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      For Isadora

      We all need a little magic in our lives.

      May you one day find your horse-loving, leading man.
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      I have a history of making rash decisions. You know, the kind of move that saves the day in fairy tales. Only, when I climb the beanstalk, the giant smashes me into jelly. When I ride to a ball in a carriage made of pumpkin, my gown that was sewn by rats splits up the back, and I wind up covered with pumpkin innards.

      Big, bold decisions just don’t end well in real life. At least, not for me.

      I know this.

      Which is why I ought to turn around and walk away, but I don’t have much choice. It’s all or nothing today, thanks to my dad and his idiot rivalry with an old university nemesis.

      Well, that and his lifelong gambling problem.

      And yes, it’s a little hypocritical that I’m planning to fix his mistake. . .by placing a risky bet and hoping it pays out.

      But I worked hard and I have faith in myself. Today’s race may be a Hail Mary, in American football terms, but there are only seven horses, and Five Times Fast is the best one. I know it. Plus, the only person my gamble might hurt is me.

      If this works, I’ll save the family farm we’ve had for ten generations. I can’t even think about what happens if I lose today. If I take time to think about it, I’ll start crying again. That won’t help anyone.

      I squeeze the wad of fifty-euro bills in my fist and force myself to take a step forward. Every step feels harder than the last. I’ve saved for forever for the down payment on my own horse hospital, but losing our farm would be even worse than delaying my dream yet again.

      Finally, I reach the front of the line, but before I can say anything, someone grabs my arm and spins me around. It’s the very last person in the entire world that I ever thought I’d see standing in front of me.

      Sean bloody McDermott.

      I haven’t seen his face in person in more than ten years. It feels surreal to have his hand on my arm. He’s wearing an impeccably tailored suit, like he was the day we broke up. His blonde hair looks exactly the same as it did. It’s like time hasn’t touched Sean. His face is unlined. His eyes are just as bright as ever. And his shoulders might even be broader.

      Why am I even surprised? The aristocracy never changes. Eventually he’ll gain a few grey hairs that make him look dignified, but everything else is a constant.

      I hate that his appearance affects me this much, even after ten years. He dumped me, but that doesn’t mean I’m still the pathetic girl I was back then. I’m a confident, capable business owner now. I need to remember that.

      I wrench away and back up with so much force that I run into the window. The employee inside clears her throat.

      “We have some business to handle first,” Sean says smoothly, with a practiced smile on his face. “She’ll come back.”

      He turns and starts to walk, just assuming that I’ll follow after him like a good little baby duck.

      Too bad, Sean. I’m not a baby duck anymore. I’m in my mid-thirties, and no one tows me around behind them.

      I turn back to face the Totes employee. “I’d like to put fifty thousand euros on Five Times Fast. To win.”

      The Totes employee blinks. “There’s a €250,000 winning limit per day in Ireland.”

      I shrug. “With the odds on Five, that’ll be just about right.”

      “Kristiana.” Sean’s tone is terse. I wonder how far he went before he realized I wasn’t following him and circled back.

      “I don’t have much time before I need to report for the race,” I snap. “Go away and leave me alone.” I start to hand the money through the window.

      Sean snatches it from my hand.

      “This is new,” I say. “Is work not going well? You’re stealing now?”

      He grits his teeth, his gorgeous blue eyes flashing. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “Kris.” My dad’s voice floats toward me from several paces away.

      Something in my stomach twists. “Dad?” I turn around.

      “Miss, if you aren’t betting. . .”

      I step aside. If my dad’s here with Sean, and he’s not jumping in to defend me. . . Suddenly my blood runs cold. We are in Ireland, which is much closer to where Sean lives than I usually am, but what are the chances we’d run into him by accident?

      He’s a banker, not a jockey. His family still races, but I imagine his work keeps him from trolling the racetracks every so often.

      “Dad.” I don’t even have to ask.

      I can tell he’s guilty from the look on his face.

      “You’re in silks.” My dad steps out from behind the awning that was blocking him from my view. “You fired our jockey and you’re planning to ride. Aren’t you?”

      He’s got me there. “I had to let him go. He was drinking again. His carelessness was ruining Five.” And also, we couldn’t afford to pay him, anyway.

      Dad inhales slowly. “I know I’m the one who called him, but like you, I had no choice.” He glances sideways at Sean.

      “Your dad made the right call. The terms for the balloon note he showed me are just awful, and⁠—”

      My head pivots. “Go away. This doesn’t concern you. It’s between my dad and me.”

      “Kris,” Sean says, “be reasonable. Your farm has been in the family for more than a hundred years, and⁠—”

      I snatch the money he just took back. “After the way you dumped me? I wouldn’t dump my soda on you if you were on fire.” I shake my head. “Go away, Sean. We don’t need your help.”

      He flinches, but he nods and pivots on his heel. One thing rich Brits are excellent at is walking away without a fuss. The only thing worse for them than talking about money in public is making a scene.

      “And as for you.” I spin around to face my dad again. “You’re the reason we’re in this mess, so you don’t get to question the way that I fix it. How could you call him without even asking me first?”

      Dad inhales shakily. “But Kris⁠—”

      “But nothing. Go away and let me place my bet.”

