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Prologue

	 

	I squished my way through the water-soaked grass to the pasture. The sudden downpour had cooled the air, and I shivered slightly in my wet clothes. The worst of the storm seemed to be over, and when I reached the pasture fence I paused, debating whether I needed to bring the horses in. The rain had abated to a fine drizzle, and there hadn’t been any lightning or thunder since I’d left the barn. It was such a relief to escape the tense atmosphere there that I lingered, leaning on the fence and watching the dark wet patches creeping down the horses’ coats.

	I didn’t hear the footsteps until they were right behind me. I knew whose they were without turning; only Jaden’s presence would raise the hairs on my body like that.

	“Téa,” he said my name like a caress.

	I was about to duck away, but he knew me too well — his hands shot out and gripped the fence board on either side of me, though he didn’t touch me, of course. He was so close now that I could feel the heat from his body searing the back of mine, but this heat made me shiver all the more. 

	“How long are you planning on not talking to me?” His voice was subdued.

	I shrugged. I felt, rather than heard, his sigh.

	“You’re angry with me.”

	He was wrong about that. It wasn’t anger that was making me avoid him, it was self-preservation. 

	“I don’t blame you. I know I’ve made a mess of things. I came to give you a choice… I was planning to leave at the end of the season.” He paused, but my brain was already frozen. As though it couldn’t process the word ‘leave’. “But if you’d rather I left now, I’ll understand. I’ll find a spot for my horses closer to Toronto.”

	My chest constricted painfully, and my breath started coming in sharp, raw gasps. Either way, he would be gone. My only option was whether to prolong my suffering. It was always the same impossible choice: the pain of his presence versus the torture of his absence. I didn’t say anything. I don’t think I could have spoken even if I’d wanted to.

	“Let me know what you decide,” he continued quietly. He hesitated, then dropped his head close to mine; I felt the zing of current from my face down to my shoulder. He whispered his parting line in my ear.

	“I miss you.”

	I waited until his footsteps faded to surrender to the wracking sobs, and they shook me for a long time before I pulled myself together and went back to work. 



	
Part One: Forbidden

	 

	 

	 

	



	




	One

	 

	 

	 

	Weekends were always busy.

	I rushed out the door after a hasty breakfast and headed for the familiar weathered beige of the barn. It was a warm day for September, the sky intensely blue with only a few small puffy clouds. The most time-consuming parts of my weekends were the riding lessons I taught, although I had horses to ride, too. Also on the weekends, my brother Seth and I did the feeding and the last check of the barn before lights-out at night. And then there was homework… I was starting grade eleven; the workload this year meant I’d probably have to study a bit more.

	“Hey, shrimp,” Seth greeted me as I almost ran into the barn. He was sweeping the aisles, cleaning up after the morning feed. “Nice of you to finally drag yourself out of bed.”

	You learn early that life isn’t fair when you grow up with a twin brother like mine. Seth had always been the sweet-tempered, beautiful one, while I was the scrawny, mercurial one. Things hadn’t changed much over the years. At sixteen, I was five foot two and a half — don’t forget the half — with a slight frame, average looks, and coloured in boring monochrome: brown hair, brown eyes, and skin that tanned easily. By now, after a summer spent working outdoors, it was a smooth… well, brown. Seth, on the other hand, was blessed with shaggy light blond hair, clear blue eyes, and skin that seemed to alternate between red and white all summer without perceptibly darkening. Even worse, he was six feet tall. I hoped that he was done growing now, or his smugness would become unbearable.

	“Hi, Téa,” a high voice piped up.

	I smiled at the little girl skipping toward me. Eight-year-old Emma was the first student to arrive for my nine a.m. lesson. “My dad came to watch me today!” Emma almost squeaked with excitement. 

	Her father was almost as blond as she was. “Hi,” he said, smiling, “Tia, right? We’ve heard a lot about you.”

	“It’s Tay-a, actually,” I corrected as we shook hands.

	Once my students were ready, I led them out to the smaller ring, stifling a yawn. I enjoyed teaching, but the beginner lessons were a bit boring. After getting them all mounted, I asked them to walk and began correcting their positions.

	“Push your heels down, Emma. Sebastian, you’re looking good, just shorten your reins a bit, okay? Chocolate Chip looks like he’s about to fall asleep,” I said. On hearing his name, the pony turned and ambled toward me, little Sebastian’s ineffectual pulling on the reins not diverting him in the slightest. 

	Chip pushed his head against my chest and I patted his dark brown neck for a minute.

	“Okay, boy, time to get back to work.” I gave the pony a push, and he meandered willingly back to the track.

	“Is everyone behaving themselves this morning?” Dec’s voice called out cheerfully. All four kids giggled and greeted him; my stepfather was very popular with our students and boarders. Blue, Dec’s Australian Cattle Dog, ran to me for a pat. They’d gone out to the hayfield early that morning — thankfully before I’d gotten up. 

	“How’s the haying?” I asked. 

	“Not bad. We should be done with the cutting by tomorrow.” Dec’s pale blue eyes, which contrasted starkly with his dark hair, squinted up at the sky. “Hopefully the weather will hold and we can get it baled this week. Oh, don’t forget that Jaden’s coming for dinner tonight. Gran’s coming to cook, so make sure you help her.”

	I suppressed a groan as I turned my attention back to my students. I’d forgotten that Dec’s nephew was coming. I hadn’t done any homework yet, and today was Sunday. A dinner guest meant that I’d be losing sleep to get my homework done. Or, if I was being honest with myself, trying to finish it up during school tomorrow. I wrapped up the lesson with relief.

	“Téa!”

	I was hailed the minute I walked into the cool shade of the barn. Teri bounced up to me, looking both smug and secretive. She was my closest friend.

	“Last week of September, right?” she said in a low voice.

	“Shh! Are you trying to get me killed?” I hissed, but I grinned at her all the same. “Let’s talk about it later.”

	Teri pulled her hair back and tied it in a ponytail. She had hair I’d kill for, the colour of burnt caramel, falling in thick waves to her shoulders when it was down. 

	“Okay,” she said, “but we have a lot to organize.”

	I hung out with her while she got her Appaloosa pony, Picasso, ready to ride.

	“Hey, girls,” our friend Julia’s voice rang out.

	“Hey, Jules,” we responded, and Teri added, “Yay, you can ride with me — I thought I was on my own today.”

	“Uh, hello? I’m right here,” I protested.

