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				Chapter One

				As far as Brian Donnelly was concerned, a vindictive woman had invented the tie to choke the life out of man so that he would then be so weak she could just grab the tail of it and lead him wherever she wanted him to go. Wearing one made him feel stifled and edgy, and just a little awkward.

				But strangling ties, polished shoes and a dignified attitude were required in fancy country clubs with their slick floors and crystal chandeliers and vases crowded with flowers that looked as if they’d been planted on Venus.

				He’d have preferred to be in the stables, or on the track or in a good smoky pub where you could light up a cigar and speak your mind. That’s where a man met a man for business, to Brian’s thinking.

				But Travis Grant was paying his freight, and a hefty price it was to bring him all the way from Kildare to America.

				Training racehorses meant understanding them, working with them, all but living with them. People were necessary, of course, in a kind of sideways fashion. But country clubs were for owners, and those who played at being racetrackers as a hobby—or for the prestige and profit.

				A glance around the room told Brian that most here in their glittery gowns and black ties had never spent any quality time shoveling manure.

				Still, if Grant wanted to see if he could handle himself in posh surroundings, blend in with the gentry, he’d damn well do it. The job wasn’t his yet. And Brian wanted it.

				Travis Grant’s Royal Meadows was one of the top Thoroughbred farms in the country. Over the last decade, it had moved steadily toward becoming one of the best in the world. Brian had seen the American’s horses run in Kildare at Curragh. Each one had been a beauty. The latest he’d seen only weeks before, when the colt Brian had trained had edged out the Maryland bred by half a neck.

				But half a neck was more than enough to win the purse and his own share of it as trainer. More, it seemed, it had been enough to bring Brian Donnelly to the eye and the consideration of the great Mr. Grant.

				So here he was, at himself’s invitation, Brian thought, in America at some posh gala in a fancy club where the women all smelled rich and the men looked it.

				The music he found dull. It didn’t stir him. But at least he had a beer and a fine view of the goings-on. The food was plentiful and as polished and elegant as the people who nibbled on it. Those who danced did so with more dignity than enthusiasm, which he thought was a shame, but who could blame them when the band had as much life as a soggy sack of chips?

				Still it was an experience watching the jewels glint and crystal wink. The head man in Kildare hadn’t been the sort to invite his employees to parties.

				Old Mahan had been fair enough, Brian mused. And God knew the man loved his horses—as long as they ended by prancing in the winner’s circle. But Brian hadn’t thought twice about flipping the job away at the chance for this one.

				And, well, if he didn’t get it, he’d get another. He had a mind to stay in America for a while. If Royal Meadows wasn’t his ticket, he’d find another one.

				Moving around pleased him, and by doing so, by knowing just when to pack his bag and take a new road, he’d hooked himself up with some of the best horse farms in Ireland.

				There was no reason he could see why he couldn’t do the same in America. More of the same, he thought. It was a big and wide country.

				He sipped his beer, then lifted an eyebrow when Travis Grant came in. Brian recognized him easily, and his wife as well—the Irish woman, he imagined, was part of his edge in landing this position.

				The man, Grant, was tall, powerfully built with hair a thick mixture of silver and black. He had a strong face, tanned and weathered by the outdoors. Beside him, his wife looked like a pixie with her small, slim build. Her hair was a sweep of chestnut, as glossy as the coat of a prize Thoroughbred.

				They were holding hands.

				It was a surprising link. His parents had made four children between them, and worked together as a fine and comfortable team. But they’d never been much for public displays of affection, even as mild a one as handholding.

				A young man came in behind them. He had the look of his father—and Brian recognized him from the track in Kildare. Brendon Grant, heir apparent. And he looked comfortable with it—as well as the sleek blonde on his arm.

				There were five children, he knew—had made it his business to know. A daughter, another son and twins, one of each sort. He didn’t expect those who had grown up with privilege to bother themselves overly about the day-to-day running of the farm. He didn’t expect that they’d get in his way.

				Then she rushed in, laughing.

				Something jumped in his belly, in his chest. And for an instant he saw nothing and no one else. Her build was delicate, her face vibrant. Even from a distance he could see her eyes were as blue as the lakes of his homeland. Her hair was flame, a sizzling red that looked hot to the touch and fell, wave after wave, over her bare shoulders.

				His heart hammered, three hard and violent strokes, then seemed simply to stop.

