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      Northern California, 1986

      

      Mickey’s roan ears, silhouetted against the pale green light filtering into the tiny glade, rose higher and higher before me and my heart froze—he’d never reared this high before. The light disappeared as the horse’s massive body blocked out the sun. A blinding flash of pain, and the scent of rotting leaves as my body hit the forest litter, then only blessed darkness.
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      Someone was there in the darkness before us. Biting my lip, I reined Mickey to a halt at the sight of a strange white pickup truck. It glowed in the light of the dim bulb above the stable yard. The barn door creaked as it swung open, then closed behind the figure of a tall man. There weren’t any men boarding horses here.

      Who...?

      I swallowed hard, glancing from side to side to see if anyone else was around, my fingers tightening on the reins. Mickey backed up a step, his bit clanking as he threw his head, and I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out with pain at the motion. The figure turned to face us.

      “Hello, who’s there?” he called out.

      Kit Allen, a surgery resident from the veterinary school. I let out my breath and shivered as the butterflies dancing in my stomach nearly overcame even the throbbing in my leg.

      “It’s me, Lena Scott,” I said.

      He walked toward me and I squeezed my legs to move my horse forward before I thought. I yelped, but bit it off.

      “What the heck are you doing out riding at this hour?” His brows narrowed as I rode up to him. “And what have you done to your face?”

      “Ahhh... we had a... disagreement about going home.”

      “Looks like the roan won. Bit late for a ride, isn’t it?”

      He set down a bucket full of bandaging materials and reached for one of Mickey’s reins.

      “I left mid-afternoon.” I said, wincing. “I only got as far as the glade, a few miles across the fields.”

      “Are you okay?” He frowned as his eyes scanned the perfectly cool horse, then his gaze snapped to mine.

      “I’ve hurt my leg.” My attempt at nonchalance came out as a whine. My left foot hung free of the stirrup—the leg hurt too much to do anything else.

      “What have you done with Lena?” Kit muttered, as he moved to the horse’s near side and froze. He stared at the swelling bulging above the top of my boot, all the way to mid-thigh, then at my eyes, as comprehension dawned. “Is this horse named Mickey? What happened?”

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t want anyone to know, especially someone from the vet school.

      “Yes, it’s Mickey. He fell on me.”

      “He fell? It’s flat out there.” His voice was terse and the furrows on his brow deepened.

      “He went over backwards,” I whispered, my heart in my throat.

      “That riding school he came from—” He stopped and gritted his teeth. “Anyway, you’re hurt,” he said, his voice softening. “Can you get down?”

      I shook my head.

      “I was wondering how I’d get off,” I said, surveying the rickety old corral fences.

      “Let me help.” He was tall enough to hold me around the waist and pull me carefully from the saddle, while I sternly told the butterflies to go to play somewhere else. I clamped my jaws together when I my bad limb bumped against his, but I couldn’t help gasping when it hit the dirt.

      “I’ll put the horse away and give you a ride,” Kit said, and released me as soon as I could bear weight on it.

      “I can drive mys—”

      “—good thing you were wearing that thing. There’s a great dent in it.” He raised a brow at me, eyeing the back of my helmet. “You were knocked out, weren’t you?”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”

      “Right. I don’t know what you had planned, but you won’t manage the heavy clutch in your old truck with that leg, will you?”

      “I hadn’t actually thought past getting back to the barn in one piece,” I mumbled, mostly to myself, as he led the horse away. I wrung my hands. “His feed’s made up,” I called after him.

      “I’ll find it.” Kit slipped the girth as he walked and pulled the saddle off.

      I limped to get my backpack, then leaned against Kit’s truck and closed my eyes. The sweet scent of an early-blooming honeysuckle wafted to me on the breeze, as I cooled the burning abrasions on the back of my arms against the vehicle’s metal panel. Maybe I should press my hot cheeks against it, and the rest of my aching body. A wry grin formed on my lips.

      I started when Kit spoke.

      “Hop into the truck,” he called, from inside the barn, as he led the roan into his stall. Kit growled something low at the horse, then exited the barn with my saddle over his arm.

