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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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      Some things in life are easy, like handing over a huge wad of cash for a horse I’ve wanted to own since the second I set eyes on him.

      He walks alongside me toward our trailer calmly. The horse I watched Rickets’ men struggle with is gone. But somehow, that makes this harder. Without a horse to wrangle, I’m stuck thinking of what I just did.

      “What will I even say?” I ask myself.

      Obsidian turns toward me, for all the world like he’s really listening. If he could speak, would he have an answer for me?

      I stop walking. “I can’t do it.” I sigh.

      Obsidian bumps my arm.

      I lean against him. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      He whuffles.

      “It’s boring human stuff. But I really shouldn’t have bought you. See, there’s this guy who I was in love with a long time ago, and, well.” I sigh. “He married someone else, someone his family approved of, but I never really got over it.”

      I must be losing my mind. I swear, Obsidian’s both listening, and he looks sad about it.

      “The thing is, he’s really, really rich. So wealthy that his family didn’t like me. I’m not British, and I’m not snooty, or posh, or whatever. We own a nice big farm, but it’s in Latvia and by comparison to them, we’re poor. A lot poorer since my dad lost a hand of poker and we had to take out a really lousy loan against the farm.”

      I force myself to start walking again.

      “My ex showed up today, and he offered to give us a loan with great terms—low interest and a long time to pay. But that means I’ll have to talk to him, and see him, and be grateful to him, and what I need to do is hate him. So you can see the issue, right?”

      Obsidian Devil turns his head sideways, and then he snorts. I’m guessing that’s a no.

      “Human stuff,” I say, “is complicated. But if we can win a few races, I can pay that loan off and be done with all of it.” I scratch under his mane—almost all horses love that. Apparently the Devil’s no exception. “But look, I hear you’re from Russia. We’re headed back there, sort of. At least, Latvia’s a lot closer to Russia than you are now. So I need you to do me a favor and be easy to load and work with, alright?”

      He nods.

      It’s not a hallucination, not this time. It’s not something I imagined, either. He actually bobbed his head.

      “Can you understand me? Nod if you can.”

      He does it again, and I drop the lead rope. I can barely catch my breath.

      The horse who was literally able to pull away from five grown men just stands there, calmly, looking at me with faith in his eyes. Is it faith?

      It can’t be. I’m going nuts. It’s a strange coincidence, but there’s no way he can understand me. Horses get me, and I get them, but thinking that he communicates like a human? He can understand Latvian?

      It’s too much.

      Once we reach the trailer, John waves me over. “What’s going on?”

      I scrunch my nose. “So, remember that screaming?” I bite my lip. “I did something.”

      John’s eyes widen. “Why do you have that monstrous horse?”

      I can barely meet his eyes. “I might have bought him.”

      John groans. “Forrest thinks he’s possessed. That’s why they named him Devil. Kris, what on earth were you thinking? Did they pay you to take him?”

      Dad’s definitely going to kill me. “Not exactly.”

      The string of expletives exploding from John’s mouth is fairly impressive, really. I didn’t know he knew so many Latvian swear words, but he even throws out some British ones I haven’t heard in years. Eventually, though, even John quiets down.

      It helps that Obsidian’s standing as calm as a baby deer, staring at him with wide, innocent-looking eyes.

      “How bad can he be?” I ask. “Look what a sweet guy he is!” I rub his nose again, and he leans into it.

      “What’s that thing doing here?” Dad sounds even more shocked than John.

      I wince. “I might have fallen in love with him.”

      “But that’s Rickets’ horse,” Dad says.

      “About that,” I say. “I’m going to need to call Gustav.”

      Dad’s entire face drains of blood. “No. I forbid it.”

      “I didn’t say I was calling Grandpa,” I say. “I said Gustav.” My brother left us years and years ago, ostensibly to study in the United States with my grandparents and a few cousins. He never came back, not even for a visit. We don’t talk much.

      “Just call Sean,” he says. “He already said⁠—”

      “If you don’t want me to call Grandpa, then you understand why I can’t call Sean.” Pride’s a very strange thing. “Let me just see what he says.”

      Before Dad can stop me, I toss the lead rope for Obsidian Devil to John and race away, whipping my phone out of my pocket. What are the odds my brother will even answer? I hit talk and wait.

      It only occurs to me then that I should think about the time in the United States. I do the math quickly—I’m fine. Middle of the day. Phew.

      “Hello?” Gustav’s deep voice doesn’t sound Latvian at all.

      “Hey,” I say. “It’s Kristiana.”

      Silence.

      “Your sister.”

      “I know who you are,” he says. “I’m just surprised. It’s not my birthday, and yet you’re calling. I take it you need something.”

      Wow, it almost sounds like he’s as hurt as we are. “Actually.” I hate that he’s right. “Dad lost a big card game, and we’re about to lose the farm.”

      “That’s great news,” he says.

      His sense of humor is warped. “It’s very bad news,” I say. “I’m not asking for anything for free, but if you could get Grandpa to loan us the money, or if you could⁠—”

      “I’m not even going to ask how much,” he says. “I can guess that it’s not small, or you’d never have called me.”

      “The thing is⁠—”

      “I don’t want you to think I don’t love you,” he says. “It’s actually because I do love you that I’m saying this. Let that stupid farm go. Move to America. Bring a horse or two if you want, whatever. Grandma and Grandpa like horses too. They’ll let you play with theirs as much as you’d like.”

      “But Gust⁠—”

      “Dad’s a broken mess, and I don’t know whether it was Mom’s death that did it, or whether he was always like that. I can’t tell, but it doesn’t matter. If you walk away, you’ll finally be free. Don’t you see that?”

      “So you won’t help us?”

      “I am helping you,” he says. “Come to America, and you’ll see what I mean. I’m doing the very best thing a brother could ever do. I’m helping you to finally move on with your life—to live a much better way in a better place.”

      I wonder if Grandpa would say the same thing. Probably.

      “Thanks,” I say. And then I hang up.

      When I walk back to the truck, Obsidian’s already loaded, his head hanging out of the stall, staring intently at me.

      John’s expression is grim.

      “Dad,” I say. “I’m going to need Sean’s phone number.”

      He practically preens about that. It seems all is forgiven, no, it’s that he’s practically delighted about the new horse, since it means I’ll have to call Sean. But even though Dad has his number, I can’t bring myself to call him right away. I know I shouldn’t wait, but my fingers just won’t listen. After the ride home, I tell myself. As if it will be much easier with a few thousand miles between us.

      My best friend Mirdza thinks I’m crazy to drive all the way to England and Ireland for races, but the races in Latvia are neither lucrative nor challenging. I attended university in London and grew to love England during that time. My British friends don’t understand why I moved back home.

      But Latvia will always be my home. Latvian hills are mostly covered in forests, and we pass hundreds of miles of forest to reach Zasa parish, which was where I promised myself I’d call. The crisp clear air, the bright blue skies, and the long drive down to our beautiful, old, cobbled-together home help to calm my nerves. Only, I put it off again—it’s too early to call. The reception’s not great. I’ll wait until we’re home. As we get closer and closer to Daugavpils, I get more and more nervous.

      We finally pull onto the long driveway after another long night of driving. I slept a handful of hours while John and Dad drove, so I’m far less exhausted than I could be. Still, it takes its toll.

      As we approach the homestead, everything looks exactly the same as when we left. Our sprawling home’s still painted bright red with contrasting white window frames. The wooden siding looks well kept and the silhouette made by the sharp angles on the window frames and protruding turrets form the backdrop to some of my first memories as a child. Gambling-induced debt notwithstanding, my dad has managed the home quite well. Even if it hasn’t been updated in thirty years, at least it’s been well maintained.

      A few hundred yards away, our main stable practically shines. It’s built in the prettiest spot on our entire farm, framed by impressive old trees, and set back from the main road. My family has always loved their horses more than almost anything else. I came by it honestly.

      In fact, I snuck away to sleep in the stables dozens of times as a child. That foundational love of horses has never changed, not for me anyway. The barn’s painted a bright white and repainted every two years without fail. My mom’s parents offered all sorts of lavish things as wedding gifts when she married my dad, but all she wanted was a new stable.

      Each of the box stalls are 16 feet by 16 feet, a full six feet larger than the standard, and the sliding doors still work seamlessly, even almost forty years later. The only thing we’ve really had to redo are the drainage lines. Oh, and we had to install new pavers on the floors. My grandparents gave me money for that for my twenty-first birthday. It makes cleaning up after our beautiful horses much more convenient, and it was exactly what I wanted.

      I’m close enough now that I can see the enormous enclosed arena behind the stable, too. That was initially created by my paternal grandfather, Ivanov, and it’s been renovated several times. It makes winter training possible, although I’d have made it a few hundred yards bigger if I designed it myself. I suppose even then, cost was a factor. Our family has always cared more about horses than money, but it takes money to buy supplies and pay for labor.

      Thinking about money reminds me of what I have to do. After I get Five Times Fast and Obsidian Devil unloaded and released in pastures to graze, I trudge back to the house and pull out my phone. I’m not sure how long I’ve been staring at it when Dad notices me standing like a statue.

      “We should have just sold the farm, mīlu.” After his initial shock over my irresponsible purchase, Dad didn’t even scold me. He knows the loan is his fault, and he knows it shouldn’t be my job to fix it. But we’ve waited too long to sell it now—it’s either pay the first portion of the balloon note, or lose it to the bank.

      We both know I have to call him. My hand shakes where I’m holding the phone.

      “I love Liepašeta as much as you do,” he says, “but losing it won’t be the end. We can find another farm. Build another barn. Keep on living.”

      His words are hollow, though. He and I both know that begging for Sean’s help is our only play.

      “Do you think Rickets lured me in and convinced me to buy Obsidian Devil so we’d default on the loan?” I’ve been wondering that the entire way home.

      Dad sighs. “He’s very good at sensing people’s weaknesses. It’s his superpower.”

      Strangely, I don’t regret buying Obsidian, even knowing it may have been a setup. He would’ve beaten Five if I’d been riding him. “I still think that in the long run, he was a good investment, even if it plays into Ricket’s filthy hands. We can race him, we can breed him, and we could end up with an entire line of winners.”

      “But we don’t have time to race him before the money’s due.” Dad’s eyes are sad.

      “Man zēl, Papa.” It’s true. As much as I hate the idea. I thrust the phone at my dad. “You dial and hit talk. Then hand it to me.”

      He does as I ask, and while the phone rings, my pulse pounds in my ears. What am I going to say? How will I⁠—

      “Hello?”

      He answered. I wasn’t sure whether he would, since mine is an unknown number to him.

      “Hello?” he asks again.

      “It’s me,” I say. “And the thing is. . .”

      “Let’s talk about it in person,” Sean says. “I’m in Latvia.”

      “What?” I splutter. “You’ll—I don’t⁠—”

      “I’m opening a branch here,” he says. “We can get lunch. I’ll come by and pick you up.”

      “No, not lunch. This isn’t a date⁠—”

      “You need money,” he says. “I think that’s at least worth a lunch.”

      I grit my teeth. “Alright.” It feels like I was kicked in the stomach. He’s in Latvia? Why? What’s he doing here?

      “I’ll be by the house around noon.”

      “Uh-huh,” I say. And then I hang up.
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      “And?” Dad asks. “What did he say?”

      “We’re meeting for lunch.” I frown. “Did you know he was here? Did he tell you he’s opening an office nearby?”

      “Not exactly.” But Dad won’t meet my eyes. And that means he knew.

      Suddenly I’m shaking. How could my dad conspire with my ex? He was around after we broke up. When I fell apart. “Now I’m stuck going to lunch with him.”

      Dad’s grin makes me want to punch him.

      I’m distracted, though, which is lucky for Dad. John’s striding toward me, his eyes flashing, his lips compressed.

      What reason does he have to be angry? It’s a brisk, beautiful Latvian fall. There’s no snow on the ground yet, but I can feel it coming. Soon. Maybe a month more before we’re blanketed. But for now, the weather’s glorious.

      “That creature you bought should be shot.”

      Is he talking about Obsidian? “I turned him out. What’s there to complain about?”

