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PROLOGUE

Eighteen months ago

“I should have killed the bitch when I had the chance.”

Aaron Doherty wanted to tell Linc to shut up. Instead, he ignored him. No confrontations until he was ready. He wasn’t about to blow his only chance.

It was almost time.

August was the only time San Quentin State Prison lost its dank, musty drenched-dog odor. The hot, stagnant salty air couldn’t mask the foul stench of old urine and sweat, but at least Aaron wasn’t cold.

“Shit, Doherty, put the fucking book down.”

He didn’t respond. Don’t let him goad you. He turned the page, wishing brick rather than bars separated the cells.

“I can’t believe you’re reading that crap. She’s a bigger fucking bitch than her sister. You should have heard her on the stand. Like I hunted down Trix! We could have worked it out. We would have, if it wasn’t for her.”

“You killed her husband and son.” Aaron hadn’t meant to say anything, but Linc was pissing him off.

“I told you how it was. I didn’t mean to kill the kid. I have a kid of my own, I don’t hurt kids. It’s not like I’m a damn pervert like Monroe.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Monroe shouted from the cell on the other side of Linc.

The buzzer rang loud in the prison, the announcement for dinner. Like trained rats, they lined up by their cell doors and waited for the electronic lock to be released.

Aaron’s heart raced. The time had come!

Aaron walked behind Linc along the catwalk. He didn’t look any of the other prisoners in the eye. They shuffled along, sweating, not talking. The slop they served was barely edible, but it was food and missing a meal was worse than eating the crap, so they stayed in order.

The shiv passed up through the line and landed in Aaron’s hand. He’d had to call in favors and pay off a half-dozen people to set this up. What they’d do for a few smokes. They’d heard the rumor of a new directive coming down, that the prison authority was going to ban smoking. Everyone was hoarding, and Aaron had the best stash for now—he hid his allotment because he didn’t smoke, couldn’t stand the stuff.

Aaron hid the sharp, deadly, handmade wood shiv up his shirt. He waited for the signal. Calm.

It happened just as they were carrying their trays from the line to the table.

“Don’t touch me, faggot!”

The ruckus came from across the room. Aaron didn’t look, didn’t comment, as he walked by Linc, tray balanced on one hand, and jammed the shiv just below Linc’s sternum.

Aaron kept walking.

He learned later that he’d pierced Linc’s lung. That was why the bastard couldn’t scream.

No one noticed Linc lying there on the floor until after the confrontation on the far side of the dining hall had dissipated.

Then chaos.

By that time, Aaron was eating four tables away, mentally composing a letter to his one true love, a letter he would never write, much less mail.


Dearest Joanna:

Tonight I killed Lincoln Barnes for you. He was a vile man, trash, and I am saddened that his brutality hurt you.

Tonight, justice was served. In the name of love, I killed for you. You deserve nothing less.

We can’t be together now, but I have at least one more appeal. Maybe you’ll visit me. I love you and I miss you.

Love Always,
 Aaron




ONE

Twenty-four hours ago

Aaron Doherty caressed the worn, full-page picture he’d cut from a magazine article more than a year ago.

Joanna.

His love was beautiful: blonde hair woven with gold, large, round chocolate eyes, and two deep dimples that he suspected revealed themselves even when she wasn’t smiling. He couldn’t wait to touch her, her smooth, fair skin, skim his fingers over her red lips, kiss her.

Joanna’s beauty was just part of her attraction. She was the only woman in the world who truly understood him. And when they finally met in the flesh for the first time, she’d know instantly that Aaron was her true love.

Just like he knew when he first saw her picture two years ago. When he read her books. When he learned everything about her.

When he killed for her.

They were soul mates. Every word she wrote, she crafted for him. Every story she told, she told just for him. Like in Act Naturally.

He pulled the battered book from his backpack. He’d stolen it from a library last week, shortly after the quake and their escape. It had physically pained him to leave all his Joanna Sutton books behind in his cell, but he didn’t have a choice. The earthquake had hit when his cell block inmates were on the exercise yard at San Quentin State Prison. He’d been standing alone thinking (of course) about Joanna. Doug Chapman was only a couple of feet away sneaking a smoke—much easier when it was so cold you could see your breath—and then the ground shook. Aaron had lived in California for years, but never realized how loud earthquakes were when you were at the epicenter. He and Doug saw the breach in the wall and they went over it as soon as they could move. No looking back, no stopping when the guards shouted. Aaron watched one of his fellow prisoners, a cold bastard named Theodore Glenn, kill one of the injured guards. Still, he kept going.

Aaron knew immediately where he was headed. Montana. To be with Joanna.

He’d taken three of her paperback novels from the library because they didn’t have the security sensors in the spine and he could easily hide them in his jacket. He wished he had more.

He opened it to one of the many underlined passages. He’d read the book twice since the escape last week. It made this time moving from one filthy motel room to another more bearable.

She swung her legs just enough to make the porch swing move, then tucked them beneath her, the easy rocking of the old chair comforting her. Was Garrett thinking of her? Thinking of her over thousands of miles, in the desert, serving his country. Being the hero she’d always known he could be.

Grace took the newspaper article from her pocket. It was worn and torn from being carried everywhere, but she couldn’t bear to part with it. Front-page headline: Hometown Hero Saves Three in Bombing.

She stared at the vast openness that was her home as tears clouded her vision. Her hand absently rested on the small swell of her stomach. How could she tell him over the phone about this new life they had created? Over e-mail? How could she act like everything was the same when her entire world had changed overnight?

“Come home safe, Garrett.”

Garrett and Grace lived happily-ever-after, and so would Aaron and Joanna. She was thinking of him right now, he could feel it. Wondering when he was going to come for her. She’d recognize that he was her hero as soon as she saw him. She’d kiss him, touch him, love him. She’d stay with him forever.

I’m almost there, Joanna.

His dick hardened and he shifted uncomfortably in the motel’s torn vinyl chair. He shoved his hand down his pants to alleviate the discomfort, but it only made his hard-on worse and he groaned.

Aaron let himself think about Joanna as he rubbed himself. They would get married in a quiet ceremony, then he’d take her to a secluded hideaway where they could be together. Maybe they’d never leave. He’d make love to her every night, and watch her write every day. They’d be inseparable.

He groaned again and looked at the picture of Joanna, on the verge of release.

Rebecca.

Joanna’s face morphed into the woman who had once loved him. Who had hurt him. Who had made him kill her, the bitch.

“I love you, Rebecca. I know you love me.”

“You know it’s not like that between us. I don’t love you, not like that. Please don’t do this to me.”

“What do you mean you don’t love me? You tell me all the time you love me! Have you been lying to me? Playing with me?”

She stared at him as if he were a stranger. Was that fear in her eyes? Why would she be scared of him? He worshipped her. Her fear made him angry. More than anger, he panicked that she would leave him.

“Aaron, you need to go. Now.”

“No!” They were in Rebecca’s house. She’d invited him over. He’d been over many times.

(Only twice, and because you made her invite you in.)

Aaron stamped down the dark voice and grabbed Rebecca by the arms. “Did someone make you deny your feelings? That asshole you’re working with on the set, Bruce Lawson?”

“Bruce?” She shook her head rapidly back and forth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about Aaron. You’re scaring me. Please, please let me go.”

He shook her and her hair came loose. “Don’t you understand? We were meant to be together, Rebecca.”

“Let me go!”

“Tell me you love me!”

Tears streamed down her face.

“You love me, I know you do, just last week you said, ‘I cannot imagine living another day without you.’”

She blinked rapidly, confusion on her face. “What? That was a line from my movie. What are you saying?”

“We’ve known each other forever, Rebecca.”

“We know each other because we’re neighbors.” She was sobbing, her voice becoming hysterical. “Please stop this!” She opened her mouth and he knew she was going to scream.

A vise gripped his heart, squeezing so hard he couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think, blood pumped, louder, hotter, faster, the tightness in his chest blocking out everything.

He didn’t know how the knife got into his hand. He didn’t even remember bringing it to her house. Suddenly a long red slash cut open Rebecca’s cheek and she was screaming, in pain and fear.

Aaron moaned, a pathetically weak sound, as he shook his head, ridding himself of the image of Rebecca’s bloodied face. His dick had gone limp without relief. He crumbled Rebecca’s picture and threw it against the wall.

Joanna. It wasn’t Rebecca in the photograph, it was Joanna!

He rushed across the room and picked up the paper. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” He carefully smoothed the picture, trying to rub out the wrinkles, then refolded it, heart racing.

Joanna wasn’t Rebecca. She wouldn’t lie to him. Aaron had it figured out. Someone had told Rebecca to leave him. That Bruce Lawson. She hadn’t wanted to, she’d been manipulated.

(You killed her Aaron.)

He didn’t want to think about that day. It depressed him because he’d never wanted to hurt Rebecca. He’d loved her. But she lied, and he hated liars.

(You don’t deserve women like Rebecca. Or Joanna.)

Aaron pushed the dark thoughts from his head, sat in the uneven chair and stared at the cigarette-scarred table until his pulse slowed to normal.

A key in the door made Aaron jump and look around for escape. If it were the cops, they’d burst in, or pound loudly, shouting their presence. Aaron swallowed his apprehension from being on the run for nearly a week.

It was Doug holding two large fast-food bags in clenched fists. Originally, after the earthquake, it seemed like a good idea to stick close to his cell neighbor Doug Chapman. He had great instincts, could hot-wire a car, and he got them a gun within twenty-four hours. But after living next to the guy in a six-by-nine-foot cell for eighteen months, and being practically tied at the hip this last week, Aaron was antsy. The last thirty minutes while Doug had been out getting food had been the first real peace he’d had in days.

“Fuck, Aaron, we should have gone south for the winter. I should never have listened to you.” Doug dropped the food on the table.

“You’re free to leave,” Aaron said, lips tight. “I’ll give you half the money.”

“Chill, man. We agreed we were in this together, that two is better than one and all that crap.”

“Where’s O’Brien?”

“Coming,” Doug said. He pulled off his jacket and tore open the bags. “We caught the news while we were waiting. They caught Blackie and his gang over in San Francisco yesterday. I think O’Brien got a little freaked someone would recognize us.” Doug nervously ran his hands over his buzz cut, frazzled for the first time since they’d escaped five days ago. “That guy got them all.”

“Two guys drowned in the bay the night of the quake,” Aaron answered. “Your ghost didn’t get everyone.”

“I don’t give a fuck about them, Blackie was caught. I thought he’d be smart, sure thing.”

Aaron shrugged. Doug had a theory about everything, Aaron had learned since Lincoln Barnes died and Doug moved into his cell. Doug’s current theory was that someone was tracking all the escapees—a ghost or some avenging angel.

“We gotta get the hell out of here.”

“We’re already a thousand miles from Quentin,” Aaron said. “We got new clothes, some money, we’re laying low. I have a place for us. And Blackie was a brute. He was stupid, robbing stores right and left. Aren’t you glad I stopped you from joining their gang?”

Doug shrugged, talking with his mouth full. “Guess so. But I swear, I’m gonna go down to fucking Mexico as soon as it’s safe. Somewhere where there’s no snow. It’s twenty degrees out there! Twenty!” He slurped his soda.

“Why do we have to go in separate?” Doug continued to complain, shoving fries into his mouth, his face low to the table as if someone would snatch his food at any moment.

“If—and this is a big if—the Feds come up this way, they might be looking for the three of us. So I’ll go in alone first, then you and O’Brien come up later. Say you have car trouble. Went off the road or something.” Aaron unwrapped his burger and took a bite. Where was O’Brien?

“Are you sure?” Doug asked.

“We can feel out the situation when we get to the lodge.” His true love Joanna waited for him at the Moosehead Lodge. He didn’t want Doug anywhere around Joanna, at least not at first. Aaron needed to assess the situation, make a plan, and decide exactly what they should do. Doug may or may not be part of the bigger picture. Right now, Aaron needed him. But later, when he and Joanna were together? Probably not.

Aaron added, “Maybe there’s something else—”

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. Doug pulled out the gun they’d stolen yesterday. Aaron waved him back. “It’s probably O’Brien.” He opened the door, cautious. He didn’t trust the guy. He didn’t know him well, he’d transferred into the East Block of San Quentin from the North Seg only a week before the quake. All they knew about the guy was that he was in for popping his wife and her lover, and was out of appeals. He’d been scheduled to walk the long mile in six months, but the Western Innocence Project had taken an interest.

Innocent. They all had reasons—damn good reasons in Aaron’s case—for murder. And it didn’t look like the Project had been able to do anything for O’Brien—why would he have gone through the wall if he’d be getting out on some technicality in a few months?

Aaron and Doug still had time and appeals, and neither had a death wish. Would O’Brien take dangerous chances because it didn’t matter one way or the other—dead now in a gunfight, or dead this summer by lethal injection? Aaron didn’t want to risk it. He had a future—a life with Joanna—and wasn’t about to get himself killed.

But O’Brien seemed dead earnest about wanting to make amends with his daughter, who hadn’t written or spoken to him since he’d been convicted fifteen years ago.

Aaron asked O’Brien, “Where’ve you been?”

He held up a ski jacket. “I saw an unlocked car and thought I could use better clothes. I’m freezing.” He pulled several pairs of socks from his pockets, tossed a pair at both Aaron and Doug.

“You can say that again,” Doug mumbled. “Thanks, man.”

“So, are you coming with us to Montana or going back to see your kid?”

O’Brien frowned. “I can’t go back yet. The cops are all over the place, I need to lay low, let the heat die down, then go back for my daughter.”

“Just so you understand that this is my girl, my rules.”

O’Brien nodded. “Absolutely. When do we head out?” He sat down and unwrapped his food.

“Tomorrow morning. Before dawn.” Aaron kept his face blank. During his nine years in prison, he’d learned a lot—and something about Tom O’Brien wasn’t right. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.

“What about the storm they were talking about on the news?” Doug asked.

Aaron waved off his concern. “We’ll be ahead of it. Besides, it may be cold, but it’s clear.”

He listened to O’Brien and Doug bitch about the cold. Something about O’Brien’s eyes. They were familiar, and Aaron didn’t know why. He’d never met the guy, not until he transferred last week and then not more than two words until the quake.

It was best not to talk to strangers in prison.

But…the sense of something predatory lingered. Aaron wasn’t going to turn his back on O’Brien.

In less than twenty-four hours, you’ll be with Joanna. And finally, at peace.



FOUR

It was after eight that evening when Jo finally settled at her desk to write.

The howl of the wind as it whipped the snow around the lodge was the only sound. There would be huge drifts tomorrow morning. Jo hoped their cottage guests were all right. She’d checked on them when the snow first started falling. The cabins were the two closest to the lodge; they didn’t have generators but were equipped with propane stoves and wood-burning fireplace insets. They were cozy retreats, perfect for the honeymooning couple as well as the two college kids—Brian Bates and his girlfriend Marie Williams—in the southernmost cabin who had planned to research their joint thesis for an advanced wildlife biology class at Missoula. They’d arrived yesterday and Jo suspected that now the weather had turned, there’d be more romance than working in the field.

She pulled up her current work-in-progress, a story she was calling Cry, Baby, Cry to fit her theme of titling all her books after Beatles songs. It had been her editor’s idea eight years ago when she called her first novel Act Naturally. But this story was much different than her others.

The only time she had missed a deadline was after Ken and Timmy were murdered. Deadline? She’d lost an entire year…she didn’t think she’d write again.

But then one day not long after she moved back to the lodge, she sat at her computer to order a sweater for her grandfather, and a story idea popped into her head. Her muse had returned, and in the process of writing Jo had found more healing than in the previous year of barely living.

Now that she’d rediscovered her love for writing, she wasn’t going to fall into that dark emotional pit again. She could control the pain, control her anguish just fine, thank you.

Her sweeping romances and family sagas had given her a wonderful fan base. She hoped she wouldn’t disappoint them with something a little different this time. It was as if Cry, Baby, Cry was writing itself, yet Jo was still trying to make it conform to her plan. Jo decided for the first time to let the story take her on the journey, rather than the way she usually wrote with a clear road map.

She was deep into it, on her third page that night, when her eleven-year-old niece ran into her room without knocking.

The sudden movement startled her. “Leah!” Jo admonished.

“Sorry.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Mom said to get you. Wyatt McBride is on the radio and asked for you.”

Jo saved her document. “Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. Mom didn’t say. I think she was mad that he asked for you.”

Trixie had always had a crush on Wyatt, who was a year older than Jo and three years older than Trix. But Jo knew Wyatt’s heart belonged to one woman, Grace Worthington. And Grace was traveling the world. Living in the Centennial Valley was not in her top ten goals. It hadn’t been in Jo’s, either, but after Ken and Timmy were killed, this was the only place she had felt safe.

Jo put her arm around Leah’s slender shoulders as they went downstairs. She had a special affection for her niece, but was sometimes hesitant to show it. Trixie always acted weird whenever Jo wanted to take Leah out to do something in the valley, like cross-country skiing or snowmobiling over Red Rock Pass. Jo figured Trix was upset that she couldn’t do those things with Leah herself, so Jo tried not to push it.

She went into the office where Wyatt and Trixie were chatting on the VHF radio.

“Jo’s here,” Trixie said.

Jo and Wyatt had a long history. He, Jo, and Grace had been the Three Musketeers growing up, and when they were in high school Wyatt and Grace started dating. When Grace chose a college on the East Coast, Wyatt was devastated. He dropped out of nearby MSU and spent a year in the military. He eventually returned to the valley—told Jo it was in his soul and he didn’t feel right anyplace else. He became somewhat of a ski bum while spending the next six years in college, introduced Jo to Ken, and was best man at their wedding.

When Jo returned from California after Ken and Timmy were murdered, she and Wyatt picked up their friendship where it had left off. Wyatt had considered her husband Ken one of his closest friends. He’d even flown to California for the funeral.

“Hey, Wyatt, what’s up?”

“Gotta little problem. I’m up at the Kimball homestead on the north end of the lake with six Boy Scouts. The storm came in faster than I thought.”

He sounded like it was a personal failure that he didn’t see it coming. “It surprised us all,” she said.

“They often do.” Even the weather service was sometimes wrong. “The Ward boy broke his leg. We’re shutting down for the night—have shelter, food. We’re good. But I need to get him medical attention ASAP.”

“I can call in search-and-rescue. Give me your exact location—”

“We’re not moving tonight. The storm is getting worse, and we’re safe where we are. I set Ben up with a temporary brace and the boys are building a sleigh. But I was hoping we could come to the lodge.”

“You’re that close? I thought—” She glanced at the map. “Kimball. Right. That’s about twelve miles, sticking to the trails.”

“Bingo.”

“Don’t move Ben. I’ll meet you there tomorrow morning. Between Trix and Stan they can take care of Ben.” Stan had been an Army medic and Trixie had extensive first aid training.

“Are you sure? We can meet you partway—”

“No, if the weather lightens up I can be there in less than an hour. If it’s still rough, it might take a little longer. I’ll have the sled hooked up, which cuts into speed.”

“Perfect. Thanks, Jo. I really appreciate it.”

“Don’t mention it. Let’s talk on the radio tomorrow at seven a.m. so I can give you a better ETA based on the weather.”

“Right after I check in with the Sheriff.”

“You mean your brother.”

Just thinking about Tyler McBride made Jo a bundle of nervous energy. She hadn’t seen him in over two months, ever since Thanksgiving dinner at Wyatt’s place when she and Tyler had been in the kitchen alone.

She’d been right to put distance between them. It had all happened too fast, too unexpected. She wasn’t ready. She didn’t know if she’d ever be ready. Why did he have to push it? Dammit, why couldn’t he just be happy with the way things were? With Tyler she’d been happier than she’d been in four years. And now…

Now Jo missed him.

Wyatt moaned. “Don’t remind me. I’ve never met such a high-and-mighty arrogant know-it-all—”

Jo cut him off and laughed. “Look in a mirror, Wyatt.”

“Touché, Joanna.”

She winced at her full name. No one called her that.

“I’ll be waiting for your call. Be careful.”

“You, too.”

She hung up. Instead of thinking about Wyatt and the boys, Tyler filled her mind. After meeting him on the Kyle Worthington rescue last winter, they’d started seeing each other casually. She knew he was being cautious because his ex-wife had died not long before he moved to Montana. Jo was cautious because—well, she still loved her husband. He was dead, but she couldn’t just turn off her feelings like a faucet.

She’d gone with Tyler and Jason to Wyatt’s ranch in Ennis. Wyatt had bought a hundred acres and renovated the rundown house himself. He was about halfway done, but what he’d completed was beautiful. Every room had a view—most of wide-open spaces. On a clear day, you could even see Centennial Mountain from the kitchen.

This past Thanksgiving was clear and after dinner the sun had just begun to set in the southwest. The mountains were alive with color, and Jo stopped scraping leftover food into the bucket for Wyatt’s animals.

As always, the Centennial Mountains, from any angle, took her breath away.

But that night…the vastness of Montana hit her with an intense emptiness, and she descended into the emotional pit she’d been in after Ken and Timmy had died.

Sometimes the past crept up slowly—she knew the sadness would come and she could prepare. But tonight the anguish seized her unexpectedly and all she saw was Timmy’s face.

How could she ever replace Timmy? How could she replace Ken? She had loved them so much, her heart twisted at the loss. Her loss. Yes, she was selfish and she knew it, but dammit, they were her family! She had chosen to marry the athletic wildlife biologist who made her laugh like no one else. She had given birth to a beautiful baby boy who should have had a chance to grow up. Nine years wasn’t enough.

Hands wrapped around her waist and she almost dropped the plate.

Tyler kissed her on the neck. He was taller, broader, more muscular than her dead husband. And when they made love for the first time, that weekend in September when Wyatt had taken Jason on a scouting excursion, she allowed herself to think that maybe—maybe—she could find love again.

Her heart slammed shut.

Tyler turned her around. “Is something wrong, Jo?”

She shook her head. How could she explain it to Tyler? He’d been nothing but kind and patient. She touched his cheek, kissed him. “Where’s Wyatt?”

“He took Jason out to bring in the horses.”

“Jason seems to be adjusting well.”

Tyler didn’t say anything.

“Don’t you think?”

“I think Wyatt’s pushing him. Trying to prove something, I don’t know what.”

“Jason would say something if he didn’t like it.”

“I don’t think so. He’s a private kid.”

“A little like his dad.” She smiled, tried to slide away, feeling suddenly too close, too intimate. Talking with Tyler about his son—his son, not her son. “We should finish clearing—”

Tyler pulled her back, kissed her. His hands found her neck, held her to him, and she let herself relax. The quiet intimacy comforted her. Just her and Tyler, without pressure, without words. Her body heated up, as it always did when Tyler touched her. He was a man of a thousand degrees. She wondered if he’d be comfortable naked in the snow. The vision of them making love in the snow made her grin.

He pulled back an inch, a smile curving his lips up. His green eyes sparkled. Tyler McBride was one handsome man, a cowboy at heart, and Jo couldn’t deny that she was attracted to him.

The first man who had started to weave his way into her heart since Ken.

“I love you, Jo.”

She blinked, her body frozen. Love. She pushed it from her mind. He hadn’t said it. He couldn’t. Too much was at stake when love came into the picture.

“I want to marry you. Will you?”

As if she had already said yes, he kissed her.

Her mouth was open in shock, not response.

He pulled back and in his eyes she saw that he already knew her answer.

“I—I can’t.”

His muscles tensed and he stared at her. Not talking.

“I’m sorry.” She ran from the kitchen. She should have given him an explanation. She should have told him how she felt, about him, about Ken.

About Timmy.

But just thinking about it made the tears come, and she couldn’t put her feelings into words. She couldn’t explain them to herself, let alone Tyler.

She hadn’t seen Tyler since.

The phone rang. “Moosehead Lodge,” she answered, her voice thick. She feigned a cough.

“This is Bonnie Warren from the Sheriff’s Department. Who’s this?”

“Hi Bonnie, it’s Jo.”

“Can you hold for the Sheriff?”

Hold for the Sheriff?

“Is something wrong?”

“No. Just a minute, please.”

Did Bonnie know about her relationship with Tyler? She didn’t think so, but there were only nine thousand people in the entire county of Beaverhead. And they all knew one another. She hadn’t advertised it, but they hadn’t kept it secret, either.

Why was she worrying about it? It was over. Tyler was calling about Wyatt and the boys, that was it.

“Jo.”

His voice was deep and sexy, even though he wasn’t trying to be anything but all-cop. Maybe that’s why Jo was so attracted to him. He didn’t know what he did to her.

“Hi, Tyler.”

“Have you spoken to Wyatt?”

“Yes. I’m going out to the Kimball homestead tomorrow morning and bring Ben Ward back. Wyatt will follow with the rest of the boys.”

“Thank you.”

“There’s no need to thank me, Tyler. I’ve done things like this for years.”

Why was she sounding so defensive?

“Jason’s out there with them.”

“Oh. I’m sure he’s fine, he’s a good kid, and Wyatt knows what he’s doing.”

But Jo also knew that while Tyler didn’t act overprotective, he kept a discreet, watchful eye over his son. Rightfully, Jo thought. The world was a dangerous place. Balance was hard—when to let them push, when to keep them sheltered.

“I—” What was she going to say? What could she say? “I’ll have Jason call you when they get here, okay?”

“I’d appreciate it. Nash called in about the avalanche. That wasn’t near you, was it?”

“No. It was about two miles east of Lakeview. We heard it, sounded like it was right in our backyard, but we talked to Nash and he planned to inspect it.”

“How is everyone there?”

“We’re fine. No problems.”

“Any guests?”

“I have one couple who weren’t expecting the vast solitude here. I think they’re going a little stir-crazy.” She was making small talk, and it felt uncomfortable.

“If anyone shows up out of the blue, give me a call, okay?”

“Why?”

“You never know. You’re way out in the middle of nowhere, Jo.”

“Everyone here had a reservation, Tyler. Sometimes being in the middle of nowhere is exactly what people need.”

“Unless you’re going nowhere.”

Jo’s jaw tightened. “What does that mean? That was uncalled for.”

“Was it?” he asked softly.

“Anything else?”

“Do you remember the interview you did for that national magazine a couple years ago? It’s hanging up in your lobby.”

The sudden change of subject confused her. “Yes,” she said cautiously. “Why?”

“What were you wearing in that picture?”

“And this is important why?”

“Just curious.”

Jo had no idea what was going on in Tyler’s head. “Um, a rust-colored sweater and jeans. No, a jean skirt,” she corrected after picturing the article. “Why?”

“Someone was talking about it and I couldn’t remember.”

“Why do you care what I wore in an old photo?”

“If any strangers arrive at the lodge unexpectedly, call me immediately.”

“Now I know something’s wrong. What is it, Tyler?”

There was a long silence, which proved to Jo that Tyler was worried about something other than Jason and the scouts. “I don’t want to scare you, Jo.”

“You’re scaring me now.”

“I had a strange call this evening from a guy who described that picture of you. He seemed to think that someone might want to hurt you.”

“Hurt me?”

Why in the world would anyone want to hurt her? Lincoln Barnes, the vile man who murdered Ken and Tim, had died more than a year ago in a prison fight. Linc was the only person who truly hated her. Jo closed her eyes and took a deep, shaky breath.

“Jo?” Tyler asked softly. “Honey, are you okay?”

“I can’t think of any reason why someone would want to hurt me. Linc is dead. I haven’t gotten so much as a crank call or nasty e-mail.”

“I’m coming to the lodge tomorrow,” Tyler said.

“You don’t have to—” She stopped herself. Jo would feel safer with Tyler around. More than a sense of security, Jo realized she had missed Tyler. It had been more than two months and he hadn’t called after she turned down his marriage proposal. Not that she blamed him. Hell, maybe she didn’t want to see him, though the fluttering butterflies in her stomach told her otherwise. “You’ll come by to pick up Jason?” she asked.

“And to see you. To make sure everyone is okay.”

“Who is this guy with my picture? Do you really think that he’s dangerous?”

When Tyler didn’t answer, Jo added, “The storm isn’t going to lighten up anytime soon. No one is getting to the lodge tonight.”

“I’m counting on it. Just be careful.”

“What are you not telling me, Tyler?”

Tyler frowned and looked at the information he had about Doherty, Chapman, and O’Brien. How much should he share? He didn’t want to scare her needlessly—Jo was right in that no one was going to make it through Lakeview. He’d already spoken to Nash and he was on the lookout for anyone going that way. But the truth was, there was more than one way into the valley.

“I don’t want to panic anyone,” he said carefully, “but do you remember the earthquake and prison break in California last week?”

“It was all over the news.”

“Someone called in a sighting from Pocatello.”

“That’s on the interstate. They’re probably on their way to Canada.”

“The witness said that one of the convicts had a picture of a woman. From a magazine. I think it was you.”

Silence. Damn, he hadn’t wanted to tell her, but what else could he do? She had to be prepared. “Jo? Are you okay?”

“That’s why you asked what I had been wearing for the article.”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t know that this escapee is coming here.”

“No, I don’t.”

The caller’s words came back to him. McBride, you have to believe me. This woman is in danger.

He added quietly, “There are three prisoners still at-large. The caller only talked about two of them, but we don’t know where the third is, if the three are together, or if they split up.”

“Who are they?” Jo’s voice was calm and matter-of-fact, but Tyler could imagine her brow furrowed in concentration.

“Aaron Doherty, Douglas Chapman, and Thomas O’Brien. All from California, all escaped from San Quentin during the earthquake. I don’t know for a fact that they are coming to the lodge, but you need to be extra careful. I called Nash, filled him in earlier, and he’s keeping an eye out in Lakeview. No one is getting through tonight.”

“Thanks for telling me. I need to warn the guests—”

“Wait, Jo.”

“What do you mean wait?”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“I can’t keep this information to myself!”

“Can you vouch for every one of your guests? Do you know them, personally? Have they all been there for more than forty-eight hours?”

She paused. “No, but—”

“If you tell one, it will get out. People panic, Jo. You know that. Tell your grandfather and Stan, but no one else. Not until you get the pictures. Is your Internet working?”

“Last I checked, our ISP was down. I’ll keep this between us for now. Grandpa and Stan are already settled for the night. I’ll tell them first thing in the morning.”

“I’ll fax you their mugshots as soon as I get them. It won’t be long, I already talked to the Feds.”

“I’ll look for them.”

“Lock your door, Jo. And bring a gun upstairs with you.”

“Is that really necessary?”

He wished it wasn’t. “Just as a precaution.”

“Fine.”

She hung up, and Tyler stared at the phone.

Why didn’t you tell her you love her?

He wanted to talk to Jo, get her to explain herself to him, but not over the phone. What could he say to convince her that loving him wasn’t betraying her dead husband?

A phone conversation wasn’t going to fix anything. Tomorrow when he saw her, then they’d talk. Maybe he hadn’t made it clear to Jo that he wasn’t trying to replace Ken Sutton.

At least, he’d explain it to her if he could get through—both through the avalanche, and through Jo Sutton’s thick head.

And once he got there and knew Jason and Jo were safe, he wasn’t going to leave her side until he knew that the three escaped convicts were nowhere near the lodge.



FIVE

Aaron Doherty listened to Joanna’s conversation with a man named Tyler.

On the phone, she spoke softly, and Aaron couldn’t make out all the words. But Joanna sounded concerned.

No one knew he was coming here. Doug was in hiding and O’Brien was dead.

Still, something worried her.

Had someone seen them? But even if there had been a witness, no one knew where they were headed. Maybe someone had discovered the missing snowmobile they’d stolen in that pissant little town off South Centennial Road. Doug had wanted to go to the main house and wait until the storm passed. Aaron convinced him it was unwise. Too many unknown variables. They didn’t know how many people lived there or if they had weapons.

Had someone in the house seen them and called the cops?

Whatever. There was no way the cops could get here. Aaron had heard the avalanche. It had to have been huge. Maybe there was another way to get to the lodge, but it would have to take longer, right? On his map, the way he’d come had looked the fastest.

Aaron would figure out a way to disable the phone system. He’d assumed that the phones would be knocked out by the storm, but Karl Weber had explained earlier that the lines were all buried. “We don’t have electricity out here, we run off a generator, but we have telecommunications,” the old man had joked. “Since we’ve had phone service, over thirty years ago, it’s never gone out because of a storm.”

Not good. The only phone was in the office, along with a radio and fax machine. Tonight, when everyone was asleep, Aaron would fix the problem. Now he wished Doug was here. He probably knew a way to disable the phones without making anyone suspicious. Doug was a civil engineer, after all—or he had been before he killed three people.

Doug had lived a relatively normal life, as far as Aaron knew. College grad, good job, married. But he’d been violent on and off and then one week for seemingly no reason, he killed three people.

