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  CHAPTER ONE


  “Powder, powder, powder,” Buddy Jackson crowed, lifting his arms gleefully to the sky as he shuffled his feet in a little victory dance.


  Buddy had reason to be excited. When you own a ski lodge and it hasn’t snowed for a month, the delicate flakes falling softly from the sky look like little wisps of gold.


  He stood on the deck of the lodge, reveling in the fresh cold air on his face as the storm moved up the canyon. As usual, he wore no hat. A lot of people assumed it was because he wanted to seem tough, a true man of the high country, unfazed by the elements. There was some truth to that, but it was also vanity of a more conventional sort.


  Buddy had movie star looks, and he knew it, and he worked at it. His skin was smooth and glowed with health. Perfectly manicured nails glistened softly, covered with clear nail polish to protect them from the elements. A broad craggy face like the Hollywood ideal of an Austrian ski instructor, a close-cropped beard, and thick blond hair whose effect was not diminished in the least by beginning to gray, completed the picture. In fact, he looked better at fifty than he had at thirty.


  He faced down canyon, and the falling snowflakes, driven by the wind, clung lightly to his beard. He knew that would add to his image of a steely-eyed mountain man. Very few people knew he had grown up in suburban New Jersey. But he was a different man today, and reveled in the mountain snow.


  Upstairs in the back office, Rafe Carmichael barely noticed the snow falling outside his window. He was focused on the paperwork on his desk, and regarded the pile with an expression of distaste and a weary eye.


  Snow conditions lately had been lousy, but he’d spent way too much time out on the slopes anyway, skiing almost every day. He’d been neglecting the paperwork for far too long and it had finally caught up with him—a mountain of job applications, a long, dry pamphlet about upcoming changes in Utah liquor laws, three separate estimates for a new software program for the reservations system, and a bunch of even more boring stuff that he had pushed to the bottom of the pile because it gave him a headache just to look at it.


  When he first came to the Cottonwood Lodge he’d had visions of a cushy life as a ski bum. No worries, no responsibilities, lots of fresh powder skiing, and of course plenty of young single women, all fit and sparkling with health.


  And for a few years, it had been exactly that. But somehow he’d ended up with a real job, real responsibilities, and was sitting at a computer desk dealing with the same stuff as anyone wearing a coat and tie in a downtown office.


  “Why do I put up with this?” he muttered.


  Sasha lifted her head from the dog bed to see if Rafe were talking to her and then relaxed again with a little sigh. It looked like they weren’t going anywhere for a while.


  In reality, assistant manager at a ski lodge was a great job and he knew it. Especially the Cottonwood Lodge, nestled at the bottom of Alta’s famous slopes. Where else at work could you look out your office window and see snow-covered mountains majestically rising up just outside?


  But lately the job was feeling stale. The problems were never ending, always different, but somehow always the same. Maybe it was time to think about moving on. He gave a theatrical sigh, which made Sasha’s ears prick up again, and settled in behind the computer screen. But before he even started to dig in, the office door flew open and Rhonda stormed into the office.


  “Look at this!” she said, throwing a roll of toilet paper on his desk.


  “Won’t you come in?” Rafe said mildly. Rhonda paused.


  “I am in,” she said, momentarily baffled.


  As the head housekeeper at the lodge, Rhonda ran a tight ship. She herself was usually covered with grime and dust, long gray hair pinned up into an untidy bun, but the rooms were always spotless. She was a good employee, but a strong steak of paranoia also ran though her and as a result she was somewhat humor-challenged. Subtlety of any type was lost on her—as were many things.


  “Just look at this,” she repeated. “What do you see?”


  “Uhh … toilet paper?”


  She picked the roll up off the desk and tore off the covering.


  “Feel it.”


  He did. It felt like toilet paper.


  “Well…”


  Rhonda looked at him in exasperation.


  “It’s rough, and it’s thin. We’ve been paying good money for quality toilet paper, soft and strong. Then, today, I open up a 48 roll carton and they’ve switched it on us—this is the kind of shoddy stuff you find in gas stations.”


  He felt it again. Rhonda might be a little over-enthusiastic sometimes about things like toilet paper, but she was right.


  “Send it back,” he said. “I’ll call Pearson Paper and straighten it out.”


  “Make sure you do,” she snorted, turned on her heel, and swept out, bumping into Sam as he was coming in. Sam had a grim expression on his face. It looked like it was going to be one of those days.


  He liked Sam and tried to keep him happy. The lodge operated on the American plan, all meals included in the package price. So the food needed to be top rate and kitchen talent was at a premium. Keeping the kitchen staff satisfied was a priority, and Sam as sous-chef was at the top of that list. Especially since Franklin, the head chef, had gone in for back surgery and Sam was now running the entire kitchen.


  Sam looked over his shoulder as Rhonda practically slammed the door behind her as she left.


  “What’s with Rhonda?” he asked. “Vacuum cleaners conspiring against her again?”


