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One
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The instant he stepped inside the dark barn, Joe Welch knew he’d found the source of his urgent sense that something was wrong.

Someone was in the barn. Someone who had no business being there. The thoroughbreds were restless, moving agitatedly about in their stalls, not quiet like they should be so late at night. One—he thought it was Suleimann—whinnied to him softly. There was an indefinable heaviness in the air: the weight of an unseen presence. He could feel it, tangible as the scent of smoke that still lingered outside from the burning of a pile of brush that afternoon.

Standing in the rectangle of moonlight that streamed through the wide door he had just rolled partly open, squinting down the long row of stalls, Joe searched the shadows for an intruder. At the same time, his fingers slid along the sanded-smooth planks, groping for the light switch. He found it, flipped it—and nothing happened. Figured. The lights were out, which wasn’t all that unusual. The wind had been up earlier, and sometimes, out here in the county, that was all it took to knock down a power line. Or maybe a fuse was blown. That happened sometimes too, when too many lights were turned on at once. Lots of lights were on up at the Big House tonight; he’d seen them as he’d walked across the field. So it was probably a fuse.

Damn.

His gaze continued to search the darkness as his hand dropped to his side. After a moment he found what he was seeking: a darker, denser, human-shaped shadow that seemed to be sitting on the soft raked sawdust of the floor. The figure’s back rested against the left-side wall. Its legs were stretched straight out in front of it, solid black logs against the pale umber of the sawdust. In the darkness, Joe might have missed it entirely, except that it was the one shadow that remained motionless amid all the other shadows that shifted and danced just beyond the reach of the moonlight.

Suleimann—he was sure it was the big roan now—called to him again, anxiously.

“You there! Identify yourself, please!” His challenge was peremptory, but not altogether rude, on the off-chance that it might be his employer or one of his employer’s guests sitting there on the ground.

No answer. No movement. Nothing.

Joe took a deep breath, steadying himself as his muscles tensed. Billionaires and their pals didn’t sit in barn shavings as a general rule, so he thought he could pretty much rule out that possibility. Which left—what? A couple of these horses had been purchased just a few months before at Keeneland’s July sale for around a million dollars each, the rest were more or less valuable to some degree, and an intruder presented a host of possibilities, none of them good.

As he prepared himself to scare or beat the bejesus out of whoever had invaded his barn, Joe suddenly recognized, along with the expected smells of hay and manure and sweet feed and horse, the unmistakable odor of sour mash. It slid up his nostrils and down his throat, and left a distinct taste on his tongue. A taste that, over the years, he had come to know and hate.

His tension dissipated as anger and frustration took its place.

“Pop?” The smell was a dead giveaway. Who else was it likely to be at this time of night but his dad, drunk as a skunk as he was always swearing he would never be again? When liquored up, Cary Welch sometimes visited Whistledown’s barn, imagining that he was the big-time thoroughbred trainer he had been once, instead of a drunken has-been with a damaged reputation that no owner would let within spitting distance of his horses.

Including Charles Haywood, Joe’s primary employer and owner of Whistledown Farm, whose barn and horses these were.

No answer except another agitated whinny from Suleimann and the restless stomping of hooves. Still the sitting figure didn’t move. But there was no mistaking that smell.

“Damn it, Pop, you got no business in this barn when you’ve been drinking, and you damned well know it! I oughta kick your scrawny ass from here to Sunday and back!”

The shadow didn’t so much as twitch, didn’t respond in any way. Had his father passed out?

Swearing loudly, Joe headed toward the motionless figure. Horses snorted and nickered at him from both sides as they came to the fronts of their stalls en masse.

“You think I don’t see you? I see you plain as day, you old fart.” His booted feet were surprisingly loud as they stomped through the sawdust. The shadow—his father—remained as still as a rabbit in the open with a dog nosing about. “I’m telling you right now, I don’t need this crap.”

It was shortly after one A.M. on a frostbitten Thursday in early October. Joe had gone to bed at eleven, just like always. He’d even fallen asleep, dead to the world as soon as his head touched his pillow, just like always. But he’d woken with a start at 12:38 A.M., according to the glowing green numbers on his bedside clock. He never woke in the middle of the night anymore—a long day of hard, physical work was, he’d found, the ultimate cure for insomnia—but tonight he had. Groggy, cross, filled with an indefinable sense of unease, he’d made the most obvious mental connection: something was up with his kids. Rising, pulling on the jeans and flannel shirt he’d left draped over the chair in the corner of his small bedroom, he’d padded barefoot out into the old farmhouse’s drafty upstairs hall to check on them.

Jen’s room, right across the hall from his own, was his first stop. Poking his head inside without turning on the light, he discovered his eleven-year-old daughter sleeping soundly on her side facing the door. Her knees were drawn up almost to her slight chest beneath the tattered red and blue, horse-appliquéd quilt that she loved. Her short, feathery brown hair was fanned out over her pillow. One small hand cushioned her tanned cheek. Ruffles, the fat beagle mix that was Jen’s constant companion, lay on her back at Jen’s feet, all four legs up in the air, her long black ears spread out on either side of her. Unlike Jen, she was snoring lustily. She roused herself enough to open one brown eye and blink at him.

Joe made a face at himself as he closed the door again. No trouble here. Not that he had expected any. Not really. Jen had never caused him any trouble in her life that he could remember. If occasionally the thought occurred that she was her mother’s daughter, Joe put it out of his mind. It was he who had the raising of her, not Laura. Laura was long gone.

Josh and Eli were a different story. The room they shared was half a dozen steps down the hall, just past the bathroom. One of them was the more likely cause for this gut-sense he had that something was amiss. Not that they were bad boys—they weren’t—but they were boys, and as such no strangers to mischief. He opened their door, looked inside, and discovered sixteen-year-old Eli, still clad in jeans and a T-shirt, fast asleep, sprawled on his back on the rumpled twin bed. His feet in their once white but now laundered-to-gray athletic socks extended past the end of the mattress by a good three inches, one arm trailed off the side of the bed, and headphones were clamped to his ears. Eli was almost as tall as Joe’s own six-foot-three, with a lanky frame that had not yet started to fill out. His mouth was open slightly as he snored, and a textbook of some kind—algebra, probably, he’d said he had a major test tomorrow—lay open on his chest. Against the far wall, fourteen-year-old Josh’s bed was rumpled but empty.

Ah-hah, Joe thought, congratulating himself on his finely tuned parental radar. Years of being both father and mother to this trio had rendered him acutely sensitive to his children. If Josh was up and about at this time of night, secure in the knowledge that his old man usually slept like a rock, he was about to get one heck of a surprise.

The lamp on the battered oak nightstand between the twin beds was on. The volume on the stereo beside the lamp had to be cranked up high, because, despite the headphones, Joe could hear the whine of tinny guitar riffs and the rhythmic thump of a driving bass.

