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Prologue





“My dad is going to flip when he finds out I’ve skipped out of school in the middle of term,” the young woman said to the attractive man sitting on the barstool to her left.


“Where is your dad?” he asked.


She took a sip of her cosmopolitan and stared out the window of the ski lodge at the snowboarders racing down the steep, powdery slopes. “He lives back East,” she said at last. “We have a…strange…relationship.”


The handsome man smiled indulgently. “Strange?”


She met his gaze and said, “Sometimes I think he wishes I’d never been born.”


“You don’t get along?”


“I didn’t say that,” she said. “We just…I hardly ever see him. When I do, he just…” She turned to stare wistfully at the happy families making the most of the new snowfall on the majestic Tetons, trying to remember the last time she and her father had gone skiing together. A long time ago. Ages ago.


“Why is that?” he asked.


“What?” she said, distracted from her memories by the warmth in his voice.


“Why don’t you get along with your father?”


“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now. I’m a grown-up. If I want to take off and bum around the ski slopes, that’s my business, not his.”


“I see,” the handsome man said. “I have to admit I wondered if you were old enough to order that drink.”


She grinned conspiratorially, leaned close and said, “I have a false ID. I’m really eighteen. Well, seventeen-and-three-quarters.”


She felt woozy and almost fell off the barstool. She wrapped her ankles around its unique ax-handle base, struggling to sit upright. She yawned, squinted at the setting sun through the wall of windows framed by enormous logs, and said, “I didn’t realize it was so late. I’d better get going.”


“Let me walk you to your car,” the man offered.


“No thanks. I can manage.” But as she stood, shrugging her backpack onto her shoulder, her knees buckled. “No sleep last night,” she muttered. “One drink and—”


Strong hands were there to rescue her.


She smiled up into the handsome face. “Thanks. I guess I will take that hand. I don’t have a car. Would you mind calling a cab for me?”


“It’ll be my pleasure,” he said in a husky baritone. He took her backpack and slid it over his shoulder, then wrapped a strong arm around her slender waist as they headed for the door.


She felt nauseated as the heat from the moose-calf-high stone fireplace assaulted her, and she turned her face into his shoulder. He smelled good, some piney aftershave.


The frigid February air did nothing to revive her, and when she stumbled down the steps, he picked her up.


“I’m sorry,” she muttered, her tongue thick. “All of a sudden, I can hardly keep my eyes open.”


It had been a long flight from Virginia, and she’d felt relieved to finally be home, as the American flight circled its way down amid the Tetons and landed like a nesting bird in Jackson Hole. She’d called her mother from Chicago when she’d changed planes, but no one had been home, nor had her mom answered her cell, so she’d left messages both places.


Once on the ground, she’d called her mom again—and gotten no answer. She’d called her uncle North, who owned the ranch where she and her mother lived—and gotten no answer. She’d even called her father in Washington, D.C., and been told by his secretary that he wasn’t taking calls—from anyone.


By now the Ethel Walker School in Charlottesville would have called her mother to report her missing. She’d felt too antsy to go home and sit in an empty house and wait, so she’d hitched a ride to Teton Village, the resort community at the base of Wyoming’s Grand Tetons. She’d rented a snowboard and taken the tram all the way to the top of Rendezvous Mountain—10,450 feet up—and raced down the treacherous double diamond slopes with defiant, life-threatening speed.


No wonder she was so exhausted.


She felt herself being laid down and opened her eyes long enough to realize that she was in the backseat of an extended-cab pickup. She tried to rise, but her body felt as though a couple of boulders had tumbled onto her chest. She stared up in confusion at the handsome face looming over her. “This isn’t a cab,” she whispered.


He smiled at her and said, “No, my dear, it isn’t.”
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Because of the shadows at dusk, Libby saw the patch of ice on the curve too late to downshift. Hitting the brakes on her Subaru Outback would have sent her into a skid. With mountains to her left and the icy Hoback River on her right, the winding two-lane road didn’t allow for mistakes.


She’d been speeding twenty miles over the limit ever since she’d left Cheyenne, racing for the past five hours, west through Rock Springs, then north through Pinedale, despite the ice and the terrifying fog, trying to stay ahead of a threatening snowstorm.


She had to get home. What could have caused her daughter to leave her boarding school so precipitously and fly home? The tremulous message Kate had left on Libby’s answering machine had said only, “I have to talk to you. It’s important.” Not a word of what disaster had befallen her daughter.


Libby’s immediate thought had been, She’s pregnant. She’d felt her heart sink. She knew what it was like to be an unwed teenage mother. She’d been one herself. She wouldn’t have wished that fate on her only child.


Why, oh why, hadn’t she checked her messages sooner? Libby loved her work as a back-country guide because it kept her out-of-doors. But being in the mountains—or the middle of nowhere—often meant her cell phone was out of service.


Her three hunting dogs, one bluetick and two redbone coonhounds, whined anxiously in their cages in the rear of the car.


“You can tell I’m upset, can’t you?” she said, knowing the dogs would understand her comforting tone, if not the content of her speech. “It’s just that Kate is my whole world. When something goes wrong in her life, I want to rush in and rescue her. Only, you know Kate. She insists on doing everything for herself. Self-sufficiency personified, that’s my Kate.”


She’d left several messages on Kate’s cell phone once she’d gotten back to civilization, but her daughter hadn’t returned her calls.


Where could Kate be? Libby had called her brother North, hoping Kate had contacted him, but he refused to take a cell phone with him when he worked his cattle, and she’d been forced to leave a message for him to call her as soon as he got her message.


The worst part was knowing Kate wouldn’t hesitate to hitch a ride home from the airport with some stranger. Her daughter was foolishly fearless.


