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Blue Ribbons & Bloodlines Chapter 1
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OKAY, PICTURE THIS: Another Thursday, auction morning, too-bright fluorescence walking the concrete veins of Derby Downs’s north stables. I’m still half asleep, two sips into a paper cup of gas-station coffee that tastes like somewhere between pennies and old garden mulch (don’t ask about my palate, you’d regret it). The air’s got that... tang to it. Horses, dust, despair, whatever chemical they mop these floors with. And under it all, the algae-thin edge of nerves. Mine, yes. Also the horses’—and that’s before I get started on the auras.

I’ll back up. I’m Ann Jones, DVM, which looks better on paper than it feels some days. My boots are stained from last week’s mud, and my round brush is tucked in the left pocket of my old Filson jacket because my old instructor said to never trust a vet whose hands are too clean. My fingers carry a slight permanent smell of antiseptic, hay, and peppermint. That last one’s from the mints I pass out to the good ones. I run regular patrols—the stables, the breeding barn, even the south trails when the moss is up and slippery. Some of the stable hands have a betting pool on how long it’ll be before I fall on my rear again.

No one tells you when you’re little and everyone’s going on about how amazing it’ll be that these places are both temples and slaughterhouses, depending on what time you wander in. I guess that was my mother’s lesson, wrapped up in stories about “our kind of horse sense.” She was a Jones too, before she was a McGregor she was just a memory. I keep losing the shape of her voice in my mind, but I always remember her hands. Soft, sun-spotted, never afraid to get dirty, even when she ran the place. I can hear her sometimes in the click of horseshoes, and the rustle of feed bags.

Today the auction fills the barns with high-gloss hope and nail-biting anxiety. Some of these folks are famous, at least among old-timers and racing nuts. I pass Bayliss Beck (magnate, compulsive gum chewer) pacing by the pens, his aura stretched thin and fast like a thread pulled too tight. They all have auras, of course—sometimes so subtle you’d doubt yourself, sometimes so vivid it’s like smears of wet crayon, the horses most of all.

Back when I first saw it—a flash of violet swimming around the old gelding, Fountain, on a foggy March morning—I thought it was a migraine. Or, I don’t know, spectral floaters. I never told anyone at first. You learn fast, especially if you’re a young Jones that being “different” isn’t endearing in thoroughbred country. Folks want tradition, not tabloids.

That Saturday, when half the stable was laid up with colic and my uncle blamed the grass, I stuck my hand into Fountain’s mane and felt that fizzing at the base of my neck. Prickling, like static, only it came with a wash of knowing—not a voice, not a vision, just a gut-deep certainty: this horse isn’t sick. He just misses his turnout. Anyway, lesson learned. I shut up, listened, and watched more than I spoke.

But here’s the thing nobody believes: it’s never really gone. The last eight years (has it been eight?) slogging through the clinics—post-race checkups, foaling emergencies, cold winter nights when your only company is a shivering chestnut and a moaning heater—I’ve learned to trust the tingle when it comes. It’s the best alarm system I have when things go sideways.

So there I am, auction morning, all these horses thumping and nickering in too-small pens, trainers fussing over whorls and teeth, and underneath it all—colors. Blushes of gold on the fresher colts, Pale gray mist on the tired ones, A weird bile-green on one stallion who’d probably try to bite off my face, if I let him. The worst is the blue. Not the good blue—my mother called that “Sunday blue,” the shade of contentment, “a prayer in motion”—but the electric, frazzled blue of a horse who’s scared, aching, braced for whatever’s next. That’s what I see around Rainbow this morning.

Rainbow. Sorry—“Rainmaker’s Bacchus” on his papers, but Rainbow for short (don’t tell Bayliss, he finds horse nicknames low-class). Three years old, little white arrow on his nose and legs like God built them from springs and cello strings. He’s shivering, even with the heat lamps running. His coat’s still glossy but I see that blue curl pulsing off his left flank like radio static. Something’s not right.

I sidle by Bayliss—“Morning, Doctor Jones!” he chirps as if we’re on some school board together. Yes, I say, trying to smile with only my eyes, holding in whatever sarcastic quip wants out. “Big day,” he tells me. I wish these men would stop telling me things I already know as if it’s news.

In the stall, Rainbow’s head droops. His nostrils flare at my jacket (smells like licorice and last night’s curry, if I’m being honest). I say: “Goodfella.” I palm a peppermint and let him lip it from my hand. I check his eyes—clear, bright, tracking me. There’s a muddy print on his hindquarter, half scrubbed off, but it smells sharp and wrong. Blood under the coat—dark, thin. That electric blue aura tightens, almost pinches in at the edges as if he’s sending me a message: This hurts. Fix it.

I remember my mother—again, always there at these moments, a wind at my back—showing me how to look at a wound. “Horses don’t tell you where it’s bad,” she’d say, “but they’ll show you if you pay attention.” I slide my hands over Rainbow’s ribcage. Muscle twitches. He lifts a hoof like he wants to dance away, but stays. I’m just a little bit in love with how brave they all are these horses. Braver than most people I know (myself included, some mornings).

