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      1986   Southern California

      

      “You’ll regret you refused me,” Gareth Barnett-Payne growled, reaching for me, but I spun and ran until my legs—

      “Lena… Lena.” Raywyn, the head veterinary technician, waved her hand before my eyes.

      I blinked, shaking my head and willing my heart to stop pounding in my chest.

      “Are you okay?” Her brows knitted together.

      I gripped the edge of the desk before me. “Yes, fine,” I mumbled, wondering how anyone could be so vicious. “So”—I swallowed hard and dragged myself back to today— “what’s the surgery schedule for tomorrow, Ray?”

      She looked at me sideways, then turned to the schedule before her.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to release the tension stacked up from three weeks of flea allergy dermatitis, hotspots, anal glands and catfight abscesses. Through those stinking hot Santa Barbara summer days, I yearned for the touch of a velvet nose, the solid muscle and bone, and the scent of a horse. Any horse. It wouldn’t be much longer before I could go home to my own roan. I bit my lip and scanned the small animal clinic, my eyes and nose running as freely as they’d been since the moment I first walked in through the practice doorway. Cat allergy in a vet—great. Thank god I was going to be an equine vet.

      “Let’s see...” Ray’s finger ran down the page. “Two dogs spays, a cruciate surgery, four cat neuters, and… hmmm… I can’t read it. I’ll need to ask Dr. Franco.” She flashed a grin at me. “With your handwriting, you should make a fantastic veterinarian, too. I can’t read a thing you write.”

      “I really do try,” I said, with a rueful grin.

      “Could have fooled me.”

      “Not too many cats for tomorrow, then,” I sighed, “that’s a good thing.”

      “We don’t have many appointments, so Dr. Franco will be free to supervise and you should be able to do most of the surgeries.”

      “I’m pretty lucky.” I nodded. “I get to do so much surgery here. I’ve been speaking with some of my classmates. They just don’t get the opportunities I’ve been handed. I’ll be forever grateful to you and Dr. Franco for that. I’m going to be a horse vet, but I’m sure there’ll still be other animals in my life.”

      Ray looked at me, brows narrowed, until I began to squirm with an overwhelming urge to cover myself. “What?”

      “It’s a man, isn’t it?”

      I gritted my teeth and held my breath. “Maybe.”

      “No maybe about it. Who is he?”

      “Some creep with a control fetish.”

      Ray blinked and shook her head. “Tell me he isn’t your problem anymore.”

      “He’s not my problem anymore.”

      “Truth?”

      I nodded. “Never was, much, though he encouraged the idea… rather forcefully.”

      “You need to come out with us to a few clubs tomorrow night. Just the girls.”

      “I’d rather stay away from men, but thanks all the same.”

      Ray’s smile faded. “It’ll be fun, Lena. It’s a group of women. We’ll dance, have a blast, and go home. Alone. Can you think about it?” Her smile was hopeful.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said, biting my lip. “Can I tell you tomorrow?”

      “Sure, but we’d love to have you along.”

      “I don’t know… I’m truly over men,” I swallowed hard. “They’re just not worth the angst.”

      “All you have to do is come out with us. You don’t even need to dance with them. You can dance with the rest of the girls.”

      I was far from certain, but I had no other plans for my hot Friday night. “Okay,” I finally said.
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      The electronic music throbbing across the dance floor jangled in my head. It was so loud, my heart thumped in shock along with the beat. With a deep breath, I forced my butt to stay on the barstool. And tried to smile. And look pleasant. Hard when everything about the place made me want to run screaming out the door. The men either plastic and young in their shiny, synthetic shi—

      “Aren’t you glad you came with us, now?” Ray’s voice cut into my thoughts during a momentary lull in the noise.

      I bit my cheek and nodded. No use wrecking her night, too. There certainly wasn’t anyone here with whom I’d want to wake up, much less spend the rest of my life. Maybe I was just too serious.

      “That guy”—Ray nodded her chin—“the one who looks like he never leaves the beach, has been eyeing you up for the past half hour. Why don’t you go put him out of his misery?”

      I rolled my eyes as the music started pounding again. “Come on, Ray, you know I can’t shoot guys in here,” I shouted over the music and smirked. “Someone might object.”

      Ray closed her eyes and shook her head. “You really are a tough case, aren’t you?” she yelled back.

      “Okay, I’ll go. I don’t imagine he knows how to dance Western Swing,” I said into her ear as I hopped from my perch.

      “You go girl!” Ray barked, her eyes twinkling.

      Mr. Lifeguard may have been eyeing me up, but he looked ready to bolt at my approach.

      “Hi, my friend thought I should come ask you to dance.”

      “Hello,” he said with a heavy accent and I blinked.

      “A Danish hello?” A smile cracked my visage.

      This could be interesting.

      His rabbit-in-the-headlights look dissolved and he laughed.

      “Hvordan har due de?” he said, in my mother’s native language.

      “Fint tak,” I replied. That made me smile. My mother would be pleased.

      He started off on a stream of rapid-fire dansk, and with a laugh, I put a hand on his arm to stop him.