Libby’s knuckles whitened as she steered into the opposite lane of traffic to avoid a treacherous patch of ice, uneasy because there was always a chance someone would be coming from the other direction on the deserted highway.


Ohmigod. Someone was.


Libby hissed in a breath and jerked the steering wheel, but her tires didn’t hold when she hit a patch of ice, and she skidded directly into the path of the oncoming vehicle. She tried to stay calm, turning the steering wheel into the skid and keeping her foot off the brake.


When the oncoming pickup swerved to avoid her, it also hit a patch of ice and began to spin out of control. A head-on crash seemed inevitable.


Libby could see the driver’s grim face for a single instant in her headlights as his speeding pickup raced across the ice on a deadly T-bone collision course with her car.


Libby watched, amazed, as the pickup suddenly accelerated with a loud roar and shot sideways across the nose of her car, barely missing her right front fender before taking a flying leap into the Hoback River. She could hear the rumble of crumpling metal behind her as the pickup landed, and then a horn blaring.


A second later, Libby was past the patch of ice and hit the brakes. The dogs tumbled in their cages as she screeched to a halt on the narrow berm. Her head fell forward onto her hands, and she took a shuddering breath as she slowly sat up and shoved her blond curls out of her face.


“Ohmigod,” she whispered. “That was close.”


She opened the window on the river side and listened for any sounds from the other vehicle. The truck’s blaring horn had stopped, but her dogs were barking excitedly, making it hard to hear anything else.


She kept her voice low and calm as she said, “Quiet Magnum.” The older dog stopped barking immediately. “You, too, Snoopy. Doc, quiet.”


It took a moment longer for Snoopy, the youngest of the three hounds, to obey her command, but suddenly the car was silent. All she could hear was the frigid river rushing on its way.


She bent and peered out the passenger window, but the truck was too far below and behind her to be seen from where she was. There was no human sound to be heard.


Her legs were trembling so badly she was afraid they wouldn’t hold her as she stumbled out of her car. A quick word reassured the dogs before she hurried back to the steep incline where the pickup had left the road. The river wasn’t deep, but if the pickup had overturned, the driver might very well drown.


There was no guardrail. She could make out the tracks on the edge of the road where the pickup had taken off and looked to see where the dark-colored truck had landed. The headlights were on, and the pickup appeared to be upright.


But no one emerged from the vehicle.


The winter sun had disappeared behind the mountains, and Libby realized she was going to need a flashlight to make her way down to the partially submerged truck. “I’m coming!” she shouted, hoping the occupant of the pickup could hear her over the burbling water. “I’m going to get a flashlight. I’ll be right back.”


Her legs still felt wobbly, and she could hear her heart pounding in her ears. “Stay calm,” she told herself. “You can do this.”


Libby shivered, then remembered that the digital sign she’d passed on the Pinedale First National Bank building had said it was five below zero. She’d taken her parka off while she was driving, and she opened the passenger door and grabbed it. The dogs barked excitedly, and she said, “That’s enough, Magnum. Quiet, Doc. Settle down, Snoopy. Everything’s fine.”


Her fiber-filled coat was still warm from the heater, and she reached into the pockets for her gloves and put them on before reaching under the passenger’s seat for the flashlight she kept there.


She turned it on, grateful the batteries were working. She’d checked them in the fall, but it was February. She breathed a prayer of relief as she turned back toward the river.


As she skidded down the hill of shale toward the riverbank, she realized she wasn’t going to be able to call 911 on her cell phone. She’d driven this road often enough to know the mountains prevented her from getting a signal.


Which made her even more anxious. What if the driver was hurt? They were at least thirty minutes from the hospital in Jackson. Luckily her car was still on the road and running.


In her mind’s eye, Libby had a fleeting glimpse of Kate’s worried face as she wondered where her mother was, and why she hadn’t returned her calls. She was going to be even later getting home, with the delay caused by this accident.


“Hello? Can you hear me?” she yelled as she stumbled down the slope to the river. It wasn’t more than fifteen or twenty feet down, and there was enough brush on the hillside to give her feet purchase, but she wondered how well the other driver had survived the sudden drop. “Are you all right? Can you answer me?”


To her surprise and relief, the window rolled down and the man inside said in a calm baritone voice, “I can hear you fine.”


Libby stopped at the edge of the frigid river, uncertain how strong the current was, reluctant to step into its rocky depths in the dark. One slip, and she’d be sopping wet. With the temperature below zero, it wouldn’t take long for hypothermia to set in. If both of them were incapacitated, the situation could quickly become life-threatening.


She aimed her flashlight at the pickup’s occupant, who put up a hand to deflect the beam from his eyes. She could see blood streaming from his forehead. “Can you make it out of there on your own?” she called. “Do you need me to come and get you?”


As he lowered his hand to peer at her, she suddenly recognized him.


“Drew?” she said incredulously. “Drew DeWitt? Is that you? What are you doing here? I thought you were practicing law with your family’s firm in Texas.”


“Who are you?” he said. “I can’t see you.”


“It’s Libby Grayhawk,” she said. “How badly are you hurt?”


“I’m more angry than hurt, Libby,” he said in that same tranquil voice. “What the hell were you doing in the wrong lane?”


“I was—” Libby realized there was no excuse for the risk she’d taken. “I’m sorry. I can see blood on your head, Drew. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”


He touched a hand to his head and seemed surprised when it came away red. “I bumped my head when I landed.”


“You might have a concussion,” she said. “You must be freezing. How much water is there under your feet?”


“None. It’s dry as a bone in here.”


Libby aimed the flashlight at the front wheel well and realized the water came up that far, but no farther. She’d never thought she would be grateful for the drought that had kept the rivers so low, but the dearth of water in the Snake River had kept a bad situation from becoming a disaster.


