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When the man knocked on the door of the downtown hotel room, his partner opened it. The man led in his latest conquest.

Without a word, the partner looked the dazed young woman over and grabbed her by the round chin to open her lips and check her teeth. The blond hair was next—it was tugged, the roots checked. Then the rear and breasts were squeezed to ensure they were natural.

“Okay,” the partner said at last and stepped back. “She’ll be the sixth.”

The man who’d brought her in flipped back his own long hair and spoke with a Russian accent. “Good. Do you know how hard it is to find American girls who fit our requirements?”

The partner gave a crude laugh. “So taxing, I’m sure. You still don’t think this is necessary, do you.”

“If it works...” The Russian shrugged.

“It will. You watch. In three days we suddenly get the power you’ve been looking for. The girls are the key.”

“We will see.”

“And you?” the partner asked his blond captive, who had been blinking around with a dull expression since being led in. “Do you believe you will get everything you’ve ever wanted?”

The girl blinked hard, trying to focus on where the voice had come from. “Home?” she said wistfully.

Even the Russian laughed at that. “Not just yet, little kroshka,” he said.

“Let’s get her to the hills,” said the partner.

The Russian nodded and took the girl’s arm. But just before they left the room, the girl seemed to clear her head for a brief moment of lucid analysis. “Kylie?” she whimpered. “Kylie? Take me home.”
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There she was! The flash of dark blond hair. The small willowy body carving back and forth between the trees off the side of the ski hill beneath her. Samantha! It had to be. Maybe was?

Squinting down and backwards, Kylie Michaelson almost missed getting off the chairlift. Luckily one of the two snowboarders riding up with her elbowed her. She looked and jerked up her ski tips just in time. They hit the exit ramp and the boarders zipped down to the right to each strap in their free foot. Kylie slid, arms and ski poles waving madly, straight down the ramp and promptly fell over.

Blushing madly, she dragged herself quickly out of the exit path and managed to get to her feet. Okay, she thought, trying to steady her heart as she tugged up her gloves. Okay. Frosty morning air, overcast skies, crunchy snow. She remembered these from her childhood. She’d always hated them, but she remembered them. And skiing was like riding a bike. You never forgot.

Besides, she had no choice now. If that was truly Sam down there...

“Yo?” called one of the two snowboarders who’d come up the lift with her. He’d just finished strapping his free boot to his board and had rolled to his feet over to Kylie’s right.

His companion answered with a whoop and they slid, faster and faster down the narrow trail that curved to the right.

Oh, jeez.

She brushed back her chestnut hair—it hadn’t been cold enough to need a ski hat—and bent down to quickly double-check her bindings. Which is when one of skiers or snowboarders who’d come up the lift after her bumped her from behind and she started to slide forwards.

“Oh, no. No, no, no,” she said as she waggled upright, her arms windmilling for balance.

Just like riding a bike. Really.

She was picking up speed, fighting to remember what she’d once known, when she noticed that as the lead-in trail approached the main slope, a small orange rope marked the out-of-bounds area along the left. Kylie was headed straight for it.

She was going to die.

Ensuring this, boarders and skiers who’d come up the lift behind her all seemed to be heading down at once, whooshing by her in sprays of powder. One clipped her on the left elbow and Kylie’s left ski tip came up. Furiously she tried to compensate by pushing down with her right ski, but that just made the ski turn to the left underneath her. With a suppressed howl of frustration, she realized she was falling. Right into the path of a two more skiers.

Then suddenly she wasn’t.

A hand had caught her by her right arm and swung it forward while an arm shot around her waist to bring her to an abrupt halt. She was panting, wild-eyed, in the intimate embrace of a tall drink of a man wearing a light, green-and-white ski jacket. He wore a Sherpa-style hat that wrapped around his face. All Kylie seemed to see was a chiseled, deep-tanned face that needed a shave, and eyes that were deep and hidden, but probing hers with an intensity that made her feel suddenly naked.

“Whoah,” he said.

She wasn’t sure whether her legs were holding her or only his hard body. And the air around them—it seemed to crackle and go very thin. Or was it just that she’d stopped breathing? It was hard to look at anything but the man’s dark eyes.