While in prison, the doctors put Doug on psych pills and he became almost docile. At least not so tempermental. But Aaron was a little concerned since Doug had been off his medication for six days now. He didn’t seem any different than when they’d been in prison and Doug had been doped up, but Aaron sensed that Doug was getting antsy, like he couldn’t stop moving. Aaron didn’t want him anywhere around Jo. Right now, Doug was doing exactly what Aaron said, but what if he got it in his head that he should be in charge?

Aaron heard Jo hang up the phone and ducked into another room. It was a small room, maybe a den of sorts. Pitch black, it smelled of pipe tobacco and good cognac. It reminded him of his aunt Dorothy’s house in the hills above Glendale. He’d never met his uncle Benny, he’d been dead before Aaron had been born, but the parlor had still smelled like him. Aunt Dorothy would sit there, open up the humidor, the pipe tobacco filling the air. She’d sip cognac and not move for hours.

She’d loved Uncle Benny, turning the parlor into a mausoleum.

It seemed fitting that she died there. Wasn’t she better off now, anyway? She’d always said she couldn’t wait to die so she could be with Benny again.

And now she was.

Aaron waited in the lodge den, heart thudding, listening.

He’d thought everyone was settled for the night. It was nearly eleven. But when he came out of his room, he’d heard Trixie in the kitchen and Joanna’s voice in the office. The fire had been banked for the evening, and Stan Wood and Karl Weber were nowhere to be found.

He’d wanted to familiarize himself with the surroundings. And to learn more about Joanna. That would have to wait.

He listened. Soon, there was no sound but the wind. And still, he patiently waited.

After shooting O’Brien and leaving him in a ditch in the snow outside Pocatello early that morning, he and Doug had continued on to Monida. Aaron didn’t answer Doug’s questions about why he’d killed O’Brien. Aaron didn’t quite understand himself, but when O’Brien made that comment about Joanna being sexy, Aaron snapped. O’Brien had made him nervous from the very beginning. Unlike Doug, O’Brien hadn’t been with them the entire time since the earthquake. What had O’Brien been doing? He’d said he went to see his daughter, but could Aaron believe him?

Doug stopped asking questions and they drove in silence. The morning was bright and beautiful, but almost as soon as they turned into the Centennial Valley the sky darkened and the weather reports warned of a quick-moving and violent storm.

Still, Aaron insisted that they continue on. Joanna was only miles away. He couldn’t get this close and not see her.

Doug grumbled, but didn’t really complain until they were crawling at fifteen miles an hour in blinding snow. The truck got stuck on the west side of Lakeview, and Doug got really mad.

But Aaron saw the opportunity. There were buildings up ahead, some structures. He convinced Doug to go with him, but then they discovered all the structures had long been abandoned.

Then they saw lights.

Doug was excited. “Let’s go pop them and we’ll hang out here for a couple weeks. Hell, there’s no one around. No one will think of looking for us here.”

The first building was a garage. Inside there was a truck and several snowmobiles. Aaron had a better idea than killing the occupants of the main house. “Let’s take these and go to Joanna.”

“No,” Doug said subbornly.

Aaron was getting tired of Doug’s belligerence. In many ways, Aaron just wanted him gone. But Aaron wasn’t sure he could ride one of these things. He sure as hell wouldn’t know how to fix it if something happened. And Doug understood all things mechanical.

Aaron tamped down his anger and said, “Joanna has a sister.”

“Probably some old hag,” Doug muttered.

“Younger sister. Very pretty. I think she’d like you.”

Aaron was certain Trixie Weber would love Doug. He was a foul, crass brute just like their old friend Lincoln Barnes. Doug liked beating up on women. Trixie liked to be beaten. Otherwise why had she hooked up with a scumbag like Linc?

Aaron wouldn’t put a mark on Joanna’s flawless skin. That Linc had hit her made him want to kill the bastard all over again.

(Who are you kidding? You’ll kill her.)

No. Aaron would die first. He’d never harm Joanna. He loved her.

“You’d better not fucking be lying to me,” Doug had said. “I hate it here. It’s colder than Quentin, and wetter. Shit, I can barely feel my toes.”

Aaron had found clothing in a shed. It fit him well, but Doug was bigger and his ski jacket was comically tight. He kept grumbling, but managed to hot-wire the snowmobiles. They sped away from the ranch.

No one followed.

They’d almost died in the avalanche. It had been so loud. Deafening. Aaron had never heard anything like it. They felt its tremor behind them and for the first time in his life he thought he would die. But they made it through.

They continued for miles. The first cabin they came to was perfect for Doug. There was food, wood, a stove. And peace. Aaron would love a place like this to share with Joanna. Doug…not so much. It was hard to convince Doug to stay in the outlying cabin, but Aaron insisted that he wait it out for a day or two.

“I only have reservations for one,” Aaron said. “If we both show up, it’ll be suspicious.”

“Why the fuck did you do that?” Doug grumbled.

“I made the reservation the day after the earthquake under a false name. I didn’t know we’d still be hooked up when we got here.” He hadn’t thought about it. All he imagined when he called the Moosehead Lodge was that after two years of dreaming, he and Joanna would finally be together. Doug hadn’t even entered his mind.

“No one’s going to care if you show up with a friend. I don’t want to stay here. It’s like prison.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow morning and we’ll work something out.”

(Kill him.)

Aaron dismissed the idea. He needed Doug, at least for now.

Maybe he would kill him tomorrow.

Doug complained, but Aaron helped him start a fire in the wood stove and Doug decided that staying warm tonight was the better option.

Aaron had continued to the lodge alone.

Two of them would have seemed threatening. Aaron didn’t want Joanna to be suspicious, especially after that phone conversation he’d overheard.

She was even more beautiful in person than in her photograph. When he’d walked into the lodge earlier, he’d seen the article he carried with him everywhere, framed and mounted in the entry.

Montana Romance Writer Simple Country Girl at Heart

There were several photos accompanying the article, including his favorite—Joanna on the wide porch of the lodge, mountains behind her. Her long, golden blonde hair blew in the breeze, her eyes vibrant. Her perfect profile was sharp and aristocratic, but her pure, smooth skin softened her.

Her skin looked even lovelier in person.

Her hair more luxurious.

Her eyes a deeper brown.

Her mouth lush and full.

He was her savior. He had wanted to tell her right when he saw her that he was her hero, but it had to wait. In her books, noble heroes didn’t come on scene and tell the beautiful heroine how wonderful they were. Instead, they showed her.

And he would show her. When the time was right, Aaron would tell her that he killed Lincoln Barnes for her.

What man couldn’t defend his own woman? Joanna’s husband certainly had not been a hero. He’d been stupid and weak, and had been killed because of it. She was better off without such a pathetic man.

When Aaron was certain no one was around, when the watch he’d stolen off the dead O’Brien read 11:38, he left the den.

Silence.

Aaron slid into the office, quietly shut the door and turned on a desk lamp. He knelt on the floor, looking under the desk for a plug. No, he couldn’t unplug the radio. That was obvious, and they’d simply plug it back in. Same with the phone lines. He’d have to go outside and find the main box for the phones. But even then, he wasn’t sure what to do. Doug would know. He’d have to get Doug to do it in the morning.

The phone rang loudly and Aaron jumped. He whipped around, realized that it was the fax machine, not the phone. The volume button was on the side, and he turned it down, hoping no one had heard it. It rang again, softer.

A fax started to come through.

The first page was a cover sheet with a law enforcement seal, then:

Beaverhead County Sheriff’s Department

Tyler M. McBride, Sheriff

Tyler. That’s who Joanna had been talking to earlier.

In small, bold block letters the message:

Jo, here are the photographs we talked about earlier. Be careful. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Love, Tyler.

Love, Tyler.

Love. Tyler.

What cop signed his memos love?

What was Joanna’s relationship with the sheriff?

Heat rose in Aaron’s face, and he couldn’t see anything but the memo in front of him.

I’ll be there as soon as I can. Love, Tyler.

Aaron sat on the desk chair, feeling as if his heart had been stabbed with a scalpel. Had Joanna betrayed him with another man? After he had killed for her?

She is too good for you. You know that, Aaron. She’s beautiful. You’re average. She’s successful, you’re nothing. Nothing, Aaron. You’ll never be anything. What in the world were you thinking when you came here? She can’t love you. No one can love you.

(You’ll have to kill her.)

Shut up.

He wasn’t like that. Of course he was worthy of Joanna. He was smart, he was handsome, they were meant to be together. They had a future, a grand future. She’d told him over and over that they would live happily together forever. She promised she’d never leave him.

The fax machine beeped and Aaron shook his head, coming out of his thoughts. He saw that three pages had followed the cover page.

Love, Tyler.

The first was Doug Chapman’s mug shot. He looked like the brute he was, with a couple days’ growth of dark beard, shaggy hair, and small, dark eyes. The shot reminded him of Popeye’s nemesis in the old black-and-white cartoons Aaron had watched when he was a kid. But Doug wasn’t as fat as Bluto, nor as mean-looking.

Looks were deceiving.

At the bottom of the photo was a physical description. Douglas Harold Chapman, b. 1971, hair: brown, eyes: brown, height: 6'2", weight: 220 pounds. Distinguishing marks: Tattoo on upper left arm of rose with the name Tanya. Tattoo on upper right shoulder of eagle head.

The next photograph was of Thomas O’Brien. It was a poor-quality reproduction. He looked much younger in the picture than Aaron remembered him. Thomas Michael O’Brien, b. 1953, hair: black, eyes: blue, height: 6'1", weight: 185 pounds. Distinguishing marks: Strawberry birthmark one inch wide on upper right shoulder blade.

Then came the last page.

Aaron’s mug shot.

He picked all four pages off the fax and turned for the door. Stopped.

Joanna might be waiting for them. If they weren’t there, she’d call and Sheriff Tyler McBride would fax them again. Aaron wasn’t sure he could disable the equipment before then. At least not without being obvious.

He put the cover page, Doug’s photo, and O’Brien’s photo back on the fax machine. He folded his mug shot and tucked it in his back pocket. Then he clicked off the desk light and left.

He went upstairs and paced outside Joanna’s room. The light was on; he saw it under her door. What was she doing? What was she thinking? Was she thinking about Tyler?

His fists tightened and he laid them against the paneled wall outside her door, resisting the urge to pound. How could she? How could she do that to him?

He’d have to ask. And she’d tell him. She was honest, he knew that about her. Only a truly honest person would be able to write the books she wrote.

He raised his hand to knock. Dropped it.

Take it slow.

The smart thing would be to wait until breakfast. He realized that as he stared at her door, a wall sconce illuminating the hall. He didn’t want to scare her, or even make her feel uncomfortable. Showing up now—near midnight—might do one or the other.

He slowly paced along the hallway, trying to come up with a better reason to knock on her door.

Hunger? No, that was dumb. His room had a small refrigerator with water, cheese, crackers, and grapes. The old man, Joanna’s grandfather, had told him if he needed anything else, there was a cabinet in the dining hall marked “snacks” and he could help himself.

What if he said he couldn’t sleep and wanted to talk?

No. That would make him sound like a schoolgirl.

Perhaps he could disable something in his room. Ask her to fix it. But she might think he was weak, incapable of taking care of her.

Aaron grew frustrated. He needed to see Joanna. But he didn’t want to blow it. Scare her.

Love, Tyler.

The urge grew and he walked away, down the stairs. Then back up the stairs. To her door. Slowly. Stealthily. He almost knocked.

No.

Down the stairs again.

A noise stopped him. He walked across the lobby, toward the great room, and ran into the girl, Leah Weber, as she bounded across the room with the big Saint Bernard behind her. She wore red flannel pajamas under a red bathrobe, her long blonde hair braided down her back, her pretty face unconcerned at meeting a stranger in the foyer.

“Late for you to be up,” he said. Buckley wagged his tail and Aaron scratched the dog on the back. He’d never had a dog of his own. His aunt Dorothy had two poodles—hardly worthy of being called dogs. More like oversize rats. Now Buckley, he was a real dog. A dog Aaron would have been proud to have as a kid.

She grinned. “Shh, don’t tell my mom. I just had to get another piece of cake. Stan makes the best chocolate cake, and I know Aunt Jo is going to eat it all in the middle of the night.”

Aaron agreed. “That was good cake.”

Leah asked, “Do you need something?” She licked frosting off her finger.

So young, so innocent. Aaron had always liked kids, and he felt as if he knew Leah Weber well.

Her father Lincoln had talked about her often. Had her picture taped to the cell wall. She’d been younger then, five or six.

Leah had grown into a lovely young woman. What was she now? Eleven, Aaron thought. On the brink of womanhood, but still a child. Still someone to protect.

Aaron had done just that. Leah’s father was a crass, violent man who was better off dead. That he’d tried to kidnap the little girl disturbed Aaron on a level he didn’t like to think too deeply about. What would Lincoln Barnes have done to such a sweet child? No good, that’s for sure. He’d killed another child, Leah’s cousin.

“It was an accident, I didn’t mean for the boy to die. I wanted what was mine. My woman and my daughter.”

Lincoln Barnes’s words echoed in Aaron’s brain. Remorse from a killer? Aaron wanted blood. Because Barnes had killed a child.

Aaron had avenged the child’s death. Someday, Joanna would understand that. Someday, she would get down on her knees and thank him.

“I’m fine,” he told Leah. “Just walking around. I couldn’t sleep.”

“I know,” she said, rolling her eyes as only a young teen could do. “My mom has me in bed at ten every night, and I tell her why? I’m going to be twelve next month, I shouldn’t have a curfew. It’s not like I’m going to school tomorrow.”

“Enjoy your cake,” he said. “I think I’ll sit by the fire.” The hearth was contained in a huge inset, the flames doing a slow, quiet dance. The room was warm and comfortable.

“See you in the morning.” She scurried down the hall to her room, calling for Buckley to follow her.

Meeting Leah was fortuitous. He’d learned something important about Joanna.

He sat on the floor in front of the fire. He would be waiting for his love when her sweet tooth called.



NINE

Mitch had known Hans for fifteen years, since they’d met on the transport to Kosovo as part of a special Evidence Response Team to uncover mass graves and help identify victims. They’d become friends, good friends. They’d worked together on a half dozen cases since. Hans had been the best man at his wedding.

So when Hans stepped back into the room, Mitch immediately detected a ripple of anger beneath Hans’s calm expression. Hans motioned to Mitch. “I need you for a minute.”

On alert, Mitch followed him down the hall. Before the door had clicked closed, Hans said, “You lied to me.”

Hans spoke with quiet rage, as only a man with complete control over his emotions and a steadfast equilibrium could do.

“It was important.”

“You used me.”

“Hans, you don’t understand—”

He raised an eyebrow. Mitch swallowed and paced. There were few people in this world that he respected more than Hans Vigo. Largely because Hans hadn’t given up the field. He still went where he was needed. He’d pushed to be assigned the Theodore Glenn case. He pushed for a lot of things and always got them.

“You’ve used up your tokens, Mitch. You’d better talk fast. And I’m still sending you on the next flight back to Sacramento.”

He should have factored in Hans’s friendship with Meg, but Mitch had needed Hans’s diplomacy and clout to get this far.

He’d been this close to Thomas O’Brien. So close he could taste it. When a predator smelled his prey, when he visualized the capture, knew he was about to spring the trap…and then the entire plan went to hell.

“The man saved my life.”

“O’Brien?”

Mitch dipped his head. “I was loaned out to the San Francisco regional office. With so many convicts on the loose and the locals focused on public safety and emergencies after the quake, they needed additional help. I was assigned O’Brien, but almost immediately was pulled off. I called Meg, she hadn’t done it. It came from higher up, and not in the FBI. She told me to pull back—since when does Meg pull back?”

“Megan plays by the rules.”

Mitch bit back a stinging comment. He and Meg had a complex history, and at first he’d thought that’s where all the crap was coming from. Now, he wasn’t as certain. “I was following a fugitive.”

“Protocol demands that you inform the local field office of any leads. Your supervisor expressly told you not to go to Salt Lake City.”

Mitch had no response.

“Then you ask me to meet you. I trusted you, Mitch. I came without so much as a question. And then Meg calls me and says you disobeyed a direct order and haven’t returned her calls.”

“Look how close we are!”

“You have to return to Sacramento.”

“No. Dammit, Hans! You need me.” Hans raised an eyebrow. “You know what I mean,” Mitch clarified. “I’m one of the best. I’ll find them.”

Hans didn’t say anything, just stared at Mitch.

“You can talk to Meg, explain it to her,” Mitch said.

Hans asked, “Explain what exactly? All I see is an arrogant FBI agent who thinks he doesn’t have to answer to anyone. You go off half-cocked, don’t tell your boss, don’t tell anyone and think that you’ll be forgiven? Meg went out on a limb for you—”

“Don’t go there.” His ex-wife was the last person he wanted to be indebted to.

“You want me to talk to Meg, you tell me what I’m supposed to say. Because right now I’m ready to send you up the river. I will not be lied to, I will not be used, and I will not let even you, a man I call a friend, tell me to manipulate someone I like and respect.”

When Mitch didn’t say anything, Hans said, “I was best man at your wedding, and I was there when the marriage fell apart.”

“You knew it would.”

“Call me psychic.”

Hans was pissed. In all the years Mitch knew him, he’d rarely heard sarcasm.

Mitch told Hans everything that happened during the Goethe shoot-out. “I lost track of O’Brien in San Francisco. Then he calls me a day later. I have no idea how he got my phone number, how he even knew to find me. I think he was following me while I was trying to pick up his trail again. He tells me where Goethe’s gang is hiding out. That they’re about to take down another store, but will be back. And to wait for his signal.

“We stake it out and he’s right. They come back. He’s with them. Armed. I’m thinking, what the fuck? He’s going to get himself killed. Or he set a trap for us. But something he said made me wait. SWAT wanted to go in as soon as they had a shot, but I—O’Brien told me he’d been the one to catch three of those guys. The man has balls, I give him that. And I didn’t want him dead. I wanted to talk to him. Hell, I don’t know. Being pulled off the case, then having O’Brien call me? My gut just said wait, so I held everyone back. I’m waiting, waiting—and he looks right at me. He sees my hiding place.

“Then you know what the guy does? He shouts, ‘Drop your weapons! This is the police!’”

Mitch shook his head, remembering the scene vividly. “O’Brien has cover, SWAT drops in, takes everyone out immediately. Two of Goethe’s gang fall. I walk into the scene, gun drawn, and out of nowhere a woman screams and jumps on me with a knife. Blackie’s girlfriend.” He rolled up his sleeve, showed Hans the fresh scar to add to a dozen others. “She sliced my arm. O’Brien was right there, took her out, and then Blackie went after him. O’Brien didn’t hesitate. He fired, then disappeared.” Mitch shook his head. He didn’t know whether to admire O’Brien or lament the fact that a dozen cops had missed him. “I still don’t know how he did it.”

Hans said nothing for a long moment. “You feel like you owe your life to this man. You know he’s a killer.”

Mitch nodded.

“Why did you lie to me? To Meg? To everyone you work with?”

“I don’t want him to get himself killed. I can talk him into turning himself in.”

“He eluded SWAT in a secure building. He’s not going to turn himself in.”

“I think he’s looking for something.”

“Are you telling me everything?”

Not quite. “All I know, Hans.”

“Meg is furious.”

“I know.” Mitch had been avoiding her calls for two days. “I’m sorry to drag you into the middle of this.”

Hans sat on the edge of the table. “If I didn’t like you and Meg so much, I wouldn’t be here right now. But that doesn’t change the fact that you breached protocol and can be suspended or fired over this.” He held up his hand before Mitch could say anything. “I’ll talk to Meg, but only if you return to Sacramento.”

“But—”

“But nothing. O’Brien isn’t with Chapman and Doherty. You know it, and I know it. From what the caller said, it must be O’Brien. Chapman and Doherty must have figured out who he was or were suspicious. Tried to get rid of him. The man has nine lives, I’ll say that much.”

“I’m not leaving you here on your own.”

“The Helena field office is perfectly capable of providing backup, and Sheriff McBride is solid. I did some background work on him last night and he can more than hold his own.”

“There’s no way Helena can get here in twenty minutes before you leave for the lodge.”

“But they’ll be here soon enough. I promised Meg you would be on the next flight to Sacramento.”

“In this weather?”

Hans shrugged. “So, next flight might not be for a couple of days. You might as well put yourself to good use and help us track a couple fugitives.” He paused, then added softly, “I know how a case can get under your skin so bad you’ll do anything to work it.”

“Thanks, Hans.” Relieved, Mitch started to open the door.

Hans pushed it shut, stared at him, and spoke with a firm voice. “Don’t thank me yet, Mitch. You violated my trust, and I won’t forget it anytime soon.”

         

Aaron had come downstairs early, while everyone but Stan Wood slept. The old black man worried Aaron yesterday—something about the way he’d looked at Aaron in the foyer that set off his warning bells.

After ten minutes, Aaron learned Stan was like that with everyone. Suspicious. But when Aaron offered to help with breakfast—“I need something to do with my hands”—Stan handed him a butcher knife and told him to dice up a pile of potatoes.

“You’re a long way from L.A., John,” Stan said.

“Yes, sir.”

“What brings you up here?”

Aaron paused for effect, though he had his story down. “A major decision.”

“Life-changing?”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is a good place for thinking. Sometimes people come up here to think and never leave.”

“How long have you lived here?”

Stan sipped black coffee. “Going on thirty years.”

“It’s so—quiet.” That had been the first thing Aaron noticed when he woke up early that morning. Dead silence. The storm had kept the wind whipping half the night, but now it was calm. Some might call it peaceful.

It made Aaron nervous.

“That it is,” Stan agreed.

“And you’ve been thinking for thirty years.”

Stan laughed, a deep, guttural sound that made Aaron think the man didn’t laugh much. “When we stop thinking, we die, young man. But I did my heavy thinking years ago. Now, I contemplate lesser evils than my past. Like how long it’s going to take you to dice up those potatoes.”

Aaron busied himself at the task, a little disturbed at being criticized by Stan, but with an urge to please him that he didn’t understand.

Aaron barely remembered his father. Aaron and his mama moved around so much that Aaron didn’t see his dad for months at a time. Even when he stayed with his paternal grandparents, his dad rarely visited.

Joe Dawson hadn’t wanted him. That’s what Ginger Doherty said.

There were few male figures in Aaron’s life, and none that lasted more than a couple months. His paternal grandfather had been a foreboding man, not one Aaron could confide in or ask for advice. And the last time he’d seen his dad? He’d been six or seven.

“Don’t bring him here again.” Grandfather glared at Aaron’s mother. “I won’t have you putting Lottie through this again. She cries for weeks after you take the boy.”

“He’s your grandson. Your flesh and blood,” his mama said. No one knew Aaron was eavesdropping. He was good at hiding.

Even when he didn’t hide, people often didn’t notice him.

“I told you we would take him in if you’d stop coming by.”

“I’m not giving you my son!”

“But you’d sell him fast enough, wouldn’t you?”

Grandma Lottie came into the room, tears in her eyes. “Ginger, I love Aaron. Please let him stay here. With us. We’ll provide for him. Give him a good, stable home.”

“And what about me? He’s my son!”

“You haven’t acted like a mother since the day you gave birth!” Grandma Lottie said. “You complained that you were fat and then had a tummy tuck!”

“How can I provide for my son without a husband? Oh, wait, you didn’t teach your own son to take care of what is his.”

“Leave Joe out of this.”

“What, he has a couple minutes of fun and gets out of his responsibility, but I have to pay for it the rest of my life?”

“We’ll take care of Aaron. Give up your parental rights, and we’ll give him a real home.”

Aaron sat around the corner just out of sight, arms hugging his legs, back flat against the wall, breath caught in his chest. He didn’t know what he wanted. When he was here, he missed his mama something awful. He loved the way she smelled, the way she held him, the way she told him that he was her little man. But Grandfather was smart and Grandma Lottie let him lick the spoon when she made sugar cookies. And she told him he was the best angel in the school choir…

Mama hadn’t even come to the play.

He wanted to be with his mama, but he didn’t want to leave Grandfather and Grandma, either.

What were parental rights? Sometimes his grandparents would talk when they thought he was sleeping. They said bad things about his mama. Especially Grandfather. Why did they hate his mama? Why couldn’t they all live together and be happy? Why did his mama make him move all the time and live with strangers?

“How much?” Mama asked.

Grandma Lottie sobbed. “We don’t have a lot of money, Ginger! We’ll buy Aaron’s food and clothes and we can start up a college fund—”

Mama laughed. “College? I never got sent to college. I love Aaron and he’s mine. He’s the only thing that is all mine, and you’re not getting him. Not unless you have a good reason for me to give up parental rights.”

“Aaron is not a possession!” Grandma cried.

Silence. It lasted nearly forever to Aaron as he huddled alone.

“Get out.” Grandfather had spoken. His voice was barely audible, but Aaron started shaking.

No, Grandfather, I don’t want to go. Don’t make me leave.

Grandma Lottie started crying. She ran around the corner, saw Aaron. Her eyes widened and she gathered him into her arms.

“I love you, Aaron. I’ll always love you.” Her tears soaked into his cheek and shirt. He wanted to tell her he loved her, too, but he couldn’t talk.

“Aaron!” his mother called.

Grandma Lottie ran into the living room with Aaron around her neck. “We can sue for custody. We can fight for him.”

Mama laughed. “No judge is going to give grandparents custody over a baby’s own mother.”

“He’s not a baby anymore, Ginger,” Grandma Lottie said. “He’s a little boy and you’re going to ruin him.”

Anger flashed in his mother’s eyes. “Ruin him? No more than you ruined your own son. Give me my boy.”

“Joseph!” Grandma Lottie shouted at his grandfather. Aaron’s ears were ringing. “Joseph, do something!”

“Give him to her.”

“No!”

“Lottie, please.” Grandfather sounded like he was going to cry. Mama said real men didn’t cry. “Think of Aaron, this isn’t helping him.”

Grandma Lottie sobbed. Mama pulled him from her arms.

They left without another word.

“Is this good?” Aaron said to Stan, his voice thick for reasons he didn’t understand.

Stan put a hand on his shoulder. “Very good, son.”

Joanna came into the kitchen. She looked at him, gave him a half smile. “You’re up early, Mr. Miller.”

“John.”

“John. Right. Sorry.” She poured herself some coffee, added cream and sugar. “I was going to take the Trotskys and the MSU kids breakfast and lunch and make sure they don’t need anything else. The NWS anticipates more snowfall this afternoon, and I want to meet up with Wyatt and the boys as soon as possible.”

“I can check on the guests,” Stan said.

“No, no problem, seriously. It’ll only take me a few minutes.”

“Why don’t you take John here?” Stan suggested.

“It’ll only take me a minute—”

“I’m a little concerned about the Sheriff’s fax, Jo,” Stan said.

Aaron looked at Joanna. “What fax?”

She waved her hand as if it were nothing. “A couple convicts who escaped from prison. Tyler—Sheriff McBride—thinks they’re in the area, but as you know from this weather no one is getting through.”

“Do you have a description?”

Stan pulled copies of the mug shots from a drawer. “Here you go.”

Aaron looked at the pictures, frowning.

“Recognize them?” Stan asked.

Aaron shook his head. “I’m glad to say no, I haven’t seen them.”

Stan put the pictures away. “Jo, just to be on the safe side.” He nodded at Aaron.

“I have my bear spray,” she said.

Does she not want to be with me? Aaron watched her eyes, tried to read her mind. Why didn’t she like him? What was she hiding? Did she have something going on with this Sheriff Tyler McBride?

He stared at the knife next to the diced potatoes.

Blood dripped from the tip. He had it in his hand. Below him was Rebecca Oliver, her arms and chest sliced up, blood seeping into her sheets, her big blue eyes staring at him.

Why Aaron why Aaron why…

He closed his eyes, swallowed, carefully said, “I’m happy to help.”

Stan smiled. “Good. Let me get you a snowsuit. I think you’ll fit comfortably into one of my old outfits, before I put on this extra twenty pounds.” He patted a stomach that didn’t look all that large. “Jo?”

She nodded. “Great.”

The tension fell from Aaron’s body. The blood was gone from the knife.

She did want him, after all.

         

After Tyler told Wyatt about the escaped convicts, he called the lodge. The phone rang repeatedly, before a breathless Trixie answered.

“Moosehead.”

“Trixie, it’s Tyler McBride.”

“Hi, Tyler.”

“Is Jo around?”

“She’s taking breakfast to our cabin guests.”

Tyler’s chest tightened. “Alone?”

“Alone?” she asked as if he’d asked if she were naked. “What do you mean?”

“Did Jo tell you about our conversation yesterday?”

“About the convicts? She showed Grandpa, Stan, and me the pictures you faxed. They’re not here.”

Tyler felt marginally better, but fear still tickled his gut, and he always trusted his instincts. “Just to be on the safe side, stay close to the lodge, okay?”

“We will. You know Jo is going out to meet Wyatt later, right?”

“Yes. I’m on my way, Trixie, but it may take all day to get there.”

“I’ll make sure there’s enough dinner for you.”

“And a couple deputies.”

Her voice lost its flirtatious humor. “Why so many?”

“We need to get the boys home, that’s our number one responsibility. And until we know exactly where the escaped prisoners are, I’m not leaving.”

“Why? Are they coming here?”

Jo hadn’t told her family everything, Tyler realized. Maybe it was for the best that they didn’t know how personal the visit was for one of the killers.

“We’re not sure,” he said. “We’re going off an anonymous call. I should know more when I get there.” He wasn’t going to tell Trixie about her ex-boyfriend’s run-in with Doherty, not over the phone. She knew Lincoln Barnes was dead, and good riddance, but there was still Leah to think about. And if the Feds were right and Aaron Doherty had killed him, Tyler wanted to tell Trixie in person.

“Trixie,” Tyler added, “please be careful.”

He hung up and Bonnie came in. “Sam Nash is on line two.”

Tyler picked up the phone. “Nash, Billy told me you’re loaning us your best sleds. I appreciate it.”

“Someone broke in to my shed and stole two snowmobiles.”

Tyler stiffened. “Two?”

“I thought I heard something yesterday, but I was helping Old Bud Landry bring in feed for his cattle—there was a delay in the delivery, and the truck couldn’t get past Monida, so Pete and I brought it in on Landry’s sleds. I thought the snowmobiles were those damn Worthington teens again, being stupid. Turns out they were my own sleds I heard.”

“Could they hold more than one person?”

“They’re single-rider sleds, but two could fit.”

Great. That didn’t tell him if all three convicts were at large in the valley, or if his caller was correct that there were only two.

“I’m leaving in ten minutes. If you need me, Bonnie will tap you through to my radio.”

He hung up, dialed the lodge again.

The phone rang. And rang.

Twenty rings later Tyler slammed the phone down. “Billy! We’re leaving now.”



TEN

Jo hadn’t wanted to take John Miller with her to deliver breakfast and check on the guests at the two cabins. But Stan had put her on the spot and she didn’t want to be rude.

“Okay,” she said, bounding into the kitchen at quarter to eight. “Where’s my little helper?”

Stan gave her a look and handed Trixie two plates. “Got it?” he asked.

“I’m not going to drop them,” Trixie snapped and left.

“He’s already outside.” Stan watched Trixie leave to serve Cleve and Kristy Johnston who were sitting in the formal dining room on the far side of the foyer. “On the deck. He has some thinking to do.”

“Don’t we all?” Jo said, not meaning to sound callous. “I talked to Wyatt earlier this morning and I’m going to head out to the Kimball homestead by nine—as soon as I’m done with this. I want to get Ben Ward back before the snow starts again, and NWS predicts it’ll be falling heavy by two at the latest.”

“You should bring someone with you. At least until we know more about where those convicts were headed. I don’t like the idea of you out alone when there could be escaped prisoners in the area.”

“Nobody knows where they are. They might be anywhere in Montana or Idaho—or Wyoming for that matter. Heck, they could have made it up to Canada, which would have been the smart thing. And you have their pictures, so we know who we’re looking for.”

“Yes, we do.” Stan turned and Jo saw the gun in his waistband in the small of his back.

“Stan—”

Stan hated guns. He’d served two tours of duty in Vietnam and had been a strung out drug addict and alcoholic when he panhandled Karl Weber in Bozeman thirty years ago. Karl had been guest lecturing at the university for a week, and when he returned he brought Stan with him.

Jo had been seven or so at the time, and all she remembered about Stan was that he’d been big, black, and very sad.

Now he was part of their family. She couldn’t imagine him not being in her life. She didn’t know everything about his history before he moved to the valley to be Karl Weber’s right-hand man, but she knew he detested firearms and never carried when he went out. Bear spray was his weapon of choice.

She touched his arm. “Everything is going to be okay, Stan.”

“I’d feel a lot better if you had someone with you. I’ll go if you don’t want a stranger.”

She shook her head. Stan had been having heart trouble for the last few years. He was on medication, and she didn’t want him overdoing it.

“I’ll take John, okay?”

“Thank you. I’ll feel better when the Sheriff gets here.”

Me, too.

