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DEAD HEAT

A Kentucky blue blood, Ashleigh Scott would go to any length to protect her family's legacy—Wind Racer Farm. Then one of her horses went berserk, killing a jockey. A syndicated handicapper from the wrong side of the track, Doyle McCoy knew the darker side of racing. They followed a trail of clues that led to murder and revenge. In this horse race, their lives were at stake.
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Chapter One
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Jimmy Diaz was spitting mad and ready to do battle. The old man could be a real pain in the butt at times—but this! 

Jimmy would never have expected it of him.

He gave the note one last look-see and crushed it to fist-size. Crumpling the damning paper felt good but dropping it and grinding it under his heel into the muck where it belonged felt better. 

No way would he let this insult go!

Straightening to his full five feet four inches, Jimmy set off to meet the old bastard and give him what for. 

***
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WALKING ACROSS THE Keeneland paddock area, Doyle McCoy felt the wad of money burning a hole in his trouser pocket as he spotted Lamar Graspin rushing from the backside where the horses were stabled. 

Doyle could hardly believe the old bookie still had the guts to work right out of the track whenever it suited him, usually at the biggest stakes races like today. The racing commission and the local police frowned on that sort of activity, but so far as Doyle knew, Lamar had never actually done time. He himself had dealt with the old bookie nearly twenty years before when he'd been wet behind the ears and too young to be allowed to place a track bet. 

Lamar disappeared into the grandstand area and Doyle turned his attention to the walking ring where the horses in the next race were paraded around for the spectators' inspection. The jockeys in their colorful patterned silks were just getting a leg up onto their mounts' backs. Anticipation crackled through the warm late-April air as the outrider led the parade of frisky fillies down the red rubber brick road, under the grandstand and out onto the track itself. 

The wad in Doyle's pocket spoke to him, louder. He was tempted to put a C-note on four to win. A long shot with—he checked the tote board—thirty to one odds. But something told him Lady Jane had it in her to go the distance, fight it out with Dancing Dawn, his professional pick for this race. 

As usual, he was tempted.

And, as usual, he left the money right where it was, a reminder of things gone wrong, nothing more. Proof that his interest could be engaged without him having to do anything about it. When a man grew up in Kentucky on the backside of a track, putting a few bucks on the ponies once in a while was only natural. Not that his ex-wife had seen it that way. Now she was gone and so were his kids. They'd found a replacement for him, a new home in Virginia and a new improved life. 

Now Doyle's life was the track. Rather lots of tracks. As a syndicated handicapper and racing columnist for The Louisville Envoy and a bunch of other papers, he got around, not only to Kentucky's finest—Keeneland and Churchill Downs—but, depending on the season, to Saratoga and Gulfstream and Santa Anita, as well. All the posh tracks for the rich and famous and the bluebloods whose lineage was as important to them as that of the thoroughbreds they raced. 

Speaking of bluebloods... 

He spotted Ashleigh Scott mincing her way across the paddock area in too-high yellow heels the exact shade of her too-wide-brimmed yellow straw hat. A silk swath of purple flowers on a yellow background enveloped her soft curves and swirled around her long legs. She was surrounded by an entourage of two equally overdressed Southern belles and escorted by a gentleman in a dark suit and a white-on-white starched shirt.

Doyle couldn't help himself. He stepped directly in front of her and grinned, his gaze fastening on the small mole below the left corner of her mouth. "Why, Ash, darlin', don't you look pretty as a picture." 

Her obliging smile was a mere shade away from feral. He knew she hated the nickname he'd given her as a kid—she was Ashleigh or Leigh, depending on which side of the racetrack was doing the calling. He also knew she'd prefer he drop off the face of the earth rather than call her anything at all. 

"Why, Doyle McCoy, how nice to see you."

Nice indicating he belonged in the earth with the rest of the worms. Any Kentucky woman worth her salt could sound like she was lavishing a man with compliments while grinding him under her dainty heel. 

"Why don't y'all go on to the box without me," she told her friends. 

They moved off, the pretty blonde staring at him over her shoulder. Doyle winked at her. The blonde giggled and hurried to keep up with her friends. And Doyle turned his attention back to Leigh. 

"I noticed Wind Racer has a couple of horses running today."

Wind Racer Farm being the Scott legacy, which, as an only child, Leigh would someday inherit from her mother Vanessa. 

"Yes, the Blue Grass Stakes is the highlight of the day, of course. But I do have a filly in this next race, and I wouldn't think of missing Dancing Dawn win." 

