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Praise for the Novels of New York Times Bestselling Author JoAnn Ross


Blaze


“A perfect ten! As hot, compelling, and all-consuming as a five-alarm fire.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“Top-notch romantic suspense . . . hot in more ways than one.”


—Karen Robards


Out of the Blue


“A white-knuckle read, Out of the Blue is the best kind of romantic suspense: heart-stopping terror and a heart-tugging romance. Don’t miss it!”


—Romance Reviews Today


“A story wrought with terror and intrigue, with a love story so emotional it practically stops your heart.”


—The Old Book Barn Gazette


Out of the Mist


“The story’s robust momentum and lively characters make this a fun, energetic read.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Ross weaves the search for the missing family treasure and the growing attraction between two creative spirits with aplomb in this charming romance.”


—BookPage


Magnolia Moon


“Readers seduced by the first two books in JoAnn Ross’s Callahan brothers trilogy will be equally charmed by Magnolia Moon.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Perennial favorite JoAnn Ross wraps up the hugely engaging Callahan trilogy in great style. Filled with emotion, passion, and a touch of suspense, this is just plain fun reading.”


—Romantic Times


River Road


“Skillful and satisfying. . . . With its emotional depth, Ross’s tale will appeal to Nora Roberts fans.”


—Booklist


“The romance . . . crackles, and their verbal sparring keeps the narrative moving along at an energetic clip. Readers . . . will be heartily entertained . . . delightful.”


—Publishers Weekly


Blue Bayou


“Ross is in fine form . . . plenty of sex and secrets to keep readers captivated.”


—Publishers Weekly


“The opening chapter in what promises to be an exceptional and emotional trilogy. . . . Ms. Ross [creates] refreshing and rewarding reading experiences.”


—Romantic Times, Top Pick
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If night has a thousand eyes, it has as many fears.


—MARLO BLAIS


Go, stalk the red deer o’er the heather,


Ride, follow the fox if you can!


But, for the pleasure and profit together,


Allow me the hunting of Man—


The chase of the Human, the search for the Soul


To its ruin—the hunting of Man.


—RUDYARD KIPLING





PROLOGUE


IT WAS THE WIND THAT WOKE HIM. OR, more precisely, a sudden hush as startling in its silence as the crack of a rifle shot shattering a dark and moonless night. When you lived on the rooftop of America, which Hazard, Wyoming, population 2,642 was—didn’t the Chamber of Commerce even proclaim its status on the welcome sign at the city limits?—you lived with eternal wind.


Night and day it roared like a freight train, wailed like a banshee, screamed like a horde of insane berserkers. It hurled itself over the winter landscape, turning snowfields into a violent sea, creating churning swells that swiftly transformed vehicles, cattle, and the occasional foolhardy human into lumps of frozen white.


The same wind that ripped away tree limbs, fence lines, and peeled trailer roofs open like sardine cans also tore apart hope, love, and dreams, hurling them into the Big Sky land of Montana, across the high plains to the Dakotas, and beyond. A geography professor at Wind River College had published a paper asserting dust from ancient buffalo bones had been found as far away as the Highland peaks of Scotland. Not a single person in northwestern Wyoming doubted the claim.


But every so often, just when even the most optimistic soul was ready to put a bullet into his skull to end his misery, the wind would stop.


Just like that.


As if God, or Fate, or whoever the hell controlled the weather in this wild, isolated part of the world had hit the pause button.


Unlike those lesser beings, who’d stumble out of their homes, confused and grumpy, snarling and snapping like feral animals being too early awakened from a deep winter’s sleep, the man who’d once been the boy raised by wolves was not confused by the wind’s sudden and silent cessation.


He’d been waiting for it.


Planning for it.


And now, with bloodthirst singing in his veins, he was ready.
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Savannah, Georgia
September 26


SAVANNAH MAY BE THE HOSTESS CITY OF the South, but police detective Will Bridger would’ve bet a month’s pay that The Rising, named after Ireland’s Easter rebellion, and situated in a neighborhood so foreboding that even stray cats didn’t wander the alleys at night, would never show up on any of the city’s glossy tourism brochures.


It was a blue-collar, working-class bar down on the docks, where “Danny Boy,” rather than Southern soul, played on the jukebox; Guinness, Harp, and Jameson were the drinks of choice; and patrons came, not to socialize, argue about sports, and chew the fat, but to get quickly, lethally drunk.


“Remember,” Will instructed his partner as they walked across a parking lot packed with rusting pickups and motorcycles, “if you order one of those froufrou girly-man drinks in here, you could get us both killed.”


