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“I’ll walk along with you.”

“Oh, that won’t be necessary,” Kate responded quickly. Too quickly, she realized as his flinty, unnerving eyes narrowed. If she weren’t so bloody nervous, she might have laughed at the way her imagination was running rampant: comparing the man to wild animals and warrior Scots, for heaven’s sake. Alec MacKenna, she reminded herself, was just a man. The same as any other.

“It’ll give us a chance to discuss Legends Lake,” he said. “I’ll bring you up to speed on his problem.”

“Oh, there wouldn’t be time enough for that on such a brief stroll,” she said in a blithe, airy way she was far from feeling. “Go along with the others, Mr. MacKenna. Truth be told, I’ll be needing a bit of time to gather my thoughts after my little altercation with Brian.”

“You didn’t really …”

She realized he was on the verge of asking her if she’d actually committed an act of magic. Then he shook his head with obvious disbelief. “Never mind. It’s not important.”

While he stood there for a moment longer, looking at her hard and deep, Kate, who definitely didn’t want to get into an argument, managed to resist informing him that protecting the tree might not be important to him, but was gravely important to the faeries. As well as everyone who would have had to drive along that cursed roadway.

“Well.” He seemed momentarily transfixed, almost, Kate considered, as if he were under a spell. One she certainly hadn’t put upon him. “I’ll meet you at your farm, then.”
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ALEC MACKENNA was a gambler by nature and by choice. On any given day, a Thoroughbred trainer could stand at the pinnacle of success in the morning, only to plummet to the depths of despair by sundown. Alec had always found that risk part of the appeal. Yet, when he rolled out of bed before dawn on that fateful morning, falling from grace was the furthest thing from his mind.

The sky outside his hotel room window was the color of spilt ink; rain streaked down the glass, blurring the city lights in the same soft-focus way Hollywood cameras photographed aging movie stars. Born and reared deep in the embrace of the hazy green Appalachian mountains, Alec didn’t like Florida.

It was too flat, too warm, and too damn bright. Day after day, the sun blazed unrelentingly down from the wide endless sky, tanning locals to the color and texture of beef jerky while exposing the sad seediness lurking just beneath the pastel Art Deco seaside landscape.

Five days ago, a tropical storm blew in from the Caribbean, colliding with a cold front swooping down from Tennessee’s Great Smoky mountains.

Clouds gathered on that first day, a few at a time—like crows flocking on a telephone wire—just as blue-haired snowbirds were settling poolside for their afternoon canasta games and gossip sessions.

As the afternoon sky grew darker, worried mothers called their children indoors. Golfers in checked pants and cleated shoes hurried off rolling greens, knowing that standing out on a golf course while holding a metal club could turn a man into a human lightning rod.

On the second day, the steely Atlantic surf swelled; seabirds were reported to have been seen flying backward and migrating whales began riding the breakers inland to beach themselves on the glistening pearly sand.

Then the storm stalled, closing down over the south coast like a heavy iron manhole cover. Nerves jangled, tempers flared, yet still, despite the thickening mud at Gulfstream Park racetrack, Thoroughbreds pounded the turf, as they’d been doing each winter for more than sixty years.

As he walked across the paddock, Alec frowned at the turf, which, after four days of nonstop rain, was a quagmire.

“We’re moving the Orchid Handicap to the main track,” the race steward informed him when he checked in.

The filly Alec had trained to run in today’s prestigious Orchid Handicap hated racing in mud. The fact that the track appeared nearly as bad as the turf did little to ease Alec’s mind as he entered the shedrow. Usually the rich, familiar aromas of hay and horse would lift his spirits. Not today.

Lady Justice had left hay in the net from the night before, a sign she was nervous. The last time she’d run in mud, she’d barely avoided what could have been a fatal accident when a horse stumbled in front of her in the stretch.

Since fear served as a prime emotion in prey animals, motivating them to flee from predators, Alec was concerned that the incident had been programmed in the filly’s memory, encouraging her to relate today’s rain with that other near disaster. Rather than breeze her as he would have done on any other race day, he settled for having her walked around the shedrow. Her nerves were palpable, sparking in the thick moist air like downed electrical wires.

Making his decision, he headed over to the sleek orchid and white-painted grandstand clubhouse complex, finding the filly’s owner in the Turf Club.

“Surely you’re not suggesting we scratch?” Douglas Wellesley shot Alec a sharp look over the salted crystal rim of his Bloody Mary glass.

A senior partner in a silk-stocking New York law firm whose grandfather had once been elected governor of Connecticut, Wellesley had entered the horse business with the same intent with which he entered a courtroom: to win. That need, which went all the way to the bone, was something Alec and the attorney shared. The difference was that while Alec was driven to win, he wasn’t willing to achieve victory at any cost.

Knowing Wellesley wouldn’t appreciate the premonition prickling at the back of his neck, Alec stuck to facts. “She seems to be favoring her right hoof.”

She’d suffered a hoof bruise two weeks ago. From what Alec had been able to tell, she was fully recovered, but if there was an outside chance she wasn’t back to one hundred percent, he damn well didn’t want to race her. Racetracks were unpredictable at best; running a horse that was less than sound was definitely stacking the odds against you.

“Of course you called the track vet.”

“Of course.” Calling for a consult had been the racing equivalent of a Hail Mary pass.

“So? What did he say?”

“She couldn’t find any outward sign of injury, but—”

“Then we’re not scratching.”

“Lady Justice hates mud in her face.”

“Instruct the jockey to have her break out in front and stay there. Then she won’t have to deal with mud.”

The filly had never been a horse to break for a lead and hold it. She liked to bide her time, watching for an opening, then slipping through the crowded pack at just the right moment.

“This horse is talented. She has the best gift for spotting an opening than any I’ve ever worked with. On the right day and the right track, she can run with the best of them. And win. But her kick is only good for an eighth of a mile. There’s no way she can hold a lead for a grueling twelve furlongs. Asking her to do it in mud is flat out impossible.”

“I didn’t hire you to make excuses.” The older man’s voice turned as hard as his marble gray eyes. “I hired you to win races.”

“I believe I’ve done that.” Alec left unsaid the little fact that under his training, Lady Justice had gone undefeated as a two-year-old, winning the Eclipse award as America’s top juvenile filly.

