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			To my daughters, Christina and Ashley.
I love you both so much.
You’re growing up too fast.

And to my wife, Lil. I love you too.
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			PROLOGUE

			APRIL 1994

			Angela Day and Sally Chambers had been inseparable for as long as either of them could remember. They’d grown up together in the same trailer park ten miles outside of Asheville, North Carolina. Attended the same public high school. And both had been accepted to the state university where they’d been roommates all four years. Both were strikingly attractive, intelligent, and self-assured despite their modest pedigrees. In fact, there was only one major difference between them. Angela was white, and Sally was black.

			Now, only a few weeks from graduation, they realized that the constant closeness they had taken for granted for so many years was almost over. Angela had been accepted to Duke’s graduate business school in Durham, and Sally was going home to Asheville—far away from Duke in the western part of North Carolina. She was needed there to care for her ailing mother.

			Both assumed they would keep in touch by telephone after graduation, and they would certainly make a point of seeing each other at holidays. But they knew that sooner or later the phone conversations would become less frequent, trips to Asheville would become less appealing to Angela, and, as a result, their lives would probably drift apart. Neither had mentioned the approaching inevitability. They had simply kept to their routine, quietly determined to enjoy their last few weeks together.

			“This is it,” said Angela, pulling Sally to a stop and pointing up at the large fraternity house looming over them in the darkness of the spring evening. Music blared from inside over muffled shouts and screams. “Tau Kappa Rho.”

			Sally stepped back. “You didn’t tell me we were coming to Tau Kappa.”

			“What’s the big deal?”

			“These guys are animals. Aren’t they the ones who painted Klan slogans on the freshman dorms last fall?”

			“That was just a rumor.”

			“Well, I heard these guys were responsible. I don’t want to go in there,” Sally said flatly.

			“Oh, come on,” Angela pleaded. “It’ll be fine. Craig’s a member.”

			“Craig who?”

			“He’s in our economics class. The one I pointed out to you last week.”

			“So that’s what tonight’s hike is all about.”

			“We’ve been making eye contact all semester. After class the other day he asked me to stop by the party.”

			“I’m not going in.”

			“Oh, please. We’ll only stay for a little while. Just long enough for me to find him and say hi.”

			“No.”

			“I don’t want to go in by myself. I’ll look pathetic.”

			“No.”

			Angela shook her head. “This isn’t like you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’ve never known you to back down from anything. I’ve never known you to be scared.”

			“I’m not scared,” Sally said, crossing her arms defiantly.

			“Then let’s go.” Angela grabbed Sally’s hand and began pulling her up the cobblestone walkway leading to the fraternity house. “What could happen?”

			They climbed the front steps together, moving past several young men tapping a keg in one corner of the raised brick porch that spanned the house’s facade. Angela pushed the door open, and, as they slipped into the dimly lit room and a sea of young people, they were hit by rock music blaring from two huge speakers along the far wall. They dodged several couples pretzeling wildly, and skirted small pockets of young men chugging beers.

			“This is wild!” Sally shouted, jostled by a woman who had been twisted so recklessly by her dance partner she had lost her grip on his hand and stumbled backward through the crowd.

			“This way!” Angela yelled over her shoulder, leading Sally deeper into the house. “It looks quieter over there.”

			After pushing their way through the bodies, they made it to another room where things were less chaotic. Around a large table people were playing a game involving cards, dice, and clear plastic cups full of foamy beer. Several of the bleary-eyed participants seemed ready to pass out, swaying as they watched the game and waited for their turn.

			“Please, let’s leave,” Sally begged. “You’ll never find the guy in here. This is insane.”

			“Just a few more minutes. He promised he’d be here.”

			“He’s probably already gone or—”

			“Angela!”

			They turned at the sound of the voice, and in front of them stood Craig Smythe. He was tall and blond, and he leaned down and gave Angela a quick kiss on the cheek.

			Angela smiled at him. “I didn’t think I was going to find you!”

			“I’ve been keeping an eye out for you. Glad you could make it.”

			“This is my friend Sally Chambers,” Angela said, pointing.

			Craig shook Sally’s hand, then leaned down and put his lips to Angela’s ear. “Follow me,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her out of the room.

			Angela glanced back at Sally, who was doing her best to keep up. A few moments later they reached another room that was less crowded, and far enough away from the bedlam of the dance floor that they didn’t have to yell to hear each other.

			“This room is off-limits to underclassmen unless they’ve been given specific permission by a senior to come in,” Craig explained.

			“This place is out of control,” Angela exclaimed.

			Craig chuckled. “This is nothing. Just one more Saturday night. Now, what would you two like to drink? How about a little punch?” he suggested. Before either of them could answer, he had motioned to an underclassman loitering outside the room.

			The underclassman trotted over to where they stood. “Yes, sir?”

			“Go upstairs and get us some grain punch,” Craig ordered. “It’s in one of the back bedrooms. Tell the guys guarding the tub that I sent you. Use the large cups.”

			“I can’t carry three large cups at once,” the underclassman complained.

			“That’s all right with me,” Sally answered. “I don’t like that stuff anyway. It’s too strong.”

			Angela managed to catch Sally’s eye, and shot her a desperate plea-for-privacy look.

			“Oh, all right.” Sally sighed, turning to follow the underclassman toward a stairway. “I’ll help you,” she called to him.

			“Sally’ll be all right, won’t she?” Angela asked, irritated at herself for being so selfish.

			“Oh, sure.” Craig smiled down at her. “You know, you have incredible eyes,” he said, leaning forward. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

			Guys told her that constantly, but she never tired of hearing it. A woman has to be aware of her most outstanding features and never be afraid to use them to her advantage, her mother had told her many times. She stared at her green eyes in the mirror every morning, trying to understand what they saw. She didn’t get it. But they did. Which, her mother had counseled her, is all that matters.

