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Prologue


 


 


Dani Stone's boots
crunched the pristine snow underfoot, her breath forming crystalline puffs that
danced away into the chilly air. It was a perfect day for photography – the
kind of day where the world seemed to hold its breath beneath the weight of the
winter's touch. Dani adjusted the strap of her camera, feeling its reassuring
weight against her side. Each step took her further from the beaten path and
deeper into the wilderness that sprawled like a white canvas across Vermont.


She reveled in the
solitude, the way her thoughts echoed clearly without the clutter of everyday
noise. The forest was a sanctuary, a place where she could lose herself in the
raw beauty of nature. Her fingers tingled with the cold, but the anticipation of
capturing something extraordinary kept her moving forward.


The trees stood as
silent sentinels, their branches heavy with snow, creating a cathedral of ice
and wood. A soft wind whispered through the boughs, serenading Dani with the
hushed secrets of the forest. She paused, surveying the landscape with an
artist’s eye, searching for that perfect composition that begged to be
immortalized through her lens.


A break in the
trees ahead signaled promise, and Dani quickened her pace. As she emerged from
the thicket, the sight that greeted her stole her breath away. Snow-covered
trees framed a spectacular vista; Summit Ridge lay below like a model village
trapped in time, the mountain standing guard above it all.


This was it. This
was the moment she had been waiting for. The excitement thrummed through her
veins as she lifted her camera, her fingers deftly adjusting the settings to
capture the ideal exposure. She peered through the viewfinder, composing the
shot with meticulous care, ensuring every element aligned.


Dani's finger
hovered over the shutter release, her breath a ghostly vapor in the cold air.
The world through her lens was still and perfect, a testament to nature's
silent grandeur. She exhaled slowly, not wanting to disturb the hushed
reverence of the scene before her. But then, like a discordant note in a
symphony, something jarred the serenity.


A chill skittered
down Dani's spine, an instinctual alarm that clawed its way up from the base of
her neck. Her eyes darted from the safety of the viewfinder to the surrounding
woods. They held only stillness – a tableau of trees burdened with snow, their
branches stoic under the weight. Yet, the feeling of being watched, of
vulnerability, clung to her skin more persistently than the frosty air.


She wrapped her
arms around herself, seeking comfort in the embrace of her own warmth against
the creeping dread. The silence of the forest now seemed oppressive, a
harbinger of unseen threats. Each shadow between the trees loomed larger, each
rustle of a wind-tossed bough sounded like stealthy footsteps crunching through
the snow. But there was no wind, no footsteps, just an eerie quiet that pressed
upon her eardrums with the weight of the mountain itself.


"Focus,"
she murmured, her voice a mere whisper that fought against the silence. The
camera was her anchor, her reminder that she was here for a purpose, not
paranoia. With a determined squint, she peered once more through the viewfinder
and recomposed the shot. Her fingers, though numbed by the cold, moved with an
artist's grace over the dials and buttons of the camera, adjusting the aperture
to let in just enough light, slowing the shutter speed to capture the fluid
motion of falling snowflakes.


The unease that
had settled over her seemed to dissipate as she lost herself once again in the
act of creation. The lens was her window into a world untainted by fear or
loss, a sanctuary where beauty reigned supreme over the shadows that lurked at
the edge of her consciousness. She allowed herself a shallow breath, the air
crystallizing before her as she exhaled, each tiny ice particle catching the
light like a miniature star.


A slight rustle,
so foreign amidst the stillness, that caught her attention. Her heart skipped a
beat, the sound seemingly out of place against the symphony of silence that had
enveloped her since she ventured into the woods.


She spun on her
heel, the camera strap pulling tight against her neck as she faced the source
of the disturbance. Through the fine veil of falling snowflakes, a figure stood
partially obscured by the skeletal trees. It was not the innocent presence of a
fellow hiker or an animal foraging for food; this was something else, something
unnerving.


The figure's
outline was blurred, yet undeniably human, and it didn't move. No puff of warm
breath escaped them, no shift in weight from foot to foot. They were as still
as the winter-bitten landscape itself, and Dani felt suddenly cold, despite her
warm, fur-lined jacket. Her mind raced — had they been watching her? Why hadn't
she heard them approach?


"Hello?"
Her voice wavered, straining against the oppressive quiet. There was no reply,
just the soft whisper of snow kissing leafless branches. The figure remained
motionless, a specter haunting the threshold of the wild.


She should have
called out again, demanded an answer, but instinct seized her, screaming a
warning through every nerve. Something primal within her knew that
confrontation would only invite danger. Instead, Dani turned away from the
shadowy watcher, her boots crunching against the compacted snow as she hastened
her steps. Fear lent her speed, but the gnawing dread at the base of her skull
told her she wasn't fast enough. She could feel the weight of the figure's gaze
upon her retreating form, heavy and intent.


Dani's lungs
burned as she pushed herself faster, the serene terrain now a treacherous maze.
Each step seemed louder than the last, announcing her panic to the silent
watcher. She dared not look back, fearing what might be revealed in the spaces
between the trees. Her camera bounced wildly against her hip, forgotten in her
flight—a lifeline severed in the face of terror.


Twigs snapped
behind her, closer now, and she knew the figure had begun their pursuit. The
forest, once her sanctuary, had become a labyrinth designed to entrap her. With
each desperate stride, she tried to distance herself from the nightmarish chase
that unfolded. Yet, despite her efforts, the chilling certainty of being hunted
clawed at her, demanding acknowledgment.


Dani's breath came
out in ragged gasps, misting the frigid air as she stumbled into a clearing,
the stark moonlight revealing her dire circumstance. A dense thicket of trees
stood before her, gnarled branches interlocking like the bars of a cage. With
the forest pressing in from all sides, the illusion of escape shattered. Dani's
heart thrashed against her ribs, each beat a drumroll to a conclusion she
desperately wished to rewrite.


The crunch of snow
under footsteps echoed ominously, a sinister reminder that her pursuer was just
beyond sight. Spinning around, Dani scanned the darkness for an opening, any
sliver of hope. But the forest was unyielding, its silence now a mocking onlooker
to her plight.


"Please,"
she whispered to the void, her voice hoarse with fear. "Don't do
this."


There was no
response, only the heavy stillness of the night and the bitter cold that seeped
into her bones. Her camera — the one object that connected her to the beauty of
the world and her passion — dangled uselessly at her side. With trembling
fingers, she released it, letting it fall to the snowy earth, the lens pointing
accusingly at the sky.


"Who are
you?" Dani choked out, but her words were swallowed by the oppressive
silence. Her eyes searched the dark silhouette for some sign of humanity, a
flicker of remorse — but found none.


As the shadow
loomed over her, the terror of her final moments etched into the grooves of her
clenched jaw and wide, horrified eyes, the forest absorbed her cries,
indifferent to her suffering. And in the desolate winter wilderness, where
beauty once thrived, the echo of her screams would linger long after the snow
had claimed her.











Chapter ONE


 


 


Lexi Cole's
eyelids fluttered open, a gasp clawing its way from her throat as the remnants
of the nightmare receded into the murky depths of her mind. 


Her chest heaved
with each ragged breath, and the sheets clung to her skin, damp with the sweat
of terror. The darkness of her bedroom was absolute, save for the ghostly
luminescence of snowfall reflected by the streetlight outside, casting shadows
that danced upon the walls like specters. She lay still, heart pounding, as the
vivid echoes of Alice’s screams wound their way through the labyrinth of her
subconscious, every detail of the dream etched into her memory — a cruel
facsimile of the night that had stolen half of her soul.


The clock on the
nightstand ticked away the early hours, indifferent to the storm raging within
Lexi. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, the chill of the floorboards
seeping into her toes. Each movement felt heavy, burdened with the weight of loss
that time had refused to erode. The green eyes that peered back at her from the
mirror across the room were haunted, ringed with dark circles that betrayed the
restless nights she endured. The chestnut waves of her hair fell in disarray
around her shoulders, as untamed as the thoughts that swirled in her head.


Lexi rose, her
limbs stiff from the tension that had seized them during the throes of her
nightmare. She made her way to the window, pressing a palm against the cool
glass. The snow came down in thick blankets, blanketing the world in deceptive
tranquility. It was the same serene disguise the town had worn years ago when
Alice had vanished into the white abyss, never to return. The pang of dread
that accompanied the memory gnawed at Lexi's insides, an ever-present reminder
of the void that Alice's death had left behind.


She turned away
from the window, the sense of foreboding clinging to her like the winter's
frost. The first light of dawn had yet to breach the horizon, but sleep was now
a stranger to her. Each day began like this, with the haunting dance of
what-ifs and if-onlys, a macabre prelude to the reality she faced. 


Lexi snapped the
holster of her service weapon into place, the familiar weight against her hip a
touchstone of normalcy. She squared her shoulders and stared into the foggy
bathroom mirror, tracing the scar above her left eyebrow — a jagged line that
seemed to echo the fissures in her heart. The steam from the shower had
softened the edges of her reflection, but there was no misting over the
determination that hardened her gaze. For a moment, she allowed herself the
indulgence of closing her eyes, breathing in the scent of pine from her soap,
exhaling the haunting images of Alice's final moments.


Of course, she
didn’t know what had actually happened to Alice. She only had the coroner’s
reports and the detectives’ questions to go by. But every night, her
subconscious did its best to reconstruct the murder of her twin sister, her
imagination running wild with horrible, plausible details. Since she had become
a detective herself, the dreams had only become more vivid, more credible. She
knew murder now. Knew it better than family. 


Her uniform felt
like armor as Lexi methodically buttoned up the shirt, adjusted the belt, and
smoothed down the fabric. Each action was a silent mantra, pulling her away
from the precipice of grief and anchoring her in the present. She didn't need
to look at the clock to know that she was on schedule; punctuality was another
piece of the facade she maintained with iron-clad discipline.