  “What’s up, Sam?” Rafe said, suppressing a smile.


  Sam plopped himself down in the opposite chair and sighed dramatically. He was a great guy and a talented chef but could also be a bit of a drama queen.


  “It’s the Beeb,” he said.


  “What about him?” Rafe asked, though he was pretty sure he knew the answer.


  “He’s back on drugs again—smack.”


  Great, Rafe thought. And now he doesn’t even have proper toilet paper to clean up with the next time he throws up in the john.


  “Has he been missing work again?”


  “Just a couple of shifts, and we covered for him, but it’s just a matter of time before he has another total meltdown. We can’t have a junkie working in the kitchen anyway. You remember last year when he got beat up so bad he couldn’t work for two days? Said he’d been jumped and robbed downtown?”


  “I remember.”


  “Yeah, well he’d been robbed, I’m sure. That’s what happens when you carry a wad of money and go to some crack house.”


  “You sure it’s heroin again? Maybe he’s been sick.”


  Sam looked at him with an expression that said, You have got to be kidding.


  “Oh, he’s been sick all right.”


  “Okay,” Rafe sighed. “I’ll take care of it. Is he around?”


  “He went out skiing early this morning. Or went somewhere. He was supposed to be at work a half hour ago.”


  “Well, I’ll talk to him later then. Maybe I can get through to him this time.”


  Another part of his job that was no fun at all.


  “If he shows up at all,” Sam said. “The Beeb’s a good guy; I don’t want him to get fired, but we can’t go on like this. You’ve got to do something about it.” Sam paused. “But for God’s sake don’t say anything to Marley. She’ll fire him in a heartbeat, and we’re short-handed right now as it is. The Beeb’s a good worker and a good cook when he’s himself.”


  “Understood.”


  Actually, Marley wouldn’t fire him. She might want to, but the Beeb was a favorite of Buddy’s for some reason, and Buddy owned the place. “He’s a good kid,” Buddy would say. “He’s just got a few problems. The lodge is a good place for him.”


  The office door opened again and Marley stuck her head in.


  “Speak of the devil,” Sam muttered, too low for her to hear.


  “You busy, Rafe?” Marley asked. Sam jumped to his feet and headed toward the door.


  “Just leaving,” he said. “He’s all yours.”


  Marley waited until the door closed behind him.


  “Problems?” she asked.


  “Not really, just some personnel stuff. Nothing important.”


  “Well, be sure to keep me in the loop.”


  Rafe nodded, blithely. Another typical day. Toilet paper and junkies. Marley wanting to be kept in the loop. But keeping the lodge operating efficiently was Rafe’s most important role, and keeping Marley mostly out of the loop was the best way to accomplish that.


  “I’m going to work a couple more hours and then take a short break,” he said, throwing her a bone to make her feel she was in the loop after all. “Sasha needs a run.”


  “Can’t you find someone else to take her?” she asked.


  Marley wasn’t all that fond of Sasha. She didn’t actively dislike her; just thought of the dog as an irrelevant and unneeded distraction at work. It hadn’t helped when she pointed out a concern noted in the annual health inspector’s report: A dog freely roams the halls.


  “I guess I could ask Roger to take her out,” Rafe said, although he had no intention of foregoing his own outside time.


  “Roger? I wouldn’t trust that boy to take out the garbage.”


  Rafe refrained from pointing out that one of Roger’s assigned tasks as a handy was exactly that—to take out the garbage.


  “Well, we’ll see,” he said. Marley shrugged, having lost interest.


  “Just make sure you get through those software proposals,” she said. “We need to get on that right away.”


  We, indeed, thought Rafe, but he simply nodded. Marley stood there for a moment trying to think of something else to say, then turned and walked out of the office.


  Rafe buckled down and worked on the pile of paper for a couple of hours until he at least had made a dent in it. Time for a break. He glanced out the window and finally noticed it was snowing. There had been a long spell of clear sunny days, and no snow had been forecast. But here it was, nonetheless. He stretched, lifted himself out of the chair, and stretched again. Paperwork could be a killer. As soon as he got up, Sasha did the same.


  “Come on, Sash,” he said. “Let’s see what’s happening downstairs.”


  They headed downstairs into the lobby, which was bright and cheerful with a fire crackling in the big stone fireplace. A few pair of damp ski gloves were laid out on the mantel to dry, giving off the familiar musty odor of drying wool and the not so pleasing odor of drying synthetics.


  Rafe noticed several lodge employees standing in front of the fireplace, enjoying the warmth of the blaze, but they quietly melted away at the sight of approaching guests. Rafe nodded approvingly. There weren’t a lot of official policies at the lodge—there was no employee handbook, though Marley was hard at work on one since her promotion to manager. But there were unwritten rules that everyone paid attention to, and first among these was that guests come first. Any employee that made a habit of blocking guests from enjoying the fire would soon find themselves looking for another job.