      “Whoa there. You’ve already heard most of my Danish. From my mom, I learned hello, thank you, you’re welcome, and stand up. Baby words.”

      His smile melted and he bit his lip.

      “It’s okay,” I smiled. “Want to dance?”

      “Tak, thank you. That, I would love,” he said, as he put a hand on the small of my back and guided me to the crowded dance floor.

      “You wouldn’t know how to dance properly, would you?”

      With a smile that lit the whole room, he took my hand and whirled me around the floor. The man could dance—and I was thankful once again for my many years of Latin and ballroom lessons. I never knew when they’d come in handy, like now.

      “What are you doing so far from home?” I asked, after we’d been dancing for what seemed like hours.

      “I’ve been at University here, studying marine biology.”

      “Really?” So, the lifeguard guess was close. “I almost did that. I love to dive—I started when I was an undergraduate here,” I shouted, “but I’m in veterinary school up north now. Maybe we could go for a dive before I have to go home.”

      “I would love to”—he bit his lip, his brow furrowed—“but I fly back to Danmark tomorrow morning. I wish we’d met sooner.” He genuinely looked wistful and my heart twinged at the thought of the friendship we might have had.

      “Believe me when I say I’m gutted to hear you’re leaving.” That’d be right. I finally meet someone with the same interests… and he’s heading halfway around the world the next day.

      “Gutted?”

      “Sorry, very sorry.” My mouth twisted.

      “Me too,” said the Viking. He took my hand and made a little bow over it, then he kissed it. I had to take a deep breath and lock my knees to keep from melting. I love Europeans.

      “It seems your friends are ready to leave.” He nodded at Ray’s table full of women. They looked at us over their empty glasses, purses slung over their shoulders. “Mange tusind tak, and goodbye for now,” he said, as he turned away toward his own friends.

      Many thousand thanks...

      My heart sinking, I rejoined Ray and her friends as they walked out the door.

      Outside on the street, Ray and I split from her friends and turned toward our apartment over the clinic. Ray stared at the retreating back of the blonde Viking as he and his friends headed away from us and tripped over a crack in the pavement. She recovered and turned back to me. Her mouth twitched in the light of the streetlamp. “Well, you’ve certainly found yourself a live one,” she said, with a wink. “When will you see him again?”

      I snorted. “Probably never. He flies home to Denmark tomorrow.”

      Ray’s face fell. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Story of my life.” I nodded. “Told you it’s not worth it,”—I couldn’t repress a smile—“but the dancing was spectacular.”

      “You two were awesome out there.”

      “It was all him. I just followed.”

      “Could have fooled me,” Ray muttered.

      “Truth be told, it’s easier, or safer, anyway, than dancing Western Swing, where the only rules are to try to stay on your feet while they fling you around. It’s fun, but Jesper’s dancing was… so much more subtle. It was easy, like… like… dancing.” I beamed at my friend. “Thank you for dragging me along. I really enjoyed myself.”

      “You at least have each other’s contacts, right?”

      My mouth dropped open and nothing came out.

      “I can see,” Ray sighed, “I’ll need to take you under my wing. You clearly lack training.”

      We both laughed, but mine was a bit self-conscious.

      “I’ll be okay.” I gave her a half smile. “My focus needs to be veterinary school now. I really don’t have the time or the energy for anything other than that. The next two years are going to be hard enough just taking care of me and my animals, without worrying about the ups and downs of a relationship.”

      “I see,” Ray said, though she looked like she did no such thing.

      “It’s really true,” I said firmly, wrapped an arm around Ray’s shoulders, and gave her a squeeze. “I have friends like you. What more could a vet student want?”

      “I guess you’re right, and you have your precious horse waiting for you back at home.” Ray stopped dead and stared at me. “Oh my god, horse.…” She slapped her palm to her forehead and jerked her head toward me. “How could I forget about you?”

      “Pardon?”

      “A vet tech friend of mine asked me last week if I knew anyone who could help at an endurance ride next weekend.”

      “Like a horse endurance ride?” I goggled at her.

      “No, you goof, they’re racing penguins. Of course, it’s a horse endurance ride.” Ray’s eyes sparkled. She’d grown up with horses, but with her head tech position at the clinic, she didn’t have time for them now.

      “Where do I sign?”

      “Have you ever helped at an endurance ride?”

      “I’ve been on the ‘P & R Team’ at the vet school and my family’s done endurance since before I was born—I’ve been on my family’s Tevis Cup crew since before I could walk.”

      “Boy, am I glad to hear that.” Ray let out a breath and shook her head. “Sarah’s desperate for some helpers.” She turned to me, brow furrowed. “What’s a P & R team?”

      “P for pulse, R for respiration. It’s a team of vet students that helps at local endurance rides by taking heart rates and respiratory rates on the horses before they go on to the vets at the control checks. It frees the vets up to focus on lameness and metabolic problems.”

      “Oh, of course.”

      “Where is it?” A tingle of excitement ran up my back.

      “It’s at Los Lomitos, about an hour and a half from here. I’ll make you a deal: if you go help Sarah, you can leave on Friday at noon and needn’t be back at work until Tuesday morning—you can take some time for yourself up there.”