As he’d said to Eli on countless occasions, maybe he’d do better in his classes if he just once tried studying without the stereo blasting his eardrums into the next state. Of course, Eli claimed that the music helped him concentrate. Not that he could prove it by his grades.

Mouth twisting wryly, Joe stepped into the room and removed the book from Eli’s chest. Closing it, he put it on the nightstand and turned off the stereo. Lifting the headphones from his son’s head—Eli never so much as twitched—he put those on the nightstand, too, switched off the lamp, and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Now, where was Josh?

As soon as Joe started down the steep, narrow staircase that led to the bottom floor, he heard the TV. A gentle bluish glow illuminated the arch that led into the living room and turned the well-worn floorboards at the base of the steps a weird shade of brownish purple. Frowning, Joe stepped into the patch of purple and looked left, into the living room. The TV was on, volume low, tuned to what looked like one of the Terminator movies. Still dressed in the ratty gray sweater and faded jeans he had worn to school, Josh lay on his back on the couch, his black head pillowed on the comfortably worn, brown-tweed arm as he followed the action on the screen.

“Hey, buddy, why aren’t you in bed?” Joe asked gruffly, moving into the room, relieved to find his most trouble-prone child no farther afield than this.

Josh twisted around to look at him.

“Eli’s got to have the light on so he can study.” Josh’s voice was bitter in the way of put-upon younger brothers everywhere.

“Bummer.” Joe crossed to the TV and turned it off, then looked back at Josh. “Eli’s asleep. Go up to bed. You’ve got school tomorrow.”

“Dad! That was Arnold!” Josh protested, sitting up. At about five-eight and thin as a blade of grass, he still had a lot of growing to do. He ran his fingers over the short stubble of his severely crew-cut hair in frustration. The hairstyle, Joe thought, was Josh’s attempt to make himself look as unlike Eli as possible, which was hard when the brothers bore so close a resemblance. Josh frequently teased Eli about what Josh mockingly called his older brother’s long, beautiful hair. Eli was vain about his nape-length, slightly wavy black locks, and such brotherly attempts at humor were generally not well received.

“Too bad. It’s almost one o’clock. Go to bed.”

“Can’t I please watch the rest of it?” Josh’s blue eyes were pleading as he looked up at Joe, and there was a wheedling note in his voice.

“Nope. Go to bed. Right now,” Joe said, unmoved.

“Please?”

“You heard me.” Josh was the one who could be counted on to test the boundaries of his patience every step of the way, Joe reflected. Sometimes when he had to tell Josh something fifty times before he was obeyed Joe found himself one deep breath away from making his point with a swift kick to the boy’s butt, but underneath he understood his second son’s need to assert his individuality. Just as he understood his need to differentiate himself from his older, and to Josh’s eyes, more accomplished brother.

“If you’d make Eli turn out the light at a decent time, I’d be asleep right now. But no, you never make Eli do anything.” Josh’s voice was sullen.

“Joshua. Go to bed.” Crossing his arms over his chest, Joe mentally counted to ten.

Josh looked at him, and Joe looked levelly back. Josh snorted with disgust, stood up, and shuffled from the room, the too-long legs of his baggy jeans dusting the floor as he went.

After watching his son disappear up the stairs, Joe shook his head, then turned slowly around in the dark living room.

The kids were fine, it seemed. Had he heard something, then, the TV maybe or some other noise Josh had made, that had been out of the ordinary enough to wake him up?

Maybe. Probably. But while he was up, it wouldn’t hurt to check on the horses. He was almost as attuned to them as he was to his kids.

Horses were his livelihood, and his passion. He bred them, trained them, cared for them. His own, in the shabby, black-painted barn out back, for love and what he could wrest out of the business, and, for a steady paycheck, those of Charles Haywood, in the immaculate, twin-gabled white barn up the hill.

Listening with half an ear to the noises Josh made getting ready for bed upstairs—toilet flushing, sink running, floor creaking, the opening and closing of doors—Joe moved from the living room to the hall and then to the kitchen at the rear of the house. Sitting down in one of the sturdy, white-painted kitchen chairs, he thrust his bare feet into the lace-up brown work boots he had left just inside the back door, tied them, and stood up. Grabbing his University of Kentucky Wildcat blue nylon parka from the coatrack, he let himself out the back door, locked it behind him, and headed across the cold-crisped grass for his barn.

It was a beautiful night, bright and clear, colder than usual for October, which was generally mild in Kentucky. Overhead dozens of stars twinkled in a midnight blue sky. The moon lacked only a sliver of being full, and shone round and white as a car’s headlight, illuminating the gently rolling countryside with its scattering of houses, barns, four-board fences, and two-lane roads.

His thirty-three acres marched alongside Haywood’s six hundred and seventeen, but because his acreage had once been part of the Whistledown Farm property—the manager’s house, to be precise—the two barns were within easy walking distance of each other. His, on the little rise behind his own house, and Whistledown’s, atop a bigger hill and separated from his property by a single black-painted fence, were no more than half a dozen acres apart.

As he approached his barn, the triangular-shaped pond to the right shone black in the moonlight, reflecting the night sky as faithfully as a mirror. The covered training ring, a three-quarters-of-a-mile indoor oval that allowed him to work his horses in inclement weather, sat silent and deserted at a little distance to the rear, looking for all the world like a long, curved, black-painted train tunnel. Beyond the ring, an owl hooted in the woods bordering the back of the property, and from some greater distance still a coyote howled. Near the edge of the woods, just visible as a solid dark block against the variegated charcoal of the timber, stood his father’s small log cabin. The lights were out. No surprise there. Like himself, his widowed father was a horseman, which meant he was an early-to-bed, early-to-rise kind of guy.

When he wasn’t drinking, that is.

Joe stepped inside his barn, flipped on the light—an evenly spaced lineup of cheap fluorescent fixtures overhead, not fancy but adequate for the job—and looked around. Silver Wonder came to the front of her stall, blinking and snorting a soft question. Drago and Timber Country were next, thrusting their heads out of the open top of the Dutch-style stall doors, looking at him curiously. Down the row, more horses, some his, some boarded, popped their heads out. They knew the schedule as well as he did, and plainly wondered what had brought him to their domicile in the middle of the night.

“Everything okay, girl?” Joe walked over to Silver Wonder and rubbed her well-shaped head. The ten-year-old brood mare nudged him, wanting a treat, and he felt around in his coat pocket for a peppermint. Silver Wonder loved peppermint.

Unwrapping it, he held it out to the petite gray. She took the candy between velvet lips, drew it into her mouth, then chomped contentedly. The scent of peppermint filled the air as he made a quick circuit around the stalls. Built in a rectangle, the barn housed approximately forty horses in two rows with stalls facing each other on each side, an office area at the front, and an open area at the rear. The utilitarian layout provided what amounted to a small track around an indoor core of stalls and tack rooms so that the horses could be cooled out indoors when necessary.