From the Confederate flags flying in the back windows and the bumper stickers announcing DON’T BLAME US, WE VOTED FOR JEFF DAVIS and YANKEE HUNTING PERMIT, Will figured the faded KISS MY REDNECK ASS T-shirt he was wearing beneath his Harley-Davidson leather vest would fit right in.


Grayson Lowell snorted. “I’d like to see you tell Hemingway a daiquiri is a girly-man drink.”


“That’d be a little difficult to do.” Broken glass from beer bottles and discarded syringes crunched beneath Will’s boots. “Since the guy’s dead. Which is what we could be if you screw things up.”


“Christ, we’ve been partners for the past ten years. Name one time I screwed anything up.”


“How about the time Big Eddie Falcone came after us with half the wiseguys in town because you nailed his new stripper?”


“Danielle wasn’t a stripper. She just happened to be working as an exotic dancer while studying for her master’s in psychology. Tuition’s not cheap, and dancing pays better than waiting tables.”


It was Will’s turn to snort his disbelief. “Yeah, that’s what they all say.”


“She’s currently a professor at The Citadel,” Gray countered mildly. “And how the hell was I supposed to know that Big Eddie had his eye on her?”


“You should’ve detected it. That’s what we detectives do.” Will tapped his nose. “Detect stuff. Admit it, you let the little head do the thinkin’ for the big head and it didn’t give a flying fuck about consequences.”


“Like you’ve never followed your dick into strange territory.”


Will couldn’t deny it. But it wasn’t like he met all that many respectable women in his line of work. Hadn’t he and Gray spent the past two days and nights talking to pimps, whores, meth dealers, crack addicts, carjackers, fences, gun dealers, and every other Lowcountry lowlife?


And, here’s a surprise, they hadn’t run across a single Sunday-school teacher in the bunch.


Though there had been one woman . . .


Don’t go there. Best to keep the incident still known around the station house as Bridger’s Major Fuckup in the past, where it belonged. Bygones.


Got any more snazzy platitudes, Bridger? a voice in the back of his mind taunted.


“Well, women shouldn’t prove any problem tonight.” He shook off the mocking voice, along with the unwanted memories, and pushed open the heavy door. “Not in this place.” Any female who dared show up in The Rising without a Special Forces escort risked getting gang-raped on the pool table.


A thick, blue, acrid cloud lay heavily over the room that smelled of stale beer and bad blood. Bottles, mugs, and glasses lowered to tables and eyes turned in their direction as they walked into the bar. Two guys still wearing a paste-white prison pallor were shooting pool at the far end of the narrow room; the taller of the two, who’d shaved his head as smooth as the cue ball, made the simple act of rubbing talc into the end of his stick appear menacing.


The smoke-filled air was edgy with a nuclear, deep-seething violence. It wasn’t so long ago that a good many of The Rising’s patrons would have been wearing sheets, cone-shaped hats, and getting liquored up in the bar before a fun-filled night of cross burning.


Since the damn Yankee government had taken away their recreation, there tended to be a lot of pent-up hostility simmering just below the surface.


Except for an Irish tenor extolling the rifles of the IRA from the jukebox, the room was suddenly so hushed you could’ve heard a pin hit the sawdust-covered floor sticky with spilled beer.


The bartender was watching television. NASCAR was running at the Brickyard and even with the sound muted it must’ve been one helluva exciting race because the guy didn’t turn around to acknowledge them.


“Hey, buddy,” Will said to the guy’s broad back. “How about a couple whiskeys over here. Make ’em doubles. With Dixie chasers.”


The bartender didn’t turn around. “Ain’t got no Dixie. Quit carryin’ it when they started brewing that goddamn satanic Voodoo piss. This here’s an Hibernian bar. We got Harp and Guinness on draft. You wanna drink with the devil, go hang out with the queers in one of them back-door fag joints.”


“Gotta like a tavern with strong conservative, faith-based values,” Will said agreeably.


He decided not to point out the dichotomy between the bartender’s refusal to stock a brew that had been targeted by the religious right, and the leering devil, surrounded by flames, tattooed on the hulk’s biceps.


He flashed his best good ole boy grin and slapped a twenty onto the bar. “I’ll take a pint.”


“Pull one for me, too.” Gray reached into the pocket of his jeans, pulled out a thick roll of bills he made sure everyone could see, and took another twenty from beneath the rubber band.


For such a big man, the guy moved fast. A meaty hand with F.U.C.K. inked on the knuckles shot out; the money disappeared beneath the counter.


“So, where’s your sign?” Will asked as the bartender drew the pints.


“What the hell sign you talkin’ about?” White foam spilled down the side of the glass, sloshed onto a bar covered with white rings, and went ignored.