      The weight, the tension sliding from my shoulders made me want to dance the rest of the way home. I was grateful for the opportunity offered by this summer preceptorship, but I wasn’t sure if I’d survive a whole two months down here, away from home and my animals, with only patient dogs and cats for company. Ray was offering me not only respite, but horses, too.

      “Sweeten the deal,” Ray said at my continued silence. “I’ll send you with my tent, sleeping bag, and everything you’ll need to camp in luxury. Including poison oak medication.”

      I laughed, afraid my cheeks might split from smiling so widely. “I’m in. You had me at hello.”
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      It was still early afternoon on Friday when I arrived at the endurance race campground and found Ray’s friend Sarah, the ride manager.

      I’d beamed at myself in the rearview mirror for most of the drive. Four days of horses, camping, and outdoor life after the desert of life in a city. I’d owe Ray forever.

      The somewhat frazzled Sarah managed a welcoming smile for me. “There’s nothing you need to do until later, Lena,” she said, handing me a lanyard and passes. “Ray told me your history, and I can’t say how glad I am to have a volunteer of your experience and training.”

      “Happy to help,” I said. “I just want to touch some horses.”

      “Plenty of opportunity for that.” Sarah’s eyes twinkled. “The P & R team briefing starts at 7 p.m. and there’s another session afterward to practice taking pulse and respiratory rates. You wouldn’t want to help with that, would you?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’m at your disposal.”

      “I’d hoped you’d say that. Most of the team are experienced horse people, but only a few have taken vitals before.”

      “I’d be happy to help them.” I smiled.

      “Thanks so much.” Sarah’s eyes glinted. “Go ahead and set up your camp. There’s a nice swimming hole in the creek, just down there,” she pointed, “if you feel so inclined. I need to run,” she said, as a man wearing an OFFICIAL badge touched her on the shoulder, an expectant look on his face. “I’ll see you at dinner.” Sarah and the man headed off at a trot.

      As my meals were supplied by the ride management, setting up camp took only minutes and I was soon free to enjoy my afternoon.

      A luxury I haven’t had in long months.

      Inside Ray’s tent, I dropped my jeans and slipped into my shorts and bikini top, grabbed a towel, and headed for the proffered swimming hole. I hadn’t gotten far when the throaty rumble of an Arabian caught my attention. He stared at me intently from his wooden tie stall and I approached him, looking around for someone connected to this magnificent creature, but no one was near. His blood bay coat gleamed over a faultlessly muscled body. He whickered again as I neared him. With his body carriage, he had to be a stallion, so I peeked under his belly. Yep, a stallion.

      I reached out a hand to him and he lipped gently at my palm.

      “Ooh, aren’t you the most handsome man?” I murmured.

      I jumped when he answered.

      “Why, thank you,” came a deep voice, tinged with humor.

      I chuckled into the laughing gaze of the man who raised himself from the ground behind the short wall at the stallion’s feet. “I thought he answered me for a moment.”

      The man’s face creased into deep laugh lines around his gorgeous blue eyes. He was as handsome as the horse, to be sure.

      “He talks, this boy,” he said, as he slid one arm over the bay’s back and gave him a scratch on his withers, then stuck out his other hand. “Blake, Blake Sagan. Pleased to meet you.”

      I smiled and introduced myself. “Just admiring your stallion. He’s a beaut.”

      “Thanks. He’s pretty special. His name’s Prince. Prince Witeż, after his grandfather. My pride and joy. Are you racing tomorrow?”

      “Not this time. I’m here to help, P & R team.”

      “Ever been to an endurance ride before?” He looked sideways at me while he waited for my answer.

      “Oh, a few. My grandfather’s done the Tevis Cup numerous times, my mom and stepdad a few more, and I’ve done some shorter rides plus ride & ties. I usually get to crew, though.”

      “Ah,” his eyes glinted, “you must be the vet student from Santa Barbara.”

      I blinked. News traveled fast.

      “I knew Sarah was looking for helpers.” He smiled. “Thanks for coming along.”

      “Glad to help. I was in serious need of a horse fix. I’ve been working in a small animal clinic this summer.”

      “Not keen on the smallies?”

      “I love them, but my heart’s with the horses.”

      “You off for a swim?” He nodded at my towel.

      “Sure am. Sarah told me to go down by the bridge.”

      “It’s a nice spot, but there’s an even better one a little way upstream. I’m taking Prince down there for a swim shortly.”

      “I’ll see you down there, then.”

      “Be there soon,” he said, and waved at me as I walked away.

      Blake’s gaze—there was more light in that man’s sparkling eyes then I’d seen in ages. I wondered what he did besides ride horses—with that quick, intelligent spark, it must be something special.

      What can I be thinking?

      The next two years are not about having more devastating relationships. It’s time to finish my doctorate and establish my career.

      I cannot go there.

      I simply cannot.
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      The clip-clop of hooves on stones let me know Blake and Prince were finally here. I shaded my eyes against the sun, looked up the hill, and blinked.

      Did the man have to look like that in a pair of swim trunks? Really?

