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			Chapter One

			THE DOG IN the middle of the road was all legs and mottled black patches. It stood still beside the yellow centerline, a good fifty feet away but too close to ignore, and Jill Carpenter eased off the accelerator of her Chevy Suburban.

			“Get out of the way, sweetie,” she murmured, switching her foot to the brake.

			Because she’d worked at the only vet clinic in Kennison Falls since junior high school, she knew most of the dogs in the area. This one, however, was shabbily unfamiliar. And stubbornly unmoving. It stared at her with a mutt-­in-­the-­headlights look that didn’t bode well.

			Finally, twenty feet from the unblinking animal, Jill blared her horn and stomped her brakes until the anti-­lock system grabbed, and loose pebbles pinged the chassis like buckshot. At the very last moment the dog leaped—­directly in front of her.

			Accidents supposedly happened in slow motion, but no leisurely parade of her life played before her eyes. The jerk of her steering wheel, her shriek, a blur of darting, raggedy fur, and the boulder of dread dropping into the pit of her stomach all happened in something under five nanoseconds.

			Then her stomach dropped again as it followed the nose of her truck across the narrow county road and down a six-­foot ditch. The Suburban gave a carnival-­ride fishtail, its rear axle grinding in protest. Something warm spurted into her face, and she came to rest parallel to the road on the steep ditch bank, wedged in precarious place against a slender maple sapling.

			For a moment, all she noticed was her own wheezing breath—­her lungs forcing twice as much carbon dioxide out as they sucked oxygen in.

			Had she missed the dog? She was sure she had. Please let her have missed the dog. Her heart pounded in concern until she peered out her windshield, shifted to see better, and the Suburban rocked. The dog’s fate was forgotten in a gasp.

			The world was sideways.

			Something sticky ran down one cheek, and an old Counting Crows song filled the truck interior. The turn signal ploink-­ploinked to the music like a metronome. Through the windshield and up to her right she could see the edge of the road. To her left through her driver’s window lay the bottom of the ditch three feet below. All she’d have to do was shift the wrong way, and she’d be roof down, hanging from her seat belt.

			A flurry of sailor-­approved words charged through her mind, but her frantic heartbeat choked them off before they turned into sound—­almost certainly a good thing, since the air stream caused by swearing would probably be enough to roll her. She pressed her lips together and tried to slow her respiration. Her shoulder, jammed against the door, ached slightly, her seat belt effectively throttled her, but as far as she could tell, she hadn’t hit her head.

			The Creature, her un-­pet name for the vehicle she’d detested since buying it, growled as if angry its spinning back tire wasn’t getting anywhere. “Crap!” Jill shot her arm forward, ignoring the pinch of her seat belt, and turned the key.

			The truck rocked again, the Crows quit Counting, and the turn signal halted its irritating pinging. At last time stopped whizzing past like an old Super 8 movie, and her thoughts careened into each other with a little less force.

			This was definitely going to wreck an already no-­good, very bad day.

			Sudden pounding startled her, rocking the SUV again. She swiveled her head to the passenger window and let loose a terrified scream. Pressed to the glass was a smoosh-­nosed, flattened-­featured face. Jill squeezed her eyes shut.

			“Ma’am? Ma’am? Can you hear me?” The windowpane muffled the gargoyle’s voice.

			Slowly Jill forced her eyes open, and the face pulled back. Her panic dissipated as the nose unflattened, lengthening into straightness with perfect oval flares at its tip, and divided a strong, masculine face into two flawless halves. Inky, disheveled bangs fell across deep furrows in his forehead. For an instant Jill forgot her straits, and her mouth went dry. A brilliant sculptor somewhere was missing his masterwork.

			“Can you get the window down?” he shouted, refocusing her attention on the phone in his hand. “I’m calling 911. Can you tell me where you’re hurt?”

			Intense navy-­blue eyes pierced her for answers, her pulse accelerated, and embarrassed heat infused her face. “No!” she called. Shaking off her adrenaline-­fueled hormones and forcing her brain to function, Jill turned her key once more to activate the accessory system and twisted to punch the window button, jostling The Creature. “No!” she gasped again, as the glass whirred into the door frame. “No calls. I’m fine.”

			“You are not fine, honey. Stay still now.” His drawl was comforting and sing-­songy—­born of the South.

			Truly confused, Jill watched him swipe the face of his phone. He might be the best-­looking Samaritan between her predicament and the Iowa border, but although she was balanced pretty precariously, his intensity was a tick past overreactive.

			“Honestly. All I need is to get out of this murderous truck without rolling it on top of me.”

			His eyes switched from worry to the kind of sympathy a person used when about to impart bad news. “I’m afraid your face and the front of your shirt tell a different story. You’re in shock.”

			She peered down at herself. At first she gasped at the bright red splotches staining her white tank top. She touched her cheek and brought a red fingertip away. Strangled laughter replaced her shock. He reached for her and made the Suburban wobble.

			“Don’t lean!” She choked. “Seriously, don’t! I’m not bleeding to death, I swear.”

			His eyes narrowed. “Are you bleeding not to death?”

			“No.” She stuck her red-­coated finger into her mouth and, with the other hand, scooped up a half-­dozen French fries caught between her hip and the door. She’d picked them up not ten minutes ago from the Loon Feather Café in town, and Effie had put three little paper cups of ketchup in the take-­out tray. Eating fries while driving—­another of her vices, along with owning too many horses, flightiness in all things, and swerving to avoid dumb dogs in the road. Gingerly she held up the flat, empty, red-­checkered box. “It’s only Type A Heinz,” she said. “See? No 911 needed. Besides, this is rural Rice County, and it’d take the rescue guys twenty minutes to find me. Is the dog all right?”

			“Dog?”

			“The one I swerved to miss. You didn’t see an injured dog?”

			His indigo eyes performed a laser scan from her head to her toes. They settled on her face and softened. “It must have disappeared. I wasn’t watching it since I was prayin’ to all the angels while you barreled down this ditch.”

			“But it didn’t get hit?”

			“I’m pretty sure it didn’t get hit,” he repeated gently. “You really all right? The dog isn’t exactly important at the moment. Nothing hurts? Did you black out?”

			Jill let out a breath of relief. This morning, the docs at Southwater Vet Clinic had put down two families’ beloved dogs and a young client’s show horse. Knowing the stray in the road had survived didn’t balance the scales, but it helped a little.