Generations of initials and suggestions, each more obscene than the last, had been gouged into the wood. Will traced the outline of one carved design with the index finger of his free hand; being the hotshot detective he was, he deduced the backward swastika hadn’t been carved by a Rhodes Scholar.


“The sign saying the customer is always wrong.”


The bartender’s eyes, close-set and glaring, narrowed. A vein the size of a night crawler pulsed dangerously at his temple. “You don’t like it here, why don’t you get your fuckin’ ass outta my bar?”


Will tossed back the whiskey. “’Cause, I’m lookin’ for a guy. Thought you might’ve seen him.” He took a long swallow of Guinness to get the taste of the rotgut out of his mouth.


“Haven’t seen any guy.”


Of course not. No one ever saw anything or anyone in places like The Rising.


“This guy’s from out of town.” Will placed another twenty next to the change the bartender had returned from the first one. “Name’s Jose Montero. Kind of medium height, black hair, brown eyes, talks with a Latino accent.”


“Beaners ain’t welcome here,” a guy two stools down from Will growled in a cigarette-roughened voice. He had a pack of Camel unfiltereds rolled up in a T-shirt that looked as if it’d last been washed sometime during the first Bush administration. “Especially greaser dopers.”


Will lifted a brow. “Did I say anything about dope?”


Montero was a hit man for the Mexican Mafia—a gang heavily involved in drugs, extortion, and prostitution—who used murder as a means of discipline.


Last week Will and Gray had learned from a Pagan motorcycle-gang informant that Montero was responsible for the recent disappearance of a fifteen-year-old runaway from Maryland who’d last been seen panhandling on the waterfront.


“The city’s gettin’ overrun with damn wetbacks lookin’ to muscle in on the rackets.” The bartender reached beneath the bar and pulled out a Louisville slugger. “So, either you’re looking to do business with the guy”—the dark stain on the fat end of the bat looked suspiciously like old, dried blood—“or you’re cops.”


“Fuck that!” Gray was off the stool like a moon shot. “Do we look like fuckin’ cops, hoss?” he demanded, sounding a lot more like a pissed-off Texan than the Back Bay Bostonian Will knew him to be.


“You’ll have to excuse my friend,” Will said smoothly when those thick F.U.C.K. fingers tightened around the bat’s base. “He’s got a bit of a short temper.” That was an understatement.


“Short dick, too, I’ll bet,” a guy down the bar suggested with a gravelly laugh.


“At least I can find mine,” Gray shot back. He raked a dangerous, stiletto-sharp look over the jokester, whose belly strained against a black Carolina Panthers T-shirt. “Without having to lift up five hundred pounds of lard.”


Shit. Will heard chairs scraping away from tables. In some joints, the occupants of those chairs would be trying to stay out of trouble.


Not in The Rising.


Thing could turn real ugly real fast.


He wasn’t the only one picking up those edgy vibes. “You’d best be gettin’ your pal outta Dodge,” the bartender snarled. “While you boys still got two good legs to walk out on.”


“If you’re not careful,” Will drawled, “y’all are gonna lose your reputation for Southern hospitality. Let’s go,” he said to Gray without taking his eyes from the Hulk.


“Hell. Just when I was starting to have a good time.”


Will knew Gray’s heavy sigh was only partly feigned. Everyone on the squad knew that despite his patrician roots, Detective Grayson Lowell enjoyed a brawl as much as the next guy.


Will reached beneath his vest and pulled out the black Glock he’d tucked into the back of his jeans. He felt the stir of animosity ripple over the bar and knew that he was not the only man in the place carrying. Which was why he’d decided to show the pistol.


Since half the goons in the place were undoubtedly in violation of parole, he figured that now that he’d upped the stakes, just in case he and Gray were cops they’d wait for him to make the first move. Which he had no intention of doing.


Yet.


“I told you the guy wasn’t going to be in there,” Gray muttered as the heavy oak door slammed closed behind them. “The scum of the gene pool hang out in The Rising.”


“The guy we’re looking for kills people for a living,” Will reminded his partner. “Besides, we gotta check them all. Drug dealing and prostitution are like politics in that they make for strange bedfellows.” No one had followed them out. So far, so good. “And that Pagan did say the word on the street is that the Mexican Mafia’s looking to hook up with Kerrigan.”


Joseph Kerrigan, who owned the bar through one of a dozen of his companies, also ran a string of adult bookstores. He was connected, with fingers in organized crime pies—drugs, porn, money laundering, and bookmaking—all over the South.


“Like that’s gonna happen.”


Will didn’t think so, either. But years of police work had taught him that anything, including Montero’s snatching that girl as a donation to Kerrigan’s rumored new sex-slave business, was possible.


