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About This Book


For Sterling, encountering Toby and the others at the Haven feels like a glimpse of redemption. He is adrift, trapped between the shadows of his past and the foggy uncertainty of his present. The proximity to his mother’s farm, now under his aunt’s control, only heightens his unease. Many years ago she had cast him into the foster system, and now he faces a choice: continue on in silence or confront the storm brewing dangerously close. Does he really want to fully engage in this looming conflict and to stand firm to the end? Doesn’t he have enough on this plate already?

Lindsay arrives at the Haven with cautious hope, seeking to verify its promise. She is no stranger to the struggles of small rescues, and the possibility of a new ally offers a glimmer of relief. Meeting Sterling—and realizing he might be the cousin her friend had never known—adds layers of complexity to the situation. The revelation of his tangled past and the simmering current tensions only deepens the intrigue.

The impending clash promises to be brutal, and, as the stakes rise, two questions linger. Who would emerge unscathed? And could love find a way amid the chaos?

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Several Weeks Later …

Timber walked out onto the deck. It was only 5:30 in the morning, yet Toby and Dwight were already up and sitting outside, a cup of coffee in their hands.

Dwight asked Timber, “How is the coyote that came in yesterday?”

“I haven’t looked at it yet this morning,” Timber replied, “but he was the last thing I checked on last night. He’ll lose part of that leg, but I think he’ll adapt, as he’s pretty young.”

“He’s just a pup, isn’t he?”

“I think so, maybe four months or so. Tiffany wasn’t exactly sure. She will ask Keisha out to take a look at it today.”

“That’ll be good. I’m sure she’ll come out often if she’s not working at her clinic.”

“She’s welcome to do just that,” Timber stated, with a sigh. “She’s not charging me for her services, so God knows she’s welcome to come help anytime.” He took a chair beside Toby.

“You’re doing good things here, boss.”

Dwight nodded in agreement.

Timber snorted. “I still don’t know how I ended up with all I did and so fast,” he admitted, shaking his head. “So many people still work here, making things happen. Just trying to keep an eye on all the projects, not to mention the scheduling and management of everything else, is a hell of a job in itself.”

“Which is a good thing, especially now that you have somebody to look after it,” Toby pointed out.

“Shirley is a great help, but let’s face it, Toby. I’m not paying her or anybody else, including you. That can’t go on much longer.”

“No, but right now that’s not an issue.”

Timber sighed. “I come from a world where, if you do a job, you expect to get paid.”

“And yet what about you? You’re trying to set up something to help animals, so when do you get paid? Maybe what you need to do is find a way to make some money off your business. I don’t have any suggestions as to that part,” Toby began, then chuckled. “However, with all the land you’ve got here, what about boarding horses?”

Timber looked over at him. “You mean that dozen we’ve got isn’t enough?”

“No, not considering you’ve got room here for hundreds,” he replied, with a smile. “We would have to set it up properly, but it would be a good source of income, and an awful lot of people want to keep their horses nearby but don’t have the land for them.”

“We’re a little out of the way for that, aren’t we?” Timber asked, with a sigh.

“Sure, but it’s not too far from town, and we already know that horses absolutely love being here. But the good part is that it would give us some income. The other thing I was thinking about was dog boarding, you know, like for vacations.”

At that, Timber immediately nodded. “I was going to think about that myself,” he muttered.

“I think that’s pretty good money, and you’ve definitely got the space,” Toby noted, circling his arm. “I think you could do a lot with that idea. And then, of course, you’ve been talking all along about training some animals.”

“I wanted to train some therapy animals, for sure,” he agreed, “and maybe some other canine specialties, depending on who and what comes along. I’m particularly talking about K9 training to locate contraband, for airports and the like.”

“That would be great, but do you have any experience with it?”

“I have some, but, better still, an old K9-training buddy of mine reached out, and he’s just come out of rehab. Sounds as if he’s a little lost.”

“That seems to be a perfect answer for him and for the Haven,” Toby said. “Who is it?”

“His name is Sterling.” Timber laughed. “Good memories there. He’s been training animals for airports and for the police, really all kinds of specialty work, depending on what the animal showed an inclination for. He’s been working on helping identify and increase their training abilities, so I was wondering about that.”

“That sounds great.”

Timber added, “I hesitate to even bring this up, but I heard from a shelter in town that needs help.”

Toby nodded. “I wondered if they would contact you at some point.”