			“I mean it,” Craig said. “They’re gorgeous.”

			“Thanks.”

			Several minutes later the underclassman returned carrying two large cups full of something that looked like Hawaiian Punch. He handed them to Craig and Angela.

			“Where’s Sally?” Angela asked, taking a sip. Instantly, she closed her eyes and coughed. The alcohol was overpowering.

			“Upstairs talking basketball with some guy.”

			That made sense. Sally had been a star on the girls’ basketball team in high school. Though not talented enough to play on the university’s intercollegiate team, she excelled in the intramural program.

			“So she’s okay?” She was still breathless from the grain alcohol.

			The young man nodded. “Oh, yeah. She’s fine. She seemed to be having a good time showing the guy that she knew more about basketball than he did.”

			That made sense too. Sally wasn’t shy about putting an overconfident male in his place.

			“All right, goat,” Craig announced, “that’s enough. Get out of here. You’ve served your purpose.”

			The young man slunk from the room.

			“What’s a goat?” Angela wanted to know.

			“A freshman. The lowest form of life.”

			Angela rolled her eyes. Boys would be boys, she thought.

			“Let’s dance,” Craig suggested, placing their cups aside and whisking Angela toward the dance floor.

			When they’d had enough loud music and flying bodies, they retreated once again to the quieter room reserved for seniors.

			“That was great,” Craig said. “You really know how to move.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Here’s your drink.” He grabbed her cup off the shelf and held it out to her.

			“No,” she said, looking around for Sally. She hadn’t shown up on the dance floor, and Angela had expected her to be waiting here when they returned.

			Another young man stumbled up to Craig, clearly drunk. “Hey, Brother Smythe,” he said, laughing obnoxiously as he rested his elbow on Craig’s shoulder to steady himself. “You should see what’s going on up in the launching pad.”

			“What’s the launching pad?” Angela asked.

			“A party room on the top floor.”

			“It’s so great,” the guy leaning on Craig’s shoulder slurred.

			“What is?”

			Slowly the intoxicated boy looked up, eyes glazed. “They’ve got some nigger bitch tied to a chair up there. They’re forcing her to chug.”

			For several moments it seemed to Angela that the room had gone deathly silent, and that all things were moving in slow motion. She seemed unable to breathe or move or even think. Then the music was blaring in her ears again and she was racing for the stairway with Craig right behind her.

			“Where’s the launching pad?” she screamed when they had reached the second floor.

			“This way!”

			Craig flashed past, and she sprinted after him, up another, steeper flight of steps, then down a long hallway to a closed door. “Open up!” he shouted, banging on the door with both fists. “Open the Goddamn door!”

			From inside, Angela could hear whistling and loud voices, and she began to beat on the door too.

			“Look out.”

			Angela darted out of Craig’s way as he launched himself at the door, lowering his shoulder and hurling himself against it. It cracked but didn’t break. He took three steps back and lunged at it again. This time the lock snapped, the door flew open, and he stumbled into the room.

			Sally lay sprawled on a large leather chair in a far corner of the crowded, smoky room, her wrists bound to the arms of the chair. A man was holding her head down so tightly that the veins in her neck rose grotesquely from her skin, and he was pinching her nostrils together so that she had to open her mouth wide to gasp for air.

			A second young man stood beside Sally, clenching her chin and sloppily pouring the cherry-colored punch into her mouth so it splashed all over her face and ran down onto her blouse, staining the white cotton a bright red. Sally was struggling, trying to avoid the liquid, but the bindings and the hands were too strong. She tried spitting out the liquid, but they kept pouring, and she was forced to gulp it down in order to breathe.

			“That’s right. Drink,” one of the young men yelled angrily. “Drink it all. Every damn drop.”

			“Yeah, all of it!” the one holding her head yelled, pulling on her ponytail so hard she screamed in pain.

			“Sally!” Angela started toward the chair, but two young men at the edge of the group intercepted her. Through the bodies huddled around Sally, Angela saw her slowly stop struggling, saw her body go limp as the men continued forcing alcohol down her throat.

			Craig rushed past Angela, surging into the circle of drunken fraternity brothers. Shouting at them furiously to get away, he reached down and wrenched open the knots binding Sally to the chair. When she was free, he pulled her to her feet and yelled for her to get out.

			For a split second Angela locked eyes with Sally across the chaos of the room, and in that instant saw the anguish on her best friend’s face. Then Angela was distracted by a fist slamming into Craig’s chin. He went down, tumbling backward until he came to rest against a wall, unconscious.

			Angela started for Sally again, but the two young men who had intercepted her before easily kept her back. She watched in horror as the young man who had been holding Sally’s head while she was tied to the chair shoved her roughly against the wall beside a curtainless window.

			“Let me go!” Angela shouted, fighting frantically to free herself. “My God, you can’t stand here and let this go on.”

			“We can do whatever we want,” one of them retorted smugly. “And if you aren’t careful, you’ll be next.”

			Over his shoulder Angela watched Sally desperately try to break free, scratching and clawing at the face and arms of her attacker. Then he grabbed her by the neck with both hands, choking her and slamming her against the wall over and over. Moving her along the wall until the back of her head hit the wall beside the window, then the molding, then the glass. And then Sally was gone, and the window was smashed, and the young man who had been choking her was staring down into the darkness, his hands outstretched.

