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Chapter One:

“Moldy green rock. Men. Horses,” Maggie Murchison muttered
to herself as she glanced through the window beside her seat; through
the window and down, twenty, twenty-yve thousand feet.

A steward, at her elbow with afternoon tea, apparently taking her
mutterings as remarks in his direction, replied. “Luck of the Irish,
my lady,” he said. “It’s a rare day we’ve a view like this. Not a cloud
in the sky, my lady, nor yet a drop of mist. It could have been laid on
special. Though it won’t last at all. It won’t last.”

“Another of them,” Lady Maggie growled to herself. “That
island must spawn them like rabbits. 1t’s a miracle there’s a blade of
grass left. And they wear the accent like a badge of honour.”

“Indeed,” she said to the steward. “One knows, of course, that
Ireland enjoys a great deal of rain.” And taking a sip of tea, she
returned to the business report she was reading.

“Even Irish water for the tea,” she noticed. “Peaty, Irish water.
But only in the yrst class cabin, of course.o If they knew how much
of a favour they were not doing her...

Lady Maggie returned to the ygures she was studying, but it
would have been clear to any curious eye — and there were always
curious eyes when Lady Maggie was about — that her mind was far
away.

Far away. On the other side of the world, in fact, running down
the last dune with Con, where the Tasman swept in on a gale out of
the west.

“Nine waves, the tales say,” Con shouted against the wind. “Nine
waves and you come to the realm of Mananan, where mortal men
have no business to be. Only the wind, and the rain, and the wild

horses poundin’. And the birds wheelin’.



Nine White Horses 2

Nine “whay-aves,” it was, when Con said it and made the white
horses neigh.

The wind whipped sand into their faces, and Maggie turned from
the sea and hid in his shoulder.

“It’s only wind and “whater,” darlin’* he said. “We’re safe enough
here.”

She looked up and he kissed her, gently, tenderly, awkwardly.

Where would he, an Irish boy whose family bred horses in
Wicklow, and she, daughter of a Scottish earl, guarded every day of
her life by nannies and gimlet-eyed mistresses of the best schools:
where would they, either of them, have learned; yet they knew they
would kiss, and kiss again, until they got it right.

Maggie and Con. Con and Maggie, who never should have met
in that little town on the north coast of New Zealand, but had, and
the world was changed.

Con and Maggie. By trial and wonderment they would learn to
Kiss, to touch, to open heart and soul and body to each other. Maggie
knew it would be so. Con was hers. His shoulder, as she turned to it
for refuge, was her shoulder. His lips, as she raised her face to his,
were her lips. Yet she feared the pounding of the white horses on the
shore and the music of their neighing.

“War horses, Con,” she whispered, and shivered in his arms.

“We won’t let them separate us, darlin’,” he murmured, close to
her ear.

She smiled, believing him. She was sixteen. Con was
seventeen.

Lady Maggie, sixteen and fathoms deep in love, gave her heart to
that beautiful Irish boy with his blue eyes and his fair curls — and his
awkward kisses. Lady Maggie, twenty years from then, approaching
his green and rocky island for the yrst time in her life, consigned
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him and the whole tribe of the Irish to the tenth wave, and hoped
they’d drown.

“And may the banshees eat you, or whatever lives out there in
your bloody ‘whater,” you bloody Irishman,” she ground out through
her teeth, and rang for the steward and another cup of tea.

“I have let my tea cool,” she said.

“As cold as Con O’Brien’s heart, may it snap off at the roots,”
she snarled to the memory of him, though his eyes watched from a
corner of her soul.

Con O’Brien ought to have gone twenty years ago. Had not.
But Lady Maggie had no time to spare for him, especially now that
the word was out that Murchisons were interested in the La Tour
Project. Not now that she was on her way to meet Rob Tate and the
other principals in Dunregan Castle.

Lady Maggie curled her lip and closed her eyes. Sex? Take it or
leave it. Romance? Nice now and then for a change. Love? Never
again. Once a lifetime; once her lifetime certainly. Her ladyship
would run Murchisons, keep the family and the business growing
richer and richer, invest every penny she could scrape together in
the La Tour Project, and end with her ashes in a solid gold urn in
perpetuity.

Or she might break down, if she lived long enough, and have
herself scattered on the beach at Paihia as a last romantic gesture of
deyance. No. Maggie Murchison would never be that romantic, and
she had Dolly to think of, her darling, her golden-curled, blue-eyed
reason for everything she did. Thank God their paths never crossed
- Con’s and his daughter’s. One look, and the child would know. The
hair. The eyes. Even the skin that burned with the yrst lick of the
sun, and the freckles across the bridge of the nose.

