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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!

Landon, after a tough couple years helping his navy buddy live out his last years, needs a break. Tracking a War Dog named Chica to ensure it is okay sounds perfect. Especially taking his three Chihuahuas with him. But finding War Dog Chica will be a challenge, particularly since Chica has a lame leg and half a paw. The War Dog had been part of a large shipment, heading to a rescue across the Canadian border. However, Chico went missing on the last stop before the border.

Sabrina had spent years volunteering at a local vet clinic because all animals have a soft spot in her heart. Learning that Landon is tracking down a missing War Dog, well, how could she not volunteer to help him? Still, when her world flips upside down, she’s more than happy to have Landon close by.

Now if only they find the dog and figure out who and what is responsible for endangering Sabrina’s life…

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


Prologue
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Kat brought a cup of coffee for Badger and placed it in front of him, then she sat down herself. “So another good ending,” she said, with satisfaction.

“I think more than either of us expected in this case,” Badger murmured.

“At this point in time”—she chuckled—“I’m expecting the best on every case.”

“Maybe,… it was definitely not a sure thing there.”

“And do we have any update on Taylor’s military assault case?”

“Yes, the army is doing a full investigation and looking into why she wasn’t dealt with fairly in the first place.” Badger smiled. “That should shake things up pretty well.”

“It needs to happen,” Kat stated.

Badger nodded. “It’s a sad world where men are allowed to prey on women, no matter what the industry,” he noted. He picked up a file sitting in front of him and dropped it in front of her. “Since you were so helpful on the last one…”

“You mean, on the last couple,” she stated, flashing him a big grin.

He added, “I’m only letting you get away with that because I love you.”

“I know you are.” Chuckling, she opened up the file and asked, “And who is this War Dog?”

“Her name’s Chica.”

Kat studied the picture of the beautiful shepherd Malinois–looking cross. “And what’s her story?”

“She was sent down to Mexico and somehow ended up in one of those large shipments, where the dogs go from Mexico up to Canada.”

She raised her gaze to him and frowned. “What? How did Chica end up in Mexico?”

“We don’t know that, but it looks like our War Dog was adopted by a man out of Texas, who became an ex-pat when he moved to Mexico, where he took the dog with him.”

“And then…?” Kat waited.

“We don’t know. He’s deceased now, and the dog was shipped to Canada. And we’re not sure where Chica is.”

“They tend to keep really good records on transports like that.”

“Sure,” he agreed, “but, when the shipment got there, apparently Chica didn’t arrive in Canada.”

“Crap. Did the shipment touch down anywhere in-between?”

“Some came by plane. Some came by train. Ones with health conditions were transported via a combo of trucking, then flying. A planeload was sent over our northern border with about seventy-five dogs on that flight.”

“And Chica wasn’t on the plane.”

He shook his head. “No.”

“So she’s got health conditions.”

“That’s what our assumption is.”

“And what about the rest of them in that truckload?”

“Everyone arrived except for three.”

She winced. “And of course Chica is one of the three.”

He nodded. “The truck driver says that the cages went missing from the truck on the last leg. No idea how that happened. The other problem is that Chica is not completely whole. She’s missing half a paw, and she’s had a leg broken in multiple places.”

“Which is why, of course, she ended up in the not-so-healthy group.”

“That’s partly it, but there could be a lot of other things wrong with her now.”

“So where did they cross the border?”

“New York.”

She stared at him. “That’s not exactly a city for a dog.”

“Nope, doesn’t mean that the dog is even in New York.”

“No, of course not.… Niagara Falls, I presume?”

He laughed. “And how did you guess?”

“The biggest border crossing,” she said, with a sigh.

“There’s a lot of paperwork that has to be done, and there was a problem at the border. Some of the paperwork wasn’t quite up to snuff. So they pulled the truck and the dogs off to the side, and apparently they went missing then—somewhere in that time frame, while the handler was taking down the cages, opening them up, letting the dogs out, taking them for walks, putting them back in again.”

“And yet he says three of the cages went missing.”

Badger nodded. “He didn’t know what to do, so he headed on to the next destination with the rest of the dogs and reported it.”

Kat sighed. “And Chica could be anywhere.”