      “He’s loose.” John’s hands clench. “He sailed over the fence and now he’s racing around the stables, wreaking havoc. No one can catch him, and all the other horses are freaking out. It’ll be a miracle if none of them are injured.”

      I can hardly believe what he’s saying. Obsidian cleared a five-foot fence on his own? Without a rider encouraging him? “You decided, with all that going on, to come over here and yell at me?”

      “No one else can touch him,” he says. “He’s perfectly behaved around you and demonic for everyone else.”

      “Dad, I’ll be back.” I take off at a jog for our stables. I hope he’ll calm down when he sees me. Because if he breaks his leg or eats something bad and colics. . . My quarter million euro gamble will be even more idiotic than before.

      I love horses, but sometimes it feels like they’re just looking for ways to kill themselves. I can’t actually be the only one who can handle him. I have a vet practice to manage. I can’t be at the barn around the clock.

      As I get closer to the crime scene, I hear a sound like someone’s whamming a sledgehammer into a metal wall. “What’s going on in there?” I call out.

      The sound immediately stops.

      It goes entirely silent, except for a huffing and puffing behind me. To my surprise, John’s coming up fast, wheezing like he’s just finishing a footrace. When we reach the stable, no humans seem to be around, which is baffling, because wouldn’t some of the grooms be trying to catch the loose stallion?

      The second I round the turn and head down the main breezeway, heads pop out of stalls. Nearly a dozen horses have their heads hanging over their stable doors. Each stall opens onto its own outdoor run, so my babies have come inside specifically to welcome me. They all love me, and it fills my heart with joy, usually. Right now, I don’t have time to greet them.

      Because the clanging sound starts again. At the back of the barn I find the source, where Obsidian Devil appears to be trying to open a gate. While I’m standing and watching him, he starts to apply his mouth to the latch as if he’s earnestly trying to break free.

      Maybe John wasn’t entirely wrong. He’s been an angel for me the past two days of the trip, but apparently he’s more devious than I thought. I grab a halter and hold up my hand. “Obsidian,” I call. “It’s me, Kristiana. I’m here. Everything’s okay.”

      His nostrils flare. His eyes roll. But he hears my voice and stops whamming the metal door and trying to open the latch. He throws his head up over and over, his shimmering mane rippling.

      I walk toward him slowly, my hands moving up and outward, showing him that I have a halter, and waiting to see whether he’ll bolt. One of the most important things not to do with a horse who’s spooked is chase it. Horses are prey, so they run when chased. And once you start after them, they see you as the predator no matter how well they know or love you.

      “It’s okay. I’m here,” I say softly. “Everything’s alright.” It takes me a moment or two, but he lets me approach, and then he lets me halter him.

      “See?” John asks ominously.

      “I think he might need a ride around the farm so he can see where he is,” I say. “Maybe that’ll help him feel more comfortable here. It’s a lot for a normal horse, coming to a new home, but I imagine it’s even worse for him. He’s highly intelligent and athletically gifted.”

      John scoffs. “And he’s going in the six-foot stallion enclosure from now on.”

      I probably should have started him there, but he was behaving so well for me. “Fine.”

      Obsidian Devil lets me lead him to the crossties without any issues.

      “Let’s see if you can stand here,” I say. “Has anyone ever trained you about how these work?” I shift so he can turn his head left and right to see the setup. Our crossties have three separate sections for working on horses all laid out in a row. Each of them is almost as big as a standard stall, with bars in between on which we’ve mounted clips and ties. I lead him in slowly, and then turn him around. Then I clip the straps to the side of his halter, left, then right.

      “See? It’s not bad. It helps keep you still while I saddle you. Alright?”

      He tosses his head and stomps his front right foot.

      “Normally stomping and pawing are considered rude,” I say.

      “Are you talking to him?” John’s eyebrow is raised. “Because you sound kind of crazy.”

      “Oh,” I say. “I’m sorry. Did you want me to head back to the house and let you take over?”

      John frowns, but he doesn’t mock me again.

      “Alright, boy, we’re going to use a bit of a different saddle today, a bigger saddle than we use for races. It lets me hold on a little better. I think you might enjoy a hack around the whole property—we have a few thousand acres. There are some fun jumps, and some big open fields you might love. What do you think?”

      “You’re going to take him out solo?” John looks sick about it. “Is that wise?”

      “Did you want to ride with us?” I ask. “Really?”

      “Horses get spooky when they go out alone, but if you think he’ll be fine, then do whatever you want. It’s not my neck.”

      “How about it?” I turn toward Obsidian. “Do you want to go out alone? Bob your head if you do.”

      Obsidian Devil tosses his head.

      “Or would you rather I have John saddle someone up and bring them along?” I eye him, but he’s motionless. “If you want someone else to come along, toss your head again.”

      Obsidian doesn’t move a hair.

      “See?” I eye John. “If you want to go alone, just you and me, toss your head.”

      He throws his head into the air again.

      John’s lip curls. “You’ve gone insane. You actually think he’s answering your questions? Horses throw their heads.”

      I’m not sure how much of what I’m saying Obsidian really understands, but for some reason, I don’t feel afraid of taking him out. “I want to see what he can do, alright? I’m worried that if we take others along, he’ll see it as a race, and it won’t be the nice, calm tour of our property that I have in mind.”

      “Or he’ll get a whiff of wild hogs, freak out, throw you off, and break your back.”

      “I’ve never been thrown in my life,” I say, “and I don’t intend to break that streak today.”

      John shakes his head as he walks away.

      “Don’t worry, boy.” I scratch behind Obsidian’s ears. Most horses don’t love it, but he seems to like it pretty well. “I trust you.” I don’t have my riding gloves, helmet, or proper riding boots, but that never stopped me as a child. “Are you ready to go explore?”

      Obsidian tosses his head again.

      As I tack him up, I do have a moment of panic that Obsidian might bolt or freak out on me. Horses going sideways in the crossties can be really harmful for them, and clearly everyone else has trouble managing him. But he stands calmly while I toss the saddle pad over his back, and he barely shifts a hoof while I tighten the saddle straps. He opens his mouth politely so I can place the bit when I put his bridle on. He never snaps, stomps or kicks.

      He’s a perfect gentleman.

      I lead him out of the barn with no issues. I’m almost to the indoor arena where I figured we’d warm up when he pulls hard, almost yanking the reins out of my hands. I’m worried he’s trying to escape for a moment until I notice he’s still standing near me calmly. He tosses his head in the direction of the open field behind the arena.

      “It’s cold, Obsidian. Really cold.” I rub my arms. “I’m only wearing a jacket. We should at least warm up first, where there are walls to block the wind.” He shifts and begins to walk slowly toward the stable we just left.

      “No, we need to go the arena,” I say. “It’s over here. Once neither of us is cold, we can go out and⁠—”

      But he’s stopped, and he’s staring at the wall. There’s an old coat hanging on a hook. I assume it belongs to one of the grooms, because it’s not mine. I wrinkle my nose. “Are you wanting me to put on that stinky coat? I don’t want to.”

      He paws the ground and whinnies. When he bumps my arm with his nose and rubs my hand with his face, I weaken. “Is that really what you’re trying to do? Convince me to wear a coat?”

      He tosses his head again.

      Now I’m beginning to wonder whether I’m going crazy. Do I really think this horse is problem-solving my complaints and arguing with me about things? Maybe he’s just sassy and tosses his head a lot.

      “Okay, I’m going to get this coat.” I stare at it for a moment without moving.

      And he tosses his head again.

      It feels like I’m starring in some live-action Disney movie. What’s next? Squirrels cleaning my kitchen? Birds picking up debris from our walkway?

      I finally close the gap between me and the barn and grab the heavy coat. It smells of sweat and dirt, but I slide my arms into it anyway. I really wish I had some gloves. My hands are going to freeze—but I doubt he’d stand stock still while I jaunt into my house and change clothes. This is really the problem with my entire life. I never have time to prepare for anything. Everything happens in various states of emergency, leaving me scrambling with whatever I have on hand.

      “I’m not pleased with you right now, sir. I mean, I love you, but I’m not happy. You could have just had some grass and taken a break in that pasture. I could have showered, and eaten something, and had a nap before I go on this horrible lunch date to beg my ex for money.  It’s your fault I even need money, by the way. But instead, we’re going for a freezing ride, and I’ll barely have time to shower before I have to face him.”

      I swear, Obsidian tilts his head and his eye swivels to focus on my face. I walk him out past the gate and close it behind us. I swing up on his back and for the first time, I’m actually riding the horse I just spent a fortune to acquire and have spent days now defending.

      We walk briskly for a moment and trot for a bit longer, but at the slightest nudge, he takes off.

      Riding him is like I imagine it feels to drive a Ferrari!

      What was Finn complaining about? We make a big loop around the meadow behind our stable, and then I decide to take him a little farther. The four or five hundred acres closest to the house are forested with spruce, birch, and pine mostly, but we’ve cleared a path through it, and set up some jumps we use to train our hunt horses, including Five. I angle him toward the path, and he takes off.

      He can really fly.

      We approach the first jump, set up to mimic Becher’s Brook in Liverpool, and I search for any sign of fear or nervousness, because this jump has a major ditch behind it, and it’s tall. Almost five feet. I don’t sense any, so I urge him forward. He leaps the fence with a foot to spare, and pulls his nose up almost immediately! It’s the most effortless ride I’ve ever had over this fence, on one of the hardest jumps we have. We fly over the next few obstacles with the same energy and effortless ease. By the time we clear the last one, I’m so pleased that I lean forward to pat his neck.

      “You were worth every penny. What an amazing jumper you are!”

       He glances back at me, and I swear he’s pleased with himself.

      Five Times Fast is the best hunter I’ve ever raised. My mom’s family gave me a filly when I was only five years old, and I grew up with her. We did quite well, and Five’s her grandson. I have high hopes for him, but if I’m being honest, he’s nothing to Obsidian.

      “You could win it all, boy. Cheltenham, the Grand National, everything! You could change my life!” Buying him put me in major trouble, but somehow it felt like the most freeing thing, the most Kristiana thing I’ve done in months. If I can get past this balloon payment, forget just paying off the debt my father gambled us into, we could become a real, respected stable. We could put Latvia on the map.

      And he’s a stallion, so he could father a new line of jumpers. This might be the beginning we always needed. Then, maybe, Gustav would call me, begging me to breed my epic stallion to Grandma and Grandpa’s mares.

      I pull him up next to the brook and stop to see if he wants a drink. He’s thirsty, so I let him take his fill, which is why we’re still enough for me to feel the buzzing. I pull out my phone. Four missed calls from my dad. What could he want that’s so urgent?

      I text him. WHAT?

      He texts back. SEAN’S HERE.

      It’s barely ten o’clock! Why would he show up so early?

      “I hate this.” I pat his neck again. He’s warm and my hands are freezing. He glances back at me and his ears shift. Horses always listen better than people, but this horse listens like none I’ve met before. “It feels like my dad’s trying to sell me off.”

      He blinks. My horse actually blinks several times, like he’s confused.

      Maybe it’ll be cathartic for me to talk about this. I certainly can’t say it to my dad. He’d only feel worse. “Years ago, when I was just starting grad school in England, I met this perfect guy named Sean. He was handsome. He was smart. And his family had tons of money, though I didn’t know that at the time. We dated for almost a year. It was a perfect romance. Calm and grounded, but also exciting and fresh. I thought he was going to propose one night, but instead. . .he broke up with me.”

      Obsidian walks in a circle, tossing his head in what looks like agitation.

      “A break up is when the other person tells you they don’t like you anymore, basically. Anyway, apparently his parents had found him a perfect little blue blood princess. It explained why, in the midst of all our perfection, I’d never met his family.”

      He’s had a little break, so I ask him to go. I need to move again.

      Obsidian obliges, racing through the trees on the roughly-kept path. The wind at my face calms me down some. But eventually we reach the fork in the path. I have to go right to reach Sean at the house. Or if I turn left, we head for another trail, full of new obstacles, and the place where the same stream cuts through the western side of our property.