“Yeah, they’ve asked me about, … are you ready? Fifty dogs. They’ve just gotten dogs from a puppy-mill breeder that was shut down. Among the fifty are something like thirty-two puppies and maybe eight nursing mothers.”

Toby just stared at him, then shook his head. “Good thing you got the extra acreage, I guess. You’ll need to try to recover the cost of caring for these animals in the adoption fee. You know, the cost of the care and the cost of finding them good decent homes. You’ll also need somebody who can keep track of that too.”

He snorted. “That’ll require somebody with good organization and clerical abilities. I would suggest Shirley do it, but I’m afraid she’s got enough to keep track of as it is. I sure don’t want to run her off.”

“Maybe this Sterling has somebody in mind.”

Timber shrugged. “The shelter did say they had somebody coming over to check out the Haven’s surroundings today. I didn’t give them a time. I just told them to pop by whenever and explained how we were all still really busy building the needed structures around here. She seemed quite impressed. So anyway, we can expect to see someone named Lindsey Sagwey come by today,” he shared.

“Good, and when is Sterling coming?” Toby asked.

“He took a bus, arriving in town today. So, I thought I would run in and pick him up. Plus, I can go grab feed and anything else we need.”

“Sounds good,” Dwight agreed, with a nod. “Have him here for lunch, and he’ll get to know everybody real fast.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Timber murmured. “He’s a big man, but he’s one of those huge gentle-giant types,” he said. “And animals of all kinds seem to love him.”

“There you go. Looks as if he’ll fit right in. How many individual properties do we have lined up?” Toby asked, lost in thought. “At the rate we’re going, you could end up needing quite a few of them.”

“We have twelve at the moment,” Timber replied. “I’m not sure on the rest of that.”

“You know that Dwight and I want our two,” Toby reminded him. “So any time you’re ready to start that process, we’ll start surveying the property.”

Timber frowned at him. “Yeah, Dwight is a surveyor, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, why?”

“That would be perfect,” he muttered, and then he laughed. “I swear to God. … I started to build an animal sanctuary, but I feel as if we’re building a town or something instead.”

Toby turned to him, shaking his head. “No, not at all. You built a community, dude. This is a rescue shelter, but it’s more than that. True to its name, it’s a haven for all of us, … animals and people alike.”


Chapter 1
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Sterling Monroe sat outside the bus stop. He just watched the world go by, wondering at the state of affairs that had brought him here. The fact that Timber—a good friend from their military days and perhaps more of a mentor now—was picking him up gave Sterling a sense of connectedness that he was surprised to feel. When a shout came from the side, he turned to see his old buddy limping toward him.

Sterling got up, and they exchanged hugs. He stepped back to check out Timber. “You are looking better than I expected.”

Timber snorted. “Yeah, sometimes even the good end up doing okay,” he quipped. “Come on. The truck is over here. This is Toby. He’s a volunteer and one of our head cooks.”

Sterling shook his hand. “Sterling.”

Timber interjected, “Sorry, but we’ve got a bunch of shopping to do first, before we head to the Haven.”

Sterling shrugged, tilting his head. “Doesn’t matter to me. I’ve got nothing to do and no place to do it.”

“Not for long, not if you are open to it,” Timber offered. “It all depends on how you feel about giving us a hand out there.”

“I’m all yours, Timber. You know that,” Sterling stated. “I’m just not sure what I can do for you though.”

Timber began, “We need help in various situations. We’re trying to find ways to recoup some of the money that’s gone into setting up the Haven. That’s where your K9 training will come in handy, as well as possibly boarding horses and dogs. As for our rescue operation itself, we’ve already built a lot of infrastructure very quickly, out of necessity really. We lucked out to have as many as forty-something volunteers at one time involved in that. Yet I would love to see these remaining volunteers finding a new career, something they enjoy, whether part-time or full-time positions, even if they don’t stick around here.” Timber shook his head.

“Sounds as if you’ve gotten a little bit over your head.”

“Ha. My original plan was to build all the infrastructure myself, no matter how long that took. But then Badger and Kat got involved, and suddenly all hell broke loose. In no time I had a volunteer construction crew you wouldn’t believe. Once that got started, everybody wanted to come help, so they did,” he added, with a note of humor.

“Toby here and Dwight handle cooking the food most of the time,” Timber explained, “and foodstuffs are some of what we’re heading off to pick up right now. Meanwhile we’re still building infrastructure as needed at the Haven. We’ve got bunkhouses, treatment centers, paddocks, miles of fences, and even special training centers. Buildings are going up everywhere you look,” he noted, with a laugh, then just shook his head.