“That’s the problem right now—that’s Chica’s issue. We still must find somebody who can go track down Chica. That’s our issue.”

She looked over at her husband. “You got anybody in mind?”

“Nope, I sure don’t. I’ve pretty well tapped out everybody we’ve got locally. You?”

She thought about it and frowned. “I do have one guy, I’ve been dealing with back and forth. He’s from that area.”

“Maybe contact him?”

She frowned, pulled out her phone, flicked through her contacts, and when she finally got to the one in question, she said, “I just don’t know what he’s up for.”

“Why is he contacting you?”

“He lost one leg and one hand,” she stated.

“How?”

“Bomb squad.”

“Military?”

She nodded. “Yes. So chances are he’s had some experience with the military animals.”

“I’m not even sure that he has. It depends more so on whether he has a soft heart and whether he has any compassion and whether he has any ability to get around right now.”

She quickly phoned him, and, when she got him at the other end, there was surprise in his voice.

“Hey, Kat. What’s up?”

She quickly explained the problem.

He sighed. “I’m due to have surgery.”

“Oh, crap, I forgot. Hey, that’s,… that’s okay. We’ll keep looking.”

“Hey,… I’ve got an idea,” he said, “but that depends if my brother would be okay with it.”

“And what’s your brother doing right now?”

“He was looking after a buddy of his, who just passed away. They were both in the same unit in Iran, and they both got shot up pretty badly. When his buddy started to go downhill, my brother basically stopped his move forward in life to help him out. But now his buddy is gone.”

“Oh, good Lord,” she said. “That’s gotta be hard.”

“Pretty devastating for him, yes. And he does have his buddy’s dogs now, so I’m not sure whether he’d be free or not.”

“What kind of dogs?”

He laughed at that. “You’d think that, you know, somebody like my brother would have shepherds or Newfoundlanders or something huge,” he explained. “Instead he’s got these tiny, tiny-ass Chihuahuas.”

She snickered.

He said, “Right? Anyway let me contact him, and, if he’s interested, I’ll get him to call you.”

“Sounds good.” She disconnected the call, looked over at Badger, and shrugged. “All we can do is try.”

He agreed. “And we’ll keep looking at our end.”

At that, they sipped their coffee and went through a bunch of other paperwork they had to deal with.

When her phone rang, she looked at it and said, “I don’t know the number.” She answered it and found it was the brother on the other end.

“My name is Landon,” he stated. “My brother just contacted me, told me about how you’re looking for a missing War Dog.”

“Yes.” She hesitated, then continued. “We just need a little bit more clarity about your experience in this area and would this be of interest to you.”

“I’m at loose ends,” he shared, his voice roughening slightly. “I could use a distraction.”

“Good enough,” she replied. “Do you have anybody to keep you from fulfilling this job?”

“No, but I presume I won’t die on the job.”

“No, I wouldn’t think so,” she stated, “but I would be remiss in not telling you that some of the previous War Dog scenarios have been pretty rough.”

“Yeah, that’s life right now,” he said. “So tell me more about it.”

By the time she put the call on Speakerphone, and she and Badger explained everything, Landon replied, “You know what? I think I heard about these dogs and the job you’re doing. A friend of mine, Blaze, told me.”

“Do you know Blaze?” Badger asked.

“Yeah,” Landon confirmed. “I worked with him overseas a couple times.”

“Yes, Blaze is definitely somebody who has helped us out.”

“In that case,” Landon said, “I guess I can do my part for the War Dog too.” He hesitated and then asked, “When would you need me?”

“As soon as possible,” Badger said. “The dog’s been lost for a while, and now we must find out what’s happening with her.”

“And what if I can’t find her?”

“Then it’s a case of you tried,” Badger noted simply. “So far we haven’t not located any of our assigned War Dogs, but it could happen. We keep expecting it to happen, but, so far, we’ve been blessed to find them.”

“That puts the pressure on,” Landon said, with a wry note.

“And yet we’re not doing it for that reason,” she jumped in to say.

“No, I got it,” Landon confirmed.

Kat leaned forward. “Your brother said you were injured.”

