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			In a corner stable at White Oaks Equestrian Centre, Casey Blue was experiencing an unfamiliar and distinctly unwelcome sensation – that of being crushed by a one-ton horse. For reasons unknown, Lady Roxanne had taken exception to being saddled and was expressing her displeasure by trying to paste Casey against the wall.

			‘Excuse me!’ Casey panted indignantly after wriggling free. She massaged her ribs. ‘That’s no way for a lady to behave.’

			In weeks to come Casey would discover that she was just one of a long line of people who routinely used that phrase – and worse – in connection with Roxy, but for now she was in the dark. She assumed that she’d inadvertently touched a sensitive spot on the horse’s flank, or that Roxy was simply nervous in a new environment. 

			The 16.2hh bay mare had arrived the previous day when Casey was in London celebrating her father’s birthday. It was especially important that she was with him because he’d only recently been released from prison for a crime he didn’t commit. She’d asked her coach, Mrs Smith, to take care of things in her absence, but somehow that hadn’t happened: when the lorry turned up neither Mrs Smith nor Casey had been there to welcome Storm’s temporary replacement. Hardly surprising that Roxy was unimpressed.

			Making encouraging noises, Casey reached for the girth. Roxy pinned her ears to her head, shifted her quarters and made a snapping noise with her teeth. She made it plain that if any attempt were made to fasten it, there would be consequences.

			‘Look, I know we’ve started out on the wrong foot, but I promise I’ll make it up to you,’ said Casey, leading the mare out into the yard where she was less likely to turn her new rider into a brick sandwich. ‘You’ve obviously had a bad experience in the past, but it won’t be like that here. I’m one of the good guys. Ask Storm.’

			At the mention of Storm Warning, her champion horse, she felt a pang. She could see him in the far field, grazing peacefully with his friends. The other horses, mainly bays and a couple of chestnuts, blurred into one at this distance, but Storm’s silver coat – the colour of lightning blended with thundercloud was how Casey liked to think of it – set him apart from the crowd even on dull grey days like this one.

			Usually he’d be at the gate as soon as he spotted her, as eager to go out for a gallop as he was for treats and love, but today he was enjoying his holiday. Casey didn’t blame him. Barely two weeks had passed since they’d won the Badminton Horse Trials and Kentucky Three-Day Event back to back – a feat that had earned Casey a place in the record books as the youngest rider in history to complete the double. 

			It wasn’t until the British Airways horse transport plane landed at London’s Stansted airport at the end of a long, gruelling journey from the US that Casey had realised how exhausted she was. She was in bed and fast asleep within hours of arriving home at Peach Tree Cottage and didn’t surface for nearly two days. Storm had done much the same, lying flat on his side and dreaming like a foal.

			When at last Casey did emerge from her bedroom, she took a well-earned break. For twelve glorious days she rose late, read books and spent time with her dad, who’d been warmly welcomed back to his old job at the Half Moon Tailor Shop. His boss, Ravi Singh, had never doubted his innocence. Best of all were the long beach walks and romantic picnics that she enjoyed with Storm’s farrier, Peter, who also happened to be her new boyfriend. She was so besotted with him that even the thought of him made the blood practically fizz in her veins.

			Rested and restored (‘rebooted’ she’d joked to Peter), she was now ready for the season ahead. Her primary focus was the Burghley Horse Trials in September. Victory there would hand her eventing’s greatest prize: the Rolex Grand Slam. 

			So ferocious was the competition for this triple that only one rider had ever achieved it: Pippa Funnell in 2003. Hers was a feat that could never be repeated, because she’d won Badminton, Kentucky and Burghley in the days when the long format, which included a steeplechase and roads and tracks, was still an integral part of any three-day event. Even without the extra mileage, no rider had managed it since, although Andrew Hoy, William Fox-Pitt and Andrew Nicholson had come close.

			Casey, who considered the ‘short format’ of dressage, cross-country and show jumping tough enough, considered Pippa to be some kind of superhero. At seventeen, she was years away from being anywhere near as good as Pippa, but miracles did happen – especially when you had a horse like Storm Warning. And Casey had the Badminton and Kentucky trophies to prove it!