“Wow,” Sterling said. “Sounds great, Timber. Seems you’ve done one hell of a job pulling this off and getting it all coordinated. I understand what you mean about trying to find a way to recoup some of the costs. Sounds expensive already.”

“I’m doing okay for money, but I don’t really talk about it.”

Toby snorted. “Occasionally I catch him staring off in the distance, looking worried. So, I try to reassure him that all must be done with a balance between the amount of responsibilities and a certain amount of trust that everything will work out.”

“Listen to you, the old wise one,” Timber quipped.

Sterling nodded, asking Toby, “Does that make him feel any better?”

“I’m not sure it does,” Toby acknowledged, with a smile. “Only so much one can say to reassure somebody who has already put out hundreds of thousands of dollars on this project.”

Sterling whistled.

“Oh, you have no idea,” Timber murmured.

Toby continued, facing Sterling. “Timber’s always helping other people and had worked with Badger’s group before. So, when Kat and Badger put out the call for volunteers, a lot of people showed up. It was crazy times, but an awful lot of fun was had as well.”

Timber smiled and added, “Some of the volunteers are still there too.”

“Are you paying all of them?” Sterling asked Timber.

“Nope, not a one. Wish I could, although they get room and board and plenty of work to keep them busy. A lot of them are in the same situation as you, basically looking for a place to land and something to do while they sort out what they’ll do next in life. Some have opted to remain nearby, looking at small plots of land to build their own home on.”

Toby added, “It’ll be a permanent home for me now.”

“Are they all vets?” Sterling asked.

“Yeah. All veterans, of some division of the military or another,” Timber replied.

Toby pointed at his friend and boss. “Yeah, Timber is not at all particular about who needs help. He is there for anybody who needs it, and he’s pretty good at helping guys get comfortable and get started doing something new with their lives.

“You’ve got to love that,” Sterling replied. “So, Timber, are you okay with adding me in?”

“Absolutely. When I told the guys how you’d spent a lot of time training animals, they all nodded. I was hoping to start some training programs. So you are a perfect fit, Sterling, if you choose to do that.”

Toby nodded. “I suggested Timber take on boarding horses and dogs too. Of course we can look at a bunch of other avenues for income streams as well.”

“No doubt,” Sterling noted, “as running a rescue takes a lot of money.”

Timber frowned. “I don’t know about any incoming money, but apparently we have over fifty dogs arriving today, involving a lot of outgoing money.”

“Wow.” Sterling didn’t know what to say to that. That number was far out of the realm of normal for him.

Toby explained, “Apparently one of the local rescues is overwhelmed with nursing mothers and puppies. Taking care of them is one thing, but then we’ll also need to find good homes for them.”

Timber added, “Meanwhile, they must be dewormed, vaccinated, neutered or spayed, all that good stuff.”

Sterling frowned. “Exactly, and all that costs money.”

Toby agreed, “No wonder the shelters get overwhelmed.”

Timber frowned at Sterling in the rearview mirror. “We’ll need someone organized and detail-oriented to oversee the actual costs for the care of each of these dogs, plus advertising and whatnot to find them forever homes. So, Sterling, with your gift for training dogs, maybe you can keep an eye out for that special canine that could be trained to have a specific job?”

“Sure,” he said, “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Toby nodded. “I will too, as Timber’s got enough on his mind.”

Sterling asked, “Were the local shelters happy to hear about Timber’s operation, or were they worried it was competition?”

Timber shrugged, but Toby explained, “I think they were happy, once they saw he was the real deal. I’m sure a lot of well-meaning people want to help animals, but they underestimate what it really takes—in time and money and dedication—to do it right. Anyway, not that she has to help out, but Tiffany, Timber’s partner, is a local veterinarian herself, and one of the other guys has just connected with another vet in town, Keisha. Therefore, we have an awful lot of free assistance coming through for the animals. That’s particularly helpful while we sort out what we are doing and how we are doing it,” Toby shared.

Sterling nodded. “That’s got to be one of the biggest challenges, just figuring out how to set things up.”

Timber grimaced. “Yeah, and the two animal doctors have done a hell of a job getting our treatment centers organized. We sat down and gave some real thought as to the layout of multiple sets of paddocks, all connected to each other, as well as the holding pens, treatment areas, barns with stalls, and all that.”