				She wore something floaty and blue, paler, shades paler than her eyes. What must have been diamonds fired at her ears.

				He’d never in his life seen anything so beautiful, so perfect. So unattainable.

				Because his throat had gone burning dry, he lifted his beer and was disgusted to realize his hand wasn’t quite steady.

				Not for you, Donnelly, he reminded himself. Not for you to even dream of. That would be the master’s oldest daughter. And the princess of the house.

				Even as he thought it, a man with a well-cut suit and pampered tan went to her. The way she offered her hand to him was just cool enough, just aloof enough to have Brian sneering—which was a great deal more comfortable than goggling.

				Ah yes, indeed, she was royalty. And knew it.

				The other family came in—that would be the twins, Brian thought, Sarah and Patrick. And a pretty pair they were, both tall and slim with roasted chestnut hair. The girl, Sarah—Brian knew she was just eighteen—was laughing, gesturing widely.

				The whole family turned toward her, effectively—perhaps purposely—cutting out the man who’d come to pay homage to the princess. But he was a persistent sort, and reaching her, laid his hand on her shoulder. She glanced over, smiled, nodded.

				Off to do her bidding, Brian mused as the man slipped away. A woman like that would be accustomed to flicking a man off, Brian imagined, or reining him in. And making him as grateful as the family hound for the most casual of pats.

				Because the conclusion steadied him, Brian took another sip of his beer, set his glass aside. Now, he decided, was as good a time as any to approach the grand and glorious Grants.

				“Then she whacked him across the back of his knees with her cane,” Sarah continued. “And he fell face first into the verbena.”

				“If she was my grandmother,” Patrick put in, “I’d move to Australia.”

				“Sure Will Cunningham usually deserves a whack. More than once I’ve been tempted to give him one myself.” Adelia Grant glanced over, her laughing eyes meeting Brian’s. “Well then, you’ve made it, haven’t you?”

				To Brian’s surprise, she held out both hands to him, clasped his warmly and drew him into the family center. “It appears I have. It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mrs. Grant.”

				“I hope your trip over was pleasant.”

				“Uneventful, which is just as good.” As small talk wasn’t one of his strengths, he turned to Travis, nodded. “Mr. Grant.”

				“Brian. I hoped you’d make it tonight. You’ve met Brendon.”

				“I did, yes. Did you lay any down on the colt I told you of?”

				“On the nose. And since it was at five-to-one, I owe you a drink, at least. What can I get you?”

				“I’ll have a beer, thanks.”

				“What part of Ireland are you from?” This was from Sarah. She had her mother’s eyes, Brian thought. Warm green, and curious.

				“I’m from Kerry. You’d be Sarah, wouldn’t you?”

				“That’s right.” She beamed at him. “This is my brother Patrick, and my sister, Keeley. Our Brady’s already on campus, so we’re one short tonight.”

				“Nice meeting you, Patrick.” Deliberately he inclined his head in what was nearly a bow as he turned to Keeley. “Miss Grant.”

				She lifted one slim eyebrow, the gesture as deliberate as his own. “Mr. Donnelly. Oh, thank you, Chad.” She accepted the glass of champagne, touched a hand briefly to the arm of the man who’d brought it to her. “Chad Stuart, Brian Donnelly, from Kerry. That’s in Ireland,” she added with an irony dry as dust.

				“Oh. Are you one of Mrs. Grant’s relatives?”

				“I don’t have that privilege, no. There are a few of us scattered through the country who are not, in fact, related.”

				Patrick snorted out a laugh and earned a warning look from his mother. “Well now, we’re cluttering up the place as usual. We’ll move this herd along to our table. I hope you’ll join us, Brian.”

				“How about a dance, Keeley?” Chad asked, standing at her elbow in a proprietary manner.

				“I’d love to,” she said absently and stepped forward. “A little later.”

				“Have a care.” Brian put a hand lightly on Keeley’s elbow as they walked away. “Or you’ll slip on the pieces of the heart you just broke.”

				She slid a glance over and up. “I’m very surefooted,” she told him, then made a point of taking a seat between her two brothers.

				Because he’d caught the scent of her—subtle sex, with an overlay of class—he made a point of sitting directly across from her. He sent her one quick grin, then settled in to be entertained by Sarah, who was already chattering to him about horses.