      I pull Obsidian up short.

      “The worst part is that he told me that he and Clara, that perfect woman, got divorced. And now he wants to see me.” My hands tighten on the reins. “I should just send him packing. Or maybe use him to get a new loan, a better one, and then tell him off.”

      Obsidian whuffles.

      “But.” I almost can’t say the words, even to a horse. “But I’m actually kind of. . .hopeful.” There. I said it. I admitted that I’m actually excited to see Sean again, the guy who broke my heart. I’ve never really recovered, and no one else I’ve dated has even come close to him. And now he’s here, and I hate myself for being excited.

      “I hate how pathetic that makes me.”

      That’s why I pull left.

      Sean can wait for me for once.

      We race again, clearing fallen logs, ditches, and fences. And finally, I haul on the reins and we stop. “I have to head back,” I say. “But I don’t want to.” I sigh. “And I do want to. I’m a mess.”

      Obsidian neighs and paws at the riverbank, making a big muddy streak on the ground.

      “Why can’t I fall in love with a horse instead?” I think about how much time and effort have gone into horses in my life. How I just spent all my money on him. “Actually, if I hadn’t bought you, I wouldn’t need to see Sean at all. I don’t know whether to blame you or thank you.”

      Obsidian lifts his head up high and angles his face back so I can see him. I lean forward and hug his big warm neck. “You’d never ditch me for some posh rich lady, right? I wish that, instead of a magnificent stallion, you were a human. Is that so wrong?”

      A jolt runs through my body, starting at my hands where I’m touching Obsidian’s neck and radiating outward. It zings through me and then rockets back in, like there’s an explosion happening in every cell of my body. I’m flung upward in the air, and then I’m falling. Down, down, several feet down until I land with a splat in the mud.

      Except I’m not really in the mud because I’m lying on something, something big. Not horse-big, but big to me. 

      I shake my head to clear it and look down to try and figure out what just happened.

      I’m lying on a saddle.

      My saddle.

      Obsidian’s gone, like he was just transported out of existence.

      It’s just me and this saddle.

      Ermagosh.

      Wait. The saddle’s wrapped around a person, a very large, very masculine person, and my hands are resting on his very well shaped pectoral muscles. I scramble backward as quickly as I can from the saddle-wrapped man. At least he’s as shocked as I am. He blinks over and over and over, these bright, golden-brown eyes that I’m staring at involuntarily.

      My brain cannot seem to process the information my eyes are sending. Nothing I see makes any sense. The man underneath me has long black hair, and from what I can see, he’s absolutely the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my life. Or at least, I think he is. There’s a bridle obscuring part of his face. The man spits the bit out of his mouth and says in Russian, “What just happened?”

      Luckily, I speak Russian, so I understand him. And now that I can see his face, I realize that I was right. High cheekbones. Sun-kissed golden skin. Pitch black hair. Wildly bright eyes. A curved, richly full mouth. Eyebrows like slashes of coal on a canvas. I need to stop staring and start making sense of what’s going on.

      I gather the facts in my overloaded brain. I was sitting on a horse. Then after touching the stallion’s neck and wishing that he was a human, I’m suddenly sitting on the most gorgeous human I’ve ever seen. The answer seems clear.

      I’ve obviously had a complete and total mental break.

      The man doesn’t exist.

      I’ve either been thrown off my horse and I’m in a coma, or I’m still sitting on the horse’s back and I’m imagining this whole thing. I decide to talk to my delusion in Russian in the hopes of convincing myself it’s not real. “I think I’ve had a breakdown.”

      The beautiful man talks again, still in Russian. “Were you hurt?”

      “Were you?” I ask. “I think I landed on you, whoever you are.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m fine. Better than fine. I’ve been stuck in my equine form for a very, very long time. It feels great to have two legs again.”

      This must be a dream.

      Stuck as a horse?

      I shake my head and blink rapidly, expecting him to disappear.

      Being in a coma isn’t ideal, but surely Dad will come looking for me. Or John. Or both of them, right? The last time something felt this surreal, the last time. . .was when I thought a horse intentionally threw a race for me. “Umm,” I ask. “Are you. . .?” I can’t quite bring myself to say it.

      “Am I?” He quirks one eyebrow, and I swear, he could be posing for some kind of strange print ad in a magazine. He’s that beautiful. Even though he looks a little dazed.

      I clear my throat. “Are you. . . Obsidian Devil?” I wince as I say the words, because I could not possibly sound crazier.

      “Of course not. My name’s Aleksandr.”

      I breathe a heavy sigh of relief. So it really is some kind of delusion, or else I blacked out when Obsidian bolted and left me here, and this naked man. . .showed up and crawled under the saddle and. . .What is going on?  “Why are you naked?”

      He frowns. “I didn’t have clothing on before I changed, obviously.” He says it so matter-of-factly, like I’m the idiot for asking.

      I swallow. “Right. Obviously.”

      “You’re looking at me as if I’m insane, but you’re the one who asked if I’m Obsidian Devil. That was never my name. It’s just what those people kept calling me.”

      Those people.

      As in.

      It feels like my brain is swelling inside of my head. “You’re saying that you’re a horse.”

      “Well, not right now, clearly.” He frowns.

      His enormous, well-muscled shoulders shift, and my eyes track downward, ogling his beautifully sculpted chest. His unbelievable six pack. And then I find myself wondering what’s beneath the saddle.

      “How did you break the curse?” he asks. “Who are you that you can? And what took you so long?”

      “The curse? What curse?” I’m not sure if I’m more concerned that I’m starting to engage with my hallucination, or that he seems to be talking about magic and shape-shifting.

      “I helped you with your race because I thought you were different. I thought you might release me, so I could go home. I never even considered you might be able to free me.”

      “Free you? Home?” I scramble to my feet. “You can’t leave. I just spent a fortune on you.” I swallow. “I need you to be a horse. I need to win races. A lot of races.” I’ve lost my mind. This horse wants me to release him, like he’s a captured slave or something.

      “I’m from Russia,” he says. “My friends and I refused to help the Yurovsky and Kurakin families during the drought, and they cursed us. I only woke a year ago.”

      “You woke?”

      “I was buried alive—in horse form—sometime in 1917.”  His brow furrows. “I believe someone mentioned the year as being twenty-something, now?”

      “I. . .” I have no idea what to say to that.

      “You needed money, and you got it in that race. Is that not so?”

      “Well, yes and no,” I say. “I risked some of my money to win more money, but then I spent almost all the money I made when I bought you.”

      His frown deepens. “So because of me, you’re still in trouble.”

      I nod.

      “That’s frustrating.” He stands up. And Oh. My. Word.

      That phrase “hung like a horse” takes on an entirely new meaning.
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      I stare for too long, but finally my brain engages, and I cover my own eyes with my hand.

      “It’s not my fault I’m naked.” Aleksandr sounds annoyed.

      “No, it’s not,” I say. “But I’m having trouble believing you’re real.”

      “How could I not be real?” He blinks.

      “I could have passed out. I could be dreaming.”

      Large hands reach out and grasp my forearms. A shiver races up my spine, and my entire body comes alive in a way it never has before. “I—what are you doing?”

      His breath washes over my face and it’s warm and smells earthy. “I’m real. Very, very real. And I’m grateful to you for breaking the curse. More grateful than you could possibly know.”

      “Okay.” I can’t really argue with him, not like this. He feels real, and he sounds real, and he looks real. “But I need you as a horse.”

      “But I’m not a horse. I’m a man.”

      “But I spent a fortune on a horse, and you can’t just—what do you want to do now? Just leave for Russia?”

      “Home.” He nods.

      “You won’t have much of a home left,” I say, “if you haven’t been there since 1917. That’s more than a hundred years.” Can any of this actually be happening?

      He looks concerned at the thought that his home may be gone. His shoulders slump a bit. I notice that he’s not covered in goosebumps, in spite of being naked in the cold.

      “Here.” I slide out of the barn coat and hold it toward him. “Put this on, at least.”

      “I’m not cold.” He crosses his arms, and I look down again involuntarily. He’s not lying.

      “Fine, but take it anyway.”

      This time, his expression looks smug. “Alright.” He slides his arms into the coat, and thankfully it’s long. Probably not quite long enough, but I’ll take what I can get. It gives me somewhere to look that’s safe.

      “You need me to be a horse again, but I need to go home.” His lips flatten into a hard line.

      If this is for real, if he’s not a horse, how can I keep him? Oh, no. I just spent my life savings buying a horse who isn’t a horse. I bought a man. Obviously I can’t own a man.

      I’m doomed.

      I slide to the ground and sit cross-legged, my eyes staring at a clump of weeds.

      “You need money, or you’ll lose the farm.”

      My nostrils flare. “I can borrow money from my ex.”

      “But you still have to pay him back.”

      I nod.

      “You need to borrow money because you spent yours buying me.”

      I turn my head to face him slowly. The sun is shining behind his head, but I can just make out his expression. He’s seriously smart for someone who was a horse until two minutes ago. “I can’t believe you’re a man. I’m ruined.”

      “I’m not exactly a man,” he says. “I’m a shifter with a horse form.”

      “You’re saying that you’ve always⁠—”

      “Been able to shift into that same horse form?” He nods again.

      “Do it now,” I say. Because I won’t believe it until I watch it with my own eyeballs.

      He smiles smugly, and then. . .nothing happens. His face falls, his mouth flattening in frustration.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Is it hard or painful?”

      Aleksandr grimaces. “No, but for some reason. . .”

      “What?”

      “I can’t seem to shift.”

      This is bad. “So you’re stuck as a human now?”

      “It would seem so,” he says.

      I flop back on the ground. This is so how my life goes. I mean, if something insane is going to happen, it’s going to completely ruin everything.

      “At this rate, Sean will write me off, too, and we really will lose the farm.”

      Oh, no.

      Sean’s still waiting for me.

      “Kristiana.” The way he says my name sends another shiver up my spine. I want to slide into it—the person I sound like I am when he says my name.

      He clears his throat. “Kris.”

      I startle a bit, hearing him use my nickname.

      “Isn’t that also what they call you? Your father? Your trainer?”

      I nod.

      “You were the first human whose words I could understand.” He’s speaking in Russian, but I realize that I wasn’t, not until he did.

      I switch to Latvian. “I knew you were listening to me.” I change to English. “Even back in Ireland.”

      He nods. “I can understand you in every language you speak, and then after hearing your first words in that tongue, I could suddenly understand everyone else as well. That was my first clue that you were different.” He tilts his head.

      The hair on my arms rises, and not just because I’m cold. I speak three languages fluently. Russian, thanks to my grade school studies and our housekeeper, Latvian because this is my homeland, and English thanks to my mother and my time at university and grad school.

      “In most parts of the world, it’s pretty rare to find someone who’s truly trilingual. Not in Latvia, but in most other places. That makes it pretty strange that you can speak all three of the languages that I can.”

      “I couldn’t speak English or Latvian before,” he says. “It must be related to your connection to the curse.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      He shrugs. “Like it or not, you’re somehow connected to all of this, clearly. So I’d like to propose a deal.”

      “A deal?”

      “You can likely change me back into my horse form. At least, it makes sense that you should be able to, since you changed me into my human form.”

      “And?”

      “Assuming you can, I’ll help you win the money you spent on me. After that we’re even, and you’ll free me.”

      “As a human.”

      He nods. “I’ll go home and figure out the rest from there.”

      Seems more than fair. He won’t sire the line of horses I’d hoped for, but at least I won’t have thrown a quarter million down a rat hole.

      “I want one more thing.” Why does he look nervous?

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “You’ll teach me about the modern world and help me break the curse in any way possible.”

      Oh, no. Not so fast. In any way possible? “I’m not promising to do anything, but I’ll try my best to do both. Since it’s two more things you want, I need a promise from you in exchange.”

      “What kind of promise?”

      “You’ll stay in horse form as long as you’re with me, and you’ll behave the way a horse should. No more jumping fences and trampling people any time I’m not around.”

      His brow furrows. “How will I learn about the modern world if I’m always in horse form?”