			The only cloud on the horizon was that Storm needed to have six weeks’ rest before being brought back into training. Hence Roxy. Casey had imagined that, on the back of her success in Gloucestershire and Kentucky, she’d have her choice of top horses to ride for a couple of months, until Storm was once more ready for action. But with less than a week to go before she was due to resume work, nobody had come forward with a suitable mount.  

			Morag, White Oaks’ acerbic manager, was unsympathetic. ‘What did you expect? Your achievements this season are phenomenal, Casey Blue, and as a friend I’m in awe of you, but I wouldn’t want you or Mrs Smith within a mile of one of my up-and-coming horses. Your unconventional – some would say downright batty – training methods are already the stuff of legend.’

			‘They can’t be that batty,’ protested Casey. ‘Our results speak for themselves.’

			‘Yes, but not everyone wants their horse ridden flat out along a public beach without a bridle, or paddled in their neighbour’s swimming pool. And those were among your more sensible experiments.’

			Unfortunately, Morag was right. No one else was blunt enough to say it to their faces, but the end result was the same: a distinct lack of offers of shiny warmbloods with impressive CVs. That didn’t bother Mrs Smith, because from the outset she was fixated on getting a youngster. 

			‘In a perfect world what we need is a novice eventer who is still pretty green. Something to challenge us.’

			‘What I need,’ said Casey, ‘is a two-star, or even a three-star horse with a proven track record in show jumping and dressage so I’ll be able to stay competitive throughout the season.’

			‘And what is this paragon of a creature going to teach you? What are you going to learn? Might I remind you that, Storm aside, you have only ever ridden one horse, and there’d be those who’d argue that Patchwork was at least three parts mule. The best riders on the circuit have ridden dozens of horses. They’ve also ridden and competed in many different arenas, from Pony Club competitions to local hunts and amateur racing. That’s how great riders hone their skills. That’s how they learn what makes horses tick.’

			Casey, who was keenly aware that she lacked the riding experience that even the lowliest competitor on the circuit took for granted, said nothing. 

			Next day she was offered a couple of wildly unsuitable show jumpers by an ambitious couple who boarded their horses at White Oaks. 

			Just as she was beginning to despair, she’d received an email about Lady Roxanne, an Irish sporthorse who’d achieved reasonable results at intermediate level. Her owner, Jennifer Stewart, claimed that the mare had bags of potential but consistently underperformed. She begged Casey to consider taking her on. As Badminton and Kentucky champion, you are among the world’s best young riders and will undoubtedly help her to realise her potential, she gushed in one email. 

			In another to Mrs Smith, she described Roxy as gifted but challenging.

			Casey hadn’t liked the sound of that at all. 

			‘It has an ominous ring to it. Jennifer Stewart is like an estate agent describing a house as a dream home but needing a little work. I’ll move in and discover that it’s a crumbling ruin.’

			Her teacher shook her head in wonder. ‘Would you listen to yourself? Are you the same girl who, less than three years ago, paid a dollar for a bag-of-bones horse from a knacker’s yard and shaped him into one of Britain’s finest eventers? Now you’re turning up your nose at a well-bred mare who has extensive competition experience just because her owner describes her as a little challenging?’

			‘She didn’t use the word “little”, said Casey, but she knew she was clutching at straws. And Mrs Smith did have a point. Taking on a mare who was a bit of a project could be both rewarding and educational. It might also distract her from missing Storm. 

			‘You’re right, as usual. I do need to ride more horses and this is the perfect opportunity for me to really get to know and understand a horse with a totally different temperament from Storm. Now that I think about it, I can’t wait to get started.’

			Recalling these words, Casey led Roxy to the hitching post in the yard. She stood for a moment admiring her new mount. The mare was the colour of toffee, with a shiny black mane and lustrous, intelligent eyes. When she wasn’t scowling and snapping, she was pretty.

			Distracted by the change of scene, Roxy stood perfectly still even when Casey adjusted the saddle. Her expression was positively serene. Casey relaxed. The crushing episode in the stable was obviously an aberration. Reaching for the girth, she started to pull it tight. 

			‘Ow!’

			Her screech of pain was so loud that it scared the birds from the nearby trees. Roxy had nipped her left arm, drawing blood.

