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      Oh the weather outside is frightful...so don't come out into the snow. The snowman is in the snow. Hiding. Waiting. Watching.

      Bethany Lights put down a worn book she'd checked out from the Snow Falls Library. The old western had a touch of romance woven through it—meant to distract her from the weight of the day. But a cold wind rattled against the cabin windows, carrying the promise of early snow, and kept pulling her attention back to the lonely view beyond the glass. Will Sarah call?

      What I do know is that the snowman is outside. The nightmare Sarah and I have been waiting for has finally arrived. But am I fully awake this time or still dreaming? Will I follow the same script again?

      Bethany reached for a brown coffee cup sitting on the coffee table, its warmth a small comfort in her hands. Julie was in London with Amanda, handling legal matters Julie had kept quiet about—matters Bethany wished she'd known sooner, especially now that the apartments had surfaced. No wonder Julie's son had been circling lately. Amanda would make sure Julie came through it all right. Bethany was simply grateful they were both safely away.

      She stood and walked to the stone fireplace, where a fire burned without bringing any warmth. Bethany pulled the thick brown sweater tighter around herself. The cabin was as warm as she could make it, and still the cold seeped in. If only Sarah would call. I need to know what's happening. I need to know if Pete is going to be okay. Steven is with Pete, but Pete is in bad shape.

      There was nothing to do but wait. She took a sip of coffee, the taste grounding her. Her uncle had finally left Snow Falls for Utah—a relief for everyone, if she was honest. She loved him, but he'd worn her down. And now her mother wanted to visit for Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving was only a few weeks away. I can't let her come here. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      The brown telephone on the side table came to life. Bethany startled, nearly dropped her cup, and hurried to answer it. "Hello? Sarah?"

      "Cell phone service is down," Sarah Spencer's voice was tight and upset. "Internet's gone too. We still have landlines—for now. I'm not sure how long that will last."

      "I checked my cell earlier," Bethany said quickly. "How is Pete?"

      Sarah was at the Snow Falls Police Station—the place everyone in town just called the Station. "Conrad and the kids are in Vermont," she said. "They're safe. They couldn't get back here even if they tried."

      "The Back Alley Killer has a son, Bethany." Sarah's voice carried a weight Bethany had never heard before. "We didn't know. Pete didn't know. No one did. That man is in Alaska now. He left a body with my name on it at a hotel in Anchorage. The authorities have locked everything down. The state police have shut all the roads leading in and out of Snow Falls. I've been ordered to secure the town."

      "And that's what the killer wants," Bethany said. It wasn't a question.

      "Yes," Sarah said miserably. "That's exactly what he wants."

      Bethany closed her eyes. An image surfaced—a hideous snowman, grinning in the winter dark. This time I'm going to win. The weather outside is frightening...so be very, very scared. "How is Pete?"

      "Alive. Barely." Sarah's voice cracked slightly. "Pete was shot three times in the back. The killer left a photograph of my face at the scene with 'Let It Snow' written below it." A shaky breath. "Steven said Dr. Mills thinks Pete has a good chance if he stays strong. Pete is a fighter."

      "Sarah—"

      "I told Steven to stay with Pete. I ordered him to." Sarah's voice hardened. "Steven gave me his word, and I heard the truth in it. He won't leave."

      "Steven won't leave Pete," Bethany confirmed.

      "Not on his life." Sarah paused. "Bethany, it's just you and me. Andrew is on vacation, and I'm the acting Chief. Most of the officers are bedridden with the virus going around. Henry, Andy, everyone. Andy's wife had to take him to the hospital because his fever spiked dangerously high. I have no backup."

      "Sarah, I need to come down to the station⁠—"

      "No." Sarah's tone was final. "It's too dangerous to leave your cabin. The killer is probably already in Snow Falls."

      "You found out about the body last night. The sun's setting now. It's possible." Bethany rubbed her temples. "I'm worried he might not be alone, Sarah."

      "He's alone," Sarah assured her. "The Back Alley Killer always worked solo."

      "But his son?"