      “Can’t you get in?” he said, as he walked up.

      I shook my head and glanced down at my swollen leg.

      His eyes following mine, he grimaced, picked me up with care, and set me on the passenger seat. At the sight of the forms and equipment filling the middle of the bench seat, I recognized the truck. It belonged to the clinics at the vet school.

      “We need to get that boot off and get you to the hospital,” he said.

      “I’ll be fine at home, thanks.”

      “You need the hospital.” His brows narrowed until they nearly touched.

      “No. Thank you.”

      He quirked his lips in silence for a moment. “How about student health?”

      “I’ll be fine. They’ll tell me to elevate it, take anti-inflammatories, and rest.”

      “Yes, but you could have more injuries than you realize.”

      “Can you please look at my leg for me?”

      “Your leg’s a mess, but it’s your head that worries me.” He sighed and pulled a penlight from his pocket, flicked it at my eyes, first one, then the other, then back and forth between them several times.

      “Your light reflexes are normal, but that leg…”

      “It’ll be fine. I’ve had worse.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.

      “Home it is, then, but get it checked out tomorrow, okay?”

      Every tiny bump in the road on the way home jarred my leg. By the time we got near home, I was nearly vomiting from the pain, but riding beside Dr. Kit Allen made up for a lot. For the past few years, he’d had my utter admiration—bordering on hero worship—though he didn’t know me from a bar of soap. He was a magician with horses and really cared about them—not just their diagnosis and treatment—but them. I glanced across the cab to his profile, outlined by a streetlamp. Pretty drop-dead gorgeous, too, if you happen to like your classical tall, dark and handsome. But his way with horses—that really got to me.

      I shook my head.

      Just remember how tall, dark, and handsome turned out last time.

      “Is there someone at your place who can help you with your boot? Getting it on—off, I mean?” He flushed in the glow from the dashboard lights and clamped his lips together.

      I clamped my own to keep from grinning at his blush. Made me feel better about mine, but it wasn’t helping me keep my mind where it belonged, really.

      Residents didn’t usually consort with students, and I’d never spent time around him, other than reporting on his cases in ICU... and watching him when he wasn’t looking. He had a sharp wit, but he didn’t say much, and hailed from the snobbiest horsey town in our home county, so I’d kept my distance, despite his regular appearances in my dreams for the past several months. Maybe he was just shy. He’d been pretty nice tonight—the butterflies started kicking again, and I told them to quit.

      “My housemate Tamarah might be home,” I finally answered.

      He let out a long breath and a hint of a smile touched his lips.

      “You might get that field boot off before some idiot wants to cut it off…the only reason not go to the hospital, I guess,” he said, with the hint of a grin.

      “Call me vain,” I said, as I reached down to loosen its lace, with a sharp inhalation at the stabbing pain in my ribs “but I’d almost rather cut off my leg than this Dehner boot—I’ve waited two decades to own a pair... you’d understand about good boots.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Some comment I overheard in ICU, sorry,” my cheeks heated further, “about you showing hunter-jumpers—to the degree of resetting shoes between judges to change your horses’ movement.”

      “We were kinda serious.” He grinned. “Good thing I worked my way through college as a farrier. Kept the bills down.”

      No lights showed from the windows as we stopped before my house. This time he didn’t even ask if I could manage. He came around to my side, picked me up and carried me to the door as if weighed nothing. Desired or not, having his face that up-close and personal was disconcerting, so I turned my heated cheeks away and fumbled with the house keys as we stood exposed in the light of the bare porch bulb.

      Ten minutes later, nauseous, with more swearing and tears than I’d have preferred, we got the boot off, intact.

      “There’s a bandage in the bathroom, top drawer, and naproxen in the cabinet,” I said, as the room swam a bit with the pain and the sight of my leg, already blue from toes to groin.

      “Are these yours?” He shot me a look and held up my skimpy running shorts. My face must’ve gone from white to red, now. The scrap of nylon had been on the bathroom floor beneath some even scantier lacy panties.

