kitchen counter interrupted Sarah’s thoughts. Triumph’s round head jolted from sleep, and the dog looked at Sarah. She patted the spaniel’s side, moved her laptop onto the lamp stand to her left, and uncrossed her ankles.

“Might be time to go to the other job, little one.”

She rose from the couch, stretched, and glanced again at Triumph.

“Let’s hope there’s not a dog involved with this emergency, sweet girl, but it’s best to be prepared.”

The amber-spotted female dog sat on the edge of the couch, front paws crossed. She looked at Sarah with one almond-colored eye. The left orbital missing, Triumph’s face tilted toward her owner. Her ears perked up as if listening to every word Sarah said. The woman ruffled her dog’s furry crown once again and then walked toward the front door.

She sat on a cushioned bench near the front door and laced her tennis shoes as the dispatcher’s voice rang out from the scanner. “All units, fire reported at 17537 Old Cottonwood Road.”

Sarah froze mid-way through tying the last shoelace, and her crystalline eyes widened.

“Oh, no! Not the puppy mill!”
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Chapter 2
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The red elongated truck, emblemed with Clear Springs & Ferguson County Fire Department in white letters across the sides, roared out of the station bay. Captain Callen Ross maintained vigil from the passenger’s seat while Sargent Derek Swanson navigated the steering wheel. A woman’s voice came through the radio.

“Engine 1, neighbors report dogs barking and howling – they don't think the owner is home.”

“10-4 dispatch. We're five minutes out,” Callen responded.

There was a slight pause before the dispatcher replied. “The dogs may not have that long.”

Callen and Derek exchanged glances and then the sergeant pressed his foot harder to the accelerator as Callen engaged the siren and lights.

********

[image: ]


SITTING IN THE DRIVER’S seat of her forest green Subaru Outback, Sarah heard the exchange between the deep masculine voice of a firefighter and the soft yet firm tone of the female emergency dispatcher. Sarah pounded the steering wheel with her fist as she pushed the accelerator pedal to the floor. Times like this she wished her vehicle had a siren. At least she knew a short cut, and she knew her vehicle could handle the gravel backway. She eased up on the accelerator before whipping the steering wheel a sharp left, leaving rubber on the pavement as she sped her car toward an unpaved roadway.

Thank heavens for light traffic this time of night.

Although time seemed to crawl like a turtle on a dirt path, Sarah arrived at the kennel operation in two minutes. A beige farmhouse stood in front of her. No fire. Glancing left, she saw the flames rise from the back of the property as tall as the planted elm trees in the side yard. From her past observations, Sarah knew the dog kennels stood in that area.

Gravel flew as her foot slammed the brake pedal and her right hand jammed the parking brake in place. She opened the door and leaped from the driver’s side and then ran to the back of her car. She opened the hatch and searched her toolbox for supplies. She choked a sob as she heard the whines, howls, and barks of dogs trapped in their cages as the inferno raged.

“Bolt cutters, I need bolt cutters!” Sarah muttered aloud.

She knew the kennels were padlocked. 

Note to self: buy bolt cutters and keep them in the car.

“What can I use instead?”

Thinking aloud helped her focus as she rummaged through the metal toolbox. She grabbed a pair of leather gloves, small and large wire cutters, a hammer, and a pair of pliers. She also pulled a headlamp from the hatchback, slammed it onto her forehead, and turned on the light. She thrust her hands into the gloves and stuffed the other supplies into the pockets of her fleece jacket and blue jeans. Sirens blared and the sound grew closer as Sarah ran toward the area from where the sounds of terrified canines came. She swallowed her tears and fears as she entered the smoky haze and growing flames. Her senses blocked out everything else as her mind focused on saving as many dogs as possible.
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Chapter 3
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Tires crunched gravel as three firetrucks arrived a minute later. Callen jumped from the first cab, as did Derek. As each engine arrived and men and women dismounted and began putting on gear, Callen snapped orders to his crew. Each person from each truck responded as confidently and quickly as Callen gave the instructions. Pausing a split second as cries from the trapped dogs resounded in the dark, the 45-year-old captain grabbed the first hose, and Derek took the slack behind him. Helmet lights guided the firefighters as they made their way toward the fire. Two other men grabbed axes, bolt cutters and other equipment from the truck and plunged ahead to scout the property. Two more men guided another line to the right while their colleagues pumped water from the first two trucks. Firefighters from the third truck brought in a third hose and other equipment. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, we don’t know what we have here, so keep alert,” Callen instructed in a loud voice. “Stay in communication with one another. No person gets left behind, and if we can help any of these animals, we do our very best to save their lives. Same with any people we encounter. We know our jobs, so let’s get to it!”