They’d nearly reached the Mustang the SPD had actually sprung for when he spotted two guys standing beside a black SUV. One was making a rock fashion statement in a black, Metallica, burning-skull T-shirt; the other wore an olive green Che Guevara shirt cut off at the sleeves.


“Think that might be our guy?” Will asked quietly.


Gray followed his gaze. “Could be. He matches the description.” Right down to the patch of the Mexican flag with the eagle-and-snake insignia on the shirt’s sleeve. As they watched, a small package changed hands. “Bet you they’re not trading baseball cards.”


“Could be just some lowlife wantin’ to get high.”


“Could be. And if we bust ’em, we could end up spending the rest of the night doin’ paperwork.”


At that moment, the guy in the Metallica shirt looked up. Then cursed in Spanish, loud enough to be heard over the buzz of the neon sign. Then they both took off running like rabbits. In opposite directions.


“You go after Che. I’ll take Metallica,” Will said.


“Got it.” Gray pulled his own pistol from the calf holder beneath the flared jeans and took off, chest out, head back, just like when he’d been a near-world-class sprinter on the Harvard track team.


Metallica ran across the street and turned down an alley that ran behind The Rising.


Will followed, the heels of his boots hammering the cobblestones. Why the hell hadn’t he worn his Nikes?


Oh, yeah. Because it was hard to pull off a motherfucker rapist-biker act in squeaky new sneaks.


Fortunately, the alley was a dead end.


Unfortunately, Metallica wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. He vaulted a six-foot wooden fence without so much as missing a step.


Will followed.


“Police!” he shouted.


Which, big friggin’ surprise, only made the guy run faster, his arms pumping like pistons as he cut across a courtyard lit by a flickering orange gaslight, knocking over a wrought-iron table and chair to slow his pursuer down.


Will swerved around the table. Jumped the chair.


The guy turned halfway around; Will watched the automatic leap in his hand.


There was the sharp, nasty crack of a pistol. A tongue of fire shot from the barrel, an instant before the bullet hit the ivy-covered wall above his head, spraying bits of brick.


Will felt the sting at the back of his neck, as if he’d been hit with a handful of gravel.


“Shit!”


If he’d been an inch taller, he could’ve been a goner.


Another shot ricocheted off a metal security door in a shower of black splinters. His cheek burned. It didn’t hurt much now. But it would. Once the rush wore off.


His shirt was torn, and from the dampness he realized he’d been shot. Shot?


Shit. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to play out.


“Stop, goddammit. Police!”


It always worked in the movies.


Unfortunately this was real life and all that happened was that the guy kicked into overdrive.


Adrenaline screaming in his head, pounding in his chest, Will raised the Glock. Locked his right hand on his wrist to hold down the recoil, and pulled the trigger.


The shooter stumbled. Staggered. Then, wouldn’t you know it, picked up the damn pace.


Jaw clenched hard enough to crack his teeth, his arm on fire, Will got off two quick shots.


The first went wide, clanging against a metal trash can.


The second hit home. He could’ve been shooting at the bull’s-eye on a paper target at the police range.


Metallica stopped dead in his tracks. Will waited for him to drop.


But he twisted a half turn, a .45, Dirty Harry’s gun of choice, in his hand.


And damned if the bastard wasn’t smiling.


Okay. He wasn’t going to go down easy.


Wishing he’d joined the fire department instead of the cops, Will pulled back on the hammer. His arm weighed a ton. His fingers were beginning to go numb.


“Police.” His voice sounded raspy and winded to his own ears. “Drop. The. Fucking. Gun.”


He sucked in a breath. His vision blurred, but not so badly that he couldn’t see the .45 drop from his assailant’s hand as Metallica crumbled to the cobblestone sidewalk.


Keeping his Glock trained on the supine form, Will crouched down beside him and had just placed the fingers of his right hand to the man’s throat when Gray came running around the corner.


“I lost the son of a bitch,” he said. “One minute he was there, the next he was gone. Like a freakin’ ghost, or something. You okay?”


“Sure.” Perspiration dripped from Will’s forehead, stinging his eyes. “At least I’m doin’ better than this jerkoff.”


Blood was spreading across the front of the black, burning-skull T-shirt. A haze the same deadly red swam in front of Will’s eyes.


Sirens shattered a night scented with smoke and cordite. Lights coming toward them.


“The guy’s toast,” Will managed.


He could hear Gray shouting something, but he couldn’t make out the words through the buzzing in his brain.


He slumped against the wall.


Damn. He felt sick and his head was spinning like it’d gone off on its own and taken a ride on a Tilt-A-Whirl. A metallic, coppery taste was in his mouth.