“Yeah, I am. Lost a foot just about three inches above the ankle. I’ve got a prosthetic.” Then he stopped and asked, “Does that change anything?”

“No, not in my world.”

“Or mine,” Badger agreed. “Kat, my wife here, is working with your brother on his prosthetics.”

“Oh my,” he said, “that Kat.” He laughed. “Hey, do I get a prosthetic out of this deal?”

“Do you need one?” she asked curiously.

“The one I’ve got sucks,” he stated.

“You have no idea how often I hear that,” she murmured. “I’ll tell you what. I can’t promise anything, but, if we can get this job done, I’ll take a good look at it.”

“Hey, that’d be perfect,” he said, “and I gather there’s no money involved in finding the War Dogs.”

“No.”

“Good. Jobs like this shouldn’t require a paycheck to get them done—although I won’t be adverse to getting some expenses reimbursed.”

“That we can do,” Badger declared. “I’ll email all this information to you. Let me know what your itinerary is, as soon as you sort it out. And check-ins, please, on a regular basis.”

“You got it,” Landon said and hung up.

Badger looked over at Kat and grinned. “Not bad,” he said. “Not exactly the way we thought it would work, but, hey, we’ll take it.” And he held up a hand to high-five her.

She smiled and added, “Now if only we get another happy relationship outta this one too.”

He rolled his eyes. “Let’s get a happy dog first,” he said, “and a relationship’s secondary.”

“It is, until it isn’t,” she declared, with a smile. “All these guys deserve to be happy, and it sounds like this guy needs it even more than most.”

Badger raised an eyebrow at that.

She shrugged. “Not many guys would take time out of their lives to help their buddy on the last of his days.”

Badger nodded slowly at that. “You got that right. Guys like that are few and far between.”

With that, she closed the file and slid it back to him. “Let’s hope he finds somebody who recognizes just how special he is.”


Chapter 1
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Landon Snowden sat in his rental vehicle, looking at Chica’s file. Good thing he had flown up earlier this month from New Mexico to visit his brother, Harper, before he went into surgery. This trip put Landon so much closer to Chica here in Upstate New York. He had already read the file umpteen times last night, while he was packing up. And then later in bed once again. It was the first thing he looked at when he got up this morning as well, and now, here he was, packed and ready to go. But where was he going? He had texted all his questions to Kat yesterday.

Kat had finally got back home and sent a flurry of her own messages, requesting information. It hadn’t taken long before the answers had started to pile in, which she forwarded to Landon.

The first call Landon had made had been to the rescue center behind the logistics of moving all the dogs up to Canada. From that point, the manager had given him the name of the truck driver, who had been at the forefront of losing Chica. But every attempt to contact Charlie had met with no answer. Landon had a home address, but he was looking for another phone number for him. Both he and Kat were on that search, and it might take a while, but, hey, it was faster than going to what may not even be his current home address, located in southern New York State. If the man would answer a phone call, it would help a lot, as, so far, Landon had little to go on.

He’d also asked Badger for more information on the original adoptive family, which he expected soon. As Landon closed the file on Chica and dropped it on the seat beside him, he glanced at his three dogs, all tucked into their bed, then put on his sunglasses.

“What do you think about a road trip, guys?” The three of them started to bark. He chuckled, and then his phone buzzed. He looked down to see Badger had sent Charlie’s mother’s name and phone number.

“Oh, that’s interesting.” He quickly dialed it. When an older trembling voice answered the phone, Landon identified himself and noted that he was trying to contact her son, Charlie.

“He’s in the hospital,” she replied, and tears filled her voice.

“Oh my.” Landon’s heart sank. “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you know which hospital?”

She told him where Charlie was, even giving the address—not far from here either—and added, “There is some talk they might move him, if he doesn’t improve.”

“Do you have any idea what happened?”

“No. Nobody does really. He was hit by a car, while he was crossing the road.”

Landon frowned at that and asked, “Is he conscious? Any chance I could talk to him?”

“If the doctors let you,” she suggested. “I’m too far away and too sick to make the journey, and every time I’ve tried to call, they wouldn’t let me talk to him.”

She gave him the phone number to Charlie’s room too, and asked Landon to give her an update, if he got in to see Charlie.

