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Chapter 1





Manhattan
Friday morning


Call Jo-Jo.


Urgent.


Christy McKenna looked at the date on the message call slip. Three days old. Just one of the many notes that had built up during her two-week vacation. But reading this note made her stomach feel as though the bottom of the world had just fallen out.


She hadnt heard from her younger sister in twelve years. It had been bad news then.


It would be bad news now.


Christy felt the old familiar mixture of love and guilt and unease wash through her. Jo-Jo couldnt help that shed been born with the kind of beauty that literally made people stop and stare. It wasnt Jo-Jos fault that most people tripped over themselves in their rush to please her. Against an everyday setting, the kind of beauty she had was stunning.


As a result, Jo-Jo thought the universe revolved around her perfect body.



You like people because of certain things, Christy reminded herself wryly. You love them despite certain things. Like a beauty thats equaled only by her selfishness.


For better or for worse, Christy loved her dazzling younger sister. She always had. Twelve years couldnt change that. Nothing could.


But Christy really wished she could like her sister.


As she flipped through more telephone messages the cool breath of the past chilled her spine. After twelve years of silence, Jo-Jo had called five times in two weeks.


Whats gone wrong in my baby sisters life that a smile and an extra swing of her fabulous hips cant fix?


Nothing answered Christys silent question but the equally silent slips of paper clenched in her hand. She had a gut-deep certainty that something was very wrong.


Something Jo-Jo would expect Christy to fix.


Shit, she muttered.


Nobody responded to the unhappy word. She was alone in her office with the door closed because she didnt want to be interrupted while she did triage on the work that had been piled on her desk while she was gone.


Why me, Jo-Jo?


That was easy enough to answer. There wasnt anyone else left of their family but the two of them.


What makes you think Ill drop everything and come running?


Silence.


Twelve years of it.


Christy had never entirely forgiven Jo-Jo for taking whatever caught her eye on her way through lifeChristys clothes, shoes, boyfriends, girlfriends.


Grandmother McKennas gold nugget necklace.


Of all that Jo-Jo had taken, only the necklace still rankled. It was the only piece of the past that Christy wanted. Jo-Jo had known it.


That was why she took it.


So what? Christy said impatiently to the messages. Gramma is dead. Im in New York. Jo-Jo is wherever Jo-Jo wants to be. Im doing what I love. Right?


Silence.


Silence and years and guilt for not being able to make it all turn out right.


Frowning, Christy looked around her office. The shelves were still crammed with books on art, fashion, philosophy, and human adornment, from Stone Age body painting to Tiffanys most astonishing diamond necklaces. The lone window still needed washing and still had a view of another Manhattan high-rise an arms length away. The nameplate on the door still said CHRISTA MCKENNA, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR.


Nothing had changed.


Yet she had an uneasy feeling that everything had changed. Maybe it was as simple as wanting a few more weeks of vacation. Maybe it was as complex as the restlessness that had overtaken her in the months since her thirty-second birthday.


Maybe it was the past, wounded, bleeding, never healed.


Call Jo-Jo.


The past, and the hope that this time would be different. This time the old wounds would be healed because Jo-Jo was finally old enough to understand that other people hurt, other people cried, other people bled. Not just Jo-Jo. Everyone.


Even her older sister.


Christy reached across her desk for the newest Horizon magazine and flipped to Peter Huttons standing six-page ad package. The layout had been shot on the deck of a yacht off Marthas Vineyard and featured Huttons signature model, an internationally famous beauty known to the world by only one name: Jo.


Leggy, blond, innocent and wicked in the same instant, Jo-Jo wore a pastel silk pullover sweater and white silk slacks. The sea wind swept her straight hair to one side, letting her look up from under dense eyelashes at the world. She had wide green eyes. Cat eyes. Waiting for the next stupid mouse to move.


Christy stared at the ad, looking for some reason, some hint that would tell her why Jo-Jo was calling after all these years. Nothing came but the sheer physical presence of an internationally successful model.


Jo-Jo wasnt a swizzle stick kind of clothes rack. Her waist was as narrow as a girls, but she had a womans hips and high, full breasts. The weave of the silk sweater was so loose and the yarn so fine that her nipples stood out clearly. The silk of the slacks was equally thin, almost sheer. A brunette would have had to shave up to her navel to get away with the pants. On Jo-Jo, the clingy material was an accidental striptease frozen just before the moment of total nakedness.


Pure Hutton. Pure Jo-Jo. Seemingly casual, sexually challenging, and manipulative as hell.


Huttons vision of fashion skated dangerously close to being coarse, yet somehow always managed to avoid the label. Jo-Jos sheer beauty had a lot to do with it.


Whats the matter? Christy asked the ad. Did Hutton finally discover you arent his alone? Is he going to throw you out on your fantastic ass?


Urgent.


Christy shivered and set aside the magazine. She could no more ignore her sisters needs now than she had been able to long ago, far away, in another part of the country.


Get it over with. Call and find out whats wrong. Because you know something is.



The call-back number had an area code of 305. Christy pulled out a phone book and flipped to the map in the front.


Colorado.


For a moment she was too surprised to do more than stare. Jo-Jo hated the West even more than Christy. At least Jo-Jo had felt that way years ago, when she used her body as a one-way ticket out of the shit-kicking boondocks.


With clipped motions, Christy punched the number into the keypad. Somewhere in Colorado a phone rang. It was answered abruptly, with a single word.


Yes.


But the clear, sexy alto was all the identification Christy needed. She could send her own ID along the line, too. She knew of no other person on earth who called Jody McKenna Jo-Jo.


Hi, Jo-Jo. Whats wrong?


There was a starkly drawn breath followed by silence.


Hold, please. Jo-Jos voice was neutral, the tone of someone talking to a phone solicitor.


Christy waited, puzzled and irritated. And guilty.


