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      The beer in her hand was as warm as the tears on her cheeks were cold.

      Pounding at the door had her taking another sip of the beer, certain that the lock would hold and that—if it didn’t—surely the fact that this was a church would keep them from breaking it in.

      “Come out! Please.”

      She didn’t even answer. Just sipped the beer. The mounds of tulle around her made it look as if she were in an insanely frothy bubble bath. Oh, the irony.

      Each time, it was longer and longer between visits. Longer and longer between when they tried to coax her out. Maybe they were learning that they couldn’t.

      The guests had to have all gone home now. Maybe they’d eaten the food and had a grand party, or a solemn one, while her heart broke. Damn, she’d missed the baked salmon and the chocolate cake.

      That fucking chocolate cake was supposed to celebrate the happiest day of her life, not this shit.

      She sipped at the beer again.

      Kicking off the insane white pumps she’d bought just for this—of course it was just for this—brought a soft clank. Sucking in a sharp breath, she almost dropped the beer in a mad scramble through the tulle. She had to find that penny. She’d forgotten she’d tucked it into her shoe this morning when Gamma had given it to her.

      Her heart pounded. She could not lose that penny!

      Gamma would be so disappointed with all of them if she ever found out. But Brandy managed to snatch the penny just before all her shuffling around made it slide down the drain. So much for good luck. Hers had been the exact opposite.

      Heart rate slowing, she leaned back again, sliding down until she lay in the tub the way it was intended. Though probably not in the dress.

      One fist held the penny tightly now, the other still clutched the beer.

      Her eyes fell closed—her puffy, red, irritated eyes. How long could she stay here? She didn’t know . . . but she might try to find out.

      She was almost asleep when the pounding came on the door again.

      “Let us in!” the feminine voice pleaded.

      Nooope. She never wanted to hear that voice again.

      Then his voice. “Please, at least let us know you’re still alive.”

      Barely, she thought. They’d ruined everything. Her mother had come by asking what had happened and in that moment, as Brandy had opened her mouth to spill everything, she’d snapped her jaw back shut.

      They’d broken her heart. But if she told, she would completely destroy her family.

      Had her heart stopped beating? She’d given her mother enough trouble for one day. So, she’d lied through her clenched teeth then and with a false calm said, “I’m okay, Mama. I just can’t do this.”

      But these two would keep bothering her until she said something.

      Still, they could wait while she took another sip of this nasty, warm beer. It tasted as bad as the day.

      They pounded again and she sucked in a deep breath before calling out in her most irritated voice. “I’m alive!”

      No thanks to either of you.
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      The drive had been beautiful—what he was staring at now was not.

      Ash Cooper put his hands on his hips and turned around to face the other way just so he didn’t have to see what he’d just seen.

      Looking down the long gravel path, he saw across the mountains. Thick trunks grew upwards into the tops of the trees. In the distance, he could see the Jade River flowing through the valley below. His breathing calmed just a little with the sight.

      With a slow, supposedly cleansing breath that did absolutely jack shit, his brain started churning through the implications.

      The view here was spectacular, but he’d still seen what he saw.

      He couldn’t do this again.

      Did he even have a choice though? Was there anywhere else for him to go?

      The only thing to do was turn back around and face it. His car was the only one in the large gravel lot. Had he gotten the time wrong? Or, God forbid, the day? She was supposed to be here to greet him—and it wasn’t supposed to look like this.

      Ash thought about unclenching his jaw, but it wasn’t even clenched. Had he already given up?

      He couldn’t tell.

      The building in front of him—what had to be the main lodge—was filthy. “Dirty” would be a massive understatement. A large spider had spun an intricate web on one side of the porch from roof to railing. Black and yellow, it was beautiful, but it shouldn’t be here.

      From the looks of the place, the spider fit in a hell of a lot better than he did.

      Broad, wooden double doors would have been welcoming if older, dustier webs hadn’t hung from the knob. If leaves hadn’t built up, blocking the threshold . . . and it wasn’t even fall yet.

      He would have rolled his eyes, but Ash wasn’t one for wasting effort.

      The window on the right was broken and the others were so grimy, that without the broken one he wouldn't have been able to see inside at all. The wide front porch had once been white. The roof now listed to the right.

      Ash peeked in and slowly stopped breathing.

      He’d signed a contract. Had he legally bound himself to this place for several years? Or was this enough to break the contract?

      Climbing the front steps, he tested each one as he went. They looked sturdy enough but given the state of the windows and the grime on the place, he wouldn't have been surprised if he fell right through.

      He thought about checking the doorknob but wasn’t willing to brush away the old cobwebs draped over it.

      Not my circus, not my monkeys.

      But he was here to help build the circus. God help him.

      He told himself he didn't have to know what was inside. He was supposed to meet her here. But as he turned back around and surveyed the view off the front landing, he realized something was wrong.

      Hopefully, it was him. Surely, he’d come at the wrong time.

      The grounds were empty—at least of human sounds. When he stopped and listened, he heard the birds in the trees, the kind of twittering sounds that only came from mountain birds. He hadn’t heard that in a long, long time. In fact, he almost hadn’t taken the job just because of the location.

      Rustling noises came from the underbrush in the trees just beyond the clearing. Hopefully not from inside the building. Although from the state of it, if they opened the door and found a family of raccoons, he wouldn't be that surprised.

      Holy Hell. What had he done?

      He listened again, wondering if that was the river he was hearing in the distance. Was it loud enough to reach up to the sanctuary?

      Some sanctuary, he thought. Good for spiders who wanted to live undisturbed, not for people. Not for dogs. Not for anything civilized.

      What he didn't hear was the sound of tires coming up the gravel drive. He made his way off the front porch, at least a little more trusting of the foundation this time and headed around the back.

      Part of his contract was that he had a cabin on the premises. God help him if the cabins were in as bad of shape as this main building was. As he cleared the back of the building, he saw chain link fencing that might have been dog runs at one time, though now it was cut in places, rusted and rolling away. Absolutely not suitable for use and probably even a hazard.