	“Yeah, I noticed,” Teri said. “But Blaze is way out of out of Picasso’s league. At least Jules and I can set up one course to jump.”

	The mention of my pride and joy made me smile. Riding him was always the highlight of my day. “So what’s new, Jules?” I asked. 

	She spoke over her shoulder as she went to retrieve Jasmine, her black mare. “Well, I went on a date yesterday. Total train wreck!” Julia began recounting the horrors of her date while Teri and I listened and occasionally snickered. Julia went on a lot of first dates, but few second ones. She had very exacting standards, but she could afford to be picky; she was stunning. She was half Japanese and half French, and at five foot six, she was much taller than Teri or me, with a willowy physique that we tried hard not to envy. Her brown-black hair fell in a glossy curtain down her back as as heavy bangs in the front, but her eyes were her most striking feature — they were a stormy grey, thickly fringed in long black lashes. You couldn’t help but stare at Julia. It was really no wonder that her parents sent her to a private girls’ school.

	After teaching my next lesson, it was time to ride Blaze. 

	I stepped into his stall and he turned to me right away, whickering a greeting. As always, I felt a warm swell of affection for him. I leaned my forehead against his and spent a few minutes just stroking his silky head and neck; he would stay that way for hours, never pulling away. 

	Blaze was my horse. My mom had convinced Dec to buy him for me when I was thirteen, the year before she died. He’d been barely two then but had shown incredible potential, and now, as a six-year-old, he was more than living up to that promise. That wasn’t why I loved him so much, though. I would have adored him even if he couldn’t jump over a garden hose.

	A small crowd had assembled in the aisle. Some of my students, plus Julia, Teri, and a couple of boarders, were staying to watch me ride. I was taking things slowly with Blaze, laying the groundwork for us to have a long, successful career together. I had only brought him to five shows this year, and at those five shows, he had won third place once — and first place every other time. So naturally, we had started attracting some attention, and he already had some die-hard fans in his home barn. 

	I cross-tied Blaze and started grooming him while multiple hands came to pat him hello. Blaze never minded the attention. In fact, he seemed to consider it his due. I couldn’t help admiring my Dutch Warmblood as I led him out of the barn; he was the most gorgeous light copper bay, and the sunlight danced red and gold on his glossy coat. All four of his legs were black from the knee down — his only white marking was the wide blaze down his face. His black mane and tail were so smooth and shiny you’d think he was hiding a flat-iron in his stall. All in all, he took my breath away.

	Even after four years, I could hardly believe he was mine. 

	I mounted easily; Blaze was sixteen-one hands high — not that big for a jumper, though plenty big enough for me. After warming up in the large paddock, we started jumping a small gymnastic combination. It used to make me horribly self-conscious to ride in front of people at home, but I was getting used to it now. And it was nice to have help making changes to the jumps, rather than me having to dismount every time.

	“Okay, baby, we’re going to trot over nice and quietly. Don’t get excited,” I murmured to Blaze. He flicked his ears back and forth, listening. He liked it when I talked to him while I rode, so I usually did. Sometimes I even sang to him, though I was way too embarrassed to do that in front of an audience. Of humans, anyway.

	We trotted in. Jump the large X, one canter stride, over the vertical, another canter stride, and over the oxer, which had a squarish shape since it consisted of two parallel poles. I stayed as quiet as possible and revelled in the raw athleticism I felt under me. We went over it perfectly twice more, and then it was time to put the fences up.

	“Could you raise them all a bit, please?” I called to Teri. “Make the oxer about three foot six.”

	Another few trips over the combination, and again, it felt like Blaze was barely trying. Suddenly, I wanted to feel him really jump — I wanted to know at what point he’d have to expend an actual effort to get over.

	“Ter, can you raise them again, and adjust the distances for cantering, please? Put the vertical at four feet and the oxer at four-six,” I said, trying to be casual. I could hear gasps from the watching crowd, but I ignored them, focusing on Blaze. “Okay, baby, this one’s going to be a lot bigger.” 

	I didn’t talk to him on our approach this time. He raised his head before the first fence — he had noticed the increased size. He popped over the X, took a carefully measured stride, bounded over the vertical, one more stride, and I held my breath as he rocked back onto his hocks and gave an enormous leap over the oxer, landing handily and cantering away gaily as though he did it every day. A cheer went up as I slowed him to a walk, patting him joyfully over and over.

	“Oh my God Téa, you should’ve seen him, he looked unbelievable!” Julia yelled.

	“Yeah, his knees were around his ears,” Teri added, grinning widely.

	“I got a pic,” Stephanie added, holding her phone up. 

	I walked Blaze around on a loose rein; I couldn’t get the huge grin off my face.

	“Hey, who’s that?” Teri asked suddenly.

	I followed her gaze to a tall, lean figure leaning with one hand against a black SUV.

	“Wow, is that an Armani suit?” Julia asked, impressed. I snickered — trust Julia to recognize a label at that distance. Though it did look like a nice suit, light grey and sleek. As I watched, the figure took off the jacket and tossed it into the car before strolling over to the fence.

	“Hi, Téa.” He smiled, a flash of white in a tanned, angular face.

	“Jaden!” I exclaimed, suddenly recognizing him. “Welcome back.”

	“Thanks. Nice riding, by the way. That’s some horse.” His eyes travelled over Blaze appreciatively. 

	I was about to thank him when I realized what his presence meant. “Oh no,” I groaned, “You’re here… which means I’m late. I’m supposed to be helping Gran with dinner.”

	“Don’t worry about it, I’ll give her a hand.” Jaden headed for the house, covering the ground quickly with a long-legged, athletic stride. 

	An excited babble arose in his wake.

	“Who was that?” Julia demanded.

	“Um, that’s Dec’s nephew, Jaden,” I answered, continuing to walk Blaze. “My step-cousin.” It seemed odd that we were related, since I barely knew him. We’d only seen each other a few times as kids, and lately he’d been playing polo internationally. Seth and I heard about him often, though, because he was Dec’s favourite — and only — nephew.

	“You didn’t tell us your cousin was gorgeous,” Teri said accusingly. “You’ve been holding out on us!”

	“Give me a break! I haven’t seen the guy in three years.” I laughed. “Now, can you get a handle on your hormones long enough to give me a hand? I’ve got to get Blaze cleaned up quick or I’m in trouble.”

