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Dr. Lena Hart disliked three things before breakfast. Owners who lied about how long an injury had been present. Trainers who believed experience made them veterinarians. And horses transported six hours with a compromised tendon because someone had decided waiting for professional advice was inconvenient. By nine-thirty on Monday morning, she had encountered all three. The mare stood inside the receiving stall at Ellison Equine Rehabilitation with her left hind leg wrapped from fetlock to hock and enough tension in her body to make the entire stall seem smaller.

Lena stood outside the open door and studied her. Dark gray. Probably nine or ten. Fine-boned. Good shoulder. Underweight. Sweat had dried along her neck despite the cold morning. The mare’s head remained high, ears flicking toward every movement in the barn.

“She’s been like that since unloading,” Mara Ellison said quietly beside her.

Lena nodded.

“When exactly did she arrive?”

“Twenty minutes ago.”

“Owner?”

“Parking the trailer.”

“Of course.”

Mara glanced at her.

“That sounded judgmental.”

“It was.”

Lena opened her medical bag. Mara smiled.

“I think I’m going to like you.”

“That makes one of us.”

“I meant eventually.”

“Optimistic.”

Mara laughed softly. Lena liked her already, which was inconvenient. She had met Mara twice professionally and respected her work. That was rare enough. Equine rehabilitation was full of people who considered intuition a substitute for anatomy and owners who believed six weeks of internet research qualified them to override diagnostic imaging. Mara understood the difference between behavior and pathology. More importantly, she understood when one affected the other. Lena stepped closer to the stall.

The mare immediately backed away. Not violent. Not aggressive. Afraid.

“How much do you know?”

“Enough to know the referral notes are probably incomplete.”

“Good.”

Mara folded her arms.

“You caught that too.”

“The phrase ‘intermittent swelling for several months’ is veterinary shorthand for somebody ignored something until it became expensive.”

A man laughed behind them. Lena turned. He stood near the tack-room doorway holding a bucket and wearing the expression of someone who had heard something he appreciated. Tall. Broad. Dark hair beneath a battered hat. Maybe forty. Work jacket open despite the cold. The kind of man who looked like he belonged in a barn rather than dressed for one. Mara said, “Wade, this is Dr. Lena Hart. Lena, Wade Carver.” Wade set down the bucket.

“Doctor.”

Lena nodded.

“Mr. Carver.”

His mouth twitched.

“Wade.”

“Doctor works.”

Mara looked between them. Lena saw the amusement immediately.

“No.”

Mara widened her eyes.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

Wade looked at Mara.

“She always like this?”

Lena answered first.

“Yes.”

He looked back at her. Interesting eyes. Blue. Too observant. She returned her attention to the mare.

“What’s your role here?”

“Senior horseman.”

“That a title or a warning?”

His smile came slowly.

“Depends who asks.”

Lena decided she disliked him. Probably. The mare shifted again. That mattered more. Lena stepped sideways instead of forward. The mare watched.

“Name?”

“Mercy,” Mara said.

Lena looked at her.

“Really?”

“Came with it.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

Wade leaned against the stall front.

“Horse doesn’t know.”

“No. Humans do.”

“You object to optimism?”

“I object to naming anything like you’re trying to negotiate with fate.”

He laughed. Lena ignored him. Footsteps sounded outside. A woman entered the barn carrying an expensive leather handbag that looked ridiculous against the concrete aisle. Mid-fifties. Blonde. Tense.

“Dr. Hart?”

Lena turned.

“Yes.”

“I’m Suzanne Bellamy. Mercy is mine.”

Lena shook her hand.

“Tell me what happened.”

Suzanne looked toward the stall.

“She slipped.”

“When?”

“About three weeks ago.”

Lena stayed quiet. Suzanne shifted.

“Maybe four.”

Mara looked at Lena. Lena did not need the confirmation.

“How long has the leg been swelling?”

“Off and on.”

“How long?”

“A couple months.”

There it was.