				She didn’t like the look of him, Keeley thought as she sipped her champagne. He was just a little too much of everything. His eyes were green, a sharper tone than her mother’s. She imagined he could use them to slice his opponent in two with one glance. And she had a feeling he’d enjoy it. His hair was brown, but anything but a quiet shade, with all those gilded streaks rioting through it, and he wore it too long, so that it waved past his collar and around a face of planes and angles.

				A sharp face, like his eyes, one with a faint shadow of a cleft in the chin and a well-defined mouth that struck her as being just a little too sensuous.

				She thought he was built like a cowboy—long-legged and rangy, and looking entirely too rough-and-ready for his suit and tie.

				She didn’t care for the way he stared at her, either. Even when he wasn’t looking at her it felt as if he were staring. And as if he’d read her thoughts, he shifted his eyes to hers again. His smile was slow, unmistakably insolent, and made her want to bare her teeth in a snarl.

				Rather than give him the satisfaction, Keeley rose and walked unhurriedly to the ladies’ lounge.

				She hadn’t gotten all the way through the door when Sarah bulleted in behind her. “God! Isn’t he gorgeous?”

				“Who?”

				“Come on, Keel.” Rolling her eyes, Sarah plopped down on one of the padded stools at the vanity counter and prepared to enjoy a chat. “Brian. I mean he is so hot. Did you see his eyes? Amazing. And that mouth—makes you just want to lap at it or something. Plus, he’s got a terrific butt. I know because I made sure I walked behind him to check it out.”

				With a laugh, Keeley sat down beside her. “First, you’re so predictable. Second, if Dad hears you talk that way, he’ll shove the man on the first plane back to Ireland. And third, I didn’t notice his butt, or anything else about him, particularly.”

				“Liar.” Sarah propped her elbow on the counter as her sister took out a lipstick. “I saw you give him the Keeley Grant once-over.”

				Amused, Keeley passed the lipstick to Sarah. “Then let’s say I didn’t much like what I saw. The rough-edged and proud-of-it type just doesn’t do it for me.”

				“It sure works for me. If I wasn’t leaving for college next week, I’d—”

				“But you are,” Keeley interrupted, and part of her was torn at the upcoming separation. “Besides that, he’s much too old for you.”

				“It never hurts to flirt.”

				“And you’ve made a career of it.”

				“That’s just to balance your ice princess routine. ‘Oh hello, Chad.’” Sarah put a distant look in her eye and gracefully lifted a hand.

				Keeley’s comment was short and rude and made Sarah giggle. “Dignity isn’t a flaw,” Keeley insisted, even as her own lips twitched. “You could use a little.”

				“You’ve got plenty for both of us.” Sarah hopped up. “Now I’m going to go out and see if I can lure the Irish hunk onto the dance floor. I just bet he’s got great moves.”

				“Oh, yeah,” Keeley muttered when her sister swung out the door. “I bet he does.”

				Not, of course, that she was the least bit interested.

				At the moment she wasn’t particularly interested in men, period. She had her work, she had the farm, she had her family. The combination kept her busy, involved and happy. Socializing was fine, she mused. An interesting companion over dinner, great. An occasional date for the theater or a function, dandy.

				Anything more, well, she was just too busy to bother. If that made her an ice princess, so what? She’d leave the heart melting to Sarah. But, she decided as she rose, if their father hired Donnelly, she was keeping an eye on him and her guileless sister over the next week.

				She’d barely taken two steps out of the lounge when Chad appeared at her side again, asking for a dance. Because the ice princess crack was still on her mind, she offered him a smile warm enough to dazzle his eyes and let him draw her into his arms.

				Brian didn’t mind dancing with Sarah. It would be a pitiful man who couldn’t enjoy a few moments of holding a pretty young girl in his arms and listening to her bubble over about whatever came into her head.

				She was a sweetheart as far as he was concerned, miraculously unspoiled and friendly as a puppy. After ten minutes, he knew she intended to study equine medicine, loved Irish music, broke her arm falling out of a tree when she was eight, and that she was an innate and charming flirt.

				It was a pure pleasure to dance with Adelia Grant, to hear his own country in her voice and feel the easy welcome of it.

				He’d heard the stories, of course, of how she’d come to America, and Royal Meadows, to stay with her uncle Patrick Cunnane, who was trainer in those days for Travis Grant. It was said she’d been hired on as a groom as she had her uncle’s gift with horses.