	As soon as Blaze was taken care of, I dashed into the house and straight to the kitchen. Gran was at the stove, her white hair escaping from its usual bun as she turned to smile at me. I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. She smelled like talcum powder.

	“Sorry I’m late, though it looks as if you’ve found a far more competent helper than me,” I commented.

	Jaden was chopping vegetables with a speed that would have left me short a fingertip or two, the sleeves of his charcoal grey shirt rolled up to his elbows. He shot me a grin.

	“Can I have a quick shower?” I asked Gran.

	I’d been working all day and was feeling decidedly grubby, a feeling exacerbated by the fact that Jaden looked as though he’d just stepped from the pages of a fashion magazine. Gran shooed me out, smiling.

	I showered at lightning speed, threw on the first clean clothes I found and bounded down the stairs, my wet hair trailing down my back. I was just in time to see Dec and Seth walking in. My stepfather shook his head at me in disapproval, and I shrugged apologetically — it was clear I hadn’t been helping Gran as I was supposed to.

	At the sound of the front door, Jaden emerged from the kitchen. Dec took his outstretched hand and, to my surprise, pulled him into a hug.

	“It’s good to see you, son,” he said gruffly. He looked Jaden up and down. “You’re looking good — you didn’t get dressed up on our account, did you?”

	“I had a date earlier,” Jaden admitted.

	Dec gave a chuckle. “Some things haven’t changed,” he said. “You remember Seth?”

	Jaden shook Seth’s hand, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Wow, Seth, I almost didn’t recognize you.”

	I wasn’t surprised. Standing next to our cousin, Seth’s recent growth spurt was even more apparent. Jaden used to tower over him, but now Seth didn’t have far to go to catch up. In height, anyway. Though I’d thought Jaden was lean when I’d seen him outside, he was considerably broader than my lanky teenaged brother.

	Seth slung his arm around my neck. “Yeah, Téa’s the only one who’s still puny.”

	Jaden considered me. “Maybe in size, but certainly not in talent. I saw her riding earlier, it was impressive.” His smile warmed me almost as much as his words. My warm feeling was quickly doused, though, by the cold look Dec gave me on his way to the stairs. I guess he’d seen the jumps, too.

	“I’m gonna shower,” Seth said, turning away. I suddenly registered his appearance and grabbed his arm, stopping him.

	“Dude!” I exclaimed, planting my hands on my hips. “You’re crispy! Didn’t we talk about the sunscreen?”

	Seth put a long red arm around my shoulders and grinned down at me. “You worry too much, Sis. I’m tough as an ox.”

	“You’ll worry too, when you get skin cancer,” I grumbled.

	“Worrywart here puts sunscreen on the horses’ nosies,” Seth told Jaden, rolling his eyes.

	They both had a good laugh at that while I stomped off to set the table. I didn’t care what anyone said — the horses’ white markings had pink skin underneath, which reddened in the sun. On sunny days, I sunscreened those parts that were only thinly covered in hair; sunburn hurt and I didn’t want my horses suffering from it if I could help it.

	Seth was ultra-fast in the shower, as usual. Within minutes, he came into the dining room.

	“Why didn’t you take the combination down?” he murmured. “Now you’re in trouble.”

	Jaden came in while Seth was talking and put a plate of carrots on the table. He stopped to listen to our exchange; I caught a subtle waft of some alluring scent as he moved.

	“I don’t care, Seth,” I said smugly. “Blaze jumped a four-foot-six oxer like it was a fallen log. You should’ve seen him!”

	“No way!” His warm blue eyes shone with excitement. “Do you think—” He fell silent as Dec came in, and I scurried to the kitchen to see what I could do there. 

	Dinner was festive, a bit like the return of the prodigal son, I mused. Dec had only seen Jaden a few times over the past three years, and I hadn’t seen him at all. Gran seemed thrilled to have him back, too. It must be nice, I grumbled mildly to myself. I doubted they’d be as pleased to see me after a long absence, but then, I was clearly the odd-coloured sheep in my family flock.

	“Tell us why you haven’t been home in so long, dear,” Gran requested. “What have you been doing?” 

	“Well, normally I play in the States over the summer, but this year I went to Argentina for the winter and then England for the summer, which was incredible — polo has a much greater following there.” 

	We spent a while discussing what England had been like. Gran, in particular, had a lot of very specific questions; she had grown up there and retained more than a trace of the accent.

	“Well, it’s lovely to have you closer to home,” Gran said. 

	I peeked at my phone under the table and wondered if it was too early to excuse myself and go take a stab at my homework but fortunately, Seth chose to do just that a minute later, and we headed upstairs.

	 

	***

	 

	Later, Dec came into my room while I was doing my biology reading. “I saw the combination you set up today,” he began. He looked frustrated, but less angry than I’d expected. 

	I turned in my chair wearing an apologetic look. “I know it’s bigger than I’m supposed to jump alone, but there were lots of people around, you know, in case… and Stephanie’s a doctor.” I added the part about our boarder hopefully, since Dec’s main worry was that I’d get hurt jumping too high without my trainer.

	“Stephanie’s an osteopath,” he growled. 

	“Sorry, I’ll wait for Karen next time,” I promised.

	He leaned his muscular frame against the wall by the door; he seemed to be in a good mood. 

	“I don’t know why it’s so hard for you to listen, Téa,” he said. “When I was a kid, I did what my father told me to, period. Or I suffered the consequences.”

	I sighed. I’d heard this speech before. So I chose “suffer the consequences” more often than I did “listen.” Sue me. Dec saw it differently. His father had been in the military and had raised his kids according to its principles. I suppose Dec was following in Grandad’s footsteps, but I wished he wouldn’t. It would make our relationship so much easier.

	“I just got carried away, Dec.” I felt a flutter in my stomach at the thought that I’d forgotten to wear a helmet again. I knew that if he found out about that, the tenor of this conversation would change in a hurry. 

	He seemed to be over it, though. “I’m glad you and Seth got to spend some time with Jaden. I always thought the three of you would get along. I think we’ll be seeing a lot more of him, now that he’s back in Toronto.” The thought obviously made him happy.

	“Yeah, that would be great.” I didn’t really care. I had more pressing concerns than a long-lost cousin — like pulling off my secret job, the details of which Teri had yet to share. 

	Not to mention finishing my homework.

	“Well, goodnight, honey.” Dec smiled at me before leaving. Jaden’s visit had certainly lifted his spirits.

	“G’night.”