“I think I should come and get you out of there,” she said. “You need to be checked out in a hospital.”


“Look, Libby,” he said. “I’m safe and dry in here. Why not drive on in to Jackson and send someone back to tow me out?”


“I don’t want to leave you here.” She knew how she would have felt sitting in the dark in the middle of a river in freezing weather. She would a hundred times rather have slogged her way through the icy water to safety.


“I’m in more danger trying to make my way across the river on foot than I will be if I stay right here and wait for a tow truck to pull me out,” Drew said. “Go for help, Libby.”


“I’d call for help, but—”


“I’ve already tried 911 on my cell,” he said. “Without any luck. The sooner you take off, the sooner someone will be back here to get me.”


“If you’re sure—”


“Go,” he said. “Get.”


Libby headed back up the hill, which turned out to be a lot more difficult than the trip down. She stumbled once and her knee came down hard on a piece of shale. She could feel her oldest, most comfortable jeans rip and then felt a warm trickle of blood. Considering everything, she felt lucky to get off so easy.


On the rest of the drive into Jackson, she kept her speed a little slower than the limit, still trembling with the realization of how narrowly she and Drew had both escaped disaster. She kept trying her cell phone, wanting it to work, hoping there would be some blip in the atmosphere that would allow the satellite to hone in on her signal.


She wondered what had brought Drew DeWitt here at this time of year. He owned half of a ranch called Forgotten Valley outside Jackson, but it was run by a manager. Drew sometimes came to hunt in the fall, but deer and elk season was long past. Maybe he’d come to ski.


She wondered if Clay Blackthorne was with him. The two men were cousins. Their mothers, Ellen DeWitt and Eve Blackthorne, had inherited Forgotten Valley from their mother and decided to give it to two of their sons. Libby had no idea why Clay and Drew had been chosen, when both of them had siblings. Maybe their mothers had drawn straws.


Libby wondered if Clay had ever told Drew the awful truth about what had happened all those years ago. How sixteen-year-old Elsbeth Grayhawk had misled and seduced twenty-seven-year-old Clay Blackthorne.


Libby felt her face flush as she remembered how foolish she’d been. It had all been a childish game to her, one which she’d deeply regretted when she’d realized just how much pain she’d caused. What she’d done was unforgivably cruel. No wonder Clay had been unable to forgive her.


Libby tried to remember what was going through her head at the time. Excitement at attracting the attention and admiration of a man so much older than she was. Brand-new—and very powerful—feelings of arousal and desire. And a cockeyed notion that she could finally avenge the wrong done to her father.


It was asinine, immature sixteen-year-old thinking.


But not surprising, considering how often during her youth she’d heard her father damn Clay’s father, Jackson Blackthorne, to hell for stealing the woman he loved, Evelyn DeWitt, right out from under his nose.


King Grayhawk had married and divorced three times and had indulged in an equal number of affairs seeking a replacement for Eve DeWitt. But no woman had been able to measure up to his lost love.


Libby had learned to hate and blame Blackthornes for every ill wind that blew in her life. But most especially for the women who came and went in her father’s life, none of them willing to mother some other woman’s brat.


She and her two older brothers, North and Matt, had been the offspring of her father’s first wife. The two stepmothers passing through her life had given her two half brothers and two half sisters that she was left to care for.


When the chance had come for revenge against the Blackthornes, she’d wrapped her arms around the son of her father’s enemy, whispered lies in his ear, and kissed him until she didn’t know which way was up. It had seemed a sweet irony to have Clay Blackthorne fall in love with her—and then walk away.


They’d spent the whole glorious month of June making love every day. Morning picnics. Afternoon assignations. Secret evenings under the starry night skies. She’d planned to spend the Fourth of July with him and, after the fireworks, simply disappear without a word or a clue as to who she really was or where she’d gone.


She hadn’t counted on falling in love with him. Hadn’t counted on getting pregnant. Hadn’t counted on her father’s damaging interference when Clay Blackthorne had wanted to do the right thing and marry her.


“What he did was statutory rape,” her father had said in a steely voice. “You go after him and I’ll have him arrested. You let him near my grandchild and I’ll have him arrested. I want him out of your life. Is that clear?”


It had been years before she stopped to wonder why her father hadn’t had Clay arrested anyway. Years before she’d realized that Clay’s father had had enough money and power and influence to keep his son out of jail despite her father’s threats.


Because she’d loved Clay, she’d sent him away, telling him enough lies to make sure he never came back.


She’d left home with her two-year-old daughter on the day she turned eighteen. North had given her a refuge at his ranch in Jackson Hole, in an old cabin that was a legacy from their departed mother, a place that must have been used by settlers in bygone days. That was where Clay Blackthorne had found her when he’d finally come looking.


He hadn’t come right away. In fact, not long after the fateful day she’d sent him away, he’d gotten engaged. Libby had died inside, wishing she could be the one that he was marrying. She’d felt torn when she’d learned that Clay hadn’t gotten married after all, because his fiancée had been murdered a week before the wedding.


Libby hadn’t been able to keep from indulging in the fantasy that Clay would come looking for her someday. That they would marry and raise their daughter together.


It had never happened.


In the end, Clay had come, all right—to seek out his four-year-old daughter. That first visit had been awkward. Amazing how cordial two people could be for the sake of a child. Amazing how well she’d been able to hide her aching heart.


Clay had never publicly acknowledged Kate. A bastard daughter sired on a sixteen-year-old mother wouldn’t have been good for a politician’s career. And Clay’s family had great plans for him.