      He'd expected to help design some things. He hadn't been told he’d have to help repair and build the whole sanctuary.

      He sighed heavily, wondering why he wasn’t more upset than he was. Was he just so burnt out that he couldn’t feel anything? Had he gotten used to losing, and this was just the next thing in line?

      He’d burned so many bridges on the way here, could he burn one more?

      And if he didn’t stay here, what would even be left for him?

      Ash didn’t know. What he did know was how to keep moving.

      The cabins weren't in sight yet. When he thought about it, that might be good design. It was going to be enough living where he worked—if he stayed. The nearest city was Charlottesville, over forty-five minutes away. The local town, Jade River Valley, was barely big enough to support a small chain grocery and basic supply store. There were two fast food restaurants that he had seen as he drove through. He was hoping there were a few more that maybe weren't on the main road.

      So it might be good that the cabins weren't right next to the main building. They might afford a little bit of privacy, and he might very well want it in case he needed to scream into the void, or in case he found a spider at night.

      Right now though, the privacy made him very, very nervous. Still not hearing tires behind him, he headed down one of the walkways. At least the paths remained relatively clear. Once upon a time someone had taken the care to put down paver stones. That kept the small plants and weeds from fully taking over. In a few places, tree branches had reached across and he had to hold them back as he passed.

      Had Roz simply banked on the potential of this place? Because even now he could see that it had once been beautiful. At last, he stopped in front of the cabin.

      Taking a good hard look, he felt his heart sink.
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      He'd heard the tires as he was heading back toward the main lodge, and as he came around the corner, he heard the door of the large SUV slam.

      The woman had climbed down, and Ash instantly recognized her from the tiny headshot he’d once seen. This had to be Roz. But the headshot hadn't done her justice—her black hair was bobbed, ending just above her shoulders, marked with a few faint streaks of gray. Her wide hazel eyes were luminous and frantic. Worry showed on her brows and at the corners of her mouth.

      “Did I give you the wrong time?” She leaned forward as she asked. “I got held up in traffic, but I thought I'd still be here before you.”

      “I may have read it wrong. You must be Roz.” Ash held out a hand. Despite what he'd seen he was still going to be nice.

      “And you must be Ash Cooper.” Her grin didn't quite reach her eyes, he could hear the fear in her voice. “Did you get a chance to look around?”

      Oh, dear God, if she was asking him that . . . He'd barely begun to nod before she said, “Is it all as bad as this?”

      She waved her long, slim hand at the front of the lodge.

      “Have you not been here before?” He had to ask. He could see something at the edge of her eyes that looked like a combination of regret and anger.

      “No, but I was given detailed images.”

      “That didn't look like this?” he asked.

      “Is it even safe?” She ignored his question, then immediately switched topics as she looked back at the building. “Are there snakes inside?”

      He had to laugh. As much as this was a complete shit show, her anger and fear and irritation were comforting. “I was guessing raccoons.”

      “Are we placing bets on it?” She moved toward the porch, fishing in her pocket for a key.

      “Twenty dollars?” He might get enough for dinner out of this. It wouldn’t hold him until he got a new job. He’d been hoping for a paycheck starting in a few days, but clearly that wasn’t going to happen here.

      She pulled out the key ring, the plastic tag from the realtor still dangling from it and headed up the steps. She took the first one quickly, then—like he had—seemed to think better and slowed down.

      “Can I ask what you paid for it?”

      She began testing the wood in front of her, muttering something under her breath. She turned back at the last moment. “You can ask, but I'm not going to answer.”

      He saw her hesitate only for a moment before she reached out and wiped away the cobwebs with a bare hand. Somehow, they magically didn’t stick to her, or else she knew a trick he didn’t. But she was fitting the key into the lock and seemed pleased to find that it worked.

      Interesting. It hadn't just been him thinking this place was not as expected. But she should have come out and seen it for herself before she bought it.

      Still, she had some kind of resolve. Putting her hand on the knob, Roz turned back to him. “Raccoons or snakes, twenty bucks!”

      She swung the door wide, letting a beam of sunlight sweep across the open floor. Sure enough, they watched as several small animals scurried away.

      Disappointed, she looked back at him. “Possums.”

      He shrugged. There were no winners in this game. He was not looking forward to this. And honestly, this wasn’t safe. Anywhere the animals were inside, they would leave droppings inside. It would all have to be cleaned. Before⁠—

      “This all has to be professionally cleaned,” she announced, echoing his thoughts. Then she sighed. “Do you have anywhere that you can stay for the next couple of days? If not, I'll put you in a hotel nearby.”

      Ash wondered where nearby might be, because there certainly wasn't a hotel in Jade River Valley. In fact, he thought they'd be lucky if there was even a motel.

      “The good news is,” she announced with forced cheer, “I don’t close escrow for three more days.”

      He watched as she reached back and flipped the light switch, showing that luckily the electricity seemed to work. No flickers. Ash thought that was a good sign. One good sign out of many red flags.

      Then he put the pieces together. “They gave you the keys before you closed on the place?”

      She nodded over her shoulder toward him but still didn’t look at him. She was too busy taking it all in.

      Tall and slim, she held court in the center of the room. He could tell she was cataloging everything. Absorbing the feelings and making new plans.

      It seemed to him she’d been lied to about the place, or at least grossly under-informed.

      “I'm going to make sure that they get this repaired. Or at least drop the price, so that I can get it fixed.”

      He didn’t interrupt. She clearly couldn’t afford to get taken on this place. And he couldn’t afford for her not to be able to afford him.

      Where else was he going to go?

      He should have been more angry, frustrated, anything. Had he simply run out of the energy to care that he was getting screwed over? Maybe.

      They spent a while checking through the main building, inspecting every room. Most of the inside doors had stayed closed and therefore the rooms behind them were in much better shape than the main area. That part had been accessed by the broken window, but it didn’t seem the rest of it had.

