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Nikki Drake eased her hatchback to a stop outside the women’s shelter, cutting the headlights before they drew attention. Fog thickened the pre-dawn air, transforming streetlights into hazy orbs. This neighborhood belonged in the shadows, perfect for women who needed to disappear.

Her latest client hugged herself in the passenger seat, knuckles white where she gripped the sleeves of her thin sweater. Another surveillance case gone sideways, though this one had ended better than some. The woman would be safe here, at least for now.

“They’ll take good care of you,” Nikki said. The shelter staff knew their business. No questions asked, no judgments made. Just clean beds and locked doors. “If your brother doesn’t show up tomorrow,” she added, “call me. And remember what we discussed. New phone, new passwords, new accounts. Everything starts fresh.”

“Thank you. I couldn’t have done this on my own.” The woman’s voice cracked. She swallowed hard and slipped from the car. The shelter’s steel door opened with a whisper of well-oiled hinges then closed behind her hunched shoulders.

Nikki waited until the security light blinked green, signaling the locks had engaged. Another name added to her list of fresh starts that never quite felt like victories. Gunner’s nose appeared between the seats, his breath warming her neck. She scratched behind his ears, grateful that he’d alerted to the woman’s husband. Thanks to her partner’s keen senses, they’d been able to lose the man before there was any more violence.

She checked her dashboard clock, wondering if she’d be able to catch the morning workouts at Santa Anita, specifically Conan’s scheduled breeze. The San Felipe Stakes winner had become the talk of the racing world, and she was curious to see if the colt could maintain his surprising form heading into the Santa Anita Derby.

Her boyfriend Justin, an LAPD homicide detective who’d owned racehorses for a decade, had mentioned that the colt’s time might be something special. Between his police schedule and her PI caseload, their shared interest in horses had become one of the few constants where their hectic lives reliably intersected.

The gray-washed streets of Arcadia stretched empty before them, traffic signals blinking yellow at deserted intersections. She passed the quiet hulk of the mall, its vast parking lot empty except for early-morning walkers circling the perimeter. Palm trees lined the boulevard, their fronds barely stirring in the heavy air. Even the 24-hour restaurants near the track looked sleepy, though light spilled from the kitchen of her favorite diner where cooks prepared for the morning rush.

Nikki’s mind drifted to Conan’s stunning performance in the San Felipe Stakes three weeks earlier. The racing press had dubbed it the upset of the season, a 30-1 longshot from a virtually unknown trainer defeating the heavy favorite by two lengths. And not just any favorite, but Wellington’s million-dollar colt Desert Warrior. Thoroughbred Daily had called it “the clearest repudiation of conventional wisdom since Mine That Bird’s Derby shocker.”

No wonder everyone wanted to see his work this morning. If Conan showed the same brilliance, the Santa Anita Derby might become a genuine showdown rather than the coronation many had expected for Wellington’s stable star. Still, there was an edge to the trackside anticipation. Wellington hadn’t nicknamed the colt “Conan the Barbarian” for nothing. Despite his San Felipe victory, no one knew for certain if they would witness a fast workout or an impromptu rodeo. The horse’s reputation for unpredictability only added to the morning’s suspense.

The backside lay shrouded in fog when Nikki arrived, though regular railbirds were already gathered. No Justin yet—his last message said he was stuck in a meeting with his trainer, Tom Wells, and would meet her at the barn.

She positioned herself twenty feet from the rail, sipping coffee while Gunner sat obediently at her feet. From this distance, her big Shepherd wouldn’t spook the Thoroughbreds and she’d still be able to see the horses coming off the track.

“Shame Wellington’s not here to see this,” a gravelly voice said to her right. Nikki recognized the speaker, an aging exercise rider known for his unfiltered commentary. “Though maybe that’s for the best.”

“Why’s that?” his companion asked.

“He’s been on the warpath since the San Felipe. Can’t believe a four-million-dollar purchase got beat by a colt he advised his Saudi owners to dump.”