Ten minutes later, Jo had on her snowsuit and favorite boots. She wasn’t keen on taking John Miller with her, but she didn’t want Stan to worry. She met John on the deck. He looked into the distance, toward where you could see Upper Red Rock Lake—if the visibility were better. Now, all that was in front of them was a quiet pale gray mist.

“Ready?” she asked, feigning cheerfulness.

She led John outside to the snowmobile shed. The temperature was still in the low twenties, but so far this morning the snow was holding off and visibility wasn’t half bad. “Have you ridden one of these before?”

“It’s been a long time,” he said. She appreciated his honesty.

“It’s like riding a bike,” she said. She gave him a quick rundown on the controls.

“It’s coming back to me,” he said. “Are you going to all the cabins?” he asked as they started out.

“No, just the two we have occupied. We offered to move them to the lodge yesterday morning, but they wanted the privacy. Each cabin is fully self-sufficient. It can be peaceful.”

The honeymooners were about two hundred yards directly west of the lodge. It was the best cabin on the property, with a fantastic view of the valley and a small private deck. The college couple was about three hundred feet south of the honeymooners, as you start up the mountain—easy to get to on a well-worn trail, but more difficult in this weather.

“Why don’t we split up?” Jo suggested. The snow had started trickling down, and it could worsen quickly. She’d hoped it would hold off until that afternoon, and now all she wanted was to leave as soon as possible to bring the scouts back before the weather made it impossible.

“I’ll take that cabin,” she said, pointing to where the MSU kids were, “you head for the Trotskys. Greg and Vicky. Just hand them the basket, ask if they need anything, make sure they have enough wood.”

John seemed undecided, so Jo said, “Or we can do it together. It’s just the weather is turning and I want to get back quickly.”

“Where are you going?”

“Do you see that cabin?” She pointed to the barely visible cabin among the trees. “Two college kids from MSU are up there. I’m going to walk up, but you can take your snowmobile all the way down to the Trotskys’s cabin. Just follow that tree line—it’s marked—and you’ll be fine.”

“Okay. Thanks, Joanna.”

Aaron watched Joanna put on snowshoes, then turned his snowmobile toward the cabin downslope. Greg and Vicky Trotsky. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Joanna walking up the snow-covered mountain trail, visible only because of her bright red jacket.

Aaron wasn’t exactly sure which cabin Doug was in, but it definitely hadn’t been occupied, and it seemed to have been much farther out. In reading the Moosehead Lodge brochure in his room, he’d learned that there were seven cabins on the property.

But what if he was wrong? Aaron couldn’t chance it. He listened carefully as Joanna went up the slope to the college kids’ cabin. He was certain Doug wasn’t there—it was too wooded, too steep. They’d been able to drive the snowmobiles up to the door of the cabin yesterday.

If Chapman hurt her, Aaron would kill him. He didn’t want to kill anyone. He only resorted to violence when he had no choice. It was never his fault when he had to kill.

Worse than killing Doug, though, was that Joanna would learn his true identity if there was a confrontation. Aaron couldn’t have that. Last night they’d bonded over tea and conversation. He’d relished every moment of their time together. Every word they shared. Her large brown eyes watching his, her delicate hand playing with her hair, twirling the ends round and round her finger. She was truly interested in what he had to say, touching his hand in sympathy when he’d told her about losing Rebecca.

“I love you, Joanna,” he murmured into the quiet, cold morning.

Doug could ruin everything. It had been smart of Aaron to let Joanna and the others see Doug’s mug shot. That meant Aaron could force him to stay away. He might have to get out of going with Joanna to meet the Boy Scouts, as much as he hated the idea. He’d miss the opportunity to bond with her as they’d done last night. But he had to tell Doug that Joanna knew what he looked like. Doug had to stay away. Far away.

He knocked on the door of the honeymooners’ cabin. He heard, “Who is it?”

He recognized that voice.

“Doug?”

The door opened. Doug stood in the entry half-naked. His face was flushed, a fresh set of scratches on his chest. A bruise covered one cheek and he had another on his side.

Behind Doug was a man, facedown, dried blood on the back of his T-shirt. He wore sweatpants. On the bed a woman quietly sobbed, a scarf tied around her mouth. Her hands were tied to the bedposts with fishing line. Her wrists bore red welts and cuts that continued to bleed. She was naked and the bed was bare. Dark bruises marked the inside of her thighs, blood was smeared on the mattress.

“What have you done?” Aaron shut the door firmly behind him. There was a simple bolt lock. He slid it closed.

“Is that food? Great. I’m famished.” Doug took the box from Aaron’s hands and sauntered over to the table, oblivious to the dead body he had to step over to get there.

“Dammit, Doug! I told you to stay put.”

“Shit, I was going stir-crazy. Flat-out insane.”

“It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours.”

“I felt like I was back at Quentin. I had to get out.” Doug opened the box. “Hot coffee.” He poured from the thermos into a cup and breathed in the rich scent. “Good stuff.”

“Do you realize they’re going to find out what happened here?”

“We’ll be long gone.” He gulped the coffee.

“The owners come to the cottages every day to bring food and supplies. And when the snow lets up—”

“Anyone comes, I’ll pop them.”

“You can’t kill everyone! Let me think.”

“You think, I’ll eat.”

Aaron looked at the woman on the bed. She wasn’t blindfolded. Not only could she identify Doug, she could now identify Aaron. She’d have to be killed. Aaron didn’t relish the thought, but he’d make Doug do it.

Then tomorrow, he’d make a point of going out with Joanna again. He could delay the discovery of the bodies until he took Joanna away. He had wanted more time—at least a week—to win her heart, but now he realized he’d have to work faster. Especially if the Sheriff was on his way to the lodge.

It would work out, he convinced himself. After all, she’d been very attentive to him last night. And today, asking him to join her while delivering meals to the guests, and then to help the Boy Scouts. Wouldn’t it be pleasant to run this place with Joanna? Together. Working as a team. Lovers, friends.

In her book Every Little Thing the heroine had lived in a large, run-down home in San Francisco. The hero, an architect, had bought the building to renovate and turn into a high-class spa. Instead, they’d worked together to create a quaint bed-and-breakfast, fell in love, and married.

He could see himself in that role. Working with Joanna to keep the Moosehead Lodge afloat. Her grandfather was old—probably eighty—and she couldn’t do it all herself. She needed a man. She needed him. Aaron.

John Miller.

“Yo, Aaron?”

“You’ll have to kill her.”

“She’s my distraction, buddy. You want some? I’m worn out.” Doug laughed.

How had Aaron ended up with this vile human being as his partner? Aaron wasn’t about to have sex with any woman except Joanna. And he wouldn’t take her against her will. She would offer her body to him freely, out of love and passion, not fear.

“Joanna is going to be here any minute.”

“Want me to help you restrain her?”

Aaron’s hands clenched and unclenched. He slammed a fist on the table, knocking over the thermos of coffee. He didn’t notice the hot liquid spill across the wood, onto the floor.

“Fuck, man—”

Aaron whispered, “You touch her and I will kill you.”

Doug blinked, stepped back. Started cleaning up spilt coffee.

“Just saying, man.”

“Kill the woman and go back to where I left you yesterday. Do not leave. The Sheriff faxed over our mug shots.”

Doug stopped cleaning and glared at him. “What about you?”

“The machine jammed. I helped clear it, erased the memory,” Aaron lied easily. “But your page already had come through. Everyone there knows what you look like.”

“I can’t believe this! You said we’d have that place to ourselves. It’s in the middle of nowhere, no one would think of finding us, but the cops know we’re here? How the fuck do they know we’re here? Who told them? Who saw us?”

Aaron had been thinking the same thing. He shook his head. “Maybe the clerk at the gas station where I bought the map.”

“That’s stupid,” Doug said. “Why would she remember you? You know how many people go into gas stations and buy maps?”

She’d commented on the romance novel Aaron had bought. “You like Joanna Sutton?”

“Yes,” he’d replied.

“Me, too. I read them as soon as they come out.”

Doug said, “Maybe you didn’t take care of O’Brien.”

“He was dead.”

But he hadn’t been dead when Aaron had left him in the ditch. He was bleeding from the gut. No one could survive without medical attention. O’Brien had been left in the middle of nowhere. Only a few hours later it was snowing so hard, he’d certainly have frozen to death if he hadn’t bled to death first.

Aaron didn’t need to tell Doug that.

“It’s the only way this will work. Do it.”

A sound. A snowmobile. He jumped up, parted the curtains a fraction. Joanna had just started her snowmobile. She was looking at the cabin. Stay away. Stay back.

“I have to go. Do what I say, Doug.”

“Or what? You going to kill me like you killed O’Brien?” Doug had his hand on his gun.

Aaron glanced at Vicky Trotsky. Almost felt bad for her. She didn’t ask for this, not like other women. “Kill her before you leave. She can identify you, and me.”

Vicky tried to scream and fought the ties. Aaron turned from her, unbolted the door. “If you fuck this up, Chapman, you’re dead.”

“Ooo, big threat.” But he didn’t sound so tough—he knew Aaron was dead serious. “Fine. But I have all day, right?”

“No one will be out here tonight, I’ll make sure of it. Be out before seven tomorrow morning.”

“That’ll give me plenty of time for some more fun.”

Vicky whimpered and strained, the fishing wire cutting deep into her wrists.

“Keep that up,” Aaron told her, “and you’ll kill yourself.” He turned to Doug. “Don’t make her suffer.”



TWELVE

It took Tyler nearly thirty minutes to drive down the interstate to Monida, and it would be at least two hours before he, his two deputies, and the Feds hit Lakeview. If the snow didn’t fall heavier than the few wisps that started as they left Monida.

He was about to radio Bonnie to patch him into the lodge. The ringing phone had to have been a glitch, or no one could hear it. Phone lines simply didn’t go out in the valley. They were buried, and he’d never heard of a problem.

Bonnie came on almost immediately. “I have Wyatt on the radio.”

“Patch him through.”

A minute later, Wyatt said, “Tyler.”

“Everything okay?”

“Karl Weber radioed me. Jo is on her way now.”

“When did you talk to Karl? I talked to Trixie earlier this morning, but haven’t been able to reach anyone by phone since.”

“About ten, fifteen minutes ago. He was having radio trouble earlier, but it’s fixed.”

Tyler didn’t like the coincidence of radio trouble coupled with not being able to reach the lodge by phone, but at least Wyatt had spoken to Karl.

“Karl didn’t sound worried or distressed?”

“Not really—he asked if I knew about the escaped prisoners, and I told him that we had talked.”

Tyler said to Wyatt, “Don’t tell me that Jo left the lodge alone.”

“No. She brought several men with her. Karl said the weather was too unpredictable for the scouts to hike to the lodge, so we’re going to double up on snowmobiles and probably arrive before you get there.”

“Who did she leave with?”

“Karl didn’t say. Must be guests from the lodge. Any word on the prisoners?”

“No,” Tyler said. “But Nash said two of his snowmobiles are missing.”

“Stolen?”

“Appears so. I wanted to give Jo another warning. She’s a smart woman, but she’s also stubborn.”

Wyatt agreed. “Yes, she is.”

“Is there anywhere other than the lodge where you can take the boys? What about that place near Elk Lake? Or the Worthingtons’?”

“Both places are too difficult to reach with an injured boy,” Wyatt said. “The valley is nearly four hundred thousand acres. The chances that two killers will stumble over us, slim to none. And I’ll hear a snowmobile from miles away. Sound carries extremely well out here. I’ll be cautious.”

“Tell Jo about the theft when you see her.”

“Anything else you want me to pass on?”

“Nothing I won’t tell her myself when I see her. We’re about four miles from Lakeview. We should meet up around the same time at the lodge.”

“Do you really think these guys are a threat?” Wyatt asked.

Tyler glanced at Hans Vigo in the seat next to him. Why would the Feds have come all the way out here unless they thought there was a real threat? There was something to their concerns, and his own fear.

“Just keep your eyes and ears open, Wyatt.”

“Yes, Sheriff.” Wyatt hung up and Tyler winced. He hadn’t meant to sound so bossy. It came with the territory. Was that why he and Wyatt couldn’t regain the brotherhood they’d shared as kids? Because they had both grown up into strong-willed, stubborn men who didn’t like to explain themselves?

Tyler was about to radio Bonnie again to patch him into the lodge—he’d like to talk to Karl Weber himself, tell him about the personal threat to Jo—when Mitch Bianchi shouted from the backseat, “Stop!”

Tyler slowly braked. Slamming on the brakes could have put them into a skid or spin. Before they fully stopped, he saw the same thing Mitch Bianchi had.

A car roof.

Tyler motioned for everyone to remain silent as they exited the police 4X4 truck, guns drawn. If there was someone in the car, it was doubtful they were alive. But if somehow a killer had survived, he was trapped, and trapped animals attacked first.

They approached slowly by necessity, the snow soft under their boots. The car was off the road, but barely. Most likely it had gotten stuck. Tyler remembered that, according to the anonymous caller, the killers were driving a Ford 250 truck.

The vehicle looked like a truck, the bed full of snow, the cab almost completely covered as the wind had blown drifts of snow around it. Tyler motioned for his deputy to get into the bed, and Bianchi took the front. Tyler approached the side and kicked the snow off the window.

Empty.

“It’s the same type of truck that Chapman and Doherty were last seen in,” Bianchi said. “What are the odds?”

“It’s theirs.” Tyler took a shovel from his vehicle and scooped snow away from the door so he could open it.

“How can you tell?”

“Look.” He pointed to a map on the floor. It wasn’t just that it was a map of eastern Idaho and southwest Montana. There was blood spatter on it.

Bianchi came around and held the door open against the pressure of the snow while Tyler picked up the map. There was more blood on the dashboard, much of it smeared as if someone had tried to clean up. As if to prove the point, Bianchi gestured to the rear bench seat. Bloodstained napkins from a fast-food chain had been tossed into the back.

“I think this confirms that our anonymous caller was Tom O’Brien,” Bianchi said.

“How so?”

“Let’s say the ‘accident’ Tom O’Brien talked about was that his two buddies were onto him,” Bianchi said.

“Onto him? I don’t get it,” Tyler said.

“We told you earlier that we have reason to believe that Tom O’Brien has been tracking the fugitives on his own, detaining them until authorities arrive. I’m thinking that somehow O’Brien slipped up, maybe said something he shouldn’t. Chapman has a hair-trigger temper. We suspected he’d stolen a gun. So O’Brien slips up and Chapman shoots him. Tosses him from the truck outside Pocatello.”

“O’Brien is one lucky son of a bitch,” Grossman said. “To survive with a bullet hole for hours in this weather.”

“Could be he ran, passed out somewhere—a public restroom? Maybe he stole another car? We don’t know,” Bianchi said. “But it makes sense, including his waiting half a day to call it in.”

“O’Brien said he was in an accident,” Tyler said, considering what Bianchi was saying and trying to reconcile that to the facts as he knew them.

“Accident my ass,” Bianchi said. “Accident in that he slipped up accidentally. But he didn’t say car accident, did he? No, they shot and dumped him, thinking he was dead or dying.” He slammed his fist on the roof of the truck. “If I was only in Pocatello, I could find him!”

“Mitch,” Vigo said quietly. The other Fed took a step away, hands fisted, but didn’t say anything. “We need to get to the lodge as soon as possible.”

“Let’s go,” Tyler said. The abandoned truck was only a mile from where the snowmobiles were stolen. The killers had more than enough time to make it to the Moosehead Lodge. Unless they had been injured or lost. With luck, they were dead in the snow.

Vigo didn’t move.

“What are you thinking?” Tyler asked, eager to get moving.

“His body would be here,” Vigo mumbled. He stared at the interior of the truck, deep in thought.

“Hans?” Bianchi asked after a long minute.

“Chapman was driving. O’Brien was in the passenger seat. Doherty was in the back. Doherty shot O’Brien.”

Tyler stared at the cab, trying to see what Hans Vigo saw. As the senior Fed explained what he believed happened, Tyler could picture it unfolding right before them.

“Chapman was driving because he’s the grunt man. He can’t sit still. He would have to drive. And Doherty would be fine with that because he wanted to think, to fantasize about Joanna Sutton. To build up the relationship in his mind, so that when they saw each other he would believe she felt exactly the same as he did.

“O’Brien was looking for a chance to take control of the situation. He couldn’t take them together. That’s why he called Bianchi when he had Blackie Goethe’s gang cornered. He knew he couldn’t take them all, so he tipped his hand, put his own freedom on the line. With Chapman and Doherty, he’d probably thought he could separate them, take one of them down first, then the other.”

“What happened? How did he trip up?”

Hans climbed into the cab, then into the backseat. He stared at the seat belts, then settled in the middle. “Doherty sat here. That way he could see both Chapman and O’Brien. He didn’t trust Chapman because he’s a hothead. He didn’t trust O’Brien because he’s smart. And—and because he disappeared for a couple days. He left to trap Blackie Goethe’s gang. He had a good excuse, something that sounded right on the surface, but Doherty is suspicious by nature. He wouldn’t trust him. He’d want to watch him. But he didn’t shoot him because he thought O’Brien was going to turn him in.”

“He shot him because of Jo,” Tyler said, suddenly putting the facts in perspective. “O’Brien was in the passenger seat with the map.”

“Exactly. He was trying to figure out where they were going, who they planned on seeing. Probably joking around a bit. Trying to get them to trust him. But he said the wrong thing about Jo Sutton.”

“Guy talk,” Bianchi interjected. “Something seemingly innocuous, like how hot she was.”

“He knew what she looked like, but not her name,” Tyler remembered. “Doherty had a picture. O’Brien wanted to warn her, but didn’t know who she was. He started asking Doherty questions about her.”

“He asked the wrong questions,” Vigo said. “They didn’t know O’Brien was trying to send them back to prison. Doherty thought that O’Brien was trying to steal his girl.”

“Jo Sutton is not his girl,” Tyler said.

Vigo shook his head as if to clear it. “Sorry. I sometimes get overinvolved in my profiles.”

Tyler nodded, feeling a touch self-conscious by his reaction. Jo was his girl. If only she would realize it.

Her words that night came to him loud and clear.

“I feel like I’m still married.”

Jo Sutton belonged to a dead man. And until she made peace with that, she wouldn’t be able to open up to him.

But damn if he was going to let some psychopathic obsessive killer near her.

“I may be wrong,” Vigo admitted as he clambered out of the truck. “It’s just an educated guess.”

Bianchi said, “Your educated guesses are usually right on the money. And it fits what we know about Doherty’s personality and O’Brien’s phone call.”

“Let’s move,” Tyler said.

“And put these bastards back in prison,” Vigo added.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Tyler said, relieved to be moving again.

         

Aaron rode directly behind Joanna, who led the twelve-mile trek to where the Boy Scouts were waiting. They were going at a steady 10-to 15-mile-per-hour pace, primarily because visibility was poor. But it wasn’t snowing, the few flakes falling almost as an afterthought.

Aaron didn’t feel the cold, he barely felt the motor of the snowmobile beneath him. His jaw was locked tight and he stared at Joanna’s bright red ski jacket.

Why had she asked two other men to join them?

The excuse that they could bring the boys back together rang hollow. Why hadn’t she thought of that at first? Why all this deception? Why didn’t she want to be alone with him? Hadn’t they planned this lover’s interlude, time to really get to know each other as they rode to save the Boy Scouts?

An anguished cry caught in his throat. She didn’t love him like he loved her. How could he believe he was worthy of such a beautiful, smart woman?

(You’re pathetic, kill her now.)

He was a convicted murderer, a man who couldn’t provide for Joanna. How could he keep her happy? How could he care for her and make sure she had everything she wanted? When they were on the run, constantly looking over their shoulders. How could he expect her to live like that?

She’d do it if she really loved you. And if she doesn’t love you, kill her.

(Kill her now.)

No, no, no! He didn’t want to kill her. That was something Doug Chapman would do, kill a woman because she made him mad. He’d killed his wife to get rid of her so he could be with his girlfriend, then he killed his girlfriend when she wanted to leave him because he killed his wife.

The irony made Aaron laugh out loud. No one heard his cackle over the loud hum of the snowmobiles. Did Doug even see the ludicrous life he led?

What about Aaron? He was a nobody, and Joanna must see that. His nothingness was plastered over his face, in his words, an average man in an average body with an average mind.

You’re smart, Aaron. Very smart. If she doesn’t see that, she needs to die.

No! Dammit, he didn’t want to kill her. His chest heaved and he couldn’t catch his breath. How could he take away something so beautiful and precious?

Tell her the truth.

That he killed Lincoln Barnes? Then she would know he was one of the escaped convicts.

She’ll forgive you.

Or better yet…he could apprehend a killer. He could risk his life to save hers. Put a bullet in Doug Chapman’s gut, just like he did to that letch Tom O’Brien who was staring at Joanna’s breasts in the picture.

He would save her life and she would fall in love with him.

Aaron needed to figure out exactly how to set it up. And fast. Before the damn Sheriff Tyler McBride—Love, Tyler—arrived.

Joanna looked back over her shoulder and pointed her finger to the northeast. They were curving around. He had no idea where they were, but Joanna had a marvelous sense of direction. Such a smart girl.

His chest swelled with pride. She belonged to him.



THIRTEEN

Annie Erickson poured coffee for the well-dressed FBI agent who was sitting at her small oak kitchen table.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk to me,” he said.

She glanced at his card. QUINCY PETERSON, ASSISTANT SPECIAL AGENT IN CHARGE, FBI SEATTLE REGIONAL FIELD OFFICE

“You wanted to talk about Aaron?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Have you found him?”

“We’re closing in on him, but we need some additional information to help us pinpoint his exact location and his mind-set.”

She glanced down. Though the federal agent looked like a nice, handsome man not much older than Aaron, his job was to put poor Aaron back behind bars.

“Ms. Erickson? You testified at Aaron’s trial. You asked for leniency because of childhood abuse.”

“The judge didn’t listen to me. But he wasn’t there—he didn’t watch that woman destroy that little boy.”

“But you were there.”

“From the day Aaron was born, Ginger left him with friends and family until she had no one left who would take him. I wanted to adopt him, to raise him as my own—she knew I loved him, and she took him away from me. I loved him more than she ever could!” Annie looked down at her own coffee cup, remembering the last time she’d seen Aaron as a boy. He’d been thirteen. When Ginger left with him, Annie knew she’d never bring him back.

“How did you know Ginger and Aaron?”

“Ginger’s mother and mine had been friends when we were kids.”

“You and Ginger weren’t friends?”

Annie shrugged. “Not close. We grew up in Los Angeles, went to the same school, lived nearby. Since our moms were friends, we saw each other often.”

“Did you know Aaron’s father?”

She’d never met Joe Dawson, but he was as much to blame for what had happened to Aaron as Ginger. If he had a backbone, he would have fought for custody of his son. His parents were good people and would have taken care of Aaron. But Joe was as selfish as Ginger.

“Joe Dawson didn’t want to be a father. Aaron wasn’t the only child he fathered out of wedlock. Last I heard he has four kids out of four different women. His parents stepped in and he married the mother of the last child, but I don’t know if they are still together.”

“You know a lot about the family.”

“I did. Until my mom died two years ago she kept in contact with Ginger’s mother.”

“Do you know if Ginger’s mother is still alive? Do you have an address?”

“I don’t think so. The Christmas card I sent last year was returned. She was the same age as my mom, eighty-three. Maybe she went to a home. My mom thought she had Alzheimer’s, but Ginger’s mom hated going to the doctor.”

“Do you know where Ginger Doherty is now?”

Annie shook her head. “I heard from friends that when Aaron was a sophomore in high school—frankly, it was amazing he didn’t flunk out of school what with Ginger moving him every couple of months—she left him with her great-aunt in Los Angeles. Glendale, I believe. She was supposed to come back for him in two months—she told everyone she had a job on a cruise ship—but she never returned. Not surprising. She never showed up when she promised she would his entire life.”

“You never knew what happened to her?”

Annie shook her head slowly. “I thought she’d either just forgot about him completely, or hooked up with some other guy who didn’t want kids. I had Aaron for eight months while she shacked up with a sugar daddy in Florida. The bastard didn’t like kids, so she never told him about Aaron. Aaron was seven then, and that was the only stable year of his entire life. Then you know what she did? She showed up one morning two weeks before the end of the school year and just took him. The relationship didn’t work out and she wanted to spend time with Aaron. Then I heard from my mom that she left him with her mother not a week later.” Annie’s voice cracked. Every time she thought about Aaron or Ginger she became upset.

“So you can see why the judge was wrong to give that poor boy the death penalty. I never doubted he did what they said he did—there was evidence, I know—but I wish the system could see that he was just a wounded little boy.”

Agent Peterson was taking notes, his face solemn and nonjudgmental. Annie liked him.

“And you never heard from Aaron after his mother took him when he was thirteen?”

“Well, I visited him in prison after his arrest for killing poor Rebecca Oliver.” She sighed. “I ache over that. If only I’d had the money to fight Ginger for custody. But—it wasn’t just money, I suppose. What claim did I have to him? Why didn’t the schools do something? His grandparents? His father?”

“Do you know Joanna Sutton?”

“The romance writer?” Annie glanced down again. “He asked me if I would bring him her books. He’d read one in the prison library and wanted more. They were wonderful family romances. I thought he could learn what love was really about, that his mother wasn’t typical and, in fact, was abnormal.”

“Did you know that Aaron was writing her letters?”

“I—” She swallowed uneasily.

“Did you send letters for him? Receive letters?”

“Am I in trouble?”

“No, ma’am.”

Annie bit her bottom lip and played with her coffee cup. “I know I broke the rules—but just that one time. When he asked me to send a second letter, I read it first and never mailed it. I realized what he was doing.”

“And what was that?”

“He was turning her into another Rebecca Oliver. He had this idea that the actress was in love with him. He wrote me letters, at least twice a month, telling me about their dates, what she said to him, how much he loved her. I had no idea it was all in his head. And then he started writing that he and Joanna Sutton were pen pals, that she was helping him write a book, and the prison gave them special permission to be together.

“I didn’t believe it, not after reading the second letter he asked me to send, but I didn’t want to hurt him so I played along with his fantasy. I mean, he was in prison. Who could he hurt? Why are you asking me about her? He didn’t—oh my God, he didn’t hurt her since the escape?” Annie felt ill.

“Not yet, Ms. Erickson, but whatever information you have about Aaron’s feelings toward Ms. Sutton would help us determine what his next move might be.”

Annie swallowed a sob. She pictured young Aaron, big blue eyes looking out the window for a mother who never arrived on time. Young Aaron making sure he was clean, his clothes pressed, his hair combed all the time, just in case his mother showed up that day. Ginger didn’t like dirty little boys…

“It’s my fault.”

“What?”

“Mrs. Sutton responded to his first letter. I didn’t send it from the prison, but instead put my return address on the envelope. I was going to bring it to him, but after reading the second letter, I decided against it.”

“When was this?”

“Two years ago.”

“Do you remember anything about the letters?”

“I still have them.”

         

Stan went upstairs to change the towels in the guest rooms. He found it odd that in John Miller’s room he saw several of Jo’s books on the desk. He crossed over and immediately noticed that three had a library’s Dewey decimal code and the letter S for “Sutton” taped to each spine. Did he buy them at a library fund-raiser? Maybe. They all looked well read.

He opened one of them and saw underlined passages. Who on earth marked text in romance novels?

What did they really know about John Miller? He hailed from L.A. and had made his reservation a week ago, out of the blue. He hadn’t been referred by anyone. He said he needed time to think, which wasn’t surprising to Stan. But he didn’t seem the type to cotton to thinking time. And he had attached himself to Jo readily enough.

You sent this fellow with Jo.

Had Stan made a mistake?

He went through John’s room. There was nothing personal in it except for the clothes he’d worn yesterday. He’d worn Stan’s clothes today, including a snowsuit. The only thing he’d brought with him from his truck were romance novels? Jo’s romance novels?

Stan noticed a piece of paper folded and tucked into one of the books. He picked up the book, extracted the paper and carefully unfolded it. If his fears were unfounded, Stan wanted to be able to put the paper back as it was.

He stared at a photograph of John Miller. A mug shot, complete with the height marker behind him. It was a fax—and the header read Beaverhead County Sheriff’s Department, Dillon, Montana.

Sheriff McBride had faxed over the mug shots of three convicts, not two.

John Miller, aka Aaron Doherty, had stolen his own.

Stan had to warn Jo.

She was in the middle of nowhere with a killer.

         

Jo was pleased with their progress: They made it to the Kimball homestead in just over an hour. They’d been moving at fifteen miles an hour most of the time except for two delays. On their return, they wouldn’t be able to go that fast hauling Ben Ward safely, or with the scouts sitting double on the snowmobiles. She was a little concerned about fuel—the added weight would drain their gasoline much faster, but as long as they rode steady and stayed on the main trail they’d make it. She had a two-gallon backup tank that she could tap into and siphon off if necessary.

Wyatt stood outside the cabin as Jo approached. “Heard you coming way back.”

“Snowmobiles aren’t built for stealth.”

Wyatt glanced at the three men disembarking from the other sleds. Jo explained, “I don’t like the weather right now. I’m thinking we should get you all back to the lodge quickly, rather than letting anyone ski in.”

Wyatt held up his hand to stop Jo’s explanation. “I spoke with Karl an hour ago. He told me you were coming with help. I should have thought of it myself.”

Jo said, “I don’t think we’re going to be able to take your equipment. We’re already doubling up some of the kids. Why don’t you figure out how best to distribute everyone? It’ll be slow going, but we’ll all be back safe in less than two hours.”

“Sounds like a good plan. I can come back for our stuff tomorrow or the next day.”

She pulled out an insulated box from the straps on the back of her sled. “Stan sent some sustenance.”

“Great.”

Jo introduced Wyatt to the three men. “John Miller, from Los Angeles, and Craig and Sean Mann from Seattle. The Manns have been to the lodge before.”

Wyatt shook their gloved hands, motioned them inside.

The Kimball homestead was simply an abandoned log cabin that had withstood harsh winters for more than fifty years, largely due to the craggy cliff to the north which protected it from the worst of the wind. Holes had been repaired, the roof replaced a couple summers back by Wyatt’s former scout troop, and the land had been used for winter survival scout events for as long as Jo could remember.

The roof and the walls did little to stop the cold, and the inside was not much warmer than the ten degrees it was outdoors, though a fire burned in the river rock fireplace.

Jo started unpacking the sandwiches and hot chocolate for the boys, coffee for her and the men. She saw Jason sitting next to the injured Ben, who was up against the wall, close enough to the fire so the warmth did him good.

Jason looked so much like his father that for a moment, her heart skipped a beat.

She approached and squatted next to the boys, handing them cups of hot chocolate. “Hi, Jason.”

“Hi, Jo.” He didn’t look at her; just stared at his cup. She didn’t know what exactly he knew about her relationship with his father. She hadn’t talked to him since she’d turned down Tyler’s marriage proposal.

The last person she wanted to hurt was a boy still grieving over the death of his mother. She had no right to have insinuated herself into the McBride family. Why hadn’t she thought about Jason more when she first started seeing Tyler?

Because she hadn’t wanted to think about Jason. Thinking about Jason inevitably made her remember Timmy.

Timmy would have been thirteen, a year older than Jason.

She realized how callous she’d been toward Tyler’s son, as if he weren’t an important part of who Tyler was. Or maybe—maybe subconsciously Jason was more important to her, and more important in her rejection of Tyler, than she’d realized.

She squeezed his arm and made him look at her. “Keeping watch over our patient?”

He shrugged, sipped the hot chocolate. “It’s my fault.”

Ben shook his head. “It’s not.”

“It was.” He said it so emphatically that she knew nothing Ben—or Jo—could say would change his mind.

Ben piped up. “We were climbing the rocks over at that trail that leads to Red Rock Pass. My foot went in between two boulders and just snapped.”

“It was an accident,” Jo said.

“He was my partner,” Jason mumbled. “And it was my idea to climb the rocks.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“I was supposed to be looking out for him.”

“You are supposed to look out for each other. It was an accident. If he hadn’t stepped in the wrong hole in the wrong way, it wouldn’t have happened.” Jo wanted to hug Jason, but suspected he’d be embarrassed. And the thought of holding a boy…any boy…made her throat constrict.

The last boy she’d held was her dying son before he went in for surgery.

“The pressure on his brain is so strong that he’ll die in less than twenty-four hours if we don’t relieve it.” The doctor, a squarish man with wire-rimmed glasses, had looked at her as if somehow this was all her fault.

Or maybe that was her, looking in a mirror.

“Then do it!” she demanded.

“I don’t think he’ll survive the surgery.”

What?

She hadn’t spoken the question, but it vibrated in her head. What did he mean, Timmy wouldn’t survive the surgery?

The doctor stared at her, and when she didn’t speak, he said, “Timmy will die without surgery. The extent of the internal bleeding is so great that without surgery to stop it, he can’t survive. But because of where the bleeding is, and the extensive contusion inside his skull, I don’t think we can stop it and repair the damage in time.”

