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				Claire O’Toole’s mother, Alana, went missing fifteen years ago. That was big news in Pineview, Montana, the kind of town where nothing much ever happens. 

				Then, last year, Claire’s husband, David, died in a freak accident—after launching his own investigation into Alana’s disappearance.

				Is Alana dead? Or did she simply abandon her husband and daughters? Claire is determined to find out—and her former boyfriend, Isaac Morgan, wants to help. Although their relationship didn’t end well, he still has feelings for her. And yet it isn’t until he starts to suspect David’s death wasn’t an accident that he’s drawn back into her life.

				Together, Claire and Isaac search for answers to the questions that have haunted Pineview all this time. But as they soon discover, someone’s prepared to kill so those answers won’t be found… 

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for the novels of Brenda Novak

				“[Inside brings out] the edgier side of Brenda Novak’s talent.… You’ll definitely find yourself wanting more.”
—Suspense Magazine

				“I instantly knew I was reading a great—not good—great book, when the day came to an end and I’d consumed over half of it… The first book of Brenda Novak’s I’ve read, Inside did not disappoint. If all her books are written to this caliber, I can’t wait to get my hands on more.”
—Leafs & Bounds (book review blog)

				“A compelling, suspenseful story filled with nonstop action…a definite page-turner.”
—RT Book Reviews on Body Heat

				“Novak expertly blends romantic thrills, suspenseful chills, and realistically complicated characters together in a white-knuckle read that is certain to keep readers riveted to the last page.” —Booklist on White Heat

				“Brenda Novak has written the best high action thriller of 2010.”
—Midwest Book Review on White Heat

				“Gripping, frightening and intense…a compelling romance as well as a riveting and suspenseful mystery…Novak delivers another winner.”
—Library Journal on The Perfect Liar

				“Strong characters bring the escalating suspense to life and the mystery is skillfully played out.
Novak’s smooth plotting makes for a great read.”
—Publishers Weekly on Dead Right

				“Any book by Brenda Novak is a must-buy for me.”
—Reader to Reader Reviews

			

		

	
		
			
				To Louise (LouBabe) Pledge, a reader I knew only via email for a long time, who has turned into a cherished friend. Thank you for all your enthusiasm for my books and the massive support you have given my efforts to raise money for diabetes research. You’re one in a million! 

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I love old mysteries. Maybe that’s why I’m such a fan of cold case programs. I can’t stand unanswered questions, so I enjoy vicariously experiencing the resolution of such cases and the satisfaction that resolution brings to all the people involved. If something mysterious happened to my friend or loved one, I’m the type of person who’d dig and dig and dig and never give up, never be able to let go. So I completely identify with the heroine of this novel, Claire O’Toole, whose mother, Alana, went missing while Claire was in high school. I enjoyed exploring how that event shaped Claire’s life. I also found it fascinating to consider what might’ve happened to Alana and to come up with a list of possible suspects, including Claire’s stepfather, who was so good to Claire while she was growing up; her crippled sister, with whom she has a strained relationship; the man with whom Claire’s mother might’ve had an extramarital affair; even a few surprise contenders. This case is particularly hard to solve. It’s quite a challenge for Claire—and so is the man who decides to help. 

				Isaac Morgan has overcome great difficulty himself, which is partly what makes him a perfect match for Claire. She’s exactly what he needs, if only he can figure out how to open his heart again.

				Part of the fun of creating this novel was imagining the small town of Pineview, Montana. This area is unique—so different from where I live in California. I’d love to own a cabin in the Chain of Lakes area, where I placed my fictional town. Maybe someday I will (if I can ever talk my husband into leaving suburbia).

				I would like to extend a special thanks to Becky Kranz for purchasing the chance to name a character in this book via one of my annual online auctions for diabetes research. She chose the name Carrie Oldman, which you will see in the story. Like every other person who’s helped me raise money for this important cause, Becky is a hero to me.

				For more information about me or my work, please visit www.brendanovak.com. There, you can enter my monthly contests, see what’s coming out next or participate in my annual online auction for diabetes research, which runs for the entire month of May. To date, we’ve raised over $1.4 million!

				All the best,

				Brenda
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				The tiny cabin Claire O’Toole’s mother had once used for painting had been shut up for years. Claire was the only one who came here, and even she didn’t return all that often, maybe every six months or so.

				 Braced for the torrent of memories that hit her every time she walked inside, she dropped the key into the pocket of her jeans and forced open a door warped from too many Montana winters. Before she crossed the threshold, however, she looked behind her, suddenly feeling she might not be as alone as she’d thought.

				 A gentle wind swayed the pine trees. She could hear the rustle as it traveled through the surrounding forest, but she couldn’t see any movement. She couldn’t see anything at all, except for what fell inside the beam of her flashlight. There were no city lights up here, no glassy lake to reflect the moon’s glow, the way there was closer to town, nothing but thick forest carpeted with pine needles, cloaked in darkness and topped with a canopy of stars.

				 No one was sneaking up behind her. How silly to even check. There were other cabins in these mountains, but only one in the immediate vicinity. Her parents had owned it as well as this studio from when they were first married to the summer before she started school. Then they’d sold the main house and moved to town. She could still remember her mother cooking in that kitchen, the little tree house her stepfather had built in the backyard.

				 The house had changed hands more than once, but Isaac Morgan owned it now, so she stayed clear. Avoiding it minimized the number of times she and Isaac ran into each other. He filmed wildlife all around the world and was often gone, which helped. Although he lived closest to the studio, she couldn’t imagine any reason he’d be lurking in the trees. They were too busy trying to prove to each other that what they’d had ten years ago had been as easy to leave behind as it should’ve been.

				 So who else could it be? Her sister, her stepfather and his wife, her best friend and her best friend’s sheriff husband—in fact, nearly all of Pineview’s 1,500 residents—were watching Fourth of July fireworks in the city park across the street from the cemetery. She could hear the distant boom of each explosion, smell the smoke that drifted up against the mountain.

				 No one had noticed when she slipped away.

				 Drawing a deep breath, she turned back and focused on the dusty interior. Cast-off furniture from her stepfather, her stepfather’s wife and her maternal grandparents crowded the living room. Cobwebs hung from the rafters; rat droppings littered the floor. Pack rats built nests everywhere in this part of the state, even in the engines of cars.

				 This wasn’t the magical place it’d been when she was a child. The good memories had been conquered and overrun, broken by tragedy, but she returned, anyway. She couldn’t ignore the studio’s existence and move on, like everybody else. Invariably, the past dragged her back.

				 As she stepped inside, she paused to listen. She’d expected silence. But she could hear the engine of her old Camaro ticking as it cooled in the overgrown drive. Then a creak, coming from the loft above. When other creaks followed, it almost sounded as if her mother was walking around up there like she used to.

				 Obviously, Claire’s imagination had kicked into overdrive, reacting to the isolation and the spookiness of coming here after dark.

				 Or maybe it was her subconscious, trying to get her out before she could come across something that might disrupt what little peace of mind she had left. Her mother had been missing for fifteen years and in all that time they’d never found a trace of her. Her sister had broken her back sledding two years later and been confined to a wheelchair. And David, her husband, had died only a year ago in a terrible hunting accident. She couldn’t tolerate another loss.

				 And yet she kept digging for the truth.

				 What if she discovered that her stepfather had killed her mother, as so many others believed? Or what if her mother had run off with another man, willingly left them for a new life somewhere else, as the previous sheriff had suggested?

				 She’d be devastated. Again. But she couldn’t accept either of those possibilities. Her stepfather was a good man; he would never have hurt Alana. Alana was a loving mother; she would never have abandoned her children. That meant someone had kidnapped her, maybe killed her, and would get away with it unless Claire made sure that didn’t happen. Who else would fight for justice?

				 Not Leanne. Claire’s sister battled enough challenges. Leanne didn’t even want to think about the day they’d lost their mother, let alone look into it. And her stepfather—Tug, as his friends called him—had moved in with the woman who’d eventually become her stepmother only six months after Alana went missing. At this late date, he wouldn’t have known what to do with Alana even if she reappeared.

