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June 22, 1919

Donal McKenna,

Ye might have found happiness with another woman, but yer progeny will pay for this betrayal of me. I call on my faerie blood and my powers as a witch to give yers only sorrow in love, for should they act on their feelings, they will put their loved ones in mortal danger.

So be it,

Sheelin O’Keefe



Stealing Thunder (The McKenna Curse 1)

Nothing can stop Tiernan McKenna from rescuing Ella Thunder, fearful of tapping into her shaman abilities, even as evil begins to spread. But when Tiernan realizes he loves Ella, will the curse claim her?

Freeing Grace (The McKenna Curse 2)

Grace Broussard shut down her psychic visions and vowed never to trust another man until she meets New Orleans P.I. Declan McKenna. Every touch ignites a powerful passion between them, making Declan wonder if he can save the woman he loves.

Resisting Siobhan (The McKenna Curse 3)

Widow Siobhan McKenna pushed Clay Salazar away to save him and married another man. With their connection severed, she thinks his life should be safe if he works to help stop the attacks on her ranch. Or will the McKenna curse claim another victim?

Defending Hailey (The McKenna Curse 4)

Bryce McKenna needs a wife to secure a business deal—and childhood friend Hailey Wright marries him for the money to save her brother’s life. Hailey is drawn to solve an old mystery, but will her pursuing ghosts lead to the curse or salvation?

Guarding Cat (The McKenna Curse 5)

Horse trainer Aidan McKenna dreams about breeder Cat Clarke, but he knows the dangers of falling in love. When Cat's missing stable manager turns up dead, they have more to lose than races. Can Aidan defeat the curse to save the woman of his dreams?
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Prologue


[image: image]




Lightning split the sky and the man ran as fast as he could, his feet slipping and sliding on the sodden pasture grass.

Damn! Why did it have to be tonight of all nights? The rain was incessant.

So much depended on getting this right. Maybe a couple million dollars much.

He’d parked on a side road and had come the back way so as not to be seen, but each lightning strike hit the area like a giant lamp. By the time he got into the barn, where the horses rumbled their displeasure at the storm, his heart was thundering and his chest squeezed tight. Might think he was having a heart attack if the bundle he carried didn’t weigh a ton.

“Thought you weren’t coming.”

Words assailing him from the dark were followed by his partner stepping out of the shadows into the dimly lit aisle.

“Have you taken a look outside lately?” Though he felt like jumping out of his skin, it wouldn’t do to let the man see him sweat. Still, he gladly gave over the package he’d carried from the car. “You sure you know how to do this?”

The other man nodded. “Not rocket science.”

He didn’t argue that it was close. They had to get this right. It had to work.

Everything looked well-prepared. His partner had even mucked out the stall. The tools and wheelbarrow stood next to the open stall door. But watching the other man prepare for the procedure, he went all jittery inside.

How long was this going to take?

What if someone walked in on them before they finished?

“Hurry up!” he growled.

His partner in crime paused to give him a dark look. “You want this done fast or you want it done right?”

“Okay, okay!”

He would do it himself if he could. Trying to calm down, he paced the length of the aisle, his mere presence setting off more nickering and snorting. Dark eyes turned on him, as if the horses were accusing him before the men even got started.

At least the animals couldn’t talk.

When this night’s work was done, he would be guilty of a serious crime.

No guilt, he told himself, as his partner finally got down to business. Chewing some antacids to calm his boiling stomach, he watched with fascination. It was just what needed to be done. He wouldn’t let it eat at him. Wouldn’t even think about it.

Not until next time.

Suddenly the overhead lights flashed on and the barn glowed from within and a rough voice called out. “Hey, what’re you doing there?”

The barn manager, who wasn’t scheduled to work tonight, had shown up anyway.

Bile rose in his throat.

“Got a sick horse,” he said, sliding his hand along the stall door until he found a tool he could use. Moving forward toward the unexpected intruder, he knew what he had to do, no getting around it.

