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Praise for J.R. Ward’s Bourbon Kings series


‘Breathless fun! J. R. Ward moves her trademark dark and sexy from the world of warrior vampires to the halls of the Kentucky elite, where the family members’ claws are just as sharp and the consequences just as deadly. I couldn’t stop turning the pages!’


New York Times bestselling author Lisa Gardner


‘The setting is 80’s TV soap opera Dallas meets Downton Abbey . . . This is high drama, and it’s mesmerising’


Fresh Fiction


‘J. R. Ward delivers a sweeping saga where family roots run deep and passion sizzles hotter than a Kentucky summer. Potent and heady, one taste just isn’t enough’


New York Times bestselling author Gena Showalter


‘The drama and dark secrets behind the Bradford family’s empire propel this irresistible story of high-society scandal . . . a read that’s rich, smooth, and satisfying as a glass of Kentucky bourbon’


New York Times bestselling author Susan Elizabeth Phillips


‘Soapy elements abound in this Dynastyesque tale, from lavish wealth to feuds, dirty secrets, and forbidden love . . . Ward is a master of pacing and world building’


Booklist (starred review)




 


 


J.R. Ward lives in the South with her incredibly supportive husband and her beloved golden retriever. After graduating from law school, she began working in health care in Boston and spent many years as chief of staff for one of the premier academic medical centres in the nation.
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Note from the Author


It has been such a privilege to write about my adopted home state, its proud history of bourbon making, and these wonderful, complicated, and sometimes broken people who live and work at Easterly. This series was born of my old-school love for the television show Dynasty, fueled by my deep reverence for Kentucky, and directed by my fascination for how people and families evolve through stressful times.


As a New Englander who was transplanted from one Commonwealth to another, I had a hard adjustment in the beginning. Now, well over a decade later, I can truly say that I can’t imagine living anywhere else but here. The NCAA basketball tournament is happening right now, for example, and I have a huge TV set up in the foyer with six sofas and coffee tables arranged around it. The entire house is dismantled, and yesterday, a big crowd of friends was screaming and yelling at the games (there was also a boxing match in the basement during one halftime that resulted in a busted lip as well as Ping-Pong grudge matches that were nearly as bloody as the boxing). This kind of devotion to a college sport would have been unthinkable before I moved here—and what a joy, and sorrow!, it is to me (my beloved Cardinals did not advance).


The making of bourbon requires time and temperature. After the nascent alcohol is put into the charred barrels, it is stored in uninsulated conditions in the rackhouses and left to interact with the caramelized sugars of the oak over the heat and the cold of the seasons. This dance, and the alchemy that ensues, is what gives bourbon its beautiful color, and is part of how it gets that special taste. I have often thought the process is analogous to the way places, people, and the various eras in our lives affect us, tempering our core characteristics, emphasizing certain traits, bringing forth our strengths—or highlighting our weaknesses.


My two favorite terms of art from what I have learned about bourbon making and its traditions are “the angels’ share” and “the devil’s cut.” Roughly speaking, about fifty-three gallons of “white dog” are put into each barrel, but at the end of the aging process, much less than that actually comes out. This loss can be upward of two percent per year and happens due to evaporation, “the angels’ share,” but also absorption into the oak of the barrel, “the devil’s cut.” What this means is that, if you age a bourbon for, say, ten years, you may get around forty-three gallons out the other side, and the longer it stays in there, the less you have on the far side. For example, some of the oldest Pappy van Winkle, which is aged for twenty-three years, yields only fourteen gallons of bourbon at the end of its rackhouse days.


The angels’ share is a romantic-sounding term; the devil’s cut something more sinister, although that is really because of the “d” word. In both cases, they refer to the environment owning a piece of that which is within it. In my situation, when I came down here, I never expected to like Kentucky, and I certainly wasn’t interested in being influenced one way or the other by anything about it. Now? If, God forbid, I ever had to return to life in Boston? I would most certainly leave a piece of my soul in the land of the Bluegrass.


And you know, that seems only fair, given all the good that has come to me here, and all the wonderful people I have met and things I have enjoyed.


But, again, I have no intention of going anywhere else, anytime soon, God willing.


I have absolutely loved writing these three books, and I thank you for taking some time from your life to have a stroll in through Easterly’s grand front door and a walk around her beautiful, complicated rooms. I’m so grateful I got to do this series!


Oh, and Go, Cards!


— J. R. Ward




Dramatis Personae


Virginia Elizabeth Bradford Baldwine, also known as Little V.E.: Widow of William Baldwine, mother of Edward, Max, Lane, and Gin Baldwine, and a direct descendant of Elijah Bradford, the originator of Bradford bourbon. A recluse with a chemical dependency on prescription pills, there are many reasons for her addiction, some of which threaten the very fabric of the family.


William Wyatt Baldwine: Deceased husband of Little V.E. and father, with her, of Edward, Max, Lane, and Gin Baldwine. Also father of a son by the family’s now deceased controller, Rosalinda Freeland. Also the father of an unborn child by his son Lane’s soon-to-be ex-wife, Chantal. Chief executive officer of the Bradford Bourbon Company when he was alive. A man of low moral standards, great aspirations, and few scruples, whose body was recently found on the far side of the Falls of the Ohio.


Edward Westfork Bradford Baldwine: Eldest son of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Formally the heir apparent to the mantle of the Bradford Bourbon Company. Now a shadow of his previous self, the result of a tragic kidnapping and torture engineered by his own father. Edward has turned his back on his family and retired to the Red & Black Stables.


Maxwell Prentiss Baldwine: Second-eldest son of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Black sheep of the family, who has been away from Easterly, the historic Bradford estate in Charlemont, Kentucky, for years. Sexy, scandalous, and rebellious, his return to the fold is problematic for a number of people in, and outside of, the family.


Jonathan Tulane Baldwine, known as “Lane”: Youngest son of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Reformed playboy and consummate poker player, he is in the throes of a divorce from his first wife. With the family’s fortunes in turmoil, and embezzlement rife at the Bradford Bourbon Company, he has been forced into the role of family leader and must rely now more than ever on his one true love, Lizzie King.