				 Only Claire held on. She was all her mother had left, and that made it impossible to give up, no matter how many people told her she should. Her mother deserved more than that.

				 At least obsessing about the mystery that had tormented her for half her life kept her from dwelling on David, a loss that was far too recent and still too raw.

				 Another creak. She almost lost her nerve. Maybe she should’ve waited until tomorrow. But her sister lived in the house right next door to hers and was constantly dropping by. It was difficult for Claire to get away without divulging something about where she was going and what she was doing. And because Claire ran her business, a hair salon, out of her home, if it wasn’t her sister, it was one of her many clients, who paid more attention than Claire wanted. Thanks to her mother’s disappearance, she’d always been watched a little too carefully. Everyone was waiting to see whether she’d recover or fall apart. That was the reason she wanted to move away—so she could be anonymous for a change, start over—a desire that had only grown more intense after David died. Except for two years when their relationship had faltered while he was in college, they’d been together since they were sixteen. Losing him meant becoming the object of everyone’s pity once again.

				How are you? You hangin’ in there, kiddo?

				 She got questions like that, spoken in low, somber tones, all the time. She wouldn’t have minded so much if the people who asked were as sincere as they sounded and not just inviting her to provide them with a bit of tantalizing gossip for the next community gathering or church event. Poor Claire. She’s suffering so. I talked to her last week and…

				 Claire didn’t need anyone gabbing about her efforts to solve the mystery. Or conjecturing on what she might or might not find at the studio. Or confronting her family with the fact that she’d been here. That was why she kept whatever she could to herself. Why create more curiosity? It would only upset those who’d rather forget....

				 So, frightening though it was, she liked the cover of darkness. It made her feel as close to anonymous as she could get in the place where she’d grown up. The noises she heard were nothing to worry about. No one would have any reason to hang out in an abandoned studio that didn’t have electricity or running water. If some vagabond had moved in, there’d be proof of occupancy.

				 Knocking the cobwebs out of the way, she followed the beam of her flashlight through the cluster of furniture. Then she climbed up to the loft, where her mother used to paint. She’d loved watching Alana work, had never felt more at peace than here, with the sun pouring through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the second floor, her mother standing in the light, concentrating on her latest masterpiece.

				 Several unfinished paintings perched on easels covered with sheets, looking like ghosts floating a couple of feet off the ground. The sight of them made Claire sick with loss, a loss rivaled only by David’s death. Whoever had taken Alana had robbed the world, and Claire, of so much.

				 Was it someone she knew? Someone she passed on the street, spoke to, cared about? One of those people who always asked how she was?

				 It had to be, didn’t it? Alana went missing from their house in town in the dead of winter. Although this part of Montana saw an influx of hunters, fisherman and recreationists during the spring, summer and fall, it was not a place to visit in the cold months. Libby, thirty miles away, was the closest town. Notorious for the asbestos mine that’d made everyone sick and caused the death of two hundred people, Libby had been in the news a lot in recent years. But on the day Alana had gone missing, it was still just a spot on the map, and an overturned truck carrying vermiculite ore had blocked traffic on the highway for hours. The sheriff himself hadn’t been able to get through until it was cleared.

				 Claire supposed some “bad man” could’ve come from the other direction, from Marion or Kalispell, but no one had spotted any strangers that day. Even more significant, there’d been no sign of forced entry at the house. Whoever had taken Alana was most likely someone she trusted. She’d opened her door, never expecting to be harmed.

				 The betrayal inherent in that scenario made Claire more determined than anything else to solve the mystery.

				 Dragging a chair from the corner, the very chair in which she used to sit and daydream while her mother painted, Claire climbed up to reach the handle that would open the attic door. Just shy of five foot three, she could barely grab hold, but once she caught it, the pull-down ladder lowered easily enough.

				 It was warmer in the small space above Alana’s studio. Dustier, too. Claire coughed as she poked her head through the opening and used her flashlight to reacquaint herself with the contents.

				 Boxes stacked floor to ceiling left little room in which to maneuver. She hadn’t remembered it being quite so crowded. But when it became clear that her mother wasn’t coming back, Claire had insisted that everything Alana owned, down to the razor she’d been using in the shower, be preserved. The sheriff’s department had confiscated the contents of Alana’s desk, her computer, any recent letters she’d written or received, the photos she’d snapped in the months prior to her disappearance, her journal, the things left in her car—anything they thought might help them find her. Claire and Leanne had taken possession of any sentimental items that remained. And the rest had been packed up and stored here years ago, just after Claire graduated from high school and moved out—and her stepfather and his wife bought the luxurious home they currently enjoyed, the home they’d bought with the inheritance Alana had received when her parents died in a plane crash only a year before she disappeared.

				 Riddled with guilt for even thinking that her mother’s misfortune had provided such a spectacular living for the woman who’d replaced her, Claire steered her mind away from that direction. She liked her stepmother. It wasn’t Roni’s fault that Alana was no longer around.

				 But it bothered Claire that Roni acted as if Alana had never existed. Tug and Leanne preferred to handle the situation the same way. They’d both asked Claire to forget the past. Learning what happened wouldn’t bring Alana back, they said. And it was true. It was also true that Leanne seemed to do better if she didn’t have to be reminded of that fateful day. Which was why, after pleading for the new sheriff to reopen the case a couple of years ago, Claire had gone back to call him off. Her family had been too upset about the questions he was asking. They couldn’t tolerate the assumptions and suspicions that were inevitable in such a small community.

				 Claire respected their position. But she couldn’t stop digging entirely. She needed resolution as much as they needed to forget.

				 What she was hoping to accomplish by coming here tonight, however, she didn’t know. She’d been through all this stuff so many times. Her stepfather, his wife and Leanne had seen it, too. The three of them had packed it together.

				 But Claire couldn’t help hoping that she’d see something she’d missed before, that some clue would emerge and solve the mystery. That happened all the time on those forensics shows.

				 Squeezing through the narrow pathway, she moved toward a box that contained her mother’s childhood memorabilia—Alana’s report cards, her early journals, pictures of her family and friends. Claire loved looking through that box because it made her feel closer to the woman she missed so terribly. And it was as good a place to begin as any. She planned on going through every last box, even if that meant frequent trips to the studio over the next few weeks.

				 She bent to lift it, then saw some boxes that had been packed much more recently. They stood out because they were labeled in her own handwriting. David’s Clothes, David’s Things, David’s Yearbooks.

				 Her hand flew to her chest as if she could stop that familiar lump from growing in her throat, but she couldn’t. What were her late husband’s personal belongings doing here? She hadn’t expected to find them, wasn’t ready for such a powerful reminder.

				 One day several months ago, her mother-in-law had come over and packed up everything of David’s, insisting it all be taken from the house. She said that Claire couldn’t get over his death if she was living with his ghost, still sleeping in his T-shirt and crying over the fact that it was beginning to smell more like her than him.

				 Claire had assumed those things of David’s, except the few she’d managed to retain, had gone into his parents’ garage, but Rosemary must’ve asked Claire’s stepfather to put them here. The two often talked, usually about their concern for her and how she was or wasn’t “coping.”

				 No one had mentioned that David’s belongings had been moved to this attic, but Claire supposed it was understandable that they would be. Rosemary had a large family and a crowded house. She probably didn’t want to encounter her dead son’s possessions every time she retrieved the holiday decorations. The studio already held what remained of Alana’s life, and nobody ever used it. This must have seemed like the perfect solution.

				 Closing her eyes, Claire reached out for the warm presence she’d occasionally felt since David’s death. She wasn’t a superstitious person, certainly didn’t believe in ghosts that rattled chains and haunted people, but she did have faith in the power of love to create a bridge between this world and the next. She’d felt some comfort since he died. It was almost as if he visited her now and then to make sure she was all right.

				 She wished she could feel him now, but the pain was too sudden and too acute. Grappling with it required all her focus.

				 “Why’d you leave me?” she whispered. The tears that rolled down her cheeks were nothing new. She cursed them, wished she could get beyond them, but the senselessness of his death, the fact that she’d lost David so soon and couldn’t imagine ever loving someone else in quite the same way, didn’t help.