  Outside, Buddy Jackson was back on the front deck. He had turned his face away from the lobby window but he knew the guests inside were watching him all the same. Marley came up behind him and touched him lightly on the shoulder, brushing snow off his parka. Buddy jumped a little, startled. He linked his arm in hers, smiling as they stood together under the falling snow.


  Rafe walked over to the far end of the lobby to where Liz Halston stood behind the counter. She was watching Buddy and Marley, arms linked on the deck like teenagers in love, and regarded the scene sourly. Liz liked her job as desk manager and she loved to ski, so she was usually in a good mood. But she was pulling a double to cover for a sick deskie, and after ten hours behind the desk her smile had become a bit strained. She grabbed Rafe by the sleeve and pointed out the lobby window.


  “Look at the lovebirds. Isn’t that sweet?” she said, in a tone that made it clear she did not think it was sweet, not in the slightest.


  “Come on, Liz, give them a break. They’re not so bad.”


  “Oh, Buddy’s not, not at all. But Marley?”


  Rafe made it a rule to publicly support fellow management, no matter what, but it wasn’t always easy.


  “Well, Marley…”


  “Marley what?”


  “She does try, you know.”


  “Sure. Must be hard standing out on the front porch cuddling during a busy Saturday afternoon. But yes, she does try. She certainly gave it her all in her quest to become manager, I’ll give you that. I don’t know what Buddy sees in her.”


  Liz might not see it, but Rafe certainly did. Marley was tall and graceful, with flowing black hair and the kind of looks that you saw in women modeling outdoor gear in Ski Magazine. Not to mention she was twenty years younger than Buddy.


  “Hard to say,” Rafe answered with a smile.


  “Men,” Liz said in exasperation.


  “Hey, maybe they’ll get married some day.”


  “When pigs fly. Buddy’s temporarily besotted, not stupid. But for right now, it is what it is.” She gestured out at the deck. “You’re the one who should have that job, you know.”


  “What, general manager? Why would I want it? I mean, would you?”


  “Me?” She laughed. “No way. But you run everything anyway, so you might as well be getting paid for it.”


  Liz did have a point. But Rafe wasn’t crying sour grapes. He really didn’t want that job, not one bit. He already had more responsibility than he cared for. Someday maybe, if he stuck it out. Or maybe even a business of his own, something small and intimate. But for now, the extra salary he would get for the general manager’s job wouldn’t remotely be worth having even less time for himself and more responsibility for the lodge.


  Not that it was ever going to be offered. Marley, though attractive, was not a very likeable person when you came right down to it. Nor was she particularly suited for a job that involved interacting daily with a large staff of employees who needed to be kept happy to be efficient.


  But there was s a lot more to the manager’s job than just dealing with staff—Ski Utah meetings, putting out next year’s brochure, figuring out the best pricing strategy etc. And Marley was by no means incompetent. In truth she probably got more grief from the employees than she deserved. But that’s what happens when you’re sleeping with the boss and get promoted. Even if you deserve the promotion on your own merits, tongues will wag.


  He mumbled some words of commiseration to Liz and escaped down to the ski locker room. He needed to get outside, maybe take a short jaunt on his new tele skis before the snow got any heavier. When snow gets deep, moving through it on tele skis can be a real workout.


  “Come on, Sash,” he said. “Let’s stretch our legs.”


  Sasha was always ready for a run. She was a tricolor Aussie, black and tan with a white blaze on her chest. Not a purebred Aussie, though; she was smaller, almost like a mini, and had a long plumed tail that showed she’d never come from a breeder—if she had, the tail would have been docked a few days after birth. Rafe couldn’t imagine Sasha without her long tail sweeping slowly side to side in greeting.


  Sasha couldn’t have been more than six or seven months old when Rafe first came across her during a backpacking trip through the Uinta mountains. It was a late afternoon in fall, and in the high country it was already turning cold with the promise of early snow in the air.


  Rafe had laid a fire and had just finished lighting it when he heard a soft whine behind him. He turned in surprise and saw a young dog, just a puppy, really, sitting quietly and gazing at him intently. Rafe couldn’t imagine where it had come from. This far into the back country there was nothing and no one within thirty miles. Maybe the dog belonged to another backpacker, but if so, that backpacker was nowhere in sight.


  “Hey dog,” he said. “Where did you come from?”


  He rummaged around in his pack for some dried beef jerky and threw a piece over in the dog’s direction. The dog shied away at the motion, but came back and practically inhaled it. It looked up for more but didn’t move any closer.


  This time Rafe ignored it. Instead, he pulled out a packet of freeze-dried beef stew, put it into his small camping pan, added water, and set it down on its little stand over the campfire. It wasn’t long before the stew started bubbling and a delicious aroma wafted up from the pan. The dog whined again, but Rafe pretended not to notice. He took the pan off the fire, let it cool a bit, and started spooning it into his mouth, all the while ignoring the dog.