      If he wasn’t torn between chasing after Sean and yelling at me, he might have ignored me. But as it is, Dad’s already struggling with the fact that his meal ticket is practically jogging away.

      The odds against Five Times Fast aren’t terrible, but they aren’t great either. He’s not a favorite, for sure. Which means with a bet of fifty thousand, I’ll make enough to pay the first balloon payment that’s due next week.

      Only, when I try to place the bet a second time, the woman narrows her eyes at me. “You’re wearing silks.”

      It’s her job to ask. My bright yellow silks mark me as a jockey, and jockeys can’t bet against their own horse. Most jockeys don’t bet at all. It’s poor form, really. You run the risk of pissing off the boss, or making future employers nervous, or both.

      I hand her Five Times Fast’s registration papers and my passport. “I am a jockey, but I’m also the owner.”

      She glances at my paperwork. “You’re the crazy rider-owner.” She slaps her hand over her mouth.

      It’s not common to ride a horse you own. Usually you’re a terrible rider, or you’ve got a terrible horse. I’m hoping to disprove that particular stereotype today.  “That’s me.”

      Owners can bet on their own horses, as long as it’s to win or at least to place, so she accepts my money. “You’re optimistic.”

      Desperate is probably the more accurate word, but saying ‘optimistic’ is more diplomatic. I extend my hand and she hands the papers back. She runs my money through a counting machine, shakes her head, and hands me my ticket. “Don’t lose that, now. It might be worth a lot.”

      I really, really hope it is.

      I push past dozens of people waiting to place bets. The constant noise at the racetrack is comforting in its familiarity. I try to pretend this is like any other race, but my stomach isn’t buying it—it’s twisting into knots. The fourth race at Down Royal, the Ladbrokes Champion Chase is the first Grade One race of the Irish steeplechase season, and it starts in thirty minutes. Ladies’ day is always packed, but the beautiful weather today probably contributed to the mass of bodies.

      I navigate briskly through the throng of people, jumping to the side to avoid impalement on a ridiculously long peacock feather. The best-dressed contest this year is offering a trip to Rio de Janeiro, and the women have stepped up their game accordingly. It’s all part of the fun of racing, but I don’t have time to look around. I need to do my final check-in and then get Five ready. It always passes in a blur, the final moments before a race. It’s been seven years since I rode as a professional jockey, and I’m a little nervous to be doing it again.

      At least my tall bay pony is perfect.

      Five Times Fast is sleek and shiny and his feet practically float as I lead him toward the racetrack. I think he’s the prettiest bay here, and he’s easy to recognize with just the one small dollop of white over his front right hoof. His coat gleams and has very faint dapples. His ribs don’t show, but they almost do. That’s what you want with a racer, really. As fit as he can be without looking half-starved. He isn’t sweating at all in spite of the workout we just finished, the warmth of the sunshine, and the anxious energy that always precedes a race in a strange place.

      Five loves to race, and it shows. His ears swing right and left, but his eyes are calm. I lean my head against his, and he exhales loudly, as if to tell me he’s ready. I hope he really is.

      I’ve always felt like I understood what my horses felt and what they wanted. I don’t ask them to do anything they aren’t ready for, and I never jump a horse that doesn’t love it. Five Times Fast pulls eagerly toward every fence I point him at. I’ve been riding since before I could walk, thanks to my mom, and I’ve never been thrown, not once. Even when I was a professional jockey for two years, I never came out of my saddle. It earned me a rather irritating nickname.

      I glance around at our competitors. There are only six horses in the race with us, for a total of seven, but they’re some of the very best horses in Europe. The excitement is nearly palpable as the race with the biggest purse of the entire weekend approaches. It’s not National Hunt money, but still, 125,000 euros attracts some attention.

      Earl Grey, a clever name for the grey gelding next to me, is favored heavily to win. He’s larger than Five Times Fast, but he looks nervous. He didn’t travel far enough to look that nervous—fifty kilometers to our three thousand. His rider’s also a grade A jerk. Jackson Buley doesn’t even make eye contact with me. If I lose today, I really really hope it’s not to him.

      Persnickety, a bay gelding to my right, shifts from one hoof to the other repeatedly and his ribs are a little too prominent. They’re working him too hard. I bob my head at his jockey, Natalie Coolie. There aren’t many female jockeys, and it makes me smile that there’s another in the Ladbrokes Chase. I don’t really know her, though. She started a few years after I retired officially to focus on my veterinary practice.

      In It To Win It is a nut-brown gelding who was favored to win last year. He’s back this year, and his owner, a twenty-year-old IT millionaire from America, has been emailing me. Odds are against him, but that’s what makes chasing fun. The odds don’t always mean very much. In It To Win It’s sweating a little more than I’d like if he was my mount, but sometimes the nervous sweaters win. I don’t know his jockey, a young man who looks quite dashing in his red silks. I raise my hand and he salutes back. 

      “Hey Sticky,” a familiar voice behind me says.

      I turn to see Finn McGee, resplendent even in his traitorous green and blue silks, walking toward the starting line. He doesn’t like Rickets much more than I do, but he can’t afford to snub the owner of the wealthiest barn in Europe. Finn’s the most successful jockey in Ireland, maybe in the entire UK, but he still has to make a living. I’ve known him for years now, so he doesn’t intimidate me like he used to. I should’ve properly greeted him—I should pay attention to my old friend. But he can’t possibly blame me. I can barely squeak out any words at all.