No, that wasn’t fair. Clay hadn’t wanted Kate to be forced into the spotlight. But with a grandfather like King Grayhawk, the spotlight had been unavoidable. And devastating for a vulnerable child.


The Grayhawks might be Jackson Hole royalty, but King had made a lot of enemies over the years. There were plenty who snickered when his eldest daughter had become an unwed mother. They were quick to brand King’s granddaughter with the label of bastard—behind her back. No one would have dared to say such a thing to her face, fearing King’s swift and certain retribution.


Nevertheless, Kate had been aware of the slights, the sniggers, the whispers behind her back.


Which was why Libby had spent every penny she’d earned, and money loaned to her by North, to send her daughter to a boarding school in Virginia, where Kate could make friends who didn’t know about her birth or her family.


King had offered Libby money for Kate’s support, but Libby had known better than to take it. With such webs were sticky familial traps laid. And Libby had told Clay, when he offered, that if he wanted to give Kate money, he should put it in trust for her until her twenty-first birthday.


Libby had been proud of managing on her own, and Kate had never wanted for anything. Except a full-time father.


Over the years, Clay had spent his holidays vacationing in Jackson, as did many other politicians, and found time to spend with Kate. But Libby had borne her daughter’s tears each time Clay left. And it had broken her heart.


After Clay married Giselle Montrose, the daughter of the American ambassador to France, he’d spent even less time in Jackson. But he and his wife had never had children, and Giselle had died a year ago of cancer.


Clay was on his own again.


So was she. Libby had tried marriage, and when it hadn’t worked out, had gone so far as to get engaged to another man. She’d backed out three weeks before the wedding, realizing that she didn’t love her fiancé enough to marry him. She was no more able than her father to find someone to measure up to her first love.


Libby had resigned herself to being alone. That was better than repeating her father’s mistake and kept her from putting any more men through what her stepmothers had endured. It wasn’t fair to them or to her or to her daughter.


Libby forced herself not to yearn for what she could never have. Clay had loved her once upon a time, and she’d betrayed that love. She wasn’t going to get a second chance to make things right. Blackthornes weren’t any more forgiving than they were merciful.


Kate had remained the center of Libby’s life until she’d headed off to boarding school in the ninth grade. Since then, Libby had focused on her work.


She loved taking city folk into the mountains and showing them the savage beauty of the wilderness. She never embarrassed them by exposing their ignorance, just did her best to ensure they enjoyed the pristine wilderness that still existed in so much of Wyoming. She’d established a reputation as someone who was friendly and competent, and her guide services were much in demand.


It wasn’t a perfect life. But it was satisfying.


Libby felt her heart clutch. Please God, she prayed, don’t let Kate be pregnant. Anything but that.


Libby wondered if she ought to call the sheriff’s office to report the accident with Drew but realized if she did they were liable to tie her up filling out forms and answering questions. Instead, she called the local garage that had towed her car in the past.


“Hello, Theresa? I need help. A friend of mine went into the Hoback south of Jackson. He’s sitting in his pickup in the middle of the river. He needs a tow.”


Libby gave Theresa the mile marker where Drew’s truck had gone into the river. “Please hurry,” she said. “Oh, one more thing. I haven’t reported the accident yet.”


Theresa said her husband Mike would be there as soon as possible. And if the police needed to be called, Mike could call them.


“Thank you. Thank you so much,” Libby said. She clicked off her cell phone and hurried through town toward home. Kate’s plane had long since landed. Libby only hoped her daughter had come home and stayed there. She called her home number but got the answering machine. Then she called North. She felt her heart race when he picked up and said, “Hello.”


“North, is Kate there with you? Did you pick her up from the airport?”


“She’s not here, but I found a message on my machine when I got home that she’s in town. Is something wrong?”


“She probably hitched a ride home with someone, but she’s not answering her cell phone. Will you go by my place and see if she’s there? I’m coming home now. Give me a call to let me know either way.”


“Will do,” North said.


North’s ranch was north of Jackson, and Libby broke the speed limit again getting there. She hit the brakes hard in front of her cabin. The lights were on inside, and she shoved her way through the door, expecting to see Kate.


“Oh. I thought Kate was here,” she said, when North rose from a leather armchair. Her eldest brother was tall, broad-shouldered and lean-hipped. His blue eyes cut at her like two chips of ice, and his mouth was thin, almost cruel.


“There’s a message from her on your answering machine,” North said, “saying she’s in town and that she needs to talk to you. Nothing else.”


“Oh, God,” Libby said.


“What’s she doing here, Libby?” North asked. “What’s wrong?”


Libby clenched her teeth to keep her chin from quivering. “I don’t know. But when she finally shows up, I’m going to give her a good piece of my mind!”


“I’ll start some coffee,” North said.


An hour later, Libby said, “I can’t sit here doing nothing. I’m going looking for her.”


“I’ll go with you,” North said.


“No. Please. Stay here. Something terrible must have happened for her to come home like this. She’ll need someone to be here when she shows up.”


Libby bit her lip to keep from blurting out her fear that Kate might be pregnant. She was terrified, but if she’d learned one thing growing up, it was to hide her fears. She met North’s piercing gaze and realized he wasn’t fooled.


She wished they were the sort of family that hugged one another, but they never had been, and she didn’t expect North to start now. She needed someone to tell her everything would be all right, that Kate would turn up in a minute safe and sound. North wasn’t that person.


Sometimes Libby wondered if her eldest brother had any feelings at all. He never lost his temper. He rarely smiled. He made every decision with cold-blooded reason. And he never made a mistake—or at least, never admitted to one.


“Anywhere in particular you plan to start looking?” he asked.


“I’ve called all her friends,” Libby said. “None of them have seen her.”


“You might try the bars.”


Libby frowned. “Kate’s too young to drink.”