It was obvious from the demeanor of the horses that there was no problem here.

“All right, go back to sleep.” Ending up back where he had started, Joe patted Silver Wonder’s neck affectionately, resisted her nudging hints for another peppermint, and left the barn.

Probably Josh being up was the only thing out of the ordinary on this starlit night. This was Simpsonville, Kentucky, after all. Population 907. The heart of the horse country that was Shelby County. Paradise County, the locals called it for the beauty of the landscape and the tranquility of the lifestyle. Crime was so rare here as to be almost nonexistent.

Yet Joe had felt strongly that something was wrong. And, he realized, he still did.

He would check on the Whistledown horses, then walk once around his dad’s house before turning in again.

It was a simple matter to scale the fence. Actually, he did it an average of a dozen times a day. A boot on the lowest board, a leg flung over, and it was done. He climbed the hill to the accompaniment of his own crunching footsteps and the more distant sounds of nocturnal creatures going about their business. On the horizon, silhouetted against a stand of tall oaks, Whistledown, Haywood’s white antebellum mansion, glowed softly in the yellow shimmer of its outside security lights. With Mr. Haywood and a party of friends in residence for the Keeneland races, the usually empty house was lit up like a Christmas tree. Diffused light glowed through the curtains at a dozen windows. Four cars were parked in the long driveway that most of the year held none.

Must be something to be so rich that a place like Whistledown was used for only about six weeks a year, mainly during the spring and fall Keeneland races, Joe mused. Horses were nothing more than an expensive hobby to Charles Haywood, and Whistledown Farm was only one of about a dozen properties he owned. Of course, Joe was sure the guy had problems, everybody had problems, but with money like that how bad could they be?

He’d like to try a few of the problems that came with being richer than hell, instead of constantly worrying about covering expenses. The most important things in his life—his kids and his horses—both required a lot of outlay without any guarantee of a return.

Unlike his own admittedly shabby barn, Whistledown’s was shiny with new white paint, two stories tall, and embellished with the twin scarlet cupolas that were the farm’s trademark. Reaching the door, Joe unlatched it, rolled it open, and stepped inside.

Moments later he went stomping furiously down the length of the barn, the smell of whiskey drawing him like a beacon, cursing and ready, willing, and able to put the fear of God into his dad.

His patience was at an end. Six weeks ago, after Joe had hauled him out of Shelby County High School’s kickoff basketball game, where Cary had seriously embarrassed Eli, who was a starting forward, and his other grandkids by bellowing the school fight song from the middle of the basketball court at halftime, Cary had sworn never to touch another drop of booze as long as he lived.

Yeah, right, Joe thought. He had heard that song before, more times than he cared to count. They all had. But this was the last straw. His dad knew—knew—that he wasn’t allowed near the horses if he’d been drinking. Especially the Whistledown horses. Especially with Charles Haywood in residence.

It was so dark that it was difficult to be certain, but the motionless figure seemed unaware of him as Joe stopped no more than a yard away and stared hard at it. A flicker of doubt assailed him: maybe it wasn’t his dad after all. The man looked too big, too burly, but then maybe the dark was deceptive. Suddenly, the only thing he was sure of—fairly sure of—was that whoever it was, was a man. Shoes, pants, the individual’s sheer size—all looked masculine. Legs thrust stiffly out in front of him, the guy was sitting on the ground, head turned a little away, arms hanging at his sides, hands resting palms up on the ground. Joe thought his eyes were closed. Again, it was too dark to be sure, but he thought he would have seen a gleam of reflected light or something if the guy was looking at him.

“Pop?” he said, although he was almost positive now that the sitting figure was not his father. He caught a whiff of another smell foreign to the barn. It was sharper and more acrid, if not as familiar, as the booze. His voice hardened, sharpened. “All right, get up!”

The man didn’t move.

The reddish-brown sawdust looked almost black in the darkness. But all around the man’s right side, in a circular shape that seemed to be spreading even as Joe stared at it, was a deeper, denser blackness, an oily-looking blackness. . . .

Joe’s eyes narrowed as he strained to see through the darkness. Moving nearer, crouching, he laid a wary hand on the man’s shoulder. It was solid and resilient—but, like the man, totally unresponsive.

“Hey,” Joe said, gripping the shoulder and shaking it. Then, louder: “Hey, you!”

The man’s head flopped forward, and then his torso slumped bonelessly away from Joe, his leather coat making a slithering sound as it moved over the wood. He ended up bent sideways at the waist, limp as a rag doll, his head resting at the outermost edge of the oily-looking circle.

That posture was definitely not natural, Joe thought. The man had to be dead drunk—or dead.

Oh Jesus. Dead.

All around him now horses stomped and snorted and called in a constant, agitated chorus. He could feel their nervousness, their recognition that something was wrong in their world. The hair on the back of his neck prickled as he felt it too: the sensation he had first experienced upon entering the barn. The best way he knew to describe it was the weight of another presence. Glancing swiftly over his shoulder only to see nothing but shadows and moonlight and the bobbing heads of horses behind him, it occurred to him just how very isolated the barn was.

There was a movie Eli liked. Joe couldn’t remember the name of it right off the top of his head, but the tag line went something like this: In space they can’t hear you scream.

That about summed up how he felt as he crouched there in the dark beside the slumped, motionless figure. He felt the touch of invisible eyes like icy fingers on his skin, and glanced around again. He could see nothing but the horses, and the shadows, and the moonlight pouring through the door. But a sudden fierce certainty that he was not alone seized him.

“Who’s there?” he called sharply.

There was no reply. Had he really expected that there would be? Mouth compressing, he turned his attention back to the man before him. Touching the oily sawdust he discovered, as he had suspected, that whatever had discolored it was sticky and wet—and warm.

Blood. The sharp, rotting-meat stench of it was unmistakable as he held his fingers beneath his nose.

“Jesus Christ,” Joe said aloud, wiping his fingers on the sawdust to clean them. Then he reached for the man’s neck, feeling for the carotid artery, for a pulse. Nothing, though the flesh was warm. At the same time he leaned over the still figure, squinting at the shadowed features.

By that time, his eyes were as adjusted to the dark as they were going to get. He could not see everything—small details escaped him, and colors—but he could see some things. Like the fact that the guy’s eyes were definitely closed, and his mouth was open, with a black froth that could only be blood bubbling up from inside.

Charles Haywood. Joe took a deep, shaken breath as he recognized his employer. There was a blackened hole about the size of a dime in his left temple, a growing circle of blood-soaked sawdust around the right side of his upper body—and a handgun lying not six inches from his left hand.

What he had smelled along with the booze was the acrid scent of a recently fired gun, Joe realized. Haywood had been shot dead.