“That new trainer better be careful. Wellington doesn’t like being embarrassed.”

“Rachel Parker? Yeah, heard she used to gallop for him years back. Rumor is he fired her when she suggested one of his horses needed more ground training. Bad blood there, for sure.”

Their conversation shifted to other topics, but Nikki filed away the information. The Santa Anita Derby loomed just two weeks away, and while interest always ran high, this morning’s buzz felt different. The crowd was focused on one colt in particular, Conan, their anticipation evident in the media presence. But beneath the excitement ran an undercurrent of wariness and judgment.

“There he is,” someone whispered as a dark bay horse emerged from the fog. Nikki straightened, eager for her first look at the San Felipe winner. She’d missed Conan’s actual work but she’d get a good view when he walked off the track.

Her first impression was surprise. Conan approached the gap in the rail with relaxed grace. His neck was arched but his eye was calm and interested. He looked mentally healthy, content with his place in the world. One ear kept flicking back, attentive to his young rider who guided him off the track, a delighted smile curving her face.

After reading so much about the Cinderella story and how Parker had transformed Wellington’s wild reject into a stakes winner, Nikki had expected something more visibly dramatic.

“Five-eighths in fifty-eight and change,” an authoritative voice said. “Finished strong, galloped out three-quarters in one-eleven.”

Appreciative murmurs rippled from the gathered horsemen. Little wonder the exercise rider looked happy. For a horse to break a minute for five furlongs while working in hand was impressive enough. But to gallop out another furlong in thirteen seconds showed natural speed and stamina, both required for the Derby’s grueling distance. These weren’t just good times. They were the kind of times one would expect from established winners, not a horse that Wellington, Conan’s previous trainer, had dismissed as unmanageable.

A wiry groom stepped forward and attached a leather line to Conan’s bridle, stroking the horse’s neck before leading him away. Unlike other Derby hopefuls, Conan didn’t have much of an entourage. Only his trainer, Rachel Parker, turned to follow the horse.

Nikki gave Rachel a respectful nod as the trainer passed. Everyone loved an underdog, and it appeared that Conan was a legitimate favorite. The Santa Anita Derby was shaping up to be a competitive race. It would be a boost for racing if a female trainer won, and even more exciting if Conan qualified for the Kentucky Derby.

A woman trainer had never won that race, nor had it ever been done by a trainer with a one-horse stable. Nikki found herself smiling at the thought of Rachel Parker making history, imagining headlines celebrating the tiny operation that toppled racing’s male-dominated establishment. She’d always supported women pushing into traditionally male spaces. PI work had taught her how much harder they often had to work for the same recognition.

But as she walked behind Rachel, she noted a wariness in the woman’s quick stride, the look of someone expecting trouble. Rachel’s history certainly wasn’t typical for someone handling a Derby contender: small-time trainer, cheap claiming horses, forced to use her teenage daughter as an exercise rider when no one else would risk going near the notorious colt.

Steps pounded behind her. Gunner twisted, bumping her leg as a tall, silver-haired man rushed past.

“It’s okay, boy,” she murmured, relieved that her dog’s defensive movement was his only reaction.

When Justin had first bought Gunner from the K9 School and given him to Nikki, he would have considered the strange man a threat, and growled a warning. Although the man who’d just charged past wasn’t really a stranger.

James Wellington III was one of the most recognizable figures on the North American race circuit. His illustrious family had championed racing integrity for generations and was credited with many backside initiatives. Their foundation funded everything from backstretch medical clinics to college scholarships for stable workers’ children.

Wellington was in an obvious rush. Several onlookers exchanged knowing glances, as if they’d been expecting this confrontation. Nikki recalled the exercise rider’s comments about bad blood between Wellington and Parker. Likely Wellington’s appearance moments after Conan’s impressive workout wasn’t coincidental.