	 

	



	




	Two

	 

	 

	 

	I stayed up late doing homework, so I started off my week tired. Life at our rural Ontario school this year was the same as always — I didn’t love it, but I didn’t hate it either. I was pretty good at academics, but I wasn’t particularly popular. I hung out mostly with Teri, Seth, and Kabir, Seth’s best friend. When I wanted one, Seth was my “in” to social events; he was Mr. Popularity and got invited to everything worth going to.

	I found Teri at lunchtime. 

	“Okay,” she began as soon as we’d found seats, “I got us the job! Are you sure Dec will be away that week?” Her light green eyes sparkled with excitement.

	“Yeah. Wow, we’re really doing this.” My pulse sped up at the thought, though whether with excitement or fear, I wasn’t sure. I turned to give her my full attention. 

	Barely five foot two, Teri was tiny, yet also curvaceous in a way that I wasn’t. Her small size had drawn the attention of a girl named Lori who, it transpired, was an exercise rider at a nearby racetrack. Lori had taught Teri the basics of galloping racehorses, and now Teri had managed to finagle us both jobs as fill-in exercise riders for a week.

	“We’ll need to leave by 4:45 a.m.,” Teri was saying. I groaned aloud and she nodded, looking glum. “Yeah, it sucks, but we’ll be getting on our first horses by 5:30. That gives us a couple of hours to work, and still be at school on time — but we’ll make a pile of cash!”

	“Woohoo!” I whooped, “Royal Winter Fair, here we come!”

	Thanks to numerous wins at horse shows over the summer, Teri and I had both qualified for the Royal Winter Fair that November. The Royal was a big deal; it was the last indoor show of the season, the prize money was substantial, and it was prestigious. Unfortunately, what with hotels, stabling, and entry fees, it also cost a lot. Dec normally covered half of my costs — I competed a lot more than he considered necessary — but we were already way over budget this year, so Teri and I had hatched our brilliant exercise riding plan to make up the deficit in our funds. There was only one slight drawback: I was absolutely, completely, without question, forbidden from setting foot on the racetrack. To hear Dec go on about it, you’d think the track was a cross between a gang clubhouse and a crack house. But since he was fortuitously leaving for a week on business, I felt as though the heavens had finally conspired with Teri and me to get us to the Royal. The excitement of that prospect helped me ignore the little voice in my head that was squeaking in panic at the thought of defying Dec.

	We finished working out the details, which included having Lori coach me in exercise riding techniques. Teri had already shown me the basics, but we didn’t have the proper equipment or an actual racehorse to practice with, and as I needed to be reasonably competent in order to avoid killing myself, it was worth putting in the effort to learn.

	 

	* * *

	 

	The dry weather held, so we’d be putting the hay up into the barn’s loft that weekend. Even though it was only the second week of school, I already had less time to ride. I taught two nights a week, which left only three weeknights for riding, and I had two horses in training — Blaze and Zachary, the horse I was bringing to the Royal. I hoped we’d get the hay done quickly so that I could ride them both over the weekend. Not that I was that useful at haying time. The bales weighed anywhere from fifty to seventy pounds, and on a good day I might hit a hundred and five, so I couldn’t exactly toss them around. 

	I decided to ride Zac early Saturday morning before we got to work. I was almost done and had just set up a fairly large combination when a voice made me jump.

	“Won’t you get in trouble for that?” Jaden was leaning on the fence, watching me. I wondered how long he’d been there.

	“Not if you don’t tell.” I grinned at him. I was surprised he remembered; we had barely mentioned it in his presence. When he didn’t answer right away I added, “Okay, this is the part where you say ‘Tell on you? I wouldn’t dream of it.’”

	He smiled then. “Actually, I’m torn between wanting to stop you and wanting to watch you.” 

	“Well, good luck stopping me,” I muttered. I glanced at him. The sun created a golden halo around his light brown hair — not very fitting, I thought. I found his presumption irritating. I turned back to Zac, who was standing with the reins hanging loose on his neck. He was great that way, sometimes following me, but usually standing quietly and waiting. I mounted, then patted his sandy bay neck. 

	“Okay boy, let’s show Jaden what you’ve got,” I murmured to him. 

	We picked up a canter, and Zac bounded over the three fences with ease. I patted him enthusiastically as we landed.

	“Nice,” Jaden commented. “Did you start riding after Dec married your mom?”

	“No, the year before, when I was nine,” I said as I walked Zac on a loose rein to cool him off. “That’s how they met, did you know that? Seth and I wanted riding lessons, and we came here.”

	“Well, you’ve definitely got natural talent,” he said. 

	“Um, thanks.” I wasn’t too sure about that. I worked very hard at my riding. 

	By the time I’d put Zac away, everyone was labouring at putting the hay up. Dec was on the wagon chucking bales onto the conveyer, and I went up to the hayloft to lend a hand there. 

	“Hey, sweetie.” Kabir grinned at me as he heaved a bale onto a stack that was already four bales high. I sighed. That was something I could never manage, and it irked me. He came over and gave me a one-armed hug. Seth and Kabir had become instant friends when we moved here six years ago, and he and I had grown close, too. He was of Indian descent, with light-brown skin, wavy black hair, and two huge dimples that made him look like a little boy when he smiled. That little-boy visage was at odds with his body, though, which could only be described as huge. He was shorter than Seth, but stocky, with enormous bulging muscles that came in very useful at the barn.

	“We don’t need you up here, Sis,” Seth pointed out. “We’ve got this covered.” He, Jaden, and Kabir were very efficiently taking the bales off the conveyer and piling them. I’d probably get in their way.

	I found Teri and Julia in the barn when I went back down.

	“I see your handsome, rich, international-polo-playing cousin is back.” Julia giggled.

	“Come on, Jules.” I rolled my eyes at her. “What makes you think he’s rich?”

	“Uh, hello, polo player?”

	“Yeah,” Teri added, “doesn’t he need at least four horses for that?”

	“He’s only got two now. He sold four when he got into law school,” I corrected. Both my friends watched me with their mouths hanging open. I sighed. “Yes, Mr. Perfect just started law school,” I said. “And Dec’s been throwing that in our faces at every opportunity. It’s getting pretty annoying. As is Jaden himself.”

	“So he’s smart, too?” Julia’s perfect eyebrows got lost under her bangs. “And you haven’t introduced us yet because…”

	“Because I’m a thoughtless, inconsiderate friend.” I grinned at her. “I’m sorry I didn’t immediately consider him for your dating pool.”