Two
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The predator watched hungrily from the shadows. He could still smell the blood, feel the warmth of it on his fingers, taste the saltiness of it on his tongue, imagine the rich, deep claret of the life force draining from his victim’s body. But it left him empty rather than satisfied, like inhaling the scent of a meal cooking without being able to consume the meal itself. This taking had been unplanned, an act of necessity rather than pleasure.

But it had awakened his craving for pleasure.

Speculatively he eyed the man crouched beside his prey. It was dark, and they were alone—but no. Caution raised its head. He had been doing this for years, preying on the unsuspecting, taking them swiftly and silently in the night to a place where their screams could not be heard, where he could play and indulge himself and enjoy their pain and terror at his leisure. This man was handsome, with good features and smooth, unblemished skin, but he was not the right type: he would be only marginally more satisfying than the first, if indeed he could be taken at all.

Youth and beauty were what he craved.

The predator slipped swiftly and silently out of the barn. Bent low, hugging the black shadow of the fence, he skirted the fields to where he had left his vehicle hidden from view. He was panting and sweating by the time he slid into the driver’s seat, because he was a big man and a little out of shape, and because he had not quenched the thirst for excitement aroused by the ultimately unsatisfying kill.

He wanted more. He needed more. He had to have more. His need was as clamorous as an addict’s for a drug. He could not wait.

He had not come out tonight prepared to take prey, but no matter, he thought as he started his specially modified Chevy Blazer and pulled out onto U.S. 60 with a swish of tires. Prey was easy to come by if you knew what you were doing, and he did. The interstate was just about five miles up the road, and on the interstate, so closely situated to his home that it almost had to be fate, was a rest stop. Sometimes he thought of himself as a spider, a big hairy spider on the prowl in search of a meal. The rest stop was part of his network of webs. In time of need, he could almost always find something appetizing at the rest stop.

As he drove he cracked open the window, breathing in the cold air, the scents of passing farms and animals. Now that the hunt was on, he felt more alive than he did at any other time. His senses were sharpened; the familiar euphoria made him smile, and turn on the radio to his favorite, golden-oldies station. The Stones’ “Satisfaction” was playing. The appropriateness of it was not lost on him, and his smile broadened.

He would have satisfaction soon.

The two-lane country road was lightly traveled at this time of night; his headlights swept across rolling fields and black board fences, illuminating an occasional horse or cow grazing near a fence bordering the road. It was after midnight. The county was, to all intents and purposes, asleep. He knew it well: he had been born and raised here. Sometimes it amused him, to think how safe and secure his neighbors felt slumbering in their beds. He had lived among them for almost his entire life, and yet they had no idea that he even existed. There was a dark underbelly to their beloved Paradise County, and none of them—well, none of them except those he took—would ever know.

He turned right, pulled out onto the interstate, and traveled east for about three miles until he reached the rest stop. Easing off the road, he checked out the cars parked in front of the rest area as he drove slowly past the brick building that housed the rest rooms and vending machines. There were two, a black Camry and a blue minivan. A family of a mother, father, and two groggy-looking children were heading away from the van toward the rest rooms on either side of the dimly lit building. They didn’t interest him.

At the far side of the rest stop he drove off the pavement and into the surrounding wooded area that was a favorite haunt of local deer hunters. There he parked. Getting out of the SUV, he went around to the back and extracted his folding motorized scooter from the cargo area in the rear. Later he would use it to return to his car, but for now he pushed it silently in front of him as he walked back toward the building. The funny thing was, the scooter never seemed to raise any red flags in the minds of the few who saw it. It looked as innocuous as a child’s toy, and he, big man that he was, looked comically harmless riding it.

He had his favorite spot in the deep shadows at the very edge of the woods: a fallen log on which he could sit and watch the comings and goings at the rest area without anyone seeing him. Sometimes he had to wait a long time to get what he wanted, but then, he never minded waiting. Waiting was part of the hunt.

Sometimes he didn’t get what he wanted, and had to go home unsatisfied. Then he would hunt the next night, and the next, all over his farflung web, for as long as it took, anticipation building inside of him all the while.

Sooner or later, he always got what he wanted.

He sat there in the waning of that cold October night, patient as a trapdoor spider at the mouth of its lair, watching as the moon rose high in the sky and sailed toward the west, watching the shadows of the tall pines shift clockwise across the edge of the parking area, watching as cars and trucks and vans and SUVs pulled in and out, disgorging and then reclaiming their passengers.

When they came, he almost didn’t recognize them. There were two of them, a young man and a girl, college-age he guessed, in a new, pale blue Volkswagen Bug that the girl was driving. He would have let them pass—two were twice as hard to take as one, after all, and twice as likely to be missed, and he wasn’t a fool, getting caught was not on his agenda—but when the girl walked through the diaphanous glow of the streetlamp he saw that she was beautiful, so beautiful in just the way he liked. She had long straight blond hair that shone in the light, and she looked unbelievably slender and lithe in a tan car coat and jeans. She was laughing, laughing back over her shoulder at the young man, her straight white teeth gleaming, the sound of her laughter merry in the cold night—ha ha ha.

“Can I help it if I always have to pee?” she asked, and laughed again.

He was a sucker for beautiful laughing blondes. Even beautiful laughing blondes that had to pee.

The young man answered something, but the predator barely noticed him, except in terms of sizing up possible resistance: maybe five-ten, thin, a kid. Not expecting trouble. Not prepared for any.

Piece of cake, the predator told himself, and, leaving his scooter behind, stood up and walked briskly over to the brick building. He looked around, assured himself that the blue Bug was alone in the parking area, then followed the kid into the men’s room. He would deal with him first; on her own, the girl would be easy.

The kid was at the urinal, taking care of business. In response to the sound of the opening door the kid glanced back over his shoulder. For a moment their eyes met.

Predator and prey, he thought, amused, although the prey didn’t know it yet.

“Nice night,” the predator said aloud, stepping inside and heading for the sink as though to wash his hands. In the silver-framed mirror he saw himself: an ordinary-looking fellow with a friendly smile. Nothing about him to suggest a threat.

“Kinda cold,” the kid answered, finishing and zipping up his jeans. Turning on the rusty water full blast to mask any possible sounds, the predator was disappointed when the kid headed toward the door without bothering to wash his hands.

Nasty habit, that. Germs were everywhere.

“Take care,” the kid said, and reached for the door handle. But the predator was ready, had been ready since entering the bathroom. He could leap on the kid and simply overpower him, but this way was more fun.

“Ah-ah-ah,” he gasped just as the kid’s hand curled around the silver handle, and slumped forward over the sink, clutching at his heart with one hand. The other was already sliding into his pocket.

Watching his prey through the mirror, the predator was pleased to see the kid behave as expected. He turned to look at the stricken middle-aged man, a concerned frown on his thin young face.

“Mister. . . .”