Toby stated, “It’s all pretty impressive really. It just grew before our eyes.”

“If there is money and a willingness,” Sterling noted, “growing is what you would expect.”

Toby sighed. “Maybe, but I don’t think anybody really expected it to be this quick or this big. Even you, Timber, right?”

“Hell no,” he admitted, “not until Badger and Kat got it all moving on steroids.”

“Exactly,” Toby confirmed. “They had a lot to do with the explosive expansion. When we got that volunteer crew of forty guys all out here working on the place, that’s when I hung up my tool belt. Then I could help Dwight in the kitchen. After all, with crews working long hours, they all had to be fed.”

“Yeah, you’re not kidding,” Sterling noted, “and that is a lot of hungry men.”

Timber had to laugh. “Badger and Kat moved so fast in getting me the proper help that we didn’t even have places to put most of them. So Kat had temporary housing set up. Then one of the first things we threw up was a bare-bones bunkhouse, followed by barns and treatment centers, to get the animal sanctuary started. Then we went back to fixing up a proper bunkhouse because, one way or another, we needed a place to put people.” Timber shook his head. “And it’s just grown from there.”

“It’s great that it’s growing,” Sterling pointed out, “but keeping control of everything in some organized manner is no small feat.”

“Exactly,” Toby replied. “Luckily we have Shirley for that.”

They stopped at a grocery store, and Toby hopped out, papers in hand. A few minutes later, he came back out again, and then Timber drove around to a loading dock. Minutes later, a forklift loaded a full pallet of food onto the back of the truck.

Sterling stared at the pallet, then frowned at Toby and Timber. “Are you serious?”

Toby nodded. “It’s so much easier to buy in bulk,” he shared, “not to mention cheaper. In this instance, it really just makes sense. You have to remember how many people we feed each week. In addition to the people we have staying onsite right now, we still get more coming out on the weekends, then returning to their families and their day jobs each workweek. It seems as if everybody is willing to swing a hammer.”

“Swinging a hammer, sure, but, not even counting your grocery bill, you must be paying a fortune to wire and plumb all that,” Sterling noted, trying to picture the place in his mind.

“Wait until you see it for yourself,” Timber said. “These volunteers are a talented bunch of guys with varied construction experience. So they have had that mostly covered too, by God. That’s been huge because, without them and their expertise, we would have really been up a creek. Yet we’ve got electricians and plumbers, plus framers and fencers, and don’t forget the foundation guys. It’s all been pretty amazing.”

“How the hell are you managing all this? Seems to be a pretty complex operation. The materials alone would break the bank.”

“It is,” Timber confirmed, then laughed. “Burke’s partner, Shirley, manages all our ongoing projects.”

Sterling frowned at his buddy and repeated, “Burke? As in Burke Thomas?”

“Yeah, sure is,” Timber declared.

“That old goat found a partner?” Sterling asked. “How did that happen?”

Toby howled. “Oh, not just him. Timber has. Jaxon has,” he announced. “Just something in the air, it seems.”

“Oh God,” Sterling muttered. “I’d heard that about Kat, but I didn’t realize the matchmaking rumors had spread.”

Toby grinned. “You just wait.”

“No, I’m not waiting for nothing,” Sterling declared. “I haven’t had a long-term relationship in a while, but not looking for anyone to matchmake on my behalf, thanks. I’m not sure I’m cut out for marriage.”

Toby asked, “You aren’t sure or the ladies aren’t?”

“Same thing, isn’t it?” Sterling asked, turning to him. “I still didn’t get that far.”

Toby nodded. “Yeah, relationships have a tendency to fall short of the altar, particularly for people like us. We’re out in the world, dealing with real life-and-death situations and, when we come back, we’re not the same anymore. Some of us are missing body parts. Some of us deal with PTSD for years. Most of us stifle all those experiences,” Toby pointed out. “If your partner doesn’t share those same experiences, it’s hard to understand the change in us from their point of view. Regardless, divorce is a shit show to go through.”

“It sure is,” Sterling muttered, “but it sounds as if you guys are doing a lot better.”

Toby clarified, “I don’t know about a lot better, but Timber here and Burke and Jaxon have the relationship angle figured out.” Toby added, “For the rest of us, we have decisions to make—about a new career, where to live, whether we want a relationship again, what we want to accomplish in this new chapter of our lives. For example, here, definitely some of us will choose to stay nearby. Yet others will be here temporarily, like the weekend helpers who return to their families and their day jobs each week.”

