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About This Book


Welcome to the all new K9 Files series reconnecting readers with the unforgettable men from SEALs of Steel in a new series of action packed, page turning romantic suspense that fans have come to expect from USA TODAY Bestselling author Dale Mayer. Pssst… you’ll meet other favorite characters from SEALs of Honor and Heroes for Hire too!

Kyron swore he wouldn’t work with dogs anymore, but, when Badger asks him to go home to Aspen and to track a missing War Dog, who is missing her left leg—as he is—Kyron can’t refuse. Even if it means seeing his brother and his wife again. Not that he had anything against them. Kyron just couldn’t deal with his parents. Finding the dog seems like the easiest part of returning to Aspen, until Kyron realizes a rescue run by a fascinating woman is the one that’s spotted the missing dog,… only the dog isn’t alone…

Miranda spends every waking moment working to keep her animals safe. Two jobs keeps them in food and shelter but not much more. Considering her miserable neighbor is always making complaints about her, she has considered moving, but it is too expensive to make that happen. She has seen a three-legged canine hanging around the back perimeter of her property and had been feeding it, quietly knowing it resembled the dog the neighbor had brought home, until it ran away.

She had no intention of letting her neighbor or anyone else know about the dog, hoping to coax it onto her property, where she could look after it properly. However, then Kyron showed up, searching for the animal, and things got really ugly…

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


Prologue
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Badger sat at his desk across from Kyron Edgewater, who stared at him, somewhat angered.

“You want me to go after a dog? Did you hear me say that I didn’t want to do K9 anymore?”

“I did. And her name is Beth.” Badger looked over at Erick, who sat beside him.

Erick picked up the argument. “We figured it’s one of the reasons that you probably need to do this. We know how much you love dogs. We know how much you love that part of your life. And we figure some trauma’s still there that you might need to heal.”

“But you’re not shrinks.” Kyron felt his temper spike. “And I didn’t sign up for therapy.”

“Maybe not, but, at the same time, I’d like to think that there’s room in your heart to help out another animal.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“She’s missing a leg, was injured, and retired out in Colorado.”

“So that sounds like what all of us are dealing with.” He made a hand motion at the three of them. He had two fake knee joints, a missing lower leg, some ribs, and a kidney. Well, bits and pieces were left of the kidney. “It is what it is.”

“Sure, and then somebody went to do a welfare check on Beth to make sure she was okay. At which point, the new owners admitted that she had gone missing sometime in the night a few months ago.”

He stopped and stared. “Why the hell would somebody steal the dog?”

“We’re not exactly sure,” Badger admitted. “They were having trouble with the dog. It was a little more aggressive than anticipated, and they didn’t know why. So, when she went missing, they weren’t too upset. They weren’t planning on telling anybody either. Nobody would have known except for the dog welfare check.”

“And so now what?”

“We want to make sure Beth is okay.”

“Obviously it’s not okay. It’s gone missing. If it was getting aggressive, you also know there’s a damn good chance that somebody took it out back and shot it.”

Badger winced at that. “I hope not. We’ve had really good luck finding these animals and giving them a much better life. But if Colorado isn’t a place you want to go and if Beth is one you can walk away from…”

Kyron frowned at Badger. “That’s a low blow.”

“Of course it is.” Badger half smiled. “We’re a little desperate here. We need people who can handle dogs.”

“Of course I can handle dogs. The reason I didn’t want to go back in the K9 unit is, I couldn’t handle the death.”

“And that’s justified,” Badger admitted. “Not to mention that you’re not the first person to bring up that point. I’m just looking for somebody to take a quick trip and to see if they can find Beth.”

“But it went missing months ago. You know there’ll be no sign of it.”

“Maybe not but we have to take a look, don’t we?”

He groaned. “And of course this isn’t a paid job, is it?”

“Would it make a difference to you if it was?”

“No.” He sighed. “Just that you want somebody who can find this dog and make sure she’s okay.” And yes the dog was already a she– a warm and precious female life.