Landon phoned the hospital afterward, thinking he’d much rather do as much as he could with phone calls, instead of making road trips for nothing. However, the hospital nurse he spoke with sounded more encouraging than his mother had. Apparently they were in the process of bringing Charlie out of his medically induced coma, and they were expecting him to have visitors soon. While they couldn’t make any promises, according to the doctors, things were, indeed, improving.

On that note, Landon called Charlie’s mother and gave her the good news. She was happy to hear that and to be updated. He promised her that he would share any further information he had on Charlie. As Landon thought more about it, he wondered if Charlie would accept a phone call from a stranger. Maybe it would be better to show up at the hospital. He searched his phone for a map to the hospital, finding it near the same area where the dog had gone missing, so, since he needed to visit both places, it seemed prudent to just get on the road.

With that information and his chihuahuas tucked up in their bed on the passenger seat beside him, he hit the road. He was smiling and rocking to the music as he drove. Anything that would take his mind off what had just happened in his life was bound to help. Joe had been a great friend, in the military and out, and to watch him go through the last days of his life was sad and yet heartwarming at the same time. He’d faced death with the same aplomb he’d faced everything in his life.

As for Landon, he knew he wouldn’t have done half as well in the same circumstances.

Something was just so vital about Joe that it had been almost impossible to stay at his side as his body slowly failed him over a span of two years. Landon spent all his time glued to his buddy’s side, helping to get him through each day. That had all ended just four weeks ago. A lot of people had asked him why he’d bothered to stay until the end, since it was obvious what would happen. Many didn’t understand why Landon hadn’t bailed a long time ago.

He wouldn’t explain himself because it wasn’t his way. When he’d been badly injured some eight years ago, Joe had stayed at his side from the moment of the attack and had helped him to safety. They were behind enemy lines, and it was all Landon could do to make it as far as he had. Without Joe, Landon wouldn’t be alive today. He knew that, and it was one unselfish heroic deed he was more than prepared to repay. He hadn’t expected it to be this type of a repayment, but he’d never once entertained the idea of bailing, even when Joe himself tried to send Landon away.

Landon had just laughed at his friend and stated, “Like hell.”

They’d been best friends forever, and, even now, Landon knew that aching void would take a long time to ease. Sometimes he thought he could almost hear Joe’s voice in the back of his head, telling him that he was an idiot and to get back to the world of living, but for Landon?… He was doing the only living he could do right now.

As for this mission, the War Dog needed to be found and assured it was okay. He had a soft spot for all animals, but especially dogs. He would never treat a dog badly, nor would he treat his friend badly, so, to Landon, they were kind of linked. He knew it was foolish, but, hey, somebody had asked him to pitch in and to help, so he would do it, whether anybody else agreed with him or not.

His brother had shaken his head at him and told him, “I know I put your name forward, but you don’t have to go.”

“Of course I don’t,” Landon agreed. “But you and I both know I need something else to think about right now.”

At that, his brother had nodded once and shut up. “I guess that’s why I thought about you in the first place,” he noted. “I knew you needed to get out of this rut you’re in.”

“You’re right,” Landon replied. “But that rut is also something that’ll require some time to heal.”

“Of course it will,” Harper noted in a rough tone. “Joe was a special guy. I often wondered if there wasn’t something, you know, closer with the two of you.”

He had stared at his brother for a moment, then figured out what he said without saying it. “Well, that’s a no. We were always best friends. Then, after he saved my life, no way I wouldn’t be there for him.”

“I get that,” Harper added, with a shrug. “I just wondered, when it went on for two years.”

“Death didn’t give me a timetable. I didn’t care if it was two days or twenty years. I wouldn’t bail on him in his final days, unless I died first or went into a coma or something. So who else but me would take care of him in the meantime?” Landon asked.

“You know his parents are gone. His brother was gone. Joe was alone. Now, could I have put him in a VA center somewhere? Sure, I could have. Could I have put him in a hospice facility? Absolutely. Or I could do what I did,… which was stay by his side, making sure he was getting the best care he could get. This is a man who did everything he could to save my life. I wouldn’t do any less than everything I could for him.”