“My pills,” the predator groaned, clawing at his chest. “In my shirt pocket.”

The kid left the door and came over to help him. As soon as he touched him, the predator struck. He grabbed the kid’s wrist with his right hand, yanked him across the sink, pulled his taser from his pocket with his left and jammed it against the kid’s side, all in a lightning blur of movement. A sizzling sound, the slightest smell of burning—sweet, tantalizing burning—a faint cry covered by the rush of the running water, and the kid was his. Eyes rolling back in his head, the prey collapsed in the predator’s arms. From experience, the predator knew that he would be out cold for a good quarter of an hour. By the time he came around, it would be too late.

The whole exercise had taken perhaps a minute and a half.

Supporting the kid as he slumped to the floor—he would have let him drop but didn’t want to risk any injuries to the head—he crossed quickly to the bathroom door and stepped into the yellowish pool of light just outside. If the girl was out already—she wouldn’t be, girls never were, they took altogether too much time in the bathroom—he would summon her to the men’s room to aid her mysteriously stricken boyfriend. If another car had arrived in the meantime, which was always a possibility and added a certain fillip of danger to the excitement of the occasion, he would simply walk away. The kid wouldn’t remember much of what had happened, and no one else had seen him. But in the absence of these two possible variations to the scenario, he would surprise the girl in the ladies’ room, hit her with the taser, and carry them both off in the blue Bug. When he had them secure, he would return on his scooter for his car, and they would all three vanish into the night without a trace.

The young couple in the blue Bug would never be seen again.

Humming under his breath, the predator walked around the building, pleased to see that the Bug was the only car in the parking area. Everything was going according to plan, just as if it was meant to be. In fact, sometimes he wondered if his victims’ fate was meant to be. If he was their destiny, so to speak.

If so, they must have been very, very naughty in a previous life.

Just as he reached the sidewalk leading to the ladies’ room, the girl emerged, shaking back her long blond hair. His heart rate increased at the sight of her. What a truly beautiful creature she was; well worth the extra effort of taking her boyfriend too.

Their eyes met. Hers widened, in instinctive fear, he thought, at encountering a strange man in a deserted area so late at night.

Girls were so wary nowadays.

He smiled at her.

“Did you pee?” he asked genially without ever breaking stride. He was almost upon her. The brick wall that provided privacy for those entering the rest room blocked her escape.

“Eric!” She stopped in her tracks, calling, he presumed, to her incapacitated boyfriend. Then she whirled, her hair swirling around her like a cape, tugging frantically at the handle of the ladies’ room as if she thought to escape him by running back inside.

“Silly,” he said almost fondly, and grabbed her arm, jabbing the taser into her side.
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It was cold, far colder than she would have expected Kentucky to be in November. She always thought of sunshine and horses and acre upon acre of lush green grass when she thought of Kentucky—but then, she’d only ever been to Whistledown Farm in the summer, and hadn’t been there at all for seven years.

Now tragedy had brought her back.

Alexandra Haywood shivered as she stepped out of the big white Mercedes that was one of several vehicles kept garaged on a year-round basis at the farm. Her hip-length, charcoal gray wool jacket had a black Persian lamb collar and cuffs and was belted at the waist. Zipped to the throat and worn with a black cashmere turtleneck, formfitting black leather pants and high-heeled black ankle boots, it should have been enough to keep her warm—but it wasn’t. She was freezing, forced to clench her teeth to keep them from chattering. Since the funeral she had lost weight, maybe as much as ten pounds from her five-foot-seven-inch frame, so that now she verged on skinny rather than slender. Her beauty had dwindled too, dimmed like a lamp with the wattage turned down. Her skin had lost color until it was almost milk white, paler even than the expensive platinum blond of her straight, shoulder-blade-length hair, pulled back now into a sleek chignon at her nape. Her fine features had become pointier, pinched-looking almost, and the dark blue of her eyes was repeated in the shadows beneath them. She tried to hide the worst of the ravages grief had wrought, painting her lips Chanel red and patting concealer beneath her eyes, but the fact remained that she looked like a ghost of her former self. And felt like one, too.

It was a gray morning, with overcast skies threatening icy drizzle later in the day. The ramshackle barn on the muddy rise in front of her and the circular, covered-train-track-looking building behind it had weathered to a color that was almost as much graphite as black. The iced-over grass in the surrounding fields, the small pond to the right, the leafless clump of trees stretching skyward like gnarled hands to the left, even the narrow asphalt driveway on which she stood, were all varying shades of gray.

Her whole life had turned gray, she thought, and the thought brought with it a great burst of sorrow like blood gushing from an open wound. Alex winced, bracing herself as she had learned to do until the rush of pain subsided. A movement in the partially open door of the barn drew her eyes and attention, and, thankfully, she felt the acute stab of grief start to fade away.

A scalped-looking teenage boy in a navy Polartec pullover stood staring at her, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his baggy jeans, apparently drawn by the sound of her arriving car. Methodically, on autopilot as she had been since the funeral, Alex closed and locked the car door. It was too hard to remember that she was in Simpsonville, Kentucky, rather than Philadelphia and didn’t have to lock anything at all. Facts like that kept slipping away from her; she just couldn’t seem to concentrate. Meanwhile, the boy turned and disappeared back into the barn’s interior, yelling “Dad!” at a volume that made her wince.

Maybe that was a good thing, though. Maybe her hearing at least was beginning to return to normal.

Since the funeral, she had tended to experience her sounds, like her colors, as muted. This dulling of her senses was, she thought, nature’s anesthetic. It was meant to help her cope with crippling pain.

Her father was dead, a suicide. That’s what they said, all of them, the coroner and the lawyers and the police and all the other officials who’d been called in to give their verdict on the death of such a wealthy and prominent man. She’d read the autopsy report, seen the pictures, pored over everything, tried to learn any little detail she could about her father’s final minutes, hoping to understand, to salve her grief with knowledge. Nothing she had found had contradicted the ruling of suicide. But she still found it impossible to believe.

But then, everything that had happened over the past five weeks was impossible to believe. Like Alice, she seemed to have stepped through the looking glass. What existed on the other side was an alternate universe to the life she had known.

The boy was back in the doorway again, his gaze fixed on her, his expression openly curious. A man stood behind him, a head and more taller than the boy, a hand on the boy’s shoulder, his eyes narrowed as he watched Alex approach. The wintry sun was at her back, and she assumed his frowning, squinty-eyed expression was the result of staring into it, and not because of anything to do with her. He conformed to the general description she’d been given—a big man, tall, black-haired, late thirties—and she guessed that he must be Joe Welch, the farm manager. Her farm manager, now that her father was gone. Alex’s informant was Whistledown’s longtime housekeeper, Inez Johnson, who had also described Joe Welch enthusiastically as “dead sexy.”