The older man stopped and from the end of the aisle assessed the situation. He frowned. “Sick? With what?”

“With this!” he said, leaping forward, striking out and hitting the man’s head with a mucking shovel.

The manager went down like a sack of feed.

“What the hell’d you do?” his partner demanded.

“What I had to.” His stomach churned. No guilt, he reminded himself. He wouldn’t even think about it after tonight. “Now finish so we can clean up this mess.”
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Chapter One
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County Galway, Ireland

“Pegeen would have loved to ride you,” Aidan McKenna said past the lump in his throat as he led Mac Finnian into his stall after his morning workout and cooldown.

Mac snorted and pranced in his stall, ready to run again.

Indeed, Aidan could read him, had been able to do so since the black colt was born. He’d always had a connection with the horses he trained—he was a McKenna, after all—even if that particular ability was less developed than that of his brothers. He, instead, wrestled with dreams and nightmares, trying to decide which were true portents of the future and which were figments of his overwrought imagination. Sadly, he didn’t always get it right. But he didn’t want to think on it now—didn’t want to remember his tragic mistake with Pegeen.

Instead he concentrated on the strong connection he had with Mac, the only McKenna ability welcome in life. ’Twas almost as if they were one.

Aidan removed the lead and then unfastened Mac’s halter and slipped it off his big head. Everything about the colt was big—he stood a bit more than seventeen hands, nearly a full hand larger than the average Thoroughbred. Thankfully, even the smallest jockeys were flexible enough to sit his broad back.

Aidan could almost see Mac running in the Irish Derby, the woman he’d loved with her shocking red hair and bold ways atop the black colt. Pegeen would have been grinning from ear to ear as she eagerly raced him. But now that could never happen.

From her grave, Sheelin O’Keefe had seen to that.

Despite his brother Cashel’s dire warnings, Aidan had taken up with the Irish jockey, and Sheelin’s curse had ended Pegeen Flynn’s life before she’d had a chance to really live.

After the better part of a year without her, still mourning the only woman he’d ever cared for, he was wondering if the pain of losing Pegeen would ever subside when Cashel entered the stable, followed by the dark-haired lass he’d seen watching Mac’s run with his brother. She was a looker—a natural beauty with lush curves. Not wanting his brother to realize where his mind had wandered a moment ago, Aidan immediately tucked away his thoughts for later. For when he was alone.

Giving Mac a peppermint, he shut the stall door behind him and stared at the light in his older brother’s eyes, the same McKenna-green as both his own and their younger brother Tiernan’s. The three McKenna men looked alike, too, all tall, broad-shouldered, with thick dark hair brushing chiseled features. Today, Cashel’s were softened into something that looked like hope.

“Aidan, our problems are solved!” Cashel said. “This is Catrina Clarke from America. We can have the backing we need to race Mac there.”

But Aidan didn’t have reason to trust hope. “And what kind of backing is it you offer from America, Miss Clarke?”

“Call me Cat. I’m a breeder and I came to Ireland on a buying trip, to add new blood to my stock. But when I saw Mac Finnian run...”

Her breath caught in her throat and Aidan’s caught in his. It wasn’t just her natural beauty, but something in her voice—something that told him she was more than a businesswoman when it came to fine horseflesh—that seduced him.

Just for a moment.

Then he shook himself free.

“Out with it, then,” he said.

“I know you don’t have the funds to race him in the U.S., and I’m willing to make a deal so that will be possible.” Her smile widened, lighting up her whole face.

Once again, he was caught by the fire that burned within her.

Until the colt kicked the stall door for attention. Mac had hung his head into the aisle and now snorted at his owners. Aidan reached back and scratched the sweet spot on his long, muscular neck before turning his attention back to his brother.

“We’re not selling anyone half interest in our colt!”

“But that’s not the deal I offered!” the woman protested.

Knowing he had to get away from the Clarke woman before he caved, Aidan snorted and headed for the exit. Cashel followed and Aidan realized the lass had chosen to remain where she was. He took a good look back. There she stood, her back stiff, her mouth now in a straight line. And then her cell phone rang and after a glance at her screen, she frowned and wandered off to take the call in private.