“Yes, and we’ll cover the trip, and we’ll cover the hotels and any equipment you might need.” Badger studied him closely. “Are you okay with Colorado?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be okay with Colorado?” he asked in exasperation. “Aspen was my winter playground.”

“And how will you handle returning there in the wintertime, when you only have one leg?”

He glared at him. “Maybe I’ll pick up snowboarding and see how that works.”

“Maybe you should. For all we know, Beth’s been taken into Search and Rescue and is just fine.”

At that, Kyron shrugged. “You know that actually wouldn’t be a bad field for her.”

“Except for the missing leg.”

“Possibly.” He stared off in the distance. “Maybe a prosthetic could be made for her too.”

“Why don’t you go find Beth, then talk to Kat about that,” Badger suggested, “but only if you’re interested.”

He glared at him. “You know I’m interested. You also know there’s no way in hell I’ll leave that dog in trouble.”

“That’s what we figured,” Badger noted in satisfaction. “Still, it’s your choice.”

“Meaning, you know I would go.” Kyron got up and walked outside. He stopped, took a deep breath, and he knew that he was in for headache and heartache.

Every time it seemed like he got around dogs, it was just bad news. They either got killed, taken away, injured, or something bad happened.

But this one was already injured, the other part of his brain argued. Maybe, this time, it’ll go better for both of you.

He doubted it. But he was a sucker for anyone in trouble. Especially a dog. “Hang on, Beth. I’m on my way.”


Chapter 1
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Kyron stepped out of the airport, shouldered his bag to a different position that didn’t press on some of the scar tissue around his ribs, then turned to look around. He’d left a message but hadn’t heard back from Allen. Absolutely no guarantee his brother would even be here. Kyron hadn’t talked to his brother in, well, let’s just say a long time. A vehicle drove up, honking its horn. They used to be good friends, but Allen hadn’t agreed with Kyron’s decision to go into the navy so long ago.

Allen had gone into local law enforcement, and that was something that Kyron didn’t have a problem with at all, but that wasn’t what Kyron wanted for himself. They kept in touch at first but had drifted apart. After a couple bouts of brotherly rivalry had hit, they never seemed to really talk after that.

He looked over at the vehicle honking again and realized it was Allen. Kyron walked forward, threw his duffel bag in the back of the pickup, and hopped up into the front seat.

Allen shot him a hard look and then pulled out into the traffic.

“What’s that look for?” Kyron asked.

“I was just assessing your walk.”

“I’m walking just fine,” he replied in a calm voice.

“You’d be walking better if you had both legs.”

“Well, that won’t change,” he murmured, “so it’s a dead conversation.”

His brother shrugged. “Considering my partner just lost his leg on the job, I guess that’s a fair assessment.”

Kyron looked over at him. “Conrad?”

“Yeah, car accident, high-speed chase. Conrad ended up whipped out and pinned behind a power pole, and the leg couldn’t be saved.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kyron said sincerely.

“Me too. I think his wife is more torn up about it than Conrad is. Although I’m not sure reality has set in for him.”

“It takes a long time,” Kyron stated. “You put on this good front and a happy face and say, ‘Hey, it’s only one leg.’ Then you believe it’ll all be better—until you wake up in the morning and try to go to the bathroom and end up flat on your face because you forgot you are missing a leg.”

Allen looked at him, startled. “Never thought about things like that.”

“He’ll adjust, the same as I did.”

The two brothers didn’t say anything for a long time.

“So, in that very short text of yours, you didn’t mention why you were coming to Aspen,” Allen stated. “It would be lovely to think it was to see me and Sandra, but I highly doubt that’s what is on your mind.”

“Let’s just say, it’s good timing for a chance to combine two things with one,” he replied.

“Which also means that you wouldn’t be coming for a visit if you didn’t have this other purpose.”

“Well, I didn’t have a whole lot of purpose otherwise,” he shared. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning on sticking around as a deadbeat brother, and the visit would have happened eventually either way,” he admitted finally to himself and to his brother. “I just wasn’t sure when or how.”