      I think for a moment. “You can spend the evenings as a human in our old barn. It’s empty now, but it has living quarters we can clean up.”

      He smiles. “It’s a deal.”

      Describing his smile as breathtaking feels. . .somehow incomplete. It transforms his already gorgeous face into a work of art.

      “Okay.”

      He holds out his hand.

      “What?”

      “Don’t humans usually shake their hands?” His hand is still extended. “I’ve seen them do it.”

      I finally take his hand, but this time, I’m prepared for the electric zing. It still surprises me when it happens.

      “I’m Aleksandr Volkonsky,” he says. “And you’re Kristiana. . .?”

      “Liepa,” I say. “Does the name mean anything to you?”

      He shakes his head. “But you’re connected to all of this somehow. You must be.”

      What if he’s wrong? What if I can’t turn him back and forth into a horse? What if he’s stuck as a human? I’ll never get my money back, and I’ll have some random guy following me around.

      Not that I’d mind that so much. I realize that I’m still holding his hand and yank mine back. What’s wrong with me? A horse turns into a man and tells me he’s magical, and I what? Fangirl?

      Am I really swooning because he has pretty eyes? I’m such an idiot.

      “We should probably head back,” he says. “You’ll want to dispatch that stupid banker as quickly as possible.”

      “Sean.” I smack my forehead. “I can’t dispatch him. I need his help.”

      Aleksandr frowns. “Why, exactly?”

      “Our first loan payment is due in two days, and I’ve only got half of what I need.”

      “I know, but why him?” His eyes narrow. “I don’t like how he looks at you. You should take money from someone else.”

      I laugh. “I’m lucky he can help me at all. There aren’t many people who can come up with that kind of money in two days.” Actually. If he changes his mind. . . “I’ve made him wait too long.”

      “You need to change me back.” He looks simultaneously scared and relieved. I suppose if he’s been stuck as a horse for a while, he’d be used to it. He’s probably also nervous about being stuck again. I hope I can manage to turn him, because explaining that I left with a horse and I’m returning with a naked man would not be easy.

      “How should I even try this?” Now that I’m staring at him, everything feels weird. He’s naked except for a coat, staring at me expectantly. The longer I look at him, the stranger the idea that he was cursed to be a horse sounds.

      “Start the same way you changed me in the first place, maybe?”

      “Like, put my hand on your neck and say I wish you were a horse?” I arch one eyebrow. “Can it really be that simple?”

      “Things like this usually are,” he says.

      He’s so matter-of-fact, like he’s an everyday expert on curses and their operations. He did say he could shift himself before.

      I can’t believe any of this is happening, but I force myself to think back anyway. We were racing down the path, and I was feeling sorry for myself. I touched his neck, and I said something about how I wished he was a human. I reach my hand back toward him. I try not to think about how he’s wearing nothing beneath. . . Oh! The borrowed coat.

      “Maybe you better take this off. If this works, it’ll be a little too small for you.”

      I swear, his smile’s going to kill me. “Just a little.” He slides the coat off and hands it to me. I try not to think about how very naked he is. I take the coat, slide my arms back inside it, and then reach back toward him. He holds his hand out toward mine. Again, his touch against my skin feels electric, like static current before you get zapped. I wonder if the hair on my head is standing on end.

      “Okay, we’re touching. Now. Maybe I say something like. . .I wish this big, naked man was a horse instead.”

      It should be difficult and complex and horrifyingly problematic for me to transform a man into a stallion, but the same jolt I felt before repeats—stronger than the feeling when we touch, but not dissimilar—and I watch as it happens this time. One moment he’s standing in front of me, naked, and for a split second, he blurs, and then he’s a horse.

      I’m unchanged, and he’s a tremendously large black stallion. He has the same vibrant golden eyes, and the same jet-black hair, er, mane, but he’s most definitely equine, not homo sapiens.

      I know it’s still him, but I can’t help it. I think of him as Obsidian again. He looks at me with the exact same expression the man did before, as if to say, Are you an idiot? Let’s go.

      I sigh. “Did I just imagine that entire thing?” I start walking back down the path toward the abandoned saddle and bridle, which are now both covered in mud, and I shake my head. I use the stream to clean off the saddle and pad as well as I can and then I rummage around until I find some leaf-covered branches to blot them some.

      Everything else is still muddy, including my boots, pants, and jacket. The borrowed coat looks even worse than before, which I hadn’t thought possible.

      Obsidian, er, Aleksandr, or whoever, whatever—my head is irretrievably confused. He stands completely still while I saddle him. I really hope the saddle doesn’t bother him on the way back, what with the mud and debris.

      And the being a human underneath his horse-shaped suit. If this isn’t a dream, it’s so strange I could never have imagined it as a legitimate reality.

      I rinse the bridle in the stream, too, before placing the bit in his mouth and putting it all back together. I do it mostly without thinking, but once I’m finished, I pause to think. I know he’s a person, not a horse. I mean, he is a horse, but he’s not a normal horse. I don’t want to carry the saddle back home several miles, so putting it on him made sense, but should I have bridled him? Can I really ride him?

      I probably shouldn’t.

      It feels wrong, somehow.

      He’s not my pet. He’s a human who’s been cursed. On the other hand, he did mention staying here and racing with me until I’ve earned my money back. That does imply he’s fine with me riding him, doesn’t it?

      Why didn’t I think to ask about that part back when he could talk? Now that I’m thinking about how he can’t talk, my head fills with questions I haven’t yet asked.

      “What do I call you, now?”

      Obsidian tilts his head.

      “It feels weird to call you Aleksandr, since I’ve been thinking of you as Obsidian. I mean, you’re back to being a horse.”

      He snorts. I can tell he’s trying to say, I’m still me, man or horse.

      “Fine, so you’re the same, but it still feels weird. Can I keep calling you Obsidian? If I just start calling you Aleksandr, people will think I’ve lost my mind.”

      Obsidian exhales loudly.

      I’m taking that as a yes. I grab his reins and tug him along behind me as I start the long walk home. I’m sort of jogging to expedite things and also to keep warm, when Obsidian just stops. The reins tighten as I keep moving and he doesn’t.

      I glance backward at him. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      He tosses his head back toward the saddle. I didn’t tighten it much, not nearly enough for a rider, but it shouldn’t fall off.

      I shift it a bit where it’s skewed and start walking again.

      He still won’t budge.

      “What?” I ask. “I’m sorry, but I don’t speak horse. I get that you’re mad, but I have no idea why or what about.”

      He steps toward me, bumps me with his nose and then tosses his head toward the saddle again.

      “You want me to ride you?” 

      He bobs his head.

      “You’re saying yes?”

      Again.

      “Uh, well, if I’m being honest, it feels weird now.” Actually, it feels kind of dirty somehow. “I’d rather not.” I turn to walk along again, but he still won’t so much as budge. I turn back around and sigh. “I don’t want to, okay? I know you now, and not as a horse. I would never ride a person like that.” Images come to mind of riding the naked man from a few minutes ago, in the mud for some reason, and I shake my head to clear it.

      Shame on you, Kris. 

      He picks up his left hoof and then puts it down one inch ahead of where it was. Then he does the same thing with his right hoof. He then does the same with his left and right rear hooves. He starts again with the front, inching ahead.

      “You’re going to move like a snail now?”

      He bobs his head.

      “Why?”

      He snorts. He bumps my arm with his nose and huffs. Then he moves his hooves again, very, very slowly.

      “Me? I’m slow? That’s what you’re saying?”

      Head bob.

      “I’ll have you know that I was jogging, and I’m pretty fast, actually. I’m in good shape.”

      He tilts his head to one side, clearly unimpressed.

      “Oh fine, if you insist.” I tighten the saddle. “Now, don’t blow out your belly. When horses do that to keep the saddle from being uncomfortable, it makes it loose. I could slide off and die.”

      He exhales gustily, and I pull the saddle a few inches tighter. I use a nearby tree stump to help slide my foot into the stirrup and swing what feels like fifty feet up to his back. “Fine, I’m on now, so let’s go.”

      I don’t have to tell him twice. He shoots off toward home, flying over each jump we pass on the way. I should feel guilty, but once we get moving, I don’t.

      I’m having too much fun.

      That’s why I’m beaming when we finally get back, zooming into the meadow just behind the arena. I pull Obsidian up short and lean over his neck. “Now, listen. No one else can know, because I’m struggling to believe this, and I saw it with my own two eyes. And don’t forget your promise to be on your best behavior, even to the grooms and stable boys. Got it?”

      He bobs his head.

      “No more leaping fences, or banging on the wall, or snapping at anyone, okay?”

      He snorts and leans down to snag a late blooming dandelion. He’s munching on that when I notice someone waving at us from near the stable.

      I’d almost forgotten about Sean. Again.

      I’m so muddy. Maybe he’ll give me a pass on lunch.

      “I’m going to hand you off to a groom, okay?” I urge him forward slowly. “They’ll make sure you get cooled down and then put you in the stallion pasture.”

      He shakes his head. Not the bob I’ve grown accustomed to. A side-to-side shake.

      “No? Do you want to be in a stall?”

      Another head shake.

      “What do you want?” He heads toward the house at a trot.

      “Oh, no.” I yank on the reins, but he ignores me. Until this moment, I didn’t realize how much I relied on him to be compliant. “Obsidian, you need to be with the horses. I have to meet Sean without worrying about you.” I pull him left, back toward the barn, but he throws his head up so the bit isn’t really controlling him anymore.

      Butthead.

      Is he kidding? “You said you’d behave,” I hiss. “You can’t meet Sean. Listen, I’m stressed enough right now. I can’t be riding a demon-horse, which you promised not to be.”

      He paws the ground.

      “Kristiana?”

      And now it’s too late. Sean’s spotted us, and he’s angling toward us at a brisk-but-still-proper British walk.

      “How was the ride?” My dad stops his approach a few paces away. “It looks like. . .” He squints. “You didn’t fall, did you?”

      I roll my eyes. “I didn’t fall, but we had an incident.”

      Dad blinks.

      Sean scans me head to toe. “Other than the mud, are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll just go put Obsidian away, and I’ll be right back.”

      Only, Obsidian’s still being a bit of a jerk, and he won’t go.

      “Come on,” I hiss. “Now.”

      “I thought you said he was an angel for her,” Sean says. “I can’t say I’m keen on her riding a horse that no one can control.”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “We may not even have him very long.” I squeeze my legs and press him forward.

      “Wait, you may not keep him?” Sean asks. “I wish you’d told your dad that before we signed papers.”

      “Papers?”

      Obsidian’s ears perk up too.

      “We had to list something as collateral other than the farm,” Dad says. “And we needed to get it submitted today so we’d have funds in the next thirty-six hours.”

      “That’s why I came early,” Sean says. “I realized that if I met you for lunch, we might not get it processed in time.”

      “Wait.” I can barely breathe. “You listed Obsidian Devil as collateral on the new loan?” I feel like I might explode on them in this moment.

      “We only did paperwork today on a loan large enough for the first payment,” Sean says. “Since he’s worth a quarter of a million and you just bought him, the bill of sale was all we needed to prove it up with the underwriters. Easy peasy.”

      Well, he agreed to stick around to help me pay the balance off, so he can’t be too angry to have been treated like chattel.

      Obsidian’s looking around now, his head swiveling frantically. “What are you doing?” I whisper-hiss.

      He snorts, as if that’s a real response. Although, I suppose it’s the best he can do right now.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Sean asks.

      “Fine.” I dig my heels into his side. “Totally fine.”

      Obsidian finally sees whatever it is he was looking for, and he dives forward. Toward the old barn.

      “Where are you going?” Dad shouts after us.

      “Um, Obsidian Devil needs to be in a place that’s not surrounded by new horses.”

      “So you’re taking him to the old barn?” Dad sounds confused.

      We use it as a quarantine barn, so it’s not entirely dilapidated, but it’s not used much.

      “It’s fine.” I wave my hand. But now we’re far enough away that I can shout at the person I’m really angry with. “What in the world are you doing?”

      Obsidian slides to a stop in front of the old barn. He tosses his head.

      “What?”

      He turns around and bumps my hand with his nose.