“Your choice,” North said.


He never imposed his will. Just made it impossible to ignore his reasoning. And he was always right. “All right,” she said. “Maybe she went to a bar with a friend to wait until she could reach me by phone. I’ll check them out.”


Libby looked in every bar she could think of in Jackson. No one had seen Kate. She returned to the house at seven o’clock, her heart in her throat, her stomach a knot of pain.


“No sign of her?” North said, as she stepped inside.


“Nothing. It’s as though she’s disappeared into thin air.”


“I called the hospital. They haven’t checked in anyone matching her description. It’s time to call the police, Libby.”


Libby felt the blood drain from her face. “You don’t think—”


“She would have called,” North said. “She wouldn’t have made you worry like this. So yes, I think something has happened to her.”


Libby’s knees buckled and she sank into the nearest chair. This was every mother’s nightmare. Even worse was the knowledge that two other young women had disappeared from Jackson Hole over the past fifteen months. Someone bad was out there. And he might have taken her daughter.


“Wait,” she said, rising abruptly. “Before you call the police, let me make a call.”


“Have you thought of someone who might know where she is?” North asked.


“Yes,” Libby said. “I don’t know why I didn’t think to call him sooner.”


North raised a brow. “Who did you have in mind?”


“Kate’s father.”
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Sarah was making oatmeal raisin cookies after dinner when she got the call from her sister-in-law that Sarah’s brother Mike was drunk again and had run the tow truck off the road on his way to a job. Theresa couldn’t leave the kids alone and wanted Sarah to please rescue Mike and then go tow some idiot out of the Hoback River.


“The call came in more than an hour ago,” Theresa said. “The guy must be going crazy waiting for his tow.”


“No problem, Theresa,” Sarah said. “I’m leaving now.”


Sarah yelled for her stepson. “Nate, can you come and keep an eye on the cookies in the oven? I’ve got to go do a tow for Uncle Mike.”


“I’m playing Metroid,” Nate shouted back. “I’m about to defeat Mother Brain. Can’t Brooke do it?”


“Brooke is getting Ryan ready for bed.”


“Is Uncle Mike drunk again?”


Sarah headed into the living room, wiping her hands on a dish towel, and got there in time to meet Nate’s eyes as he finished speaking.


“Yes, he is,” she said. “Which should be a lesson to you about the dangers of drinking.”


Nate flushed. He’d been caught the previous Friday night drinking at the Valentine’s Day dance at school and had been suspended for three days. He set down the controller and rose from his seat on the floor facing the TV, heading for the kitchen. “You’ve made your point, Mom,” Nate said. “Endlessly,” he muttered under his breath.


Once upon a time, Sarah would have ruffled her stepson’s hair as he passed by her. But Nate was already six feet tall and still growing. He had her husband Tom’s wiry build and Tom’s warm brown eyes, sandy hair and freckles. She brushed a hand down the sleeve of Nate’s black-and-gold Jackson Broncs sweatshirt instead, wanting the contact, wanting to reassure him that they were going to be all right, despite the hardships of the past fifteen months.


“Thanks, Nate. I appreciate the help. Don’t eat all of them before I get back,” she said with a grin. “Save one for me.”


“Sure, Mom,” he said, shrugging free of her touch.


As she was putting on her coat, her eight-year-old son Ryan came running toward her, his pajama top still unbuttoned. Brooke came stalking in behind him, her hands on her hips—her jeans a few inches below that—and her fifteen-year-old eyes so caked with mascara that it was hard to tell they were hazel behind the black fringe.


“Where you going, Mom?” Ryan asked as he launched himself at her.


Ryan was too big to be picked up, really, but Sarah picked him up anyway. If Tom were still around, he could easily have hefted Ryan’s weight. But Tom was gone.


Sarah knew there was debate in town about whether Tom Barndollar had finally gotten tired of his wife wearing the pants in the family and taken off. In fact, she and Tom had argued the morning he’d disappeared about the long hours Sarah was spending as a Teton County Deputy Sheriff hunting for some missing teenage girl, instead of staying home and taking care of her own family.


Sarah might have believed Tom was mad enough that morning to walk out on her, but she couldn’t believe he would have left without a word to Nate and Brooke, his children by his first wife, and Ryan, who was Sarah and Tom’s son.


Sure they’d argued, but in the past, they’d always worked things out. Only, that long-ago morning Tom had given her an ultimatum. He’d threatened to leave her if she didn’t put her family first.


He’d only threatened to leave. Which meant he was giving her a chance to change her priorities. But when she’d come home that evening, both Tom and his truck had been missing.


That had been fifteen months ago. She hadn’t heard a word from him since.


Sarah knew her husband was dead. Because if Tom Barndollar had been alive, he would have contacted her. Whatever the town of Jackson thought, Tom had loved her. And he would never have walked out on Nate and Brooke and Ryan.


Nate had been seven and Brooke six when Sarah married Tom. She’d been twenty-two and looking for an escape. She’d found it in Tom’s arms. It hadn’t been easy winning her stepchildren’s love. She’d persisted, despite the setback when Ryan had been born, and Nate and Brooke had feared she wouldn’t love them anymore, now that she had a child of her own.


Sarah’s relationship with all three kids had been tenuous lately. A second girl had disappeared from Jackson three months ago, and Sarah was suddenly spending more time at work than ever before. She’d called on Nate to take care of the housework and on Brooke to keep an eye on Ryan.


Neither of them were happy about the additional responsibility. Both of them had heard that final argument between Sarah and Tom. Both of them had recently accused Sarah of reverting to the behavior they believed had caused their father to leave home.