      Sarah went quiet for a moment. "It's possible they worked together. But it's been years since we stopped the father. A lot of time for the son to grow. To practice." Bethany heard the chill in Sarah's voice. "Pete started investigating murders targeting the homeless in Los Angeles. A woman whose father had been killed hired him. Her father was a homeless man she'd finally tracked down—but too late."

      "That's when Pete found the pattern," Bethany said.

      "A homeless person murdered every two weeks up and down the California coast. No one was connecting it. Most people don't care enough to look." Sarah's frustration was clear. "But Pete did. Pete found a pattern. And that pattern led to the killer's son."

      "A pattern that got him shot," Bethany said quietly.

      "Yes." Sarah's voice sank. "But I think the killer let Pete find him, Bethany. I think he wanted to be found."

      "Because he was ready. He'd honed his skills. He was coming for his final target," Bethany whispered.

      "Yes."

      The single word landed like a stone. Sarah was scared—truly scared. Sarah wasn't the type to let fear control her, but this was different. Sarah had family to protect now. If Sarah fell, the killer would go after them. Sarah knew that. What can I do? Bethany asked.

      "Nothing," Sarah said.

      "No. There has to be something." Bethany's voice steadied with certainty. "We both know I was brought to Snow Falls for a reason. All those murders, all those traps the snowman put me through—I was being trained, Sarah. For this. For one final killer. I can't sit here."

      "Bethany—"

      "I'm coming down to the station." Bethany locked eyes on the front door. "You can argue with me later. I'm on my way."

      Sarah wanted to insist, but the resolve in Bethany's voice cut off any objection. "I can't guarantee your safety⁠—"

      "I know." Bethany was already moving. "I'm on my way." She hung up.

      Bethany checked the gun secured to her right ankle, then verified the second pistol hidden under her sweater at her belt. She grabbed her green winter coat and white purse, then stepped out into the wind. The air held an edge that made her breath catch. Before her, the land was bare and brown—no snow yet, most trees stripped of leaves, the sky low and gray. The air felt heavy with waiting. I'm out here, Bethany. Waiting for the first snow. When it falls, I'm coming for you. For Sarah. It's Sarah I want, but you got in the way. When the snow falls.

      Bethany scanned her SUV on the dirt driveway to the left of the porch. The tires looked sound. No sign of tampering. She whispered a quiet resolve—she would make it through this—then dashed across the cold porch and climbed into the driver's seat. A powerful gust nearly knocked her sideways, but she pushed forward. "Time to move."

      A figure watched Bethany drive away from the cabin. "The games are just beginning."

      Bethany heard nothing over the engine. The roads were clear, so she drove fast toward Snow Falls. No traffic moved on the roads—Snow Falls was a small Alaskan town with only a few traffic lights that spent most of their time blinking yellow. The emptiness felt unnatural. Usually she passed at least a couple of trucks heading into town or toward O'Malley's Department Store. "It's good no one is out. There's a killer in Snow Falls."

      When she reached Main Street, she pulled hard on the brakes and slid to a stop in front of the wooden police station wedged between two brick buildings. The front door burst open immediately. Sarah rushed out in a tough brown leather jacket that signaled she was ready for a fight—no longer dressed like a mother, but like a detective who knew the weight of murder.

      "See anyone?" Sarah asked as Bethany climbed out.

      "Not a soul." Bethany scanned the street. At the far end of Main Street stood her coffee shop, the one she'd taken over from Sarah. "He's here, Sarah. I can feel it. The snowman is in the air."

      "I know." Sarah looked around at the closed storefronts—the shuttered diner, the locked doors. "The town is locked down. The state police are controlling the roads. I haven't seen a patrol car in town and I don't expect to. They're doing what they've been ordered to do. That's why the cell service is down. We're isolated, Bethany. No way in or out except on foot, and even that would be risky."

      "At least we're together," Bethany said.

      "At least we are." Sarah grabbed Bethany's hand and pulled her toward the station door. "Let's get inside where it's safe. We're sitting ducks out here."

      Bethany locked her SUV and followed Sarah into the station, trying not to think of it as a tomb.
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      Both women carried a bone-deep fear as they moved through the station—fear of an unknown killer prowling Snow Falls, fear of isolation that pressed in from all sides. The state had ordered a lockdown. No help was coming. Bethany and Sarah were alone.