      “Hey, Finn,” I manage to say.

      Given the beast he’s leading, he’ll understand my distraction.

      His horse is entirely ebony, a stallion I notice, not the typical steeplechase gelding retired from a career on the flat. His coat and mane shine like a reflection on water. His eyes flash. His hooves strike the ground sharply with cracks, like flint on steel.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful horse.

      He’s also monstrously tall, a good hand taller than Five Times Fast, and Five’s just above sixteen hands. “What the devil are you riding?”

      “Aptly worded question.” He grins. “His papered name is Obsidian Devil. It’ll be our first real ride together. Forrest hates him, and I guess we’ll find out why Rickets is willing to defy the best trainer in the country. He picked him up in Russia, of all places.”

      Forrest Smithers is arguably the best trainer in England. If he hates this black beauty, he must have a reason. But he has managed Rickets’ stable for a decade or so, and I know Rickets trusts his opinion—he’d be a fool not to—so it’s strange to hear that they don’t agree on something.

      “I always heard vodka was the only good thing to come out of Russia.”

      Finn winks at me. “It may still be.”

      Obsidian paws the ground and snorts heavily. His mane shimmers, and I want to touch it so badly that my hands practically itch. As though he’s similarly affected, Finn reaches over to pat his neck, but Obsidian snaps at him.

      Finn snatches his hand back and shakes his head at me. “I’ve never seen a more ill-mannered horse,” he says, “and that’s saying something. The good news is, I negotiated a bonus that’s actually more like a small fortune in exchange for riding him.”

      On impulse, I lean forward and place my free hand on Obsidian Devil’s magnificent muzzle. Even with my riding gloves on, a zing runs through my entire body. Obsidian calms immediately and presses his face gently into my palm.

      “He likes you?” Finn rolls his eyes. “Of course he does. Every horse on the planet loves you. It’s so unfair.”

      Five tosses his head jealously, and I step back from Finn’s magnificent creature.  As soon as I move my hand, Obsidian snaps at Finn again. I can’t help laughing.

      “Forrest should be paying you two small fortunes,” I say. “I don’t envy your ride today.” But that’s a complete lie. I want to ride him so badly I could cry.

      Five tosses his head again, which is unlike him. If horses could scowl, he’d be scowling at Obsidian. As it is, he’s stuck flaring his nostrils and stamping.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I whisper. “He may be beautiful, but you’re gorgeous too, and you’re much better behaved. I still love you the most. Now, make sure you run your heart out today. Mom put all her money on you. I’m utterly doomed if we lose, and that Obsidian is making me very nervous.”

      Obsidian’s ears flick my direction while I’m speaking to Five, and I have the most uncomfortable feeling that he’s listening to me. I shake it off. Horses are intuitive, yes, and I believe they understand far more than we give them credit for, but there’s no way he could even hear me whispering from here, much less understand the words I’m using. I scratch underneath Five’s forelock, and he leans his head against me and sighs. 

      “It’s you and me, Five. We can do this. We have to do this, or I’ll lose the farm.” I snort. “No pressure.”

      I’ve just mounted when Sean shows up again.

      “You aren’t supposed to be over here,” I hiss. “We’re about to be called up.”

      “A win here is temporary,” Sean says. “I can loan you whatever you need and give you real time to repay it.”

      “Please go,” I say. “Now.”

      But he isn’t giving up as easily this time. He sets his jaw, like he’s determined to be some kind of superhero, coming boldly to my rescue. He drops his voice even lower. “I know racing still scares you. It’s not worth the risk.”

      “You’re a little late to start caring about me.” I roll my eyes. “It’s been a decade. Or were you stuck in some kind of stasis all this time?”

      I swear, at that exact moment, Obsidian Devil snorts. The timing is so perfect, that I almost believe for a moment that he’s paying attention to our interchange and that he understands it. He’s also dancing around a lot less than he was—and maybe it’s because Finn’s finally on his back, but it feels like it’s because he’s listening in.

      I’m going crazy.

      Sean’s brow furrows. “I know I screwed up, but I’m here now.”

      “I don’t need you here,” I say. “Not anymore.” I urge Five forward.

      Sean starts after me, clearly not dropping anything.

      Obsidian lunges forward at the same time, nearly running Sean over.

      Then they call for us to enter the track. Sean finally grits his teeth and walks away. A moment later, when they call us to approach the tape, Five prances up perfectly, prettily even. Obsidian’s chomping at the bit and dancing left and then right like a drunk bumblebee. It’s even worse than it was before, on the ground, and I can’t help laughing.

      “It’s not funny, Sticky. Knock it off.” Finn’s smile belies his gruff words. We circle up and move toward the tape in an inconsistent bunch, the horses shying and head-tossing as they move forward. As always, my jittery nerves fade away when they finally release us. I know what Five Times Fast is capable of, and I’m ready to help him win.

      We pull ahead quickly at the beginning. Five did quite well with flat racing. If he didn’t jump quite so beautifully, I might have kept him there, but as we approach the first jump, his timing’s perfect.

