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Chapter 1 – A Champion in Trouble
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The morning mist drifted lazily across the emerald polo fields of Laurent Estates, softening the edges of the perfectly manicured grounds. As the first rays of sunlight broke through the clouds, stable hands were already hard at work, brushing gleaming coats, polishing tack, and preparing horses for another demanding day of training.

At the center of it all stood Frideric Laurent.

Tall, broad-shouldered, and impeccably dressed in tailored riding clothes, the fifty-eight-year-old billionaire surveyed the activity with the quiet confidence of a man who had spent decades building something extraordinary. Laurent Estates wasn't merely a polo club—it was one of Europe's finest equestrian destinations, attracting royalty, business leaders, and championship players from around the world.

Every stable, every pasture, every arena reflected his obsession with excellence.

In less than three weeks, Laurent Estates would host the prestigious Continental Polo Championship, an event capable of elevating the club's reputation even higher. Journalists were already requesting interviews, sponsors were arriving daily, and teams from several countries had begun shipping their prized horses to the estate.

Failure wasn't an option.

Frideric adjusted his leather gloves as his head trainer approached.

"Morning, sir."

"How is Apollo looking?"

The trainer smiled confidently.

"Strong. Faster than ever."

Frideric nodded toward the magnificent black stallion being led into the practice arena.

Apollo was everything a polo horse should be—powerful, intelligent, graceful, and fearless. Over the past four seasons, the stallion had become the symbol of Laurent Estates, carrying Frideric's team to victory in tournament after tournament.

"He'll carry us through another championship," Frideric said quietly.

"I believe so."

The practice match began.

Hooves thundered across the field while mallets struck the ball with sharp precision. Frideric watched every movement, occasionally offering brief instructions from the sidelines.

Apollo moved beautifully.

Until he didn't.

Halfway through a sprint, the stallion stumbled.

The movement lasted barely a second.

Most spectators wouldn't have noticed.

Frideric did.

His expression hardened.

"Stop!"

Players immediately slowed their horses.

Apollo lifted his front leg awkwardly before placing it back on the ground.

Frideric was already crossing the field.

"What happened?"

The rider slid from the saddle.

"I don't know. He just... lost his stride."

Frideric gently ran his hand along Apollo's neck, speaking softly to calm him.

The stallion nickered but shifted his weight uneasily.

The trainer frowned.

"It may only be a strained tendon."

"Maybe," Frideric answered.

But uncertainty had already settled into his chest.

"Walk him."

Apollo took several careful steps.

Then favored his right foreleg again.

Silence spread among the staff.

Nobody wanted to speak the possibility hanging over them.

The championship.

Three weeks away.

Their best horse suddenly lame.

The stable manager finally cleared his throat.

"We should call a veterinarian."

Frideric nodded once.

"Get the best."



An hour later, a dusty silver pickup truck rolled through the ornate front gates of Laurent Estates.

Several employees exchanged curious glances.

Visitors usually arrived in luxury sedans or expensive SUVs.

This modest truck seemed oddly out of place among polished sports cars and chauffeured limousines.

The driver stepped out.

She wore worn riding boots, practical jeans, and a navy work shirt with rolled-up sleeves. Her dark auburn hair was tied into a simple ponytail, and she carried a heavy medical bag as though it weighed nothing.

Mary Sullivan.

Twenty-eight years old.

Equine veterinarian.

She barely glanced at the grand mansion before heading directly toward the stable.

A stable hand hurried to greet her.

"Dr. Sullivan?"

"That's me."

"This way."

She followed without wasting time admiring the estate.

Inside the stable, Apollo stood quietly in his stall while Frideric watched from outside the door.

Mary approached the horse first.

Not the owner.

She rested a gentle hand against Apollo's shoulder.

"Hello, handsome."

The stallion lowered his head almost immediately.

Frideric noticed.

Most unfamiliar people didn't earn Apollo's trust so quickly.

Only after several moments did Mary turn toward him.

"You must be Mr. Laurent."

"I am."

She extended a hand.

"Mary Sullivan."

He shook it.

Her grip was firm.

Professional.

No hesitation.

No attempt to impress him.

"I understand your horse came up lame."

"Yes."

"When?"

"Less than two hours ago."

"Show me exactly what happened."

Frideric described the training exercise while Mary listened without interrupting.

She asked precise questions.

How long had Apollo been training?

Any previous injuries?

Changes in diet?

Recent travel?

Each answer seemed to build a picture inside her mind.

Finally she stepped into the stall.

"I'm going to examine him."

Frideric moved to follow.

She raised a hand.

"I'd prefer fewer people in here."

He blinked.

"This is my stable."

"And my patient."

For a moment neither spoke.

Several employees quietly looked away.

Nobody challenged Frideric Laurent.

Nobody.

Until today.

After a tense pause, he stepped back.

"Very well."

Mary smiled politely.

"Thank you."

She began her examination with calm confidence.

Her fingers carefully traced Apollo's leg, feeling tendons, joints, and muscles.

She watched him shift his weight.

She flexed the limb gently.

She studied every reaction.

Nearly thirty minutes passed.

Finally she stepped outside.

Frideric folded his arms.

"Well?"

"He'll recover."

Relief washed briefly across his face.

Then she continued.

"But not if you keep training him."

His expression tightened.

"The championship is in three weeks."

"I'm aware."

"He needs conditioning."

"He needs rest."

"You haven't even taken X-rays."

"I don't need one to know he shouldn't be exercising today."

Frideric's jaw clenched.

"We've invested millions preparing for this event."

Mary met his gaze without flinching.

"And Apollo doesn't care about your investment."

Silence.