She looked outside
again, noting how the snowflakes swirled with an almost hypnotic grace,
disguising the treachery of the storm. As she laced her boots, she couldn't
help but think of them as tiny messengers, each one carrying a secret as it
spiraled to the ground. How many secrets had the snow cloaked the night Alice
disappeared? How many had it kept since?


The drive to the
station was a silent battle against the memories that the weather stirred.
Vermont's small-town charm was lost beneath the oppressive blanket of white,
and Lexi's grip on the steering wheel tightened with every mile. 


It had been
snowing for days now, and forecasts indicated that the storm was set to
intensify. Already, two feet of snow blanketed the parked cars that lined the
sleepy streets of downtown; by Wednesday, it was supposed to be three. A
classic late-winter storm for this part of Vermont, a delight to the tourists
who flocked to the ski resorts that ringed Summit Ridge and a nuisance to its
locals. 


A similar storm,
many years ago, had provided cover for whoever had taken Alice’s life. They’d
chosen to strike during the storm intentionally, the detectives had said. In
her childhood, Lexi had always rejoiced at the sight of the flakes spiraling
down; it meant school would be canceled, and the slopes would be blanketed in
perfect, soft powder. But now, in the wake of catastrophe, the snow only ever
reminded her of loss. 


When she pulled
into her parking spot, she took a moment to gather herself, knowing the
threshold of the precinct was also the boundary between her personal hell and
professional purgatory.


Upon entering the
bullpen, the buzz of radio chatter and ringing phones momentarily drowned out
the whispers of the past. Her colleagues moved with urgency, their faces etched
with concern and focus. It was a welcome distraction until her desk phone chirped,
a shrill sound that sliced through the din. Lexi picked up the receiver, her
pulse quickening as she listened to the dispatcher relay the message.


"Lexi, you're
needed in the briefing room," the voice said, clipped and efficient.
"There’s been a murder at White Pine ski resort. The chief will go over
the details, but with the blizzard getting worse, she wants to move on this
fast."


A chill cascaded
down Lexi’s spine, ice crystallizing in her veins as the words sank in. Murder.
Ski Resort. Blizzard. The parallels were uncanny, harrowing. With her heart
hammering against her ribs, Lexi hung up the phone, her mind reeling. She could
feel the shadow of Alice's unsolved case darkening the edges of her vision, the
ghostly fingers of the past reaching for her across the years.


As Lexi strode
toward the briefing room, each step was weighted with a resolute promise to
never let another family suffer the torment hers had endured. This killer would
not remain shrouded by the snow's deceitful calm. Not on her watch.


Lexi pushed open
the door to the briefing room, the stark overhead lights casting a clinical
glow over the assembled detectives. The air was thick with tension, each
officer's face a testament to the gravity of the situation they were about to
confront. Lexi took her place among them, her senses sharpening as she scanned
the room, absorbing every detail — the rustle of papers, the scent of stale
coffee, the low murmur of voices discussing potential leads.


She settled into
one of the chairs, its familiar creak a minor comfort against the backdrop of
uncertainty. Her eyes flitted across the room, stopping briefly on Chief Riggs,
who stood like a sentinel at the front, awaiting the room's full attention. Lexi's
fingers drummed an impatient rhythm on the tabletop, betraying the calm
exterior she fought hard to maintain. She knew that in moments such as these,
it was not only the details of the case that mattered but also the composure
with which they were handled.


Chief Riggs
cleared her throat, commanding silence with practiced ease. "As most of
you are aware," she began, her voice steady and resonant, "we're
dealing with a homicide. A woman was discovered early this morning at Pinecrest
Ski Resort, victim of what appears to be a violent attack." The chief
paused, allowing the information to sink in before continuing, "And
there’s more — prior to the snowfall intensifying, first responders noted what
seemed to be a message written in the snow near the body."


A collective
intake of breath rippled through the room. Lexi felt a cold vice grip her
chest. A message — a taunting echo of a killer's voice, now muted by nature's
indiscriminate hand. She imagined the words meant for discovery now swallowed
by the relentless blizzard, and leaned forward, her jaw taut. 


Killers who left
messages were not the type to slink back into the shadows. If they had
something to say to investigators, they were likely to strike again. 


"Unfortunately,"
the chief went on, "the rising storm has covered any trace of the message.
We'll have to rely on the initial observations and hope the crime scene techs
picked up something we can use." Chief Riggs gestured toward the screen
beside here, where crime scene images were displayed. The furrows the killer
had left in the snow were mostly obscured, only visible where they had been
sheltered by the boughs of pines. Lexi’s mind raced, piecing together the scant
evidence, hungry for a lead, a motive — anything to anchor the investigation in
reality.


The chief's gaze
swept across her audience, steely and resolute. "I don't need to emphasize
the urgency of this case. The perpetrator is out there, possibly planning their
next move. We need to act swiftly, cover all ground, leave no stone unturned."


Lexi nodded along
with her colleagues, the weight of responsibility settling on her shoulders
like the heavy Vermont snow outside.


“Detective Cole,”
the chief went on, her gaze snapping to Lexi, “you and Brennan will take point
on this one.”


Lexi glanced back
at the screen, at the ugly stain of red that spread across the pristine snow.
She gripped the edge of her chair, but nodded stiffly at the chief, accepting
her responsibility. 


She got to her
feet, approaching the front of the room. She knew why the chief had placed this
case in her lap despite her potential personal hangups. In university, she had
studied linguistics and cryptography; if the killer was leaving messages, she
was the most likely detective in the precinct to be able to decipher them. 


Chief Riggs
grabbed a whiteboard marker from the tray behind her, turning to the blank
surface of the board. The ink from the felt tip, red like the blood in the
photographs, interrupted the unbroken whiteness of the board as the chief drew
an oblong shape -- a map of White Pine, or at least, an estimate of one. The
chief began to label different areas of the resort -- the location of the
lodge, the place where the victim’s body had been found, and the ski patrol
offices that had served as triangulation points for the search. 


Lexi's fingertips
grazed the surface of the whiteboard, tracing the invisible lines where the
chief had outlined the crude map of the ski resort. The room's sharp tang of
coffee and antiseptic couldn't mask the undercurrent of urgency that crackled
in the air like static electricity. Lexi's heart thrummed a staccato rhythm
against her ribs, each beat a resonant reminder of Alice—of the blizzard that
had swallowed her sister whole, leaving nothing but questions that gnawed at
the edges of Lexi's sanity.


"Once more
over the timeline," Lexi said, her voice cutting through the murmurs of
her fellow detectives. She straightened, squaring her shoulders as if bracing
against a physical blow. Chief Riggs gave a nod, and the room fell silent, all
eyes on Lexi.


"Victim last
seen alive at eight p.m.," the chief began, "blizzard hits at ten.
Body discovered by first light. No footprints, no tire tracks — nothing."


"Same as your
sister," muttered a detective, Cindy Anders, from the back row. Chief
Riggs flashed a warning look in her direction, but Lexi knew that the remark
hadn’t been unkind; it was merely an observation, and a correct one, at that.
The words hung heavy, laden with meaning. Lexi felt their weight, but she
didn’t buckle. Instead, something within her crystallized — a hard,
diamond-bright resolve.


"Let's start
with what we know." Lexi faced the room, her green eyes alight with a cold
fire. "We comb through every statement for inconsistencies, re-interview
witnesses. And we hit the resort again — the killer might have missed something."


"Detective
Cole is right," Chief Riggs affirmed, her tone brooking no argument.
"We can't let this storm blind us. We work with what we have."


As the meeting
disbanded, Lexi lingered, the ghostly outline of the message in the snow
haunting her vision. It was as if Alice's specter clung to her, whispering
secrets just beyond comprehension. The dread that had greeted her upon
awakening now twisted into something sharper — a blade to carve through the
layers of deceit and misdirection.


She would find the
truth concealed beneath the veil of snow, for the victim, for the town, for
Alice. The cost didn't matter; the path forward was etched in ice and darkness,
and Lexi would follow it to the end.












Chapter TWO


 


 


The cruiser's
tires crunched over the freshly fallen snow, a monotonous symphony accompanying
their journey through the barren trees. The scent of pine and cold metal
mingled in the air as Lexi adjusted the rear-view mirror, catching a glimpse of
her partner, Mike Brennan, with his hands clasped tightly around the steering
wheel.


"Roads are
gonna be hell with this weather," he muttered, his blue eyes narrowed
against the glare of the headlights reflecting off the white blanket that
enveloped the landscape. The snowfall had offered them a brief reprieve, but
the blizzard was due to resume in a few short hours. "How are you holding
up, Lexi?"


"Same
old," Lexi responded, her voice tinged with the weariness of sleepless
nights spent chasing ghosts of the past. Mike knew her well enough by now to
know what that tone meant. Her gaze flickered to the file on Dani Stone, the
victim, resting between them like an uninvited guest.


"Been rough
on my end too." Mike’s confession sliced through the hum of the heater.
"I'm fighting every day, but it’s like walking a tightrope, you
know?" His knuckles whitened as he gripped the wheel harder, a silent
testament to the battle raging within him.


In the relatively
peaceful month that had passed since their last big case, Mike had struggled.
The case had been grueling and emotionally difficult, and his dependence on
alcohol had reared its head, threatening to interrupt his life once more. Lexi
had pulled him back from the brink, but she knew that the addiction was still
lurking on the edges of his psyche, taunting from the shadows. 


"Mike,
I—" Lexi began, but words failed her. How could she comfort another when
her own demons lay restlessly beneath the surface?


"Look, I
don't want pity, alright? Just... it's hard. Sometimes I feel like I’m a couple
of steps away from tumbling back down again." 


"Hey, you're
not alone in this," Lexi said firmly, her voice steadying. "You've
got me, and we've got a job to do." She reached out, giving his shoulder a
squeeze.


"Thanks,
Lexi." Mike offered a half-smile, the corners of his eyes creasing. “I
really owe you, you know.”


“You don’t owe
me,” she scoffed, waving a hand to dismiss the notion.