  The dog whined again, and started to inch closer. Rafe put the pan on the ground and turned his back. A minute later he heard slurping sounds and clinking as the pan moved over the rocky ground, but still didn’t turn around.


  A minute later he felt a wet nose pushing into the palm of his hand. Without looking back, Rafe curled his palm over and gave the dog’s ears a gentle rub. Five minutes later Sasha was stretched out by the fire, soaking up the blissful warmth. They’d been together ever since.


  Outside, the snow was steadily increasing, but Rafe glided easily along the flat. Sasha kept stopping to sniff at every other tree or bush. She hadn’t been out in this direction for a while, and there was plenty to catch up on. A few deer had been this way, as had a moose. And not just any moose—Sasha recognized the scent of the big bull that usually hung out in the lower reaches of the canyon when winter arrived. She growled softly.


  The very first time Sasha had encountered a moose was soon after Rafe had found her. She and Rafe had been out on a walk when they came across the big bull. Sasha, still just a pup, had naturally barked her head off. The bull started to move away, but Sasha followed him, keeping up her barking despite Rafe’s best efforts to shush her.


  The moose finally decided he’d had enough of that, made a loud chuffing sound, wheeled, and charged. Sasha turned tail and ran for her life. She was too small and quick for the moose to catch her, but unfortunately Rafe was not. And when Sasha ran back to him for protection, Rafe was now directly in the path of the enraged animal. Rafe often told that story in the following years.


  “You know the expression ‘frozen by fear?’” he’d say. “Well there is no such thing. My feet were moving on their own before my mind had time to do anything but gawk.”


  He’d ducked to the side and run up the hill to an aspen grove where the trees grew so closely together he could barely slip through. The moose, with his impressive spreading rack, couldn’t get through the close set tree trunks. After stomping around for a bit, he finally lost interest in Rafe and wandered off. Sasha had spent the following week on leash, and the next time she saw a moose, quietly gave it a wide berth.


  Overlaying the scent of the moose was a familiar and much fresher one. Cody the avalanche dog had passed by only a few minutes earlier. Sasha trotted quickly on, meaning to catch up with Rafe, but got distracted by another familiar scent. Her ruff bristled.


  Coyotes.


  They were always hanging around, looking for scraps and garbage. Sasha wasn’t particularly afraid of them; coyotes were cowards, although they thought of themselves as careful, not cowardly. No single coyote would challenge her; at nearly 40 pounds she wasn’t much smaller then they were. But if the whole pack were to catch her alone, the story might have a very different ending. The coyotes didn’t like Sasha any more than she liked them.


  “Come on,” Rafe called over his shoulder, getting tired of waiting for her.


  The air was thick with the falling snow, covering Sasha’s thick winter coat like frosting on a dog shaped cake. And the moist air carried odors particularly well. There were still lots of fascinating scents for her to check out, all of which would take some time to thoroughly examine.


  But Rafe seemed intent on constantly moving, unwilling to wait around. Sasha never understood why people always seemed to be in such a hurry—they were happy enough to go outside for a lovely walk, but as soon as they got outside they moved fast through the trees, apparently eager to get back indoors as soon as possible. Go figure. There was a reason it was called a walk, not a sprint.


  Sasha was a good natured dog, though, so she pulled herself away and trotted faster. By the time she caught up, Rafe had stopped and was talking to Willie, one of the ski patrolman. Cody was waiting patiently beside them but ran up enthusiastically to greet Sasha the minute he saw her.


  Sasha was smart, and not just dog smart. She understood a lot more words that “come” and “sit” although she refused to do tricks. But no one, not even Rafe, had any idea of just how smart she was. She might not understand much of what people were saying, but other dogs were a different matter.


  All dogs have ways that they communicate with each other. Body language, a variety of growls, ear position—they all serve a purpose. But in addition, some are even smart enough to actually talk with each other, in a fashion. And Sasha was almost unique in that way, practically a dog genius. Rafe, of course, not being a dog, was blissfully unaware of Sasha’s abilities.


  “What’s up?” Cody said, tongue lolling out. “Where you been lately—sleeping by the fire, I suppose? Boy, I wish I had a fire to sleep by. They don’t allow fires in the bunkhouse, you know. But at least they let me sleep inside—I met a rescue dog once who they made sleep outside in the cold, ’cause they said it would toughen him up. Though I don’t know why he had to be tough—a sharp nose is the important thing. Oh, and speaking of important—”


  “Hey, slow down,” Sasha said.


  Cody was a Golden Retriever mix, and smart like all Goldens. But he was also a bit of a scatterbrain. Still, compared to most dogs he was one of the cleverer ones. A lot of dogs couldn’t put enough words together to form a complete sentence. “Where’s dinner?” or “Danger!” was about all they could muster.


  “Sorry,” Cody said. “What was I saying, now?”