“The Orchid Handicap is the most prestigious distaff race in the Florida racing season. I intend to be standing in the winner’s circle when it’s over.”

He’d certainly dressed for the occasion, trading in his usual pinstriped suit for charcoal slacks, a custom-tailored brushed wool blazer and silk Hermès tie. Alec gave the attorney reluctant points for somehow managing to still appear patrician in the orchid purple jacket.

“You’re being extremely well paid to stick to the original battle plan: today’s Orchid, the Burbonette Breeders Cup at Turfway, the Apple Blossom at Oak-lawn, finishing up with the Kentucky Oaks. Then the horse can rest on her laurels all she wants when I set her to breeding champions.”

Deciding that this wasn’t the time to resume the argument that the filly loved racing too much to be turned into a broodmare at a mere three-years-old, Alec stared at Wellesley, who stared back. Finally, feeling as if he were eight-years-old again, facing down some bully on the playground who’d called his father a drunk, he broke the stare and looked out the window to the sloshy track.

Alec knew how addictive the exhilaration of watching your horse come in under the wire first could be. To some, winning became like a drug in the blood; they couldn’t get enough of it. He’d long ago accepted that his own reasons for needing to win were more complex.

“There’ll be other days. Other races.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck about other races. At this moment, I’m only concerned with the Orchid Stakes.”

“This isn’t some New York City courtroom where you can manipulate the jury with legal sleight of hand and mental gymnastics. You’ve got to play the cards you’ve been dealt, and if you insist on running that horse in this weather, I’ll quit.”

It was not a bluff. Alec refused to take into consideration the exclusivity agreement he’d signed with Wellesley last year, which resulted in the only horses currently boarding in his training stables belonging to this man. Even as he admitted to himself that there wasn’t any real reason to keep the filly off the track, and that throwing away what most trainers would consider a dream job working for a man with seemingly bottomless pockets might be considered reckless, Alec couldn’t force Lady Justice to run a race that wasn’t hers.

Douglas Wellesley’s mouth thinned. “The horse runs as planned.”

“Guess I’m out of here, then.” Alec turned and strolled out of the restaurant.

He might not be officially Lady Justice’s trainer, but that didn’t stop him from hanging around long enough to watch the outcome of Wellesley’s arrogance.

Despite the miserable weather, the mood at Gulf-stream Park remained unrelentingly upbeat. Umbrellas popped up all over the infield grass like mushrooms, conversation in the stands buzzed like a swarm of hornets as tips were traded, odds debated. At the betting windows, business was so fast and furious horseplayers found it difficult to hear over the sound of money being exchanged.

Rumors of the race being called due to rain swelled from shedrow to the clubhouse to the grandstand. Ten minutes before post time, the downpour lessened to a drizzle, causing the stewards to gather and confer over printouts of satellite weather photos.

A ten-minute delay was called. Then another. Then, finally, as the crowd who’d come here today expecting pageantry began to grow impatient, the signal was sent to the saddling paddock that the race would take place.

A voice boomed over the loudspeaker, announcing the beginning of the post parade. Despite his misgivings, the sight of the magnificent four-legged athletes—all gleaming muscle and lithe grace—parading by on their matchstick legs, the colorful silks worn by their jockeys brightening the gloomy day like a rainbow, sent a surge of pure adrenaline through Alec’s bloodstream. The familiar thrill was quickly replaced by an ominous dread as Lady Justice passed by the grandstand.

It was obvious that the filly didn’t want to be here. Rather than her usual joyful prancing, she was plodding through the motions like a workhorse weary of the plow, head down, jet black tail hanging limp, nearly trailing in the mud. She was equally reluctant during her warm-up gallop around the track.

And then it got worse.

Displaying a temperament Alec had never witnessed, she refused to enter the starting gate. They tried putting a hood on her, which only made her more anxious.

Alec rubbed the back of his neck, which felt as prickly as if he’d walked through a spider web as he watched the track officials coax, cajole, then split up, some in back pushing, others in front pulling, literally wrestling the filly into the starting gate. They quickly slammed the back gate behind her. Having seen other Thoroughbreds become violent in such situations, Alec held his breath, then let it out on a long slow whoosh as she appeared to have accepted her fate.

But still he watched.

Waited.

Worried.

The gates sprang open. “They’re off!”

Hooves pounded, mud flew, the bright hues of the silks blurred in the mist. Alec cursed when Lady Justice missed the break. The rest of the horses, which had broken in a tight pack, began to spread out. Lady Justice remained dead last.

“Come on, sweetheart,” Alec murmured encouragingly over the roar of the crowd. “You can do it. Just run your race and you’ll be fine.”

Johnny Devaroux, the veteran jockey from Louisiana’s bayou country Alec had hired to ride the filly today, knew her well enough to let her relax, keep her off the pace and allow her to close at her own speed.

She was at the rail, boxed in by three horses in front of her and another on her outside, making Alec wonder how the hell she’d be able to get through the traffic when it did come time to make her move.

Then, as she made the far turn, Johnny found a sliver of daylight. Eager to escape the mud flying in her face, the filly exploded through it.

Her closing kick had the crowd on its feet as she accelerated dramatically, pounding her way from the back of the pack, streaking past the other horses, going from last to second place in record time. Her long legs lifted, stretched, pounded. Her head was thrust forward; her tail streamed out behind her like a jet flag as she dueled with the leader, neck and neck.

It was the most remarkable comeback Alec had ever witnessed. Her magnificent heart and the desire to win were proving stronger than her hatred of mud.

They were nose to nose.

She forged ahead and was flying down the final stretch when a single ray of sunshine streamed through a break in the bruise-colored clouds, casting a shadow from the timekeeper’s box atop the stands.

Startled, the filly did what came naturally: she tried to jump it, her speed causing her to land on her foreleg in a way nature had never intended. There was a massive gasp from the crowd as she went crashing down. Screams as she somersaulted into the rails. Weeping when she struggled gamely to her feet, the foreleg that had snapped just above the fetlock swinging hideously, uselessly.