				 She almost shoved his boxes out of sight, pushed them to the back so she wouldn’t have to see the thick black letters that seared her to the bone: David’s. They were only inanimate objects he’d once owned. As badly as she wanted him, David wasn’t here anymore, and he never would be.

				 But she didn’t push the boxes away; she pulled them closer. She’d spotted something that struck her as odd. On a two-foot-by-two-foot box, third from the bottom, David had scrawled his own name. She recognized his writing—but not this particular box, which she would’ve noticed since it was white and all the ones she’d used were brown.

				 Why had she never seen this before? She was positive it hadn’t come from her house....

				 Once she opened the flaps, she knew why. He must’ve stored this above his parents’ garage before he went to college. If she had her guess, it’d been brought here in an effort to keep all his possessions together.

				 Fresh longing filled her as she touched the soccer and basketball trophies, the varsity letters he’d never sewn on a jacket, a pen set he’d made in wood shop. Then there were the cards she’d given him when they first started dating. They’d gone to high school together, were an item for two years before he left for college, so she had the same homecoming and prom pictures.

				 Unable to spend any more time with those memories for fear she’d undo the progress she’d made in the past few months, she began to close the box when she decided to see what was inside a fat accordion-style file folder tucked between some old sweaters. It looked far too businesslike for the seventeen-year-old David who’d packed up the rest of these things....

				 When she opened it, she realized why. This folder wasn’t from that early period. It was from after they were married. And what it contained shocked her so badly, she had to put her head between her knees so she wouldn’t faint.

				

 Jeremy Salter hung back in the trees, watching. It was pitch-black, but that didn’t matter. The night- vision goggles his father had given him for Christmas worked beautifully. He’d also received a Swiss Army knife—he loved collecting things that would help him survive in the wilderness. He imagined himself as the next Rambo.

				 But Claire had no survival skills. She didn’t belong out here, especially after dark. If she wasn’t careful, a bear or a pack of wolves could attack her. Or even a man. Men were by far the most dangerous animals on earth.

				 His father used to say that; his father had also proved it.

				 She must like it here, he mused. She came often enough. But not so much lately. Not once David was killed. Since David’s death, she didn’t do much of anything, except cut hair all day. Then she’d curl up on the couch, eyes glued to the TV. But he usually got the impression that she wasn’t watching the program. She’d stare at the screen without blinking and soon the tears would start.

				 She missed David and didn’t know how to go on without him.

				 Jeremy understood how that felt.

				 So what was she doing in her mother’s old studio? Trying to get herself into the same trouble David had? Didn’t she know that some secrets should be buried and forgotten?

				 She’d be fine if only she’d let the past go. Then he’d be fine, too.

				 Sometimes he wished he could tell her that. Promise her that everything would get better if she could just go on her way. She was so beautiful and smart and nice. Everything a woman should be. Any guy would love to be with her.

				 Including him. Especially him. Not that he’d ever have a chance. He was too…different. He’d always been different.

				 Her flashlight had made it possible for him to track her movements to the loft, but then the light disappeared.

				 Had she turned it off? Was she sitting on the floor, crying? Missing her mother the way she missed David?

				 Or did she have some other reason for being here? She’d slipped away from the park so cautiously, it’d certainly felt as if she had a purpose.

				 He needed to get inside the cabin to find out. But he hesitated to go that close. What if she caught him?

				 That could be dangerous. For both of them.

				 But if he was quiet enough, she’d never have to know. He’d been watching her for years, hadn’t he? And she’d never caught him yet.
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				David had a copy of the case files on her mother.
						Everything was here, from the missing-persons report to the last interview.
						Claire had seen some of this before, but even she hadn’t been privy to all
						of it. How had he come by this much information?

				 He must’ve gotten it from
						Sheriff King. Either that or he’d called in a favor from his old hunting
						buddy, Rusty Clegg. Rusty had been a deputy for the past six or seven years.
						It helped to have a friend on the force.

				 But what felt so strange about
						finding this was that David had made his own notations on many of the
						reports and interviews. It was almost as if he’d picked up the investigation
						where the sheriff had left off.

				 Why hadn’t he told her what he
						was doing? The dates on the log he’d kept correlated with the first year of
						their marriage and included a number of entries in the months leading up to
						his death. The last time he’d written anything was two days before the
						accident. She found detailed information on her stepfather and Leanne, plus
						her mother’s only sibling—a sister living in Portland, Oregon—and a complete
						chronology of Alana’s last movements.

				 Some of it Claire didn’t want to
						read. It brought back That Night, the longest night of her life, during
						which every adult she knew, including her stepfather, was out searching. She
						and Leanne hadn’t been allowed to leave the house. They’d waited for their
						mother, or some word of her, praying all the while for her safe return—to no
						avail. When the sun came up, their stepfather and one friend after another
						checked in with the bad news that they hadn’t been able to find any sign of
						her.

				 Reluctant yet determined,
						Claire’s eyes skimmed the handwritten log fastened to the left side of the
						thickest folder.

				

May 10: Spoke to Jason
						Freeman. Claims he saw Alana at the bakery between 8:00 and 9:00 a.m.
						Watched her go in and come out carrying a bag of doughnuts while he drank a
						cup of coffee in the cab of Pete Newton’s truck. Jason says she got in the
						car with Tug and drove away. Tug confirms this in original interview. Other
						than Tug, Jason is the last person to see Alana.

				May 12: Tried to reach Joe
						Kenyon.

				

 Now there was a name, the
						one most often mentioned by those who theorized that Alana had been unhappy
						in her marriage and had gone looking for fulfillment in the arms of another
						man. If she’d had one affair, it was plausible she’d have more and might
						even have run off with whatever new lover she’d taken, right? That explained
						the mystery to some. But it explained nothing to Claire, who couldn’t
						believe her mother had ever cheated.



				He wouldn’t open his door when I
						knocked, but Carly Ortega across the street told me Alana stopped at Joe’s
						house quite often. She even saw her car parked in his drive once, late at
						night.

				


					Late? How could
						that be possible? Tug was always home at night. Alana would’ve had to slip
						out of bed without his noticing in order to leave the house. And why would
						she do that? Joe had come to cut down the diseased cottonwood tree that was
						about to fall onto their roof, but other than the few hours they’d spent
						together then, Claire couldn’t remember them ever speaking.

				

May 13: Tried again to
						get an audience with Joe Kenyon. Refused to speak to me. Prick.

				

 David’s log went on
						for several pages. Figuring she’d read the rest at home, Claire switched to
						the other side of the folder and skimmed several interviews originally done
						by Sheriff Meade.

				 Carly wasn’t the only one who
						believed there was something going on between Joe Kenyon and Alana. Joe’s
						twin brother, Peter, thought they were involved. He insisted that he’d heard
						his brother take a call from Alana while they were at work one day. He said
						he couldn’t hear what was being said, but he could tell by the tone of Joe’s
						voice that it wasn’t a simple request for tree-trimming services.

				 Cringing, Claire dropped her
						flashlight in her lap. Did she really want to continue reading? This
						was making her sick, making her wonder if she’d really known her mother. Had
						Alana been leading a double life?

				 Claire didn’t want to suspect
						her, but…how much more about Joe, about Alana
						and Joe, could she endure?

				 That depended on how strongly
						she believed in Alana, didn’t it? Maybe Leanne had been a daddy’s girl from
						the moment Tug had come into their lives, during Leanne’s first year, but
						Claire had always preferred Alana. She trusted her mother more than to
						accept, on circumstantial evidence alone, that Alana was an
						adulteress.

				 Breathing in through her nose
						and out through her mouth, Claire picked up the flashlight. “We’ll show
						them, Mom,” she promised. “We’ll show them all.”

				 Beneath the log, she ran across
						a list of typed “inconsistencies.” These didn’t appear to be written by
						David, but she was willing to bet he was the one who’d highlighted various
						passages. According to the date at the top, the list was Sheriff King’s
						summary after taking over from Sheriff Meade.

				

Tug said he was at work
						until he received Claire’s call. Concerned that Alana’s car was still in the
						drive and yet she was nowhere to be found, he left immediately.