			“I just didn’t want the dog to be dead. Nothing hurts. I didn’t black out. All I want is to get out of my homicidal truck.”

			“Homicidal?” He laughed and took a step back. “Are you blaming your poor stuck truck for this?”

			“Poor truck?” Jill glanced around her seat to see how she dared start extricating herself. The first thing she did was unlatch the seat belt, and the pressure on her arm eased. “This is The Creature. She’s a diva. Any other vehicle would not have kept going left after I cranked the wheel back to the right.” She looked at the man. “She’d kill me outright, but who else would pour college loan money into her like I do?”

			The right side of his upper lip, as perfectly sculpted as the rest of his features, lifted in an Elvis-­y half grin—­a cute-­on-­handsome action that made Jill’s mouth go parched again.

			“Sounds like we’d best get you out before Lizzie Borden the truck here changes her mind.” His warm, humor-­filled voice calmed with its hypnotic Southern cadence.

			“I’d be very, very good with that,” she replied.

			“Let’s try the door.” He reached for the handle.

			“No! Wait. Don’t! Whenever I move the whole thing rocks. I—­”

			“Okay, it’s okay.” He held up his hands. “I’ll look first and see how solid she’s sitting.”

			He stepped away and walked slowly around the front of the Suburban. Jill took the time to regroup. She wasn’t a wimp, dang it. This was stupid. The man already believed she was half baked. She needed to stop whining and simply crawl out. And she had to get the stupid truck out of this stupid ditch or she’d miss the most important riding lesson of her life. Maybe if she could see how to straighten her wheels she could just drive—­

			“She isn’t hanging on by a lot, you’re right.” He returned to the window. “But you should be able to ease out this way. I’ll open the door very carefully. Trust me.”

			Trust him? For all she knew he had a handgun in his pocket, a twelve-­page rap sheet, and a mug shot at the post office. “Fine.” She grimaced. “Just don’t mug me until I’m fully out. One crisis at a time.”

			His slightly nasal laugh flowed between them, as musical as his voice. “Gotta love a woman who’s funny in the face of adversity.”

			Funny? This merely kept her from weeping. In addition to causing expense for which there was no money, this accident was messing up two appointments she couldn’t afford to miss.

			“I’m not being funny.” She wriggled out from behind the steering wheel. “On the other hand, if you murder me right here I’ll have a great excuse for being late.” She edged to the passenger side and glanced at her watch. “Make that very late.”

			“Lizzie here didn’t murder you, and I’m not going to either.”

			He tugged on the door and it hit the slope, barely opening ten inches. Jill was small, but not that small.

			“Great. Just awesome.” She eyed the stranger dubiously.

			“I’m afraid it’s out the window for you.” He shrugged.

			“Well, this gets better and better.” She simply wanted out, and she reached for the oversized tote she used as purse, clothing bag, and carry-­all. “Would you toss this on the ground? I hope that stupid dog appreciates its life.”

			“It’s on its knees thanking—­”

			“All the angels?” she teased.

			“Yes, ma’am.” The return of his Elvis grin sent a flutter through her belly. He hefted her striped, leather-­handled bag and grunted. “Lord love a monkey, what have you got in here? Car parts?”

			“Riding boots.” She reached for the top of the window opening and suddenly heard what he’d said. “What?”

			“Sorry, my granddaddy’s saying. Gotta admit,” he grunted, “didn’t expect you to say boots.”

			“Only because you don’t know me,” she muttered.

			“Let’s go then. We can do getting-­to-­know-­you once you’re free.”

			The easiest way out was headfirst, since it caused the least amount of wiggling. But halfway out, with her torso flopped over the door frame and her knees hovering above the passenger seat, The Creature slowly swung its nose downward. She shrieked.

			“Got you!” Strong hands caught her beneath the armpits.

			The Creature spun left and spit her from the window.

			The momentum squirted her out and propelled the stranger backward. One second Jill’s shoe toes skimmed the window frame, the next she sprawled atop a very long, very hard male body. He grabbed her and held the back of her head expertly, as if ­people fell on him all the time and he knew precisely what to do.

			“Sorry. Sorry. I’m okay. Are you okay?” Her words were muffled in his shoulder.

			She should move.

			He should move.

			Instead, his chest rose and fell beneath her, and his breath warmed the top of her head. His fingers formed a firm brace at the base of her neck, and he lay like a stone beneath her. When she finally made the tiniest effort to roll away, his free hand planted itself on her hip.

			“No,” he commanded in a hoarse whisper.

			No?

			“Relax. Make sure you’re all in one piece.”

			She certainly didn’t know this guy well enough to relax in a reverse missionary position with him . . . but the pleasant musk of masculine perspiration prickled her nose and mingled with the redolent scent of his leather jacket. Her eyelids floated closed in spite of herself, and she went all but limp with relief. When he relaxed, too, however, she couldn’t ignore his long, lean form beneath her or the intense pressure gathering low in her body. She tried to concentrate on the fact that nothing bad was happening while he held her—­no accidents, no animals dying, no worry she was late for—­

			“Oh my gosh!” She jerked hard against his hold.

			Immediately he released her, gave her shoulder a squeeze, and a mini explosion of sparks raced for every nerve ending in her body. She pushed onto her hands and stared into eyes as calm as a waveless lake.

			“Hi,” he said, his mouth only inches from hers. “I’m Chase Preston. Nice to meet you.”

			She rolled off him laughing and sat up on the incline. “Hi, back. I’m Jill Carpenter. How can I thank you for rescuing me?”

			He waved dismissively. “You’d have figured out how to escape, Jill Carpenter, but glad I could help.”

			He sat up, too, and stuck out his hand, but Jill was almost afraid to take it. Her stomach dipped in anticipation at the sight of his long, clever-looking fingers and knuckles flanked by prominent tendons. At last, she let his grip engulf hers, as warm and comforting as his full-­body hold had been. When he rocked to a stand he pulled her along, and her body rose with no more effort than surfacing from buoyant water.

			She tried to smile—­to thank him by holding their clasped hands a second longer, but after a final, slow squeeze, he let his fingers slide free.

			“Now that you’re safe, it’s time to find you a way out of this ditch. Is there anyone you can call way out here in rural whatever county?”