Then he began to smile at her, a mocking smile, and she found her breath again. She pushed at him furiously. He kept his hands on her elbow but skidded just enough downslope from her so she could see he was on a snowboard.

A snowboard! Her parents had always told her that boards were for kids and snooty teens. They were totally uncontrollable, a hazard to the more responsible skiers, death to powder slopes, rebels and druggies all.

Of course, those were her parents’ thoughts from the early days of snowboards at Telluride where Kylie’s parents had taken Kylie and Sam learn to ski, but still.

She shook the elbow. “Let go of me!”

“You’re sure?” He was definitely mocking her.

“Please.” She made it colder than the mountain.

“All right.”

He released his hold, and the sudden weightlessness she felt unbalanced her again so she began sliding forward to the lip of the narrow trail. Beyond its orange rope, she saw now, was a gully of tumbled, snow-covered boulders before the pine trees.

Her rescuer hopped like a spread-legged bunny up the hill to grab her a second time, but by this time some of her childhood ski legs had come back to her and she’d dug her downhill ski in hard, coming to an ungainly-but-effective halt.

“Good,” said the man, his hand steady on her arm, tingling and annoying. “Now if you just bring the back of your left ski down a—”

“I’ve got it,” Kylie said. Her face was red with humiliation.

Even worse, she suddenly realized, this man, this...overgrown rescue hero, had so distracted her from her missions that she’d completely lost her chance to catch Samantha on this run. Who knew where Sam would be by the time Kylie reached the bottom? Maybe this was just a quick morning ski for her, and now she’d be walking to some nearby hotel. Or driving out of this little ski development altogether; maybe driving back to Vancouver.

“I said I’ve got it,” she said peevishly. “Thank you for your help. You can go.”

“I can go?” he said. Laughing at her. But he released her arm and slid down a foot from her, not skiing away. Watching her.

“I mean it,” she said, digging in her poles and pushing, sweating, back from the drop-off.

“Yes’m.” Imitating something from Gone with the Wind now. He wasn’t leaving.

Fine. Not only had he blown her chance to catch Samantha, now he needed proof that she could get down the hill without killing herself or taking out a dozen other people? With her teeth clenched and poles planted hard, Kylie, strained her way back to a downhill position. There she thrust her jaw forward, hunched her shoulders, and placed her skis into an ungainly-but- determined snowplow. Slowly, ever so slowly, she began a controlled descent around the curve of the trail.

Boarders and skiers, including two who looked to be about six years old, steered as far around her as they could, but she still felt a grim sense of pride. There was nothing, ever, that she hadn’t been able to do when she set her mind to it.

“See?” she called back to her snowboarding rescue man.

With a swoosh, he was down beside her, sideslipping on his snowboard to exactly match her descent. His lips still had their mocking curve. His eyes watched her with fascination. But there were squint wrinkles around the eyes that put him at least into his thirties or even early forties. And snowboarding! A mid-life thing then. Probably married with kids. Seeking a little thrill in his life. Kylie had met enough of those in her job as a buyer down in Portland. Men eager for a quick fling to make them feel young and important. Kylie had actually fallen for one of them a few years ago. She’d let Richard string her along for almost three years, believed all his lies about getting a divorce, let him twist her heart into knots, before she’d finally found the internal resources to pull back.

Only to find that her baby sister had been getting into even worse trouble while Kylie had been messed up.

What was it about the Michaelson sisters that attracted such jerks? And why, so soon after she’d gained a more mature perspective on romance, was she once again feeling a tug of attraction here? Looks and snowboarding skill did not a good catch make. Especially when they distracted her from her mission.

She looked away from him, thrust out her jaw, and concentrated on getting down the hill.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

“What?” Kylie started at the nearness of his voice as he’d slid right up beside her, but kept her eyes determinedly ahead.

He laughed. “Macaulay Rush,” he said and began sliding away from her.

“What?” she repeated, turning to watch, mortified by her sudden lack of verbal skills.

