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Chapter 1
















Ginger stood in the window watching
the snow falling. She loved the snow, but not the driving in it. It
had been a shock to her system as she learned how to deal with the
snowy winters, the traffic, and the noise when she moved to Jackson
Hole. Her hometown was in a small town in Georgia, so everything
was new to her.

She turned back to the
open suitcase lying on her bed. All she wanted to do was tell the
company that the photo shoot needed to be put on hold until the
weather had passed, but then they might pull their business from
her agency. She’d called the airport only
to find out that flights were canceled in anticipation of the
blizzard.

For a minute she braced
her forehead in her hand, wishing to push the anxiety out of her
head. Then with a deep breath, she finished packing. She had no
choice but to drive and hope she got ahead of the storm. Of course,
that wouldn’t happen if she didn’t leave
in the next fifteen minutes. With that thought, she heaved the
suitcase off the bed and headed for the front door.

The moment she opened the door, the
icy fingers of winter gripped her. She pulled her jacket tighter
around her as she made her way to the car. The wind blew her hair
around her face, making her reach up in frustration to get it out
of her eyes. While she was at the car, she cranked it to get warm.
By the time she walked back inside the house she was frozen. This
was such a bad idea, but with the business struggling, she had to
do this.

The scent of fresh brewed
coffee drew her to the kitchen. If she was driving into the snow,
she was taking a thermos of coffee. Not to mention she wanted to
stay awake. After three nights of insomnia, she was exhausted. And
the three-hour drive wouldn’t help that.
She poured the coffee into the thermos, then grabbed the snacks
she’d packed up. Ginger had always taken snacks on long trips. If
she got hungry, then her anxiety would get worse.

With the thermos and snack
bag in one hand, she walked back out to the front hall to get her
purse. She locked the front door then turned toward her car. A
light snow began to fall as she climbed in and buckled her
seatbelt. One glance at the gray sky and she knew
she’d have to take a short cut over the
mountain if she planned to get ahead of the storm.

Ginger drove out of her driveway
feeling a strange doubt about this trip. She turned onto the main
road and headed in the direction of the mountains. If she was lucky
the mountain roads would be freshly scraped, and it would be an
easy drive. Her hope grew as she reached the turn that led her up
the mountain. There was no traffic, so this should be a good
idea.

The snow was lightly falling as she
began the climb into the mountains. The higher up the mountain she
traveled, the more snow fell. Where the roads had been scraped,
they were now beginning to be covered. The shoulder of the road
disappeared into snow drifts.

“This was a great idea.”
Ginger mumbled to herself as she turned the wipers on high, but the
snow was falling too fast for the wipers to keep the windshield
clean. Even though it was midafternoon, darkness surrounded her
car. The storm was strengthening, and she couldn’t turn back now.
She had to push forward.

Ginger slowed the car to a crawl as
she took the curves, winding her way up the mountain. A light up
ahead made her feel good. There was another car. But the closer she
got, she realized it was a mountain cabin. Then she remembered
seeing it the last time she drove through the mountains. The cabin
was a beautiful old log cabin nestled on the side of the mountain
where the land met the next mountain. She passed by it on her slow
ascent upward.

She thought the mountain
was big, but the further she drove, the more she doubted
she’d find the top. Not far past the
quaint little cabin the road began to get slick as the temperature
began to drop. Ginger gripped the steering wheel so tight that her
knuckles began to ache. The road was covered in snow now. Her tires
slid a little, making her gasp. If she slowed any more, the car
would be sitting still. She was glad that she’d given in and had
the chains installed, but she was beginning to think that even they
wouldn’t help at this point. With a determined grunt, she leaned
forward to see better.

The snow was blinding her
as it fell even harder which seemed impossible. Ginger had heard of
white out’s during a blizzard and now she
knew what they were talking about. Her anxiety shot higher than
ever. She reached for her coffee, needing to drink something. The
anxiety had dried her mouth out.

After a couple of sips of coffee, she
placed it back in the cup holder, not averting her eyes from the
road. She was beginning to sweat with the fear that filled her. If
she tried to turn around, she was assuredly going to end up either
in the ditch on one side, or down the side of the mountain on the
other side. So, she had to continue to move forward.