Virginia Elizabeth Baldwine Pford, known as “Gin”: Youngest offspring and only daughter of Little V.E. and William Baldwine. Previously a rebellious contrarian who thrived on attention, she has been the bane of her family’s existence, especially after having had a child out of wedlock and barely graduating from college. She has just married Richard Pford IV, the heir to a liquor distributing company and fortune.


Amelia Franklin Baldwine: Gin’s daughter with Gin’s one true love, Samuel T. Lodge—although neither Samuel T. nor Amelia is aware of his parentage. Previously a student at Hotchkiss, she is returning to Charlemont to continue her schooling close to her family.


Lizzie King: Horticulturist who has worked at Easterly for nearly a decade and has kept its gardens nationally renowned showcases of rare specimen plants and flowers. Now engaged to her love, Lane, she is fully committed to him and their relationship—however, she is not into his family’s drama.


Samuel Theodore Lodge III: Attorney, sexy Southern gentleman, stylish dresser, and pedigreed, privileged bad boy, he is the only man who has ever gotten through to Gin. He has no idea that Amelia is his daughter.


Sutton Endicott Smythe: Newly elected CEO of the Sutton Distillery Corporation, Bradford Bourbon Company’s biggest rival in the marketplace. In love with Edward for years, she has excelled professionally, but stagnated in her personal life—in large measure because no one compares to Edward.


Shelby Landis: Daughter of Jeb, a thoroughbred racing legend who mentored Edward when it came to horses. A hardworking, strong woman, she takes care of Edward—even when he doesn’t want her to.


Miss Aurora Toms: Easterly’s head chef for decades, capable of serving up soul food or Cordon Bleu cooking with a strong hand and a warm heart. Suffering from terminal cancer. Maternal force in the lives of Lane, Edward, Max, and Gin, and the true moral compass for the children.


Edwin “Mack” MacAllan: Master Distiller of the Bradford Bourbon Company. Cultivating a new strain of yeast, he is racing against time and limited resources to keep the stills running. Has recently met the love of his life, but is worried about the future of the BBC.


Chantal Blair Stowe Baldwine: Lane’s soon-to-be ex-wife. Pregnant with William Baldwine’s illegitimate child. A beauty queen with all the depth of a saucer, she is threatening to expose the paternity of her unborn baby as a way to get more money from Lane in the divorce proceedings.


Rosalinda Freeland: Former controller for the Bradford Family Estate. Committed suicide in her office in the mansion by taking hemlock. Mother to Randolph Damion Freeland, eighteen, whose father was William Baldwine.




ONE
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Easterly, the Bradford Family Estate, Charlemont, Kentucky


There was someone trespassing down in the garden.


In the lazy, hazy Southern night, beneath the flower-tasseled fruit trees, and between the saucer-sized tea roses and the squads of trimmed boxwood hedges, a figure was inside the ivy’d walls, moving over the brick paths, heading for the back of the mansion like a stalker.


Jonathan Tulane Baldwine squinted and leaned closer into his bedroom window. Whoever it was . . . they were in a crouch and sticking to the shadows, and the efficiency with which they chose their way suggested they knew what they were doing and where they were going. Then again, it wasn’t that hard to find a twenty-thousand-square-foot white birthday cake of a house in the dark.


Turning away from the wavy old glass, he looked to his bed. Lizzie King, the love of his life, was deeply asleep in the pillows, her blond hair gleaming in the moonlight, her tanned shoulder peeking out from the silk sheets.


Funny, these moments of clarity, he thought while he pulled on a pair of boxer shorts. As he considered who it might be, and came up with nothing good, he realized without a doubt that he would kill to protect his woman. Even though she could take care of herself, and he felt like he was relying on her now more than ever . . . if anybody tried to hurt her?


He would put them in a grave faster than his next heartbeat.


With that resolve, he went silently across the Oriental rug to an antique bureau that had been in his family since it had been made in the 1800s. His gun was in the top drawer on the left, under the rolls of finely woven socks he wore with his tuxedos. The nine millimeter was compact, but it had a laser sight, and it was fully loaded.


He disengaged the safety.


Letting himself out into a hall that was long as a city street and appointed with all the grace and formality of the corridors in the White House, he kept the weapon down by his thigh. Easterly had twenty or so family and guest bedroom suites under its prodigious roof, and as he passed by doors, he counted who was inside—or should have been: His younger sister, Gin, although not her new husband, Richard, who was away for business; Amelia, Gin’s sixteen-year-old daughter, who had yet to go back to Hotchkiss for finals; Jeff Stern, Lane’s old college roommate and newly appointed CEO of the Bradford Bourbon Company. And then of course, Lane and Gin’s mother, Little Virginia Elizabeth.


It was possible that any of them could be down there for a two a.m. stroll. Well, except for his mother. In the last three years, Little V.E. hadn’t been out of her room for anything other than his father’s visitation mere days ago—and even though that occasion had warranted the effort, seeing her dressed and on the first floor had been a shock.


So it was unlikely it was her.


And as for staff? The butler had quit and none of the maids stayed overnight—well, and the maids had all been let go anyway.


No one else should have been on the property.


Halfway down the hall, he walked through the second-story sitting area and paused at the head of the formal staircase.


The security alarm was not going off down below . . . but he hadn’t put the system on when he and Lizzie had gotten home from the hospital.


Dumb.


Hell, had he even bothered to lock the thousand or so doors on the lower level? He couldn’t remember. It had been nearly midnight and his brain had been a mess, images of Miss Aurora in that ICU bed tangling him in knots. Dear Lord . . . that African-American woman was more his mother than the neo–Daisy Buchanan who had birthed him—and the idea that the cancer was taking Miss Aurora away from him organ by organ was enough to make him violent.


Descending the grand stairs, which were right out of Tara’s playbook, he bottomed out on the entry foyer’s black and white marble floor. There were no lights on, and he stopped again and listened. As with all old houses, Easterly talked when people moved through its rooms, its beams and boards, hinges and handles, conversing with whoever walked around.


