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Chapter One
James Fairfield woke with a start. The phone beside him was ringing. He sat up in his armchair and rubbed his eyes. His watch said 3AM.

“Hello?” he said, picking up the receiver.

“Mr. Fairfield? What took you so long?” the scratchy voice on the other end belonged to an elderly man. 

“Sorry, Charlie, I dozed off. I guess you’ve got some news for me about Zillah’s foal?”

“Yes, sir. She dropped a real handsome colt about an hour ago. It was an easy birth, and both the mare and the colt are fine. Be sure you come on down here and see him tomorrow. He looks just like his daddy did as a colt.” James could hear the pride in the Charlie’s voice. 

“I’ll see you bright and early, Charlie. We’ve all been looking forward to this one. Have any of the other mares foaled yet?” 

“Just one. That nice chestnut mare who was sent to Armageddon–what’s her name? Red Herring, I think it is. She dropped a pretty little chestnut filly with four white feet and a big blaze.”

“Sounds like a flashy one. But you know what they say about white feet.” 

“Yes, sir, I do,” Charlie chuckled. Four white feet were considered bad luck among horsemen. “Right, well, I’ll see you tomorrow then, sir.”

“Good-night, Charlie, and thanks.” James hung up the phone and stood up. He stretched, rubbed his eyes again, and headed to the door. As he turned the knob to open the door and leave, he paused for a moment and looked back. His office walls were lined with framed photographs and portraits of his horses—and his father’s horses and his father’s father’s horses. He was the third Fairfield in a line of horsemen whose lives had been dedicated to the sport of kings.  

His eyes settled on a painting that hung over the fireplace. The brass plate at the bottom read “Tripoli, Two Time Horse of the Year.” He sighed. Tripoli was one in a million–a brilliant racehorse, a wonderful stud, and the saving grace of his farm. Without him, the farm would surely have gone under, and the life’s work of three dedicated horseman would have been lost. He turned again, flipping the lights off as he left the room, and headed down the hall towards his bedroom, musing still about his great stallion.

Tripoli had miraculously come along when the farm needed him most. He was born at a time when the farm was in a prolonged financial slump caused by a number of factors, but most notably, the decline of good racing and breeding stock. He was the son of James’ father’s last champion, an aging stallion who had won the Kentucky Derby and Belmont Stakes. His dam was a grand-daughter of the mighty Secretariat, but she had never raced nor produced any noteworthy offspring. His pedigree qualified as noble all the same, and Tripoli lived up to it, winning 3 of his 5 races at two, including the Breeders Cup Juvenile in stakes record time. At three, he was almost unbeatable, winning the Kentucky Derby, the Preakness, and the Travers, among others. He would have won the Triple Crown, too, had it not been for the late running Armageddon, who outfinished him in the Belmont. At four, Tripoli was again in top form, winning 6 of 9 races, and finishing second in the other three. He retired at the end of the year, having won over $7 million for the Fairfields, and became one of the hottest sires in the world.

After ten years at stud, Tripoli had more than put the farm back on the map, siring two Kentucky Derby winners, a Breeders Cup Classic and Distaff winner, and numerous other stakes winning horses. Between Tripoli’s stud earnings and the winnings of his offspring, Fairfield had been able to restore his farm to the glory it had not known in years. 

The following morning, Fairfield woke up earlier than usual to visit the latest addition to the farm. He had been looking forward to the birth of the Tripoli colt, practically since before its  conception, because it was the full brother to one of Tripoli’s Kentucky Derby winning sons.

Accompanied by his twenty-five year old son David, he drove from the main house down the long track to the barns. Neither spoke as they wended their way along between pastures and paddocks, past the training track, and finally to the broodmare barn. As they pulled to a stop and got out of the car, Charlie came out to greet them. He was short and somewhat stooped, and his rather rotund figure made it hard to believe that he had been a jockey once.

As they thundered down the backstretch, Mike sighed and looked down at his program.  Jenna and her filly had gotten a slow start and were trapped well back in the pack.  He felt sorry for her–she had been so confident that the filly would surprise everyone that day with a win.  At least she broken cleanly from the gate and was handling the traffic in the race without a problem.  If nothing else, it was a good experience for her first time out.