She’d only gone another hundred feet when her car began to slide
toward the ditch. A screech slipped from her mouth as she turned
her wheel to keep from hitting the ditch. The tires wouldn’t catch
on the slippery road as she struggled to stay on the route. Then
just as she thought the chains had caught, the car tilted at an odd
angle. She was in the ditch. In frustration she slammed her hands
into the steering wheel. Now she was in trouble.

Ginger pulled her phone
out of her purse that was sitting on the passenger’s seat and held
it up to get a signal. “Of course, I don’t
have a signal.” Ginger said to herself. “Now what?”

The fact that she
wouldn’t see another car for hours only
added to her fear. She remembered the little cabin that wasn’t too
far from where she was. She turned her eyes to the snowstorm
outside and wondered if she could stay in the car without freezing
to death. She’d attempt to stay for a while, but it would be
getting dark soon. For the next thirty minutes she sat in the car,
hoping, and praying that another car would come along. The snow
became lighter. She could see the trees across the road now, which
was an improvement. But the sun was beginning to go down so the
cold would get worse. Would the gas last through the night? She
moved her eyes to the gas gage and instantly regretted not filling
it up before she left. She had a little over half a tank and that
wouldn’t last through the night if she left it running.

With that realization, she knew that
she had to get to the cabin before darkness fell. Ginger reached
into the backseat for her bag. Inside she found an extra pair of
gloves and socks. Although it was a tight space, she pushed her
seat as far back as it would go. The extra pair of socks made her
snow boots tight, but at least her feet would stay dry and warm.
She changed into her thickest sweater, then pulled on her coat and
scarf. Before she exited the car, she left a note on the dash
telling anyone that found the car how to contact her.

At first, she thought this would be
impossible. The road was slick and walking on the icy surface was
treacherous. She took slow steps, trying to keep from falling in
the snow. If she was lucky, the cabin was closer than she
remembered. The wind was brutal as it managed to blow her scarf
around her head, temporarily blocking her view. As she fought the
scarf to get it back around her neck, she managed to stumble,
falling into the ditch.

Ginger gasped as snow went under her
sweater and around her back. She flailed for what seemed like hours
as she tried to get out of the snowbank. The more she struggled,
the deeper she went. After a few minutes, she grew tired of
struggling. As she lay there, contemplating just giving up, she
realized that she was overthinking this whole thing. Once she
pushed the panic away, she was able to dig her way out of the snow.
By the time she regained her footing, she was freezing. Her jaw
trembled as she pulled her jacket closer around her.

The road ahead was blurry
as the snow began to fall hard again. She stayed close to the
middle of the road so as not to fall back in the ditch. Her feet
ached from the cold, and she feared that she’d lose the end of her nose from frostbite. The cabin had to
be coming up soon. Occasionally, she caught the scent of smoke from
a chimney. That kept her moving and the fact that if she didn’t
find the cabin soon, she’d freeze to death.

She turned her eyes toward
the sky and said a prayer. “God, I know
you’re here with me because somehow, I managed to get out of the
snow. But I’m cold and growing weary, please help me find the cabin
soon. I’ve lost all feeling in my toes. So, if you could give me a
bread crumb or two, it would be wonderful. Amen.”

For a moment or two she
wondered if her prayers had gone unanswered. It
wasn’t in the plan for her to find the
cabin and be saved. Could this be that it was her time to go? She
was about to give up all hope when she saw a flicker of light just
ahead. With excitement, she gained a burst of energy at the thought
of a warm fire and something warm to drink. Why hadn’t she grabbed
her thermos of coffee?

The light got brighter as
she walked, as did her hope. She saw the driveway just ahead of
her. It was the best sight she’d ever
seen. With a smile toward the sky, she turned into the driveway,
careful not to end up in the ditch again. The trees blocked out
what little light the cloudy afternoon offered, making it difficult
to see as she walked toward the cabin. She could see a light in one
window and that was it.

As she came out of the trees, the
cabin came into full view. It was like a fairytale log cabin. The
log cabin was set low into the side of the mountain, making it look
like it was always here. She smiled through the happy tears that
froze on her cheeks. Smoke billowed out of the chimney letting her
know there was warmth inside the quaint little cabin.