“What are his chances?” she asked in a voice so low she might as well not have spoken at all.

“Most optimistically, twenty percent.”

“Twenty percent? That he’ll die?”

“That he’ll live.”

Because time was crucial, Jo held Timmy while the nurses prepared him for surgery. He looked like he was asleep, his face calm, but his skin was too pale, his cheeks too hollow.

“It’s time.”

Time. She’d only had minutes. Nine years, one month, ten days, and minutes…

In the cabin, Jo turned to Ben, gave him a smile, blinking away the threatening tears. “You holding up okay?”

Ben sighed dramatically. “Mr. McBride won’t let me do anything. I’ve just had to sit here and do nothing.”

“How does your leg feel?”

He shrugged. “It hurts if I move, but it’s kind of numb now. And Mr. McBride put on a splint.”

“I see that. He did a great job. You know you get a free ride back to my place.”

“I’d rather drive the snowmobile myself.”

Jo laughed. “I’ll bet. It won’t be long. Next season.”

“That doesn’t help.”

Jo handed them both sandwiches. “Eat up, we have about a two-hour trek ahead of us and we need to get going pretty quick. I’m going to talk to Wyatt and start moving things along.”

Jason shrugged, bit into his sandwich.

Jo didn’t push it, relieved when she walked away to talk to Wyatt. He wasn’t in the cabin. “Where’d Wyatt go?” she asked Craig Mann.

“He’s using the radio.”

He could have done it inside—unless he didn’t want the boys to overhear.

She went outside. The wind had started to whip up, sending small flurries of snow to and fro like a vigorously shaken snow globe. Damn, it had come on suddenly. She saw Wyatt next to the snowmobiles and walked over.

He was on the radio. He stared at Jo and frowned.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“The weather is getting nasty. We have to get going now.”

“I agree. Who are you talking to?”

“Tyler. Here, you give him the ETA and I’ll get the boys ready. You’re going to pull Ben on your sled, Craig Mann and his son can take Kevin, he’s the smallest, and Miller and I will each take take two boys.”

She nodded and took the radio from Wyatt. “Tyler?”

“Jo. You made it safely.”

“Did you doubt me?”

She tried to make light of it, but Tyler’s voice was grave.

“The prisoners stole two of Nash’s snowmobiles. We’re nearly to Lakeview right now and Nash will lead us around the avalanche. Fallen trees and boulders are blocking the road, so we need to make about a quarter-mile detour around, but we’ll make it.”

“The wind is picking up, throwing the powder around.”

“The NWS is predicting another ten inches overnight, starting by five.”

“We’ll be back long before then.”

“Be careful, Jo. With snowmobiles, the killers could be at the lodge already. Did you know your phone is out?”

“Our phone?”

“Yes. I talked to your grandfather over the radio.”

“Must be something with the box outside the house. I can check it when I get back.” She didn’t want to be scared just because a wire got knocked loose in the storm—it happened on occasion—but she couldn’t help but wonder if it really was an accident.

“There are seven cabins on your property, right?”

“Yes. And there are a couple vacation homes between Lakeview and the lodge as well, but they’re not on the road. I don’t think they’d be easily found, unless you knew they were there.”

“We’ll check those later. I want to get everyone into the lodge. It’ll be much easier to keep people safe under one roof.”

Jo almost hit herself. “We have two cabins occupied. I didn’t think there was an immediate danger, not one that would warrant moving them.”

“Who are they?”

“Greg and Vicky Trotsky are newlyweds. Greg worked at the refuge one summer. And two college kids working on a big project in the second cabin.”

“I’m going to radio your grandfather and ask him to move them to the lodge before the weather gets worse. I can’t protect people if they’re spread all over.”

Wyatt came out with John and Craig, giving instructions.

“We need to get going,” she said glancing at her watch. Ten-thirty a.m. “We should be back by one. I’ll see you soon.”

“I love you, Jo.”

Click.

He’d hung up. She stared at the radio, in shock more than anything else. Her throat thickened. He still loved her? After she turned down his proposal? After she told him that she still felt married?

You slept with him, but you can’t marry him? What’s with you, Jo!

She glanced at the cabin and immediately thought about Jason, and knew then that it wasn’t Tyler she was scared to commit to.

“Joanna!” John waved to her, trying to get her attention. She put up her finger in a “just-a-minute” gesture and went back into the cabin to help organize the boys. They had stored the equipment they couldn’t take in the corner. Wyatt had all the food in his pack—they couldn’t leave that for grizzlies or wolves to hunt down. She made sure the boys were dressed properly and sent them out one at a time.

Jason and Ben were the last. “Is he really going to be okay?” Jason asked, eyes cast down.

“Yes,” Jo said. “Your uncle knows what he’s doing. The splint is solid and you’ve kept him off his leg. We’ll get him to the lodge and Stan—he was a medic in the army—he’ll give him a once-over. Nash will come in from Lakeview and patch him up.”

Jason’s eyes shot up in surprise. “Dr. Nash is a veterinarian!”

Jo laughed, rested her hand on Jason’s arm. “He’s been known to work on people. He delivered my son…” Her voice trailed off and her face froze. She rarely thought about the day Timmy was born. She expected the pain to hit her, physically, in the heart. Instead, a dull throb spread throughout her body, a quiet angst, but not debilitating. She didn’t cry.

Jason whispered, “Are you okay?”

She nodded. And meant it.

Wyatt came in and said, “The boys are ready. Help me bring Ben out?”

“Jason, want to grab Ben’s stuff and follow?” Jo asked.

Jason followed as she and Wyatt carried the injured boy outside and strapped him into the sleigh. “It’s cold now,” Jo told him, “but there’s a built-in heater. You’ll be toasty in no time.”

“This is totally cool,” Ben said, grinning at Jason, who secured Ben’s pack with bungee cords on the bottom of the sleigh.

Jo wrapped a waterproof blanket tight around Ben’s body. “Just don’t move around, okay? It’ll be a couple hours. Maybe a nap is in order.”

“Do you have music?”

“Sorry, pal, heat only.”

Wyatt pulled an iPod out of his pocket, put the buds in Ben’s ears, the device in his hand. “Enjoy.”

“Thanks, Mr. McBride!”

“Don’t thank him,” Jason teased, “he only likes country music, like my dad.”

“I like country,” Ben said.

Her snowmobile radio beeped. She said to Wyatt, “Make sure that you have everything you need and that the boys didn’t leave any of their food out. Wouldn’t want you to be mauled by a hungry bear when you return tomorrow.”

“You’re all heart.” Wyatt squeezed Jason’s shoulder, then went inside the cabin.

Jo picked up the radio. “Hello, Jo Sutton here.”

“Jo, it’s Stan.”

“We made it just fine, we’re already about to move on out. We’ll be in time for a late lunch.”

“Are you alone?”

She glanced around. Jason was leaning over the sleigh talking to Ben. Thirty feet away were the other three snowmobiles, the boys standing around, checking out the gauges and talking to the Manns. Where was John? There, talking to one of the boys. Wyatt hadn’t come out of the cabin yet.

“Sort of. Why?”

His voice was low. “Jo.”

“You’re going to have to talk louder.”

“Put the receiver to your ear and listen.”

She did what he said.

“John Miller’s real name is Aaron Doherty. He’s one of the escaped convicts.”

She couldn’t have heard right. Her blood ran cold.

Jo looked over at where John Miller was standing with one of the scouts, showing him the features of the snowmobile. He glanced over as Jo stared, and she quickly looked away.

“Are you sure?”

Stan had to be wrong. How could an escaped prisoner from San Francisco make it all the way up here to the Centennial Valley? Why would he?

Tyler said one of the convicts had her picture.

That didn’t make any sense. None of this made any sense! Why her? Her chest tightened and she was thrown back in time, to another day when a violent criminal threatened those she loved.

She’d been alone with him. He’d seemed odd, but could he be a killer? Had she led a killer to six innocent boys?

She swallowed bile as she listened to Stan’s confirmation.

“Yes. He stole his mug shot off the fax machine. I found it in his bedroom. There is no doubt, Jo. Are you okay?”

No, she wasn’t okay. But she’d have to find a way to pretend. To protect the boys, she had to make believe nothing was wrong.

“I’ll talk to Wyatt,” she whispered.

“Be careful.”

Careful. She’d been talking to a convicted murderer for the last twenty-four hours. Had breakfast with him. Brought him out here even after getting that funny feeling about him when he quoted one of her books this morning.

Why’d he come here in the first place? Why was he so interested in her books? In her?

She glanced at Jason and Ben. She had to tell Wyatt, but she didn’t want to leave the boys unprotected. Wyatt would have a gun. Why hadn’t she listened to Tyler and kept a gun with her? But even if they confronted John—Aaron Doherty—he might still hurt someone.

Lincoln Barnes had never meant to kill Timmy. Her son was simply in the way of Linc getting what he wanted.

If Tyler was right—if one of the convicts wanted her for some insane reason—she had to get away from the boys. Right now they were occupied. She’d get to Wyatt, tell him, and they’d figure out what to do.

Just pretend everything is normal.

Normal. Right. Should she leave Jason and Ben alone to warn Wyatt?

She was doubting herself, doubting her instincts because of what happened to Tim.

John Miller—Aaron Doherty—was staring at her from thirty feet away. She was wearing her ski mask—a saving grace if she couldn’t keep the fear out of her expression.

She turned to Jason and said as casually and quietly as she could, “Hey, I need you to go to Wyatt right now and tell him I have a, um—” She didn’t want to alarm Jason. What would Wyatt understand? Of course, the Highway Patrol codes they also used in search-and-rescue. “I have a 10-106.” Suspicious person.

Wyatt was smart. He’d understand and come out prepared.

“A 10-106? What’s that?”

“An inside joke,” she said, forcing a false lightness in her voice.

“O…K…” Jason said as if he thought adults had strange jokes.

She didn’t want Aaron Doherty anywhere near the injured Ben Ward. She watched Jason trudge toward the cabin. It was slow going because the boys had to leave their snowshoes and skis behind. She started toward where Craig and Sean Mann were handing out helmets to the boys. Maybe she could alert them to Doherty.

Doherty approached her faster than she could get to the Manns. She met him halfway, wanting to keep him as far from the boys as possible. She felt trapped. She didn’t know if she was doing the right thing, but she didn’t know what else to do. What if Doherty had a gun? Tyler had said the convicts were armed. What if Doherty took one of the kids hostage? Jo couldn’t bear the thought of another mother losing her son.

She put on her best game face. “Hi, John. Ready to head back?”

“Who were you talking to?”

“Talking to?” Her voice cracked and she coughed to cover up her nerves.

“On the radio.”

Did Doherty sound suspicious, or was that her fear?

“Stan,” she replied. “He wanted to make sure we arrived safely.” She was talking too fast. She needed to smile. Smile, Jo!

She tried. She gave him a half smile.

“But didn’t you already talk to someone on that guy’s radio?” He motioned toward the cabin.

Jo glanced over to where Jason had stopped to watch her talking to Doherty. Go, Jason! Get inside! She willed him to keep moving toward the cabin. After what seemed like eternity, he did.

She breathed a brief sigh of relief.

“Joanna,” Doherty said, “what’s going on?”

“Oh, that call? That was, um, Sam Nash over in Lakeview. He’s a veterinarian and I wanted to make sure that he could get through the avalanche today to take a look at Ben’s leg. We don’t have a doctor here in the valley, you know, but Nash is great, handles a wide variety of medical situations.” She was rambling. She needed to give Wyatt time to act.

Please understand the code. Please, Wyatt, know what I mean.

She forced a smile on her lips, but he was watching her eyes through the ski mask. She swallowed, shaking. She was going to blow it. She was going to get the boys killed.

No.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jason enter the cabin and relaxed a fraction. No one was going to die. Everything was going to be fine.

“You seem—different,” Doherty said. “Did the veterinarian have news about the escaped prisoners?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that,” she said quickly.

She didn’t realize she’d averted her eyes when she spoke until after the words left her mouth.

Doherty did.

“You’re lying.”

She wanted to laugh and deny it, but what would she do if someone who wasn’t an escaped convict accused her of lying? She’d be indignant.

“Why on earth would you say that?” She stared directly into his eyes to show him she wasn’t afraid, when inside she was terrified.

His eyes scared her with their intensity.

Unconsciously, she stepped toward the cabin. “Mr. Miller, I think you’re being presumptuous—”

The door of the cabin opened. She and Doherty looked at the same time.

Wyatt didn’t have a ski mask on, and his face was hard. “Get away from her,” Wyatt said.

Wyatt had a gun in his hand. He’d reacted too fast, now Doherty knew for sure they were on to him.

Doherty grabbed Jo from behind, held her to him. “Come with me, Joanna.”

“Let her go,” Wyatt demanded.

“Shit!” Doherty exclaimed. Cold metal pressed into Jo’s neck. “Who told you, Joanna? Who told you?”

“Don’t hurt anyone. Please don’t hurt the boys.”

“I’m not going to hurt a kid! I don’t kill kids like that bastard Lincoln Barnes.”

Linc? What did Doherty know about Linc? What did he know about Timmy? Oh, God, this was a nightmare.

“Just back away, John, back away from Jo and we’ll talk, okay?” Wyatt said.

“Stop it!” Doherty yelled.

Now all eyes were on them. Doherty was backing away from the cabin, toward the closest snowmobile. He pulled Jo with him, then turned his gun toward the Manns. “Get away.”

Craig and his son herded the boys like cattle away from both the cabin and Doherty’s gun.

“Okay,” Doherty said, “we’re going to do this my way. You’re coming with me, okay? Then no one will get hurt. Just you and me, Joanna. That’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

Jo stared at Wyatt. He was slowly shaking his head. “John, I don’t know what you want, but you don’t want to do this.”

“Stop talking!” Doherty shouted at Wyatt. Quieter, to Jo, he said, “Please, Joanna.”

She hesitated.

Doherty turned the gun toward where Ben Ward lay strapped—trapped—in the sleigh thirty feet away.

“I’ll come with you!” she exclaimed. “Don’t hurt him.”

Doherty turned the gun back on her. “Good. Good!” He sounded happy. “Let’s go.”

“Jo’s not going anywhere with you,” Wyatt said. He stepped out of the cabin.

Before she knew what he was doing, Aaron aimed the gun at Wyatt and fired.

Oh, God, Wyatt, no!

Wyatt dropped to the ground.

Aaron pulled her shocked body the remaining feet to the snowmobile. She started to fight.

“Stop, or I’ll kill every one of them. I don’t want to, I really don’t want to.”

He touched her cheek with his gloved hand. “You know me, Joanna. You know I wouldn’t hurt anyone. I love you. I wouldn’t hurt anyone unless you made me.” His eyes hardened. “Get on.”

Shaking, Jo slid her leg over the snowmobile. Aaron Doherty was not sane and she didn’t know what he would do. She didn’t know him, she’d just met him yesterday. He thought he loved her? Unreal. He was unstable. She had to go with him, get him away from the boys. She couldn’t risk their lives. What if Wyatt had been one of the scouts? Jason?

She dry heaved. Wyatt, please be okay. Please live.

Aaron jumped into the seat behind her, his gun pressed against her side. He turned the ignition.

“Drive.”

Craig Mann crossed over to Wyatt. Jason stared at Wyatt’s body in front of the door. Wyatt was struggling to get up, blood spreading across his shoulder and dripping into the white snow.

Aaron took charge of the snowmobile and they started off too fast, almost tipping them end-over-end. He regained control and within a minute, Jo couldn’t see Wyatt, Jason, or the cabin.



FOURTEEN

Doug tired of Vicky Trotsky quickly that morning and slit her throat in one clean slice.

Aaron had said he didn’t want her to suffer.

Aaron wanted him to go back to the first cabin. Aaron probably wanted him to sit and heel and sit at the back of the bus. Asshole.

Doug was tired of taking orders from Aaron. He’d heard the snowmobiles leave well over an hour ago, didn’t know what was going on, but that meant there were fewer people at the lodge. Easier to gain control.

But he’d been stupid. He’d left his gun at the cabin. No fucking way he could take anyone hostage with a knife. Might be able to slice one or two, but what good would killing someone be if he still got caught?

Guns kept people under control. He’d sneak in, find someone by themselves, and then he’d have a hostage. Get everyone in one room, have them tie each other up, and he’d be in charge. Warm, in the big house, eating well. As soon as this shitty weather passed, he’d grab a truck and get the hell out of here. Take a hostage to drive, he had no idea where he was or how to get out of here.

But maybe Aaron was right. Maybe he should lay low, go back to that cabin they’d found. They’d left the snowmobiles they’d stolen behind the cabin, shielded from casual observers. They were probably buried in snow by now, but Doug knew where they were.

He could just leave fucking Aaron Doherty. The kid didn’t seem to want him around, anyway. And after all he’d done for him! If it weren’t for Doug, they wouldn’t have even had the guns. And he was the one who hot-wired all the cars they stole, he was the one who’d gotten the snowmobiles running. Damn, Aaron treated him like a sewer rat rather than the smart guy he was. He might not have acted as smart as Aaron, but who was the one with the college degree? That’s right, good old Doug Chapman had a degree in civil engineering.

His head ached, and he blamed it on the Jack Daniels’s he’d consumed the night before.

He stared at the dead woman on the bed, the blood drying on the mattress. He remembered killing her. The anger that had been building up inside all week. The rage that had gotten him in trouble all those years ago when he’d been drinking. But he had it under control, cut out drinking too much which made his anger harder to ignore. Then Tanya had to start fucking with him and he let the bitch have it.

You didn’t want to kill Chantelle.

God, he missed her.

He turned his eyes away from Vicky Trotsky. She was just a nobody, Doug couldn’t bring up any real emotion or regret.

No emotion except the bubbling anger he’d never understood.

He looked out the window, saw nothing and no one. Nothing at all. The damn wind was kicking up snow all over the place and it was loud. How could the wind make so much noise? He’d always thought snow was silent, but there was nothing quiet about this blizzard.

In the daylight, he had seen there were marked paths leading to the lodge through some sparse trees. He’d watched which way Aaron and the hot writer had gone. Other trees were marked as well. That would lead him back to his cabin—and his gun.
 
“Thanks for a great party, baby,” he said to the dead woman and left.

He’d give Aaron another chance, Doug thought as he hiked back to the cabin where he’d left his gun. But if Aaron fucked with him, Doug Chapman would invade the lodge and take over. He hated doing nothing.

And if anyone tried to stop him, he’d kill again to feed the angry monster inside.

         

Tyler and his men arrived at Nash’s house off South Centennial Road ten minutes after Tyler spoke to Jo. Agent Vigo immediately got on his cell phone. The Centennial Valley had virtually no cell phone service, however there were certain pockets that the locals called “phone booths,” several of which were in Lakeview.

Tyler talked to Nash, who drew him a map on how to get around the avalanche. The detour would add only fifteen minutes to their timetable.

As soon as Tyler and his deputies packed their supplies into the snowmobiles which Nash had already fueled, he motioned for Vigo to wrap up the conversation—they needed to get on the road. The wind had really whipped up the fresh powder and while there was no new snowfall, visibility was poor.

Vigo approached and said, “That was my contact in Seattle, Quinn Peterson. He spoke with Annie Erickson, one of Aaron Doherty’s temporary guardians.

“She confirmed everything in his file—Doherty was raised by friends and family his entire life, being uprooted by his mother when she felt like it. She also said that Ginger Doherty disappeared when the kid was sixteen. Left him with a great-aunt and went to work on a cruise ship. Never returned. Peterson is running down that lead.”

“You think bringing the mother here is going to help us catch him?” Tyler asked. “We don’t have the time.”

“Actually, I suspect she’s dead,” Hans said.

“Why?”

“Peterson ran her social and nothing popped since the year she disappeared. She received paychecks from King Cruises for three months after leaving Doherty with his eighty-two-year-old great-aunt Dorothy Miles. She died three years later, left everything to the kid. A house, some money.

“So I’m thinking if what Ms. Erickson says is true,” Vigo continued, “that Ginger Doherty hooked up with men right and left—that maybe one of them killed her.”

“Nothing in the files on her? No death certificate?”

“Nothing we can find, but Peterson already put out an alert to the locals. Maybe there’s a Jane Doe out there that matches her description.”

“How is this going to help us catch him?” Tyler asked, anxious to leave.

“We need all the information we can get,” Vigo said. “The more we know about Doherty’s background, the greater chance we can predict what he’ll do next.”

“I know what he’s going to do next,” said a frustrated Tyler. “He’s going to track down Jo if we don’t get to her first.”

Vigo glanced at Bianchi, then said, “Peterson has letters that Doherty attempted to send to Jo Sutton through Ms. Erickson. The first letter was mailed to her—Erickson didn’t see anything harmful, it was a simple fan letter. Jo wrote back, a generic response—something like Thank you for writing, I’m glad you enjoyed my book. Erickson intended to give it to Doherty, but after reading his second letter, she decided to keep it from him and send no other letters to Jo.”

“What did it say?”

“It implied that they had a relationship, that he knew she wrote for him because that was the only way they could share intimacy.”

Tyler hit the side of the garage. The mere thought that some psychotic bastard would butcher Jo’s innocent and beautiful stories angered him.

“Erickson never mailed them—and Doherty was distraught when Jo didn’t write back. The prison authority just informed us that they uncovered dozens of letters Doherty had written to a ‘Joanna.’ They were hidden in plain sight—he’d highlighted words and letters in her books that, when read together, were messages for her.”

“It’s sick.” It was more than sick—now Aaron Doherty was trying to make his fantasy real. Jo was in danger and Tyler hated that he wasn’t with her to protect her.

“It’s in line with what I surmised earlier,” Vigo said. “He has delusions—but not the wild-eyed delusions you expect from drug addicts on the street or the mentally ill.”

Nash approached them. “You’re all ready to go.”

Deputy Grossman called from Tyler’s truck, “Sheriff! Stan Wood from the Moosehead is on the radio. Says it’s urgent.”

Tyler strode over, picked up the radio. “Stan, it’s Tyler. What’s wrong?” His heart raced. The two people he loved most—his son and Jo Sutton—were in danger.

“I found Aaron Doherty’s mug shot,” Stan said.

“I faxed it last night along with Doug Chapman’s and Thomas O’Brien’s.”

“We only saw O’Brien’s and Chapman’s. I found Doherty’s in John Miller’s room, folded in one of Jo’s books. Doherty and Miller are one and the same.”

Stan’s words sunk in immediately. Tyler almost didn’t want to say it. “John Miller was one of the men who went out with Jo to bring back Wyatt’s troop.”

“Yes.”

“Does Jo know?”

“I called and told her.”

Shit. It would have been safer to have let Doherty think he was in the clear. To return to the lodge with Wyatt and the boys where Stan would have the upper hand.

“I’ll contact them. Get everyone into the lodge and keep them there, including your guests staying in cabins.”

He hung up and dialed into Wyatt’s frequency. Nothing. He tried again. And again. And again.

Someone finally picked up the radio. “Hello?”

“This is Sheriff McBride. Who’s this?”

“Kevin Sampson, sir. Are you coming to save us?”

Kevin sounded scared. “Son, put Wyatt on.”

“He’s hurt.”

“Ms. Sutton?”

“She’s not here. Mr. Miller took her.” Kevin spoke fast. “He had a gun and they left on a snowmobile.”

“Mr. Miller?” Tyler repeated. His blood ran cold.

“He shot Mr. McBride and took her. You’re going to get them, right? Jason says you’re the best cop.”

Doherty had shot Wyatt and taken Jo. Tyler’s world was collapsing around him. He felt helpless this far from everyone he cared about.

“Is Wyatt okay?” He feared the worst.

“I think so. I don’t know. Mr. Mann is doing something.”

Tyler rubbed his temple. “Put Jason on.”

“I can’t.”

Tyler’s frustration and fear grew. “Just put him on, son.”

“He’s gone, too.”

“What do you mean gone?”

“He left right after Ms. Sutton and Mr. Miller. Following them, I think.”

His son—his twelve-year-old son—was tracking a killer in the middle of an impending blizzard. He’d throttle him. What had Jason been thinking? Dear Lord, I just want my son back. My son and my girl.

The killer has Jo.

“Put Mr. Mann on. Now.”

“Yes, sir.”

Why hadn’t one of the men gone after him? Why did Jason feel compelled to be so reckless? A moment later, a voice said, “This is Sean Mann. My father is trying to stop Mr. McBride’s bleeding.”

“What happened?”

“Not quite sure, except that Ms. Sutton got a call on the radio and then Miller just flipped out. He had a gun and said she was coming with him. When Mr. McBride tried to stop him, Miller shot him.”

“How is Wyatt?”

“He was hit in the right shoulder. My dad says he’ll probably be okay if we can get him to a doctor.”

Tyler surveyed the valley. There was no way Life Flight could get in here, the ceiling was too low. But Nash was a veterinarian. Not ideal, but the best they had under the circumstances.

“Get Wyatt back to the lodge ASAP.”

“We only have two snowmobiles and there are eight of us. Even with the kid on the sleigh, we can’t all go.”

Shit. Tyler had to both get to the lodge and find Jo and Jason. And he had to get those boys safely from the homestead to the lodge. All right now.

“This is what I want you to do. Either you or your father take Wyatt and Ben Ward to the lodge. I’ll have a doctor meet you there. The other needs to stay with the other four boys until someone can get there, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you do that?”

Another voice came on the radio. “Sheriff, this is Craig Mann. I heard your request. I’ll take Wyatt and the boy in. I think the others are safer here—there is plenty of food and water and the shelter is sound—until we know where the convicts are.”

“John Miller is Aaron Doherty, one of the convicts. Which way did he take Jo?”

“West.”

The lodge was southeast from the homestead. Where was Miller taking her? He hadn’t had time to scout out the area. He might have a map, but it wouldn’t show residences. All the vacation homes were either north or south, accessible from the North or South Centennial Road. Nothing west that Tyler could think of.

It was only twenty degrees. When night came, it was supposed to drop to minus twenty. They had no provisions to survive the night exposed. Most snowmobile tanks held nine gallons. They got—maybe—ten miles a gallon.

Tyler had to find them. And the only way was to follow their trail.

“Mann, you bring Wyatt and Ben in like you said. Sean will stay with the boys. I’ll go directly to the homestead and track Miller from there. I’ll send my deputy to the lodge with the doctor.” It would have been better to send Mann here to Lakeview, but the lodge was closer.

“What if one of the other convicts is there?”

“There’s only one more other than Doherty. Doug Chapman. He should be considered armed and dangerous, got it?”

“Yes, Sheriff.”

“How’s Wyatt?”

“I stopped the bleeding, but he lost quite a bit. He’s conscious. The bullet is still in there. I know first aid, but this is out of my league.”

“I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

Everyone was looking at him when he hung up the radio. He didn’t need to repeat what had happened. “Nash, can you go to the lodge?”

“Absolutely. And if you need to bring the scouts here instead of the lodge, do it. Peter can go with you.” Peter was Nash’s son, a military veteran of thirty who didn’t say much and had been standing quietly next to his father the entire time.

“Agreed. When we arrive at the homestead, we’ll contact the lodge and ascertain whether it’s safe to bring the boys there. Otherwise, they’ll come here.”

He continued, “Bianchi, Billy, come with me and Peter to the homestead. Peter can lead. He knows the valley better.”

“We’ll take the lodge,” Vigo said.

“Be careful. We don’t know if Chapman is dead or alive.”
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Gun within easy reach, Stan walked up the slope to where the college kids were staying. He knocked briskly on the door, then stepped back.

“Who is it?”

“Stan Wood from the lodge.”

“How do I know?”

“Look through the window.”

Stan stepped to the right. The shutters opened and Brian Bates looked out.

The door opened a moment later. “Sorry. Jo said there might be some trouble coming this way and not to let anyone in.”

“The Sheriff would like you and Marie to come to the lodge. He’s on his way with reinforcements.”

“Is that necessary? Is there really a problem? I thought it was just a precaution.”

The pretty, petite Marie wrapped her arms around Brian from behind. “Are we in danger?” she asked, her big blue eyes looking from her boyfriend to Stan.

Stan said, “One of the convicts was a guest at the lodge under a false identity. The Sheriff is on his way to apprehend him now—he went out with Jo on a rescue. We don’t know about the second. It would be safer if everyone was under one roof.”

“Okay, give us a couple minutes. We’ll pack up our stuff.”

Stan nodded. “I’ll go down and talk to the Trotskys. Meet me down there in ten minutes.”

Brian closed the door and Stan walked down the steep slope, his snowshoes giving him purchase. The trees on the slope shielded him from the worst of the wind, but he could barely make out the cabin beyond. He’d lived through twenty-nine winters here, didn’t particularly like them, but for him the splendor of summer made up for the brutality of winter. Nowhere on earth came close to the peaceful radiance of the Centennial Valley in June and July, when the birds came and stayed for a time.

Knowing what came in only a few months sustained Stan during the worst of winter. He approached the Trotskys’ cabin and listened.

The howl of the wind. Snow falling from the trees. The scurry of rodents across branches. He heard snowmobiles in the distance—they were miles away. He couldn’t tell if they were coming from the northeast, where Jo was picking up the scout troop, or from the west where the Sheriff was coming in. Sound carried far in the valley.

He knocked on the door. There was no sound from inside, but they might be napping. Stan had never married, but he’d been young and in love once. Before the war.

He knocked louder. Again, silence. He withdrew his gun. The blinds on the two windows were closed. He couldn’t see in. He slowly turned the doorknob.

Unlocked.

He pushed open the door, standing to the side. Phantom gunfire rattled around his head and he broke out in a sweat. He clenched the gun and glanced through the opening.

Vicky Trotsky was naked, tied to the bare mattress, her neck a red river of blood. Bruises and welts covered her body. Her empty eyes stared at the heavens, as if pleading for mercy.

Did her husband do this to her?

Stan hated the thought, guilt washing over him when he saw Greg Trotsky dead on the floor.

No one else was in the cabin. He slammed the door shut on the violence, unable to see anything but red behind his closed eyes. Had Stan done this by sending Aaron Doherty down here with Jo to deliver breakfast?

But there hadn’t been enough time for him to rape and kill Vicky. Had he done it the night before? Was that why he was so eager to go with Jo?

Stan had assumed, when Doherty left the other two killers’ mug shots on the fax while taking his own, that it was a sign that the other convicts were out of the picture, either dead or elsewhere.

Stan didn’t want to go back in the cabin, but he had to. He had to know what happened there.

He opened the door and crossed first to Greg Trotsky. His body was tight and hard, a sign of rigor mortis. Stan crossed to Vicky’s body. He picked a sheet up off the floor and covered her nakedness, wanting to give her some semblance of dignity in death. Her body was still warm to the touch.

Stan had seen enough death in Vietnam to know that Greg had been killed hours before his wife.

In Stan’s mind, there was no way that Aaron Doherty could have killed the Trotskys. He’d been visible around the lodge in the evening and in the early morning, and he wasn’t gone long enough this morning to come down here to rape and brutalize this poor woman.

Even if Doherty hadn’t murdered the couple, he had to know the truth. He’d been inside the cabin this morning. He must have seen Greg dead, and Vicky beaten and restrained. And he did nothing. Nothing, because the killer was Doherty’s partner.

There was another killer at large. And no one knew his whereabouts.



EIGHTEEN

Jason wanted to check on Wyatt that evening, so Tyler brought him to the den for a visit. Wyatt was sound asleep.

“Is he going to be okay?” Jason asked, his face full of concern. Too much worry for a twelve-year-old.

Tyler closed the door and took Jason down the wide foyer to a bench in the corner. They sat side by side. Tyler said, “Sam Nash and Peter are going to take Wyatt to Island Park tomorrow by snowmobile.”

“It is serious.”

“I’m not going to lie to you, Jason. Wyatt is stable, but he needs medical attention. He may be fine, but we don’t know and right now Nash is concerned about his blood pressure and the fact that the bullet is still in his body. Bullets can do funny things, depending on where they are lodged. He needs X-rays to make sure the bullet didn’t do additional damage. And there’re other things to worry about, so moving him is the smartest thing to do.”

Jason nodded.

“I’m going to do everything I can to make sure Wyatt lives. He’s my brother. I love him.”

“You never talked about him before.”

“Before what?”

“Before we moved here.”

“We didn’t talk much ourselves. You know we had different mothers. Wyatt’s mother didn’t like Grandpa anymore, and well, let’s just say Wyatt and I grew up and grew apart. But he’s my brother and I love him, and I’m glad we came here to Montana so you could get to know him.” Tyler took a deep breath. He remembered with clarity his fear when he heard Jason had gone after Aaron Doherty. “You’ve really grown up since we came here. I know you didn’t want to move in the first place.”

“I didn’t know what to expect.” Jason looked down at his clasped hands.

