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  Chapter One




  




  Michael stumbled through the door and dropped his duffel bag to the floor; it was after four in the morning, and he had driven all night to get home. Running a hand through his hair, he hauled his stiff body up the stairs to his bedroom. The meeting with Windward Stables had taken a day longer than he had anticipated. However, he had won the contract and that was all that mattered. He would be the official trainer for the majority of their herd for the next five years. His entire body ached from the six-hour drive, but a little smile of satisfaction found its way to his lips.




  In his room, he slumped to the cedar chest and began tugging off his boots, tossing them at the closet door. Then he peeled off his socks and left them in a heap by the chest. Standing, he slid out of the snug jeans and dropped the faded material on top of the socks. Finally he pulled the wrinkled T-shirt over his head and looked at the inviting bed before him.




  But then a subliminal thought kicked in: he didn’t have time to sleep. Only enough time to shower, change, and get some breakfast before his crew arrived. Wearily, he stepped out of his briefs and went into the bathroom. A cool shower would consume any and all thoughts of sleep.




  * * * * *




  Michael was sitting at the bar washing down his breakfast with a strong cup of coffee when his men walked into the kitchen. “Morning,” he mumbled. He slid off the high stool and took his dishes to the sink. After rinsing them, he moved to the coffeepot, refilled his cup, and turned to the four men. “Where’s Stanson? I thought he’d be with you.”




  “Sleeping, I think,” Jake said as he adjusted the worn, green John Deere cap. “What do you mean sleeping? Did you tell him that we need to ride the line and move the horses this morning?”




  Jake shook his head and looked to Richard. “Did you tell Jess that we had to move the horses?”




  “No.” Richard rolled a toothpick to the other side of his mouth and then looked to John. “Did you?”




  “Nope.” John’s green eyes fell on Tom who, at twenty-six, was the youngest of the group. When Tom shook his head, John looked back to his boss. “I didn’t know that you wanted us to.”




  “Why the hell wouldn’t I want you to tell him?” Through his weariness, Michael fought an impulse at irritation. The last thing he wanted to do was yell at his men. They were the best ranch hands around and one of the main reasons Pine Crest was so successful. He glanced at all four men and motioned to ward the coffeepot. “Fill your thermoses and then get saddled up. I’ll wake Stanson and meet you at the stables in twenty minutes.” He paused. “I have to finish up early, I’m meeting with Dan this evening,” he added, heading for the back door.




  “Where are you going, boss?” Jake asked.




  “To get Stanson.” He was getting tired of this nonsense.




  “Well, you’re headed in the wrong direction.” Jake pointed up.




  Michael pushed past the group of smiling men. “Go saddle up.” No longer containing his irritation, he thundered up the winding stairs, ready to strike. What the hell was Stanson doing in the house? He had told Mrs. Mayfield to put the new foreman in the guesthouse on the other side of the property. Finding a good foreman who didn’t demand all sorts of lavish comforts was hard, but Dan had assured him that this guy wasn’t like that. Throwing every door open as he roared down the long hall, his fury doubled as each room came up empty. When he had come to the door across from his, he tossed it open and snapped, “It’s time to wake up, Stanson.”




  Michael froze when his eyes caught sight of her full breasts heaving in alarm. The tall, slender woman who stood next to the rumpled bed froze.




  His eyes burned a path from her big brown eyes wide with surprise to her unbelievably full lips, down to the hollow of her neck where they rested on the blue nightgown that didn’t leave much to the imagination. The deep blue brought out the golden cream in her smooth skin. Her frame was delicate, well built, and very womanly.




  Chestnut hair, which flowed freely around her shoulders, shone intensely. He swallowed hard as the heat traveled from his throat to his stomach and then lower. Who was she and what was she doing in his house?




  He grabbed the rim of his black felt Stetson and tipped it. Nodding his head curtly, he said in a rugged voice, “Sorry ma’am.” Why wasn’t he reaching for the door and leaving? It was time to exit, he told himself. Reach for the doorknob, turn it, and get the hell out of the room. He didn’t move. He couldn’t.




  “May I help you?” Her voice was soft and clear, with a slight touch of fascination. Michael’s eyes shot to hers when he realized he was staring at her body. “E - excuse me.” He backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.




  He descended the stairs, which were carved from logs, in a daze. What had just happened? And where did that woman come from? If this was another one of his crew’s sick jokes, he was going to fire them all. Movement out the window drew him out of his trance. He recognized Dan’s car an d went to the door to greet his long-time friend.




