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It wasn’t stealing. Not really. But Jenna checked over her shoulder as she fingered a precious bag of horse vitamins, aware Wally wouldn’t want any of their co-workers to know. She slipped the supplements into her backpack, along with a tube of dewormer. Her ailing pony needed all the help he could get.

Her phone buzzed, making her jump. She noted the Philadelphia number and eagerly flipped it open. “Hi, Em,” she said. “How are classes?”

“Fine. Other than biology, the spring semester’s a cinch. But I need more money. When are you getting paid?”

“Hopefully today. And I’ll transfer it right away.” Jenna rubbed her warm forehead and forced a smile, determined to match Em’s carefree spirit.

“Thanks, sis,” Em said. “You’re the best. How’s Peanut?”

“His hair is falling out but good vitamins help.” Jenna dropped a guilty glance on the bulging backpack. “Today he even trotted a couple steps.”

“Good to hear.” Laughter bubbled in the background and Emily’s voice drifted. “Look. I gotta go.”

“Wait—” But silence replaced her voice. Jenna slowly pocketed the phone. She understood college courses were demanding, but it would be nice if Em would visit some weekend.

Wally Turner, manager of Three Brooks Equine Center, poked his balding head into the feed room. “There you are.” His gaze drifted over her pack, and his voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. “Keep that bag shut. And if you drop by my office on the way out, I’ll give you the rest of your overtime in cash.”

“Great.” She blew out her relief. “I’ll be right along. I told Frances I’d sweep for her. This place needs a cleaning.” She grabbed a broom, wishing their longtime receptionist did something more than crossword puzzles.

“No worries,” Wally said. “It’s another week before the new people arrive.” But the lines around his mouth deepened, and it was clear he was worried. Little wonder. The Center had just experienced a messy buyout, and the incoming owners had a history of ruthlessly culling management.

She swept every inch of the tiles, grimacing at the stubborn clumps of gum mingled with the spilled grain. Fortunately Wally planned a cleanup. However, she had much bigger problems than a messy workplace. She dumped the waste into an overflowing garbage bin and detoured to pick up her pay.

The extra money was a blessing. Wally had definitely thrown a lifeline by offering cash for massaging additional horses. She didn’t want to agonize about her sparse checking account, but Em’s living expenses were skyrocketing.

Wally’s door was shut when she arrived, his voice droning incomprehensibly through the office wall. His closed door always meant stay out, so she dropped her loaded pack on the floor and flexed her stiff shoulder.

Other than a hang-up about office privacy, Wally was usually lenient and it would be no problem to duck out early, send Em the money and still have time to massage Peanut. Of course, that was assuming her shoulder held up. Massage was physical work, doubly hard since she was trying to learn a more traditional technique. She’d found a new library book on equine therapy, but was stuck on page thirty-eight and so far hadn’t learned much of value. Her mom had taught her more than anything she’d ever found in a book.

The door slammed at the far end of the aisle and a workman stalked in, dented hard hat clamped under his arm. The construction crew had been working nonstop, rushing to build a storage shed for the new owners. Occasionally they ducked into the air-conditioned Center to grab a drink from the pop machine. But this man didn’t stop for a drink.

His stride was long and forceful. Metal-toed boots pounded the concrete then quieted on the rubber mats. Sweat-stained shirt, eyes as dark as his hair, and heading this way. She straightened, prepared to defend her spot in line.

“Wally Turner in there?” Impatience roughened his words and he barely looked at her. A bit of a surprise. Men were usually a sucker for long legs and blond hair, and often just a smile had been enough to extricate her from a tight spot. A smile wasn’t going to work with this man though. Clearly he liked to bulldoze.

“Yes.” She squared her shoulders. “But I’m also waiting—”

His scowl jerked from Wally’s door to her face, cutting off her words with the force of his displeasure. The female exercise riders had been detouring past the construction site all week, smiling and flirting with the crew, but it was doubtful they’d sent many jokes this guy’s way. There was something hard about him, the same ruthless element that had emanated from her father’s cellmates.

He dismissed her as though inconsequential, the muscles in his arm bunching as he reached for the door. However, she was accustomed to fighting for every inch and had certainly faced much tougher men.

Lifting her chin, she squeezed between him and the door. “Sorry but you’ll have to wait your turn.”

The scowl deepened as he loomed above her. His annoyance mixed with the smell of freshly cut lumber, something piney that was actually quite pleasant. She was tall but he was taller, and for an instant her attention was riveted to his big workman’s body. Damn, she hated when that happened. She quickly snapped her attention back to his face.

He frowned for a long moment then something lightened. His mouth twitched, a tiny movement, almost imperceptible, but enough to crack that ruthless expression. “Of course.” He inclined his dark head and stepped back. “It wasn’t my intention to butt in.”

Sure it was. However, his smile definitely softened her. Wow. If he ever cut loose and actually grinned, he’d be devastatingly handsome. “I won’t be too long,” she said, rubbing her sore shoulder, trying not to stare at his lips.

“Did you hurt yourself at work?”

He hadn’t appeared to look at her earlier and she blinked; no one had asked about her health since her mom had died. “I’m fine. Sort of a chronic thing.” She dropped her hand, hiding the discomfort. “And I won’t be long with Wally. Just need to pick something up before I go.”

“Leaving early?” He checked his watch and his mouth flattened.

“Yes, but Wally doesn’t mind.”

“Nice of him.”

His tone was definitely disapproving and she crossed her arms. “Not much sense hanging around if the work’s done.”

“If it’s done.” He glanced pointedly down the aisle at an abandoned wheelbarrow, still brimming with manure. A blue pitchfork leaned perilously against the wooden handles.

“That’s not my job,” she said, surprised at the defensiveness in her voice. “I’m the masseuse.”

“A masseuse? Of course.” His dark eyes flickered over her in a thoroughly masculine assessment, nothing lecherous, just simple approval that made her pulse kick. She swallowed and realized she’d been wrong. Very wrong. The gallop girls would definitely have noticed this guy.

“We’re one of the best therapy centers in West Virginia with massage, hydrotherapy and oxygen chambers. For horses,” she added, just in case he was a bit dense. The gorgeous ones usually were. “Are you with the construction crew?”

“No.”

“Looking for a job then?” she asked. “Because Three Brooks is a great place to work.” She didn’t usually babble but his sparseness with words was rather unnerving. “Wally’s nice, really easygoing.”

“Obviously.” His gaze flickered down the dirty aisle.

Resentment tightened her mouth. Wally wasn’t the most organized manager, but he was a family friend and genuinely loved the horses. And while it was okay for her to criticize, it wasn’t acceptable for outsiders. This man reeked of disapproval.