			For a moment Angela gazed at the smashed window, horror-stricken. Then she raced away, down the hall and the first set of steps, then down the second set of steps and back through the party to the front door. She burst through the door and onto the brick porch, scanning the area to her left. Sally lay there, motionless, one leg pointing away from her body at a horrible, unnatural angle; the bone had snapped like a brittle twig just below the knee.

			She rushed to Sally’s side and knelt down, cradling Sally’s head. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Angela sobbed, caressing Sally’s hair and wiping away blood from her mouth and nose. “You’re going to be all right, sweetheart. I promise. You’re going to be all right.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			FEBRUARY 2003

			Risk versus return. What can be lost versus what can be gained. The essence of every critical decision.

			Invest in those dependable Treasury bonds yielding a slim but certain return, or throw caution to the wind and snap up shares of the high-tech start-up that could become next week’s billion-dollar headline—or, just as easily, a bankrupt memory. Marry the safe, stable person your parents adore, or run away with the lover who ignites body and soul with a single glance—but lives only in the moment. Risk versus return. A simple concept that often imposes difficult choices. And, sometimes, terrible consequences.

			Angela Day had chosen well in her business career. It was in her personal life where accepting the risks had proven catastrophic.

			


			Until a few minutes ago the four-hour flight from Virginia had been silky smooth. Zero chop in the dark winter sky, which came as a relief because Angela hated to fly. So many times she’d heard the catchy stat about planes being safer than cars—usually from amused colleagues sitting beside her when she made the sign of the cross over her heart as the aircraft began to roll forward on takeoff. But as the Gulfstream V banked hard left on its final approach into Jackson Hole, Wyoming, and hurtled through a nasty air pocket, the statistical crutch disintegrated—just as it always did.

			“Get this thing on the ground,” she whispered, her fingernails digging into the arms of the plush leather seat, her stomach starting to churn. “Now.”

			On the way west a uniformed steward had attended to her every want, serving a delicious crab imperial dinner an hour into the flight and constantly topping off her crystal glass with a dry Chardonnay. She was accustomed to commercial aircraft and economy class, accustomed to flat Coke in plastic cups, stale pretzels, and uncomfortable seats beside infants who screamed at any change in air pressure. So, being the only passenger on a private jet as lavish as a five-star hotel suite was a welcome change, even if the luxury was a one-time-only offer made available for some as-yet-unexplained reason by a reclusive billionaire she’d only read about in the press.

			But the pleasurable experience had been ruined somewhere over South Dakota, when one of the pilots had sauntered back to let her know in his gravelly, Chuck Yeager monotone that the landing might get a little dicey. A winter storm had blown in to northwest Wyoming a few hours ahead of schedule, and he wanted to make certain she was buckled in securely. He chuckled at her suggestion that he make a U-turn and beeline it back to the East Coast, then told her he’d see her on the ground. Hopefully in one piece, she thought. She tried to convince herself that “a little dicey” wasn’t pilot-speak for “imminent disaster.” Suddenly she missed economy class and its screaming infants. She glanced out the small window beside her into total darkness. Probably the side of some mountain we’re about to slam into, she figured grimly.

			Then the plane’s two engines powered up, landing lights flashed on, and she was hurtling through a wall of white. “Oh, God,” she murmured, digging her fingernails even deeper into the leather. A moment later, eerie blue lights appeared through the thick clouds and a snow-covered runway rose up to meet the aircraft. A hard bounce, a softer one, a deafening roar and they were taxiing through a blizzard, apparently under control. She let out an audible sigh.

			“Welcome to Wyoming, Ms. Day. I hope you enjoyed the flight.”

			Angela looked up into the smiling face of the clean-cut attendant who had appeared from a door at the back of the cabin. “Thank you.” She thought about telling him the truth—how she wished Orville and Wilbur’s mother and father had never met. “Everything was fine.”

			“Good. Well, it’s 11 p.m. here in Jackson Hole. We’ll be taxiing for a few minutes, and we’d like you to remain in your seat until the plane comes to a complete stop.”

			“As opposed to a partial stop?” She grinned but he didn’t react. “You didn’t really have to say all that stuff about me remaining in my seat, did you? After all, I am the only passenger.”

			“Regulations are regulations,” he answered firmly, handing her the small makeup kit she had stowed in an overhead compartment. “The rest of your luggage will be taken care of for you.”

			“Have you ever met Jake Lawrence?” she asked before the young man moved off.

			He hesitated. “I can’t say.”

			She smiled at him. “Does that mean you don’t know if you’ve ever met him? That you don’t even know what Mr. Lawrence looks like? Or that you know what he looks like, but you aren’t allowed to talk about him?”

			The young man smiled politely. “I can’t say. I hope you enjoy your time here in the Tetons.”

			Then the young man disappeared through the doorway at the back of the cabin. Angela’s favorite meal was crab imperial, accompanied by dry Chardonnay. The movie on the way out—Erin Brockovich—was one of her favorites. The books and magazines on board were her favorites, as well. It was all too neatly packaged to be coincidence.

			“Sorry about the bumps on the way down, Ms. Day.” The pilot helped her slip into her long winter coat as she stood by the cockpit door.

			“I’m just glad we’re on the ground,” she said.

			He opened the plane’s outer door as a utility truck rolled a metal stairway up to the fuselage. “Well, enjoy your stay.”

			“I’m sure I will.”

			A bearded man in orange overalls hustled up the steps toward Angela, open umbrella tilted into the driving snow. “Welcome to Jackson Hole, Ms. Day,” he called loudly over the roar of the idling jet engines, holding the umbrella above her head. “Careful,” he warned, holding out his arm and helping her down the slick metal stairs. “Over there,” he directed when they reached the ground, pointing toward a Ford Expedition that had swung out onto the icy tarmac.

