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Dedication

 


For all the animals who
suffer at the hands of man and from neglect,

they
have no voice

We must be their voice and we must speak loudly.
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Chapter One

 


Laurel surveyed the buckskin prairie
rolling away from her toward the purple hued Rockies in the
distance. She inhaled
the familiar scent of dry grain stubble and dust with underlying
notes of cool brought on the wind from the west.

“I know it sounds lame, but have you ever seen anything so
beautiful?” Laurel turned and spoke to Carly, her best
friend.

“I love this time of year. The sky is just so…so…blue and the
aspens are all turning gold.” Carly nudged her mare up beside
Laurel’s Sam, the saddle leather creaking as she shifted her
weight.

Laurel grinned at her.
“Let’s ride down by the
river under the trees, the sun’s just about the right angle to turn
those leaves all gold and sun struck.”

The girls turned the horses away from the
harvested barley field and followed the worn path along a fence
line toward the coulee. The track snaked around and followed the gravel range road
before detouring around a stand of aspen crowding the fence near
the road. Laurel turned Sam toward the path that dipped down the
slope of the coulee.

“Hey, Laurel, wait up!”

Laurel pulled up and twisted in the saddle
to see what was holding
Carly up. “What’s wrong?” She pivoted Sam on the narrow trail and
moved back to where Carly was sitting motionless. “What? You okay?”
Laurel drew even with her friend and let Sam halt beside the
mare.

“Look…” Carly motioned toward the aspens
and low bushes. “Is that
what I think it is?” her voice choked off.

“I don’t see…” Laurel nudged Sam a few
steps closer and leaned down trying to see what was upsetting
Carly. “Oh my God!” She piled off her horse, dropping the reins to
ground-tie the gelding. Shoving her way through the tangled bushes, she halted by a
bent aspen tree. Tied by its neck to the lowest branch was a
brindle dog. Blinking back tears, Laurel reached in her jacket
pocket and pulled out her jack knife. Muttering words her father
would frown at, she started to saw at the thick rope.

“Who would do something like this?” Carly’s
voice trembled as she pushed through the long grass and brush. “The
poor thing, I hope it didn’t suffer.” She stuffed a hand against
her mouth.

The dog’s head flopped to the side when the rope finally
parted, and the limp body collapsed onto the trodden grass. Laurel
dropped to her knees and began loosening the noose around the thick
neck.

“It’s dead, Laurel. What are you doing?
Let’s go, we should tell someone. What if whoever did this comes back?” Carly started
edging back toward the horses.

“I don’t care! The least we can do is take
this damned rope off her.” She pulled the noose free and sat back
on her heels. “Poor baby. Look at the scars on her face, and the
wounds all over her.
Makes me so mad I could just spit.”

“Shit!” The limp body gave a shuddering
convulsion and the unfocussed eyes fluttered. Laurel scrambled
backward. “Carly, she’s alive! The dog is still alive. Come help
me.”

“We should go and get help,
Laurel. What if the
thing is vicious? Or has rabies?” Carly hesitated at the edge of
the trees.

“We can’t leave her like this. She might
run off before we can get back once she’s recovered a bit. She
needs a vet. And we need to take pictures of everything.
Damn, I should have thought of
that before I touched anything.” Laurel pulled her phone out of her
pocket and took pictures of the rope and the dog and the area while
keeping an eye on the dog who panted in rasping breaths. “Keep
breathing, girl. Keep breathing.” She edged closer to the dog,
reached out cautiously and straightened out a front leg that was
twisted under a broken tree limb. The dog lifted her head and
Laurel froze with her hand still on the leg.

“Get back!” Carly’s voice was shrill.

“It’s fine, she’s not even growling. I think she’s too weak
to do much more than lie there.”

“Now what do we do? It’s getting
late. Look at the sun.”
Carly waved an arm toward the western horizon where the sun hovered
a hand’s width above the shorn barley.

“Call Chance. He can bring the truck.” Laurel released the dog’s
leg and stood up.

“I don’t know if he’ll even come,” Carly was
doubtful. “You know how he gets.”

“Call him, will you? I’m going to call
Dr. Sam and let him know
we’re bringing in an injured dog.” Laurel scrolled through her
phone to the vet’s number. She glanced at Carly and scowled. “Call
your damn brother, Carly. If he says no, we’ll figure something
else out. He can’t bite you over the phone.”