“My name!” he called back to her. “Take it slow and have a good time!”

Then he was onto the main slope and bulleting down the hill.

 

~~~~

 

Mac shook his head and wished he could smack it hard against something as he boarded away from Miss Fancy Pants. What in hell was he thinking? It was like his old rescue complex had jumped up from its grave the second he’d seen her struggling to get her rental skis on.

Something about the childlike jump of her nose married to a distinctly womanly body. Where had she gotten a ski suit these days that clung to her curves like that? Deep red, no less. And the determination in her eyes battling the fear... When he’d followed, then saved her from skiing into the gully, he’d been doubly hooked by the perfume she’d been wearing—light and breezy, expensive, as if she’d chosen it for the occasion. As if she’d carefully put together everything about herself.

She was trying so hard. For what? For whom? She looked like she’d been skiing alone, which was why he’d tried approaching her. But then she’d rebuffed him, something he wasn’t used to.

Married, then? Attached? Lesbian? Work obsessed?

Mac shook his head hard a second time. Regardless, if there was one thing he was not going to do, it was get all wrapped up in a difficult woman. He’d been there, done that, had chosen a different course for his life that was working out just fine, thank you very much.

Oh, yeah? nagged a little voice inside him. You’re going to be blind to this too? His head twitched backwards as he rode, pretending to follow the flight of the resort’s sightseeing helicopter swooping back to its pad on the other mountain. Yes, Miss Fancy Pants was still there, stopped halfway up the hill from him.

I’m surviving.

Case closed. He had a snowboarding class to teach.

 

~~~~

 

Kylie saw her rescuer look back at her, then turn his lean body downhill and lean forward to pick up speed, jump moguls, and carve quickly around the trail’s switchback down through the trees.

She chewed her upper lip and inwardly checked off all the errors she’d already made on this foray today. The most glaring one after overestimating her skiing ability was not asking her rescuer for information. He was obviously a regular at the hill, probably knew all the hills and maybe even a few of the people who came out here all the time. He should have been the first person she asked about Samantha.

But she’d been too proud and too wary of his interest in her. She’d behaved like a defensive schoolgirl or beauty queen. That might be acceptable behavior for a Nieman Marcus buyer, but it wasn’t going to help her find her sister. She had to go back to the mode she’d been consciously developing since her search began. Think open-minded, charming, questioning.

Yet at the same time, tough. The man who her parents said had seduced Samantha away from university sounded dangerous. It had taken Kylie almost three days of asking around the University of Wisconsin where Sam had met the man to get his name, Mark Roskov. He apparently was sleek and gorgeous, with a hawk-like nose and jet black hair worn down to his shoulders.

Another day of asking turned up someone who thought Roskov had only been visiting Wisconsin; he’d originally come from BC, Canada. Kylie got on the internet to hire a private eye in Vancouver who discovered Mark Roskov did not exist. But someone matching his description had taken a business trip to Madison on the very days Roskov had been there. His name was Tibor Balakirev, the playboy scion of a wealthy Russian-Canadian family in the Vancouver Ports shipping industry.

“Traveling in secret?” Kylie had said. “Who does that sort of thing?”

She’d almost been able to hear the man’s shrug over the phone line. “Russian mafia.”

“Really,” she’d insisted.

“Serious,” he’d said. “So if you want me to probe any more, it’s gonna cost.”

Instead, over her parents’ protests, Kylie had taken an indefinite sabbatical from work, bought a plane ticket, and flown to Vancouver in person. She’d gone to the elder Balakirev’s offices to ask after the son but she’d gotten nowhere. A quick check through the white pages, though, had turned up Tibor’s condo address. And though Tibor hadn’t been there, one of his neighbors told her that through most of February Tibor could often be found at his “second home” in the mountains just north of Vancouver. It was an exclusive new ski village he was helping to develop, more extensive and self-contained than the local hills but closer than Whistler. Balakirev’s consortium had named it Milaya Ridge.

Which was why Kylie was here now.

“Shit!” some kid yelled as he skidded a sharp turn on his snowboard just above her and missed her by inches.