				

 The next part was
						highlighted.

				

Why would he be
						instantly worried? There’s never been a kidnapping or a murder in
						Pineview.

				

 There’d been one
						murder since—Pat Stueben, the town Realtor—but that hadn’t yet occurred when
						this was written.

				Unless she kept it to herself, Alana
						had never been threatened and wasn’t having problems with anyone. For all
						Tug knew, she’d walked down the block to talk to a neighbor and would be
						back any minute.

				


					Was his
						reaction a bit too fast? There was always the threat of bears. They came
						around if people left out food. But no one in town, other than Isaac Morgan,
						who tracked and filmed wild animals for a living, had ever been
						attacked.

				 Claire’s arms and legs tingled
						with apprehension. Tug was normally the last person to assume the worst. Why
						had he reacted so quickly?

				 She tried to remember every word
						of the conversation that had passed between them when she’d called that
						day.

				 What do you mean she’s gone? she’d asked the minute she told him.

				 I’ve searched the whole house.

				 Did you check the bathrooms?

				 Of course.

				 She didn’t leave a note?

				 Not that I can find. You haven’t heard
						from her?

				 No. Stay there. I’m on my way.

				 At that point, it hadn’t
						occurred to Claire that her mother could be in danger. She’d expected him to
						say something like, “Don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll be home soon.” But he
						hadn’t. And once he reached the house, he’d acted so tense, the same fear
						began to percolate through Claire. That was the first inkling she’d had that
						they were facing a major tragedy, and she’d taken her cue from her
						stepfather.

				 Had he already known what was
						wrong? Had he and Alana argued earlier, maybe when he came home for lunch?
						Possibly about Joe Kenyon? And had that argument gotten out of
					hand?

				 As much as she didn’t want to
						believe it, she knew things like that happened....

				 Chilled by the thought, she ran
						her free hand over the goose bumps on her arm. But it didn’t help because
						she found Sheriff King’s next point equally disturbing.

				

On the day Alana
						disappeared, she picked Leanne up at school at 11:15 a.m. for reason of
						“illness,” but someone who didn’t come to the office took her back shortly
						before two. The sign-in/sign-out log in the attendance office reflects this
						partial absence but Leanne has never mentioned that she was home for a
						portion of the day. And she has never said whether or not her mother was
						with her during that time.

				

 “Impossible,” Claire
						muttered. After all the years of searching and questioning, how was it that
						Leanne had never spoken of missing school? Why would she keep it to
						herself?

				 There had to be a reason. Hoping
						it might become apparent, Claire kept reading.

				

If she was sick, how did
						she recuperate so fast?

				

 Exactly!

				

At 2:00 p.m. she brought
						a note to the office excusing her absence and signed herself in. The
						attendance lady didn’t keep the note and doesn’t remember who wrote
						it—mother or father—but she stands by her log. When asked if she could’ve
						gotten the date wrong, she insists it would be almost impossible. “If that’s
						wrong, all the dates before it would have to be wrong, as well as the dates
						after.”

				

 Another highlighted
						part.

				

All the days are
						accounted for and run Monday through Friday, as they should.

				

 Stunned, Claire sat
						staring at the yellow circle her flashlight created on the page. What did
						this mean? Why had the sheriff or his deputies even thought to check with
						the school? At sixteen, she could be considered a suspect. Everyone close to
						the missing person had to be ruled out. But Leanne? She hadn’t yet had the
						sledding accident that broke her back, but she’d only been thirteen. What
						could she have done to Alana?

				 The discomfort of the hard floor
						and the scrabbling of some rodent in the corner began to bother Claire. It
						was too difficult to read for an extended period sitting in such an
						unfriendly spot, holding a heavy flashlight and trying to ignore the pack
						rats.

				 It was time to take the files
						home, where she could scour every interview, every note, at her leisure. No
						doubt David had been trying to find her mother for her. He was that kind of
						man. He probably hadn’t told her in case he didn’t come any closer than
						anyone else. He wouldn’t want to raise her hopes, only to see them dashed.
						Probably a smart move. He certainly seemed to have run into more questions
						than answers. But she loved him for making the attempt.

				 Relieved to be going, she closed
						the files. But just as she slid them into the accordion folder, a noise from
						below brought her head up.

				What was that?

				 Movement? If so, whoever or
						whatever made that noise was definitely bigger than a rat.

				 She’d thought she heard
						footsteps when she first arrived—and there’d been no one here.

				 Irritated that she kept spooking
						herself, she climbed down the ladder. She’d just set foot on the stairs
						heading to the ground floor when a draft of cool air, smelling distinctly of
						smoke from the fireworks, swept up to meet her.

				Fresh air. From outside…

				 “Hello?” she called.

				 No answer. No corresponding
						rustle, either.

				 She angled her flashlight in
						every direction to illuminate the dark recesses below, but the beam would
						only reach so far. “Anybody there?”

				 Silence.

				 Her mind conjured up the
						gruesome images that sometimes came to her in nightmares, images of her
						mother being tortured and strangled by some crazed psychopath. Most people
						were killed by someone in their circle of family and friends. But not all.
						Murders committed by strangers were among the most difficult to
						solve.

				 Was that why no one could figure
						out what had happened? Was her mother’s killer lurking in the shadows,
						waiting for her to move closer?

				 Half expecting the truth she’d
						been chasing for so long to become apparent in the most frightening way, she
						stood as if her feet were encased in concrete. The possibility of a violent
						ending didn’t escape her.

				 But there were no footsteps, no
						madman rushing toward her, no more movement.

				 Had she imagined the change in
						temperature? The noise? In such an old structure, even a slight wind caused
						creaks and groans.

				 She wasn’t convinced it was the
						wind, but she didn’t see how staying on the landing, holding her breath, was
						going to help. She needed to get out.

				 Tightening her grip on the
						files, she crept down the stairs, using her flashlight to scout for
						trouble—until she reached the living room. Then she aimed the beam straight
						ahead and ran for the door. But just as she reached it, she twisted around
						to look behind her.

				 And that was when she saw
						it.

				 A man’s booted foot.

				 Someone was crouching behind her
						mother’s old piano.

				

 The scream curdled
						Isaac Morgan’s blood. He’d seen headlights pass by his place, knew it was
						probably Claire. It’d been a while since she’d come to her mother’s studio.
						He had a feeling his proximity served as a deterrent, especially since
						David’s death. But even the chance of coming face-to-face with him in such a
						private setting didn’t scare her away entirely.

				 He usually turned a blind eye to
						her visits and pretended not to notice. He understood what she’d been
						through, why she couldn’t let go, and felt she deserved privacy to deal with
						her demons.

				 Lord knew he preferred privacy
						to deal with his.

				 It was the second set of
						headlights, appearing only a few minutes later, that had drawn him out of
						the house. He doubted she’d bring anyone up here; she tried too hard to act
						as if she was fine, as if the past didn’t bother her, but it did. The amount
						of weight she’d lost was alarming.

				 Determined to investigate, he’d
						walked over. It was the Fourth of July, after all. The last thing he needed
						was a group of teenagers—teenagers who were even half as reckless as he’d
						been—coming up here and setting off fireworks. As dry as it’d been this
						summer, they could start a forest fire that would take every single cabin.
						But all he’d found was Claire’s Camaro. He’d been skirting the property and
						using his flashlight to comb through the trees in search of the second car
						when that scream sliced through him.

				Claire!

				 Forgetting everything except
						getting to the cabin, he took off at a full run, moving much faster than he
						should have amid so many rocks, logs, gopher holes, pinecones and trees.
						With his flashlight bouncing every time his foot landed on the forest floor,
						the ground blurred beneath him. But he didn’t dare slow down—and that was
						why he never saw the tree branch that knocked him on his back.

				 The sudden impact left him
						breathless. Blinking up at the sky, he struggled to fill his
					lungs.

				 By the time he recovered and
						picked up his flashlight, which had gone flying, an engine roared to life on
						the far side of the property.

				 The other car. It’d gone beyond
						the cabin and circled behind, to an area he hadn’t yet reached.