			As Casey swore beneath her breath and rubbed the purple flesh, she was shocked to see that Roxy’s ears were pricked. The mare was staring into the distance as if the whimpering girl at her side was as inconsequential as a swatted fly. 

			Casey was relieved that the yard was empty and there was no one around to witness her humiliation. All the instructors were taking lessons and Morag and a couple of the stable girls were at a show. She glanced at her watch in annoyance. Where on earth was Mrs Smith? Her teacher had disappeared to Brighton the previous day on a mysterious errand and was now an hour and a half late, poor form when it was their first lesson back after a break and they had a tricky new horse to train. Casey had waited as long as she could before the delicious prospect of trying out her new mare had got the better of her. 

			If Mrs Smith had been a normal teacher, she could have rung her for an ETA, but Mrs Smith loathed mobile phones and had yet to answer the one Casey had bought her on their return from the US. That meant that Casey was on her own with the ironically named Lady Roxanne.

			Adopting what she hoped was a stern but kindly tone, she explained to Roxy that biting, kicking and pasting riders against walls were all unacceptable behaviour at White Oaks. The mare ignored her. Casey lifted the saddle flap cautiously and put a wary hand on the girth. Nothing happened. But as she leaned in to tighten it, Roxy’s head whipped round and she went for the kill, biting Casey so hard on the bum that she leapt into the air with a squeal.

			An explosive laugh startled them both. Casey squinted into the shadows. A stranger was leaning against the stable-block wall. He was so close it seemed impossible that she hadn’t seen him, and yet with his black polo-shirt, dark brown breeches and black long boots he was all but invisible in the shade. 

			He straightened unhurriedly and stepped into the sunlight. Casey caught her breath. He was shorter than Peter – perhaps by as much as two inches – and was as fair as her boyfriend was dark, but he had the kind of looks that teen magazines call ‘heart-stopping’.

			‘I think you’ll find that if you give her a carrot next time she does that, she’ll be so surprised that it’ll diffuse her temper,’ he said in a friendly tone. ‘She’ll try to nip you again, of course, but if you respond by offering her another carrot, she’ll soon learn that what she’s come to regard as a negative experience is really rather fun.’

			What he said made sense, but Casey’s hackles rose. She didn’t appreciate being told what to do by a boy she didn’t know from Adam, especially a good-looking one and when she was in pain. ‘Is that so?’ she said coldly.

			He flashed a grin and his hand came up and swept streaky blond hair out of his eyes. ‘But I’m sure you already know that. You don’t get to achieve what you’ve achieved, especially with a horse as complex and brilliant as Storm Warning, without having rare gifts of communication with animals.’

			Casey immediately felt silly for having taken offence over something so trivial when he’d clearly been trying to help. Besides, anyone who praised Storm was all right by her. She smiled. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t go that far. My horse-whispering skills are really not working on Roxy.’

			‘Wanna try the carrot trick?’

			Casey hesitated, but her arm and right buttock were killing her and she didn’t fancy being chomped again. ‘Why not?’

			When Roxy swung round with her teeth bared, Casey surprised her by popping a carrot in her mouth. Roxy was too busy crunching to worry about the girth or anything else. With the help of another two carrots, Casey was able to adjust the bridle unmolested.

			‘Need a leg up?’

			Casey hesitated. The mounting block was at the far end of the yard. She’d finally got Roxy settled. Maybe it would be better to mount her now while she was quiet. ‘Sure. Uh, thanks.’

			As the visitor moved to cup his hands beneath her boot, his bicep brushed her chest. Casey felt a shot of pure attraction go through her, followed, almost immediately, by an inexplicable feeling of dread and guilt. The combined feelings disturbed her so much that she lost concentration and almost flew over the other side of Roxy.

			‘Don’t mind me, I’m here for my first riding lesson,’ she joked, struggling back into the saddle, red-faced.

			‘It was entirely my fault,’ he said graciously. ‘Don’t know my own strength. Believe me, no one would ever mistake you for an amateur, Casey Blue.’

			Casey gathered the reins. Now that she was gazing down on him, she felt more in control. It also occurred to her that there was something familiar about him. ‘You obviously know my name. Mind telling me yours?’

