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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.”







End of sample
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