      He’s ready to win this.

      He sails effortlessly over the first fence and heads into the bend in perfect position, a full length ahead of the other horses. The cool November air streams past my face as we clear the next fence and round the bend to the ditch. From the corner of my eye, Earl Grey’s bearing down hard on the inside. When we reach the ditch, he’s only half a length behind me, so I push Five toward the inside and Earl Grey falters on the ditch.

      We pull ahead again.

      Five and I sail over the fourth and fifth fences and into the downhill jump on the sixth, just as I planned. We’re rounding the turn toward the stands when a pounding sound has me glancing to the outside, just in time to see Finn’s salute as he and his monster fly past me.

      I could scream with frustration.

      Five can’t pick up that much speed, not going into the seventh and eighth fences, which are brutal. I hope maybe, just maybe, Obsidian will botch things, going so fast over the fences, but he doesn’t. He clears them with nearly a foot to spare. I’ve never seen anything like it. The crowd’s going wild. Finn’s always been an attention monger, but this is shaping up to look very, very bad for me. I try not to think about the fifty thousand pounds I’m about to lose, not to mention the purse money.

      I lean down near Five’s neck. I don’t use a whip on him—never have. “Come on boy, I know you’re really flying, but I need a little more. We’ve gotta beat that big bully or we lose the farm. You can do it. I know you can. Let’s stay as close as we can, and at the end we’ll really push, okay?” I pat his neck, and I swear Five bobs his head. Horses understand me, and I understand them. If Five can possibly win this for me today, he will.

      We gain on Obsidian on the long stretch between eight and nine, and pull up until we’re almost neck and neck.

      I look Finn in the eye and he winks. That jerk winks at me. Like he knew Obsidian would eat Five for breakfast. He whips Obsidian once as we approach the ninth fence, and Obsidian’s ears flatten. The black stallion clearly hates the crop.

      Some horses don’t mind a tap now and again—it encourages them, letting them know when to move. I’ve rarely used it, because my horses understand me. I only race horses that love to run. But for most jockeys, it’s an invaluable communication tool.

      Finn should already have known that Obsidian hated it, but clearly he didn’t. After we clear the ninth fence, he uses it again. Obsidian actually slows down, and we pull even with them. I smile broadly at Finn.

      He scowls back at me. He has the faster horse. He should beat me. But he doesn’t know his horse like he should.

      We both clear the first ditch on the second loop, Five and I on the inside, and Obsidian giving us a wide enough berth that it almost feels like he’s being polite.

      After the second ditch, with only five fences to go, I lean down and croon in Five’s ear. “You can do it, boy. You can pull ahead. I know you can beat that evil, black beast.” My sweet pony hunkers down and runs, putting everything he has into it.

      He’s tired, though.

      He clips the fence on fifteen and nearly stumbles. Obsidian pulls ahead.

      An entire length ahead.

      Five’s giving me everything he has. . .but it isn’t enough.

      I don’t want him hurt—I can’t stand the thought of that—so I pat Five’s neck. “It’s okay. You’re magnificent, but if he beats you, it’s okay.”

      Nothing’s okay.

      If we lose, I lose everything. My life savings, my family farm.

      Maybe even Five.

      Tears stupidly well up in my eyes. As we clear the sixteenth fence on a downhill incline, Obsidian’s three full horse lengths ahead. Even if Finn screws up, we can’t catch him.

      I’ve lost.

      Everything.

      Then inexplicably, with one fence to go, Obsidian slows. Finn’s whipping him, but it doesn’t seem to matter. Five and I race alongside him. Five pulls around on the outside, clears the last jump, and puts on every bit of speed he has. We fly past Obsidian, and I swear he bobs his head at me when we pass him to win by a nose.

      Obsidian pulled back and let us win.

      I’m sure of it.

      A horse let me win. A horse just granted us a stay of execution.

      I can hardly hear myself think for all the cheering, the loudest of which is coming from my father. The world feels crazy and confusing, but when I see his smile, I know everything’s okay.
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      “That was incredible.” Sean’s dragging a wreath of roses toward me that’s even larger than the winner’s wreath already hanging around Five’s neck. “I haven’t seen a race that flawless in a decade or more.” He’s beaming from ear to ear.

      He looks his best when he’s smiling.

      “Thanks.” I don’t try to stop him from setting the wreath around Five’s neck, though my pretty boy’s eyes roll a bit when yet another huge flower-laden wreath goes around his neck.

      “You did it.” Dad pats my boot. “That was just amazing.”

      I’m not so distracted by the congratulations that I don’t notice the tongue-lashing my friend Finn’s taking a dozen paces away. “—the crop. I told you he hates it.”

      “All horses hate it at first,” Finn says. “It’s your job as trainer to⁠—”

      Obsidian’s dancing around like he’s auditioning for Riverdance. No one’s paying enough attention to his frustration. They’re just arguing among themselves, and it worsens with the arrival of Rickets.

      “Absolutely unconscionable,” he shouts. “There’s no reason we shouldn’t have won that race. You pulled him back.”

      “Kris,” Sean says. “Earth to Kris.”