      “I have no idea what you want.”

      He snorts loudly, and then he paws at the ground.

      “Listen, we agreed that we would come back, and then you would go to the pasture while I showered and went to lunch with⁠—”

      The pawing finally has a shape.

      I think he’s trying to draw something.

      A stick figure.

      Oh, it’s a man.

      He wants me to shift him.

      I slide off his back.

      “Absolutely not,” I say. “You have to stay a horse right now.”

      He swings his head back and forth violently.

      “Listen, I have to go with Sean, and⁠—”

      He leaps in front of me and rears back.

      Maybe he has something important to tell me. “You need to talk?”

      He nods.

      “Fine.” I point at the barn. “But you will stay inside the entire time I’m gone. Swear it.”

      He snorts.

      I guess that’s as good as it gets for a horse. I place my hand on his neck again and say, “I want you to become a man.”

      I need to come up with a better phrase, because that feels dirty for some reason.

      Just like before, he shifts, the saddle collapsing on top of him, and luckily blocking the parts I’m really, really not accustomed to seeing. I cover my eyes. “No, do not stand up yet.”

      I dart into the old barn and rush up the breezeway. It takes a moment, but I jog into the living quarters—Dad was right that they’re filthy—and grab some old clothing from the grooms who lived here. They aren’t stylish, but they’re better than him being buck-naked. I run back out and thrust a pair of pants and a shirt at him. “Put these on.”

      “Who cares about⁠—”

      “Me,” I say. “I care.”

      “Fine.”

      I turn around until he has time to put clothing on. “What in the world was all that about? I’m already late, and⁠—”

      “I’m coming with you,” he says.

      “Excuse me?” I spin around, my hands going to my hips.

      He’s fiddling with the button on his pants, and for some reason that’s somehow hotter. Maybe because it makes him seem more real. His waist’s tapered and flat, his abs pronounced. The muscles in his arms bulge as he moves, and speaking of bulges, I’m shocked he was even able to get the pants on.

      Kristiana. I mentally shake myself and force my eyes upward, which isn’t much better. His chest is so perfectly muscled that he could earn extra money on the side modeling for cologne ads. “Focus,” I mutter.

      “On what?” His brow furrows. “An excuse?”

      “Huh?”

      “We’ll need a reason for me to accompany you.” He looks deadly earnest.

      “You cannot come,” I say. “Have I been unclear?”

      His grin this time is practically demonic. “Try and stop me.”
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      “You swore,” I say. “You swore before I changed you that you would stay here.”

      “I did no such thing,” Aleksandr says. “I didn’t say a word.” He slides his arms into the sleeves of the dirty old shirt I handed him and grimaces.

      “But you snorted.”

      He arches one perfect eyebrow as he rolls up the sleeves so it’s not as obvious that they’re way too short.

      I swear under my breath, because the jerk’s right. He didn’t actually say anything at all. I hate that he’s right.

      “Look, I’m in this bind because of you, Aleksandr. The least you can do is⁠—”

      “Call me Aleks,” he says. “We’re going to be around each other often. We may as well be friendly. And you may as well come up with an excuse for my presence now.”

      “An excuse?” I throw my hands up in the air. “There’s nothing anyone will believe. I said you had to hide in the barn because I can’t explain my horse being gone and some random man being here.”

      “I’m not a random man,” he says. “I’m Aleksandr Volkonsky, and you can’t teach me about the current world if I can’t even experience it.”

      He has a point. “But you did agree to staying here, whether you want to wiggle out of it or not. I’ll find a way that’s safe for me to show you how things have changed.”

      “Tell them I’m a new trainer,” he says, ignoring me. “You can say that you hired me to work with Obsidian Devil.” The corner of his mouth tilts upward. “I can pretend that I only speak Russian.”

      “For the love of⁠—”

      “I bet that stupid banker doesn’t speak Russian.”

      “Sean’s wicked smart,” I say. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      He scowls when I say that, for some reason.

      “There’s absolutely no reason for you to come to this. It’s going to be hard enough as it is.”

      “You only say that because you haven’t seen how that man looks at you. He’s not trustworthy, and⁠—”

      “Aleksandr Volkonsky.”

      He freezes, becoming suddenly serious.

      “I need to shower and get changed.” If I’m firm, he’ll have to agree. He’s out of place and totally backward for this time, and until an hour ago, he was a horse. If it comes to it, I’ll just change him back. Then he’ll have to stay put.

      He stalks toward me, and I circle the main area in the barn, backing away from him until I bump up against the wooden barn wall. He looms over me, his gaze intent, his eyes dropping from my eyes to my mouth. “Now that I’m in human form, we can both shower and change into something better.” He spares a disapproving glance for the clothing I tossed him.

      “I don’t have anything better than that for you right now, and⁠—”

      He presses a long, strong finger to my lips, and I freeze. My heart hammers against my chest. Every part of my body focuses in on that one spot. I can barely drag in a breath.

      “Kristiana, you’re currently the only person on earth who can control my shape, and until I ensure the curse is broken and I’ve regained my magic⁠—”

      His magic? I mean, what else would he call shape-shifting, I guess?

      “—you will not leave my side.”

      I’ve always been quite small, but I’ve never felt it as keenly as I do in this moment. He could pick me up and carry me out of here, and he does need to learn about the world. It’s changed a lot in the last hundred years. I just wish he’d be a little more patient.

      Then again, patience doesn’t look like his long suit.

      As a horse trainer, I know one thing. Horses are larger than me. Much larger. They’re also stronger. There’s absolutely no way, if they start pulling on a halter, for instance, that I can beat them. So getting into a pulling match with them is a terrible idea. It just teaches them that they can beat me. When I’m lunging a recalcitrant horse, the way I win is to give, just a little, but keep them on the line so they’re turning and moving when I say. I never get into a pulling match I can’t win. This is starting to feel like that.

      “Fine,” I say, giving just a little. “You can come today, but you only speak Russian, and you will not interfere in any way. Not with the conversation, not with any deal we strike.” I lift my eyebrows as if I’m not afraid of him. “And this time, I need your word, not just a snort you’ll later dismiss.”

      “I need to keep you safe, so I won’t promise not to interfere with anything.” His self-satisfied smirk irritates me, badly.

      I duck under his arm and march toward the exit.

      Unfortunately, he follows me. Barefoot. Other than the fact that he’s built like a Greek god, he looks and smells homeless. “We’ll both be sneaking through the back door of my house, and you have to shower and wear some of my brother’s old clothes. They aren’t exactly fashionable, but at least they won’t be filthy or moth-eaten.”

      “Agreed.” He doesn’t ask about Gustav, and I’m relieved. I love my brother, but I don’t like talking about him. It’s too complicated.

      In fact, he doesn’t say a word as we sneak into the back of my home. He’s so quiet that when I dart through the back door and shoot up the stairs to my room, I have to glance back a few times to make sure he’s still following me.

      And when I shoot through my door and into my bathroom, he’s still on my heels. So when my dad calls my name. . .

      I yank the bathroom door shut and lock it.

      “You haven’t showered yet?” Dad asks. From my bedroom. His hand rattles the knob.

      Aleks and I barely fit in the standing space in my tiny bathroom. His back’s pressed up against the shower glass, and I’m standing right in front of the door. “Not yet,” I say.

      “Well, let me in so I’m not talking to a door.”

      I wince a bit as I reach past Aleksandr and through the shower door. It’s hard, but I manage not to touch him at all in the process. I flip the knobs and water starts to pour out. “Sorry. Already getting in the shower.”

      “What took you so long?”

      I twist and suck in my breath to sneak back past Aleksandr and into my spot in front of the door. For some reason, the pains I’m taking to avoid touching him are making him smirk. “I left Obsidian in the pasture behind the old barn. I think to keep him calm, we’ll leave him out there for a while.”

      “Won’t he be agitated since he’s all alone?” Dad asks.

      “He’s a strange horse,” I say. “I don’t think he loves other horses much.”

      Aleksandr frowns, but he can suck it. He is strange.

      “Alright, well, hurry up. Poor Sean has been waiting for a very long time.”

      “Not more than ten years, though,” I mutter. “So the balance sheet is still pretty skewed.”

      “I heard that, young lady, and I hope you’ll keep in mind that he’s doing us a tremendous favor.” As if it occurs to him that we need the favor because of his mistake, he stops talking. I hear his footfalls as he retreats.

      Once I’m sure he’s gone, I reach for the doorknob.

      Aleksandr’s hand circles my wrist. “What are you doing?”

      I freeze. “Letting you out.”

      “I need to wash as well.”

      He must be kidding. “You can wait in my room while I shower.” I point behind him. “Then when I’m done, I’ll let you go.”

      “That sounds inefficient.” His half smile does something strange to my insides.

      “Shut up.” I yank my hand free and crack the door open, making sure the coast is clear.

      It is, so I wave him out and motion for him to stay in my bedroom while I sneak next door to Gustav’s for some clothing. Luckily my brother’s almost as tall as Aleksandr, so I think his clothes will mostly fit.

      Unfortunately, he took most of his stylish things with him when he left, and it’s been years. Aleksandr will have to make do with a pair of faded jeans and a bizarrely patterned button-down shirt. Anything at all is an upgrade from the abandoned barn clothes that’re probably infested with moth eggs.

      “Okay, I’ll be out shortly.” I duck into the bathroom and lock the door faster than I ever have before. Even with a locked door between us, I’m absurdly conscious of the fact that there’s an enormous, stupidly hot man poking at things in my room while I’m in here.

      Even Dad would be proud of how quickly I shower.

      Of course, now I’m stuck waiting for Aleksandr. “I don’t think you’ll need to mess with anything,” I say. “I left the water running. You just step in, and the water goes down the drain, here.” I point.

      When I turn back toward him, he’s naked again. I shut my eyes, but I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks. “What on earth are you⁠—”

      “Being pragmatic here: you’re going to see me like this over and over.” It sounds an awful lot like he’s chuckling. “You may as well get used to it.”

      I don’t open my eyes again and use my hands to fumble my way toward the door. “There’s soap in the shower. Okay, bye.” I shut the door behind me, but he is definitely laughing.

      If I spend a little too much time agonizing over outfits, well, it’s because of Sean, not because of the crazy, demanding Russian guy who thinks he has magical powers.

      And who can change into a horse. So, who knows?

      I’m pulling a cable knit sweater over my head when the door from the bathroom opens.

      And Aleksandr—in nothing but a towel—steps out, an appreciative smile on his face. “I thought I left you ample time to dress, but apparently you were waiting for me to emerge.”

      He has got to be kidding. My cheeks heat again, and I want to throw something at him. “You should have knocked.”

      “Before leaving the bathroom?” He has way too much confidence for a hundred-year-old man who was cursed and lost everything.

      “I’m dressed, so it’s fine.” I smooth down the edges of the bottom of my sweater. “Why aren’t you?”

      “It’s so steamy in there. I had to come out here, or I’ll never dry.” As if his mention of it somehow draws my eyes, I notice that he’s literally glistening. If I thought he looked good before, I had no idea.

      Then I recognize the noise—the shower’s still running. “You have to turn that off.”

      I jog toward the bathroom and push past him to shut it off. “Okay. Well, if you can get dressed now, then⁠—”

      He drops his towel.

      I clap my hand over my eyes and exhale. “Just hurry.”

      To his credit, he does dress much more quickly this time. “I’m done.”

      I open my eyes slowly, like I don’t quite trust him, but he looks much, much better than I would have thought possible. He used one of my hair bands to pull his hair back into a knot. He’s wearing Gustav’s clothes properly, and he left the top three buttons undone on the shirt. It makes no sense—I’ve seen him naked now over and over, but for some reason, the golden-brown skin that’s exposed nearly takes my breath away.

      When he catches me looking, he grins.

      “Alright,” I say in Russian. “Remember to stick to only Russian, and to butt out of my conversation. Got it?”

      He shrugs.