More voices were shouting at him. Hands were tearing open his blood-soaked shirt. Lights from the cruisers flashed like strobes, reminding him of riding the Ferris wheel at the Coastal Empire Fair.


The gently swinging metal seat atop the double-decker, brightly lighted wheel had offered a dazzling, bird’s-eye view of the midway, the city, and the lit-up bridge spanning the Savannah River.


But all of Will’s attention had been riveted on the woman whose kisses were sweeter than the fluffy, pink cotton candy they’d shared earlier. The woman who’d actually had him considering settling down in a cozy little house with a white picket fence, two-point-five kids, and a big stupid dog.


It had been the closest thing to nirvana he’d experienced in his thirty-three years on the planet, and sitting atop the city, breathing in the fragrance of Faith Summers’s perfume, conveniently overlooking that he’d been lying to her for weeks, Will had thought that if he were to die at that moment, he’d go a happy camper.


Riding on the soft, pleasant swells of memories, with calliope music floating through the shadows of his mind, he allowed his eyes to drift closed.


“Gardenias,” he murmured.


A comforting sense of calm drifted over him as Savannah police detective Will Bridger checked out.
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December 28


THE ARCTIC STORM THAT HAD HELD HAZARD, Wyoming, in its icy grip for days had left behind a midnight blue bowl of sky studded with stars. The mountains surrounding the town soared in rock and timber, and snowfields were tinted Christmas-card silver and blue by the light of a full, white moon.


Erin Gallagher had driven by the lake earlier this evening, on the way from her job at the radio station, and noticed that the ice was remarkably free of snow. If that was still the case, it would be a perfect night for skating.


The sexy, satiated male in her bed rolled over, flung an arm over her pillow, then groggily lifted his sleep-tousled head.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


She could not have said the same thing only a few hours ago, when she’d escaped the lodge, feeling used and dirty.


When she’d picked him up in the parking lot of the mini-mart, she’d been looking for some quick, hard, anonymous sex. Punishment sex. The kind she didn’t have to think about later. The kind that wouldn’t leave her confused and hurt and feeling desperate and lonely.


But it hadn’t worked out that way at all. His surprising tenderness had proven a balm, soothing her senses, easing her anxieties.


When he’d been inside her, he had, if only for those few stolen minutes, allowed her to almost forget her secret shame.


“The wind’s stopped.”


“’Bout freaking time.” He patted the cooling sheets. “Come back to bed.”


“I was thinking of going skating.”


He squinted his eyes, peered at the bedside clock. “It’s nearly midnight. And probably as cold as a well digger’s ass out there.”


“I’ll bundle up.”


“You’re crazy,” he muttered.


The depression that had been threatening all day lifted. Who’d have guessed that uncomplicated sex could be better than Prozac?


“That’s what you love about me.”


“Can’t argue that,” he responded on a broad yawn.


Erin knew he didn’t love her. But there’d been a fleeting moment, just before he’d come, when he’d looked deep into her eyes, smiled, and brushed his lips against hers. The kiss, as light as the snowflakes falling like white feathers from the sky, was not meant to claim. Or even arouse.


Let’s be friends, it had said.


She’d felt something in her heart turn over as she’d smiled back up at him. Friendly sex. And wasn’t that a new concept?


Like everything else she’d been experiencing since moving to Hazard, the idea had her feeling reborn.


“We’ll only go out for a little while,” she coaxed.


“What’s with this we, kemo sabe?”


“You’re the man.” She saucily tossed her blond head. “You’re supposed to take care of me.”


Proud of the independent woman she was becoming (despite this morning’s painful backslide), Erin didn’t really believe that. She suspected he didn’t either, since she sensed his life was pretty much as screwed up as hers had been before she’d arrived here in Hazard.


But sometimes it was fun to pretend.


“Come back to bed and I’ll take care of you.”


The moon lit up the room, allowing her to see the tented flannel sheet. “What you want is for me to take care of that woodie you woke up with.”


“I was dreaming of you.” He flashed his dimples, the quick, boyish smile sending ribbons of golden light twining around her heart.


She hadn’t known, until tonight, that he was even capable of smiling. But now, bathing in its warmth, she decided it had definitely been worth the wait.


“It was a really hot dream.” Which she could certainly see for herself. He patted the mattress again. “Why don’t you come over here and we’ll take care of each other?”


She was tempted. Who wouldn’t be?


Erin’s gaze shifted from his muscled chest out the double-paned window toward the silvery blue landscape, then back to the bed.


Decisions, decisions.


One thing she’d discovered since moving to Hazard was that making choices about even the most mundane, everyday things was more difficult than she’d ever imagined. But wasn’t that a good thing?