Nothing.


Pity. Kentucky law provided a homesteader defense if you killed a trespasser in your house—so if he was going to shoot somebody tonight, he’d prefer to do it inside rather than out. That way, he wouldn’t have to drag the body through some doorway and arrange things so it looked like the sonofabitch had been breaking in.


Continuing on, Lane went through the shadowy rooms in the public part of the house, the antiques and old paintings making him feel like a security guard checking a museum after hours. Windows and French doors were all around, bracketed by great swaths of vintage Fortuny, but with the lights off throughout the first floor, he was as much a ghost as whoever in that garden was.


In the rear of the mansion, he went to one of the doors and stared out across the flagstone terrace, searching through the wrought-iron loungers, chairs, and glass-topped tables, seeking that which did not belong or was in motion. Nothing. Not around the slate skirt of the house, at least.


Somewhere out in the greenery, however, a person was stalking his family.


Turning the brass handle, he gently opened the door halfway and leaned out, the mid-May night embracing him with warm, heavy air that was fragrant as a bouquet. He looked left. Looked right. The gas lanterns that ran down the back of the mansion threw flickering light, but the peachy pools of illumination did not carry far.


Narrowing his eyes, he scanned the darkness as he exited and carefully shut things up behind himself.


As with all homes of its stature, the great Federal manse had extensive formal gardens sprawling around it, the various layouts and planting zones forming landscapes as unique and distinct as different zip codes in a city. The unifying element? Elegance at every turn, whether it was the Roman statuary striking poses in the midst of miniature hedge patterns, or fountains that sprinkled crystal clear water into koi ponds, or the pool house’s wisteria-covered arbor.


This was Mother Nature subjected to the will of man, the flora cultivated and nitpicked and maintained with the precision one would use to decorate an interior room. And for the first time in his life, he thought of the cost to keep it all going, the man-hours, the plant material, the constant mowing and weeding and pruning, the worrying over those two-hundred-year-old brick walls and walks, the cleaning of the swimming pool.


Craziness. The kind of expense that only the super rich could afford—and the Bradford family was no longer in that stratosphere.


Thank you, Father, you sonofabitch.


Refocusing on his mission, Lane put his back against the house and became a deer hunter in a stand. He didn’t move. Barely breathed. Stayed quiet as he waited for his target to present itself.


Was it Max? he wondered.


His parents’ loveless marriage had produced four children—a shock, considering his mother and father had rarely, if ever, been in the same room together even before she had taken to her bed three years ago. But there was Edward, the golden eldest son, who had been hated by their sire; Max, the black sheep; Lane, who had turned being a playboy into an art form—at least until he’d been smart enough to settle down with the right woman; and finally Gin, the promiscuous rule thwarter.


Edward was in jail for the murder of their dreadful father. Gin was in a hate-filled marriage for money. And Max had come home after several years of being unreachable, a bearded, tattooed shadow of the frat boy he had once been, who despised everyone, including his own family—to the point where he was staying in one of the staff cottages down at the back of the property because he refused to be under Easterly’s roof.


Maybe Max had come up here to the big house for . . . God only knew what. A cup of sugar. Bottle of bourbon. Perhaps to steal some silverware?


But how could he have gotten into the gardens? How could anybody? Two sides of the acres of flowers and lawn were protected by that brick wall, which was twelve feet high and had barbed wire on the top and two padlocked gates. The third side was even more difficult to get through: His father had converted the old stables into a state-of-the-art business center, from which the Bradford Bourbon Company had been run for the last couple of years. God knew you weren’t getting through that facility, not unless you had a pass card or the codes—


From over on the right, a figure darted down the allée of blooming crab apple trees.


Gotcha, Lane thought as his heart kicked into high gear. Shifting his position forward, his bare feet were silent over the flagstones as he rushed across the terrace and took cover behind an urn big enough to take a bath in.


It was definitely a man. Those shoulders were too broad to be a woman’s.


And the bastard was coming this way.


Lane leveled his gun at his target, holding the weapon steady with two hands as he straight-armed the autoloader. As he kept himself perfectly motionless, he waited for the trespasser to funnel down that pathway and come up this set of side steps.


He waited . . .


. . . and waited . . .


. . . and thought of his extremely estranged, soon-to-be ex-wife, Chantal. Maybe this was a private detective sent by her, coming to get some dirt on the financial scandal at the BBC, some information on how bad the bankruptcy was, some angle that she could use against him as they ground their non-existent relationship into dust.


Or perhaps Edward had broken out of jail and was coming home.


Doubtful on that one.


The trespasser made a last turn and then was coming right for Lane. But his head was down, a baseball cap pulled low.


Lane kept tight until he was absolutely sure he could hit the chest. Then he squeezed the trigger halfway, the red laser sight slicing through the night and forming a little dancing spot right where the guy’s heart was.


Lane spoke up, loud and clear. “I really don’t care if I kill you.”


The man stopped so quick, his feet skipped on the brick. And those hands popped up like whoever it was had mattress springs in their armpits.


Lane frowned as he finally saw the face. “What are you doing out here?”




TWO
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Washington County Jail, Downtown Charlemont


Moonlight entered the jail cell through a barred window, the shaft of creamy light getting sliced into five sections before it tripped on the lip of a stainless-steel sink and fell in a sprawl to the concrete floor. Outside, the night was humid, which accounted for the murky quality of the illumination. Inside the cell, it was no-season-whatsoever, the walls and floor and heavy solid door painted in shades of incarceration gray, the air stale and smelling of metal and disinfectant.


Edward Bradford Baldwine sat all the way back on the bunk, the more mangled of his two legs cocked at the strange angle that provided a modicum of relief, the thin mattress offering little to no padding under the bones of his withered lower body.


This was not the first time he had been held in custody, but at least now it was not against his will. He had volunteered himself for this; he had confessed to the murder of his father and thus placed himself in this lockdown. He was also not the only prisoner, in contrast to his previous experience, the sounds of snoring, coughing, and the occasional moan reaching his ears in spite of that reinforced door.