      It’s not very reassuring in light of the last few hours, but I can’t keep Sean waiting any longer. I reach for the knob, my hand pausing just in front of it. I’m trembling, and I need to get it together. I don’t blame myself for being a mess. It’s been a weird day. But I can’t walk out there and convince anyone that we’re a good investment, and that the farm will be in good hands, when I can’t even grasp a doorknob properly.

      “Let me.” Aleksandr reaches around me and flings the door open. “Can’t keep your savior waiting.” He said it in Russian, like I asked, but I’m beginning to wonder if telling him to speak Russian was a mistake.

      He sounds. . .too confident in Russian. “What were you in your past life?” I ask.

      “My past life?” One eyebrow arches. “I’ve only had one life. The curse locked me into horse form and froze me underground.”

      I blink. “So you’ve been alive for the past hundred years, and just stuck underground?” How could he not be insane? Is he insane?

      He shrugs. “You might liken it to sleeping. My personal magic kept me alive—preserved me in a sort of stasis. It’s such that I have a very long life in any case, but I couldn’t use it to free myself because of the curse.”

      I have so many questions about this curse, and who he was, and what’s going on, but they’re going to have to wait. Because Sean’s standing at the bottom of the stairs, staring at me.

      And then his eyes move past me to the very tall, very large man standing behind me. And they widen with alarm.

      “Who are you?” Trust Sean not to even ask me—he always goes straight to the source. It’s the height of rudeness for an aristocrat to use blunt questions. He always said it made his mother insane.

      Aleksandr turns toward me, a questioning look on his face. Thank goodness he didn’t immediately give himself away by responding to an English question.

      “This is my new trainer,” I say.

      “Your what?” My dad’s spluttering behind Sean.

      I toss my head and walk around the corner and down the stairs. “Mirdza told me last week before we left that she’d heard of an amazing trainer, just in from Russia, who needed work. I told her we didn’t have anything for him, but now that I know how much John hates Obsidian.” I shrug. “I called her, and she dropped him off.”

      “She dropped him. . .” Dad looks around and frowns. “When? I didn’t even see her today. I don’t see any bags, either. He just sort of. . .appeared.”

      So he did. But Dad can’t possibly know how true his words are.

      “Look, he’s starving, so I hope you don’t mind if he tags along?” I’ve reached the bottom of the stairs, Aleks on my heels, and Sean’s forced to step back to make room for us.

      Sean doesn’t look pleased. “It might be better⁠—”

      “I’m starving,” I say. “And he won’t understand a word we say, anyway. Can we just go?”

      I brush past him, and Aleksandr does the same thing. As I turn sideways to make room for opening the front door, I watch Sean’s face. Emotions flash across it in quick succession: irritation, appraisal as he looks Aleks over, and then determination.

      “Where did you want to eat?” Sean asks.

      “How about sandwiches,” I say. “There’s a decent⁠—”

      “I just tried a place called SkovoroTka,” Sean says. “It’s not bad. It’s a bit of a drive from here, but that gives us time to talk.”

      To talk. Why does that sound so ominous to me? “Oh.” I swallow. “Okay.” It helps that he named my favorite restaurant.

      “I’ve actually been pleasantly surprised,” he says. “Daugavpils is a nicer city than I realized.”

      “The only city in Latvia larger is Rīga,” I say.

      “I didn’t realize how close it was to Russia,” he says. “I guess that’s why you speak Russian.”

      I shrug. “A lot of people around here speak Russian. Actually, most people in Latvia know three languages. It’s just that not many of them know English.”

      Sean smiles. “I’m glad you do.”

      For years, I hoped that the next time I saw him, Sean would be fat, bald, and not nearly as good-looking as I remembered. Isn’t karma supposed to make that happen when someone leaves you, if you’re a good person? I’m not sure whether it doesn’t actually work that way, or whether I’m not a very good person for even wanting it to.

      But it didn’t happen here. That’s for sure.

      As we climb into his shiny BMW, I steal some glances at him. His blonde hair’s as thick and wavy as ever. His cobalt blue eyes practically shine from his aristocratic face. His jacket’s open, so I can see that he still has the faint line in his polo shirt between his pec muscles that shows he’s fit, but not overly muscular. Bodybuilding is gauche if you’re part of the British aristocracy, after all. 

      “Um, is your new trainer a little slow?” Sean’s staring rather pointedly behind me.

      At Aleksandr. He’s just standing, staring at the door with a perplexed look on his face.

      Because a hundred years ago, cars looked nothing like this. They probably more closely resembled a buggy. “Ah, hang on.” I open my door and stand halfway up, hissing in Russian. “Grab the handle and get in. He thinks you’re an idiot.”

      Aleks turns toward me slowly, clearly glaring. “Is it safe?” At least he’s remembering to answer in Russian.

      “Totally safe,” I say. “There’s a belt you can clip in place that will keep you even safer. Just follow my lead when you get inside.”

      He blinks, but he listens.

      I move more slowly than I ever have at locating, and then at clipping, my seatbelt. Then I turn back toward him.

      “Why is he coming again?” Sean asks.

      “He was hungry,” I say. “And he didn’t want to stay at the house with my dad, who doesn’t speak much Russian.”

      Sean frowns. “But I haven’t seen you in years, and⁠—”

      “Make him shut up,” Aleksandr says. “Or I will.”

      I turn around in my seat and pin him with my best stare. “And how exactly are you going to do that?”

      He shrugs. “I’ll kill him.”

      At first, I think he’s kidding. Then I wish he was. “Are you—are you serious right now?”

      “Then you wouldn’t have to pay him back,” he says. “It’s a win for both of us.”

      “First of all, it does not work that way. I owe his company. But second, what do you stand to gain?” I ask.

      “He annoys me.”

      “There will be no killing,” I say. “I don’t know what kind of person you were a hundred years ago, but while you’re with me, you’re the kind of person who never kills anyone.” I glare at him for good measure. “Got it?”

      His brow furrows. “So I’m weak.”

      We’ll have to talk more about this later. “Just drive,” I say in English. “He’s as crazy as the horse I hired him to train, so hopefully that’s a perfect fit.”

      Aleksandr huffs from the back seat, and I want to remind him that he’s not supposed to be able to understand me, but I’m too worried that Sean will figure it out.

      “Why did you buy that horse?” Sean asks. “You’d won the race. You could have paid that first payment yourself.”

      I’ve been dreading this question, so I should have known he’d lead with it. “I can’t stand animals being abused, and the way Rickets was treating that stallion didn’t sit right with me.”

      “You were willing to lose the farm over it?” Sean’s voice is measured, almost nervous.

      I turn to look out the window, because I can’t face him while I say this. “I knew you’d keep that from happening.”

      Knew might be a bit strong. I hoped he wouldn’t.

      “So even though you said you didn’t want to see me, you do trust me, at least a little bit.”

      “I guess I do.”

      When I turn toward him, Sean’s beaming. “I’m glad you called.”

      “I still think we should kill him,” Aleks mutters.

      I ignore him. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”

      “It won’t be bad at all,” Sean says. “Your dad filled out all the paperwork already.”

      “Oh, I remember,” I say.

      “Were you truly upset that we used Obsidian Devil as collateral?” Sean asks. “Because I need your signature on the form.”

      I sigh. I can’t very well tell him that Obsidian Devil is actually a man who was trapped in a horse form, and that using a human as collateral makes me squeamish. So instead, I try an angle that might make sense. “Dad’s gambling is what put us in this mess,” I say. “And I saved us with that race—a race where I beat Obsidian Devil and six other horses on a horse I raised and own.”

      “And then you spent the winnings buying another horse,” Sean says. If his tone is a little judgmental, he’s probably justified.

      “I’ve never been the best at business,” I say. “And I’ve always cared too much about horses. But now something that I own is being chained up to go down with the ship my dad sank on his own.”

      “Except it won’t go down,” Sean says. “I’ll loan you enough in the next twenty-four hours to make that first payment, and then we’ll get you an even better loan to repay the rest. Fair terms, flexibility, and no huge penalties.”

      I should just say thank you, but it sits wrong with me. Why should Sean have to fix all our problems? I needed him today, for the looming balloon note, but I can’t really let him just walk in like my fairy godmother and wave his wand. Besides the fact that it feels wrong, then I’d owe him. “I really do appreciate the offer, and you clearly saved us today, but I think we’ll figure something out for the balance of the note.”

      “I could buy your entire farm,” Aleks says. “Just take me back to Russia, and I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what?” I spin around in my seat, tired of his incessant commentary. “You haven’t been home in a hundred years. How exactly do you plan to buy my farm?” I roll my eyes. “Just be quiet and let the adults talk.”

      Aleksandr narrows his eyes at me, but he doesn’t argue. Thankfully.

      “What’s he saying?” Sean asks. He looks genuinely perplexed, and I breathe a huge internal sigh of relief. Part of me was moderately worried he might know enough Russian to be dangerous.

      “Oh, nothing important. He’s incredibly bossy for someone who came here with absolutely nothing,” I say. “He has a lot of feelings about food as well, apparently.”

      Sean blinks. “What does he want to eat?”

      “Grass, mostly,” I say.

      Sean’s brow furrows.

      “I’m kidding,” I say. “He’s asking for borsch, of all things.”

      “They actually have that at SkovoroTka!” Sean says, smiling like an idiot and gesturing like he’s eating soup. “Yes, they do!”

      Aleksandr tilts his head and widens his eyes. I know just what he’s thinking, and it’s rude. It’s not Sean’s fault for believing our lie that Aleks only speaks Russian.

      “You can’t kill him,” I say. “He’s not an idiot—he’s being nice.”

      “He thinks I’m an impoverished imbecile,” Aleks says. “And I hate him.”

      “You are poor,” I say, “and that may not be the only thing he’s right about.”

      He glowers, but at least he doesn’t argue.

      It allows me to turn back toward Sean and say, “He’s delighted.”

      Sean raises one eyebrow. “He doesn’t look very pleased, but maybe Russians are just like that?”

      Finally we’ve reached the restaurant. I try to look at it as I might if I’d been alive in the early 1900s. The exterior was meticulously designed to make it look old—plaster hand applied over exposed brick that I’m quite sure was installed exactly as it is. But to Aleks? It might look like it’s falling down.

      At least the styling of the letters on the sign and the patio with the outdoor tables set up is all breathtakingly beautiful. There are individual tables underneath the tents, with large oil heaters allocated to each one. The red awnings from the tents bring out the red of the brick, and beautiful trees installed in between each third tent tie all of it together with a sort of old-world charm.

      Aleks, strangely I’m discovering, isn’t saying a word. He’s simply absorbing everything around us.

      “Do you think he’ll be alright?” Sean whispers.

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “Will he embarrass us?” He frowns. “I like this place. I want to be able to come back while I’m setting up the office in Daugavpils.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      Only, I’m not sure. Not at all. Now that Sean has asked the question, it’s all I can think about. Will he embarrass me? What might he do or say?

      The second we reach the front, a woman greets us at the door. “Welcome,” she says in Latvian. “Table for three?” She’s tall, which Latvians often are. We pride ourselves on having the tallest women in Europe, although I kind of buck that trend by being stupidly short. But she’s also finely boned, with great cheekbones and blonde hair. She’s really quite pretty.

      I nod. “Three.”

      “Right this way,” she says.

      “Can we sit outside?” Sean asks in English.

      She pauses, clearly not understanding him. “Did he say ‘outside’?” She says the last word in English. We all have to take it at school, but most Latvians don’t retain much. Recognition finally dawns, and she turns to me, still speaking in Latvian. “Your boyfriend wants to sit outside, no?”

      “He’s not her boyfriend,” Aleks says in Russian.

      This whole thing is not off to a great start, and if Sean is following at all, he’ll realize that Aleks at least understands Latvian.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Sean.” I nod at him. “He only speaks English.” Then I nod at Aleks. “And he only speaks Russian.”

      “Ah!” Her pretty blue eyes light up, and she turns on Aleks like she’s starving and he’s a loaf of fresh rye bread. “I speak Russian. I grew up speaking Russian, actually.”

      I should have known. I mean, most people here speak at least a little.

      “It’s rare that we have such handsome Russians come to Daugavpils.” She’s practically eating him with her eyes.