  Dan was a lean, serious man. His long legs were clad in the customary, perfectly-pressed brown khaki pants. A dark brown, leather belt wrapped around his firm waist, holding in the white button-up shirt. W hen it was cold, he’d wear a tweed sports jacket. His dark hair that was receding just above the temples looked like the barber had just seen it. Dan looked as he always looked — neat and tidy.




  “Mornin’, Chief,” Michael said as he opened the door and shook Dan’s hand. “I thought we weren’t going to go over things until this evening.”




  “We are. I stopped by to see how you like the new foreman I found you.” Dan closed the door behind him and followed Michael into the spacious living room.




  Michael opened a small cabinet and regarded the bottle of brandy that he feared wasn’t near enough. It would have to do; it was all he had. He searched for a glass, knowing that he was lucky to have the meager amount left over from some barbeque his crew had hosted at the ranch. He looked to Dan. “Want one?”




  “Maybe in nine more hours.”




  “Suit yourself.” He filled the glass a quarter full because that was all there was. “Is something the matter? Don’t tell me the new guy isn’t as good as they said.” Dan’s body language became very serious. “Mike, I know you’re picky about who works for you, but I swear they said he was the best.”




  Michael shook his head and set the bottle down on the large coffee table, constructed out of the same timber as the staircase and the open, beamed ceiling s. “No, it’s not that. I haven’t met him yet.”




  Relieved Dan asked, “Then what’s up?”




  Michael told Dan what had just happened upstairs. Dan slapped him on the back and laughed. “See something you haven’t seen in awhile?”




  “Go to hell.”




  Dan’s sense of humor was quick to return. “I was merely stating a fact.” Michael glared at Dan as he sat on the sofa, which was facing a traditional-style open fireplace. “Well, you can take your fact and—”




  “There’s no need to get so defensive.” Dan took a seat next to Michael. He only let a moment lapse before he decided it was safe to speak. “What was it like?”




  Michael turned to him inquisitively. “What was what like?”




  “Seeing her.” Dan leaned, resting his elbows on his starched pants. “Just in case you don’t know what it was that you saw, I’ll explain it to you. It’s called a woman.”




  “Are you finished?” Michael asked.




  A wide smile pulled his lips back. “I’ve only begun.”




  “Hello.”




  Dan’s head shot up, curious to see who was responsible for Michael’s agitated mood. Michael didn’t look at the young woman as she entered the living room. His eyes remained averted as he concentrated on his glass, swirling the golden liquid.




  She crossed the room, stopping just a few feet away from Michael. “As a rule I like to knock before I enter a room; you never know what you’ll be interrupting.”




  “I—I thought you were someone else,” Michael said.




  She smiled sweetly. “I gathered that.”




  Michael looked up slowly, working his way from the floor to her white, high-top shoes to her jeans. Her shirt displayed Hard Rock Cafe across her chest in bright red letters. When his gaze reached her face, her expression was not what he had anticipated. He thought she’d appear riddled with shock, or maybe anger. Perhaps embarrassment. Instead, she had a beautiful, wide smile that made her brown eyes crease at the corners. “I’m sorry,” he said.




  “Don’t worry about it. I’m just relieved to know that barging in on sleeping women isn’t a regular habit of yours.”




  Lifting the small glass to his lips for the second time, he drained it in one swallow, enjoying the liquid as it burned a trail down throat. He looked at the empty bottle. He was on his own now.




  “Isn’t it a little early for that?” she asked and glanced her watch. “I thought you were a man.”




  The woman’s brows shot up. “I hope you have changed your mind, considering what you— ”




  “Yes, I have changed my mind,” he snapped as his cold stare bore into her. “Good. Because if you need more proof, I would be more than happy—” Michael swallowed hard. Her banter was fast. For someone who couldn’t utter a word




  moments ago, she was doing a great job now. Could that smile of hers get any bigger? “No. I don’t need any more proof.” Proof was the last thing he needed. He hadn’t forgotten what he had seen. He felt the hard stiffness return. He shifted his weight for comfort and glared at Dan, who laughed again, this time not hiding his amusement.




  The woman looked from Dan and back to Michael, assumed a serious face, and said, “Look, it’s no big deal. It was an honest mistake. I was only kidding.” She shrugged. “It’s kind of an awkward situation, and I thought we could laugh it off. My mistake. “




  Michael just stared at her.