      Another piece of good news. But was it good enough?

      Roz whipped out her phone and was taking copious notes.

      “Before you go any further, you'll want to see the kennels and the cabins,” he told her. He hated to be the bearer of bad news, but he’d been specifically trained in how to deliver it. Not about real-estate, but surely it was a relatively universal skill.

      They headed around back, going the other direction around the lodge from how he’d first looked. It wasn’t any better over here. Trash wood—old plywood, rotted two-by-fours, and plastic—was piled up against the side of the building. An old wheelbarrow still held water though the wheel itself had long since deflated.

      He should stop looking.

      Roz pulled up short as they cleared the back corner.

      “These were supposed to be usable dog runs!” She was mad. Spitting nails now. If only those nails could repair things. “I’m so glad I didn’t bring the dogs today!”

      His eyebrows rose. She was going to bring the dogs today? He barely choked out, “How many?”

      She must have seen that he was petrified at the idea of filling the broken spaces and dirty rooms with dogs. They wouldn’t stay contained and everything out here was more harm than help. “Oh, just Shadow and Astra. My dogs. Not . . .” she waved a hand at the broken and empty spaces in front of her, “—these dogs.”

      He was mildly relieved. She seemed too competent to have bought a place site unseen and have gotten taken like this. But clearly, she’d done it.

      “Cabins are over this way,” he pointed. Though he thought they could get to them the other direction as well. He’d gotten the impression that the trail would loop back to the other side of the lodge, but he hadn’t followed it all the way through, and he wasn’t willing to try it.

      As they walked along the path he'd found earlier, they passed six of the cabins along the way.

      “Damn, each one is worse than the one before it.” She sighed. “I was hoping to stay here tonight, since the power was on and all. What a mess.”

      Ash discovered that he liked Roz. He felt he should trust her, despite the shitshow that he’d blindly walked into. Then again, he’d trusted the wrong people before.

      So he promised himself he wouldn't make any big decisions about this job until it had been at least a few more days. Until he got a better idea of whether she, too, had been had. Whether she was competent despite this first massive error. Whether she was going to be able to make a go of this or not.

      As he opened the door to the last cabin, he watched her face fall and imagined it was a similar expression to the one that he had made when he first saw it.

      She stepped inside, shaking her head.

      And he wondered if he even had a job at all.
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      Brandy pulled up to the front of the lodge already feeling out of place. Her little car, perfect for city life and fitting into tight parking spaces, had seemed like it might not make it. The bumps and ruts in the gravel drive had been more than she’d expected.

      But what had she expected? This was a much-needed escape, not the trip to the Bahamas she’d been promised.

      The drive had been well paved all along the side of the river and the view was gorgeous. She’d almost driven off the side of the narrow road a few times, it was so captivating. Trees lined the edges, glimpses of moving water peeking through the thick trunks, begging her to dip a toe in. It was all so . . . green!

      She’d rolled down the window, taking deep breaths of air clearer than maybe any she'd ever breathed. And she'd almost broken into Country Roads. It was obvious that this was the area the song was written about.

      But now, as she faced the lodge and the reality of what she’d done, Brandy sat in the car for a moment, getting her bearings before opening the door and stepping out. She was used to business suits on days she was in the office. When she interacted with people, professional clothing was like armor—people would take her seriously.

      Sometimes she did manage business casual. And she wore sweatpants and bunny slippers when she worked from home. But this new job? It was all foreign.

      She had on fresh hiking boots and shorts. She would never have met a new boss like this.

      But this was where she’d found a place to take her wayward soul. She had to make it work.

      It had taken just two weeks to realize she couldn't stay in Los Angeles. She was supposed to be on her honeymoon for the first week. Her mother had tried to console her, had invited her to family dinners and not understood when Brandy said absolutely not.

      Everything had been ruined, not just the wedding, but the very foundation on which she had built her life. Everything she’d thought would remain steady had crumbled in that one moment.

      She still had flashbacks to going numb as she heard the words just beyond the door. She'd heard about these things happening on wedding days but had never believed it would ever happen to her. She'd never have believed Theo would do something like that. And certainly not⁠—

      Brandy cut the thought off before it could form.

      She could still feel the tulle of her dress against the palms of her hands as she grabbed it in her terror, bunching it in tight angry fists as she fled down the long hallway. She hadn't cried then. She had still been too stunned.

      She'd whiled away four days doing nothing. Then she tried to handle the cleanup. She returned presents, wrote the same horrible thank you note by hand over and over. She explained nothing.

      Sometimes she found herself randomly livid, because she was supposed to be on the beach. Sometimes she was frantically working, scrambling to get all the money refunded—specifically into her own bank account. She'd managed to siphon about half of it back and she'd kept all of it.

      At one point though, Theo had said if she was going to get the money back, she at least needed to split it with him. Brandy had put a quick, sharp end to that.

      The man had no room to complain about anything. She’d been generous to stay silent on the facts and that should have been more than enough for him.

      But when she'd gone back to work, everyone congratulated her. They talked about how she'd managed to not get sunburned, and she'd had to tell them all. The same shit all over again. There was no escaping it. When they asked what happened, she said only, “It didn’t work out.”

      That was an understatement, and she should have been able to smear that man across the walls. But she couldn’t. And she hated that, too.

      It had been Bethany, standing in her office doorway, her arms full of files and three different tablets, who'd said, “Be careful coming back before you’re ready. This job can drain you. It's good work, but you have to bring a full well and you don't have it right now, girl.”

      Bethany had been right. At the end of three days, Brandy had pulled out the penny and started searching for what she could do with it. She’d applied to a few jobs totally unlike this one.

      She hadn't needed to cash in the penny, but she had taken a six month leave of absence from her job.

      Now she was here of all places. No one came out to greet her and she was glad, because she had no idea what the hell she was doing.

      The two workers painting the porch barely even looked at her. Neither of them was Roz. With yet another deep breath, she opened the car door and stepped out into her new life.