“You pick up a phone, and you book a ticket, and you make it happen,” Allen stated. “You know that we would have come to you anytime over the last couple years.”

“Yeah, you probably would have,” he agreed. “But it’s only now that I’m really somebody worth talking to.” Allen didn’t say anything for a long moment. And Kyron appreciated that.

“I gather the anger was pretty rough.”

“You could say that.” Kyron paused. “I lost my career, along with my leg and my best friend,” he noted, his voice low. “You tend to either get over it really easily, or it takes you a hell of a long time to let it go.”

“I think you got over it just fine,” Allen added briefly. “You’re at least talking to us now, so I take that as a positive sign. I do know some guys, some veterans, who have a huge hate for the world around them.”

“And a lot of guys don’t,” Kyron countered quietly. “I needed to get to the point where I became one of the ones who don’t have that hate.” He knew his brother would understand, especially being in law enforcement. They took risks every day of their lives, and sometimes the risks were just a little bit worse than others.

“I’m sorry about your career.”

“Well, I could have had a desk job, if I wanted it.”

At that, Allen snorted. “You and me both would have the same attitude about that.”

“Well, that’s the thing.” Kyron sent a brief smile in his brother’s direction. “It’s been pretty tough, and I just couldn’t see myself at a desk job. Some guys can adapt and do well, but I couldn’t see myself in that role.”

“And yet,” Allen noted, “you used to be in a K9 unit.”

“I was, and I walked away from that just before the accident.”

His brother looked startled. “You didn’t tell us that.”

“No.”

“And why didn’t you?”

“Because we had four dogs die,” Kyron snapped. “One mission went bad, real bad, and I just decided that I’d had enough of the deaths.”

“And yet you didn’t retire.”

“No, I didn’t, but I probably should have. Hindsight. It’s awesome if hindsight actually had the ability to change anything,” he stated. “But when you can’t change things, it just makes you feel like an idiot for not having seen the signs ahead of time.”

“That’s terrible.” Allen shook his head. “I hadn’t ever considered it that way.”

“And, honest to God, it could be so much worse,” Kyron added.

“It could be, yes,” Allen agreed. “I could be driving to your funeral right now, instead of driving you back home.”

“I appreciate the lift, by the way.”

“And I hope you’re staying with us.” When Kyron hesitated at that, Allen shook his head. “Don’t be stubborn. We haven’t had a chance to see you in a couple years. You damn near died on us, and you know how much we want to see you.” He looked over at him. “By the way, Sandra’s pregnant.”

He looked at his brother in shock. “Seriously?”

Allen gave him a pleased smile. “Yeah, I know. We didn’t think it would happen. The doctors even told us it wasn’t likely to happen, but, hey, it did. So, what we’re trying to do is keep her calm, quiet, and not have anything go wrong. It’s considered a high-risk pregnancy, and we all know how that can go. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep that part of the conversation out of the house though.” Allen shot a glance at his brother. “We always have too much of that worry in the back of our minds.”

“How far along is she?”

“She’s seven months already.”

“Wow, but that also means, if something did go wrong now, you’re at the point where the baby could survive, right?”

“That’s what we’re counting on. She’s been off work since we found out, just trying to be as careful as she can,” he noted quietly.

“How is she doing mentally?”

His brother nodded. “Much better now. The miscarriage a couple years ago hit her really badly, and she was in a really depressed state. I had trouble getting her to eat. She didn’t care about anything, and she lost weight, too much weight.”

“She doesn’t have any to lose to begin with.”

“No, and it’s been a struggle to get her to put on enough to make it through the pregnancy. Honestly, we’re pretty stoked that she’s at seven months and that things are still looking solid.”

“I’m sure you are,” he replied. “Any idea what it is?”

“It’s a boy.” Allen grinned.

“Holy cow.” Kyron sat back, staring at his brother. “You’ll actually have a son.”

“I know. I know. I’m pretty excited.”

And he was; Kyron could tell from the proud look on his face. “Well, let’s hope everything goes well for these last couple months.”