  Not knowing what to do next, she extended her hand. “I’m Jessica Stanson.” “You’re who?” Both men shot up out of their s eats. The smile that had been painted on Dan’s face from the moment Michael had told him what had happened was replaced with a twisted frown.




  After discarding the possibility that she was a result of his men’s sick sense of humor, Michael had assumed the woman standing before him was a guest of Mrs. Mayfield’s. His housekeeper occasionally had a relative stay at his house when hers became overcrowded. “Jessica Stanson, the horse trainer.” Her words were slow as she spoke her name for a second time.




  Michael didn’t take his eyes off her. He couldn’t.




  “You did need a horse trainer, d - didn’t you?” She looked from one man to the other, pleading for an answer. “I was hired by Dan Walker.”




  Suddenly able to break his gaze, Michael turned to Dan. “What the hell is going on?” Dan raised a calming hand. “Mike, I’ll straighten this out.”




  “I sure in the hell hope so.”




  Dan looked at Jessica. “I’m Dan Walker. I was the one that hired you for Mike. I remember speaking to a Mr. Ronald Stanson. He said that his kid Jess was t he best.”




  Jessica nodded. “That’s my dad.”




  Dan blinked, trying to comprehend the turn of events. “I don’t recall him mentioning that you were a woman.”




  Jessica thought for a moment. “Are you sure?”




  “I think I would remember it if he did.”




  Michael was pacing in front of Jessica, trying to organize his thoughts and make sense of everything. His shoulders were straight, his hands planted on his hips, and his eyes drilling into the floor. How could he have let Dan find his replacement? If he’d done it himself, none of this would have happened. He cursed himself for making such a foolish mistake.




  “This isn’t going to work,” he said.




  “What?” Jessica turned her attention from Dan to the man pacing in front of her. A few wisps of blond hair escaped from under his hat, situated carelessly across his forehead. Piercing blue eyes focused intently on the hardwood floor. His body was strong and tight, and she got to view a small portion of it through his shirt that was open just below his tanned throat. If it weren’t for his angry disposition, he’d be very handsome.




  “I’m sorry, but there is a mistake.” Michael didn’t look at her; he didn’t want to see the disappointment that filled her eyes. Besides, he couldn’t erase the big brown pools from his memory.




  “What do you mean a mistake?” She held her hand against her chest. “I’m Jessica Stanson. That’s who you hired, isn’t it?”




  “I hired a Jess Stanson,” Dan said.




  Jessica patted her chest again. “That’s me.”




  “I thought you were a man,” Michael said flatly.




  She moved her hands to her hips as she looked at the harsh man who would be her boss for the next few months. “I thought we already established that.”




  “You’re a woman.” Too many things were happening at once. Michael was thinking about the meeting later that evening, riding the line, Jess — Jessica, whatever her name was. He couldn’t focus. Damn he was tired.




  “That’s the way it usually works. If you’re not one, you’re the other.” She rolled her eyes. “Mr. Carven, you catch on quick.”




  “I think it will be best if you return home. I’ll pay you for your time. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.” His cynical gaze touched her as he stalked pass. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”




  Dan stepped in his path and spoke under his breath, “What are you doing? You can’t send her away.”




  “Watch me,” he said, his eyes gleaming with fury. There was no way that he was living with a woman. Especially that woman. It wouldn’t work. He had only known her for a few minutes, but he knew that it would never work.




  “You’re being unreasonable. Where are you going to find someone else?” “I don’t give a damn where I find a new replacement. I don’t even care who the replacement




  is, just as long as it’s not her.” He lifted his hat and raked his hair with his fingers before slamming it back on again. “I don’t know what in the hell you were thinking.”




  Dan raised his shoulders as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t know she was a woman.”




  “Well, she is and I’m not living with her.” He stared out the window, finding it hard to look at Dan. “I’ll find someone this time.”




  “We were lucky to get her on such short notice and you know that.” Dan looked over Michael’s shoulder and glanced at Jessica. “I hate to remind you, but we have other things that need to be done.”




  Michael knew that Dan was talking about the investigation. Riverside, the small town they lived in, was paralyzed with fear. The media had played up the recent serial killings to the hilt. They spoon- fed Riverside’s fifteen thousand people, along with several other nearby towns, with as much of the gory details that were allowed on television. It rested on Dan’s shoulders to end the nightmare and return the town to its original Norman Rockwell-like charm.