She glanced toward the clubhouse where her friends were entering. Her thick dark hair was pulled back from her fine features and gathered with a purple ribbon at the nape of her long, graceful neck that tempted a man's lips to assault of the very personal kind. 

Not his lips, though. 

When Doyle realized Leigh was staring at him openly, her thick-lashed eyes more brilliant than the Kentucky bluegrass, her guard relaxed for once, Doyle couldn't stop himself from spoiling the moment. "Hmm, I thought Lady Jane looked pretty good myself." 

Her jaw tightened but a smile remained attached to her lovely lips. "You always do make interesting choices when it comes to fillies." 

"Part of my job." 

Though Doyle knew she meant the human kind of filly, like his high school sweetheart who eloped with a traveling salesman two weeks before they were to graduate. Only thirteen at the time, Leigh had volunteered to be Betty's replacement. She hadn't taken kindly to his rebuff, no matter that he'd tried to let her down gently. 

"Since you're so enamored of Lady Jane," Leigh was saying, "it's too bad you predicted Dancing Dawn would win in print, isn't it?" 

With that shot, she strolled off, her shiny waterfall of dark hair undulating down her back like a horse's tail. Doyle stared after her. So she read his column, did she? He wondered if she would ever have admitted to doing so if she hadn't been trying to best him. 

He and Ashleigh Scott had disrespected and disavowed each other for as long as Doyle could remember, starting sometime after he'd put an end to her romantic schoolgirl yearnings. The five year gap in their ages had made any relationship other than friendship a no-no, of course. But they would have made an inappropriate match for other reasons, as well. She'd been too young to understand or accept the class/money structure that placed them in two different worlds. 

At the time, his father had been working as a groom for her parents on Wind Racer Farm. Somehow, back then, the concept of inappropriateness had been lost on her. 

But as they always did, things changed. 

Leigh disappeared into the clubhouse and Doyle's grin faded. He really had been fond of the kid who'd liked being called Ash all those years ago. It was a shame she'd grown up to become a real Bluegrass Blueblood, nose just a tad too high in the air, sights set equally high no matter if the prize were a purse or a potential husband. 

Yep, Doyle McCoy had no doubts that Ashleigh Scott considered herself too good for the likes of him or any man who grew up on the wrong side of the racetrack. 

***
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LEIGH FUMED AS SHE made her way to the Wind Racer box where her friends waited for her. She was angry because she couldn't instantly erase Doyle McCoy from her mind. Not that she was still taken in by his rugged good looks or rough-edged charm. She wasn't thirteen anymore, for heaven's sake. 

The starting gate bell shrilled, echoing through the clubhouse. 

Leigh rushed by people turning from the betting windows. She cursed the fact that unlike any other major racetrack, Keeneland had no public announcer calling the race.

Yells and screams of encouragement mixed with the thundering of hooves hitting dirt track. The crowd kept getting in her way, as if fate was determined to keep her from seeing this race on anything but an impersonal video monitor. A moment later, Leigh huffed into the box and immediately picked up a pair of binoculars she'd left on her seat. The horses were already approaching the second turn. 

"I didn't think you were going to make it," Jennifer said.

The blonde's voice held a teasing note that aggravated Leigh, who immediately looked through the binoculars. Though instead of horses, she imagined she saw a thick crop of dark chestnut hair and hazel eyes that always seemed to mock her. 

"Damn!" she muttered, trying to regain her composure and place her attention where it belonged and off the crass handicapper. 

Why did Doyle McCoy always make her do a slow burn? 

"What's wrong?" Nolan asked. "Isn't Dawn where she's supposed to be at this point in the race?" 

"She's doing just fine." 

Leigh only prayed she wasn't fibbing. Dancing Dawn was smack dab in the center of the pack as the fillies rounded the second turn. And down the stretch they came!

The audience rose en masse to watch the final seconds of the race as the jockeys made their moves for position and several of the mounts finally fired. 

Leigh noted Lady Jane was leading by a head, and Angelbright was a close second.

She watched closely as a chestnut filly whose jockey wore yellow and purple silks broke from the pack and began passing the other horses. Blood rushed straight to her head, making her dizzy with tension. Screams of excitement pierced the air around her and Leigh wanted to scream, too. Miss Phipps, her old dancing school teacher, would have the vapors at such a tacky idea. 

"Dancing Dawn is making her move!" Jennifer cried.