“Yes, sir!” came voices in unison.

The muscular captain and his team in their heat-protective clothing trotted toward the fire. Hoses filled with water as the men instinctively responded to the flames in front of them. Shouting orders to their subordinates, Callen, Derek, and others in leadership rushed toward the fire, their sense of duty and their elite training pushing them toward potential harm.

********
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SARAH ARRIVED AT THE farthest kennel from the house. However, flames from the nearby barn threatened to engulf the wire enclosure, and though she felt thankful help had arrived, she knew there was little time to save the dogs closest to the fire. Hammer in hand, Sarah whacked the kennel’s padlock, breaking through with two strikes. She swung the wooden and wire door open and stepped aside. Three German shepherds didn’t need coaxing; they raced out the gate. Sarah continued down the row of wire kennels, swinging her hammer against locks, and the force of her strikes cracked the padlocks open. She flung the gates open. Four cocker spaniels sprang from the second kennel, and two Siberian huskies rushed out of the third one. The padlock on the fourth was heavier and wouldn’t break from her hammer swings. Sarah dropped the useless tool on the ground and grabbed the wire cutters from the back pocket of her jeans. Sweating, she cut cage wires and peeled back the fencing. Two chocolate labs cowered in the back of the large kennel, barely visible amid the darkness and smoke. Sarah crawled into the kennel and coaxed the frightened dogs with biscuits from her jacket pocket. The trembling animals crawled to her as she spoke in a casual, encouraging tone.

“That’s it, labbies, come on. I’ve got a treat for you.”

After letting them nibble on the crunchy biscuits, she grabbed each by the nape of the neck and shoved them one-by-one through the opening. Each dog whined and twisted its body, but Sarah’s adrenaline pushed them out of the kennel.

“Run! You’re free – go!”

Both dogs dashed away.

Water dripped from her forehead and into her eyes. Sarah swiped her hand across her brow. She felt her energy fading, siphoned by the excursion and the sweltering furnace surrounding her, Sarah sat back on her heels and took a deep breath, swallowing smoke. She choked and then began to cough. A moment passed before she could control the hacking.

“I’ve got to get back out there and free those other dogs,” she muttered.

Sarah crawled out of the kennel, grabbed the hammer, and ran to the next set of large kennels. She glanced around and then groaned. Two liver-and-white English springer spaniels jumped along the side of the first cage while additional springers and labs whined and pawed at the wires of the next two. So many dogs! Why hadn’t the county shut this place down when she reported the mill situation?

Anger refueled her energy, and Sarah swung the hammer with vigor upon the lock confining the liver-and-white spaniels. It bounced back toward her. Sarah turned her head to avoid the whiplash. The lock remained in place. She raised the hammer again, and, with an aggravated ARGH!, Sarah swung hard, cracking the lock. She swung the gate open, and the two springers showed what their breed’s name meant as they leaped from the kennel and dashed away.

Breathing heavily, Sarah darted to the next kennel. Two black and white springers huddled in a corner at the back of the enclosure. As she raised the hammer again, a man's shout came from behind her. “What do you think you're doing!?”

Sarah whirled around, hammer still raised. The firefighter she faced took a reactive step backward.

“I'm saving their lives!” Sarah yelled above the roaring fire and choking smoke.

“You can't just turn these dogs loose!”

“They’ll die in here. At least they have a chance to survive when they’re free.”

Sarah turned her attention once again to the padlock. She felt a hand clamp onto her shoulder. She attempted to turn again, but the man pushed her aside.

“I got this. You need to get out of here and let us do our job.”

“I have a job, too, and that’s saving these animals!”

She wormed herself back to the gate and raised her hammer. The firefighter again pushed her away. She started to protest but clammed up as he removed large bolt cutters from his massive tool belt and snapped the lock attached to the kennel’s gate. The metal barrier clinked onto the ground.

Sarah wiggled around the bulky man and swung the kennel gate open. The dogs looked at her, fear reflecting in their eyes. Sarah jumped inside the kennel and grabbed the dogs by the nape of their necks. She pulled them toward the opening. Upon spying the gate no longer closed, both dogs bolted from her grasp and ran out of the kennel. Sarah noticed the fireman didn’t try to stop them. She stepped out of the kennel and looked at him. Although his face was covered by a helmet and shield, she gave him a stoney look and stated, “I’m not leaving. You don’t know how many dogs are here, and I have a pretty good idea.”