			As they neared the SUV, he handed her the umbrella, then jogged ahead and opened the passenger door. A moment later she was inside and the cold, wind, and exhaust smell were gone, replaced by warmth and the soothing aromas of leather, tobacco, and coffee.

			“Good evening, Ms. Day. Welcome to Jackson Hole.”

			Angela took a deep breath, then glanced over at the driver. He was a big man wearing a ten-gallon hat and a leather jacket with a thick wool collar. In the dim dashboard lights she thought she detected friendly eyes. Beneath his full mustache there was a wide smile.

			“Is everyone out here always so darn polite?”

			“Why wouldn’t we be?” he answered as a baggage handler placed her luggage in the back. “After all, this is paradise.”

			“Sure it is,” she said, watching the snow whip past the window.

			“Helluva night, huh?”

			“Yes,” she agreed, “especially when you’d rather crawl across hot coals than fly.” She hesitated. “And you can call me Angela. After all the ‘Ms. Day this’ and ‘Ms. Day that’ on the way out here, I’m starting to feel like an old maid.”

			The driver shook his head as he shifted into first gear. “I don’t think anybody’s going to mistake you for an old maid.”

			He had a nice voice, she decided. Confident but not cocky. Strong but not overwhelming. Soothing, almost. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nuthin’,” he said, guiding the SUV out of the small airport and onto a deserted main road already covered by two inches of fresh powder. “I don’t want to get into any hot water.”

			“Tell me what you meant. I’ll have to mention your remark to Mr. Lawrence if you don’t.”

			“That wouldn’t be very nice,” he protested, picking up a coffee mug sitting in the console between them and taking a swallow.

			She grinned. “Oh, I’m only kidding.” She searched for a place on the dashboard to put her makeup kit down.

			“Let me move all that for you.” He put the mug back down, then reached in front of her and slid two revolvers and several boxes of ammunition out of her way.

			“That’s quite an arsenal you’ve got there.”

			“Hey, you never know what you’re gonna run into in Wyoming. Yellowstone’s only thirty miles north of here and every once in a while the grizzlies come down out of the park to see what’s what. I have no desire to end up bear chow. That’s not how I picture myself going out.”

			“Which would explain the .44 Magnum,” she agreed, eyeing the larger gun now resting on the dash in front of the steering wheel. “Even though I assume most bears are hibernating, given that it’s the middle of February.”

			“Well—”

			“But what about the long-barreled .22?”

			“You sure know your guns.”

			“I’ve had some experience.”

			“Interesting. Well, the .22’s for rattlesnakes. And before you say anything, no, there aren’t any of them around this time of year, either.” He hesitated. “The guns are my security blanket, just in case.”

			“Just in case what?”

			“Just in case.”

			She glanced over at him, trying to see beneath the brim of his ten-gallon. “You didn’t tell me your name.”

			“John Tucker,” he answered, reaching across the console without taking his eyes off the road. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Nice to meet you, too.” She could tell he was trying to be gentle, but she still felt immense strength in his grip. “So, what did you mean?”

			Tucker smiled. “You’re like a dog on a bone, aren’t you?”

			“That’s one way to put it.” She’d never been accused of lacking persistence.

			“Uh-oh. Now I’ve gone and done it.”

			“Tell me what you meant.”

			“Jesus, just that you’re an attractive woman. At least, what I can see of you. But saying something like that can get a man in a lot of trouble these days.”

			“It won’t get you in trouble with me,” she assured him. “At my age I welcome all compliments.”

			“Your age? I bet you aren’t more than twenty-five, right?”

			“I’m thirty-one.”

			“Really?” Tucker pushed out his lower lip and raised his eyebrows.

			“Does that surprise you?”

			“A bit,” he admitted.

			“It shouldn’t. Jake Lawrence is one of the wealthiest men in the world. Would you really expect him to waste time on a business meeting with someone who’s just a few years out of college?”

			Tucker took another sip of coffee. “Right,” he murmured softly. “A business meeting.”

			For a while Angela watched the snow falling in front of the headlights. “Have you worked for Mr. Lawrence very long?” she finally asked.

			“Almost twenty years. I manage the working ranch where you’ll be staying.”

			“Working ranch?”

			“Yeah. We have about three thousand head of cattle here in Jackson.”

			“How big is the ranch?”

			“Four hundred thousand acres.”

			Angela whistled. “My God.”

			“And Mr. Lawrence won’t ever see more than a small part of it from the ground. Which is a shame, because some of the scenery is spectacular. He’s been all over it in a chopper, but you can’t really appreciate it from the air. You have to immerse yourself in something to truly appreciate its beauty.” Tucker shrugged. “But Mr. Lawrence is a busy man. I suppose he doesn’t have time for that.”

			Angela looked over at him again. “Are you from Wyoming, Mr. Tucker?”

			“No. My father was in the military, so I moved around quite a bit when I was young. I’m from a lot of places. And please call me John.”

			“I bet you don’t have many women come out here on business, do you, John?”

			“More than you’d think,” he said quietly.

			“What did you say?”

			“Oh, nothing. Just reminding myself of something I need to take care of in the morning.”

			“Uh-huh.” Angela relaxed into the seat. “So, what’s the reclusive Jake Lawrence really like?”

			“Can’t say,” Tucker replied.

			Almost as if he’d been coached, Angela thought. “What is it with you people? Is everyone scared to death of him, or does he have all of you drinking some kind of secret punch? Cherry Kool-Aid with a kick?”

			“Mr. Lawrence protects his privacy. I respect that.”