Tyler put his son’s hands in his own. “Jason, I am so proud of you.”

“You’re not mad?” Jason looked at him.

“I was scared to death that something would happen to you, but I can’t be angry with you. Not when you acted on instinct. If it weren’t for you, Jo could have been seriously hurt by Aaron Doherty. The man is extremely dangerous.” Tyler took a deep breath. “I’d prefer if you didn’t put yourself in harm’s way again, but I know that’ll be wishful thinking. You’re a lot like your uncle.”

“I’m like Uncle Wyatt?” Jason sounded pleased.

Tyler smiled. “I’m the one with the dangerous job but Wyatt was always the risk taker. Skateboarding, mountain climbing, river rafting. He’d be the first to take a dare, and he’d usually win, even if he broke a bone or two in the process. I admire that about him. I’ve always been more cautious.”

“Uncle Wyatt said he likes that you think things through, says you’re a smart guy.”

“He said that? When?”

“We just talk sometimes. Is Jo going to marry you?”

“How—I mean, I didn’t—”

“Uncle Wyatt told me you proposed to her.”

Wyatt had a big mouth.

“I should have talked to you first, I suppose.”

“I like her.”

“So do I.”

“You didn’t love Mom.”

“That’s not true.”

Jason didn’t say anything and Tyler wondered what he was thinking. When the silence went on too long, Tyler said, “Would it be okay with you if I married Jo?”

Jason nodded. “When?”

“I don’t know. She hasn’t agreed.”

“Why?”

“Because she misses her husband and son.”

“I miss Mom sometimes.”

“I know you do. And that’s okay.”

They sat there for a long time, but this time the silence was comfortable. Tyler put an arm around his son, eyes hot with pride.

Jason was growing into a fine young man.
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Jo couldn’t write or sleep and she realized she hadn’t eaten dinner. It was nearly midnight when she slipped on her sheepskin house boots and went downstairs. Deputy Billy Grossman and her grandfather were sitting in the entry, Buckley at Grandpa’s feet. All three lifted their heads to watch her come down the stairs.

“Is everything okay?” Grandpa asked.

“Yes. I thought I’d make some tea. Can I get you anything?”

“We’re good.”

She scratched Buckley on the head and looked out the window. The floodlights were on, but only a swirling sheet of white could be seen. This blizzard was worse than last night’s. But she felt surprisingly safe—there was no way Aaron Doherty could get to her or anyone else tonight.

She felt a pang of guilt wishing him dead. Freezing to death was an awful way to go. But he had shot Wyatt and held a gun on a young boy.

He had killed Lincoln Barnes.

For her. She shivered, not from cold.

He’d also known that Doug Chapman had killed the Trotskys. Doherty had let him. He didn’t do anything to save Vicky. Tyler had explained the time line to her, that Doherty couldn’t have killed them, but he had to have known. He’d gone into their cabin. Brought breakfast. Told Jo everything was fine.

She kissed her grandfather on the cheek and tried to put the disturbing thoughts aside. “How are you?”

“I should ask you the same thing.”

“I’m so sorry about this.”

“Sorry? It’s not your fault.”

It wasn’t, she knew that, but it was because of her that Aaron Doherty had come here in the first place. Irrational to blame herself, but there it was.

“I know, but…” She sighed and put her head on his shoulder. “I love you, Grandpa.”

“I love you, kiddo.”

“Do you know where Tyler is?”

“I think he’s in the kitchen with the FBI agents.”

She kissed her grandfather on his thin cheek, leathery from spending so much of his life in the rugged outdoors. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything? Some more coffee? Maybe some food?” she asked both her grandfather and Billy.

“We have a thermos, but thanks,” Grandpa said.

“Just let me know if you need anything. Or if you want to get up and stretch, I can stand watch.”

“You need to sleep.”

“I don’t know if I can,” she admitted.

She walked through the darkened great room. If they had lit it up, the windows would have turned the room into a fishbowl. A fire roared in the enclosed fireplace, casting shadows on the walls. Any other night the fire would be comforting and romantic; tonight the flames reminded her of the flames of Hell. Sean and Craig Mann sat in the far corner watching the back doors. Everyone was on alert. The tension was palpable.

The kitchen was empty when she got there, but she heard Tyler’s voice, low, in the office. Not wanting to interrupt his conversation Jo made tea. She put a kettle on to boil, then looked at the file folders and papers on the table.

Some were notes that one of the FBI agents wrote on a yellow legal pad.

Doherty exhibits signs of obsessive-compulsive dissociative disorder. See criminal history. Erotomania with severe mood swings. Ginger Doherty was a single mother, Doherty never knew his father (Joe Dawson—Peterson checking on him and grandparents.) Mother left him with friends and relatives most of his life. (Annie Erickson, testimony—review.) Ms. Doherty worked military communications for ten years. She took assignments that would take her out of state or country. Never owned property or rented in her own name. Lived off others. See court transcripts, spec. testimony of Annie Erickson during penalty phase of State of California v. Aaron Christopher Doherty.

Mother’s last known whereabouts King Cruise Lines, San Diego, CA. Disappeared 1986.

Did Aaron Doherty kill his mother? Did he kill his great-aunt? (Peterson getting records—Dorothy Miles, Glendale, California.)

Jo flipped through papers looking for the testimony and instead found something far more disturbing.

Joanna.

The fax was of a letter in small, perfect handwriting, crammed tight on the page. She read on, hands shaking.

I discovered your books last month and have read almost all of them. I am searching for the rest, and in the meantime will reread each and every one. You have a gift, and insight, that amazes me. It’s like you know me, know what I’m thinking and feeling. You understand me like no one else has ever tried to. For that alone, I am eternally grateful.

Like the hero in All You Need is Love, I was raised by a single mother who protected me by sending me to live with relatives all over the country. It wasn’t until I read your book that I understood that she did it for love, not for selfish reasons. I loved her, but didn’t understand, not until now.

You must have an eye on the souls of all us tortured heroes, those of us who have persevered through trauma and heartbreak.

My wife was murdered in cold blood. I miss her so much. When I read your book Don’t Pass Me By I realized that we share so much of the same pain. We were meant to be together, Joanna. You don’t know me personally, but you know my heart, you know how much I love you, how I will forever protect you…

There was nearly a ream of paper, pages copied from a book and, judging by the header, faxed to the lodge that evening from the Federal Bureau of Investigation in San Francisco.

The pages looked very familiar. She picked up the top sheet and realized this was her book that had been copied. In the margins of every page were words so tiny she had to squint to read them. It was a letter of sorts, written to her, in the margins of her own book.

Dearest Joanna:

I know who killed your husband and son. I will avenge you. I am your hero and someday we will meet and you will know the truth….

A moan escaped her throat. Seeing the words in his tight handwriting was worse than hearing him tell her. He’d been obsessed with her for years, but she’d never known. She might have quietly lived her life here in the Centennial Valley never knowing that some psychotic killer had avenged her. She hadn’t asked for it, dammit! What had she done to attract the attention of this lunatic?

“I think your water is done.”

Jo jumped up, knocking papers onto the floor. Agent Hans Vigo walked over to the stove and turned off the teakettle. She hadn’t noticed the loud shrill whistle until he’d removed it.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I—”

“You shouldn’t be reading this. Some of it is disturbing.”

She picked up the copies from her book off the floor. “How long has he been obsessed with me?” she asked.

“Two years.”

“Why?” Her voice was a whisper.

Hans poured the hot water into a teapot and put in a couple bags that Jo had taken out when she started the water. He brought the pot to the table with two mugs, put them down, and took the papers from her clenched fists. “It has nothing to do with you.”

“My books…”

“He would have obsessed on someone else if not you. You understand that, right? If not you, it would have been another woman. Aaron Doherty has what we shrinks call ‘obsessive-compulsive dissociative disorder.’ I’d even go so far as to diagnose him as schizophrenic or an erotomaniac, but some would argue against that.”

“So he’s crazy?”

“Crazy is such a misused and misunderstood term. Any human behavior we don’t understand we label as ‘crazy.’ Some people say it’s crazy to play the lottery because the odds are stacked dramatically against you. Some people say it’s crazy to want to have kids in this violent world. Others say it’s crazy not to want them. Crazy is used to define any human behavior we disagree with.

“But clinically, ‘crazy’ means ‘insane,’ and I know I’m in the minority on this, but I don’t think most serial predators are insane.”

“So if Doherty’s sane, what then?”

“I don’t think we can know exactly, at least I can’t without talking to him, but from this”—he waved his hands at the stacks of papers—“I can predict his behavior. At least in such a way to hopefully stop him before he hurts anyone else.”

Jo didn’t want to ask, but she couldn’t help herself. “So what is he going to do?”

“He’s going to try to convince you that he’s a good person.”

“Me?” She poured tea for both herself and Agent Vigo.

“You’re the object of his fantasy. He wants you to understand and approve of his actions, particularly his killing Lincoln Barnes. In his mind, he killed for you. That bonded you to him—you ‘owe him one,’ for lack of a better phrase. And because he risked his life, because he killed, he expects you to love him. It’s circular reasoning—his fantasy is that you are already in love with him, but at the same time he killed Barnes to make you love him. He wants your understanding, approval, and affection.”

She shook her head. “Maybe he did, but he must hate me now. I shot him with pepper spray, then ran away.”

Hans sipped his tea. “At that particular moment, yes, he did hate you. I suspect he rendezvoused with Doug Chapman somewhere. Most likely at the refuge you thought he was going to, but he could have planned to meet him at one of the cabins, or perhaps a vacant summer vacation home.”

“It would have taken him two hours to get back here, and then to find the cabin in the blizzard—by that time even Tyler and I were having a hard time staying on the trail and I know the valley better than most.”

“He may not have made it, you’re right. But we have to assume that he did and he is planning something. Delusional people can convince themselves of anything. He probably wanted to kill you after you left him. He then would want to kill himself, feeling that he was unworthy of you. But over time, he’ll generate another fantasy in his head. Maybe that he surprised you with the revelation that he killed your husband’s murderer. He’s justifying your reactions in his mind, giving you a second chance, if you will. He did the same thing with Rebecca Oliver.”

“Who?”

Hans paused. “I thought Tyler told you.”

Tyler walked into the kitchen from the office. “I didn’t have a chance. After the Trotskys—I didn’t want to lay everything on you at once.”

“Tell me now,” she said.

“Rebecca Oliver was an actress and Doherty was her neighbor. He broke into her house and killed her and her friend.”

“Oh, God.”

Hans said, “I think it’s important to understand his cycle. He didn’t kill her right away. A month before the murders, he defaced her. In that attack, he was essentially giving her a warning. He was angry—like he was with you today—but then he stood back and assessed the situation. Convinced himself that Rebecca didn’t understand exactly what he wanted or who he was. He wanted to convince her. He sent her letters, which the police promptly confiscated. She never saw them. But at the same time, he was shrewd. The police were looking for him, so he disappeared. But he still found a way to watch her—he broke into another house across the street during the days when the owner was at work. He saw the police watching his house and hers. He believed she had betrayed him—in his mind, for the second time. He disappeared, went underground, before re-emerging later to kill her. The day after a tabloid newspaper reported that she’d been released from the hospital after plastic surgery.”

“And he eluded the police all that time?” Jo asked, incredulous.

“Doherty is resourceful and smart. If you know what you’re doing—keep a low profile, act like you belong—you’d be amazed at what people see and don’t see.”

“Are you okay, Jo?” Tyler asked.

She shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

Tyler tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “You should get some sleep.”

“Not now.” She poured herself and Hans more tea. “Want some?”

“No thank you. I’ve had enough coffee to keep a small army awake all night.”

Jo rubbed his knee under the table. “What about food?”

“Stan had venison stew for everyone when we returned. I should be asking you the same thing.”

“That was hours ago. Let me heat some. There’s nothing better than stew at midnight.” She squeezed Tyler’s knee and caught his eye, then went to the refrigerator to take out the leftovers.

“Hans, do you think Doherty found shelter?” Tyler asked.

Hans sipped his tea. “Yes. I looked at the map that’s in the guest rooms. There were trails marked, emergency shelters noted, times and mileage. I think he had a destination in mind when he took Jo this morning. But I also think he had a backup plan. He could be at the refuge, or hiding out in a cabin waiting for the storm to break.”

“We’ll check every cabin the minute the blizzard breaks,” Tyler said. “Don’t give them time to leave.”

“I agree.”

“You said earlier that in understanding Doherty we can predict what he’ll do next.”

Hans nodded. “That’s always our goal. We’ve had a crew at Quantico reading Jo’s books, and they’ve hit upon a common theme. Love, forgiveness, and redemption. That’s exactly what Aaron wants. He wants Jo’s love and forgiveness because in that, he’ll be redeemed.”

“What am I supposed to forgive him for?” Jo asked, stirring the stew. She walked over to the breadbox and took out half a loaf of homemade bread, put it in the oven to warm.

“Things you don’t even know about. He thinks you understand him and, in that understanding, you will de facto forgive anything he does. You will support him in anything and everything. In his fantasy, you were created for him. You live to be with him.”

“Which means,” Tyler said, “that—in his mind—if she refuses to go with him, she needs to die.”

Hans nodded. “Yes.”

Jo picked up her tea with surprisingly steady hands. Sipped. The men watched her. She put the mug back down. “How do we catch him?”

Agent Mitch Bianchi walked into the kitchen with a yawn. “Mr. Nash is back sitting with Wyatt. He’s running a low-grade fever which may be nothing, or may be an infection. We’ll need to watch him. I went in and checked on the boy with the broken leg. Stan did a good job with him, though we should get him to a doctor as soon as possible.” He looked at the cups on the table. “Tea,” he said flatly.

Jo stood. “I can make some coffee.”

“Don’t trouble yourself.”

“No trouble,” she said.

“Actually, I’m done with caffeine for the night, though a tall glass of milk sounds good about now.”

Jo took out a couple glasses and a carton of milk. She found some cookies in the pantry and put them out as well. All three men reached for them. She went to check on the stew, stirred it, then dished up four bowls and put them on the table with the warmed bread. “To soak up all that caffeine,” she said.

“So you want to know how to catch these guys,” Mitch said, taking a hefty bite of stew.

“You’re the expert in fugitive apprehension,” Hans said. “What do you suggest?”

“If they’re not frozen by now?” He swallowed. “Okay, we have to think like them. Chapman, he wants to get out of here as soon as possible. Killing the Trotskys was killing time, as far as he was concerned. He’s bored and scared—he doesn’t want to go back to prison. Which means he’ll be stupid and dangerous.”

“I called in for reinforcements,” Tyler said, “but it’ll take time for them to get here. And we’re going to be losing Nash and Peter—they’re taking Wyatt and Ben to Island Park as soon as the blizzard breaks.”

“What about calling on the Worthingtons to help?” Jo asked. “Their ranch is northeast of here. The parents live there and a couple of their kids and grandkids. It’s one of the last working ranches in the valley.”

“How close?”

“The main house is fifteen miles up the road to the east, closer to Elk Lake.”

“Could Chapman have made it there?” Mitch asked, concerned.

“We talked to Nash in Lakeview when we first had the confirmed sighting,” Tyler said. “Nash is a volunteer deputy and he has a phone tree of sorts. He contacted everyone in the area to be on the lookout for them.”

“But Chapman’s armed,” Mitch said.

“So are the Worthingtons,” Jo said. “They raise cattle and sheep and their boys are mostly grown men. They’re trustworthy people, but if they see a stranger who doesn’t look right, they aren’t going to turn their back on him.”

“Any other residences nearby?” Mitch asked.

“There’s only about a dozen families who live here year-round,” Jo said. “Us, the Worthingtons, Nash—a couple others around Lakeview, a few near Elk Lake. Most people who come here on vacation do so in the summer, though there have been people who’ll come in if the weather is predicted to be good enough for skiing, usually closer to the spring,” Jo said.

“We’ll contact the Worthingtons in the morning and see if they can spare anyone. I’d like to get the kids out of here as soon as possible, but I don’t want to spare a deputy. We need people here to search for Doherty and Chapman, and others to guard against them.”

Peter Nash entered the kitchen. “Only Kyle Worthington and his brother Lance are at the ranch,” the veterinarian’s son said.

“Where is everyone?” Jo asked.

“Elizabeth had her baby a couple days ago and they left before the first storm hit.”

“I didn’t know,” Jo said. Elizabeth Worthington Stuart lived in Missoula. “We can’t use Kyle or Lance. They’re kids themselves.” Kyle was seventeen and Lance two years older.

“But would their ranch be a good place to take the kids?” Tyler asked.

Jo nodded. “It’ll be a trek. Only if the weather clears some. They could double up on the snowmobiles and get over there in an hour, maybe a little more. It’s a pretty straight shot on South Centennial Road, provided there’re no major impediments.”

“Billy Grossman can take them,” Tyler said.

“What?” Jo asked.

“I need to get the boys and Leah to safety, but I don’t want to lose one of my deputies.”

“What about Craig and Sean Mann?” Mitch said. “They proved themselves today.”

Tyler nodded. “Good idea.”

“I think you should send our female guests, Kristy Johnston and Marie Williams, with them,” Jo said. “Kristy hasn’t handled this crisis well, and Marie is so young. We have plenty of snowmobiles. Enough if their men want to go with them. After what happened to Greg and Vicky…” The knowledge still made her ill. She’d known Greg. She’d liked him, and his new wife. Shared dinner with them their first night here.

“I’ll talk to them tonight,” Mitch said. “I’d like to have as many men here who are versed in self-defense, but I don’t think either Brian Bates or Cleve Johnston are ready for this.”

“I have FBI SWAT out of Helena on standby,” Hans said. “They’ll be here in less than three hours after they get weather clearance. But what are we going to do about Doherty and Chapman in the meantime?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Mitch said, “and I think the best course of action is to sit tight. Get the kids out as early as possible, but then complete lock-down.”

“Make them come to us,” Tyler said, understanding Mitch’s methodology. “You said Chapman was restless.”

“Bingo. He won’t be able to sit still another day. He’s been in hiding for two days, he’s going to be half-crazy. I hate doing nothing,” Mitch added, “but sometimes the key to fugitive apprehension is to wait them out.”

“Sounds like a plan. I think we’ve done all we can tonight,” Tyler said. “I’ll talk to the Manns about escorting the kids tomorrow.”

“I’ll talk to Trixie about Leah,” Jo said. “I’m sure she’ll agree.”

“And I’ll take the two couples,” Mitch said.

“That leaves me to clean the kitchen,” Hans interjected.

“You don’t have to do that,” Jo said. “I can take care of it.”

“No, I’d like to. It’ll relax me, give me time to think.”

They split up and Jo found Trixie in their grandfather’s suite. The scouts were asleep in sleeping bags on the floor of the living room. The door to the right was her grandfather’s bedroom; the door to the left was where Trixie and Leah were staying. Deputy Al Duncan was sitting up at the single door leading to the deck.

“Ms. Sutton.” He tipped his head.

“Deputy.” Her heart lurched as she stared at the sleeping boys. Timmy could have—should have—been one of them.

But today, she had helped ensure that six families—including Tyler—had their sons brought in safe. They’d be going home tomorrow.

“Is something wrong?” Trixie asked.

Jo hadn’t seen her sister sitting on the far side of the room at the kitchenette table where their grandmother used to play solitaire in the wee hours of the morning when she couldn’t sleep. Trixie was doing the same thing. Jo hadn’t noticed the faint sound of cards sliding against cards until it stopped.

“No.” Jo carefully wove her way among the sleeping bodies, noticing Leah lying on the side closest to Trixie. It was just like her niece to not want to be left out. She bent down to pull the blanket up. Love swelled. Whatever awful things had happened that day four years ago, Leah had come out of it quite a wonderful girl.

Jo sat down across from Trixie. “I was talking with Tyler and the federal agents. They’re going to move the kids to the Worthington ranch first thing in the morning, if the blizzard passes. I think Leah should go with them.”

In the faint light, Trixie shook her head. “She’ll be a sitting duck! Look at what happened to you when you went to the Kimball homestead. You were nearly killed. Wyatt was shot.”

“It’s not Leah they want.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“The FBI agents think—”

“They don’t know anything. They haven’t been able to catch these guys for nine days! They came all the way from California to Montana. It’s ridiculous to think that they can stop them now.”

Jo shook her head. “You’re being fatalistic.”

“Me? That’s a switch.”

“Shh.”

“Don’t shh me!” But Trixie glanced at Leah and lowered her voice. “I’m scared.”

“Me, too.”

“How can they protect all those kids?”

“Tyler is going to ask Sean and Craig Mann to escort them.”

“No deputy?”

“I think the Manns proved themselves today, Trix. If we take them to the Worthingtons, it’s a clear shot up the road. They can get there without trouble on the snowmobiles, ninety minutes max.”

Jo softened her voice, touched Trixie’s hand. Her sister was trembling. “You can go, too.”

“What about you?”

“I’m staying here.”

“But it’s you he’s after.”

“That’s why I don’t want to be anywhere near the kids. It’s safer for them. If anybody’s watching, they’ll know I’m not with them. They won’t follow.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know.” Everything Agent Vigo had said to her made sense. She didn’t understand Doug Chapman’s motivation, but Aaron Doherty wasn’t going to go after a bunch of preteens. He wanted her.

“You think Leah will be safe?”

“It will be safer than staying here.”

Trixie bit her lower lip. “O-Okay,” she whispered.

“What about you?”

Trixie shook her head. “I’m not going.”

“There’s something you need to know.” Jo glanced over to where Leah slept on the floor. Made sure her breathing was even, calm, that she was really asleep. Then she turned to Trixie. She had debated whether to share this information with her sister, but if the roles were reversed Jo would want to know the truth. It would come out in the media sooner or later. Jo leaned forward and whispered, “Aaron Doherty killed Linc in prison.”

Trixie’s eyes widened. “No.”

“He did. He told me, and the FBI confirmed. He killed Linc in some sort of vengeance revenge thing because Doherty was obsessed with me, or my books. I’m really not sure how it started, but it’s true.”

“When the prison authority told me Linc was dead, I thought—I don’t know. But not this.”

Jo squeezed her hands. “I know it’s hard. We’ll get through this. Trust Tyler. He knows what he’s doing. And there are four other cops here. They’ll find the two creeps and we’ll finally feel safe again.”

Trixie shook her head. “Safe? I haven’t felt safe in years.”



NINETEEN

Jason told Deputy Duncan that he couldn’t sleep and was going to get something to eat.

He’d heard every word Jo and her sister said.

He left the suite of rooms and walked to the main lodge kitchen. He’d hated Montana when they first moved here. There was nothing to do. His Internet connection kept getting kicked off, television was on satellites that half the time didn’t work because of the mountains, and there was no movie theater in Dillon. They had to drive an hour just to see a stupid movie. In Dallas, even though they were in the suburbs, there was a ten-screened theater ten minutes in one direction, fifteen in the other.

But there was something about this place that he had grown to like. Like he was home.

Stupid thought, he knew. He’d never been here before, and when his dad told him they were moving to Montana he pitched a fit. He hadn’t wanted to come. He didn’t want to do anything, really, because life had gotten so complicated after his mother divorced his dad and moved him to San Diego.

Then she got sick and brought him back. Died while Jason sat there holding her hand. She’d been so beautiful once, but the cancer ate her from the inside out and she was nothing but a hollow shell of the mother he knew. She hadn’t been perfect, but she’d loved him. And Jason would always remember that.

Moving to Montana seemed like running away from memories of his mom, and he didn’t want to do it. But he didn’t like Dallas and had no one to turn to, no one but a dad he barely knew. He liked the beaches in San Diego, but he didn’t like the kids who teased him about his Texas twang so cruelly that he’d worked hard to lose it.

He’d hated his dad for a long time. Why hadn’t he visited more often? Why hadn’t he let Jason come home?

He knew the truth now, though his dad didn’t think he knew anything. His dad thought Jason didn’t pay attention, that when he was into his video games his ears suddenly stopped working.

Not ever.

He wanted to make his father happy, and he didn’t know how. But he knew he couldn’t make him worry, not like he did after his mom died and his dad thought he was depressed.

“You, um, want to talk to someone?” Dad had asked one night after Jason got up at three a.m. Apparently neither of them had slept well in the months after Sharon McBride died.

“No,” he said.

“Well, let me know. You can talk to me, or,” he said quickly, “anyone you want.”

Jason hadn’t wanted to talk to anyone but his mom, to find out answers to questions only she knew, but she was dead.

Jason opened the refrigerator, looked around. He really wasn’t that hungry. He closed it and jumped at a voice.

“Hi, Jason.”

There was a small light next to the stove. Jo Sutton walked into the kitchen and asked, “Can I get you anything?”

“Naw. I just couldn’t sleep.” He felt sheepish.

“I saw you sneak out of Grandpa’s wing.”

“I wasn’t sneaking.”

“Okay, not sneaking.”

“Where were you? I didn’t see you.”

“Sitting in the great room next to the fireplace. I couldn’t sleep, either.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“In the den with Wyatt. He fell asleep in the chair. He needs a couple hours shut-eye. We have a busy day tomorrow.”

“I heard.”

Jo walked over to the refrigerator and took out a gallon of milk. “Milk helps me sleep.” She poured two tall glasses and handed one to Jason. “Sit.”

He did, looking at the milk. He sipped, then guzzled half of the glass. “Nothing better than cold milk,” he said.

“I agree.” She sat across from him. “You doing okay?”

He shrugged.

“You acted bravely today, Jason. You are definitely your father’s son.”

“You think so?”

“I think so.”

“I want to be a detective someday. Maybe.”

“That’s a good goal.”

They didn’t say anything for a long time. Then Jo said, “You have something on your mind.”

“Something Dad said earlier.”

She didn’t push him, and Jason was glad about that. He wanted to talk to her. She just might be the only person who really understood his feelings.

“Dad said you won’t marry him right now because you still miss your husband and son.”

She didn’t say anything and Jason feared he’d said something wrong.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“No, it’s okay. He’s right.”

“I miss my mom, too,” he said quietly.

Jo reached out and touched his hand. “I know you do. It’ll never go away completely. But it gets easier.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “It’s okay to miss her.”

“My mom made mistakes.”

“We all make mistakes.”

“But I feel guilty when I think about them. Because she’s dead. And I want to make it up to her, but I can’t.”

“Try really hard to only remember the good things. No one is perfect, but your mother loved you.”

Jason’s voice caught as he said, “But she took me away from Dad. He didn’t fight for me.”

Jo’s heart went out to Jason. He had been holding so much back for so long. Tyler had told her early in their relationship about his ex-wife Sharon. She’d cheated on him and Tyler gave her a second chance. Then she cheated on him again, and filed for divorce.

Tyler might have won custody, but he didn’t want to put the then-six-year-old Jason in the middle of an ugly legal battle. Sharon had threatened to fight him tooth and nail.

But when she was dying of cancer, she came back and Tyler had taken her into his home, getting to know a son he’d only seen a couple times a year, before his ex-wife died. It had been hard on Tyler, but it was equally hard on Jason. Harder in many ways.

“You know why he didn’t fight for custody.”

Jason shook his head. “He never told me.”

“You should ask him.”

“Do you know?”

She nodded.

“Tell me.”

Jo didn’t want to get in the middle of it, but Jason was a boy and she did understand how sometimes boys couldn’t talk to their fathers about feelings. It made them think they were less manly. But with women—with mothers—it was easier.

“He didn’t want a big, nasty fight with your mom. And she didn’t want to share you. The love a mother has for a child is powerful.”

“She used me to hurt Dad.”

“No. She loved you.”

“I know. She loved me a lot, but—” Jason didn’t continue.

Jo squeezed his hand. “Remember the good times. Remember how it felt when your mom hugged you. Remember her laugh. What was her favorite flower?”

“Red roses, I think.”

“When you get home, plant a red rosebush.”

“I don’t think they’ll survive in the snow.”

“There’s some miniature roses you can grow indoors.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Then when you look at the roses, you’ll remember only the good stuff. And that’s all that’s worth remembering, Jason. All the other stuff—the mistakes—we can’t think about.”

“Does it work for you?”

Jo looked down. It hadn’t, not for a long time. She’d forgotten every mistake, every flaw to the extent that she had idealized her marriage, put her husband on a pedestal that no man could topple. No one could compete with her memories of Ken because he had become flawless in her mind. A saint.

“Yes. But for a long time, I missed my husband and son so much that I was living in the past. I didn’t want to forget them.”

“I don’t want to forget Mom.”

“You never will. And I’ll never forget Ken and Timmy.”

“Does that mean you won’t marry Dad?”

“No. It means that I have to put everyone in their place and then I’ll be ready. Do you understand?”

Jason nodded. She wasn’t sure he did, or if he was just humoring her. She wasn’t even sure she understood.

“You okay to go back to bed? It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

Jason nodded. He stood, walked around the table and spontaneously hugged her.

“Good night, Jo.”

Jo sat there for a long, long time.

I love that boy.

And for the first time she battled the guilt and won.

         

The silence woke Aaron.

For nine years he’d lived in a six-foot-by-nine-foot prison. He might as well have been in an open coffin. With all the solitude he had in prison, there had never been total silence.

Silence.

The wind had stopped. There was nothing but a quiet blanket over the valley. He glanced at his watch, one he’d stolen off the dead O’Brien. Three-ten. Still time before they put their plan in motion.

Doug couldn’t make a bomb to detonate as Aaron wanted, so they came up with another idea with the same premise.

Aaron could quote the entire article written about Joanna that he carried with him everywhere, so he didn’t need to pull it out of his pocket to remember a passage that rang ironically true now.

Jo says she plans out all her novels in detail. “I like a clear road map of where I’m going,” she said.

When asked if she’d ever gone on a detour, she laughed. “Many, many times. But I’ve always discovered when I reached the end of the story that I had laid the foundation of the detour, even in my notes, often without realizing it.”

That’s exactly what Aaron and Doug were doing tomorrow. A detour that Aaron had unknowingly created yesterday morning.

When Joanna had left him at the top of the cellar stairs, Aaron decided to see what was down there. Not with a specific reason in mind, just a curiosity since he had thirty minutes before he had to meet his love.

He’d put the box Joanna handed him down, flicked on the light, and went down the narrow stairs. The cellar was dank, musty, and cold. Shelf after shelf of canned food lined the walls. Peaches, apples, prunes, sauces, jams, more than Aaron could count. He wondered if Stan Wood did all this, or maybe Joanna. She lovingly prepared all this food for them to share through the years, marking and dating each jar with her perfect script.

There were six windows in the basement, three on one wall, three on another. What did they need with windows down here? He crossed over to one. They were all locked from the inside, three feet wide and two feet tall.

Big enough for someone to slip in.

He unlocked one window on each side and pushed them open just a fraction against the snow.

Just enough to get fingers underneath from the outside and pull all the way open without too much sound.

At the time, he didn’t think about why he would need to break in to the lodge considering that he was a guest.

But now? Now, it was the only way he could get inside.

I’m coming, Joanna. Wait for me. Dream of me.

Forgive me.

(She’ll never forgive you.)

Aaron shook the errant voice from his mind. Of course she would forgive him. She loved him.

Last night they had made love. She’d come to his room wearing a pale blue gown. She wore nothing beneath and he saw her nipples hard, pushing against the filmy fabric.

“Joanna.”

“I’ve been waiting for you, Aaron.”

“You know who I am?”

“I knew the minute I saw you.” She took his hand. “I’ve dreamed of you forever.”

He touched her face with the back of his hand. “I love you.”

“I’ll never leave you, Aaron. I’ll be with you forever.”

And she took him to bed…

         

Aaron bolted upright. The light had changed. He’d fallen asleep.

“Must have had a nice fucking dream.” Doug laughed. He was standing in the kitchenette drinking coffee.

Aaron looked down and saw the wet stain spread across the blanket that had covered his naked body.

“We don’t have a lot of time, so clean your dick off and get dressed,” Doug said, eating food he’d stolen from the dead Trotsky’s cabin.

Aaron went to the bathroom, red with embarrassment. If he didn’t need Doug for this part of the plan, he should kill him now.

He looked in the mirror, his face still red and puffy from the bear spray Joanna had hit him with yesterday.

(Kill her.)

He shook his head violently back and forth, trying to rid himself of the tempting voice.

He didn’t want to kill Joanna. He loved her. He loved her dammit!

His fist slammed into the mirror. It shattered around him. Blood dripped onto the porcelain sink.

Aaron’s breath quickened as he watched the blood ooze in rivlets down the side of the sink.

Pounding on the door. “Stop jerking off, Doherty, and get your ass out here. We have to go or it’ll be too late.”

Aaron rinsed the blood off his hand and the dry sperm off his cock. He dressed and stepped through the doorway.

“I’m ready. Let’s go.”



TWENTY

The silence woke Jo.

She slid out of bed. Dawn hadn’t yet broke, the sky was still overcast, but the blizzard had passed. No snow fell; no wind wrapped fresh powder around the lodge like a cloak. Taking Wyatt and the kids to safety had become a whole lot easier.