			‘Apologies. I seem to have left my manners at home today. I’m Kyle. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. It’s something I’ve wanted for a very long time.’ 

			He said it as if he’d thought of nothing else for months.

			‘Why?’ Casey asked before she could stop herself.

			He grinned. ‘Why not? You’re the hottest young rider in the country.’

			As he reached up to shake her hand, some sixth sense warned Casey that nothing good would come out of any association with him. She dragged her eyes away from his dark blue ones and glanced at the distant gate. Where was Mrs Smith? 

			Casey kept her voice cool. ‘I’m hardly that, but thanks. You event?’

			‘Heavens, no. Not brave enough. On the whole, I find the ground a lot safer. Fewer broken bones. I teach a bit.’

			It was then that the penny dropped. Casey hid her astonishment by allowing the restless mare to move forward a few paces. She could have echoed his compliment by saying, ‘I know who you are. You’re the hottest coach in Britain.’ But there was something in the confident set of his shoulders that told her he already knew that. The previous October he had, at twenty, been the youngest person ever to be shortlisted for the Golden Horseshoe Riding Instructor of the Year Award, before being controversially beaten to the title. The eventing circuit had been abuzz with rumours about it afterwards. Since the winner was a close relative of one of the judges, the general consensus was that the result had been fixed and Kyle robbed.

			She reined in Roxy. ‘You’re Kyle West?’ 

			Again the laconic grin. ‘Last time I checked.’

			‘Here to give someone a lesson?’

			He stepped forward and pushed his blond fringe from his face as he looked up at her. ‘Actually, I was hoping to see you.’

			‘Me?’ 

			‘Yes, I’d like a word with you if that’s possible.’

			Casey was as curious as a cat in a den of mice, but she didn’t want to seem too eager. ‘No problem at all, provided you don’t mind hanging around for an hour or so. As you’ve probably gathered, Roxy and I are just getting to know one another and my coach, Mrs Smith, who should be here, isn’t.’

			Kyle kept pace with them as they left the yard. ‘Sure thing. Would it be okay if I watched you work? I mean, I don’t want to intrude.’

			‘Be my guest,’ said Casey, not knowing that those three words, so carelessly spoken, would change everything.
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			Despite the low-slung banks of cloud there was a brightness to the day, and the outdoor ménage, set against a backdrop of wildflowers, sheep and the five-hundred-year-old oaks that gave the stables their name, had seldom looked so inviting. Still Casey chose the indoor school, which afforded a little more privacy. 

			If Kyle thought it an odd choice, he made no comment. Without being asked, he settled himself on one of the tiered wooden benches that provided seating during winter competitions, sitting so still and silent that he was once again all but invisible.

			At first his presence made Casey self-conscious, but the joy of being back in the saddle on a willing horse soon superseded that. Jennifer Stewart had not been exaggerating. Roxy had talent in spades. Her quarters needed serious work, but on the whole she was a beautiful mover. Tacking up aside, the only challenge so far had been staying aboard during a light-hearted bout of bucking.

			As the session proceeded, Casey’s confidence grew. She felt pleased that Kyle was there to witness her riding well and bonding with Roxy. It made up for the embarrassing scene in the yard. At the same time, it felt odd to be on a horse that wasn’t Storm. Roxy didn’t have Storm’s power or fluidity or his almost psychic ability to read her mind, but she was responsive and there was plenty of pleasure to be had from her genuine paces. She had a good jump on her too, flying over a couple of low uprights as if she was at Hickstead. It was hard to believe that this was the same animal who, just minutes earlier, had drawn blood.

			Kyle, for his part, said nothing. He leaned forward with a slight frown on his face, light rippling across his golden head as he turned to follow her progress. A couple of times she noticed him glancing down at his phone, but when she passed him again she appeared to have his full attention.

			‘Any comments?’ called Casey as she slowed Roxy to a walk.

			‘You’re doing great. Fantastic. I mean, there are a couple of tiny things but they’re so tiny they’re not even worth mentioning.’

			Casey circled back. ‘Mention away. What tiny things?’

			‘Really, they’re nothing.’

			‘Then they shouldn’t be hard to fix. Go on.’

			‘It’s just – do you always do that thing with your foot?’

			‘What thing?’ 