Kylie took it as a cue to get moving.

She snowplowed carefully down this hill, designed to be the introductory run, and decided she had to relearn to ski before she went looking further for her sister. If the man she’d met near Tibor’s Vancouver condo was right, Tibor came out here for days at a time. Loved to ski. All Kylie had to do was learn to maneuver these slopes, ask enough questions, and she’d at least find this possible mobster. Hopefully her sister would still be with him.

Kylie therefore headed for the same chairlift she’d first come up and flashed a dazzling smile at the young liftie who operated it. He was a few years older than the average liftie here, maybe all of twenty-two. Still too young for her, but hunky in a soap opera kind of way. Windswept blond hair he’d obviously spent some time on, but a refreshingly open country-boy manner, with the strong thighs of a regular skier or boarder.

“Made it down okay?” he asked as she slid into one of the four loading tracks, alone this time since the line had become less crowded.

She laughed and read his name tag. “Barely, Bo!”

“Well you keep right on trying,” he said with what she guessed was meant to be his killer smile. His eyes ran obviously down and up her body.

Good. Kylie smiled to herself as the chair swung under her and she was away. She wasn’t above flirting a bit to get an ally. She’d ask him about Samantha soon. But first she had to relearn to ski!

And so she did.

For the next three hours she pushed herself relentlessly. She studied other skiers. She found ways to ride the chairlift up with the good ones and pumped them with questions on technique. She even accepted the offer of one older gentleman who skied down with her twice from the top and gave her pointers all the way.

Crouch, plant pole, spring up and swish around...

She passed Macaulay Rush a few times, surprised to see he was a snowboard instructor teaching a group of teens half his age, both boys and girls. Even from a distance, Kylie was struck again by the man’s incredible sense of self-assurance, but even more by his apparent patience. When he came close to each kid to point out how they could improve, joking where needed, or serious and supporting, she saw no trace of mockery. Just caring.

Hm.

The third time, she caught his eye as she skied past to show him there were no hard feelings. He looked away like she didn’t exist.

Of course. Of course. She deserved that. She’d been rude. Downright nasty. But he hadn’t exactly been patient and caring with her now, had he?

Distracted by how mean he was being to her now, she missed a mogul, had it buck her suddenly, and went sprawling and spinning in a snowy mess down twenty feet of hill.

Thank you, Mr. Rush, she thought when she’d stopped. She wiped snow from her eyes and mouth. Thank you very much.

By noon, she’d progressed enough to try a few blue runs and came down them feeling pretty good. Yes, her thighs and bum ached from the unexpected demands and her feet were cramping from the ill-fitting rental boots, but the satisfaction of being able to actually look good from her imaginary bird’s eye view, pushed all the aches away. She hoped Macaulay had noticed.

No. Wipe that thought.

How about—even her mother and father would be impressed? Sure. She decided against one more run up the beginner’s chairlift and poled her way to the sprawling lodge for some lunch. Of course, if her parents had been impressed, it would have meant they’d seen her, which meant they’d have been up here looking for Samantha themselves. And that would have been too time consuming for them, wouldn’t it. Too inconvenient.

The thought made her mood take a sudden dive and everything became harder. She reached the front of the lodge and skied awkwardly to the ski racks. A line of perspiration trickled down her temple as she looked down to stab her ski poles at her bindings to make them release.

Face it, she thought. So far all she’d really accomplished today was prove once again that she could do anything Samantha could by dint of sheer hard work. But she hadn’t found Sam herself. There’d been no sign of her on the hills after all. The people on the chairlifts, mostly visitors, many German and Asian tourists, didn’t recognize Samantha’s picture. Bo-the-liftie swore he’d never seen Sam here but sure would have remembered if he had. “Almost as pretty as you,” he’d gushed.

And now her bindings were not releasing.

“Argh!” she grunted and rammed her ski pole tips together into the snow. One stuck. The other fell over.

Forcing herself to ignore it, she bent over double to try releasing the right binding with her hands. It only unbalanced her so she began sliding. She hopped, skipped sideways, grabbed at the ski rack, missed...