Alec jumped the rail and was running toward the horse when the track crew leapt into action. An outrider managed to immobilize the stricken filly while high screens were erected around her. The waiting ambulance raced toward the scene.

When Alec reached the horse, she whinnied weakly.

“I know, baby.” He stroked the velvety dark face of this horse he’d begun training shortly after her first birthday. “You never should have been out there.” His voice cracked. A ball of crimson mist rolled toward him from the infield. He managed to ignore it. For now. “But you’ve never run a stronger race.” He didn’t need to be a vet to know that it was also her last.

She whinnied again, softly, raggedly, as if pleased by his approval.

The ambulance arrived. The veterinarian emerged, face grim, bag in hand.

Alec pinched the bridge of his nose to stem the hot moisture threatening at the back of his eyes as he knelt beside the filly who possessed worlds more heart than its wealthy Yankee owner ever would.

It did not take long. Lady Justice breathed a short, shuddering sigh. A filmy mist rose from her body and drifted off over the track like a freed spirit. After they’d loaded her into the ambulance, Alec gave the filly one last caress. Then, without a word, headed to the Turf Club.

He found the attorney in the bar, staring at the television screen. The camera had moved back to a long shot, panning the obviously stunned crowd that was watching the catastrophe unfold with the same ghoulish compulsion that made drivers slow down to gawk at accidents.

“I suppose you’re here to gloat.” Wellesley tossed back a martini and signaled to the bartender for another. “To rub in how, by not scratching the horse, I’m out a goddamn fortune.”

Myriad responses reverberated in Alec’s mind, but not one of them could do justice to the powerful emotions battering at him. Guilt, as bitter as bile, backed up in his throat. His hands balled tightly; disjointed, painful memories flashed like strobe lights; the red mist returned, shimmering in front of his eyes.

The collision of fist against bone reverberated all the way up his arm to his shoulder. Alec felt as if he’d just hit a brick wall. But, sweet Jesus, the unmistakable sound of that patrician glass jaw breaking was satisfying!

Without a word, Douglas Wellesley crashed backward off the stool and landed in a graceless heap on the floor.

Ignoring the excited buzz of conversation, Alec left the clubhouse.

He did not look back.
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Castlelough, Ireland

THE DAY WAS COMING to an end. The world had slowed, then seemed to pause, as Kate O’Sullivan strolled on the sea foam-kissed beach with her children. The brisk air was tinged with the scent of salt and sea and romantic, faraway places. In the distance, the Aran Islands gleamed with a golden light and beyond them, far over the horizon and across the Atlantic, was America.

Although her day had been a vexsome one, Kate had no trouble summoning up a smile as she watched her four-year-old daughter, Brigid, dancing across the sand, whirling and spinning to music only she could hear over the sigh of the sea. She could have been a wee faerie sprite, performing a good-bye dance to the day.

The sun slid silently into the great wide sea like a molten copper coin, the shimmering light surrounding them turning Brigid’s bright red curls to flame. Kate took a moment to sing her own brief, mental song of farewell to the sun, thanking it for having graced her day, even as troublesome as it had been.

“How did your meeting go?” her eight-year-old son, Jamie, asked.

“Not as well as I’d hoped.” Kate sighed at the memory.

He looked up at her, concern showing on his small, freckled face. “The government is still about building the road?”

Wealth brought in by Eurodollars had Ireland on a building spree. Highways were being constructed all over the country, new red lines appearing on maps that hadn’t changed for decades, going every which way and that. With a speed that was decidedly un-Irish, stone walls were being knocked down to widen country lanes, hedges trimmed back, land taken from farms that had been in families for generations, all in the name of progress.

Even though she knew that easier access to the more profitable commerce centers of Cork and Dublin could help unemployment here in the rural west, Kate had nonetheless been saddened by the changes. But she’d mostly held her tongue. Until the highway planning commission had made one fatal mistake.

“It appears they believe they’ll be building it.”

“Did you explain how if they cut down the tree, the faeries will get angry at losing their home and curse the road, and make those who drive on it crash?”

“I did, yes. And told them more, as well.”

“And they didn’t listen?”

“Every last one of them let me make our case.” The faeries’ case, she thought with a frown as she dragged her hand through long black hair, harkening back to an ancestor who’d been part of an unsuccessful attempt of the Spanish Armada to land on Irish shores. “And then, when I was finished, didn’t they all laugh?”

“That’s because they don’t understand.”

She smiled at his earnest tone. “They don’t want to understand, because they fear it’s old-fashioned to believe in such things.”

“But you’ll make them believe, won’t you, Ma?”

“I certainly intend to do my best.”

There’d been a time when she wouldn’t have considered standing up and speaking before the county council. A time when she dare not even go into town for fear of the gossips tsk-tsking about the new bruise from her husband’s hand on her cheek. Then there were always those few outwardly pious souls who’d eye her with open suspicion, obviously fearful that the town’s most infamous pagan might suddenly turn into a screeching banshee and put the evil eye on them.

“Brigid,” she called out to the child, who was getting too close to the incoming tide for comfort. While her marriage had been a drastic mistake, her children were Kate’s treasure, more precious to her than emeralds or gold. “Come here, darling. It’s nearly time for supper.”

They were walking back along the cliff, near the pre-Christian circle of stones where her ancient druid ancestors had once gathered to practice their magic, when Kate was buffeted by a strong gust of wind.

She glanced back toward the sea and, for an instant, was startled by the dazzling, heart-stopping sight of the great sea god Manannán mac Lir galloping his steed Splendid Mane over the copper-hued waves.

The vision was so clear she could actually see the setting sun flashing off the god’s magic mail and breast-plate. The two magic jewels in his helmet momentarily blinded her, forcing her to shield her gaze with her hand.

“Ma?” Kate could just barely hear her son’s worried voice over the thunder of Splendid Mane’s hoofbeats and the fearsome pounding of stormy waves against the ancient cliffs. “What’s wrong?”

She blinked to clear her mind’s eye of the unsettling scene. “Not a thing, darling. I just thought I saw some seals out in the water.”

“Could they have been selkies, do you think?”

“’Tis always possible.” Still a bit unnerved, she managed a faint smile at his mention of the mythical seal women. “Which means we’d best be hurrying before they’d be luring my handsome son to his doom beneath the sea.”