			‘Put your weight on the outside of the stirrup so that you’re leaning into your lower toe?’

			For the second time that day, Casey felt like a beginner. ‘What? No. I mean, I don’t think so. Is that what I appear to be doing?’

			He shrugged. ‘It might not feel that way, but trust me, it is. It’s so subtle that it’s barely noticeable on the flat, but if you were jumping it would have the effect of destabilising your lower leg. Not exactly ideal if you’re flying over the Cottesmore Leap at Burghley.’

			Casey knew the fence well. She’d studied the television footage of it the previous year. It was the largest eventing fence in the world, its proportions exaggerated by the ditch that followed it, a yawning cavern so terrifying that, when walking the course prior to cross-country day, many riders chose to avoid it in case they lost their nerve before they’d even begun.

			‘Don’t worry. It’s easy enough to fix. Stand up in your stirrups until you feel balanced. See how your weight naturally inclines towards the inside? Now try it at a walk, trot and canter. There you go, you look better already. Feel any different?’

			‘Yes,’ admitted Casey. She didn’t want to say that in the entire three years she’d worked with Mrs Smith, her teacher had never spotted this apparently critical flaw. 

			‘Try her over the oxer and see if it improves things.’

			Casey did as he said and continued on over the upright. The difference was astounding. She felt so much more connected to Roxy, so much more secure. The mare seemed to make a better shape over the jumps too.

			Kyle clapped. ‘You’re such a natural. Most of my pupils would take weeks to adopt a change like that.’

			Casey halted in front of him. ‘Anything else? You said there were a couple of things.’

			He laughed. ‘Oh, no, that’s enough to be going on with for one day. I feel embarrassed to have said anything at all. You’re the Badminton and Kentucky champion. You certainly don’t need any tips from me. Really, Casey, I’m a massive fan.’

			Casey found herself blushing. ‘Thanks. Uh, if you bear with me for another ten minutes, we can have that talk you wanted.’

			Elated, she urged Roxy into a canter. The mare popped neatly over the upright and turned towards the oxer. Her ears pricked and she put on a sudden burst of speed. At the last conceivable second, she slammed on the brakes. 

			Casey shot forward as if she’d been launched from a cannon, arms and legs flailing. She caught a brief glimpse of Kyle moving forward in slow motion and had time to cringe inwardly. Then she bellyflopped into the dirt, like a frog being dropped from a great height. For several minutes she was incapable of doing anything but gasp for air. Everything hurt, particularly her ribs and her bitten arm and buttock. But her primary sensation was humiliation.

			Kyle came over with Roxy and helped her to her feet.

			‘Any advice?’ Casey asked when she could finally speak.

			Kyle grinned. ‘Never get on any horse that hasn’t first accepted you on the ground.’
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			After she’d tended to Roxy, who mercifully inflicted no further wounds, Casey walked Kyle to the car park. 

			‘I’m sorry you had to see that. Deeply embarrassing.’

			He laughed. ‘Don’t be daft. Even the best riders get taken by surprise now and then. She’s a bit of a handful, Miss Roxy, but if anyone can take her to the next level it’s you.’

			Casey stopped. ‘I wish I could share your optimism. Now what is it that you wanted to talk to me about?’

			He looked down, dark lashes shadowing his cheeks. ‘I . . . okay, I’m now wondering if this is a terrible idea. You see, I’m here on the basis of a persistent rumour.’

			‘What rumour?’

			‘The talk on the circuit is that Mrs Smith is about to retire. I know it’s presumptuous but I wondered if you’d do me the honour of letting me coach you. You’re more than capable of winning the Burghley Horse Trials this year and I’d like to be the teacher who takes you there.’

			Casey was stunned. ‘I don’t know what I expected you to say, but it wasn’t that. I mean, I’m flattered that you’d offer to coach me, but you have it all wrong. People have always misjudged Mrs Smith because of her age, but if you knew her you’d know that, though she’s in her sixties, she’s smarter, stronger and more energetic and youthful than most twenty-year-olds . . . ’

			She paused as a bus rattled around the corner and wheezed to a noisy stop in front of the riding centre. 