	“Apology accepted,” she sniffed theatrically. “Are you coming on a trail ride with us?”

	“I can’t, I’ve got to help with the hay.”

	“By the way, Lori said this weekend would be perfect,” Teri confided. “She’s got time to teach us.”

	 I shook my head. “I don’t know how I’ll get away. Today is the hay and tomorrow I’m teaching lessons all day.”

	We wandered outside to get Picasso, who was in a paddock.

	“Hi girls,” Dec greeted us cordially. “Téa, can you take over here for a little while?”

	I ran to get some gloves from the feed room, then climbed onto the wagon and took over from Dec. The job here was easier than in the hayloft. I just had to place the bales, one at a time, onto the conveyer that trundled them up to the loft. I heard a sharp intake of breath from either Ter or Jules, who were standing by the wagon with Picasso in tow. I followed their gaze up to the loft’s open double doors.

	“What?” I demanded.

	“Wait…” Teri murmured.

	I shrugged and kept heaving bales.

	“Look up,” Julia said in a low voice.

	Jaden was taking a bale off the conveyer. He’d taken his shirt off, and I had to admit the view was impressive. His muscles weren’t huge like Kabir’s, but there seemed to be so many of them — you could have used him for anatomy class.

	“Now that is fire,” Teri breathed, and the three of us exchanged a grin. 

	Jaden disappeared from view, and a minute later we all jumped as he rounded the corner, pulling on his shirt as he approached.

	I decided to make Julia happy. “Jaden, these are my friends Teri and Julia.” I indicated them in turn, and battled a smirk at their wide-eyed expressions as he greeted them.

	He turned and hopped onto the wagon in one easy bound.

	“Why don’t you let me take over here, Téa.” He was tossing a bale onto the conveyer as he spoke; it looked effortless for him. “These bales are almost as big as you are.”

	I dithered a minute. I knew I was probably good for about an hour of lifting. 

	He saw my hesitation. “I’m sure you can find something better to do than lug hay bales around.”

	I met Teri’s gaze with a smile. Indeed, I could find something better.

	So we spent my serendipitously free afternoon at the Thoroughbred farm, and Lori taught us to gallop racehorses. It was unbelievably hard, exhilarating, and terrifying all at once. I loved it. I wished I could get in more practice before I had to face the real thing in a week’s time, but these few hours were all I could manage to sneak away. 

	Dec was on the hay wagon when I got back. “Where have you been?” he demanded.

	“We went to Ter’s to do homework,” I replied innocently. “I wasn’t needed with the hay.”

	“You shouldn’t have left without telling me.” He frowned.

	“Sorry, I couldn’t find you,” I said, trying to look contrite. My stomach twisted uncomfortably at the lie, and I was glad he would be away during my week at the track. I didn’t think I could pull it off if I had to lie to him every day.



	




	Three

	 

	 

	 

	Our first day at the racetrack was brutal. It started off tense for me; Dec was leaving on his business trip that morning, but I had to sneak out before he got up — the birds weren’t even chirping yet, for cryin’ out loud. I wouldn’t know whether Dec had noticed my absence until I saw Seth at school.

	We arrived at Fort Erie Racetrack, heavy-eyed and clutching our Tim Horton’s coffees. The first fingers of light were just poking over the horizon as we stepped out of Teri’s car. My heart picked up its pace. Thoroughbreds were walking up and down the dirt road, voices called morning greetings in the barn, and from behind us, I heard the distant thunder of galloping hooves — an exhilarating sound. Also a bit scary for me right now.  

	Teri and I paused uncertainly in one of the doorways of the barn. 

	“Can I help you?” A big blond head emerged from a stall, followed by a massive, muscular body.

	“We’re looking for Mike,” I told him. “We’re the new exercise riders.”

	“Oh, right. I’m Ben,” he said. Ben helped us find the trainer, a dark-haired man with a moustache, and we introduced ourselves. As usual, my name took a couple of tries. 

	“Tay-a,” Mike said finally. “Okay, let’s get you started. Lori said you’re not very experienced, right?” 

	We nodded our assent. I wondered if Teri was feeling as suddenly petrified as I was. “Not very experienced” was so inaccurate it was almost a lie. I’d done it once.

	“All right, we’ll start you off on some quieter horses, see how you do.”

	We followed Mike down the shedrow. He disappeared into a stall while Teri and I waited in the doorway.

	“Who’s gonna get on this one? His name’s Danger Bay.” 

	Teri and I exchanged a glance. Her green eyes were wide in her pale face.

	“I’ll take him,” I volunteered, praying that his name wasn’t indicative of anything.

	“Come on, then.” Mike waved me forward cheerfully. “I’ll give you a leg up, then we’ll get Teri mounted. One of our regular riders will go out with you to keep you outta trouble.”

	He tossed me expertly into the saddle. Or what passed for a saddle at the track — it was tiny and thin. I pulled my legs up to put my feet into the ridiculously short stirrups. My hands were clammy inside my gloves, and I hoped my trembling wouldn’t show. It seemed only seconds before Teri and Rob, the regular exercise rider, joined us and we headed toward the track. 

	Rob chatted with us in a friendly way. He was cute, not much older than us, and seemed to understand our nervousness.

	“Don’t worry, we won’t let nothin’ happen to ya.” He grinned as we got close to the track. “Just stick with me.”

	My mount tensed as soon as his feet hit the track, and I felt weak with fear. I shortened my reins and trotted off after Rob’s horse, feeling unfamiliar muscles working already. As we started to canter I thought frantically about what I’d learned. Rob’s horse was pulling ahead. I crouched a bit lower over my mount’s neck and felt a rush of pure exhilaration as he smoothly lengthened his stride into a gallop. The wind was freezing on my face and my eyes were streaming. I could feel the pounding of my horses’ hooves reverberating through my chest. It was a good feeling, despite the fact that I was also gasping for air.

	By the time Rob slowed his horse to a jog, my arms, back and legs were all screaming in protest. I didn’t know how I was going to get through the morning — this was only my first horse.

	“That was pretty good.” He smiled at us. “How do you feel?”

	“Petrified.” Teri grinned at him. 

	“Yeah,” I laughed my agreement. 

	Petrified, but also electrified. 

	We laughed and joked our way back to the barn, riding the high of having survived. It hit me for the first time that there was a very real risk of getting injured doing this job. And if that happened, there wouldn’t be any way to hide it, which would mean definite follow-up injuries for me. 