“I wouldn’t agree to sell,” Cashel said, grabbing his arm and stopping him from leaving. “The Clarke woman wanted to buy Mac outright, but I told her that wasn’t possible. What kind of sodding fool do you take me for?”

“What are her plans for Mac Finnian?”

“She simply offered a very fair partnership. She’ll not own any of Mac, simply get a share in the winnings until we retire him from—”

“How much, then?”

“A third.”

Aidan gaped at his brother. “’Tis ridiculous!” he shouted.

Cashel raised his voice, as well. “You want to give it up, then, just stay here and run him on Irish grass?”

Looking out through the open door into the misting rain and the emerald green pastures beyond the barn, Aidan wanted to say the colt would do well enough, but he knew “well enough” would be a disappointment to them both. The previous September, Mac had won a couple of Group 2 races by a nose but had only come in second in the Group 1 stakes race at the Curragh and had come in third in another.

In a country where races were run on grass like that which stretched on forever before him, they’d bred a colt who wanted to run on dirt. A colt who ran like the wind on dirt. A colt who could win big on dirt.

But it wouldn’t be here or in any country close by.

The logical thing was to race Mac where he would run best, and that would be in the United States. There Mac Finnian could race on dirt tracks.

“Think about it, Aidan. He could advance to the Breeders’ Cup Classic with an honest chance of becoming a world champion.”

And if that happened as they both thought it could, at last McKenna Racing would earn the reputation it needed. Then they would have their pick of top-flight racehorses to train.

But the only way they could race Mac in America without selling parts of him off was to take the deal. And take the woman with it. He shook his head. Something deep inside was telling him this was a bad idea. A very bad idea.

“We’re nearly broke and you know it, Aidan,” Cashel continued. “The stud fees to get Mac and the fees to nominate him for the Breeders’ Cup ate up our savings, and the horses we’ve been training haven’t exactly had a grand year.”

True, those fees had totaled six figures. Plus, their share of winnings this year had been slim enough that Aidan feared losing owners who might not keep faith in them to train their Thoroughbreds to be champions.

When Aidan still didn’t say anything, Cashel went on. “You know the cost of flying Mac Finnian internationally, quarantining him and setting him up in a foreign barn—not to mention the racing entry fees—well, that’s more money than we’ve seen in too long a time.”

Aidan knew that as well as his brother. Realizing he would have to consider the offer as much as he hated to admit it, he relented. “Mac’ll never be the best he can be racing here. We do need to consider the partnership.”

“There are another couple caveats to which we must agree.”

“And those would be?”

“The Clarke woman gets a third of his stud fees for the first year. And she gets to use him at stud on her own mares with no fee. One live foal per mare, an even half dozen. That was the price of not selling a share in him outright. She wants to expand her business. I’m thinking she might want to get into racing in the future, as well.”

If so, Aidan couldn’t blame her. Thoroughbred racing fueled his blood. And his dreams. Dreams that, under the proper conditions, Mac could make come true.

“I don’t like her setting the terms, though,” Aidan muttered, thinking she was likely to get under his skin the moment he saw her again. Attraction warred with irritation. He didn’t need either. As if she’d heard him via some mental connection, she was stalking toward them now, her face wreathed in an angry thundercloud. “If only there was another way.”

“You know there is. We could syndicate the colt, then.”

“And divide him up into little pieces?” He glared at Cashel. He knew his brother didn’t want that any more than he did. It was simply Cashel’s annoying attempt at getting his way. Cursing under his breath, Aidan said, “All right, then.”

“Grand! Don’t worry, I’ll see that Mac will be well taken care of.”

Aidan started. “What does that mean?”

“Just what it sounds like. I look forward to the American races.”

As usual, Cashel was trying to take over as if he were Aidan’s boss rather than his partner in the business. The curse of having a sometimes autocratic older brother.