“I’m serious -- I
do. I mean, how many partners would listen to me whine about my personal
problems while we’re on the job?” 


He was trying to
crack a joke; she could tell by his tone of voice. Mike had always had that
self-deprecating streak, but when he got hard on himself like this, Lexi rarely
found his attempts at humor funny. “Oh, stop. Literally everyone gets personal
in the cruiser. What else are we supposed to do, play I Spy?” 


A smile tugged at
the corner of Mike’s mouth. “I’ve actually always been partial to the alphabet
game, myself.” 


“Ugh,” Lexi said,
leaning back in the passenger seat. “Can’t imagine going on a long road trip
with you.”


“Not a fan, huh?
How about Twenty Questions, then?”


“Now you’re
talking.”


An amicable
silence fell between them. The cruiser's tires crunched over the gravel, a
staccato accompaniment to Lexi's racing heart as they wound closer to the ski
resort. The snowflakes that fell seemed to grow heavier with each passing
moment, as if weighted by the grim task awaiting them. Lexi stared into the
distance, her gaze tracing the snow-bowed tops of the trees.


"Sometimes,"
she began, her voice barely above the hum of the engine, "I feel like I'm
chasing Alice's ghost. Every case, every victim — it's like she's there, just
out of reach." She paused, swallowing past the lump in her throat. "And
then there's my mother..."


Mike's gaze
flickered to her, a silent nudge to continue.


"Since Dad's
death, it's like we're strangers. We can't talk without dredging up old
wounds," Lexi exhaled sharply, a frosty cloud dissipating into the car.
She hadn’t spoken to her mother in many months, and their last conversation had
been less than friendly. "It feels like I lost both of them when Alice
died."


"Does she
know what you're going through?" Mike's question was gentle, probing.


"Mom? She has
her own grief. We're too much alike — stubborn, guarded. It's easier to keep
things buried." 


"Except
things don't stay buried, do they?" Mike's words echoed in the space
between them.


"Exactly,"
Lexi affirmed, leaning her head against the glass of the window. "So I
focus on the job — it's all I can control."


Mike let out a
sigh. “Not exactly the best job for control,” he pointed out gently. “Too many
variables.”


Lexi pursed her
lips, but said nothing. He was right; there was no way around it.


As the first
buildings of the ski resort loomed into view, Lexi shifted her thoughts from
the turmoil of family to the chaos they were about to enter. Tension clawed at
her, but she pushed it aside, forcing her attention on the unfolding scene
before them.


"Murder
doesn't take a snow day," she muttered, her voice steady despite the churn
of emotions within.


"Nor do
we," replied Mike, his tone matching hers in resolve.


They pulled into
the resort's main parking area, marked off by yellow tape and flashing lights.
Lexi's senses sharpened, tuning out everything but the task at hand. She felt
the familiar surge of adrenaline, the heightened awareness that came with every
crime scene. This was where she excelled, where her focus was unbreakable.


The ski resort
sprawled below them, a picture of winter wonderland perfection marred by the
stark contrast of crime scene chaos. Red and blue lights sliced through the
falling dusk, casting long shadows across the snow-blanketed ground.


"Looks like
the whole force is out here," Mike muttered, his voice strained.


"Wouldn't be
anywhere else," Lexi replied, her eyes scanning the layout of the resort,
mapping out their approach before they even parked. The anticipation hung heavy
in the air, thickening with each breath she took until it felt like wading through
molasses just to think. It was like this every time — a mix of dread and an
aching need for answers that never seemed to come quick enough.


As she cut the
engine, the first delicate snowflakes touched down on the windshield, melting
into tiny droplets upon contact. She watched them for a brief second, fleeting
and fragile — a stark reminder of how quickly things could change. With a sigh,
she steeled herself for the inevitable, aware that time was now slipping
through their fingers like the snowflakes outside.


"Let's do
this," Lexi said, her voice steady despite the tension coiling within her.


They stepped out
into the cold, a soft symphony of crunches underfoot as the fresh snow yielded
to their weight. Lexi pulled her coat tighter around her, but the chill wasn’t
something she could fend off with layers of fabric. It seeped inside, finding the
marrow of her bones, the places where darkness dwelled.


The snowfall
intensified, flurries dancing chaotically in the beam of the headlights. The
resort loomed above them, its windows dark and empty—a stark contrast to the
frenetic activity surrounding it. She could feel the urgency mounting with each
flake that settled onto the already blanketed ground. It was a race now against
the weather and against a killer who had taken too much from too many.


Mike walked beside
her, his face set in grim lines. They moved together towards the main building,
towards the heart of the nightmare waiting for them. There was no more room for
personal demons; the job demanded everything they had. The transition was palpable,
their roles as confidants replaced by their sworn duty as detectives — an armor
against the darkness that awaited them. Lexi felt the shift within, the
professional mask sliding into place over the raw edges of her personal
anguish. It was a mask she had worn many times before, but it never quite fit
comfortably over the jagged memories of her sister's unsolved murder.


"Visibility's
going to be crap soon," Mike said, squinting against the flurry.


"Then we
better make every second count," Lexi replied, feeling the weight of
command settle on her shoulders. This was more than solving a murder — it was
about restoring peace, one painful truth at a time.


With each step
toward the entrance, the scent of chaos grew stronger, weaving through the
pine-scented cold like a warning. The stillness of the falling snow stood in
stark contrast to the sense of urgency radiating from every corner of the crime
scene. Lexi's heart thrummed a steady rhythm against her ribs, her mind already
racing through the protocols and procedures that would govern their next moves.


The inside of the
lodge was a chaotic scene. Staff dashed back and forth, looking harried as they
explained the police presence to confused and frightened guests. 


"Detective
Cole! Detective Brennan!" a uniformed officer called out, beckoning them 
towards the large glass wall at the far side of the lobby. The chalet windows
usually looked out onto slopes busy with skiers and snowboarders, but today,
the mountain was silent and empty. Even the chairlifts had ceased their steady
crawl to the summit. It was as if the entire resort had frozen in time. 


Lexi approached
the officer. “Talk to me.”


“The crime scene’s
half a mile to the north,” said the officer. “Ski patrol is letting us borrow a
couple of snowmobiles for the trek. I’ll take you there.” 











Chapter THREE


 


 


The snow fell
gently around Lexi as she surveyed the crime scene, flakes settling atop a
blanket of white that once appeared pristine. It was only marred by the grisly
sight before her – Dani Stone's lifeless body, her eyes still open, expression
frozen forever in terror. She'd been stabbed multiple times -- through her
heart, as well as through the palm of one hand and the top of one foot. A chill
ran down her spine, but it had nothing to do with the frigid weather.


Already, Dani
Stone’s lashes, framing her startled, still-open eyes, were caked with
snowflakes. Though the first responders had done their best to preserve the
crime scene, the encroaching weather would soon make their efforts moot.


"Mike, come
take a look at this,” Lexi called out to her partner, her breath visible in the
cold air.


Detective Mike
Brennan trudged through the snow toward her, his heavy footsteps crunching
beneath him. "What is it?"


"Here."
Lexi pointed to the ground beside the body where the ominous message was etched
into the snow, already partially obscured by the falling flakes. “It’s the
message the chief mentioned in the briefing. Or, at least, what’s left of it.” 


"Damn,"
Mike muttered. "Any idea what it means?"


Lexi shook her
head, her chestnut hair swaying with the movement. "Not yet, but I have a
feeling it's significant. There's something about the way it's written...it
seems deliberate."


"Could be a
taunt or a clue," Mike suggested, his eyes narrowing as he studied the
message.


"Or
both." Lexi's mind raced as she tried to make sense of the illegible text.
The killer wanted them to see this, but why? What was their endgame? Her
thoughts were momentarily interrupted by a memory of Alice's unsolved murder,
the pain still fresh even after all these years. She forced herself to refocus
on the task at hand – she couldn't afford any distractions now.


"Let's make
sure we get some good photos of this before it disappears completely,"
Lexi told Mike, who nodded in agreement. "We'll need to check the resort's
security footage too, see if anyone was caught coming or going around the time
of the murder."


"Got
it," Mike replied, heading back to the other officers working at the
scene.


The snow fell
heavier now, as if nature itself conspired to bury the crime and its secrets.
Lexi glanced up at the darkening sky, feeling the cold flakes settle on her
face before melting away, leaving behind a damp chill. 


It’s too late for
that now, she
thought fiercely. We’re here.


Deep down, though,
she knew that the storm had already rendered their investigation impossible,
well before they’d arrived at the scene.


"Alright,
team, let's get to work," Lexi called out, her voice cutting through the
wind. "We need to collect and preserve all we can before this storm buries
it all."


As the forensic
experts arrived, they began photographing and analyzing the scene with
practiced efficiency. Lexi watched them work, her green eyes taking in their
movements, searching for anything that might offer a clue or lead in this
puzzling case.


"Hey
Lexi," Mike called, making his way back toward her through the flurry of
activity. "I've got some preliminary findings from the forensics
team."


"Alright,
let's hear it," Lexi said, steeling herself for whatever new information
lay ahead.


"Victim was
killed by a single stab wound to the heart," Mike reported, "but
there are signs of a struggle. Defensive wounds on the hands, bruising around
the wrists – looks like she put up a fight."


"Anything
connecting this to previous cases?" Lexi asked, her mind racing with the
implications of this new information. Could this be the work of a serial killer
or an isolated incident?


"Nothing
concrete yet," Mike admitted, "but I've asked them to keep an eye out
for similarities."


A gust of icy wind
whipped through the crime scene, sending chills down Lexi's spine as she
observed the flurry of activity around her. Forensic experts moved with a sense
of urgency, gathering evidence and examining the body before the falling snow
could obscure any vital clues. The bitter cold bit at Lexi's face, but it was
the unsettling atmosphere surrounding the murder that made her shiver.


"Detective
Cole.” An officer approached her, his voice tense. "I've got some
information you need to hear."


"Go on,” Lexi
said.