Jo dressed quickly. If Chapman and Doherty were out there waiting for daybreak to attack, their job in the lodge was to get the kids off immediately.

Jo entered the lobby as Tyler spoke in low tones to his deputies, the FBI agents, the Manns, and Sam Nash.

“Everyone is going to the Worthingtons’. When you get there, if possible a Life Flight helicopter will come for Wyatt. If not, then Nash will take him over the pass into Idaho.

“Craig, you and Sean are to stay with the kids at all times. I have no reason to believe that Doherty or Chapman have gone east toward the Worthington ranch, but be careful and fully alert. I spoke with Lance Worthington just a few minutes ago and he said everything was clear. He and Kyle have plenty of provisions.

“The Johnstons are going with you along with Marie Williams. Brian Bates is going to help us keep watch. Any questions?”

“Are we taking the kids down to the shed?” Nash asked.

“No. We’ll bring the snowmobiles here to the front door. I want to do it before the sun rises. We don’t have a lot of time. The storm has lifted and Agent Bianchi and I feel if Doherty and Chapman attack, it’ll be not long after daybreak.”

“Then we’d better get going,” Nash said. “We need to fuel up and—”

“Stan and Brian already left to fuel the snowmobiles.”

Jo said, “You’re going to need all the snowmobiles to get that many people to the Worthington ranch.”

“All but one,” Tyler said. “In case of an emergency. I’m hoping we’re not going to need it.”

Hans spoke up. “I talked to the Helena office this morning. They can’t fly yet—the storm moved north into their flight path—but they predict liftoff within two hours.”

“Three hours to get here,” Tyler said. “That means we only need to hold down the fort for five hours. Then we’ll have a SWAT team holding it down for us, with enough people to start a manhunt. If these bastards haven’t shown themselves by then, we’ll go out and find them.”

“Let’s get moving,” Mitch Bianchi said.

The bite of the predawn morning chilled Jo as soon as she stepped out, but she relished that the air was clear. Already she could tell the sky was lightening. They might see blue today.

The weather could turn so quickly here, from brilliant blue to a blizzard in hours. Sometimes the blue sky would last for weeks; other times, it would disappear between dawn and noon.

But she’d take every blue-sky minute she could find.

Tyler stopped her from going down the steps. “Go back inside. Get the kids lined up. They’re to bring nothing except the essentials Stan packed for them.”

“But—”

“Don’t argue with me, Jo. We don’t know where these two are. They could be watching us now.”

“You’re right.”

He touched her cheek with the back of his hand. “It’s going to be over soon. Then we can focus on us.”

He didn’t wait for her response, but with rifle in hand he stood sentry on the deck as Nash and the others went to the garage to retrieve the snowmobiles.

Jo had been raised with guns, but she’d never seen so many out at once. She pictured a scene from the Wild West, with the menfolk protecting the ranch from bandits. She looked out the front window, then turned to make sure the kids were ready.

“Trixie, where’s Stan with the emergency provisions?”

“He went down to the root cellar about twenty minutes ago.”

“I’ll go help,” Jo said

She opened the root cellar door and flipped on the light, thinking it strange that Stan hadn’t turned it on. Maybe he’d already come up and Trixie hadn’t seen him.

Stan was sprawled at the bottom of the stairs. “Oh my God, Stan!” The stairs were very narrow. She’d always been afraid that her grandfather was going to fall and break his hip. Now Stan—

It wasn’t until Jo reached the bottom of the stairs that she realized they weren’t alone.

Aaron Doherty stepped from behind a high stack of boxes. The pepper spray had made his face swell, his eyes were still red. He held a gun on Stan.

“Don’t scream or I’ll kill him. I promise you, he’s not dead. Yet. He was kind to me, I didn’t want to hurt him. But if you betray me again, I will shoot and it will be your fault. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

He took three steps toward her. She unconsciously took a step back. He grabbed her arm and pulled her to him. With his gun hand aimed at Stan, he patted her down. “Making sure you have no gun or bear spray.” He backhanded her and she stumbled, tripping on the bottom step and sitting down hard. “That was for attacking me yesterday. But I forgive you. You didn’t understand. By the end of today, you will understand I will never leave you and we’ll be fine.”

She found herself nodding as her terror increased. How was she going to get out of this without anyone getting hurt? One look at Aaron’s face told Jo that he expected to kill someone today.

And that person may well be her.

Aaron pulled her up. “Let’s go.”

         

As the sky lightened, Tyler felt uneasy. Nothing specific, but something wasn’t right.

He got on his walkie-talkie. “McBride to Bianchi.”

“Here.”

“You at the garage?”

“We’re about to come up, just a minor problem here. Mechanical.”

“Hold on a minute.”

“Something wrong?”

“I don’t know.”

Tyler listened to the random plops of snow from the trees. He walked across the deck to where Deputy Billy Grossman was on the far side. “I’m going to walk the perimeter.”

“I’ll cover you.”

Tyler went down the steps, slowly circled the lodge. He was only a quarter way around the building when he saw it.

Footprints outside the root cellar window. The snow had been shoveled away and the window pried open.

Running too slow in the fresh powder, he got on his walkie-talkie. “Mitch! They’re in the lodge. Get up here ASAP.”

“McBride—all the snowmobiles have been sabotaged. None of them will start. We’re on our way on foot.”

Tyler took the stairs two at a time, slipped, caught himself on the railing. He flung the rifle over his back and had his service pistol in hand. He tried the door.

Locked.

He pounded on the door. “Jo!”

Gunfire popped inside the lodge. Bang-bang-bang. Tyler hit the deck, crawled out to the snow, found a relatively safe place crouching in the wet snow.

“Report!” Bianchi called over the radio.

“One of them is inside.” Tyler looked for Billy. Saw he had overturned a heavy wood table and was behind it, gun aimed on the door.

Shit shit shit! They’d had the damn house secured, then they left. Thought the women and children were safer inside. Doherty and Chapman had to have been watching and saw who left the house. Still, they didn’t know how many men they had.

Then he realized Chapman could have been watching the lodge yesterday while Doherty was out with Jo and the scouts. If he counted heads, he’d have a damn good estimate. When had they gotten into the cellar? Sometime during the night? Right before dawn? Were both of them inside or just one?

Tyler needed to get inside, but he was too broad to crawl through the cellar window.

Which meant so was Chapman. He couldn’t have gone that way. Doherty had to be the only one inside.

How could Tyler use that to his advantage?

He heard a snowmobile in the distance.

The gunshots must have been a cue for Chapman to bring the sled. Aaron had a hostage.

The front door opened and Tyler trained his gun on the opening.

It was Jo. Just above her lip was a smear of blood. Doherty had hit her. Tyler’s jaw tensed.

“Jo—”

She shook her head. Right behind her Aaron Doherty had a gun at Trixie’s head.

Jo watched Tyler’s face from his position at the bottom of the steps. He barely moved, but his face turned grave.

“What happened?” he asked.

“He was in the root cellar. Stan is unconscious at the bottom of the stairs. Someone needs to help him.”

The snowmobile was approaching. There was no way they could fit four people on one snowmobile.

“Doherty!” Tyler called. “Let them go. If you end this now, no one will get hurt. I’ll tell the prison authorities you cooperated.”

Doherty laughed. “I’m already a dead man, cooperation or not. I’m not going back to Quentin. You’re just jealous about Joanna and me. Don’t think I didn’t read that love note you sent her. Love, Tyler. You bastard.”

Using Trixie as a shield, Aaron fired his gun at Tyler. It came close, damn close. Doherty was a good shot.

“Hold your fire!” Tyler called.

“Fuck you, Sheriff McBride.” Doherty fired again, but this one was far off. Tyler had moved from Aaron’s best angle.

“Don’t, Aaron. Please,” Jo begged.

“Do you love him?” Aaron demanded.

“No, Aaron. I only love you. You know that. Haven’t you read my books?”

Doherty’s face softened almost imperceptibly. Then his expression grew stern again as he looked at Tyler. “I need you to move away, or my friend won’t come closer. He’s waiting for my signal.”

“FBI SWAT is on their way,” Tyler said. “You can’t get out of the valley.”

“That’s what you think. Sit by the radio, Sheriff. I’ll be in contact.”

“I’m not letting you take them.”

“You don’t have a choice. There’s a bomb ticking in the lodge. And all those kids are going to die.”

Tyler’s eyes widened. He glanced at Jo.

“He’s telling the truth,” she said, her voice catching. “He has both gas stoves open and on, blew out the pilot light. A lit candle on a shelf. It’s only a matter of time—ten, fifteen minutes—before the gas rises and the candle ignites it.”

Aaron laughed. “Everyone is locked in the root cellar right beneath the kitchen. I doubt they’ll survive the explosion.”

From Jo’s petrified expression, it looked like Aaron was telling the truth. “Please, Tyler,” she said. “I’ll be okay. Save the kids. Please.”

All his training, every instinct, told Tyler not to let Aaron Doherty leave with two hostages.

But there were seven kids, two old men, two women, and his injured brother inside that house. If there were an explosion, some or all of them would die.

“Time is running out,” Doherty said. “It’s going to take Doug at least five minutes to get here after I give the signal.”

Tyler listened. The snowmobile was idling somewhere, but where he couldn’t see. It could be a mile away or behind a tree, the way sound carried out here.

Mitch Bianchi rounded the corner, gun in hand, aimed at Doherty’s head. He was steady as a trained sharpshooter.

“Sheriff!” Bianchi called.

“There’s a bomb inside,” Tyler responded.

“And I’d be careful about opening that back door,” Doherty said. “A draft could stir the gas around and boom!”

Jo looked so lost standing in the middle of the deck. Trixie was white as a ghost, her entire body tense, a whimper coming out of her throat. But she was light, easy to carry, and not putting up a fight.

Seven kids are going to die if you hesitate another minute.

“It’s okay, Tyler. Please let us go.”

Shit. He didn’t want to, he knew it was wrong, but Tyler was trapped. Even if he could take Doherty out, Jo and Trixie were in the line of fire. And the makeshift bomb inside…

“Go.” It was the hardest thing Tyler had ever done.

Aaron whistled. Within two minutes, Chapman drove up, towing another snowmobile behind. He stopped when he saw Tyler.

“You need to stand down, Sheriff. Move to the corner of the house.”

Tyler did as he was told, though he didn’t let go of his gun—hoping, wishing for an opportunity to kill Aaron Doherty.

Chapman brought the snowmobiles up to the porch stairs. He released the tow. Doherty said, “Go, Joanna.”

Jo walked down the stairs. Chapman grabbed her, held a knife at her throat.

“Don’t touch her,” Doherty warned. They traded Trixie and Jo. Now Doherty had a gun on Jo, and Chapman had a knife on Trixie. This time Trixie screamed, but it was short-lived. Chapman nicked her neck and said, “Next time I’ll slice your throat. Just like I did that babe in the cabin.”

They got on the snowmobiles and took off down the road. Tyler could have shot either man in the back, but there was no guarantee the bullet wouldn’t go through their body and into Jo or Trixie.

“Shit!” Mitch shouted. “Fuck!” He started toward the door.

“Careful!” Tyler exclaimed. “Jo confirmed the bomb.”

The two men slowly entered the lodge. Mitch said, “You get the kids, I’ll take care of the bomb.”

“Gas buildup in the kitchen. Watch it.”

Tyler turned to the root cellar door. He unlocked it and shouted. “Everyone up the stairs, single file, don’t push.”

Leah was first. “Stan’s down there, hurt. He’s moaning. I don’t know what’s wrong. Help him!”

“Go outside and follow Deputy Grossman.” Over his shoulder, he told Billy, “Get them as far away as you can.”

The kids, then the female guests. Karl was helping Stan Wood stand. “He has a head injury,” Karl said.

“I’ll get him upstairs. You go.”

Karl started up the stairs. Mitch called down, “All clear.”

Tyler helped a dazed Stan up the stairs, sitting him on a bench by the front door. The smell of gas filled the air.

“Mitch! We have to get out—the gas!”

“It’ll take a few minutes for the gas to dissipate, but I got the trigger—two lit candles—taken care of. The place would have blown in less than five minutes,” Mitch said, his voice calm as if he encountered bombs daily. “Good call on your part. I don’t know what the damage would have been, but with all the wood in this place, it would have been one helluva fire.”

“What do we do now?” Tyler said.

“We track those bastards.”

“Doherty said he would call. Maybe he wants to make a trade.”

Hans Vigo entered the lodge. “What the fuck happened?”

Tyler quickly filled him in.

“Yes, he’ll call, but he’s not going to make a trade. He’ll want to buy time to get out of the valley.”

“We need to track them,” Mitch said.

“Agreed,” Tyler said. “But when they stop the sleds, they’ll hear us. Snowmobiles are loud and the sound echoes.”

“Forget the snowmobiles. They were sabotaged.”

“All of them?”

“Damn straight. Nash and his son are still there trying to repair them, but hell if I know how long it’s going to take.”

“We need at least two—one to take Wyatt to the hospital and one to track them.”

“I’ll go to the garage.” Stan’s voice was thick with pain.

“You need to rest,” Karl said. His eyes were watery and he stared at Tyler as if begging him to save his granddaughters.

“What about when he calls?” Tyler asked. “If I’m not here, he might do something rash.”

Hans said, “I’ll stay and patch him through to you.”

“Will that work?”

“It’ll have to. These two have proven to be very resourceful. We can’t let them get too far or they just might disappear altogether.”
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“Absolutely not.” The group stood beside the snowmobiles as Doug Chapman shook his head slowly back and forth. He stared at the fire tower a mile off South Centennial Road.

Jo watched the exchange between the men with fearful interest. She didn’t know what Doherty had planned, but it was obvious they hadn’t agreed previously on this part of the plan.

“Once we’re up there, we’ll be able to see for miles,” said Doherty. “We’ll know when they’re coming. There’s no way they can get to us.”

“And we’ll be trapped,” Chapman said. “They’ll surround the place and we won’t be able to get out.”

“We have Joanna and her sister,” Doherty said.

Trixie whimpered. Jo wrapped her arm around Trix and whispered, “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not!” Trixie said.

Chapman glared at her. “Shut up.”

Doherty said, “We’ll radio the Sheriff and make our demands. We’re going to tell him we’re at the refuge center. I made the trail yesterday, and refreshed part of it this morning. There’s no reason to think that we’re not there.”

“Then why trap ourselves up there?” Chapman looked up.

The fire tower was no longer in use. Routine flybys by the Forest Service took care of the fire watch. But not too long ago, keeping watch had been part of Sam Nash’s job. As Jo recalled, he’d move into the fire tower at the beginning of the fire season and keep watch over the valley. Times changed. For better, and for worse.

“What about that town we passed on the road?” Chapman asked.

“Town?” Doherty frowned. “There was no one there.”

“There were new buildings. We could keep our ears open, but we won’t be a hundred feet in the air.”

Jo realized Chapman was afraid of heights.

Both Chapman and Doherty were right—if they went up the tower, they’d be trapped. But there was no way anyone could approach without being seen—unless another blizzard hit. Jo looked up at the sky. As the clouds moved northeast, it was becoming bluer.

Still—there was a steady wind, and the temperature hadn’t risen much even with the sun. Jo suspected that by nightfall another storm would move in.

This particular fire tower was sparsely furnished. When Nash had done his fire duty, he’d bring up a portable generator, a radio, and an ice chest. There was a cot and desk—whether they were still there or not, Jo didn’t know. It was a solitary job, and one of his sons would relieve him every Saturday afternoon until Monday morning. It was a life Sam Nash preferred.

Jo had been falling into the same quiet, functional despair of the Nash family, she realized. Twenty-two years ago, Emily Nash had tragically died in a skiing accident. Sam and his three sons had never fully recovered. The two oldest sons had moved from the area. Peter, who had watched his mother die, had stayed in the valley, except for his three-year stint in the military.

Is this the life Jo wanted? Living day in and day out with nothing but memories to keep her warm?

Did she really think that Jason was somehow a threat to her son’s memory?

She needed to talk to Tyler, to explain, to make things right. She needed to get out of this mess so that she could truly put the past behind her.

Jo remembered what Hans Vigo had said last night about Aaron Doherty’s personality. He was delusional; he believed she loved him. She had to play off that. Then maybe she and Trixie could get out of this alive.

She whispered in Trixie’s ear, “Trust me.”

Before her sister could respond, Jo stepped forward. Chapman and Doherty both turned to her. There was a gun in Chapman’s hand.

She put her hands up. “Aaron, can we talk? In private?”

“What—”

Chapman interrupted. “Don’t trust her.”

Doherty glared at him, then turned with suspicious eyes on Jo. “What’s wrong?”

“The town isn’t a real town, not yet. There’s a developer of sorts trying to resurrect the past glory of Lakeview, when it was a mining town nearly a hundred years ago. He’s building a western-style town and eventually will have a small motel, shops, a restaurant. He thinks.” Jo rolled her eyes. While in concept the idea was wonderful, people didn’t travel this far out for shopping and good food. They came here for peace and recreation.

“Don’t listen to her,” Chapman said.

Jo looked at Aaron. “There’s nothing inside the buildings. No heat, no food, no water. Most are incomplete. And the fire tower—I hate to agree with your friend, but he’s right—we’re no better up there. You can see for miles, but there’re not even windows up there. It’s going to be ten degrees colder and with the wind—” She glanced at Trixie. Her sister was freezing, but was doing her best not to show how cold she was.

She lowered her voice and stepped next to Aaron. Touched his arm. Looked into his eyes.

“Trix is hurting. In the cold, her leg is awfully painful. Please—we need to get her someplace warm.”

“Where?”

Jo tilted her head, watched as Doherty looked over at Trixie with concern apparent in his face. He cared. He didn’t want Trixie to suffer.

She could use that.

“Sam Nash’s house.”

Chapman interrupted. “What the fuck? You’re going to listen to this bitch? We should have taped her fucking mouth shut.”

Jo stepped partly behind Doherty, as if she were intimidated by Chapman. Okay, she was intimidated. Chapman was a wild card. She couldn’t predict how he would act, but she needed Aaron on her side.

“Who lives there?” Doherty asked her.

“Sam Nash and his son Peter, but they are both at the lodge right now. Their house is only two miles from here. There’s heat and food. The best thing is, it’s on a knoll. You’ll be able to see anyone who comes up the drive. I swear, Aaron. And if you get there and don’t believe me, come back here. It’s not that far.”

“No,” Chapman said. “I like the town.”

“Fine,” Jo said, glaring at Chapman. “Go to the town. It’s five miles in the opposite direction, but we’ll do it. And then you’ll see that I’m right.”

“A house would be nice,” Doherty said to Chapman.

“You can’t trust her!” Chapman exclaimed.

“We’ll know soon enough if she’s lying.” Doherty looked down at her, touched her chin. Jo used every ounce of control to not flinch.

“Aw, fuck. There better be some Jack Daniel’s or I’m going to kill someone.” He stared right at Jo.

Doherty stepped in front of her, blocking Jo from Chapman’s murderous glare.

“Let’s go,” he said.

He turned to Jo. “Are you cold?”

“I’m okay.”

He put his hands on her arms and rubbed them up and down. The friction warmed her, reminding her that she was in fact very cold. Her feet felt like ice cubes. If she was out too much longer, she would start to fade.

“I’ll get you warm,” he said.

She shivered as he wrapped his arm around her and led her back to the snowmobile. As they climbed on the Polaris, he nuzzled her neck. “I’m so sorry we didn’t have time for you to pack some clothes.”

“I’m okay,” she said.

“I’ll buy you anything you need as soon as we get away.”

“That sounds nice.”

His words chilled her more than the cold air.

Her plan better work.
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Tyler and Mitch rode double on one snowmobile; deputies Grossman and Duncan were on the second. They followed the fresh impressions in the snow left by the two killers who had Jo and Trixie. FBI SWAT was on their way, but they were still two hours away. Tyler couldn’t wait that long.

Hans would radio only if Jo’s Polaris changed location. Right now, it was stationary: on Sam Nash’s property. They were unlikely to take any of Nash’s other vehicles. Even Nash’s four-wheel-drive truck probably couldn’t get out of the garage with this much snow on the ground. Nash had a snowplow, but it moved slowly. Even with Chapman’s mechanical skills, if he could figure out how to operate it, would they chance taking the slow-moving truck? Tyler didn’t think so.

Either Doherty had planned on meeting at the refuge after he knew the helicopter was on its way, or he never had any intention of meeting them and was buying time. Time to escape.

Doherty and Chapman already had weapons, but at Nash’s they could have acquired an arsenal. Nash had several shotguns and rifles. Tyler had his sidearm and a shotgun Stan gave him, and Mitch and his deputies were armed, but in a standoff, Doherty and Chapman would have the upper hand.

There was more blue than gray in the sky, and even though Upper Red Rock Lake was miles from the road, Tyler could see the sun reflecting off the still water. The lake was too deep to completely freeze, but it was cold enough to turn the top inch to ice.

Though the weather seemed perfect, with a projected high of fifty, Karl Weber said he suspected another storm front would move in quickly. The NWS predicted twenty-four hours, but Tyler trusted Weber’s judgment—he’d lived through more surprise storms than most.

Two miles from Nash’s property, Tyler stopped the snowmobile and they disembarked. They’d made excellent time because visibility was good and they had the trail Chapman and Doherty left.

The four men put on cross-country skis. They each had a walkie-talkie, and Tyler had the portable radio to keep in contact with the lodge. They couldn’t move as fast as the snowmobiles, but they skied steadily about seven miles an hour. Tyler was grateful that he’d made a point of refreshing all his winter sports skills when he’d moved to Montana. Otherwise, he’d be lagging behind.

In twenty minutes, they’d be within sight of Nash’s property. They’d assess the situation and form a plan of attack. A plan that didn’t put Jo and Trixie in more danger than they already were.

         

Bong.

Jo jumped when the grandfather clock in Nash’s living room announced the time, the deep, guttural chime vibrating in her head. She’d been here many times, had often heard the forlorn sound, but today it seemed particularly ominous.

“Time to go,” Doherty said as he untied Jo and Trixie.

Did Tyler have enough time to track the GPS in the snowmobile and make it out here? She thought she’d heard the roar of snowmobiles far in the distance, but then they’d stopped, or perhaps they’d turned in another direction.

Bong.

“Please, please leave us alone,” Trixie said. “You can just leave, we can’t go anywhere or tell anyone. Leave us here and go.”

“We’ll only slow you down,” Jo said.

Doug Chapman laughed. “You’re hostages, babe. We’re not letting you go anytime soon.”

Aaron stared at Jo, an odd look on his face. Had she tipped her hand?

Bong.

“Everything is going to be fine,” he told her.

“No!” Trixie cried when Chapman grabbed her.

Doherty stared at Trixie with disgust. “You, we don’t need.” He pointed his gun at her.

Jo screamed, trying to put herself between Doherty and the gun, but he held on to her upper arm so tight her arm burned. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“You really don’t know what she did, do you?” Aaron said.

Bong.

“Aaron.” Jo’s eyes darted back and forth between Doherty and Trixie.

“Trixie? Are you going to tell her or am I?”

“Stop this right now, Aaron.” Jo’s voice was stronger than her frayed emotions.

Chapman leaned over and backhanded Jo. She would have fallen down if Doherty hadn’t caught her.

“Don’t touch her again.” Doherty turned his gun on Chapman.

“You’re letting the bitch make demands of you?” Chapman said, furious the gun was aimed at him. “Get that fucking gun away from me or I’ll kill you.” It sounded like an idle threat considering Doherty had the upper hand. Jo pictured them firing simultaneously and killing each other. She would have laughed at the absurd vision if she weren’t so fearful for her life.

Bong.

“Do not call her a bitch,” Doherty said. “You will treat Joanna with respect.”

“She’s playing you, Aaron. She’s been playing you all day.”

Aaron blinked rapidly. “Everything is going to be fine once we get out of here.”

“So what are you waiting for?” Chapman mocked.

“I want Trixie to tell the truth,” Doherty said, “for once in her life.”

Bong.

Trixie shook her head. “You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me! Leave me alone!”

“I was in the cell next to Lincoln Barnes. I know a lot about you, Trixie. More than you ever told your sister.”

“Shut up!” She lunged for him, and Chapman grabbed her and held her back.

“What are you doing, Aaron? Let’s get out of here.”

“Not until Trixie tells Joanna the truth.”

Jo looked from Doherty to her sister. There was something on Trixie’s face. Jo’s gut turned and bile rose to her throat. She didn’t want to believe anything Aaron Doherty had to say. The man was a killer. He had kidnapped her. But…

“Leave her alone,” Jo said quietly. “Please, Aaron.”

Bong.

Doherty turned to Jo, touched her face with the muzzle of his gun. His expression soft and almost loving, but his eyes were hard and distrustful. “No secrets, Joanna. Okay? No secrets between us.”

“Stop, Aaron. Let’s just go.”

A little voice scratched and clawed at the back of Jo’s mind. She wanted to know whatever secret Aaron Doherty knew about her sister. All the doubts, all the fears, came rushing back.

No, Jo, don’t go there. She’s your sister. She’s Leah’s mother. You can’t go back. You can’t have what was stolen. Just forget…

But the doubts she’d had for four years grew. She looked at Trixie, didn’t say a word.

Tears streamed down Trixie’s face. “Jo, I’m sorry.”

Bong.

“Tell her!” Doherty screamed and Jo jumped. “Tell her you married Lincoln Barnes!”

Jo stared at Trixie, but relief flooded through her body. She’d wondered for a long time whether Trixie had married him when they were in L.A., but Trixie had denied it. There were a few hints here and there, but Jo didn’t push it because it had become unimportant. When Linc called Trix his wife the day he killed Ken and Tim, Jo had thought he was delusional. Now she knew he wasn’t: Linc had told the truth.

“It’s okay, Trixie,” Jo said. “That’s water under the bridge. Linc hurt a lot of people. I don’t care that you married him. You were a different person then, and you got away from him. You protected Leah, and that’s the most important thing.”
 
Instead of Trixie looking relieved, she became more irate. “Why do you forgive me so easily? Why, Jo? After everything…”

“Tell her!” Doherty screamed.

Bong.

“I—I—”

Sobbing uncontrollably, Trixie sagged, and Chapman let her fall to the ground.

“Aaron, just fucking get it out,” Chapman demanded. “I want to go. Everything’s ready. We’re wasting time because you’re playing a fucking game.”

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Jo stared wide-eyed as Doug Chapman staggered backward from Doherty’s shots. His gun went off once, into the ceiling. Plaster fell to the floor like snow. There was no blood at first, which made it more surreal to Jo—Chapman wore a thick ski jacket. As she watched, blood seeped from the bottom and dripped to the floor.

His mouth moved, but no sound came out. Chapman fell with a thud and didn’t move. Doherty didn’t show any reaction. He simply frowned and shook his head.

Bong.

“Tell her, Trixie.” Doherty’s voice was so low Jo almost didn’t hear him. Trixie shook her head back and forth.

“No, no, no!” She sobbed.

“It’s okay, Trix.” Jo’s heart raced as her eyes moved from Chapman’s dead body to her sister’s terrified, tear-drenched face. Jo didn’t know how to stop this insanity.

“Tell her, Trixie!”

“I forgive you,” Jo said, wishing she could go to her sister, but Doherty held her too tight. “The past doesn’t matter.”

“Tell her!” Doherty screamed.

“It’s my fault,” Trixie sobbed. “It’s my fault Ken and Timmy died.”

Doherty asked Jo, “Didn’t you ever wonder how Linc found you? Didn’t you wonder how he knew where you lived?”

She had, but after Timmy died it hadn’t seemed important. It was almost ethereal, like she should ask the question but she was in a daze. And then the trial…it never came out. She didn’t think the question had ever been asked. And deep down, she hadn’t cared. Her husband and son were dead, that was all that mattered.

Jo looked at Trixie. Everything made sense now. Her sister’s self-blame. That she came back to the valley even though she hated it here. Why she resented Jo spending time with Leah, while at the same time almost forcing Leah on Jo.

Guilt.

Bong.

“It doesn’t matter,” Jo whispered, though it did matter. And now that the question had been raised, how could she forget? But that was something to deal with when she and Trixie got out of this.

Doherty just shot his partner in cold blood. He’s going to kill you. You have to get out of here, get Trixie out of here. Nothing else matters.

Trixie sobbed, looked up at Jo, her face a mask of agony and pain. “I—I called him. I told him to meet me at a restaurant on the highway. I—I wanted to go with him. I knew I couldn’t take Leah, but I had to b-b-be with Linc. He didn’t show up, and I was so mad, but he followed me. He wanted Leah more than me. He followed me to your house. I’m so sorry, Jo. I didn’t know he was going to hurt anyone.”

Hurt? He’d killed a man and a little boy because Trixie had led him to their house.

“I’m sorry, Jo. I wish I’d died that day.”

Bang.

Jo screamed. Trixie’s mouth opened and blood flowed from the corner. “NO!!”

Doherty let her go to her sister, hold her. “I’m glad,” Trixie whispered. “I’m glad I’m dead. Take care of Leah for me. You were always a better mother.”

“Hold on, hold on,” Jo cried, cradling her sister in her arms. The bullet had gone into Trixie’s chest, almost dead center. Jo’s head and heart hurt, she couldn’t think about what Trixie had done in the past. She loved her sister. “Please don’t die.” Oh, God, please not again. Don’t take anyone else from me. Don’t let Trixie die!

“She’s better off dead,” Doherty said. “Now you’ve been avenged. We’re going now, just you and me.”

Bong.

It was noon. Jo’s life would never be the same.



TWENTY-SIX

FBI SWAT landed at Nash’s house thirty minutes later. Tyler left Jo in the house with Duncan and Grossman while he went to talk to the Feds.

Mitch wasn’t back, and he wasn’t answering his walkie-talkie.

Ten armed SWAT officers exited the helicopter. The commander approached Tyler, took off his helmet. “Agent Hunter Blackstone. You must be Sheriff McBride.”

Tyler took his hand, they shook.

“Agent Vigo said one target is dead, one civilian is dead, and one target is at large.”

“Yes. Aaron Doherty escaped on a snowmobile. One of your men followed him.”

“My men?”

“A Fed. Agent Mitch Bianchi.”

“Bianchi’s here?”

“Hans didn’t tell you?”

“Not in so many words.”

“Is there a problem?”

“Problem? No problem. Bianchi is one of the best. I just thought he was heading back to Sacramento.”

“If he is, he’s doing it on a snowmobile.” Tyler frowned. “I haven’t heard from him in over thirty minutes.”

“Roger that. I’ll send my pilot and half my men to do reconnaissance and see if we can spot the pursuit. Which way did they go?”

“West,” Tyler said. “You should be able to track the wake of the sleds. They kick up a lot of snow.”

“Good to know.” Blackstone walked quickly back to the chopper. Tyler couldn’t hear what he said, but six men reboarded and the bird lifted off. Blackstone returned. “My pilot is concerned about the weather.”

Tyler glanced at the cloud-spotted blue sky. “How soon is it going to turn?”

“There’s a nasty storm front heading in from the southeast. It’s going to come in hard and fast. We’ll lose visibility in three, four hours max.”

Tyler would never get used to the weather in Montana. “Then we’d better find Mitch and Doherty before you’re grounded.”

“Have you taken care of the bodies?”

Tyler shook his head. “They’re still in the kitchen. One of the victims is the sister of the survivor.”

“Sorry,” Blackstone muttered. “My men will take care of them.” He looked around. “Where can we put them?”

“The garage.” Tyler pointed downslope. “Do you have body bags?”

Blackstone nodded. “Can we use this house as a command center?”

“Yes. The owner is transporting my brother to a doctor on the other side of the mountain.”

“Your brother?”

“He was the scoutmaster shot yesterday.”

“Right. We’ll secure this place. No one will be able to get in without our sanction. You take a breather. You’ve been on duty 24/7 for three days, Agent Vigo said.”

The way Blackstone said “Agent Vigo” showed that Hans’s colleagues gave him a huge amount of respect.

“I won’t be able to relax until I hear from Mitch,” Tyler said.

“We’ll find him. We have some state-of-the-art sensors on the bird.”

“Good. After you find him, find Doherty. I have a bad feeling that he’ll come back again for Jo.”

“We’ll be ready for him.”
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Aaron followed his map to a house near the Lima Reservoir.

He’d heard the helicopter searching for him. Or for the cop, who was probably dead. It didn’t matter, the farther he rode west, the farther away the chopper sounded.

When he’d first arrived at the lodge, he’d used information he found in the office to identify all residences in the area. He carefully plotted them on his map. At the time he wasn’t sure if he would need them, but he also knew he had to get Joanna away from her family in order to convince her of his nobility.

Now he was alone.