Strong hands caught her under the arms from behind and pulled her upright. She didn’t have to turn to know it was Macaulay’s face she’d see smirking at her. It was like her whole body had somehow become sensitized to his touch and thrilled with eagerness to get more, even as her pride bristled. What? He only came to her when she was weak? She stared straight ahead, her face burning.

“Let me give you a hand,” came his voice, warm and gravelly. His boot—he obviously had his snowboard off now—stomped down on the back of her right binding, springing her ski boot free. He still held her as he did the other one and she stepped completely free of the skis.

“You can let me go now,” she said.

“You’re sure?” With incredible audacity, he’d stepped closer to her and slid his hands forward under her arms so his own arms wrapped around her from behind. She didn’t let men do that sort of thing. Other than her one mistake with Richard, it was always Kylie who was in control and calling the shots.

But through her jacket now Macaulay’s arms pressed the undersides of her breasts and sent little shocks through her. Then his grizzled cheek trapped a wave of her hair against the left side of her face. She could feel his breath, hot and smelling like sweet coffee, and the rustle of his ski jacket, open and rubbing the sides of her own.

Kylie felt her knees shake and heart race so hard that her scalp tingled. She forced coolness into her voice. “I’ve been able to stand on my own two feet since I was a year old.”

“I bet.”

His hands suddenly released her and her body felt an urge to turn and grab them back again, an impulse that was so out of character it almost made her cry out.

He saved her by stepping fully away and to one side so she could see his face. That half smile, mocking her. It slapped Kylie’s weakness away and she arched a brow at him.

“Are you trolling for business?” she asked.

“What?”

“You’re a ski instructor, right? Or do you only do snowboarding? Do you get a commission if you bring a new student into the school for lessons?” She jabbed her ski pole toward the rental shop building just left of the lodge. A sign across the peak of it also announced it as the meeting place for ski or snowboarding lessons.

Macaulay’s tan face flushed red. “This isn’t my usual mountain. I’m only up here filling in as a favor to someone. So no, I don’t get a ‘commission’ for bringing in new students.”

Kylie was flustered by his anger but fought not to show it. “You’re here as a favor? For whom? Tibor Balakirev?”

His face froze and his eyes tightened. “What do you know about Tibor?”

“Um...he’s...a friend,” she said.

“A friend.”

“That’s right.” She licked her lips. Her mouth had gone very dry under his narrowed gaze. “Do you...uh...know where I can find him?”

A part of her hoped he’d burst out protectively that Tibor was a dangerous man and she had to stay away from him, but he didn’t. Rush just stared at her a beat longer then tossed his head towards the second story of the ski lodge. The lodge looked like a high-end log cabin that had been stretched lengthwise double tiered at the northern end, far down from the main entrance where skiers and snowboarders stomped in and out. The steeply-sloped roofs were covered with snow that was melting back from the eves. Where Macaulay Rush was indicating was the second story at the northern end.

“I understand Tibor’s got a private club up there,” Rush said, “for all his girls.”

The slight accent he put on the last word, the way his eyes flicked dismissively over Kylie’s body as he said it, made Kylie blush. She recalled the descriptions of Tibor as a Russian lothario and her blush grew hot with indignation. She wanted to whip out her picture of her sister, show it to this man, and tell him that was who she was really looking for.

But two things suddenly struck her. First, this man obviously thought she’d be safe talking to Tibor so Tibor likely wasn’t the Russian mobster her PI had believed. Second, if Rush thought, however rudely, that she was somehow the type who could be one of Tibor’s “girls”, then maybe others would too. It might ease her way to seeing Tibor himself. And that mission was more important than her pride right now.

So Kylie smiled tightly, nodded, and simply said, “Thank you.”

Her answer made Rush’s face go dark and he stepped definitively back from her.

He made no move to leave or walk with her into the lodge, so Kylie said, “What’s good to eat in there?”

“Ask Tibor.”

“Maybe I will,” she snapped and clumped in that direction without looking back.