A muffled thump and corresponding echo made him think of his thoroughbred breeding farm, the Red & Black. All of these men in their single compartments were like his mares in their stalls—restless, churning, even at night. Perhaps especially after dark.


Pushing his palms into the mattress, he relieved the pressure points on his seat for as long as he could. Too soon, he was forced to resettle himself, his upper body no stronger than his lower was, the background chatter of physical discomfort something he had grown well familiar with.


As he glanced around the cell, with its concrete block walls and its polished concrete floor, that stainless-steel sink and toilet, the barred and chicken-wired window, he thought of Easterly’s splendor. The basement of his family’s mansion was kitted out with greater luxury than these lodgings, especially that wine cellar, which was like an English study that had fallen through the floor above and landed on the bedrock of the hill.


For no particular reason—well, other than the obvious one, which was that he had nothing better to do and no chance of sleeping—he thought of a story he had read years ago, about a young boy who had grown up in a cardboard box. In fact, hadn’t there been a TV show about a character who’d been similarly tortured . . .


Wait, what had he been going on about?


His mind, doughy and sluggish, tried to catch the tail of the cognition.


Oh . . . right. The kid in the cardboard box. So the boy had actually been fairly un-traumatized when he’d been rescued. It wasn’t until he’d discovered that other kids hadn’t been subjected to that kind of abuse that he’d gotten upset.


Moral of the story? When you were being raised in a given environment, and that was all you ever knew, the lack of comparison and contrast meant the oddities of your existence were invisible and unknowable. Life in his family and at Easterly had been utterly normal to him. He’d assumed that everyone lived on an estate with seventy people working on it. That Rolls-Royces were just cars. That presidents and dignitaries and folks on TV and in movies coming to your parents’ parties was merely an as-you-do.


The fact that the vast majority of people at Charlemont Country Day and then the University of Virginia had been of similar social and financial stature had not challenged his bias. And after his graduation? His perspective hadn’t evolved because he’d been so distracted trying to get up to speed in the family business.


He’d also taken for granted that everybody was hated by their father.


Of course, his two brothers and his sister hadn’t been despised as much as he had been, but sufficient animus had been shown toward them as well that his construct and conclusions had remained unchallenged. And the beatings and the cold condemnations had come only behind closed doors. So when he had been out and about and seeing fathers acting in a civil way around their offspring? He’d just assumed that it was for show, a privacy curtain’s worth of social subterfuge drawn in place to hide the far darker reality.


As it was in the Bradford household.


The eye opening had finally come after he had progressed up the management levels at the BBC to a position where he discovered his father wasn’t just a shitty sire but also a poor businessman. And then he’d made the mistake of confronting William Baldwine.


Two months later, Edward had gone down to South America on a routine matter and been kidnapped. His father had refused to pay the ransom, and as a result, things had been done to Edward. Partially because his captors had been frustrated, partially because they had been bored.


But mostly because his father had told them to kill him.


That was when he decided that William was in fact an evil man who had done bad things all of his life and hurt many, many people, in many, many different ways in the process.


Fortunately for Edward, an unexpected rescuer had materialized in the jungle, and Edward had been first airlifted to a U.S. Army base and then eventually returned home to U.S. soil, landing here in Charlemont like a battered package that had gotten mauled and delayed while going through customs.


As memories of re-learning how to walk and go up stairs and feed and clean himself threatened to break down the door to Edward’s mental castle, he reflected on how much he missed his alcohol.


On a night like tonight, when all he had was insomnia and his cannibalistic brain for company? He would have killed for a blackout.


In the aftermath of his initial, more medically intensive period of recovery, liquor had been the sustainer for him as he was weaned off the opiates. Then, as further days and nights had dragged on, the numbness and the relief he reliably enjoyed thanks to liquor, those little floating vacations on the good ship Lolli-booze, became the only respite from his mind and his body. Quitting that cirrhotic hobby had been necessary, though.


As soon as it had become clear that he was headed to prison, he knew he’d needed to detox and the first seventy-two hours had been hell. Actually, things were still hard, and not just because of his psychological crutch being gone. He felt even more weak in his body, and though the trembling in his hands and feet was improving, the shaking was not yet over its torment of his fine motor skills and sense of balance.


Glancing down at his loose orange prison pants, he remembered his old life, his former body, his previous mind. He had been so whole back then, preparing himself to take over the Bradford Bourbon Company after his father retired, making strategic business decisions, blowing off steam playing racquetball and tennis.


Like the kid in the cardboard box, it had never dawned on him that there was another kind of life waiting for him. A different existence. A change coming around the corner that would take him to a new consciousness.


Unlike the boy in the box, however, his life had gotten worse, at least by nearly all objective measurements. And that was even before his actions had put him in here with a toilet that had nothing to offer but a cold rim to take a seat on.


The good news, though, was that everyone he cared about was going to be all right now. His youngest brother, Lane, had taken over the BBC and was going to run the bourbon business appropriately. Their mother, Little V.E., was so addled by age and medication that she would live out her remaining days, perhaps at Easterly, perhaps not, blissfully unaware of the change in the family’s social standings. Gin, his sister, was married to a man of great means whom she could manipulate at will to her ends, and his other brother, Max? Well, the black sheep of the family would stay what he had always been, a drifter content to live outside of Charlemont, a ghost haunting a legacy he neither valued nor cared about sustaining.


And as for himself? Perhaps when he was transferred out of this county holding pen to a proper prison, they would have some physical therapy that could help him. He might get another master’s. Reconnect with his love of English literature. Learn to make license plates.


It wasn’t a life to look forward to, but he was used to hopelessness.


And more importantly, sometimes the only solace one had was to do the right thing. Even if it required great sacrifice, there was peace to be had in knowing that loved ones were finally safe from a nightmare.


Like his father.