He seemed like a tight-ass and probably wouldn’t be good with animals either. Compassion could usually be sensed, and there was nothing coming from him but autocratic authority. She hoped Wally didn’t like him either—in fact, she might be able to help with that.

She unzipped her pack and groped for her keys, beaming her most magnanimous smile. “Since you’re in such a hurry, you can see Wally first. I need to drop off my pack in the car anyway. But don’t wait by the door. He prefers that visitors knock once, then walk right in.”

“Really?” His eyebrow arched and his gaze bore into hers. Clearly he wasn’t quite as gullible as she’d hoped, and the force of those laser eyes sent her into an unexpected fumble. Her hand jerked, knocking her pack sideways, scattering the secret supplements across the floor. Shit!

She rammed the plastic bags back into her pack, annoyed her hand trembled. At least no one was around, only this construction guy, and he wouldn’t have a clue about horse wormers. She peeked up, her breath flattening at his odd stillness. It was clear he was quite capable of drawing his own conclusions.

“What’s your name?” he asked, so quietly she wasn’t sure she heard him correctly. Which was perfect as it was probably not a good idea to give her name.

“Could you help me with this please?” she asked, her mind scrambling. “These supplements are past the expiry date. We’re clearing out the supply room. Getting ready for a big inventory... Never mind. I have them.”

She jammed the last bag in her pack and hoisted it up, so desperate to escape she forgot about her sore shoulder and winced at the sharp pain. An arm flashed. The weight disappeared.

“You shouldn’t be carrying around something that heavy.” He tossed the backpack over his shoulder with careless ease.

“It’s okay. I’m fine.” She glanced longingly at the door. “Really.”

“Show me your car.”

His expression was unreadable. Maybe he had swallowed her story of expired supplements. Best to humor him. Let a man help a little and their protective instincts always kicked in. She’d pick up her money tomorrow. Em would have it by Friday. Not a big deal, just a slight change in plans.

“This is so nice of you.” She rubbed her shoulder, pretending simple gratitude as she accompanied him down the aisle. “My shoulder is rather sore.”

“Shouldn’t fill your pack so full.”

The feed room is usually locked, she thought, and Wally wanted her to take the supplements before the inventory. But she nodded as though he’d imparted valuable words of wisdom. “You’re absolutely right.” She beamed another grateful smile. “Lucky for me you came along.”

He’d opened the door, pausing to let her pass, but the corner of his mouth twitched again so she quit talking and stepped outside. Despite his solemn expression, she’d almost swear he was laughing. Her father had taught her to read faces, taught her about all the little ‘tells’ in poker—a lip twitch was a dead giveaway.

“My car’s over there.” She gestured toward the green Neon, a mere twenty feet away. Normally the rust spots weren’t so glaring, but today it was parked beside a sleek black Audi with the shiniest wheels she’d ever seen.

“That’s the visitors’ lot,” he said. “Thought you worked here?”

“I do, but everyone parks where they want. No big deal.” Although no one ever took her customary space, next to Wally’s, the second closest slot to the door.

She glanced over her shoulder at the construction crew, anticipating their usual good-natured waves and catcalls. They were all oddly subdued so she inserted her key. The Neon’s tiny trunk creaked open.

A bag of empty cans needed to be pushed aside, and it was a relief when he finally maneuvered the pack of supplements between the blue bag and her spare tire. Usually she was fairly cool with this type of thing, but today she felt jumpy. Hesitant even.

“So that’s it? Nothing else to load up?” He paused, one big hand on the trunk, watching her with an odd expression.

“Yes, that’s all. Thanks.” He seemed to be lingering so she reached out and slammed the trunk, hit by a rush of regret. He was rather nice in an uptight way, even gallant enough to load her car. Yet she’d deliberately fed him misinformation. And he might need a job as much as she did.

“Actually Wally’s been a little stressed lately.” She retreated around the fender to the driver’s side. “Maybe it is best to wait until his door opens. But he’s planning a big inventory and cleanup so needs to hire some muscle. I really hope you get the job.”

His eyes hooded as she slid behind the wheel. He didn’t seem the indecisive type, but he definitely appeared to be thinking now. “All right,” he finally said, as though settling something with himself. “Anything else I should know?”

“No. That should do it. Although it does help if you like horses. And maybe smile a little more.” She grinned, turned her key and the engine sputtered to life. “Better hurry before someone else gets in line. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow. And you can help me...load more things.”

He smiled then, a real smile that made her hands squeeze the steering wheel, and part of her fervently hoped he would land that job.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Jenna, Jenna Murphy.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Jenna.”

The raw promise in his voice jolted her more than the Neon’s aging clutch, and the little car bucked twice as it rolled from the parking lot. Definitely a cocky guy. But oh, so cool.

She was still smiling as she sped down the winding driveway, her heart thumping a tad faster than normal. Her gaze drifted to the rearview mirror and she blew out a sigh, inexplicably disappointed to see he’d already vanished.
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“Vitamins, glucosamine, flax. Nothing but the best for you,” Jenna said as she moved her hands over Peanut’s hindquarters, concentrating on the large gluteal muscles at the top of his rump. The pony stretched his shaggy neck, as usual loving his massage.

A pity Thoroughbreds weren’t as tiny as Peanut. It was easier to work on a pony, less than twenty minutes for the little guy, and his massage didn’t leave her shoulder throbbing.

She gave Peanut an affectionate pat then led him across the driveway to graze. Technically the grass on the other side belonged to Three Brooks but it hadn’t been harvested in years, and it saved on buying hay. In better times, her chief worry had been that Peanut might overeat, but now his teeth were worn and his tattered coat hung in chunks. The poor fellow used to be a good-looking pony.

She returned to her sun-dried yard, trying not to look at the ragged shingles hanging from the trailer’s roof. Peanut was showing his age, so was her home. Last year Emily had helped her patch a portion of the roof. They should have fixed it all.

A diesel pickup rumbled over the hill. She shot an anxious look over her shoulder, relaxing as the big vehicle slowed fifty yards out. Wally. A couple of the maintenance men for the Three Brooks mansion drove too fast, but Wally knew to watch out for wandering ponies.

He lowered the window with a wry smile. The fading sun emphasized the deep lines bracketing his mouth. “I need a beer, Jenna.”

It was getting late and her shoulder ached, but Wally looked even more drained. Besides, it probably wasn’t beer he wanted but conversation. Sometimes she thought him lonelier than she was, if that were possible.

She nodded a welcome, slipped into the kitchen and grabbed a couple cold beers. By the time she stepped outside, Wally was stretched on the porch swing. Flies buzzed over the brook but thankfully stayed off the cooler porch. They didn’t seem to bother Peanut who chewed contentedly, swishing his tail and looking like a pygmy in the tall grass.