			Angela unbuttoned her coat. It was warm inside the Expedition. “He’s worth more than most small countries, and I couldn’t find a picture of him anywhere. Not even on the Internet. He’s been linked romantically to some of the world’s most beautiful women, travels constantly, owns many companies, and probably has thousands of employees. But no photo’s ever surfaced. According to a couple of Web sites I checked out, the National Enquirer is offering a million-dollar reward for any credible photograph of him, but they haven’t had to pay out yet. I would think one of you would snap a picture of him and get rich quick.”

			Tucker turned down the SUV’s heat. “People are loyal to him.”

			“Loyalty usually fades at the prospect of collecting a million dollars.”

			“I don’t know what to tell you.”

			“What does Mr. Lawrence look like?” she asked.

			Tucker bit his lip.

			“Have you ever seen him?”

			Again, there was no answer.

			She shook her head in disbelief. “You don’t actually know what he looks like, do you?”

			“Heads up!”

			Tucker’s arm shot across Angela’s chest, pinning her to the seat as he slammed on the brakes. The tires grabbed the snow-covered road for a moment, then the SUV began to slide. In the high beams a hulking form materialized out of the storm, standing in the middle of the road like a statue, mesmerized by the bright lights bearing down on it. Then the tires caught and the SUV skidded to a stop ten feet short of the form.

			“Is that an elk?” Angela asked, breathless.

			“Yup. A big male.”

			“A male? But it doesn’t have any antlers.”

			“The males lose their antlers every winter and grow new ones in the spring. All deer species males do that. Antelope keep their antlers year-round.”

			“Then how do you know it’s a male?”

			“The shoulders. Look how broad they are.”

			“If you say so.” After Tucker’s arm slid from her body, Angela reached around and buckled her seat belt. “Thanks for catching me.”

			“I should have reminded you to buckle up at the airport,” he apologized, dousing the headlights and leaning on the horn. When he turned the lights back on thirty seconds later, the elk was gone, the only proof of its presence a disturbed line in the snow leading off into the darkness. “Like I said, you never know what you’ll run into out here.”

			She hadn’t come close to hitting the dashboard or the windshield despite the sudden stop. John Tucker was a powerful man.

			A few minutes later they turned off the main road and the snowy surface quickly gave way to clear, wet blacktop. “How is that possible?” Angela asked, leaning forward and pointing at the pavement as they approached a guard station. “Where’s the snow?”

			“Welcome to Jake Lawrence’s world.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There are steam pipes buried beneath the road that prevent the surface from freezing,” he explained, slowing to a stop as he waited for the guards inside the station to electronically open the gate that spanned the roadway.

			“You’re kidding.”

			He nodded to one of the guards as they passed the station. “No, I’m not. When your father is the original financial backer of the young genius who invents the software running 90 percent of all the personal computers in the world and leaves 40 percent of the company to you when he dies, you can do just about anything you want. No more worrying about the monthly mortgage. Instead of looking for ways to save, you start looking for ways to spend.”

			Several hundred yards past the guard station, the road turned steep, snaking back and forth through a thick pine forest as it climbed a mountain. Then bright lights appeared through the snow. Moments later Tucker pulled the Expedition to a halt beneath the porte cochere of the ranch’s main lodge—a four-story log structure brightly illuminated by powerful spotlights affixed to the eaves.

			“Well, I hope you enjoy yourself here, Angela.” Tucker held out his hand as a man who had emerged from the lodge opened her door, then retrieved her luggage from the back.

			“Thank you.” She took his hand, noticing this time how tough the skin of his palm was. It was the palm of a man who worked hard for a living. “Will I see you again?”

			He shrugged. “Maybe. That’s not up to me.”

			And then he leaned subtly toward her, and she knew what had happened. The light from the lodge had caught her eyes just so, giving him his first good look at them. She’d seen that same double take many times before.

			“Well, good night, Angela,” he said quietly.

			“Good night.”

			She stepped out of the Expedition and followed the attendant into the lodge’s foyer and down a long hallway into a huge room. The massive area was sixty feet square beneath a twenty-five-foot-high ceiling. The far wall was dominated by dramatic floor-to-ceiling windows, and the other three split-log walls were covered with stuffed animal heads, including those of several species not native to North America.

			“So he kills for sport,” she murmured. The words echoed in the stillness of the room.

			As her words dissipated, a young woman wearing a maid uniform appeared from a side doorway and took Angela’s makeup kit.

			“Oh, thank you.”

			“This way, Ms. Day,” the young man called over his shoulder, motioning toward a wide winding staircase that seemed to tumble into a far corner of the room like a rocky waterfall.

			But, as Angela took a deep breath and prepared to climb, the attendant stopped beside the first step, pulled back a hinged picture mounted on the wall, and pressed a button. Moments later, he opened a door beside the button and ushered her and the maid into a small elevator. When the elevator opened on the fourth floor, he led Angela down another long hall to a cozy room dominated by a queen-size sleigh bed that seemed to be calling her name. It was almost midnight, which meant it was two o’clock in the morning back East. She hadn’t realized until now just how exhausted she was.

			“The bathroom is in there,” the attendant explained, placing her bag down on a stand beneath a window, then moving to the bathroom doorway and flicking on a light. “If you need anything, simply pick up the phone on the table by your bed and wait for the operator. The kitchen is open twenty-four hours a day for your convenience,” he said, moving back to the hall doorway. “Will there be anything else?”

			“What about tomorrow?” she asked, watching the maid disappear into the bathroom with her makeup kit, then reappear empty-handed. The woman then moved to the bed and began turning down the covers. “What time should I be ready for Mr. Lawrence?”