      You found the place, I see.” Blake’s honeyed voice slid over me as I lay back down in the sun, trying to ignore the bronzed god coming down the hill toward me. He negotiated the last steep portion of the bank and stood before me. We both turned back to watch the magnificent bay nimbly pick his way down the narrow trail.

      The stallion practically dragged him straight into the water and Blake hopped up onto his back as the stallion waded in deeper, laughing as the horse struck out across the deep part of the river, swimming for the other side.

      “Not many horses would do that by choice,” I called out.

      He’s different, this guy,” Blake said, his deep voice carrying across the water. He grabbed at the bay’s mane as the horse shook the water out of his coat, nearly dropping him.

      “He doesn’t look scrawny, like most of the fit endurance horses I’ve ever seen…” I hesitated, then cringed a bit as I continued. “Are you sure he’s fit to race tomorrow?”

      Most riders wouldn’t appreciate a comment like that, but I was, frankly, concerned. The stallion looked ready to walk into the arena at the Arabian National Show or into a breeding shed, not race fifty miles over rough mountain trails.

      “Vets!” He laughed. “They’re always worried about that. I guarantee you, he’ll be in the same condition at the end of the race. Better yet, I’ll bet you a nice steak dinner that he’ll finish in perfect health.”

      I glanced sideways at him. He was not helping my resolve. “I’ll skip on the bet, thanks, but I can’t wait to see him at the finish line.”

      “You’re on.” Blake slid from the horse’s back. Holding the end of the stallion’s long lead, he swam lazily back to where I sat on the bank.

      His quick appraisal of me in my short jean cutoffs and a string bikini top couldn’t truly be considered an ogle, but it was enough to warm my cheeks. Fair’s fair. I’d done more at the sight of him while he was occupied clambering down the riverbank. Best get my head out of the gutter.

      “Have you been in the water? Your hair’s still dry.”

      “Thought I’d warm up first, after dipping my foot in.” Under his frank perusal, I decided I was definitely warm enough to swim, stood up, and looked for a spot deep enough to dive in.

      “Lost something?”

      “No, I’m just a wimp about getting into cold water. Easiest if I dive in.”

      He cocked one brow at me and quirked his mustache. “I’m a bit of an all-in/all-out kind of guy, too. Dive in head first, usually.”

      I frowned, my heart clenching a bit. A shadow crossing his face said he might be talking about more than hopping into a pool of water, too, but then it was gone.

      I dived. And came up sputtering. The bay drank deep from the water two yards away, ears pricked, his liquid eyes gazing into mine. I glanced back at Blake.

      “He’s okay. Call him.”

      “Prince,” I murmured.

      He lifted his head, muzzle dripping water, and sniffed the air between us. The stallion seemed to come to a decision and strode through the water toward my outstretched hand, then came closer and lipped gently at my fingers. I scratched under his forelock, then atop his withers, while he preened. Prince took a sideways step closer, shook his head then reached around to nuzzle me.

      “You can hop on and he’ll bring you back. He won’t mind.” Blake chuckled. “You’re his, now. He’s a true man.”

      I hadn’t swung up on a horse with such a round barrel in years, much less from a position knee-deep in water. Prince stood like a rock while I clambered on, then he carefully picked his way into the deep water and swam me back to Blake.

      “This horse is magical,” I breathed, stroking his sleek neck, then barely stayed on when he shook again. “What a shake!” I grinned. “Haven’t had such a shaking since my first pony, ‘Lady’ used to try to lose me when I was little.”

      “Something else, isn’t he?” Blake turned his gaze to the dripping stallion. “Never had a horse like him, and I’ve had some good ones.”

      “How long have you been riding endurance?” I slid to the ground and hugged the horse. “Thank you,” I whispered into the stallion’s mane, and stepped away.

      “About ten years. Prince has been racing with me for the past four. He’s unstoppable. Just have to be aware of who’s around when you’re riding a stallion.”

      “Have you always ridden stallions, then?”

      “No, he’s my first. I’m just used to having to be aware of everything around me, anyway, because of my work.”

      “Work?”

      He sighed. “I’m a pilot.”

      “Ah.” His can-do attitude and watchfulness fit with that. I waited for elaboration, but there was none. “You fly for…?” I ventured, looking at him sideways.

      “Short-haul commuters for Western Sky, out of Bakersfield. Not exciting, but it pays the bills.”

      “Any flying”—I winked at him over Prince’s back—“is exciting.”

      A reluctant smile spread slowly over his face. “I guess so.”

      “What’s wrong with being a pilot?” I stared at him. “It sounds like one of the best jobs in the world, after being a vet.”

      “Well, there is that, but… people seem…” he considered for a moment, “to think you’re a good catch. Attracts the wrong sort of women. The money-grubbing kind.”

      “Really?” I’d never considered anything of the sort.

      “Must be. I’m done with that.”

      “Me, too.” Our eyes met, and we smiled, then I looked away for a moment. “My goals right now”—I turned back to him—“are finishing my degree and building the next step of my career.”

      “Good plan.” He nodded. “Do you have any duties here before tomorrow morning?”

      I told him, and he nodded.

      “Prince and I are going for a little ride to loosen up, but we’ll be back soon. If you’d like, I’ll introduce you to some people tonight before dinner.