      "What now?" Bethany asked as Sarah closed and locked the sturdy office door.

      "We wait," Sarah answered. "Running isn't an option. If I run, the killer finds me again." Sarah peered through the heavy wooden blind covering the window, then moved to Conrad's desk. "The killer will come to us. I was hoping you'd have stayed at your cabin."

      "I couldn't." Bethany studied the office with careful eyes. The single door and window were the only ways in or out. The wood-beamed ceiling was solid. The killer would need more than determination to breach this room. "We're safe here for now, Sarah. But when night comes—who knows?"

      "We'll know if the generators fail," Sarah replied, her gaze sweeping the familiar office. "The state won't cut the power. But the killer might. Or maybe the killer prefers to stay invisible."

      "Then why leave a body with your name on it in Anchorage?" Bethany asked.

      "To create panic," Sarah said. She walked behind Conrad's desk and sat down. "The murders I've dealt with since coming to Snow Falls have always brought negative attention to the state. No one in a position of authority wants to deal with that—not now, not with everything going on. So they ordered the lockdown and looked the other way."

      "And the outside world won't lift a hand," Bethany said, folding her arms. "No one in the lower states even knows Snow Falls exists."

      "Anchorage, Fairbanks—those places register. Snow Falls doesn't." Sarah pressed her lips together. "The state police do what they're told. The officers on the ground won't risk their jobs over a town this small."

      "Which means we're on our own."

      "Exactly." Sarah straightened in the chair. "The official story is that Louis Montone's death is still under investigation. An autopsy is pending. But the truth is it'll stay buried as long as it's convenient for the people in charge."

      Bethany looked toward the window. "Louis Montone was an important banker in Anchorage. That should have counted for something."

      "I checked before the internet went down," Sarah said, her voice thoughtful. "Louis Montone was preparing to divorce his wife and marry Fran Halcombs. Fran is the campaign manager for Edward Tullins, who's running as an Independent—and who also happens to be Louis Montone's cousin. Louis had made very public, very sour remarks about Edward. He was a well-known supporter of the current administration."

      "Which means he gave them money," Bethany said.

      Sarah nodded. "So you see why the authorities are panicking. If the truth about Louis Montone's murder came out, it would create a scandal no one could control."

      "And the killer might have known exactly how to use that," Bethany said.

      "Not a stretch at all." Sarah's cop instincts sharpened her voice. She loved Bethany as a sister and respected the woman's mind. "You're tracking this correctly. The killer knew that killing Louis Montone would put the authorities in an impossible position."

      "Which locks Snow Falls down tight."

      "Exactly." Sarah glanced toward the office door. The silver knob remained silent—for now. But when darkness came, she feared something would turn that knob. "What I keep trying to work out is who could draw Louis Montone to a hotel room. Not a stranger."

      "Someone familiar," Bethany said.

      "That's what I think." Sarah leaned forward. "The killer's been making trips to Anchorage and back. Probably scouting Snow Falls too—watching me, planning carefully."

      Bethany's heart sank. "If Pete hadn't found the pattern, we'd still be in the dark."

      "My gut tells me the killer let Pete find it," Sarah said. "I think the woman who hired Pete was paid to do it. Pete was set up. I didn't want to tell you over the phone, but you should know what I'm thinking."

      "I suspected as much." Bethany sat in the brown chair facing the desk. "This killer isn't careless."

      "No."

      "Someone who's been planning this for a very long time," Bethany continued.

      "Yes."

      "And the endgame is now." Bethany looked at the door. "Could the killer have leverage on the authorities? Something from Louis Montone—enough to force a lockdown?"

      "I considered that too," Sarah nodded. "If the killer has something damaging, that would explain everything."

      "Which puts us right back to being trapped in our own town."

      Bethany opened the top drawer of Conrad's desk. A loaded gun rested inside—Conrad's habit. She checked it just to have something to do with her hands, then closed the drawer. "The state patrol won't enter Snow Falls. They're staying exactly where they've been ordered to stay."