  “Look, she has excellent references, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Dan persisted. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”




  Dan lowered his voice. “Mike, you’ll never see her. You’ll be too busy. She’ll be too busy.” Jessica marched over to the two men. Her eyes settled on Michael’s. “I’m not going




  anywhere until you give me a good reason why I should. And don’t give me any crap about me being a woman. I’m a good trainer, and for you to judge me without seeing me work is outrageous and very shallow.”




  Michael held his hand up. “Like I said, Ms. Stanson, I’m sorry to inconvenience you, but I don ’t have the time or the patience to discuss this.” He turned to leave again.




  Jessica clenched her fist and bit her bottom lip. “I think that you just better find the time, Mr. Carven, because you’re going to discuss this whether you like it or not. And as for patience, I seriously doubt that you have any.” She threw her hands up. “Or manners for that matter. I don’t know who you think you are, but your behavior is appalling.”




  Dan slipped out of the room, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire.




  




  Chapter Two




  Michael turned until his face was only inches from hers. “What did you just say?” His eyes were like small volts of electricity as they burned through her. Somehow she held her ground. “You heard me. I think you owe me an explanation for your decision.” “You are a woman, for God’s sake.” He never blinked. “I don’t think it would be proper for you to stay here.”




  “Proper?” she bit out in a curt tone. “What century do you think we’re living in?” “Yes, proper.”




  Jessica stuck her chin out. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, Mr. Carven, but Mrs. Mayfield is a woman too, if you hadn’t noticed, and she works here.”




  “That’s different.” He couldn’t believe that she was comparing herself to his housekeeper. She was thirty years older and thirty pounds heavier. The only thing they had in common was their temper. From the looks of it, all three of them had that same trait in common.




  “Different?”




  “Yes, different,” he drawled nastily. “Jesus Christ, don’t you get it?” “No, I don’t get it,” she yelled. “Just what the hell are you trying to say? Please don’t hold




  anything back because I’m a woman. Whatever is on your mind, come out and say it.” Michael tossed his hat on the sofa. He had gotten himself into this, now how in the hell was he going to get out of it? Was she really unaware of what he was talking about? Jessica took a little step closer, placing herself inches from him. “You get this, Mr. Carven. I’m not in the habit of accepting a job, driving hundreds of miles to get there, and being fired upon arrival for no apparent reason.”




  “I’ve already told you. I will pay you for your time.”




  The idea that he thought she could be paid off made Jessica even madder. “I don’t want to be paid for my time. I want the job.”




  “I’m sorry, that isn’t possible,” he said sternly.




  “Is the position already filled?”




  “No.”




  “Then it is possible,” she said.




  He had the urge to take her by the shoulders and shake her. “I don’t think you are listening to what I’m saying.”




  “I’m listening to what you’re saying. I just can’t believe you’re saying it.” Michael ignored her comment and continued with what he was saying. “The discussion is closed.”




  “What discussion? We haven’t discussed anything.” Jessica licked her lips slowly, trying to control her anger. “I’ve been here for two days. During those two days I’ve met and worked with the crew. They have already shown me around and informed me how you like things done. They didn’t seem to have a problem with me. Why do you?”




  How had things gotten so out of hand? He had left town for two days to take care of some business before he went to work with Dan on the case. Somehow, in those two days, his calm, quiet life he had worked so hard for turned completely upside down. The high-spirited beauty standing before him was the cause of the majority of it.




  “Boss?” Jake said entering the room.




  Michael turned. “What?”




  Jake stopped at the demand. “Everything’s ready. We better get going if you want to finish early.”




  Jessica turned. “I’ll meet you boys outside.”




  “You’re not going,” Michael said. His fingers dug into her biceps when he grabbed her as she walked past. “I obviously didn’t make myself clear.”




  The tight grip knocked Jessica off balance, and as she whipped around, anger flashed in her eyes. “Mr. Carven, you hired me to do a job. I don’t think you should fire me before you have had the chance to see me do that job.”




  Michael slowly released his grip as she spoke through clenched teeth. The look in her eyes told him she wasn’t going to back down. He would give her a chance, he decided, and when she proved she couldn’t handle the job, he would ask her to leave. That was the only way he was going to get her to go away. “Get saddled up.”




  * * * * *




  Michael met the crew by the stables. As he walked to his horse that was tethered, he spoke. “I want Stanson to come with me. We’ll ride the south and west lines. Jake and Richard, you ride the north and east lines. John and Tom, I want you to check the upper pasture.” He swung himself onto the saddle. His horse danced in the gravel as he worked to reins. “Make sure you have all your supplies.” Kicking his horse, he rode away.