The crowd roared suddenly and he looked up again.  The horses were coming out of the turn, headed for the final sprint to the wire.  And flying up along the rail on the inside was the filly, crimson tail flagged out behind her.  Mike could hardly believe the length of her strides–she was eating up the ground at an incredible rate.  The leaders had five lengths on her and Mike was sure they’d run out of track before she caught them, but she was moving like no horse he’d ever seen before.  Every stride carried her closer until she’d caught the front runners, matched them stride for stride and then inched away in the last few jumps, winning by a head, a narrow margin, but a win all the same.

Mike sat still in surprise while the people in the stands around him were on their feet shouting their excitement.  The race was one of the most dramatic the regulars had seen in ages. 

The filly was not really royally bred.  Her dam had been a nice miler, and even equaled a track record once for the distance, but overall, her record had only been mediocre. The filly’s sire, Armageddon, was a bit of an unknown quantity.  He was bred to run all day, but few races in the US catered to his distance-loving running style.  As a juvenile, he won two small races against moderate competition, but his late closing runs in his off the board finishes attracted some notice all the same.  Enough, in fact, that he ran in the Breeders Cup Juvenile, finishing fourth behind Tripoli (Grenadier’s sire) who set a new stakes record.  

Tripoli, who had won 6 of his 8 starts as a two year old, began his 3 year-old campaign on the east coast, stringing together wins in the Fountain of Youth, the Florida Derby, and the Wood Memorial.  Armageddon, on the other hand, stayed in California, running 4th in the San Vicente and San Rafael, and third in the Santa Anita Derby.

On Derby day, Tripoli was the heavy favorite, and he didn’t disappoint.  He ran comfortably behind the pace through most the race, gained ground in the second turn, and took command at the top of the stretch.  He began opening up daylight between himself and the pack until a lone horse came roaring from behind to close on him.  It was Armageddon.  

Every stride brought him closer to Tripoli–two lengths, then one.  He reached Tripoli’s flank, then his saddlecloth, but not soon enough. He passed under the wire a half length behind. Another eight lengths separated him from the third place finisher.

Two weeks later at the Preakness, Tripoli was again the favorite, but Armagedon was not far behind at the betting windows.  The race ended up being much the same as the Derby.  Tripoli hit the stretch all alone and began to pull away.  Armageddon again came flying from well back in the pack, gained gamely with every stride, but hit the wire a length behind all the same.

In the three weeks between the Preakness and Belmont, there was great deal of speculation about Tripoli’s chances for the Triple Crown.  He was one of the most promising horses in years, and had already carved out his place in history, but he had one more race to win to achieve racing immortality.  Many sports pundits and racing fans were sure that he was the one to break the long Triple Crown drought, but more than a few were worried that Armageddon might finally catch him in the long stretch at Belmont.

The Belmont field went away easily and set a moderate pace. By the middle of the backstretch, Tripoli was running easily on the lead a few lengths in front of the pack.  His lead opened up as the horse hit the turn, and the dreaded Armageddon was still a good 10 lengths back.  But just as Tripoli began pulling away on the turn, so too did Armageddon begin picking off horses.  As they swept out of the turn, he was only five lengths behind and closing steadily.  As they neared the eighth pole, Armageddon finally caught Tripoli.  It looked as if his momentum would carry him right on by, but Tripoli reached down into himself to find another gear, and gamely raced head and head with Armageddon for a half-dozen strides more.  Nonetheless, he couldn’t match the tremendous drive of the colt beside him, and Armageddon inexorably began to draw away, finally winning by just over a length.

The two colts met again in the Travers and the Breeders Cup Classic, and each time, Tripoli prevailed, though only by a neck in both races.  As a four year-old, Tripoli continued to dominate, winning 6 of his nine races, and finishing second by less than a length total in the other three.  Armageddon was pointed to the longer turf races and held his own with the best horses in that division, though he only won two more races in 8 starts, never again showing his Belmont form.

By the time Grenadier and the filly were born, both stallions had been at stud for over ten years.  Tripoli had already produced a Kentucky Derby winner and multiple stakes winners.  Armageddon, while initially popular as a turf horse stud, had far fewer winners to his name.  His stud fee had steadily declined over the years, though he proved to be a popular sire of eventing horses and the odd steeplechaser.

Grace looked up from her computer finally.  Her internet search for Armageddon had turned up some helpful information.  She remembered him, but really only as the horse who had spoiled Tripoli’s Triple Crown bid.  His ability to pass on his stamina impressed her, but it was rarely coupled with any real speed in his offspring.  She wondered if the high-strung filly at the sale would be any different from his other lackluster offspring.  It really didn’t matter to her—she wanted that filly even if she never raced.  There was something in her fiery spirit and determination that spoke to Grace unlike any other horse she’d known.

