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 DEAD OF WINTER


    

ONE

 

It never had a chance.

The burnt red of the fox's fur stood out against the white background. Blood saturated the snow. I wanted to look away, but found myself morbidly fascinated by the rabbit's death throes. The fox lifted its head from the rabbit's neck and watched, almost bemused, as the small paws kicked at empty space. 

Finally, it stilled. The fox bent its head and began to rip off bits of fur. I turned and walked past the gory scene. 

It fit my state of mind.

Daylight was scarce this time of year, and I quickened my pace to make it back to my rig before dark. I needed this hike today. Normally, I’d be leading a group of guests on a hike from the local hotel, but business was soft this time of year, and I wanted to keep my guiding abilities sharp. Hiking alone always honed my awareness of my surroundings and allowed me to forget my past. 

For a while. 

I fell into a rhythmic stride, comforted by the crunch of the snow under my feet. As I rounded the corner that marked the lonely stretch of wilderness that lay between me and the roughed in trailhead, I noticed movement to my right. Thinking it was probably more wildlife trying to break through some ice in a nearby pond, I stopped. 

A series of odd grunts punctuated the silence. It was still early in the season, so the possibility it might be a late-to-hibernate bear was real, but not necessarily the only explanation. Silently, I moved in the direction of the noise, peering at the frozen pond through winter-stripped alders.

There were three men; two standing and one on his knees on a gray tarp. It took me a minute to realize what was happening. The sharp report of the gun flushed a small murder of ravens from a nearby tree. The man on his knees crumpled forward. 

Unable to breathe, I dropped to a squat behind the trees, scanning the area for better cover. The barren white landscape held no place to hide.

Just sit tight, Kate. If I moved now, I’d be dead. The low murmur of voices drifted past me, accompanied by the occasional scrape of a tarp-wrapped body being dragged over the crusty snow. 

They were speaking Spanish. And it wasn't Castilian, but the Mexican dialect spoken by the men who worked for my ex-lover and drug dealer, Roberto Salazar.

Shit. Shit. Shit. I didn’t recognize them, but that didn’t mean anything. The poor schmuck who bought it could’ve been someone paid to track me. They wouldn’t need him anymore, once my location had been confirmed. I’d hoped getting lost in Alaska would lessen the fear that continually stalked me. True, I’d changed my last name a couple of times in order to confuse anyone who might try to find me, and I never got close enough to people to let my guard down, but the constant fear of discovery settled warily into the recesses of my brain, like a feral cat with sharp claws. 

My Jeep was in the shop and I was driving the hotel manager’s rig- a big, hulking twenty-year-old Chevy Blazer. This was a good thing. If the two thugs were looking for me, they probably didn't know I'd stopped at this trailhead. 

I crouched by the trees a while longer, waiting until the men had moved completely out of sight. Not hearing anything, I stood, keeping trees and shrubs between me and the trail, in case they came back. 

Satisfied I was alone, I moved back onto the trail and followed the two men’s tracks. They veered to the left at a fork that led to the official parking area. The path to the right was one the locals used for overflow parking in the summer. I turned right.

My heart had slowed to a semi-thud by the time I made it to the Blazer and started the engine. I slid the semi-automatic I always carried out of my waistband and put it on the seat beside me. I hadn’t needed a gun recently, and I didn’t look forward to the possibility of having to use it for more than target practice. An old, familiar fear crawled up the back of my neck. I did some deep breathing to keep from hyperventilating. 

I turned the heater on full blast and stared out through the windshield at the slowly darkening afternoon. The word bleak came to mind. Would I always have to run, to look over my shoulder? My life had become an endless series of evasive maneuvers designed to keep me detached from people, places. My hand shaking, I picked up my cell phone and hit speed dial. 

"Luis Gonzales."

"Luis. It’s Kate." Luis was one of the DEA agents who helped me get out of Mexico. 

"Kate-? Is everything all right?"

"I-I’m not sure. I just saw a guy get killed, execution-style and I’m a little freaked out right now." I shifted into reverse and backed up, then threw the Blazer into gear and nosed onto the highway, checking both directions for any sign of the killers. "They were speaking Spanish."

"So? There are millions of Hispanics in the U.S."

"Not in Quilete. None, that I know of. These guys were using Mexican Spanish. Not Cuban, not Puerto Rican. Mexican. Salazar and Anaya are still locked up, right?"

"Far as I know. But you know they both have reach." He paused, then, "This might be a good time to think about leaving. Go somewhere warm. Ever been to Hawaii?"

"Hawaii’s a bunch of islands, Luis. How the hell am I supposed to run if they follow me there?"

"Hey- Alaska’s not much different. Where you gonna run? Into the wilderness? Ever see the movie? It didn’t end well." Luis paused to let the implication sink in. "And, there are way more places to hide a body."

"Thanks for that." 

Hawaii sounded good. This snow and ice shit was getting old. Maybe spending a little time on the North Shore wasn't such a bad idea. I had good memories from a few years back. "I’ll give it some thought. For the time being, can you put me in contact with someone up here? I’m not too far from Anchorage."
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