      Then someone came around the corner. He actually looked at her, this man with black hair that was just a little too long. He questioned her presence with sharp blue eyes. Tall and lean, he wore jeans and an old gray T shirt that had clearly seen some heavy work today. Dark smears streaked the front of it, yellow work gloves hung loose around his wrists as he stepped forward and said, “You must be the new dog trainer.”

      Brandy almost laughed.
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      The firelight made the bright red of her hair into a soft glow. Ash tried not to feel the same gut punch he'd felt when she climbed out of that ridiculous little car earlier, but it was still there.

      He ignored it. There was no sense in feeling anything for a co-worker. Not at a new job. Not at one that was taking everything to stay afloat like this place seemed to be.

      The little car was like the woman: beautiful and curved in all the right spots, but totally out of place here. He’d thought she might be as ridiculous as the car, but a day and a half later, she’d proved herself useful at least.

      Then again, she’d arrived to a lodge with two weeks of work on it. It looked better than it had when he'd first seen it—much better. She hadn’t dealt with the grime on the windows or the cobwebs across her cabin railing. The front porch of the lodge had been shored up before she even arrived, the new pillar in place and a fresh coat of paint already going on. Brandy had arrived to a place on the upswing.

      He had not.

      It was definitely better now. The property inspector—whom Roz had diligently worked with and trusted before she signed the papers—said the place had “good bones.” Ash wouldn’t have known what that was, but he did now.

      The floors hadn’t fallen through. The first crew had cleared the animals. The second had removed the rotting debris around the place and hauled it away in a dumpster. The third crew disinfected and scrubbed all of it.

      He’d seen the hardwood floors look like a place he might want to take his shoes off for the first time just hours before Brandy had arrived. She had good timing, he would give her that.

      Ash was almost surprised—but grateful—that he was still here, that any of them were. Roz had renegotiated the deal, closing escrow a week later, and bluffing her heart out to get the money to fix it up.

      He got the impression that this might be a bit of a shoestring dream. He didn’t ask.

      He’d only just come back from the hotel in Charlottesville, where Roz had put him up for a week. Even with all the paid cleaners, he and Roz had put in their fair share. Her because it was hers. Him because he had nothing better to do.

      The two of them had wrenched open most all the windows. They’d climbed ladders and brushed the leaves out of the gutters. They’d repaired and replaced the loose floorboards on the little front porches on the cabins themselves.

      Not what he’d been hired for, but he didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      Yesterday, just as he’d been repeating to himself that he wasn’t going to let the redhead get to him, Roz had burst in. All smiles and warm greetings, she’d then asked him to show Brandy to her room. He'd looked the new girl up and down, all freckles and red curls, and imagined her disappointment at the cabin.

      But it never came to pass. In fact, her shiny, hard sided luggage had sat down right next to the door with a little bit of a thump. She’d looked around the small singular room with the tiny, attached bathroom. And declared it perfect.

      Not what he'd expected.

      Now, she sat around the fire with him and Roz. Her jeans shorts were short enough he could see where her ass was directly on the wood. That couldn’t feel good. But she smiled and laughed and ate s'mores.

      “Did you finally get unpacked?” Roz asked her.

      “Yes!” then she faltered. “Mostly.”

      He’d put her to work yesterday as soon as she set down her luggage. He’d seen the jean shorts that she was wearing might have been old friends, but her boots didn't have a single scuff on them. Her work gloves had come with tags.

      Now he offered her a tight smile from across the fire. He was being an ass to her, but that was better than asking her out. Better than if he got attached and she left. She was only here for six months anyway. How many times had she told him that?

      “No!” she yelped out. “No! No!” as she pulled back the long marshmallow fork that Roz had bought for them.

      Brandy blew on the flames as if that would save her marshmallow. “No!”

      But it was black already, and one little orange flame kept popping back up. She blew on it angrily two more times before it finally stayed dead. Then she eyed the charred piece angrily. An irritating growl fell out of her lush pink lips.

      Again, he felt his gut tighten. Nope. Not good, not for a coworker. Not for someone he was technically higher ranked than. Though Roz was his boss, he’d been hired to be second in command and have jurisdiction over animal decisions. Right now, though, the only animals here were Shadow and Astra, Roz’s personal search and rescue dogs.

      One side of Brandy’s mouth quirked, her brows pulling together. “Who wants a dead marshmallow?”

      She held the tip of the fork toward Roz, then him.

      He'd already learned that she liked her marshmallows golden toasted, and that she wouldn't even touch it once the black char had set in.

      “Here,” he held out the handle of his own fork. “I just got started. Trade me.”

      He should at least be nice around the fire. He hadn’t been before. Plus, there were only three of them here. Roz had built the fire pit herself with the intent that it was a place they could relax. There was enough space between the three of them to make it clear that the boss intended for there to be more people around the pit than just them. But when?

      He didn’t know.

      “Thank you,” Brandy smiled at him as she awkwardly slid closer to him to trade the forks.

      He smiled back at her even as he thought, Oh, dear God do not let her get splinters in her ass. He might be a trained doctor, but he was a vet and Roz would have to take care of that.

      Before he even finished the thought, she was back in place, carefully holding the new marshmallow at the very tips of the licking flames.

      Pushing the fork into the fire, he caught her reject-mallow on fire on purpose. Then he lifted his beer as he watched it burn. Brandy looked at him like he was nuts and he wanted to tell her to keep her eyes on her own sugar.

      He would just be a friendly coworker. Beer was not the best mix with s’mores, but he wasn’t going to be the one to tell Roz that. She’d carefully asked what each of them liked and bought it.

      Brandy had gone for a bottle of some hard fruit juice mix. Roz simply had a high-end soda. He noticed but didn't ask questions.

      “I'm so glad the two of you are here!” Roz held her bottle up.

      They sat on three corners of the fire, unable to clink the bottles but metaphorically they held them in a jaunty cheers. Brandy’s smile reminded him that she hadn’t seen the worst of it.