				 Isaac almost changed direction.
						He hated that someone might’ve hurt Claire and would get away with it if he
						didn’t at least see the car. But if Claire was still alive and needed help,
						every second could matter.

				 The driver was tearing out of
						the forest as fast as possible, regardless of the damage such rough terrain
						might cause his vehicle. Isaac spotted a flash of taillights through the
						trees and wished he could see more, but he wasn’t in the best condition to
						follow, even if whoever was behind the wheel had been moving more slowly.
						Blood soaked his shirt, causing the fabric to stick to him. That branch
						hadn’t only knocked him down, it’d punched a hole in his chest.

				 But he might be in good shape
						compared to Claire. Afraid he was already too late, that she’d been killed
						as her mother had most likely been killed when they were in high school, he
						ignored the pain and hurried to the stoop, where he slowly pushed in the
						door. He wouldn’t have been able to hear her scream so clearly if she hadn’t
						been close....

				 Sure enough, there was blood at
						the entrance. And the door would open only partway....

				 Something, or someone, lay
						behind it.

				

 When Claire came to,
						it was pitch-black and she was being carried. Where, she couldn’t tell. A
						man’s muscular chest provided a resting place for her head; one arm
						supported her back, the other her knees. She had no idea who she was with or
						where she was at, but she wasn’t frightened because both her surroundings
						and this person smelled so familiar.

				 David’s was the first name she
						thought of, but she disregarded that guess instantly. Her husband was dead.
						She’d had to remind herself of that every morning for the past thirteen
						months and had finally started to believe it, mostly because she felt so
						empty inside and she’d never felt empty when David was alive. Besides, David
						had sold insurance; he’d smelled like cologne, the occasional cigar and his
						briefcase. This man smelled like…soap and fir trees and wood
					smoke.

				 Where had she noticed that scent
						before?

				 With a groan, she lifted her
						head in an effort to see his face, but it was too dark. They were in the
						forest. The thick branches overhead blocked even the moon’s glow, but the
						beam of the flashlight he held in one hand—the hand cradling her legs—showed
						the ground and confirmed her location. So did the pine needles that
						threatened to catch in her long, curly hair as they hurried through the
						trees.

				 Why was she in the forest? Who
						was she with? What had happened?

				 Then it came to her. She’d been
						attacked. At her mother’s studio.

				 The man carrying her hadn’t
						reacted when she first stirred. He was too focused on getting them wherever
						they were going. But when she screamed and tried to get down, he dropped the
						flashlight.

				 “Shh,” he murmured. “I’ve got
						you.”

				 That was the problem, wasn’t it?
						“Who are you?”

				 “How quickly they
						forget.”

				 The wry humor in his voice gave
						away his identity. This was Isaac Morgan. Of course. He lived closest. And
						it was no wonder she’d recognized his scent. During the two-year period when
						she and David had split up, when he’d attended Boise State and they’d both
						dated other people and been undecided about their future, she’d had sex with
						Isaac at least a hundred times. Maybe more. Often enough for her to have
						formed an addiction to his touch that hadn’t been easy to break. Even after
						so long, she avoided him if possible; just the sight of him could send a
						powerful charge through her. The memories were that good.

				 She raised a hand to her aching
						head. “Why—why’d you hit me?”

				 With a groan, he squatted and
						managed to recover the flashlight. “I didn’t hit you.”

				 “Who did?”

				 The way he sucked air through
						his teeth as he lifted her again suggested he was struggling to bear her
						weight, but she couldn’t figure out why. She weighed less now than ever, and
						he used to lift her up, hold her against the wall as long as he wanted while
						he—

				Stop!
						She didn’t want to remember, had trained herself not to remember.

				 “That’s what I’d like to know,”
						he said when they were moving again.

				 The image of a man’s booted foot
						appeared in her mind. She’d seen that foot just before someone sprang at her
						and knocked the flashlight out of her hands.

				 Isaac probably had a similar
						pair of boots. Most men around here did. But she knew the person who’d
						shoved her after knocking her flashlight away hadn’t been Isaac. Any
						confrontation with Isaac happened head-on. The few people in Pineview who’d
						experienced the brunt of his temper made sure they never tangled with him
						again. Cynical and remote, he was indifferent to her and, as much as she’d
						once wanted to believe otherwise, always had been. If she needed proof she
						only had to remember their last encounter. When she knew David was returning
						from school, she’d tried to talk with Isaac, to tell him she’d developed
						feelings for him. She and David hadn’t promised each other anything, but
						they had a long history and he wasn’t seeing anyone. She’d wanted to
						determine how she should respond if he called her, whether or not she and
						Isaac had a commitment—and Isaac had let her know she’d been mistaken in
						thinking sex equaled love.

				 That night when she left his
						house hurt and humiliated, she swore she’d never go back. And despite the
						terrible cravings he’d evoked over the years—dreams that were sometimes so
						vivid she woke gasping with the kind of pleasure he’d given her—she’d kept
						that promise so she could have a more meaningful relationship with
						David.

				 And it’d been worth it. Maybe
						sex with David hadn’t been as all-consuming, as raw, as it was with Isaac. Maybe she
						missed that bone-melting intensity. But David had made up for it by giving
						her so much more. Moody, unpredictable men were excellent bait, but the
						women who bit down on that hook were fools.

				 She couldn’t believe she’d ever
						hoped for a commitment from Isaac. He wasn’t the type to settle down. She’d
						known that from the beginning. Although they’d never been close friends, she
						and David had gone to school with him—they’d been in the same grade—so she’d
						seen firsthand how standoffish he could be. Ever since she could remember,
						he’d walked around with a camera, always on the other side of the lens,
						filming life but removed from it. And, if she’d forgotten how hard it was to
						connect with him, practically anyone in Pineview could remind her, including
						the women who’d tried to capture his heart and failed just as
						miserably.

				 “Where are…where are you taking
						me?” She had to make an effort to form coherent sentences. But if she was in
						Isaac’s arms again, it was definitely time to speak up, to get away if she
						could.

				 “Hold still.”

				 Great. He was being his typical
						accommodating self. But when he stopped to adjust his grip on her, she knew
						he’d spoken curtly from necessity. What was wrong with him? He’d never had
						any trouble carrying her before. Since their sexual heyday he’d become even
						more muscular, which should be making this easier....

				 “Are you trying to…tell me you
						think I’ve gotten fat?”

				 “I’m trying to tell you that it
						hurts like hell every time you move.”

				 Suddenly she realized she might
						not have been the only one who’d had a run-in with her attacker. “The man
						who hit me…he didn’t…shoot you or…or anything, did he?”

				 Obviously intent on making
						progress, he didn’t respond.

				 “Hello?” she said.

				 “Just take it easy.” It came out
						as a command, which didn’t surprise her. He was always in charge.

				 On second thought, she had to
						admit there’d been plenty of give-and-take in the bedroom. But she couldn’t
						admire that without undermining her efforts to maintain some
						self-respect.

				 Fortunately—or
						unfortunately—there were plenty of other things to think about. Maybe he was
						struggling because the ground was so uneven. Or he’d been carrying her for
						too long.

				 Regardless, Claire knew she
						shouldn’t let herself rely on him. He was dangerous for her, probably even
						more dangerous now that she had such a vacuum in her life. She missed David,
						but David was gone and Isaac was very much alive—as alive and capable as
						he’d ever been. Far too many times in the past six months her thoughts had
						gravitated to him and how quickly he could put an end to her lonely nights.
						Maybe he was a cheap substitute for David, but there were times when that
						seemed better than nothing.

				 “Put me down,” she
					said.

				 He switched the flashlight to
						his other hand. “We’re almost…there.”

				 “I can walk.” She wasn’t really
						sure of that, but she pushed on his chest to convince him to let her go—and
						immediately regretted it. They both gasped as her hand touched a wet, sticky
						substance.

				 He was bleeding. She’d been
						right; he was hurt.

				 With a curse, he tightened his
						hold but didn’t seem to be getting over what she’d done as quickly as she
						would’ve liked. “Shit, Claire, will you hold
						still?”