She perceived an icy stare from the burly man in protective gear. The gruffness in his voice gave away his unease and frustration as he said, “Okay. I’ll get the locks off, you get the dogs out, and then you get out of here, too.”
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Chapter 4
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Taking four large strides, Callen found himself at the next locked kennel. Using the large bolt cutters again, he snipped the gate’s padlock. He watched the woman enter the enclosure and whisk a large, black male German shepherd out of the kennel. He tapped the radio attached to his fire-proof gear and then called out to his crew, “Guys, focus on the fire. I’m going to help a lady free the dogs.”

He then ran to the next enclosure several feet away and cut the padlock attached to that gate. He concentrated on the task at hand, but his thoughts went to the woman he discovered at the scene. Do the dogs belong to her? She seems more concerned about their safety than her own. 

Callen knew pet owners cared about their animals and wanted them saved. However, having so many, surely she must know that would not happen in this case. Yet, here he was, helping her. Life was precious, he of all people knew that, and he and his crews had rescued hundreds of pets during his twenty-five-year career. Anger welled up. She has so many animals and was risking their lives, as well as her own, now that a fire exploded. She’s put us all at risk.

He dashed to a neighboring enclosure. A gust of ash-ridden smoke engulfed him and the animals. Through his helmet and shield, Callen heard howls, and he saw legs and bodies pressed against the confining cages. Dogs coughed and wheezed. Paws clawed at the wires. 

Callen’s heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. “God, help us!” he whispered.

This must be one of those super-sized breeding grounds he had heard about where the owners are only concerned about making money. He recalled the term.

Puppy mill. 

He ground his teeth and summoned strength from above. 

Please, God.

A surge of energy shot through him like a lightning bolt, and he snapped the padlock with one strong clip. He whipped the gate open and a female tri-colored German shepherd with two half-grown pups darted out the opening. Callen ran to the next kennel and repeated his actions. This space housed three young cocker spaniels. Although they were likely blond, their grimy, gritty coats made them look slate-gray. One of the spaniels cowered on the dirty floor and whined. The dog’s amber eyes stared at Callen. All three small bodies shook in terror. 

“Don’t worry, guys,” Callen said, trying to keep his voice calm and steady. “I’m here to get you out.”

As he raised the bolt cutters, he heard a muffled sob. He looked at the dogs again. Three sets of eyes looked past Callen. The firefighter turned his burly body slightly to the right. The woman stood nearby, tears running down her soot-covered face, leaving streaks like ski trails along her cheeks. She moved to the right side of the gate. A measure of empathy welled up inside Callen.

“We will get them out.”

She looked at him and silently nodded. The sapphire color caught him a bit off-guard, and he stared for a moment. Reality two-by-foured him as he heard the water pressure from a nearby fire hose shoot like a cannon. Callen cut the padlock, and, like a tornado, the woman flung the gate open and rushed inside the kennel. She picked up the spaniel that remained on the kennel floor and shooed the other two through the open gate. After setting the young spaniel on the ground, the woman said in a loud voice, “Run! Run, dogs, run!”

They listened to her and ran away from the smoke and fire. Callen looked at the woman again. Tears still leaked from her eyes. He saw fatigue on her face. He also saw fear. A coughing fit welled up and spilled forth. He placed a gloved hand on her left shoulder as he loosened an oxygen mask from his belt.

“We’ll get this done,” he stated firmly. 

He placed the life-giving mask upon her face.

“Breathe,” Callen commanded.

She shook her head and tried to wiggle free. His grip remained firm on her shoulder and on the mask.

“You need air. If you want to keep helping, you have to breathe in the good and get rid of the bad. These dogs need both of us.”

Her eyes captured his again, and she nodded. He let their eyes remain locked for a few seconds. He saw the depth of her compassion and fear for the dogs, and his anger subsided. Callen didn’t understand the why of having so many dogs nor the why of the fire, but he did see past the frustration to the woman’s compassionate heart, and he realized she really did care about these animals.

He still planned to talk to her once the fire was under control and the dogs were all free or being cared for by animal control. For now, he still needed to get animals to safety. 

He removed his hand from her shoulder and said, “I’m going to finish getting the locks off the gates. Keep the mask on for another few seconds and then we will finish the job we’ve started. We’re moving away from the fire, but time is still critical.”