Toby continued. “Heavens, I’ve known Timber for a long time and totally trust him to make this work. I’m even looking at buying land around here and building my own place,” he shared. “God knows we have enough people around who I can probably get to lend me a hand erecting my little house.”

Sterling stared at him. “Wow, if you’ve got that kind of help around here, everybody will want to buy a piece of land.”

“Timber’s got his eyes on twelve properties so far, for just that purpose,” Toby stated. “People, like me and Dwight, want that permanence. So, we’re all more than eager to get started on our own personal projects. However, we also know that things haven’t calmed down at the center enough for us to do anything more than just talk about it. While some volunteer help is still around, we’ll need to make the most of it.”

Sterling nodded, thinking the idea of having a place to call home would be something he would willingly work toward.

“I’m not looking for much,” Toby added, “just a space to call home, and the assurance that I won’t lose it.”

“Yeah,” Sterling muttered, “that’s worth a lot.”

“It absolutely is,” Toby agreed.

“And yet you’re not getting paid?” Sterling repeated, asking Toby this time.

“Nope, not getting paid. I don’t really need to get paid. I’ve got my pension, and I’m doing something I love, and I’m surrounded by a community of guys just like me,” he shared. “Plus, I can take holidays whenever I want, but the guys would starve if I did,” he teased and then burst out laughing. “Not really, but Dwight would definitely need another kitchen assistant in my absence. So, anytime anybody gives me any guff over the food, I just threaten them with a holiday. They all instantly clam up because, without me and Dwight, there ain’t no food, unless one of them wants to cook.” Toby was still grinning as they pulled into the next stop.

He hopped out and brought back a box of electronics, which he put in the rear seat of the truck. “Security cameras for inside,” he explained for Sterling’s benefit. “Wiring has to be run for more security with alarms and all kinds of stuff.” He grinned at Sterling. “You know Jared? He is here too.”

“I remember him but never knew him all that well.”

“You’ll get to know him while you’re here,” Toby noted. “He’s a good guy. He doesn’t have his licenses anymore but is talking about maybe picking them back up again. He’s been managing the guys with skills in the trades who come through, and he’s got a hell of a network lined up. So, when Jared calls, anybody who’s got spare time, they come on out.”

Timber pulled out of the parking lot, interjecting, “We are starting to get an awful lot of curiosity seekers around too. Today we’ve got someone from a local shelter coming out to see if these fifty dogs will be safe with us,” he shared, with the tiniest hint of sarcasm in his tone.

“You’ve got to appreciate the fact that they’re even checking,” Sterling pointed out.

“I get it, and, if she doesn’t think we are up to par, that’s fine. Then they can find space for those dogs themselves.”

“I can’t imagine that would be an easy feat.”

“No, it sure as hell wouldn’t be. That’s quite a load to take on all at once,” Timber acknowledged, “and, construction aside, we’ve got quite a job getting all these animals in better shape and keeping them that way.”

“What about large animals?” Sterling asked.

“We’ve got a dozen or so horses, with more coming.”

Toby nodded. “Even so, Timber has a lot of acreage, perfect for boarding. People in town without the space or facilities at home or who have jobs that make it hard to maintain the feeding and care that a horse requires should appreciate a new boarding setup. It allows them to still have a horse, with a little support, and it could provide good income for the sanctuary.”

“Sounds like a great idea,” Sterling agreed. “So, you just plug me in wherever you think I can be of use, and I’m happy to give you a hand. I’m happy to just …” He swallowed hard. “To be honest, I’m grateful to have a place to go. Otherwise I would be sitting in some motel room, trying to figure out what the hell I’m supposed to do now.”

“I hear you on that one,” Toby muttered. “If I hadn’t hooked up with Timber, I don’t know where I would be right now either. I can’t speak for you, Timber, but I feel that you are trying to find your own way, just like the rest of us,” he suggested.

Timber chuckled. “Damn straight.”

Toby told Sterling, “Yet Timber’s providing a sanctuary for both animals and people.” His voice deepened. “He deserves all the support he’s gotten, and we’re all there for him.”

Sterling nodded, glancing at Timber in the driver’s seat. “That’s awesome.”