The walkway to the front
door wasn’t cleared, but she managed to
get to the door. She knocked on the door, waiting for an answer she
began to wonder who might be inside this cabin. At this point she
didn’t care, because she was frozen.

The door opened and for a moment the
light from inside blinded Ginger. Then the man standing there
became clear. A gasp escaped her lips as she recognized him. For a
moment she just stared at him in shock.

“Dakota!” Her words rushed
from her lips as she stood rooted to the ground.


Chapter 2
















Dakota was a little
stunned to hear someone knocking on the door in the middle of a
blizzard. At first, he wasn’t sure if he
needed to answer it, but then he realized that the people after him
wouldn’t knock on the door. As soon as he opened the door, he
couldn’t believe his eyes. What was Ginger Ridgely doing here in a
blizzard?

He pushed the door open
wider. “Well, are you just planning to
stand there and freeze to death?”

Ginger moved past him,
going straight to the fire. Her fingers burned as they thawed. She
was shivering so bad that she couldn’t
think straight. That’s what it was. She’d thought that Dakota Smith
was here, but that couldn’t be. The last time she’d seen him was in
Paris. So how could he be in a cabin in the mountains of Wyoming?
She turned back to face the man that stood behind her. It was
indeed Dakota.

“What on earth are you
doing out in this storm? Have you lost your mind?” Dakota asked. He
could see her shaking.

Ginger cleared her
throat. “I was headed to do a
shoot.”

“In the middle of a
snowstorm?” Dakota raised a brow. Was this just coincidence or was
she sent to distract him? Then he thought about that. Ginger didn’t
seem like the organized crime sort of woman.

“The company I work for
needed this shoot to go as planned. And I decided to take the
shortcut over the mountain.” Ginger turned back to the fire,
holding her hands out. “I thought I could beat the
storm.”

Dakota ran a hand over his
face in amusement. “Do you watch the
weather? They’ve been predicting this storm for several days, not
to mention just this morning they told the approximate time it
would hit.”

“I know. And I tried to
get the company to reschedule, but they wouldn’t.”

“Why didn’t you
fly?”

“There were no flights
going out this afternoon. The airport had already shut the flights
down by the time I thought about it.” The chattering of Ginger’s
teeth was getting less pronounced as she began to thaw out. She’d
have to remember to thank God for getting her safely to the cabin.
She just hoped she made it through the night. Dakota was a
sarcastic man with little personality that she’d seen. This was
going to be a long night as she waited for a tow truck.

Dakota walked over to the
little kitchen and grabbed a mug from the shelf.
“Do you want any creamer in your
coffee?”

“No, just black will be
fine.” Ginger managed to move away from the warmth of the fire. She
was beginning to feel more like herself now.

He handed her the mug of
steaming coffee, then crossed his arms across his chest.
“Where is your car?”

“In the ditch up the
mountain.” Ginger said after she took a sip of the coffee. It was
strong, but good. “I need to call a tow truck to get me
out.”

“Good luck with that. The
cell service went a little over an hour ago.” Dakota knelt in front
of the fireplace to put another log on the fire. “Looks like you’re
stuck here until morning.”

Ginger pulled her phone
from her pocket and saw she had no service. “I have to get to that shoot.”

“Not tonight.” Dakota
pointed toward the window. “It’s dark and the temperature is
supposed to plummet. You make be stuck here for a while. And the
road up the mountain has been closed off already. I’m surprised you
were able to come up the mountain in the first place.”

“I’m more than capable of
driving on mountain roads, even with snow.” Ginger huffed,
beginning to remember why he’d gotten on her nerves in
Paris.

“Yeah, that capability
landed you on my doorstep, covered in snow and frozen.” Dakota
snorted.

“I can’t help it if the
blizzard blew me off the road. The roads were a lot slicker than I
realized. That’s all.” Ginger said. She lifted her phone again,
still no service.

Dakota wrapped a scarf
around his neck and put on a jacket. “I’m
going out to get more wood for the night.”

Ginger shrugged. Once he closed the
door, she checked out the cabin. The main room consisted of a
sitting area near the fireplace and a small kitchen. She walked to
the door on her right and found a bedroom. It was small but cozy.
She saw there were two doors on the opposite side of the main room.
One led to another bedroom that was larger. The other was a
bathroom which she was glad to see. She decided to make use of that
room for a moment.