“Hi Amy,” she responded when the vet’s receptionist picked up
the phone. “It’s Laurel Rowan. I’ve got an injured dog that’s in
pretty bad shape here.” She paused to listen. “No, no, not one of
mine. Carly and I found this dog while we were out riding. It’s in
pretty bad shape, she was tied to a tree, half strangled and looks
like she’s been in a fight. What? No, there’s no one around that we
saw. As soon as we can get a ride, I’ll bring her in. Thanks.”
Laurel ended the call and shoved the phone back in her
pocket.

“Chance is coming.” Carly joined her under
the aspens.

“Good. Hey, did you bring any water? I bet
she’s dehydrated.” Laurel squatted beside the dog again and reached
out a hand. When the big dog did nothing more than roll an eye
toward her, she stroked the dog’s shoulder. Running her hand gently
over the ribs and down
her spine, Laurel’s gut clenched. Her exploring fingers found bumps
and contusions, along with matted blood and open wounds. “Hey baby
girl, it’s okay now. We got you,” she murmured.

“Here.” Carly shoved a half full bottle of
water at Laurel. “It’s
all I’ve got on me.” She hesitated before kneeling beside Laurel.
“How bad is it?”

“Bad enough. Looks like someone beat the crap
out of her before they dumped her here.”

The growl of tires on the gravel heralded
an approaching vehicle. Laurel glanced through the trees toward the road. “Is it
Chance? Stay down, Carly, until we’re sure it’s him.”

“Oh God! You don’t think whoever did this would come back, do
you? What about the horses? Anybody could see them from the road…”
Carly turned pale.

“Don’t freak out on me, now. Just stay in
the trees until we’re sure it’s Chance. I don’t think whoever did
this cares enough to
show up again.”

The crunch of tires on gravel slowed and a
beat-up brown pickup
slowed to a halt where the horses stood ground-tied on the opposite
side of the fence.

“Carly? Laurie? Where the hell are you?”
Chance stepped out of the truck, sounding annoyed.

“Here!” Carly pushed through the trees toward
her brother. “The dog’s in the bushes here. It’s too heavy for us
to move. Laurel’s with her.”

Chance reached inside the truck and killed
the engine before he stalked down the ditch and swung a long leg
over the top strand of
barb wire. He followed his sister through the low brush and halted
beside Laurel.

“What a shittin’ mess. You sure it’s alive?”
He nudged the dog with is boot.

“Stop it!” Laurel whacked Chance on the
thigh. “She a wreck. I’d like to get my hands on the jackass that did this. Just two
minutes alone with them and a baseball bat…”

“Oh c’mon, Laurie. You’d never do anything
like that.” Chance knocked her hat forward over her eyes.

She pushed it back and tipped her head up to
glare at him. “Wanna bet? And don’t call me Laurie,” she said
between gritted teeth.

“Okay, okay.” He stepped back and held up his
hands. “What do you want me to do here?”

“Help us get her into the truck. I
already called the vet
clinic, they’re expecting us.”

“There isn’t room for all of you. It ain’t a
little dog, for God’s sake. And what about the horses? You can’t
leave them here.”

“I’ll take the horses back,” Carly
volunteered. “Last thing I want to do is get in a truck with a hurt dog. Injured
animals make me sick to my stomach.”

“Tell Mom not to worry and I’ll call her
from the vet’s.”

“Not Mrs. Rowan I’m worried about. It’s
your dad I don’t want to run into.” Carly stuck her hands in her
back pockets. “What do I
tell him about where you are?”

“I’ll call Mom on the way into town, she’ll
take care of telling Dad. He’s a big old softy anyway, once he
hears about this poor dog.”

“If you say so,” Carly said. “I’m gonna
start back with the horses if you guys don’t need me. I want to get home before it
gets too dark.”

“Laurie and me can manage,” Chance hunkered
down beside Laurel and frowned at the dog.

She rolled her eyes at his continued use
of the hated nickname. “Can you pick her up without hurting her too
much?”

“How do you know it’s a girl? All I can see
is blood and dirt.”
Chance squinted in the gathering shadows under the
trees.

“Look at the teats, idiot. She must have
had a lot of litters.”
Laurel brushed yellow leaves and tawny grasses away from the
animal’s belly.

“Sure looks like it,” he agreed.