Toby continued. “Wait until you see our collection of animals at the Haven—our own little herd of llamas, the horses that Timber already mentioned, and an abused donkey. The crazy thing is that we’ve got an eclectic mix of wildlife too. Squirrels, of course, but even an armadillo stays close by now, much like a doe and her fawn, although the fawn is getting big. We’ve got coyotes, the occasional bobcat, the whole dang works. We even had a bear come through that needed a hand. He is around still, and we call him Big Mike. It’s almost as if the animal world has put out the call that help is available, and some of them have come by to check it out. It’s been an incredible scenario so far, and I can just imagine what it’ll be like as the years go by. Once Timber’s operation is set up a little bit better, and we get the word out there, then we can think about other options and other possibilities.”

Timber nodded. “That’s the plan. It’s just moving faster than I can keep up.” He chuckled at that, shaking his head.

Sterling noted, “I think, once you’re set up, the possibilities are endless. Plus, the land is the important first part, and then it’s all about the infrastructure. So, if you can get all that paid for and up and running, it’s a home run all the way.”

“That’s what we’re hoping for,” Timber confirmed, with a nod. “Home runs are a little hard to come by in our world, but we’ll take them.”

“Yeah,” Toby murmured, smiling at him.

Timber asked Sterling, “Did you get your pension and all that straightened out?”

“No, not yet,” he said, with a shrug. “I don’t even know how any of that works. They told me that they’ll get it connected so that I can at least take care of myself,” he shared, “but I don’t know that it’s enough money to live on.”

Toby grimaced. “No, it’s not, and that’s part of the problem and why Badger and Kat are so active with their programs. Thanks to Timber too, while we’re here, we’re not paying for living expenses, so it’s an opportunity to save. And, if there’s any chance of getting a home out of this, believe me that I’m already in.”

Sterling appreciated Toby’s eager candor. “Seems you’ve landed on easy street.”

“Feels like it too,” Toby confirmed.

Timber took the turnoff down a dirt road with some gravel thrown about for added traction. “Wait until you see the place. It wasn’t easy street at the beginning, not at all,” he clarified. “A ton of hard work was and still is involved, but somehow being here with all you guys, where we have so much in common, it doesn’t seem like hard work.”

“It never does,” Toby pointed out. “When you’re working with friends, when you’re appreciated, and when you know that you’re safe, it’s a good feeling.”

Timber glanced at Sterling as he drove down the road and asked, “That safe part is one thing that takes a bit, doesn’t it?”

Sterling sighed. “You come out of rehab, where everything is taken care of, and then suddenly you are on your own—which is scary, to be honest, especially if you don’t have a place to go to and don’t have family, which I do not,” he shared.

Timber added, “You are welcome to stay here for as long as you want.”

“So no family?” Toby asked Sterling.

“No, not really, not that I ever had much of one anyway. I was shipped off to foster care. I stayed with one foster family for a while at the end, but they’ve moved to Europe. I haven’t had any contact with them since I went into the military. They didn’t agree with that decision, and I think they more or less figured that they did their job, and now they’re done.”

Toby went quiet for a long moment before he finally spoke up. “I think that’s part of the reason why Timber’s place works so well. It is truly a haven in every sense and for all, both two-legged and four,” he declared. “We have a lot of guys who come here who don’t yet know what their next move is. They are just happy to have a way to give back and a bed to sleep in at night,” he noted.

Sterling turned to Timber and asked, “Did you tell the other guys about me? Do they even know I’m coming?” he asked hesitantly.

“Sure,” Timber replied. “The more, the merrier. You already know some of the guys, and the rest of them you are about to meet during lunch. Don’t you worry. You’re always welcome here.”

Sterling looked over at Toby, who nodded. “That may not seem possible, but I can guarantee that it’s true. You’ll see how much we need all hands on deck. You can work on projects based on your skill set or where you want to learn from others. Don’t worry. You’ll fit right in, and it will all be fine.”

And, with that, Timber drove them the last bit up to the Haven in silence. As they crested the hill, and he came up to a series of gates and cattle guards, they drove on.

Sterling smiled. “That certainly brings back memories.”

Toby looked at him. “Like what?”

“It reminds me of riding around with my granddad,” he explained. “I ended up going into the foster care system because of his death. It was always my dream to live with him, but he didn’t come back out of the hospital the last time, and that’s when my life really changed,” he shared, with a shrug.

Timber muttered, “You never really know what life will do to you.”

Toby added, “No, you don’t, but the good news is, when you get to a place like this, it’s a whole new beginning.”