				But guiding the small, elegant woman around the dance floor, Brian dismissed the stories as so much pixie dust. He couldn’t imagine this woman ever mucking out a stall—any more than he could picture her pretty daughters doing so.

				The socializing hadn’t been so bad, he acknowledged, and he couldn’t say he minded the food, though a man would do better with a good beef sandwich. Still it was plentiful, even if you did have to pick your way through half of it to get to something recognizable.

				But despite the evening not being quite the ordeal he’d imagined it would be, he was glad when Travis suggested they get some air.

				“You’ve a lovely family, Mr. Grant.”

				“Yes, I do. And a loud one. I hope you still have your hearing left after dancing with Sarah.”

				Brian grinned, but he was cautious. “She’s charming—and ambitious. Veterinary medicine’s a challenging field, and especially when you specialize in horses.”

				“She’s never wanted anything else. She went through stages, of course,” Travis continued as they walked down a wide white stone path. “Ballerina, astronaut, rock star. But under it all, she always wanted to be a vet. I’m going to miss her, and Patrick, when they leave for college next week. Your family will miss you, I imagine, if you stay in America.”

				“I’ve been coming and going for some time. If I settle in America, it won’t be a problem.”

				“My wife misses Ireland,” Travis murmured. “A part of her’s still there, no matter how deep she’s dug her roots here. I understand that. But . . .” He paused and in the backwash of light studied Brian’s face. “When I take on a trainer, I expect his mind, and his heart, to be in Royal Meadows.”

				“That’s understood, Mr. Grant.”

				“You’ve moved around quite a bit, Brian,” Travis added. “Two years, occasionally three at one organization, then you switch.”

				“True enough.” Eyes level, Brian nodded. “You could say I haven’t found the place that wants to hold me longer than that. But while I’m where I am, that farm, those horses, have all my attention and loyalty.”

				“So I’m told. The boots I’m looking to fill are big. No one’s managed to fill them to my satisfaction since Paddy Cunnane retired. He suggested I take a look at you.”

				“I’m flattered.”

				“You should be.” Travis was pleased to see nothing more than mild interest on Brian’s face. He appreciated a man who could hold his own thoughts. “I’d like you to come by the farm when you’re settled.”

				“I’m settled enough. I prefer moving right along if it’s all the same to you.”

				“It is.”

				“Fine. I’ll come ’round tomorrow, for the morning workout, and have a look at how you do things, Mr. Grant. After I’ve seen what you have, and you’ve heard what I’d have in mind to do about it, we’ll know if it works for both of us. Will that suit you?”

				Cocky young son of a bitch, Travis thought, but didn’t smile. He, too, knew how to hold his thoughts. “It suits me fine. Come on back inside. I’ll buy you a beer.”

				“Thanks just the same, but I think I’ll go on back to my hotel. Dawn comes early.”

				“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Travis held out a hand, shook Brian’s briskly. “I’ll look forward to it.”

				“So will I.”

				Alone, Brian took out a slim cigar, lighted it, then blew out a long stream of smoke.

				Paddy Cunnane had recommended him? The idea of it had both nerves and pleasure stirring in his gut. He’d told Travis he’d been flattered, but in truth, he’d been staggered. In the racing world, that was a name spoken of with reverence.

				Paddy Cunnane trained champions the way others ate breakfast—with habitual regularity.

				He’d seen the man a few times over the course of years, and had spoken to him once. But even with a well-fed ego, Brian had never thought that Paddy Cunnane had taken notice of him.

				Travis Grant wanted someone to fill Paddy’s boots. Well, Brian Donnelly couldn’t and wouldn’t do that. But he’d damn well make his mark with his own, and he’d make sure that would be good enough for anyone.

				Tomorrow morning they would see what they would see.

				He started down the path again when the light and shadows in front of him shifted briefly. Glancing over, he saw Keeley come out of the glass doors and walk across a flagstone terrace.

				Look at her, Brian thought, so cool and solitary and perfect. She was made for moonlight, he decided. Or perhaps it was made for her. What breeze there was fluttered the layers of the filmy blue dress she wore as she crossed over to sniff at the flowers that grew out of a big stone urn in colors of rust and butter.

				On impulse, he snapped off one of the late-blooming roses from its bush, and strode onto the terrace. She turned at the sound of his footsteps. Irritation flickered first in her eyes, so quickly here and gone he might have missed it if he hadn’t been so focused on her. Then it was smoothed away, coated over with a thin sheen of cool politeness.