It was getting dark, and it wasn’t even four in the afternoon. He’d been riding for nearly four hours, had recently switched to the backup tank. He’d burned a lot of fuel running from the cop, so he kept the sled steady at twenty miles per hour once he knew the helicopter hadn’t spotted him.

The blue sky turned dark gray. Clouds rolled in like something out of a horror movie. Thunder rumbled in the distance, sounding far more foreboding in the valley than it ever did in the middle of a city like Los Angeles.

Aaron stopped as the first snowflake fell. He took out his map. He wasn’t sure where he was, and though he knew he’d traveled over seventy-five miles, he’d been zigzagging. He thought he was only a few miles from the Lima Reservoir, but what if he was wrong?

The snow fell deceptively soft around him as he stared at the map. Shit, he didn’t know where the fuck he was.

That wasn’t true. He’d gone mostly northwest. He’d kept a good eye on the compass. Which would put him about…

He looked at the map, then at his surroundings. What if he was wrong?

He couldn’t afford to try to find this one house only to find he was miles from where he thought. If he ran out of gas in the middle of nowhere…

It’s Joanna’s fault.

He slammed his fist on the Polaris’s instrument panel. Damn, damn, damn. He should have taken her with him.

She didn’t want to come with you. She doesn’t love you. She lied to you. All these years, it was a joke. One big joke on you.

Eight years ago when he went back to Rebecca to explain, to beg for forgiveness, he’d realized what a joke she thought he was.

He’d quietly snuck into her house. She had an alarm system, but he knew the code. It surprised him she hadn’t changed it, but maybe she hadn’t known he knew. Or maybe she wanted him to come to her.

A man was with her. The same actor who had been bad-mouthing Aaron to Rebecca all these months. It was his fault, not hers. Aaron believed that up until he overheard…

“Rebecca dear, are you feeling all right?” Bruce Lawson’s voice was prissy. Condescending.

Why had she let him in the house? Into her bedroom?

“I’m fine.”

Such a beautiful voice. Aaron closed his eyes and imagined Rebecca speaking to him so kindly, so lovingly.

The sound of movement, then Lawson said, “Better?”

“Much.”

The smooch of a kiss.

Aaron tensed. Lawson had kissed Rebecca. Touched her with his lips. Not okay. Not okay at all.

“You’ve been a godsend, Bruce.” Rebecca sighed. “I wouldn’t have made it all these weeks without you.”

“You’re still worried.”

“Of course I am. They haven’t found him.”

“The police are looking for him. He wouldn’t be so stupid as to show up anywhere near here.”

“I don’t know. He—there’s something not right with him.”

“Of course not! He hurt you. The guy’s a lunatic.”

“He thought there was something going on between you and me.”

“Who cares what he thought?”

“There wasn’t. Not then.”

“What are you saying?”

“You’ve been a rock, Bruce. I never thought—I guess, with your reputation…”

“Don’t believe everything you hear, darling.”

Smooch. Silence.

Rebecca said softly, “Thank you for staying with me.”

“I’ll stay with you as long as you want me to.”

Aaron didn’t remember killing them. He witnessed the scene disembodied, as if looking at himself from afar, in freeze-frames. Coming into Rebecca’s room. Bruce Lawson charging him, Aaron slicing him with three strokes.

Slit, slit, slit.

Rebecca screaming.

Stabbing her. The police said he’d stabbed her thirty-two times. He only remembered the first one. Then pulling his knife out and looking at her face. The shock.

I loved you I loved you I loved you I loved you.

He groaned, his hand aching as if he’d today stabbed Rebecca thirty-two times. He stared at the Montana map. He had to be right.

He would find the Jorgensen farm. He would refuel. Then he would hunt down Joanna and cut her heart out.

Like she’d cut out his.

If anyone tried to stop him, they’d die, too.



TWENTY-SEVEN

The storm teased the valley, rolling in fast but bringing with it just an occasional flurry of flakes. Weather didn’t ground the helicopter; nighttime did.

Tyler went back to the lodge with Jo on the last run of the chopper. They’d found Mitch almost immediately—he’d been thrown from the sled while in pursuit and had hit his head hard. Snow wasn’t as soft as it appeared. Agent Bianchi was damn lucky he didn’t break anything, including his back.

In case Doherty returned, Mitch stayed with half the SWAT team at Nash’s house. At dawn, weather permitting, they’d start the search again.

The rest of the team was at the Moosehead Lodge. Grossman and Duncan had escorted the Boy Scouts and remaining lodge guests to the Worthingtons’ house before nightfall. Tomorrow morning, a charter helicopter would take them over the pass to reunite with their families. Except Jason. Jason hadn’t wanted to go, and Tyler didn’t force him to. The lodge was safe—cops outnumbered civilians. Jason was in the den with Buckley. Tyler thought that maybe it was time Jason had his own dog. Tyler had a dog most of his childhood, until Kip was hit by a car and had to be put to sleep. He hadn’t been able to have another pet, but Jason was a boy, and boys needed dogs.

Tyler stared at the closed door leading to Karl’s suite, knowing Jo was in there with her family, telling them about Trixie. He wanted to go to her, to take care of her, but Jo needed this private time with Karl, Stan, and Leah.

After triple-checking that Jason was safe in the den, Tyler went into the kitchen where Vigo was talking with Agent Hunter Blackstone. Tyler poured himself coffee and sat down across from the senior agent.

“You couldn’t have done anything to save her,” Hans said.

Tyler didn’t respond. What could he say? He’d been running through the day from beginning to end and thought of a million different things he could have said or done, but every scenario ended up with someone dead.

“How’s Mitch?” Hans asked.

Blackstone answered, “In a foul mood with a bear of a headache.”

“He’s lucky he’s alive, hotdogging it after Doherty on his own,” Hans reprimanded. “Probably thinks if he gets injured in the line of duty he’ll have a pass when he gets back to Sacramento.”

“Excuse me?” Tyler asked.

“It’s nothing,” Hans said.

“Like hell it is,” Blackstone said. “Mitch defied orders tracking Thomas O’Brien up this far. He wasn’t supposed to leave the Sacramento region. Then he was ordered back and he never went. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to get on Meg Elliott’s shit list.”

“She doesn’t bite,” Hans said.

“I have my doubts.”

“Mitch will be okay, as long as he doesn’t mouth off,” Hans said.

“I don’t understand.” Tyler didn’t understand how the FBI worked, but he’d assumed Mitch Bianchi was assigned to this case.

Hans explained. “Mitch is a damn good cop. More than dedicated. But he sometimes has a problem following orders, and the FBI is not the place to regularly defy authority—right or wrong. Mitch was supposed to stay in Sacramento; instead, when Thomas O’Brien was sighted, he followed rather than calling the appropriate regional office.”

“I’m glad he did,” Tyler said. “He’s solid.”

“That he is, and loyal.”

“If you need anything from me,” Tyler said, “I’ll gladly testify that Mitch has been a great agent to work with. Smart and sharp.”

“If you want to write a letter, that’d be good for his file,” Hans said. “By the way, Nash called right before you arrived. Wyatt’s safe and in the hospital. He’s going into surgery tonight, but the prognosis is good.”

“Glad to hear that.” More than glad. Tyler had been worried about Wyatt all day.

“Your Bonnie—great gal, by the way—patched a call into the lodge radio this afternoon. The FBI agent I have looking into Doherty’s past uncovered a murder seventeen years ago in San Diego. The victim was Ginger Doherty.”

“His mother?”

“Yes.”

“Why wasn’t that in his file?”

“Because there is no record of Ginger Doherty having a son. She never filed taxes with his name or Social Security number. In her employment records with King Cruises she stated that she was single, without children, and twenty-nine. She had fake identification and no one who knew her even suspected that she had a child. She listed no next of kin.”

“What happened to her?”

“She was stabbed to death. She was living with a man near the beach between cruises.”

“So she left her son with an old aunt in Glendale and worked out of San Diego.”

“The police had a suspect. A belligerent ex-boyfriend of Ms. Doherty’s who was in town at the time of the murders.”

“Murders?”

“The current boyfriend was also killed. His throat was slit, he died quickly. Ginger Doherty was stabbed repeatedly. Sixteen times in the chest and abdomen.”

“Does that have significance?” Blackstone asked.

“Aaron Doherty turned sixteen the day before. And according to one of his earlier guardians, Annie Erickson, his mother had repeatedly disappointed him on his birthday. Making promises she never kept. Also, the MO matches the Rebecca Oliver crime scene. The man was killed quickly and efficiently, while the female was repeatedly stabbed, most post-mortem.”

“How did he find her? Didn’t you say the police had a suspect?” Tyler questioned.

“The ex-boyfriend had an alibi, and they couldn’t break him. They had to let him go, but they still thought they’d had the right guy even if they didn’t have the evidence. They stopped looking.”

“So how does that help us now?” Tyler asked. “That he killed his mother and her lover means nothing to me. Right now, he’s out there somewhere. I hope he’s freezing to death in the middle of the valley. Or maybe he had a destination. SWAT checked out the refuge, but he wasn’t there. There are more than a dozen families living in the valley who are still in danger because he’s at large.”

“Knowing about his mother is important.” Hans rose, retrieved the coffeepot, and refilled the mugs while he spoke. “It tells us about his mind-set. It also tells us that he’s been a killer for a long, long time. But he’s not a traditional serial killer by any means. So far, we suspect he killed his mother and her boyfriend, and we know he killed five people: Rebecca Oliver and her friend Bruce Lawson; Lincoln Barnes; and today Doug Chapman and Trixie Weber. Each murder was for a purpose.”

“What purpose did he have for killing Trixie Weber?” Tyler demanded. “She was a physically handicapped woman with a daughter. She was no threat to him.”

“Something has been bothering me about the Sutton murders.”

Tyler frowned. Jo didn’t need any more tragedy or inquiries into the deaths of her husband and son. “What specifically?”

“How did Lincoln Barnes know where to find Trixie and her daughter?” Hans didn’t wait for an answer. “Trixie was an abused woman. Abused women have low self-esteem and often return to their abusers—either because they think they’ve changed, or they feel they can change them if only they are good.”

“You don’t think—” Tyler remembered something Jo had said when he had first found her earlier today. When she saw her dead sister’s body. “You think Trixie brought Lincoln Barnes to Placerville.”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense, knowing what we know about Barnes and Trixie.”

“He could have tracked her down from mutual friends, maybe an address book with Jo’s address in it, any number of ways.”

Hans shook his head. “I don’t think so. I was reading over the police reports and there was nothing in Lincoln Barnes’s possession except a note in his pocket that read, ‘Meet Trix at diner on Highway 49 and Main St.’”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” But Tyler frowned. Did Jo know about this?

“There were also three tickets reserved at the Sacramento Airport; final destination Madison, Wisconsin—where Barnes has family—for Lincoln Barnes, Beatrix Barnes, and Leah Barnes.”

“There’s no way that Linc could get two people against their will on a plane,” Tyler said. Then he said, “Shit. You think Trixie planned to go off with him?”

Hans nodded. “And for whatever reason, something went wrong and Linc snapped. Or maybe he made the reservations, and Trixie just wanted to talk. We’ll never know. Abused women have a very difficult time getting away from their abusers. They have a complex psychology. I’ve known more than one battered woman who went back to her abuser, only to be killed.”

“So,” Tyler extrapolated, “you think that Doherty killed Trixie because she hurt Jo—by telling Barnes where she was, leading him to the murders of Ken and Timmy Sutton.”

“Bingo.”

“That doesn’t sit well with me.” How could he tell Jo something like that? “Jo doesn’t need to know,” he added.

“Doherty will have told Jo why he killed Trixie,” Hans said. “She knows the truth—whatever it is.”

Why hadn’t she told him? Of course, to protect Trixie’s memory. He glanced out the door, though he knew Jo was still with her family.

Blackstone asked, “So what specifically set Doherty off all those years ago that he would kill his own mother?”

Hans paused for a long minute, sipped his coffee, putting together his thoughts. “I think he’d been looking for his mother for a while. Maybe verifying her whereabouts. He found out she worked for King Cruises. He tracked her schedule, found out she was in port. It was his birthday. Certainly she would come visit. She had always promised to see him on his birthday. He would have put aside the fact that she broke most of her promises. This day he was turning sixteen. He hoped she would come.”

“And she didn’t,” Tyler said.

“No. He snapped. I don’t know specifically why—maybe he learned that she’d been lying to him, or lying about him. Maybe his aunt said something and he put information together that sent him on a murderous rage. Something happened when he turned sixteen that forever sent him down the wrong path.

“It was shortly after that when he became obsessed with Bridget Hart, a girlfriend in high school. They dated for about a year and she left him. He attacked her, scarred her face. He ended up with six months in juvie and his great-aunt, Dorothy Miles, was granted legal custody when the court couldn’t find his mother.

“Shortly after his eighteenth birthday, his aunt died. She was in her eighties and the doctor ruled it as an accidental overdose. She’d had her stomach pumped three times in the preceding four years for taking too much medicine, or mixing them. The first two times happened before Aaron came to live with her, so it could be entirely possible that she did accidentally overdose.”

“Or,” Tyler said, “Doherty may have witnessed one of the attempts and thought that was a good way to take her out.”

“Possibly. She left him her estate. She lived comfortably so there wasn’t a lot of money left, but she had no mortgage and the house was worth a couple hundred thousand back then. She had bought him a car when he turned sixteen. He continued to live there until he killed Rebecca Oliver. Worked at a coffee shop for years. Never made a lot of money, but when you don’t have housing expenses, it doesn’t matter as much.”

“So he killed his mother, may or may not have killed his aunt. Then he killed Rebecca Oliver and her friend Bruce Lawson, and was convicted and put on death row. How does this help us see what he’ll do next?”

“With Rebecca, he watched her for a long time. Possibly killed her husband to get him out of the way. He’d died in an apparent car accident a couple of years before the first attack, but the Glendale PD had their suspicions. Doherty was patient. Waited. Befriended her. They had a friendship for years—they were neighbors. Easy to strike up conversation. His fantasy continued to grow in his mind, but for a long time he was able to satisfy himself by keeping his distance. Then something happened, and he attacked her. Sliced up her face in her own house. He never said specifically what had happened, but I would guess it was a way of getting other men to stop looking at her. She was an actress. Her face was part of who she was.”

“I read the files you brought,” Tyler said. “She identified Doherty and then started putting other information together. That he had been sending her anonymous presents and notes. He would say he was courting her, but he was stalking her. She feared for her life, and rightly so. He disappeared and the police couldn’t find him. Then, after her plastic surgery, he broke into her house and killed her.”

“You’re good at this.”

“I wish I didn’t have to be,” Tyler said. “I still don’t see what this has to do with Jo.”

“Because Jo rejected him. She turned on him and he isn’t going to be able to let her go.”

Tyler rubbed his eyes. “He’s coming back.”

“Yes, I think so,” Hans said.

“We’ll be ready for him.”

“Yes,” Hans said. “This time, we will be. But you might want to give Jo a heads-up. He’s not going to run away. He’s going to try his damnedest to kill Jo.”



TWENTY-EIGHT

Later that evening, Tyler knocked on Jo’s door.

She opened the door, her face softening when she saw him. Dark circles framed her eyes from lack of sleep and grief. He reached over and lightly touched the bandage on her face. A mixture of relief for her safety and rage toward Doherty battled within him.

She opened the door wider. She wasn’t smiling, but her eyes told him she was pleased to see him. “Come in.”

He closed the door behind him and put the tray of food Stan had prepared down on her small table before taking Jo into his arms. He held her close to him, breathing in deeply. She’d showered, smelled of soap and water, her hair still damp.

“How are you doing?” he asked, thinking that it was a dumb question after what she’d been through over the last two days. He needed to talk to her, to hold her, to let her know that he was here for her, whatever she wanted.

“Leah wanted me to leave.”

“She doesn’t blame you, Jo. She’s just upset—”

“I know. We had a good talk—as good as it could be right now while the pain is so unbelievable and raw. She wants to be alone. She’s in shock—she cried, but not the way she should. Grandpa is with her. Grandpa…I’m so worried about him.”

“What can I do?”

“Hold me.”

Tyler did, rubbing her back with his hands. Jo’s heart beat rapidly against his chest, then slowed as she relaxed. He ran his hand absently through her hair, wishing he could take all her pain for his own.

Jo sighed in contentment, stepped back and gave him a half smile. “How’s Mitch?”

“Better. Hans and I spoke with him before I came up here. He says he’s going on the search in the morning, but we’ll see.”

“I’ve been thinking about that.”

“About what?”

“The search. I’m going to go with you.”

“No you’re not.” Over my dead body.

“I have to. Wyatt is in the hospital and while Billy Grossman knows the area well, he doesn’t know it like I do. I was raised here. Peter Nash can’t be back until tomorrow afternoon. You know I can do this.”

“You’re not a cop, Jo. And—”

“And what?”

“And it’s you Doherty wants to kill. I can’t put you in the middle of another dangerous situation.”

“I don’t have a death wish. Believe me, I have a lot to live for.” She touched the side of his face, her expression full of love even though she’d never told him she loved him.

Time, McBride, give her time.

He wanted her here, under lock and key. On the other hand, she was right: She knew the valley. Her knowledge could help them capture Doherty before he killed anyone else.

He said, “On one condition.”

“Anything.”

“You stay in the helicopter. Guide the pilot, give orders, I don’t care, but stay off the ground.”

She wanted to argue, he could tell, then she nodded. “That’s fair enough. Maybe I can do more good from the sky.”

Tyler kissed her lightly on the lips, then touched the bandage on her face. “Are you really okay?”

“I’m going to be fine.”

He skimmed her injured arm. The knife had cut deep through her tendons, rendering Jo’s hand useless. The SWAT medic had stitched her up, but didn’t know when or if she’d regain feeling and had urged her to see a specialist soon. “What about—”

“I still can’t feel my fingers. Don’t worry about me,” she said.

“I can’t help it!” He ran a hand through his hair.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I love you, Jo. I love you. When Doherty had you at gunpoint today, all I could think about was making sure you were safe. That you stayed alive long enough for me to tell you again that I love you. I should never have let Doherty and Chapman leave the lodge with you and Trixie. Maybe Trixie wouldn’t be dead if I had followed protocol. Never give in to the demands of terrorists. Never let them take a hostage!”

He turned away, squeezed the bridge of his nose. Getting angry wouldn’t help Jo. He’d run through every possible scenario, knew there had been no other way, but still felt like he’d done wrong.

“What were your options? They were going to blow up the lodge, killing everyone inside. Seven children. Leah. Jason. You did the right thing. It was me, I screwed up…”

He shook his head. “You got Doherty to come out into the open, enabling us to track the GPS on the Polaris.”

“Are they still tracking it?”

“We can’t get a signal, haven’t for hours.”

Jo looked down at her injured hand.

“You did everything you could,” he reassured her.

“Did I? I don’t know. I keep running over the scene in the kitchen. Over and over. Wondering if I said this or that Trixie might still be alive.”

“Stop second-guessing yourself, Jo.”

“Then you stop second-guessing yourself. I—” She stopped suddenly, glanced down.

Tyler pushed her chin up and forced her to look at him. “Hans thinks that Doherty had a specific reason for killing Trixie.”

“Are you saying she deserved it?”

“Of course not.”

“She didn’t deserve to die. No matter what mistakes she made in the past, she didn’t deserve to be shot to death. She—she—she said she was glad. She wanted to die. Oh, God.”

The tears finally came and Tyler hugged Jo tightly, carrying her to the bed. She was so cold. He left her momentarily and turned up the heater, then slid into the bed with Jo, fully clothed.

“You’re freezing.”

“I don’t care. Trixie’s dead. I can’t be mad at her. I want to be, but I can’t because she’s dead and she’s not coming back. I loved her, and I’m so mad at her.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Yes. Hans—he figured it out. How she led Lincoln Barnes to your house.”

“Oh, God, don’t tell Leah. Please. I don’t want her to know.”

“Shh, of course not. No one needs to know, not Karl or Stan or anyone else.”

He held her until the tears stopped. It was a long time before her breathing evened out, and she fully relaxed against him, asleep.

Tyler kissed her forehead, holding her close. “I will marry you, Jo. Someday you’ll say yes.”



THIRTY-ONE

Jane Jorgensen on rolled over and snuggled against her warm husband.

“I don’t want to get out of bed,” she sighed. “It’s probably still below zero.”

Bob draped an arm over her, pulling the down comforter tight around them. “I’ll feed the sheep if you cook breakfast.”

“That’s not fair, I burn everything.” Jane had tried to learn to cook, but she simply didn’t have the touch. Bob, however, could have been a chef in a five-star restaurant.

“How about if we eat fast then I’ll go out and help.”

“Umm, thanks for the offer, but I’d rather stay in this nice warm bed a little longer and have sex with my husband. Then I’ll be ready to brave the arctic chill.” She giggled when Bob tickled her.

Thirty minutes later, they were dressed and walking down the stairs. “Wow,” Jane said, looking out the large picture window in the breakfast nook to the dramatic Centennial Mountains on the edge of the valley. The early morning sun had turned them pink and purple, the blue sky a brilliant contrast. Low-lying fog wrapped around the base of the mountains, making the snow-covered peaks like majestic islands in the sky.

“I love you, Jane.”

She smiled and kissed him. “Make it a hearty breakfast. I’ve already worked up an appetite.”

She pulled on her sweater over her three layers of long-sleeve shirts, then her snowsuit, and finally her boots. She loved winter mornings like today, even if it was still only five degrees. There was no wind, and the drifts created the day before were smooth hills around their property. The white would be blinding when the sun peaked overhead, but now it glistened like cloudy crystal in the still morning.

She pulled on her ski mask and gloves, but the sharp cold still bit into her skin. The barn was heated, but it still wouldn’t be over fifty degrees inside. The sheep they kept over the winter were either too young to make the trip over the mountains, or too old. Some ranchers would slaughter the old, but the Jorgensens took them in from around the valley for another year or two of wool, which was a major income earner for their family.

The birds were out, soaring across the sky. Not all birds went south for the winter, but there were few who could withstand the cold. In summer, more than fifty thousand birds made the nearby wildlife refuge their home. They were spectacular to watch.

She approached the barn and was surprised the sheep weren’t baaing at the door. She was fifteen minutes later than usual to feed them. Fear squeezed her heart. Disease could travel so fast in a flock, what if they were sick?

They’d still be bleating she thought as she opened the barn door.

Nothing prepared her for the sight of the blood. Blood everywhere, the smell so horrific that she gagged and turned her head.

All the sheep. Dead.

Killed.

She started to back away when she saw him.

He was standing next to her, naked except for boots and covered in blood. At first she thought he was injured, that he was a victim. Then she looked in his eyes and saw they were calm. Much too calm for what had happened in the barn.

Then she saw the gun pointed at her.

“Do exactly what I say or I will kill you.”



THIRTY-TWO

Fog grounded the helicopter until noon, but when it lifted, blue skies and a bright sun shone into the valley. It went from five degrees at dawn to forty-two degrees, and it was still warming. The sun would turn the top layer of snow to slush, making it slick and dangerous.

“Be careful,” Jo told Tyler as he mounted an Arctic Cat. “I need you back in one piece.”

He kissed her. “You, too.” He glanced at Mitch. “Keep an eye on her.”

“Yes, Sheriff.” Mitch saluted, then draped an arm over Jo’s shoulder and squeezed. He had wanted to be on the ground with Tyler and the rest of the team, but Hans Vigo—who outranked him—had said no.

“You’re not one hundred percent. You could get yourself killed, or someone else,” Hans had said. “You can go in the chopper.”

Hans was staying at the lodge with two federal agents tasked with guarding Jo’s family and Jason McBride. Two agents were at the Nash house in case Doherty backtracked there. Blackstone, Mitch, Jo, and the pilot were in the chopper, and the rest of the team—Tyler, his two deputies, and the remaining four agents—were on snowmobiles with Tyler in command.

They started out together, but would split into three teams. If the chopper saw anything suspicious, one team would check it out. Everyone was in open communication.

The GPS tracker on the Polaris wasn’t being picked up by the communications company, but Blackstone thought he might be able to pick it up when they were in close proximity. “Unless Doherty realized he could be tracked and disabled it.”

“Or switched sleds somewhere,” Mitch said.

“Not likely. Most of the ranches are on the east side of the valley. He was heading west. He could have backtracked, but we would have heard him. Sound travels well here.”

“We’ll start our sweep where we found Bianchi yesterday,” Blackstone told the pilot.

“Yes, sir.”

Jo had never flown over the Centennial Valley. The view was breathtaking. They stayed in pattern with the seven snowmobiles below, going ahead, circling around, returning. The valley itself was virtually treeless; on the mountainous slope south of the road, thick woods made it nearly impassable on a snowmobile, unless the rider was a pro. Aaron Doherty was not, and they had no indication that he had moved south.

By the time the riders on the ground reached the point where Mitch had been thrown from his sled, the helicopter pilot had searched a five-mile perimeter. There were several zigzagging lines, and Jo studied the pattern. “I think he was trying to make it hard for us to track him.”

“How so?”

“Going in circles. Crossing over his own path. Or he was completely lost. But there’s a compass on the sled. He would at least have known what direction he should go in. And he has a map of the valley.”

“This same one you gave me?” Blackstone said, holding up the brochure Karl Weber gave to every guest of the Moosehead Lodge.

“Yes.”

“What are these lines?”

“Known fences. Mostly ranch property. The thick blue lines are snowmobile trails.”

Jo picked up the binoculars Agent Blackstone had given her earlier. The snow sparkled like broken glass under the bright winter sun, the rivets Doherty’s snowmobile had made like gouges in the earth. “He’s moving northwest,” she said.

“How can you tell?” Mitch asked.

“When the snowmobile cuts through the snow it moves the powder to the sides. The faster it goes, the farther out the snow spreads and at more of an angle from your direction. Just like a boat moving through the water.”

“What’s northwest of here?”

She stared at the map. “A lot of it is the wildlife preserve, some ranches, and the Lima Reservoir. He might think the reservoir is his way to escape. There are two roads leading into it, one on the north, one on the south. They’d be snowed over now, not a lot of traffic, but eventually they merge into more residences and the interstate.”

“The Sheriff has the roads closely watched. Every car coming from the valley is being stopped.”

“There isn’t going to be a lot of traffic now, though this beautiful weather will bring out recreational skiers.” She bit the knuckle on her thumb. “And there is a thirty-mile stretch where he could circumvent all roads. The Sheriff’s Department can’t cover every inch.”

Mitch said, “He has patrols on snowmobiles and increased police presence. The surrounding counties have sent in patrols to help.”

Jo looked down at the valley. Trixie’s killer was down there somewhere. Where? Where would he go?

“Keep going northwest,” she said.

“We agreed to follow his wake,” Blackstone said.

“He’s heading northwest. And those impressions are old. You can see that the wind from last night has already obscured them.”

“I can’t tell, but I’ll take your word for it, Ms. Sutton.” Blackstone told the pilot to head northwest direct for the Lima Reservoir, then he radioed Tyler and told the ground search the same thing.

Within two miles, they picked up Doherty’s trail again and he was heading straight for the Lima Reservoir. “It’s thirty miles from here,” Jo said, “and I don’t think he had enough fuel, especially since he was moving so fast. There’s a natural barrier—a creek—that he would be a fool to try to cross at this point. He’d need to follow it, which will curve around and add another five to ten miles.”

The pilot spoke up. “Agent Blackstone, I have a faint signal on the GPS of the suspect.”

“Can you track it?”

“I’m trying. Hold.”

The pilot adjusted his coordinates. They turned northward, leaving Doherty’s trail behind.

The signal became stronger.

“Why would he go north?” Jo asked out loud.

“Maybe he doesn’t know how to read the map,” Mitch said, looking below with his binoculars.

“If he was planning on leaving the valley through Lima, he’d need to follow the creek southwest, not north…it only gets wider there, and with the temperatures rising today there will be melting and make it more difficult to cross.”

“Maybe he crossed last night.”

“The signal is getting stronger,” the pilot said. “About three miles. Stationary.”

Jo stared at the map, tried to remember what was out here. They were on the edge of the refuge, flying now over private land. All this was owned by the Jorgensens.

“There’s a ranch up ahead. Right at the widest point in the creek. He couldn’t have known about it, but if he was following the creek up to North Centennial Road, he would run right into it.”

“Are there people there?”

“The Jorgensens. They raise sheep, take them out of the valley every winter, but their son and daughter-in-law stay on and care for the animals too old or sick to make the trip.”

Please let them be okay. No more death. No more…

Blackstone got on the radio and using Jo’s directions, told the team below to proceed with caution to the Jorgensen ranch.

         

Tyler approached the Jorgensen property cautiously. The pilot reported that the GPS signal was coming from near the barn. They were circling and spotted the Polaris Doherty had stolen on the far side of the barn.

There was no sign of movement.

Tyler split the team in two. Four of them took the barn, the other three the house. “He’s armed and dangerous. He may have hostages: a man and woman in their late twenties.”

Tyler took the barn with Grossman and two Feds. They rode right up to the main doors, got off the sleds, and drew their guns. The roar of the snowmobiles, in addition to the circling chopper, would have alerted Doherty to their presence, so Tyler didn’t bother with stealth.

“Doherty! This is Sheriff McBride. Come out with your hands up.”

Nothing.

No sound, but the smell. Blood. A lot of blood.

He held up his fingers. One. Two. Three.

He and Grossman went in high, the Feds went in low.

Though Tyler had expected death inside, nothing prepared him for the violence inside the Jorgensens’ barn.

There were at least a hundred sheep, their wooly coats stained red. The wet, sickly sweet smell of blood filled the large barn. Blood arced across the walls, the tack, the pillars, and hay.

Some of the sheep had their throats slit. Some sheep had been stabbed. None moved. They were all dead.

Tyler and the cops searched the barn for Doherty; he was nowhere inside. Grossman called to him. “Over here.”

Grossman was in a small tack room in the corner. He pointed to a pile of blood-drenched clothes. “Looks like what Doherty was wearing.”

“Where did he find a change of clothes?”

They looked toward where the house was. Tyler’s gut churned at the thought of two more dead.

Just then one of the Feds said over the walkie-talkie, “We have one unconscious male victim, alive with a strong pulse. No visible sign of injury.”

“What about a woman?”

“Nothing. We’ve searched the entire house.”

“Look again,” Tyler said, not expecting to find Jane Jorgensen, but wanting to make sure she wasn’t hiding somewhere.

Tyler looked around and tried to put himself in Doherty’s shoes. Getting in the heads of killers was far from his comfort zone. Agent Hans Vigo seemed much better versed in understanding how psychopathic minds like Doherty’s worked.

But Tyler also understood that part of being a good cop was trying to figure out what the criminal planned to do next. He inspected the sheep more closely, hoping for a sign or clue about Doherty’s next step.

Many of the animals had only one or two stab wounds. A couple were decimated, shredded to such an extent that they were barely recognizable as sheep. But for the most part, the kills had been relatively clean, the predominant method of murder: a slit throat.

Without a forensic expert, it would be virtually impossible to know where the slaughter started. However, the three overkills were bunched together. The sheep nearby were repeatedly stabbed, and the sheep closest to the doors—as if they were trying to escape—had slit throats or one or two stab marks. Tyler figured something had triggered Doherty and he blindly killed the first sheep, and then—maybe because he feared the sheep would make noise and wake the ranchers, or maybe out of some sort of sick perversion—he systematically killed the rest, one after the other.

Tyler walked carefully through the carnage. He noticed something oddly similar in the bulk of the sheep. The same type of stab wound on their abdomen.

Tyler examined some of the carcasses more closely. He wasn’t an expert in forensics, but since Beaverhead County didn’t have a crime scene unit, all the deputies, including himself, had basic forensic training. It appeared that some of the wounds were made postmortem, as if after killing the sheep, Doherty came back and stabbed them once in the abdomen. Why? To make sure they were dead or for some psychotic reason?

Grossman came in. “I got blood outside along with an impression of a snowmobile and tracks leading away from the shed next to the main house.”

“So maybe the Polaris wasn’t working right and he stole one of the Jorgensens’ sleds.”

“Jane is missing. They searched the house top to bottom and she’s not in there.”

“Is Bob still unconscious?”

“Al is working on him.”

Tyler left the barn and the dead sheep, relieved. He radioed the chopper. “It’s safe to land. Doherty is gone and he has a hostage.”

Just as he gave the clearance, he heard a snowmobile in the distance, coming in fast.

“Hold it, Blackstone. There’s a sled coming in from the north-northwest.”

Blackstone said, “We’ll check it out. Stand by.”

A couple minutes later Blackstone came back on the radio. “One sled, lone rider, coming straight for you.”

“Can you identify the rider?”

“Negative. He or she is wearing a bright yellow helmet and blue ski jacket.”

Tyler motioned for his team to take positions. They watched the horizon. Within minutes, the snowmobile was in view, the SWAT helicopter behind it as if urging it forward.