			“Your meeting with him is at three o’clock. We have instructions to allow you to sleep until noon. If you wake up earlier, call us and we’ll serve you breakfast here or downstairs, whichever you prefer.”

			“Which do you suggest?”

			“Downstairs. The view from the dining area off the great room is fabulous.”

			“Unless it’s still snowing.”

			“The storm should be past us by midmorning. It’s moving quickly.”

			“How many other people are staying in the lodge tonight?” Angela asked.

			“You are the only guest.”

			“I see.” Somehow she wished there were at least a few other occupants on the floor.

			“Good night, Ms. Day,” the attendant said, ushering the maid out ahead of him.

			“Good night.”

			When they were gone, Angela slid the deadbolt across the door, then walked into the bathroom. After removing her clothes she stood before the large mirror above the double sink, gazing at herself. She was tired but she wanted to shower before curling up in the sleigh bed. Flying always made her want to take a shower. It was as if she needed to cleanse herself of the fear she’d endured.

			She put her hands on the sink, and gazed at the face she had inherited from her parents. The wavy, jet-black hair of her Sicilian mother. The gold-specked green eyes of her Irish father and the long, thick eyelashes of her mother. Her mother’s full lips below her father’s thin nose. Her high cheekbones, slender face, and delicate chin.

			She leaned forward until her lips almost touched the mirror, trying to be objective as she scanned her face for any signs of age lines or wrinkles. There was nothing, but she knew it wouldn’t be that way for long. The physical signs of age were just around the corner.

			She took two steps back and rose to her full, five-foot-eight-inch height. She was slim-waisted, and her thin upper body was dominated by large, firm breasts. She pivoted, took one of her buttocks in her fingers and squeezed. No dimples at all was an absolute impossibility under this stress, but there weren’t many, and none at all when she stopped squeezing.

			Her eyes focused on the tiny tattoo high on her hip. It was an etching of a colorful butterfly, its yellow and orange wings no more than an inch across. She’d gotten it near the end of her second year at Duke, at her future husband’s urging and despite her own reluctance. He had taken her to a tiny parlor in downtown Durham one Saturday himself, trying to convince her to have the tattoo etched in a more prominent spot on her body as they’d driven from his apartment. On her shoulder, he kept saying, so he could see it when they went swimming or when she wore something strapless. But she had refused. Ultimately, she was glad she had kept the butterfly in a spot that even a skimpy bathing suit could hide.

			Angela ran her finger slowly across the butterfly’s wings. Despite everything that had happened, despite all the emotional pain she’d endured because of him, she didn’t regret getting it because it reminded her of those times with him that had been good. So good. The best she’d ever known.

			She turned back around so she was facing the mirror. She might be thirty-one, but by sticking religiously to a demanding exercise regimen and a healthy diet, she’d kept herself looking pretty darned good. She leaned forward again and grimaced at the faint stretch marks on her lower belly. They were small, almost invisible, unless you knew they were there. But they were there, all right. And they were impossible to get rid of. She shook her head and moved toward the shower. Pregnancy had left an indelible scar.

			


			The man on the other side of the bathroom’s two-way mirror eased back in his chair and let out a long, slow breath as Angela Day disappeared into the shower. The pictures of her he’d been provided with a few hours ago hadn’t done her justice. She was even prettier with nothing left to the imagination, her body only inches from his eyes. He ran his hands through his hair, still picturing the butterfly tattoo. One way or another, he would get what he wanted.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			As promised, the view from the small dining area off the great room was spectacular. Less than a hundred yards from where Angela sat, a deep gorge fell away from the lodge, and in the distance she could see soaring peaks iced by a fresh layer of pristine snow. She shielded her eyes as the early afternoon sun momentarily broke through the storm’s lingering clouds and a brilliant glare burst upon the landscape.

			“Let me fix that, Ms. Day.” The same woman who had taken Angela’s breakfast order a few minutes ago closed the blinds over the window beside the table.

			“Thank you.”

			“More coffee?”

			“Please.”

			Angela watched as the woman freshened her cup with more of the delicious Brazilian blend, thinking about how easily she could get used to this life. After her midnight shower she’d slipped between the flannel sheets and fallen asleep right away. Next thing she’d known, it was nine o’clock in the morning. She’d tried to get up but the sheets had seemed to pull her back onto the comfortable mattress, and she’d fallen asleep again. Just before eleven she’d been able to get her feet to the floor, take another shower, and dress for her three o’clock appointment with Jake Lawrence. Now it was almost one, and the anticipation of meeting one of the world’s wealthiest men was intensifying.

			When the woman was gone, an elderly black man shuffled into the dining room carrying a tray ladened with plates. After setting the tray down on a highboy along one wall, he moved to the table and picked up the white linen napkin folded before her, preparing to place it in her lap.

			“You don’t need to do that.” Angela caught his hand. “Let me have it.”

			“I really don’t mind.”

			“No,” she said firmly, slipping the linen from his fingers.

			“As you wish.” He moved back to the highboy and returned a moment later with a plate of blueberry pancakes and a small pitcher of maple syrup. His second trip from the highboy brought scrambled eggs and bacon, and the third a bowl of fresh fruit and a basket of warm biscuits. “Would you like anything else?” he asked with a wide grin.

			“No, thank you. God, I’ll explode if I make it through even half of all this.”

			The man picked up Angela’s fork and handed it to her.

			She shook her head. “Please don’t—”

			“I’m not bitter, Ms. Day,” he said. “So don’t you feel guilty. It doesn’t do anybody any good.”

			Angela looked up. “What do you mean?”

			“If I were white, would you have allowed me to put the napkin in your lap?”

			She hesitated. “No.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yes.”