      “I’d like that,” I said, and meant it. I enjoyed talking with him… more than I should, probably.

      “Come on by the truck when you’re ready,” he said with a smile, as he gathered up the stallion’s long lead.

      “Will do.” With a last pat for the bay, the horse climbed up the bank behind Blake. I watched as the pair disappeared from sight.

      If only...

      But no. Goals were goals and it was crunch time. The culmination of six years of college, with two more to go. Out of the question.

      But couldn’t a girl have a little fun?

      No. Just no.
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      Prince was back in the corral attached to his trailer when I arrived at Blake’s camper. The stallion whuffled softly to me and lipped at the grass I’d found for him. I may be a disaster with men, but I know how to make horses love me. “He’ll leave me for you if you keep that up.” Blake’s eyes glowed down at me from the open door of his camper.

      I grinned.

      “Come on in and have a drink with me but leave Prince out there. He’d wreck the camper, so he has to stay outside, but you look like you have better manners.” He waved me in. “Beer? Juice? Whiskey?”

      I thought the juice might be safest in my present state of mind.

      The comfortable cab-over camper looked well used, but well cared for. Blake caught me looking it over.

      “It’s not fancy, but it’s gone a lot of miles. We take it camping in the high Sierra and to a lot of endurance rides.”

      We?

      I gulped. Getting ahead of myself again. Of course, a man so vivacious and fun would have a wife. I swallowed the bitter disappointment and accepted the juice with thanks. “High Sierra?”

      “Yes, we take the horses and camp up high, near the tree line, and take day rides out from the camper.”

      I grinned at him beneath my brows. “That’s not real camping, in a camper.”

      He snorted. “Have you ever done it?”

      “I’ve camped for years.”

      He lifted a brow. “In the high Sierra?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Wait until you try it. You won’t think I’m such a tenderfoot, then.”

      That got me. I had no idea what he meant. And I probably wasn’t going to find out. Surely, he was married. Probably to one of those money- grubbers he’d mentioned last time we spoke.

      “So, you’ve finished your meeting?”

      “Sure have. I know where I need to be, and when. Stethoscope in hand and secretary assigned. One Kim Knight.”

      “Nice girl, Kim. Known her parents for years. She wants to be a vet.”

      I shuddered, then grinned. “I’ll try not to put her off vet school.”

      “That tough?”

      “Let’s just say the course is designed to be passed, but it’s tough. Their selection process is strong, so the retention rate is pretty high. So far, out of 134 classmates, we haven’t lost any, but we’ve been lucky enough to gain one from the previous class.” I smiled. “Bob had to deal with a pretty steep learning curve when he returned to school after retiring from his naval career—twenty-two years after his last college course.”

      “Most of you weren’t even born”—Blake stopped and his amused look disappeared, then he continued with some hesitation—“when he last studied, then.”

      What was that about?

      I nodded, eyeing Blake sideways.

      “Bob’s career as a merchant marines engineer was cut short by the Viet Nam draft. Seems the Navy needed marine engineers, so when he was offered a commission in the Navy as an officer, or alternately, to be drafted as an ordinary Army soldier, there wasn’t really a choice. The Navy life appealed, so Bob stayed until retirement, but afterwards, he pursued his old dream of becoming a vet of another kind.”

      “Wow, what dedication.”

      I smiled. “Yes, he adds so much to our class, every day.”

      “Let’s go or we’ll miss dinner.” Blake held the door for me as I climbed down the steps.

      Gentlemanly.

      I didn’t see much of that these days. I grinned over my shoulder as I thanked him, then promptly tripped over the trailer brake.

      Pull it together. A guy’s nice to you and you melt.

      I managed to hit the ground with my feet, rather than my head, and stood waiting beside Prince while Blake climbed down—carefully, I noticed.

      We headed in the general direction of the cookhouse. Blake stopped at this trailer and that to introduce me to his friends.

      The on-duty ambulance rolled slowly to a halt near us, the driver looking around and talking on his radio.

      “What’s up?” Blake asked someone.

      “Faye Waters took her horse out for a ride and her horse came back alone. Not sure what happened, but they found her on the ground, her head against a rock. She had her helmet on, but she was unconscious.” He nodded his head at the ambulance. “They’ve radioed for a chopper and it’s on its way. They’re finalizing a landing spot now.”

      The other ambulance attendant hopped out. “Can you all please clear the area? The chopper is on its way,” he called out in a loud voice.

      We moved to the edge of the clearing and searched the sky for a helicopter. Blake saw it before I could even hear it.

      “He’s going a pretty good clip.” Blake raised an eyebrow at the chopper racing toward us. Suddenly, it was right above us, coming faster than I could have imagined, dropping like a stone into the clearing before us. It was only twenty feet above the ground, too close for comfort. A graying man walked past us, struggling to lead a gray Arabian as it danced sideways, snorting and tugging at its lead. The man glanced around, and then up to see what was frightening his charge. Suddenly, his horse galloped past me, so close I felt the wind from its passing. I turned back to see if the man was okay, but he’d vanished.