	Oh well, it’s too late to worry about that now, I reasoned.

	By the time we left for school, I had ridden four more horses. I pulled off my gloves in the car to find that my hands were bleeding. Teri was hurting too; we were both pretty fit from riding, but the physical demands of galloping were on an entirely different level. I fell asleep during my last afternoon class. On the bright side, Dec hadn’t noticed my absence that morning, so I was probably safe for the rest of the week. Gran was staying with us, and she wasn’t an early riser.

	The next morning we were better prepared. I wore more layers — I had underestimated not only how cold it was at five a.m. but also how hot I would get while galloping. We were less nervous, too, and got acquainted with the riders, grooms, and hotwalkers. Rob was especially nice, as helpful and kind as he’d been the day before. 

	By the end of the morning, I was starting to suspect that maybe Dec had a point about the racetrack. For one thing, I’d walked into a stall to find a groom casually rolling a joint.

	“Don’t worry, it’s not for now,” he’d said when he saw my startled expression. “There’s no smoking here. You’re welcome to join me afterward, though.”

	I was also learning a lot of new words, mostly of the kind that I wouldn’t dare use at home. My biggest concern, though, was the horses. They were worked so hard at such a young age, it was a miracle that any of them stayed sound. And from what I had heard, many of them didn’t.

	On Wednesday I could barely crawl out of bed when the alarm went off, and when I did, everything hurt. I was on my second horse before my muscles loosened up; Teri and I were walking our horses back to the barn, having just galloped without Rob for the first time.

	“Oh, crap,” I muttered, trying not to transmit my sudden tension to the filly I was riding. “What is he doing here?”

	“Who?” Teri looked around and I nodded in the direction of the shedrow. 

	Jaden was planted outside it, his arms crossed and his posture rigid.

	“Uh-oh,” said Teri, her face pale. “He wouldn’t tell on us, would he?”

	“I don’t know, I don’t actually know him that well,” I said worriedly.

	We dismounted at the shedrow. I patted my filly before the groom took her, then jumped as a low voice spoke behind me.

	Jaden’s voice was tense. “Can I have a word with you, please?” He sounded tense.

	“Um, sure.” I glanced at Teri. I wished her face didn’t look so guilty.

	My mind was working furiously, but I didn’t come up with any brilliant cover stories as I followed Jaden to the parking area, where he turned and resumed his arms-crossed stance. I made an effort not to let his disapproving look raise my hackles — losing my temper now would be the opposite of helpful. Instead, I tried to affect nonchalance, hooking my thumbs into my pockets and looking him straight in the eye. 

	“Hey, Jaden, what’s up?”

	He didn’t say anything at first, his eyes roaming over my face searchingly. I noticed they were a very unusual colour; mainly a light, limpid brown but brightened strikingly by numerous flecks of gold. I didn’t know what to call it. Hazel didn’t seem exotic enough.

	“What are you doing here, Téa?” 

	The question startled me. I’d gotten distracted by his remarkable eyes… how could I never have noticed them before?

	“Galloping some horses, why?” I tried to look innocently confused by his question.

	“So you have permission to be here?”

	“What are you doing here?” I took the offensive, eyeing him suspiciously.

	He rolled his eyes. “I came to look at a horse. A polo prospect.” 

	He was still watching me, unsmiling. The girls are right, I thought. He really is good-looking. In a superior, aggravating sort of way.

	“Téa, the track isn’t a safe place. And I’m not just referring to the riding, though that’s exceedingly dangerous. The backstretch itself” — he waved his arm, indicating the collection of barns — “is sketchy. I’m willing to bet that Dec doesn’t know you’re here.”

	I gazed at him appraisingly. “What if he doesn’t? Are you planning to enlighten him?”

	“Unless you promise me you’ll quit, then, yes.” The threat in his tone was unmistakable; I could see the beginnings of anger sparking in his eyes.

	“Why? What business is it of yours?” I demanded. Despite my efforts, my nervousness was giving way to my temper now. “I need this job, and I’m old enough to handle the risks, thank you very much.”

	“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said coldly. “There are far safer ways of earning money. And I’m family, therefore you are my business.”

	We were both leaning in, our faces a foot apart, glaring at each other.

	“Téa!” Mike’s voice broke the standoff. “Are you getting on any more horses this morning? Or are you too busy with your boyfriend?”

	“Sorry, Mike,” I called out. “Be right there.” Turning back to Jaden, I took a deep breath and tried a new tack. “Look, Jaden, this job is really important to me. And I won’t be doing it much longer—”

	“Let me guess, just until Dec comes home?” He raised a brow, daring me to deny it.

	“Can’t you just be reasonable about this and look the other way for a few days?” 

	“No, I can’t,” he said flatly. “That wouldn’t be a ‘reasonable’ response at all, given the risks involved.” 

	I gazed at the hard angles of his face and felt a surge of intense dislike toward him — what gave him the right to meddle in my life, anyway?

	I considered quickly. I could only see two options. Option one: quit the job and forfeit my chance to go to the Royal. I didn’t like the sound of option one at all. Option two: keep the job — which meant I’d have to lie, because Dec simply could not find out about me working at the track. Ever. 

	I threw up my hands. 

	“Fine,” I said in a low, curt voice. “I’ll quit. But I can’t very well leave them stranded. Just let me finish up today. Please.” I tried to soften my voice at the end. 

	He considered me silently for a moment while I attempted to keep the nervousness out of my face. His expression relaxed as he finally conceded. 

	“All right. As long as today is your last day.” 

	I sighed in relief as we turned and headed back to the barn. I was counting on the fact that Jaden would believe me. I mean, he did live over an hour away. Surely he wouldn’t drive all the way back here. I waited until we were driving to school to tell Teri about Jaden’s ultimatum.

	“Oh no,” she exclaimed, looking scared. “What are we going to do?”

	“Nothing.” I shrugged. “I’ve already talked to Mike about it and he says he’ll play dumb if anyone calls asking for us. I’m going to risk it, personally. I’m pretty sure Jaden won’t tell on you, in any case — it’s me he’s harassing. Stupid, self-important meddler.” I spat the last few words.

	 

	* * *

	 

	School that day would have been slightly better — I was getting used to the insanely early hours, though my muscles still ached — but for the new, gnawing worry that Jaden would somehow realize my deception. I told myself it wasn’t likely. After all, why would he expend the energy to check up on me? He barely knew me. Yet I was still uneasy.