      “This is not the start I had hoped to get off to,” Roz told them. “But I appreciate your effort and we'll get there.”

      Ash understood. It had been just him and Roz for almost two weeks. Unfortunately, a lot of what they'd gotten done was just demolition of the things that couldn't be fixed. They were only now close to actually starting work—work he’d thought he’d design and someone else would build.

      “We’ve got plenty more to do tomorrow and we should probably all get to bed after this last s’more,” Roz announced like a mother hen.

      He almost protested that he was an adult and could make his own decisions. But he would have made the same one, so he kept it to himself.

      “Amen!” Brandy pulled her perfectly roasted puff off the end of her fork and sandwiched it between graham crackers and chocolate.

      A minute later when she licked the chocolate off her lips, he hoped that Roz hadn’t noticed him being a complete neanderthal.

      “I need a shower and a good night's sleep,” Brandy announced as she stood up and brushed off her ass.

      No splinters. He smiled at her, as did Roz, who told her, “Tomorrow we'll see what we can do about putting your talents to work.”

      He wondered what Brandy’s talents were . . .
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      “I don't understand,” Brandy bit her tongue to keep from demanding that he just tell her what he wanted.

      Good looking apparently didn't mean reasonable. He was hardheaded as hell. He wouldn't explain, he just said no.

      She tried again, her jaw clenching, her fingers flexing on the T-stick she’d brought with her to test the soil. “If you use the natural curve of the land, you’ll get a bigger area. Isn't that what you want? Space for them to run?”

      “Yes, but every extra inch requires extra fencing, and we have a budget.”

      “I'm not proposing any extra budget. Maybe four or five feet of fencing but we’ll save on posts if we do what I suggested.” Exactly what she’d told him the first time. Her smile was forced, and she couldn’t make it any more sincere.

      What had she done deciding to work here? At least the view was gorgeous. He would be, too, if he wasn’t such an ass. Constantly dismissing her, always with the short answers, and now with the plain no.

      “How is the area you're proposing not going to require extra fencing?” He asked it as if she were a kindergartener trying to explain how she was going to build her house out of candy.

      “It does require extra fencing. I said that.” She breathed in through her nose in a failing effort to stay calm. “But we can save on materials if we push back to the existing tree line and make use of the trees that are already naturally here. Look.”

      “So, you think dogs won’t just run past the trees?” He looked at her as if she were dumb and she gave up.

      “Yes, I think dogs are afraid of trees and understand that when you tell them to stay somewhere they just will!” Her sarcasm even bit her, but she was so over his bullshit. “In fact, I don’t know why we are even building a fence at all! Just tell the dogs not to run off! I’m sure you’re such a fantastic vet they’ll just listen.”

      She almost called him “the asshole whisperer” but managed to click her teeth together before that came out.

      He now looked at her as if to say, “Are you done?”

      Yeah, she was about to be done. Maybe she could work with Roz. But Brandy tried one more time. “They're clearly established trees. We’ll need to test each of them to see if they're sturdy enough, but my guess is that most of them will pass. If you do a chain link, it will save a ton of money. And then you can have almost double the space you originally proposed.”

      “If we do a chain link, some of the dogs will climb it. They are too expensive. Roz can't afford to lose a dog.”

      “We can’t go out and fetch the dog back?” Dogs would climb eight foot fences? But he was a vet. Or maybe he was dicking with her.

      “Not with all the wilderness out there.” He waved a hand and she understood.

      “Big cats. Gotcha.”

      “Coywolves,” he told her.

      “What’s that?” Was he just telling her crap and hoping she’d believe it? He’d been curt enough since she arrived to think he was either grumpy or just a plain ass. She hadn’t decided which yet.

      “Coyotes crossed with wolves. All the predatory skills of wolves with the willingness to invade human spaces of coyotes.”

      That did not sound good. She would check to see if he was lying and if he wasn’t she’d watch herself on hikes . . . if she ever got to take one.

      “And you’re telling me dogs will climb eight-foot-high chain link?”

      “Most won’t. Most people can put that fencing in their backyard and their dog will be fine. But every once in a while you get a dog who will just go right up and over it.”

      “Do they climb down the other side?” He had to be shitting her. She should be working but she couldn’t do anything if he didn’t agree to the fencing.

      “Most of them will jump,” he said, “though I’ve seen more than one climb down. But if it only works for most dogs, we'll have so many dogs through here—” He waved his hand at the area he wouldn’t let her fence. “That we’ll lose a few.”

      He still held the shovel he’d brought along at her suggestion, one arm leaning on it, the other gesturing sharply into the trees. He was trying not to show it, but he was clearly mad at her.

      She didn't understand. He was being obstinate. She was trying to help.

      “Then we don't use chain link. We come up with some other kind of fencing that will keep the dogs in.”

      “I don’t know why you think you can do it for that money. We have a budget!”

      “I’m sorry.” Initially she meant the apology but, as soon as the words were out, they were immediately followed by, “I didn't realize you were the dog run whisperer.”

      “I’m literally a veterinarian.” His frustration vented at last. Ash leaned forward on the shovel, his eyes opening wide as if to ask what could she possibly do to counter that?

      “I'm literally a civil engineer!” she tossed back. “So, you might know the dogs, but I know the fencing materials and how to best use the land.”

      She crossed her arms and stared at him. One hip cocked out on its own, she was so mad. She waited for his damn response, grateful today’s shorts were more utilitarian than cute. But her hair was up in a ponytail, wild curls having escaped around her face with the heat of the work, even though the day itself was the perfect temperature. She crossed her arms and wished again that she had smaller boobs. It would have hopefully made him take her more seriously.

      Instead, he seemed to absorb it in a slow-motion shock. “You're what?”

      “A cih-vil en-gine-eer.” She enunciated each syllable in case he had trouble with the big words.

      “You're a dog trainer,” he said as if to correct her.