His brother nodded. “I’m sorry it worked out the way it did.”

“Me too,” Landon replied in a rough tone. “This may be just a simple road trip, but it’s something else to occupy my mind. I’ll figure out what happened to the War Dog if I can, and if I can’t? Well,… I can’t. The dog could be dead for all we know.”

“I know, but I sure hope not,” his brother murmured.

“You and me both,” Landon noted. “We both have the same love for animals.”

“Maybe we should get together and do something with that?” Harper suggested.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we could do a rescue or set up some kind of a training center or something?”

Landon looked at his brother, with interest. “We’re both walking right now,” Landon stated, “not very well and not easily, but it’s something we can talk about. I’ve often wondered about doing something with animals, and I guess, between us, we do have some family money we could put toward a new venture.”

His brother nodded enthusiastically. “I wouldn’t be against it, you know that,” he replied. “Hell, I’d be doing this rescue Chica job myself, if it weren’t for my surgery coming up.”

At that, Landon frowned. “Maybe I should stay here and help you out.”

“No, you don’t,” he disagreed immediately. “First off, I don’t know that I’ll need any help, and, second, I am not Joe. Even if I do end up falling down a rabbit hole over the surgery, it’s not on you to look after me.”

He didn’t really like his brother’s answer at the time or even later, but it was one that Landon had accepted. And now, here he was,… driving toward a hospital to talk to somebody involved with a War Dog that had gone missing. He shook his head at that. When his phone rang, he turned down the radio and swiped the Call button. “Landon here. What’s up?”

“It’s Badger,” he stated. “I just patched through some more information.”

“Good enough. Don’t suppose there was a sighting or something like that in any of it?”

“Nope, not yet,” he replied, “but we’ve got a call out to the public, and it’s being advertised on the local media in case anybody has seen Chica.”

“That might stir up some interest,” Landon said.

“Often, if we need to do something like this, just the fact that it’s a War Dog now stateside and trying to retire for a few good years is what brings out the sympathetic nature in people.”

“Of course,” Landon agreed, “and this one is also injured, right?”

“That back leg will never stand her in good stead and of course she’s missing a half a paw adding to her mobility issues. She’ll always be lame, and we don’t know what other problems she might have had more recently, when she was being driven up to the Canadian border.”

“Right,” Landon noted. “I’ve been doing some research and reading up on that project, since I agreed to do this job. I’m quite surprised at the number of dogs that go through the country, heading to Canada.”

“Hundreds and hundreds a year,” Badger stated.

“I’ll do my best to find out what happened to her. I’m heading toward the hospital, where Charlie is now.”

“Charlie’s in the hospital?” he asked, his voice sharp.

“Yes,” Landon confirmed. “I found out when I phoned his mother. He got hit by a car a few days ago. I was able to call the hospital, and they are pulling him out of the coma they had him in, as he’s doing much better, but it’ll still be a while yet.”

“So…”

“So, I decided that, since I had to go in that direction anyway to get an eye on the location where the dog went missing and to see if the locals might have seen Chica, I figured I’d run past the hospital as well.”

“Ah, so you’re on your way to the hospital, and then you’ll head out to where the War Dog was last seen?”

“Yes. I mean, there’s really no other helpful information so far, is there?”

“No, nothing yet,” Badger admitted. “We can hope that something comes from our media program, but it’s hard to say.”

“It also depends on how well the media handles it, since it’s a freebie, I assume.”

“Exactly, which means we’re at their mercy in terms of being given the right coverage. But again, most of the time, when it comes to something like this, people tend to be very generous.”

“That’s a good thing. Otherwise, from my online search, I don’t see a whole lot of places for Chica to have disappeared to in that general location.”

“No, that’s not quite true. There are lots of copses, parklands, and the river, so quite a bit of space where she might have initially run off to. What would have happened after that, I don’t know. It’s a heavily populated area, and she might have been picked up, or somebody might have even shot her. We just don’t know any of the details yet.”

“Yeah, you’re not giving me a whole lot to go on.”

“Nope, we’re not. Sorry about that,” Badger admitted cheerfully, “but that seems to be how it goes sometimes. When you get to the hospital, give us a buzz, and let us know if you get a chance to talk to Charlie.”