      Blake dashed off to catch the horse and I ran over to where the man had been. Where had he gone? I peered over the riverbank near where I’d last seen him. There he was. Ten feet down, hunched into a ball on the rocky riverbed, hands and arms cradling his head. His whole body shook.

      “Are you all right?” I called out, but he didn’t respond. I scrambled down beside him and reached a hand out toward his shoulder.

      “No!” Blake’s voice rang out from high above me.

      I froze, but not before I’d touched the hot skin of the man’s shoulder and my world went ballistic. I tried to scream past the fingers digging into my face and covering my mouth, and then a band of flesh-covered steel clamped tight across my throat.
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      Blake leapt off the wall, even as the stranger lunged toward Lena and put her into a chokehold, his fingers reaching for her wildly rolling eyes.

      “It’s OKAY,” Blake yelled at the top of his lungs, jumped down to a patch of sand beside the pair and grabbed for the man’s scrabbling free hand. He captured it and held on for grim death, spun the pair around, and twisted the man’s arm behind his back.

      “No!” The man’s voice came out as a sort of a strained croak.

      “Let go of the girl, you’re both safe,” said Blake in the calmest, most level voice he could muster. The man must be mostly deaf.

      Lena’s captor took one deep breath and then another, then his grip on Lena seemed to loosen.

      “Lena, don’t move.” Blake whispered. “Just stay still.”

      The girl shook, but she remained frozen, her back to the two men. The only movement was the chopper’s vibration of the air, and of the very ground.

      “I’m back,” the stranger said, his voice cracking and rusty.

      He released Lena and she stood like a rock, frozen in place.

      “You’re a returned serviceman?” Blake’s loud question was more of a statement, and the man gave a faint nod. “Okay, I’m letting go now. Do you want to talk about it?”

      He shook his head and glanced up from the ground toward Lena. “I’m sorry, ma’am.” His gravelly voice was barely audible.

      She turned to the man and reached out her hand. “Nothing to forgive,” she said, as tears filled her eyes. “Was it the chopper?”

      He flinched, then squared his shoulders. “I’m okay now.”

      Blake placed his hand firmly on the man’s shoulder. “Can I do anything for—”

      “MARK!” A blonde woman, tears streaming down her red, sweaty face, jumped down the embankment in two hops. Pulling him into her arms, she rocked him like a baby. “Are you all right?” She fairly shouted into his ear.

      He nodded, slowly. “I thought it was a Snake,” he barely got out.

      “I saw the chopper show up and got here as fast as I could,” she puffed. “Lord knows what they think back at the registration desk, but I don’t care. I had to find you.”

      “These nice people,” Mark grated, “helped me. I’m afraid I scared the young lady when she surprised me—”

      “No harm done,” Lena barked and turned to the woman. “Anything we can do to help?” she continued, in a softer voice. “Shall I go get your horse?”

      “Nothing anyone can do,” the woman growled softly, “except be there for him. It’s the choppers. The horse will be back at the trailer with his buddy by now. He knows the score—and he’s less scared of choppers than Mark is.”

      Blake assessed the man’s age—about the same as his own. “Was he in Nam?”

      The blonde nodded and kept rocking.

      “I was there, too. I understand. If you both feel like it, come find us later. We’ll be at the white trailer with the attached corral and the bay stallion. You’re both welcome.”

      The sound of the chopper’s rotors changed. The woman gulped and gripped Mark even more tightly.

      “Thank you for being there for him.” She took a deep breath and backed away from her man, just far enough to lock eyes with him. “You’re okay. Hold on to me, that chopper’s heading out now. The ambulance crew already had Faye strapped into the stretcher, so they’ll just head straight out.” She gripped him to her with what looked like all her strength as the chopper blades whipped the air and dirt around them into a gritty cloud, then it was gone, the intense noise fading into the trees like it’d never been.

      Mark filled his lungs and turned his face to Lena and Blake, though he never let go of his woman. “We’ll see you tonight,” he said, and let the blonde lead him away.

      Lena stared at Blake after they’d gone, her pupils so wide that her green eyes looked black.

      “You okay?” Blake said, his voice sounding rough to his ears. He wanted to reach out to her but held back.

      “I’ve never experienced anything like…” Her voice trailed off.

      “And it’s a blessing you’ve never had to,” Blake cut in, letting himself reach for her hand. She gripped it with surprising strength.

      “Will you tell me about—”

      “No.” It came out more brusquely than he’d meant, and she inhaled sharply, glancing up from the hand he still held.

      “I’m—”

      “No. I didn’t mean it that way.” He filled his lungs and slowly let the air drain away. “The fact you’ve never been exposed to anything like that, as I said, is a blessing, and please god you never will. It marks you for life. You’re never the same again,”—he glanced at the retreating backs of the blonde and Mark—“mentally or physically.”

      “Poor man,” she murmured. Her tears flowed freely now. With a sort of grim admiration, he watched the girl who’d held up under pressure yet still had the depth of feeling to crumple when the threat was past.

      If only...

      He shook himself.

      No. She has too much life to live yet.