Sometimes she longed to see them together. Perhaps she would
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ynd that the likeness was not so great after all, but as she remembered
Con...

“Nine waves and | love you,” he said, and they ran down the
dune in the rain, and thundered along the packed sand of the beach
hand in hand like the pair of wild white horses they were.

Roddy was standing on the roof of the car they had rented,
signalling urgently. “Come on. Hurry up. Where the hell have you
been?”

He was very angry; scared really. Maggie was surprised by the
vehemence of his emotion.

“We should have been out of here an hour ago,” he yelled. “The
water is coming in too fast, and the sea is rough. The waves are
breaking high. You know we...”

“Sorry, Rod,” Con said. “We lost track of the time. Is it that
bad?”

“How should | know?” Roddy growled. “I’ve never been here
before. I’m only driving. But it’s my credit card we used to rent
this freakin’ jalopy. And if we don’t get back on time... And if my
old man ynds out... And if I run up a charge for your freaking sex
life...”

“Steady on, Rod,” Con said easily.

“Then get in.”

Brenda, the other girl, the one who sat in the front beside Roddy,
turned and looked apologetically at Maggie.

Maggie shrugged. “Calm down, Roddy,” she said. “Taking your
points in reverse order: it’s none of your business; your old man
wonft ynd out; we will be back on time; and if ités a question of
money, my brother is rolling in it. Shut up and drive.”



Nine White Horses 5

Even at sixteen, she thought, the toughness that would make
a businesswoman of Maggie Murchison was well developed. Of
course it was. Reared in that medieval household with a crotchety
old father, a mother who reserved one whole drawer in her dresser
for handkerchiefs to cry into, and a bunch of half-brothers and sisters
old enough to be aunts and uncles; and all ruled by that miserable
old man’s heir, her conniving brother Amos... No wonder she was
tough. And no wonder she fell for the yrst good-looking, hard-riding,
devil-may-care miscreant she met.

Lady Maggie opened her handbag and made an excuse to look at
the photo of Dolly she always carried. It had been on that day, three
years before, when they were choosing the pose for this portrait,
that the child had turned to her and said, “Tell me about my father,
Maggie?”

My lady felt again the shock of those words. Dolly had never
asked about her father.

Maggie hedged. “What is it you want to know about him,
darling?”

“Well, not what he looked like, of course,” Dolly replied. “I
know what he looked like.”

“How can you know that?” Maggie cried, aghast. “He’s been
dead since you were a few months old.”

Dolly shook her head. “I don’t have to know him,” she said. “I
only have to look in the mirror. I must be like him; I’m nothing like
my mother or any of the other Murchisons.”

Maggie managed a smile. Her pregnancy and the birth of her
daughter had been managed very well, and everyone now thought
that Dolly was the child of a distant cousin...

“Did you ever see him?” Dolly asked.

“No.”

Dolly sighed. “I wish | remembered him,” she said.

“I wish you did, too, darling,” Maggie said. “I wish we both did.
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But it’s not going to happen.”

Dolly never mentioned her father again.

“He’s never far from my mind, though, damn him,” Maggie
thought. “I wish he would go away. I’d like to stop loathing him. If
only for Dolly’s sake, 1’d like to be able to think charitably of Con
O’Brien. But I loved him.”

In the back seat of the rented car, Maggie leaned against Con’s
shoulder. The day had grown very dark. Rain drove in from the
sea. And nine white horses together followed each other onto the
shallow beach and climbed higher and higher ahead of a freshening
wind and a rising tide.

Roddy drove fast, too fast, but none of the others tried to curb
his haste. Maggie thought it best to let him do what he obviously
thought he could do, ought to do. She could have driven the car
herself, driven it faster and safer. Even before she had even a
learner’s license she could have driven better than Roddy. But the
sky was black, white water broke sometimes right over the car, and
to stop then would have been to court disaster — at the least a wet
night in the dunes; at most, well, they all knew the stories of the
quicksands that lay ahead.

Lady Maggie was back in the darkness and noise of that night on
the Ninety-mile Beach, living again that crazy race along the sand.
She didndt see the lights of Dublin; she didn6t see the yrst splashes
of rain on the window as the plane descended or the black expanse
of the sea below. She hardly heard the steward’s apologies for the
sudden shower that had blown in over the island and threatened to
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spoil her yne arrival. She was so far away that she was startled when
the landing gear touched tarmac and the reverse engines roared. At
that moment the rented car had struck a rock with its right front
wheel, nosed into the dune, tipped on its side, and settled in loose,
wet sand, sinking deeper with every wave.
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Chapter Two:

The limo she had reserved slid from the airport toward the
south, under a black sky, in rain that slashed against the windscreen.
Ireland. It rains all the time in Ireland. Isn’t that it?