Chance pulled a red bandana out of his
jacket pocket and tied it around the dog’s muzzle securing it behind her ears.
Laurel bit her tongue and didn’t say anything. At least he was
helping, and he was being gentle.

“Don’t look at me like that, Laurie.”
Chance looked up her
from where he squatted by the brindle dog’s head. “She’s hurt and
it’s gonna hurt to move her. No sense adding a bite history to her
problems.”

“I guess.” Laurel chewed her lip. “If you
can carry her to the
fence, I can take her if you lift her over the wire to
me.”

“Sure.” Chance shrugged and slid his arms
under the animal’s hips and shoulders. The dog made a strangled
sound when he stood up. ‘Son of a bitch, she’s heavy for a skinny
dog.” He grunted and
pushed through the bushes toward the road.

Carly stood by the two horses, she swung up
on her horse when Laurel emerged from the trees behind Chance.

“You’re still here? I thought you’d be
halfway home by now,” Laurel said.

“I would have been, but there’s something you should see first.”
Carly sounded grim.

“What? It better be important, we gotta get this mutt to the
vet.” Chance shifted the large dog in his arms and grimaced at his
sister. “The stupid things I get talked into by you
two.”

“You go ahead, Chance. I’ll catch up by the time you get to
the fence.” Laurel moved to stand by Carly’s stirrup. “What did you
find?”

“There’s another dog, over there.” Carly
pointed to a thicket of diamond willow. “The horses were over there
and…I saw it when I went
to get Tags.” She swallowed hard. “Like one dead dog isn’t enough
for one day.”

“There’s another dog? What took you so long
to say something?” Laurel stalked toward the diamond willow.

“Laurel, don’t…”

“What if it’s not dead too? Why didn’t you
ye…” Her voice choked
off. The tangled grass by her boots shone black with blood. The
remains of what once was a black and white dog lay in a crumpled
mess under the bushes. “Oh my God,” she whispered, squatting on her
heels. There was no hope the dog was still alive, the mutilated
flesh was covered in bites, half the face missing, bone and muscle
gleaming in the slanting sunlight.

“Laurel…”

She stood and whirled around almost
banging into the two horses. Sam’s nostrils flared red and she put
a hand on him to calm
him. “I want to kill whoever did this…” Laurel ground out the
words.

“I know, it just makes me sick. How could
it happen, no coyote did that?” Carly tightened her hand on Tag’s reins.

“Laurie! What the hell’s keeping you? This
mutt weighs a ton!”

“Coming, Chance.” Laurel yanked her phone
out and took pictures of the scene before turning away from the
macabre mess at her feet. “Take the horses home and tell Dad. We
can’t just leave the poor thing here. The least we can do is give
it a decent burial.”

“Should we call the RCMP or the SPCA?”
Carly backed the horses up and turned their heads toward the ranch.

“I guess, for all the good it will
do. Get Mom to call the RCMP in
Pincher. They can come look, but we need to be able to bury the
body. I don’t think there’s much they can do, but I guess it should
get reported. They’ll know if we should contact the SPCA
too.”

“Laurie! For the love of God, I’m gonna
leave you and this damn dog right here in a minute.”
Chance sounded like he meant
it.

“Coming.” She took one last glance at the body, flies buzzing
lazily over the raw flesh. Laurel ripped off her jacket and laid it
over the worst of the damage before running to join Chance waiting
impatiently by the barb wire fence.

“About time. What kept you?” Chance
shifted the weight of the
dog.

Laurel slipped between the two upper
strands of wire, straightened up and met his eyes. “There’s another
dog. It’s beat up and dead.” She reached out and took the wounded
animal from Chance. Even though the animal was skin
and bones the weight
made her stagger a bit. Chance gripped a fence post and vaulted
over the wire.

“Here, give it to me before you fall on your
face.”

Annoyed at his assumption the dog was too
heavy for her and relieved at the same time to be rid of the weight Laurel let him take
the burden. Long grass tangled around her ankles as she climbed out
of the ditch and yanked the passenger door of the truck open. She
grabbed a wool saddle blanket from the floor and spread it over the
seat, stepping back in time for Chance to settle the dog on it.
Laurel put a foot on the running board and struggled to perch on
the edge of the seat.

“You’re gonna have to put half of it on
your lap, Laurie. There’s no room.” Chance got in the driver’s side
and reached over to shift the animal so she could slide under the head and
shoulders.