"Two nights
ago, a ski instructor named Becca Harlow went missing from this resort,"
he informed her, handing her a missing persons report. "She hasn't been
seen since."


Lexi scanned the
report, her heart pounding in her chest. Another victim? Or just a coincidence?
She thought of the message etched into the snow; she had suspected that their
perp might kill a second time. It hadn’t occurred to her that he had already struck
twice. If so, they were dealing with something far more sinister than just a
random act of violence.


"Get me
everything you can on Becca Harlow," Lexi ordered the officer. "Her
friends, family, coworkers – anything that might help us find her."


"Already on
it," he replied, before hurrying away.


"Mike,"
Lexi called out to her partner, who was standing near the forensics team.
"We've got another case linked to this one."


"Missing ski
instructor?" Mike asked grimly, having overheard her conversation with the
officer.


"Exactly,"
Lexi confirmed, her determination growing. "There's a good chance these
cases are connected. We need to find Becca Harlow before it's too late."


"Agreed,"
Mike said, nodding. "But we also need to make sure the resort's guests and
staff are safe. If there's a killer on the loose, we can't afford to take any
chances."


"Let's work
with security and ski patrol," Lexi suggested. "We'll need to
coordinate our efforts to cover as much ground as possible."


"Sounds like
a plan."


As Lexi moved
through the crime scene, she couldn't help but feel the weight of the lives
potentially at stake pressing down on her. The thought of another innocent
person suffering the same fate as her sister – or worse – fueled her resolve.


"Stay
focused, Lexi," she told herself quietly, blocking out the surrounding
chaos. "Find the truth, find justice, and put an end to this
nightmare."


With every second
that ticked by, Lexi knew that the snowstorm would only make their search more
difficult. But she refused to let it deter her. If Becca Harlow was still
alive, she was in grave, imminent danger -- not only from the storm, but from
the killer who prowled these woods. 


 


***


 


The snow fell
softly around Lexi as she approached a small huddle of resort employees, their
breaths visible in the biting cold air. Their eyes held a mix of fear and
curiosity, but it was the underlying sense of unease that drew her attention.
She adjusted her scarf, feeling the weight of her badge against her chest, and
cleared her throat.


"Excuse
me," she called out, her voice steady and authoritative. "I need to
speak with anyone who might have information on Becca Harlow's
disappearance."


A few pairs of
eyes darted away, unwilling or unable to meet her gaze. But one employee, a
young woman with short, dark hair and a determined expression, stepped forward.


"Detective
Cole, right?" the woman asked, extending a gloved hand. "I'm Jess, I
work at the ski rental shop. I saw Becca the night before she
disappeared."


"Thank you
for coming forward, Jess," Lexi said gratefully, shaking the woman's hand.
"Can you tell me what happened?"


"Sure,"
Jess nodded, her breath fogging up in the cold air as she spoke. "Becca
came into the shop that night, just before closing. She seemed a little… off,
like something was bothering her. Seemed like she wanted to tell me something,
but there were too many people around. I asked her if everything was okay, but
she just mumbled something and left."


"Did she say
anything else? Did you notice anything unusual about her behavior?"


"Nothing
specific," Jess replied, her brow furrowing. "But she did mention
meeting someone later that night. She didn't say who, though."


Lexi's instincts
prickled, sensing that there was more to this case than met the eye. As she
continued questioning the resort employees, she couldn't shake the feeling that
they were all hiding something – a secret lurking beneath the pristine white
snow.


"Jess, was
Becca close with any other resort employees or guests?" Lexi asked, her
green eyes searching for any hint of deception.


"Maybe. She
was friendly with everyone, but there was this one guy –" Jess hesitated,
glancing around nervously. "He works in the maintenance department. They
seemed to be spending a lot of time together recently."


"Could you
point him out to me?"


"Sure,"
Jess nodded, gesturing towards a tall man with a scruffy beard and a worn-out
jacket. "That's him, over there. His name's Mark."


"Thank you,
Jess," Lexi said, giving the woman a reassuring smile. "You've been
very helpful."


As she approached
Mark, her thoughts raced, trying to piece together the events leading up to
Becca's disappearance. There was something about this case, something that
tugged at the edges of her memory like a forgotten nightmare.


"Mark, I'm
Detective Cole," Lexi introduced herself, extending her hand. "I need
to ask you some questions about Becca Harlow."


"Alright,"
Mark replied cautiously, shaking her hand. "What do you want to
know?"


"Jess
mentioned that you and Becca had become close recently. Could you tell me more
about your relationship with her?"


Mark hesitated,
blinking slowly. "Yeah, I guess we got pretty close. We'd hang out after
work sometimes, grab a drink or something. She’s easy to talk to, ya know? But
I never thought… I mean, I didn't think she'd just disappear like that."


"Did Becca
mention any problems or concerns to you in the days leading up to her
disappearance?" Lexi asked, observing Mark's body language carefully.


"No, nothing
like that," he replied, rubbing the back of his neck. "She always
seems happy, excited even. She has a lot of plans for the future."


"Can you
think of anyone who might have had a reason to harm Becca or want her
gone?"


"Absolutely
not," Mark said firmly. "She’s well-liked by everyone here. It
doesn't make sense."


"Thank you
for your time, Mark," Lexi said, taking note of his answers. "I'll be
in touch if I have any more questions."


As she walked away
from Mark, Lexi couldn't shake the nagging feeling that there was more to this
case than anyone was letting on. 


"Something
isn't adding up, Mike," Lexi muttered to her partner as they regrouped
near their vehicle. "I couldn’t get a read on that guy. No idea whether he
was telling the truth. What ‘plans’ did Becca have?"


"Agreed,"
Mike said, his brow furrowing in thought. "But we need to focus on finding
Becca first. Let's go over the timeline again and see if anything stands
out."


As they began
sifting through the statements they'd gathered from witnesses and resort
employees, Lexi couldn't help but feel a growing sense of desperation – not
just for Becca, but for herself as well. The snowfall grew heavier outside, the
world around them fading into a cold, white blur.


"Mike,"
Lexi said quietly, her voice barely audible above the howling wind. "What
if we're too late? What if we can't find her?"


"Then we'll
keep looking until we do," Mike replied, his voice steady and determined.
"Because that's what we do, Lexi. We don't give up."


 











Chapter FOUR


 


 


Lexi stood in the
center of the ski patrol office, her eyes scanning the room as she gathered her
thoughts. Despite the urgency of the situation, the space exuded an unexpected
warmth. Hank Redwood, the ski patrol officer who had let them into the space,
stood opposite her, sipping from a thermos of coffee. He had been enjoying a
day off, but had rushed to the resort when Lexi requested the use of a ski
patrol office as a staging ground for the search party. 


The walls were
adorned with posters, bright and colorful, each one advocating for a different
aspect of environmental conservation -- “Save the Planet,” “Every day is Earth
day,” and “Global Warming or Global Warning?” 


To Lexi’s left,
there was a modest kitchen area, complete with a small stove, a mini-fridge,
and a sturdy wooden table cluttered with maps and radio equipment. A few
mismatched chairs were pushed up against it, one draped with a thick, woolen
blanket. Hank’s generator, a homemade, eco-friendly contraption, made a soft
humming noise as it worked. The scent of pine and cedar hung in the air,
mingling with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee.


On the opposite
wall, a rack of ski equipment and safety gear stood ready for action. Skis,
poles, helmets, and various tools were meticulously arranged, reflecting the
patrol’s methodical nature. Above the rack, a large, framed photograph of a
pristine mountain landscape dominated the wall. Lexi stared at it for a long
moment, wondering silently what dark secrets hid between the folds of those
ridges.


“How are you
feeling, Detective?” Hank asked, leaning over the maps on the table. “You
ready?”


Lexi nodded
absent-mindedly. “As I’ll ever be. You ever had to do a search like this?”


“We’re ski
patrol,” Hank said, his casual, down-home tone reassuring. “It’s our job to do
searches like this. People get lost on the mountain -- that’s what happens with
city folks collide with the natural world.” 


“Had any so far
this year?”


Hank shook his
head. “Honestly, ski season pretty much just started. We barely got any snow
through December and January.”


“That’s quite the
turnaround,” Lexi muttered, glancing at the cabin’s windows. Outside, the snow
swirled in gusts of wind. 


“You’re telling
me,” Hank replied. He took another swig of coffee, then lifted one shoulder.
“I’ve heard a million and one conspiracy theories from locals about this late
storm.”


Lexi’s mouth
twitched into a fond, rueful smile. Summit Ridge, at times, had a tendency to
be left behind by the rest of the world. The older townsfolk had a tendency to
jump to quick, fearful conclusions based on their own superstitions. “Yeah?
Like what?”


“Oh, you know.
Foreign governments, cloud seeding, and the like. A lot of people think it’s
just an odd year, like ‘83.” 


Lexi nodded; she
had heard stories of that winter, when the snow had turned to rain and Summit
Ridge’s businesses struggled to stay afloat. “You think that’s it?”


Hank let out a
long breath, his gaze lingering on the posters that lined the walls. “If you
ask me, it’s none of the above. Global warming is messing with our seasons. The
climate’s changing, and we’re starting to see the effects.” 


“That’s a bit more
realistic,” Lexi said grimly. “And not very comforting.”


“The truth rarely
is,” Hank replied. He laid a hand on the table, gesturing to the map. “So,
you’ve got the volunteers assembled for the search, right?” 


“Yeah. They’re
waiting outside for a debrief. You got anything you want to say to them?”


Hank shook his
head, his expression grave as he pulled a knit cap down over his ears. “No,
Detective. You’re running this show. I’m just here to help.” 


Gratefully, Lexi
smiled and nodded. Then she turned for the door, opening it to a sharp blast of
icy wind. 


The assembled
search volunteers huddled together in the biting cold, their breath forming
small clouds in the frigid air. They were a mix of ski instructors, resort
staff, and a few local residents, all bundled in layers of winter gear. Lexi
could see the concern etched on their faces, their eyes filled with
determination despite the freezing temperatures. Among them, at the edge of the
group, she spotted Mike, who gave her a reassuring, steadfast nod. 