“Was she lame before the fall?”

“Not really.”

Wade moved slightly behind Lena. She could feel him listening.

“What does ‘not really’ mean?”

Suzanne frowned.

“She would take a short step sometimes.”

“Left hind?”

“Yes.”

“At what gait?”

“Trot mostly.”

“Under saddle?”

“Yes.”

“How often?”

“I don’t know. She was still working.”

“What work?”

“Dressage.”

Lena looked at Mercy again. That changed things.

“What level?”

“Third.”

“Competing?”

“We were supposed to.”

Were. Lena walked closer to the stall. Mercy shifted her weight off the left hind. Subtle. Consistent. Not good.

“When was she last ridden?”

“About ten days ago.”

Lena turned sharply. Suzanne immediately looked defensive.

“My trainer said light work would keep her from stiffening.”

Lena closed her eyes for one second. Behind her, Wade muttered something. She looked at him.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That didn’t sound like nothing.”

“Wasn’t polite enough for company.”

Mara pressed her lips together. Lena looked back at Suzanne.

“Who referred you here?”

“Dr. Keene.”

“Did he recommend transport today?”

Suzanne hesitated.

“No.”

Of course not. Lena folded her arms.

“What did he recommend?”

“Imaging locally.”

“And?”

“I wanted the best.”

That answer was not entirely unreasonable. Unfortunately, it did not make the decision better. Lena lowered her voice.

“Mrs. Bellamy, if Mercy has a significant tendon or ligament injury, six hours in a trailer may have increased inflammation and discomfort.”

Suzanne’s face changed.

“I thought bringing her here was helping.”

“I understand.”

The woman looked genuinely stricken. Good. Not careless. Scared. Those were different problems. Lena softened slightly.

“We’ll assess her. First visually, then with ultrasound if she tolerates it. We may also need radiographs depending on what I find.”

Suzanne nodded.

“Can she recover?”

Too early. Always too early.

“I don’t know yet.”

The woman swallowed. Mara stepped closer.

“We’ll tell you what we know as we know it.”

Suzanne nodded again. That helped. Mara was good at this part. Lena preferred horses to frightened owners. Less translation required. They spent the next forty minutes gaining enough access to examine Mercy without escalating her. The mare did not strike. Did not bite. Did not threaten. She simply tried to leave every time someone approached the injured side. Wade stayed outside the stall. At first Lena appreciated that. Then she noticed Mercy watching him. Not Mara.

Not Suzanne. Wade. Interesting.

“Does she know you?”

He shook his head.

“No.”

“Then why is she watching you?”

“Maybe she likes me.”

Lena gave him a flat look.

“Professionally useful answers only.”

“Horse thinks I’m pretty.”

Mara coughed. Suzanne actually laughed. Lena stared at him. Wade’s expression remained perfectly serious. She hated that she almost smiled.

“Come here.”

He straightened.

“Doctor’s orders?”

“Yes.”

“That sounds promising.”

“It isn’t.”

He approached. Mercy lifted her head. Wade stopped immediately. Good. At least he had sense. Lena motioned him closer.

“Slowly.”

“Was planning on it.”

“You talk this much with every vet?”

“Only the bossy ones.”

“I am not your boss.”

“Exactly.”

Mara made a sound behind them that suspiciously resembled a laugh. Lena ignored everyone. Wade stopped about six feet from Mercy. The mare watched him. Her nostrils moved. No retreat. Lena studied her body. Interesting.

“Turn slightly.”

Wade did.

“Don’t look directly at her.”

“I know.”

Lena glanced at him.

“You know?”

“I work with horses.”

“That is not the same as knowing what I mean.”

“It is this time.”

Annoying. Mercy stretched her neck. Wade held out one hand, low and relaxed. The mare smelled him. Then took one step forward. Lena’s attention sharpened. Mercy had not voluntarily approached anyone since Lena arrived. Wade said nothing. Did nothing. The horse smelled his sleeve. Then his jacket. Wade slowly lowered his hand. Mercy stayed. Lena looked at Mara. Mara’s expression said the same thing. Useful. Very useful.