In fact, Edward decided, the reality that no one mourned William Baldwine seemed a defense enough to the murder charge. Damn shame that it was not a legally recognized justification—


The footsteps that approached were heavy and purposeful, and for a moment, the present shattered apart, the past rising up like a monster out of the swamp of his consciousness, his brain no longer clear on whether he was in the jungle bound with rough rope, about to be beaten again . . . or if he were in the judicial system of his city of birth—


A loud clanking at his door sent his blood pressure through the roof, his heart pounding, sweat breaking out under his arms and across his face. Frozen by fear, his fingers clawed into the pad beneath him, his broken body trembling so violently, his teeth clapped together.


The sheriff’s deputy who opened the door made the confusion worse instead of better.


“Ramsey?” Edward said in a thin voice.


The African-American man in the tan and gold sheriff’s uniform was enormous, with shoulders so wide they filled the jambs, and legs planted as if they were bolted into the floor. With a shaved head, and a jaw that strongly suggested argument was a waste of time, Mitchell Ramsey was a force of nature with a badge—and this was the second time he had come to Edward in the night.


In fact, the only reason Edward was alive was because the deputy had gone into the jungle looking for him. As a former Army Ranger, Ramsey had had both the survival skills and the contacts down at the equator to get the job done—he also routinely played the role of “fixer” for issues within wealthy families in Charlemont, so the rescue was in his wheelhouse.


If you needed a bodyguard, an enforcer, a P.I., or someone to interface with law enforcement, Ramsey was on the short list of people to call. Discreet, unflappable, and a trained killer, he dealt with the dicey nicely, as the saying went.


“You got a visitor, my man,” the deputy said in his deep Southern voice.


It took some time for the words to process, the fear-scramble in Edward’s mind causing him to lose traction on his command of the English language.


“Come on.” Ramsey indicated the way out. “We got to go now.”


Edward blinked as his emotions threatened to overspill his chest and come out on his face through his tear ducts. But he could not allow himself to drown in PTSD. This was the present. There was no one coming with a bat to break his legs. There were no knives about to dig into his skin. Nobody was going to punch him until he vomited blood down his arm and his head lolled off the top of his spine.


Ramsey came forward and offered his bear claw of a palm. “I’ll help you.”


Edward looked up into those dark eyes and spoke the exact same words he had two years before: “I don’t think I can stand up.”


For a moment, Ramsey, too, seemed caught by what they had shared in South America, his lids closing briefly, that great chest expanding and contracting as he appeared to try to steady himself with a deep breath.


Evidently, even former Army Rangers had memories they didn’t care to revisit. “I gotchu. C’mon.”


Ramsey helped him off the bunk and then waited as Edward’s legs took their own damn time to unknot, the hours he’d spent in a sit having turned his deformed, badly healed muscles into stone. When he was finally ready to ambulate, the hobbling was humiliating, especially next to the deputy’s incredible strength, but at least as he limped out of his cell and onto the parapet, a clarity came, reality reasserting itself through the morass of his trauma.


As their footsteps clanked across the metal weave to the stairs, Edward looked over the railing at the common area below. Everything was clean, but the steel tables and benches were hard worn, the orange paint jobs faded where games of cards had been played and prisoners had slid on and off. There was no debris anywhere, no magazines or books, no articles of clothing left behind, no wrappers from candy bars or empty soda cans. Then again, anything could be a weapon under the right circumstances, and nothing was expected to be respected.


Edward was halfway down the stairs when he stopped, his higher reasoning finally kicking in. “I don’t want to see anyone.”


Ramsey just gave him a nudge and shook his head. “Yes, you do.”


“No, I—”


“This is not a choice, Edward.”


Edward looked away, everything clicking into place. “Do not believe them. This is much ado about nothing—”


“Let’s keep walking, my man—”


“I already met with the psychiatrist this afternoon. I told him there was nothing to worry about.”


“FYI, you are not the one qualified to make an assessment as to your mental state.”


“I know whether or not I’m suicidal.”


“Do you?” Ramsey’s stare was direct. “You were found with a shank—”


“I told them. I picked the thing up in the mess hall and was going to turn it in—”


Ramsey grabbed Edward’s forearm, pulled it out, and yanked up the sleeve of his prison uniform. “You used it here. And that is the problem.”


Edward attempted to get his limb back, but the deputy wasn’t having any of that until he was good and ready to let go. And in the bright fluorescent lights, the raw wound at his wrist seemed like a scream.


“Look, do us both a favor, my man, and come with me now.”


Ramsey shifted his hand to Edward’s elbow and gave a nudge that was so insistent, it was clear the deputy was prepared to pull a fireman’s hold on the situation if he had to.


“I’m not suicidal,” Edward muttered as he re-gripped the rail and resumed his awkward, shuffling descent in his prison-issue slippers. “And whoever it is, I do not want to see them. . . .”


Out on Easterly’s terrace, Lane immediately lowered the muzzle of his gun, the brilliant red laser sight sweeping free of the man’s chest and then disappearing as the trigger was fully released.


“I could have shot you! What the hell?”


Gary McAdams, the head groundsman, removed his cap and held it with both his work-worn hands. “I’m sorry, Mr. Lane.”


In the moonlight, the man’s wrinkled, perma-tanned face had grooves so deep, they were like tire tracks in mud, and as he smoothed his flyaway hair, his apology was everywhere in the jerky movements.


“Dint mean to disturb nobody’s sleep.”


Lane went to tuck the gun into the small of his back—and then realized he only had boxers on. “No, you’re welcome anywhere on the estate. I just don’t want to put a hole in you.”


“That there pool filtration system in the pump house been shorting out. I ordered the part, but then remembered I dint turn the damn thing off. Came here through the back gate and shut it down. When I got out, I noticed that.” The man pointed to the back of the house. “Middle gas lantern’s out. I was worried it was leakin’ and was fixin’ to turn off the feed.”


Sure enough, there was a black hole in the lineup of those old-fashioned brass fixtures, like a row of teeth with an incisor missing.


Closing his eyes, Lane shook his head. “You’re too damn good to us.”


With a grunt, Gary shuffled up the stone steps and put his hat back on. “House and grounds like this, she’s an old lady. Something’s always gonna be wrong. Gotta stay on top of ’er.”