Rachel seemed oblivious to Wellington’s presence until he grabbed her arm and yanked her to a stop. Nikki’s eyes widened. She’d heard whispers about his temper, stories she’d always dismissed as competitors’ jealousy. In her limited interactions with him at charity events, he’d epitomized the gentleman horseman, his polished manners as carefully cultivated as his tasteful clothes. But the man before her, face contorted with rage, bore little resemblance to that public image. This was the Wellington she’d never believed existed. Until now.

“What the hell are you giving that horse?” he sputtered, so furious drops of spit flew from his mouth. “You have to be using drugs. There’s no way he could change. No way!”

The morning fog had burned away, leaving the confrontation starkly visible in the strengthening light. Two exercise riders pulled up their horses, exchanging knowing glances as they watched the scene unfold. A groom paused with wheelbarrow suspended mid-dump. At a nearby barn, a trainer wearing a faded ball cap and his farrier turned, straining to catch every word.

“Let go of me.” Rachel jerked her arm away. “You should be happy for the horse. It’s not my fault your assessment of him was so short sighted.”

Nikki tightened her grip on Gunner’s leash. She didn’t want to eavesdrop and Rachel didn’t appear to need help. Horse people were tough, the women doubly so. But Wellington was leaning into Rachel’s space with unusual aggression.

“You have to be using drugs,” Wellington said, his voice carrying over the still air. “If this gets out on the Derby stage, do you even understand the impact? The sport is already suffering. And I’m not going to let you ruin what used to be a respected industry.”

“That sounds like a threat,” Rachel said.

“Yes, it is.”

“I’m not a cheater.” Rachel’s cheeks flamed with color. “And just because Saudi sheiks send you their expensive horses doesn’t mean you can control the winner’s circle.”

“Just watch what we control.” Wellington glanced around, as if suddenly aware of his audience. Then he gave a contemptuous snort and strode away, leaving behind a brittle tension that crackled in his wake.

For a moment, Rachel’s haunted gaze held Nikki’s. Then she gave a little shrug, turned and trudged after her horse.

“Well, that was something,” the nearby trainer muttered. “Haven’t seen Wellington lose his cool for a while.”

“Man’s under pressure,” the farrier replied. “His Saudi owners spent four million on Desert Warrior. They can’t be happy watching Conan win, especially after Wellington convinced them to dump him.”

“But he usually keeps his hands clean. Sends those lackeys to park outside rival barns, taking photos, watching who comes and goes. Remember what happened to Diaz before the Malibu Stakes? Poor trainer was so intimidated he scratched. And no one could pin anything on Wellington.”

“Yeah, but this is different,” the farrier said, expertly flipping a rasp in his big hand. “Those Saudi clients don’t accept excuses, let alone failure. Billions in oil money buys a certain expectation. Who knows what they said to him after the San Felipe? For a man who’s built his reputation on delivering winners, losing to his own cast-off must feel like career suicide. I wouldn’t want to be in Wellington’s shoes if he has to defend another loss.”

The two men turned silent when they realized Nikki was within earshot. Around her, the morning routine resumed. The two exercise riders turned their horses away, the groom straightened his wheelbarrow and everyone avoided eye contact. The collective message was clear: conversations about Wellington were not for outsiders. Clearly the man had power. 

Nikki continued walking, her body taut as she considered Wellington's outburst. Something about his intensity suggested more than wounded pride—a genuine fear that went beyond professional rivalry. Justin might know; he had more experience with the major players.

The familiar smells of hay, leather, and liniment pulled her forward, tension draining with each step closer to the barn. Justin stood outside the trainer’s office, tall, athletic and imposing. Just the sight of him loosened the final knot between her shoulder blades.

“Heard about Conan’s workout this morning. Impressive time,” Justin said, admiration warming his voice. Then his expression shifted, becoming unreadable as he held out his phone. “But look at this.”

The knot of tension returned as Nikki scanned the text. Warning to all horsemen: Unqualified trainer using illegal substances on Derby contender. Test results pending. Public scandal imminent. Protect our sport!