      But… he hesitated… she needed comfort, anyway. “Come here.” Blake pulled her into his arms for a hug but released her as she stiffened. “Let’s go, eh?” He found an easy way up the bank and climbed up, then put a hand down to her. “Let’s find some supper before the rest of them eat it all.”

      His thoughts jumbled as they walked toward the sounds of clanging pots and clinking silverware. She was fun, bright—and just starting out. He sighed as his heart squeezed tight in his chest. And she was young. Probably too young for him. He glanced down at the top of her shining brunette head. It would just end up like last time… in tears. She was far too pretty for it to be otherwise.

      Nice thought, Sagan.

      He shook his head to clear it and walked on, packing more stuffing around his heart in the hope that would keep it safe.
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      I leaned forward, closer to the light of Blake’s campfire later that evening to make sure my marshmallow was browning and not turning into a flaming torch.

      “Haven’t had marshmallows in years.” Blake’s satisfied murmur warmed me. “Thanks for bringing them. Great idea.”

      “Hello,” came a gravelly voice from the edge of the firelight.

      “Hey, you two, pull up a stump,” Blake said, as Mark and his blonde ladyfriend walked into the light of the campfire.

      “How’s your horse?” I shouted, with as much warmth as I could muster. “He didn’t find any trouble running around camp by himself, did he?”

      “No,” Mark said, looking down at the ground with a little smile, “and I’d like to introduce you to Wendy. I wasn’t much of myself earlier today.”

      We both greeted Wendy, talking until Mark spoke again.

      “I wanted to thank you both. They really throw me, the choppers. Doesn’t matter what kind—they all feel like Snakes to me.” He fell silent and Wendy took his hand, then moved her log seat closer.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Blake’s voice was gentle.

      Mark nodded, but didn’t speak for long moments.

      “Would anyone like something to drink?” I looked around the circle. “I’ve brought homemade chocci-chip cookies, too.”

      “We brought our drinks, but thanks, I’d love a cookie,” Wendy said, as a smile broke out on Mark’s face.

      “Yes, thanks,” Mark said, as I leapt to my feet for the container of munchies.

      Mark took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You sure you don’t mind my talking about it?” He looked at Blake, who smiled and reached out a hand to pat him on the shoulder, then sat back down beside me.

      “I fought in the jungle in Nam... for too long.” Mark winced and went on after a few moments. “Lucky to have survived. The Vietcong were like wraiths, appearing where there’d been no one a moment before. That was terrifying enough, but it was the choppers that got to me. There really weren’t frontlines defining ‘us’ versus ‘them’ most of the time, so our fighters couldn’t just go in and bomb everything. They had to fly in low—just over the treetops or the elephant grass—in their little Loaches to see exactly who it was on the ground.” He stopped and took a sip of his bottle of beer. After another deep breath, he went on. “When the pilots of the Loaches saw a target, or some men they wanted to bomb, they’d drop a smoke flare and clear out. Within seconds, a Cobra,”—he glanced up at Blake—“we called ‘em Snakes, would fly over and rocket the crap out of the area.” His voice quavered to a halt and he shook his head.

      “You don’t have to go on,” Wendy murmured.

      “Yes, I do,” he hissed, then squeezed her hand and kissed it. “I want to get over this… not talking about it hasn’t worked either, but thank you, anyway.”

      Wendy swallowed hard. Her knuckles over her man’s fist glowed white in the firelight as Mark continued.

      “A Loach went right past me and suddenly the air was full of smoke,” he mumbled. “I knew what was coming, but I couldn’t get away fast enough.” He fell silent again. “The bomb hit—too close, way too close. I got burned pretty badly. Then my time came up for the R & R flight the airlines organized—took me and a bunch of the other boys to Australia. When my time was over, back I went.” He swallowed hard and took another sip.

      “How long were you there?” I finally asked into the gap in the talk.

      “When most of the troops left in the ‘73 withdrawal, I stayed behind as security for the embassy. How long? Seemed like forever, but it didn’t much matter.” He fell silent, and it stretched out to minutes. “Didn’t have any family to go home to,” he said, with abrupt finality.

      No one moved a muscle until he spoke again.

      “Just before the North Vietnamese took over a couple years later, I had a girlfriend who worked for Pan Am. Seems Pan Am had promised they’d get all of their people out and she tried to get me onto a special volunteer mercy mission they flew—after the airports were already shut down—but I was a guard for the ambassador at the US Embassy and the ambassador’d been good to me…” Mark stopped again and stared into the fire. “I don’t think I’ll ever hear ‘White Christmas’ again without tearing up.

      “When the NVA were nearly at the gates of the Presidential Palace, we pulled out for good. Thousands of Americans and South Vietnamese wanted to get out before the North Vietnamese took over—they were afraid of being executed or sent to one of the famous NVA ‘reeducation camps’. The airstrips were all destroyed, so a mass evacuation by plane was out. Air America and the Marines flew all night through thunderstorms and evacuated seven thousand people by chopper. I was guarding the embassy building that night, quaking in my boots at the sound of the choppers flying in and out. They landed on whatever roofs would hold them and hovered over the others, loading up all the refugees they could carry. Ambassador Martin was a good man. Yep, a good man.” He nodded vehemently. “A Marine in a chopper landed on the embassy roof helicopter pad and asked for him, but instead of coming up himself, the ambassador sent up Vietnamese and other non-U.S. evacuees, and the Marine guards had to load them into the chopper and fly them out to the USS Blue Ridge. Not once, but again and again. Every time they landed, the ambassador kept sending his staff and other Vietnamese. He knew the flight he left on would be the last one out, so he stayed in the building.