“Stay there,” Lena said.

Wade glanced at her.

“Wasn’t planning a dance.”

“Your humor remains a burden.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Lena moved to Mercy’s left side while the mare remained focused on Wade. One step. Pause. Another. Mercy tensed. Wade spoke quietly. Not baby talk. Not reassurance. Just something low and meaningless. The mare’s ear turned toward him. Lena reached the shoulder. Touched. Mercy flinched but did not retreat. Good. Lena ran one hand down the limb. Warmth. More than she wanted. She moved lower. Swelling along the proximal suspensory region. Possibly more. Mercy snatched the leg forward.

Lena stepped away immediately.

“No sedation yet.”

Suzanne looked alarmed.

“You can’t examine her?”

“I can. I’m choosing not to force it.”

Wade looked at Lena. That glance bothered her. Approval. She did not need it. She especially did not need his. Mara said, “I can bring the ultrasound unit.” Lena nodded.

“Give her ten minutes first.”

Suzanne looked toward the stall.

“Is it bad?”

Lena chose her words carefully.

“There’s significant inflammation.”

“How significant?”

“Enough that I’m concerned.”

Suzanne went pale. Wade remained near Mercy. The mare had lowered her head slightly. Lena noticed.

“Keep doing whatever you’re doing.”

He glanced over.

“Standing?”

“Yes.”

“I’m excellent at it.”

“I’m reconsidering.”

His mouth curved. Lena turned away. Ten minutes later, Mara brought the portable ultrasound. Mercy reacted to the machine immediately. Head up. Body tight. Wade stepped farther away rather than closer. Lena noticed that too. Most people crowded frightened horses. He created space. Mercy watched him move. Then followed. Not physically. With attention. Lena adjusted her plan.

“Wade.”

He looked over.

“Walk to the other side.”

He did. Mercy turned slightly to follow him. Lena positioned the ultrasound. Mara helped. They worked in increments. Touch. Pause. Probe. Pause. Mercy tolerated more than Lena expected. Enough. The image appeared on the screen. Lena’s stomach tightened. Mara saw it too.

“Damn.”

Suzanne moved closer.

“What?”

Lena did not answer immediately. She adjusted the probe. Another angle. Same finding. Partial fiber disruption. Not complete. Thank God. But not minor. She withdrew and stepped out of the stall. Mercy immediately moved toward Wade. He let her. Suzanne looked terrified.

“Tell me.”

Lena turned the screen.

“Suspensory ligament injury.”

“How bad?”

“Moderate to significant.”

“Can she recover?”

Possibly. That word would sound cruel. But it was true.

“Potentially.”

Suzanne’s eyes filled. Lena continued before panic could take over.

“This is not a catastrophic rupture. That matters. But recovery will be long, and there are no guarantees about returning to the same level of work.”

“How long?”

“Months.”

“Six?”

“Maybe longer.”

Suzanne stared at Mercy. The mare stood beside Wade now. Not touching him. Close.

“What happens now?”

“Controlled rest first. Anti-inflammatory treatment. Repeat imaging. Then a rehabilitation plan based on healing.”

Mara added, “And we manage her mentally while we manage her physically.” Lena nodded. Exactly. Suzanne looked at Mara.

“That’s why Dr. Keene suggested you.”

“Yes.”

Lena noticed Wade looking at her.

“What?”

He shrugged.

“You agreed.”

“With?”

“Mara.”

“Should I not?”

“Thought vets enjoyed pretending rehab people were decorative.”

Lena stared at him. Mara made a choking sound.

“I’m standing right here.”

Wade smiled. Lena folded her arms.

“Competent rehabilitation is medicine.”

His eyebrows lifted. Mara looked delighted.

“Oh, I really do like you.”

Lena sighed.

“This barn is exhausting.”