“Wellington works amazingly fast,” she said, updating Justin on what she’d witnessed.

“Word is that he’s terrified of his Saudi owners.” Justin palmed his phone with a shake of his head. “Their horses represent millions in training fees and potential breeding rights. I’ve seen him destroy careers with a single phone call when his reputation is on the line.”

Even as they spoke, two trainers hurried past, heads ducked in conversation. Further down the aisle, an exercise rider snatched up her beeping phone, though Nikki noticed she took time to smile at Justin first.

“Once drug whispers start,” Justin said, his voice lowering, “it means blood tests, barn searches, feed testing. One mistake with medications could end her career. Brutal for any trainer. Worse for an outsider like Rachel Parker.”

“And Wellington’s connected to officials,” Nikki said. “She might not even know what’s going on. I should warn her.”

“Thought you’d feel that way.” Justin gave a resigned smile, his hand brushing her shoulder in both a caress and a warning. “Remember, Wellington can be ruthless when he thinks he’s right.”

“I wonder who else received this message,” Nikki said, already calculating the damage that might be spreading.

“Probably every trainer, owner, and racing official with Santa Anita credentials,” Justin said. “Minus Rachel Parker. I’ll have tech trace the text for you. See if they can identify the source.”

Nikki gave him a grateful smile. Justin was a top detective with access to information that her one-person office didn’t enjoy. His backing of Rachel wasn’t surprising. He’d always helped the underdog, even when he was a university student providing Nikki and her sister with free riding lessons.

A horse whinnied from a nearby stall, the sound jarring against their solemn discussion. But it was a reminder that beneath all the power plays, this was still about horses. About a small-time trainer who’d somehow transformed a rejected colt into a Derby contender. The kind of story that should be celebrated, not destroyed.

“I’ll go find Rachel now,” Nikki said, setting her jaw and shortening Gunner’s leash. Conan and his trainer had earned their shot, and she wasn’t about to let Wellington’s influence crush them before Rachel had the chance to mount a defense.

Justin’s phone buzzed, probably his homicide case calling. He’d been juggling a complex investigation all week, catching sleep between witness interviews and crime scene processing. “Just be careful, Nik,” he said, before taking the call.

Nikki nodded. She only planned to warn Rachel about Wellington’s text. Simple enough. But something in Justin’s grim expression made her wonder if anything involving horses and powerful men was ever simple.
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Nikki strode toward the far end of Santa Anita’s backside, passing tidy shedrows where horses dozed contentedly in front of cooling fans. The San Gabriel Mountains loomed above the barns, their peaks sharp against the morning sky. It was just past nine, late enough that most horses had already completed their morning works. And she already knew Conan had headed back to his barn.

The steady rhythm of mechanical hotwalkers mixed with the scent of hay and sweet feed. She passed trainers checking legs and grooms bathing horses, methodically working through morning chores. The peaceful routine felt at odds with the knowledge of Wellington’s smear campaign.

Nikki glanced left and right, hoping to spot Conan, unsure where to find his barn. She asked a few workers but only received nervous shrugs. Their reactions told her Wellington’s influence was already at work. No one wanted to be seen helping Rachel Parker.

Finally, an elderly groom pointed her way. “Lady with the big horse? She rents from Pete Jackson. Past maintenance, near the old hay barn.” His kind gaze held hers for a moment, before turning back to hanging dripping bandages on a wash line.

The location fit Rachel’s outsider status. Pete Jackson trained claiming horses, his operation less visible among the powerhouse stables that dominated racing headlines. Not where you’d expect to find a Derby contender.

Nikki rounded the maintenance building and immediately spotted Conan. Even at this distance, his presence commanded attention. The strapping bay stood like royalty while his groom checked his legs, the man more concerned with post-workout protocol than the horse’s notorious teeth. The groom’s careful movements showed both professional pride and genuine affection for his charge.