“You’ll be doing no such thing.” Knowing it was time he made his own mark, Aidan stood his ground. “I’m the one who trained Mac practically from the time he was foaled, not you. I’m the one who will be taking our colt to America.”

Truth to tell, Aidan would be glad to get away from his overbearing brother for a while. Noting the smirk Cashel quickly hid, he wondered if he’d been tricked into volunteering.

Seeing that Cat was standing there like a stone-cold statue, obviously tuned in to their disagreement, he ground out, “To where exactly?” Even if Cashel had tricked him, Aidan wouldn’t back up now. Mac Finnian was his responsibility. “Kentucky? New York? California?”

“My farm is in Woodstock, Illinois.”

“The Midwest?” He knew Cashel had been in the area once before for the Arlington Million, while Aidan had stayed behind to tend to the other horses they were training. “That would be in the middle of nowhere!”

“As if this is the only somewhere,” Cat said. “Get over yourself, McKenna. There are places in the world other than your little patch of green. I can provide the means for you to see them, but I need to catch the next flight out. I’ve been called home for an unexpected court date. And my barn manager has done a disappearing act—” Catching herself before going on, she took a big breath and looked him squarely in the face. “When you decide what you want to do, call me.”

With that, she headed straight for the exit.

Cashel laughed. “At least Cat Clarke is something to look at.”

Aidan found no fault with her looks—she was indeed fair, with a small waist and full hips and dark hair that teased breasts lush enough to tempt a man—it was the lass herself and the attraction that stirred his guilt that created the problem.

“I’m going to town to pick up some supplies,” he said stiffly.

“If you have no further objections, I’ll make the arrangements, then,” Cashel said. “I assume your agreement stands.”

“Do what you need to.”

Striding out of the barn into the soft day, where a fine, light mist covered him like fairy dust, Aidan wondered what he was getting himself into. Cat Clarke had come to Galway on an equine buying trip and had been sidetracked to watch Mac Finnian run on a practice dirt track, where she’d apparently been overly impressed with his time.

While he’d been overly impressed with her until she’d taken that call. Her snapping at him was enough to convince him that he’d do best to stay away from her. She had a temper, that one, and she had attitude that reminded him of Cashel. Always one to be in charge.

He preferred his women easy-going and good-natured, and Catrina Clarke was the complete opposite. Put her with himself and they were like oil and water.

Facts were facts, though. They’d had no better offer.

Mac Finnian wasn’t just any horse. He wasn’t simply a commodity to either McKenna brother and especially not to Aidan, who’d connected with him on a whole different level from the moment he’d been born. If he wanted to give Mac a chance to restore their coffers and make McKenna Racing’s name as top trainers in the Thoroughbred industry—and all without giving up ownership of the colt—he had no choice in the matter.

Truth be told, Aidan needed a change, needed to get away from the familiar. Needed to get away from Cashel. He hoped the change in venue would be as good for him as it would be for Mac Finnian.

Maybe getting away from Galway would free him from the dreams that haunted him, the guilt and memories of how their troubles had really begun.

Of how the only woman he’d ever loved had died.

Because of him.

***
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HE HADN’T HAD SEX IN too many moons. Any time he’d thought of it, memories of Pegeen had stopped him.

And now he couldn’t stop himself.

He was in her, touching her, making her moan. The sound vibrated through him, all the way to the length of flesh buried deep inside her.

They were both panting... moving frantically... her full flesh butting his hips... trying to achieve something elusive... something just out of reach.

Her back was to him so he couldn’t see her face, but her dark hair spilling down her back teased him with its sensuous softness and scent.

He ran his tongue up her arm to her neck and lightly bit the soft flesh cradling her shoulder. She cried out and he felt himself give way, imagined tumbling over and over and over a waterfall until he sagged against her in glorious defeat...

Aidan woke with a start. He’d soiled his sheets with the first sexual relief he’d experienced since the funeral.

“No, no, no!”

Pegeen had not been the woman he could still see in his mind’s eye.