The cold sliced
through her coat and sent a shiver down her spine. She raised a hand to get
their attention, and the murmuring voices fell silent.


"Thank you
all for coming out today," Lexi began, her voice strong and clear despite
the howling wind. "Becca Harlow, one of this resort’s ski instructors, has
gone missing. We need to find her as quickly as possible. The terrain is challenging,
and the weather conditions are not in our favor, but every minute counts."


“This is Hank
Redwood -- he’ll be our main liaison with the ski patrol on this search.” She
glanced back at Hank, who stood in the cabin’s doorway; he inclined his head in
acknowledgement. "We have the map of the area, and we've divided it into
sectors. Each team will be assigned a specific sector to search. Please stick
together, keep your radios on, and report any findings immediately. Safety is
our priority. No one goes alone."


"Any chance
she just wandered off on her own?" a middle-aged man with a
salt-and-pepper beard asked.


"None,"
Lexi replied firmly, eyeing each volunteer with determination. "Alright,
we'll split into teams and search the entire mountain. We'll head out in groups
of three or four. If you find anything, radio it in immediately."


As the groups
began to spread out, Lexi glanced over at Mike, who nodded in silent agreement.
They both knew the urgency of the situation, the weight of their past failures
bearing down on them.


"Let's
move," Mike said quietly, trudging through the snow beside Lexi as they
joined one of the search parties. The snowfall grew heavier, further obscuring
their vision and making the search increasingly difficult.


For hours, the
teams combed the mountain, calling out Becca's name and searching for any signs
of her whereabouts. Lexi's mind raced with thoughts of her sister Alice, the
cold grip of fear and desperation tightening around her. She couldn't help but
feel responsible for the lives of those around her, haunted by the memory of
her twin's unsolved murder.


"Over
there!" a voice cried out suddenly, breaking through Lexi's reverie. Her
heart skipped a beat as she followed the direction of the pointing finger,
dread settling in her stomach.


"Becca!"
someone else cried, and Lexi felt her breath catch in her throat as they
approached the grim scene. 


Becca's lifeless
body lay partially concealed by a blanket of freshly fallen snow. Her dark,
seal-brown hair was swirled over the pale skin of her cheek. She wore a purple,
woolen cap, pulled down over her forehead. Death had come for Becca less
swiftly than it had for Dani; her eyes were closed, her face slack, as though
she’d lost consciousness before her final breaths. Even without the input of
the forensics team or a coroner, Lexi could tell that the cause of death was
the same -- several stab wounds marred the front of Becca’s ski jacket, the
neoprene torn into ribbons. 


"God,
no," Lexi whispered, crouching down beside the body. Her worst fears had
been realized, and the tight-knit community was about to be rocked to its core
by another senseless act of violence.


Behind her, Mike
swore under his breath. She knew he was thinking the same thing she was --
while it was still technically possible that Becca Harlow’s death was a
coincidence, it seemed far more likely that it was connected to Dani’s murder.
If that was the case, then they were dealing with a serial killer, after all.


Lexi knelt in the
snow, pulling Becca’s limp arm up from beneath the blanket of white. As soon as
her hand became visible, Lexi’s heart sank; there was an open wound in her
palm, as though someone had run a knife through her hand. The same as Dani. 


Lexi's eyes
scanned the scene, searching for any clues that might help her piece together
the heinous puzzle that had shattered their safe haven. The snow continued to
fall, obscuring her vision and smothering Becca's body in a chilling shroud.


"Lexi,"
Mike said softly, his breath fogging up the cold air as he placed a hand on her
shoulder. "We need to secure the area. This is definitely our guy."


"Another
victim," Lexi muttered, her voice laced with despair. She clenched her
fists, feeling the cold bite her skin through her gloves. "This monster
needs to be stopped."


"Hey, look at
this," one of the search party members called out, pointing to an area
near Becca's body where the snow appeared to have been disturbed. As they all
gathered around, Lexi could make out faint traces of scuff marks, as though
someone had been intentionally writing in the snow. 


Her pulse
quickened. Their killer had left another message. But the relentless snowfall
had already begun to erase its words, leaving them with only fragments. They
didn’t even appear to be letters; it was impossible to decipher.


"Damn
it," Lexi growled, frustration boiling within her. She wanted to scream,
but instead, she focused on committing the barely visible shapes to memory. If
only the weather hadn't obscured the message, they could have gained some
insight into the mind of this ruthless predator. Now, they were left grasping
at icy straws.


"Lexi, we'll
figure this out," Mike reassured her, sensing her mounting desperation.
"We've faced tough cases before, and we've always come out on top."


The snowflakes
descended like a silent army, blanketing the resort in a chilling embrace. Lexi
stared at the ominous drifts, a frigid reminder of the killer's treacherous
game. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were all pawns on a lethal
chessboard, with each move carefully calculated by a twisted adversary.


"Mike,"
Lexi said, urgency lacing her voice. "We need to lock down the resort.
Now."


He looked at her,
his eyebrows furrowing in concern. "Are you sure? That'll cause a panic
among the guests."


"I
know," she replied, her jaw tightening as she looked back at Becca’s
corpse. "But it's our best chance at stopping this monster before they
strike again."


Mike nodded,
understanding the gravity of the situation. He relayed the order through his
radio, then lowered it, his eyes on Lexi.


“What now?”


“Now… we need to
get back down there. Set up an operations room in the lodge, and get
organized.” 


 


***


 


The lobby was
filled with confused vacationers, the expressions ranging from angry to afraid
as they whispered among themselves, voices barely audible above the howling
wind outside and the crackling of the great fire in the hearth. The
once-bustling lobby now resembled a scene from a disaster movie, with families
huddled together and couples clinging to one another for comfort.


"Lexi, are
you sure about this?" Mike asked, his voice betraying a hint of doubt.


"It’s
drastic,” she admitted, glancing around at the fearful faces of the guests as
she and Mike strode through the lodge. “But we don’t have much choice. If we
don’t do this, he could slip away.” 


As the lockdown
tightened its grip on the resort, Lexi's mind raced. She knew that time was
running out for her and her team, but she couldn't afford to make a single
misstep in this deadly dance. Her sister's memory, and the lives of everyone at
the resort, depended on her ability to outwit a cunning and merciless predator.


"Mike,"
Lexi said, "I need to coordinate with the resort staff. Make sure they're
checking every room and accounting for all guests."


"Got
it," Mike replied, his face set in grim determination. “I’ll stay with the
officers -- see what else we can find.” 


As Lexi watched
the chaos unfold around her, she couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt. These
people had come here seeking respite from their everyday lives, only to find
themselves trapped in a nightmare not unlike her own. But she also knew that
the only way out was through – through the fear, the uncertainty, and the
ever-growing list of victims.


“And what's our
next move?" Mike asked, trying to read her thoughts as she stared out into
the storm.


"Right now,
we focus on keeping everyone safe," Lexi replied, her voice firm and
steady. "But we also need to gather as much information about our victims
as possible. We need to find a pattern, something that can help us predict the
killer's next move."


"Agreed,"
Mike said. "I'll get the team together and start going through the
files."


"Good,"
Lexi nodded. "And I'll speak to the resort staff, see if they've noticed
anything suspicious or out of the ordinary."


As Lexi walked
away, she couldn't help but feel the weight of responsibility bearing down on
her shoulders. The panic was palpable among the guests, each one eyeing their
fellow vacationers with suspicion, wondering who among them was capable of
committing such heinous acts. It was up to her to restore some semblance of
order, to reassure them that everything was under control – even if she didn't
entirely believe it herself.


"Excuse
me," Lexi called out to a young woman working at the front desk, her face
pale and eyes wide with fear. "I'm Detective Lexi Cole, and I need you to
tell me everything you know about Becca Harlow’s disappearance."


"O-Of course,
Detective," the woman stammered, her hands shaking as she pulled up the
necessary information on her computer. "I'll do whatever I can to
help."


"Thank
you," Lexi said, offering a small, reassuring smile. She knew that every
piece of information, no matter how insignificant it might seem, could be the
key to stopping this twisted game once and for all. “For starters, I’d like
Dani Stone’s room number. I need to speak with any family or friends she may
have been traveling with.”


The woman nodded,
turning to consult the computer screen in front of her. As Lexi waited, she
couldn't shake the chilling sensation that they were being watched. The
oppressive atmosphere of the snowstorm outside seemed to seep into the resort
itself, settling over the occupants like a suffocating shroud.


Keep your wits
about you,
she warned herself internally. The killer is still here, lurking among us.


With each passing
hour, the snow piled higher around the resort, isolating its inhabitants
further from the rest of the world. As the sense of urgency mounted within her
team, Lexi knew that time was quickly running out. They had to catch the killer
before the blizzard claimed more lives – or allowed the murderer to vanish
without a trace.











Chapter FIVE


 


 


The door creaked
open, a prelude to the somber tune that was about to unfold in the small, dimly
lit living room. Lexi's eyes, a piercing green reminiscent of the dense forests
surrounding her childhood home, surveyed the space before settling on the figure
slouched on the couch. Dani's boyfriend, a young man with shadows under his
eyes and a tremble in his hands, seemed to shrink further into himself as Lexi
and Mike entered.


"Mr.
Evans?" Lexi's voice was gentle but carried the weight of authority.


"Please, call
me Jeremy," he whispered, his voice cracking like thin ice over a frozen
lake.


Lexi nodded,
taking a seat opposite him while Mike hovered near the doorway, a silent
sentinel. She noticed the photographs scattered on the coffee table – vibrant
winter landscapes that showcased a talent for capturing the raw beauty of the
season. The images were stark contrasts to the gray pallor of grief on Jeremy's
face.


"She loved
the winters here," Jeremy started, his gaze fixed on a photo of a
snow-laden tree, "Dani... she had an eye for… for the light. How it danced
on the ice, the way it made everything...pure."