“You don’t have to worry,” he assured her as they continued back down the narrow winding path toward the house she’d been born in. The house her father and grandfather and generations of Fitzpatricks before them had grown up in. “I won’t ever be leaving you.”

Kate was on the verge of reminding Jamie that as much as she was in no hurry to lose her son, the day would come when he’d marry and begin his own family, when she was distracted by an uneasiness in the breezy, salt-tinged air, so pungent she could taste it.

She glanced up at the sky and saw the flock of geese returning home from the south, later than usual, flying in a broken pattern that was an omen of discord. As they entered the slate-roofed farmhouse by the kitchen door, another gust suddenly blew through her, icy and foreboding.

The winds of change, Kate thought. Then shivered.

Two months after the tragedy at Gulfstream Park, Alec was working in the small private family cemetery, where, surrounded by a short wrought-iron fence, gray stones chronicling two centuries of the American branch of the MacKenna family tree gathered together in neat lines.

The oldest grave belonged to Angus, the family patriarch. A canny Scot from the Highlands with a fondness for horseflesh and an unmatched talent for making sour mash whiskey, Angus had arrived in America in the mid-seventeen-hundreds. Family lore had him one step ahead of the law, who had a warrant for his arrest. The way Alec had heard the story, Angus had continued to insist to his dying day that the Thoroughbred he’d sold to an Edinburgh physician wasn’t really stolen at all, but merely liberated from a wealthy English viscount who’d sorely mistreated the poor animal.

He’d been assigned to the cavalry corps during the American Revolutionary War. When the war ended, he used his mustering-out pay to buy two mares and a stallion, then wandered down to the green hills of southeastern Kentucky, which reminded him of his beloved Highlands, where he supplemented his fledgling horse business by selling whiskey made from the secret MacKenna family recipe he’d brought with him from Inverness.

The currently empty barns on the property attested to later generations having inherited Angus’s appreciation of horseflesh. For a time it appeared as if Alec’s father was going to turn out to be the most successful trainer in the family. But a fondness for gambling, along with an addiction to the family recipe, proved his undoing. Alec had been fifteen years old when his father’s infamy ruined the MacKenna name in racing circles and cost a brilliant stallion his life.

Fortissimo, trained by John MacKenna, should have won the Derby that year. In a business rife with stories of the million-dollar colt that couldn’t run and the fifty-thousand-dollar one that could, the chestnut stallion was a five-thousand-dollar miracle. Along with the ability to run faster and farther than any horse on the track, he had the mental toughness needed to endure the pressure of competition and the soundness required to stand up to the physical rigors of racing.

On top of all that, he possessed the one aspect that couldn’t be bred for, the single thing that welded all those other necessary attributes together into a champion: Fortissimo had class. With a capital C.

It was class that had him winning even when he drew the worst gate position; class that kept him running in any weather on any track; class that enabled him to overcome any adversity fate threw his way and that same class that prevented him from ever making a mistake in a race.

He could have easily been the greatest horse of all time. Had John MacKenna not fallen deeply in debt to a Las Vegas bookmaker. When offered the choice of having his own legs broken, or Fortissimo’s, he’d condemned the horse in less time than it took to roll a pair of dice.

In the end, he’d chosen an alternate method to control the final outcome of the race: shortly before post time, he administered a massive injection of amphetamines into the Thoroughbred’s bloodstream, causing the stallion to literally run his huge heart out before he could cross the wire.

Inverness Farms had survived a civil war, two world wars, and numerous recessions. There had, of course, been those who’d moved away from the mountain, as Alec himself had done in his younger years. After his father’s death, he’d returned home and worked like a demon to pay off John MacKenna’s creditors—both legitimate and those shadowy, mob-connected individuals—and keep the land in the family. During his years away from Kentucky, the desire to establish his own stables had served as a lodestone, keeping him working steadily toward his lifelong goal.

These recent years, all his profit had gone into upgrading the barns and creating a state-of-the-art training facility. His plan was to work with other owners’ horses for another year or two, while putting aside his share of earnings to buy the best horses he could afford, sired by stallions who’d already proven themselves to be winners. Then he could begin training his own Thoroughbreds.

The day after the Orchid Handicap, a trailer had arrived at Inverness Farms to take Douglas Wellesley’s remaining horses to another training facility in New York state. Alec had expected that. It was when he started making calls to owners who’d tried to hire him in the past that he discovered that knocking the Yankee attorney off that barstool had sealed his fate. The horse business was mercurial enough; owners preferred trainers they didn’t have to worry about slugging them. Especially when the trainer in question came from questionable stock himself. Because of the unprecedented financial outlay these past years, Alec’s bank account was running low; his plan was running on fumes. If he didn’t latch onto another training job soon, he might lose the land to taxes. Which would, in turn, cause the speculators who’d already tried to buy the land to swoop down like vultures and turn the mountain into another damn vacation condo development.

“And wouldn’t that set old Angus spinning in his grave?” he muttered as thunder rumbled over the mountain.

Kudzu was threatening to devour the dour stone figure guarding the MacKenna patriarch’s grave. The angel had been missing a wing for as long as Alec could remember; supposedly it had been knocked off by a huge oak limb during a winter ice storm back in 1873.

He’d get another horse, Alec vowed as he attacked the ravenous vine with a vengeance. It had taken Alec a decade, but he hadn’t lost his legacy after his father’s arrest. He was damned if he was going to lose it now.

“Pete sent me out here to get you,” a voice behind him offered grumpily.

Alec rocked back on his heels and looked up at his fifteen-year-old going-on-thirty stepdaughter standing beneath an umbrella imprinted with Van Gogh’s sunflowers, finding it difficult to reconcile this petulant teenager with that little girl who’d giggled when he’d lifted her onto the back of the patient old mare he’d bought for her fourth birthday.

Her hair, which had once fallen to her waist in a shimmering platinum slide, had been cut short and dyed a fluorescent magenta shade never seen in nature. It was standing up in nail-like spikes that looked hard enough for some mystic Swami to lie down on.