Where Jo-Jo was concerned, nothing much had changed. Christy still felt that the breach between them should have been fixed by her. She was the one who understood human nature. She should have been able to teach Jo-Jo more. Maybe Jo-Jo was right. Maybe Christy was too jealous to do anything but undermine her younger sister.


Through the phone came the sound of a chair being pushed back, a door closing, and Jo-Jo returning. When she spoke again, her voice was animated, teasing, faintly taunting. It was the old Jo-Jo to the last full stop.


Hi, Christmas. Bet my call rocked you back on your prim little ass.


Christmas.



Red hair and green eyes. It had been a long time since anyone had called Christy that.


It had been a lifetime.


You shocked me, Christy agreed. You were the one who told me never to bother you again. You were the one who never answered my letters. Now youre calling me. So whats wrong?


I read your stuff all the time, Jo-Jo said, ignoring the question. Must be nice to be admired for your mind.


The uneasiness in Christy doubled. Whats wrong, Jo-Jo?


What do you mean?


You need something from me or you wouldnt have called.


Jo-Jos laugh was like her voice, smoky, sexy, subtly mocking. There was a pause followed by the quick intake of breath as she lit up a cigarette. She exhaled softly.


Christmas?


Jo-Jo sounded wistful, and something more.


Something that made cold fingernails march down Christys spine.


She leaned back in her chair, trying to relax, trying to tell herself that she hadnt heard a plea in Jo-Jos husky voice. She hadnt heard loneliness. She certainly hadnt heard stark fear.


But she had.


I turned thirty this year, Jo-Jo said.


Consider the alternative. Besides, most people dont have the consolation of your success at thirty.


Ive only had one success.


Huskiness had given way to bitterness.


You only need one success if youre Peter Huttons signature model, Christy said.


There was the quick sound of Jo-Jo taking a drag on a cigarette. The exhalation that followed was like a sigh.



So tell me, Jo-Jo said. Youre the international style maven. What do you think of the new layout?


The subtle current of defiance in Jo-Jos question told Christy that her sister already knew. As a child, Jo-Jos sporadic efforts to win her older sisters approval had torn out Christys heart. Time had filled the hole with guilt.


Jo-Jo, Christy said gently, if we have different tastes or see the world differently, it doesnt matter. Thats what growing up is all about.


Is it? You were the only person who could hurt me. You still are.


Christy suspected she was being manipulated, yet she was touched. Her throat ached around tears that had waited years to be shed.


What about Gramma? Christy asked. Didnt you care about her approval?


You were always her pet.


You were everyone elses.


I wanted to be hers.


The sound of Jo-Jo drawing in smoke and exhaling and drawing in more smoke came over the line, defining rather than filling the silence.


You know why I left home, dont you? Jo-Jo asked after a moment.


To hurt Gramma.


I wanted you to be free to go off to a fancy eastern school and be a big success, Jo-Jo said, so I split.


Christy winced. She thought shed outgrown feeling guilty over taking the East Coast scholarship, her personal ticket out of the rural hell of Wyoming. But she hadnt outgrown guilt.


And shed never gone back. Not once.


I was really proud of you winning that scholarship, Jo-Jo said with a subtle hint of mockery balanced by an odd sincerity. And what youre doing now, too. Youre really tough, you know?


I have to be. People wouldnt pay attention to a pansy writer.


Jo-Jo laughed. The huskiness of her voice was edged with malice and cigarette smoke.


Peter swears youre the best in the business, even if youve cut him to ribbons a couple of times. Was that because of me?


The incoming-call light blinked on Christys phone, distracting her.


Was what? she asked.


Would you like Peters designs better if I wasnt his model?


No. The intercom buzzed, summoning Christy. She ignored it. Hutton doesnt care what I think. He doesnt need me. Hes a household name on five continents. So are you.


Id rather be twenty-one again.


Time only runs one way, darlin, Christy said with a faint High Plains drawl in her voice. Where are you?


A place called Xanadu.


Where and what is Xanadu?


Its a nifty ranch in southwest Colorado. Peter bought it last year.


We must have a bad connection, Christy said. I thought I heard you say ranch and nifty in the same breath.


The West has changed. People are much more aware of the primal forces of the land than they were when we were growing up.


Christy grimaced while the intercom buzzed. Her sisters words had the cadence of a publicity release, something memorized and then repeated often enough to remove the natural rhythms.



Youll see when you get here, Jo-Jo said.


The intercom stopped buzzing.


What are you talking about? Christy asked.


Youre coming to Xanadu.


What?


Hasnt your boss told you? Jo-Jo asked. I figured it was all set up by now. Thats why I tried to get hold of you before you left.


I left, but not for Colorado. Ive spent the last two weeks on vacation.


The intercom buzzed again. Christy wondered if it was her boss, trying to tell her what Jo-Jo already had.


When you come, Jo-Jo said in a rush, you might hear some things about me that arent true.


Christy became very still. Her instincts told her that Jo-Jo was finally getting down to the reason shed opened up the lines of communication after twelve years.


Ive made some enemies, Jo-Jo said. Men. You know.


No, I dont. Men are crazy for you.


Yeah, well, that can be a problem. Some dont like it when you say no or yes. Some get really pissed. Like Cain.


Who?


Aaron Cain. So stay away from Cain when you come here. Do you hear me? He hates me now. Hes not safe.


Youre not making any sense. Whats wrong?


This time there was no question in Christys voice. It was a flat demand, big sister to little.


Ill give you Grammas necklace if you get here in three days, Jo-Jo said. I need you.


The line went dead.


Christy stared uneasily at the phone, wondering how much of what Jo-Jo had said was truth and how much was lies. As a teenager, Jo-Jo had had a taste for psychodrama and a malicious flair for involving others in her adrenaline head trips.


Yet the undercurrent of fear in her sisters voice had seemed very real.


It couldnt have been, Christy thought. I must be wrong. Its been twelve years. I dont know her anymore.


Then she shook her head and stopped trying to lie to herself. Shed held Jo-Jo through too many long hours while nightmares shook the beautiful golden-haired child. Christy knew what her sister sounded like when she was afraid.