			Jill took her first good look at The Creature, and her heart sank. She’d harbored the ghostly hope that, once free, she’d see how to drive it from the ditch. It hadn’t been a very strong hope, but now it was dashed beyond any stretch of imagination. The Creature’s grille touched the bottom of the ditch, one rear tire had spun a bald patch into the grass, and the passenger side corner hovered six inches off the ground. It wasn’t going anywhere under its own power. Anger at her predicament started a slow burn.

			Jill grabbed the bag Chase had set on the hillside, the anger heating up as reality smacked her in the face. How was this fair? For once it had seemed her dream would have a fighting chance, but oh no. With short, angry stomps she marched up the steep slope, and when she reached the road after working up to full-­fledged fury, she nearly crashed into a gleaming, silver and red motorcycle. She glimpsed the intricate Triumph logo on the gas tank and jumped back. Motorcycles were not her thing.

			“So, who can you call?”

			She stopped short of snapping at him, dropped her bag, and pressed her fingertips against her eyes to hide her frustration. “Dewey’s Garage and Gas in town.” She sighed.

			“Can I take you there? Or call for you?”

			“No. I have my phone, and you’ve helped too much already. Believe me, Dewey knows this truck. He won’t be at all surprised he has to tow her out of a ditch.”

			“Then give him a call. I’ll wait with you.”

			She started to object. Being rescued was far out of her realm of experience, but the man’s presence had a calming, spell-­like effect on her worry and her anger. She found Dewey’s number and punched the call button. A familiar voice came answered. “Dewey Mitchell.”

			She explained her problem and waited for Dewey to calculate his ETA.

			“I’m out delivering some fuel, and it’ll take forty-­five minutes or so to get back to the tow truck. Sorry I’m not closer.”

			Disappointment spread through her like chills. “I’ll take you as soon as I can get you, Dewey. Thanks.” She described where she was and hung up.

			“He could be an hour.” She tried desperately to hide her rekindled anger. Of all the days for disaster to hit . . . “All he said was he’ll hurry.”

			She plopped to her seat in the grass beside the road. Her consultation with a brand-­new riding student was supposed to start in five minutes, but the bigger issue was Colin Pitts-­Matherson. The visiting coach of the U.S. Equestrian Eventing Team was not known for magnanimity. As a talent scout would for any sport, he’d asked for one chance to see her perform. He’d expect to see her ride. In forty-­five minutes. With no sob-­story excuse about a dog in the road. Her shot at an Olympic dream could well be resting in the ditch along with The Creature’s hood ornament.

			A mellow rustling of clothing distracted her, and something heavy draped across her shoulders, steeping the air in a scent she recognized as his, even after this short time. Chase squatted in front of her and drew the jacket securely around her body. She stared at him, mesmerized and annoyed in equal measure.

			“What the heck?”

			“You’re shivering. I don’t want to see you go into shock.”

			Chase now wore only a soft, heathery gray Henley, fitted to his broad pecs like superhero Lycra. A smear of ketchup marred the front, and she couldn’t stop her fingers from brushing at it. The juxtaposition of fur-­soft brushed cotton over the hard wall of muscle behind it made her quiver.

			Oh brother.

			She shoved at him with all her strength. He barely moved.

			“For crying out loud!” She tried to fling the jacket off, but he held it firmly in place. “I’m missing two important appointments while I’m sitting here on my ass, and I can’t get help for an hour. I’m not in shock. I’m majorly pissed off.”

			When she quit struggling, he released his hold on the jacket, grasped her chin gently, and studied her face.

			“I’m sorry.” His voice tightened. “First responder training from an old job. It’s habit.” He released her chin. An odd emptiness replaced his touch. “Let me take you to your appointment. You’ll get there safely and on time. The truck’s not going anywhere until it’s towed.”

			“But I’m going six miles in the opposite direction of where you were going. I can call my boss to come get me.”

			“Heck, six miles? That’s barely spittin’ distance after what I’ve done the last two days.”

			A swirl of nervousness circled through her chest. She wouldn’t climb aboard a motorcycle with someone she knew, much less a random stranger—­despite the fact that he’d rescued her butt and had a phenomenal body. “That’s very nice of you,” she said. “You’ve gone above and beyond, but I’ll give David a call.”

			“You sure? I can have you there in ten minutes.”

			Or he could have her splatted like a dead raccoon on the asphalt in thirty seconds.

			“Oh, I’m pretty sure.” She nodded emphatically.

			A eureka-­moment smile blossomed on his lips. “Hey. You aren’t afraid of a little ol’ motorcycle?”

			Over her shoulder, she took in the Triumph with a serious eye. Its crimson gas tank and chrome fenders shone in the sunshine, and although she knew next to nothing about motorcycles—­except that when someone wiped out at fifty miles per hour he wound up half mangled and in casts in the hospital, scaring his kids half to death—­she could tell this one was not new.

			“It’s a good-­looking machine,” she allowed. “It’s gotta be an older model?”

			“Vintage is what the bike geeks call it. It’s a ’75 Bonneville. Belongs to my grandfather actually, his pride and joy. Would you believe he bought it in right here in Minnesota? When I decided to come this way, he thought the old girl should have a road trip home.”

			“Ooo-­kay, there’s not much of a story in that teaser.” She lifted her eyes and got a wink.

			“Hop on and I’ll tell it to you.”

			“Now, that sounds like a bad biker boy’s version of ‘come see my etchings.’ ”

			“I’ll have to remember that.” His laugh added to the warmth emanating from his jacket.

			“How far have you come in two days?”

			“From Memphis.”

			She let out a low, appreciative whistle. “How much farther are you going?”

			“I’m not entirely sure. I’m heading for a town somewhere around here called Northfield.”

			“Oh, it’s close. Maybe fifteen miles once you go through Kennison Falls.”

			His Elvis smile enchanted her as always. “That’s very, very good news.”

			He stood and held out his hand to pull her to her feet. Jill brushed away a smudge of dust on her thigh. She wasn’t wary by nature, and strangers weren’t rare. Kennison Falls, Minnesota got enough through-­traffic to keep the local merchants in good business. But leather-­jacketed bikers with gorgeous, penetrating eyes were not the norm.

			She wished she could control the sudden pounding of her pulse, but tangled as she was in his eyes, his accent, and her ridiculous fear, containing her heartbeat was a lost cause.

			“My mama warned me about taking rides from strangers.”

			“I won’t let the big, bad Triumph hurt you, you know.”