“Will you be feelin” warm enough, me lady?” the chauffeur
asked over his shoulder. “I can turn up the heat if you’d rather.”

“No, no. I’'m comfortable. Drive on.”

“Yes, me lady.”

The rain came in bursts of silver bullets. Lady Maggie closed her
eyes against the night, the rain, and those silver barrages. “Must be
the bog fairies,” she muttered.

“Me lady?”

“Nothing.”

“I thought I heard you speak, me lady.”

The driver chuckled. “I thought | heard you say ‘bog fairies,” me
lady. Lots of them about the countryside on a night like this.”

Rain in horizontal lines attacked the dunes. Spray, shaken thick
from the manes of the white horses, reared in from the sea. Fear
gripped her heart.

Con was heavy against her.

There was water, and someone screaming; screaming, “Con!
Con! Wake up! Oh, God, I can’t lift him. Make him wake up! Con!”’

The limosine lay on its side. One headlight, just before it faded
out, showed her a muddy trench. The other went on glowing against
a black screen alive with silver lines of rain hurtling toward it.

Maggie screamed again. “Con. Wake up! Please, Connie. You
have to wake up. Wake up! For God’s sake, Connie! Wake up!”

Cold water lapped her feet. She ylled her lungs with air that
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stank of burnt wires and screamed in terror.

But even as she heard her fear, she knew she was not in North
Auckland; she was in County Wicklow. She was not a terriyed child;
she was Lady Maggie Murchison. She was what she had made of
Lady Maggie Murchison over the past twenty years.

She leaned toward the man who slumped over the wheel of
this car she had hired. He had been telling her about something —
something that Con used to tell her about; something she couldn’t
remember.

The man moaned. He wouldn’t wake up, but it didn’t matter
because he wasn’t Con.

Roddy! That was his name, Roddy!

“Roddy!” she shouted.

Roddy’s head lay twisted on his shoulders.

“He’s dead,” Con whispered, as if Roddy could hear.

“No!” she wailed. “Not again! Not again! Wake up!”

“Sorry, my lady,” the man muttered. “I was out like a light. I’ll...
But... But | can’t seem to move my legs! | do apologize, my lady.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Maggie snapped. “You’re Roddy and
you’re dead, so don’t talk to me. | know what to do. I’ve done this
before, remember. What’s the matter with you men? Do you always
have to leave everything to me? Well, | can tell you, my friend, one
daughter is enough, so if you think...”

She was trying to push the door open above her head.

The driver spoke again. His voice was weak, but his mind seemed
clear and logical.

“We still have some power, my lady,” he said. “I’ll try...”

“Roddy!” she shrieked. “Thank God! All these years | thought
you were dead! Oh, dear God!”

“No, my lady. Not dead. And not Roddy. My name is Niall. Niall
McLaughlin, my lady.”

Maggie sank back like a bag of rags. That was all right, then.
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Roddy was dead after all, and she wasn’t out of her mind. But her
feet were wet and cold.

Maggie forced open the door above her head and climbed out
into a black sky full of driving rain and spray. No breath came in
that wild night. Only with her school scarf wrapped around her face
could she live more than a moment among the stampeding white
horses and the wailing, clutching banshees leaping on the shore.

“Con!” she shrieked.

A white horse reared over her and water poured into the car
through the open door.

She choked but threw herself into the opening and groped for
Con. He woke enough to struggle, and she seized his arms and
pulled.

“Come on!” she yelled. “You’ve got to come out. Wake up! Con!
Con!”

He slipped back.

“Con!”

Another horse plunged over them, leaving him hanging half in,
half out of the car, up to his waist in water. She gripped his arms,
straining. Cramped yngers dragged across his back.

His head lolled.

She yxed her lips to his and kissed him yercely.

The third horse charged and left him still in the car but poating
up to his armpits in the water. Maggie yanked with all her might, and
together they slid onto the sand.

She must rest. But she had only seconds. The hooves of the fourth
horse already trampled the beach, thundering closer and closer.

She held Con’s face against her breast.

“No,” her mind screeched into the mountain of water that fell on
them. “No. | won’t let you drown him. He’s mine!”