To make matters even worse, Sarah’s husband and her brother Mike had run the tow service together, but since Tom’s disappearance, Mike had had trouble managing on his own. The added pressure had caused him to start drinking again.


Sarah didn’t see that she had any choice but to help out when Theresa asked. Her sister-in-law needed the money too much to send the business elsewhere. And Sarah would rather do the tow herself than let her brother drive drunk. In any event, some reckless cowboy needed his pickup hauled out of the Hoback River.


“I shouldn’t be gone more than a couple of hours,” Sarah said. “Ryan, you can have some cookies and milk before you go to bed.”


Brooke had already dropped into the spot on the floor in front of the couch her brother had occupied and picked up the controller to finish his game of Metroid.


“Is your homework done?” she said to Brooke.


“Why should you care?” Brooke shot back.


Sarah felt her stomach clench at the defiant—and hurtful—response. “I’m still your mother, young lady. I asked you a question.”


When Brooke ignored her, Sarah’s hands balled into frustrated fists. She was at the end of her rope with her stepdaughter, who grew more rebellious by the day. “Well?” she demanded.


“It’s Friday,” Brooke muttered. “I don’t have any.”


“Fine. Help yourself to some cookies when they’re done.”


“I don’t want any of your damned—darned—cookies,” Brooke quickly corrected, eyeing Sarah sideways from beneath straggly brown bangs.


Sarah surveyed Brooke’s thin frame, wondering if the girl was eating enough. A few months after Tom had disappeared, Brooke had stopped eating entirely for a twenty-four-hour period—something no healthy, happy teenager would do.


Sarah had caught Brooke, who was swaying, ready to faint, when they were cleaning out the garage one Saturday morning and confronted her about whether she was ill. Brooke had denied being sick. When Sarah asked when she’d eaten last, Brooke admitted she’d had “a potato chip” at a party the previous evening, but that was all she’d eaten since Thursday supper.


That same afternoon, Sarah had handed her stepdaughter all the books she could find in the Teton County Library on anorexia. Nowadays, she made sure Brooke at least ate dinner—when she was home to make sure Brooke ate.


Lately, that was less and less often.


Sarah released her balled fists and said, “I’d appreciate it if you’d help Ryan read the next chapter in Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix before he goes to bed.”


Brooke rolled her eyes. “Fine.”


Sarah knew her stepdaughter loved Ryan, and that she’d likely help him for his own sake, rather than Sarah’s.


“Thanks, Brooke,” she said. “Good night, Ryan,” she called. “Thanks for the help, Nate.”


Then she was out the door.


She drove her Teton County Sheriff’s vehicle, a white Chevy Tahoe, to pick up her brother and returned him to his home above the Teton Valley Garage. She picked up a pair of waders, since she was going to find herself in cold water before the night was out.


As she headed south out of Jackson in the tow truck, she could see how the cowboy’s pickup might have ended up in the river. The roads were icy and fog hindered visibility. She slowed when she neared the mile marker she’d been given and looked for signs of a vehicle off the road. A pair of headlights flashed on in the river, and she pulled to the side of the road, angling the tow truck so its headlights lit the vehicle, and hit her overhead flashing yellow lights.


As she stepped out, the driver rolled down his window. She shouted to him over the rush of water, “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” he said. “I’m waiting for a tow.”


“I’m your tow,” she called back, as she began unwinding the cable she would need to pull the pickup out of the river. She stumbled down the hill, sliding in the shale, a flashlight in one hand and the frame hooks attached to the winch cable in the other.


As she headed into the river, the driver’s door opened and the passenger started to get out.


“Stay in your truck until I get you to the edge of the river,” she said.


“You’re going to need help,” he said.


“Stay in your truck,” she said more firmly, flashing the light in his eyes. “You’ll only be in my way.”


Sarah picked her way carefully across the shallow river to the front of the pickup and bent to locate the openings in the frame and attach the mini-J-hooks. She swore when icy water splashed her leather gloves. She finished the job as quickly as she could, then pulled her leather gloves off and substituted a pair of fleece ones she’d brought along.


When she flashed her light at the driver a second time, she realized his head was bleeding. “You’re hurt! Why didn’t you call the paramedics? An accident with injuries needs to be reported to the police.”


He dabbed at his head with a bloody kerchief and said, “It’s just a bump. I’m fine.”


She eyed him dubiously, then said, “I think I can get your truck out of here in one piece. Be sure the brake is off and the transmission is in neutral. You can help by steering till I get you closer to the riverbank. Then you’re going to have to get out. There’s always a chance this rig will tip and roll when it comes out of the water and heads up that incline.”


Sarah climbed up the hill and began winching the pickup toward the edge of the river. The tires bumped over the stones in the river bottom, then came up against some sort of obstacle that held the truck fast. She eased the slack on the cable and headed back down the slope.


“I should have known this wasn’t going to be easy,” she muttered.


When she got to the truck, the driver already had the window down.


“It’s stuck,” he said.


She nodded curtly, then did a quick search with her flashlight to see if she could find the problem. When she checked the right rear tire, she found it hooked on a submerged log. She kicked at the log a couple of times with her booted foot, but it wouldn’t budge.


She came around to the driver’s window and said, “It’s stuck on a log. Try starting it up. Maybe you can back it off.”


“The engine won’t turn over,” the man said. “I’ve already tried it.” He looked down at the water. “Damn. Guess I’m going to get my feet wet after all.”


“I can attach the winch to—”


Before Sarah could explain how she planned to rearrange the mini-J-hooks, run the cable around a nearby pine and winch the truck backward, the man had stepped down into the frigid river.


He almost fell face-first into the water. Sarah caught him with an arm around his waist and felt him sag against her.


“You are hurt,” she said.