			She closed her eyes and took another deep breath. “This is nuts.”

			He peered at her. “You really are scared.”

			“Always was.” She forced herself not to look embarrassed. “Even when my father had one.”

			He didn’t tease or even comment. From the seat, he picked up a black, shiny-­visored helmet and held it out to her. “You can wear this. It possesses the power to keep you safe. Put your arms into the jacket, too, that’s more protection.”

			Twice, now, he’d promised to protect her. Something primitive finally calmed her nerves, if only slightly. With resignation she pulled the helmet over her head. It fit like a fishbowl and dimmed the light like three pairs of sunglasses.

			Chase rapped on the hard shell while she snapped the chinstrap.

			“Where’s your bag of boots?” He chuckled.

			She grabbed it from the grass, and he plopped it atop a small duffel, pushing them to the metal tail behind the seat and stretching a bungee cord around both bags. He flipped down the passenger foot pegs and swung his leg over the seat.

			“Squeeze on,” he said blithely, and she did. The padded seat cushioned her better than her best riding saddle did, but there was no life beneath her, no living thing to partner with. “Put your feet on the rests here over the pipes. Don’t let them dangle—­the metal gets good and hot. Hang on to me or hold that strap on the seat. And don’t worry.”

			She flipped up the visor. “I ride horses not Hogs. You can reason with a horse. And they’re smart enough to keep from doing stupid things because they don’t want to die any more than I do.” She snapped the visor back in place.

			“Well, this isn’t a Hog, it’s a Triumph. And, honey, I’m smart enough to know I don’t want to die either.” He laughed and shifted one hip to bring a boot heel down on the kick-­starter.

			The bike answered with a grumpy rumble but didn’t catch. He stomped again. The Bonneville sprang to life, vibrating beneath Jill like a purring lion. The pulsations went through her like electrical current.

			“One more thing,” he called, twisting over his shoulder. “Lean with me into the turns. It won’t be your instinct but it’ll be safer. Ready?”

			She clutched the seat strap, and the motorcycle rolled forward a foot. Chase let out the clutch. With a slight jolt, and a tilt to the right, the bike roared onto the road.

			They picked up speed like a launched rocket, and Jill swayed side to side, her wimpy grip on the leather seat strap not nearly secure enough to keep her stable. As they followed a curve to the left and the bike leaned, she held in a screech, squeezed her eyes shut, and threw her arms around Chase’s waist. Immediately her torso quit swaying.

			Don’t crash. Don’t crash. Don’t crash. The mantra played through her mind until, finally, they’d been underway long enough that the silliness of her fear hit home. She opened her eyes and watched familiar sights flash past in an unfamiliar way. The wind whipped at Chase’s jacket, but sheltered in its folds she felt no chill. Beneath her hands, Chase’s stomach muscles contracted and flexed as he moved as one with the motorcycle. Hanging onto him was like pressing up against a safe, brick wall. It took a second for her to comprehend when his fingers pried gently at hers, wiggling and loosening her grip.

			“Relax!” he called over his shoulder, the word barely audible as it whizzed past her helmeted ear with the wind.

			She hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been squeezing. With effort, she pulled her hands apart and let go, grasping for a hold on the leather again, but he caught one hand and tugged her arm forward, patting it when the hold was just right. A hard shiver rolled through her body and then, for the first time, Jill found the ability to relax as he’d commanded. Beneath her hold, he came to life, not a brick wall at all but a supple, tensile lifeline.

			“Be ready to tell me where to turn,” he shouted again. “I’ve got you. Trust me.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			THREE MILES PASSED before Chase’s beautiful rescuee stopped fighting the motion of the bike. Once he’d adjusted her hold around his waist she hadn’t let go, her arms tightening with every curve of the road, relaxing when the Triumph straightened. Now, her torso curved against his back, finally following his movements and holding him like she trusted his ability.

			He didn’t want to admit it, but the girl had power over him. It flowed from her touch and through his body from toes to wind-­whipped hair. Every dark memory he ran from, all his demons, had fled the instant her metallic-­tan Chevy had slipped down the ditch. Every good instinct he’d honed over the years had kicked in. She might be scared of the ride she was on, but her arms clamped around his hips and her fingers clasped over his belly felt like they held his entire world together.

			Dangerous thinking. He hadn’t come here to meet anyone—­especially not a girl likely a decade or more younger than he. All this minor hero stuff would only be okay if he remembered this was a rescue of her.

			But, dang, she was great. Pretty as a daisy in the breeze. Tough and snappy even in trouble. And funny. Once upon a time he’d been funny, and she’d brought it out again. Along with a few other feelings that had been dormant for a very long time.

			He couldn’t afford such schoolboy hormonal surges, and yet what red-­blooded American boy with hormones could have stopped a reaction to a beautiful girl falling on top of him out of the blue? A guy simply didn’t get that lucky every day.

			And her arms wrapped around him now felt good. As good as the wind tearing through his helmetless hair. It was hard to deny the breeze in his face was heavenly. He wore the helmet because he believed in it, and he’d given it to Jill because preaching such safety practices to patients and clients came automatically.

			Patients. Clients.

			Black thoughts reared their ugly heads slowly, like insidious little termites eating away at his temporary peace. Clara. Brody. Tiana. His breath hitched slightly. Aw, shit. Tiana.

			Unexpectedly, the motorcycle hiccupped and jerked beneath them, banishing the specters before they could fully form. Jill’s arms constricted and every bit of her newfound fluidity stiffened into ramrod alertness. When the bike coughed and popped a second time and then a third, she turned into a human vise grip.

			“Hey, it’s all right,” he called over his shoulder, and rubbed her knuckles, which were so taut he could almost see their icy whiteness with his fingers.

			Not that he knew for sure everything was all right. They weren’t going to crash or die, but the Triumph had not been running well for the past three hundred miles. His fervent hope was that the last tank of gas was bad. His fervent fear was that gas had nothing to do with the problem.

			The bike pulled its choking act three more times before it smoothed out for the last two miles. When Jill finally tugged on his shirt and pointed to a gravel road coming up on the right, her gesture was almost wildly insistent. The gravel spun beneath the bike as they left the pavement. Wild ditch grass gave way to a field of new corn, then one of stubbly alfalfa, and then to a series of well-­maintained pastures surrounded by brown post and rail fences. They reminded him of the endless miles of famous dark fencing around Lexington.