Will we even be able to keep this place, Lane thought as he followed along.


For the first time in Easterly’s history, the property and house were carrying a mortgage. Fortunately, it was with a family friend, not a bank—but Sutton Smythe was going to want her money and interest. And what about repairs? Gary was right. Something was always needing to be fixed, and if that “thing” was the roof? The electrical systems? The over-two-hundred-year-old foundation?


It was going to be a long, long time before those kinds of things were coverable: Not only had his mother’s primary trust been drained, but the Bradford Bourbon Company was running at an over hundred-million-dollar deficit—even after Lane had paid off the fifty million his father had borrowed from Prospect Trust.


Over a hundred million dollars. Plus the depletion of his mother’s trust.


It was a staggering deficit, and all thanks to his father’s off-balance-sheet financing of a crap ton of businesses that had two things in common: One, they were all in William Baldwine’s name; and two, they didn’t just under-perform, they either tanked . . . or didn’t even exist.


Lane was still working to get to the bottom of it all.


On that note, he decided to pay attention as Gary went up to the lantern, took a screwdriver out of the back pocket of his overalls, and began working around the base of the fixture.


“Do you need some light?” Lane asked.


“Plenty out here.”


“You must eat your carrots.” Leaning up against Easterly’s clapboards, Lane rubbed his face. “It’s dark as the inside of a skull.”


“I can manage.”


As Gary eased the heavy glass and brass casing away from its base, Lane straightened. “You want me to hold that?”


“Nah, you’ll probably drop it.”


Lane had to laugh. “Is my incompetence so obvious?”


“Ya got other skills.”


“That better be true.”


With a curse, Lane stared across the flower beds to the darkened expanse of the business center. The conversion of what had originally been the stables had been done back when money had been no object, and as a result, the architecture was so perfectly blended that it was hard to tell where the antique stopped and the modern began. Under that slate roof? Behind that lineup of French doors, each of which had been handmade to match the original ones on the mansion? There were enough offices for the BBC’s CEO and senior management team, plus assistants, a full catering kitchen and also formal dining and conference rooms.


The full corporate headquarters were technically downtown, but for the last three years, all decision making had been done right across the garden.


William had maintained the relocation was required so that he could support his wife, who had taken to her bed and was ailing. The truth, however—which hadn’t come out until about two weeks ago—was that the man needed privacy for his embezzlement. That self-contained facility, with its limited staff and very extensive security measures, had allowed him the isolation to do what he needed to for the misappropriations to remain under wraps.


It was the perfect ruse to protect himself from prying eyes. And the perfect plan, at least in the short term, for diverting BBC assets into William’s own name and control.


Too bad the bastard had been horrible at business: Abandoned mines in South Africa, bad hotels out west, failed communications and technology endeavors. William’s money had been a curse, it seemed, on any investment opportunity and Lane was still trying to get clarity on exactly how many failed entities were out there—


“How’s Miss Aurora doing?” Gary asked as he shoved his fingers into the arteries of the lantern and then followed up with the screwdriver. “She any better?”


Ah, yes, something else Lane didn’t want to think about.


“No, I’m afraid she is not.”


“She gonna die?”


For the past few days, whenever anyone asked him that question, he always answered with optimism. Out here in the dark with Gary, he spoke what he believed was the truth. “Yes, I think so.”


The head groundsman cleared his throat. Twice. “She’s a good woman.”


“I’ll tell her you said that.”


“You do that, boy.”


“You could go see her, you know?”


“Nope. Can’t.”


And that was that. Then again, Gary McAdams came from the old school, before people talked about what was bothering them. He and Miss Aurora had both been working for the Bradford family since they were teenagers, and neither of them had married or had any children of their own. The estate was their home, and the staff and family on the land and in the house was their community.


Not that he would speak of any of that.


Still, the man’s sorrow was as tangible as his reserve, and not for the first time, Lane recognized and respected the dignity in that taciturn nature.


“I’m glad you’re staying on,” Lane heard himself say. Although he might as well have talked about Miss Aurora’s funeral arrangements for all this was going to go over well. “And I’ll continue to pay your—”


“I think the valve here is clogged. I’ma come back in the morning and work on it. But least now it won’t leak so it’s not no fire hazard.”


As Gary picked the lantern casing up and muscled it back into place, Lane found himself with a lump in his throat. For so many years, the estate had seemed to magically function on its own. Just as he’d never worried about how much it cost to keep the gardens going, he’d never considered the prices of the food or liquor for all the parties, or the insurance on all the cars, antiques, and other assets, or the heat, electrical, and water bills. He had gallivanted through his life, floating on the surface in the golden sunshine of wealth, while below him, people were toiling at minimum wage, squeaking by, just to keep up the standard he enjoyed.


The idea that Gary McAdams was staying put without a thought of whether or not he’d get a check each week made Lane feel about as tall as the sole of a shoe.


“Okay, so that’s what we got.”


The older man stepped back and returned his screwdriver to whatever pocket it had come out of.


“You, ah . . .” Lane grabbed ahold of his own shoulder and squeezed at the knot there. “You always keep one of those on you?”


“One-a what? M’ Phillips head?”


“Yeah.”


“Why wouldn’t I?”


Well, there was that. “Good point—”


In the corner of Lane’s eye, a flash of something moving caught his attention. “Wait, what is that?”


“Nothing,” Gary said. “Whatchu think you saw?”


“There was something white over there.” Lane pointed with the gun’s laser sight across to the terrace that faced the river, the one where cocktails had always been served at sunset. “There was . . . I could have sworn that I saw someone there in a white dress. . . .”


He let his words drift off, aware that he sounded crazy.


“You think you seen a ghost or sumthin’?” Gary asked.


The groundsman didn’t seem particularly perturbed. Then again, you could probably drop a car on his foot and he’d just take out his screwdriver and remove the damn thing piece by piece.