  He’d already lost the thread. But he hadn’t been chosen as an avalanche dog for his attention span; he’d been chosen for his nose. Sasha was rather proud of her own scenting abilities, but Cody was on a whole other level. He could sniff out a cheese sandwich under ten feet of snow. Or a buried skier.


  “Something important,” Sasha prompted.


  “What’s important?”


  Sasha gave a little snort, the dog equivalent of a laugh.


  “You were saying—”


  “Oh right. Well, you know that dog food that comes in those little cans? Now usually I get one in the morning, and then…”


  “How’s Biscuit?” Sasha asked, interrupting him. She was not at all interested about various types of dog food, unless it was her own.


  Cody’s ears drooped and his tail dropped down, transforming him instantly into the picture of abject dog misery.


  “Biscuit? She’s gone.”


  “Gone? What do you mean gone?”


  “Well, she’s my best friend, right? We go downtown and visit her at least once a week.” He twisted his head over to give the ski patrolman a quick glance. “I think Willie likes the woman Biscuit lives with. But now Biscuit isn’t there any more.”


  “Where could she have gone? It’s not like—”


  Sasha broke off. She was about to say it’s not like Biscuit is a real dog, since she was an eight pound Yorkie, but remembered in time the dog was Cody’s good pal.


  “I thought she never left the house,” she said, instead.


  “I know, I know. But maybe she wandered off. And here’s the scary thing. The dog who lives next door, that big Schnauzer? Well he said there’s a rumor going around that little dogs have been disappearing all over the valley. Somebody is snatching them up.”


  “What on earth for? Who would do something like that?”


  “I don’t know. I’m really worried, though. What if someone took her for—” Cody suddenly went silent. His head snapped around and his nose twitched as a sudden breeze swirled a little puff of air around them. He stiffened. “Uh, oh. Not good.”


  Sasha sniffed the air as well and a scent, so faint she wasn’t sure if it was really there until another gust of wind eddied around them. The scent of a person, but with something different about it. Sasha had never smelled anything like it before, but she knew at once what it meant, sure as sure.


  Death.


  “Cody,” she said, “What’s that?”


  Ignoring her, he whirled around and immediately started circling, nose close to the snow-covered ground. His circle became tighter until finally he concentrated on one small section and methodically quartered across it.


  “Cody! What’s up?” Willie said, raising his voice.


  Cody ignored him, intent on his task. Sasha drifted over toward the search area, but stayed well back. In seconds Cody had been transformed from a friendly scatterbrain into a consummate professional doing the job he’d been trained for, and Sasha knew better than to get in his way.


  It didn’t take long. Cody stopped next to a large spruce, gave a sharp bark, and started frantically digging at the snow. Even though it was snowing hard, so far only about six inches of new snow had accumulated over the old hardpack. Willie poled quickly over toward where Cody was digging, with Rafe right behind, but by the time they reached him Cody had already uncovered what he’d been digging for.


  It was the body of a skier. A wool hat was pulled down over his forehead, where it met yellow-lensed goggles. His nose was covered with snow, and his open mouth as well. The delicate snowflakes rested lightly on his face, since there was no breath to disturb them.


  “Good boy,” Willie said absently as he reached down to brush away the snow from the skier’s face.


  “Oh, my God,” Rafe said. “It’s the Beeb.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  The lodge was subdued for the next few days. More than one person who worked there had lost friends in the past—outdoor sports are inherently dangerous and the mountains are an unforgiving environment. Climbing accidents and avalanches can take even the most cautious and careful.


  But this was different. When someone dies doing the things they love most in life, it’s sad, but at least it’s comprehensible. The risks involved come with the territory, and everyone understands that. But to die in the mountains from a drug overdose seemed out of place, pointless, just flat out wrong. Though a cynic might say that the Beeb had indeed died doing the thing he cared about the most: drugs.


  Of course, that was just an assumption, but what else could it be? Everyone knew about his drug problems, and although the Beeb had managed to stay clean for quite a while, once a junkie always a junkie as people say. And Sam had warned Rafe that the Beeb was using again.


  But there was still a hotel to run and it was time for Rafe to make afternoon rounds. Ninety-eight percent of the time things would run smoothly with or without his presence. It was a good staff and he didn’t really need to check up on everyone. But he’d also learned from hard experience that if he didn’t bother to make the rounds, if he didn’t at least make a show of interest, things invariably slipped. Slowly, almost unnoticeably at first, but inevitably.


  And in a small ski lodge, a business where competition is fierce and personal service is the key to success, that’s a disaster. He glanced over at the dog bed in the corner where Sasha was snoozing away, dead to the world. Rafe got up quietly but as soon as he moved toward the door, Sasha’s head snapped up and she bounded to her feet. Sleeping was all well and good, but the chance of something interesting going on elsewhere was not to be passed up.


  Rafe strolled through the lobby, greeting old guests, introducing himself to new ones. It was a part of the job he used to hate, but now rather enjoyed. Sasha, of course, made friends wherever she went, except for those people who simply don’t much care for dogs. Hard to credit, but there are such people.