He hadn’t seen her face, but the woman had long dark hair like Catrina Clarke.

Could he trust the dream or not?

He no longer knew.

Either he’d had a peek into the future, or he’d been tricked again.

Either way it didn’t bode well for his new partnership.

He had to make sure the dream didn’t take on a life of its own this time.
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Chapter Two
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Woodstock, Illinois

“What do you think?” Cat asked, when the vet finished examining Diamond Dame, one of her biggest client’s broodmares.

Helen Fox removed her examination gloves and disposed of them. “I think she’ll be ready for cover in a few days. Make sure you tease her with a stallion between now and then since she’s a maiden.”

“Got it.” Cat grinned at the redhead. “Things are going so well, I can’t help thinking this is going to be a spectacular breeding season.”

“You’re good at what you do. That’s why I like working with you.”

Cat liked Helen, as well. The vet loved her job. Loved animals. In her early forties, trim and attractive enough to look far younger, undoubtedly because her job so agreed with her.

Cat followed the vet out of the barn. “More mares will be coming in to be bred next week.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow to see if Diamond Dame is ready. And to check on Fairy Tail.”

“Hopefully she’ll be with foal,” Cat joked.

When she caught sight of the shiny new red truck pulling up in her drive, Cat felt her pulse immediately jump. It wasn’t that seeing her ex-husband excited her. Quite the opposite.

Helen got into her truck and started the engine. “If you get three out of three of Dean’s mares on the first try, he’ll have to buy us a bottle of champagne to celebrate.”

Cat waved the vet goodbye, a smile now plastered to her face. She was going to have to deal with Jack. Knowing he’d come because he wanted something from her, she was on edge at his very presence. She didn’t wait for him to swagger over to her.

Leaving the barking dogs locked in the house, she met him halfway to the truck. He’d bought the shiny new toy with money he’d demanded and gotten from her in the divorce settlement. Beneath a tousle of wheat-blond hair, his gray eyes lit with amusement and his thin lips stretched into a smile, both of which made her cringe inside.

“What is it this time, Jack?” she asked. “Could there possibly be something you forgot to take from me?”

He’d already taken her self-respect, in addition to money he hadn’t earned and several of her best mares, to boot. She’d been grateful the judge had allowed her to hang on to her stallion. The farm itself was a Clarke family land trust, so thankfully Jack hadn’t been able to lay his sticky fingers on any part of it.

“Now, Cat, is that any way to talk to the man you love?” he asked.

He moved closer so she had to look up at him.

“If I ever loved you, Jack, I can’t remember. You drove any good feelings out of me long ago.”

“Is that your excuse—?”

“I need no excuse for anything where you’re concerned. You lost the right to my good will when you took up with that...” She wanted to say that bimbo, but she bit it back since the other woman’s father was still a good client. “...woman.”

“You mean my fiancée.”

“Now you’re marrying her?”

“Of course I am. I can’t live without her. We’re getting married as soon as possible.”

The snide note in her ex-husband’s tone rankled. Though they’d lived apart for the better part of a year, more than half as long as they’d been together, the divorce had only been finalized a few weeks before. To her shock, she’d been summoned back from her buying trip in Ireland for a final court date. Jack hadn’t been able to wait to openly be with Simone Bradley.

Simone obviously didn’t see Jack for the cheater and liar that he really was. He was good, really good, at fooling people. Women. Her. Undoubtedly Jack considered Simone a step up and had somehow convinced the young woman that he’d been the injured party in the marriage.

“As soon as possible?” Cat asked, unable to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “Is it because she’s pregnant?”

“Would you be jealous if she was?”

“No, although I’m sure you would like that. The only blessing in our marriage is that I never brought a poor child into this world.”

“Another reason I left you.”

Cat swallowed hard and didn’t respond. She wouldn’t let him see how it bothered her. At thirty, she was completely aware of her biological clock. Being a breeder made her doubly aware of the irony of not conceiving herself. When Cat had learned of Jack’s affair, she’d felt like a fool, and had tried to see the positive side of not having children. Betrayed by the man she’d loved, Cat had not only thrown his ring back at him but his name, as well. She’d since done her best to get Jack Murray out of her life forever.