More spikes on what looked suspiciously like a dog collar encircled her long, slender neck. A glittery sweep of metallic eyeshadow appeared to have been laid on with a trowel and beneath her ankle-length black wool coat she was wearing a skin-tight scarlet sweater that stopped just short of her pierced navel and, despite the winter weather, red leather shorts that rode low on her slender hips and looked as if they’d been applied with a paint sprayer.

Alec recalled, with vivid clarity, the day Tammy Sue Burdell had sauntered into his second-year Spanish classroom wearing a pair of hot pants made out of some buttery soft material that resembled the chammy he used to dry the pickup truck he’d bought used from Tammy Sue’s daddy, Dan-the-Man Burdell, who’d played offense linebacker for the University of Tennessee and owned the only Ford dealership in this remote corner of the mountains.

The shorts had hugged Tammy’s crotch and revealed a tantalizing view of the smooth ivory cheeks of her young firm ass. As she’d walked past Alec to take her place across the aisle and two seats ahead of him, the blood had shot straight from his head to his groin. Since it was impossible to conjugate Spanish verbs when you were suddenly stuck with grits for brains, Alec failed that day’s midterm exam. He hated the idea of any pimply-faced kid getting a boner looking at Zoe.

“What’s up?”

Seeming determined to torture him by deliberately taking her own sweet time, Zoe sighed and held her hands out in front of her to examine impossibly long artificial fingernails lacquered in copper glitter.

When he’d first learned that his ex-wife had died, leaving her daughter without any blood relatives to take her in, Alec had immediately flown to Switzerland, foolishly believing Zoe would be glad to see him. But it turned out that the kid hadn’t exactly shared his fond memories of the six years she’d lived at the farm. Or if she did, scared and angry as she was, she’d refused to admit it.

Still, he’d been optimistic. While the little he knew about teenagers could fit on the head of a pin and still leave room for a thousand dancing angels, he earned a very good living coaxing two-thousand pound, high-strung Thoroughbreds into doing what he wanted; how hard could it be to keep a one-hundred and ten-pound teenager in line?

Damn hard, he’d discovered during the past six months she’d been living on the mountain. A silver cross had joined the other two earrings adorning her left earlobe. Perhaps she was thinking of taking up religion. At this point, Alec wouldn’t object to Zoe joining a convent. In fact, now that he thought about it, hadn’t he heard rumors of a cloistered order hidden somewhere deep in the hills of North Carolina?

“You have a phone call,” she announced. Her petulant tone suggested that she’d been interrupted from something far more important than fetching her stepfather, who obviously didn’t have enough sense to come in out of the rain.

“Would you happen to know who’s calling?” he asked with a patience he was a long way from feeling.

Another long sigh. More checking out of fingernails. Her shoulders lifted and dropped in a shrug that managed to be both dramatic and uncaring at the same time. It was a gesture only a teenager was truly capable of carrying off.

“Pete said it was some lady you used to work for in Lexington.”

Pete Campbell was more than just a business partner. He was more of a father than Alec’s own had ever been while alive. “Winnie Tarlington?”

Another shrug.

“Okay.” Curiosity spiked. “I’ll be right in.”

“I suppose she wants you to go train another stupid racehorse for her?”

Alec caught the hint of worry edging her churlish voice. Looking at Zoe now, hunkered beneath the cheery umbrella that was such a contrast to whatever dark inner demons she’d been fighting, he saw not the sullen, body-pierced teenager who could have starred in an MTV video, nor the angry would-be juvenile delinquent who’d gotten away last month with a stern warning after her first—and pray God, only—shoplifting charge.

What he viewed was a confused, abandoned, lonely child whose young life had spun out of control when her mother had fallen off a yacht in the Mediterranean and drowned six months ago, proving that T. S. Eliot had been wrong about April being the cruelest month.

“Winnie’s been out of the business the past couple years. But even if she does have a line on something, you don’t have to worry about me taking off and leaving you.”

“Like I care. I keep telling you, I can take care of myself.”

Alec resisted, just barely, from pointing out that she’d been doing a pretty piss-poor job of that. He returned to the house and picked up the receiver Pete had left on the kitchen counter.

“Hey, Winnie. How are you doing?”

“Still kicking.” The rain had the wires crackling a bit, but her voice sounded far younger than Alec knew her to be. “And, from what I hear, a great deal better than you.”

Alec wasn’t surprised that she knew of the change in his circumstances. The horse world was a closed, incestuous environment where everyone made a point of knowing everyone else’s business.

“Not that the horrid Yankee didn’t deserve getting knocked on his keister,” she continued. “After what he did to that sweet filly. In fact, I would have given anything to have seen you break his jaw…. But I didn’t call to gossip. I have a horse I want you to train.”

“I thought you’d gotten out of the business.”

“So I keep trying to tell myself. I swore, when I sold off the horses after Palmer passed on two years ago, that I was getting too old to ride that crazy roller coaster. Then I stumbled across a Thoroughbred that will make the world forget Go For Broke.”

Go For Broke had been Alec’s ticket to the big time, the Thoroughbred’s speed, stamina, and unrelenting heart coming together in a remarkable union that had made Alec the youngest Triple Crown-winning trainer in racing history. For a brief time, he’d been king of the world.

Unfortunately, that same year his wife had taken off with a sleazy European duke she’d met at one of the Derby parties. The stallion came up lame in his first race as a four-year-old, but was still living a peaceful, and Alec assumed, happy life at stud, adding his remarkable genetic makeup to future generations of champions.

“This horse is magic. I tell you, Alec, the stars smiled on me the day I claimed him for a song.”

“You claimed him?”

“I know, I know. You don’t usually find champions in claiming races. But no one picked him up in the Keeneland sale, so his owner decided to try that route. And am I glad he did, because this big horse is greased lightning in a bottle. Why don’t you come by the farm tomorrow morning and get a look at him in action?” The excitement in her voice reminded Alec of that first time they’d stood side by side and watched the yearling Go For Broke run. “I’ll be there.”
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AS HE DROVE down from the mist-draped hills early the next morning, Alec tried to temper his enthusiasm.

Had it only been two short months ago when every sunrise offered new challenges, when his days were brimming over with opportunities for achievement beyond anything all but the most ambitious man could have imagined? And he’d admittedly been an ambitious man, determined to outrun his father’s legacy. Unfortunately, those days seemed to belong to a different lifetime.