				“Mr. Donnelly.”

				“Miss Grant,” he said in the same formal tone, then held out the rose. “Those there are a bit too humble for the likes of you. This suits better.”

				“Really?” She took the rose because it would have been rude not to, but neither looked at it nor lifted it to sniff. “I like simple flowers. But thank you for the thought. Are you enjoying your evening?”

				“I enjoyed meeting your family.”

				Because he sounded sincere she unbent enough to smile. “You haven’t met them all yet.”

				“Your brother in college.”

				“Brady, yes, but there’s my aunt and uncle. Erin and Burke Logan, and their three children, from the neighboring Three Aces farm.”

				“I’ve heard of the Logans, yes. Seen them ’round the tracks a time or two in Ireland. Don’t they come to functions here?”

				“Often, but they’re away just now. If you stay in the area, you’ll see quite a bit of them.”

				“And you? Do you still live at home?”

				“Yes.” She shifted, glanced back toward the light. “That’s why it’s home.”

				Which was where she wanted to be right now, she realized. Home. The thought of going back inside that overwarm and overcrowded room seemed unbearable.

				“The music’s better from a distance.”

				“Hmm?” She didn’t bother to look at him, wished only that he would go away and give her back her moment of solitude.

				“The music,” Brian repeated. “It’s better when you can barely hear it.”

				Because she agreed, wholeheartedly, she laughed. “Better yet when you can’t hear it at all.”

				It was the laugh that did it. There’d been warmth then. The way smoke brought warmth even as it clogged your brain. He reached for her before he let himself think. “I don’t know about that.”

				She went rigid. Not with a jerk as many women would, he noted, but by standing so absolutely still she stiffened every muscle.

				“What are you doing?”

				The words dripped ice, and left him no choice but to tighten his grip on her waist. Pride rammed against pride and the result was solid steel. “Dancing. You do dance, I saw you. And this is a better spot for it than in there, where you’re jammed elbow to ass, don’t you think?”

				Perhaps she agreed. Perhaps she was even amused. Still, she was accustomed to being asked, not just grabbed. “I came out here to get away from the dancing.”

				“You didn’t, no. You came out to get away from the crowd.”

				She moved with him because to do otherwise was too much like an embrace. And Sarah had been right, he had some lovely moves. Her heels brought her gaze level with his mouth. She’d been right, she decided. Entirely too sensuous. Deliberately she tilted her head back until their eyes met.

				“How long have you been working with horses?” It was a safe topic, she thought, and an expected one.

				“All my life, one way or another. And you? Are you one for riding, or just for looking from a distance?”

				“I can ride.” The question irritated her, and nearly had her tossing her collection of blue ribbons and medals in his face. “Relocating, if you do, would mean a big change for you. Job, country, culture.”

				“I like a challenge.” Something about the way he said it, about the way his hand was spread over her back had her eyes narrowing.

				“Those that do often wander off looking for the next when the challenge is met. It’s a game, lacking substance or commitment. I think more of people who build something worthwhile where they are.”

				Because it was no more than the truth, it shouldn’t have stung. But it did. “As your parents have.”

				“Yes.”

				“It’s easy isn’t it, to have that sensibility when you’ve never had to build something from the ground up with nothing but your own hands and wits?”

				“That may be, but I respect someone who digs in for the long haul more than the one who jumps from opportunity to opportunity—or challenge.”

				“And that’s what you think I’m doing here?”

				“I couldn’t say.” She moved her shoulder, a graceful little shrug. “I don’t know you.”

				“No, you don’t. But you think you do. The rover with his eye on the prize, and stable dirt under his nails no matter how he scrubs at them. And less than beneath your notice.”

				Surprised, not just by the words but the heat under them, she started to step back, would have stepped back, but he held her in place. As if, she thought, he had the right to.

				“That’s ridiculous. Unfair and untrue.”

				“Doesn’t matter, to either of us.” He wouldn’t let it matter to him. Wouldn’t let her matter, though holding her had made him ache with ideas that couldn’t take root.

				“If your father offers me the job, and I take it, I doubt we’ll be running in the same circles, or dancing the same dance, once I’m an employee.”

				There was anger there, she noted, just behind the vivid green of his eyes. “Mr. Donnelly, you’re mistaken about me, my family, and how my parents run their farm. Mistaken, and insulting.”