“Talk to Emily lately?” Wally asked, his gaze fixed on Peanut.

“Today, just for a minute.”

“She should get a part-time job. Her college support is wearing you down.”

Jenna waited a beat, trying to control her annoyance. Wally was like an uncle, but he was always much too critical of Em.

“I don’t want her worrying about money,” Jenna finally said. “Not while she’s studying. She’s barely twenty.”

“You’re only six years older. Look at you.”

Jenna leaned her head against the swing. Yeah, look at me. A crumbling trailer, an ancient pony and a sister who no longer needed her. She felt old, alone and rather scared. But at least one of the Murphy girls was going to college.

Wally tilted the bottle. Glug, glug. He swiped his mouth and glanced longingly over his shoulder. “Got another beer in there?”

So much for studying her massage book; Wally seemed really down. She rose, clicked open the screen door, grabbed another beer and filled a plate with spicy pepperoni. This was better anyway. Wally was always good company—as long as he didn’t snipe at Emily.

“You’re a sweetheart,” Wally said, gratefully accepting the second beer along with the sliced meat. “There’s something damn special about this front porch. Looking over the valley makes me feel like a king. Your dad sure set things up right.”

“He was a lazy asshole who spent more time in jail than out, and made Mom miserable.”

“Agreed, but he sure built a nice porch.”

Jenna sighed, enjoying the smells, the reddening sunset and the nostalgic sound of peeper frogs and their promise of summer. Wally was right. Her dad had done one good thing. He’d found the most beautiful spot in the entire county.

Wally’s arm moved and a white envelope dropped on her lap. “Unfortunately things are going to change a bit,” he said, his words muffled with pepperoni. “That’s the last of those.”

She opened the envelope and flipped through the bills. Two hundred and twenty dollars. Em would be thrilled. “What do you mean, the last?”

“The new owner is tough, a stickler for rules. And the sale went through much quicker than expected.” Wally burped, and Jenna inched away from the overpowering smell of pepperoni and beer. “He’s going to be a pain in the ass,” Wally went on. “Even clamping down on the construction crew. Staff will have to walk the line.”

She shoved the bills back in the envelope, quickly crunching numbers. After sending Em’s money, there’d be sixty dollars to last until the end of the month. It’d be tight. “I always walk the line,” she said, tucking the envelope into her back pocket.

Wally chuckled. “But sometimes it’s the wrong side.”

“Can’t help it. Bad blood and all.” She tried to speak lightly, didn’t want to reveal how his words hurt, but the fact was undeniable. The Murphy family was trash.

“Jenna,” Wally said quickly. “What I meant is we can no longer look after every sick animal that knocks on our door. These people want to see a profit.” He took a thoughtful sip of beer. “Should be plenty of work though. The Burkes have a lot of contacts. They’re in the process of negotiating contracts with major race stables so eventually we’ll receive quality horses. Unfortunately Three Brooks will be closed to the public.”

“What?” Jenna blinked in dismay. “What about the locals? If a horse is hurt, you mean we can’t help?”

“Not anymore.” Wally blew out a resigned sigh. “Derek wants to offer pricey rehab to an elite clientele, along with top staff and expanded facilities. He’ll be explaining all this in a staff meeting tomorrow.”

“Who’s Derek?”

“Derek Burke, their cleanup guy. He’s moving into the big house...taking over for a while.”

Jenna stiffened, straining to see Wally’s expression through the gloom. “The Three Brooks mansion? But you’ll stay in the apartment at the Center? You’re still the manager?”

“Far as I know.” Wally ripped a slice of pepperoni into three ragged pieces, his voice gruff. “But frankly it would have been better if the Canadians hung on to ownership. They didn’t come down much. Never interfered.”

Jenna squeezed her hands, her heart aching for Wally. He loved the town, the people, the horses. To her knowledge, he’d never turned down a fundraiser or any sponsorship request. But paying clients were few, and business had slowed to a trickle. It was a miracle he hadn’t laid anyone off. For his sake, she hoped the new boss would be easy to work with...and didn’t know much about massage.

She swallowed and glanced over her shoulder, resolving to stay up late and study another chapter in the library book. All her knowledge had been learned from her mom or by experimentation, and her massage technique was rather unorthodox. Maybe the new guy wouldn’t approve.

Maybe there’d even be a test. Her stomach churned at the thought. She always felt stupid when people talked about college and university and degrees. Street smart, book dumb, her father had always said, usually with an approving wink.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” she murmured, scrambling to her feet and scooping the empty bottles off the table.

Wally rose with a rueful smile. “You know I’ll always look after the Murphy family. Long as they let me.”

She waited until the lights of his truck disappeared then crossed the road and whistled for Peanut. He ambled from the dark and poked his muzzle into her hand, whiskers tickling as he snuffled for the tiny piece of carrot.

“Time for bed, mister.” She guided him by his forelock to the kennels. Luckily he was small. Years ago, they’d raised foxhounds and the old mesh kennel was perfect for a tiny pony.

Perfect for her father too. He’d been too lazy to build a shelter or paddock, or perhaps he’d been in jail at the time. Memories blurred. She did remember her mother selling eggs and puppies, desperately trying to raise money for her horse-crazy daughters. Now it seemed natural to keep Peanut in a dog kennel and compensate by giving him the run of Three Brooks’ vast acreage.

“Sleep tight, little buddy,” she whispered. He pressed his head against her stomach and blew out a long sigh, his version of a goodnight kiss. She latched the gate and trudged through the dark toward the illuminated porch.

Beer always made her drowsy and she settled at the kitchen table, yawning as she flipped open the thick book: Massage and Chiropractic for Equines. Everyone assumed she had a college diploma. Wally had desperately wanted an effective horse masseuse on staff so had quietly fudged her resume, and everyone had been happy.

Besides, she did help horses. Clients were always pleased when their animals walked away much improved. Peanut was a great testimonial, still very limber for a senior citizen. She’d been massaging him for years so she must be doing something right.

Still, it was best to be prepared.

She propped the heavy book on the table. Her sister was probably studying too, and the notion that they were doing the same thing was rather comforting. Hopefully, Em wasn’t missing home too much and could concentrate on her courses, especially since her high school marks hadn’t been great, and Jenna was no longer around to help.

Fluttering moths distracted her, bumping loudly against the porch light, and she forced her attention back to the page. So much of this massage stuff was common sense, so simplistic her mind wandered. She needed to fertilize the vegetable garden, check on a lame donkey and she’d intended to ask Wally if the scowling man with the hint of a smile had landed a job.