			‘She’s as healthy as an ox and would never dream of packing it in . . . ’

			The bus door hissed open. Out stepped Mrs Smith. She stumbled slightly as her right foot touched the ground, tottered and almost fell. When she straightened, her skin was ghostly white and she looked every one of her sixty-three years. Her Indian cotton top and trousers, usually immaculate, looked crumpled, and it seemed to Casey that as she walked up the drive she wavered slightly in the breeze.

			‘Good morning all,’ she called brightly. ‘So sorry I’m late, Casey. Public transport nightmare.’

			Kyle turned away to unlock a forest green MG sports car. His expression said all there was to say. ‘Right, Casey, I’ll be off. No point in troubling you further.’ He pressed a business card into her hand. ‘It’s been a pleasure. Call if you need me.’

			Casey avoided his eyes. ‘I won’t, but thanks.’

			Perhaps it was the power of suggestion but as she gave her teacher a hug it seemed to her that Mrs Smith felt thin to the point of being frail.

			‘Who was that?’ Mrs Smith asked as the MG reversed smartly out of the yard.

			Casey shut her ears to the thrilling growl of the sports car’s engine as it powered away down the lane. 

			‘Nobody important.’
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			Casey was eight years old when she first decided to become an eventer. She could recall the moment vividly. At the time, she was lying on the threadbare sofa at number 414 Redwing Towers, the East London council flat she shared with her father, re-reading a pony book for the zillionth time and breathing in the wafting delight of some soon-to-be-served vegetarian dinner. A small television crackled quietly in one corner. 

			‘Five minutes till lift-off, Case,’ called her father, which was her cue to stop reading and start laying the table. Casey didn’t stir. She was in an exciting bit. She knew the outcome of the story, knew perfectly well that the foal would be saved from a snowy fate, but her heart still pounded.

			‘Casey Blue, where are you?’ sang her father.

			‘Coming, Dad,’ said Casey, eyes still glued to the page.

			Two chapters later, she reluctantly set the book aside and hopped up. As she did so, another horse caught her attention – this one on the television. He was the fittest horse she’d ever seen and the same could be said for his rider. Galloping along a route lined with spectators, they were a perfect unit of power and grace. An enormous brush fence loomed. The horse popped over it as if it were nothing.

			Casey sat down again.

			As he rounded the kitchen bench with two plates of steaming lasagne, Roland Blue opened his mouth to chivvy her again. He shut it when he saw what had captivated her. Casey’s mum had died when Casey was just two years old and ever since then horses – those in books and on television, those ridden by police in the street, and the shaggy cobs and ponies seen through the fence of the local riding school – had been her greatest comfort. As far as Roland was concerned, that was something to be encouraged. He grabbed some cutlery and a couple of napkins and sat down beside her.

			‘What are we watching? Oh, good, it’s highlights from past Badminton Horse Trials. Don’t know much about the event, but I do know that it’s among the toughest sporting competitions on earth. Part of the reason is the death-defying fences. There’s one of them right there! Did they really just jump over a house? Oh my goodness, when they clipped that log I was convinced they were going to come crashing down.’

			‘So was I,’ gasped Casey. 

			‘Yes, but from what I understand the real challenge of Badminton is finding a horse and rider that can multi-task. It’s a mix of dressage, which is a bit like horse ballet, cross-country and show jumping.’

			‘Wow. You’d need a horse with wings.’ 

			‘Indeed you would.’ 

			As if to prove her right, horse and rider flew over a rustic post and rails and dropped off a virtual cliff. The camera angle made it seem nothing short of suicidal. The pair plummeted to earth, freefalling.

			‘Good grief,’ said Roland Blue.

			But the horse not only lived to tell the tale, he did so with feet neatly aligned and ears pricked. As he bounded forward with a cheeky swish of his tail, his rider, who Casey would later learn was Lucinda Green en route to one of her six Badminton wins, patted him ecstatically, a wide grin on her face.

			Casey had been so overcome that it was a couple of minutes before she could get it together to speak. When she did, it was with a degree of conviction only possible if you’re an eight-year-old yet to be confronted with the harsh realities of life without money or connections. 