After having spent eighteen years with others deciding every single thing about her life—what she wore, what she ate, when she went to bed, and when she got up—every decision she made felt like a victory.


Most decisions, anyway. As her mind flashed back to another rumpled bed, another man, she could feel the dark gray wolf of depression lurking in the midnight shadows.


No! Don’t think about that.


“Ten minutes,” she agreed. “Then you come skating with me.”


Sexy male dimples flashed again. “How about I give you fifteen minutes to convince me?”
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“WOW.”


Faith Prescott stood on the steps of the double-wide trailer that served as KWIND studios, staring up at the dazzling panorama of stars. You never saw stars like this in Las Vegas. The blinding, flashing neon of the Strip outshone them, not that any tourists cared, since she doubted anyone went to Sin City to commune with nature.


And speaking of lights . . . the aurora borealis shimmered emerald on the horizon, while ruby and sapphire danced across the sky in a light show Las Vegas could never hope to duplicate.


And, wonder of wonders, as if Mother Nature had decided to create one night of absolute perfection, the wind had actually stopped blowing.


Not that Faith minded the wind. She had, after all, certainly lived with it during those six months she’d somehow lost herself in the desert. Where she’d discovered that after a while, you sort of stopped hearing it. Like death and taxes, you knew it was there, but you just stopped thinking about it.


She’d lived in Hazard for a year now—which was a record for her—and was certain she could count on one hand the times when the wind had actually stopped.


Simon and Garfunkel had nailed it. Silence did, indeed, have a sound.


Or it would, if it weren’t for the wasplike drone of the snowmobiles that had invaded the valley.


A shooting star streaked across the black velvet sky overhead, overcoming her faint annoyance. She drew in a breath of appreciation.


“You’d better be careful,” a rough voice that sounded like a bald tire riding over river rock warned from the doorway behind her. “You keep that up and you’ll get frostbite on your lungs.”


She’d heard that countless times since moving to Wyoming. Enough that she’d actually asked a doctor, who’d assured her that the lungs’ blood supply is so well developed it was virtually impossible to draw in enough cold air to cause any damage.


Because Mike Reed, the producer for Talking After Midnight, seemed to feel it was his duty to watch out for Hazard’s newest city slicker, Faith didn’t want to hurt his feelings by contradicting him.


“Wouldn’t want to do that,” she said truthfully.


She turned and came back up the three steps, then stomped her boots on the threshold mat so she wouldn’t track snow all over the green-and-white-checkerboard vinyl floor. She glanced down at the stopwatch alarm she’d taken out with her.


“I’ve only got another forty seconds anyway.”


The song her last caller had requested—ironically the bluesy country “Wild Wind”—lasted exactly five minutes and four seconds.


Midnight to six in the morning were often considered the throwaway hours by many station programmers, who preferred to concentrate on the “money” daytime shows. But, although Faith had hoped for a slot doing a more high-energy newscast, since coming to work at KWIND, she’d almost grown accustomed to working the night shift.


After years of waking up before dawn to report on morning drive-time traffic snarls, the hours after dark were proving a less frenetic and hurried time, which allowed the pace of programming after the rush of the day to be more relaxed. Listeners took the time to enjoy the music and, between cuts, engage in conversation, delving into topics they wouldn’t have time to discuss while calling in from a cell phone while stuck in drive-time traffic.


Not that there was all that much traffic in Hazard. But the principle was the same, lending itself to long, uninterrupted sweeps of extended-play cuts, which not only allowed her to escape to look at the stars, but was exactly what the night owls who’d tune into KWIND during the midnight hours wanted.


She hung her parka on the hook by the door, returned to the studio, sat down, and put her earphones back on while Mike took his usual place on the other side of the window. She’d worked the board herself earlier in her career and, on those occasions when she’d worked nights, hadn’t minded being alone.


But those stations had been in fair-sized cities: Fresno, Raleigh, Chattanooga, Savannah, Flagstaff. And they hadn’t been in a metal box stuck out in the middle of nowhere. Somehow, tonight, the eeriness caused by the sudden cessation of wind made the trailer seem even more isolated.


Not helping her edginess had been the fact Mike had called her at home around nine to tell her that one of his mares was showing signs of colic, which could prove fatal.


Fortunately, the problem had been caught early, the horse was doing fine, and Faith had only been forced to work alone for the first hour of the show.


While she doubted that Mike, who was packing at least fifteen extra pounds beneath that Indian-print fleece shirt, could do much physically to protect either of them, the twelve-gauge shotgun he kept in the wall rack might prove a deterrent to anyone who might try to break in.


Not that anyone would, since crime in these parts consisted mostly of kids shooting up stop signs, drunken cowboys brawling in bars, and tourists who’d underestimated the combined effect of altitude and alcohol consumption driving into snowbanks.