			He nodded slowly. “Well, don’t hesitate to ring me if you need anything,” he instructed, tapping a small bell on a far corner of the table as he headed back toward the kitchen.

			“Hey, sleepyhead.”

			Angela looked up to see John Tucker standing in the doorway of the great room, pulling off dusty leather work gloves. She rolled her eyes, embarrassed by the forkful of blueberry pancakes she’d just put in her mouth and the strip of bacon she was holding.

			“How in the world do you keep that slim figure of yours eating pancakes and bacon?” he wanted to know, sitting in the chair opposite hers and shaking his head as he surveyed the food. “Taking Mr. Lawrence up on his generosity, I see.”

			“This is a rare treat for me, I assure you.” She’d been right last night in the SUV. Tucker did have friendly eyes. And in the light of day she could see a hint of mischief in them as well. “I usually start the day with half a bowl of oatmeal and two egg whites but, given all of the luxury around me, I decided to make an exception.”

			“I’ll bet you don’t eat your first meal of the day at one in the afternoon very often either.” Tucker dropped his gloves and his grimy tan ten-gallon down on the white tablecloth. “I heard they were about to send someone up to your room to wake you.”

			“Someone?” Angela asked coyly.

			She’d thought about Tucker while getting dressed this morning, hoping this might happen. He would never grace the cover of GQ magazine, but he was attractive in a rugged way. He had wavy, dirty blond hair that fell to the bottom of the wool collar of the leather jacket he’d been wearing last night. His eyes were large and brown, and his face was broad and ruddy beneath a three-day growth of stubble—a hint of gray rippling through the whiskers on his chin. He was a big man, too. Six three, she guessed, with wide shoulders and thick-fingered hands. He appeared to be in his midthirties, but she wasn’t sure. Maybe he was older if he’d been Jake Lawrence’s employee for twenty years.

			Tucker had a natural swagger about him she liked, too. He’d ambled into the room with one hand in the back pocket of his jeans, pulled the chair out with the toe of his muddy boot, and sat down like he owned the place. It was a swagger that told her he was confident he could handle whatever came his way. A swagger she was drawn to, as she had been drawn to another man’s once before.

			“Yeah, someone,” he repeated with a slight smile.

			“Not you?”

			“Nope.”

			“Sure, cowboy,” she said quietly so the help wouldn’t hear, slowly raising one long, thin eyebrow at him. “I bet you wouldn’t mind finding out what I wear to bed.” It was a forward thing for her to say, but she already felt very comfortable with him, as if they’d known each other for a long time. She prided herself on being a quick and accurate judge of character, and he seemed honest and sincere. A man who wore his heart on his sleeve. “Come on. Tell me the truth.”

			He tried to hold back, but then chuckled and looked down. “No, I’m sure I wouldn’t. But I’m not allowed upstairs without an escort.”

			“I thought you ran this place.”

			“I run the ranch, but not the lodge. The lodge manager is very careful about all that. Particularly with female guests.”

			“Oh,” she said, thinking back on how the maid had appeared last night and accompanied her to the room with the male attendant.

			Tucker dug into the basket of biscuits, grabbed one, and polished off half of it in a single bite. “So, how’d you sleep?” he asked through the mouthful.

			“Like a baby. It’s been a while since I slept eleven hours in one night. Usually I get six or seven. But it was as if someone had glued my eyelids shut.”

			“Happens to people all the time when they visit from back east. It’s the elevation,” he explained, shoving the rest of the biscuit into his mouth. “And all that wine you drank on the plane.”

			“I didn’t drink that much. And, anyway, how would you know?”

			“I have my sources.”

			“Well, it was the flight attendant’s fault. He kept refilling my glass and thank God he did, because if he hadn’t, I might not have survived the landing. It felt like I was on the space shuttle and we were re-entering the earth’s atmosphere.” She watched Tucker rummage through the bacon. “Do you treat everything as tenderly as you do your food?”

			“Most of the time,” he answered, finding a large, particularly crisp piece. He smiled suggestively. “But I can get rough when I need to.”

			“I’ll bet.” Something caught her eye and Angela leaned across the table to get a better look. “How’d you get that?” she asked, touching a long scar on the back of his wrist.

			“I was wrassling a stray steer a few years ago,” Tucker explained, holding up his hand. “I’ve got this thing by the neck and all of a sudden he turns and gores me.”

			“Jesus,” Angela whispered.

			Tucker chuckled. “I was the lucky one.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Cow killed the horse.”

			Angela shook her head as she reached for the fruit, filling a small bowl with wedges of fresh melon. “So what are you doing here? Why aren’t you out roping steers?”

			“Well, I—”

			“Couldn’t wait to see me again?” she interrupted. “Even if you couldn’t come upstairs to wake me.”

			Tucker slowly wiped biscuit crumbs from his mustache with the back of his hand. “That’s a nice dress you’ve got on, Ms. Day,” he said, avoiding her question. “Very chic. I’m sure Mr. Lawrence would approve.”

			“Thank you,” she said, impressed that he’d noticed. He didn’t seem like the type who would. “I bought it especially for the trip.”

			“It’s nice, all right,” he continued, “but you’re gonna have to change.”

			“Why?”

			“Your meeting with Mr. Lawrence is at the ranch’s upper cabin, and there’s only one way up to it other than by helicopter, which we don’t have.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Horseback. And that dress would make the ride mighty uncomfortable, maybe even dangerous.”

			“I’m not getting on a horse,” she said flatly. “No way.”

			Tucker shrugged. “Suit yourself. But if you don’t, you won’t be meeting Mr. Lawrence.”