      “This woman,” Aleks says. “She’s going to bring us food?” He pins me with a stare. “Because all she seems to do is talk.”

      Her face falls and she looks down at her feet. “Of course I’ll bring you food. Right this way.” She hastily leads us to a tent-covered table, and then ducks around the corner.

      “You embarrassed her,” I say. “That was rude.”

      “How was it rude?” Aleks asks. “She’s a servant girl. She should be serving, not talking.”

      I can’t stop my eyes from rolling. “She’s not a servant. She’s a waitress.”

      “You compensate her for bringing you food, no?” Aleks asks.

      “I mean, yes, but⁠—”

      He cocks one eyebrow. “Servant.”

      “What’s he saying?” Sean asks.

      I’m almost to the point that I want Aleks to just kill me. “Nothing,” I say. “Nothing that matters, anyway.”

      “Call me crazy, but I think our waitress might actually like him,” Sean says, eyeing Aleks like he’d inspect an orangutan at the zoo.

      “Oh, she does,” I say. “But Aleks wasn’t very nice. I was scolding him for it.”

      “He doesn’t like her?” Sean snorts. “That’s ridiculous. A poor trainer who emigrated here for work and is living in your old barn quarters thinks he’s too good for a gainfully-employed waitress?”

      Put that way, he does seem insane. But he thinks he’s important and that he has magic. I mean, he can shift into a horse. Or at least, with my help he can.

      “Listen,” I say. “It was really nice of you to ask me to lunch, but I’m a little confused to be honest.”

      “What’s confusing?” Sean asks.

      “Well, you dumped me, remember? And now, suddenly, out of the blue, you just turn up again?”

      He presses his palms flat against the table, and swallows. “It’s not out of the blue.” He sighs. “I was never happy with Clara. She was a terrible match, and I never should have married her, but I wanted to make my parents happy.” He meets my eyes. “I’ve missed you every day since we broke up.”

      “Could have fooled me,” I mutter, looking down at the menu.

      “Kris, I divorced Clara a few years ago, but it never occurred to me that I might have a chance with you. That’s the only reason I didn’t reach out sooner. My dad had a heart attack a year ago, and it made me think about how little time we all have, and how little control we have over that.”

      This is getting really intense, and I’m very aware that Aleks is listening to every word. “Sean, I’m so happy you’re willing to help us out, and I think it’s really serendipitous you’re opening an office here, but⁠—”

      “Oh, it’s not luck that I’m expanding here. After your dad told me about his gambling debt, I decided I should have a reason to be here. That way my dad can’t argue with me about how often I come out.”

      “Really?” That makes me even more uncomfortable. He’s expanding to Latvia as an excuse. . .to see me?

      “Kris, I can see you’re uncomfortable, but listen. I didn’t get as far as I have by giving people things for free,” he says.

      “Didn’t you get where you are because your family was rich?”

      Sean shrugs. “That’s not wrong, but I’ve grown the net worth of the business by nearly fifty percent in the last five years.”

      His words sink in. He doesn’t give people things for free. “What do you want, then?” A feeling of doom steals over me.

      He doesn’t hesitate to tell me. “A second chance,” he says. “I want you to spend time with me.”

      Something about the way he phrased it makes me uncomfortable. “You’re buying my time?” Doesn’t that kind of make me a hooker?

      He smirks. “It’s not like that. I’m saying that if you want me to hand over all this money double quick, under advantageous terms, I want you to agree to give me another chance, a chance I know that I don’t deserve.”

      “Like, four dates?”

      “Four?” He grins. “Do you think I can win you back in just four dates?”

      I shake my head. “Not a chance.”

      “Then I need more. Let’s say twenty.”

      “Twenty?” I ask. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “How many do you think saving your family farm is worth?” he asks.

      “I’m only accepting that first loan,” I say. “And I’ll definitely pay you back, so it’s not like I’m saying you should give me a million euros for a few dates. I’m just saying you should loan me a quarter million for them.”

      “Twelve,” he says. “Twelve dates between now and when the next balloon note would have been due.”

      That’s three months. One date a week for three months. It’s not unreasonable. “Fine.”

      “Absolutely not,” Aleks says. “This man pretends to save you, but he’s trying to buy you.”

      “You said you’d stay out of it,” I say. “So honor your promise, and shut up.”

      The waitress returns with menus. “I brought one in Russian.” She winks at Aleks.

      “Would he be considered handsome?” Sean asks. “In Latvia, I mean?”

      I’m pretty sure that Aleksandr’s good-looking literally everywhere, but I don’t say that. I bite my lip and look at him and say, “No, I wouldn’t say that he is.”

      Sean looks relieved.

      “Which of them is your boyfriend?” the waitress asks me in Latvian.

      “Neither one,” I say.

      “But the Russian one?” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      “He was horribly rude to you,” I say. “You should just ignore him.”

      She giggles. “I kind of like it.”

      Why in the world do women want things that are bad for them? “Trust me. He’s not a very good person.”

      “The woman belongs to me,” Aleks says suddenly. “Until our meal is ready, go away and stop bothering her.”

      For heaven’s sake. The poor waitress’ eyes widen dramatically, and her lower lip wobbles.

      “I don’t belong to anyone,” I snap.

      Sean, apparently oblivious to all of the back and forth, says, “Are we ready to order?”

      I help him place an order for a few different things, including the traditional grey peas and bacon, and skābu kāpostu zupa—our common but delicious cabbage soup, and then I order borsch for Aleks. I have no idea whether he likes it.

      Actually, I rather hope he hates it.

      “This doesn’t count as one of them,” Sean says.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Our lunch today.” He looks pointedly at Aleks. “It isn’t one of our dates, because your strange Russian trainer tagged along.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Sure,” I say. “I agree.”

      “I’m going to win you back in the next three months,” Sean says. “Just wait.”

      “No, he won’t,” Aleks says. “Because I bet I kill him inside of a month.”

      This conversation alone might do me in.

      I know one thing for sure: I absolutely have to figure out how to control this stupid horse-man, or I’m going to lose my mind long before Sean has any hope of changing it.
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      I survive the lunch, barely. Sean didn’t want to pay for Aleks’ meal, but he didn’t want me to have to pay for it, so eventually, when it was clear that Aleks had no money, he paid for everything.

      And miraculously, Aleks stuck to Russian the entire time, so that was a success. Sort of.

      But when Sean drops us off—he thankfully has a meeting later and is in a rush—Dad’s waiting outside on the front porch.

      He does not look pleased.

      “Mirdza’s here,” he says.

      Blast. I knew she taught lessons on Tuesdays. Why didn’t I find a spare second to call her?

      Oh, I know. Because I’ve been plagued by Aleks since the second we arrived back home.

      I told Dad she brought Aleks here, but she had no idea about the lie.

      “Where is she?” I try my best not to wince. Dad sounds mad, but maybe it’s not what I think. If I’ve learned anything in my more than thirty years of life, it’s never to make things worse for myself.

      Wait, watch, and observe. Only then, react.

      “She’s here.” Mirdza’s grimacing when she steps around the edge of the door and waves. “This must be Aleksandr.” She forces a half smile.

      “He only speaks Russian,” I say quickly.

      “Why would you lie? Mirdza doesn’t know who he is or anything about him.” Dad frowns.

      I can’t really blame him, but I’m scrambling for a better lie and coming up short.

      From the corner of my eye, I notice movement and turn toward it. Anything to distract them and buy me a bit of time to think.

      John’s striding toward the house from the barn, and he looks ticked. He’s not even close yet when he shouts, “You hired a new trainer?”

      Why do bad things always converge at the same time and place?

      “I bet my life savings on the Champion Chase at Down Royal, and I won, and then I spent my winnings on a horse no one else wanted. You’re both upset. I get it.” I put my hands on my hips. The one thing I learned from my American grandparents is that the best defense is a good offense. “But guess what? They’re my winnings. And I hired a trainer for my new horse who’s willing to work for just room and board.” I spin on my heel to face my dad again. “And let me remind you. I had to have lunch with my ex-boyfriend today because we needed money to pay a debt that you incurred.” I fold my arms underneath my chest and huff.

      John gulps.

      Dad looks at his feet.

      Mirdza’s eyes light up like things just got interesting.

      “Later,” I mouth to her.

      She nods.

      “I’ll call,” I mouth again.

      Then I stomp up the stairs before the guys unwind enough to realize that I didn’t answer a single question or explain my lie in any way.

      The anger wasn’t feigned, I realize, as my booted feet hit the wooden steps. I’m kind of livid. Yes, I’m lying about where Aleks came from, but I’m not doing it for a bad reason.

      I worked for a decade to repay my student debt and then save enough for a down payment on a horse hospital. And I had to risk my entire life savings to try and save Dad from himself. I won, and then I did something that was probably stupid. I bought a horse who turned out not to be a horse at all, and now my ex-boyfriend is back saying things I wish he’d said a decade ago, and I’m tired of dealing with all of it.

      All. Of. It.

      When I turn to slam my bedroom door behind me, Aleks is standing there, staring at me. I guess with all my stomping, I didn’t even notice his enormous footfalls right behind me.

      And of course he had to follow me up here. He’s certainly not going to try and talk to Dad—whose Russian is broken at best—or Mirdza, since she doesn’t know the story.

      And John clearly hates him.

      Even so, I find myself annoyed with him, too. “What?” I ask.

      “You’re a little bit scary,” he says.

      I roll my eyes, and then I lean around the corner and peer down the stairwell. It looks like John and Dad didn’t follow me, so that’s progress. Now to think of something I can tell them.

      “Why did you yell?” he asks.

      I yank him into my bedroom again. It’s becoming a dangerous habit—or maybe what makes me nervous is that a small part of me likes the feel of dragging him inside my space. “You can’t stay here,” I clarify. “As soon as we’re done talking, you have to go back to the barn and be a stallion again.”

      “I have a lot to learn about the modern world,” he says. “I need more time as a man.”

      Something about the way he says man makes my knees tremble. I swallow. “Listen, mister, part of paying me back is keeping from blowing my cover. My family can’t know that you’re some kind of maniacal magician who’s a hundred years old and turns into a horse.”

      “I’m not a magician,” he says.

      I need to find out exactly who and what he is before I take any more risks on him. I point at my desk chair. “Sit.”

      He actually listens, to my utter shock, dropping into the seat, but sitting just as ramrod-straight and regal as he did through all of dinner. He has the kind of posture that looks like it was drilled into him by a crazed governess.

      “Tell me who you are, and why you got cursed. I need to know what I’m dealing with. I’m going to talk to my dad and try to figure out how we might be related, but I need to know what questions to ask.”

      Aleks stretches his arm out, dropping one hand to the top of my desk, and drums his fingers. “There were five of us with powers. I don’t know why, and I’m not sure how long it had been that way.”

      “Five what?” I ask.

      “Families,” he says. “Five families that could work magic.”

      “Okay,” I say. “All Russian families?”

      He nods. “Sort of. My father told me it dated back to Genghis Kahn’s time. There are only a few words in Russian that take their meaning from the Mongolian language, but money, horse, customs, and trade are among them. That man swept through with his mounted troops and conquered all of Russia. We remained oppressed for more than two hundred years.” He sighs heavily. “But after all that time, the people were desperate to be free. They began to pray to any God that would listen for help.”

      “Any God that would listen?”

      Aleks shrugs. “I’m just telling you what I was taught. In order to free our people from the Mongolian rule, the locals began to make sacrifices. Some were small, ranging from widows giving up their bread to wealthy families releasing sheep or goats into the wild. Eventually, larger sacrifices were made, possibly dark ones. It’s pretty unclear what exactly happened, but one thing we know is that something answered.

      “Five families were gifted with powers. They became the ruling families in the region, after vanquishing the Mongols. My family, the Volkonsky family, received the gift of dominion over the earth.”

      Dominion over the earth? What does that even mean? “And you could shift into a horse. Is that part of it?”

      “I assume they were connected, but shifting hasn’t ever been easy,” he says. “The process itself is simple enough and painless as well, but in order to master it, you must first conquer your skills with your element—for me, earth, as I mentioned.”