Lane walked over and looked around the corner of the house. Nothing was on the terrace that shouldn’t have been there, yet he continued all the way to the edge and the drop-off down the mountain. It was a helluva view, he had to admit, the Ohio River off in the distance, easing its way to Charlemont’s financial district. Against the dark horizon, the twinkling, unevenly spaced lights of the skyscrapers made him think of bubbles rising in champagne glasses, and the scant, isolated cars and semis on the interlocking highways were a testament to Midwestern bedtimes.


Leaning out over the wall, he checked the old stairway that snaked down the great rock embankment. Easterly had been built upon the crown of the highest hill in the city, and the mansion’s footprint had been so large that the plot of land had had to be shored up with backfilled earth held in place by cement and stone. When the leaves were out, as they were now in May, you couldn’t appreciate just how precarious the house was on its lofty perch, the thickly leafed branches hiding the truth. In the winter, however, when it was cold and the trees were bare, the dangerous free fall was so clear, it was a rare vertigo that was not triggered.


Nobody was scooting down the steps. And nobody could have gotten through the padlocked gate down at the bottom.


Turning back to the mansion, Lane got worried he was seeing things. He’d much rather it just be a case of his ancestors returning to haunt their former home than some form of insanity setting in.


And, dear Lord, if that was your data screen? Things really were in the crapper.


“Thanks, Gary,” he said as he re-approached the groundsman.


“What fer. Just doing my job.” The guy took off his hat and repositioned it in exactly the same place on his head. “You go get yourself some rest, there. You look tired.”


“Good advice. Very good advice.”


Not that he had much hope of sleeping.


“And ya should keep something in mind.”


“What’s that?”


“God don’t give ya more than you can handle. That ain’t mean it’s gonna be fun, but I guarantee ya that He knows you better’n you do yourself.”


“I hope that’s right.”


The handyman shrugged and turned away. “Don’t matter whether you hope or not. It’s true. You’ll see.”




THREE


[image: illustration]


The interrogation room Edward was let into was the same one that he’d been in earlier in the day, when he’d met and fired his public defender. And as with the common area and his cell, the furniture was stainless steel and bolted down, the table and four chairs hard and cold and going nowhere.


He picked the seat facing the door, and as he eased his broken body down, he didn’t bother holding the groan in. That was one nice thing about being around Ramsey. Mitch had seen him in even worse states so there was no need to hide anything.


“Are you going to tell me who it is?” He prayed it wasn’t Lane. His little brother was the last person he wanted to see, even though he loved the guy. “Or are you going to make me guess?”


“Wait here.”


“As if I’m going anywhere?”


The deputy backed out and there was a clank as the door was locked. Left to himself, Edward linked his hands loosely and put them on the tabletop. The air-conditioning was more intense here, the cold air falling like snow, silent and chilly, from the vent over his head. The lower temperature did not mean it was fresh, however. The stuff still smelled of institution, that unique bouquet of metal, astringent, and body odor.


Please, not Lane, he thought.


His little brother was his Achilles’ heel, and he was concerned that Lane was going to spoil everything. Back when they had been growing up, Edward had always been in control—well, except for when Maxwell acted out, and no one was ever in control of that, not even Max. But Edward had always been the voice of authority and reason, and it had been from out of that venerable tradition that he had instructed Lane to accept the reality that their father’s death had come about by Edward’s own hand and no one else’s.


And that Lane now had to take care of everyone.


After all, their mother was in no condition to deal with anything more stressful than getting her hair set and brushed out before her head returned to its silk-covered pillow. And Gin was going to struggle enough with downgrading from private jets to commercial business class. And Max? Not a chance. That vagabond was more likely to leave town on the back of some stranger’s truck than man up and make the hard decisions that were coming soon.


But if this wasn’t Lane, who could it be? Not the psychiatrist Edward had blown off earlier in the clinic. Not a priest for last rites, because although he felt like death, he wasn’t dying. Certainly not anyone at the Red & Black Stables—Moe Brown could run that place with his eyes closed.


Who—


From the recesses of his mind, the image of a tall brunette woman with classically beautiful features and the elegance of European royalty emerged and took over.


Sutton . . . he thought. Would she come to see him?


Sutton Smythe was both his perfect match—and, when he’d been at the Bradford Bourbon Company, also his biggest business rival as the heir to the Sutton Distillery Corporation. Not only had they grown up together in Charlemont, but after they’d returned to work in their families’ businesses, they had seen each other at charity galas, private parties, and as they sat on various boards. They had never been officially together, never dated, never merged their lives in any way—although there had been years of attraction and, most recently, twice when they had made love.


It was right out of Shakespeare, the two of them. Star-crossed lovers following different destinies.


But he loved her. With what little he had to give to anybody.


Just before he had made his confession to the police, he had told Sutton there was no future for them. It had killed him to hurt her as he had, but she must have seen his arrest on the news by now—so maybe this was her, coming to give him hell. After all, Sutton was the sort who would demand to know the why’s and the where’s and the how’s, and she’d be well aware that Ramsey could get her in after hours in order to reduce the risk of the ever-hungry media finding out she was coming to see him—


There was a clank as the door was unlocked, and for a split second, Edward’s heart pounded so hard he got dizzy.


With a jerky shift, he covered his wrist with his hand, even though his sleeve was down—and then the heavy panel swung open. As Ramsey came in, there was no seeing around his huge shoulders and chest, and Edward pushed his palms into the table and tried to stand—


“Oh, no,” he muttered as he let himself fall back down. “No.”


Ramsey stepped aside and indicated the way forward—and the young woman who followed his direction was like a pony walking past a Clydesdale. Shelby Landis was barely five feet tall, and between the no-makeup and that blond hair pulled back in a rubber band, she looked barely legal to drive.


“I’ll leave you two alone,” Ramsey murmured as he started to shut them in together.


“Please do not,” Edward said.


“I’ve turned the monitoring equipment off.”


“I want to go back to my cell!” Edward yelled as the door was closed and re-locked.