			An hour later, Tucker hauled himself up into a Western saddle strapped to the back of a huge black stallion, then leaned down and held out his hand. “Put your left foot in the stirrup and take my arm,” he ordered. “And swing your right leg over the horse’s ass on the way up.”

			“Lord,” Angela murmured, careful to avoid the butt end of a rifle protruding from a saddle holster. Then she was behind Tucker and they were moving ahead when he dug his heels into the animal’s flanks. Instinctively, she grabbed his wide shoulders. “This is no fun,” she called nervously, swaying from side to side.

			“What’s your problem?” he asked with a smile, guiding the animal away from the lodge and out over an open field of pristine snow.

			“I’ve never been on a horse before,” she admitted, resting her face on his broad back. Again she became aware of that soothing leather smell. “It seems higher when you’re up here than it does from the ground.”

			He laughed loudly. “You’ll be all right. Just make sure you throw yourself clear if we go down.”

			She moaned.

			“I’m only kidding. We’ll be fine.”

			“Hey!” she yelled.

			“What?”

			Angela pointed at two men near one corner of the lodge who had just pulled up in snowmobiles. “I thought you said there was only one way to get around without a helicopter.”

			“Snowmobiles wouldn’t do us any good.”

			“Why not?”

			“You’ll see.”

			Soon the open field stretching away from the lodge was behind them and the horse was climbing a trail that twisted through the thick pine forest covering the mountain. The trail grew steadily steeper and the trees sparser until they broke into the open. Then the trail quickly turned into a narrow, rocky path that seemed barely etched into the side of a vertical wall.

			The view from the private dining room had been nothing compared to this. To her left Angela could reach out and touch the rock face soaring above them—it made her dizzy when she looked up. To her right, the mountain fell five hundred feet straight down to the bottom of a canyon. Her heart rose into her throat once when the horse stumbled going over a large stone, but Tucker skillfully brought the stallion back under control. Now she understood why a snowmobile wasn’t an option. It wouldn’t have been able to negotiate this stretch of the trip.

			As they moved ahead she watched her breath rise in front of her. She was glad Tucker had ordered her back up to her room to change into the clothes a maid had scrounged up for her at the last minute—jeans, a wool sweater, a ski jacket, warm socks, and insulated boots. The sky had turned overcast again, and it was windy and much colder up here.

			“So what do you wear to bed?” Tucker called over his shoulder when the path widened and became less treacherous.

			She’d been lost in thought, enjoying the view despite the danger. It was as if they were on top of the world. “Depends,” she answered, playfully tilting his ten-gallon forward.

			“On what?” he asked, pushing the brim back up.

			“I’ll let you figure that out.”

			Tucker sighed, then laughed. “You’re killing me, Angela.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Where did you fly in from?” he asked.

			“Richmond, Virginia.”

			“Is that where you’re from?”

			“No. I grew up in North Carolina, near Asheville. That’s in the western part of the state.”

			“How’d you end up in Richmond?”

			The series of events that had led her to Virginia flashed through her mind. “A man,” she answered curtly.

			“I’m not one to muck around where I’m not wanted, but it doesn’t sound like this guy ended up being your knight in shining armor.”

			“No, he didn’t, and I like your rule about not mucking around where you aren’t wanted.” She hesitated. One reason she’d hoped to see Tucker again was to have the opportunity to ask him this question. “Why were you so skeptical last night about my meeting with Mr. Lawrence being legit?”

			“What are you talking about?” he asked innocently.

			“Come on, John. I heard that sarcastic comment you muttered under your breath when we were driving from the airport to the ranch. You thought I didn’t, but I did.”

			He didn’t answer for a moment. “Look, Mr. Lawrence is one of the world’s most eligible bachelors, and he likes the company of attractive young women. I’m not violating any deep dark secrets here. I’ve made this trip to the cabin before with a woman behind me.”

			Angela’s pulse quickened and her cheeks began to burn. Though he had provided few details, her boss in Richmond had promised that this meeting was on the up-and-up, and that it could prove to be a tremendous opportunity for the bank and for her personally. “I assure you that’s not what’s going on here,” she said stiffly. Ahead Angela saw that the mountain was flattening out into a high meadow ringed by rock ledges. At the far end of the meadow was a small cabin, and beside it a helicopter, blades still slowly rotating. “I’m not that kind of woman, and I resent your assuming that I am.”

			“Then I sincerely apologize.”

			Angela noticed several men milling around the front of the cabin. Most of them carried rifles slung over their shoulders, barrels pointing to the sky. “Apology tentatively accepted.”

			Tucker pulled back on the reins. They were still fifty yards from the cabin, but one of the men was trudging through the snow toward them. “Be careful, Angela,” Tucker warned, his tone turning serious. “Jake Lawrence is a powerful man. He’s used to getting his way.”

			“I can handle myself.”

			“You’re late, John,” the man called out in a heavy British accent.

			“It’s wonderful to see you, too, Billy boy,” Tucker replied. “This guy’s a real prick,” he muttered over his shoulder.

			“Ms. Day, I’m William Colby,” the man announced as he neared them, looking past Tucker. “Please get down from the horse. We’re behind schedule.”

			Colby had closely set eyes, and a wide, hooked nose that seemed out of place on his thin face. He was completely bald. Unlike the other men milling about the cabin, he wasn’t wearing a blue knit ski cap—or shouldering a gun.

			“He’s Secret Service via Scotland Yard,” Tucker whispered. “Very British, very stuffy, and very—”

			“Very efficient,” Colby finished, his aristocratic accent knifing through the cold air. “I’m very good at what I do, Ms. Day, which is why I run global security for Mr. Lawrence and
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