She yawned twice, closed the book in defeat and crawled into bed with an equine heat pack tucked against her shoulder.

The sound of a vehicle woke her sometime during the night, but she was too tired to check the clock. She fell back to sleep, vaguely curious as to why the maintenance people were working so late.
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Derek Burke strode into the meeting room and scanned the group of silent, anxious faces. He didn’t have to check his notes—thirty-seven employees, including a manager, grooms, handlers, exercise riders, and technicians—plus one masseuse. It was the masseuse who intrigued him.

She’d been stealing and his first impulse had been to hand her a pink slip. Yet she’d bristled when he’d criticized the manager and he admired loyalty. It was going to be a tough transition and unwise to alienate employees at this early stage. Most of the staff lived in the district, an area plagued with high unemployment. Some unpopular policy changes had already been implemented and it seemed likely he’d have to replace the affable manager.

He glanced sideways at Wally Turner and his disdain churned. Staff might like Wally but the man didn’t even have enough initiative to keep the aisles clean. The accountants had also reported disturbing discrepancies and Three Brooks, operating at thirty percent capacity, should have achieved a healthier cash flow. There definitely needed to be an accounting, and he was prepared to cut and slash.

But first, soothe the masses.

Wally introduced him to a cautious scattering of applause. He studied the faces, memorizing the truculent who might cause trouble, and outlined the new goals and policies of the Center. “There will be no immediate layoffs,” he said. “In fact, all employee credentials will be reviewed and salaries adjusted to industry standards.”

The Burke public relations people had advised that his expression was much too grim so he concluded his speech with a tight smile. A big-busted lady near the front returned an inviting smile but his scowl was quick and automatic, and she averted her head.

And then they were finished. More applause, louder this time and clearly spiked with relief. Plenty of time now to weed out the poor performers, the hapless, the liars.

He lifted a hand, raising his voice so as to be heard over the buzzing crowd. “One final item. I’d like Jenna Murphy to meet me in my office.” He deliberately refrained from saying ‘please.’ He had nothing but scorn for the Canadians and the permissive corporate culture they’d fostered.

“What do you want with Jenna?” Wally asked, his voice taut with an emotion Derek couldn’t define.

“Pardon?” He scowled to show his displeasure and Wally dipped his head, nervously shuffling papers. Lazy and a coward as well, Derek decided, notching another tick in Wally’s debit column.

Employees stepped aside as he strode toward his new office but he didn’t look sideways. He was rather impatient to interview Ms. Murphy and actually surprised he hadn’t spotted her regal head in the crowd. Perhaps she was shorter than he’d initially thought.

He left the door open, gratified to see the office was much cleaner than yesterday. Wally had been slow to vacate despite the Burke directive he was coming, and obviously the man had hoped the sale would flounder.

He yanked open the filing cabinet and flipped through the employee files. Jenna Murphy. The file was thin. Not even a resume. A copy of an insurance application, barely legible: Jenna Lynn Murphy, twenty-six, local address, one sister, parents deceased, unremarkable health, five-foot-nine inches, one hundred and twenty-two pounds, blond hair, blue eyes. Single.

Ah, so she was single.

He pushed the drawer shut, glanced impatiently at his watch, then crossed the room and checked the aisle. That too was much cleaner than yesterday, with stable hands knocking down cobwebs and sweeping furiously.

The outer door slammed and Jenna sauntered in, walking with a graceful sway of her hips, the proud tilt of her head unmistakable. She stopped to greet a groom pushing a wheelbarrow then continued down the aisle. Paused when she spotted him, and a delighted smile lit her face. God, it had been a long time since anyone smiled at him like that.

“Good morning,” she called. “I’m glad you got the job!”

He scowled but she didn’t stop smiling and actually seemed genuinely happy to see him. An unusual reaction and his impatience seeped away. “Are you always this late?” he asked mildly.

“Not always, but a lot. Depends on my massage schedule.” She gave an unrepentant smile. Stuck her head past him and checked the office. When she saw it was empty, she immediately backed away. “Better get out of there,” she said, tugging at his arm. “Wally doesn’t like people in his office. It wouldn’t be smart to piss him off, not on your first day.”

“So,” she added, once she’d herded him to the middle of the aisle, “will you be working with the inventory or the cleanup? I can give you a quick tour if you want. Introduce you to everyone.”

He paused, not usually at a loss for words, but her openness was refreshing. As the heavy for the Burke operations, employees either feared or disliked him. Not a problem, just the way it was. Still, this couldn’t go on.

“I had a tour last month, Jenna.” He crossed his arms. “My name’s Derek Burke.”

A flash of dismay then her expression shuttered, and she stepped back. “A pity. I liked you better with the hard hat.”

“Come in. Shut the door.” He pivoted and walked back into his office.

She followed but neglected to close the door. “What have you done with Wally?” she asked.

“He’s moved into the receiving office at the other end of the barn.”

Her shoulders relaxed as though that was the extent of her worries, and he frowned at the door, irritated she hadn’t followed his simple order. “Maybe you should be worrying about your own job,” he added.

“Maybe, but not yet.” She tilted her head, eyeing him with sharp intelligence. “If Wally’s still here the rest of us are probably safe, at least for a while.”

She was absolutely correct but in spite of his desire to keep staff intact, theft was cause for dismissal. He leaned back in his chair, studying her over steepled fingers, waiting for a fidget. It didn’t take long, fifteen seconds.

She crossed the room and picked up one of his framed degrees. “Wow, you’re a smart guy.”

“Put that down.”

“Why do you have it here then?” she asked.

“Certainly not for employees to handle.” He tilted his head and waited, realizing she wasn’t going to confess or beg. Obviously the job didn’t matter. Rather a pity. She’d shown him a simple kindness yesterday, and he’d already decided to let her stay.

“I’m still an employee then?” She replaced the frame and swung around, her shoulders relaxing, and he realized then he’d made a mistake. The job mattered to her; it mattered very much.

Good. It was always easier to control staff if he understood their motivations. “Of course, you’re still an employee,” he said. “At this stage, you’re my closest friend in Stillwater.”

Her mouth curved with irrepressible humor. “Kind of like your number one employee?”

“Let’s not push it,” he said, trying not to smile back. “And I don’t want to see you lugging any more company supplies to your car.”

“Oh, you won’t see that again, Burke. Promise.”

She flashed him a jaunty wave. He stupidly waved back, and she was gone before he could tell her not to call him Burke.

***
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The next ten interviews were tedious and much more routine, ranging from a stammering receptionist to a brown-nosing groom. Derek turned his chair, glancing out the window at the construction site, watching as wood was expertly planed. Yesterday they’d been resizing planks, and he itched to get his hands on a power saw.