  Twenty minutes into the ride, Michael rode up beside Jessica. He watched her with a skillful eye. She looked at home in the saddle, like she was born in it. He spoke to pass the time. “I know you’ve met the staff, but I want to give you a quick rundown of everyone’s positions, so you know what to expect of them. Richard is the stud groom. He takes care of all the breeding records and stallions. Jake is in charge of all the broodmares and foaling. Tom and John are responsible for all colts, gentling and green- breaking, feeding, and selling.” He stopped. Dismounting, he tightened the top wire in a section of the fence. Mounting, he continued, “I’ll make all the policy and budget decisions.” He glanced at her. “Your job description isn’t going to be as generalized, due to taking my position. You’re to be responsible for all training. That means preparation of all horses for the track or their designated field. You’ll be buying feed and any other supplies that are needed. You’ll also supervise the rest of the staff. And two days a week I offer riding lessons; I would like you to handle that too.” He stopped his horse. “Your pay will be adjusted according to the added responsibilities.”




  “Thank you, Mr. Carven.”




  “And you can cut the ‘Mr. Carven’ crap.” He kicked his horse into a trot. “Excuse me for being polite,” she said.




  Michael halted his horse and waited for her to catch up. “Is that what you call it?” “Yes.”




  He gave her a sharp glance. “I don’t need ‘polite.’ I need a horse trainer.” “Well, lucky you. You’ve got the best one around.”




  “We’ll see about that.”




  Jessica sighed. “Listen, why don’t we split up? It would cut our time in half.” She pointed to the fence line they were riding. “I could ride the west line and you could ride the south.”




  “We’re going to ride the line together.”




  Jessica didn’t argue. Besides, what was the use if she did? They were going to be stuck with each other for the better part of the day, so she might as well make the best of it. She kicked her horse and followed Michael and the line.




  * * * * *




  When Michael left Jessica, she was talking soothingly to a stubborn stallion as she stroked his neck. Her soft words echoed off the massive building’s walls and followed him out of the stables. He rounded the corner and headed towards the house. He had a few minutes before he was to meet with Dan.




  “Hey, boss. Over here.” Jake waved Michael over.




  Michael looked to his left and saw his men sitting at a picnic table. “How did everything look?” Michael asked.




  Each man gave a report on how the fence lines were and the health of the herd. “You got us.” Jake said, slapping Michael on the back.




  Michael looked confused. “What are you talking about?”




  “Jess. It was a good joke. She was a good joke.”




  Richard spoke up. “Look, we’ve already figured it out. So, you can tell her to leave now.” “You figured what out?”




  John tapped the side of the can of chew that he’d pulled from his back pocket. “You’re getting us back for what we did to you at the bar a week ago.” He tucked the pinch of snuff into his lip. “She’s not blond, but she’s a hell of a lot prettier. Damn, boss, I’m not sure how you got a looker like that to go along with this, but she’s been nice to have around.”




  “It’s been nice looking at her, but it’s time she leaves,” Richard said. Michael realized what they were talking about. It was one of the few times he had agreed to go out with them. His crew had deviously fed a voluptuous blond cocktails throughout the night, asking the bartender to tell her they were from him. He had found out later they had even passed her a few one-word innuendoes scribbled on a napkin to keep her interest. When he had gotten ready to leave, she had assumed she was leaving with him. “This isn’t revenge.”




  The four men looked confused.




  “I’m sorry, this isn’t a joke. She isn’t a joke.” Michael shrugged his shoulders. “What’s the big deal? You’ve gotten along with her for the last two days.”




  “The big deal?” Tom said kicking the dirt with a well - worn boot. “We thought it w as all some big prank. We didn’t want you to think you got the best of us, so we went along with it all.”




  Michael wanted to laugh but thought better of it. “That’s why you didn’t say anything this morning.”




  Jake nodded. “We thought you were just acting.”




  “Sorry, that was no act.” Michael turned and headed toward the house. How he wished it were all an act. He let out a long breath as he followed the rock-edged gravel path that twisted and turned its way from the stables to the house.




  “Boss.”




  Michael stopped as Richard came up behind him.




  “You didn’t need to hire someone else. We could have held down the fort until you were finished.”