If he was, Alex was in no state to recognize it. Like her ability to enjoy food and sleep, her ability to enjoy sex, or even the infinitesimal pleasure of recognizing and responding to a sexy man, had been stolen away by grief. Oh, she could see that this man was handsome enough, with a strong-featured, square-jawed face rendered even more formidably masculine by what looked like a couple of days’ worth of black stubble, but she did not feel the little tingle of male-female awareness that once would have told her that he was attractive. He was simply a tall man in a blindingly blue goose-down parka that made him look massive through the shoulders and torso, with narrow hips and long, muscular legs encased in faded jeans.

At least the parka was bright enough not to fade to gray like everything else in her line of vision. Fixing on it like a homing beacon, Alex headed toward it, placing her feet carefully on the pavement which she feared, from the temperature of the air and the icy frosting on the grass and pond, might be slick.

He remained unsmiling as he watched her approach, and Alex wondered if he knew who she was—and why she was there.

Probably not. Her father’s death had made all the major newspapers’ financial pages, along with reports that he had killed himself because of a cataclysmic business reversal. But there had been no pictures of her or any other family member, and barely any mention of them, either.

Strange to think that it took no more than a small rise in interest rates, a few bad investments, and a suicide, and it was gone, all gone, a billion-dollar empire fallen in upon itself like a house of cards. Bankruptcy was such a hideous word. She had never, ever thought it would apply to her family, or their business. Haywood Harley Nichols, her father’s wholly-owned health-care firm, had been building hospitals and nursing homes and HMO’s all over the world for almost half a century. But her father’s lawyers—no, her lawyers now—informed her that if they were lucky and were able to sell everything for a decent price, there might be just enough to pay all her father’s debts, with a little left over.

If not, bankruptcy seemed the only other option. Which would leave nothing at all for herself, her sister, and her current stepmother, as her father’s heirs, to divide. Mercedes, her father’s sixth wife and his widow, had been having serial hysterics at the prospect of impending poverty since learning the truth shortly after the funeral.

Alex had a feeling that if her emotions weren’t so numb, she might be having serial hysterics herself.

There was a black four-board fence surrounding the field in which the barn stood, and a red metal farm gate separated the driveway from the barnyard. Reaching it, Alex dropped her gaze from the blue beacon to fumble with the latch. The metal was painfully cold to her fingers; she couldn’t seem to get them to work properly no matter how hard she tried.

Hearing footsteps approaching on the other side of the gate, Alex glanced up to see the man she presumed was Joe Welch striding toward her down the graveled walkway that led up to the barn. His brown work boots seemed to have no trouble finding traction on the gravel.

“Mr. Welch?” she inquired when he was close enough. Her voice was low and husky, with the curiously flat intonation she seemed to have developed since the funeral. It sounded exactly the way she felt: lifeless.

“That’s right.” His voice was deep and just touched with a slurring Southern drawl that under other circumstances she might have found intriguing. As he reached the gate their eyes met, and she saw that his were blue, a light, bright shade of near aqua set off by a fringe of black lashes. They were unsmiling, and, she thought with a gathering frown, unwelcoming as well.

“I’m Alexandra Haywood.”

“I know who you are.” His voice was as unwelcoming as his eyes.

He had unlocked the gate without effort and now pushed it open, inviting her wordlessly inside. Walking around the gate into the barnyard, her ankles wobbling a little as her high-heeled boots crunched through the thick gravel, she held out her hand to him with the automatic good manners bred into her by years at the most exclusive boarding schools. His mouth tightened as he glanced down at her extended hand, and she got the impression that the gesture did not please him. But he took her hand and shook it. His hand was big, enveloping her own much smaller one, and his skin was faintly rough and very warm. Alex shivered involuntarily as he released her cold fingers. Warmth was something she could not seem to get enough of these days. Sometimes she didn’t think she would ever be truly warm again.

“Have we met?” she asked, wondering again if he could possibly have an inkling of why she was there. He seemed almost hostile toward her—or perhaps, she thought, he was that way toward everyone.

“At your father’s funeral.” He closed the gate and latched it again.

“Oh.” There seemed to be nothing to say to that. If he had been there, she didn’t remember him, which surprised her, because he was the kind of man she would have thought one automatically remembered. But then, she didn’t remember much about that day. She folded her arms over her chest and tucked her hands beneath her elbows to ward off the biting chill as she looked up at him. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember. Everything from that day is such a blur. . . . But thank you for coming. Philadelphia’s a long way from Simpsonville.”

He nodded in acknowledgment. “I’m sorry about your father, Miss Haywood.”

Alex had heard those words so often over the last five weeks that she felt as though they were permanently engraved on her heart.

“Thank you.”

He stood just inside the gate looking at her. As the land sloped upward, she was at a slightly higher elevation than he was, but still he dwarfed her. The sheer size of him, and the fact that he remained unsmiling, could have been intimidating if she’d been the type to be easily cowed.

“I presume you’re here to see me?” She wasn’t imagining his unfriendliness. It was there in his voice.

“Yes.”

“Come on up to the barn then. I’m in the middle of something.”

He started walking up the slope, his boots crunching over the gravel. She fell into step beside him, her gait just a bit unsteady as her heels sank into the inches-deep rock. Seeing her difficulty, he slid a hand around her elbow to provide support. She could feel the size and strength of that hand clear through her jacket. His grip was both impersonal, and hard.
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I have to admit, you’ve kind of caught me by surprise, turning up here like this. What can I do for you?”

Her ankles wobbled as her feet sank into the gravel. His grip tightened in response. Alex took a deep breath, drawing in the cold, damp air along with the smell of mud. Gritting her teeth, she pushed away the ever-threatening fog of grief and reminded herself of her purpose. Her voice was determinedly brisk when she spoke.

“I realize it’s Saturday, and I apologize for encroaching on what is very probably your personal time, but—there are some matters concerning the farm that need to be dealt with as soon as possible. The girl who answered the phone at the number I have for you said I could find you up at the barn behind your house, and I should just come on over. So I did.”

“Horsemen work seven days a week, Miss Haywood, so you don’t need to worry about encroaching on my personal time. And you most likely were talking to my daughter, Jenny.” His voice was dry. They had nearly reached the barn now, and Alex was surprised to hear the urgent beat of Black Sabbath emanating from somewhere inside. Hard rock music didn’t seem compatible with this man, somehow—but of course there was that teenage boy who still watched them from the barn door to consider. Probably the music was his.

He continued, “If you’d left a message, I would have come up to Whistledown to see you. Saved you chasing me down.”

“That’s all right. I felt like getting out. And since I’m only planning to be here over the weekend, time is a factor.”