She nodded in understanding. Callen removed his hand from the mask. Ten seconds later, he took it from her and helped her rise. 

“I’m going to the next kennel,” he said. “Meet me there.”

He rushed to the next kennel. Only this and one other remained in the row. At the gate, Callen looked at the dogs inside. Four golden retrievers stared back, two older and two younger. What should have been luxurious golden coats were dirty and matted. A deep laceration showed on one of the older retriever’s front legs. Each dog’s body shook. 

Callen saw their shaggy, unkept coats. 

Neglect.

Anxiety.

Loneliness. 

Fear.

Callen also saw opportunity, opportunity to save their lives. Just as he had done for the cocker spaniels and the other dogs before them, Callen snapped the padlock on the enclosure’s gate, this time not just with renewed energy, but with deeper compassion. His face softened, and he whipped open the wooden gate. He stepped to the side as he held the gate, and he spoke in a calm, low tone.

“Hey there. I’m here to help. Go on, now. You’re free. Run for your lives!”

The dogs appeared to understand. One by one, three ran from the enclosure. The fourth, an older female, limped to the gate. Callen groaned.

“She can’t run,” the woman’s voice said from behind him.

“I see that. I’ll carry her out.”

“There’s another row of large kennels at the side of the house,” the woman stated.

Callen stared at her.

“Just how many dogs are there?”

“Nearly 50 last time I was here.”

“And when was that?”

Callen recognized anger seeping back into his heart and reflected in his voice. 

“Three days ago,” she responded.

This time the groan became a growl.

“Three days?! Lady, I don’t get ...”

“There are also smaller dogs, a lot of them. They’re kept closer to the barn.”

He stared at her again. He felt bad for his team – they likely found most, if not all, already succumbed by smoke. How could a person do this?

“You and I are going to have a major talk after this fire is under control,” Callen groused.

********
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GOOD GRIEF, THAT MAN’S the Grinch! What did I do to make him so angry?

Then her brain tried reasoning.

This can’t be easy for him, seeing these animals in such horrid conditions and living in with such fear. It’s no one’s fault but the Petersons. Think about how you’re feeling about those people right now, too.

Checking the kennel with the now broken lock, Sarah noticed the gate open. She glanced around and saw two black and white springer spaniels huddling at the back of the enclosure. Bodies quivering, they stared at her as she entered. Sarah’s heart lurched. She crouched then lowered herself to her hands and knees. She crawled through the dirt toward the pair, speaking in a low voice to the quivering canines cowering at the back of the cage. She knew time was essential. Her hope for the dogs to just run faded – they would have done so already. They needed to be placed inside portable carriers. She realized she only had three and they were in the Outback. Perhaps the firefighter could carry one dog, and she could leash the other, dragging it if she had to. 

Sarah shook the cobwebs from her mind. She’d try again to get them to run out of the enclosure. She spoke in a low tone. 

“Come on, babies, we need to get you out of here.”

Smoke choked her nostrils, and the intense heat burned her lungs. After a coughing fit, she spoke again in a calm voice. 

“I want to help you. I mean you no harm. Let's get you out of here and to safety.”

Sarah took a leash from the side pocket of her jeans as she approached the springers. Eyes wide and bodies trembling, the black and white dogs watched Sarah's every move. Suddenly, one of them rose and took a protective stance. Hackles raised, it looked into Sarah’s eyes and growled.

“Careful,” came a deep male voice. 

Sarah glanced behind her and saw the firefighter at the gate. She gave a quick nod then refocused on the dog in time to see it collapse on the dank floor. She shuffled over, whipped out a muzzle from her pocket and placed it around the exhausted dog’s nose. The animal struggled, and its companion whined. 

“Here’s a blanket,” the firefighter said to Sarah, shoving the wrapping to her. She placed it across the first dog’s face and around its body, like a swaddle. The animal appeared to relax. Sarah sensed the man behind her and a strange shiver enveloped her. She watched him discreetly as he enveloped the springer in his arms. Sarah refocused on the second springer spaniel, which also had fallen from its sitting position. Sarah stretched her hand out, allowing the dog to sniff. Their eyes met. Sarah saw the confusion and fear in the animal’s almond eyes as she reached once again into her side pocket. She stroked the springer’s neck as she drew another leash from her jacket. She continued to whisper soothing words to the dog as she looped the leash once across its muzzle. The springer didn’t fight.

“Good dog,” Sarah whispered.

“Let’s get out of here!” the man behind her stated firmly. 