      But I can’t seem to pry my eyes away from Obsidian Devil. He looks furious, like he’s about to chuck Finn off and trample his owner. Not that I’d care much about Rickets being trampled, but I’m sure that won’t result in anything good for the gorgeous stallion, either.

      And then he looks up at me and my eyes lock with his.

      We both freeze.

      It’s like I can’t hear or see anything else. Just that big, bold stallion, and the furious pounding of my heart. In that moment, I’ve never wanted anything more than I want that horse.

      Only, it’s not like he’s for sale. And even if he was, I can’t afford him. I can barely afford to make the first balloon payment so we can keep the farm. And all that does is delay our troubles. Three more huge payments are looming on the horizon.

      “Here.” John takes Five’s reins and gestures for me to climb down. They’re already prepping for the next race of the day, the work crews sweeping through to clean up and shift the jumps.

      Nothing slows down around the racetrack for long.

      It’s one of the things I’ve always loved about it. But not today. Today, I’m dreading having to talk to Sean. And I’m still furious with my dad for calling him.

      “I don’t need your help,” I say the second my feet hit the ground. “Besides. I’m sure the perfect Clara would be livid if she knew you were here.”

      “We divorced,” he says. “Almost five years ago, now.”

      Divorced.

      How did I not hear about that? I force myself to swallow the lump that’s taken up residence in my throat. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not. I never should have married her in the first place.”

      I grit my teeth. I can’t listen to this. Not right now. Not ever. “I better go collect my winnings and get changed.”

      “Kris,” Sean says in the voice he always used when we were alone. The voice that turned my knees weak and made my heart accelerate. “Shortcake.”

      He used my nickname. My special nickname. When other people teased me for being short, it made me mad. But Sean turned it into something sweet—literally. We got strawberry shortcake on our first date, and he called me that from then on.

      But shockingly, the more I think about it, the more it ticks me off. When you dump someone and marry someone else, you forfeit the right to use their nickname, especially to manipulate them. “I’ll never forgive my dad. This was worse than his gambling.”

      “We bumped into each other by mistake, and I’m the one who has been calling him ever since.”

      “I won today.” I purse my lips. “Which means I don’t need your help. So thanks for coming, but it was a waste of your time.”

      “Nothing that lets me see your face is a waste,” Sean says.

      “Stop.” I hold up my hand. “No more.”

      “No more?” Sean’s voice sounds nervous. That’s not like him.

      I want to turn toward him and see his face, but I can’t. If I do that, I won’t be able to walk away.

      And I need to be able to walk away.

      “I have to go.” I pull the wreath Sean brought off Five’s neck and chuck it at him before I stomp away. Hopefully staggering around under the weight of that monstrously large pile of flowers will slow him down enough that he can’t chase after me. John’s walking Five over to the cool down track, so I’m free to escape.

      Now that I’m not staring at Sean, the wheels in my brain begin turning again. I keep coming back to how that huge black stallion threw the race so I could win, and my brain rebels against the thought. It must have been some kind of stress-induced hallucination. I’ve never had one before, but I’ve heard of ocular migraines, so there must be similar occurrences for hallucinations. Five was always a strong contender, and that huge black beast must have overextended and not had enough energy to push through the finish line.

      Before I can go over it in my head again, my dad’s arms fling around me and pull me toward him for a backbreaking hug. I almost drop the reins. He must have finished up the paperwork and run all the way over here to catch me. That’s unlike him.

      “You did it, Kris,” he says. “You’re safe, and now you never have to do that again.”

      I roll my eyes. “Right Dad, never again.” Except that another balloon payment is due in three months. . .so. Whatever helps him sleep tonight, I guess. The good news is that Five did awesome, and if we can repeat this a few times, we might not lose the farm at all. In fact, if we can get far enough ahead in the next few months, we might be able to convince a local bank to refinance the horrible loan Dad took out to pay stupid Rickets.

      “Hey, I’m excited too,” I say. “But I should help John cool Five down, so. . .”

      “Yes, you do need to go.” Dad finally releases me. “We can’t have him coming up lame.”

      “Exactly.”

      No matter how many times I go over it in my brain while Five and I walk around the ring, I keep seeing it play out exactly the same way in my head. Obsidian Devil’s too far ahead for us to catch, pounding his way toward the finish. Then his ear flicks back toward me, his eye meets mine, and he slows.

      He slows.

      Finn’s whipping him and pulling—because ironically, pulling is really the best way to get them moving—and he slows anyway. I can’t shake the feeling that he threw the race. I firmly believe that a horse threw the race for me.

      As if.

      I’m going crazy.

      Now that he’s cooled off again, I swing back down off Five’s back and look around for John. The stress from the loan coming due, and from seeing Sean, and from betting all my money and almost losing it must really be getting to me. He was right here, and now I don’t see him. Where could he have gone?

      I whip out my phone and text our trainer. A moment later, our tall, rail-thin trainer’s walking toward me, holding a soda for me. Duh.

      “That was an amazing run,” he says, “but what happened at the end there? It looked like that demon horse just tired out.” John’s calloused hand brushes mine as he takes the reins again, the sweet and pungent smell of his chewing tobacco familiar. John’s not quite as old as my dad, but I’ve known him since birth. He was a groom at our stable for a while, but everyone starts there. He left our stable for almost a decade to prove himself, and when he returned, he was a renowned trainer. Thankfully, he wanted to come back. He’s British, but he saw our stable as home.