			They turned right again onto a wide, sweeping gravel driveway lined with handsome maples. A gold-­and-­white sign, elegant but tasteful, announced they’d reached Bridge Creek Stables. Twenty yards later, two neat white railings marked the sides of a picturesque bridge over a meandering stream. My, my. They had their own creek.

			He passed more pastures and came to a pristine complex of buildings. A large, two-­story house stood to the left, and across the football field–sized yard stood a white-­and-­green barn, an outdoor riding arena, and several other structures. Jill guided him past the barn’s main double doors to a large parking area. Chase pulled up beside a van with its back end open and a handicap-­accessible lift on the ground. When he turned off the bike and its sonorous rumble faded, Jill slumped against his back. He patted her hand and unclasped her fingers.

			Easing from his seat, he unsnapped her chinstrap, pulled the heavy helmet off her head, and revealed a pair of molten brown eyes beneath a tangle of honey-­gold hair. She scrambled off the bike as if she’d been stung.

			“What were those death throes we rode through?” she demanded. “Your motorcycle wants me dead, too.”

			He laughed out loud. “I’m sorry. I think they were the result of a tank of bad gas. I am sure you were never going to die.”

			“Yeah? Here’s what I think.” She kissed her fingertips, squatted, and patted them firmly on the ground.

			“You seriously didn’t enjoy that, did you?”

			She popped to her feet. “It was quicker than waiting for Dewey, so, don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful. But I’ll stick to my ponies, thanks.”

			Now that they stood beside each other with no angst and no problem solving required, her face relaxed into a sweet, impish oval, and her eyes lost their uncertainty. She stood a petite eight inches shorter than he, and her figure curved in very non-­young-­girlish places.

			How old could she be? She was too mature and quick to be a teenager, although her features could pass for eighteen or nineteen. Early twenties? A little older? It didn’t matter. He was far older and he wasn’t here to window-­shop the local women.

			Nor did he have the right to find her as compelling, as pretty, as funny and mysterious as he did. Or to hold on with such a zing of pleasure to the memory of her arms clinging around his waist.

			She pointed to her bag bungee-­corded to the back of the bike. “If you’ll unhook my bag o’ bricks, I’ll give you a very inadequate thank-­you, and you can get on your way to Northfield. I’ve kind of messed up your day, since you had to stand in for my guardian angels who obviously took the day off.”

			A slice of pain dragged the smile from his face. “I ain’t nobody’s guardian angel, Miss Jill Carpenter.”

			He handed her the weighty, multicolored striped bag, and an unwelcome sense of melancholy settled over him at the knowledge he had to leave. She was safety and mystery all packaged into one spirited body—­an unexpected oasis in a solitary journey he didn’t really want to be taking.

			I want you to go away for a while, Brody had said, five days ago. His brother, ever the clown, for once hadn’t been joking. You’re no good to yourself, this community, or anyone else until you get over thinking you have to save the world.

			Save the world? No. He would have settled for saving one innocent, nine-­year-­old child.

			“What the heck are they doing here?” Once again, Jill’s voice stopped him from sinking into the quicksand of dark thoughts.

			He followed her gaze to a forest-­green panel truck crunching slowly past them toward a parking spot next to the barn. The side of the truck bore a white logo—­a circle surrounding the outline of a house and tree, flanked by the words “Connery Construction Company.” Chase’s heart thumped faster in disbelief. What were they doing here? This would be too big a coincidence if he believed in coincidences.

			“Why they as if they’re the school outcasts?”

			She scowled. “It sounds stupid, but that’s kind of what they are. Connery Construction isn’t exactly flavor of the month around here.”

			“Oh?” The words unsettled him.

			“They’re planning to build a gravel quarry right outside of town. It’s a pretty unpopular project. A lot of ­people are boycotting them.”

			“Harsh.” The unsettled feeling grew.

			“It’s a very local boycott. In truth, nothing we do is going to run them out of business,” she said. “Connery is a very rich man, and Kennison Falls is a pretty tiny cog in their business. Even if we do have construction jobs up the wazoo waiting to get done since our storm last summer.”

			“Storm?”

			“We had a class-­three tornado come through here last August,” she said. “If you go into town you’ll see the aftermath. David, the owner here, lost a riding arena and the roof off of one barn and had some damage to his house. It’s not like we don’t need construction workers.”

			He shook his head. “This all sounds like typical small-­town politics to me.”

			“It is. But it’s big doings for ­people here. The quarry will go in only a mile from the state park next to town. We were originally only an alternate site, but big money got involved and, well, sorry. Talking politics is rude and not ever interesting to outsiders.”

			She had no idea how wrong she was in his case. She didn’t need to know Connery Construction was precisely the reason he’d come to Minnesota, but he wondered how she would react if she knew of his relationship with the very rich Duncan Connery.

			“It’s always wise to know the local goings-­on.” He scratched the back of his head, checking his surroundings more carefully, taking in the pristine stable yard, the tidy flower beds lining the side of the barn. The scent of wood shavings and horses gave the place working farm ambience in a wealthy estate sort of way. Bridge Creek Stables was no two-­bit operation.

			“Jill!”

			A youthful man Chase’s height but a few years younger appeared at the wide barn door. Tan riding breeches and a navy polo shirt emphasized an athletic lower body and a broad chest and arms. The sight of a guy in tight pants took Chase aback. Growing up on a tobacco farm outside Lexington had conditioned him to think of barn wear as sweaty jeans and smelly chambray. This man’s tall black boots and body-­hugging clothing would have been as ridiculed on a Preston family work crew as perfume on a pirate.

			“David, sorry.” Jill’s voice dropped a notch on the apology. “I’m finally here. I’m very late, I’m afraid.”

			“Actually, not so awfully, love.” His accent, broad and British, took Chase by surprise. “Mrs. Barnes only just arrived with her daughters.”

			“Daughters?” Jill asked. “The letter from the middle school principal said nothing about more than one.”

			“One of them isn’t here to ride,” he promised. “She’s in a wheelchair.”

			Every nerve ending in Chase’s body scrambled to full alert, but he pushed back. Hyperawareness always surfaced at the whiff of a medical problem, and he was here to squelch that awareness.

			Here to not save the world.

			Jill’s brow creased. “They’re in the office?”

			“They’re in the arena watching Da’ ride. I said I’d fetch them when you arrived.”