      I somehow nodded. He tossed the shorts to me and disappeared.

      “Put them on, please,” he called from the bathroom. “I’d like to check that leg.”

      Sounded like he was talking about a horse. I grinned, despite myself, and managed to peel my breeches down and off, then tugged the shorts up as he returned with a compression bandage, pills and a glass of water.

      Dr. Allen blinked at the leg, shaking his head, then checked the femur, tibia and fibula for stability. Taking the heel in one hand, he flexed, extended, and rotated the joints in all directions, but nothing crunched, while I held myself rigid and bit the insides of my cheek till I tasted blood. It’d be the hospital for sure, if I let myself scream.

      “No crepitus, and the joints work fine. I’ll bandage it up, but you must get it looked at.” He looked at me with suspicion. He must’ve known I had no intention of visiting the good doctors of the university health center.

      I compressed my lips together. I had two weeks to recover before school and work started again.

      Piece of cake.
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      For all my bravado, Tamarah, my fourth-year vet student housemate, still had to go with a friend to the barn the next day to pick up my truck and feed the horse—I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “How did you get back?” Tamarah said, after she returned. “It’s a long way to the barn from where he dumped you.”

      “Rode back,” I mumbled through a full mouth.

      “Didn’t Mickey leave?”

      “When I woke up in the dark, I still had his reins in a death-grip,” I said. “I learned young to keep hold of my reins when I fell off—riding boots aren’t exactly made for hiking home in the Santa Cruz Mountains.”

      “How’d you get back on him? That’s your mounting leg.” She frowned at my swollen appendage.

      “Hopped to a fallen log, clinging to his mane, then clambered onto his back all anyhow, swearing and sweating like a demented thing. I still ache all over.”

      “And you haven’t seen a doctor?” Tamarah said, glancing up from her granola.

      “It’s okay, Dr. Allen checked it out.”

      Tamarah blinked.

      “Dr. Allen? The resident? Where did you see him?”

      “He was at the barn when I rode in on Mickey.”

      “That’s all very well,” she set down her spoon down carefully, “but he’s a vet. You need a human doctor.”

      “Are you serious, Tam?” I stared at her. “They’d put

      me in the hospital.”

      “Where you belong,” she stated flatly.

      “I can’t make my rent if I don’t finish typing Sarah Kennedy’s doctoral dissertation before school starts again.”

      “You can do that in hospital.”

      “Yeah, I can’t even lift my typewriter. I’m sure that’ll work,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning back with a yelp. I kept forgetting about my ribs. “I’ll just have to take care of it at home. I can keep it elevated and massage the heck out of it.”

      She shook her head as she rinsed her bowl in the sink.

      “Besides, if I’m in the hospital and miss classes, I’ll never catch up.”

      “Of course, you will.” Her brows narrowed at me. “Why didn’t Dr. Allen take you to the hospital?”

      “He tried,” I said, wincing.

      “Sometimes you have rocks in your head, girl.” Tamarah shook her head as she picked up my bowl. She slapped it down on the counter and stalked off.

      Some people just seem to be born brilliant. Like Tamarah. Somehow, I’d ended up with 150 of them in my vet school class. The rest of us work our buns off just to survive.

      I’m not bitter, it’s just the way it is.
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      The jingle of the ice cream truck pulled me out of whatever internal medicine doctorate-dissertation trance I was in, typing myself stupid. I’d been stuck in bed with Sarah’s Previously Unknown E. coli in a Dog for nearly a week and I had a desperate urge to catch that truck—and snag me a chocolate gelato.

      Never mind I could barely make it to the toilet.

      With a frown at Tamarah’s makeshift desk sitting over my reclining body, topped by 35 pounds of IBM Selectric correcting typewriter, I bit my lip, held my breath and heaved. My sore ribs shrieked, but the typewriter barely budged. I tried again and managed to tip it off my lap, then swung my legs across and dived for the door... but my leg was trapped in the sheets, wasn’t it?

      I hit the floor with a grunt and a scream, then dragged myself to the door frame and climbed up its slippery surface.