“Three Brooks is very important to me, Mr. Burke. I’m hoping to make head groom in five years.”

Derek nodded, adding another doodle on his yellow pad.

“I’ve been working here for three years and always intended to take courses on animal husbandry. There’s a college close by—”

“Yes, yes. That’s excellent.” Derek waved a hand in dismissal. “Your salary will raise ten percent when you complete a diploma. That will be all.”

The man—pointless to remember all their names—rose and rushed away with a bounce in his step. Derek stretched his legs and exhaled. Clearly high unemployment in the area would make changes palatable and also help keep the most qualified staff. Tiresome though. Everyone had been nodding and bending over backwards, telling him anything they thought he wanted to hear, everyone but Jenna.

He swiveled his chair toward the big window, checking the parking lot for her car. There it was, jammed right beside his Audi, along with Fords, Fiats and a couple other rust buckets. That motley mix was definitely not good for Three Brooks’ image. If he were to establish this as an elite facility, it had to look the part. He scrawled a notation on his pad, then rose from his chair and stalked down the aisle. It was time to see his new staff in action.

The hyperbaric oxygen chamber, in his opinion the most valuable technology at Three Brooks, was his first stop.

When he walked into the room, the technician sitting by the blinking control panel slammed down her mug and jerked upright in the chair. “Good afternoon, Mr. Burke.”

Behind her, a horse’s flicking ears were visible through the porthole window of the oxygen chamber. “Good morning,” he said. “How many minutes is your average session?”

“Sixty.”

“And you never leave the controls? You’re always watching the horse?”

“Absolutely.” The technician’s head bobbed. “This is a pressurized environment. Someone always has to watch the monitors.”

His eyes narrowed on the steam rising from her mug. “You never leave? Not even to grab a coffee?”

Her gaze darted downward. She flushed but didn’t speak.

“Well?” he asked.

She withered under his flat tone. “Maybe just to grab a coffee, but it’s only for a second—”

“When a horse is in the chamber, you do not leave. Ever. This is a flammable environment. If you need a break, call on the phone for a technician to replace you. I assume we have other trained staff members?”

“Yes, sir.”

He nodded in dismissal and pushed through the end door, watching as two handlers held a bay gelding on a treadmill. Water bubbled against the transparent sides, swirling around the horse’s legs.

The digital display showed one minute remaining.

“How many times has this horse had hydrotherapy?” he asked.

“At least five times, sir,” the shorter handler said, frantically scanning his chart. “It’s noted here somewhere.”

“So you would assume he’ll be quiet and not scramble out, possibly injuring himself or his handlers?”

“Yes, I’d definitely assume that. But horses are always unpredictable, sir.”

“Exactly. Which is why you should have a chain over his nose.”

“Of course. We were just...hurrying. Sorry, sir.”

Derek nodded and stepped back. The second man grabbed a chain and looped it over the gelding’s nose. Clearly this animal wasn’t going to cause any problems. However, the Center’s future patients would be fresh off the track and powered up from racing. He’d wait a few weeks before treating any top class horses. Let the staff practice on cheaper, more expendable animals.

He pushed through the swinging door and into the solarium. A chestnut mare stood under the infrared lights, head lowered, hind leg tilted, clearly enjoying her light treatment.

A slim brunette nodded but didn’t meet his gaze. “Good afternoon. I’m Anna,” she mumbled.

“I’m Mr. Burke.” He stepped closer. “If you have owners or trainers checking on their horse, what would you tell them about this treatment?”

“That infrared stimulates circulation and helps skin issues or dermatitis. That it promotes their general well-being.”

She faltered and he nodded encouragingly.

“I might also say,” she added, “that they sometimes fall asleep under the lights and that it’s especially beneficial after a massage. And that they love it.”

“Very good, Anna. Now jog my memory—where exactly is the massage room?”

“Down the hall, to the left. But Jenna wants people to knock before entering.”

He strode down the hall and pushed the door open, deliberately not knocking. Jenna glanced up from a thick textbook, her eyes flashing with annoyance. “Hey, Burke. Next time knock. Don’t scare my horse.”

“There’s no horse in here.”

Her smile was slightly mischievous. “But you didn’t know that. Have a seat.”

He didn’t like to be offered anything that was already his, but it had been a tiring day and she, at least, wasn’t uptight. He stretched out his legs, folded his arms behind his head and watched her through narrowed lids. Rather odd to have a textbook beside her. None of the other technicians had books.

“Studying for something?” he asked.

Her hesitation was almost imperceptible but it was there. “I have my massage diploma but I’m finishing my...equine sports certificate.”

“Burke policy is to increase salary with all post secondary education.”

Interest flared in her blue eyes. “Yes, I heard. Actually, I’m pretty much finished. So that’s a ten percent increase, right?”

“That’s right. How many horses can you massage a day?”

“As many as you want.” She laughed. “And it also depends on what’s wrong with them and how quiet they are.”

“I need an exact time for scheduling. Is there an appointment book somewhere?” Massage was probably the least important treatment offered with less tangible results. If the profit margin was negligible, he intended to drop the service. Not that he’d tell her, not yet. And for now, it would increase profits to squeeze in as many massages as possible.

“Of course, there’s an appointment book. Wally keeps it up to date.” She subtly shifted on the chair, but his senses were honed and he knew the signs of guilt. “Would you like to see the next patient?” She gestured at the end doors. “Molly will be arriving soon.”

And indeed Molly did arrive. He’d never seen such an ugly mare, with cow hocks, a swayback and a dragging left hip. “Jesus, why don’t we just shoot her,” he said.

“Shush, Burke. You’ll hurt her feelings.”

The handler’s eyes widened. Jenna really shouldn’t be telling him to shush—and she definitely shouldn’t be calling him Burke—but he was too stunned by the horse to bother with a reprimand. This unsightly animal couldn’t possibly be a Thoroughbred.

Jenna dragged a blue plastic block behind the horse’s hindquarters and stepped up. He hadn’t seen many massages before, but the ones he’d viewed had always started at the front. Maybe she was doing a shorter version since the horse was evidently on its last legs.

Made perfect sense, he decided.

“Is this a ship-in?” He cautiously lifted the mare’s front lip, surprised to see a tattoo. Old and faded, but clearly a tattoo. Definitely a Thoroughbred.

“Molly’s more like a lead-in,” Jenna said with a smile. “Now please stop talking. I need to concentrate on my patient.”

Her face set in concentration as her hands moved slowly down the horse’s rump. The mare’s trusting eye followed as Jenna circled to her side—clearly the mare believed she was in competent hands. Always a good sign.