“Si, Kat,” he said to a teenager lugging two sloshing water buckets. “He can have another drink. But not too much.”

Nikki absorbed the scene. If rumors were true, Kat was Rachel’s daughter, hence both her riding and barn duties. Neither she nor the groom showed any fear of the horse. Their movements were calm and practiced, treating him like any other Thoroughbred.

Conan noticed her first, his head lifting with interest. Nikki kept Gunner close, though her dog was great with livestock and well used to horses. It was notable that the Shepherd’s relaxed posture showed he sensed no threat from the colt.

Kat turned, following the direction of Conan’s pricked ears. Her smile faded. “Like I told the others,” she said, voice weary beyond her years, “we aren’t giving interviews. Not today.”

“I’m not press,” Nikki said, studying the girl’s protective stance. The wariness made sense. Every media report she’d seen had twisted their words, amplifying Wellington’s claims about Conan being dangerous. After having their statements repeatedly distorted and turned against them, this family had learned to be cautious around strangers. “I just need to talk to Rachel Parker. Is she your mom?”

The girl’s guarded gaze flickered toward the shedrow. Rachel watched from the entrance. Even in worn jeans and a faded work shirt, she had a natural grace. Her dark hair was pulled back in a casual ponytail that emphasized high cheekbones and striking green eyes—the kind of effortless beauty that seemed undiminished by the stress of training.

“Hi, Rachel.” Nikki stepped closer and offered her business card. “I saw you by the gap this morning.”

“I remember. Hard to forget such a well-behaved dog.” Rachel’s gaze stayed on Nikki rather than her PI credentials. “You’re Nikki Drake, aren’t you? The PI who found the kitchen worker’s son.” Her expression warmed. “And you’re with Justin Decker. His reputation with horsemen is solid. If you’d been here ten minutes earlier, you could have helped chase off the media. Wellington is really stirring things up.”

Nikki caught the frustration in Rachel’s voice. “The text? You’ve seen it?”

“Yes, but it’s no problem. That drug charge is totally unfounded.” Rachel lifted her chin, the same way she’d reacted to Wellington’s verbal threat. Her shoulders squared, posture straightening as if physically bracing. “Conan gets hay and oats, that’s all. But my lawyer says we can’t prove libel without identifying the source. And Wellington’s too smart for that. But it’s no problem,” she repeated.

Her forced bravado didn’t match the way her hands clenched, small betrayals of the fear she tried to mask. This woman had turned a castoff horse into something remarkable, only to have it threatened by a man with unlimited resources. The unfairness strengthened Nikki’s resolve to help, even though Rachel was trying to pretend she didn’t need assistance.

Footsteps shuffled in the aisle. A gray-haired man emerged, his manner deferential but determined. Pete Jackson, the man whose name wasn’t even posted on his own barn.

“Actually, there is a problem,” Jackson said, his eyes darting everywhere but at Rachel. “With these drug rumors, I can’t risk having your horse here. My owners are calling. Getting jumpy.”

Rachel jerked back, arms dropping to her sides as if she’d been struck. “You’re evicting us? Now? Two weeks before the big race?”

“You have to understand.” Jackson’s voice turned pleading. “My stable can’t afford the scandal. And Wellington called...” He caught himself, mouth snapping shut before he scurried away.

Nikki noted his hasty retreat, the way he looked over his shoulder, not wanting to be seen helping the wrong side. Every trainer on the backside lived one bad day from disaster. One failed drug test, one scandal, and years of hard work could vanish overnight. Wellington knew how to apply pressure.

Rachel leaned against the barn door, dismay etching lines around her mouth. In the racing world, stall space was like gold. Without it, you couldn’t train. Without training, you couldn’t earn. The brutal math was inescapable.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Kat said, rushing to her mother’s side, all teenage defiance. “Conan’s already familiar with this track. Besides, he likes Mountain View way better than this dump.”