Yet, Alec asked himself, as he had for the past sixty days, given the same circumstances, would he have done anything different? He rubbed his knuckles, as if unconsciously recalling that satisfying punch.

Hell no.

The answer, as always, kept him from indulging in an unproductive pity party. He’d been down before. And each time he’d come crawling back up. Racing was a business of pinnacles and valleys. Having always considered safe another word for boring, Alec wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

As he approached the bluegrass country of Lexington—once referred to as the Athens of the West—his headlights cut through the predawn gloom, illuminating the lush landscape of paddocks, pastures and dry-laid rock fences. Even as Alec admired the bucolic scene, he was grateful Angus had chosen the untamed hill country to make his home. There was something about those ancient mountains that stirred Alec’s soul every bit as much as the sight of one of his Thoroughbreds crossing the finish line in first place.

The sun was rising in a pale-pink silver light as he recognized the black Kentucky oak plank fence bordering the pastures of Tarlington Farms. He stopped at the tall gate—with its wrought-iron curlicues and stylized TF—and announced himself on the intercom. Buzzed through without hesitation, he continued on, the pea gravel of the long winding driveway crunching beneath his tires.

Winifred Tarlington was wealthy enough to still be sleeping amidst silk sheets in one of the ten bedrooms of her restored white-columned antebellum mansion. But Alec knew her well enough not to look for her at the house. He climbed out of the truck and headed down a lane canopied by stately old oaks toward the shedrow. It was a walk he could have made blindfolded.

“Well now, you don’t look nearly as bad as I’ve been hearing.” Winnie approached, as reed slender as a jockey. Indeed, in the pearly dawn light she could have been mistaken for a young jockey, rather than the wealthy, ninety-year-old woman Alec knew her to be.

“Let me guess. Word is I’ve pretty much gone back to my roots and turned into a hillbilly redneck right out of Deliverance.”

“That’s pretty much it.” She looked up at him, her eyes bright and touched with both concern and humor. “You don’t look like you’ve been drinking.”

“It was my daddy who was the drunk.”

“And wasn’t that a crying shame. With all his God-given talent and potential?” She sighed and shook her head. “Well, there’s no point in crying over spilt milk. Because speaking of potential, I want to introduce you to my new baby boy who’s going to make the world forget Secretariat. Maybe even Go For Broke.”

Her green eyes sparkled with enthusiasm and intelligence. Since the woman definitely had a mind of her own—as did he—their time together hadn’t always been easy. But it had been profitable for both of them. And enjoyable.

Legends Lake was still in his stall, already saddled and polishing off his breakfast. He nickered softly at Winnie, who told him how beautiful he was and rubbed his broad nose with a blue-veined hand while Alec’s heart sank.

The only thing this horse had in common with Secretariat was his gleaming dark-red color. A true champion was lean, well-muscled, approximately sixteen hands high, with a strong, straight neck, a well-balanced V-shaped chest and a confident demeanor. Like Secretariat. Go For Broke. The unfortunate Fortissimo.

Legends Lake, on the other hand, was too tall: nearly seventeen hands, with lean flesh stretched over long, angular muscles. If he’d been a man rather than a horse, he would have been Ichabod Crane from The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.

“Good-looking horse,” Alec said blandly, fighting back his disappointment.

“Liar. He’s admittedly got more conformation faults than Carters has liver pills. But aren’t you the one who’s always said that you don’t go to a stakes paddock to study textbook conformation?”

“Point taken.” Alec gave the horse a slower, more judicial appraisal.

“He’s got a gorgeous heart,” Winnie offered into the silence.

“His feet definitely aren’t textbook.” One turned out, the other in.

“They’re not that bad. At least they’re pointed in the same direction, which is what’s important.” She opened up the stall door, drew the horse out. “Why don’t you withhold judgment until you watch him walk?”

Despite his less than perfect feet, the Thoroughbred had a good strong stride. Of course that didn’t mean he could run worth a lick. Alec continued his examination, beginning with the hooves, working up the pastern, the ankle, the cannon bone, and onward up the leg. Despite gawky first appearances, the horse’s balance, symmetry, and alignment were all within acceptable bounds.

“His chest is awfully narrow.”

“That’s better than too wide.” True enough. A too-wide chest tended to throw a horse’s balance off.

“He’s got a nice enough neck,” Alec allowed.

When he stroked that long thin neck, Legends Lake lowered his head, inviting Alec to scratch his forehead, which he did.

“Granted, his head isn’t real pretty,” Winnie admitted.

“People get too hung up about that.” He skimmed a hand down the front of the long, homely face, satisfied that the horse’s broad nostrils would allow plenty of air into his lungs when he ran. “Always falling for the big-eyed, pretty face.” The same way men tended to do with women.

Legends Lake might not have the huge, thick-lashed show eyes that looked good on television, but they were intelligent and calm, without any of the white showing that might suggest he’d be flighty.

“He’s got champion breeding,” Winnie assured him.

As she rattled off an impressive bloodline, a faint voice of reason in the back of Alec’s mind pointed out that potential champions didn’t end up in claiming races. They were pampered, syndicated, only run in the most prestigious races, then retired to stud farms where they continued to earn their investors big profits.

“That’s royal blood all right. But is he sound?” Even the greatest bloodline couldn’t always prevent a horse from ending up with a weak immune system, which could prove deadly, given all the viruses running rampant around racetracks.

“I have his vet records,” Winnie answered. “He’s never been sick a day in his life.”

“So, what were you doing in a claiming race anyway, big boy?”

Alec skimmed his hands along the horse’s bony body, stroking, checking for hidden flaws. All the time, Legends Lake continued to munch from a block of fresh green alfalfa hay while watching the newcomer with interest.

“How do you run on mud?”

The horse snorted. His ears pricked up even as he chewed. He was obviously listening intently now.

“Doesn’t bother him in the least.” Winnie reached into a pocket of her corduroy barn jacket and pulled out a quarter of apple, which the horse’s huge yellow teeth delicately plucked from her outstretched palm. “Which, I suppose, is to be expected since he was born and bred in Ireland. Wet-weather racing runs in his veins.” Winnie called over a young woman who’d moved in to clean Legends Lake’s stall as soon as he’d been taken from it. “This is Julie. She’ll be riding him today.”