Shelby stayed where she’d stopped, just inside the room. Her head and eyes were down, and her arms tucked in around her chest, her T-shirt and her blue jeans clean but almost as old as she was. The only expensive thing she had on were her steeled-toed leather barn boots. Other than that, a Target sales rack was a step up from her wardrobe. Then again, when you spent your life working around thoroughbreds, particularly the stallions, you learned that everything you wore was going to need nightly washing, and your feet were among your most vulnerable points thanks to all those shod hooves.


“What.” Edward tried to move backward in his chair, but the damn thing offered about as much flexibility and comfort as a cement block. “Well?”


Shelby’s voice was as soft as her work-honed body was not. “I just was wantin’ to see if you was okay.”


“I’m fine. It’s like Christmas every day in here. Now, if you will excuse me—”


“Neb cut his face open yesterday. In the middle o’ that storm. I couldn’t get the hood on him fast enough.”


In the silence that followed, Edward thought back to just a week or so before, when Shelby had showed up on the doorstep of the Red & Black’s caretaker cottage where he’d been staying. She’d had nothing to her name but an old truck and a directive from her dead father to find a job from one Edward Baldwine. The former had been nothing special, just four tires and a rusted-out shell. The latter had been a debt that Edward had had to honor: Everything he knew about horses, he’d learned from her ornery, brilliant, alcoholic father. And what do you know . . . everything Shelby had learned about ornery, alcoholic men had certainly given her a leg up in dealing with Edward.


“My stallion is an idiot,” he muttered. Then again, so was its owner. “Moe and you get the vet out?”


“Fifteen stitches. I’m padding the stall. The whole thing. He always been like this?”


“A hothead with a temper, who alternates between arrogance and panic? Especially when he can injure himself? Yes, and it’s gotten worse with age.”


On that note, maybe he and his stallion could get adjoining cells in here. He’d certainly appreciate the company, and the perennial spring thunderstorms were harder to hear in the middle of this concrete jail building.


“Them new foals all doin’ well,” Shelby murmured. “They love the meadows. Moe and I are rotating ’em pasture to pasture.”


He thought of his stable manager. Such a good guy, real salt of the earth Kentucky horseman. “How’s Moe?”


“Good.”


“How’s Moe’s boy?”


“Good.”


As a blush hit her cheeks, Edward was so glad he’d pushed her in the direction of that kid, Joey, and away from himself. Just because you were used to dealing with a problem didn’t mean you needed to sleep with it, and for a short while there, Shelby had teetered on falling into him, no doubt because the chaos was familiar.


And in turn, he had tottered on falling into her, because suffering hated solitude.


When they both went quiet, he was tempted to wait out the real reason she had come to see him. However, in spite of the fact that he had nothing to do but time, he couldn’t stand the inefficiency.


“You didn’t drive all the way down here in the middle of the night to talk about the farm. Why don’t you just out with it.”


Shelby’s eyes lifted to the ceiling, and the fact that she seemed to be praying to God did not fill him with happy anticipation. Maybe this was about money? The breeding farm, which had been started by his great-great-grandfather, had been the last place Edward had expected to end his career, not just a step down but a slip, fall, hit-your-head-and-pass-out from the lofty CEO-ship of the Bradford Bourbon Company. Yet what had been just a rich man’s hobby to his ancestors had turned out to be a salvation for him—and he’d thought that he’d left the enterprise in the good books.


“Now hold on,” he said, “if this is about cash flow, we were just beginning to show a profit. And there was enough money in the operating account—”


“I’m sorry?”


“Cash. In the operating account. I left fifty thousand in there at least. And we’ve got no debt, and the sales of the yearlings—”


“What are you talking about?”


As they looked at each other in confusion, he cursed. “So you’re not here because the bank account has run dry?”


“No.”


That should have been a relief. It wasn’t.


Shelby cleared her throat. And then those eyes of hers locked on his. “I want to know why you lied to the police.”


Lane could have gone back upstairs, but he didn’t want to disturb Lizzie, and there was no rest for the weary. His brain was a shack in a tornado, his thoughts getting splintered and becoming flying debris thanks to all the emotions roiling inside of him—and as much as he loved being in bed with his woman, the idea of lying there in the dark, his body frozen in deference to her while this F5 raged within his skull, seemed like hell.


He ended up in the kitchen.


Walking into the dim open space, he didn’t bother with any light switches. There was plenty of ambient illumination from the back courtyard, and the restaurant-worthy stretches of stainless-steel counters and professional-grade appliances rebounded the glow, making it seem as if twilight was taking a breather inside until it was called in for duty again the following evening.


The bowling alley–sized space was split into two halves, one for banquet cooking when you had a dozen chefs grinding out hundreds of passed hors d’oeuvres, followed by identical plates of some fancy sprigged and sauced delicacy, and finally a small army’s worth of miniature pots de crème in ramekins. The other side was for Miss Aurora’s family cooking, when she was whipping up breakfast for the guests in the house, pulling together lunch, and making dinners for four or six or twelve.


How many people had been fed out of here, he wondered. Conference hotels probably did less business, especially back when his parents had been up and functioning: While he’d been growing up, there had been cocktail parties every Thursday, a formal sit-down dinner every Friday for twenty-four, and then Saturdays had been reserved for three- or four-hundred-person gala events for charities and civic causes and political candidates. And then there had been the holidays. And Derby.


Hell, Derby brunch here this year had served mint juleps and mimosas to more than seven hundred people before they went to the track.


Now, though, crowds like that were part of Easterly’s past. For one, there wasn’t the money to afford them. For another, given the fact that only a handful of people had showed for his father’s visitation, the bad news about “the Bradford Bankruptcy” had clearly driven away the hordes.


Funny thing, how rich people were so insecure. Scandal was only good if it happened to someone else, and then only at a gossip-distance. Anything closer than chatter and it was like they were afraid they’d catch the insolvent virus.


Lane went over to the center island and pulled out a stool. As he sat down, he looked across at the twelve-burner stove top and remembered the number of times he’d watched Miss Aurora do her thing with her pots and her pans there. To this day, his idea of comfort food was her collard greens and fried chicken, and he wondered how he was going to get through life never having either done her way again.
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