When Dakota came back in
with the firewood she was just coming out of the bathroom.
“I see you made yourself at home. You can stay in
that room over there.” He pointed at the smaller room that was
across the way. “There are extra blankets in the chest at the end
of the bed. It gets really cold at night, so leave your door open
so the heat from the fireplace will help keep the air from getting
too cold.”

“Thank you.” Ginger felt
tired suddenly. She decided that climbing in the bed and getting
some sleep would help her feelings. The walk in the snow had
exhausted her.

“Don’t thank me yet.”
Dakota couldn’t tell her why he was at the cabin. If he told her,
she’d run back into the snowstorm. With him, she wasn’t safe at
all. Neither of them was.

“Why do you say that?”
Ginger began to suspicion there was a reason he was out here away
from everything. He never seemed like the loner type. Was there
more to this than met the eye?

“I just say that because
you will get cold tonight and it will make you second guess staying
here.” Dakota knew she was starting to wonder about him. Was he
acting too suspicious?

Ginger half
laughed, “I don’t think that will happen.
This place would have to be warmer than my car once the gas ran
out. Besides, in the morning I will hike out and see if I can get a
signal. I left a note on my dash so if someone came to find me,
then they would know where I was.”

Dakota heard something
outside, making the hair on the back of his neck stand up.
“Well, goodnight. I need to go out and get
firewood for the night.”

With a raised brow, Ginger
questioned him. “You just got firewood a
few minutes ago. What is going on? Are you meeting a lover that is
married? Or are you a serial killer with bodies stashed in the snow
outside? Should I be concerned?”

The laugh that came from
him was strained and sounded oddly creepy. “No, there are no midnight flings or bodies stashed. I just
forgot, that’s all. Good night.” Dakota went into the kitchen area
to refill his mug. He had to see if the sound was just a limb
breaking under pressure or was there someone lurking around
outside. And the fact that she left a note on her car only
heightened the chance of someone coming to find her. Which meant
that he’d have to be suspicious of anyone that came to the
door.

Ginger walked into the room, rubbing
her arms as the chill filled her. She opened the chest at the foot
of the bed and found three beautiful handmade quilts. These were
worth a fortune in town. She laid one over the bed, then left the
other two on top of the chest just in case she needed
them.

The front door creaked as
it opened and closed. She moved to the window at the front of the
cabin. From the window she could see Dakota’s flashlight as he shined it through the trees all around
the little cabin. Had he lost something? Or was he searching for
someone? A shiver ran down her spine as multiple thoughts ran
through her head. Who was this man? She had to admit she didn’t
know him all that well. They worked together on the shoot in Paris
and shared a meal together. Well, it wasn’t a date as they were
with their coworkers too.

For a few minutes she watched him,
mesmerized and curious. He was waiting on someone and was ashamed
to admit it. Had she interrupted a romantic interlude? When he
turned the flashlight toward the cabin, she darted away, almost
falling over an iron statue that was behind her. Her heart was
racing as she pressed against the wall. Had he seen her spying on
him?

The door opened, alerting
her to his entrance back into the cabin. She pulled back the covers
on the bed, checking to see if the sheets were clean. Although if
they weren’t clean, she wasn’t about to
sleep on top of the covers. She’d left her overnight bag in the
car, so she’d have to sleep in her clothes, which with this cold,
it was probably best she did anyway. She sat on the edge of the
bed, pulling her snow boots off. They were wet and still had some
snow caked on them. One glance at the beautiful heart pine floors
and she decided to put them by the fire.

When she went back into
the den, Dakota wasn’t in there. The
lights were all out. The only light came from the fireplace that
now had a beautiful iron screen in front of it. She moved closer,
interested in the design on the screen. It was like a family crest.
He’d most likely bought it at an estate sale. Or this wasn’t his
cabin, and he was just renting it, or he’d broke in and that’s why
he was acting suspicious.

The fire was hypnotic as
she stared into it. The warmth of the flames made her want to grab
a quilt and just sleep in front of the fire, but the floor
wouldn’t offer much comfort.