  Michael not only sensed the irritation in Richard’s voice but saw it riddled in his expression. Dark eyes that matched his tanned skin held the bulk of the displeasure. They narrowed and creased at the edges with discontent. “I have no doubt that you could have,” Michael said simply as he watched Richard run a hand through his dark, wavy hair that had been ruffled from the long ride. Michael could tell that he was uncomfortable with the confrontation.




  “I’ve been here the longest and I think I should have been next in line for the position.” Richard lifted his shoulders. “I don’t understand why you need to hire the position out.”




  Michael knew that none of his men wanted to play second-fiddle to a woman, especially Richard. “I didn’t want to take you or any of the others from your present positions. You all are too good at what you do to be pulled from one area and put in another . Besides, then I’d just have to find someone to fill that position and I’d never find anyone as good. It’s easier this way.”




  “She’s a chick. Why’d you have to pick a chick?”




  “It’s just the way it worked out.” Michael glanced at the house. “I need to be going.” As he made his way to the house, he couldn’t help but think of how Jessica would have reacted to being called a chick.




  




  




  Chapter Three




  Michael sat at the big oak desk in his study and watched Dan open his briefcase and pull out several thick files. He spread the cream-colored folders across the desktop and waved a hand over them. “It’s all there. Everything I’ve got.”




  Michael’s hands skimmed over the top of one of the folders before he flipped it open. He sorted through the file until he came across what he was looking for — the crime scene reports. “Give me a quick rundown on the victims.”




  “All three of them are young women between the ages of twenty and twenty -five. They are raped and strangled. The bodies are found in semi-remote areas. They are fully clothed, except for their underwear. Apparently he keeps them for himself.” Dan gestured to the files. “As you’ll soon find out, he doesn’t leave much to work with. He’s good. Leaves no prints of any kind.”




  Michael slipped on the light-framed glasses and listened carefully to Dan. His knowledge about the case was limited to what he saw on the news and read in the paper. He made a point not to watch or read either that often. Dan spoke about the case occasionally whenever he stopped by, but like the television and newspaper, he never paid much attention. His attentions had been focused on Pine Crest; he let very little of the outside in.




  He jotted words in his notebook as Dan continued to fill him in. He hated starting a case in the middle of the investigation. It was like coming into a movie after it had already begun. You could be told every detail, but it was never the same as seeing it yourself.




  Michael glanced up at Dan. “No witnesses?”




  “Not a single one.”




  “Who were the last to see them?”




  Dan rearranged the folders in chronological order. He placed his hand on the first folder. “Victim number one was last seen by her three girlfriends as she left a night club around eleven -thirty p.m.” He moved down to the next folder. “Victim number two was last seen by her boyfriend around ten p.m. when he dropped her off at her house. And number three was last seen by a cashier at a gas station around ten p.m.”




  “He likes to work at night.” Michael dropped his pen and asked, “Who do you think he is?” Dan sat on the edge of the desk. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know. He has to be friendly or




  else he wouldn’t be able to get these women to go with him.” He thought for a moment. “Level -headed, because most killers will drop something or forget something out of sheer excitement of committing the crime. He hasn’t done that. Calm; you can’t be nervous and do what he does. He builds trust somehow.”




  Michael cut in. “If we could decipher how he does this, it would narrow the margin of suspects.”




  “I agree.”




  “Do we have any suspects?”




  “No. We’ve ruled out the possibility that the killer is a personal friend of any of the families or victims. These women didn’t even know each other. The possibility that they know the same people is highly unlikely. All the family members check out fine.”




  “Tell me what you think a typical night for this guy is like.”




  Dan shook his head. “I’ve gone over this in my head at least a hundred times. I don’t know. That’s why I came to you. You could always get into their head and think like them.” He pa used and shrugged his shoulders. “I think he goes to a public place. A bar, a store, or a park, and pretends to accidentally bump into a woman. He could also use some slick pick-up line to strike up a conversation with her. And from there he gains her trust. Maybe he talks her into having a drink, dinner, or even just going for a walk with him. I think he chooses these girls at random. If he’s lucky enough to get one to go with him, that’s when he strikes. If not, no big deal; he moves to another.”




  Michael nodded in agreement. “Sounds reasonable. But he doesn’t just pick any woman. She has to be between twenty and twenty- five and white.”




  “Yes, that seems to be what he likes.”




  “Is there anything that stands out about him”?




  “Yeah a lot of things. The underwear for starters. But the mere fact that he can dump a body in the middle of nowhere and leave no evidence that he was even there is astounding. It’s like the body appears out of thin air. I’m not shitting you. The crime scenes are spotless.”