“We’re doing our best to keep everything calm and quiet.”

“Then it’s better if I go to a hotel, isn’t it?” Kyron asked. “The last thing I want to do is upset the apple cart.”

“And how would having you home upset the apple cart?” Allen asked, frowning. “If you went to a hotel, it would make her all worried that she’d done something wrong.”

“Yeah, that’s a Sandra thing, isn’t it?” Kyron rubbed his temples. He didn’t know what to do. He thought that maybe he could stay with his brother, although Badger had specifically said they would cover the expenses. Yet hotels here were really expensive, and there wasn’t any need for it, as Kyron had family here. Also, if he didn’t have to spend as much money, then Badger could use it to help other dogs, which was always part of his thought process.

“Yeah, to some degree. Listen,” his brother continued. “I would appreciate it if you did stay, and, hey, if it looks like it’ll be stressful, I’d have no problem asking you to leave.”

Kyron snorted at that. “Bro, you’ve never had a problem telling me exactly what you thought.” An awkward silence followed for a moment.

Then Allen finally spoke. “I’ve wondered if you still held that against me.”

“Trying not to.” Kyron shrugged. “It was great that you got to make your life choices and have everybody’s support, but I just couldn’t go that route.”

“Yeah.” Allen nodded. “I’ve thought about that a lot over the years, and I have to admit that is something I regret. Your parents do too.”

“You mean, our parents?” he corrected, with a wry tone.

He winced at that. “Yeah. Listen. I know they supported me becoming a cop because that’s what our father was as well. So, to them, I was following in his footsteps.”

“And I was following in Granddad’s footsteps, but, because they were on outs with him, they chose to be on the outs with me,” Kyron replied quietly.

“Have you talked to them?”

“Nope, I sure haven’t. They told me that I’d get hurt and to not come back to them when I was all crippled up and in need of financial support,” he shared, his voice hard. “So, no, I haven’t reached out.”

A shocked silence came from Allen’s side of the vehicle. “Jesus, I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, and they were pretty specific. So I’ve not had anything to do with them since then, now that, of course, I am injured and what they would think of as ‘in need of financial support.’ Therefore, you can damn well bet I won’t have anything to do with them now either.”

“That’s a little harsh, isn’t it?”

“Nope, it sure isn’t,” he snapped. “Not if you’re me. Not if, like Sandra, you’re protecting your health or your sanity, by keeping cynical and hateful people out of your life.”

“They were trying to stop you from running away and dying in a far-off land.”

“Maybe so, but you’re just as likely to get killed in law enforcement here in Aspen as I was in the military.”

At that, Allen nodded. “Unfortunately it happens, but one was a little more honorable to them than the other.”

“Of course. One kept you close, and I left to pursue the other,” Kyron replied. “I also think it had an awful lot to do with Granddad.”

“You were always really close to Granddad too,” Allen murmured.

“Always.”

“It was just something they hated, but I never quite understood that either,” Allen murmured.

“No, and I sure never got the reasons for it either, but, because they were mad at Granddad, they considered my friendship with him to be choosing sides.”

“Maybe.” Allen pulled out of the traffic and headed down a side street.

“No maybe about it. They were supposed to be the adults back then, and now.” With a huge sigh, Kyron asked, “Have things in town changed much?”

“Nope, still big money, still big problems, and most of it under the counter, until something brings it to light, you know?” he replied. “We are getting two more patrol positions in the department, but, with tourist season on, it’s pretty rough sometimes. I do enjoy my days off, when I get them.”

“Any thoughts on retiring, now that you have a family?”

“Haven’t got enough years in for that,” he stated. “I’m looking for my twenty, and then we’ll discuss it.”

“You still doing search and rescue?”

“I am, indeed.” He looked over at his brother. “Are you interested in doing that again?” Then he frowned and added, “Jeez, sorry.”

“Sorry why?” Kyron asked. “Because I’d have to learn how to ski and all that all over again? That’s true, but people do it all the time, so I won’t say I can’t.”