				 “Claire?” she echoed.

				 “Isn’t that your
					name?”

				 It just sounded funny, coming
						from his lips after so long. Except for a few incidents when she’d found him
						staring at her at the tavern, or she’d glanced up while she was getting gas
						at the Fill ’n’ Go to realize he was there, too, he’d made it look darn easy
						to forget her.

				 “Considering all the women
						you’ve been with, I figured you’d have a harder time keeping us straight,
						that’s all.” She was trying to hide how shaken she was to have his blood on
						her hand, not knowing how serious his wound was. He was always getting hurt;
						he’d often said he had nine lives. But she suspected he’d already used up
						that many.

				 Because of the pain in her head
						and her distress, she had to relax against his shoulder or risk throwing up.
						Closing her eyes, she shut out the shifting light, which only made her
						dizzier.

				 “How bad is it?” she mumbled
						when her concern for his well-being overcame her resistance to letting him
						know she cared.

				 “You’re going to be
						fine.”

				 “I was talking about
						you.”

				 “We’ll see.”

				 Then the most terrible thing in
						the world happened—tears filled her eyes. She wasn’t even sure why, except
						that she felt so helpless in the face of everything that had gone wrong.
						When would it end? First her mother’s disappearance, then her sister’s
						accident, then David’s death, and now she’d been attacked. To top it all,
						she was being carried through the woods by the one person she’d do anything
						to hide her pain from—and couldn’t because he was right there to witness
						it.

				 Damn it, she didn’t want to be
						this transparent, didn’t want Isaac to see her so near the breaking
						point.

				 Clenching her jaw, she blinked
						fast, but the tears came, anyway. So she began to pray he wouldn’t
						notice—and knew that prayer hadn’t been answered when he spoke to her in the
						same gentle tone she’d once heard him use with a lame horse.

				 “Shh, it’s okay. Don’t
						cry.”

			

		

	
		
			
				 3

				Although Isaac had called John Hunt, the only doctor in the area, and Sheriff King at the same time, Hunt arrived first. John, who lived nearby, worked in the emergency room in Libby, but kept his medical bag handy and helped out where he could. Emergencies were taken to the hospital by Life Flight, but once Isaac had had a chance to look at Claire and realized she had only one injury that didn’t seem too bad, he’d been hesitant to call for the helicopter.

				 “How’s she doing?” Hunt asked.

				 Isaac angled his head toward his bedroom, where he’d deposited Claire when he reached the cabin. “I’m pretty sure she’s okay, that it’s just your run-of-the-mill knock on the head, but…” He wanted to be positive. Head injuries could be tricky. “You can see for yourself.”

				 Expecting him to walk past, Isaac waited so he could close the door, but the doctor didn’t budge. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the bloody rag Isaac held to his bare chest, and his eyebrows rose. “You didn’t mention you were hurt, too. But I guess you’re due. You’re my best customer. What happened this time?”

				 Once he’d cleaned the blood from Claire’s head and made her as comfortable as he could, Isaac had removed his torn and bloodied shirt and attempted to clean his own injury, but it was too deep. He couldn’t get the bleeding to stop. “Branch caught me as I was running through the woods. It’s nothing serious.”

				 But it was embarrassing. All the other injuries he’d sustained had been connected to his work and had an interesting story to go with them. The time he’d accidentally interrupted several wolves feeding on an elk, for instance. Or the confrontation he’d had with a mother bear. Folks around town asked him to tell and retell those stories, never seemed to grow tired of them. So he wasn’t thrilled to admit he’d been injured by something that shouldn’t have been a threat.

				 Hunt pulled the rag away so he could have a look. “Not serious, huh? It’s serious enough to need quite a few stitches. Lie down on that couch. I’ll get to you in a minute.”

				 “I’m fine,” Isaac insisted, and followed him into the bedroom.

				 Claire had fallen asleep. She lay in his bed—not unusual, at least in the past. That she was still wearing her clothes was a first, however. With her hair mussed and her mascara smeared, she wasn’t at her best. But that made no difference. She was damned pretty. Isaac wished he didn’t think so, but he did.

				 “Hey…” Hunt shook her arm. “Claire, can I have a minute?”

				 Her hand went to her head as if it hurt—and it probably did. Isaac hadn’t offered her any painkillers. He’d wanted to wait until Hunt gave the all-clear.

				 When her fingers encountered the gauze he’d used to cover the wound, she frowned in confusion. “I’m wearing a headband?”

				 She didn’t remember him putting that on? She’d seemed lucid at the time....

				 “That’s a bandage,” Hunt explained. “Let’s leave it alone for a few seconds, okay?” He guided her hand away. “Do you know who I am?”

				 “Of course. You’re…” She struggled with the name and settled for “Lila’s husband.”

				 “That’s right. Lila goes to your book group, doesn’t she?”

				 This drew a faint smile. “Every Thursday night.”

				 Isaac wondered what that smile meant. He got the impression she was making fun of herself and Lila, as if book group was the most exciting thing they ever did.

				 “Isaac says you have a bump above your ear. Would you mind letting me take a look?”

				 When she hesitated, he added, “Your other option would be to have us call the helicopter so you can be transported to the hospital.”

				 “No, there’s no need for that.” She winced as she attempted to sit up, but he pressed her back.

				 “All you have to do is relax.” Hunt unwound the gauze and gently prodded the area behind her left temple. Fresh blood gushed out of a small cut. “Scalps are notorious bleeders,” he murmured. “This could use a couple stitches, but it isn’t a concern. I’m more worried about the possibility of a concussion.” He rested a hand on her arm to get her to focus on him, probably because her gaze kept straying to Isaac as if she thought he’d done this to her. “Can you tell me what happened?”

				 She seemed distracted by his presence so Isaac retreated a few steps and leaned against the wall, where he could observe from a distance.

				 “I was trying to get some…some paintings of my mother’s.”

				 Paintings? Unless whoever pushed her down had stolen them, she hadn’t been carrying any paintings. Some file folders had spilled on the floor. That was what she’d had with her, but when Isaac opened his mouth to correct her, she shot him a look that shut him up.

				 “I didn’t know I wasn’t alone until I was leaving,” she said.

				 “You went to get these paintings at night?” Dr. Hunt wasn’t questioning her veracity, but he obviously thought there were better times for such an errand.

				 “I didn’t care that it was dark. I had a flashlight.” She sent another warning glance at Isaac, but he’d gotten the point. She didn’t want the doctor to know what she’d been doing at the cabin. Why, Isaac couldn’t even guess. But as far as he was concerned, it was no one’s business but her own. He let it go.

				 Hunt passed her a clean bandage, which she held to her head. “And someone was waiting for you or…what?”

				 Seemingly relieved that Isaac was staying out of it, she finished in a rush. “I can’t say for sure. All I know is that a man came at me, knocked my flashlight to the ground and shoved me so hard I fell.”

				 “Any idea what you might’ve hit on the way down?”

				 “The corner of the table in the entryway, I guess. The entire bottom floor is filled with furniture.” She cleared her throat. “Everyone feels it’s the perfect place to store whatever they don’t want anymore.”

				 It wasn’t the storage that bothered her; it was how easily others could deposit their cast-offs, forget the past and move on, because she couldn’t do the same. Isaac understood. He’d known Claire since they were children and empathized with what she’d been through. He’d lost his mother, too. She might have driven off on purpose, but he’d had to face life without her. He’d been searching just like Claire—the biggest difference being that he hadn’t had a stepfather to rely on. Fortunately in recent years he’d had the money to hire private investigators. Without so much as a birth certificate, it hadn’t been easy to figure out where he came from.

				 Hunt checked for other injuries. “You know where you are now, don’t you?”

				 A nostalgic expression appeared on her face. “This used to be my parents’ bedroom,” she said as if she was seeing it through much younger eyes. “My bedroom was across the hall. So was Leanne’s. When we moved to town, we sold it to a family who later went to Spokane. You remember Rod Reynolds?”