“Okay, I’m in.” Laurel laid a hand on the
dog’s shoulder.

The truck tipped a bit when Chance climbed
in grumbling under his breath. “Don’t know why I let you talk me
into stuff. Got better things to do with my time,” he growled, depressing the clutch
and turning the key in the ignition. “Carly okay with getting back
to the ranch on her own?” He glanced over his shoulder before doing
a 3-point turn on the narrow gravel road.

Laurel bit her lip. “I really do appreciate you coming to help
us” She paused. “There’s lots of daylight left, Carly should get
back before it’s dark.”

The truck jumped forward once Chance had
it pointed in the right direction. “Don’t like her out there on her
own with somebody who’d
do that around.” He dipped his head toward the dog.

“She’s on horseback, she can outrun anybody
and besides, I think whoever did this is long gone.”

“Let’s hope,” Chance said grimly. Gravel
spat under the tires when he slowed at the crossroads
of the range road and
the township road and then accelerated toward town.

The familiar drive into Pincher Creek seemed
to take twice as long as usual. Laurel shifted on the worn seat to
ease a cramp in her leg and glanced at the speedometer.

“Chance, for shit’s sake, slow down!”

“You want to get to town before that mutt
dies, don’t you?”

“I want to get there in one piece, not end up
in the ditch.” She glared him.

Chance tightened his jaw, a muscle
twitching by his mouth. The truck slowed a little, not quite
enough for Laurel’s
peace of mind, but she decided against saying anything else. He
muttered something under his breath.

“What?” she challenged him.

“Nothing, Laurie.” He took his eyes off the
road long enough to look at her. “Ain’t nothin’, just leave it
be.”

The tense silence in the vehicle
was shattered by a strangled
half whine from the dog. Laurel held on while the animal struggled
to get up. One of her legs knocked Chance’s baseball cap forward
over his eyes and the truck swerved on the gravel.

“God damn it, Laurie. Hang on to that thing, would
ya?”

“I’m trying,” she protested, tightening her
hold on the frantic animal.

“I knew this was a bad idea.” Change slammed
his open palm on the steering wheel.

“Shut up and drive.” Laurel gritted her
teeth and managed to
subdue the dog which seemed to have slipped back into
unconsciousness again.


Chapter Two

 


“Get the door, would ya.” Chance stalked up
the walk to the vet clinic entrance.

Laurel ran ahead and yanked the door open,
standing back to let him shoulder past her.

“Hey, Amy,” she greeted the vet tech cum
receptionist at the counter.

“Hey, yourself. This the dog you called in
about?” Amy was already opening the door to one of the exam rooms.
“You can bring her in here, Chance. Wait ‘til I get a clean blanket before you put her
on the table. I’ll go let Doctor Sam know you’re here.” Amy covered
the metal exam table with a thick cotton blanket before
disappearing into the back of the clinic.

Chance put the dog on the blanket and
stood back against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. Laurel stayed beside the
table, one hand on the animal’s shoulder. She looked up at the
sound of footsteps approaching.

“What do we have here?” Dr. Sam
Bergland entered the exam room.
“Chance.” He nodded at the tall cowboy leaning on the
wall.

“Doc.” Chance tipped his head in
acknowledgment.

“Carly and I were out riding and found her.
We don’t know how long she’s been lying there.”

“Well, let’s take a look.” Dr. Sam pulled
on a pair of latex exam
gloves.

Amy joined them and Laurel stood back to let the vet tech take
her place at the table to restrain the animal if the need
arose.

The dog roused itself one more time while
the vet probed a deep
wound on its neck, before subsiding again.

“It’s not pretty, Laurel. Are you
sure you want to foot the bill
for this? What does your dad say about it?’ Dr. Sam stepped back
from the table.

“I can’t leave her like this,” Laurel
insisted. “I can borrow against the money Gramma Bella left me. Can
you just put this on the ranch account?”

“Not without talking to Colt, I can’t.
You’re not the legal owner of the account. Do you want to call him or should
I?”

“What happens if he says no.” Laurel moved
closer to the dog.

“Two options, we can euthanize her, and
based on her injuries that might be a blessing in disguise or I can contact one of the
local rescues and see if they’ll take her as surrender.”