Leigh couldn't help losing her composure. "C'mon Dawn!" she shouted, praying for a victory and the purse the farm so very much needed. 

She lowered the binoculars, her grip still tight as she watched Dancing Dawn pull ahead of Angelbright, then surge past Lady Jane to the finish line, leading by a mere neck!

"It's Dancing Dawn!" Nolan cried. "She did it!"

They'd won! Leigh screamed and jumped up and down, so out of control that she almost let the binoculars fly. As she saved them, she realized another of her companions, another dancing school graduate of Miss Phipps, was arching a brow at the display. Leigh forced herself to settle down and gave Harmony an embarrassed grin. 

The redhead smiled broadly and gave her a big hug and a pat on the back. "Oh Ashleigh, what a precious filly!" 

Giddy with happiness, Leigh almost asked Harmony if she meant Dancing Dawn or her. But then she was being pushed out of the box, her whole group acting as her escort to the winner's circle. 

"Too bad your mama's not here," Jennifer said. "Dancing Dawn winning. And Highflyer's bound to take the Blue Grass Stakes," she said of the next race. "I can't believe she would miss this." 

"Mama is under the weather. Said she'd rather watch the Stakes on television this time." 

"That doesn't sound like Vanessa," Nolan said. "Nothing serious wrong, I hope." 

Leigh hoped, as well. The thought put a cloud over the win. Mama had been acting awfully strange the past month or so. Overly emotional and at times a little unbalanced. 

She rushed to assure her friends, "I'm sure Mama will be fine." 

"And so I am, Ashleigh, darlin'."

Vanessa Scott materialized as they reached the fence around the winner's circle. There could be no doubt that this was Leigh's mother. Except for eyes a milk chocolate, she looked like a mature version of her only daughter. Dressed in a pale yellow suit and matching veiled hat perched in her upswept silver-streaked dark hair, she also appeared every inch the owner of a winning filly. 

Warmth flowed through Leigh. Seeing Mama like this, looking her old self after the way she'd been acting lately, why it was tonic to her very soul. 

Leigh's smile was brilliant as she hooked her arm through her mother's. "Come on, Mama, let's go kiss our filly and collect our purse."

***
[image: ]


JIMMY DIAZ HIT THE jockey room with barely enough time to spare before the big stakes.

"Find yourself a filly to ride between races?" muttered Ned Searle. 

Not about to confide in his valet, Jimmy let him think what he wanted. Chrissakes, a man played around once when he wasn't supposed to and nobody forgot. He started stripping. 

"Your silks." Ned held out the yellow and purple jacket and hat cover. 

Jimmy took them with a grunt of thanks. At least keeping his own mouth shut would help safeguard his reputation. Recalling the unpleasant encounter he'd just had, he grew more and more steamed. 

There'd better not be any rumors flying around! 

His empty gut screamed at him. Doc Martin said he had an ulcer and told him to keep it soothed with lots of good bland food. As if he didn't want to. Part of the reason he had the ulcer to begin with was his weight. It was damned near impossible keeping between one-twelve and one-fourteen without heaving his cookies after every meal like some of the guys did. Still, he'd given up a lot for his career, had taken more chances than most. 

Now this... this threat...

He snapped his silks shut over his complaining stomach and vowed he'd do whatever was necessary to keep from losing everything he'd worked so hard to get!

***
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LEIGH STRODE ACROSS the backside of the track, intent on finding Harley Barnett. Everywhere she looked, employees were milling about, busy at work. But nowhere did she spot Wind Racer Farm's head trainer. 

She moved along the shedrows where the thoroughbreds were stabled, exchanging greetings with the hotwalkers and exercise riders as easily as she did with her day's companions, whom she'd left behind in the paddock area. 

A groom carrying tack fell in step with her. "Hey, Leigh, congrats."

"Thanks, but brag on Harley," Leigh told him. "He's the trainer, he gets the credit. Haven't seen him, have you?" 

"Cain't say as I have." 

"He must be with Highflyer. Later."

Leigh entered the shedrow that housed the Wind Racer mounts, but no one, not even a groom, was in sight. She approached one of the stalls. The nameplate next to the opening read Highflyer. The big bay inside whinnied nervously and shied away from her approach.

Leigh frowned. "Something wrong?" She called out, "Harley, you around?"

No answer. She undid the stall webbing and entered, her focus the colt. He eyed her suspiciously. She crooned to him and moved closer, her brand new yellow shoes squishing through the muck.