      “I am now.” She’d applied for the job on a whim. She'd applied for a handful of them, but this one had seemed interesting and different enough.

      Bethany had been right. The burnout was real, and it was harsh. It had come on so quickly after the-wedding-that-wasn’t that she’d not even realized her own well had been shot full of holes and drained dry.

      The air hung heavy and hot between them for a moment as they stared at each other with this newfound information.

      Finally, he asked, “What did you do before you came here?”

      She almost shrugged, letting go of her belligerent stance and the belligerence itself. Then she gave him one of the simpler answers. “You know those black balls they put on the surface of Lake Mead to help absorb heat and prevent water loss?”

      He shook his head. Of course, he didn't.

      “There's been a metric ton of documentaries about it.” He still shook his head. If he’d seen one, he’d know what she was talking about.

      “Well, we do that, among other things. I've been upgrading and implementing similar systems in reservoirs around the country. We've been doing irrigation projects to help design systems that will make farmers more efficient. Members of my team were studying long grasses and root systems to help put the prairies back together.” As she recited it all, she realized it was a cool job. She really did like it, and she would go back when she was ready to forget all about Theo and enjoy the work again.

      But the look on Ash’s face told her he felt justified in his analysis. There were no long grasses at play here. No reservoirs to save from evaporation. Just a dog run.

      One that she could build better. But it wouldn’t happen because this absolute meathead wouldn't listen, gorgeous blue eyes or not. But she wasn’t giving up.

      Brandy stared him down and waited for him to crack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Brandy tattled to Roz at dinner that night. There hadn't been another bonfire though Roz had proposed having them twice a week. But there were still only the three of them here. Five if you counted Shadow and Astra. Not at all the bustling dog training facility Brandy had thought she’d be working at.

      So not only was she literally building fences, she’d spent her third day not getting as far as they had hoped. And it was entirely Ash Cooper’s fault.

      She’d gone back to her cabin and taken a shower in the tiny square stall. The water pressure was good, and it got hot quickly, so she counted that as a win. As much as she would have loved a long luxurious bath in the huge clawfoot tub in the church, she had not been dressed for it that day. As she dried off, she promised herself one day she would buy her own condo or maybe even a house with a huge soaking tub.

      One day soon.

      One day after her six-month tenure here was over and she decided what she wanted to do with her life since it wouldn’t include Theo or children or the gorgeous house off Chester’s Bluff Road.

      In fact, she wasn’t sure now if her future would ever include those kinds of things.  Maybe a lover here or there when she was ready. But certainly not a husband, not a confidant, since her ability to choose who to trust was clearly so very bad.

      So, she would buy her home on her own. No compromises this time. She would make sure that her future house had more than just this tiny square shower with one singular dish for a bar of soap. Her shampoo sat on the floor at her feet, and she’d mentally added a little suction-mount shower shelf to her growing list of things she needed to get when she got into Charlottesville this weekend.

      She sat at the dinner table now thinking about the business suit, the nice skirt, and the high-end slacks in the cabin closet. She’d brought two pairs of heels. After two full days here, she found it laughable that she’d even packed them. When was she ever going to need that stuff?

      Roz and Ash kept up a relatively steady conversation, mostly about the to-do list around the place. Brandy had quietly eaten bite after bite of an excellent chicken tikka masala and garlic roasted green beans. When had Roz had time to make this?

      “How far did you get with the dog run today?”

      Brandy snapped to attention as Ash was opening his mouth. She swallowed a green bean whole just to get in front of him. “Nowhere.”

      “Nothing?” Roz’s fork paused mid-air and she looked at Brandy as if to say she couldn’t be serious. Unfortunately, she could.

      She hated this. She loved being in charge of her own team. She listened to them! And this ass . . . “He won't even consider any other fence designs I've given him. I can make the run twice the size, which is what I thought you wanted—space!”

      “That’s right.” Roz turned to look at Ash who briefly sent a curse Brandy’s direction with only the glance of his eyes.

      Well, screw him. Good looking men needed to learn to compromise.

      “It’s my project. I’m responsible for it and we need something the dogs can't climb over.” He turned to Brandy, “Everything you’ve shown me doesn't work.”

      “Then I'll keep showing you more until one of them does. Or you can admit . . .” She stopped herself right before she smacked the fork down onto the table. It would have splattered that wonderful red sauce everywhere. She tried to calm down. “You can admit that some of these are probably pretty good. With just a little modification or input from you, they would work well. And for a really good price, too.”

      Roz looked back and forth between them. Her eyes darting one way then another, and Brandy could almost hear the word forming on her lips, children.

      Before it could come out, she turned to her new boss and said, “I'm sorry. I really am. And thank you, this meal is wonderful. I’m grateful you took the time to cook this for us!”

      Roz started to smile ever so slightly. She gestured with her knife across the table. “Ash made it. It was his turn.”

      Brandy had to work to keep her mouth from falling open. It was his night? She wasn’t on dinner duty until the weekend. But now she was concerned. The man had made chicken tikka masala? Didn’t that have to simmer all day?

      Turning, she looked at him, trying to keep her expression neutral. She did not want to give him the praise but knew she needed to. “It's excellent. And I'm impressed.”

      He shook his head. “Don't be. It's rice and chicken and the sauce is from a jar.”

      “A jar?” She would need that name.

      “I tried a lot of them. I found my favorite. I didn’t have time to put much effort into dinner.”

      There was something in the tone that made her think he was blaming her for that. Still, the dinner bar was higher than she wanted it to be. Especially since she had been considering mac and cheese as her own offering.

      Roz was ready to turn back to what was important. She looked square at each of them. “After dinner you show me these fences, you two.”

      Fuck, Brandy thought she was a grown ass woman hired to do a job and she was already having to get mediated after just two days. But she nodded as agreeably as she could. She probably deserved this.

      Then again, Ash Cooper did, too.

      The sour twist to his mouth only made her feel a little ping of delight. Good. Let him suffer.