And Jo-Jo was afraid now.











Chapter 2




The intercom buzzer shrilled, dragging Christy back into the world of Horizon magazine. She punched in the button and spoke automatically.


McKenna here.


About time, said Amy, the editorial secretary. Myra is on me every three seconds. She wants you in her office.


Now? Christy asked. Technically, Im still on vacation.


You should have left word where youd be while you were gone.


The point of a vacation is to take time off.


Tell it to Myra.


Christy hung up and gathered herself for the showdown to come.


Myra was no friend. She represented a certain stratum of Manhattansmooth, polished as a marble sphere, and just as warm.


The fundamental differences between Christy and Myra were reflected in everything from their politics to their clothes. Myra followed trends. Christy analyzed them. Myra wouldnt wear anything that hadnt been approved by the very fashion world Horizon covered. Christy had long since realized that what models wore wasnt necessarily what looked good on her.


The intercom buzzed again, a harsh reminder that Myra was waiting.


With a silent curse at office politics, Christy headed for the managing editors suite. She hesitated outside Myras door, then opened it and stuck her head in.


You called? Christy asked.


Startled, Myra looked up from the stack of color prints on her desk. She scowled and snatched a pair of tortoiseshell glasses from her nose, as if annoyed at being caught using them.


I didnt hear your knock, Myra said.


Sorry. I gave it up after Howard threatened to fire me on grounds of formality.


Myra smiled rather grimly as she straightened her pastel jacket over her dainty print skirt. Both were Peter Hutton designs. She lifted her manicured hand to the single strand of pearls she wore, letting the silence build while she counted the beads of her WASP rosary. While her fingers moved slowly, she eyed Christys clothesno-name jeans, cotton shirt, and a faded black blazer.


Were you out on the pistol range playing Annie Oakley again? Myra asked coolly.


We cant all be brave and wealthy enough to choke muggers with a rope of pearls.


Unless other arrangements have been made in advance, Myra said coldly, staff is expected to be in the office by nine, and dressed for business.


Silently Christy prayed for Howards rapid recovery. Of course, she said aloud. I was counting this as a vacation day. I still have more than a month coming to me.


Myras smile was as cool and perfect as her pearls. Would you shut the door and sit down, dear?



Christy shut the door, sat down, and waited, knowing she wouldnt like what was coming next.


Howard died yesterday, Myra said.


Pain twisted through Christy, surprising her with its intensity. Three times in the past twenty months, Howard Kessler had been hospitalized with complications from AIDS. Each time hed recovered and returned to work, thinner and more frail, yet with renewed wit and sharpened sensibility. As a result, the staff had believed that Howard would beat the odds and survive until a cure was found.


Christy tried to speak, but knew her voice would break. She closed her eyes for a few seconds, fighting for self-control.


Tomorrow, Myra said, I will be named editor in chief.


Congratulations, Christy managed.


Myra looked at her for a long moment, then nodded. Thank you. Although weve had our, ah, differences in the past, Im certain things will run smoothly in the future.


Christy nodded and said nothing. She was still caught in the painful moment of discovering the depth of her feelings for Howard. Shed been very different from him, but they had been bound together by a shared fascination with the ways human beings use clothing, jewelry, and objets dart to express their own unique and individual selves.


We will be doing things a bit differently now, Myra said. Im rethinking your piece on diamonds. I feel it was a bit too gushy when it came to the nouveau


She paused, looking for the right French word.


It didnt come.


Christy didnt offer to fill up the silence.


Your provincial prejudice against tradition and continental sophistication was just too obvious, Myra said finally.


Christy felt her temper gnawing through her self-control. First Myra quietly gloated over Howards death, then she attacked a piece of writing that Howard had regarded as one of Christys best.


The article was designed to showcase some of the exciting new Pacific Rim jewelry designers, Christy said evenly. Was I too kind to the new kids, or was I too hard on some of the high-priced hacks who advertise with us?


Are you suggesting that an advertiser could pressure me?


They wouldnt have to. As Howard so often pointed out in staff meetings, you have a gift for celebrating the costly mundane.


Myras narrow mouth flattened into a line of distaste. Your unnecessarily hostile piece on the makers, buyers, and sellers of important jewelry will go on the hook for the time being. I have something much more meaningful for you to work on.


Deliberately she straightened and folded her small hands on the desk, waiting for a reaction.


Christy did her best not to show what she felt. Most of the anger she felt was at herself. Shed been nave at best and stupid at worst. Shed assumed that good work and an enviable reputation for intelligence, integrity, and taste would assure her editorial freedom.


Shed been wrong. Her decade of hard work at Horizon was as fragile as a giant shimmering soap bubble.


And Myra Best was sitting with a needle ready in her hand.


Sounds irresistible, Christy said neutrally. What is it?


Horizon has become too unpredictable, too undisciplined, too tangential, Myra said quickly. Our readers arent interested in bizarre little trends and no-name Japanese designers who might or might not be in business tomorrow.


She looked at Christy.


Christy looked back at her.


We must pay closer attention to the best-known people in fashion and design, Myra said. Those are the names the public recognizes, because they are the names on the labels the public buys.


And those are the labels that advertise most heavily in our pages. Friends helping friends, Christy said, remembering Jo-Jos blunt summary of how business was done.


Advertiser influence has nothing to do with it! If you even hint at such a thing again inside or outside this office, you will be fired. And then you will never work again in fashion in this city.


Christy didnt doubt it. Myra had connections that went back farther than the Mayflower. Christy had nothing but intelligence, a flair for style, and the discipline to make it all work.


Do we understand each other? Myra asked.


Completely.


There was a tight silence. Then Myra nodded slightly and went back to her carefully prepared presentation, the one shed given to every staff member who mattered to the magazines future.