      We're trapped unless we leave on foot. Sarah won't run—she has her family to think about. If she runs, the killer will track her down eventually. Anyone can be found with a few keystrokes. No. Snow Falls is the final stage. The question is what the killer has planned. Someone this methodical, this patient—he's not walking blindly.

      "I see you brought supplies," Bethany said, noticing the food and water stacked in the far corner.

      "I'm not leaving this office unless I have to." Sarah's voice carried a note of relief now that Bethany was here. As much as she'd wanted her friend safe at home, having her close was a comfort she desperately needed. "We can work in buddy teams. Bethany, you risked your life coming here. I'm grateful. I love you. If anything happens to me—please know that."

      "I love you too, Sarah. You're my family." Bethany managed a small smile. "I'm scared. I've been scared since Pete was shot. But I swear, I'm not leaving your side again. I should have come straight here."

      "You were doing what I asked⁠—"

      "From now on, I'm your shadow," Bethany said, her voice steady. "The snowman is outside, Sarah. Waiting. This is the final act. Somehow the killer cleared the board except for us. It's you and me now."

      "I knew it would be." Sarah's eyes drifted to the door. "I spent so many nights at O'Malley's, behind a closed door, wondering when this moment would come. But Bethany, this is my fight. The snowman is after me. I never wanted to drag you into it."

      "Too late." Bethany reached across the desk and squeezed Sarah's arm. "I came to Snow Falls broken. Now I'm ready."

      "I can see that." Sarah stood, moving closer. "You were devastated when you arrived, but I've watched you become a fighter. Bethany, I told you once that you have a dangerous mind. I meant it then, and I mean it now. It's time to let that mind work the way it needs to."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Every murder case you were involved with, I investigated thoroughly—searching for connections. I never told you." Sarah took Bethany's hand and led her to the window. "When I realized you were brought to Snow Falls to face this, I had to understand why."

      Bethany met her eyes. "What did you find?"

      "You already know," Sarah answered, holding her gaze.

      "I'm afraid I do," Bethany whispered. "And I've known you weren't blind to it either."

      "No, I wasn't." Sarah turned toward the window. "In every murder, no matter the location or method, there was one constant—you. The snowman followed you, not me. But why?" She lowered her eyes. "I realized the snowman couldn't hurt me while you were alive."

      "The snowman still wants me dead," Bethany said.

      "Yes." Sarah's voice was heavy. "All those cases seemed random. No pattern—even Pete couldn't find one. That's when I understood. The snowman was desperate to kill you. With me, it moved slowly, attacked carefully, believing it could break me with fear. It knew the Back Alley Killer would eventually come to Snow Falls. If the snowman failed to kill me first, no matter—the Back Alley Killer was the backup plan. But Amanda killed him."

      Bethany's body trembled. "And I was brought to Snow Falls⁠—"

      "I don't know why you were chosen," Sarah confessed quietly. "I wish I did. All I know is the snowman can't reach me unless you die first. This morning I told myself I'd keep you home and face this alone. But here you are. Where you belong, I think. I should have known you wouldn't stay away."

      "Sarah—"

      "The snowman lost the first battle. Now the son of the Back Alley Killer has come for vengeance—the final move." Sarah took Bethany's hand. "This is the last battle. If the snowman loses now, it dies. The curse dies—the curse I brought to life in my books." She released Bethany's hand. "You wrote the perfect murder, Bethany. And you're the only one who can understand this killer's mind, because he's chasing perfection. Does that make sense to you?"

      "I wish it didn't," Bethany said, pulling Sarah close. "But yes. It makes perfect sense."

      Sarah held her tightly as tears came. "This curse is mine. I don't want to lose you. I planned to fight this alone, but deep down I know—you're the only one who can face this killer. If we fail, the killer will come for everyone we love."

      Sarah is terrified. I'm her only chance. I won't fail her.

      Outside in the gathering dark, Ronald climbed onto an old roof and raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes. The station sat below, quiet and small. "The light's almost gone. But I won't strike yet. I'll let the fear settle in first. Then I'll come."

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/danishanddeceitcover.jpg
WENDY MEADOWS

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR






OEBPS/images/moplogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/footprints.jpg





