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Chapter 1: The Scales of the Heart

[image: ]


The dawn broke over Belmont Park in a smear of gold and gray, the kind of light that made the track shimmer like a promise. Speck Grayson stood in the jockeys’ room, a towel slung over his narrow shoulders, his bare feet cold against the tiles. At five-foot-two and a hundred pounds soaking wet, he was a wisp of a man, all sinew and sharp edges, built for speed not strength. His dark hair stuck to his forehead, damp from the steam he’d just endured—a thirty-minute stint in the sauna to sweat out the last ounce that might tip the scales against him. Today was the Spring Stakes, a big purse, a bigger crowd, and he was riding Thunder’s Echo, a colt with legs like pistons and a temper to match.

He stepped onto the scale, the needle twitching—99.8 pounds. Good enough. He exhaled, a shaky breath that fogged in the cool air, and pulled on his silks—green and white, the colors of trainer Mike Callahan’s stable. The fabric clung to his frame, tight and light, a second skin he’d worn since he was seventeen, eleven years now. Racing was his blood, his bones—every bounce in the saddle, every roar of the crowd, every thundering finish line. He loved it, fierce and deep, the way some men loved whiskey or war.

But then there was Carol.

He saw her face in the steam—round cheeks, hazel eyes that crinkled when she laughed, a smile that could stop a horse mid-gallop. She wasn’t at the track today—never was, not her scene—but she’d be waiting at the diner after, her shift ending just as his race did. They’d met six months ago, a chance spill of coffee on his table at Rosie’s, her apology turning into a conversation, then a date, then something more. She was a waitress, sturdy and soft where he was lean and hard, a woman who filled a room with warmth he couldn’t quite grasp.

Speck tugged on his boots, the leather creaking, and caught his reflection in the mirror—hollow cheeks, shadowed eyes, a face that looked older than twenty-eight. He didn’t eat much—couldn’t, not with the weight limits. Jockeys lived on air and willpower, coffee and carrots, anything to stay under 100. Carol didn’t get it—didn’t get why he’d starve himself for a horse, why he’d rather ride than rest. “You’re too small, Speck,” she’d said once, half-teasing, half-serious, her hand ruffling his hair like he was a kid. “I need a man who’s big enough to hold me.”

He’d laughed it off then, but it stuck—needled him every time he stepped on the scale, every time he saw her frown at his plate of lettuce while she ate pie. She didn’t mean it cruel—she loved him, he knew that, felt it in the way she kissed him slow and steady—but she saw him as fragile, a bird she might crush if she held too tight. He wasn’t big enough in her eyes, not the way he wanted to be, and it gnawed at him, a quiet ache beneath the thrill of the track.

The jockeys’ room buzzed now, other riders filing in—Tommy Ruiz, loud and wiry, cracking jokes; Lena Marks, cool and focused, checking her gear. Speck nodded at them, pulling his cap low, and slipped out to the paddock. The air hit him—crisp, thick with the smell of hay and horseflesh, the crowd’s murmur rising from the stands. Thunder’s Echo waited, a chestnut beast pawing the dirt, his ears flicking as Callahan barked orders to the groom.

“Looking lean, Speck,” Callahan said, clapping his shoulder, his grizzled face splitting into a grin. “Echo’s primed—fast as hell today. You keep him steady, we’ll take it.”

“Yessir,” Speck said, his voice quiet but firm, his hands already itching for the reins. He climbed aboard, the colt snorting beneath him, all muscle and heat. The saddle was a throne, the track a kingdom—he belonged here, small or not, every ounce of him alive.

The gate loomed, the bell rang, and they were off—Thunder’s Echo exploding beneath him, hooves pounding, the world a blur of dirt and speed. Speck crouched low, his body a coil, guiding the colt through the pack—past Ruiz on Midnight Flyer, past Marks on Silver Streak. The crowd roared, a wave of sound he rode as much as the horse, his heart hammering, his breath short and sharp. Around the turn, into the stretch—Echo surged, neck stretching, and they crossed the line, a nose ahead, victorious.