Suzanne stayed another hour. They reviewed the treatment plan, restrictions, expected costs, and the hard possibility that Mercy might never return to upper-level dressage. To Suzanne’s credit, she did not ask about resale value. She asked whether Mercy would be comfortable. That changed Lena’s opinion of her. By the time the trailer left empty, the mare was settled into a quiet stall attached to a small private paddock. Wade was still there. Lena noticed when she returned from washing her hands.

“Why?”

He looked up.

“Why what?”

“Are you still here?”

“I work here.”

“That answer is suspiciously broad.”

“I was told to keep an eye on her.”

“By whom?”

“Mara.”

Lena looked toward the office. Mara was nowhere visible. Coward. Wade leaned against the stall.

“Problem?”

“No.”

“Yes.”

Lena closed her bag.

“You are not handling her injured leg.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“You are not walking her.”

“No.”

“You are not improvising exercises because you’ve trained horses for twenty years.”

“Twenty-three.”

“That was not the relevant part.”

Wade smiled. Lena’s irritation sharpened.

“Why are you amused?”

“Because you decided what I was going to do before I did anything.”

“Experience.”

“With me?”

“With horsemen.”

He nodded slowly.

“That what I am?”

“You said senior horseman.”

“That is my job.”

“And what should I call you?”

“Wade usually works.”

Lena stared at him.

“That was not what I meant.”

“I know.”

He was enjoying this. Far too much. Lena picked up her bag.

“Call me if she becomes more lame, develops increased swelling, goes off feed, or becomes distressed.”

“Temperature threshold?”

She stopped.

“Over one-oh-one point five.”

“Pulse?”

“Persistent increase over forty-eight at rest.”

“Water intake?”

“Monitor.”

“Manure?”

“Yes.”

Wade nodded. Lena looked at him more carefully.

“You know what you’re doing.”

His expression changed. Not smug. Just quiet.

“Sometimes.”

That answer disarmed her more than arrogance would have.

“What’s your background?”

“Training barns mostly. Cow horses. Young stock. Problem horses.”

“Problem horses.”

“That phrase bother you?”

“Yes.”

“Me too.”

Lena frowned. Wade looked toward Mercy.

“Usually means somebody ran out of patience before the horse did.”

That was not what Lena expected him to say. She shifted the bag on her shoulder.

“You’ve worked rehabilitation?”

“Not like Mara does.”

“But?”

“Enough to know pain makes horses liars.”

Lena raised an eyebrow.

“That makes no sense.”

“Sure it does.”

He turned toward her.

“They’ll tell you they can do something because adrenaline or habit gets them through it. Then people decide they’re fine.”

Lena went still. That was not technically how she would phrase it. But he was not wrong. Wade continued.

“Or they’ll fight something because they remember the last time it hurt. Then people call them difficult.”

Lena studied him.

“You’ve seen a lot of that.”

“Yes.”

The teasing had disappeared. For the first time all morning, she saw something else beneath him. Not merely confidence. History. Lena disliked noticing that. It complicated things. She preferred uncomplicated irritation.

“Mercy will need consistency.”

“She’ll get it.”

“No shortcuts.”

“No.”

“If she improves quickly, that does not mean we accelerate the plan.”

“I know.”

Lena narrowed her eyes.

“You agree suspiciously often for someone I disliked five minutes ago.”

“Five?”

“Approximately.”

“Thought it happened sooner.”

She almost smiled. Almost. Wade noticed. That was irritating too. He nodded toward the mare.

“You coming tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“What time?”

“Seven.”

“I’ll be here.”

“You don’t need to be.”

“I know.”

There it was again. Not obligation. Choice. Lena looked toward Mercy. The mare’s head had lowered. Her eyes were half closed. Calm. Safer than when she arrived. Wade had done almost nothing. Apparently sometimes almost nothing mattered. Lena hated when experience complicated science. Mostly because good experience usually turned out to be science wearing dirty boots. She walked toward
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