The day of the Fairfield Farm winter two year-old sale was cold and blustery.  The Fairfields still managed to give a lovely tour of the farm, showing off the stallions, especially their champion homebred Tripoli, and tantalizing the buyers with glimpses of the two year-olds they were keeping for themselves. Their pride and joy was a handsome bay son of Tripoli called Grenadier.  His proportions were beautifully balanced, and he had long, strong legs.  The Fairfields were already calling him the best son of Tripoli yet.       

Most of the two-year olds in the sale had been broken to saddle and were getting used to being ridden.  Not so with the Armageddon filly.  Her unpredictable behavior, which had been compounded by rough handling, had made her nearly impossible to approach, let alone train.  When it came time to bring her into the sales ring, not even hobbles and a twitch could curb her anger and fear.  She reared and plunged about the ring, dragging her handlers back and forth, and causing such an uproar that the auctioneer couldn’t start the bidding.  She was smart enough to find the way out of the ring, though, and left it not long after she’d been brought in.  Fairfield, shaking his head as they filly bulled her way out of the ring, conferred with the auctioneer for a moment, before returning to the side of the farm vet and head trainer.

“Damn, what a hellion!” Mike said to Grace. “No wonder Fairfield is selling her.”  The auctioneer cleared his throat then and began to speak again.

“Well, ladies and gentlemen, that was hip number 13, who aptly enough, is the daughter of Armageddon.” He laughed at his own dry wit. “Mr. Fairfield says that he’ll bring her back in to sell in a little while when she’s been calmed down with some sedatives. Now you know what you’ll be getting into if you buy her.” He chuckled again. “Seriously, though, folks, that is the filly that you may have heard some, er, interesting rumors about.  As you can see in your program, she is not as far along in her training as some of our other two year-olds because of her behavior problems.  And just to set the record straight, she is the horse that landed our trainer and two exercise riders in the hospital last month.”   

Forty-five minutes later, the filly was returned to the ring.  She was managable, at last, though clearly still nervous and uneasy.  The opening bid for her was $35,000.  The bidders remained silent and still.  Not a single taker.  The minimum was lowered to $30,000, and then to $25,000.  Grace finally raised her number to bid.  Mike poked her sharply in the ribs.

“Grace! What are you doing?!” he whispered loudly.  

“Shhhhh,” she replied.

The gavel fell moments later, and the filly was hers.

At the top of the stretch, the filly had caught the front runners, blowing by them three wide on the outside. Grenadier followed just behind her and began to draw up beside her. No horse had ever really run with her in the stretch, and Grace could feel the surprise the filly felt when the colt’s head appeared beside hers. Her stride faltered for a split second, and the colt stuck his head in front. Grace gave the filly her head and crouched low over her withers. She felt the filly reach down for a supreme effort. Her stride lengthened and flattened out, and within a few strides, she had inched her way forward and was even with Grenadier again. They were only yards from the wire–Grace tucked her head down and held on, letting the filly run all out. The two horses swept under the wire as one, both jockeys hunched flat over their mounts backs.

The horses galloped out into the turn again, and Grace wrapped up on the filly. For once, she slowed willingly, blowing hard and sweating profusely. Grenadier, beside her, looked equally exhausted. The filly finally slowed to a trot, and Grace turned her to head back toward the wire. 

“So who won? You or me?” Todd asked, trotting up along side her on Grenadier.

“I don’t know. I had my head down when we hit the wire,” she replied.

“Yeah, me too.” He smiled at her. “Guess we’ll find out soon.”

Once they reached the stretch, both jockeys could see the word PHOTO flashing on the tote board. She hopped down off the filly, loosened her girth, and began walking her in slow circles. Mike was soon at her side, panting from having run down from his box in the stands.

“Did we win?” she asked him.

“I dunno, Gracie. It was too close to call. But that was one hell of a race! This is one game filly,” he said, patting the filly approvingly on the shoulder. She snorted and nodded her head vigorously.

Suddenly, there was a tremendous roar from the crowd. Grace looked up at the board and caught her breath. It listed their number on top–they had won! The photo of the finish had also been flashed up on the screen, and it showed the filly winning by just the barest nose over the colt.