Blackstone’s voice came over a speaker system. “This is Agent Blackstone with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Person on the snowmobile with the yellow helmet: Stop your sled and put your hands up.”

The snowmobile didn’t stop.

Blackstone issued the warning again. “This is the FBI. You are surrounded. Stop your sled immediately.”

The snowmobile slowed, then stopped.

“Rider, remove your helmet and put your hands on top of your head.”

The rider complied. Blonde hair fell down the rider’s back.

“It’s Jane Jorgensen,” Tyler said and called to his team, “Hold your fire! It’s Jane Jorgensen.”



THIRTY-THREE

Jane accepted the cup of hot coffee from Jo and took a sip.

They sat in the living room of the Jorgensen house. All the Feds except for Blackstone and Mitch were outside looking for signs that Doherty would return, though Tyler didn’t think it was likely as he listened to Jane’s story.

She turned to her husband who was reclining next to her, a bandage covering his head. Some blood had seeped through the back where, according to Jane, he’d been hit with the butt of Doherty’s gun.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked for the fifth time.

He nodded. He was only semiconscious, with a serious concussion. Sam and Peter Nash had arrived back at the lodge and were coming out to the Jorgensen ranch to tend to Bob and destroy the sheep carcasses.

“Tell us what happened,” Tyler said.

Tyler was furious that Doherty had eluded them. That another innocent person had almost been killed.

Jane took a deep breath. “Bob and I didn’t hear anything last night. We didn’t hear the poor sheep…”

Jo took her hand and squeezed. “The barn is north of the house, and the wind was blowing from the south. You couldn’t have heard them. And if you did—he may have killed you, too.”

Jane nodded. “I went out early to feed the sheep and there was a naked man in the barn. A naked man and a lot of blood. The sheep…” She swallowed, looked down, then continued. “He was as surprised to see me, I think, as I was to see him. He had a gun. All I could think of was that he was going to kill me.” Her voice hitched.

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t protect you,” Bob spoke up, his voice full of anguish.

Jane quickly said, “No, don’t, Bob. He didn’t hurt me. But he grabbed me, made me walk back to the house. Bob came out of the kitchen and the man hit him on the head before I could warn him.”

She took a deep breath, seemed to be thinking, and Tyler prompted, “What next?”

“He said he needed clothes. I took him to our room. He told me to sit on the chair and not move or he would shoot me. I believed him. I sat there, watched him get dressed. He didn’t really look at me, though when I started fidgeting he turned the gun on me and said ‘No Moving.’”

“And then?”

“He told me that he needed to find a way out of the valley. He had a couple ideas, but he needed my help. I remembered Nash calling us a couple days ago about the escaped convicts, and that was the first time I thought that this man was one of them. He brought me back downstairs. Bob was lying there, right in the entry between the kitchen and the living room, and the man didn’t even look at him. I didn’t know if you were dead, Bob, I was so scared…”

Bob wrapped his arms around her and held her. “I’m okay. Thank God you’re alive. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d hurt you.”

Tyler understood this was sensitive and Jane had been through a trauma, but they were rapidly losing daylight. It was already four in the afternoon and the sun was quickly setting. In another hour they wouldn’t have the helicopter to search with.

“Where did you take Doherty?” Tyler asked.

“The north side of Lima. He told me that he wouldn’t hurt me if I didn’t try to trick him. He needed to find a place where he could steal a car and not use the North or South Centennial Road. I knew exactly where—the old logging road that went over the north mountain. It exits out at that 24/7 convenience store over—”

“I know where it is,” Tyler said. “And then?”

“He told me to turn around and go home to my husband and not look back. I did.”

“What time did you leave?”

“Eight. I didn’t go fast—and he didn’t seem to mind. I refueled and left him at one. I came back much faster.”

“Did he say anything? Like where he was going? His plans?”

“He didn’t say anything. I asked him his name, and he didn’t even tell me that.”

“Did you see what car he stole?”

“He was looking at two. A black Ford 250 with four-wheel drive and an older Chevy, dark green, that I think also had four-wheel drive. I don’t know Chevys well; my dad always had Fords.”

Tyler wrote down the information, then handed the paper to Grossman. “Find out any stolen vehicles at the store, get the owner’s name and license, put an APB out immediately.”

“Got it.” Grossman stepped out of the living room.

“Anything else you remember?”

She shook her head.

“I just wanted to come back home, see Bob, make sure he was okay.”

“I know,” Jo said.

Tyler said, “I’ll leave Billy and Al here until tomorrow morning, just to make sure that you’re safe. Nash should be here soon.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.”

They left the house and Tyler slammed his fist on the porch. “I can’t believe he got away.”

“Someone will spot him,” Jo said.

Mitch nodded. “Every cop in a hundred-mile radius will be looking for him. He’ll be in custody within twenty-four hours.”

Mitch was wrong.

         

Aaron had learned a lot from Doug Chapman. He’d learned to hot-wire a car. He’d learned to swap out stolen cars rapidly, to give the police less chance of tracking them. And he’d figured out how to not be seen on security cameras.

He found his way back to Pocatello and considered just going on. In one of the trucks he’d stolen, he’d found a wallet with eightysome bucks and he paid cash for a cheap-ass motel.

Los Angeles. Ten million people in the county. He’d lived there for more than a decade, he could disappear, start a new life, be free.

Except he didn’t have the heart to do it.

He stared at his gun. Bridget had loved him, then didn’t. Rebecca had loved him, then didn’t. Joanna had loved him, then didn’t. He’d lost them all.

You haven’t lost Joanna. She’s still alive.

He bristled, tightened his grip around the revolver. He wasn’t a bad person. Joanna had loved him once. She could love him again.

Love, Tyler.

Had Joanna betrayed him in a far worse way? Had she broken his heart so that she could be with another man? With the Sheriff?

Quiet rage spread through his chest.

They need to have a heart-to-heart.

He flashed back to when he left the lodge with Joanna and her traitorous sister. Joanna and the Sheriff had exchanged glances. They’d looked at each other that way.

Aaron would not be used again. He was not garbage. He was important, he was special.

“You’re my special little boy. Be good for my friends and I’ll be back soon.”

He’d always been good. Always. At least he tried. He wasn’t pathetic, he wasn’t worthless, he was special.

Joanna would know it before he killed her.



THIRTY-FOUR

Four days later

Joanna Margaret Weber, Jo’s namesake, was buried in a family plot outside Lakeview. A new headstone nearby read:



BEATRIX “TRIXIE” MAY WEBER

June 1, 1975–February 7, 2008



Beloved mother, sister,

daughter, granddaughter, and friend.



“There are three things that will endure

—faith, hope, and love—

and the greatest of these is love.”

1 CORINTHIANS 13:13



Trixie couldn’t be buried until spring. Her body was being kept at the hospital morgue. The ground was frozen. But Jo didn’t want to postpone the funeral for two or three months. Her family, especially Leah, needed closure.

The Webers had been long-time residents of the Centennial Valley. This winter would mark their last in Montana.

Her grandfather was closing the lodge. Karl and Stan planned on traveling. “I’m not coming back,” he told Jo at Trixie’s grave site. “But when I die, I’d like to be buried here.”

Jo nodded, looked at the mourners who had come for the quiet outdoor ceremony. Almost everyone who lived year-round in the valley was here, plus Wyatt and a few of their friends who lived in Dillon, Ennis, and other nearby towns. Her parents were on a mission in Africa and unreachable. Jo rarely thought of them anymore—they’d been on missions more than half her life. It angered her that they weren’t here for their daughter’s funeral, but it didn’t surprise her. They hadn’t returned home to pay respects to Ken and Timmy.

Tyler came and kissed her on the forehead, but he didn’t look at her. He was both worried and angry that they hadn’t been able to capture Aaron Doherty.

The FBI had searched by helicopter for two full days, but there was no sign of Doherty. Local police had found cars they suspected he may have stolen, but no sign of him. All local motels had his picture, and the police were widening their search. Two callers in Idaho Falls had reported seeing him, and there was a stolen truck from the area that police were looking for. One caller said he’d seen the truck driving south on I-15 outside Idaho Falls. Away from the valley.

Jo didn’t feel one hundred percent safe, but she thought Doherty had left for good. Nothing held him here to the valley—no friends, no family, nothing but violence. Jane Jorgensen had said he seemed depressed and melancholy. Hans Vigo suggested he was suicidal. Mitch Bianchi told Jo and Tyler to keep careful watch—he didn’t think Doherty was going to disappear forever.

“He’s licking his wounds,” Mitch had said, “but I think he’ll be back.”

When Doherty had been spotted out of state, Mitch and Hans had to return to their respective posts. “Duty calls,” Hans had said.

There were two federal agents still at the lodge, and Tyler had a half-dozen deputies on duty at Trixie’s funeral.

Aaron Doherty wasn’t going to come today. And tomorrow? Tomorrow Jo and Leah were moving in with Tyler and Jason. Tyler hadn’t been home since he’d come to the valley a week ago. And until Doherty was caught, he didn’t want Jo and Leah out of his sight.

Tyler came up behind her, kissed the top of her head, and caressed the small of her back. She glanced over her shoulder at him. The worry on his face was countered by the love in his eyes.

“Why don’t you believe that he’s gone?” she asked him.

He didn’t say anything for a minute. “It’s more the not knowing that is eating me up. How long is he going to be able to hide? He doesn’t have a lot of money, and every time he steals a car the police get that much closer to finding him. I keep thinking I’ll get the call any minute, but it doesn’t come. And that worries me.”

Tyler turned her to face him. “I don’t want you to worry, Jo. Not now. Take care of your family.”

“You are part of my family.”

He ran the tips of his fingers over her cheek. “I don’t want you to hurt anymore. I’ll do anything to protect you.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being you.” She tilted her head up and kissed him. “I love you.”

He rubbed her back. “It was a nice service. As nice as funerals can be. Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah.”

“And Leah?”

They both looked over to where Jason and Leah were talking, sitting on a fallen tree. Jason had brushed off the snow for Leah. A gentleman, just like his dad.

Your children.

Last week she’d been childless, grieving for her son. Today, she was responsible for raising two kids.

Tyler took her hand, squeezed. “We’re going to be good, Jo. Not just okay, but really good.”

“Of course we are.”

“I’m going to check with my team,” Tyler said. “Are you ready to go back to the lodge?”

“When you are.”

“Ten minutes.” He kissed her again and walked down the slope.

Jo stood next to Trixie’s grave. Beloved mother, sister…

“I love you, Trixie.”

Jo glanced over at the kids sitting to the side. Leah saw her, waved. Jo waved back. She walked up the slope twenty feet. Four years ago she had buried two other people on this same hill.



KENNETH RICHARD SUTTON

September 20, 1968—February 4, 2004

Husband. Father. Friend.

We miss you.



Jo brushed her fingers against the headstone. “Hello, sweetheart.”

She turned to Timmy’s headstone. She knelt down in the slush. Touched the earth. “Timmy, you’re forever in my heart.”

She kissed her fingers and placed them on the ground.



Aaron had been compelled to return to the Centennial Valley.

He’d thought he’d won the internal battle. Escape or suicide, he was weighing his options. Escape was hard—always watching over his shoulder, stealing to eat. He couldn’t sleep right, he didn’t have enough food. He couldn’t walk into a restaurant and order a steak; he was dirty and could barely stand the smell of himself.

Suicide had been looking really good. Something flashy. Something that would get Joanna’s attention. Like taking people in a bookstore hostage, calling the media, and demanding to talk on the air before turning himself in. He’d never turn himself in, but he’d make sure Joanna Sutton knew it was all her fault when everyone died.

But he only had the one gun left, and two bullets. Not enough to take down anyplace with more than one or two people. How Doug had managed to find them a couple of guns their first day out of Quentin, Aaron would never know. That guy had a sixth sense about some things.

Aaron kind of missed him. He didn’t like being alone.

Getting back into the valley had proven more difficult than he’d thought. The main road was blockaded by the cops. Every car searched. The plows had cleared the road from Monida to Lakeview for Trixie’s funeral, but still the people from the east side of the valley came on snowmobiles.

The flaw in the protective net was the terrain itself—miles and miles long with many places to cross over into the valley where no one could see him. He’d come early enough that no one had been around; and he’d waited.

He watched from a distance, unable to make out the features of the people gathered below. A calmness wrapped around him. Calm now that he had a plan. It finished taking shape when he saw two figures—two kids—walking toward his hiding place.

Aaron planned to die today. He had two bullets. The first was for Joanna.



“Aunt Jo—” Leah rushed to her, breathless, eyes darting back and forth.

“What’s wrong?” Jo stood, looked around. The mourners were all near the tent where there was food and drink. She looked over to where Jason and Leah had been sitting on the log. “Where’s Jason?”

“We—we went for a little walk. I know we weren’t supposed to leave, but—and—Mr. Miller, I mean Doherty, has Jason!”

Jo’s stomach plummeted, her breath stopped. “We have to get Tyler.” She looked around, didn’t see him. She opened her mouth to call out when Leah said, “No, don’t. Jo, he said he’ll hurt Jason if you don’t come right now. He has a gun. He said I have to bring you back and not tell anyone. I don’t want Jason to die.”

“Where are they?”

“Behind the rocks.” She pointed. About fifty yards up the mountain from where Leah and Jason had been sitting was a plateau. Several huge boulders rested on it.

“Find Tyler now.”

“But—”

“Trust me, Leah. Do it.”

Leah ran down the hill and Jo went up.

She wasn’t going to lose another child.
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Jo heard Aaron Doherty’s voice before she reached the plateau.

“Where’s Leah?”

“I’m not putting her in danger.”

“But you’ll put the boy in danger?”

She took three more steps and saw Jason. He was on his knees in the slushy snow, hands behind his head. Aaron Doherty stood behind him, a gun to the boy’s head.

Oh, God, no. Not again.

Jo swallowed fear so intense that her vision wavered.

“Don’t scream,” Doherty said. “If you do, I’ll kill him. Do you understand that? I will kill him.”

“I’m not going to scream. Let Jason go.”

“No. No! Where’s Leah?”

“I told you. I wouldn’t let her come. You don’t want to do this.”

“You know nothing about me, Joanna.”

Something the FBI Agent Hans Vigo said earlier came back to her. Doherty had to believe that he was in control. That she understood him, that she believed in him. She remembered that his mother had left him over and over again, with strangers and friends and relatives, and he never knew when she would return. He had waited so long.

Jo had no sympathy for the man who killed Trixie, but she understood what Agent Vigo had been saying. What had happened in Doherty’s past influenced the killer he was today. She needed to stall him, to give Tyler time to arrive. She needed to protect Jason at all costs.

He could have shot her when he killed Trixie, but he hadn’t.

“You love me, don’t you?” she said. She glanced at Jason, saw the fear on his face. Don’t look at him. If you do, you’ll never be able to do this.

His eyes widened. “You know I do.”

She shook her head. “You never said so.”

“In every letter I wrote—”

“I told you I never got any of your letters.”

“You’ve lied to me from the beginning. Why should I believe you now?”

“I’m not lying. I never got your letters.” She stepped forward. She had to get between him and Jason.

He stomped his foot. “But she said she mailed them!”

“Annie?”

He stumbled back as if she’d slapped him. His hand fell to his side, gun still in hand. But it was no longer pointed at Jason’s head.

Jo took another step forward.

“She talked to the police. Told them everything. She had all your letters and she gave them to the FBI.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’m so sorry she betrayed you, Aaron. Every woman you’ve loved has hurt you. Even your own mother—”

He stepped forward and aimed the gun at her. “Don’t talk about her.”

Had she misstepped? Where was Tyler? She didn’t dare look around for fear Doherty would realize that something was up.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Aaron. You’re not like Doug Chapman. You’re nothing like him.”

“He was a vile, pathetic, violent man.” Distaste crossed his face. “I’m glad I killed him.”

“You protected me from him. When you left me alone at the house, he—he touched me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I was embarrassed.”

“You know I would do anything for you.” He shook his head back and forth. “But you lied to me. You told me you loved me, then you left me for the Sheriff. My enemy. You broke my heart, Joanna.”

She blinked, trying to make sense of what he was saying. Delusional, Agent Vigo had called him. Did that mean he heard voices? Believe something that wasn’t true?

On the surface, he seems normal. He can function in society, hold down a job, have normal conversations. But he believes his fantasies, his delusions are real.

She swallowed uneasily and tried to remember the little boy he used to be, the little boy who waited night after night for his mother to come home.

The same mother he killed.

“Aaron, what do you want from me?”

“You really don’t know?”

She shook her head, trying not to look at the gun, or at Jason, but concentrating on the sounds around her. Had she heard a footstep in the slush behind her? She didn’t dare look.

“I wanted to share my life with you, Joanna. I came here to show you how much I loved you, how I was your hero, like in your books. Your stories showed me what I never had, and I wanted that all—with you. But no longer.”

“I’ll go with you. Right now. We’ll leave.”

“I don’t believe you. You had your chance, you somehow told that Sheriff where we were.”

“I didn’t—”

“It’s over. For both of us.”

“Let Jason go. Don’t make him watch this.”

“Come here, Joanna.”

She crossed the ground that separated them. She reached out and touched Jason on the shoulder. “Get up, Jason, and go.”

She saw something out of the corner of her eye and it took every ounce of willpower not to look to her left. Jo put her body between Jason and the gun. “Now Jason.”

Doherty nodded. “I don’t want to hurt anyone else, Joanna.” His eyes were clouded with emotion. Jo didn’t look to see if Jason obeyed, but she heard him slide down the slope. Relief washed over her.

Jason’s safe.

“I believe you,” she whispered.

She opened her arms to show him she wasn’t scared, though every cell in her body screamed in terror. She opened her arms to show him she trusted him, when all she wanted was to turn and run.

He said, “That’s why I need to kill you and restore balance.”



Leah ran into the tent and Tyler instantly knew something was wrong.

“Where’s Jason?”

“That man has him! And Jo.”

“Where?” Thinking like a father, or a lover, could get the two people Sheriff Tyler McBride loved most in the world killed. He had to think like a cop.

“They’re behind the boulders,” Leah said.

Wyatt was at his side. “I know a way to get up there without anyone seeing.”

Tyler informed his deputies of the situation and followed Wyatt past the new grave. He glimpsed the name Timothy Kenneth Sutton and his entire body shook in violent protest.

A flash of an image of Jason Andrew McBride on a similar headstone spurred Tyler forward.

I’m coming, son.

Wyatt was taking him in the opposite direction. Tyler gave him a confused look and Wyatt mouthed “Trust me.”

Tyler followed his brother.

The slope was easier from the opposite side, and they ended up above the boulders where Doherty had Jo and Jason. Tyler could see Jason on his knees in the clearing below. Jo had her hands outstretched, talking to Doherty who had a gun aimed at his son.

Tyler wanted to put a bullet in that bastard’s head. His hands clenched and he waited. Wyatt motioned that he was going about ten yards over, on the other side. Wyatt was injured himself, his arm in a sling, but he had no problem crossing the cliff, slowly to avoid detection.

Jo walked toward Doherty. No, Jo, don’t.

She put her hand on Jason’s shoulder.

“Get up, Jason, and go,” Tyler heard Jo say. She put her body between Jason and Doherty. “Now Jason.”

Doherty was letting him go. Less than a minute later, Jason was behind a boulder, safe.

Tyler missed Doherty’s words, then Jo said, “I believe you.”

“That’s why I need to kill you and restore balance.” Doherty raised the gun. Jo was only five feet in front of him. She stepped back.

“Aaron, don’t—you don’t want—”

“It’s the only way we’ll find peace.”

Tyler was halfway down the slope. He didn’t know if Wyatt was in place, but Doherty was going to kill her.

Doherty saw the movement, but didn’t seem to care. Jo opened her mouth and screamed.

That surprised Doherty enough that he glanced over at Tyler.

Tyler took a running leap off the boulder at the same time Doherty turned the gun toward him. Tyler tackled him before he could get a shot off. Doherty grunted when he hit the ground, but didn’t release the gun. Tyler tried to grab his gun hand and slam it to the ground, but Doherty was moving frantically, and it was all Tyler could do to keep the gun from getting between them.

Wyatt was in the clearing and had pushed Jo aside.

Tyler wrestled with the killer. Doherty had a rock in hand and hit him on the side of the head. Stunned, Tyler held tight to his suspect. Doherty hit him again. Wyatt tried to get the gun from Doherty’s grasp. The gun went off, Doherty’s finger tight around the trigger.

They struggled in the wet snow, the cold air piercing Tyler’s lungs as he fought for breath. He punched Doherty in the stomach, but the ski jacket softened the blow.

Doherty kneed Tyler and moved his gun hand between them.

Jo watched a replay of what happened four years ago. She might as well have been in her warm Placerville kitchen.

The gun went off between the men.

“Tyler!” she screamed. “No!”

Doherty pushed Tyler off him and stood. He stared at Tyler’s face.

Tyler pulled a gun out of his holster and fired three shots into Doherty’s chest.

He dropped the gun, took a step backward, his mouth moving soundlessly, then collapsed.

Wyatt went over to get Doherty’s gun and Jo rushed to Tyler, who lay in the snow.

“No, Tyler, please, please, you can’t die.”

He shook his head back and forth. “I’m. Not.”

He was struggling for breath and Jo saw the burned hole in his jacket where the bullet had entered. She tore open the jacket. “Wyatt, go get help. Get Nash, call Life Flight, get someone!”

“Shh,” Tyler said. “I’m okay.”

“I can’t lose you, too. I love you, Tyler. You’ve got to hold on.”

She pulled open his shirt, felt for where the bullet had entered. Tyler’s stomach was hard as a rock.

“I’m wearing a vest.” He pulled her down to him. “A bulletproof vest.” He swallowed heavily. “Just got the wind knocked out of me.”

She started to cry. “I thought—I thought—”

“I know.” He kissed her hair. “I know.”

“Dad?”

Jo called, “Over here, Jason.”

Jason walked over, hesitated, then knelt down and hugged his father and Jo. “You’re okay?”

“We’re all okay.”

Jo touched Jason’s face. “I love you, Jason.”

Tyler stood and put one arm around his son, the other around Jo, and they walked down the gentle slope on the opposite side of the clearing. Tyler’s deputies trudged up the slope and Tyler whispered to Grossman as they passed, “He’s dead.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

Leah was standing with Deputy Duncan. She cried out when she saw Jo. They reunited and hugged tightly. “I was so scared, Aunt Jo.”

“Me, too.” Jo looked at Tyler, saw the love and fear and relief on his face. It mirrored her own. “We’re okay,” she said, swallowing thickly.

“It’s over,” Tyler said, pulling Wyatt into their circle. “He’s not going to hurt this family again.”

Family. Jo looked from Tyler, to his brother, his son, and her niece. She’d lost so much, but she’d also gained much more.

“I’m so lucky to have all of you,” she said, her voice catching. She turned to Tyler and took a deep breath. “I—I answered a question wrong that you asked me over Thanksgiving. I hope I can change my mind.”

“Nothing would make me prouder, Jo.” Tyler kissed her.
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The fact was, people lied. Claire was an expert bullshit detector and that’s what made her so good at her job investigating insurance fraud.

This morning she’d been called to a warehouse fire in West Sacramento, across the river from California’s capital in the adjoining county of Yolo, home of the University of California at Davis of which Claire was a proud college dropout.

College hadn’t been one of Claire’s wisest choices. Not because she couldn’t make the grade—she’d dropped out with a 3.7 GPA after three semesters—but because she hated college almost as much as she’d hated high school. “Playing nice with others” had never been high on her to-do list.

The warehouse was at the Port of Sacramento near the docks where the Deep Water Ship Channel connected the Sacramento River to the San Francisco Bay. It predominantly handled agricultural products, but container goods from China and beyond were not uncommon. They didn’t have customs or any serious inspections. That was taken care of at the port of entry. As far as docks went, they were relatively clean and quiet, even at seven in the morning. Most of the activity was at the dock’s far end where right now a ship was being loaded with produce Claire couldn’t identify from this distance.

Claire was supposed to meet the arson investigator here at eight, but she liked getting on scene early to do her own walk-through. She’d already done a lot of the paperwork and legwork—the on-site inspection was for the final report to the insurance company. She could have slacked and just used the arson report, but she preferred including her own insight and photos. Additional documentation would be useful when she confronted the jerk who burned down his own building for money.

Five-shot Starbucks latte in hand—as much to combat the mild hangover from her late night as to wake her up—Claire grabbed her backpack from the backseat of her Explorer, absently brushing golden retriever dog hair off her jeans. May first and it was already getting warm. While the rest of the country enjoyed spring, Sacramento had an early taste of summer. Yesterday it had peaked at ninety-five. Today would be even hotter.

There was crime scene tape across the front of the warehouse—but since it was a mere shell and incapable of being locked up, she slid under the tape. She already knew it was an arson without the formal report. She smelled it.

Warehouses sometimes burned down by accident. A careless employee left a lit or smoldering cigarette butt, lightning, homeless people trying to get warm in the frigid Sacramento winters.

But accidents were rare.

The building owner hadn’t even been smart about it, Claire thought as she walked around the aluminum building’s burned-out shell. What struck Claire was the lack of debris. Had the warehouse actually been filled with the boxes of medical supplies the owner claimed had been delivered two days ago, there would have been far more ash and burned remains. She supposed the claimant might counter that the arsonist had stolen the merchandise before torching the place.

Claire assumed the merchandise had never arrived, or it had been sold before the arson. She’d already pulled the financials of Ben Holman and Holman Medical Supply Company, Inc. Operating on the wrong side of a razor-thin profit margin, he was three months late on his personal home mortgage, and had recently pulled his two kids from private school and enrolled them in public school. His creditors all had 90 to 120 day lates on him.

Convenient timing for an insurance claim that would give him half a mil for supplies and damage.

The prelim report indicated the fire started in the small office in the northwest corner of the warehouse. The claimant would probably argue that it was an electrical fire, perhaps caused by faulty wiring or a defective power strip. The building was old. Could be the wiring was out of code. Claire had already ordered the last county inspection report. That would give her the answers she needed, but just because the wiring was old didn’t mean it would spontaneously combust at the ideal time for the financially strapped owner.

The office no longer existed, but melted metal file cabinets were in evidence, as were a twisted hulk of a desk and a melted computer. Claire didn’t even bother trying to pull out the motherboard—the heat from the fire would have melted the circuits, and the water from the hoses had certainly destroyed anything remaining.

Faulty wiring…possible, of course. These dockside warehouses were old and rarely did the owners upgrade the interiors. They were used for the temporary storage of goods that came down the Sacramento River shipping lane. Product came, product left—cogs in the wheels of the economy.

Holman Medical Supply Company would soon be one less cog.

Claire took pictures of the office and the empty warehouse. She left the building. The soot made her cough, and she happily breathed in the fresh air as soon as she cleared the worst of the debris. She leaned against a cement wall to write down some questions for Holman. She already knew what the arson investigator would rule: arson fire. She also knew what Holman’s answers—his lies—would be.

When was the last time you were at the warehouse?

Where is the manifest from the April 29 shipment from Hong Kong?

Where are the missing goods?

Holman didn’t know Claire had security tape from the warehouse three down that showed him driving up the day before the fire started. He didn’t know she had a copy of the manifest filed with customs in San Francisco. And he would certainly deny knowing where the missing goods were, though she had a contact who said an unusually large supply of syringes had shown up underground yesterday.

Ben Holman was just one more pathetic human being who proved that no one could be trusted.

She drained the rest of her lukewarm latte, stuffed her notebook and camera back into her pack, and stood, hoping the investigator wouldn’t be late. She wanted to interview Holman and file her report with Rogan Caruso as soon as possible so she could meet her veterinarian when he arrived at noon. Dr. Jim made house calls, at least for her.

“Claire.”

She dropped her cup and pack, reaching for the gun she carried in a belt holster in the small of her back.

From behind, someone grabbed her arm, bending it up and back. She aimed a perfect kick to her attacker’s balls, but he anticipated the move and sidestepped it, spinning her around and slamming her against the cement wall she’d been leaning against, knocking the wind out of her.

“Claire, don’t. I need five minutes. Please.”

Daddy.

Tears welled up in her eyes. To force them back she pictured the dead, bloody body of her mother. Fifteen years might have seemed like a lifetime, but the sight and smell of blood was as fresh as if Claire had walked in on the murder this morning.

It had been three months since her father had escaped from prison during the San Quentin earthquake. Three months and no word. She’d talked to local and federal cops, endured weeks of stakeouts outside her house, sacrificing her privacy. And when she finally believed he was gone for good, he showed up here. While she worked. Like a ghost.

He looked so much older. Of course he did. She’d never visited him in prison. She hadn’t seen him in fifteen years, since the trial, since she testified for the prosecution against her own father.

Daddy.

She pushed against him, but he had her pinned tightly to the wall. Her gun dug into her back, and the pepper spray that was on her key chain was in her pocket, out of reach.

“Claire, I don’t have a lot of time. The Feds are watching you.”

“Were,” she said.

“Are,” he contradicted. “I didn’t kill your mother. I told you before and you didn’t believe me. I need you to believe me now.”

“I don’t.”

His face hardened, but his blue eyes watered. Looking at her father was like looking at an older, masculine version of herself.

She had once loved him so much. They’d done so much together. Biking. Skiing. Camping. She wanted to believe him because they’d been two peas in a pod, as her mother used to say.

Her dead mother. The mother he had killed.

Claire knew the truth. It was as much her fault as his, but he still pulled the trigger and killed two people.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” she said, surprising herself. “I should never have told you about Mom’s affair. It was childish of me. I just didn’t know then that everyone lies, cheats, and steals for personal gain.”

He looked as if she’d hit him. “None of that was your fault, Claire. Your mother had affairs before.”

“That’s what you said at trial, but—”

“It’s true.”

“It was convenient. And no one came forward, did they?”

She was on a roll. She stared at him, remembered that he had been convicted in a court of law by twelve jurors. He’d been convicted of murder, and few innocent people went to prison.

“You would have said anything to get out of prison. The D.A. offered you a plea. You didn’t have to get the death penalty! You could have pled guilty. Maybe if you’d just admitted the truth I could have lived with it, but you just lied and lied and—”

“I wasn’t lying,” he insisted, his jaw tight. “Everything I told you then was the truth. Everything.”

“The evidence showed—”

“All the evidence was circumstantial. Someone framed me. I need to talk to Oliver Maddox. I know he spoke to you in January before”—he paused—“the earthquake.”

“Before you escaped from prison? Let’s call a spade a spade, Daddy, okay? No bullshit. You’re an escaped killer and they’ll shoot first, and frankly, no one gives a shit about your answers.”

Claire’s insides were twisted and burning. She’d never talked to her father like that, had never raised her voice or swore at him.

Don’t think of him as your father. He’s an escaped prisoner. A convict. A murderer.

He pushed her harder against the wall, his face twisted in pain and anger and confusion. “Oliver Maddox has information I need to prove my innocence. The Western Innocence Project was helping me. They were planning to go to the governor with information to get me a stay of execution. Then Maddox disappeared.”

She blinked back tears. “After I talked to him, I did a little research. I’m good at that. The Western Innocence Project was never going to take up your case.”

“That’s not true! Oliver was going to meet with me a week before the earthquake, but he never showed, and then I couldn’t reach him. After that, I got word that my appeal was denied and I was transferred into the general prison population.”

“They don’t put cops with the general population.”

“Something happened. Someone got to him—”

“I haven’t spoken to Oliver since I kicked him out of my house three months ago when I found out he lied to me. He was just a kid jerking your chain. He didn’t have the Project behind him. You were a cop once. You should know how many killers claim they’re innocent.”

“I am.”

“Then who did it? In the twenty minutes between when I left the house and called you and you came in and shot—found—Mom and that man, who came in and killed them? And why? You know, Dad, usually the most obvious answer is the correct one.”

“I’m so sorry, Claire, but you have to believe me. The only reason I care about proving my innocence is to prove it to you. I don’t want you looking at me the way you are. I want my little girl back.”

“I’m not a little girl.” She found it hard to catch her breath. Not now. Not now.

“I know.” His voice quivered. “Please, Claire, I’m risking everything coming to you. I need your help. I can’t do this on my own. I went to Oliver’s apartment. He no longer lives there. I went to the campus, and he’s no longer a student. But I couldn’t dig any deeper without drawing attention. I need to find out where he went and what he knew, to get him to tell the truth no matter who threatened him. I know you work for Rogan Caruso. You have access to far more information than I do.”

“Why would I help you?” She wheezed, trying to catch her breath. The dust from the ground wasn’t making it any easier. Walking around the burned remains of the warehouse had been foolhardy. She should have taken a precautionary puff of her inhaler. And then the stress…

“I could lose everything I’ve built since you went to prison,” she said, coughing. “My career, my license, my home. I don’t want to go to jail.”

“Where’s your inhaler? Are you okay?”

“Go away. Leave me alone.”

“I don’t have anyone else.”

“Well