      “Okay,” I say. “And you did?”

      The line of his mouth is flat.

      “I mean, I’m assuming you did, but who knows? You can’t seem to shift without me, so. . .”

      “As I said, that’s because of the curse.”

      “Tell me about the curse, then,” I say.

      His eyes flash. “I don’t know many details. The entire region of Russia was in the middle of a terrible drought. My friends and I had been working together to keep our lands and people safe—fed. But when the Yurovsky and the Kurakin families came and demanded that we save their people too?” He shrugs. “We declined.”

      “Wait, there was a famine, but you could still feed your people?”

      “I control the earth,” he says. “As I mentioned. The Khilkovs mastered wind, and the Romanovs mastered water. There wasn’t much of it to be had, but between the three of us, we were able to use everything at our disposal to grow enough crops for our provinces.”

      “The Romanovs?” I pause. “That name sounds familiar.”

      “The Czars of Russia?” He rolls his eyes. “I should hope so.”

      “Right. Duh.” History wasn’t really my favorite subject—ever.

      “After we refused them, Mikhail Kurakin told me he’d destroy us. We didn’t worry about it much.” He frowns. “I suppose we should have.”

      “Wait, you refused to help them?” I blink. “You said Kurakin was one of the other magical families. If their people were also starving, why didn’t you help them?”

      Aleks stares at me.

      “Were their people starving?”

      “I can’t save the whole world,” he says. “No matter how much magic I have. Trying to do so would only have resulted in me failing my own people.”

      “But there were only five magical families. You were helping two of them, and when the others came to ask for help, you what? Sent them packing?”

      “Sometimes you have to sacrifice something you care about in order to save what really matters.”

      “So that’s what you did? You sacrificed the other two families and all the people they ruled, to save your friends and their people?”

      He scowls. “They took revenge on me for that decision. One day, while I was already stretched thin, my magic failed me, and then everything went black. Only a very powerful hex could rob me of my magic and then my consciousness like that.”

      “So you have no idea what happened?” I ask. “You could have eaten bad mushrooms or something, and⁠—”

      “I didn’t eat anything bad.” His mouth is a flat line. “In all my life, my magic never once failed me. Not until that day, and while I was unconscious, I could also sense their magic—lightning and fire.”

      “Then how did you free yourself?”

      “I didn’t,” he says. “I simply awoke a year or so ago, trembling, and I heard a loud sound. I was encased in dirt on all sides.”

      “You were buried alive?”

      “In my equine form. I’m not sure whether it was because of my elemental magic, or whether I was placed underground by those who cursed me, but I was buried.”

      “You were some kind of noble⁠—”

      “We were called Horse Lords by those who served us,” he says.

      Horse Lords? It sounds ridiculous, but it doesn’t feel like the right time to laugh. “Okay.”

      “I was captured shortly after I flailed my way free, and then treated like an actual beast.” He sneers. “Then that disgusting human won me in a bet, apparently. I never understood what he was saying until I met you and could suddenly understand him, but I always knew it was vile.”

      “You have no idea how they cursed you, or what the terms are?”

      “Only that it happened in nineteen seventeen.”

      “Wait, wasn’t that the beginning of the Russian Revolution?”

      He straightens, his eyes intent. “Something important happened that year? Something you’ve studied and recall more than one hundred years later?”

      “I think that’s around when the entire royal family was murdered. The Romanovs, right?”

      I’ve never seen anyone look quite as stricken as Aleks looks right now. “Nicholas?” He goes utterly still. “What about Alexei?”

      “Is he the sickly one?”

      Fury flashes across his face. “Is that what they said about him?”

      “Um, look, I’m not trying to upset you.” For a moment, it feels as if time has stopped. For me, this is ancient history, but he sounds like he knew the Czar’s son quite well.

      “This must be related,” he says. “I need to locate a reliable source of information and research the details. Surely some things must have been recorded.”

      “I mean, I think a lot of it was,” I say. “But we have the internet for that kind of thing now.”

      “The internet?” Aleks frowns.

      “Oh, boy.”

      “You need to teach me,” he says. “Where can we study this internet?”

      I suppress my laugh. “You can do it anywhere you have service, but listen.” I glance around my room. “You can’t stay here, and there’s no internet in the old barn. I still need to concoct some kind of lie to tell my dad and John, and Mirdza. She’s my best friend, and she’s here a lot. She teaches horseback lessons on our older and retired horses to kids who live in Daugavpils.”

      “But Kristiana, I need to study this internet immediately,” he says, for all the world sounding like a melodramatic teenager. “How else will I discover my enemies?”

      “Okay, but the internet, as with most records kept by people, always has an angle. You can’t really trust anything you read.”

      “I can’t trust it?” He looks absolutely shocked. “If the internet is an unreliable source, then I demand we find a reliable one.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but history is always written by the victors, and it seems like that wasn’t you.” I pull out my laptop, and open it up. A few quick taps and it’s booted up, and a few moments later, I’ve pulled up a webpage. “Okay, it seems that the Romanov family wasn’t killed until 1918. Whoops. Off by a year.”

      Aleks still looks as if someone struck him between the eyes.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I will be.” He motions for me to slide over. “I have a lot of things to search up.”

      “No, you don’t search them up,” I say. “You search for things like this—” Over the next hour, I try to show him as much as I can about how the internet works, and how to construct a decently successful search.

      He spends the time asking me more questions than any preschooler could ever come up with, and practicing making the roundest eyes I’ve ever seen.

      A rap at my door distracts me from the rabbit hole I’ve fallen into. “Yes?” I call. “Who is it?”

      “It’s me,” my dad says. “We need to talk.”

      I may still suspect that Aleksandr may not be a very good person, especially by today’s standards, but hunched over my laptop, typing in words with his index fingers, he doesn’t look like much of a threat. “I’ll be right out.” I drop a hand on Aleks’ shoulder.

      He startles.

      I drop my voice to a whisper. “I need to talk to my dad. I’m going to tell him I met you in Ireland, and that you begged me to let you come work for us. You found a ride out here. If anyone presses, speak quickly in Russian. Dad knows basics but is easily flustered if you use large words or speak rapidly. Got it?”

      He shrugs. “Whatever.”

      “No, not whatever.” I glare. “This is my life, and I need my dad and trainer and best friend to believe me when I tell them things. I never lie, but this is a weird situation. You didn’t cause it, I guess, but I had less to do with it than you did.”

      “You’re doing it for my good as well,” he says. “I understand.”

      “Kris?” Dad’s sounding less understanding.

      “Coming.”

      “Keep searching,” I say. “Maybe something will stand out to you that means nothing to me.”

      “Right.” He turns back to the computer.

      And I square my shoulders and exit, bracing myself to face the father I’m going to try to placate with even more lies. “Hey there.”

      “I know you’re upset, and I know this mess is my fault,” he says. “But why did you tell me that Mirdza sent that man to us?”

      We aren’t really much on small talk, the Liepas.

      I sigh. “It felt easier, okay? I knew if I could just say that someone we knew vouched for him, you’d be fine. But⁠—”

      “But no one knows him at all. He’s some kind of bizarre stranger who’s sitting in your bedroom right now, wearing Gustav’s clothing.”

      He’s not wrong about that. “Look, Dad, all of this happened really fast. I had a lot of decisions to make, and after seeing Rickets shout at Smithers over Obsidian Devil, when Finn told me about a Russian trainer who was a friend of a friend and asked if I had heard of any work at all, I told him yes.”

      “But why didn’t you just tell me that it was Finn who knew him?”

      “Because Finn doesn’t really know him personally, and also, you hate Finn.” I’m improvising, but I think it’s true.

      “I do not.” But Dad’s protest isn’t very emphatic.

      “You hated that he got me back into racing, and you hate that we’ve kept in touch all these years.”

      “But, you, well.” He huffs. “The point is, we can’t have some strange man spending time in your bedroom.” He tosses his head at my doorway. “Especially not right now.”

      “Right now?” Fury pulses through me. “You mean, because Sean’s around? And having Aleks in my bedroom might wreck that and ruin our chances of having him fix the mess you made?”

      “You used to love him,” Dad says. “Do you really hate him, now?”

      “I don’t know what I feel, but you haven’t left me much choice, have you?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’ll say it a hundred more times if it will help. I never should have gambled and certainly not against Rickets. But it’s in the past, and I can’t change it. What I don’t want to do is have you keep making the same type of rash decisions and wind up like me.”

      That’s a little bit irritating, coming from him. “I have some things to go over with Aleks—ideas I had about some training techniques. Once we’re done, I’ll rush him down to the old barn so we aren’t being inappropriate. Okay?”

      Only, once I get Dad to leave us alone, Aleks has no intention of leaving.

      “I have far too much to learn,” he says, never looking up from the computer. He sure adapted fast for an old geezer.

      “You have to get your butt down to the barn,” I say. “I have to feed Obsidian Devil dinner, and if you aren’t there, eating hay, someone’s going to notice. And how am I going to explain that my big black demon horse who’s worth a quarter of a million euros is just gone?”

      He finally looks away from the screen. His gorgeous golden eyes search my face. “But I’m coming back later to learn more.”

      “You can’t stay in my room all night long, poking around on the internet.”

      The corner of his mouth curls upward. His eyes track up my body and stop at my eyes. “Why not?” he asks slowly.

      Is he serious? The little thrill that runs up my spine tells me that he may be out of the loop, but he’s not past his expiration date. “I sleep here,” I say. “You have to go to the barn and stay there, like I said.”

      “I had two allies,” he says softly. “Among the five families, three of us were aligned. The Romanovs, my family—the Volkonskys—and the Khilkovs.”

      “You were earth. The Romanovs were water. I don’t remember what the Khilkovs’ magic was.”

      “Wind,” he says. “We were all descended from Prince Riurik, who was really the only rightful ruler of the Russian people.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      “According to your internet, all of the families descended from him were destroyed in this revolution that took place. But the two families who opposed us were not destroyed.”

      “They weren’t?”

      “The Yurovsky family, who controlled lightning, which we later began calling electricity, and the Kurakins, who mastered flame, had powers very well suited to warfare. . .and revolutions.” He pauses, but I can tell he’s not done. “I think, after they cursed us, they reconfigured the entire government. And I think that somehow, they’re still alive and well.”

      “Wait, the same two men who cursed you?”

      He shrugs. “Their powers don’t grant them longer life—but I imagine that was part of the curse. Had they just wanted us dead, they’d have killed me, not buried me underground. They may yet be alive, their lives extended by stealing my power.”

      He really is from a whole world I know nothing about.

      “Kris, they won’t be pleased to discover that I’m free.”

      “Do you think they already know? I don’t know much about curses, but if they put a hex on you, wouldn’t they sense when it disappeared?”

      “I’m not sure it has. I still can’t use my magic.” He shrugs. “I really don’t know what they know. That may be the most concerning part of all this.”

      “If they know you’re free, what will they do?”

      “What do you think?” His eyes meet mine and hold my gaze calmly, steadily. “They’ll try to trap me again, or if they can’t, they’ll kill me.”

      “That’s bad.”

      He grins maniacally. “Not at all. They’ll be much easier to destroy if they come to me first.”

      “There will be no destroying of any kind while you’re living with me.” His words and tone—the manic glee with which he said they’d be easier to destroy—make me very nervous.

      I always distrust men.

      Conversely, I always instinctively trust horses.

      This guy came to me as a horse, so I loved and trusted him. But now that I’m seeing him as a man, I’m wondering if that was all a big mistake.

      “Some people deserve to be destroyed.”

      I arch an eyebrow as if acting imperious will counteract the shiver that just ran up my spine.

      “You can’t do any destroying right now,” I remind him. “You can’t even turn yourself into a horse without my help.”

      My door swings open, my dad blinking furiously. “Turn yourself into what?”

      I can’t believe my dad just barged into my room. I’m not a kid—we may not agree on my ‘hiring’ of Aleks—but I deserve my privacy. “Will you be taking my door off the hinges next?” I ask.

      “We have a big problem,” Dad says, his eyes alarmingly wide.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Obsidian Devil is gone.”
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