Alec and Julie exchanged hellos, then she led Legends Lake through the shedrow. He walked with confidence, the unnaturally long stride revealing enjoyment at the opportunity to stretch his lanky muscles.

“This doesn’t exactly look as if you’ve retired,” Alec said as he viewed the exercise riders breezing the horses around the oval dirt track.

Thoroughbreds were trotting in one direction, cantering in another. Early morning steam rose from their backs; fog curled like white satin ribbons around their fetlocks.

“Since I already had the setup, it made sense to go ahead and board a few horses. Gives the Horse Center down the road a bit of competition and keeps us all on our toes.”

In the center of the practice track, a pair of mallards floated on a small pond. In a few months the winter-bare bushes would be a riot of blooming watermelon pink azaleas and snowy rhododendron. The show of colors echoed that of the Tarlington silks that Winnie had chosen when she’d first come here as a young bride, whose only prior experience with horses had been reading Black Beauty as a girl.

She’d learned the business well. But more importantly, she honesty loved and respected the horses that had made up a stable renowned for winners.

Even after she climbed up on the bottom rail, the top of her head didn’t come up to Alec’s shoulder. It seemed she’d shrunk a bit since he’d last seen her. But she definitely hadn’t lost any of her spunk.

“This is Dan Jordan.” She introduced him to a young man in his early twenties, who was already at the rail, watching the morning exercise, stopwatch in hand. “He’s been helping me out some until I could get you on board.”

“I haven’t agreed to train the horse yet,” Alec said mildly. The truth was that two months ago he wouldn’t even be considering taking on such a tall, lanky bag of bones. Which just went to show, he considered grimly, how far he’d fallen.

The handsome young face immediately lit up like a beacon in the gray gloom. “It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. MacKenna.” His earnest, soft drawl brought to mind South Carolina’s pine-scented red clay lanes and hoof-churned, rose-beige sand tracks. “I’ve been in racing since I turned twelve and started as a hot walker at Dogwood Stables, where my daddy was barn foreman. But it’s not often that I get to meet a legend in person.”

The words, which were obviously meant as a compliment, had Alec feeling older than the mud the horses were currently plodding through.

“Secretariat was a legend. Citation, Exterminator, Man O’ War, and Go For Broke were legends. I’m merely an unemployed trainer.”

“Not for long,” Winnie offered. “That damn Yankee lawyer may think he’s in tall cotton after temporarily driving you out of the business, but Legends Lake is your ticket back to the big time. And think how grand you’ll feel when this horse beats the socks off Litigator in the Derby.”

Litigator had been Lady Justice’s stablemate. A huge, strong bay Thoroughbred with an iron constitution, he was being touted as the favorite to win this year’s Kentucky Derby. It was a Derby victory Alec had, just sixty short days ago, planned to be a part of.

“Did you set things up as I instructed?” she asked Dan.

“Yes, ma’am, Miz Tarlington. Everyone’s just waiting for you and Mr. MacKenna.”

“Why don’t you drop the Mr. MacKenna?” Alec was feeling older by the moment.

“Geez, that’d be a real honor, Mr. uh, Alec.”

Alec managed, just barely, not to roll his eyes. He turned his attention back to the track, realizing that the horses were being led into a portable starting gate.

“You’re going to race them?” This definitely was not a typical morning breezing.

“We’ve arranged a special event in your honor.”

Legends Lake was not showy; he did not prance or toss his head as Go For Broke had always done. He just calmly walked into the gate, not so much as sidestepping when the back gate was shut behind him. Then he stood patiently, waiting for the more skittish horses to be led into place. His eyes were nearly at half-mast, making him look as if he were about to fall asleep.

Terrific. If this horse really did represent his only opportunity back into racing, Alec was in deep, deep trouble.

Finally the bell rang, the automatic gate sprung open, and they were off.

Legends Lake burst from the gate like a giant arrow released from a greased bow. Reluctantly impressed, Alec reminded himself that a lot of horses broke fast, only to fall behind by the backstretch.

But this didn’t prove the case with Winnie’s new favorite. He ran like the wind, long lean muscles rippling. When he was in motion, relaxed, obviously enjoying himself, ears pricked forward, hooves pounding in perfect rhythm, throwing mud up behind him, it was almost possible to forget how ugly he was.

Two other horses moved forward, one on the outside, the other on the inside, trying to cut Legends Lake off, but it was as if they didn’t exist. He could have been all alone, streaking across open pastures, or, Alec considered, considering his birthplace, the rolling green fields of Ireland.

Alec didn’t need Dan calling the time; the stopwatch he carried in his head told him that the horse was running a remarkable pace for mud.

As the Thoroughbred came down the stretch, giving no sign of fading, a gray gelding managed to come up on his outside. Putting on a burst of speed, Legends Lake went from turbo-drive to warp speed. His lanky legs stretched even longer, rising and falling like powerful pistons.

“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it for myself,” Alec said to Winnie, who, oddly, despite the colt’s considerable lead, appeared to be holding her breath. “You’re right. You’ve definitely caught yourself lightning in a bottle.”

Alec knew trainers who’d run over their grandmothers to have the opportunity to work with this ungainly appearing, three-year-old phenomenon.

That’s when it happened.

Legends Lake blew his cork. With no motivation that Alec could see, he suddenly reared, threw back his head and wildly pawed at the air. Julie jumped off his back as deftly as a gymnast dismounting from the vault and managed to roll out of the way just before the Thoroughbred began streaking toward the four-railed infield fence.

Seeming unsurprised by this behavior, the riders atop the other horses steered their mounts away from what could have proven a disaster.

Alec drew in a harsh breath and watched, unbelievingly, as the horse cleared the fence with a good six inches to spare, then, chased by whatever inner demons haunted him, streaked across the infield, flying over pond and bushes before finally coming to a halt. If he’d had brakes, they would have squealed in protest at such a sudden stop.

He spun and faced them, brown eyes huge and showing white, his wide nostrils flared.

Mystified, Alec turned toward Winnie. “What the hell just happened?”