  Rafe poked his head into the dining room where the staff was setting up for the oncoming dinner crowd. He never worried about the dining room; Bridget had been running it for years and ran it just fine without interference—far better than he could have. All he needed was to check in, show a friendly face, and sometimes provide a calming influence on a hectic day.


  Marley, however, had beat him to it. She was already inside the dining room, checking every place setting, giving unneeded and unhelpful suggestions, throwing sand in the gears of a well oiled machine. Marley was a micromanager, although she would have bristled at the suggestion. But she felt she had to justify her position; if she wasn’t constantly giving input, constantly suggesting changes, then what exactly was the point of her job? Which was something many of the employees wondered about anyway.


  Rafe actually got along with her fairly well. Marley wasn’t stupid; she knew most of the employees didn’t like her, and although she pretended not to care, it had to have some effect on her. Rafe felt a little sorry for her. She wasn’t a terrible person, just a bit rigid and inflexible. And since he was always civil and pleasant to her, sometimes she’d open up to him and be quite human.


  Marley stood in the middle of the floor, blocking the traffic flow, oblivious to the emps carrying trays of plates and flatware who were forced to detour around her, and thoughtfully regarded the window blinds. The blinds were half-lowered to block the rays of the afternoon sun. Finally she nodded to herself, walked over to the window decisively, and lowered them another half inch.


  Her back was to Bridget, who watched impassively, caught sight of Rafe in the doorway, turned back toward Marley and raised her eyes, seeking supplication from heaven.


  Rafe had to fight back a smile. No matter what he thought, and even though Marley made it difficult to keep a straight face, joining in with mockery of the general manager was unwise and a terrible idea anyway. It could only contribute to an “us versus them” mentality among the employees, with him caught in the middle. And that sort of thing never turned out well for a business or anyone who worked at one. Rafe spread his hands out and made a shushing, knock it off motion. Bridget put her hands up in surrender and went back to arranging tables. She understood.


  Rafe walked back through the lobby. When he glanced out through the big picture window that faced the slopes he noticed a figure hunched over, leaning on the flat-surfaced rail that ran around the front deck. It was Sally Darling, the Beeb’s ex-girlfriend. She’d been teased about her name all her life, naturally, but it wasn’t that far off the mark.


  Sally was a girl from the valley, small and sweet and blond and bubbly, raised in a conservative Mormon family. She was the archetypal good girl, a bit naïve, at least until she’d started going out with the Beeb. But although she wasn’t all that serious about her religion any more, her upbringing still did hold some sway with her. She and the Beeb had been hanging out for about six months, and then a while back suddenly they weren’t anymore. When it finally became clear to her that giving up drugs was not compatible with the Beeb’s life plans, she broke things off.


  She was leaning on the rail and gazing out toward the slopes, watching the last of the afternoon skiers making their way down the hill. Rafe hoisted himself up and sat down on the railing, back to the slopes, facing her. Sasha stuck her head into the crook of Sally’s arm, as if wanting to give some comfort, and Sally abstractedly let her hand drop and stroked Sasha’s furry head.


  “You doing okay?” Rafe said. She nodded without turning to look at him.


  “Yeah, I guess.” She paused. “No, not really.”


  “You guys were pretty close, weren’t you?”


  “You could say that.” She glanced over at Rafe. “Thing is, it might have been my fault.”


  “How so?”


  “You know Patrick and I used to hang out, right?”


  Sally was the only one who ever called the Beeb by his real name. His given name was Pat Wisniewski, but no one ever called him that. The Beeb had been tagged with that nickname because of the uncanny resemblance he bore to Justin Bieber. Plus, he had ambitions, ambitions to be a rock star. So the name was a natural, and everyone just called him Beeb.


  Rafe nodded.


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, we broke up because of the drugs. I mean, I really liked him and all, but I wanted him to stop, you know? I just couldn’t handle it any more.”


  “Sure.”


  “But he wouldn’t.”


  “Maybe he couldn’t,” Rafe said.


  “Same diff. Anyway, a while back, he wanted to get back together again. Said he was clean, hadn’t done any drugs in months.”


  “Did you believe him?”


  “Yeah, I did. But it was too late for that. I’d started seeing someone else, someone from the valley. I still liked Patrick a lot, but getting back together would have felt like taking a step backward, you know? And I wanted to move forward with my life.”


  “So you told him no dice?”


  “I said I didn’t think that was a very good idea. He got pretty upset, and the next thing I heard, he was back into drugs. So maybe it was my fault, in a way. Maybe if I’d given him another chance he’d still be alive.”


  “And maybe not,” Rafe said. “You’re giving your influence too much credit, I’d say. You know how hard it is for someone to shake a drug habit, no matter what else is happening in their lives.” Sally just shook her head, slowly.