      I’ve long suspected that my maternal grandpa pays him a little something to stay with us, because I’ve seen the books. We don’t pay him nearly enough for a trainer of his caliber. We would, but we’ve never been able to afford a raise.

      “I guess so.” I shove down my discomfort over the fact that John noticed something strange, too. “Finn didn’t want to ride him, and maybe that’s why. He isn’t a winner.” Some horses just don’t care about the race.

      John’s dark grey eyes fly wider, and his bushy red eyebrows bob. “Finn never takes a ride he doesn’t want, not anymore.”

      I shrug. “I heard his niece is sick. I think he may need the money.” I can’t help my guilty feelings. Winning jockeys get success bonuses, and I kept him from getting one today.

      But Finn almost always wins. One loss won’t set him back too much.

      I’ve barely passed Five off to John when I hear a commotion around the corner. “What’s that?” 

      John glances back in that direction. “No idea.”

      “Did you hear it, though?” The sound of screaming pierces my ears again, and I cringe. “It’s an animal, right?”

      John shrugs this time. “Maybe. I can’t tell.”

      He must be losing his hearing. “I need to get our winnings right to the bank. Are you alright handling Five for now?”

      John nods. He never has too much to say, but I love that about him.

      In a rush or not, as a vet, I need to check on that horse that’s in pain. I move as quickly as I can toward the noise coming from the front of the parking lot. It isn’t as loud as it was, but I still intermittently hear it.

      Before I can figure out what’s going on, I round a corner and bump right into Sean. Why is he still here? He’s everywhere. My hands fly wide so I don’t lose my balance, but he catches me, circling both my wrists with his hands. “Whoa, there.”

      “Let go,” I say.

      “I think we need to talk.”

      I shake my head. “We don’t.”

      “When I bumped into your dad,” he says, “I almost couldn’t bring myself to ask about you. I was sure you’d be married by now with a handful of beautiful children.”

      The very future I’d planned for the two of us.

      His voice drops to a husky whisper. “When he said you’d never married. . .”

      I shake my arms free. “Sean, I can’t.”

      “That’s why I came today,” he says. “Your dad told me you were still angry. I hated hearing that, but I didn’t barge in because he said it wouldn’t go well.” He inhales sharply. “But then he called me.”

      I open my mouth to argue.

      Sean’s brilliant smile stops me cold. “I’ll loan you the money. You can pay off that other note in full, and then you can repay my bank whenever you want.”

      I swallow.

      “Even if you make that first note, the huge payments just keep coming.”

      If I don’t get away from him soon, I might not be able to keep saying no. I need him to stop telling me how he got divorced and how happy he was to hear I’m single. I need him to stop offering to save me, or I may forget that I save myself. “I’ll figure it out, okay? Still no.” I step around the corner, and the horse who’s been screaming comes into view.

      It’s Obsidian Devil. It looks like they’ve finally calmed him down, though. He’s standing utterly still, staring right at me. His ears are pricked up, like he’s listening to me.

      “One date.” Sean followed me around the corner, blast him.

      Obsidian Devil paws at the ground, his nostrils flaring, and he lets out a loud neigh.

      That’s exactly how I feel right now. Angry. Confused. Maybe a little scared. And I need to be just as firm as he looks. “No dates,” I say. “You dumped me, remember?” I clench my hands at my sides. “Please, Sean. Please leave me alone.”

      His eyes are hurt. His body stiffens.

      Guilt rolls through me, but I hold the line. What else can I do?

      I walk away from Sean and toward Obsidian Devil, trying not to watch as Sean stuffs his hands in his pockets and spins around. I’m not quite as unconcerned with his departure as I wish I was, because if I were paying more attention, I’d never run right into Alfie Rickets, knocking his perfect top hat off his head and into a mud puddle.

      A top hat? Really? Some people take the retro look a little too far. Does he think he’s Charles Dickens? I ought to choke out an apology and pick up his hat. As a matter of common courtesy, I ought to at least try to brush it off. But when I think about how he’s treated my dad, I can’t bring myself to do it.

      Now that I’m a little closer, I can see that, while Obsidian Devil is standing relatively calmly, he must not have been recently. Four men are holding onto ropes that are wrapped around various parts of him. The one around his face is already strung with a stallion chain, for all the good it’s doing them.

      Obsidian tosses his head and whinnies loudly, as if he’s calling me over.

      I really need to get the bank paid so I relax. I need to stop seeing things that can’t possibly be real.

      “Come on,” the man at the front says. “Let’s go, you tosser.”

      But Obsidian Devil isn’t going anywhere, apparently. He sets his legs and throws his head, flinging the guy who just yelled at him two feet forward. The man almost drops the rope.

      They’re clearly having a hard time shoving him into a trailer. One rope’s attached to his halter, and the other three are looped around his legs. A fifth man wearing a blue coat’s approaching with a tranquilizer gun.

      Was he even properly cooled down? He looks sweaty and winded. Surely Finn would have seen to that much, right?