“I’m fine,” he said, straightening. “I was a little dizzy there for a moment. Water’s freezing.”


Sarah lifted his arm around her shoulder, slid her arm more snugly around his waist and said, “Next time the roads are icy and it’s foggy, maybe you’ll take your time around the curves.”


“It wasn’t my fault.”


Sarah sighed. “It never is.”


She couldn’t help noticing how tall he was. She was five feet ten in her bare feet, and he was several inches taller, lean and lithe and muscular, like most cowboys she knew, who spent their days doing physical labor from the back of a horse.


“I’m fine. Really,” he said, straightening and freeing himself from her supporting grasp. “Let’s take a look at that log.”


“I can winch it from—”


He was already slogging through the frigid water toward the rear of the pickup. “Mmm. I see,” he said as Sarah focused her flashlight on a branch of the log that stuck out above the waterline.


He gave the submerged log a couple of hard kicks with the heel of his boot, and it broke in half. He reached down and yanked the log from under the wheel. “That should do it,” he said.


Sarah caught him as he swayed and almost fell. He tried shrugging her away, but she slid her arm firmly around his waist and said, “All right. You’ve proved you have the muscle. Now let’s see if you have brains enough to let me help you.”


The flashlight was in the hand she was using to support him, with the light aimed up at his face, and she saw a grin flash as he sagged against her.


“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Whatever you say, ma’am.”


Sarah helped him up the hill and into the cab of the tow truck, where the heater was running full blast. In the light that came on when she opened the door, she saw his face was pale, and his teeth were clenched to keep them from chattering.


“Those boots need to come off,” she said, suiting word to deed. It wasn’t easy getting wet cowboy boots off his feet, but she knew he’d warm up faster that way. She peeled his socks off, revealing feet that were long and narrow and ice cold. She rubbed each of them briskly and realized his Wranglers, wet from the knees down, were dripping ice water onto her hands.


She tugged at his soggy jeans and said, “Those better come off, too.”


He lifted a brow suggestively, then reached under his anorak for his belt buckle and undid it, before unsnapping and unzipping his jeans. He lifted his hips and she pulled on the hems of both legs until they came off. He was wearing some kind of snug black underwear that hit him midthigh.


She handed him a gray wool blanket and said, “Wrap yourself in this. I’ll be back in no time.”


Once back down the hill, she checked to make sure his pickup was still in neutral, that the brake was off, and that the mini-J-hooks were attached properly. Then she headed back to the tow truck to take up the slack.


She took her time getting the truck up the hill, moving back and forth between the pickup and the winch, making sure the wheels were headed in the right direction, so the truck came up clean and easy. Once the pickup was secure for the tow back into town, she removed her waders and stowed them.


Within fifteen minutes she was back in the cab expecting to find the cowboy warmed up. She was troubled to see that his eyes were closed. “Hey, are you all right?”


His eyes blinked open and he scooted upright.


“Sorry to fall asleep like that. I had a late night last night.”


“You shouldn’t be driving when you’re tired. That’s what causes accidents.”


“It wasn’t my—”


“I know,” she interrupted. “It wasn’t your fault. At least you were wearing your seat belt. You might have been killed, taking a flying leap off the road like that.” She reached over to peer into his eyes, her flashlight angled slightly away to keep from blinding him. His eyes were blue. An astonishing blue. The sort of blue that made you want to keep on looking.


He looked right back at her. And grinned. “Last time a woman looked that intently into my eyes, she—”


Sarah flushed and backed away, shutting off the flashlight, buckling herself in and putting the tow truck in gear. “Spare me the details. Where do you want me to drop you and your pickup off?”


“You can leave the pickup at the Jackson Hole Garage. I could use a ride to my ranch, if you don’t mind.”


Sarah didn’t usually provide cab service, but it was late and he was wet, half-naked and hurt. He might very well collapse or get frostbite before a cab finally showed up at the garage to take him home.


“Where’s your ranch?” she said, eyeing him curiously. She knew most of the ranchers around town, and she didn’t know this man. The way he’d been dressed, in a plaid wool shirt, worn jeans, and boots, she’d figured him more for a cowhand than an owner. “Is there someone who can take care of you overnight? You shouldn’t be alone. You might have a concussion.”


He cocked another brow at her. “There’s nobody at the main house right now except me.”


“Where is that?” Sarah asked.


“Forgotten Valley.”


Sarah turned to stare at him. “Forgotten Valley is owned by a couple of guys from Texas.”


“Drew DeWitt, at your service, ma’am.”


Sarah frowned. “I didn’t think the owners lived there.”


“I moved back in December.”


“Moved back?” Sarah said skeptically. “I didn’t realize you’d ever—”


“Moved in,” Drew corrected. “Quit my job in Houston and moved here to…” He paused and said, “That’s another story.”


“I’ve got time. It’s a long ride back to Jackson.”


Drew shrugged. “I needed a change of scenery.”


“You could afford to quit your job?”


He shrugged again. “It was only a job.”


“Your work wasn’t important? What did you do?”


“I was a litigator with DeWitt & Blackthorne.”


“A lawyer? I can see why you wanted to get away,” Sarah said. As a policeman who caught the bad guys, she was leery of the lawyers who got them off. “What is it you plan to do now that you’re here in Jackson?”


“I haven’t decided.”


“I suppose if I’d quit my profession and moved a couple thousand miles away, I’d need more than six weeks to figure out what to do with the rest of my life, too. Just don’t do your thinking on the highway,” she said. “That way you’re more likely to stay among the living long enough to come up with another life plan.”


“I was forced off the road,” he said.


Sarah frowned. “Where’s the other vehicle? Didn’t the driver stop? Do I need to be looking for another reckless driver out there somewhere?”