				He raised his eyebrows. “Are you cold or just angry?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“You’re trembling.”

				“It’s chilly.” She bit off the words, annoyed that he’d upset her enough to have it show. “I’m going back in.”

				“As you like.” He eased away, but kept her hand in his, then angled his head when she tugged at it. “Even the stable boy learns manners,” he murmured and walked her to the door. “Thank you for the dance, Miss Grant. I hope you enjoy the rest of your evening.”

				He knew it could cost him the offer of the job, but he couldn’t resist seeing if there was any fire behind that wall of ice. So he lifted her hand, and with his eyes still on hers, brushed his lips over her knuckles. Back, forth, then back again.

				The fire, one violent flash of it, sparked. And there it simmered while she yanked her hand free, turned her back on him and walked back into the polished crowd and perfumed air.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Dawn at the shedrow was one of the magic times, when fog was eating its way along the ground and the light was a paler, purer gray. Music was in the jingle of harness, the dull thud of boot and hoof as grooms, handlers and horses went about their business. The perfume was horses, hay and summer.

				Trailers had already been loaded, Brian imagined, and the horses picked by the man Grant had left in charge already gone to track for their workout or preparation for today’s race. But here on the farm there was other work to be done.

				Sprains to be checked, medication to be given, stalls to be mucked. Exercise boys would take mounts to the oval for a workout, or to pony them around. He imagined Royal Meadows had someone to act as clocker and mark the time.

				He saw nothing that indicated anything other than first-class here. There was a certain tidiness not all owners insisted upon—or would pay for. Stables, barns, sheds, all were neatly painted, rich, glossy white with dark green trim. Fences were white, too, and in perfect repair. Paddocks and pastures were all as neat as a company parlor.

				There was atmosphere as well. It was a clever man, or a rich one, who could afford it. Trees in full leaf dotted the hillside pastures. Brian spotted one, a big beauty of an oak, that rose from the center of a paddock and was fenced around in white wood. In the center grass of the brown oval was a colorful lake of flowers and shrubs. Back a ways, curving between stables and track, were trim green hedges.

				He approved of such touches, for the horses. And for the men. Both worked with more enthusiasm in attractive surroundings in his experience. He imagined the Grants had glossy photos of their pretty farm published in fancy magazines.

				Of the house as well, he mused, for that had been an impressive sight. Though it had still been more night than day when he’d driven past it, he’d seen the elegant shape of the stone house with its juts of balconies and ornamental iron. Fine big windows, he thought now, for standing and looking out at a kingdom.

				There’d been a second structure, a kind of miniature replica of the main house that had nestled atop a large garage. He’d seen the shapes and silhouettes of flowers and shrubberies there as well. And the big shady trees.

				But it was the horses that interested him. How they were housed, how they were handled. The shedrow—should he be offered this job and take it—would be his business. The owner was simply the owner.

				“You’ll want a look in the stables,” Travis said, leading Brian toward the doors. “Paddy’ll be along shortly. Between us we should be able to answer any questions you might have.”

				He got answers just from looking, from seeing, Brian mused. Inside was as tidy as out, with the sloped concrete floors scrubbed down, the doors of the box stalls of strong and sturdy wood each boasting a discreet brass plaque engraved with its tenant’s name. Already stableboys were pitching out soiled hay into barrows or pitching in fresh. The scent of grain, liniment and horse was strong and sweet.

				Travis stopped by a stall where a young woman carefully wrapped the foreleg of a bay. “How’s she doing, Linda?”

				“Coming along. She’ll be out causing trouble again in a day or two.”

				“Sprain?” Brian stepped into the box to run his hands over the yearling’s legs and chest. Linda flicked a glance up at him, then over at Travis, who nodded.

				“This is Bad Betty,” Linda told Brian. “She likes to incite riots. She’s got a mild sprain, but it won’t hold her back for long.”

				“Troublemaker, are you?” Brian put his hands on either side of Betty’s head, looked her in the eye. A quick, hot thrill raced through him at what he saw. What he sensed. Here, he thought, was magic, ready to spring if only you could find the right incantation.

				“It happens I like troublemakers,” he murmured.

				“She’ll nip,” Linda warned. “Especially if you turn your back on her.”

				“You don’t want a bite of me, do you, darling?”