“Let me call Dad—” Her cell phone ringing
interrupted her. She pulled it out of her jacket and looked at the
caller ID. “It’s Mom. Hi Mom.” She paused. “Yes, I’m at the vet’s now. Did Carly get
back okay?”

“She just got here,” Anna Rowan told her
daughter. “How bad is this dog you two found?”

“It’s bad, Mom. She’s pretty beat up and… I
don’t know, Doctor Sam can tell you better than I can.
Please say we can help
her, Mom. I can pay Dad back once I turn eighteen and I can get the
money Gramma Bella left me.”

“That’s a whole year away still, Laurel.
You know this hasn’t been a good year for the harvest. Early snow
and rain at the wrong time earlier in the year. I’m not sure what Colt will
say.”

“Can you ask him, please?”

“He’s out right now. Put Sam on the phone
please, Laurel. A lot will depend on what needs to be done.”

Laurel handed the phone to the vet. “Mom
wants to talk to you.”

“Hi, Anna. Yeah, it’s bad. Looks like one of
her legs might have to come off, we’ll need to run blood
chemistries, urinalysis, x-rays and that’s just to start. Depending
on how much money you want to invest in this, it might be best to
just let her go.”

Laurel fidgeted with the edge of the blanket before pacing
back and forth in the small room while her mother and the vet
discussed the options. Chance tugged at her arm when she circled by
him again.

“Stand still, Laurie. You’re making me
dizzy.”

She turned to glare at him and stopped at the sympathetic
expression on his face.

“It’s always tough, Laurie. You know that.
Sometimes you gotta weigh the cost against the probable
outcome.”

“Would you say that if it was you on that
table?” she snapped.

“Be reasonable, Laurie. It’s a dog—”

“Who has as much right as anything else to
a chance to survive.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know why I expected you to
understand.”

Chance sighed, took off his cap and scrubbed
his fingers through his hair. “I do understand. Look, I’ve got some
money saved from my winnings this year. I’ll lend you what I can.
You can pay me back whenever.”

“Really? Why would you do that? You
couldn’t care less what
happens to that dog.”

“I don’t care about the dog, but I do care
about you, Laurie.” His face flushed and he glanced around to see
if Amy was near enough to hear them. “If it makes you happy, then
I’ll lend you the money.”

“Thank you!” Laurel threw her arms around Chance and hugged
him hard. His arms came around her pulling her closer. He pushed
the hair back from her face, the intensity of his gaze sent a small
frisson of worry through her. Laurel ignored it. He was going to
lend her the money she needed to help the dog.

Dr. Sam cleared his throat on the other side
of the exam table. “Here, Laurel. Your mom wants to talk with you
again.”

She stepped back from Chance and took the
phone. “Mom?”

“Sam thinks the animal’s prognosis isn’t
very good and it’s going
to be expensive.”

“But Mom…”

“Let me finish, Laurel. For now, I’ve told
Sam he can run the blood work and take x-rays. Depending on what
they reveal will decide how we move forward with this.”

“Thanks, Mom. Chance says he’ll lend me
some of his winnings
too. I just can’t walk away from her. She deserves a second chance.
She wants so bad to live or she’d never have made it this
far.”

“I don’t know about you taking money from
Chance,” Anna sounded doubtful.

“It’ll be okay, Mom.”

“After what happened with those horses you got mixed up in…I just
don’t know…”

“Let me talk to her.” Chance was standing
near enough he could hear both sides of the conversation.

“Hang on, Mom. Chance wants to talk to
you.

She handed the phone to Chance. Too
nervous to stay where
she could hear, Laurel moved to help Amy transfer the dog unto a
gurney. Gripping the sides of the blanket they gently moved the
animal to the wheeled gurney.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of her,”
Amy reassured her.

“I know.” Laurel stroked her hand over the battered head. “I just
can’t believe anyone could something like this.”

“You’d be surprised what we see come
through here. If you’re really wanting to do something about stuff
like this, you should get in touch with one of the local
rescues. They’re always
looking for volunteers.”

“What’s the closest one? I didn’t know there
were any rescues around here.” Laurel helped Amy push the gurney
into the interior of the clinic.

“There’s one just north of town. Sarah Cromie
runs it, Save a Life I think it’s called.”

“Laurie!” Chance stuck his head through from
the exam room. “Do you need to talk to your mom before we hang
up?”

Laurel shook her head. “I don’t think so,
unless Mom wants
to?”