His words hung
heavy in the room, each one a testament to a passion cruelly snuffed out. Lexi
felt the familiar twinge in her heart, the echo of loss that resonated with her
own history. She didn't need to look at Mike to know he was feeling it, too;
the air was thick with it.


"Tell us
about the trip you planned," Lexi prompted, steering him gently back to
the present.


Jeremy's breath
hitched, a sob trapped behind his lips. "She was so excited. We were
supposed to explore the backcountry, places where her camera could capture the
wilderness... untouched. She said it was like... like discovering a secret
world, where every snowflake held a story."


He paused, lost in
the heartache of memories, and Lexi gave him a moment, knowing that the silence
spoke volumes. In the quiet, she could almost hear the crunch of boots on fresh
snow, the click of a camera shutter, the serene stillness of a winter's day
shattered by tragedy.


Lexi watched the
tears carve clean lines down Jeremy's cheeks, each one a stark contrast against
the room's sterility. The somber dance of snowflakes outside seemed to mirror
the heavy silence that settled between them. Mike shifted uncomfortably, his eyes
never leaving the grieving man before them.


"Jeremy,"
Lexi said softly, "can you tell us about the last time you saw Dani?"


He nodded,
swallowing hard as if trying to steady himself against the tide of memories.
"It was just after breakfast," he began, his voice a fragile whisper.
"She kissed me goodbye... said she'd be back by lunchtime." His hands
clasped and unclasped, wrestling with an invisible foe. "She was wearing
her red coat, the one with the fur-lined hood. Said it made her feel like
Little Red Riding Hood in a forest of white."


The metaphor
wasn’t lost on Lexi; the innocence of fairy tales splintered by the harsh
reality of their work. She pictured Dani, vibrant and alive, stepping into the
winter wilderness, unknowing she'd never return.


"Did she say
where she was going?" Mike asked, his tone gentle but insistent.


"Towards the
north ridge," Jeremy replied, a quiver in his breath. "She wanted to
photograph the sunrise hitting the summit... said the light there was
magical." He clutched a crumpled tissue, his knuckles blanching with the
force of his grip.


"Thank you,
Jeremy," Lexi said, her words wrapping around the sorrow like a shroud.
"You've been very helpful."


As they stood to
leave, she felt the burden of his gaze – a silent plea for them to bring
justice to the life so ruthlessly taken from him. Lexi knew that look all too
well; it mirrored the desperation in her own heart, a longing for answers that
often remained elusive.


Out in the
hallway, Lexi turned to face Mike. “We should go back to Dani’s crime scene.
Take a closer look. Maybe approach it through the woods, from the same
direction she did.”


“Good thinking,”
Mike agreed.


Outside, the crime
scene lay shrouded under a veil of lightly falling snow, each flake a silent
accomplice to the concealment of evidence. Lexi's boots crunched over the
frosty ground as she approached the perimeter, her breath fogging before her in
the biting air. The once-pristine canvas was now marred by activity, but her
eyes were trained to see beyond the disturbance.


"Look
here," Mike called out.


He was standing
below a canopy of trees, their boughs hanging low with the weight of the snow.
Beneath them, the snow was shallower, as though the trees had been sheltering
the ground from the worst of the blizzard. And beneath those trees, running for
about fifty yards, was a trail of visible bootprints. 


They knelt beside
the impressions, the tread pattern distinct and purposeful. Each step seemed to
taunt them, a clue left in plain sight yet obscured by the elements. The trail
was still visible, but only just; within hours, Lexi thought grimly, it would
be gone, buried by the ceaseless snowfall. Those pine boughs wouldn’t hold
forever. She pulled out her phone to snap a few photos, then traced the outline
of one partially-obscured footprint with her glove, noting the size and depth.


"Deep treads,
heavy stride," she observed, her mind racing through the possibilities. 


Mike grunted in
agreement, his brow furrowed as he took pictures with his phone. "Could be
our guy felt confident enough not to cover his tracks, or was in a hurry."


"Or
both," Lexi added, rising to her feet. Her scar above the left eyebrow
pulled tight. She scanned the area, the detective in her cataloging every
detail.


"Let's follow
them, see where they lead." Lexi's voice carried a determined edge as she
started to walk, her eyes never leaving the ground.


The trail weaved
through the trees, a serpentine path that spoke of intimate knowledge of the
terrain. With each step, Lexi felt the weight of the case pressing down on her,
a reminder of the urgency at hand. This wasn't just about catching a killer; it
was about restoring peace to a community haunted by fear, and in some small
way, redeeming her own loss.


"Could be
nothing," Mike muttered, his skepticism a familiar refrain.


"Or it could
be everything," Lexi countered, her gaze fixed on the horizon, where the
bootprints disappeared into the white. Behind them, the blizzard gathered
strength, a looming threat that promised to erase all traces of the truth they
desperately sought.


The crunch of snow
beneath Lexi's boots reverberated in the silent forest, a stark contrast to the
chaos that churned in her mind. She trailed the bootprints with the precision
of a hunter, the pattern unique and deliberate, leading away from the scene of
Dani's murder. The prints were fresh, untouched by the blizzard's voracious
appetite — a clue screaming for attention amidst the howling winds.


"Mike, look
at the tread. Deep and defined," Lexi pointed out, crouching down beside
one particularly clear imprint. "Whoever this is, they've been here
before. They know the terrain."


Mike leaned over
her shoulder, his breath forming icy clouds that mingled with the frigid air.
"You’re right. They're confident, moving without hesitation. Not your
average tourist."


"Access,"
Lexi mused aloud, thinking aloud to connect the dots. "Someone familiar
with the resort’s layout could navigate this terrain, even in these
conditions." Her thoughts turned inward, her sister's unsolved case
echoing the urgency she felt now. Every second mattered.


"Greg
Dalton," Mike said, the name slicing through the cold like a blade. He
straightened up, his eyes hard. "Local hunter. We’ve booked him for
trespassing here more than once."


"Perfect,"
Lexi muttered, standing up as well, her resolve hardening like the ice
encrusting the trees. "He knows the land, doesn't care about boundaries.
That puts him on our list."


"Let's not
jump to conclusions," Mike cautioned. “We'll consider him a person of
interest, but we need more than just bootprints to link him to Dani."


"Then we keep
looking," Lexi declared, the emotional stakes tethering her to the case
with an iron grip. She couldn’t shake the unease that settled in her stomach.


As they resumed
following the trail, Lexi's mind raced. Greg Dalton. The name was a new piece
of the puzzle, one that could fit or lead them astray. But in the barren
landscape of loss and desperation, every lead had to be pursued, every hunch
explored. They were not just chasing a killer; they were chasing the ghost of
certainty, the hope that this time, justice would not be buried under the snow.


 


***


 


Lexi's boots
crunched over the snow, a staccato rhythm that matched the pulsing in her head.
They'd combed through files and witness statements, piecing together Greg
Dalton's whereabouts since Dani's murder. The man was an enigma—no fixed
address, no steady job, just a trail of campfires and empty beer cans left in
his wake.


"Talk to me,
Mike," Lexi said, her voice slicing through the brittle air as they
approached the local bar known for its less savory clientele. "What've we
got on Dalton?"


"Last seen
two nights ago," Mike replied, flipping through notes on his tablet.
"Bartender says he was bragging about a big score."


"Score...
interesting." Lexi's mind spun with possibilities, each darker than the
last. "Any associates?"


"Few regulars
he hunts with. None of them clean slates, but nothing linking them directly to
the resort."


"Yet,"
Lexi muttered, her gaze sharpening like the edge of a knife.


The door to the
bar swung open with a resentful creak, revealing a dim interior heavy with the
scent of stale beer and old smoke. She stepped inside, her presence commanding
the room's attention — a lone woman of authority where lawlessness thrived.
Eyes followed her every move, some curious, others defiant.


"Greg
Dalton!" she called out, not bothering to hide her contempt. "We need
to have a chat."


Silence answered
her at first, then a chorus of shrugs and mumbled denials filled the space. No
one wanted to admit knowing the hunter, but Lexi knew better. This town was too
small for secrets.


"Fine,"
she spat, ice forming on each syllable. "Then tell him Detective Cole is
looking for him, and I'm not known for my patience."


The murmurs grew
louder as she turned on her heel and left, the door slamming shut like a gavel.


Outside, the
crispness of the air did little to cool her frustration. She needed something
tangible, a thread to pull. And then it came — Mike’s voice, calm and
collected.


"Got
something, Lexi. Dalton had a run-in with the park rangers last month. Caught
him with a deer out of season, near the resort."


"Near our
crime scene," Lexi corrected, her pulse quickening. "Let's go."


They drove to the
ranger station, the silence in the car thick with anticipation. Upon arrival,
they rifled through incident reports, Lexi's fingertips brushing paper laden
with the promise of justice.


"Here,"
she said, plucking a file from the pile. "Trespassing, poaching — Dalton's
been busy."


"Looks like
he doesn't take kindly to boundaries," Mike observed, leaning over her
shoulder to glance at the report.


"Neither does
our killer." Lexi felt the pieces clicking into place. "It's time we
paid Mr. Dalton a visit."


 


***


 


From the front
seat of the cruiser, they prepared to confront their suspect, armed with
knowledge and resolve. Greg Dalton’s last known address was a safe distance
down the block, the cabin-style home barely visible through the snow. Lexi felt
the familiar surge of adrenaline as she checked her sidearm, ensuring it was
secure in its holster. Her green eyes, usually vibrant, now reflected a steely
resolve that had been forged by loss and sharpened by years of unyielding
pursuit for justice. Mike's presence beside her was a silent testament to their
shared determination.


"Let's review
what we know," Lexi said, her voice steady despite the choppy rhythm of
her heart. "Dalton has a pattern — trespassing in restricted areas,
poaching, and a general disregard for the law. He knows the terrain around the
resort like the back of his hand."