			‘That’s going to be me some day.’ 
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			That day had been close to a decade coming. Now, as she sat at her laptop in the kitchen at Peach Tree Cottage, browsing through fan mail, Casey wondered if she’d have quit and pursued a less brutal career path had she known the challenges before her. Perhaps she should have tried to get into art school or become a veterinary nurse. 

			But even as the thought crossed her mind, her gaze was drawn to an old photograph stuck on the fridge. It was of her thirteen-year-old self, beaming in charity-shop breeches and a Hope Lane T-shirt. She smiled at the memory. There was no better reminder that if horses had been her passion before she started volunteering at the run-down Hackney riding school nicknamed Hopeless Lane, they’d quickly become her whole world. After she and her father saved Storm, skeletal and crazed with terror, from certain death at a knacker’s yard, Casey’s destiny had been sealed. From that day forward she knew that the only life she wanted was one that had her beloved silver horse at its heart.

			Three years on, Casey had everything she’d ever dreamed of and more. She’d won two of the world’s greatest equestrian championships and moved from abject poverty to relative wealth in six months. Starting out on the circuit, she, Storm and Mrs Smith had travelled in a broken-down rattletrap of a van more usually used to transport three woolly donkeys. Casey had dressed in second-hand breeches, shirts and jackets, and Storm had to endure ill-fitting tack borrowed from Hopeless Lane.

			These days almost every new delivery brought cellophane-packed clothes, gleaming boots and the very best in horse feed and tack from generous sponsors. Only that morning Casey had checked her email to find a letter from a company who wanted to provide her with a luxury lorry with her name on the side. Casey, whose usual mode of transport was White Oaks’ functional but basic horsebox, had been overjoyed. Without consulting Mrs Smith, who was her unofficial manager as well as her coach, she’d pinged off an email to say, ‘Yes! Yes! Yes! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!’

			So life was good, not least because on top of these achievements she had a boyfriend who loved her, an adorable cottage home and great training facilities. 

			And yet deep down she wasn’t happy. 

			Something was wrong. Something was niggling at her. The kitchen had always been Casey’s favourite room in Peach Tree Cottage because it was cosy and smelled comfortingly of apple pie, but that afternoon it seemed unnaturally gloomy and cold. Casey couldn’t decide if it was Kyle’s visit and the disquieting effect he’d had on her that had set her nerves on edge, or if it was something else entirely. Whatever it was, it didn’t feel good.

			She glanced down at her laptop. There were 181 unanswered emails. Most were from young fans inspired by her achievements. Some were so complimentary they made her blush. The rest were mainly appeals from would-be sponsors and journalists. All good news and reasons to celebrate, so why did she feel so uneasy?

			Casey slammed closed her laptop and pushed back her chair. Locking the kitchen door, she set off across the fields. This was Kyle’s fault. If he hadn’t sent her into a flat spin by suggesting that Mrs Smith was on the verge of retiring, she’d be as dreamily content as she had been first thing that morning.

			As soon as her teacher had put down her bag and had a reviving cup of chai, Casey had asked her outright if  she was planning to quit for health reasons. True to form, Mrs Smith had laughed.

			‘My dear, I might have to change the habits of a lifetime and start wearing more make-up. Clearly I’m looking peakier than I’d supposed.’

			Casey was annoyed. ‘Can you be serious for once? Over the past few months, you’ve had quite a few headaches and bouts of tiredness and pain, plus there were a couple of days in Kentucky when you looked really unwell.’

			Mrs Smith stared at her incredulously. ‘Are you joking? It was sweltering in Kentucky. The Sahara Desert would have felt cool by comparison. And on top of that we were being targeted by blackmailers. Anyone could be forgiven for feeling under the weather. As for the tiredness, you had a break after Kentucky. I didn’t. I climbed off the plane and got straight to work, with jetlag. For most of the past two weeks I’ve been tying up sponsorship deals, dealing with the media and organising your replacement horse. May I remind you that I am sixty-three. I’m fit for my age but I’m not superwoman.’

			She had a point, but Casey was reluctant to let it go. ‘Does that mean you’re thinking of retiring?’

			‘Do you want me to retire? Is that what this is about – you thinking that I’m over the hill and should be replaced?’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Casey. ‘That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard. I only worry that you’ve been working too hard, that’s all. You, Dad and Peter are the most important people on earth to me. Your health means more than any event anywhere, including Burghley. Promise that you’ll be honest with me if you ever get ill. Promise that you’ll tell me if you have so much as a sniffle.’