The stands erupted, Callahan whooping as Speck eased Echo back, sweat stinging his eyes, his chest heaving. He slid off, legs shaky but strong, and took the pats, the cheers, the weight of the win. First place—$50,000 purse, a cut for him, a notch on his belt. He loved it—God, he loved it—the rush, the proof, the way it made him more than his size.

But the high faded fast as he trudged to the locker room, peeling off the silks, the scale waiting again—99.6 now, post-race sweat doing its work. He showered quick, cold water jolting him awake, and changed into jeans and a flannel, the fabric loose on his frame. Carol was next—Rosie’s Diner, their ritual after a win. He wanted to see her, needed her smile, but the ache crept in: not big enough.

The diner was a mile off, a squat brick building with neon buzzing “Open” in the window. Speck pushed through the door, the bell jangling, the air warm with grease and coffee. Carol was behind the counter, her apron tied tight, her blonde hair pulled back, pouring coffee for a trucker with a grin. She saw him, her hazel eyes lighting up, and waved him over.

“There’s my champ,” she said, sliding a Coke across the counter as he sat, her voice honey-sweet. “Heard it on the radio—Spring Stakes, first place. Proud of you, Speck.”

“Thanks,” he said, taking the Coke, his fingers brushing hers—soft, warm, a contrast to the reins’ bite. He sipped, the sugar hitting hard after days of nothing, and smiled, small but real. “Echo was a beast—ran like the wind.”

“Bet he did,” she said, leaning on the counter, her elbows framing her curves. “You’re a wonder out there—little guy, big win.”

Little guy. It stung, though she didn’t mean it to—he knew that, saw it in her crinkle-eyed grin—but it landed anyway, a pinprick under his ribs. “Yeah,” he said, forcing a laugh, “small but mighty, right?”

“Damn right,” she said, patting his hand, then turned to grab a plate—burger and fries, her shift’s end treat for him. She slid it over, sitting beside him as the diner slowed, her thigh brushing his on the stool. “Eat up—you look like a breeze could knock you over.”

He stared at the food—greasy, golden, a mountain he couldn’t climb, not with tomorrow’s weigh-in looming. “Can’t,” he said, pushing it back, his voice tight. “Got a race Saturday—need to stay under.”

Carol frowned, her lips pursing, that look he dreaded—half-worry, half-frustration. “Speck, you’re skin and bones already. One burger won’t kill you.”

“Might,” he said, half-joking, half-serious, tapping the Coke. “This is pushing it—sugar’s a risk.”

She sighed, loud and long, her hand resting on his arm, heavy and warm. “I don’t get it—starving yourself for horses. You’re good, Speck—best I’ve seen—but why’s it gotta be so hard?”

“It’s the job,” he said, his eyes on the counter, avoiding hers. “Always been this way—light’s fast. Can’t race if I bulk up.”

“But you’re not just a jockey,” she said, softer now, her fingers squeezing. “You’re mine too—and I want you here, not fading away.”

He looked at her then—hazel eyes, earnest and deep, pulling at him like the track never could. “I’m here,” he said, his voice low, raw. “Ain’t going nowhere, Carol.”

“Not yet,” she said, her smile fading, a shadow crossing her face. “But I see you—shrinking, stressing. I want a man I can hold, Speck—not one I’m scared to hug too tight.”

The words cut—sharp, true, a blade he couldn’t dodge. He wanted to be that man—big enough, strong enough—but the scales didn’t lie, and neither did the saddle. “I’m trying,” he said, his hand covering hers, small against her warmth. “For you—for this.”

“Try harder,” she said, half-teasing, half-pleading, leaning in to kiss his cheek, her lips soft and lingering. “I love you, little champ—just want you whole.”

“Love
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