      “What’s going on with him?” I turn toward Rickets. “Why would you bring a horse you can’t handle?”

      He scowls.

      “You should have given him Ace long before it got to this point.”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      Instead of the apology I should really be making for running into him, for butting into his business, and for being absurdly rude, I find myself jabbing Dad’s nemesis in the chest. “Mister Rickets.”

      “You have nothing to do with any of this.” Alfred Rickets raises one eyebrow and glances down at his hat, which is still soaking up mud in a puddle on the ground.

      The man in the blue jacket’s still walking closer, holding the tranquilizer.

      “Have you already sedated him?” I ask, playing a hunch.

      “Butt out,” Rickets says.

      But at the same time, the man with the gun says, “Two doses. Bastard’s still kicking.”

      Two doses? His head should be low, almost hanging. Giving him any more than he’s had isn’t safe. “You can’t give him more,” I say. “His heart could stop. At a baseline, he won’t be able to respond to starts and stops. He could get injured.”

      “He’s not yours,” Rickets says. “The last thing I need is the advice of a hack.”

      “I’m a licensed veterinarian,” I say. “At least let me try to load him for you before sedating him again.”

      Alfred Rickets scowls. “I’ll repeat myself because I know your intelligence level is quite low. He’s not yours, so toss off.”

      I take a step back. Toss off? “When you resort to name calling, you’ve already lost the argument.”

      He finally leans over to pick up his hat.

      I can’t quite help my smile when muddy water runs over his hand and splashes on the front of his pristine khaki trousers. “I don’t believe an argument ever took place, and stating facts isn’t the same as calling names.” He sighs. “You poor girl. You seem to have taken after your father instead of your mother. A real shame.”

      I want to punch him. Instead, I simply repeat, “Let me offer you my services one more time. It’s clear you can’t handle your own horse.”

      There’s a lot of snorting and shuffling behind me. The men are pulling and pushing Obsidian Devil toward the trailer and the tall man with the tranquilizer gun is sidling around the other side of his big, shiny body. If he thinks Obsidian Devil isn’t watching him, he’s mad.

      I don’t wait for Mr. Rickets to approve my actions or call his men off. I dart past him and rush toward Obsidian Devil. He’s currently kicking and snapping at the men as they yank, but who can blame him for that?

      “He’s a stallion who just raced.” I’m pleading with the men now, not their boss. “Of course he’s upset. He needs to be properly cooled down and given a warm blanket. What are you thinking, yanking him over here and shoving him into a trailer? Do you want him to injure himself?”

      I place myself between Obsidian Devil and the man with the tranq gun. “Here. Let me try to load him.”

      “You think you can handle the horse we can’t?” The man in the blue jacket waves his free hand in the air. “Fine. Let’s see you try.”

      The second I reach for his lead line, Obsidian calms down. He tosses his head toward me, but not aggressively. “There, boy. I’ve got you.”

      The man who was shouting before offers me the lead for his halter.

      “Drop the other ropes,” I say.

      No one listens to me, of course.

      “Drop them,” I shout. “Now.”

      Alfie Rickets raises his voice. “We always have to tranq him several times, Miss Liepa. He’s the picture of that saying, ‘healthy as a horse,’ so move aside, and let my men do their job.”

      The second the men start to pull on the ropes again, Obsidian Devil’s nostrils flare, his ears pin against his head, and he screams. I hate the sound of a horse’s screams.

      The man who just handed him to me snatches his lead rope right back.

      Adrenaline floods my body. “Mistreatment of animals is illegal. I’ll report you.”

      Alfie’s eyebrows shoot upward. “To whom would you report me, you little miscreant? I have the entire board of the British Horseracing Authority on speed dial. Not to mention, the entire panel for the Grand National just came to a fundraiser I hosted. I hear you’ve put in an application for Five Times Fast. Would you like me to weigh in on his suitability?”

      ‘Weigh in’ is almost certainly double entendre. The Grand National’s a handicapped chase, and Five’s weight will depend on his handicap. Alfie might not be able to get Five excluded, but he could almost certainly bump up his BHA rating, dramatically increasing the weight he would have to carry and eliminating our chances of winning. My stomach drops at the very real threat.

      But then I’m filled with a shaky rage.

      Bullies never stop—if no one ever stands up to him, then they just get worse and worse. “You can’t mistreat your horses if you want to keep racing, and you can’t threaten me, either. I’m a veterinarian, Mr. Rickets, and I took an oath⁠—”

      “Let’s all take a step back, gentlemen,” a deep baritone voice says. The men immediately respond, loosening their hold on Obsidian. “No one wants to injure themselves, or the Devil either. Miss Liepa, always a pleasure.”

      I turn to face Mr. Ricket’s trainer, Forrest Smithers. He’s six and a half feet tall, built like a brick wall and wearing a tweed suit. He has a forcefulness to his face that makes you believe he can handle anything. Combined with over twenty-five years of consistently producing the best chase horses in the UK, he’s hard to ignore. I can’t help wondering how Rickets convinced him to train Obsidian to begin with if he dislikes him as much as Finn seemed to think.

      Mr. Rickets’ lips compress into a line. His eyes narrow. “Miss Liepa was just leaving.”