"What's the matter, Bad Boy?"

She'd helped deliver Highflyer because his dam had gone through a quick labor and hadn't chosen to wait for the vet. Hers had been the first human voice he'd heard as a foal, and she'd given him his nickname when he'd been three days old. Even then she'd known he was going to be a mischievous colt. But now he seemed downright scared. He was one of the few Wind Racer thoroughbreds she personally owned, and she knew him well. She found his nose, brought it up so she could get a good look at him. His eyes seemed a tad wild. He spoke to her in low whinnies, but he didn't move away. 

"That's it. Talk to me. Tell me all about it." 

Whinnying again, he poked her shoulder with his nose, leaving greenish spittle on her silk dress. 

"Don't think I'm fancy enough, huh? Want to decorate me?" 

Her hands and voice were calming him. He moved closer. She smiled and rubbed her face against the soft velvet of his nose, feeling a wet smear along her cheek. When he tried to mouth her hat, she pulled away, laughing. 

"That's more like my Bad Boy. You're just nervous, huh?"

She was so intent on the colt she didn't realize she wasn't alone until Harley Barnett thundered, "What in tarnation are you doing in here?" as if she didn't have a right. 

Leigh tampered down her annoyance for the beefy, wheat-haired trainer with difficulty. Harley had resented her since she'd insisted on helping with Highflyer's training. He'd been downright hostile since learning that she intended to take over as the farm's general manager when Thane Perkins retired come the end of racing season. She knew he didn't like the idea of a woman riding herd over him. In his early fifties, he was a chauvinist and proud of it. 

She took a deep breath, disregarded Harley's reddened complexion and threatening snarl and calmly took control. "The question is where have you been? Dancing Dawn won and you were nowhere to be found." 

"I had something important to do." What, he didn't say.

Leigh thought of demanding an answer but keeping as much peace as he would allow seemed the wiser course at the moment. Besides, Micah Finley arrived to break the tension. 

"Got that wrap you asked for," the wizened groom told Harley. "Though Can He Prance don't seem to be limping. At least not now." He nodded to Leigh. "Time to let Highflyer strut his stuff, huh?" 

"It's time," Harley agreed. He stared at Leigh as if she was in the way and ought to know better.

"I'll be getting to the paddock area, then," she said, still stroking the colt. 

She was in no hurry to accommodate the disagreeable trainer. She'd spoken to her mother about him more than once, suggested that maybe they should look for someone else, someone who would feel comfortable working with her. Mama had been adamant about keeping Harley. Said she wouldn't hear of his being replaced. Leigh guessed she could understand her mother's position considering Harley had been with the farm near forever, since before her father died. 

She ruffled the colt's mane. "You go out there and do your best for Wind Racer Farm, you hear me, Bad Boy?" 

Highflyer whinnied and turned his back to her. Leigh shook her head in puzzlement. She took her own sweet time leaving the stall, while Harley practically ground his teeth in frustration. The colt really was acting peculiar, and Harley wasn't commenting. Not that she had doubts the trainer would do what was best for Highflyer.

Looking down at her new yellow shoes, she realized they were caked with muck. That would never do. At the end of their shedrow, she walked around to the side, hoping to find a rag near the faucet. No luck. She hated the idea of running water over the fine leather, possibly ruining it. She'd counted on these heels to carry her through the season. While she did her best to keep up appearances, she couldn't afford to be extravagant. 

Rounding the building, she found an old sponge out back, and as she returned to the faucet area, a movement caught her eye. A wheelchair disappeared on the other side of the next shedrow, which belonged to Wingate Stud, her ex-husband's farm. 

Leigh heard a woman's strained voice. "Daddy, what are you doin' back here?" But couldn't make out Claude Walker's answer. 

Shaking her head, Leigh concentrated on cleaning her shoes. Claude's racing accident had been a real tragedy. The famous jockey had been cut down in his prime to be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life.  

When she was satisfied with the condition of her shoes, Leigh headed for the paddock only to have Desiree Walker fall in step with her. The jockey's flyaway blond hair was braided and tied together in the back and for the race would be tucked up under the hard hat she was carrying. 

"So, how do you feel about my riding for your husband and against you?" 

Leigh glanced at the familiar black and gold silks. "Though he might have you think otherwise, Keith is my ex-husband." She smiled at the smaller woman who had been first a childhood friend, then a jockey they'd often hired to ride Wind Racer mounts in the past until Keith had made her better offers, part of his economic war against Leigh. "And I don't feel anything about it except disappointment that you're going to get beat." 