  “Trained maybe?” Michael added.




  “He could be. He might just be really efficient. I don’t know.” Dan gathered up his briefcase. “After you read everything I’ll be curious to hear what you have to say about him.” He looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. I need to get home to the wife.” He smiled. “I don’t like the thought of sleeping on the sofa. By the way, she says hi and welcome back.”




  “Tell her I said hi, but I’m not back.”




  “She seems to think you are.”




  He ignored the comment. “I’m going to leave first thing in the morning and re-question the families.”




  “Let me know if you need anything.” Dan stopped. “Thanks for doing this for me, Mike.” “No problem.” He raised his hand. “But remember. I’m giving it two months. If I can’t find him in two months, you’re on your own.”




  “You’ll find him. You always did.” Dan laughed and shook his head. “You’re the only detective I know that would go to crime scenes and the station on your own time, chase down every lead, and follow up every tip. Nothing laid dormant while you were on it. You were dedicated.” Dan blew out a long breath and raised a finger. “I wish I still had one of you around.”




  “I’m not making any promises.”




  Dan moved to the door. “You don’t have to.” He stood quietly. “That’s the thing about you. You never had to.” He raised his briefcase. “What are you going to do about her?”




  “I’m assuming you’re referring to Jess.”




  “Yeah.” Dan looked at the papers on Michael’s desk. “As you can tell, I need you. I assure you I’ll keep you so busy, you won’t even know she’s around.”




  “I’ll know.”




  “Yeah, but you won’t care. Let her stay. It’s not her fault that she got mixed up in this. If there’s any fault, it’s mine. You’ve had a long day, Mike. Get a full night’s rest before you decide to send her packing.”




  Michael lifted some photos and fanned them out like a deck of cards. “I don’t think I’m going to get much sleep tonight either.”




  “Is she going to stay?” Dan asked as he opened the door.




  “Maybe. Now, let me get to work.” Already lost in his thoughts, Michael didn’t even hear Dan leave. He went to a cabinet across the room and sifted through several maps before finding the one he wanted. After clearing off the desk, he spread the map out, then placed a red dot where the bodies were found and measured the distance from the first victim to the two others. They were all located in a fifty-mile radius. That led him to believe that the killer was local or knew the area well. He used a blue marker to locate the victims’ residences. He put a green dot where the victims were last seen. Satisfied with differentiating each victim’s information, he tacked the map to the wall behind his desk where he could refer to it throughout the investigation.




  * * * * *




  Three hours later, he had gone through only a fraction of the local police reports and hadn’t eve n touched the pathologist’s and coroner’s reports. He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He hadn’t slept in twenty -four hours and he was beat. Time to call it a night.




  He turned off the lights, shut the door behind him, and moved to his recliner in the living room. Closing his eyes, he stretched out, in the supine position, and allowed his body to relax for the first time in two days.




  Several minutes later he heard someone walk in the room. He opened his eyes to see Jessica standing a few feet away in front of the sofa. He watched as she balled each hand up into a tiny fist and rubbed her eyes vigorously. She then unclipped her hair, ran her fingers through the soft tresses, separating the strands, let out a faint sigh, and flopped onto the sofa.




  “Please, make yourself at home,” Michael said, and he brought his arms up and folded them behind his head, using them as a makeshift pillow.




  “Thank you, I will,” she said as she yawned.




  With her face slightly tilted, she reminded him of something a fine artist would produce. Her skin was flawless, her hair was full and shimmered in the soft overhead light. Relaxed, she looked as harmless as a spring butterfly, but her true colors had been exposed this morning. She was full of spunk, wild as a mustang.




  She had impressed him riding the fence line. He didn’t have to explain or repeat himself once. She had completed every task he had given her. In fact, she’d been so efficient they had finished two hours before the rest of the men. She knew her way around a ranch — that was obvious. He had watched her closely all day, trying to find fault. He had looked for a reason to let her go, but he had found nothing. To send her away would be plain stupid, because he’d never be able to find a better replacement.




  Dan needed his help; there was no doubt about it. Even though Michael had looked over only a fraction of the reports, it was enough to know that this case wasn’t going to be easy to solve. Dan had said that he wanted him — it could be no one else — to look at the case from a fresh, new angle. Michael would do it, even if it meant living with a woman.




  He looked at the Jessica sprawled out on his sofa, an odd feeling grew in the pit of his stomach. He shifted uncomfortably as he recognized the slight pain as loneliness. Why? Anyone would feel lonely when looking at Jessica Stanson. The woman was so full of life. He had noticed that from the first time he’d seen her.