But he was puzzled by Jenna’s technique. This was like no massage he’d ever seen. “What exactly are you doing over the sacrum?”

She shot him a warning frown. “Be quiet, Burke.”

He tightened his mouth and scowled at the attendant who ducked his head and scraped the rubber matting with his boot. At least one of the people in this room was respectful.

“There,” Jenna pronounced, stepping gracefully off the block. “She should move better now.”

Derek snorted. If this were Wally’s clientele, no wonder Three Brooks operated in the red. He doubted anything could improve this nag, and it wouldn’t help the Center’s image to have animals collapsing in the aisles.

Clip, clop. His eyes widened as the mare walked evenly from the room. Nothing could ever be done for her conformation but her hip no longer dragged, at least not at a walk.

Jenna was leaving, following the mare without so much as a word, and he stalked after her. “Tell me what you did.”

“Of course,” she said. “But first I have to talk to the owner.”

Talk to the owner. Of course. That was good. Owners and trainers appreciated full reports, would pay a premium for the service, although it was preferable to present them in writing, complete with a glossy folder. More efficient, better publicity and with the right clientele, the Center could draw horses from all over the eastern States.

He joined the parade, following the handler, the mare and Jenna down the aisle and through the wide end doors. He didn’t see a trailer; in fact the receiving lot was disturbingly empty, a fact he needed to remedy.

A freckle-faced boy popped up from the grass, sporting ripped jeans, a stained shirt and a gap-toothed smile. “Thanks, Jenna. She looks way better now.” The kid reached over and plucked the rope from the attendant’s hand.

“Not so fast, Charlie.” Jenna stepped forward, hands on her hips. “Have you been racing Molly again?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Don’t lie to me, young man. I know you’ve been racing.”

“Maybe just a few times.” The kid’s gaze darted to the ground and he twirled Molly’s lead rope. “I didn’t mean to hurt her,” he added sheepishly, “but I have to practice for the big race.”

Jenna’s voice softened. “It’s not the galloping. It’s the hard start. If you want to race, ask your friends for a trot start. She’ll hold up much better.”

“Yeah?” The kid brightened and tugged on the rope. “Can I ride her home?”

“Walk her down the driveway and mount past the gate. But take it easy and stay on the soft shoulder. Molly’s a nice horse. You need to take care of her.”

Derek dragged a hand over his jaw. “Leave us,” he snapped, jerking his head at the handler who quickly fled back into the building. Derek waited until Charlie was out of earshot. “What the hell was that?”

“Local boy with a horse.” Jenna shrugged. “I made the mare feel better.”

He stared down the circular drive, watching as the kid angled his horse to a rock, scrambled onto her bare back and trotted away. “We treat ride-ins?” His voice sounded strange and he had the absurd notion he might laugh.

“Sometimes. This place is never busy so of course we help the community.” She squared her shoulders. “Wally said you wanted to stop that, but I really think you should reconsider.”

“This is a profit center, Jenna, not a charity. Our plan calls for treating an elite animal with a high profit margin. You can’t have nags like that stumbling up to the back door. It weakens our image. Besides, who knows what contagious diseases they might carry?”

He shook his head, still scowling. Wally must be an imbecile, probably charging half price to locals. He stiffened, his eyes narrowing. “What price do the locals get?”

She stuck her hands in her back pocket, shrugging, and he was momentarily distracted by the way her shirt tightened over her breasts. Momentarily.

His voice hardened. “How much did he pay, Jenna?”

Her gaze darted to a blue bag half full of cans and he couldn’t help it. The corner of his mouth twitched.

She grinned then, flashing him a conspiratorial smile that would lighten any man’s mood. “Maybe we should charge a full bag next time?”

“There can’t be a next time.” He forced a frown, purely out of habit, but it was obvious he didn’t scare her. Christ, she must be used to some hard-assed men. “We don’t have insurance for walk-ins,” he added, still trying to figure out how to stop this practice without raising the town’s ire.

“I never let the kids mount until they’re off the grounds,” she said, reaching for the bag of cans. “I’m not that stupid.”

“You’re not stupid at all. And where are you going with those cans?”

“Putting them in my trunk.”

“Ah, ha. But that would be stealing, Jenna.”

“I usually collect them for the school. But I’ll leave them in your office if you want.”

He blew out a long and resigned sigh. “Please. Put them in your trunk.”
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Peanut’s ears flicked toward the crest of the road and Jenna guessed a car was coming. Despite his age, the pony’s hearing was excellent.

Seconds later, she heard the purr of a powerful engine, definitely not a diesel.

She considered whistling for Peanut but feared he’d be hit when crossing the road. Besides, most of the caretakers tending the Three Brooks’ mansion knew enough to slow down. Probably safer to leave the pony where he was.

A black car streaked over the hill and Peanut, for some obscure pony reason, ambled to the middle of the road, tiny ears pricked in welcome. Rocks peppered the bottom of the speeding car as it skidded to a halt. The driver’s door snapped open.

Jenna sauntered down the steps and across the yard, hiding her fear the only way she knew how.

“What the hell is that?” Burke asked, stepping out.

“That’s my racehorse, Peanut. You’ll have to drive a little slower on this section.”

“I’m not talking about the pony.” His eyes widened as he stared over her head at the crooked trailer. “Please tell me Three Brooks doesn’t own that.”

“Three Brooks doesn’t own that.”

“You live there?” His normal scowl darkened to amazement.

“Happily.”

“Indoor plumbing?”

“Installed last week.” She laughed then because despite his growly exterior, he really was quite a good sport, not even complaining about loose livestock nibbling away at his property.

“I guess my place is a little further down.”

“Yeah, another half mile,” she said. “Wally had some extra cleaners working around the clock.”

His scowl darkened and she regretted mentioning Wally, but Burke was still scrutinizing her property with a mixture of disbelief and revulsion. “This place needs a bulldozer.”

“Absolutely not. It’s my home.”

His eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t Three Brooks own this land?”

“Not this strip.”

“I’ll have our lawyers find a loophole and make you an offer. What’s cooking?” He sniffed the air. “Chicken?”

“It’s not ready yet.”

“I’m in no hurry. And I want you to look at some appointment books, if you don’t mind.”

They both knew it wasn’t a request and she turned away, pretending to admire the red glow settling over the valley. “You’re working late?” she asked.

“Checking out a few things.” He reached through the open window, grabbed the green appointment book and Wally’s private blue one. Pocketed his keys with a wry smile. “Think my hub caps are safe here?”

“Peanut’s pretty honest.”

“Good to know.”