“Me either,” Allen replied. “The last time I told you that you couldn’t do something, as I recall, you knocked me down a few times and broke my nose.”

“That was your fault.” Kyron laughed. “I’d forgotten all about that.”

“Well, you can bet I haven’t.” Allen chuckled. “And, yes, you’re probably right. I deserved it. I was being that nasty older brother who didn’t want the younger kid tagging along.”

“Hey, that was my life.” Kyron sighed. “I didn’t want to tag along behind you in law enforcement either.”

“No, and I think sometimes that you deliberately went into the military to get away from us all.”

“Not so much to get away from all of you but away from being part of that whole clone system that you guys seemed to have down pat.”

“You’re really into being the second son, aren’t you?”

“I struggled because the first son was obviously the favorite, because the person I was closest to in all the world was Granddad, who was well and truly hated. I mean, I had to sneak off to see him after work and after school and not tell Mom and Dad about it. And then, if they did find out, I’d get grounded,” he snapped. “So, yeah, definitely hard feelings existed, which undoubtedly pushed me into enlisting.”

“I mentioned that to them in the ensuing years, and they really didn’t like me pointing it out,” Allen noted.

“Of course not.” Kyron stared out the window, streets passing by in an endless stream. “Not a whole lot they like about anything to do with me.” He looked over at his brother, frowning. “But I want you to know that I’m not bitter. I was at one time, but I just don’t have the time or energy for it now.”

“Good, and I am glad to hear that because life is too damn short.” And, with that, he navigated around several sharp corners, then pulled up in front of a house.

“Look at that,” Kyron said. “You’re also the only one of us who owns property. Jeez, you did all the right things. You married your high school sweetheart, and you got a job locally in a career your family approves of, and look at this. You have your own house, even though property prices are out of this world.”

“And you also know that I only got the house because Mom and Dad helped me.”

“Oh, yeah, don’t worry. I heard all about that too,” he confirmed.

Kyron was surprised that he really wasn’t bitter about it. It had been made very clear to him a long time ago that his brother was the favorite son, and, if Kyron wanted to come anywhere close to measuring up, he needed to toe the line, but toeing the line wasn’t something Kyron did well. It just wasn’t him. Instead he’d chosen to be a bit of a maverick, and he’d hightailed it out of here, knowing that he would never compete and certain that he didn’t want to. What he and his brother had shared at one time hadn’t survived while they had gotten older. As his brother became more and more the favorite, Kyron had willingly chosen a different pathway.

“I’m really sorry about a lot of things,” his brother said, as he pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine. “And that’s one of them.”

“Yeah, but I’m not sure it’s worth wasting time and energy on now.” Kyron looked at the house, shook his head. “You know what? I won’t stay. I’ll grab a rental vehicle and a hotel close by—or maybe a bed-and-breakfast. I don’t know.”

At that, his brother opened his mouth and argued, “Come on. Don’t be a fool. You know you don’t have to do that.”

“Maybe I don’t have to,” he agreed, “but you know what will happen the minute Mom and Dad find out I’m here.”

“Well, I would hope”—Allen stared at him—“that maybe you guys could mend the rift.”

“The rift of me officially being the black sheep who went into the service instead of law enforcement, even though we all know those are two sides of the same coin?”

His brother winced at that. “I never really saw it from your point of view before. But, even as I look at my house from your perspective, I can see that it’s also a result of my relationship with them. I guess there are a lot of reasons for hard feelings. I hadn’t really seen it before.”

“Hey, they wouldn’t even talk to me, so at least one of us has a better deal with the parents.” With that, Kyron got out of the vehicle and slammed the door shut. Just then the front door opened, and Sandra stepped out. She took one look at him and burst into tears. He walked to her, his arms out, and he immediately held her close.

“Why the tears?” he asked against her hair. She was round and obviously emotional, but then what did he expect from somebody who was pregnant and trying so hard for a successful pregnancy after struggling with the issue for the whole of her married life?