But here he was again, on her doorstep.

What would he demand of her this time?

“I have work to do. Whatever it is, make it fast.”

“I hear you’re backing an Irish colt, bringing him here to race, paying the entry fees. Thousands upon thousands of dollars.”

“Which is none of your business.”

“That’s big bucks. Obviously, you were hiding assets.”

“I’m not the liar here, Jack. You are.”

“Give me my cut and I won’t take you back to court.” Jack’s demand was muted by the sound of another vehicle pulling up.

Cat looked past him to see her horse trailer being driven in by Raul Ayala, one of her workers. The Irish colt in question had arrived. Why now of all times? She’d waited anxiously for the two weeks it had taken to run blood tests to make sure the colt was healthy, then days while he’d been quarantined in New York. Ironic that Jack had to ruin his highly anticipated arrival. Just as he’d ruined so many things for her.

Jack looked, too, and then grinned. “Maybe I should talk to your new partner—”

“Jack, just get off my property. Now!”

“You can’t kick me out, Cat. If I give Martin the word, he’ll pull his broodmares and stallion from your barn, and where will that leave you?”

Cat gaped. He might be able to do it, too, since he was going to be Martin Bradley’s son-in-law.

“It might be worth it to get you out of my life once and for all!”

Although it might break her financially. And she’d always gotten along with Martin, if not with his daughter Simone.

Aidan McKenna jumped out of the passenger seat of the truck, and with a terse nod at her, went around back to check on the colt. Her stomach clenched. She didn’t want him embroiled in the middle of her troubles with her ex-husband. Not a pretty way to start a business partnership.

“I see George hasn’t returned,” Jack noted, as if he hadn’t just dropped a bomb on her. “What did you do to chase him away?” He made it sound like it had been her fault that he’d strayed from their marriage bed.

Cat went speechless for a moment.

Apparently right after she’d left for Ireland, George Odell had simply disappeared. No one claimed to have seen him since. He’d worked for her family since he was a young man. She couldn’t fathom his leaving without giving her some good reason—not to mention a way to contact him—and feared something bad had happened to the old man. The fact that most of his things were still in his trailer didn’t mean anything to the authorities, because it was obvious he’d packed a bag—some of his clothes, his good boots and his shaving kit were gone. According to the police, it wasn’t a crime or a reason for concern for a man to leave his job without notice, not even if he didn’t collect his back pay.

Cat only hoped they were right, and that one day, George would simply show up with an explanation as to why he’d had to leave for a while.

“You owe me money, Cat. If you used up your cash on him,” Jack said, indicating Aidan, “I’ll settle for a couple more broodmares.”

A statement that made Cat go stiff. “You already got your settlement in court.”

“I’m going to give those broodmares I was awarded to Simone as a wedding gift. Martin will want you to breed them, of course.”

Cat gaped at him. “You bastard!”

During the divorce settlement, she’d learned how greedy he could be, but she hadn’t known he could be this cruel.

“Go to your new woman if you need cash!”

“What I need is the cash to buy her an engagement ring that will turn heads.”

Cat held herself in tight control so that she wouldn’t lash out at the bastard. She wanted to slap him—hard!—in the worst way. If only she could get him out of her life. If only she could. Him and Simone. The young woman often came to Clarke Acres with her father, Martin, to check on his broodmares.

“What did you do with the settlement, Jack? More bad investments? Don’t come to me to solve your problems!” Realizing she was yelling, she reined in her temper the best she could. “And stop threatening me. Now, get off my property before I call the sheriff!”

With that, she stalked away from him, chest heaving, unable to take a normal breath as she approached the truck and horse trailer. Now she had to deal with another man in the racing game who set her on edge, but she couldn’t let him get to her.

She had to make nice to her new partner.