Under the skin, the heat’s up. Bruise, sure. But I feel the fizz again—my secret, my warning sign, a flicker of that Sunday blue around the edge of all this badness. That’s hope, I guess if you can call it that.

The hard part next: I squat, check for soreness, flex each limb, softly—just as I do sometimes when I can’t sleep, counting steps in the darkness, praying for wisdom. Rainbow stirs but doesn’t shy. “It’s okay, boy,” I say, the old script. “Nobody’s sticking you with anything today.” I believe it, too. Dr. Ann Jones, DVM: Official Line in the Sand.

Behind me, the stable hands are pretending not to sneak glances. I know them—most by name, some by coffee orders (double-double for Big Steve; just sugar for Rosa, my best friend in all this, though she won’t let me call her that to her face).

I get through the routine. Temp’s up, heart racing but not arrhythmic, when I slide the stethoscope over his side, another flick of color: yellow-green by the hipbone, Pain. Not old, not deep—new. Maybe a knock in the trailer ride, or—God forbid—someone took the crop too enthusiastically last night trying to get him calm. Out on the auction floor, gray suits and sparkly families gather, laughing too loud for my taste. The horses hear it all and brace.

The auctioneers don’t see what I see. They never do. All they know are scores, bloodlines, the shimmer of a glossy coat, and the number of zeros, the left side of the decimal. They don’t know Rainbow’s left jaw clicks when he chews, or that if you hold a pen in your right hand, he’ll nuzzle the ink out of nervousness. They don’t know he dislikes pink salt blocks, that he stands like a statue for foals, or that he’s anxious about thunderstorms—real or not. They don’t know, because I take the time, watch, and sometimes even talk (guilty as charged, even if it makes me “the weird vet” on this side of Kentucky).

I scribble in my notebook—pen leaking, as always, which is why my fingers are always blue in April—making a note to check Rainbow again after the auction. It’ll mean another half hour, which means less time in my room, the tiny one tucked off the tack room, the one only Steve and Rosa know about. I use it to nap when the paperwork runs late, or if I need a place to hide. Independence is the only kind of luxury guaranteed around here.

A vendor passes, selling soft pretzels I never buy (too salty; my real treat is lemon squares, secretly stashed behind my veterinary reference books). Someone hollers “Hey, Doc!” I wave but keep moving. There’s a routine here: Prioritize. Assess. Act. If I let myself get pulled into every crisis, I’d never get the vital work done. But if I stop caring, even once, that’s the start of the end for these horses.

It isn’t heroic. I get tired. I get it wrong, sometimes, and God help me, I get angry. It’s a Christian thing, I suppose, the whole sacrificial-vocation idea. I try to pray when I remember. Mostly it’s something like: “Lord, let me help at least one, today. Let me not mess it up.”

My radio crackles—static that sounds like wind through cornfields—calling me to look at “a difficult colt in pen D.” Story of my life, I give Rainbow one last rub, careful, eyes open for any sign of trouble. The blue softens, barely. I walk out, and pass Rosa, who gives me a look: Are you eating? I shake my head—too much to do, not enough hands or hours.

Now the place is filling up—the bigwigs, the junkies for speed and beauty, my brother walking beside Dad (Jones men, both vineyard and racetrack to the bone). There’s a little bitterness between us, which you’d know if you ever came for Sunday dinner at Jones Farms. My brother wants efficiency, wants profits, and wants me to sign off on whatever will get the family name the next “Blue Ribbon.” I want—I don’t know. Chances to do it right, for once, to make the place a sanctuary, not just a business.

But all that’s future-Ann’s problem. Right now, a colt needs me, Rainbow needs watching, and I need one more slug of coffee (even if it’ll taste like pencil shavings by now).

And I remember, always, the last words my mother ever said to me: “Pay attention, Ann. That’s all a soul can do.” I do, Mom. I promise. I see all of it. Even the things I’d rather not.
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A Hidden Hue  Chapter 2
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THE OLD WOODEN BARN at Jones Farms had stood since Ann’s great-grandfather built it, its beams now softened by memory and the scent of generations of horses. Dawn sunlight slanted through high windows, spreading gold across the shavings and making dust motes swirl like tiny, decorative spirits. Ann loved this hour best when the world felt half-awake and her mind was clear.

She leaned over the half-door of Stall Nine and greeted the colt with gentle hands and a low, musical hum. “Good morning, Finn. Let’s see about you.” The black colt, all legs and wonder, nickered softly, shifting to reveal the brown star on his forehead. As Ann opened her senses, she witnessed it again—the spectral field, a gentle shimmer, unique to each animal, floating just above the skin.

Finn’s aura glowed a muted turquoise, but along his right flank, Ann spotted something wrong: a swirling bruise of muddy yellow, jagged as thunder, throbbing faintly under the slick of his iridescent coat. Pain. She drew in a breath, focusing not just on what she saw with her inner sight, but on the smell of hay and liniment, the hush of the barn, the nervous roll in Finn’s eyes.

Her father’s voice echoed from somewhere nears the feed room, booming in the tranquility. “He’s off his oats, Ann. I don’t like it one bit.”