“So, am I checking in just so you can keep an eye on me?” he asked. “Is it a trust thing, or am I checking in because you want to know how it’s going?”

“You’re military. We know your brother. Plus, we already checked you out with your former commanding officer.”

Landon laughed. “I would expect no less.”

Badger continued. “You’re golden. You’re checking in because we want to know how it’s going,” Badger confirmed, unoffended. “We’re not into looking over your shoulder, but we also need to make sure you’re capable of safely doing what we’ve requested.”

“Got it.” Then Landon sighed. “For the record, I’m physically capable, and I’m just starting the road trip now.”

“Have you got your dogs with you?” Badger asked, with a note of humor.

“Absolutely,” he said, “they go everywhere with me, if they can. And, on a road trip like this, it’s not a bad idea. They keep me company.”

“Not to mention the fact that the War Dog in question might get on better, or be easier to approach, if you have other dogs with you.”

“That thought did occur to me too,” Landon shared cheerfully. “Got to find her first though.”

“Right,” Badger agreed. “On that note, I’ll leave you to it.”
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Sabrina Wells walked in and smiled at Angela. “Hey, I was wondering if you had time for lunch today?”

Angela shook her head. “Man, we’re really swamped. I’ll be lucky if I get lunch at all.”

“How about I go pick up something then?” Sabrina asked. “Then you can put me to work when I get back.”

She rolled her eyes at that. “You really don’t want to say that too loud.”

“Hey, I don’t mind. I’m done with my shift and tired, but I’m not quite ready to go home and crash yet.”

“Says you.” Angela laughed. “You’ll get home, and you won’t even have two minutes to yourself, before you’ll be out.”

“I’ll walk over to the deli right now and get a couple sandwiches, one for you and one for me.”

A man in the background asked, “Hey, would you mind picking up a third?” She realized it was Dave, the veterinarian.

“Will do,” Sabrina replied; then she headed to the deli. It was busy, being lunchtime, and normally she would prefer to sit inside and to just enjoy the ambience of happy people enjoying a nice break. But, for the moment, that wasn’t meant to be. Things at the clinic were chaotic. So many animals were brought in on a regular basis that they had trouble keeping up. Some of the animals just needed veterinary care, but too many others were being dropped off and abandoned. The problem of unwanted animals was frustrating for everyone.

Sabrina had gotten hooked into visiting, when her friend Angela started working here out of the blue a few years back. Now it was almost standard to come by for a visit to check and see how she was doing. More often than not, Sabrina would spend an hour and take the animals out for a walk, help socialize some of them, whatever needed to be done.

As a nurse, she had a lot of skills, but they were directed towards human patients, not animals. She worked at the local hospital, in the geriatric section, focused on meeting the special needs of that age group. It could be quite stressful sometimes. She came to the animal clinic to unwind and to visit the animals and to take the edge off. She had been best buddies with Angela since second grade, and it was pretty special that they were still close. Since they both worked well over full-time schedules, they both squeezed in time to spend together whenever they got a chance.

Angela had a partner now, whereas Sabrina was still single, something she didn’t really mind. Whenever she did finally end up finding somebody, it would have to be someone pretty special who absolutely loved animals because that was pretty important to her. Angela had found another veterinarian as her partner, and that was huge. They were hoping that maybe the two vets—her boss and her partner—would find a solution to current problems at the clinic by consolidating resources.

At the moment they were wrangling over the costs involved of any merger. Sabrina understood that they had a lot to sort through, but surely it would help both vets—the one currently without a job and the one struggling to run the clinic on his own. If they could come to an agreement, they would both get where they needed to be and also help more animals and even remain solvent. It was in the hands of the lawyers at the moment, and Sabrina was no help in that department.

She just hoped it would all go smoothly. But that wasn’t her problem. As she stepped up in line at the deli, she noted the guy standing ahead of her, trying to decide on what to order from the chalkboard menu on the wall.

As he asked the woman behind the counter what she would recommend, Sabrina leaned forward and told him, “Everything is good.”

He looked back, flashed her a grin, and nodded. “Thanks for that. I’ve never been here before, but I’ll take your word for it.”