      That ice cream had better be good.

      I staggered down the hallway, leaning against the wall as I went. If I’d gone to the doctor, I’d no doubt have a crutch, but my stupidity might cost me that gelato. I could almost taste it and I hurried, nearly falling over Tamarah’s golden Labrador as she rushed up to me, leash in mouth and a hopeful look in her big brown eyes.

      “Watch out, Susie, not now,” I mumbled, then stumbled down the porch steps. I was limping across the lawn at a great rate of knots when the brightly painted van, playing its merry tune, drove away in a cloud of diesel smoke.

      I growled beneath my breath at the universe for denying me the chance to add inches to my waistline, then took a deep breath. The mailbox stood just yards away. I might as well check it, now I was out here. As I reached into the box, a movement to my right caught my eye.

      “Susie, what have you got?” I called out to the dog. She looked at me, all big, innocent Labrador eyes, a half-grown bunny draped through her mouth.

      “Gently, gently,” I whispered, as I picked up her forgotten leash and followed her into the bushes, dragging my screaming leg. A domestic rabbit like this baby Belgian Lop running around in the middle of town must be someone’s pet. It was still alive, its little chest heaving in triple time, but that could change in a heartbeat.

      “Come on, Susie, give it here,” I cajoled, and waved the leash at her.

      With a joyous look, she spat the rabbit at me and lunged for the leash. I dove for the bunny like a wide receiver making the final play in the end zone, quite forgetting for one brief moment that I only had one functional leg.

      This time, I’m sure the whole neighborhood heard me swear.

      Lucky Susie. She got her walk after all. We returned to the house to put the little hopper in a box with some water and lettuce to calm down while I fashioned a rough—operative word, rough—crutch. With the Labrador helping, against my wishes and better judgement, I loaded the bunny into a backpack. It snuggled down and never moved, as we set off to tour the neighborhood. I’m not sure if Susie’s enthusiasm helped, but I hobbled from house to house, muttering a fairly constant stream of imprecations under my breath. It took over an hour to canvass the neighborhood, but we finally found a little old lady whose eyes watered up when I mentioned the rabbit. Her granddaughter brought it over to show it off last week—and forgot about it while it grazed on granny’s back lawn. When they returned, of course it had gone walkabout. They thought they’d never see it again.

      Made my day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A few days later, despite the hydrotherapy, massage, and loving care by Tamarah, the leg actually looked worse. Not content to stay a nice blue color, it had morphed to a purple, black and yellow camo pattern. Understanding the medical significance of the color changes was all very nice, but it sure didn’t make the bruises resolve any faster.

      “Do you want to see that blasted horse of yours?” Tamarah said the next day, out of the blue.

      “Really? You’ll take me?”

      “I go there every day to take care of him, anyway.” She scowled at me. “You might as well come along... on one condition.”

      “What is it?” I said, rather ungraciously, under the circumstances. She’d been caring for me, too, since my fall. I peered sideways at her.

      “We go by student health on the way back. I don’t want to come home from walking the dog to find you seizuring from a blood clot in your brain.”

      Susie jumped to her feet at the W-word and spat her slimy tennis ball at me. I sidestepped, with a yelp, but offered the dog a twisted grin. After the bunny incident, I had a new appreciation for her ability to hurl things with her mouth.

      “My father would shoot me,” Tamarah continued smoothly, “if he knew I’d let you stay away from the doctor.”

      That got me.

      Tamarah’s daddy, a lovely man, was also a professor… at our veterinary school. I bit my cheek. He wouldn’t be impressed by my irresponsible behavior. Now was not the time to annoy his daughter. It has also occurred to my thick little brain that a more comfortable crutch could be useful when school started—a mere few days from now.

      “Thanks,” I managed, past gritted teeth. “I’d like that…the first part, but... I’ll go to the doctor.”

      “Get a sock on that foot and we’ll go,” she said.

      I hopped away as fast as I could, before she could change her mind.