“I guess I forgot to mention that he also jumps fences.”
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UNABLE TO RESIST an animal in obvious distress, Alec climbed over the fence and slowly approached the horse. Legends Lake was shaking so hard Alec feared he might actually fall over. His ears were pinned back and the whites of his eyes were visible as he snorted through flared nostrils. His tail was kinked, his muscles rigid.

From the beginning of creation, animalistic instincts had been geared toward either fight or flight. The horse, having learned in the early dawn of its existence that flight beat fight, ran, not because man had trained it to, but because it was its nature.

At this moment, as he approached Legends Lake, it was more than obvious that every ancient escape instinct in the Thoroughbred’s body was on full alert. His flanks shone with sweat, his muscles quivered.

Still, Alec didn’t pause. He kept moving forward, talking quietly, soothingly, as he might to a small, frightened child.

“Hey, big boy … What’s the problem?”

He held out his hand, allowing the horse to get a sniff of him, but was not surprised when, instead, Legends Lake shied away and went trotting across the infield where, in another month or so, the bluish-purple spring buds would give the Kentucky grass its famous blue-green cast.

“Didn’t feel much like crossing that finish line today, huh?”

The colt spun back toward him, lowered his head. He snorted a warning, his breath coming out in white puffs, like dragon smoke.

The exercise track was located in the midst of yet more acres of fenced pasture. Sweeping the meadow with a judicial glance, Alec decided that if the horse did get it into his head to jump the far fence, he’d still be fairly safe. For now, at least. Unfortunately, there was also the danger of him breaking his leg or neck on a fence plank if he did bolt. Deciding that the prudent thing to do would be to let the Thoroughbred calm down a bit, Alec slowly, deliberately turned his back and returned to where Winnie was waiting.

“I take it he didn’t behave like this during the race where you claimed him.”

“I swear there wasn’t a single sign of any trouble.”

“Not even coming home? How did he load?”

“As easily as he entered the gate today. Walked right into the trailer as if he knew it meant he was going home. And the drive back here from Turfway didn’t affect him in the least.”

“So when did you discover he plays steeplechase?”

“When I decided to run him at Hialeah. I’d hired Dan to serve as interim trainer, and everything was fine on the way. And when we got down to Florida, he settled right in. Didn’t he, Dan?” she asked the younger man.

“Yes, ma’am,” he seconded her claim. “He ate well, breezed great—”

“And behaved exactly like the champion he was born to be,” Winnie broke in. “He led straight out of the gate, just like today, and held it until he took it into his head to jump the fence at the far turn.”

“Christ.” Alec decided that the fact he hadn’t heard of the chaos that must have ensued revealed exactly how far out of the mainstream he’d become in a mere two months’ absence from the track. “Was anyone hurt?”

“Not a single horse or jockey, thank God, which is undoubtedly the only reason the race stewards let us get away with a severe warning. But they warned me that any repetition will result in him being banned from the track for life.”

“That’s only fair, Winnie.”

“I know.” Her gaze shifted across the infield to the obviously disturbed horse. “I’m afraid he didn’t help his case any when it took another hour to get him quieted down enough to walk him back to his stall for the medical exam,” she admitted. “Which, by the way, turned up negative for any foreign substances.

“We brought him home that same night and he settled right down as soon as he was in the trailer and didn’t give us a moment’s trouble. In fact, he travels better than any horse I’ve ever seen.”

Alec was mystified. “Who was his trainer at the last place?”

“Bobby Jenkins.”

“Well, hell.” When the trainer had died of a heart attack while bidding on a Florida-bred stallion at January’s Keeneland sale, few had mourned his passing.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Winnie said quickly. “Bobby didn’t have the reputation for being the most soft-spoken trainer in the business—”

“That’s putting it mildly. Look, I don’t have any problem with people practicing their religion, even if it involves chanting mantras or sticking pins into voodoo dolls.” Actually, Alec knew a very successful jockey from the Dominican Republic who was rumored to do exactly that. “But I have a helluva lot of problems with any guy who’s chosen to train racehorses taking that biblical statement about men having dominion over animals too damn seriously.”

“He did win the Belmont last year.”

“A chimpanzee could have won the Belmont with Proud Dancer. That horse was bred for endurance, not speed. Which is one of the reasons why it hadn’t so much as placed in a race before taking the Belmont.”

“And hasn’t since,” she allowed.

“Well, at least now we know why he was in that claimer. Your horse has a major mental problem.”

“Why do you think I called you?”

“I’m a horse trainer. Not a miracle worker.”

“From what I hear, you’re not exactly in a position to be choosy these days.” When he didn’t immediately answer, she placed a coaxing hand on his sleeve. “Legends Lake could become a real legend, Alec. A horse people talk about for generations. But he needs—no, let me rephrase that—he deserves the best.”

“Dammit, Winifred!”

Legends Lake, hypersensitive to the smallest nuance, immediately cantered around the pond to the other side of the infield.

“You saw him,” Winnie continued to press her case. “He runs like the wind. A horse like this doesn’t deserve to end up as dog food.”

“I’ve never known you to be an alarmist. We both know that doesn’t have to be his fate. There are a lot of other options: dressage, jumping, even trail riding.”

“Those opportunities aren’t open for stallions. I’d be forced to geld him.”

“True.”

“Then I’d lose him as a stud horse.”

“True again. But if gelding him opens up other opportunities—”

“No.” Clearly primed for battle, she tossed up her chin and squared her shoulders. Winifred Tarlington was certainly not the easiest in a long line of owners Alec had worked for. She was, however, the one he most respected. “I’m not gelding Legends Lake. We just need to figure out how to get his head straight.”

“We? You’ve had a good run, Winnie. A great run. Why would you want to take on a problem like this now, when you should be sitting back, enjoying the fruits of all that labor you and Palmer put into building this place?”

“Because, although I hate to admit it, I’m not as young as I used to be. In fact, I’m getting damn near ancient. Since Palmer and I were never blessed with any children or grandchildren to pass the business to, rather than let the government end up with all we built—” her wave encompassed the track, the barns, pastures and the magnificent house that always reminded Alec of Twelve Oaks—“I decided to divvy things up while I’m still kicking….
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