			Jill’s shoulders squared visibly, as if she was shoring up for an ordeal. “Give me five minutes?”

			“Of course. You have time.”

			“Not really. I’m scheduled for three o’clock with your father and it’s nearly two-­thirty.”

			“Not to worry, love. He’s plenty busy and quite content putting my horses to rights and showing me how poorly I’ve trained them. And in addition,” the man—­David—­snickered, “we finally got your sister off her high horse, and she’s taking a lesson. She’ll go right before you. You don’t need to rush.”

			Chase hadn’t known Jill half an hour, but the evaporation of her smile was as transparent as cling wrap.

			“Dee? Is riding with your father?” Her measured tone registered irritation.

			David appeared not to notice. “I know. Miracles, ’eh?” He peered more closely and pointed at Jill’s red blotches for the first time. “Good Lord, what’s happened?” He swung his gaze suspiciously toward Chase.

			She shook herself loose from whatever had momentarily upset her. “I’m sorry. This is Chase Preston, he’s my champion of the day. Chase, this is David Pitts-­Matherson, Bridge Creek’s owner.”

			“Champion, was it?” David asked, his handshake and quick, thorough assessment those of a very protective friend.

			“Hardly. She saved the life of a dog by swerving her truck down a ditch.” Chase released David’s firm grip. “I just gave her a hand getting out.”

			“That’s our Jill, isn’t it? She would end up off the road over an animal. But you’re all right? The Creature isn’t damaged?” David asked.

			Jill slipped off Chase’s jacket, fully revealing the red Rorschach blob on her chest. “No. The only casualty was my order of fries. At first, Chase thought I’d been skewered.” She folded the jacket, stroking the leather as if it were a mink. “But it’s only ketchup. I’m going to grab a logo T-­shirt from the office.”

			“Fine. I’ll garnish your next paycheck.”

			She made a yeah-­sure face and handed Chase his jacket. “I can’t thank you enough, Chase Preston,” she said.

			“There’s no need. Do you have a way back to your truck later?”

			“Plenty of ways, I promise.”

			“All right.” The heaviness at her imminent departure rose within him again. She was a sexy package of chameleon emotions, changing in front of him. He wanted to know how many more colors she possessed.

			Her delicate fingers slipped into his grip, and she gave a surprisingly strong squeeze. She let the warm handshake lock them together for extra-­long seconds before sliding her hand free.

			“If you happen back through KF some afternoon, stop in. I’m probably here.”

			“I’ll remember.”

			She nodded and headed for the barn but turned before reaching the door. “Hey, David, you traitor,” she called. “What’s Connery doing here?”

			David sighed. “I hoped you wouldn’t notice that yet. We’ll talk about it.”

			“Yup. We will.” She forked her fingers and pointed to her eyes, then flipped her hand in the international I’m-­watching-­you gesture. David snorted.

			She waved a last time and disappeared.

			The intrigue was too strong to ignore. Chase knew he should get out of Dodge and away from Jill Carpenter five minutes ago, but instead he shrugged into his jacket. “Do you have a minute for a question that’s none of my business?”

			David folded his arms in front of him, his face neutral. “Yes, sure.”

			“Jill says the company is unpopular around here. I ask only because I’m supposed to meet with Duncan Connery tomorrow morning.”

			“I see.” He rubbed at his chin and laughed a little humorlessly. “True enough, I’d be careful whom I tell that to around here.”

			“And yet . . .” Chase glanced at the truck.

			“Sometimes you have to choose between appeasing an overbearing father and suffering the wrath of an entire community.” The corner of his mouth gave a rueful uptick. “I’ve chosen the lesser of two evils.”

			“Overbearing fathers. We may have to swap stories sometime.”

			“Over a beer one day,” David agreed. “I’m on my way to talk to the Connery bloke now. If you’ve got the time, come on along. Perhaps you’ll get some insight.”

			“Really? I’d appreciate it, thanks.”

			“My father is a former Olympic equestrian for England, recently hired to coach the United States team. His facility in Virginia won’t be ready until September. I have him here for three months.”

			“And that’s . . . not a good thing?”

			The high afternoon sun gleamed off the white metal barn and highlighted flowers along the foundation. In Chase’s experience, barn sides had cobwebs and dirt spatters, not petunia beds. This place had to have a full-­time barn washer and petunia weeder to look like this.

			“Da’s exacting and gets what he wants, but he’s a huge draw. My riders are ecstatic to have him. In fact, Jill”—­he inclined his head toward the barn—­“is one reason he’s here. She’s got Olympic potential and Da’ is eager to watch her. Not that I want to lose her to the U.S. Equestrian Team, but she’s such a phenomenal rider I can’t hold her back.”

			“She definitely has a spark to her.”

			“That she does. A very special spark.” He stopped walking and faced Chase fully. “Thank you for helping her. She really was all right? I was flippant about the accident only because I’ve learned not to fuss over Jill.”

			“She was far more worried about the dog in the road and getting here than she was about going into the ditch.”

			David nodded. “All right, then, it does sound like she’s fine. Thanks just the same. She’s special to us.”

			“To you?” Chase raised one brow and started off again.

			David laughed at the implied question. “She’s one of my best friends, but that sort of fire never started. I doubt it’s occurred to either of us to strike a match.”

			For some reason that made Chase exceedingly happy.

			And uneasy.

			They neared the green Connery truck. Beside it, assessing the yard, stood a middle-­aged man with gray-­templed brown hair, a clipboard, and a green button-­down shirt tucked into faded jeans.

			“What are you building?” Chase asked.

			“A riding arena. To replace the one we lost last summer in a tornado, of all things.”

			“I heard about it.”

			The worker from Connery introduced himself as Jeff Rigby and laid out a proposal and building schedule efficiently and clearly.

			“We could start next week,” Rigby said. “And we could finish in three weeks plus, depending on the finishing details.”

			“Quite impressive,” David said.

			“Can I ask how big the company is?” Chase asked. “You must have a decent workforce to field a crew this quickly.”

			“They’ll have to dig me up four or five,” Rigby said. “I think we have twenty-­five full-­time crew and a handful of part-­timers.” Rigby scratched the side of his mouth. “They’ll be hiring more soon for a big project.”

			“So, you’ve had a look ’round the building site?” David asked, and Rigby nodded. “I think the plan sounds fine,” David continued. “I think I’d like to seal the deal here and now. Will a handshake do, or have you papers to sign?”