      It was sure good to be at the barn again. Swallows flitted in and out of the hay loft and blooming flowers combined with the smell of molasses to make me feel at home. Mickey at least had the decency to look guilty when I limped toward him with his feed. Afterward, while Tamarah cleaned his stall, I mooned over the fence at him, breathing in his newly-mown hay scent and running my fingers through his mane.

      “Don’t even think about taking him for a walk, much less riding.” Tamarah stood between me and the tack room with a look on her face that made me cringe.

      I quashed the desire to ask for his halter and kissed his soft nose, instead.
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      Tamarah held open the front door of student health for me, with a triumphant smile.

      Are you coming in?” I asked her.

      “I’ll just wait out here,” she said. “I’m not so keen on going to the doctor, either.”

      I shook my head at her, with a wry grin. The disinfectant scent of hospital entered my nostrils and clung to the sides of my tongue as I walked to the receptionist.

      “This didn’t just happen,” the doctor said, when my turn to see her finally came. “You could have had clots! How long has it been?”

      “A week and a half,” I mumbled into my shirt.

      “I see you rushed right in,” she said, in a huff, and shook her head. “What have you been doing for this leg?” She gently prodded at the still-swollen tissue.

      Her demeanor softened a little when I told her, but she still scowled.

      “I guess you’re out of the danger zone, anyway. I’d have hospitalized you.”

      I nodded.

      “So you start school next week? What are you studying?”

      “Vet med.”

      “Vet?” She blinked. “You should know bett—oh well, vet students... ” she sighed, and shook her head again as she scribbled in her notes. “Never mind. Small animals, I hope? Try to stay off it. Sit down while you’re treating your patients.”

      I mumbled something incoherent. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I was Equine Track and worked as a Large Animal ICU Technician. Galloping on foot between three barns, running IV fluids to twelve horses at a time, and tubing colicky horses all night was standard. I couldn’t tell her. She’d have the vapors.

      Oblivious to her patient’s dastardly plans, the doctor smiled and left me with a packet of anti-inflammatories and admonitions to rest, elevate it, and keep up the massage.

      At least I could hold my head up in front of Tamarah again, but I was still glad school was about to start. While I appreciated her loving, if tight-lipped, care, I really didn’t need the pillow under my leg fluffed every half hour. Worse, if I kept drinking so many hot chocolates, I’d never fit into my jeans again when the swelling in my leg eventually went down. My biggest worry now, though, was getting to class on time—never one of my strong points, anyway—but doing it hopping would make it even more tricky.
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      My friend Jess returned from a trip away with her family the night before classes were to resume.

      “Did you see what our first lecture is tomorrow?” Her voice leapt with expectancy over the phone line

      I pulled the schedule from my bag, where it had lain, forgotten, since the final day of last quarter. One glance, and my grin at her excitement vanished. Spots swam before my eyes as I read the title of the first lecture:

      
        
        Dystocia: Difficult Birth in the Mare. Determining the Need for Surgical Intervention

        

      

      I nearly dropped the phone.

      Not dystocia. Not foaling difficulties.

      Anything but that.
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      I leaned against a wall in the foyer, resting after my struggle to get to the classroom. When I’d gotten my breath back, the mere thought of the upcoming session’s topic made me start hyperventilating again... and the talk hadn’t even started.

      When the lecturer entered the anteroom, I closed my eyes for a moment, and my already-warm face heated some more. It wasn’t Dr. Rye today, as scheduled, but Kit.

      No—it’s Dr. Allen, I reminded myself, because I needed to think of him that way again. He looked up and our eyes met.

      “How’s the leg?” he said, his cheeks flushing as he approached.

      “It’s fine, thanks.” I ducked my head and tried to ignore the fist curling in my gut, then peered up at him.

      He raised an eyebrow and glanced down at the crutch lodged in my armpit.

      “So, you did see a doctor, after all?”

      “Yes, and thanks for your help that night.” I looked at the floor. “It would have been a long walk home.”

      “It could have been rough,” he agreed.

      I nodded while he hovered, as students flowed past us into the lecture hall. They flicked glances our way before walking down the steps toward their seats.