Her middle finger punctuated the sentiment in Jackson’s direction. But Nikki caught the worry in Rachel’s eyes. A public training center meant less security, more exposure, more challenges.

“Do you have any other options for stalls?” Nikki asked, mentally reviewing local facilities.

“A few.” Rachel rubbed her forehead. “But Mountain View has the best track. And Conan really does love it there. Although the security is different than here.”

Their gazes met, sharing silent understanding of the risk.

“Maybe I should hire you,” Rachel said slowly. “Just for half a day? Would you follow my groom, Marco, and me out this afternoon? Check the security setup?”

Nikki pressed her lips together. Rachel Parker had transformed a rebellious horse into a Derby contender with nothing but a teenage exercise rider and a loyal groom. The racing establishment should be helpful. Instead, they were closing ranks. A woman trainer with no connections and a horse Wellington had tossed aside—their very existence challenged the power structure.

The groom moved closer. Marco was also invested in Conan’s care. And he didn’t seem worried about the horse’s behavior. He wasn’t even using a stud chain on the halter. And that was the only thing making Nikki hesitate: that Conan might hurt someone. Of course, much of the horse’s rep seemed unfounded.

“I’ll help,” she said. “No charge until he runs in the Derby.”

Kat’s smile lit up her face, her reserve melting. She dropped to scratch Gunner’s ears, laughing when he offered his paw. “I’ve got to get to school. But I know your big dog can keep those bullies away!”

The normalcy of it hit Nikki hard. A high school girl worried about both homework and harassment, a mother trying to protect their family dream, a small team who’d dared to prove the experts wrong. They’d created something special. And sadly that had made them targets.

As Kat hurried away, Nikki caught Rachel’s tight smile. The trainer knew exactly what she faced. Wellington hadn’t just been wrong about Conan. He’d been wrong in front of the entire racing world, including his Saudi owners. For a man like Wellington, that might be unforgiveable.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Nikki followed the horse trailer onto the dirt road to Mountain View Training Center, staying well back from the belching exhaust. The rusty trailer ahead of her bounced on worn springs, its red paint bleached to a dull pink. A pothole sent it lurching violently, the jolt transferring to its equine passenger. Unlike humans who could brace against sudden movements, horses couldn’t grip. Their legs absorbed every bump. A punishing ride could leave muscles sore and tendons strained.

Wellington had forced Rachel to move Conan from a secured track to this remote facility. And he’d made sure the colt had a rough ride. In another of his power moves, Rachel’s regular shipper had refused service, citing sudden insurance issues.

Nikki pulled her worried gaze off the trailer and began assessing the center’s vulnerabilities: the public road running past weathered barns, no perimeter fence and no obvious security guard. The road on the far side of the track, probably meant for hikers accessing the mountain trails, also offered easy entry.

She parked beside Rachel’s battered truck, near the end barn, its exposed location confirming her security fears. Unlike the central barns, tucked beside the office and grandstand, this isolated building was vulnerable from three sides. Its rear door backed onto a horse path where anyone could approach, while the other end opened directly to the road. Exterior lighting consisted of one lamp over the end door.

Marco seemed oblivious, just relieved to lead Conan off the rusty trailer and onto safe ground. Two horses called a welcome, and Conan gave a shrill nicker as he walked eagerly beside Marco and into the barn.

Conan looked sound, unfazed by his bumpy ride. And this confident, well-mannered colt bore no resemblance to rumors of an unmanageable savage. Either Wellington had been spectacularly wrong, or Conan’s behavior had changed.

Nikki moved closer to the trailer as the driver handed Rachel the shipping papers. “I can’t haul him back for you,” he said. “Just landed an unexpected contract through the end of the month. Have to take it. You might try someone out of state.”

“No problem,” Rachel said, but Nikki noticed her hand shook as she signed the document and jammed a copy into her rear pocket. The driver leaned closer, voice dropping.