Stooped but carrying the dog, he strode out of the kennel.

“I noticed a nasty cut on his front leg, so he should have medical attention as soon as possible,” Sarah called after him.

“My team’s alerted animal control. They’re bringing carriers and portable kennels.”

He waited for Sarah and her charge to step from the kennel.

“Can you carry that one?” he asked. “I’ll carry this one.”

“There are still more dogs that need to be released. If we have to carry these to my car, we’ll lose precious time.”

“We can’t save them all,” the firefighter adamantly stated.

Suddenly, living up to their breed, the two dogs sprang from the humans’ arms, and the pair dashed toward the woods, away from the fire.

Sarah instinctively took a step to follow the spaniels, but she stopped as a firm, gloved hand encircled her forearm.

“That’s what we want them to do,” the broad-shouldered firefighter said. “Maybe now we can rescue the rest of them.”

“That’s the plan,” she said, and she ran to the next kennel.
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Chapter 5
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Why does she have so many dogs? 

That thought, and the sights he’d seen and imagined his crew had seen, raced through Callen’s brain.

Wrestling with his thoughts and emotions, he felt the fire’s heat lessen and the smoke subside. He glanced toward the barn. The once intense red and orange flames crept into smoky shadows but still licked edges of once green vegetation. Callen relaxed a bit and muttered, “Thank you, Lord,” under his breath. He picked up the injured golden retriever, carried it outside the kennel, and, as he straightened to his six-foot-two-inch height, saw Derek jogging toward him.

“We found more dogs, boss. Some are pretty young, still puppies. A lot are in pretty bad shape,” his younger protégé said.

“Maybe she,” inclining his head toward the woman who stood near the side of the enclosure, “has portable kennels we can use.”

“I do have some,” she responded.

“We probably won't need them,” Derek responded. “They're all small dogs, poodles and such, and they're in cages already.”

“Where did you find them?” Callen asked Derek.

“Near the barn.”

He heard the woman suck in a deep breath, and, in a quivering voice, ask, “Are they ...? How many survived.”

“All of them,” Derek responded. “They’re going to need oxygen, but ...”

“Okay, Derek, get them out,” Callen interrupted. “Have Sam take charge of the fire. I radioed animal control – they should be here soon.”

“It’s like a puppy prison.”

Callen detected sadness in his crew member’s voice.

“We have a job to do here, Derek, and that’s to save as many lives as we can. And we’re doing it. But keep your wits – we need to get the fire out and keep our crew safe.”

“Yes, sir.”

Callen gave a nod and responded, “Good man.”

Derek trotted back toward the barn.

“Animal control should have been here a long time ago, and they should have shut this place down!”

The woman’s seething statement caused Callen to look at her again.

“Why didn’t you shut it down?”

The woman frowned..

“I’m just one person. Nobody listened to me.”

“I would think you’d be the person everyone listened to.”

A quizzical expression crossed her face. He didn’t dwell on it but instead said, “Since you said there are more kennels and this dog can’t walk, do you think you can carry it back to your car? I’ll unlock the rest of the gates and make sure the dogs are free. Otherwise, if I have to carry this retriever, there may not be time ...”

She waved a hand at Callen. “I can carry her. Let’s get the next kennel open, and then I’ll get her to my car. She’s underweight anyway, likely from breeding, and I lug 50 to 60 pounds of dog food anyway.”

“Yeah, I imagine you do.”

Callen moved to the last kennel. The light from his helmet brought into focus two German shorthaired pointers. They quivered at the back of the cage. One looked exceptionally large. 

Callen clipped the lock, stepped into the kennel and immediately one dog ran out the open gate. The other more rotund canine attempted to follow her companion. Callen spoke in a quiet, steady voice, “Go on, find your friend.”

The dog loped out just as the woman began to pass, carrying the golden.

“Go, go, sweet one. You’re free to get away from this place,” she said.

“You go, too,” Callen told the woman. “Get yourself and the dog back where it’s safe. And don’t leave the parking lot.”

“I have no intention of leaving. After she’s loaded, I’ll be back to make sure all the dogs are out of these cages.”

“No, no you won’t. I don’t need any more problems to deal with.”

“Problem? I’m the problem?”

The rise in her pitch didn’t go undetected. Callen gave her a stony look and anger slipped back into his voice as well.

“Lady, you don’t want me answering that right now.”

“Just who do you think...?”

“Listen, I don’t know why you have so many dogs here, but you have to realize 
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