 

~~~~

 

As she entered the lodge, a man reluctantly cracked open his cell phone, touched a speed-dial number, and said, “The woman you asked me to watch? She’s on her way into the lodge.”

“For lunch?” snapped the voice of Tibor’s shadowy partner.

The man sighed. “I think she’s going to try for the upstairs rooms.”

The cursing that came through the phone was so guttural that the man held the cell phone away from his ear. When it finished, he quickly held the phone close again and heard his boss say, “Follow her. If she tries to go upstairs, stop her.”

“How do—”

“Whatever it takes. She’s a small woman. Surely you can handle that much.”
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Kylie pulled open one of the ski lodge’s two front doors to a whoosh of hot air and noise from inside.

The dining area was ahead of her, a cavernous space milling with people chattering foot trays from the serving counter angled out through the middle of it, and shuffling and banging up and down from crowded, bench-seating tables. Lockers and washrooms were just to the right. An equipment boutique hummed with people up a few stairs past them, down a carpeted hallway that led to what looked like a theater or condominium sales office. (And some stairs to the second floor?)  Everywhere looked jammed. Maybe it was the Russian influence, but the place seemed full of far more boisterous enjoyment than the ski lodges she remembered.

She snorted at herself. The ski lodges she remembered. Those were from almost twenty years ago. They were also the memories of a little girl who didn’t want to be skiing at all, a girl already setting her mind and heart on a different path than the one her parents had laid out for her.

And now here she was, not only in a ski lodge, but planning to invade its deep sexual secrets and find its sanctum sanctorum...in ski boots?

Kylie looked down, suddenly remembering the distress of her feet and clumped to over to a wall this time before bending down to unsnap her buckles and relieve the pressure. One advantage of snowboarding, she thought with a groan of pain as the boots loosened and she wiggled her toes inside them, was the boots looked a whole lot more comfortable.

A quick scan of the room showed a pretty even split between skiers and snowboarders, mostly identifiable by the boots they all still wore. Good. At least she wasn’t out of place that way.

And she did need food, she realized suddenly. Her stomach was rumbling, her head felt faint. With a passion she normally reserved only for work (well, okay, for most things), she clumped to the serving counter, grabbed a tray, and joined the line of people ordering everything from chili dogs to grilled scallop and spinach fettuccini. Kylie grabbed a pre-made turkey sandwich and skim milk and skipped around most of them to pay at the register.

It was only when she’d found a table with space and was sitting beside down some teen boys scarfing down mixed green salads of all things, that the hair on her neck finally began to prickle.

She was being watched.

 

~~~~

 

The man who’d been given orders sat by the window two tables over. He watched his mark’s head twitch up and look furtively around the room like she suspected something.

He knelt down to re-lace his boots.

When he straightened again, she’d given in to hunger and was devouring her sandwich. Also peppering her teenaged table companions with questions.

They pointed to the hallway by the door and made finger motions indicating the path to the stairs up, along with some kind of joke that got them both laughing so hard one of them knocked over his can of Coke.

Two minutes later Kylie Michaelson was done and standing. That was it? Her whole lunch break? What did this woman run on anyway? He’d watched her struggling from beginner to intermediate skier all morning, while she’d simultaneously pumped everyone she could for information about her sister and Tibor Balakirev. She was like the Energizer bunny. She just didn’t stop.

Except that now, as she dumped the garbage from her tray in the trash and left the tray on top, as she turned towards the steps just inside the door with a determined set of her chin, she had to be stopped.

He rose from his chair.

 

~~~~

 

Kylie popped a breath mint and sucked it furiously as she clumped to the three stairs that led to the north wing of the lodge.

The tingling feeling of being watched hadn’t vanished with her hunger. She felt like any second someone was going to grab her or shoot her or scream at her from across the room, pointing her out for everyone as a trespasser here. She wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t even a real skier. She was a fake! Stop her!

To her left, the clerks in the ski boutique looked up at her as she passed. Staring at her? Sneering at her?

She looked out the window to her right. Were the people out there stopping to watch as she walked towards the north end of the lodge?

Were there people following her?

Halfway down the hall, an alcove opened up to her left. In it sat, a highly coiffed woman in dark dress
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