Even the stable seemed quieter.

She continued in the same calm tone.

"Horses don't understand trophies or sponsorships. They only know when they're hurting."

Frideric had spent years surrounded by people who carefully chose every word around him.

Mary clearly wasn't one of them.

"I appreciate your concern," he said evenly, "but I need practical solutions."

"I've already given you one."

"Which is?"

"Take him out of training immediately."

"For how long?"

"I'll know more after additional imaging and observation, but for now? No riding."

Frideric looked toward Apollo.

The stallion stood peacefully inside the stall, unaware of the difficult conversation unfolding outside.

Mary softened her voice.

"Mr. Laurent... if you push him now, you may lose him for the entire season."

Those words landed harder than he expected.

She wasn't trying to frighten him.

She was simply telling the truth as she saw it.

After several long seconds, Frideric exhaled.

"What do you need?"

"A portable imaging unit."

"I'll have one here within the hour."

"I'd also like complete training records."

"You'll have them."

"And no one rides Apollo until I say otherwise."

He hesitated.

Every instinct urged him to argue.

Yet something in her unwavering confidence made him pause.

Finally, he nodded.

"You have my word."

Mary offered a small smile.

"Good."

As she returned to Apollo's stall, Frideric watched her through the open doorway.

She wasn't intimidated by wealth.

She wasn't impressed by status.

She cared only about the horse.

For reasons he couldn't quite explain, that made her unlike anyone he had met in a very long time.

And though neither of them realized it yet, Apollo's injury had just brought together two stubborn hearts that were about to change each other's lives forever.
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The portable diagnostic equipment arrived before noon.

Frideric watched as technicians wheeled the machine into the stable, followed closely by Mary. She had already changed into a fresh pair of gloves and tied her auburn hair into a tighter ponytail. There was no trace of fatigue on her face despite having spent the entire morning examining horses throughout the county before driving to Laurent Estates.

Apollo greeted her with a soft nicker.

Mary smiled as she stroked the stallion's neck.

"Well, handsome, let's see what you're trying to tell us."

Frideric stood nearby, careful not to interfere. Although he disliked feeling like an observer in his own stable, he had given his word that Mary would oversee the examination.

She worked with calm precision.

Every movement had purpose.

She carefully palpated Apollo's shoulder, foreleg, and tendons again before using the portable ultrasound machine. The stable remained unusually quiet as the images appeared on the monitor.

Frideric couldn't interpret them.

Mary could.

She studied every angle, occasionally asking an assistant to adjust Apollo's leg or reposition the scanner.

Finally, she switched off the machine.

"The good news," she said, "is that I don't see any major tears."

Frideric released a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

"And the bad news?"

Mary removed her gloves.

"The tendons are inflamed."

"Can that be treated?"

"Yes."

"Excellent."

She shook her head.

"Only if we stop making the problem worse."

Frideric frowned.

"What exactly are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting Apollo has been overworked."

Several members of the stable staff exchanged uncomfortable glances.

Frideric folded his arms.

"My trainers are among the best in Europe."

"I don't doubt their experience."

"Then what are you implying?"

Mary met his eyes.

"I'm saying that even the best trainers can ask too much of an exceptional horse."

Frideric glanced toward Apollo.

"We've been preparing for the Continental Championship for months."

"I've reviewed the training records."

"And?"

"He hasn't had enough recovery days."

"Our conditioning program has won championships."

"Perhaps," Mary replied evenly, "but biology doesn't care about trophies."

The words hung in the air.

Frideric took a slow breath before speaking again.

"You've been here less than a day."

"And Apollo has been telling me exactly what's wrong all morning."

"You think you know my horse better than the people who've cared for him for years?"

"I think your horse is in pain."

Her answer was simple.

Direct.

Impossible to misunderstand.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Frideric walked into the stall and gently rested a hand on Apollo's neck.

"I've raised him since he was three."

Mary nodded.

"I can see he trusts you."

"He means more to me than any trophy."

"I believe that."

He turned toward her.

"Then why do you keep acting as though I'd knowingly hurt him?"

Mary's expression softened slightly.

"I don't."

That unexpected answer caught him off guard.

"I think," she continued, "that you love this horse enough to convince yourself he's stronger than he really is."

Frideric looked away.

The possibility unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

After several seconds, he spoke quietly.

"What would you do if he were yours?"

Mary smiled faintly.

"I was hoping you'd ask."

She opened a folder containing her notes.

"Complete rest from polo training for at least three weeks."

Frideric stared at her.

"The championship is in exactly nineteen days."

"I know."

"You're telling me he can't compete."

"I'm telling you he shouldn't."

"There must be another option."

"There isn't one I'd recommend."

He paced slowly outside the stall.

"Do you understand what's at stake?"

"My concern is standing in front of us."

She gently rubbed Apollo's neck.

"This horse has carried your team for years."

"He has."

"Maybe it's time someone carried him."

The stable fell silent once more.

Frideric rarely found himself without an immediate answer.

Today seemed full of those moments.

Just then, one of the club's senior members entered the stable wearing an expensive riding jacket.

"Frideric," the man said cheerfully. "I heard Apollo's injury isn't serious."

Mary continued writing without looking up.

Frideric answered carefully.

"We're still evaluating."

The visitor glanced toward Mary.

"You must be the veterinarian."

"I am."

"Well," he laughed, "I'm sure you'll have him back on the field by next week."

Mary looked up.

"No."

The smile faded from the man's face.

"No?"

"He won't be returning until he's fully recovered."

The visitor chuckled awkwardly.

"I'm afraid you don't realize how important this tournament is."

Mary closed her notebook.

"I understand perfectly."






























































































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