They reached the barn. The boy moved out of the doorway, and Alex stepped inside. Welch released her elbow and followed her, rolling the door shut behind him with a loud rattle. The air was warmer in the barn, but only marginally. A line of battered light fixtures overhead gave off a meager amount of illumination. A smell, earthy but not unpleasant, greeted her. Perhaps a dozen horses looked out from the twenty or so stalls that she could see. To her left was a raw plank wall in which was centered a closed door, and to her right was a large open area. In the open area a big red horse, so skinny she could see every single one of his ribs, was tethered by a long leather strap to an iron ring affixed to the wall. Although his coat was dull and he looked half-starved, he was eating from a hay-filled manger, and a curry brush and comb lay on an overturned bucket near his feet. Still munching a mouthful of hay, the horse had his head up and was watching her with liquid brown eyes. Alex moved toward him automatically, drawn by his gaze and the obvious signs of his neediness. Two men, a slender one in a tan hunter’s coverall and a stockier one in jeans and a black leather jacket, stood near the horse’s hindquarters. Both turned to look at her as she approached, watching her with as much open interest as the animal had displayed.

Alex ignored them as she reached the horse and stroked his big head, then sought Welch out with her gaze. He stood at the mouth of the open area looking at her, the boy at his side.

“Is this animal ill? Why is he so thin?” she demanded, her voice raised to be heard over Black Sabbath’s dirge-like chorus. It was very possible that the animal belonged to Whistledown Farm, and was, thus, technically hers. But whether he was hers or not didn’t really matter. She loved horses, and could not bear to see them mistreated.

“Turn the music off, Josh,” Welch directed. With a sullen twitch of his mouth the boy headed toward a yellow boom box on a bale of hay near the door. Welch moved to join Alex and the horse, one hand reaching into his pocket. When he withdrew it, he was holding a peppermint, which he began to unwrap. The music stopped abruptly and for a moment the sound of crinkling cellophane filled the void.

“My own personal theory is that horses run better when they’re hungry,” Welch said, voice and expression bland, meeting her gaze as the boy reappeared beside him. Alex’s eyes widened in outrage. The boy spoke up hastily before she could reply.

“We just got him in here this morning,” he said, shooting Welch a reproachful glance before looking at Alex out of eyes of the same luminous shade of greenish-blue as the older man’s. “The man Dad bought him off of swore there’s nothing wrong with him. He said he’s just naturally sorry-looking.”

The horse was stretching his head out toward Welch now, eager for the candy. With a mocking glance at Alex, Welch gave it to him, patting the too-thin neck as the animal crunched and the scent of peppermint filled the air. Indignant at being made fun of, Alex glared at him. If he noticed her ire at all, it didn’t seem to bother him.

“I can’t believe ol’ Cary talked you into payin’ thirty thousand dollars for this fellow, Joe,” the man in the leather jacket said. Alex glanced at him. He was about six feet tall, more homely than handsome with auburn hair brushed straight back from his brow, twinkling brown eyes and squashed-looking features that somehow matched his stocky frame. He and the other man had been watching and listening to the proceedings with interest. Now they were looking at the horse. “What’s his name, Victory Dance? I reckon you will dance if you get a victory out of him.” His gaze shifted to Alex and as their eyes met he grinned suddenly. “By the way, hel-lo, sweet thing! You doin’ anything for the rest of my life?”

Taken aback, Alex’s eyes widened on his face. Beside him, his cover-alled friend grimaced and walked around to the horse’s other side as though to distance himself from the conversation. The horse snorted, bobbing his head up and down and nudging Welch’s arm, clearly asking for another peppermint.

“The fool with the big mouth here is Tom Kinkaid, our local sheriff,” Welch said brusquely to Alex, reaching into his pocket as he spoke and extracting another peppermint, which he proceeded to unwrap. “He’s about as smart as he acts, but it’s an inborn condition and he just plain can’t help it, so I hope you’ll be kind enough to overlook him. Tommy, this is Alexandra Haywood. You know, Charles Haywood’s daughter.”

“Oh, jeez,” the sheriff said, making a face. The scent of peppermint was once more strong as Victory Dance crunched into the candy. “Sorry about your father, Miss Haywood.”

Alex nodded acknowledgment, and held out her hand to him. Kinkaid shook it. But instead of releasing it immediately, he hung on to it and grinned at her again. “If the rest of my life is out, I’d still like to take you to dinner tonight.”

“Thank you, but no,” Alex said firmly, pulling her hand free. She glanced up at Welch, meaning to request a few minutes of his time alone so she could say what she had come to say and be done with it. Before she could get the words out he spoke again.

“While we’re making introductions, that’s Ben Ryder, our local dentist, over there behind the horse, and this,” he rested a light hand on the shoulder of the boy beside him, “is my son Josh.”

There were handshakes all around and a murmured exchange of words.

“Dad, can I go?” Josh asked impatiently as soon as the introductions were finished.

Welch focused on his son. “You get all those stalls mucked out?”

“Yeah.”

“Horses fed and watered?”

“Yeah.”

“Tack all clean and put up?”

“Yeah.”

“Am I ever going to catch you smoking another cigarette?” There was a sternness to Welch’s face and tone that would have made Alex quake if she’d been a kid and they’d been directed at her.

“No sir.”

“Then I guess so. Put Victory Dance up, then you can go on back to the house and help Jenny and Grandpa with that school project Jenny’s working on.”

Josh’s eyes widened on his father’s face. “Dad!” he protested. “I’ve been grounded for a week! I did everything you told me to! I won’t smoke any more cigarettes, I promise! Please let me go!”

Welch frowned as he seemed to consider. Then he nodded once.

“Okay. Put Victory Dance up and you’ve done your time. Tell Eli I said it was okay for him to drop you off over at Burke’s on his way to basketball practice.”

“Yes.” Josh pumped his fist. Turning, he moved to untie Victory Dance. Alex patted the big red horse one more time before he was led away.

“Is there a place where we could talk—privately?” Alex asked Welch in a low but determined voice before he could fall into conversation with the other two men, who were discussing the merits, or rather the lack of them, of the retreating animal.

“Sure. Come on into my office.” He nodded toward the closed door opposite. “Such as it is.”

“Cary must’ve been drunk as a damned skunk! That’s the worst-looking animal I’ve ’bout ever seen.” This, addressed to the dentist and accompanied by a woefully shaken head, came from the sheriff in a disbelieving undertone.

“Just let it go, Tommy, would you?” Welch overheard, and his eyes glinted ominously as he looked at the sheriff. Again Alex registered the man’s intimidation potential.

“Sorry, Joe.” The sheriff sounded repentant rather than intimidated. Welch’s expression didn’t soften as he glanced down at Alex.

“This way,” he said, nodding toward the door.

Alex moved toward it, her boots sinking soundlessly into the well-raked sawdust. Welch reached around to open the door for her, then stood back, allowing her to precede him inside.