Desiree grinned up at her. "Fat chance. Besides, who says I don't have the best horse?" 

Everyone knew her daddy's accident had fueled Desiree's hunger for a career that outshone his. One of the top money jockeys at Keeneland and Churchill Downs in Kentucky and Gulfstream in Florida, the tiny woman had a reputation for being ruthless. Some said she'd ride right over a competitor to win a race. Then again, Desiree was an easy target in a patriarchal sport. If she were a man, she would be considered just plain tough. And good. 

Leigh could relate to the inequity. 

"So you really think Typhoon's faster than Highflyer?" she asked the jockey. 

So far, the colts had only raced against each other twice before as two-year-olds. Each had one win and one place to the other. This would be the first time they met head-on as three-years-olds. 

"Today will tell, won't it?" Desiree said. "One of them will make their granddaddy proud." Their 'granddaddy' being Fly Like the Wind, the Kentucky Derby winner that had made Wind Racer Farm famous twenty years before. "I'm ready to do everything I can to bring Typhoon in for a win." 

The women separated at the paddock, Desiree going to Keith for last minute instructions on her ride. Leigh found her mother and stayed as far away from her ex-husband as the small area inside the walking ring would allow. With his pretty-boy, gold-and-tan GQ look, he got enough attention as it was. He always had. That had been the problem between them, because he hadn't kept his admirers at bay. The stallions hadn't been the only studs getting action behind the barns. 

When Micah led Highflyer in, Leigh watched carefully. The normally outgoing colt shied from the spectators lining the walking ring, giving Micah a start. 

"Do you think he'll be all right?" she asked her mother in a low tone. "He seems awfully nervous, don't you think?"

Vanessa Scott paled and Leigh didn't know whether to be more concerned about the colt or her mother. 

"I'm certain he'll be fine once he gets to the track," Vanessa said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself. 

Highflyer was tossing his head and backing up. Worry wormed inside Leigh, even though the colt's manner wasn't extreme. It was just unexpected. Something told her they were in for trouble. 

"He's a little jittery today," she heard Harley tell Jimmy Diaz while giving the jockey a leg up. "Real unusual. Keep extra alert." 

Leigh didn't like that. Nor did she like the jockey's reaction. She swore she noted a wildness in Jimmy's eyes and a fine tremor in his hands. But what to do? You didn't scratch a horse from a race unless he was hurt or a possible danger out on the track. Harley hadn't declared him either, and he was the trainer. He'd be impossible to work with if she made such a decision without him based on a hunch. 

When the jockeys rode their mounts out, Leigh hooked arms with her mother and made for their box. All she could do was hope that her instincts were wrong and hold her breath until the race was over. 

***
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DOYLE WATCHED IN PUZZLEMENT as Highflyer fought being loaded into the starting gate with the same kind of stubbornness usually displayed by Typhoon, who was known for his mean streak. "Wonder what Highflyer's problem is today. Never saw him do that before." Whereas Typhoon was always excitable and mean-tempered around the starting gate, Highflyer was usually calm and collected. And Jimmy Diaz wasn't getting him to settle down, either. 

He looked to his father for an answer, but Oakes McCoy watched in tight-lipped silence. Okay, so his father was in a weird mood today, too. A lifer in the thoroughbred racing industry, for years having been head groom over at Wingate Stud, Oakes usually had an opinion on anything and everything connected to his only passion in life. 

But Doyle didn't have time to question his father as the race started. 

"And they're off!" Oakes muttered.

Even though he'd get to watch the replay of the race as many times as he wanted, Doyle quickly jotted notes of his first impressions in shorthand. What a race considering the two Blue Grass Stakes favorites were horse equivalents of first cousins! One of whom was his father's charge, Doyle reminded himself. He ought to be rooting for Typhoon. 

Scandal took the lead with False Pretenses hot on his tail. Then came Ruling Passion and Gray's Charade. Typhoon and Highflyer settled in right behind. 

And right where they ought to be, Doyle thought. Neither colt would be asked for speed this early in the race. 

Doyle knew Typhoon and Highflyer each had totaled three wins out of five starts in their first year of racing. And so far this season, each had won two out of two prep races for the Kentucky Derby. 

False Pretenses edged out Scandal for the lead. 