“Nope.” He sauntered toward her and handed
her the phone. “She says to just let her know what’s going on and
when you’re coming home.”

“Did they call the RCMP yet?”

“Carly’s talking to them, gotta fill out a
report and take them out to where you guys found the dogs. That’ll have to wait until
tomorrow, it’s dark now.”

“What did Mom say about you lending me
money?”

Chance grimaced and lifted one shoulder.
“Let’s just say she’s not thrilled,” he paused, “Can’t say as I
blame her, I guess…after the wild horse thing…”

“I get it…I guess. But what about her?”
Laurel gestured toward where the vet was taking stock of the dog’s
injuries. “I can’t just say, ‘Oh well, my parents won’t let me use
Gramma Bella’s money and they won’t let me borrow any from
you, so let’s just put
the thing down now and be done with it.’ I’m not doing that,
Chance. I’m not.”

His boots scraped on the tile floor when he moved closer and
put an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s just wait and see what Doc
says, Laurie. Letting her go might be the kindest
thing.”

“She deserves a chance, after all she’s
been through…” Laurel’s voice broke, the effort not to cry
constricting her throat. She shrugged off Chance’s arm and drifted
closer to where the vet
was working over the animal.

The vet looked up at her approach. “It’s not good, Laurel. I
know it sounds cold, but how much are you willing to sink into this
animal?” He glanced across the dog at Amy before continuing.
“You’re looking at a couple of thousand, easy. Depending on what
the blood work shows there may be kidney damage, she’s running a
high fever so there’s major infection somewhere. Are your parents
agreeing to foot the bill?”

Laurel scuffed the toe of her boot on the
floor. “I don’t know…maybe…I’m gonna go talk to the lawyer tomorrow
about my trust fund…”

“That’s a lot of maybes, Laurel.” Dr. Sam
raised his head from the dog and met her gaze. “Amy, I can manage her for the moment,
why don’t you take Laurel and Chance out to reception and explain
the options.”

“Sure.” Amy stepped away from the exam
table, stripping off her gloves and dumping them in
stainless steel trash can.
“C’mon.”

With one last glance at the dog, Laurel followed the vet
tech into the outer office, Chance trailing along behind, carrying
his hat in his hand.

“We need to do the paperwork anyway, now
she’s a bit more stable.” Amy slid into the chair and moved the
mouse to wake up the
computer screen. After a few clicks, she looked up. “What’s her
name?”

“Name?” Laurel went blank. “I don’t
know…dog?”

Amy grinned. “We could just say Rowan dog for
now, but she needs a name if we’re gonna go to the trouble of
saving her.”

“Darby Girl…Darby, call her Darby.” Chance
stepped up to the counter, his hip nudging Laurel’s.

She tipped her head up toward him in
surprise. “Darby, wasn’t
that the name of the dog you had when we were kids?” Laurel
stopped, remembering how the dog was trampled herding some cranky
cows and calves.

“Yup,” Chance’s reply was short, a muscle
ticking in his clenched jaw.

“Darby it is,” Amy said a little too
brightly, her gaze on the tall cowboy while her fingers clicked
over the keyboard.

“Who should I put for the owner and primary contact?”

“Me,” Laurel said.

Amy shook her head. “Can’t. You’re underage, I need someone
over eighteen. Your dad or mom? They’d be responsible for the cost
of treatment.”

Laurel shook her head. “Mom already said
no…well…she said she’d have to talk to Dad…so maybe…?”

“Laurie, you know what your dad’s gonna say,”
Chance reminded her.

She whirled and smacked him on the
shoulder, tears burning the back of her nose. “Can’t you be more
positive! He might say…” She trailed off at the look on
his face. “Okay, okay, you’re
probably right.” Laurel sighed and turned back to Amy. “I don’t
know…”

“Chance?” Amy raised an eyebrow. “You’re
eighteen, right?”

“Yeah, but Colt and Anna already read me the
riot act about lending Laurie money.”

He had the grace to turn red and look chagrinned at least,
Laurel thought.

“There is another option. If you’re open to
it…” Amy left the sentence hanging.

“What’s that?” Chance set his hat on the
counter and leaned on his forearms.

“You could surrender her to us, and
I can call Sarah at Save A Life
and see if they have the room and the funds to take her in,” Amy
suggested.

“Laurie?” Chance turned to her.