"Advantageous
for someone trying to move undetected," Mike added, his brow furrowed in
thought.


"Exactly."
Lexi nodded. She pulled out the map spread across her lap, tracing the lines
with a gloved finger. "These are the areas where Dalton was caught. Notice
the overlap with the locations where the victims were found."


Mike leaned
closer, his eyes tracing the intersecting circles Lexi had drawn. "Too
coincidental to ignore."


"More than
coincidence, it's a pattern." Lexi folded the map with a snap of crisp
paper and placed it on the dashboard. "It's time we break it."


"Agreed. But
remember, he's a hunter. Approach with caution; he’s definitely armed."
Mike's reminder hung heavily between them.


"Always
do." With a deep breath, Lexi opened the car door, the cold air biting at
her exposed skin. The snow underfoot crunched as she made her way to the front
door of a rundown cabin nestled among barren trees. Each step felt deliberate,
her mind replaying every unsolved case that had led her to this point.











Chapter SIX


 


 


Darkness clung to
the edges of the rustic cabin, a mere candle's flicker casting elongated
shadows that danced upon rough-hewn walls. He stood motionless, a sentinel
among the quiet aftermath of chaos, the only sound the crackle of embers in the
hearth, slowly dying yet unforgotten. The air was thick with the scent of pine
and something coppery that even the mountain breezes couldn't sweep away.


His gaze drifted,
predatory and unyielding, across the room. The dim light glinted off the
macabre trophies lining the walls—a collection that spoke to his innermost
cravings, each one a grisly testament to his control. The faces of his victims,
frozen in their final moments of despair, were captured in photographs that
hung like pendants of conquest. Each snapshot was a piece of art in its own
right, meticulously framed, preserving the power he had wielded over flesh and
bone.


He moved closer to
one photo, the edges of his lips curling into a semblance of a smile as he
traced a finger over the glass. It was her — Dani, her dark curls splayed
across the snow like the roots of a fallen tree. 


He turned to
survey another image, this one of Becca Harlowe, her eyes wide with the
realization of her fate—the same terror that had surely mirrored in Lexi's twin
all those years ago. Their fear was a drug, and he was an addict. But unlike
those who lose themselves to their vices, he thrived, honed by the pursuit and
capture of such exquisite moments.


The silence of the
lair enveloped him once more, and he allowed himself to revel in it, the
stillness punctuated by the memories of screams now silenced, the pleas now
muted. He was the orchestrator of nightmares, the unseen specter that loomed
over Summit Ridge -- and its potential savior. Already, the town was amassing
forces, conspiring to bring him down. But if he was stopped, then the storm
would rage on without end.


Yes, the resort
was locked down, the police scurrying about like ants in a flooded anthill, but
they were inconsequential. He could handle them.


The icy wind
clawed at the wooden exterior of the lair, but within, a sepulchral stillness
reigned. He stood motionless, eyes closed, immersing himself in the delicious
echoes of terror that reverberated against the cabin's bones. Each scream, each
desperate plea was a note in his symphony of control, a crescendo that climaxed
as life drained from their eyes. The fear, oh, how it clung to them, an
invisible shroud that he alone could perceive and savor. It was the ultimate
power, to hold a life in his hands, to watch the dawning realization of the end
-- briefly, with each sacrifice, he experienced the divine power of nature
itself. 


His lips twitched
into a semblance of a smile. Dani Cole and Becca Harlowe had been perfect — so
alive, so alive that they had fought to survive. Their last moments were now
his to replay whenever the silence became too loud, the stillness too
oppressive. He could almost hear their hearts pounding, the rush of blood in
their ears mirroring his own as the hunter's high took hold.


It was this life
that made them ideal for their purpose. The storm would not be sated by
anything but warmth, embodied in young and vibrant victims. 


Silence once again
descended, a void that begged to be filled. His fingers danced lightly over the
rough texture of the wood on the walls, as if drawing strength from the
structure itself. In the stillness, ideas churned like a storm in his mind,
plans unfurling like dark wings ready to take flight. The snow blanketing the
town muffled more than footsteps — it cloaked his moves, veiled his intentions.


He would be lying
if he claimed that this task he had undertaken was a burden, if he claimed that
he drew no enjoyment from the hunt and the kill. He could almost taste the
thrill of the next chase, the anticipation a tangible thing that curled around
him, a serpentine companion whispering of the excitement to come. There was no
point denying the hunger that gnawed at him; it spurred him on, fueled every
calculated step he took.


After all, wolves
enjoyed the hunt, didn’t they? His eagerness was proof of his design. Nature
itself guided his movements, and to resist his pleasures would cut against the
grain of the natural world. 


He paced to the
window of the cabin, dragging a fingernail through the rime of frost that had
formed on the inside of the glass.


The cold never
bothered him; it was an ally that sharpened his focus, honed his instincts. He
thrived in the crisp air, the way the frost seemed to make every sense more
acute. The thought of his next victim sent an electric charge through his
veins, and he welcomed the surge of adrenaline, the familiar flutter in his
stomach. It was a sign he was ready that the dance was about to begin anew.


And he was eager
for the music to start.


He returned to the
table and hovered over the map spread across the rough-hewn surface, a
topographical grid of Summit Ridge dotted with red Xs where he had struck
before. So far, there were only two, placed at strategic points on the
mountain. Each mark was methodical, each location chosen with precision. Now,
as the resort huddled beneath a blanket of white, oblivious to the predator in
their midst, he plotted his next move. He traced the lines that snaked like
frozen veins through the landscape, his touch light but intent.


A heavy silence
settled around him, broken only by the sharp scratch of pen on paper as he
marked the new target. He folded the map with care, the creased paper like a
secret handshake between him and destiny.


Inhale. Exhale.
The mantra repeated in his head, a metronome keeping time with his racing
heart. His breath misted in the air, a ghostly specter of life amidst the
stillness of his lair. He couldn't afford the luxury of introspection; the
resort was a hive of activity, buzzing with police presence.


No, he could not
be careless. Not now. The stakes were higher, the game more exquisite. He
imagined the headlines, the whispers of fear that would chase his name. They
would not catch him; he was the master of this dance.


In time, they
might even come to revere him. When the clouds parted and the storm gave way to
a new dawn, they would see what he had done for them.


"Patience,"
he whispered to himself, the word hanging in the frigid air. 


The killer donned
his coat, the fabric whispering against his skin like the caress of a shadow.
Tonight, Summit Ridge would sleep under its snowy shroud, unaware of the eyes
that watched, the mind that plotted, and the hands poised to deliver another
blow.


He slipped into
the frigid night, the cold air snapping at his flesh like the jaws of a feral
beast. The killer's breath unfurled in icy plumes as he moved with predatory
grace through the skeletal trees bordering Summit Ridge. A crescent moon hung
low, its sickle edge carving silhouettes from the darkness.


Down the mountain,
the resort pulsed at a distance, its lights muted by the heavy curtain of snow
that swathed the landscape in deceptive tranquility. He could almost hear the
whispers of skiers nestled in their lodges, oblivious to the storm brewing beyond
their warm hearths. Their ignorance was a cloak he wore well, moving unseen, a
specter amongst the living.


A surge of
adrenaline coursed through him, igniting every nerve ending. His senses
sharpened, acute and searching, honed by the thrill that only the prospect of
another conquest could provide. With each step, the anticipation built, a
crescendo of excitement that thrummed in his veins like a second heartbeat.


Within him, cold
determination took root, spreading like frost across a windowpane. There was no
room for doubt, no space for hesitation. Every sinew was aligned to one
purpose: to quiet the storm, at any cost. 


With calculated
steps, he advanced, ready to unfold the nightmare upon another soul. The crisp
snow beneath his boots whispered promises of the chaos to come. Tonight, Summit
Ridge would shudder under the weight of his burden, and he would revel in the mastery
of his own darkness.











Chapter SEVEN


 


 


The snow crunched
underfoot as Lexi led the way, Mike's sturdy presence a silent reassurance at
her back. They had left the cruiser behind, opting for stealth as they
approached the cabin where Greg Dalton was known to disappear for days on end.
The air was bitingly cold, fogging with every breath they exhaled, turning
their surroundings into a ghostly scene. Lexi scanned the perimeter, her
chestnut hair hidden beneath a beanie, the scar above her left eyebrow itching
from the chill.


Her hand rested on
her holstered weapon. This cabin, nestled in the wilderness, felt eerily
reminiscent of the isolation she’d felt growing up in a small town cloaked in
sorrow.


"Looks like
he's here," Mike whispered, gesturing toward a thin trail of smoke rising
from the chimney.


Lexi nodded, her
jaw set firmly. There would be no mistakes today; too much was at stake. She
motioned towards the door, her movements crisp and focused. They crept forward,
the only sound the whisper of the wind through the pines and the soft protest
of snow beneath their boots.


With a final
glance exchanged, Lexi rapped sharply on the wooden door, the sound shattering
the silence. It swung open moments later, revealing Greg Dalton, his features
as hard and unyielding as the frozen landscape around them.


"Greg
Dalton?" Lexi’s voice was authoritative, edged with determination. “We
need to talk.”


Dalton leaned
against the door frame, arms crossed, a sneer twisting his lips. "To what
do I owe this intrusion, detectives?"


"We need to
speak to you about your intrusions onto White Pine’s property, Mr.
Dalton," Mike said evenly.


"Accusations
require proof," Dalton retorted, his gaze shifting between the two
officers, dark and calculating.


Lexi stepped
forward, unwilling to back down but aware of the tension that crackled between
the three of them. “May we come inside?” 


Dalton’s eyes
narrowed. “Absolutely not.”


“That’s fine.”
Lexi lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Then we can come back with a
warrant. You know the drill, don’t you, Mr. Dalton?”


Dalton's gaze slid
to the window, his body tensing. Lexi felt it before it happened—the shift in
the air, the weight of a plan forming. In one swift motion, Dalton lunged
toward the window, flinging it open, letting in a blast of icy wind that
carried with it snowflakes like shards of glass. His boots crunched against the
freshly fallen snow as he bolted, each step propelling him further into the
dense forest.