He had no doubts that both colts would be in the money. As accurate a handicapper as any around, he still had no way of predicting which horse had the edge, though in print he'd given Typhoon a sliver, because Desiree's record as a jockey was slightly better than Jimmy's. 

"Gray's Charade is dropping back," Oakes said as the colts approached the second turn. 

Now the real race began, Doyle thought. Highflyer looking for a spot at the rail... Typhoon getting an opening between Ruling Passion and Scandal... and down the stretch they came! 

Staring intently, Doyle watched as the almost identical bay colts fired at precisely the same moment, Highflyer keeping to the rail, Typhoon surging between Ruling Passion and Scandal, while members of the audience surged to their feet and offered loud encouragement to whichever horses they bet on. 

"Highflyer has the lead!" yelled a man behind Doyle. But Typhoon was only a nose behind. Ruling Passion dropped to third and was losing speed.

The entire crowd roared with the possible exception of Oakes McCoy. The old man was gripping the rail, muttering to himself. And Doyle was certain he correctly heard his father utter the name "Jimmy." 

Could the old man possibly be rooting for the competition instead of for his own employer's horse? 

***
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JIMMY USED THE CROP once and felt Highflyer jump a little too sharply. What the hell was wrong with the colt? Typhoon was breathing down his neck, edging closer and closer, squeezing into the periphery of Jimmy's tunnel vision. 

No, damn it! He couldn't lose today! 

He cropped the colt again and felt another nervous surge that sent him rocking in his stirrups. What the hell was wrong here? 

The finish line. He could see it! 

Highflyer and Typhoon neck and neck! The names yelled by the crowd echoed after Jimmy and he knew it would be a dead heat all the way to the finish line!

Couldn't lose. Not today! 

His hand swept back. Highflyer's ears flattened, head cocked... Typhoon closer... colts nosing the finish line together... crop down and touching... 

And then all hell broke loose! 

Jimmy felt Highflyer go straight up and sideways, muscles surging to the left. God help him! 

"No!"

Jimmy let go as the colt jumped the rail. He flew a few feet and landed in the ditch on the other side with a sickening thud and crack. More broken bones. 

Then the stunner... thirteen hundred pounds of frantic horse coming for him in slow motion... the dark bulk blotting out the sky... 

Jimmy couldn't move, could only pray. 

Contact! 

His breath crushed out of him, and he experienced a searing, agonizing pain unlike any he'd felt before and then... 

...nothing...
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


A horrified cry rose from the crowd as Highflyer's rear leg hooked onto the rail and the colt went tumbling down hard on the small man in yellow and purple silks. 

Tears sprang to Leigh's eyes and a choked breath caught in her throat. Highflyer lay there, legs thrashing, unable to rise. She couldn't even see Jimmy Diaz buried beneath the heaving horseflesh. 

"Oh, no. God, no!" Let Jimmy be okay. And the colt. 

She'd sensed something terrible was going to happen. Why hadn't she acted on her instinct? There was always a chance of an accident at a race, a possible tragedy even, but how could she have envisioned this? 

"Vanessa!" Nolan yelled, and a stunned Leigh turned in time to see Mama crumpling and him catching her.

Leigh helped Nolan sit her unconscious mother in a chair. She rubbed the slender aristocratic hands that were as cold as ice, and spoke in a soft, soothing tone. "Mama, wake up now, hear? Mama?" 

Vanessa's eyes fluttered open. At first she looked confused, as if wondering why she was the object of so much attention. Then her eyes cleared. She blinked a few times and went into a state of panic. Her body grew rigid and she began gasping for air. 

"A doctor, please, someone get a doctor!" Leigh implored. She prayed her mother wasn't having a heart attack on top of everything else.

"I'm a doctor."

In shock herself, Leigh backed off to give the stranger some room. Quickly checking Vanessa's vital signs, he ascertained she was merely having a severe stress reaction. He and Nolan half carried her off toward the First Aid station. 

When Leigh started to follow, Jennifer said, "You'd better see to your horse and jockey." 

Looking after her mother worriedly, Leigh knew Jennifer was right. Mama would be okay, and she wasn't alone. Someone had to take responsibility on the field. She glanced down to the track. Highflyer was standing now, but she couldn't see Jimmy. 

She rushed down to ground level as fast as the crowd would allow. Everything had stopped while the spectators waited for news of the fate of horse and jockey. People were speculating whether Jimmy would make it without any broken bones this time, and whether he mightn't be in a wheelchair like poor Claude Walker, who'd been crippled at this very track ten years before. Others were making bets on whether or not Highflyer would ever race again. 