“It was a friend of mine—and no, I’m not going to tell you who it was,” Drew said. “It was an accident. No one was hurt—”


“That bump on your head should be looked at by a doctor,” Sarah interrupted.


“I’m not going to a doctor,” Drew said firmly.


“Have you got someone to stay with you overnight, just in case?” Sarah asked. “A girlfriend? A wife? A friend? You shouldn’t be alone.”


“I’m not married. And I don’t have a girlfriend…anymore,” he said bitterly.


“Ah,” Sarah said, eyeing him speculatively. “So you came here to nurse a broken heart.”


He didn’t say anything, which Sarah took as a confirmation of her guess. She figured he must really have loved the woman to have quit his job and moved away when the relationship ended. “She dumped you?” Sarah asked.


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


“She dumped you,” Sarah concluded. “What did you do to her?”


“I didn’t do anything. She—Look,” he said, “this is none of your business.”


“It became my business when you let yourself get distracted and drove off the road.”


“I told you—”


“I know. It wasn’t your fault. A mystery woman drove you off the road. That woman wouldn’t have been the one you broke up with in Houston, would it? You let yourself get distracted by thoughts of her and—”


“I wasn’t thinking of Grayson Choate. She never crosses my mind. I’m over her,” Drew insisted. “Your job is to drive, not to interrogate me.”


“Well, actually…” Sarah hesitated, then said, “I’m a detective with the sheriff’s office. I only showed up to hook this wreck because…I’m helping someone out.”


From the corner of her eye, she saw Drew slowly run his eyes down her body. She shivered, as though he’d touched her with his hands.


“Well, well, well,” he said. “So you’re the law in Teton County.”


“One of many deputy sheriffs.”


He turned to face her and said, “Are you going to write me a ticket?”


“For what? Being in the wrong place at the wrong time?”


His gaze stayed on her as he said, “Or maybe being in the right place at the right time. I met you, didn’t I?”


Sarah frowned. She hadn’t been flirted with in so long, she wasn’t quite sure Drew DeWitt was actually showing that sort of interest in her. If he was, she had to nip it in the bud. The DeWitts and Blackthornes were rich folks. All he could possibly want from her was a quick roll in the hay.


Sarah sucked in a silent breath at the thought that crossed her mind. Why not? He’s not going to be in town long. The rich folks never stay. And it’s been so long….


Sarah felt guilty for what she was thinking. But it wasn’t possible to have a casual affair with someone local, because the gossip would be devastating. And until she knew for certain that Tom was dead, she wasn’t willing to get emotionally involved with anyone. She missed being kissed and touched and held in a man’s strong arms.


She returned Drew’s gaze as long as she dared, then turned her eyes back onto the road.


The tension in the truck was palpable, like static electricity ready to spark the instant Sarah dared to touch. Drew said nothing, just kept looking at her, caressing her with his eyes.


Sarah was remembering his long, muscular legs and long, narrow feet, and the bulge in his fitted briefs when she’d stripped off his jeans.


She felt a growing tautness in her breasts and belly, as though he were already touching her. She took a hitching breath and let it out, then loosened her iron grip on the steering wheel.


Part of her wanted to take him up on his unspoken offer. She wanted to go to bed with him and have incredible, mindless sex. She needed a man. And he seemed willing.


Sarah pulled up at the Jackson Hole Garage, lowered the pickup and unhitched it. Drew could call the garageman tomorrow with instructions. When she stepped back into the truck, she noticed Drew had pulled on his jeans, which were still soggy below the knee, and his wet socks and boots.


“You look uncomfortable,” she said.


“My place isn’t far from here. They’ll be off soon enough.”


There was enough sexual innuendo in his voice to cut with a knife, but Sarah neither acknowledged nor deflected it. “I think I know the way, but why don’t you go ahead and give me directions.”


Sarah followed Drew’s instructions, heading down Spring Gulch Road, which quickly turned to dirt as she left the main highway. The ranch was located in a valley thirty miles wide and eighty miles long that lay between the east and west Gros Ventre buttes. Forgotten Valley Ranch was bordered beyond the butte on the west by tributaries of the Snake River, which was marked by the growth of aspens and cottonwoods.


It was an idyllic spot, with a one-story, split-pine ranch house that had been added onto for the better part of a century, surrounded by cottonwoods that had been planted by pioneers. It was a working ranch that, even in this modern day, ran black baldies and Herefords and the occasional longhorn steer. Cowhands grew hay in the summer that was baled in rolls to feed stock from a sleigh in the winter.


Sarah pulled up in front of the main house, which was dark. The foreman’s house, which was set across an open yard, was also dark. She looked at her watch. It was shortly after eight o’clock, but the foreman was apparently already in bed. That wasn’t unusual, since his day probably started around 4:30 A.M.


“I appreciate you coming to the rescue,” Drew said.


Which reminded Sarah she hadn’t charged him yet for the tow. “I’ll be sending you a bill.”


“I’d better get inside and get warmed up,” Drew said.


He opened the door and Sarah squinted her eyes against the excruciatingly bright dome light. He hesitated, then pulled the door closed again, leaned over, and touched his mouth to hers in the darkness.


Sarah was too shocked to resist.


His lips were soft. His touch gentle.


Sarah’s throat ached with longing. Her lips pushed back against his and opened to his probing tongue. She gasped at the warm wetness. And drew back with a shudder, staring into his glittering eyes.


“Come inside with me,” he said.


Sarah opened her mouth to explain why that was impossible. She was a married woman. She had to get home to her three kids. She was a Teton County Deputy Sheriff, for heaven’s sake, with a reputation to protect. There was no way she could indulge in sex with a stranger.


What came out was, “Okay.”
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