			Jeff Rigby held out his hand. “I’ll report on the site, tell them there’s nothing that’ll require us to change the quote at this point. We’ll write up a final work order and someone will call about a start date.”

			Chase liked the man’s easy professionalism.

			“Is that it for now, then?” David asked.

			“I think so.”

			“I have to get some new clients sorted if you’ll excuse me, you two feel free to look around.” He held out his hand to Chase a last time. “Good luck. Thanks again for rescuing our Jill.”

			Chase’s pulse tripped at the sound of her name. “I’m glad I was there to help.”

			“David?”

			Chase spun in surprise at Jill’s familiar voice, but she was nowhere in sight. The woman who did approach, however, sounded so similar he’d been fooled. This had to be Jill’s sister, but other than their voices, they were as unalike as a house cat and a lioness.

			“My, my, what have we here?” The leggy blonde sashayed toward their group of three in form-­fitting riding breeches, boots shined to military perfection, and a polo shirt of vivid red. “A convention of romance cover models?” Her eyes lingered on Chase, and the tip of her tongue actually swept from one corner of her mouth to the other, as if she’d chosen her prey.

			“Dee.” David’s voice held a friendly warning. “Haven’t you got a lesson in about two minutes?”

			“Yes. But, your dad sent me to find you before we start. He’d like you to do something about the spectators you put in the arena. He claims they’re too distracting.”

			“Bloody hell,” David replied dully. “He’s been here two days. Perhaps I’ll shoot him after all and get it over with.”

			Chase laughed. “The very reason I ran away from home years ago. To keep myself out of prison.”

			“My goodness,” Dee practically purred and sidled closer. “Whatever is such a delightful accent doing this far north?”

			“Ma’am,” he greeted her. “Just passin’ through.”

			“A pity you’re in such a hurry.” Her smile started in her lips and slowly lit her eyes into come-­hither pools of hazel. “A North-­South union might be kinda fun.”

			“I think we handled that merger pretty successfully a hundred and fifty years ago.” He winked at her, and David snorted.

			Dee pursed sultry lips. “If you do decide to stay for a while, look me up. Dee Carpenter.” She held out her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Chase Preston. Likewise. Ma’am.”

			She turned in place and walked back toward the barn.

			“That’s our Dee,” David said simply. “Have a care. She’s exactly what she seems.”

			Chase watched her hips sway out of sight. “She seems like my signal to run for the hills.”

			“Good plan.” David laughed again. “Good plan.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			IT WOULD HAVE been much easier for Jill to focus if Chase Preston had simply gone on his drifter’s way once he’d dropped her off. Instead, after she’d changed into breeches, boots, and a ketchup-­free shirt, her heart gave a leap at the sight of the red and silver Triumph still standing where she’d gratefully climbed off it ten minutes before.

			If she closed her eyes she could still feel the terror and exhilaration of their ride. She hadn’t thought for a long time about the panic that had blindsided her fifteen years before when police had come to their door to say her father had been in the accident. In the end he’d been fine, after three surgeries and a six-­month recuperation. Her father had taken her on many a ride before that, but then and there she’d vowed never to ride a motorcycle again.

			How had some stranger, then, convinced her to climb on an ancient bike? One that had coughed and sputtered like it was hacking up a mechanical lung. He definitely possessed more than powers of persuasion. Something before she’d ever straddled the seat had convinced her he wouldn’t let anything happen to her. And leaning with his long, strong body into the turns, feeling his reassuring hands on hers, had made her believe she could ride with him, even on a motorcycle, forever.

			Asinine. He was mysterious as a phantom. The last thing her complicated life needed was a leather-­clad mystery.

			With effort, she spun her focus to the imminent meeting with her new student. She sat at the huge desk in Bridge Creek’s office and reached into a drawer designated as hers. She pulled out the short-­but-­fateful letter printed from her personal e-­mail. In the past two weeks she’d read the words twenty times and still knew little more than nothing about the letter’s subject.

			Dear Miss Carpenter,

			In reference to our phone conversation of May 20, I’m writing to let you know how grateful I am for your support of our student, Rebecca Barnes. Mrs. Barnes informs me her daughter’s first riding lesson has already been scheduled.

			As we’ve discussed, Rebecca has been an exceptional student. We will continue working closely with the family to determine why she is suddenly failing. I truly hope her interest in horses and your success last year with another student, Cassie Johnson, will combine to create more success this summer.

			Please feel free to contact me any time. Our school counselor and the district social worker are also available. I wish you a pleasant summer. Many thanks again for your help.

			Sincerely,

			Randall Knapp

			Principal, Cannon Falls Middle School

			Rebecca Barnes. How could such a sweetly named thirteen-­year-­old cause this big a stir? In conversations, Randall Knapp made her sound like a bomb ticking toward detonation.

			Jill loved new riding students. They were like Christmas presents to be opened—­full of potential and surprise. However, she’d never been expected to take on a disturbed teenager with the express expectation of turning her life around.

			Hearing voices and footsteps in the short hall outside the door, Jill tucked the letter back in her drawer right before David appeared, gesturing for a woman and a sullen-­faced teenager to enter the office ahead of him. He then guided a second teen over the threshold in a wheelchair.

			“Jill, may I introduce Mrs. Anita Barnes and her daughters, Rebecca and Jamie.”

			Only he could pull off such a deadly proper announcement with total naturalness. Jill reached for Anita Barnes’s hand, fascinated by the curious anachronism she presented. Not a single age line marred her face, but the rest of her looked like she’d fallen through a time tunnel and hit every decade for forty years. She’d poufed her mousy-­brown hair into a bouffant bob that could have made a sixties stylist proud. Her burgundy-­framed glasses were eighties owlish, and she wore tight, gold-­colored capri pants under a flowered, sleeveless, button-­down blouse from Jill-­had-­no-­idea-­when.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Barnes. I’m Jill Carpenter.”

			“Jill. You’re younger than I expected. Have you been teaching long?”

			Jill set a smile in place. “Seven years.”

			“Jill’s a wonderful instructor and a top-­notch rider herself.” David came to her aid. “Your daughter couldn’t be in better hands.”

			“I’m glad to hear that.”