She’d taken a loan to get the money to bring Mac Finnian from Ireland, and since she didn’t own the farm outright, she’d used her broodmares as collateral. Her business and future were riding on this relationship.

When she heard Jack’s truck start up and move off, Cat was relieved. The last thing she needed was for Jack to complicate things for her right now.

She had to prove herself.

If Mac really was as good as she thought he was, he’d race only a year or two at the most, and then be put to stud for six-figure fees. She would pay back the loan with her percentage of the money he made. Then she would be able to breed him with her mares and hopefully foal the next generation of Illinois Thoroughbred champions. Whether she sold the colts and fillies or raced them herself was the big bonus, the opportunity to have money in the bank again, to enhance her reputation, to expand her business—all reasons she’d taken this chance.

As Aidan jumped out of the back of the trailer, she tried to assure herself this wasn’t impossible, tried not to be affected by his bigger-than-life presence. That had been the first thing she’d noticed about him when they’d been introduced in Ireland.

The hitch was that she would have to work with Aidan to make the farm’s success happen. Having heard the argument between him and his brother, she feared getting along with him would be as difficult as dealing with Jack.

No, he couldn’t possibly be as infuriating as her ex-husband.

Although the way Aidan was looking at her now, caution stilling his perfectly chiseled features, his thick-lashed green eyes narrowing on her, Cat knew she had her work cut out for her.

She had to make this partnership succeed.

Had to, or she could lose everything.
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Chapter Three
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“Welcome to Clarke Acres, Aidan,” Cat said, holding out her hand.

He took it for a shake and was surprised both by her strength and the feel of her palm and fingers. No softness there. It was evident she didn’t just run the place but worked it herself. She was dressed in dirt-streaked work clothes—cotton shirt rolled to the elbows, jeans, mucking boots—and her dark hair was pulled back from her makeup-free face in a ponytail. Not that she needed makeup or a fancy hairdo or clothes. She was attractive without trying.

“To the start of a successful partnership,” he said.

“I’m counting on it.”

Though her words were positive, her smile was forced and didn’t quite reach her hazel eyes. Because of the argument she’d just had with the ex, or because of him? He’d known she had a temper, so while mildly unpleasant, witnessing the argument had been no surprise.

Aidan nodded and released her hand. “Where does Mac go, then?”

She indicated the very large building set back a hundred yards from the house. “Raul will get him set up in a stall.”

“I’ll be doing that myself, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, of course. I just thought you might be tired from the flight. Or hungry.”

The flight from Shannon to New York had exhausted him, but he’d had three days to recuperate while the colt had been quarantined. The two-hour flight from New York to Chicago had raced by in comparison. But they didn’t feed him in economy, and then, after the plane had landed, he’d been too concerned with checking to make sure Mac had made a safe crossing to worry about finding food for himself.

“I could use a bit of food,” he admitted. “After I make sure the colt is settled.”

Cat nodded. “I don’t cook fancy, but I have a pot roast in the Crock-Pot. It’ll be ready anytime you are.” She moved to the front of the trailer and opened the truck’s passenger door. “Raul, please take them to the barn, and show Mr. McKenna around. Get him anything he needs.” She indicated Aidan should get back in the passenger seat. “Then bring him around to the house and take his bags down the rear stairs.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Aidan nodded as he climbed back into the truck. Cat had thought of everything, including a temporary living arrangement in an in-law apartment on the lower level of her home. He would make certain that it would be very temporary. Once he settled Mac in a stable at the track, he would then look for a flat for himself nearby. Confident he could control what did or did not happen between them if he put his mind to it, Aidan knew he couldn’t chance living this close to Cat for any length of time.

As Raul drove to the far end of the barn, Aidan noticed an outdoor arena and four paddocks. “So how big is the farm?”

“Seventeen acres.”

“What about the barn?”

“Forty-two twelve-by-twelve-foot box stalls, nearly a dozen empty right now,” Raul said. “But it’s still early in the breeding season. In the next week or two, owners will be lined up to get their broodmares in and out of here, and then there won’t be enough room.”
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