Horizon is one of the great fashion magazines of the world. Naturally the greatest designers advertise in our pages. Inevitably those same designers will create new styles that will take the international fashion community by storm. Peter Hutton is a case in point.


Myra paused and looked narrowly at Christy. You dont approve.


I havent seen his new designs. How can I approve or disapprove?


Spots of color appeared on Myras pale cheeks. My dear, why dont you put that shrewd little Irish brain to work on pulling with me instead of against me?


Scots, Christy said evenly.


What?



I have a shrewd little Scots brain.


Irrelevant, Myra said, waving her hand. My entire point is that Horizon must move in a new direction, and I am telling you what that direction will be.


Christy braced herself.


We will record megatrends, not obscure Japanese or South American metalworkers, Myra said. We will showcase the design studios and designers whose work is sold in every world capital and whose fashions are worn on the most exclusive streets in Paris, New York, London, Rome, and evenGod forbidLos Angeles and Tokyo.


Christy had told herself she wouldnt argue, but she couldnt let that one by. Peter Hutton isnt the first name most people would have chosen for a piece on the best of international design. Hes hardly at the top of his game anymore.


Dont be ridiculous.


Sales are down in his own stores, retail chains are reluctant to feature his lines, and there have been rumors that


Nonsense, Myra cut in. This industry is always full of groundless rumors. Peter Hutton is the most recognized name in contemporary American fashion. You see his logo everywhere.


Yes. Everywhere.


Myra frowned delicately, not liking the reminder that a designer couldnt be exclusive and at the same time be sold in shopping malls across America.


Peter is on the verge of announcing an exciting, entirely new line, Myra said firmly.


Christy waited.


Ive previewed some of the materials and motifs, Myra said. Im convinced this will be his biggest success yet. It will also be a Horizon exclusive.


As Christy listened, she felt her whole life slipping out of control. Myra had already decided what Horizons position on Huttons new collection would be. She was expecting praise for a designer whose work had become increasingly marginal, humdrum, and predictable.


I know youll do a wonderful job of capturing the spirit of Peters bold new venture and delivering its excitement to our readers, Myra concluded.


Her smile dared Christy to object.


Christy wanted to, but the memory of Jo-Jos plea was too fresh.


Jo-Jo, what have you gotten me into? Christy asked in silent bitterness. I should tell this smug-faced piece of Brie to lie down in traffic on Fifth Avenue.


But she couldnt. All she could do was pray that she found a new job before Myra ruined her old reputation.


Maybe Peter Hutton has rediscovered his original vision.


Maybe pigs sing.


Thats an interesting idea, Christy said aloud.


It was her all-purpose response to certain types of modern art and music.


Myra smiled with real relief. Thank you for signing on with the new program. Your reputation within the avant fashion elite will be a boon to Horizon.


And Hutton?


Myra frowned. Amy has your plane reservations on her desk.


Isnt Hutton showing in Manhattan?


No, no. His preview showing will be in the same place where his vision first came. A place called Xanadu. Rather like the Native Americans and their vision quests.


Did the Indians smoke opium? Christy asked.


What?


Coleridge did.


Myra gave Christy a blank look and returned to her own agenda. I expect you to generate copy and coordinate with photographers for a package that will be due here in Manhattan in thirteenno, twelve and a half days.


Thats not much time to research a story of this magnitude.


Youll find a research file with your tickets. If you read quickly, you should be fully briefed by the time your plane leaves tomorrow. If not, theres always the plane trip itself. Coach class is so boring. She smiled brightly. Do keep in touch, darling. Its so annoying to track you down like some kind of international rock star. Now, if youll excuse me, I have so much to do. Howard let everything slide, poor dear.


Myra picked up a stack of glossy color photos and began sorting through them.


Christy left the office without a word.


As soon as she closed the door behind her, Christy stood and tried to control the shaking of her hands. After several slow, deep breaths, she headed for her office, mentally revising her rsum and drawing up a list of job prospects.


The list was frighteningly short. Jobs like hers were made by an editor/mentor. She didnt have one anymore. It would take time to find a new one. If she could. People with Howards rapier mind and unerring taste were rare.


But she couldnt worry about that now. First on her worry list was Jo-Jo and Xanadu.


And the fear in her sisters voice.









Chapter 3




La Guardia Airport
Friday night


Christy waited in the airport with her bag at her feet. Every few seconds she glanced at her watch and looked in the window of her cell phone. Not that Nick would call her. To him the cell phone was sacred for business. The rest of life could be reached over landlines.


Come on, Nick, she muttered. If you arent through customs real soon, well barely have time to say hello before I have to run for my own plane.


It wouldnt be the first time. Nick Warren was an international investment banker whose one real passion was making deals. Hed spent the past three weeks in London, negotiating yet another addition to his bank account.


A glance at her watch told Christy that she had eleven minutes before she had to run. The window of opportunity between Nicks arrival and her departure was closing. There wouldnt be time to say hello, much less to talk about something as personal as a secret sister.


The first-class passengers filed slowly in from customs, then past the secure area to the terminal where Christy waited. Nick was the third person off the plane. Normally a stylish man, at the moment he resembled a street person. His pima cotton shirt was rumpled from neck to tail. His trouser legs looked like broken accordions.


He smiled wearily at her. You look as tired as I feel, Christa. Dont tell me you were awake all night too?


She forced herself to smile. Nicks greeting was so like him, civilized and dispassionate, disdaining the use of her nickname no matter how many times she told him that she preferred being called Christy.


She gave him a quick, light kiss. He brushed a kiss over her forehead in return.


Hi, she said. Other than that, how was your trip?


Worth every bit of your temper when I missed your vacation, he said with satisfaction.


Her smile slipped, but she didnt say anything about Nicks broken promise to spend a couple quiet weeks with her. Shed hoped the time would lead to the next step in their relationship.


And it had. It just hadnt been in the direction shed thought.


I heard about Howard in London, Nick said. Im sorry.


Myra isnt. Shes the boss now.