“I know,” Ann replied, barely above a whisper, eyes trained on the colt’s body language. She rested a hand on the warm flank beneath the shifting yellow.

“He’s favoring this side.”

Finn twitched when she reached the tender area, confirming her suspicion. There was pain here, deep and sharp, but the injury wasn’t obvious—no swelling, no heat that she could feel.

She gathered her supplies from her kit: a thermometer, stethoscope, and a small flashlight. As she worked, she watched the swirl of energy. The muddy yellow meant unresolved pain. The turquoise, his natural shade, suggested his trust for her ran deep. “Easy, sweetheart,” she whispered, smoothing his shifting fore hoof with her palm.

Ann’s father, Andrew Jones, loomed by the stall door in his battered old hat. His face was a map of lines, dark concern creasing his brow. “Is it an abscess, you think? There’s money on him for Saratoga. I can’t afford delays.”

Ann shook her head. “If it were an abscess, the aura—” Catching herself, she paused. She’d learned not to finish that sentence aloud, knew the sideways looks from grooms who didn’t understand. “—the gait wouldn’t be as even. Look at how he stands. It’s something else.”

She placed her stethoscope just above Finn’s heart, listening while her mind’s eye watched the play of colors. The yellow flickered now, joined by a thin drip of crimson—the color of anxiety, curling away from the wound site. Ann reached slowly down the colt’s hind leg, careful and methodical. The yellow pulsed sharply as she reached a furrow of skin behind the stifle joint—there, a faint spasm. When she pressed, Finn shied away, nearly unseating her.

Andrew scowled. “For heaven’s sake, Ann, don’t spook him.”

She straightened, collecting herself. “He’s hiding the pain well. I think it might be a very mild ligament strain or a pinched nerve. It’s not bad, but it’s enough to trouble him, probably happened in the paddock, jumping about like a fool.”

Finn nuzzled her shoulder, energy shifting. Ann smiled softly. “No oats for you until you’re seen by Dr. Alvarez,” she told the colt, even as her gaze lingered on the bruise in the aura. “Dad, let’s have a radiograph done. I’d rather be safe.”

Her father’s jaw tensed. “Don’t pamper him. The track waits for nobody. If he’s faking—”

She turned, steely. “Horses don’t fake, Dad. They don’t know how. I see the signs. I can feel what he’s dealing with.”

Andrew huffed, retreating into his authority. “Fine, do what you must, Dr. Jones.”

Ann waited until her father’s silhouette disappeared down the barn aisle before relaxing. Alone with Finn, she leaned in and pressed her cheek lightly against his neck. “Don’t let him scare you. I promise you’ll be all right.”

Beneath her touch, the muddy yellow began to fade, thinning at the edges as Ann deepened her breath and poured gentle reassurance into the air. Sometimes the colors would fade if she focused on healing, and sometimes not. She didn’t know why—her mother had told her it was empathy given form, but science still offered no answer.

The barn door scraped open. Rosa, her oldest friend and now the farm’s chief stable hand, stepped inside, brown braids bobbing with energy. “Ann! There’s a truck waiting with a new arrival. Says it’s urgent, from the Lester stables,” she called. “You better come.”

Ann lingered, hating to leave Finn, but the business never waited. She slipped from the stall, tossed Rosa a reassuring smile, and grabbed her medical kit.

As they walked the gravel toward the quarantine barn, Rosa shot her a sidelong grin. “You talk to the horses when nobody’s watching?”

Ann smirked. “Talk to them even when people are watching, too.”

Rosa wrinkled her nose. “That colt there—Finn. He’s the most sensitive we’ve had, Shies at the faintest sound.”

Ann nodded. “He’s all heart, makes him special.”

They rounded the pen to find a gleaming black horse fidgeting beside the trailer, steam rising from his flanks in the early morning air. The Livery read LESTER STABLES in gold and green. There was a pair of nervous attendants waited by the gate with frantic energy emanating from their body. 

Ann took in the horse at a glance—powerfully built, expensive lines, but he was trembling, sides heaving, as if he’d raced a mile too far.

And the aura—it was all wrong. Instead of a single color, it was fractured—green spiking out at the poll, red crackling around the withers, and a sickly yellow, thicker than Finn’s, swirling around the right shoulder.

One attendant lunged forward, trying to steady the horse’s shivering nose. “He went lame just last night. Mr. Lester said to bring him here, nobody else. Dr. Jones, can you do something?” the man pleaded, voice cracking.

Ann stepped forward confidently. “Let’s give him a minute. What’s his name?”

“Royal Crown,” the woman said. “They call him ‘RC’.”

Ann placed her hand near RC’s shoulder, sensing more than the fevered heat rising from his flesh. The yellow in his aura was heavy, pain mixed with fear as if the horse itself thought the agony was punishment. She closed her eyes and saw with her inner sight—jabs of blue around the injection site. Recent pain was sharper than what Finn had displayed.

“Who gave him a shot?” Ann’s tone sharpened.

The male attendant shifted. “Just some vitamins, ma’am.”

Ann opened her eyes, meeting his half-lidded gaze. She read guilt, maybe fear, but had learned that rising tempers did little.
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