  The odd feeling grew into a terrible ache. God forbid, but he knew no matter what he did or how he handled her, she was bound to create quite a stir in his house. The crew was either going to fight over her, worship her, or be at complete odds with her. He cringed at the thought of any of that happening. Then there was Mrs. Mayfield. She would protect Jessica like a mother hen from all of them, if need be.




  He moved to a sitting position, resting his hands on his knees. “Please, don’t think I’m sexist. Even though I came off that way this morning.”




  Jessica opened her eyes. “Does that mean I’m staying? Or is this just an apology?” “It’s both. I’m sorry for this morning.” And this afternoon, he thought. “I’ve had a lot of things on my mind.” He sat forward. “I didn’t mean to doubt your capabilities or offend you.” She rolled to her side. “Apology accepted. And I’m sorry for losing my temper.” She smiled.




  “How about we start over?”




  “That’d be nice.” He drummed his fingers. “I didn’t get a chance to show you around today. You know where all the tack and feed is, right?”




  “Yes.”




  “Good. There’s an office in the stables. I’ll give you a key. In there I keep a list of all breeding records. I have individual records of mares that have bred two consecutive times and mares that have not conceived. I also keep a record of mares due to foal in thirty days. That helps keep an accurate cumulative inventory of the herd. Do you understand everything?”




  She nodded. “How often do you update the records?”




  “Once a month.”




  “Do you chart every session?”




  “Yes. Only to show the owner what is being done and the progress that the horse is making.” He clasped his hands together. “That’s about it. The crew will handle the rest.”




  Jessica nodded.




  “Mrs. Mayfield takes care of everything that has to do with the house. So, if you need or want anything, go to her.” He paused a moment. “Why don’t y ou tell me a little bit about yourself? Where you’re from and how you got into horses.”




  Jessica sat up before she spoke. “I grew up in Richville. That’s about three hundred miles south.”




  “I know where it is.”




  “My dad has a small ranch. Locals board and com e out when they have free time. A few small shows on the weekends, you know the kind. My mom died when I was six, so it was just me, my dad, and my three older brothers.”




  “When did you start training?”




  “When I was eighteen. I went and worked for a rancher in Wyoming as a favor for my dad. It snowballed from there.”




  “Do you like traveling around?”




  “Not really. But I love what I do, so it makes it easier. I hope to own my own ranch some day. That’s the only reason I work for other people.”




  “People like me?”




  “Yes. It pays well, and I’ll do whatever it takes. I was excited about this job because this is the closest I’ve been to home in awhile.” She paused. “You have a beautiful home.”




  “Thank you. I designed it myself.”




  “Really?”




  “Yes, I have a friend, Nathaniel Marshall, who happens to be an architect. He gave me some pointers.”




  “When I arrived it was dark. It was amazing as I pulled into the driveway; the house was lit -up like a gigantic jack-o- lantern. The huge window seemed to glow in the dark.” She looked at the floor-to- ceiling sheet of glass. “It seems to reach the stars.”




  “Then my efforts weren’t wasted.” It didn’t surprise him that she felt the same about the house as he did. The house was exceptional — there was no denying that, but what did surprise him was how much it pleased him to know she liked it.




  “It’s like the house is cut in half. Don’t you worry about privacy?” “No, not out here. That’s why I chose to build here; it’s secluded.” Jessica looked around the room. “I love the fact you left the wood natural instead of painting it. And the stone fireplace is magnificent.”




  “I hand - picked the rocks from the river.”




  She looked up. “I like sitting in the loft. I feel like I’m sitting in the tree tops when I look out the window.”




  Michael smiled and said, “I’m glad you enjoy it.”




  “I must admit this is by far the nicest place I have ever worked. And I have never stayed in the main house before.” She shook her head as she looked around the beautiful room. “And to think I almost didn’t take this job.”




  Curiosity th at was so much a part of him surfaced instantly. “Why wouldn’t you take the job?”




  “My dad didn’t want me to.”




  “Why is that?”




  “Because there is some maniac on the loose out here.” She crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed her shoulders.




  “Serial killer is the proper term.”




  “I know. I just hate the way that sounds.” She inched forward and gave him a strong stare. “Have you been following the case, Detective Carven?”




  “Yes, I’m actually working on it.” He raised a questioning brow. “How did you know I was a detective?”
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