      “Around five in the morning, when the same pilot landed for the umpteenth time, he called the embassy sergeant over while the guards were loading his chopper with refugees again. He told the sergeant the chopper wasn’t leaving until the ambassador was aboard.” Mark looked up at all of us. “ ‘Get these refugees off and bring Ambassador Martin either freely or under arrest’ the pilot said. I remember it like it was yesterday, and he added ‘the president sends’, which probably wasn’t true, but it worked.

      “So how’d you get out, Mark?” Wendy said, gripping his arm.

      “The ambassador took me with him, but if he hadn’t grabbed my jacket and held on, I wouldn’t have gotten anywhere within 100 yards of that chopper. I heard the pilot saying he’d been flying for over eighteen hours straight—including fourteen trips to the embassy.” A faint smile played upon his lips. “Later that day, I took great pleasure in helping everyone push choppers off the USS Blue Ridge into the sea.”

      “Pushing choppers off?” Wendy stared.

      Mark shrugged. “With all the refugees on board, there wasn’t enough space for more choppers to land.”

      He leaned back and shared a long look with Wendy, then turned back to Blake and me. “So you see why I don’t do helicopters. I lived, but anytime I hear a chopper, or see one…” He gave a sigh so massive I could almost see the tension flow out of him. “When I have some warning, I can hold on, but otherwise… as you’ve seen, I can’t.”

      I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and reached for the hand Wendy wasn’t already gripping for dear life and squeezed.

      Mark gave us the hint of a smile. “Thanks for listening, all… maybe… this will help.”

      “You’re alive, man.” Blake reached out to place a hand, almost in benediction, upon Mark’s shoulder.

      Mark looked around our circle in the firelight and lifted his bottle. “I give thanks for that. Most of those from my units aren’t. Don’t know how or why I’ve been spared, but sometimes I wonder. Lots of better men than me died.”

      “Who’s to say?” Blake said softly. “All you can do is live your life well.”

      “The horses have been good for me—they make up for a lot.” Mark looked sideways at Wendy, who flushed when he said, “and so do you.”

      “Don’t I know that.” Blake’s eyes in the flames’ flickering light were haunted for a moment, then the look was gone.

      What was that about?

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, only the sound of crackling flames consuming wood, the stamp of a random hoof against the ground, and the steady rhythmic chomp of horses chewing their supper.

      “We’d best get off to bed, folks,” Mark said with a smile. “Not as young as I used to be. Thank you again for the hospitality and the friendship.”

      “Anytime. We’ll be seeing you tomorrow,” Blake said, standing to see them off. I waved and sat back down.

      “You okay?” I murmured, when he’d sat back down.

      Blake didn’t answer for a moment. “Yep. Fine.” Abruptly.

      I swallowed hard. He didn’t sound it, but who was I to pry where it wasn’t wanted?

      He looked up at me and smiled, but it was more of a grimace. “Best I head for bed too, much as I’d like to stay up and talk. Rain check for tomorrow? Four a.m. feeding for Prince will come early.”

      “It sure will.” I twisted the tail of my shirt in one hand. “Thank you for the campfire and the talk, Blake. I enjoyed it.”

      “Not the most pleasant of topics, but…” Blake’s gaze was lost to the fire. “It’s all fine.” He tightened his jaw and stood.

      “Don’t get up, enjoy your fire.” A niggle of discomfort at his unease ran up my spine and I shivered.

      “Hard to walk you back to your tent if I don’t.” His eyes shone in the light of the lantern and his luminous smile lit up the night brighter than any artificial lantern.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I protested.

      Lowered brows and a look of confusion. “Of course, I do. My mother raised a gentleman and I don’t intend to change.”

      I smiled. This was a first. “Thank you then, kind sir.” I gave him a half bow and preceded him from the camp.

      “Thanks for listening tonight...” Blake hesitated, then went on. “I’m sure it made a difference to Mark. It did to me.” He took my hand and squeezed it, then with a whispered “goodnight,” he left me.

      Blake had looked so sad tonight. My heart squeezed in my chest just thinking of it. His campsite was within view of the open door of my tent, and I couldn’t help watching as he returned to his temporary home. Blake’s outline, highlighted by the campfire light, disappeared into his camper for only a minute, then it returned to stand alongside his horse for long minutes, his arms wrapped around the bay’s neck. It was still there when I let the tent flap drop, leaving him to his thoughts. I hoped he’d get some rest—he looked like he needed it, and he had fifty miles to ride tomorrow. I was thankful he had Prince.

    



OEBPS/images/glyph-lg-vel-size.jpg





OEBPS/images/fifty-v5-d2d--1707x2560-new-ebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/horsevetbookslogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/sampler-no-bkgrd-cropped.jpg