	The next day passed uneventfully, except that I got bitten on the arm by a big colt. My attention had lapsed because I was looking over my shoulder, worrying about being discovered, and I irrationally blamed the blooming dark bruise on Jaden. After work, the school day seemed endless. I was too tired to pay attention in class.

	I was relieved when Friday arrived; not only would I be getting a lot more sleep after today, but the odds of my being safe from discovery were improving by the minute. Dawn was just breaking as we got to the racetrack, the barns and a few horses exquisitely silhouetted by pink and coral streaks low in the sky.

	We were greeted cheerily by all the grooms, who propositioned us as usual, and by now we could easily joke back. Ben threw me up onto my first mount. My soreness from earlier in the week was beginning to fade, and I trotted off happily to follow Mike’s orders to gallop Bailey, a chestnut filly, for six furlongs.

	Bailey went well, and I walked her back to the barn alone, humming. But as we came within sight of the barn, my humming — and my heart — stopped. 

	Jaden was leaning casually against the outer wall, watching me. 

	I tried to pull up the confused filly, but she skittered sideways and tossed her head up. She knew her routine, and she wanted to go home to her breakfast. My heart was banging loudly against my ribcage now. Dec was going to find out. I was as good as dead. Bailey, who had been dancing around in increasing agitation, suddenly decided she’d had enough and stood up on her hind legs. 

	I threw myself forward onto her neck; when she came down I kicked my feet out of the stirrups — much safer on a rearing horse — and tried to drive her forward but she reared again, higher this time, standing straight up until I was scared that she would go over backward. 

	All at once a hand grabbed my wrist and yanked me out of the saddle. I fell sideways; Jaden broke my fall with his arm and shoved me out of the way in one motion. He turned to deal with Bailey, whose reins he held in his other hand. The force of his push propelled me to the ground.

	It didn’t take him long to gentle the filly, and he turned to survey me irately. Without a word, he extended a hand to help me up. I felt a jolt when I took it, as though he was so angry his very skin wanted to shock me. He jerked hard, I flew upward and nearly overbalanced again, but his hand steadied me. My fear and adrenaline made me aggressive.

	“You scared my horse,” I accused him.

	“I didn’t make the horse rear, Téa. Your own guilty conscience did that,” he said scornfully. His eyes were blazing — I actually took a step backward before I caught myself. When he headed for the barn, I followed reluctantly.

	Back at the barn, Ben stepped out to take Bailey. 

	“It’s never a good sign when the rider comes back on foot.” He laughed. “Did she give you a hard time?” He spoke to me but eyed Jaden curiously.

	“No, she galloped really well, it was my fault,” I said as normally as I could. 

	I noticed Teri staring at us, looking shocked and pale.

	Jaden turned to me and grabbed my arm.

	“Let’s go,” he said, his voice hard.

	“No, wait…” I struggled to free myself and he tightened his grip, digging his fingers painfully into my fresh bruise. “Ow! Let go!” I yelped.

	He dropped his hand. At the sound of my cry, Mike, Ben and a Jamaican groom whose name I couldn’t recall stepped out and advanced on us. I noticed with surprise that they looked rather menacing, but Jaden seemed entirely unfazed.

	“What’s going on here?” Mike demanded. “You okay, doll?” He peered at me in concern.

	“Yeah,” I muttered. This was getting embarrassing.

	Jaden extended his hand. “It’s Mike Lambert, isn’t it? I’m Jaden Foster. I think you know my uncle, Declan Foster?”

	Mike gave a curt nod as he shook Jaden’s hand. “Yup, I know him. What’s that got to do with Téa here?”

	“She’s his daughter. Dec isn’t aware that Téa’s been working here, and I know he wouldn’t approve, so I think it’s best if she comes with me.”

	Surprise crept into Mike’s expression while Jaden spoke. He looked at me somewhat accusingly. “Is that true?” I nodded glumly. “Well then, kid, I think you’d better go with Jaden here, before you get yourself in trouble.”

	The men disappeared back into the barn, and after I’d shrugged at her apologetically, Teri followed them, avoiding Jaden’s eye. When he took my arm again I jerked it away furiously. 

	He was self-righteous, interfering, and arrogant, and I’d had enough.

	“I’m not going,” I fumed. “You’re going to tell Dec anyway, there’s nothing I can do about that, but there is absolutely no reason for me to go anywhere with you.”

	He exhaled sharply and glared at me. “Téa, I’m not discussing this with you. You have two options — you can leave under your own power, or I’ll carry you. Which will it be?”

	“I’ll take door number three. Staying,” I argued stubbornly.

	He didn’t say a word, just grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder in one easy movement. 

	I was stunned, mortified, and didn’t want to make an even greater scene, so I didn’t struggle. I did make use of my new vocabulary, though, and kept up a satisfying stream of profanities in a low voice that only he could hear, until he tossed me into his car. 

	He didn’t speak during the drive, other than to spend a few minutes castigating me for lying to him. Besides those pleasantries, we spent the time in seething silence.

	He pulled up to the school. I was reaching for the door handle when he spoke.

	“Téa.”

	“What,” I muttered without turning.

	“Look, I know you think I’m a huge jerk for doing this—”

	“That’s an understatement.”

	“—and this is beyond cliché, but it’s for your own good. Really.” 

	I faced him. “It won’t be for my good if Dec finds out,” I said bleakly. 

	I couldn’t bring myself to ask him, again, not to say anything. I had too much pride, for one thing, and in any case, something about his expression told me it would be futile.

	I got out, not even bothering to slam the door. My anger had burnt itself out, and I felt a cold dread settle into its place. Thanks to Jaden’s meddling I was insanely early for school, and my schoolbag was still in Teri’s car, so I couldn’t even fill the time by catching up on my neglected homework. 

	Seth got to school before Teri did, and I moped over to meet our bus. 

	He took one look at my face and guessed what had happened. “Aw, neeps,” he said, and I had to grin. 

	Only Seth could make me smile at a time like this. We weren’t allowed to swear at home, so we had developed our own vernacular of made-up oaths. Neeps was the worst one, our childhood version of the F word. I had told Seth about Jaden’s surprise appearance on Wednesday — Seth and I shared everything — and he had agreed with my assessment that the risk was small.

	He put his arm around my shoulders and gave me a reassuring squeeze. “Well, it ain’t over yet. Maybe he won’t tell,” he said hopefully.