Too bad. This isnt a good time to be looking for another job. Everyone is cutting back and playing safe.


Ive noticed. Come on, Ill walk you as far as the security checkpoint.


For the first time Nick saw the carry-on bag at Christys feet.


Going somewhere? he asked.


New assignment. Colorado. Rush job.


He frowned. But I havent seen you for weeks.


Christy bit back what she wanted to say, which was that he was the one who hadnt kept the promise, not her. She glanced at her watch.


In thirtyno, now its twenty-nine minutes, she said, Im off to preview Peter Huttons new line. With any luck Ill be back in three days.


More likely three weeks, Nick said irritably.


She shrugged. Whatever it takes. Just like your job.


Oh, well, its only temporary, he said, smiling.


What?


Your job. We both know it will be a race to see whether you quit before Myra fires you.


Christy wanted to argue but didnt bother. He was right. She picked up her bag and headed for the main security checkpoint.


Dont worry, he said, catching up. Ive got a better job offer for you. Have you given any thought to what we talked about last month?


She glanced sideways at him and tried to head off the inevitable.


Home, hearth, and heathens? she asked lightly.


He looked pained. Im serious, Christa.


If Im not on that plane, Myra will fire me. Thats as serious as it gets.


No. There was a hard edge to his voice. Ive been doing a lot of thinking.


Too bad we couldnt have done it together.


That was business, he retorted.


So is this.


Christy shut up and kept walking, hoping to avoid the discussion. But that was the thing about inevitability. It couldnt be avoided.


I have no wife, no children, no real home, he said. In a week Ill be forty. Thats serious, Christa. The rest of it is crap.



Then why did you fly off to London after promising me


I told you, he interrupted impatiently. It was business. The deal couldnt wait.


But I could?


Bloody hell, are we going around this track again? I make a hundred times as much as you. Quit and well spend a lot more time together.


Youre right. This is the wrong time and the wrong place. Lets not go around this track right now.


I can support you. Hell, I can support twelve like you out of petty cash.


Well, hurry along, darlin. Youve got a week to find twelve like me to support. But if theyre really like me, theyll support themselves.


He made an impatient gesture. Youre so damned touchy about your work. Its just a job. Im offering you a life!


Christy stopped at the end of the security line.


Nick pulled her stiff body closer and kissed her forehead. Im tired and jet-lagged and I want a home to go home to. Make me a home, Christa.


Guilt snaked through her. She liked Nick, had even thought she might love him, but she no longer believed they had a future together. It wasnt simply the broken promise or his eighty-hour weeks and long absences overseas. It was something more. Something fundamental that no amount of talking would overcome.


He just wasntpassionate.


The realization startled her. Nicks cool, unruffled style had been much of his attraction for her. But the weeks alone on Fire Island had given her a lot of time to think.


Nick was the wrong man for her.


She was the wrong woman for him.


The security line moved forward quickly. Soon shed have to leave him behind. She faced him, frustrated that there was never time to do anything properly with Nick.


Even break up.


I cant pass up this assignment, she said. It involves my sister.


I didnt know you had one. His expression was one of mild surprise and total lack of interest.


I havent seen her in twelve years.


So whats the rush? A few weeks more wont matter.


Apparently shes on a tight schedule.


Another career girl?


Shes Peter Huttons signature model.


Nicks jaw literally dropped. Jo? The Jo?


Yes.


Incredible! Fantastic! I cant wait to meet her.


Christy looked at him coolly. Jo-Jo and I havent spoken in twelve years.


Nick stared at Christy, but she knew he wasnt really seeing her. He was comparing her to Jo-Jo.


Suddenly Christys temper flared. The speculation and comparisons in his eyes were why she never mentioned her relationship to the screamingly sexy model in the Peter Hutton ads.


She takes after our mother, Christy said flatly. I favor the McKenna side of the family.


Your mother must have been gorgeous.


She was. Like Jo-Jo. And like Jo-Jo, she was a user.


Jo could use me anytime. He grinned.


Christy looked at the briskly moving line.


What did you do to make Jo angry? he asked.


What makes you assume it was my fault? Because Im not outrageously beautiful like she is? But all Christy said aloud was, I got a scholarship. When Jo-Jo found out I wasnt going to stay in Wyoming, she seduced her boyfriends father, got pregnant, and talked him into running off with her. On the way out of town, she stole Grammas gold necklace. The scandal broke my grandmothers health. She died of a stroke.


Was the necklace valuable?


Christy grimaced. Trust Nick to be curious about the money rather than the emotions. At most, the necklace was worth a few hundred dollars.


So how did Jo end up in the big time?


I dont know. She refused to talk to me and never answered my letters. All I found out is that she had an abortion, traded up in men, and was a cover model before she was twenty-one.


No surprise there. A face and a body like hers come along once in a century. Did you call her while you were on vacation?


No. She called me.


Why?


Good question. I dont have an answer. Good-bye, Nick.


She showed her ID and e-ticket to a guard, leaving Nick standing on the other side of the security line.


She didnt look back.









Chapter 4




Colorado
Saturday morning


Christy sat on the edge of her hotel bed and waited while the desk clerk checked for messages.


Christy McKenna? the hotel clerk muttered.


Thats me. Room 308.


No messages. Sorry.


Thank you, Christy said automatically, hanging up the phone.


She checked her cell phone. Nothing new. Nothing old, either. In Remington, her cell service went without warning from barely usable to complete silence. She might as well carry around a paperweight.


With an impatient motion she tossed the cell phone on the bed. It landed next to the laptop computer that she hadnt found an Internet connection for yet. If she wanted one, she had to go to the local coffee shop and wait in line behind the pencil-neck townies, who then would read everything on her screen as fast as she did. Just one more of the joys of rustic life.



The only good news was that it was driving Myra nuts not to be able to micromanage her reporter.


The bad news was that Jo-Jo was nowhere to be seen.


Well, I made it here in less than three days, but theres no gold necklace waiting for me. Not even a Hi, Christmas, got you again, huh?