“I don’t know.” Laurel fidgeted with her
zipper. “It feels like I’m abandoning her or something.”

“It’s your best bet right now,” Chance said. “I can sign the
papers…but only if you say so.”

“I don’t know,” she repeated, fighting back
tears. “I feel responsible for her. I mean it was me and Carly who
found her.”

“And you who got her here in time and gave
her a fighting chance,”
Amy reminded her. “Look, why don’t I call Sarah and see if she’s
even in a position to take her. I know she took in some strays from
the Kainai last week. Your friend Joey’s dad is one of our
community liaisons.”

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt
to find out if she’s got
room.” Laurel chewed her bottom, lip torn with indecision. Her
common sense said it was the best possible solution, while her
heart wanted to gather the dog in and protect it, heal both body
and soul.

“Okay, let’s start there.” Amy
picked up the receiver and
punched a speed dial.

Unable to stay still, Laurel wandered back
and forth across the waiting room, aimlessly picking up magazines
and brochures and putting them down without looking at them.
Somehow listening to Amy’s end of the conversation seemed unbearable.

“Laurie?” The tone of Chance’s voice told her
it wasn’t the first time he’d called her name.

“What?” She hurried back to the desk.

“I explained the situation and Sarah’s
agreed to take her on,”
Amy reported. “I just need you to sign some forms, Chance.” She
pulled some papers out of the printer and set them on the counter
with a pen.

“Wait.” Laurel put a hand on his arm.

A frown creased his forehead. “Be reasonable,
Laurie. This is the only option we have right now.”

“Yeah,” she swallowed tears, “but I want to meet this Sarah person
before…before…I give Darby away.”

“Sarah’s on her way now, she said she
wanted to come and see the damage for herself so she can decide how
best to house the dog. Find out how long we think Darby
will need to stay here,
probably try and line up a medical foster for her once she’s
released.”

“What? What’s a medical foster?” Laurel
seized onto the idea.

“Well,” Amy looked a little startled at her
vehemence, “Sarah has a network of people who foster
the animals so they
don’t have to stay at the shelter and there are some who take on
the tougher cases. Ones like Darby in there, or quilled dogs,
broken legs, that kind of thing.”

“How would I go about being a medical
foster?” Laurel gripped the edge of the desk, aware Chance was looking down at her, both
bewildered and concerned.

“Laurie, I don’t think—”

“Don’t call me Laurie,” she said through
gritted teeth, “and don’t say it. I can talk Dad around to it if he thinks it’s only
temporary.”

Chance shook his head. “You’re ridin’ for a fall, Laur—”

He broke off when she kicked him hard in the
shin.

“Amy! I need you here, now,” Dr. Sam called
from the back.

“If you want to wait and meet Sarah, she
should be here in about twenty minutes. Just make
yourself to home, I’ve gotta
go.” She jerked her chin toward the clinic door.

“We’ll wait.” Laurel plunked herself down
into one of the plastic chairs and pulled out her phone, fingers
flying while she texted her mom.

“Okay, sure,” Chance muttered. “Not
like I got anything else
to do.” He slouched into the chair beside her. He fished in his
jean pocket for his beeping phone. “Cassie, hi.” He held the phone
away from his ear a bit. “Yeah, I know I’m late, but something came
up. I know…”

“Girl trouble?” Laurel sent him a malicious grin. “Why don’t
you go? I can get Mom to pick me up.”

Chance frowned at her, still holding the
phone a bit away from his ear. “Cass, c’mon, don’t be like
that.”

Laurel stuck her finger down her throat
and pretended to gag at his cajoling tone.

Chance elbowed her in the ribs. “Cass,
c’mon, I found an injured dog. I’m at the vet’s right now.” Another
pause. “No, no, you don’t need to come over…we’re just waitin’ for
the person from the animal rescue to show up…Sure, whatever…if that’s what you want.”
Chance ended the call and shoved the phone in his jacket
pocket.

“Trouble in paradise?” Laurel couldn’t
resist the jab at his pride. “That was the hot piece of ass you
were bragging to Joey
about last week.”

A ruddy flush darkened Chance’s
neck and suffused his cheeks.
“That ain’t none of your business. Where’d you hear that
anyway?”

“It’s a small town, cowboy.
Joey and Carly are close, and
your sister is always at my place. We talk, you know.”