Then again, wasn’t Hazard exactly the type of small, isolated place depicted in all those B horror movies, where the dangerous and deranged showed up to slash babysitters and campers and generally commit murder and mayhem?


Although it was warm in the studio, Faith hugged herself to ward off the shiver that skimmed up her spine.


Dammit, she was letting her imagination get away from her! It’d been eighteen months since she’d felt so edgy and defenseless. She hadn’t liked it back then. And she damn well didn’t like it now.


Shaking off the chilly sense of unease, she focused her attention on Mike, who was signaling with his fingers through the glass window draped in flashing red, white, and green Christmas-tree lights. Three . . . two . . . one.


“And that was ‘Wild Wind,’ from Robert Earl Keen’s Live from Austin album. You’re talking with Faith, on 91.5 FM KWIND, Wyoming’s best mix of classic and young country. Coming up we’ve got Miranda Lambert’s ‘Kerosene.’ But first, here’s a message from Joe Redbird’s Used Auto Trader, where the Rocky Mountain High Country goes for a fair deal. If Redbird’s doesn’t have it, Joe’ll get it.”


Since coming to work at KWIND, Faith had found it hugely ironic that she’d ended up playing country music for a living. She also definitely identified with Lambert’s line about life being “too long to live it like some country song.”


Faith had been born into a country song. Her mama, a former Miss Teen Del Rio, had dreamed of escaping the Texas border town, moving to Nashville, and becoming a famous country-music star, just like Tanya Tucker or Reba McEntire.


She made it out of Del Rio by marrying an oil-rig worker she met while singing in a biker bar. He took her to Houston, where the marriage broke up five months later when she caught him in bed with a red-haired cocktail waitress from the roadhouse where she’d gotten a gig singing for tips.


Deciding that Diane didn’t sound much like a country star, she changed her name to Tammy—after her idol, Tammy Wynette, who also hadn’t had real good luck with men—and hooked up with a small-time hood who introduced her to drugs and supported their habit by boosting TVs and other electronics from the containers that came into the Houston port.


That marriage had ended when he was arrested in a sting operation after selling a case of video cameras to an undercover cop.


More men followed, including Faith’s father, a Hells Angel who ended up in a maximum security prison for manslaughter before Faith had begun to walk.


Tammy had continued her downhill slide, drifting around the Southwest, selling her body to pay for drugs as the singing jobs dried up. When she noticed her johns paying more attention to twelve-year-old Faith than they did to her, a lightbulb flashed on over her head. That’s when she began selling her daughter.


Unsurprisingly, Tammy never made it to Nashville; she’d OD’d sometime in the night right after Faith’s thirteenth birthday; at the time Faith had considered it the best—and only—gift her mother had ever given her. She still did.


As the brash, confrontational rock country lyrics began blasting out into the dark, spookily still night, Faith decided the idea of burning up your past made for a good song.


Unfortunately, as she’d learned the hard way, it wasn’t all that easy in real life.
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SALVATORE SASONE HATED THREE THINGS: Democrats, spaghetti sauce from a jar, and cold weather.


Before being forced into making a living chasing down fugitives as a bounty hunter, he’d spent twenty years on the mean streets as a cop and had long ago concluded that laws passed by bleeding-heart Democratic politicians were responsible for the revolving door that was laughingly called the American judicial system.


Given that his great-grandfather had immigrated to America from Sicily, obviously an appreciation of spaghetti (which had, by the way, been invented in his ancestral city of Catania) had been woven into his DNA with his black hair and dark eyes. Right along with the need for sunshine and a warm climate.


There was no way in hell he would even be here in Bumfuck, Wyoming, if it weren’t for a damn woman.


Sal had to give her credit. For an amateur, she’d done a damn good job of covering her tracks. The thing was, the woman was up against a pro.


Which, of course, meant that she had no freaking chance.


Oh, yeah, he thought, as he gulped down a bottle of foul-tasting Pepto-Bismol, one more thing . . . he also hated flying. His court-appointed anger-management therapist accused him of being a control freak.


Which, okay, so maybe he was. Especially now that he’d stopped drinking and didn’t have booze to soften and numb the hard edges.


But what the hell was wrong with that?


If his ancestors had been laid-back, que sera, sera, whatever will be, will be, type individuals, the Roman Empire would’ve stopped at, well . . . Rome.


Even discounting that God couldn’t have intended for people to defy gravity, Sal hated that he wasn’t the one in the cockpit. He might not know how to fly a plane, but how did he know the pilot really did, either? With all the airline cutbacks these days, hell, they were probably hiring guys right off the street. And not just guys.