“Oh, in that case,” she added, “you’ve got to get Marco’s specialty.”

At that, his eyebrow raised, and he looked at the posted menu, trying to see where Marco’s specialty was listed.

Sabrina shrugged and noted, “It’s not on the board. It’s just something us locals know.”

Immediately he nodded and turned to the counter again. “In that case, I guess I need a Marco’s specialty.” Then he frowned and added, “Make that two.”

“That’s a good decision,” Sabrina said on a laugh. “Sometimes you just can’t get enough of a good thing.”

After paying, he nodded and stepped out of the way. “Thanks again.”

“Hey, no problem,” she murmured. She quickly ordered the three sandwiches she needed, as the waitress smiled at her. “Hey, I figured you’d be heading for bed now?”

“No can do. Things are crazy over at the vet clinic,” she replied. “I must get back over there and help out.”

“You’re supposed to be off duty right now,” Marco called out from the back. “You think I don’t know you work nights at the hospital, and then you go and help at the vet clinic all the time?” He shook his head.

“If I can’t have my own rescue,” she explained, “I might as well go where I’m needed.”

“Yeah, when you could also get some sleep,” Marco yelled out.

She winced at that because he was always very loud when he spoke from the back, but she was used to it by now. As Marco walked toward the front counter, she murmured, “You know that I can’t walk past an animal in need.”

“I get it,” he replied, “but you must do more for yourself too, you know? If you always help out for free, they’ll never need to look for somebody else.”

“I get that too,” she said, with a laugh. “We’re all doing fine though.”

“Says you,” he muttered, as he handed over a package to the stranger beside her, and then gave her the three sandwiches in her order. “I made them all to-go,” he added, “but I put extra protein in yours, so make sure you get the right one.”

She gave him a fat grin. “Hey, I can’t mistake mine. You always add double onions and pickles too.”

“Damn right,” he stated, “it’s the only way to have it.”

With that, she headed toward the door, almost running into the same man who she’d talked to earlier. She quickly excused herself and stepped around him.

“Hey, it’s just me, and apparently my big feet were in the way.” He stepped outside with his to-go bag, then sniffed it. “Wow, that smells really good.”

“I know. It’s all good there,” she said, with a smile. “I’ve got lunch for two other people at the vet clinic, and one of these is for me too.”

He smirked. “And, so I hear, you’re a nurse?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I work at the hospital, but I’m in the elder care section.”

“Ah, that can’t be easy.”

“No, it isn’t, but I used to do hospice. This is definitely a little easier.” Those words struck home, and he grimaced, as if he understood.

“I can’t even imagine,” he shared. “I ended up nursing a friend of mine for the last couple years, right through until his passing a few weeks back, and nothing was easy about it.”

“No, especially when it’s a friend,” she noted. “Most people don’t have any experience with death, until it’s right there in front of them, and, without any kind of practical experience to rely on, it can be quite a challenge.”

“It was,” he agreed, “but I made it through. I know I’m a better person for it, but it wasn’t an easy go-around.” He lifted a hand and headed over to his truck.

She looked at all the shiny chrome on his vehicle and grinned. “That is such a guy truck.”

Startled, he turned and said, “Sorry?”

She laughed. “I was just looking at all that chrome.”

“Hey, a truck is supposed to have lots of chrome,” he protested, but he was smiling.

“Maybe, but I always thought trucks were for heavy use, not to look fancy.”

“This is a rental, while I visit with my brother. However, I have this exact same truck back home in New Mexico, which is covered in dirt.” He chuckled.

“Says you,” she teased. Then she lifted a hand and waved. “It was nice meeting you. Have a good day.” She turned and headed back toward the vet clinic. She wasn’t usually quite so friendly, except just something about him appealed to her.

But then maybe… No, she didn’t need to find a partner. It seemed like a long time since anybody had appealed in the way this guy did though. He drove off and honked the horn and lifted his hand. She smiled and waved in kind, watching sadly as he drove away. As she got up to the vet clinic, she stepped inside to find that things were a little bit calmer.

Sabrina smiled as she walked over to the reception desk and announced, “Hey, I picked up the sandwiches. Let me know if Angela has a minute.”