She leaned back and looked up at him. “Because it’s good to see you,” she stated firmly. Then she reached up, kissed him on his cheek, and whispered, “You have no idea how much Allen wanted you to come. Thank you.” And, with that, he knew his plans of escaping to a hotel were about to crumble into dust around him.
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Sometimes Miranda Galloway thought she’d somehow taken a vow of poverty. Except she wasn’t religious, and she certainly hadn’t gone down that pathway deliberately, scraping by just to get food for all the animals. But somehow she’d ended up with an animal rescue that wasn’t on anybody’s radar, so she worked a full-time paying position, plus a Saturday job, just to keep the food flowing at her rescue.

Her family had often told her that she needed to stop that “foolishness,” and either get animal control in to put them down or to find “real” rescue organizations for these animals to go to. And she had done some of the latter—never the former—as she farmed out as many as she could on an ongoing basis, and she’d adopted out as many as she possibly could too.

Yet she always seemed to have more mouths to feed. It drove her crazy that so much big corporate money was here in this town, and yet it seemed like so little help was available. She didn’t even know for sure if that was true; it’s just that she couldn’t seem to find a way to access the people with the money, much less get them to loosen up and to spend it on the animals in her care.

She also worked part-time at the local vet’s office to pay off the bills she constantly incurred, when the animals needed shots, surgeries, and the like. It was an agreement between them that worked well, but, at the same time, she also had that full-time hourly job as well. And she needed both jobs just to keep the animals cared for.

She’d heard about animal rescues with a steady income, and, for her, at least right now, that was just not a possibility. Getting some of the animal numbers under control would help. She’d just found new homes for twelve of her fostered animals, and that had helped, but she still had fourteen cats, three horses, a goat, and a llama.

And then there were the dogs. It seemed like the incoming dogs never ended. However, they were also often the easiest to move to better homes. She did have a network of animal-loving people from her two jobs, although most people would hold up their hands and cry uncle, saying they couldn’t take any more home, even to foster.

Miranda had talked several out of money as well, but she’d pushed that as far as she could, for now at least. At the same time, she still needed to find a way to tap into more money, so that some of these animals—unlikely to do well in other settings—could live out their days in better conditions than she could provide for them now.

She posted newsletters around town; she tapped the local charities, and she regularly worked with one of the cat coalitions because it always seemed that cats were the first to get dumped. And, in a place like Aspen, Colorado, that was a death sentence in the winter. Which was one of the reasons Miranda kept a supply of cat food outside for feral cats.

Plus, she kept bundles of hay in the shed, with multiple pet doors for the feral or skittish cats to come and go, so they could at least get in out of the cold. For some of them that was all she could do, as they were too wild to domesticate. Yet she knew, if she had the time and the money, then she could rehabilitate quite a few of them and potentially bring them in from the cold on a permanent basis.

As it was, when she could get close enough to trap them, she took them in to get spayed or neutered, which would keep their numbers down, but it was still an ongoing problem here. So many people just didn’t give a crap about any animals, whereas Miranda seemed to care far too much.

She walked back inside, her breath finally warming, as she took off her boots and her gloves and her big heavy coat and scarf. She wasn’t always so cold, but, this last year or two, it seemed like she was always freezing. Then she’d also been on a tight budget, had cut down the house heat, diverting those savings in a desperate attempt to make ends meet.

She sat down at the kitchen table and hugged her cup of coffee, wondering what her next option was. She knew more animals out there needed help, but she was kind of tapped out. Yet she could do nothing but continue on this pathway, until something imploded. Of course what she was afraid of was that the inevitable implosion would be way more than she could handle.

If it wasn’t for her grandmother, Miranda didn’t know what she’d do. Her grandmother had been a life force, even when Miranda’s parents got angry and fed up with her. But then her parents didn’t seem to give a crap about animals. They only cared about people. Whereas Miranda could have happily left people behind and would do anything to save the animals.

People at least had choices; these animals did not. A lot of them had been dumped here, knowing she would care for them. Some were severely injured or sick, and many had been living in the nearby woods on their own, trying to do the best that they could. Sometimes they did well; and sometimes, well, they didn’t.