  “Sure, that’s what I tell myself. But still…”


  Rafe would never have even suggested such a thing to her, but Sally might have had a point. An emotional trauma, or even a minor setback, can easily lead to a relapse for a drug addict. But so can a lot of other things, and usually do sooner or later.


  Sally straightened up to go inside, then leaned back on the rail again.


  “There is one more thing,” she said, hesitantly. “I know it’s kind of out there, but it’s been bothering me.” Rafe waited patiently for her to continue. “The day after I told Patrick we weren’t getting back together, he came to my room. I thought he was going to argue with me some more, but it wasn’t that. He said he had something important to tell me, and even if we were broken up, I was still the only one he trusted. He said he was into some heavy stuff—” she paused and looked sideways at Rafe, slightly embarrassed. “Actually he said ‘heavy shit,’ but whatever. And he said if anything bad were to happen to him, even if it looked like an accident maybe it wouldn’t be.”


  “Was he high?”


  “I don’t think so. He didn’t act like it. I thought he was just being dramatic trying to get me to worry about him, maybe even get back together with him. But, now…” She sighed. “Now, suddenly, he has an accident and turns up dead. I mean, how weird is that? Maybe he was telling the truth after all. Maybe there’s something fishy about the whole thing.”


  Rafe considered that for a moment. Could Sally be onto something? It didn’t seem likely.


  “Honestly, that seems like a stretch,” he said. “I don’t want to sound harsh, but he was a junkie, after all, and ODs do happen when you’re a drug addict. Sadly, it’s not that unusual. Believe me, I know.”


  “So it was an OD then? For sure?”


  “I don’t see what else it could be.”


  “I guess so,” she said. “What a waste, though.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  It did surprise Rafe just how quickly the lodge returned to normal. At first, the Beeb’s name came up during every conversation, but after a few days talk about him tailed off. The Beeb had been well liked and everybody missed him, but the busy routine of everyday work has a dulling effect on pain and even quiet introspection.


  And too, most of the employees were young. Although they weren’t shallow by any means, they still had the ability to shake things off more easily than people who are farther down the road of life.


  Another thing was the manner of his death—it wasn’t like it had been a skiing accident, or being caught in an avalanche, things that could easily have happened to any one of them. It was a drug overdose, and thus something they themselves felt immune to. Most of them, including Rafe, smoked a little pot at times. Some occasionally took mushrooms, but that was about the extent of it. People whose life revolves around strenuous outdoor activity are seldom heavy into drugs—the Beeb being a notable exception. And although no one was judgmental about it, there still was the underlying feeling that sad though it might be, the Beeb had brought it on himself.


  Oddly, the one who seemed to be most deeply affected by the Beeb’s death was Buddy. Mostly, unpleasant things just rolled off his back, but he couldn’t seem to let this one go. He moped around, showed little interest in lodge operations, and generally acted distracted all the time.


  “What’s the deal with Buddy?” Rafe asked Marley. “I know he liked the Beeb, but he seems to be taking it unusually hard.”


  “Buddy didn’t just like the Beeb,” Marley told him. “It was much more than that. The Beeb was like a son to him.”


  “I thought he already had a son—Dusty, isn’t it? He visited the lodge a few months ago, didn’t he, when I was on vacation?”


  “Rusty, not Dusty. Red hair. Given name William, I think, but everyone calls him Rusty. Buddy met the boy’s mother at a summer solstice party and fell in love, or so he thought.”


  “A summer solstice party? Buddy? Was he a secret hippie or new-ager in his youth?”


  “You only know him from his time at the lodge. From what he’s told me he was a very different person when he was young.”


  “I guess.”


  “Anyway, he knocked her up, and did what he thought was the right thing and married her. He was actually pleased about it—he thought it meant they were supposed to be together. And when Rusty was born on Christmas day, he was sure it was a sign that the boy was special in some way. And he loved that kid.”


  Marley paused, because Rafe wasn’t listening any more. He was staring up at the ceiling doing some quick math in his head.


  “The summer solstice is on June 21st, right? And if Rusty was born on Christmas day…”


  For one of the few times since Rafe had known her, Marley looked flustered.


  “Well, uh…”


  “So Rusty’s not Buddy’s biological son, then?”


  “No, but don’t tell Buddy I let that slip. He’s very sensitive about it and would kill me if he knew I’d told you.”


  “Of course.”


  “Besides, it didn’t matter to him. He loved Rusty as much as if he were his own flesh and blood.”


  “Does Rusty know?”


  “I’m not sure. The marriage ended when Rusty was five, and according to Buddy the break-up wasn’t very pleasant. And his ex-wife told Rusty all kinds of bad stuff about him, so I would be surprised if she didn’t mention that as well. When Buddy left she raised Rusty on her own. She didn’t want anything to do with him, and I guess Rusty didn’t either. Buddy did send her child support, but he barely saw the boy after that. Rusty must be close to thirty by now.”