			Rebecca stood a full body length from anyone else, and Jill worked very hard not to judge on first impressions. The girl had obviously been practicing the art of looking older and wore her makeup fairly expertly applied, if far too dark. She was gymnast short, her sandy, cropped hair stood in stiff spikes with a swath of bright blue bangs, and her tight flared jeans matched her tight knit top. The jeans left her knees showing, the top left her midriff bare, but what killed the attempt at visual maturity were the cherub-­round cheeks beneath the mix of Goth and garish colors.

			“Hi, Rebecca.”

			The girl cast her eyes briefly over Jill and lifted her arm to a disinterested handshake.

			Jill offered the same greeting to the younger girl in the wheelchair. “Hi, Jamie.”

			This sister couldn’t have been a more clichéd opposite. From her elbow-­length chestnut hair to her softly faded jeans and pink T-­shirt, Jamie exuded sugar and spice like puppies oozed cute.

			“This is so cool,” she replied.

			“I’m glad you think so. And I’m glad you could all come an extra day to get acquainted,” Jill said. “How about if we take our tour, and you can ask all the questions you want?”

			Rebecca shrugged, leaving Jill to accept it as an affirmative answer. “Our first lesson is still on for tomorrow, right?”

			Anita Barnes nodded. “Rebecca’s looking forward to it.”

			Jill stared at the girl, who absolutely could have fooled her.

			“I’ll be off, then,” David said. “I look forward to seeing all of you around the stables. Look me up whenever you need anything.” He gave a two-­finger salute and left.

			Five minutes into the tour of Bridge Creek’s two impressive barns and arena, it was clear Rebecca’s problem, whatever it was, had not been invented by the school psychiatrist. She was uncommunicative, sarcastic when she deigned to speak, and possessed an infinite array of shrugs she used much more frequently and eloquently than words.

			“Have you ridden before, Rebecca?”

			They stood right inside the arena, where the girls had already spent time, watching a lone rider circle the space. Jill could barely mask her awe over the expert calm and classic position of Colin Pitts-­Matherson. Muffled hoof beats and the slip of leather against leather whispered like soft music. The loamy scent of sand, shavings, and wood filled her nostrils as she ogled the Michael Phelps of her sport.

			“A ­couple of times.” Rebecca searched the space with uninterested eyes.

			“We both rode,” Jamie added. “It was awesome. Becky was good.”

			“Rebecca has a knack for sports, doesn’t she?” Anita smoothed Jamie’s hair with a quick motion. “You’ve always been good at the crafty things. You girls have such different strengths.”

			Jill swore a shadow crossed Jamie’s face, but the girl nodded.

			“So, if you don’t mind me asking,” Jill said, “you haven’t always been in the wheelchair?”

			“A little over a year.”

			“Oh.” For one instant Jill didn’t know what to say. She studied Jamie, but any clouds in her eyes had vanished. “I’m impressed at how skilled and strong you are. We’ll have to turn you into a groom.”

			“Really?” Jamie’s hazel eyes lit with anticipatory sunlight.

			“Sure.” She sensed Anita tensing beside her like a mother bear. “It’ll be good for the horses to learn about your chair. You can help get them used to something new.”

			“Awesome!”

			Movement at the far end of the arena caught Jill’s eyes and another rider entered, leading a bright chestnut mare. She knew the pair well. Colin stopped his horse and greeted Dee with a crisp British “Good afternoon, Miss Carpenter.” She cocked her hip and replied—­perfect and perfectly confident, as always, around any human with testosterone.

			“So.” Jill spun her attention away from her sister and led her small group out of the arena. “What kind of riding would like to do, Rebecca?” A shrug. “Have you ever ridden in an English saddle?” A head shake. “Would you like to? Or do you want a big Western saddle with a horn? Either is fine. With an English saddle we’d work on some dressage—­like we were just watching—­and maybe jumping. In a Western saddle we’d do more balance work and get outside on some trails.”

			“If I have to do this I’d rather, like, jump.”

			They were the first words of interest, if it could be called that, the girl had uttered. Jill seized on them. “Good! That’s exactly what I needed to know. Here’s the deal then. We’ll need to work a lesson or two on the flat. When I see how your balance is we’ll go on. Sound fair?”

			“Fair. Sure.” Rebecca snorted.

			“You’ll need to make sure you wear riding breeches or riding jeans—­and I mean not regular jeans. The inner seams will chafe. Your shoes need to cover your ankles and have at least a half-­inch heel.” Jill looked to Anita Barnes. They’d already been over this.

			“She has them.”

			“Excellent. And a helmet?”

			“A helmet?” The girl’s lip curled up against nostrils flared in disgust. At least the emotion was honest. A lot of girls balked at the helmet at first.

			“Yup. Nonnegotiable. One fall is all it takes.”

			“We’re getting one tonight,” Anita assured her.

			“Excellent.”

			“I think they look really cool, Becky,” Jamie said. “Like you’re a professional.”

			Jill rested a hand on Jamie’s shoulder, and the girl looked up with an expression as opposite her sister’s as could be imagined.

			“You would.”

			“You know.” The idea came to Jill from an unknown place. “It wouldn’t hurt you to have a helmet either, Jamie. You’ll be low and close to the horses’ legs—­safety first, right?”

			“Oh, can I, Mom?” Jamie’s hazel eyes begged.

			“I don’t know,” Anita Barnes replied, a little curtly. “You aren’t going to be here all that much. Don’t you think you’d rather get the equipment for your own classes?”

			“Sure, but . . .”

			“What else are you doing?” Jill asked, honestly curious.

			“Some things at Courage Center.” Jamie gave her first shrug. “They have wheelchair basketball and stuff like that.”

			“Sounds fun.”

			“Yeah.” She nodded, with only slightly more enthusiasm than her sister showed for the horses.

			“You’re welcome here anytime you can come.”

			After twenty-­five more minutes, Jill had answered a hundred Anita Barnes questions, found nothing to spark interest in one daughter, developed a soft spot for the other, and used up mental reserves she hadn’t wanted to tap. Forget the fact that, after a morning of animal deaths at the clinic, she’d driven her truck into a ditch. Forget she’d risked her life on a motorcycle to get here. She had the student from apathy hell. Most kids at least wanted to take riding lessons. If Rebecca wasn’t here under duress, Jill would eat her riding crop.

			She invited Anita and the girls to look around on their own as long as they wished, hoping for the first time in all her years of teaching that a potential student would drop out before she started. Only when she caught the incredible
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