The room was small, perhaps eight by ten feet, and certainly not fancy, with white-painted drywall, a gray-speckled linoleum floor, and a suspended ceiling crisscrossed with strips of aluminum to hold it in place. A single frosted light panel in the ceiling provided unflatteringly bright illumination. In the center of the room stood a metal desk with a wood-veneer top that was cluttered with papers. A black vinyl desk chair on metal casters sat askew behind the desk, and another table with a switched-off computer and a telephone was pushed up against the rear wall. On the left were do-it-yourself shelves holding a motley collection of trophies, photos, books, and papers above perhaps half a dozen black metal file cabinets. Two more office chairs—metal arms and legs, molded vinyl seats and backs—had been placed in front of the desk.

“Have a seat.” Gesturing in the general direction of the two visitors’ chairs, Welch unzipped his coat without removing it and walked behind the desk, pulled the black vinyl chair into position, then glanced at her and hesitated, obviously waiting for her to sit down before he did. Southern men were known for their manners, but Alex wouldn’t have expected this man to be so punctilious. She sat and he followed suit, rolled his chair close to the desk, placed his hands flat on top, and looked at her levelly.

“Shoot,” he ordered.

Slightly uncomfortable and annoyed at herself because of it, Alex stalled for time, crossing her legs and placing her folded hands on her raised knee before meeting his gaze.

“There’s no pleasant way to say what I have to say.”

His eyebrows rose.

She’d done this what seemed like a hundred times since the funeral, but it was still not easy. The staffs of four houses had been dismissed, and the houses themselves had been put on the market. The crew of her father’s yacht had been told to seek other positions, as had the crews of his private planes, and the boat and planes were in the process of being sold. Accompanied by a phalanx of lawyers, she’d addressed the employees of each hospital, each nursing home, each HMO, personally delivering the bad news that they would be sold or closed, although her lawyers could and would have done it for her, without any need for her presence. But as the only family member named as an executor of her father’s will, as well as his oldest, closest child, she had felt that it was her responsibility to speak for him now that he could no longer speak for himself.

As she must speak for him now. Alex took a deep breath. “Mr. Welch, I’m very sorry, but I’m going to have to let you go.”
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His eyes narrowed as that sank in. “Are you saying I’m fired?”

“That’s what I’m saying.” Alex’s voice was steady and her gaze never faltered. “I’m giving you thirty days’ notice, which I believe is more than fair.”

Welch’s lips thinned and he leaned back in his chair, rocking in it a little, his gaze shifting to fix unseeingly on the ceiling. He looked very big sitting there, and very—Alex supposed the word was “daunting,” although she didn’t like to admit that she felt vaguely unnerved in the face of his sudden tense silence. His unshaven jaw had grown hard, his lips had compressed into a thin line, and all the muscles in his powerful body seemed poised for action. It was obvious that her news had caught him totally by surprise. After a long, nerve-racking moment his gaze snapped back to meet hers. Placing both hands flat on the desktop, he leaned forward. His eyes were grim.

“You can’t be serious.”

She had not expected him to argue with her. No one so far had argued. Of course, this was the first time she had delivered the bad news in such a one-on-one setting. Usually she gave a little speech to a gathering of the dismissed, with lawyers at her back, and was whisked away the moment she was done. This time, for very personal reasons, she had decided to tackle the job completely on her own.

Possibly she’d made a miscalculation.

She gathered her courage and her wits, and met his gaze head on. “I am completely serious, Mr. Welch, believe me.”

“You got somebody to replace me?”

“No. The position is being eliminated.”

“The position is being . . .” He broke off as if words failed him, shook his head, and then continued, looking at her very hard. “What do you mean, the position is being eliminated? You can’t eliminate the position! There’s six hundred and seventeen acres of farmland I manage for you, Miss Haywood. Each year we do about a hundred fifty acres each of corn and soybeans, and a hundred acres of tobacco. You know anything about tobacco quotas or crop rotation or seasonal workers or anything like that?” Alex gave a tiny negative shake of her head. “I didn’t think so. Plus I got four of your horses stabled at Churchill Downs, two out there in my barn—in foal, I might add—and more up the hill in Whistledown’s barn. Are you planning to take care of them?”

“The horses will be sold.”

“What?” Suddenly he looked like he was ready to jump out of his chair, come around the desk, and throttle her. “You can’t do that! You don’t know damn anything about what we’ve been trying to do here with those horses! God damn it to hell, we’re almost where we want to be!”

Alex’s chin went up as anger sparked to life inside her. She was not used to being spoken to like that—and she was definitely not used to being sworn at. “Oh, yes, I can do that, believe me. And I don’t care what you’ve been trying to do here with those horses. The point is, you won’t be doing it for me any longer.”

Mission accomplished. Alex stood up.

“You got a buyer?” The question was flung at her like a rock.

“That’s your job, Mr. Welch. Selling the horses, that is. I expect you to complete it within the thirty days of your notice. The farm will be sold as well, but you don’t need to concern yourself about that. My people will handle it.”

“You’re selling Whistledown?” He looked, and sounded, as stunned as if she’d slapped him. Manners either abandoned or forgotten in the heat of the moment, he remained seated although she was now on her feet staring icily at him. He leaned back in his chair, the fingers of one hand drumming the desktop. His gaze never left her face. “Do you have any idea what a jewel you have here? Whistledown Farm is one of the few properties of any size in this area that is still almost entirely intact. Six hundred and seventeen acres of prime Kentucky bluegrass! What, are you going to sell out to a developer? And let him turn it into a subdivision, with a house on every quarter acre? Your father would turn over in his grave! He loved this place. Hell, I love it! During the eight years I’ve been managing it, I’ve spent every single day working my ass off to make Whistledown pay its own way. Damn it to hell, we’ve been making a profit on the land for the last five years! Do you have any idea how hard that is? And we’re just now getting the racing stable built up to the point where it’s worth a crap! I’ve got two mares in foal to Storm Cat in that barn. Another one . . . Ah, you don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you? I’m wasting my breath talking to you.”

“There’s nothing you can say that will make a difference, Mr. Welch. The farm is going to be sold. The horses are going to be sold. And at the end of thirty days, you’re going to be out of a job. End of discussion.” Alex’s voice was cold. In the face of his anger, hanging on to her composure was difficult, but she was determined to do it.

“The horses are going to be sold.” He stood up then, his mouth tight, his voice bitter, and thrust his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. The edges of his coat parted even more with the sudden movement, and she noticed in passing that he wore a red-and-gray plaid flannel shirt beneath, over a white T-shirt that contrasted vividly with the bronze of his skin. “You realize you’d get a hell of a lot better price for the horses if you waited until the summer sale at Keeneland? Or at least until after the mares have foaled?”

“I have no intention of arguing with you, Mr. Welch. You have thirty days to liquidate inventory.” Alex turned away and started walking toward the door. There was no point in prolonging this. She’d said everything she had to say, and the bottom line was that he could like it or lump it.
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