      “Well, I’d best get prepared for my lecture.” Kit hesitated, then frowned. “Are you okay? You’re awfully pale.”

      “I’ve been behaving, staying inside with my leg up.” I looked away, then glanced back to see his eyes narrow further.

      “You take care of yourself, eh?”

      “I promise.” I risked a smile upward.

      He motioned for me to precede him down the steps, then headed for the podium. His slide carousel clicked into place as I worked my way across the row of seats. I stowed the wooden crutch by my feet and sank down with a sigh of relief. It was a long hobble from the bus stop, but it beat walking or driving my beast of a pickup. It’d definitely be a while before I could ride my bicycle.

      Jess bounced into the seat beside me and looked down at the floor.

      “A crutch? Whose is that? Yours?”

      “Nailed, first guess.” I gave her a lopsided grin.

      “What have you done now?”

      I hesitated. She’d scream at me, class or no class.

      “Slipped on some stairs and twisted my ankle. Sprained, doctor says.”

      “Seriously? Sprained on steps?”

      I bit my lip.

      “Welcome back to school, everyone,” Kit called out, right on time.

      Jess looked at me from the corners of her eyes while she pulled her notebook out, then turned her attention to the lecturer.

      It seemed everything might just be all right. Kit, no, Dr. Allen, had plenty of cute slides of healthy mares and foals cavorting in grassy fields. He even got a grin out of me. I began to breathe again and shared a smile with Jess.

      “That’s when everything goes as planned,” Dr. Allen’s voice cut into my reverie and I gulped, “but this is a surgery lecture,” he continued, “and I wouldn’t be here speaking with you if everything always went right.”

      I gripped my hands together as they began to shake. “When everything goes to plan, most mares drop their foals within twenty to sixty minutes after their water breaks.” He flicked slowly through the next few slides.

      He proceeded, relentlessly—pre-and full-term mares, late ones—and finally, presentations of the fetus requiring veterinary intervention. My pen clattered onto the concrete as my world began to fragment.

      Image after image of ropes attached to tiny legs protruding from beneath the tails of down, sweaty mares, and one with red—oh man, the red—coating the mare’s backside, the veterinarian, and the straw. Gripping my armrests, I bit my lip until my own blood came, willing myself to hold on. I finally gave up, staggered sideways along the aisle, and raced for the back door. I barely made it to the women’s locker room.

      I wiped my face after my time spent kissing the commode and tried to rinse the foul taste from my mouth.

      Hot, flushed cheeks and haunted, green eyes peeked from beneath my profusion of brown hair in the mirror. I bullied the mass into shape with my fingers and braided it down my back to my waist, then collapsed onto a bench, eyes squeezed shut against the tears threatening to escape.

      I couldn’t go back in there. How would I ever pass my Equine Surgery, much less my Equine Reproduction rotations? I wouldn’t graduate, wouldn’t practice, and would never finish what I set out to achieve at seven years of age. Most importantly, I couldn’t ever pay the horses back what I owed to them.

      I wanted to melt into the shiny pink and gray tiles on the floor and not have to face my classmates, Dr. Allen, or anyone else.
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      I jumped, with a shriek, as the door slammed back against the wall. Jess strode into the locker room, lugging both of our backpacks and my crutch.

      “Are you okay?” Her concerned frown helped.

      “A little better now,” I said.

      “Stomach bug?”

      “Last night’s chicken must’ve been bad.”

      “You missed a great lecture,” she said, as a smile stretched wide across her face. “He talked all about cesareans, midline and standing flank—”

      “—can we talk about it some other time?” I interrupted.

      “Sure, I’m sorry. Are you well enough to make our next lab?”

      “I’m sure I will be. Maybe I’ll go over to The Granary and have a drink.”

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Jess said. She held the door open as I stumbled out into the hallway—and nearly crashed into my last disaster.

      Gareth Barnett-Payne dodged clear, his bedroom-brown eyes taking in my tear-stained face. He looked me up and down as I stood like a rabbit in the headlights, frozen. He flicked his dark
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