“Got no business talkin’ about me. Thought
you weren’t interested
in anything to do with me?” Chance glanced at her out of the corner
of his eye.

The clinic door opened to admit a woman in a
fleece lined jacket along with a blast of cold air, which saved
Laurel the need to reply.

“Amy!” the newcomer called and pushed the clinic door closed
against the wind whipping down the street. “It’s Sarah!”

“Hi,” Laurel said, getting up.

“Oh,” Sarah stepped back in startlement, “I
didn’t think anyone else was here.”

“I’m Laurel Rowan, my friend and I found
the dog. Her name’s
Darby.”

Sarah stripped off her mitten and extended
her hand. “Nice to meet you, Laurel. Amy said you’re wanting to
surrender your dog to my rescue?”

Laurel shook hands with the woman, aware
of the calluses on her hand. “I don’t really want to
surrender her, but I
don’t have the money to fix her, either.” She paused and glanced at
Chance. “Amy mentioned something about fostering—”

“Sarah, good to see you!” Dr. Sam emerged
from the depths of the clinic. “We’ve got her stable for now, but
she’s a mess. You might
want to take a look before you decide for sure.”

“Thanks for the call, Sam. Another one from
the puppy mill or is this one another bait dog?” Sarah strode
across the waiting room, removing her other mitten and shoving them
in her pockets. She
turned back to Laurel before disappearing with the vet into the
back of the clinic. “Don’t go anywhere, you’ll need to sign the
papers and we can talk about the fostering then if you’re still
interested.”

Laurel returned to the chair beside
Chance. Her phone chimed
with a message from her mother. She sent a return text telling her
mom she was still at the vet’s and looking into surrendering the
dog to a rescue. Anna Rowan texted back with the unwelcome response
that it was the wisest thing to do. Laurel hesitated and then
decided not to mention fostering just yet. Shoving the phone back
in her pocket, she picked up a magazine and flipped through the
pages without seeing what was written.

“Stop it, for Christ’s sake.” Chance
snatched the book from her hands. “You’re driving me nuts with that
flip-flip-flip.”

“Sorry.” She got to her feet and paced the
length of the room, stopping to peer out the windows. “Looks like a
storm’s blowin’ in. The wind’s picked up and it’s starting to
snow.”

“Shit.” Chance joined her at the window. “That’s just perfect, an
October snowstorm, Dad and me still have to bring those cow calf
pairs in from summer pasture. Figured we’d have another week or
so.” He dug his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and
scowled at the gathering darkness.

“Oh good, you’re still here,” Dr. Sam came
around the front desk, followed by Amy and Sarah.

“How is she?” Laurel hurried over to
them.

“She’s hangin’ in. It’s gonna be a long
road, but she’s responding well to treatment so far.” The vet
glanced at
Sarah.

“I’m willing to take her on. I’d
like as much information as you
can give me about where you found her. I understand you only came
across her late this afternoon.”

“Why don’t we go into my
office,” Dr. Sam
offered. “Amy, it’s quitting time, lock the door when you
leave.”

“No way, I’m staying,” Amy said.
“Somebody’s got to watch that dog all night and you pulled an
all-nighter last night. I will lock the door though and turn on
the night service for
the phone.”

“Suit yourself.” The vet shrugged and lead
the way into his office.
“There’s coffee if anyone wants it.” He indicated a nearly full
carafe on the file cabinet by his desk.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Sarah poured coffee
into a clean mug. “Anybody else?” She waved the pot at them
and poured for herself when no
one replied.

“Here’s the surrender paperwork.” Amy
deposited the papers on the desk.

“Give ‘em here.” Chance reached for them.

“Before we sign anything,” Laurel put her
hand on his arm, “I want to know what’s going to happen to
Darby.”

“That the name you gave her?”
Sarah raised an eyebrow.
“Or did you know her from somewhere?”

Laurel frowned at the expression on the
woman’s face. “Chance named her after we got her here, Amy said she needed a name. Why
would you think I ever saw that dog before today?”

Sarah glanced at Dr. Sam before replying. “Last week some
kid, about your age,” she nodded at Chance, “showed up late one
night with a bunch of sick puppies and a young pitty type dog who
was pretty beat up. Dumped them and left. I found them in the
morning and checked the surveillance camera footage. Looks like
there’s a dog fighting ring around here somewhere and maybe someone
breeding dogs for the ring as well.”
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