She’d seen a dog that her neighbor, Old Man Brant Macintyre, had picked up somewhere along the road. It had been injured and was missing a leg, and the neighbor apparently thought it was a great talking point, but, when it had run away on him in the middle of the night, he’d been pissed. He’d told her that, if the dog had come around her place, it was his, and she was not to feed it.

Regardless she’d been trying to get a hold of the dog and had caught a glimpse of it in the woods every once in a while. She thought that it might be eating the cat food she put out in the shed, but she couldn’t get anywhere near the three-legged dog. She also knew that, if she got close to it, she wasn’t bringing him back for her asshole of a neighbor to shoot. She could only wish he’d sell his house and disappear from her life. Wouldn’t that be nice?

Just then her phone rang. She looked down and smiled. “Hey, Grandma,” she answered. “Yes, I’m doing fine.”

Her grandmother gave a boisterous laugh. “You always say that. And you never give me a chance to actually ask if you’re really okay.”

“That’s because it doesn’t matter. I’ll be fine,” Miranda stated firmly.

Her grandmother sighed. “If only I could believe that. You’re running yourself ragged, burning a candle from both ends, like you are.”

“It doesn’t matter if I am or not,” she muttered. “I can’t do anything less for the animals.”

“I know that, dear. I really do. Oh, I did want to tell you that I got some money out of your great-uncle,” she shared. “I told him what you were doing, what you are working toward, and you know that he’s been a great animal lover all his life. Now that he’s back in the US, I decided to contact him and see if he was interested in helping out. He wants to come by and take a look at your place.”

“Oh, crap. When?”

“I don’t really know,” she murmured. “And I don’t know how serious he is about that aspect of it, but he is interested in helping.” Miranda wasn’t sure exactly how she felt about her grandma contacting people like that, though the sweet old dear had only the best of intentions. But people who wanted to exert control over Miranda’s life were precisely the ones she wanted to keep out.

So, if her uncle, great-granduncle at that, wanted to see the place, he likely wouldn’t be happy because it was run-down and desperately in need of repairs. But still, how could she say no if he was willing to help?

“Anyway,” her grandmother continued on cheerfully, “he cut me a check for you… for ten thousand dollars.”

At that, she gasped in shock. “Seriously?” She bolted upright. “Don’t you find that strange?” she asked immediately.

“Oh dear,” Grandma replied. “We really have to do something with your attitude toward humanity.”

“Most people don’t give that kind of money without wanting something in return,” she stated immediately. “And you know how I feel about people wanting to be in control.”

“I don’t think it’s a control issue,” she explained. “I think it’s just wanting to make sure that the animals will be cared for.”

“Well, the animals are loved. There’s no problem with that, but their accommodations are a whole different story.” Miranda sat back down again with a heavy thud. Ten thousand dollars would be a huge help. “And do you actually have that check?”

“Not only do I have it,” she said, “but I’m walking toward the bank right now. I’ll put it in your account. So, if you need food, dog food, cat food, whatever, go ahead and use the money,” she urged.

“Wow, I will,” she agreed, “but now I need to sit down and make a priority list.”

At that, her grandmother paused. “I guess it’s never quite enough, is it?”

“It’s huge, Grandma, thank you,” she hurriedly reassured her. “It’s really huge,” she repeated. “I might get enough food to last through the winter on this.”

Her grandmother sighed. “Well, could you make sure you buy a little food for yourself while you’re at it?”

“I’m eating,” she replied defensively.

“Sure you are, and how much weight have you lost this last year?”

Miranda shrugged. “I don’t know, but I definitely had some to lose.”

“No more,” her grandmother said shortly. “You might have had it to lose, but you don’t anymore. You are as lean as you ever should be, if not too lean. I’d feel much happier if you had an extra ten pounds on you.”

“Hey, two jobs, mending outside fences, scrubbing buckets, and working outside in the cold all the time,” she argued, “I don’t know that I could put back on ten pounds if I wanted to. And I’m really not worried about it. You know I’m doing what I love.”