				 “I do.” Almost twenty years older than they were, Dr. Hunt had left for college about the time Isaac had been abandoned at Happy’s Inn, just before first grade. But Hunt hadn’t stayed away for much longer than it took to get his medical degree. He was familiar with most of the people in Pineview and their backgrounds.

				 Especially Isaac’s. But then…everyone was familiar with the story of the little boy who’d been left, with nothing but the dollar he’d been given to buy candy, at a roadside café.

				 Distracted by a bowl of water on the nightstand, Hunt pointed to it. “This from you?” he asked Isaac.

				 The pink tinge to the water had no doubt prompted the question. “’Fraid not. You’re the one who said head wounds bleed a lot. Apparently, that’s true.” Isaac could’ve done a better job cleaning Claire up if he’d shaved her hair at the site of her wound, but he was pretty sure that would only make her hate him more.

				 Hunt frowned at the bloody rag Isaac held to his injury. “Chest wounds can bleed a lot, too.”

				 Now that the doctor wasn’t so worried about Claire, he wanted to get started on Isaac. Isaac could tell.

				 Claire could tell, too. She began to insist he look after Isaac, but Isaac waved away her concern. “Finish here first.”

				 With a muttered curse at Isaac’s stubbornness, Hunt used a penlight to check Claire’s pupils. “What did you do earlier today, Claire?”

				 “What do you mean?” Like the doctor, she’d grown preoccupied with Isaac’s wound.

				 “I’m just asking about your day in general.”

				 “Oh.” Her forehead creased as if she didn’t see the point of further questioning, especially when someone else was bleeding, but Hunt was only being thorough. “I worked.”

				 Isaac wondered if she still regretted being unable to attend university. She’d talked about college just after high school, back when David was gone and they were seeing each other. During that time, she’d been treading water with a dead-end job managing Stuart’s Stop ’n’ Shop. But Leanne had been going through a series of operations, which her doctors hoped would restore some mobility, and Claire wouldn’t leave her. “Can you remember who you saw?”

				 “Let’s see…I did a cut and color for Joyce Sallow, a trim for Larry Morrill and a highlight for Alexis Rodgers.”

				 “You were busy. Where’s your sister tonight?”

				 “At the fireworks show. See? I’m fine. Just…shaken up. And my head’s killing me but that’s to be expected,” she added. “Take care of Isaac.”

				 “I will in a minute. And I’ll give you something for the pain, too.” Hunt recorded her blood pressure and heart rate. Then the doorbell rang and Isaac stepped out to answer. Sheriff King had arrived.

				 Not surprisingly, Myles’s first thought was for Claire. But Isaac’s injury didn’t go unnoticed. “What happened to you?”

				 “Collateral damage,” he replied. “She’s in here.”

				 Going along with the diversion, Myles followed Isaac into the bedroom. Claire was his wife’s best friend; he was obviously more concerned about her. But Isaac had a feeling they’d return to the subject of his injury at some point, if only to see how it related to the attack at the cabin. King was nothing if not thorough. And Isaac wasn’t the most trusted man in town.

				 “She’ll be fine,” Hunt said as they entered. “I’m going to sew up this cut. That’ll take care of the bleeding. She should be watched, just in case she has a slight concussion. But this isn’t serious.”

				 “Good. Can the stitches wait until I have a word with her?” the sheriff wanted to know.

				 “Are you up to talking with Sheriff King for a few minutes?” Hunt asked Claire.

				 Claire continued to hold the bandage to her head. “Of course. Whatever will help. I want the person who did this caught.”

				 When King asked for a few minutes alone with her, the doctor and Isaac left the room. Then Hunt insisted Isaac lie down so he could inspect the gash on his chest.

				 “Damn. This one’s jagged and nasty,” he said with a frown.

				 Isaac cocked an eyebrow at him. “Nice bedside manner. Aren’t you supposed to tell me to relax, everything will be okay?”

				 Hunt grinned. “You can take it. You’re the closest I’ve come to creating my own rag doll. You know the routine by now.”

				 Thanks to several encounters with various wild animals, he did. Although he’d been out alone, filming wildlife since he was in junior high—camera equipment was all he’d ever asked for, and what Tippy, the man who’d raised him, had generously provided—it wasn’t until he’d gotten older that he’d been harmed. He blamed himself for being careless or becoming too cavalier. But, his fault or not, that bear he’d tangled with four years ago had nearly cost him his left arm. And there might be more incidents in the future. That kind of danger went with his job. He had to get close enough to his subjects to capture good footage. That was what made his work better than most. Not only had he come within arm’s distance of bears and wolves, he’d filmed cougars, moose, bison and elk. He’d flown to Florida to do a documentary on alligators, and the Amazon to do a show on spiders, and another on snakes for the Disney channel. In the past decade, he’d been all over the world—not bad for an abandoned kid who was almost entirely self-taught.

				 “How long’s it been since you’ve had a tetanus shot?” The doctor spoke as he numbed the area.

				 “When I was attacked by that bear.”

				 “Are you sure it wasn’t the time before that—with the wolves?”

				 “No, it was the bear.” It’d been almost seven years since the incident with the wolves. He’d had a gun with him on that occasion. Firing a shot into the sky had mitigated the damage. He wasn’t sure how he’d survived mama bear. From what he remembered, she simply got distracted and galloped off.

				 “I’m glad one of us can keep it straight,” Hunt grumbled.

				 He was in the middle of stitching Isaac up when the sheriff came out of the bedroom.

				 “Any idea who attacked Claire?” he asked Isaac.

				 A local anesthetic had put Isaac out of pain. “No.”

				 “You didn’t see anything?”

				 “Headlights.”

				 “How’d you know she was hurt?”

				 “I heard her scream.” The memory of it still raised the hair on his arms.

				 “From way over here?”

				 “From the edge of the clearing.” Isaac explained everything that had happened in as much detail as he could, including his run-in with the unyielding tree.

				 When he’d finished, the sheriff put his notepad in his pocket, checked Isaac’s wound to make sure it was consistent with his story, then scratched his neck. “So…it could be anyone with a car that has headlights and taillights. That narrows it down.”

				 Isaac wished the doctor would hurry up and finish. Pain or no pain, he didn’t like needles. “It’s someone who knows the area.”

				 “Why do you say that?”

				 “He was familiar with the back way. He followed her in, so I expected to find his vehicle close to hers. But he took the alternate route just after my place, the long way, and went up and around. That’s why I didn’t spot his car until he was driving off.”

				 Myles rested his hands on his utility belt. “That doesn’t narrow it down too much, either. What do you think he wanted?”

				 Isaac shook his head. The culprit hadn’t attempted to rape her. He hadn’t really tried to hurt her, either. She might’ve ended up unharmed had she not fallen.

				 Still, it was chilling to think that someone had followed her and crept into the house while she was there alone at night. “No clue.”

				 “Thanks for helping her out.” King shifted his attention to John Hunt. “Is it okay to move her? Can I take her home?”

				 When Hunt hesitated midstitch, Isaac tried to ignore the doctor’s gloved hand, covered with blood, holding that needle.

				 “Not if she’s going to be there alone.”

				 “Her sister lives next door,” Myles said. “Leanne will look after her.”

				 “Fine with me. As long as Leanne’s willing and up to it.”

				 Isaac would’ve offered to let her stay, to watch over her through the night and give her a ride in the morning, but he knew she wouldn’t want that.

				 As the sheriff went to get her, Isaac closed his eyes. Although he experienced no pain, he felt a tugging sensation with each stitch.

				 The sound of movement made him glance up. Claire was walking under her own power but King had a tight grip on her upper arm, as if he didn’t quite trust that she wouldn’t fall.

				 Isaac thought she’d leave with just a perfunctory thank-you. He knew she probably wasn’t pleased they’d met up again after so long. But she turned back at the last moment, eyebrows gathered as she studied his wound.

				 “I’m really sorry you got dragged into this,” she said.

				Dragged… He managed a bitter smile as the door closed behind them and wondered what she’d think if she knew how panicked he’d been, how hard he’d pushed himself to reach her.

				 He had a hole in his chest to prove it. But she’d be surprised to learn there’d been any kind of personal involvement in what he’d done—so surprised she’d never believe it. Neither would she believe how completely she held his attention whenever she was in the same vicinity.