			Mrs Smith gave her a hug. ‘My dear, you and Storm are my whole world and what a beautiful world it is. I give you my word that if teaching ever gets too much for me, I’ll tell you. But I’m not about to retire, that I can assure you, and I can promise I’ll be at Burghley in September to see you win. Now talk to me about Lady Roxanne. How did you get on with her this morning?’
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			Storm was waiting by the field gate, keen to have his dinner. He whickered joyfully when he saw his mistress. As Casey led him to the yard, she tried not to think about the fact that despite her assurances of wellbeing, Mrs Smith had disappeared to her room for a couple of hours that afternoon. She’d claimed that she wanted to research a few techniques that would help them in the coming weeks, but when Casey passed her door the total silence emanating from it suggested she was sleeping.

			An image of Kyle’s handsome young face swam into Casey’s head. He had charisma and an energy that contrasted unfavourably with the picture Mrs Smith had presented as she’d stumbled off the bus that morning. Kyle hadn’t had to research techniques. It was clear that, despite his youth, he had all the equestrian knowledge he needed at his fingertips. The tip he’d given her on tacking up Roxy had worked a treat, and she couldn’t wait to jump Storm again now that her foot and leg position had improved. It was a subtle thing, but she had a feeling it would make a big difference, particularly over Burghley’s cardiac-arrest-inducing fences.

			She hadn’t mentioned Kyle’s impromptu lesson to Mrs Smith, let alone that he’d tried to poach her. What would be the point? Mrs Smith was her best friend, not just her teacher. It was inconceivable that Casey could ever be coached by anyone else. They were a team.

			Storm nudged her. Casey blinked. She’d led him to his stable on automatic pilot and, rather than attending to his needs, had spent several long minutes staring blankly into space. She gave him a cuddle and immediately her mood lifted. Storm appreciated her, even if Roxy didn’t.

			She kissed him on his velvet muzzle. ‘All right, impatient. One gourmet dinner coming up.’

			She was smiling as she walked to the feed room. Rounding the corner, she saw Roxy gazing imperiously from her stable door. Casey stopped to stroke her, but the mare ducked away, ears back. Casey’s smile faded.

			‘Excuse me, Casey Blue?’ 

			Casey turned to see a couple of little girls in grubby breeches and matching pigtails. The taller one thrust out a glittery pink notebook.

			‘Please may we have your autograph?’ she asked shyly.

			Casey wiped her hands on her jeans. ‘Of course you can.’ She took the proffered pink pen. ‘What are your names?’

			As she wrote, the girls kept up a running commentary.

			‘We’re your number one fans!’

			‘We want to win Badminton before we’re eighteen, like you!’

			‘And the Kentucky Three-Day Event and the Burghley Horse Trials! We want to win them all!’

			‘We’ll take it in turns!’

			‘We think Storm is the most magnificent horse that ever lived. He’s a magical colour too. He looks like horse-shaped lightning.’

			Casey couldn’t suppress a grin. ‘That’s a lovely way of putting it. I think that too. He does look good on the outside but it’s what’s on the inside that makes him special.’

			‘Do you have any riding tips for us?’

			‘I have two. Number one: love your horse and always do what’s right for him or her. Number two: never give up on your dreams.’

			As they hurried away, giggling excitedly, Casey was reminded of a conversation she’d had with Peter the previous week. She’d been describing the moment when, as a pony-mad eight-year-old, she’d fallen in love with eventing. 

			‘Has it been everything you thought it might be?’ Peter had asked. ‘I mean, when you were volunteering at Hopeless Lane and trying to train Storm, is this what you wanted – to be considered one of the top riders and to experience all the fame and glory that comes with it?’

			‘Of course it is,’ Casey responded, laughing. ‘What kind of question is that? Of course this is what I wanted. It’s what I do want. Wouldn’t anyone? I’m the luckiest girl in the world.’

			As she walked back to Storm’s stable, a bucket in each hand, Casey told herself again that that was exactly what she was – the luckiest girl in the world.

			Wasn’t she?
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