I shouldn’t say this, but...” He glanced nervously over his shoulder. “Got calls from three different people yesterday. Asking if I was hauling for you, when exactly, what route. Never had that happen before.”  

Nikki and Rachel exchanged glances, the implications clear. Wellington had found Conan already.

“Thank you,” Nikki said to the driver. “For the warning.”

Rachel gave him a short nod then hurried into the barn. Nikki followed more slowly, walking the aisle and pressing notes into her phone. Gunner moved beside her, nose cataloging the various scents.

When he veered into the open feed room and lunged between grain bins, his lightning strike eliminated one rat, but highlighted another vulnerability. The feed room’s broken lock meant anyone could tamper with Conan’s food.

Marco grabbed a shovel, eyeing the dog with growing respect. “Not bad,” he said, clearly impressed by Gunner’s speed.

Nikki praised Gunner then told him to leave it, stepping back so Marco could scoop up the rodent. She made a few more notations then walked back down the aisle and joined Rachel.

A hiker with a bright orange backpack looked in and called a cheerful greeting as he strode by the barn.

Rachel barely looked up from filling Conan’s hay nets, two identical ones hanging side by side. There were also two white salt blocks mounted at the same height on the wall. Just extra food to watch, Nikki thought, but right now, after seeing the hiker, her bigger concern was about unchallenged visitors.

“Do people cut through here often?” she asked.

“A few,” Rachel said. “It’s a public access road.”

“At least there’s surveillance,” Nikki said, eyeing the security camera above the end door.

“No, there isn’t,” Marco said, stopping beside her and setting down the wheelbarrow. His earlier reserve had disappeared and he kept peering at Gunner, as if hoping to see him grab another rat.

“Those cameras are only for show,” Rachel added. “But there’s never much traffic. The main road to the trailhead is on the other side of the track. Most hikers use that.”

Nikki’s mouth tightened as she moved to the barn door, checking sight lines. The facility owner’s house sat at the far end of the property, a one-story building with a partial view of the barns. Close enough to hear a ruckus. Too far to spot someone slipping something into a feed bucket.

For a horse though, this place was heaven with its open spaces, private paddocks and green grass. Away from the loudspeakers and compressed quarters of Santa Anita, a high-strung Thoroughbred could truly relax.

She walked back to Rachel. “I can understand why Conan prefers it here. Is this where his behavior improved?”

“Let’s focus on security,” Rachel said, turning away and fiddling with the stall latch. “That’s what’s important.”

Nikki noted her deflection with a twinge of alarm. A horse’s dramatic turnaround was usually a trainer’s favorite topic. They’d talk for hours about feed changes, training techniques, the moment everything clicked. But Rachel had just shut down at the mention of Conan’s transformation. That kind of reluctance often stemmed from either guilt or fear.

“You need working cameras,” Nikki said, pushing aside her concerns. “My contact can install them quickly. But Conan also needs 24-hour human surveillance.”

“We can do that,” Rachel said. “Kat will come before school to ride. And I’ll be here early morning to sunset. Marco has already offered to sleep in the afternoons and watch Conan at night.”

“Good. And check the paddock every time before turning him out. Do you know the other people and horses in this barn? Or do they change often?”

“I know them all. I’ve been training out of here for years. There’s not much turnover.”

Rachel’s attention shifted, caught by a car crawling along the public road. Much too slow for a passerby heading for a hike. Gunner also tracked its movement, ears pricked. The vehicle slowed even more, inching past the barn entrance, engine nearly silent.

“Biggest priority is securing feed and water,” Nikki said, continuing her security assessment while keeping an eye on the car. “Times, amounts, who handles it. And no sharing of buckets or brushes. Everything Conan consumes needs documentation.”

“We already do—” Rachel’s words cut off as another vehicle approached, this one a dark Ford Explorer. It idled a mere thirty feet from the barn, remaining for long seconds before accelerating away, its tires spraying dirt as it spun over the edge of the flower bed.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
FALSE
START

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

BEV PETTERSEN






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