Timber nodded and pulled the vehicle up to the front of a building at the end of the drive and hopped out. “Sterling, this is the main cabin, where we share meals. You can come with me to meet the other guys or just stay with Toby to get a look at the rest of the central layout here. Then join us all afterward.”

As Sterling went to get out, Toby pointed at him. “Sit tight. You can see more as we drive around to the storage in the back,” he suggested. “Then you can give me a hand. We’ve got too much here to unload alone.”

Sterling settled back into the vehicle, waving at Timber as he left them, while Toby took over the driver’s seat. Sterling looked around in amazement at what seemed to be a city being built right here. Guys were running cables. Men were moving 2x4s. Others carried tools on their backs, one packing power tools in both hands. Some nodded at him curiously but kept on going.

Sterling recognized the disciplined look to them, the limps on some, that whole standing straight at attention posture from his military days. Then, for the first time, he realized that many of them were probably exactly like him, hoping for a place to be productive and active, a safe place to land, while they figured out what they were doing now with their life. Somehow that made him feel a hell of a lot better. Toby had said all that, but hearing it and seeing it were two different things altogether.

As Toby drove behind the main cabin, he announced. “This will be fun. Now you can give me a hand unloading all this on the other side.” He parked beside a big deck and a large storage room.

“Did you build this just to hold the food for everybody?” Sterling asked, as a joke.

Toby looked at him and nodded. “Yep.”

“You’re not kidding, are you?”

“You have no idea how much these men can eat,” he muttered. “Anytime you get bored helping around out here, you can always come inside and give me and Dwight a hand in the kitchen.” Then he laughed. “Yet you won’t get bored here. Any time you do, it’s on you. We have an awful lot of other things to do here.”

“Oh, I won’t get bored,” Sterling declared. “I was too damn glad to have you and Timber pick me up at that bus stop.”

Toby slapped him on the shoulder. “I get it, dude. It’s all good.”


Chapter 2


[image: ___]

Lindsey Sagwey drove the truck loaded with animals, hoping to God that this was the right thing to do. That particular rescue in town was so quickly running out of space that one of the women there convinced Lindsey to just take a load along with her, even before she did any inspection of the Haven to confirm it was a proper setting for these dogs. So, she didn’t just have a load, she had all fifty-one of them. Thus, every square inch of the truck was filled with cages and dogs. Some of the dogs were in a little rougher shape than others. Whines, barks, and howls could be heard as every animal understood that a big change was happening.

As she finally made her way to the gate and the cattle guard, the land opened up to a clearing, with this massive two-story cabin and other buildings spread all over the place. She almost hit the brakes in shock. As she drove closer, looking for a place to park, she just pulled up in front of the cabin, not sure where she was supposed to go. Even now as she sat here, she wasn’t sure if anybody would come talk to her. Everybody seemed to be busy, each with a destination, and they were all moving with purpose.

She hopped out and looked around. Nobody took notice of her, so she walked up to the front door of the cabin and knocked. When a holler came from inside, she opened the door and called out. A couple men turned to look at her, one carrying bags of groceries.

He smiled and nodded. “Hey.”

She smiled back. “I’m Lindsey. I was asked to come here and check out the place. I’ve also brought dogs,” she pointed out, “a lot of dogs.”

Another man stepped out of a room to the side, and he asked, “Hey, so you brought all fifty?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “Actually, fifty-one.”

“Of course it is,” he said, with a smile.

“Do you guys really have room for all of them?” she asked, as she looked around, halfway frowning.

“Are you part of the animal center?” the man asked, as he stepped forward and held out his hand. “I’m Timber, and this is my place.”

“Hey,” she said, beaming at him, reaching out her hand, which was engulfed by his. “Yeah, I’m an occasional volunteer for the centers in town, but I am also their accountant. So sometimes I get asked to confirm that new places are safe for the animals,” she explained, with half a smile. “Please don’t take it as an insult.”

“I understand. Plus, we are a new rescue operation, so I would expect nothing less,” he acknowledged. “The animals deserve something better than they’ve been rescued from.”

“These ones especially,” she noted. “Some of them have had rough times, and you’ll see that some are in better shape than others.” She sighed. “We’ve got some that came from a disreputable local breeder. It’s been an ongoing scenario. He changes the name and reopens, but he doesn’t necessarily change anything else.”

Timber nodded in understanding. “Come on. I’ll take you for a look around, a quick one, so we can get the dogs unloaded and situated.”