Irritated at losing the old game, Christy checked her watch.


Too much time.


She wasnt due at Huttons private prepress showing for several hours. Plenty of time to bathe. Plenty of time to change. Plenty of time to wonder why she was such a sucker for Jo-Jos games.


At that instant Christy knew that she wasnt going to wait around the phone like the carrot-topped teenager shed once been, praying for a date.


Im too old for this.


She grabbed her faded black blazer and clattered down the hotel stairs. When she strode out onto the sidewalk, the sun poured hot and clean through the cloudless sky.


Leaving her rental car in the hotel lot, she headed on foot for the art gallery shed seen advertised in the guest literature stacked by the phone in her room. She wondered if the gallery would be as pleasant a surprise as the hotel had been. Shed been expecting linoleum floors, knotty pine furniture, and wallpaper covered with fake western brands. What she got was elegant pseudo-Victorian decor.


Halfway to the gallery, Christy realized that Remington itself was rather like an old frame home that was being made over one room at a time into an upscale bed and breakfast. Some of the storefronts were expensively refurbished, with beveled or stained-glass insets in the doors and hand-carved wooden trim freshly painted. And some of the stores hadnt been painted for longer than Christy had been alive.



Remington was a work in progress.


The gallery wasnt far away because the town didnt cover much ground. There was only one stoplight and one paved road. The side streets were dusty, but the items in the Main Street shops were both expensive and surprisingly cosmopolitan.


Christy stopped in front of a boutique whose windows offered French lingerie, Italian sunglasses, Ecuadoran weaving, and modern Navajo jewelry. The cultural mixture was subtly electrifying, a reminder of how small the world had become.


She began to have real hope that Huttons line would be good after all. The most exciting styles had always come from cultural collisions, cultural tensions, cultural fusions.


Without realizing it, she took a slow breath and put her Manhattan worries and do-it-yesterday pressures on a back burner in her mind. What she was looking at now was real, vital, and new. More relaxed, she glanced around the town with renewed interest, measuring both the old and the new. Glittering arty boutiques and a True Value hardware store down on a side street.


It was the hardware store that brought back long-buried memories of her childhood. There was a woman who moved with the unmistakable sore-footed walk of a tired waitress. Three schoolgirls shrieked and giggled because they were still young enough to believe they wouldnt end up like their mothers. Two working cowboys wore faded jeans, down-at-the-heel boots, and an arrogant tilt to their hats. There was a slight stiffness to their gait and a complete disregard for streetlights and any traffic that had wheels instead of hooves.


There also were touristsflatlanders, outsiders who were dressed more like California or New York than Colorado. There were some young men who wore the western look without much success. Their clothes were new and their bodies hadnt been broken by bad horses, worse weather, and rotgut whiskey.


Christy watched the drugstore cowboys with a disdain she didnt bother to hide. Imitation might be a high compliment, but it was a sad excuse for individual style.


The vehicles parked diagonally along the street were a mixture of visitors from the outer world and Christys memories of the insular West. A few exotics such as BMWs, Range Rovers, and Japanese baby pickups were sprinkled among the inevitable full-sized American pickup trucks with gun racksand often gunshung across the back window. The local vehicles were dirty and carried the dents and scars of ranch use. The exotics had out-of-state license plates and the sheen of good wax beneath recent road dust.


In front of the Two-Tier West Gallery was a vehicle that didnt quite fit in either the exotic or the local category. Intrigued as always by anything different, Christy studied it.


It was a one-ton truck and it was American, but there were four doors instead of two. The truck bed was enclosed, giving it the appearance of an oversized, muscular station wagon with cargo doors instead of a tailgate. SUBURBAN was written in chrome letters on the black body.


Oversized tires and high-lift suspension hinted at off-road use. Dings, dents, and parallel horizontal scratches along the body confirmed it. Everything was caked with dirt except the front windshield and side mirrors. They were spotless. The paint beneath the dirt had the gloss of good care. The license plate was local.


Now, theres someone who doesnt fit in either tier of the West, old or upscale.


After a second glance, Christy went to see what the gallery had to offer. The Two-Tier West had genteel alarm wires around its plate-glass windows and a generic cardboard placard announcing that the gallery was open. A bell pealed sweetly at the top of the door when Christy pulled it open.


Two people were inside. One was an Indian woman with the broad, serene features and solid build of an R. C. Gorman model. She dressed the part with a floor-length dark green velveteen skirt and a heavy maroon satin blouse. Her smile lit up the white-walled gallery space like a floodlight.


The second person was standing at the counter. He definitely wasnt a drugstore cowboy, but he didnt quite look like a ranch hand. He wore a heavy, closely cut beard and a slate-gray Stetson with a low crown, medium brim, and the look of hard, sweaty use. There werent any pheasant feathers, conchos, or other decorations on the hatband.


The hat was right for a local cowboy, but the beard wasnt. The shirt was just right, blue chambray with steel snaps instead of buttons, and faded from long use. A gallery case hid his feet, so Christy couldnt tell whether he was wearing cowboy boots or something more comfortable.


If the man smiled in return at the Indian clerk, it didnt show in his profile. Hawk-featured with hooded eyes, he looked proud and rather grim. He was somewhere in his thirties, dark-haired, tall, and long-boned. There was both strength and stillness in him.


Can I help you? the woman called to Christy.


Just browsing, Christy said automatically.


If you need me, my name is Veronica.


Thanks.


Veronica turned back to the man who didnt fit. He was carrying a cardboard carton, which he set carefully on the counter.


Christy sensed the restrained excitement in the Indian woman and wondered whether the man or the carton was the source. Curious, she drifted closer to the two while she catalogued the contents of the gallery with eyes that had seen the best and the worst of many cultures and styles.


long time, Veronica said.


The mans reply was a low rumble of sound that could have meant anything.


Christy strained to overhear.


Danner said you werent coming back ever.