“I don’t know.” The receptionist laughed. “It got a little hairy there for a while, but a couple people just came and picked up their animals, so things have calmed down a little bit. She’s in the back, cleaning.”

“Do you want to buzz her and tell her that I’m here?”

“Will do,” she replied cheerfully.

And, with that, Angela came running out a few minutes later. “Oh, thank God, I’m starving.”

“If you would eat a little more and bring a lunch,” Sabrina suggested, “it wouldn’t be so bad.”

“It’s just so insane right now,” Angela admitted, raising both hands. “I know that next week it could be completely dull, and we’ll be screaming for business, but right now?… Wow!”

“And that’s how it works,” Sabrina confirmed, with a nod. “I’ve been here at times, when it’s both.” She handed over a sandwich to her friend and then one more. “This one’s for Dave.”

Angela immediately walked it back to Dave, then returned and asked, “Hey, you want to just sit outside for five and eat these?”

“I sure do.” Sabrina sighed. “Otherwise, I might as well just go home and eat it there by myself.”

“Right, we need to take a few minutes together at least.” Angela shook her head and rotated her shoulders. “Sometimes it can just get so stressful.”

“It’s always the same at the hospital too.” Sabrina shrugged. “We do what we can, but we can’t always do everything.”

Angela snorted at that. “How true.” They sat outside on a bench up against the back wall in one of the dog runs. “It seems so funny to even sit here and eat this normally, without being completely surrounded by dogs.”

“And you aren’t overrun today.”

“No, not now,” Angela said. “The last one just got picked up before you pulled in. We did get a call about a dog picked up down the road. Apparently it’s got an injured leg. The caller was asking questions about it but seemed more worried about the cost than anything,” she shared. “I didn’t talk to him myself, but that one could come in today.”

“Hopefully they can afford it, so they bring in the poor dog.”

“But you and I both know a lot of people can’t, and if he’s just picked up the dog, and it needed some help, that’s a different story too. He won’t have any loyalty to it.”

Sabrina winced at that. “No, I hear you. Hopefully they’ll do the right thing.”

“Lately it tends to be to just drop it off, and hope we’ll look after it.”

“Which is exactly what you will do,” Sabrina stated cheerfully.

“I know, but these two vets need to get their shit together and make a decision on what they’ll do about the clinic,” she snapped. “With a second vet working here, we could certainly hire more staff and do a lot more business, and, if we set it up properly, we might be able to, you know,… do more of the charity work.”

“Yeah, you say that”—Sabrina laughed—“but I highly doubt that Dave wants to do more unpaid work.”

“He’s okay to do a certain portion all the time. It just seems like half the time we’re on the run and overwhelmed with people. The rescue calls are the same way. We’ll get no calls for two or three days, and then we’ll get twelve all at once, and that kills us. It depends on what else is happening at the time as to how much we can handle. Lots of times it’s a case of just having them brought in for evaluation and do the best we can. A real rescue could do a lot more.”

“Sometimes all you can do is all you can do, you know?” Sabrina declared, as she stared down at her sandwich.

Angela looked over and winced. “Hey, I’m sorry. I’m just rattling on, without a thought about what you’re going through.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Sabrina said. “We’ve known for a while that Grandma would go sometime soon. When it happens, I’ll get through it.”

“I know, but I also know that you went into that department because your grandmother was there.”

“Sure, but I’m not exactly telling people that because I don’t necessarily want to get kicked out either.”

“What will you do?”

“What can I do?” she replied. “I’ll carry on the same as I always have. If it’s her time, it’s her time, and I’ll make her passing as easy as I can. And then I…” She just stopped, shrugged. “I don’t know what I’ll do after that. Maybe change departments again.”

“You don’t like the department you’re in any more than you liked hospice.”

“No, both are pretty rough, particularly when you know the people.”

“I’m surprised that you’re still there.”

“You know why I’m there,” she replied, “because of Grandma. Yet her time is coming to an end, so, when it’s over, I’ll figure it out from there.” She took another bite of her sandwich, hoping that her friend would get off the subject. As Sabrina looked around and sighed, she added, “There was a really cute guy at
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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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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.
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