A hand clasped her
shoulder, making her scream out. She jumped around to find Dakota
standing behind her in plaid flannel pajama pants and a black, long
sleeve t-shirt. “What?” It was all she
could manage.

“I came out to check the
fire. It was popping everywhere when I went in to
change.”

“Oh, alright.” Ginger said
as she stared at him. She’d never noticed how ruggedly handsome he
was. Of course, she’d thought he was handsome, but in the
firelight, he was more handsome. It was the hopeless romantic in
her, or the fact that she was exhausted. Either way, he was easy on
the eyes.

Dakota knelt in front of
the fire, using the shovel to push some embers back into the
hearth. “This place is so old that one
stray ember could send it into flames.”

“Do you own this cabin?”
Ginger had to ask as the curiosity was killing her.

“I inherited it from my
grandparents. It’s over a hundred years old and my great
grandfather built it. He lived in it until he died. It was his
sanctuary.”

“It’s beautiful. I can
understand why he’d call it his sanctuary.”

“Every year I spend
Christmas here. It’s usually the only time I get to spend much time
away from work.” Dakota said, his expression one of
memories.

Ginger caught what he said
and thought about the fact that it was late January.
“Have you been here since Christmas?”

“No, I was just in need of
some solitude.” Dakota was focused on the flames, not turning to
speak.

“And I messed up that
solitude.” Ginger whispered.

Dakota shrugged.
“Not really, but we can talk tomorrow.” He’d
decided while he was walking outside earlier that if she was still
here through tomorrow that he had to tell her the truth. It was a
life-or-death situation. If someone broke in, she had to know they
were dangerous. She needed to be on her guard.

“Good night.” Ginger said
as she returned to her room.

Dakota watched her go into
the room. She was a beautiful woman and smart too.
He’d learned a lot about her since their
working together in Paris. Several work friends had filled him in
on the woman that was snowed in with him. Any other time he’d be
turning on the charm, but right now, until things were resolved,
and his name was cleared, he couldn’t think about romance. He had
to think about getting the real criminals brought to justice before
they killed him too.


Chapter 3




Dakota sat in front of the
fire long into the night. The fact was sleep
wasn’t in his plans for a while. Every
time he shut his eyes, he saw the man pull the trigger and the
victim crumple to the asphalt. Not to mention the attempt on his
own life just days ago. It was evident that those men knew he’d
taken the pictures and wanted to shut him up.

He glanced toward the door
of Ginger’s room. She had no clue what
she’d stumbled into, and he had to tell her. The roads on the
mountain had to be closed by now, he was sure of it. And there was
no way she was going to leave for a day or two.

The quiet of the night was interrupted
by the sound of a wolf howling somewhere in the night. It was a
lonely sound. Dakota felt a chill run down his spine. He stood up
and moved to the front window to watch the moon for a moment. The
skies had cleared, and the moon was bright on the new fallen snow.
Everything outside the cabin was covered in moonlight, making it
look magical. With the temperature drop, the ice forming on top of
the snow twinkled.

Then as he stood there, a
light from another source shone through the darkness. He squinted,
trying to make it clear. The light was coming from somewhere to the
right of cabin. It wasn’t on the road, but
in the woods. And the closest house was too far away to see any
lights. His heart began to pound in his ears as he watched the
light. It wasn’t moving. What was it?

As quiet as he could,
Dakota grabbed his coat and pulled on his boots. He had to get
closer to the light and see what it was, but he
didn’t want to wake up Ginger. He eased
out the door, closing it as quiet as possible.

Ginger got out of bed as
soon as he went out the door. Where was he going in the middle of
the night? She’d been awake since she
climbed into the cold bed. There was something off about Dakota, or
maybe it was just his way. She watched him go into the woods with
his flashlight. That was strange. If there wasn’t an inside
bathroom, she’d think he was going to take care of business. The
firewood stack was on the other side of the cabin, so he wasn’t
getting firewood.

She continued watching his
light as he walked through the woods. Then his light stopped and
went out. She held her breath thinking he fell. Time seemed to
crawl as she waited for any sign of his light again. She needed to
put her coat and boots on to go find him. A flicker caught her eye,
then another one. But they were too far away to be
Dakota
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