      Roz was opening her mouth to say something else when Shadow and Astra began barking furiously from the living room. The three turned to look at each other to see if anyone else had a clue.

      It wasn't the first time the wildlife around here had come a bit too near the house and set the dogs off. The creatures seemed to have gotten used to the idea of not having people in the house and had moved in a little closer than was comfortable. It would be a while before the boundaries moved all the way back out.

      Roz called out their names, “It’s okay, you can stop barking.”

      Brandy was wondering if that actually worked—she’d had dogs and worked with them in the past, but Roz had hired her saying she would train Brandy.

      It worked for all of ten seconds before they started in again.

      “I hear a car.” Ash was already on his feet, curiosity coloring his expression for once.

      Roz’s face lit up. “Oh, I hope so!” Then she was on her feet behind him, already halfway into the grand room at the front of the lodge.

      Brandy could only trail along, confused. It was almost eight. They hadn’t started eating until seven-thirty. She got the impression that dinners ran relatively late around here. They tried to take advantage of the daylight to do the work.

      But her sore muscles wouldn’t hop up quite as fast as the other two had. Her work had been mental up until this job and the physical labor was more than she was used to. Brandy estimated it would be another good four or five days before she fully settled into it.

      Still, she followed the other two out toward the front of the great lodge, where she now heard a deep voice at the front door. Murmurs of pleasant but slightly formal greetings followed from Roz and Ash.

      As excited as they’d been to hop up, Brandy would have expected more ringing endorsement at the door. But this seemed relatively reserved.

      She was in the doorway before she knew it. Roz must have heard her approach. Shadow and Astra paid her no attention, crowding around the feet of the new guy, sniffing at him.

      Turning to face Brandy, Roz waved one hand at him. “Brandy, this is Beck.”

      As she stepped out of the way and revealed their newcomer, Brandy got her first glimpse of him.

      She was not at all prepared for the man she saw.
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      “You've gotten here just in time . . . for dinner,” Roz told him, wondering if her voice shook a little.

      She was afraid that she sounded a little afraid. Tattoos crawled up his arms in black ink, only very occasionally splashed with color. At the neck of his T shirt, more ink peeked around and arced up his neck. Across his knuckles, letters marched, but she didn't stop to read them. She didn't have to stop to notice that they were blurred, and almost blue—prison tattoos.

      She'd known he had a record when she hired him.

      She just didn't remember all the ink.

      When she'd hopped on the video call with him, she’d not seen it. She did remember the eyes so dark they were almost black. But he looked . . . different.

      It took her a moment to place what it was. Clearly, her filters were off. She had been raised a genteel Southern woman two states south of here. So, it was absolutely her own fault when she raised a finger and pointed at his head. “You . . .”

      “Grew some hair. Yes, ma'am,” He offered a chagrinned look, running his hand over it as if he wasn't quite sure how he liked it.

      Yes, she thought, that was why he looked different. She could only hope that he believed that was why she had been staring. She tried again, “Ash made us dinner.”

      The vet had made his introductions and was already heading toward the back of the building, back toward the dining room. Nothing about him said veterinarian right now, though. No scrubs, no stethoscope, no kittens in his pocket.

      Brandy had lingered in the doorway a little longer. She’d said her hellos and exchanged basic pleasantries, her stance somehow completely neutral to their visitor.

      Roz should have done that, too. “Brandy is also a dog trainer.”

      “Hardly,” Brandy said, and Roz could tell she wanted to snort at the idea. “I got hired for that position. But I need to be trained to be a trainer.”

      “She'll actually be working under you,” Roz said, wondering if maybe she should have warned Brandy upfront that the head trainer had learned his skills in prison and honed them in a parolee halfway house. If she did, she should also tell Brandy that he had a master's in World Literature. That, like the ink, was something he'd gotten in prison.

      She turned back to Beck, too flustered to be the one in charge and she tried again. “If you want to eat with us, just leave your bag by the door, we'll get it in a little bit.”

      She heard the catch that still lingered in her voice, the stutter that found space between the words, and she wondered what had happened to her.

      Then again, it was all easily explainable. She'd cut ties with everything from her past. She'd picked Shadow and Astra out of a shelter she'd passed on the way here, recognizing them as highly trained specimens. They were very valuable dogs, approximately two to three years old each.

      They must have been lost or something. Whoever had worked with them originally would never have surrendered them, not knowingly. She’d adopted them on the spot and she'd come here to the place she'd sunk every last bit of savings she had into.

      She’d hopes of starting over.

      Finding it in shambles and having to renegotiate her dream had not been easy. But she kept reminding herself that New Roz could do this. None of these people had known Old Roz. None of them had any reason to disrespect her or disbelieve her. And she had every intention of keeping it that way.

      She’d debated for several weeks now, if she should tell them that she was robbing Peter to pay Paul on this one or if she should fake it until she made it. She hadn't decided. She had simply been vague the whole time. Probably not a good look.

      Having left his bag by the door and leaned down quickly to make friends with the dogs, Benjamin Becker—Beck as he told them to call him—looked up and began to follow Ash across the wide room. He trailed the others toward the dining room.

      Roz hung back watching. Though both men were in jeans and T shirts, the two could not have been more different. Ash was tall and lean, his skill one of fine tuning. He looked like a runner, and there was something just a little aristocratic, or maybe just aloof about him.

      Beck was shorter, definitely a kid of the streets and thick with muscle—the kind that came from weights and maybe fights.

      Brandy was already calling out over her shoulder, “Shall I get you a plate, Beck? We have chicken tikka masala and garlic green beans over rice.”

      “It sounds wonderful,” he said, and Roz couldn't help but wonder what kind of food he'd been eating before now.

      She watched as he followed Brandy into the kitchen. From the clinks and the noises, she could hear them serving up a plate for him and grabbing a drink. Ash made himself at home back at the table, digging his fork back into the last of his food, though he was the only one sitting there now.