	I didn’t have the heart to disabuse him of that happy notion, but I was sure he was wrong. We set off to our separate homerooms, Seth giving me an encouraging smile first. Teri ran into our class at the last minute, breathless. She handed me my bag and threw herself into the seat next to mine. We were in the back row, so we could manage a careful, whispered conversation.

	“Is he going to tell?” she asked worriedly.

	“I think so.” I couldn’t help wincing as I said it. “But don’t worry, I’ll keep you out of it. I’ll tell Dec someone from the track drove me if he asks.”

	



	

	Four

	 

	 

	 

	When we got off the bus I spotted Dec’s truck in front of the shed. He was home, then. At least I wouldn’t have to wait for hours, riddled with anxiety about whether I was busted. 

	I glanced at Seth.

	“If he knows, leave the house, okay?” I pleaded. “Please?” There was no reason for Seth to suffer along with me. 

	He nodded dumbly, his face completely serious for once. 

	We had barely stepped into the house when Dec came out of the kitchen.

	“Téa.” The low, menacing way he said my name sent a chill down my back. Yup, he knew. “I want you in my office. Now.” 

	He stalked away without a backward glance.

	I dropped my schoolbag and slowly kicked off my shoes. I looked at Seth. His face was pale.

	“Maybe I should talk to him,” he suggested.

	“No! You know it won’t work, you’ll only get yourself in trouble. Just go. I’ll be fine.” 

	We both knew the last part was a lie, but he wheeled and went out, slamming the door behind him.

	I squared my shoulders and reminded myself sternly that I’d known full well what the consequences would be if I were caught, so there was no reason to panic. I’d made my money. If this was the price of getting to the Royal, so be it. 

	I went through the living room and into the office. Dec was in front of the desk, hands locked on hips, his glare following me as I moved to stand before him. I took deep breaths, trying to stay calm, but I could feel adrenaline starting to make me shake. I kept my eyes down.

	“Jaden called today,” he said, his voice without inflection. I felt a flare of outright hatred at the sound of the name. “He told me something so implausible that at first, I didn’t believe him.”

	Dec paused, maybe to assess my reaction, but I didn’t move.

	“He told me you’ve been working at the track this entire week,” he continued. His voice was a growl now. “Every morning. Risking your life, without us even knowing where you were. Lying to me, and to your grandmother.”

	Please God, I thought, let Jaden not have said anything about lying to him, too. 

	If Dec knew that I’d been caught once, and had insisted on going back, that would be almost worse to him than going to the track in the first place. A repeat offense, in a sense.

	“Is it true?” he demanded.

	“Yes, sir,” I whispered. I didn’t bother trying to make excuses. There were none, and it would only make him madder.

	Dec unbuckled his belt. He didn’t make a production of it, the way some people would have. My shaking increased as I walked to the end of the desk and braced my hands on its dark wood surface. I clenched my teeth hard — I didn’t want to make any noise — and tried to distract myself from the blows by reliving the adrenaline-soaked rush of galloping hell-bent down the racetrack. The memories were still vivid, thank God, because I was starting to think that Dec was trying to set a new world record. When it was over, I turned away from him. I hated crying when he hit me, but I couldn’t help it this time. I did my best to keep it quiet.

	“One more thing, Téa,” he spoke behind me. His voice was cold. “Jaden says that he warned you on Wednesday to quit, yet you persisted in going back anyway. So you can forget about the Royal this year, you’re not going.”

	I gasped and whirled around, furiously blinking away tears so that I could see.

	“But, Dec… the Royal… you can’t! Please…” I pleaded, my voice breaking.

	His face was implacable, his pale eyes like chips of ice. “I can and I am. Now get out of here.”

	I stumbled up to my room. Once there I started pacing. I was adrenalized, and my mind whirled chaotically. I wasn’t concerned about the strapping, though it was obviously ridiculous. I was sixteen, not six. Seth and I were resigned to it; Dec had given us the “as long as you’re under my roof” speech often enough that we knew he wouldn’t change. What killed me was the Royal — I couldn’t believe he was serious. For the past two years, I’d had virtually no social life, all I did was ride and work in the barn, and he knew how hard I’d been training. He also knew I wanted to make a career of riding jumpers, although he didn’t approve. I wondered how much his decision had been influenced by his desire to see me go to university instead of ride horses for a living, but no matter the answer, this was a disaster. He could not have imposed a worse punishment, and all because of that pretentious ass, Jaden. 

	Of course, someone like him, moving in the prosperous circles of polo, would have no idea why I’d taken the risk of going to the track, I thought bitterly. I doubted that he had ever struggled or suffered a day in his life. A caustic hatred for him seared through my veins; I could taste it, hot and metallic, in my mouth.

	That evening I was lying on the bed, trying to read, when Seth came in and threw himself into the chair. He crossed his arms over his chest; he looked uncharacteristically grouchy.

	“So I’m grounded for two weeks,” he announced.

	“What?” I yelped. “Why?”

	He considered me carefully for a moment. “For not telling on you,” he said finally.

	“I… but… that’s so unfair!” I was overcome by chagrin. The last thing I wanted was to get Seth in trouble. 

	He nodded.

	“I’m sorry, Seth,” I said fervently. “I’ll talk to Dec, I’ll make him take it back. I’ll beg if I have to.”

	“Whoa, let’s not get crazy here.” He grinned, suddenly himself again.

	 

	* * *

	 

	As luck would have it — mine, anyway — I had a lesson with my trainer, Karen, the next morning. I was almost more afraid to face her than I had been of Dec. Karen was an old friend of Dec’s, which is why we were lucky enough to have her teach at Shady Lane Stables. She was a former National Team member, one of the youngest ever selected, but the pressures of success had driven her down the path of substance abuse. When she was clean again, she stuck mainly to coaching. She was a very gifted trainer, but extremely tough and demanding — she had been known to make grown men cry in her lessons. She was thrilled that I had finally qualified for the Royal with a jumper. I’d qualified before, in the pony hunter divisions, but I hadn’t gone because that was the year my mother got sick. My chances always depended on the horses we had in training, since I hadn’t had one of my own to show, until Blaze this year.

	I made my way stiffly down to the barn the next morning. 

	“Hey Ter, hey Jules,” I greeted the girls unenthusiastically. They were in the aisle, grooming Jazz and Picasso.

	Teri looked at me in alarm. “I guess
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