She was given a tour, and, even as fast as it was, it was thorough, and it made her head spin. “Good God,” she muttered. “This place is huge. I had no idea.”

“I didn’t really expect it to get so big this fast,” he admitted, with a chuckle. “However, I’ve had a lot of great help, so we’ve got some capacity now to take in animals. We’re still building infrastructure to help support it all long-term.”

“You’ve got horses too,” she noted, as she stared out to the pastures.

“Only a dozen or so at the moment, but we hope for more as we get more space allocated, more fences built, barns, all that goes along with it. We also have llamas, although they were a surprise addition. We’ll probably end up doing some local boarding too, since I do have a lot of space here,” he shared. “Meanwhile, we’re still getting paddocks and shelters set up.”

She nodded. As she turned back around, a man came up from behind them. He had been the first man who had greeted her, while he carried groceries inside.

“I’m Sterling,” he said, with a smile. “I understand we have a lot of dogs to unload.”

“Not just unload,” Timber clarified, “but we’ll need to set up intake, check them out, and see what their individual needs are. The good news is that I’m expecting Tiffany at any minute.” Hearing a vehicle nearby, he turned and looked. “That’s her now.”

“You’ll have to bring her on full-time at this rate,” suggested one of the other men standing beside Sterling. “I know she’s a vet with a clinic of her own in town, but, at this rate, you’ll need one here permanently.”

Timber nodded. “At this rate you’re right, but the trouble is, there is no money in rescues,” he pointed out, coming from his first-hand experience.

Just then a woman joined them, a bright smile on her face. “Hey, a truck full of dogs is out there.”

“Yes,” Lindsey agreed, as she turned to face her. “I just brought them in.”

“Good enough. So you’re from one of the local shelters in town, aren’t you?”

“Yes, and we’ve kept sixty, but we just don’t have space for any more.”

“Ouch,” Tiffany murmured, shaking her head. “Let’s get intake set up.” She looked over where Sterling stood and asked, “You’re new, aren’t you?”

“I am,” he stated, as he held out a hand. “I’m Sterling, a friend of Timber’s.”

“Ah, good to hear that.” She gave him a smile. “You want to give me a hand?”

And, with that, they walked out to Lindsey’s truck, where she quickly unlocked it and started unloading crates. When they got them all down, Lindsey added, “And I know it’s an imposition at the moment, but, depending on your circumstances, we’ll also need the crates back.”

“Of course you do,” Tiffany noted, with a knowing smile, “if for no other reason than so they’re available in case anybody else needs them.”

“It’s been a rough spring,” Lindsey noted. “Maybe it’s the economy. I don’t know. But we have had a lot of surrenders and, of course, they all come in needing to be spayed or neutered.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to set up surgeries for that,” Tiffany replied. “I may take them to my clinic in town.” With that, she looked over at Timber. “Unless you’ve got my surgery suite set up.”

“I’m working on it, but apparently we need to work on it faster,” he said, as he looked at the crates filled with animals.

“Any idea how many of these are fixed?” Tiffany asked Lindsey.

“None of them,” she said. “The adults are all still nursing mothers. We just got this load within the last couple days. And, if you’ve got room for another ten or fifteen, we’ve got more,” she added, as she walked into the medical center and stared. “Wow, this is huge.”

“It is massive because I had Timber make it a little larger than he originally planned,” Tiffany shared, with a laugh. “On the other hand, I think you and I both understand that, once this starts, it just snowballs. We’ll be forever expanding.”

Lindsey nodded. “Exactly.” By the time they had all the crates unloaded, she shared, “All these dogs got fed earlier, but I haven’t had a chance …”

“It’s fine,” Tiffany interrupted. “They need baths, some fuel, and the workup.”

“Most of them, yes,” Lindsey replied. “We were literally just overrun when we got this delivery of dogs,” she admitted.

“Got it.” Tifany frowned at her and asked, “Are you heading out right away?”

“No, don’t have to. I can stay and lend a hand if it would help,” she offered. “That’s the least I can do.”

“Good. Are you okay to get soaked?”

“Definitely.” She chuckled, giving a wave of her hand. “It goes along with the territory.”

Tiffany led Lindsey over to where they had a series of large wash tubs connected.

“I like this set up,” she murmured. “This makes life a lot easier.”

“When it comes to this many animals—and we knew we would be dealing with large quantities—this setup really helps.” Together, about five men and Lindsey each started bathing a dog, with Tiffany toweling them off and setting them aside in one of the exam rooms.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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