Her feet dragged as she walked toward the porch. He, on the other hand, glanced around, assessing everything with a clinical stare. “Kennels? No hounds?”

“No hounds, not anymore.”

He nodded as though he understood, but she knew he couldn’t and she tugged her pride tighter, trying not to see the property through his eyes—the rusty hubcaps nailed to the shed, the crooked porch, the forlorn kennels. Deserted by everyone but her.

“Have a seat outside.” She jammed her hands in her pockets, pretending a nonchalance she didn’t feel. “Tea, water or beer?”

“Beer, please.”

He was polite for a hatchet man and she opened the screen door, hurried to the stove and flipped off the oven—dammed if she’d share her chicken—grabbed two beers and kicked the fridge door shut with her foot.

She passed him the bottle, challenging him to ask for a glass, but he didn’t say a word. Just nodded his thanks and took a long drink. His strong throat rippled. She took a second to admire the sight, but pulled her gaze away before he noticed.

The appointment books lay between them and she glanced down once, then stared at the reddening skyline. He hadn’t spoken, and she was determined not to make it easy.

“Nice view.” He settled against the seat, looking much too comfortable. “That pony always loose like that?”

“Only for an hour in the morning, a couple hours in the evening.”

“I’ll watch out for him then.”

“Appreciate it.” Her grateful smile faded as he reached down and picked up the books.

“You in this with Wally?” His voice was curiously flat, as though discussing the weather and not their deceit. However, anger radiated from his big body.

He was too savvy to trick and she blew out a weary sigh. “Yes, it started with a couple sore horses, worried owners who couldn’t afford the treatment. The Canadians didn’t care but didn’t want the auditors to discover we were giving away free services. They asked Wally to keep a separate log. We probably do ten a week now, at free or reduced cost.”

“I understand that. You made it perfectly clear this afternoon. But what about the other horses?”

“That’s it.” She shook her head in confusion. “There are no other horses.”

He pulled out a sheet, pinning his gaze on her face. “Last week you massaged thirty horses. Yet in the official books, it’s reported as thirteen. And it’s physically impossible for anyone to massage thirty horses a week.”

“It’s not impossible. You saw how fast results came today.”

“Strange massage.” He grunted. “Looked more like chiropractic. And where’s the money for the rest of the sessions?”

“I was having trouble with some bills,” her throat thickened, “and Wally offered to pay me cash.”

“How much does he pay per horse?”

“Twenty dollars.”

“I see.” But Burke didn’t sound appeased and, if anything, his voice roughened. “That volume of horses can’t be good for your shoulder.”

She swallowed, ripe with misery. She’d blown it. He was going to fire her and rightly so—Emily would have nothing. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice thick.

“From now on, it’s five horses a day, max. Don’t push yourself. And no more under the table stuff.”

He continued his lecture in a solemn voice, but she couldn’t concentrate after the ‘from now on.’ Seemed she wasn’t going to be fired after all. Her bottom lip quivered with relief. And gratitude.

She wasn’t exactly sure when he turned silent or when his enigmatic eyes settled on her mouth. But she sensed his sudden awareness, the thickening of his breathing, the subtle shifting of his body.

“Want another beer?” She scrambled from the swing, holding her bottle in front of her chest like a shield.

“No, I’m good.” He rose gracefully for such a big man. “I better go.” He strode to his car without a backward glance.

Well, that’s a relief. For one crazy moment, she’d thought he might kiss her and that could have turned out to be extremely problematic. So it was a relief he’d chosen to leave, most definitely. 

He paused by his car. “We’ll have that chicken tomorrow,” he called, before sliding behind the wheel and roaring away.
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“Trevor’s dad is a doctor,” Emily said. “I can’t bring him home. It would be way too embarrassing.”

Jenna’s fingers tightened around the phone, and she kicked the trailer door shut with her foot. “I’d never want to embarrass you, Em.”

“Then you understand why I can’t visit this month. Maybe later, when Trevor likes me enough.”

Enough to overlook her dubious background. Jenna flung her purse on the passenger seat and jerked into the car. “Of course,” she said, but it was hard to keep her voice from cracking. “Come when you can. And good luck with the biology paper.”

“Thanks for helping with the research. I’d still like a summary though. At least this semester, you can help while the material is so basic. You won’t understand once it gets complicated.”

Jenna jammed the phone against her shoulder, fighting her frustration. Emily was ashamed—ashamed of her family, their home and once she had a degree she’d probably be more embarrassed. “I really have to go to work.”

“Why the rush?” Emily’s carefree laugh filled the phone. “Just tell Wally you’re helping me with a course. He never cares when staff are late, as long as they do their job.”

“Wally’s not in charge, not now anyway. Three Brooks was sold. There’s a new guy here.”

“I heard something about that. Is he cute?”

Jenna paused. She wouldn’t call Burke cute. He was too dangerous, circling like a panther, looking for a weakness and poised to pounce. She checked her watch. Thirty minutes on the cell, bills to pay and now late for work. “I’ll work on your paper tonight, Em. But just the research. You have to do the rest. And remember not to use your cell phone so much. Texting is free.”

Emily gave a long-suffering sigh. “I wish we had more money. Trevor doesn’t understand when I ask him to text. And it would be a big help if you could do the summary too. Everyone else can afford to buy their papers. Bye, bye.”

Jenna closed the phone, rubbing her forehead as she bounced the little Neon over the dirt road. Maybe on the weekend she could massage some local animals and make a few extra bucks. Unfortunately her friends and neighbors expected her to work for free, or else for a token bag of recyclables. Most people in the area simply couldn’t afford high-priced pet care. However, she simply couldn’t ignore animals in pain, not if there was something she could do to help.

Possibly she could buy some chickens and sell eggs again, but that wouldn’t cover Em’s phone bill or even come close to paying for new shingles. She’d grown to rely on the extra cash Wally paid and despite the toll the additional work took on her shoulder, its loss left a gaping hole in her paycheck.

She zipped into the parking lot and rammed her car into its usual spot. Stared through the windshield in dismay. A bold white sign jutted two feet from her bumper. Visitors Only, it proclaimed. She glanced around but there wasn’t another car in the upper lot. No surprise that everyone else had listened.

At least his car was parked in the lower staff lot too, beside Frances’s blue hatchback and Wally’s Chev truck. The visitor section, however, was empty—a ridiculous waste of prime parking. Grumbling, she rammed the Neon in reverse and backed up, past the row of cars and Burke’s gleaming Audi, hunting for a vacant spot. Finally found a slot, but it took an extra three minutes to rush up the winding walkway.