				 Or how many times he thought of her even when she wasn’t.

				

 Jeremy was shaking when he got home. After parking in the garage next to his father’s old Jeep, he hurried into the house and charged down the stairs to his room, where he closed and locked the door.

				 “Hey, the village idiot’s back! Where’ve you been?” His father had heard him come in; the noise had brought him to the top of the stairs. Rarely did he venture any closer these days. Jeremy had gotten too big. But that hadn’t always been true. He used to show up all the time, usually with his belt off and at the ready.

				 “Watching the fireworks.”

				 “I didn’t see you at the show.”

				 Trying to shut out the memory of how easily Claire had fallen when he pushed her, he sat on his unmade bed and dropped his head in his hands. “I was there,” he said through his fingers. “Where else would I go?”

				 “That’s what I’d like to know.”

				 “I was there,” he said again. Then he waited to see if his father would come down and bang on the door, because if that happened, he’d cry, and crying would only make his dad yell and say bad words. You’re a fucking giant! Quit acting like a little girl!

				 Maybe he did act like a girl sometimes, but he couldn’t help it. Had he hurt Claire? And who’d been holding the flashlight in the forest when he came running out of the studio? Someone had been there. Had he been seen?

				 He supposed he’d find out soon enough if someone from the sheriff’s department showed up.

				 The creak of footsteps overhead told him his father had left the opening to the basement and was going about his business. Hopefully, he’d get into bed soon. Don liked to ramble around and watch TV for most of the night. Since he’d gone on disability, it wasn’t as if he had to get up for work. But Jeremy liked it better when the house was quiet....

				 The clock ticked loudly on his desk. Jeremy counted those ticks until he thought he’d go mad. He kept wondering if he’d hear a knock at the door. But no one came.

				 Slowly his heart rate returned to normal. Everything would be okay. He hadn’t meant to do any harm. It wasn’t his fault that she was so small and he was so strong.

				 When he was fairly confident his father wouldn’t bother him again, he lay back and started rattling off all the numbers in his head. He was good with numbers. They calmed him. He could remember any number anyone ever told him. It made his father proud, and made him feel smart.

				 But that was the only time he ever felt smart.

				382-24-6832…
406-385-9472…
406-269-2698…
12/24/89…

				

 Why had Claire lied when she’d been asked why she’d gone to the cabin?

				 Now that Isaac was all stitched up and everyone was gone, he couldn’t help being curious. Those files had to be important or she wouldn’t have been so evasive. Neither would she have driven out to the cabin at night, in the middle of the Fourth of July celebration, knowing she’d have only the benefit of a flashlight to retrieve them.

				 Whatever the reason, it wouldn’t remain a secret for long. Surely she had to realize that. As soon as the sheriff left her in her sister’s care, he’d head over to the studio to see what he could find. What did she think—that he’d wait until morning? That she’d have an opportunity to recover those documents herself?

				 Knowing Myles King, Isaac doubted he’d hold off. Given what’d happened to Claire’s mother, the sheriff would dust for prints, check for tire tracks, do all he could to figure out who’d followed her to the studio, and why. And he’d do it as soon as possible, hoping that his efforts might also shed light on Alana’s disappearance—or at least convince everyone there was no connection between the two incidents.

				 Gingerly pulling on a clean T-shirt, Isaac decided to go back and get the files Claire had dropped. If he hurried, he should be able to get in and out without anyone being the wiser. What with the twenty-minute drive each way, helping Claire into the house and explaining to Leanne, it would take Myles at least an hour to get back. Isaac just had to dodge the deputies Myles had promised to send for her car.

				 Maybe she wouldn’t thank him for helping her, but he felt he owed her for letting her down all those years ago. He’d been an ass. Even he had to admit it. But there was something about her that brought out the worst in him.

				 Of course, she’d had her revenge. He’d had a long time to regret what he’d done, a long time to miss her. Although he’d made love with plenty of other women since, including several from around here, it had never been the same. And then there was the torture of one particular memory that didn’t go quite that far back....

				 He’d been tracking a moose in the Cabinet Mountains southwest of Libby, hoping to get a few good shots for a magazine called Montana Wilds, when he came across Claire and David camping out in the woods. They were newlyweds at the time and probably too poor to do any more than borrow Claire’s stepfather’s Winnebago to get away, so he wasn’t surprised that they hadn’t gone farther from home.

				 He was surprised, however, that of all the campers in the Chain of Lakes area he had to stumble on them. What seeing them together had done to him came as an even greater shock. They hadn’t heard him—they were far too engrossed in each other. He’d stood right where he’d emerged from the woods, only partially concealed by the trees, and watched David kiss and fondle his new bride as they made breakfast.

				 The sight had made him sick. And when he’d finally managed to clear his throat so they’d know they weren’t alone—he refused to slink off as if he’d been spying on them—Claire had angled her head to see around her husband’s shoulder. Embarrassment had registered on her face, but something else, as well. The look in her eyes told him she recognized the envy he was feeling.

				 Even worse, she’d derived a certain amount of satisfaction from it.

				 He hated that memory. Sometimes he hated Claire, too, for having such a strong hold on him despite his efforts to escape it. He was pretty sure she returned the sentiment. She wouldn’t even speak to him. If she saw him coming, she’d whip around and walk the other way. His career had taken off after a documentary he’d made on the impact of endangered status on the wolf population came to the attention of the editor at National Geographic a year or so after they’d quit seeing each other. That was when he’d started to travel. But Pineview was too small not to bump into her whenever he returned.

				 So, if he preferred to stay out of her life, why was he heading back to Alana’s studio to rescue whatever Claire didn’t want the sheriff to see?

				 He had no explanation for that. There was just something about her that made him do stupid things. Like sleeping with her for six months and not expecting to form an attachment. Like not turning away when she was being lovey-dovey with her husband so he wouldn’t have to carry that lasting and painful memory around with him. Like running hell-bent through the forest in an effort to reach her when she screamed—and just about puncturing his lung on a tree.

				 When he entered the studio’s clearing for the second time that evening, he found the place quiet and dark. The door stood open, exactly as he’d left it—a sign that no one had been there since.

				 He’d arrived in time. The files lay scattered on the floor.

				 Aiming his flashlight at the documents that had spilled out, he glanced over them and soon determined that they were case files—part of the investigation into Claire’s mother’s disappearance. He wasn’t sure why this was a secret. The sheriff must have a copy. That had to be where Claire had gotten this stuff in the first place.

				 He was sure of it until he read a report that talked about “inconsistencies” and realized that certain aspects of the case hadn’t been reported to the public. That meant Claire probably wasn’t supposed to know about them, suggesting she’d come by these through unofficial means.

				 Isaac raked a hand through his hair. “So that’s it.”

				 Careful not to pull on his stitches—Lord knew he’d bled enough for one night—he took all the papers and left the door halfway open, just as it had been before.

				 A car approached as he neared his own place. Using the darkness and the trees for cover, he crept close enough to the pitted dirt road to see who it was, and easily recognized the squad car. The deputies had arrived. Would they look around while they had the chance? Maybe…

				 Briefly, Isaac considered stopping whoever it was so he could hand over what he’d taken. Maybe there was something in these documents that would tell the sheriff why Claire had been attacked.

				 But he knew she didn’t want to give them up or she wouldn’t have lied, so Isaac figured he’d return them to her when he had the chance to do it discreetly.

				 He felt good about that decision—until he got home. After two hours spent reading through the various reports and interviews, he began to get a terrible feeling.

				 Something peculiar stood out....

				 He had to be wrong. Surely someone else would’ve noticed what he was seeing and brought it up if it was even a possibility.

				 Rubbing his eyes, which were bleary with fatigue, he wanted to let it go at that. He could be wrong. What was going through his mind wasn’t directly related to individual facts. It was more of a gut feeling about what all this information meant.

				 But it wouldn’t leave him alone....

				 “Shit,” he said when he set the files aside. If what he suspected was true, Claire was about to face another nasty shock.

				 And the sheriff was going to face his next big case.
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