Danner is a horses ass.


The mans voice was baritone, clear and faintly drawling. Either a native or someone with a good ear who had picked up local accents.


Pretending to study a nearby necklace, Christy watched as he handed Veronica an envelope. Without another word he turned and went out the front door. He moved with the easy gait of an athlete or a hiker rather than a cowboy more used to horses than walking. And he was wearing scuffed hiking boots, not cowboy boots.


She watched the man the whole way, conscious of staring but not able to look away. Shed seen more handsome menNick, for instancebut shed never seen a man who appealed to her senses more.


But she was damned if she could figure out why.


He went straight to the black Suburban parked out front.


Figures, Christy thought, oddly pleased. The man who doesnt fit owns the truck that doesnt fit.


She turned back to the gallerys offerings. A decent contemporary painting on the wall behind the counter caught her eye. The painting was a stylized neon-blue cowboy against a glaring crimson and black backdrop that could have been Times Square or the Las Vegas Strip. The cowboy radiated a masculine intensity and lean power that was much older and more enduring than the twentieth-century techniques of the artist.



Stepping back, she studied the painting, drawn by it in a way she couldnt name.


The front bell rang again, announcing the mans return. He was carrying another carton. He set it down on the counter across from Veronica and went to work on the fastenings. When he pulled something out of the carton, Veronica set aside the papers she had been reading and gave a low whistle.


Did you take photographs in situ? Veronica asked.


What do you think?


Veronica laughed. I think you have a batch of them.


For a moment there was quiet while they admired the bowl cupped in the mans long fingers.


Christy watched from the corner of her eyes, intrigued both by the obvious excitement of the gallery owner and the way the man was holding the bowl. Shed never seen a man touch anything so carefully, like it was a butterfly or a womans breast rather than pottery.


Have you shown it to anyone else? Veronica asked.


For sale? No. I had Mike over from Mesa Verde to look at it, though.


What did he say? she asked.


That he wished hed found it.


The front door opened with another cheerful peal and closed with a bang.


A big, hard-shouldered man in white shirt and light straw stockmans hat strode in. He wore a tooled gun belt with a white-handled revolver in the holster. Silver gleamed in his hair, and a five-pointed silver star glinted on his pearl-buttoned shirt. He was perhaps fifty and physically fit in the manner of a man accustomed to hunting game and riding rough trails on horseback.


Christy had seen smaller bulls.



Afternoon, Sheriff Danner, Veronica said. What can I do for you?


You can stop buying pots from that Moki-poaching, high-grading son of a bitch.













Chapter 5




Christy was close enough to overhear Veronicas unhappy hiss. Shit.


Danner wasnt.


Nor could the sheriff see the change that went over the man who held the pot. In the space of a breath, he went from relaxation to predatory alertness.


Instinctively Christy stepped back.


The man returned the pot to its carton with great gentleness. Yet when he turned to face the sheriff, there was nothing gentle about his expression or his stance. His eyes were wolfs eyes, pale amber, unemotional, unflinching, revealing nothing.


Danner, the man said.


I want to see papers on those pots, the sheriff said curtly.


Im sure you do.


Silence grew until Danner realized that nothing more was going to be said unless he said it.


Get them.


The man didnt move.


Veronica did. She scooped up the papers she had been reading and handed them across the counter to Danner.



All in order, she said. Landowners notarized signature, in situ photos, USGS map coordinates, the works.


The sheriff scanned the papers quickly. Too quickly. Christy suspected that Danner either didnt know what he was looking at or didnt care.


The way Danner threw the papers back on the counter said he didnt give a damn.


All in order, right? Veronica said with forced lightness.


This time, the sheriff said coldly.


Every time, she said, and you know it as well as I do. Everything in my gallery is aboveboard and top quality.


Danner didnt answer. Hed already dismissed Veronica. He was focused on the younger man, who was watching him with cool disdain.


You disappoint me, boy, Danner said.


The mans smile said he knew he wasnt anybodys boy.


Because Im still alive? the man drawled.


Because you dont have enough sense to stay out of places you arent wanted.


Last time I checked, it was a free country.


Seems to me, Danner said, a kid who had a bullet in his lung a few months back would have better sense than to try the high country again.


Christy flinched at the sheriffs casual words.


A bullet in his lung.


She stared at the younger man. For the first time she saw that his clothes were a bit loose, as if hed lost weight recently. Brackets of pain or anger cut into either side of his mouth so deeply that even the thick, closely trimmed beard couldnt conceal them.


Dont worry about me, the man said. Im a survivor.


The sheriff wasnt impressed. What do you want here?


Same thing I always did. To be left alone like every other law-abiding citizen.



You better move on, boy. Im going to ride you like a green pony.


Why?


Danner seemed surprised by the cool question. We dont take to murderers around here.


Then why arent you looking for the man who tried to murder me?


The sheriff straightened up fully and dropped his hands to his sides. His right palm brushed against his holster.


Christy wondered why he needed to reassure himself about the gun. The sheriff was at least eighty pounds heavier than the other man.


Ive only been in office a few months, the sheriff said. Thats hardly enough time to draw up a list of your enemies, much less talk to them. Anyway, it was just someone after spring venison, and you know it.


The younger mans teeth showed in a quick, cold smile. I dont know anything of the sort. As for your busy schedule, you might have more time for investigations if you spent less time playing security guard out at Xanadu.


Look here, you


But I can see how Huttons campaign contributions


son of a bitch! You have no


might be more important than solving a shooting.


right to question me! Danner finished angrily.


Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money in a county like this.


Whats that supposed to mean? Danner demanded.


You tell me, Sheriff. Youre the one cashing Huttons checks.


And not Larry Moore, is that it? Youre pissed off that your buddy didnt get elected sheriff.


Larry couldnt be bought.


Danner turned his head a little and squinted, like a man who didnt think hed heard correctly. He hooked his thumb into the gun belt just ahead of the holster. His palm curled back over the hammer of the gun.