      “It appears she disapproves of your treatment of the beast.” Smithers smiles at me. “As it turns out, I also disapprove, of nearly everything surrounding that demon. Ever since you won him in that card game⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter how I came to own him.” Rickets pops his hat back on his head. I really hope mud drips down into his collar. “He’s mine, and he’s going to win the next race for sure.”

      Smithers shakes his head. “No, he isn’t. If Finn can’t ride him, no one can. Every jockey on our roster has now refused. He’s a waste of space, feed, and resources, and like Miss Liepa here, I happen to believe he’s being mistreated by our staff on a regular basis, because we don’t have another way to handle him.”

      “He should’ve won today. Everyone with eyes in their head saw it. Finn threw the race to his friend here. He’s the one we should be reporting.”

      I gasp. “He did no such thing.”

      “Poppycock,” Smithers says.

      Mr. Rickets takes a menacing step toward me. I’m not a fearful person, but I am tiny. I weigh around a hundred pounds, which is small even for a jockey. I’m used to standing at my full height and still counting nose hairs all day long. A new round of shouting behind me would have drawn my attention if Mr. Rickets didn’t look like he was about to strike me with his long, brown cane.

      I throw one arm up, but as I do, something enormous looms on my right. Obsidian has broken free from the men holding him and is standing beside me, his nostrils large and puffing, and he’s staring at Mr. Rickets. I may be small, but Obsidian’s staggeringly large. Mr. Rickets backs away slowly. I reach over and place my gloved hand on Obsidian’s nose, rubbing it gently. He leans into my hand again and sighs, and I reach over and gather up his lead rope. He seems to like me, but still.

      Better to be in control than to be sorry.

      Forrest Smithers’ baritone carries over the chaos of the men scrambling toward me. “You wouldn’t be interested in buying a horse, would you, Miss Liepa?”

      I raise one eyebrow. “I’m not in the market for one, no.” I have a loan payment due, which Rickets knows, because his family owns the bank my dad used for the loan. I think about Obsidian, the most stunning horse I’ve ever seen, drugged at double the allowable amount every time he travels. Whipped and prodded as a matter of course. Our family farm means a lot, but some things are more important.

      And poor Obsidian Devil is as much a victim of Rickets as we are—he won him in a hand of cards. Unlike me, he can’t do anything about his bad luck. But I could.

      “That’s a pity,” Forrest says. “He seems to like you.”

      “He does have bad taste,” Rickets says.

      If it was anyone else, I could probably walk away. But the idea of Rickets gloating while he abuses this horse? In spite of knowing how idiotic this is, I ask, “How much are you asking for him?”

      “Why don’t you make an opening offer?” Forrest says.

      Obsidian bumps my hand almost as if he understands what’s going on.

      The corner of my mouth goes up. My dad will lose his mind, but I can’t let Rickets keep him. We have a little bit saved toward the payment. I can probably use the winnings and still scrape together enough to pay the loan. “I could pay €125,000.” 

      “The winnings you robbed me of today? That’s what you’re offering?” Rickets scoffs. “I wouldn’t even consider a farthing less than a quarter of a million pounds.”

      The exact amount we owe on the first installment for the farm.

      “Be reasonable, Mr. Rickets.” I scratch Obsidian under his forelock, and he bumps me again.  “I don’t have anywhere near that. My offer’s a good one.”

      “He’ll win that in his next chase, and you know it.” 

      “And you know that you won’t win any chases with him. You don’t have a jockey.”

      “Why do you even want him?” Forrest Smithers asks. His eyes are clear and bright, and he looks genuinely curious.

      “It doesn’t matter why she wants him,” Alfred Rickets says. “What matters is that her pathetically impoverished family can’t afford him. They won’t even be able to afford a pot to piss in come next week, from what I hear.”

      I’m usually pretty even-keeled, but I can see why my dad hates this man. I’d like to scratch his eyes out. “You’ve heard wrong. My dad and I are just fine.”

      I’m being an idiot. I need to walk away. I have no idea what will happen to this poor horse, but we need every cent I just won and then some.

      Besides, I know that rash decisions never work out well for me. They just don’t. I wish fairy tales could come true, but in the real world the glass slipper always breaks, and poking the top of a spinning wheel doesn’t save me. My finger gets infected, I wind up with sepsis, and then I die.

      Walk away, Kristiana. Walk away and keep your money and the farm.

      “My mistake, then. My price is a quarter million because my trainer dislikes him and not a pound less. No matter how well you are or aren’t doing, you can’t afford that.” He gestures to the man with the tranquilizer. “Do what it takes to load him, Freddy.” 

      He thinks my family’s trash? He thinks we can’t afford him? He’s wrong. I have the money right now. I never thought I’d have a chance at winning the Grand National, with its one million pound purse, but I just might be holding the lead line on a horse that could take me there. “Fine. Two fifty.”

      I glance up at Obsidian Devil’s perfectly beautiful face and wonder. Am I happy right now because I’ve just bought the most beautiful horse I’ve ever seen? Or am I secretly delighted because it only leaves me one solution to my problem?

      If I don’t want to lose the farm, I’m going to have to call Sean McDermott.

      I can’t decide whether that wrecks me or secretly thrills me.

      Maybe a little bit of both.
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