“Sure, but do you sleep?”

“I try,” she answered, “but money has been a huge nightmare, so trying to get sleep is a different story.”

“Well, hopefully this check will help.”

“Are you kidding? It’s massive. Like seriously massive.”

“He also has acreage in town, did you know that?”

“Who?”

“My brother,” her grandmother replied. “I hadn’t realized that he owned it, but he’s apparently had it for a very long time. Now that he’s getting on in years, he’s looking at what he wants to do with his life. I told him that he was a little late, but he just told me to shove it.” And then she pealed off with laughter.

“I like him already,” Miranda shared.

“Well, it’s been decades since you’ve seen him. You were little, so you may not remember him at all,” her grandmother admitted. “We’ll meet up for lunch again next week, and we’ll talk some more.”

“Well, I need to contact him to thank him,” she said immediately.

“I told him that you would say that, and he mentioned that he wants to come by. So you can tell him then. I don’t know what else to tell you about that, except that he’s likely to just pop up out of the blue at some point.”

“Good enough,” she replied because how could she say anything different? She did want to thank this benefactor, who had made what was a massive donation in her world. And, if he allowed her to get more supplies and medications and to fix the back fence, not to mention a few other things that needed to be done around here, then his participation was even more of a big deal.

She sat here, with a cup of coffee in her hand, long after her grandmother had hung up. And, for the first time in a long time, Miranda knew she could sleep tonight. Something she desperately needed. As she stared out into the flurry of the cold bitter winds outside, she thought she saw a dark shepherd-looking animal shift in the wind.

It was the neighbor’s dog.

Miranda bolted to her feet, stepped into her boots, walked outside, and called it softly. She sensed more than saw it, which was the way with injured and weary animals. She didn’t know if this dog knew who was friend or foe. She didn’t know anything about it, other than the neighbor hadn’t treated it right, and this dog was desperately in need of care and comfort.

She walked out without her coat, wincing at that folly, but, rather than rushing back inside, she grabbed a big scoop of dog food and headed out to where she thought she saw the shepherd. She cleared a spot of snow off the ground and piled up the dog food as best she could. If nothing else, one of the other animals would find it. Then calling out softly to the dog, Miranda headed back inside.

There, she poured herself the last of the coffee and moved into the living room to curl up. For the first time in a long time, she intentionally relaxed, as she worked on a list of where that money most needed to go.

Such a list would always be longer than the money, but now she could see her way through the winter.

And she smiled.


Chapter 2


[image: ___]

The next morning was Saturday. Miranda woke up with a cozy sense of well-being, and almost immediately the memory of the money being deposited to her account rushed into her head. Checking the time, she gasped and immediately jumped into the shower and only a few minutes later raced from the house. No time for coffee. She’d have to get it at the office. Dressed warmly, she would have normally walked, but she didn’t have time today. She quickly jumped into her truck, backed out, and headed into work.

As soon as she got in the building, the vet showed up. He frowned at her, but she shook her head before he could speak. “I’m not late,” she stated.

He smiled. “Actually I wasn’t going to remark about you being late,” he explained. “You somehow look like you’re feeling better.”

“I am a little bit,” she agreed but didn’t bother to explain. She quickly put on a pot of coffee, happy that at least she was right on time, instead of being ever-so-slightly late, because one was acceptable, and the other was definitely not.

He walked off to handle his patients, while Miranda did whatever was needed. She changed the bedding, cleaned the kitty litter boxes, fed and watered all the animals, as well as answering the phones and filing paperwork. Some days it was boring, but she relished the barter system she had set up here.

As she finished up her half-day’s
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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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EULA ( the End User License Agreement )

This document is a legal agreement between you the end user, and Dharma Type.  
By using or installing Dharma Type font(s), you agree to be bound by the terms of this Agreement. 

1. You may use this font for both commercial and non-commercial works at no charge.
2. You may use this font to create images on the website or printed matter on papre, logomark.....up to you.
3. You may not sell this font without permission.
4. You may not redistribute this font without permission.
5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.
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