The clock in the main aisle showed eight forty but her first horse wasn’t booked until nine, so it shouldn’t be a problem. A hard hand grabbed her forearm, tugging her into the alcove between a wheelbarrow and a stack of blue feed bins.

Wally’s flushed face was only inches from her nose. “What did you tell him about the books?”

“Hey, Wally, back off.”

“Sorry.” He immediately released her arm, dragging his hand over the dots of sweat beading his forehead. “Derek told me he saw the books. I tried to call but your phone was busy. So? What did you tell him?”

“Everything’s fine,” she said. “But we can’t do community horses anymore, at least not at the same rate.” She tried to remember everything Burke had said, but the words blurred. All she could remember was the primal intensity of his eyes, his hard mouth, the way it twitched when he tried not to laugh.

“But what about the cash horses?” Wally’s voice rose. “You didn’t say anything about those, did you?”

“Well, yes, I did, but he already knew about them. He had both sets of books.”

“Goddammit.”

Jenna stiffened. Wally was usually easygoing. She’d never seen him so agitated and he definitely needed to back out of her space. She tilted her head. “What’s going on? Have you been pocketing money?”

“A little, but we can cover it. All you have to do is say you were paid a hundred dollars per horse.”

“But I already told him the truth. That you paid me twenty.”

“Just say you forgot.” His voice tightened with impatience. “Come on, don’t look at me like that. I helped a few people out. The money’s gone.”

“But you took eighty dollars a horse?” She gulped. She’d been so happy to earn extra money, she hadn’t questioned how much the cash horses were paying in total. No wonder Wally was considered a local Santa Claus. No wonder the Center struggled.

“Christ, Jenna, the Tuttys couldn’t afford colic surgery. I had to raise the money somehow.”

She crossed her arms, caught in a moral tug of war. “Did the Canadians know?”

“They didn’t care.” But he averted his gaze. “Come on. My job’s on the line. It’s just a little lie. Make sure you think about this.”

She jerked away and rushed down the aisle, too stunned to look at him. She’d never guessed he was using the Center’s money to cover outside vet bills, hadn’t even thought about the reporting requirements. Probably why he was so paranoid about anyone going into his office. Maybe she should have questioned him...or maybe, deep down, she’d known.

She gave her head a shake, not liking that idea. Sure, sometimes she was a little creative but only if it didn’t hurt anyone. Yet if Wally felt the need to cover up, this couldn’t be good. Her breath escaped in a tormented sigh.

“Your nine o’clock was moved to eight-thirty,” Frances, the receptionist called. “The horse is in there now. Better hurry.”

Jenna grimaced, still thinking of Wally. “Guess the mare won’t mind if I’m a little late, Frances.”

“She won’t mind at all because someone else is massaging her.”

Jenna jerked to a stop, forgetting about Wally and his troublesome Robin Hood tendencies. “You’re kidding. Who’s doing the massage?”

“Kathryn Winfield. She’s pimping for a job now that she finished that massage program in Kentucky.” Frances shrugged, her shoulders returning to their perpetual hunch. “Mr. Burke said he’d watch her work on a horse. Glad it’s not me. He’s scary.”

But Kathryn Winfield wouldn’t be intimidated, Jenna knew. Kathryn was smart and was armed with a degree as well as a diploma from that new center in Kentucky. Her dad, Leo, was a town bigwig. Kathryn had never really liked animals though, and it was doubtful she’d be effective as a therapist. So if Burke wanted results and was astute enough to ignore the bullshit, Jenna’s job wasn’t really in jeopardy.

Oh, God, please. She prayed her job wasn’t in jeopardy.

She detoured by the staff room—heck, she was already late—and made herself a fortifying cup of tea. On impulse, she poured a coffee for Burke. Kathryn would be busy with the horse and besides she was much too nasty to be served a cup.

Jenna knocked quietly—this mare was rather skittish and needed little excuse to jump—before pushing the door open. She spotted Burke, looking rather bored, his hip propped against the back wall as he watched Kathryn work on the mare’s left shoulder.

“Good morning,” Jenna said, passing the coffee to Burke. Everyone thought he never smiled but that lip twitch spoke volumes. Unfortunately, his lip wasn’t twitching now.

“Oh, you’re finally here, Jenna,” Kathryn called, tacking a smile onto her snide greeting. “I was just telling Mr. Burke that this mare would benefit from some craniosacral therapy. I certainly hope you’re doing that?”

“Of course.” Jenna took a quick sip of tea. What the hell was craniosacral therapy? She did know the mare had a displaced sacrum, and she itched to make it right. She peeked at Burke over the top of her cup.

From the jaded look on his face, it was clear he’d rather join the construction crew outside than watch his technicians do boring things with their hands. Maybe he’d already been on the work site. A car had roared past her trailer early this morning but it had been deathly dark, and she’d merely dragged a pillow over her head. The smell of fresh pine clung to his clothes though—that appealing earthy smell—and the way his chiseled throat rippled when he drank was also pretty darn appealing.

He lowered his cup. “How did you know I like my coffee black?”

She jerked her wayward gaze back to his face. “Going with the odds.” His type would consider it a weakness to add milk or sugar. “What exactly is happening here?” she added, trying to sneak a peek at Kathryn’s resume, curious as to what fancy title they bestowed on the elite Kentucky grads.

He raised his arm, deftly blocking her view. “We need a massage therapist on the grounds from eight to four. I don’t care who it is, as long as someone’s here.” The warning in his clipped voice was unmistakable, but on the bright side he seemed to be enjoying his coffee.

She’d been late and with a man like Burke, the best defense was to go on offense. She shook her head and moved one step closer. “Well, you should care who the therapist is. Did you notice how that mare walked?”

“Short in the right hind.”

His quick analysis surprised her, but she nodded. “Exactly. So she needs manipulation over the sacrum.”

“But that’s chiropractic, not massage.” His eyes narrowed. “Where exactly did you get your diploma?”

“A local college.” She didn’t want to meet his penetrating eyes so took a hasty gulp of tea. Almost burned her mouth. Luckily he seemed to have forgotten she’d wandered in late, but this college topic was also very sticky. Her workmates had been buzzing about possible raises but in her opinion, far too much credence was placed on formal education.

It was a pity simple, old-fashioned results didn’t matter. She’d been helping animals since she was nine and truly loved her job. Heck, she could probably make up fancy college titles and no one would be the wiser.

She studied him over the cup, her mind churning. Wally had said Burke was an exceedingly busy man and wouldn’t be staying in Stillwater long. Certainly not long enough to check diplomas.

She drew in a fortifying breath and lowered her cup. “I went to a local college and as we discussed yesterday, I just finished another update for my Equine Sports Massage Certificate. Does that qualify for a
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