				As if in challenge, Betty laid her ears back, and Brian grinned at her. “We’ll get along, as long as I remember you’re the boss.” When he ran his fingertips down her neck, back again, she snorted at him. “You’re too pretty for your own good.”

				He murmured to her, shifting without thought to Gaelic as Linda finished the bandage. Betty’s ears pricked back up, and she watched him now with more interest than malice.

				“She wants to run.” Brian stepped back, scanning the filly’s form. “Born for it. And more, born to win.”

				“One look tells you that?” Travis asked.

				“It’s in the eyes. You won’t want to breed this one when she comes into season, Mr. Grant. She needs to fly first.”

				Deliberately he turned his back, and as Betty lifted her head, he glanced back over his shoulder. “I don’t think so,” he said quietly. They eyed each other another moment, then Betty tossed her head in the equine equivalent of a shrug.

				Amused, Travis moved aside to let Brian out of the box. “She terrorizes the stableboys.”

				“Because she can, and is likely smarter than half of them.” He gestured to the opposite box. “And who’s this handsome old man here?”

				“That’s Prince, out of Majesty.”

				“Royal Meadow’s Majesty?” There was reverence in Brian’s voice as he crossed over. “And his Prince. You had your day, didn’t you, sir?” Gently Brian stroked a hand down the dignified nose of the aged chestnut. “Like your sire. I saw him race, Mr. Grant, at the Curragh, when I was a lad, a stableboy. I’d never seen his like before, nor since for that matter. I worked with one of the stallions this one sired. He didn’t embarrass his breeding.”

				“Yes, I know.”

				Travis showed him through the tack room, the breeding shed and birthing stalls, past a paddock where a yearling was going through his paces on a longe line, and then to the oval where a handsome stallion was being ponied around in the company of a well-behaved gelding.

				A wiry little man with a blue cap over a white fringe of hair turned as they approached. He had a stopwatch dangling from his pocket and a merry grin on his weathered leprechaun’s face.

				“So you’ve had your tour then, have you? And what do you think of our little place here?”

				“It’s a lovely farm.” Brian extended a hand. “I’m pleased to meet you again, Mr. Cunnane.”

				“Likewise, young Brian from Kerry.” Paddy gave Brian’s hand a firm shake. “I told them to hold Zeus until you got here, Travis. I thought you and the lad would like a look at his morning run.”

				“King Zeus, out of Prince,” Travis explained. “He’s running well for us.”

				“He took your Belmont Stakes last year,” Brian remembered.

				“That’s right. Zeus likes a long run. Burke’s colt snatched the Derby from him, but Zeus came back for the Breeder’s Cup. He’s a strong competitor, and he’ll sire champions.”

				At Paddy’s signal, an exercise boy trotted over, mounted on a magnificent chestnut. The horse gleamed dark red in the strengthening sun, with a blaze like a lightning bolt down the center of his forehead. He pranced, sidestepping, head tossing.

				Brian knew, at one glance, he was looking at poetry.

				“What do you think of him?” Paddy asked.

				“Beautiful form” was all Brian said.

				Twelve hundred pounds of muscle atop impossibly long and graceful legs. A wide chest, sleek body, proud head. And eyes, Brian saw, that glinted with ferocious pride.

				“Take him around, Bobbie,” Paddy ordered. “Don’t rate him. We’ll let him show off a bit this morning.” Whistling between his teeth, Paddy leaned on the fence, pulled out the stopwatch.

				With his thumbs hooked in his pockets, Brian watched Zeus trot back onto the track, prance in place until the boy controlled him. Then the rider rose up in the stirrups, leaned over that long, powerful neck. Zeus shot forward, a bright arrow from a plucked bow. Those long legs lifted, stretched, fell, flew, shooting out clumps of dirt like bullets as he rounded the first curve.

				The air roared with the thunder.

				Inside Brian’s chest, his heart beat the same way, at a hard and joyful gallop. The boy’s hat flew off as they turned into the backstretch. When they streaked by, Paddy gave a grunt and flicked his timer.

				“Not bad,” Paddy said dryly and held out the watch.

				Brian didn’t need to see it. He had a clock in his head, and he knew he’d just watched a champion.

				“I think I’ve seen the like of your Prince at last, Mr. Grant.”

				“And he knows it.”

				“You want your hands on that one, boy?” Paddy asked him.

				There was a time, Brian thought, to hold your cards close, and a time to lay them out. “I do, yes.”