      After a bite, he looked up at her. Had she paused in the doorway? Was she making too much of this?

      Ash had been here the first afternoon she'd arrived, and there had been just the two of them for a while. Then Brandy had joined them, making three and it had felt easier to her. More right.

      Now with Beck here, there were four. How many more people could she put in place as pillars of her dream before she fucked up and picked the wrong one?

      Just like before . . .
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      “She doesn't know anything about dogs,” Ash told Roz.

      Roz had set up weekly check-ins between her and him. She was probably going to do it with Brandy and Beck too, so it wasn’t anything special. And Brandy would probably complain to Roz about him, if she hadn't already.

      “She's learning,” Roz said.

      “She's learning with Shadow and Astra, who are obviously very well trained already.”

      “And that's how you learn,” Roz reiterated to him. She didn't quite have the tone of suggesting that he was being stupid, but it was clearly a reminder.

      “True, but she's one of the first that you hired. Wouldn’t you want her to know more?”

      “I had all these weird options,” Roz told him, putting her hands flat on the desk in front of her. He appreciated that she kept a semi-formal office though semi-formal was about as much as any place dealing with animals got. Sure enough, two dog beds were aligned along the wall under the window. And the two large dogs were snoring through his meeting. If he wasn't a vet—if he wasn't already used to this—he might have found it odd or off putting.

      “You're just starting out,” he tried again. “I would have thought you would want someone who'd be able to train downstream.”

      “True and that's who I had first, but she quit at the last minute.” Roz sighed and looked out the window.

      With the grime gone the view was beautiful. An eagle caught a draft in the distance and if he believed in any kind of god Ash might have thought it a sign.

      “I only had a handful of applications for people who could do the work and start in the short period of time that I had to fill that vacancy.” This time she looked at him as if she were confessing something. “I'll be honest, the whole thing seemed like a sign.”

      Ash held his tongue from saying in response that he should be honest too, and that running a business on signs probably wasn't a good way to make money.

      Though maybe Roz was better at reading signs than he gave her credit for, because she immediately said, “I'm not in this to make money.”

      His heart clenched. He’d been here before and it didn’t end well. “But if we don't make money, how do we survive?”

      “I'm in it to make enough to pay all our salaries, to keep all the dogs in good comfort, and hopefully train more and more, but I'm not in it for massive profit, not here to get rich or to pay off any shareholders. It's just about making this place run.”

      “That's fair.” And no different than his paycheck would look anywhere else. Veterinarians could own their own practice and actually make pretty good money. Or they could work at clinics or in zoos or rescues. There were all kinds of salary levels. His here was pretty decent for a rescue, but the digits on his paycheck alone made it clear that he wasn’t here to get rich either.

      Roz had told him that she wanted to pay enough to attract the best people. He'd been proud to be on that list. But the addition of Brandy Blackwell was making him wonder what Roz considered the best people. As he looked up at her again, trying to formulate how to ask exactly that, she once again seemed to read his mind.

      “She wanted to change her life.” There was a slight pause, a slight softening of tone. “And I'm here for that.”

      Ash had to wonder if maybe Brandy was the first rescue the place was taking in. It would explain a lot. But Roz was speaking again.

      “And I saw that she was a civil engineer. I knew—even when I believed this place was in much better shape than it was—that we would have a lot of work to do. It had kennels for dogs, but it was by no means set up as a training facility. The ones here were for the dogs that came with guests that stayed for a handful of nights. Not to live and work and train here.”

      He understood. The kind of training she was talking about would require more things to be built. More of everything.

      “We both knew it wasn’t ready to be the kind of operation we're taking on.” She paused again, “And not the kind I'm considering growing into.”

      He'd heard it before: Initially, they would train emotional support animals and seeing eye dogs, dogs for people with wheelchairs, for deaf people, those who had medical conditions who needed alerts. After that—if Roz had her way—search dogs, rescue dogs, and cadaver dogs. Even bomb and accelerant sniffing dogs.

      It occurred to him then that maybe he had things wrong. “Why am I second in command?” He was a veterinarian. He was here to help take care of the animals. But, given her broader goals, the top people should truly be the trainers. “Why not Beck?”

      Roz merely pressed her lips together and the lull hung between them. When she finally did speak, she said, “I know my decisions aren't always clear. I'll try to make them clear whenever I can. Sometimes I'm going by my gut. Sometimes, like with Brandy, I've lost the person I expected and had to scramble to find a replacement. But I will say having a civil engineer here has already helped.”

      She paused and he waited for her to sing Brandy’s praises. He should stop complaining because Roz adored her and her ideas.

      “Having a dog trainer would help us get our inaugural class on their feet. But we already have Beck for that. Brandy doubled the size of our dog run for an extra three hundred dollars in supplies.”

      He’d conceded that to Brandy already. And to Roz.

      They’d use her chain link idea. And, as she'd promised, she'd managed to enclose the entire space for the original price. How she’d not had any errors or gone over budget with any surprise costs was beyond him.

      Given the tree’s thickness and their root systems, Brandy had pointed out that the trees could be further apart than any post that they might sink. And that had been the bulk of her massive savings. The extra money had gone to the way she enclosed the fence at his request so the climbers couldn’t get out. She’d even made it attractive.

      Damn her.

      She’d painted it a soft cream and used black bolts. The non-tree posts had been wooden six-by-sixes rather than metal ones. She’d pointed out that any metal cheap enough for their needs would be sturdy only until something very heavy hit it, then it could fold like paper.

      The fence was now capped with a painted-to-match two-by-six rim around the entire top. So, if a dog climbed it, he wouldn't be able to get over the lip. It was smart. In the end, Ash had been forced to admit it.

      Now he nodded at Roz as she said, “That fence that Brandy built? That will already improve Jade River Sanctuary for its entire life.”

      Whatever Ash thought about her methods, Roz was the boss. She signed his paychecks, and she decided that Brandy Blackwell was a good investment.

      So, Ash would need to make her into one.
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