Christ on a crutch, he’d nearly shit a brick when he’d walked onto the plane this morning and discovered he’d be handing over control of his life to a friggin’ female.


That’s when he should’ve folded his hand. But, reminding himself he was on a mission, he’d strapped himself into the seat of the flying tin can, which, a chatty elderly woman behind him informed her seat-mate, was colloquially referred to as the Vomit Comet.


His own seatmate had been a Russian bear of a guy who was definitely taking up more than his share of space. The good news was that he proved no more interested in conversation than Sal himself was, choosing instead to spend the flight muttering curses when he wasn’t taking hits from a silver flask he’d managed to sneak onto the plane in a red, white, and blue backpack.


As the turboprop jet bucked and dove over the Rockies, causing him to nearly lose the Egg McMuffin he’d wolfed down at Las Vegas’ McCarran Airport, Sal discovered the flight was appropriately named.


By the time he’d managed to make it down the metal steps to the snow-dusted ground on rubbery legs, he’d seriously considered hitting his knees and kissing the tarmac.


It was all the damn woman’s fault. If it weren’t for her, he wouldn’t be going through all this freaking shit.


As he marched to the SUV parked outside the Red Wolf ski lodge, head hammering and stomach still churning as if he were coming off a two-week bender, Sal decided that if he could get the job done tonight, he could be on the first plane out of here in the morning. Back to the warmth and civilization of Vegas. Where he belonged.
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IT HAD ONLY TAKEN TEN MINUTES, AFTER all. And he’d fallen asleep right after he’d come. Erin thought about waking him, then decided that perhaps it would be better—easier—if he just woke up on his own and left the apartment while she was out at the lake. That way she could avoid any uncomfortable after-sex conversation until she had time to sort out her feelings about him. And about what they’d shared earlier.


As she drove past the bank—with its temperature sign announcing a minus ten degrees—and packed snow crunching beneath the tires of her six-month-old Subaru Legacy, Erin admitted that he probably wouldn’t be the only one to call her crazy for coming out tonight.


She heard the distant whine of a snowmobile, glanced in the mirror, and viewed a black sled speeding across the snow, the driver probably practicing the trails for this week’s Ride the Continental Divide sled race.


See, she wasn’t the only one taking advantage of this still, moonlit night.


Before she’d escaped to Wyoming, skating had been a chore, a duty to be endured. It had, over the past months, become a joy again.


No. Not a joy. Something larger. Something almost . . . religious. Like a benediction.


Liking the sound of that, she parked beside the lake, then carried her white figure skates to a wide, flat boulder on the bank. She brushed the snow off with a white-gloved hand and sat down to lace up the skates.


Erin could not remember a life before skating. Her mother, a national-champion skater injured before the Sarajevo Olympics, had been forced to watch from a hospital bed as East Germany’s Katarina Witt took home the gold medal.


Forced into retirement at the ripe old age of sixteen, Susan began planning the future. Not her own, which had shattered along with her knee when she’d landed that double axel so disastrously, but that of the child she intended to have. The child she’d groom into a champion.


Which was how Erin had ended up on double-bladed strap-on skates, being pulled around the rink by her mother before she could walk.


By five years old, she was taking lessons six days a week. Skating all seven. Perhaps God may have taken a day off to rest, but God hadn’t had a mother determined to win Olympic gold.


She’d won her first competition a week before her seventh birthday and, at age ten, training twenty hours a week, became the youngest girl ever to compete in the senior ladies’ level at the U.S. Nationals. That was the year her parents got divorced and her mother took her to Park City, Utah, to be trained by a former Russian figures coach at a skating center he’d established in the Rockies.


It was at thirteen when her fear of food set in as she struggled with the failure to control her body. A failure she carried in her budding breasts, the faintest curving of thigh.


By sixteen, her periods stopped, she’d given up her virginity to her coach, begun living on laxatives, and discovered she could ease the never-ending stress, just a bit, by cutting her arms with razor blades.


Blinded by their own agendas, both her coach—who had, by then, begun using sex to control her, dishing it out as a reward for a good practice and withholding it as punishment for a less than stellar performance—and her mother, who had visions of high-paying commercial endorsements dancing in her head, refused to see that the teenager who’d never known a childhood was racing full tilt toward burnout.


It was on the eve of the World finals, after a disastrous practice, when all the medals, newspaper clippings, and national rankings couldn’t overcome Erin’s own certainty that she’d never be able to live up to what so many people expected of her. That was the night she took a pair of scissors her trainer used to cut athletic tape and stabbed herself in her wrist’s vein.


Later, in the ER, Susan Gallagher demanded the doctor clear her daughter to skate the next morning.
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