				Struggling not to dance with eagerness, he turned to Travis again. “If the job’s being offered, Mr. Grant, I’ll take it.”

				Travis inclined his head, extended a hand. “Welcome to Royal Meadows. Let’s go get some coffee.”

				Brian simply stared as Travis walked off. “Just like that?” he murmured.

				“He’d already made up his mind,” Paddy said, “or you wouldn’t be here in the first place. Travis doesn’t waste time—his or anyone else’s. After you’re done with your coffee and such, come over to my place—above the garage. You’ll want a look at the condition book, and have a little conversation.”

				“Yes, I will. Thanks.” A bit dazed, Brian headed off after Travis.

				He caught up, surprised, and a little embarrassed, to find his palms were sweaty. A job was only a job, he reminded himself. “I’m grateful for the opportunity, Mr. Grant.”

				“Travis. You’ll work for it. We have high standards at Royal Meadows. I expect you to meet them. I’d like you to start as soon as possible.”

				“I’ll start today.”

				Travis glanced over. “Good.”

				Scanning the area, Brian gestured toward another small building, with the paddock set up with jumps. “Do you train jumpers, show horses, as well?”

				“That’s a separate enterprise.” Travis smiled slightly. “You’ll work the racehorses. You can move your things into the trainer’s quarters when you’re ready.” Travis flicked a glance toward the garage house.

				Brian opened his mouth—then shut it again. He hadn’t expected housing to be part of the package, but wasn’t about to argue it away. If it didn’t suit him, they’d deal with it later.

				“You have a beautiful home. Someone likes their flowers.”

				“My wife.” Travis turned onto a slate path. “She’s particularly fond of flowers.”

				And Brian imagined they had a staff of gardeners, landscapers, whatever it was, to deal with them. “The horses appreciate a pretty setting.”

				Travis stepped onto a patio, turned. “Do they?”

				“They do.”

				“Did Betty tell you that when you were speaking to her?”

				Brian met Travis’s amused eyes levelly. “She indicated she was a queen and expected to be treated as such.”

				“And will you?”

				“I will, until she abuses the privilege. Even royalty needs a bit of a yank now and again.”

				So saying, he stepped through the door Travis held open.

				Brian didn’t know what he’d been expecting. Something sleek and sophisticated. Something grand, certainly.

				He hadn’t been expecting to walk into the Grants’ kitchen, nor to find it big and cluttered and despite the gleam of snazzy appliances and fancy tiles, homey.

				Certainly the last thing he’d expected was to see the lady of the manor herself in an old pair of jeans, bare feet and a faded T-shirt standing at the stove with a skillet while she rang a peal over the head of her youngest son.

				“And I’ll tell you another thing, Patrick Michael Thomas Cunnane, if you think you can come and go at all hours as you damn please just because you’re going off to college, you’d best get that thick head of yours examined in a hurry. I’ll be happy to do it myself, with the skillet I have in my hand, just as soon as I’m done with it.”

				“Yes, ma’am.” At the table Patrick sat with his shoulders hunched, wincing at his mother’s back. “But since you’re using it, maybe I could have some more French toast. Nobody makes it like you do.”

				“You won’t get around me that way.”

				“Maybe I will.”

				She shot a look over her shoulder that Brian recognized as one only a mother could conjure to wither a child.

				“And maybe I won’t,” Patrick muttered, then brightened when he saw Brian at the door. “Ma, we’ve got company. Have a seat, Brian. Had breakfast? My mother makes world-famous French toast.”

				“Witnesses won’t save you,” Adelia said mildly, but turned to smile at Brian. “Come in and sit. Patrick, get Brian and your father plates.”

				“No, thank you. There’s no need to trouble.”

				“Ma, I can’t find my brown shoes.” Sarah came bursting in. “Hello, Brian, morning, Dad.”

				“Sure, I had my eyes right on them for weeks,” Adelia said as she flipped sizzling bread in the pan. “I can’t think how those shoes slipped out of my sight.”

				Sarah rolled her eyes and yanked open the refrigerator. “I’m going to be late.”

				“You could wear one of the other six thousand pairs of shoes jammed in your closet,” her brother suggested.

				Sarah rapped him on the back with the carton of juice she held and otherwise ignored him. “I don’t have time for breakfast.” She poured juice, glugged it down. “I’ll be home by five.”
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