The other man faced the sheriff and hooked his right thumb into his own belt, a clear and conscious mimicking.


Christy blinked. She couldnt believe the unarmed, recently injured man was facing the threat of a gun so calmly. The closest thing he had to a weapon was his sterling belt buckle. As weapons went, it wasnt mucha palm-sized silver oval mounted with a circle of fine turquoise.


I wasnt bought, Danner said. I got elected to keep bad actors like you from getting in the way of good citizens.


I did my time, the man said flatly. I dont owe you anything. I dont owe the state of Colorado anything. The only person I owe is the son of a bitch who shot me and left me to die. I always pay my debts. Ask anyone.


You better watch that mouth, boy. Might make a man nervous enough to cause another hunting accident.


The man with the beard became very still.


Instinctively the sheriff started to back up, then stopped himself. His hand closed over his gun.


Christys breath clogged her throat. This cant be happening. This is an art gallery in the twenty-first century, not some saloon in the Wild West.


Are you trying to tell me something, Danner? asked the man.


Im only telling you the same thing your doctor told you. Remington isnt a healthy place for a lung-shot ex-con. Everyone would be better off, including you, if youd just drift.


The mans laugh was even harder than his smile. Every western town needs an outlaw to keep the tourists happy. Looks like Ive just been elected.



He turned his back on the sheriff and spoke to Veronica. Ill be by tomorrow to talk about these pots.


Christy watched the man walk out of the gallery and get in the Suburban.


The sheriff swore under his breath and left without a word.


When the bell over the door shivered into silence, Christy forced herself to draw a deep breath.


A decade doesnt seem to have changed the average western male very much, she said.


Veronica gave a hoot of laughter. Yeah, thats one hell of a man, isnt it? Six-foot-two of trouble on the hoof.


He looked taller than that. Must have been the gun.


Gun? Oh, you mean Danner. Yeah, hes six-four. But I was talking about Cain.


Cain? Christy asked faintly.


Aaron Cain.


She shook her head, feeling disoriented. The man with the dark beard was the man Jo-Jo had warned her against.


If I was a betting womanand I amId back Cain in a brawl against anyone.


Christy hardly heard. She stared out the window at the man her sister had warned her against.


Whats a Moki poacher? she asked finally.


A thief.


Is that why he was shot? Was he stealing something?


Cain? Hes no Moki poacher, no matter what the university types say.


Christy looked as bewildered as she felt.


Veronica smiled and began carrying one of the cartons Cain had left into a back room, talking all the while.


People around here take their Anasazi sites seriously, she said. If you have a degree from a fancy school and dig up pots, youre an archaeologist. If you dont have a degree, youre a grave robber, even if youre well educated, careful to record what you do, and have a landowners permission to dig.


Veronica vanished into a back room but kept talking.


But if you dig on public lands, youre a pothunter and a Moki poacher.


And a son of a bitch? Christy offered dryly.


Veronicas laughter rang again.


Well, Danner and Cain never had much good to say for each other, Veronica admitted, grabbing the second carton. Danner liked giving orders even before he was elected sheriff.


Cain doesnt look like he takes orders worth a damn.


Not that boy. Then there was their little disagreement over Huttons model, that fancy blonde.


Christy was glad Veronica couldnt see her reaction. By the time the gallery owner came back out, Christy had her expression under control.


The one they call Jo? she asked carefully.


Thats the one.


Veronica disappeared into the back room again.


What happened? Christy asked.


Danner wanted her. He didnt get her. But I saw Cain and the blonde over in Montrose one night, working the honky-tonk trapline.


Jo-Jo and Cain? Christy shook her head.


She was all over him like a rash, Veronica said. It was the only time I saw them together, but


Veronicas voice faded as she vanished into the back again, leaving Christy to wonder if Cain had been the man able to teach Jo-Jo that there were some things beauty couldnt buy. And thats why Jo-Jo hated him.


The thought went through Christy like a shock wave, unsettling everything in its wake.



Maybe thats why Jo-Jo called and offered the gold necklace. Maybe shes finally grown up and wants to mend her fences.


Maybe Aaron Cain was a miracle of reality in Jo-Jos relentlessly self-centered life.


Christy almost smiled. Cain didnt look like a walking miracle, but stranger things had happened between men and women.


Something very like hope bloomed in Christy.


Maybe he touched the Jo-Jo I always believed was there, deep beneath the selfishness, a woman who could be reached with enough patience, enough understanding, enough love.


Maybe Jo-Jo is finally able to love and laugh and share.


Maybe shes able to feel pain that isnt hers.


A sister in more than blood.


That was the ultimate lure, the irresistible one, the shining promise of a childhood healed.


Suddenly Christy couldnt wait to see Jo-Jo.


This time. This time it will be different.











Chapter 6




Colorado
Later Saturday morning


Empty cattle vans rocketed past Christy, heading for the high country to bring cattle back down to the valleys for the winter. The slipstream of the big trucks made her little rental car shake.


One more thing that hasnt changed, Christy said under her breath. Big trucks and narrow roads. Welcome back.


And her damned cell phone still couldnt find anything to talk to.


On either side of the two-lane highway, small dirt tracks led off between barbed-wire fences to ranch houses that were more than a hundred years old. Even in the bright warmth of the sun, there was a feel of winters depths in the run-down brick and turn-of-the-century frame houses.


Christy knew how houses smelled, how they felt, how they creaked when the wind blew in the middle of the night and tree branches scratched against the glass. She knew what it was like to be a teenager staring through tears at a cheap dresser mirror and asking herself why God had given her a brain instead of a face and body that brought men to heel like hound dogs with long tongues hanging out.


Part of Christy had never stopped wondering. Shed just given up on ever finding an answer.


She put away the often bitter, sometimes sweet childhood memories and concentrated on the narrow road and the wide land. The last weeks of September lay serene in the long meadows and lofty divides of the Rockies. On the hard shoulders of the
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