  “I can see why he and Rusty might not be on very good terms, then.”


  “I wouldn’t put it that way. More like they weren’t on any terms at all. But after Rusty’s mother died a few years ago he and Buddy finally started to reconnect. I think Buddy felt guilty about leaving the way he did. Rusty is the only family Buddy has—he always thought of Rusty as his son, and I guess he was, really, whether they were blood related or not. I do know Buddy regrets not being able to be there for the boy. So he’s been trying to get him to move out here, away from New York—so far no luck on that, although he did get him to visit here that one time.”


  “I see. But why pick the Beeb, of all people, to act as a substitute son?” Marley shrugged.


  “Who knows? Maybe he saw something in the Beeb that reminded him of Rusty.”


  “Could be, I guess.”


  “And on top of the Beeb dying that way,” Marley said, “Wasatch Properties has been weighing on his mind. You know they’re still trying to develop the land below the lodge for condominiums. And they’re always urging Buddy to sell the lodge to them so they can tear it down and put up even more condos. They’ve offered him a whole lot of money—more than the lodge is worth, from what he’s told me.”


  “Come on,” Rafe said. “Buddy would never sell the lodge. This place is his life—you know that. And even if he did, he’d never sell it to Wasatch Properties. Everyone knows what he thinks about them. There isn’t a person in Alta who hasn’t heard one of his rants aimed at them one time or another. I honestly think he’d burn the place to the ground before he’d let them have it.”


  “Sure, that’s just what I used to think, but maybe they’re finally wearing him down. They never let up, and they’re putting a lot of pressure on him to sell.”


  “Pressure? That seems unlikely. What kind of pressure could they even have?”


  “I don’t know; he never talks to me about it. But every time he has a meeting with them he’s pretty down for the rest of the day.” She sighed. “It’s been a rough time for both of us.”


  Not as rough as it was for the Beeb, Rafe thought, but he didn’t say anything.


  Rafe helped out at the front desk, his standard afternoon post when the usual crush of guests arrived after the ski lifts closed for the day. Buddy wandered through the lobby, schmoozing guests as only he could. The man did love to hear his own voice. The staff, who got to see Buddy working the guests every day, often made fun of him though never to his face. But it was always in a good-natured way. Everyone was fond of him.


  “Buddy’s got a lip lock on the Johnsons,” they’d say, as he worked his magic on some unsuspecting couple. The truth was, even if he occasionally went on a bit too long, the guests loved it. The place simply wouldn’t have been the same without him.


  The young couple he was talking to finally made their escape and Buddy caught Rafe’s eye and motioned him over.


  “What’s up?” Rafe asked as he joined him next to the fire.


  “I’ve got a favor to ask.”


  “Shoot.”


  When Buddy said he had a favor to ask, what he really meant was, “Here’s what I want done and I don’t care to discuss it any further.”


  “I have a friend coming in this afternoon,” he said. “A very special friend, and I want a room for him and his girlfriend. One of the corner rooms.”


  The corner rooms had wood burning fireplaces and little balconies where a guest could sit outside and look up at snow covered trees nestled right next to the building. There were only four of those rooms and they were in high demand, always booked well in advance.


  “Getting them a corner room so late might prove a bit difficult,” Rafe said, doubtfully.


  “Just do it. No charge for the room, either. In fact, everything is to be comped. And I mean everything.”


  “Even the bar tab?”


  “Especially the bar tab.”


  Utah has some very strict liquor laws, and comping a bar tab is definitely illegal. There are ways around it; there always are, but a business can lose their liquor license if they get caught. And a ski lodge or restaurant without a liquor license would quickly go belly up. Buddy was well aware of that, so this friend of his must be someone very special indeed.


  “What’s your friend’s name?” Rafe asked.


  “Ciccione. Lou Ciccione.”


  “Okay,” Rafe said, “Consider it done.”


  He walked back slowly to the front desk. Liz was going to just love this.


  Rafe managed to secure a corner room for Buddy’s friend Lou. It had been booked for a two week stay by a long term guest that Liz knew well. The offer of a free ride for the whole weekend in another room, plus the promise of a free ski lesson with Rafe himself, plus a few other perks had sealed the deal. Rafe hoped Buddy’s friend was worth it.


  When Lou Ciccione showed up to check in, he and his girlfriend had more luggage for the weekend than most guests brought for a month. No skis, though. Either they were planning to rent them, or, more likely, weren’t intending to spend any time on the slopes. Maybe not even out of their room.


  It became immediately apparent that he was indeed a special person—but not in the good way.


  “Hey, sweet cheeks, you got our room ready?” were the first words out of his mouth. Liz, of course didn’t bat an eye.


  “Just a few more minutes,” she said. “Why don’t you relax in the lobby? Would you like some coffee while you wait?”


  “Terrific,” he said. “We come all the way up here and the goddamned room isn’t even ready.”


  “Ooh, I
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