Leigh tried to shut out the voices, the horrid conjectures, but nightmares had a way of creeping into a person's very soul. 

Taking the tunnel beneath the grandstand out to the track, she crossed the path of some horses coming in from the field. The jockeys were stone-faced. "Is Jimmy all right?" she asked one of them. 

He shrugged and shook his head.

And Leigh flew the rest of the way through the tunnel.

"Ashleigh, honey, can I do anything?" came a concerned male voice at the other end.

Leigh slowed, realized her ex-husband was waiting for his purse in the winner's circle. Keith Wingate's features were set in a sympathetic expression that somehow played false. Behind him, a grim Oakes McCoy held onto a skittish Typhoon. And Desiree Walker was trying not to cry. Her shoulders shook with her swallowed sobs. 

Guessing what the winning jockey was feeling, Leigh told him, "Take care of Desiree. Try convincing your jockey she's not to blame." 

She sped across the track. Two ambulances had arrived, one for Jimmy, the other for Highflyer. The colt was limping, but Harley and the veterinarian easily walked him into the larger vehicle. Jimmy wasn't so lucky. He was tied down to a stretcher so that nothing could move, and the paramedics were hurrying to get him off the field, as if every second counted.

As they slid him into the ambulance, Leigh saw blood bubbling from his mouth and beneath his white silk breeches, both legs protruded where there were no joints. She went woozy and only held onto herself with determination. 

"Is he going to be all right?" she asked one of the medics. When she got no answer, only a closed expression, she grew panicky. "He's going to live, isn't he?" 

"If he does," came Harley's voice from behind her, "it'll be the worst thing that ever happened to him."  

Truly a living nightmare. 

***
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ONE THAT JIMMY DIAZ didn't have to face. He passed on just before dawn without ever waking. The waiting room was filled with people from the backside who wept at the news. 

Leigh wept, too. Harley had been correct about the extent and severity of Jimmy's injuries. Both legs shattered, neck fractured, both lungs collapsed and punctured from broken ribs. She'd only considered death to be merciful once before when her own father had been taken after a five-year bout with lung cancer.

"It's my fault," sobbed Desiree. 

Either Keith hadn't found the right words to convince her otherwise or he hadn't even tried. More likely the latter, Leigh thought. Her ex-husband was a selfish bastard, and no doubt the win for Typhoon had been the only thing in his mind. Desiree had been crying off and on all night. 

"It's no one's fault," she assured the other woman yet again. "It was a horrible accident. A tragedy. But no one's to blame." 

Except herself, maybe, for not acting when she'd sensed something was wrong.

"I shouldn't have let Typhoon get so close. He's so mean he spooks other horses all the time. But I never thought one would jump the rail."

Though they were aggressive competitors with each other out on the track, off the track jockeys were a close-knit bunch because of shared experience, especially the danger and injuries they all endured. 

"No one could have guessed," Leigh said. It hadn't even occurred to her. "Listen, why don't I take you home where you can get some rest?" 

"Thanks, Leigh. You're a good friend. I hate the thought of driving alone."

Leigh had been surprised that Claude Walker hadn't kept vigil with his daughter considering how close they were and all. Desiree even lived with her daddy, had moved back home to his tiny farm near Midway after his accident. Leigh supposed that's why he hadn't come to the hospital. He woke every morning to live with the results of his own injuries. Undoubtedly he hadn't been able to tolerate waiting to hear about Jimmy's. 

As they crossed the waiting room to the exit, they came face-to-face with Doyle McCoy and his father. Oakes appeared ashen and rivulets of tears drove lines into his cheeks. And while he wasn't crying openly, Doyle looked like a man who had just lost his best friend. Not far from the truth. Leigh remembered he and Jimmy had been buddies all the way through high school.

"Doyle, I am truly sorry," Leigh said. She swiped at a tear that threatened to embarrass her. "I know you loved Jimmy." Her words trailed off and she coughed to smother a sob.

"Thank you, Ash," Doyle started and then added "Leigh," with a note of respect he hadn't offered her in years.

Their eyes met without animosity for one single moment, and a yearning she'd suppressed forever ago came back to haunt her. Then he looked away and the spell was broken. 

Leigh led Desiree out to her car and took the grieving jockey home. She watched the small figure slip into the house like
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