"Damn
it!" Lexi spat out, already pushing past Mike and leaping off the cabin
porch. Her boots sunk into the deep snow, her breaths coming out in white puffs
of determination. As she ran, branches whipped at her face, leaving thin red
lines in their wake, but she barely noticed. The sting was nothing compared to
the fire burning inside her — a fire stoked by years of loss and the
desperation to catch those who believed they could outrun justice.


Her lungs burned
with the frigid air, muscles protesting with the exertion, yet there was no
slowing down. Snow sprayed into the air with each pounding step Lexi took, her
boots finding purchase on the frozen ground beneath the freshly fallen powder.
Dalton’s shadow loomed ahead, weaving through the pines like a specter in
flight. Lexi's breaths were jagged, frost clinging to her lashes, yet she felt
a surge of energy as she realized she was gaining on him.


"Keep
pushing, Mike! We're closing in!" she shouted back to her partner, without
turning her head. The words tore from her throat, raw and determined.


Her training — the
endless drills, the late-night runs, the relentless pursuit of physical
endurance — propelled her now. It wasn’t just about being faster or stronger;
it was about outlasting. And Lexi was built to outlast.


Dalton knew these
woods, but Lexi's determination was sharper than any familiarity he might
claim. She had grown up here, too, played hide and seek amidst these very
trees. Now, she used every memory of those innocent games to predict his path,
to understand where he might be headed. Each stride brought her closer, her
body moving with precision honed by years of chasing down the ghosts of her
past.


Mike's presence at
her back was a constant reminder they were a team, but in this moment, Lexi
felt singularly alone with her quarry. Her lungs were on fire, her muscles
screamed, but she embraced the pain. 


As they navigated
a particularly steep incline, her footing never faltered. Lexi’s gaze fixed on
the dark figure ahead, and she pushed harder, the gap between them narrowing
with each passing second. The world reduced to the sound of her heartbeat in
her ears and the sight of Dalton's fleeing form. 


In the distance, a
creek lined with ice lay hidden by the snow, its banks treacherous. Dalton was
heading straight for it, unaware or uncaring of the danger. Lexi knew the land
like the lines on her own palms, and she angled her approach, planning to cut
him off before he reached the precarious crossing.


"Watch the
creek!" she called out to Mike, barely audible over their ragged breaths.


She saw him swerve
to the side, his boots kicking up sprays of snow as he adjusted his trajectory.
With each stride, Lexi closed the distance, her muscles burning with exertion.
The wind whipped at her face, stinging her cheeks with icy lashes, but she pressed
on, her focus unwavering.


As they neared the
creek, Dalton's pace quickened, desperation evident in the frantic rhythm of
his steps. Lexi's heart pounded in her chest as she calculated her next move.
With practiced precision, she lunged forward, her outstretched arm aiming to
snag Dalton's coat and halt his escape.


Her fingers grazed
the rough fabric of his jacket, a fleeting touch that anchored her
determination. With a grunt of effort, she tackled him, their bodies a tangle
of limbs and momentum as they hit the ground hard. Pain exploded through Lexi's
side, a stark, bright flare that momentarily stole her breath away. But the
pain was distant, secondary to the triumph that swelled within her chest as she
pinned Dalton beneath her.


"Gotcha,"
she panted, her voice a low growl of victory mixed with exhaustion. As her
chest heaved for air, her eyes never left Dalton's face, watching for any sign
of further defiance. 


Mike's shadow fell
over them, a looming presence that signaled the end of the chase. His breaths
were ragged echoes of Lexi's own. Dalton bucked beneath her, wild-eyed and
desperate, but Lexi's grip was ironclad, fueled by memories of loss and the
need for justice.


"Stay
down!" Mike barked, his words slicing through the cold air like shards of
ice. Droplets of sweat glistened on his forehead, mixing with the snowflakes
that clung to his dark hair.


Dalton thrashed,
his arms flailing in futile resistance, but Mike was already upon him. With
practiced efficiency borne of countless arrests, he snapped the handcuffs
around Dalton's wrists, the sound of metal clicking into place as satisfying as
it was final. The suspect's struggles eased, the realization of his capture
settling in like the winter frost.


"Got nowhere
to go now, Dalton," Mike said, each word punctuated with the weight of
authority. Lexi loosened her hold just enough for Mike to haul Dalton to his
feet, ensuring the cuffs held tight. Dalton’s eyes, once defiant, now flickered
with something else—fear, maybe, or the dawning understanding that there was no
escape from the consequences of his actions.


Lexi watched as
Mike gave Dalton a rough pat-down, ensuring no weapons were hidden within his
layers of clothing. Her partner's face remained impassive, but she could see
the pulse ticking at his jaw, the adrenaline that still coursed through him.
They had done it; they had caught their suspect, but the hunt was far from
over.


“Greg Dalton,”
Lexi said between breaths, “you are under arrest for interference with official
acts, and are wanted for questioning regarding the murders of Dani Stone and
Becca Harlow.”


Snow churned
beneath Dalton’s limbs as he shifted, struggling against Mike. Lexi pushed to
her feet, her body protesting with sharp stabs of pain where she had taken the
brunt of the fall. She stood there, panting, her breath forming clouds in the
freezing air. Dalton was secured, but the relief that should have come with his
capture was muted by the knowledge that this was only a piece of the puzzle.


She glanced at
Mike, who was reading Dalton his rights, the words familiar yet always holding
gravity. Lexi turned away, giving herself a moment as the scene before her
blurred slightly, her mind racing ahead to the next steps of the investigation.
Dani Stone and Becca Harlowe deserved justice, and while Dalton's arrest was
critical, it was not the conclusion.


His headlong
flight into the forest certainly didn't speak to innocence, but it didn’t make
him guilty, either. 


"Detective
Cole?" Mike's voice drew her back, the concern in his tone piercing
through her reverie. She met his gaze, nodding slightly to show she was
alright. She had to be. There was no space for weakness when lives were on the
line.


"Let's get
him back to the station," she said, her voice steady despite the emotions
roiling inside her. "We've got more work to do."











Chapter EIGHT


 


 


Lexi's boots
crunched against the freshly fallen snow, a staccato rhythm accompanying the
muffled shuffle of Greg Dalton's restrained gait as she and Mike led him into
the precinct. The evening sky, bruised with the promise of more snowfall, cast
an eerie glow through the frosted windows. Lexi's jaw was set, her mind a
whirlwind of past and present colliding.


The fluorescent
lights of the police station buzzed overhead, slicing through the tension that
shrouded them. Lexi's scar itched above her eyebrow, a physical echo of the
emotional scars that had never truly healed. She sensed Chief Riggs' piercing
gaze from her office, the weight of expectation heavy on Lexi's shoulders. On
her last homicide case, she had stoked the chief’s ire with her unorthodox
methods. She didn’t want to create similar waves this time around. Eleanor
Riggs was new to her role, the town’s first female chief of police; the last
thing Lexi wanted was to gain a reputation for getting on her bad side. 


But here she was,
bringing in a suspect in cuffs on slim evidence. She looked away from the
half-shuttered blinds of the chief’s office, unease twisting her gut. If Dalton
turned out to be innocent, she would be hearing from Riggs later.


Mike nudged Greg
forward, his own expression unreadable but his posture radiating the same
urgency Lexi felt. They reached the interrogation room, the door swinging open
with a creak that seemed too loud in the charged silence.


"Inside,"
Lexi directed, her voice firm, betraying none of the turmoil inside her.


Greg stumbled
slightly over the threshold, his hands cuffed behind him. As they settled him
into the chair, Lexi locked eyes with him, searching for any flicker of guilt
or fear. His face was a mask, but beneath the surface, she could see the
quickened pulse at his neck, the way his eyes darted toward the one-way mirror.


"Greg
Dalton," Lexi began, her tone cold as the ice outside. "You know why
you're here."


He leaned back,
trying to project confidence, but his Adam's apple bobbed with a nervous
swallow. "I haven't done anything wrong."


"Yet you have
a history of trespassing on the resort where two women have been brutally
murdered," Mike chimed in, folding his arms across his chest.
"Coincidence?"


“Murdered?” Greg
echoed, his eyes widening. If it was an act, it was a good one.


“Dani Stone and
Becca Harlow,” Lexi said, leaning forward, her hands clasped together. “Those
names mean anything to you?”


Silently, he shook
his head, his gaze flitting between Lexi and Mike. After a few seconds, he
spoke again, his voice ragged. “I don’t know about any murders.”


“Can you tell us
why you’ve spent so much time on White Pine’s property?” Mike asked pointedly.
“We’ve arrested you there multiple times, Greg. Why do you keep going back?”


"I go where I
please," Greg retorted, but there was an edge of desperation creeping into
his bravado, a hint that he wasn't as sure of himself as he wanted to appear.


"Let's talk
about your whereabouts over the past few days," Lexi said.


“I haven’t been at
White Pine,” Greg insisted. “Not since… well.” A guilty look crossed his face,
and his gaze dropped to the table.


“Since when?”


Greg Dalton's
hands were clasped on the metal table, knuckles white as if holding onto the
edge of innocence itself. Lexi stood over him, her shadow engulfing his form
like an omen. The interrogation room felt colder than the blizzard outside,
each question a gust that threatened to topple Greg's resolve.


"Greg,"
Lexi started, her voice steady and unyielding, "we know you've been
trespassing at the resort. What were you doing there?" Her green eyes
locked onto his, searching for the slip, the crack in the armor.


"I—I hunt
there sometimes," Greg admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. He
looked away, unable to hold Lexi's piercing gaze. "The woods around the
resort are full of game. I've set traps, too."


Lexi's chestnut
hair swayed as she nodded slowly, taking in his confession while her mind
raced. She could sense the truth in his words about hunting, but it didn't
exonerate him from murder. "Hunting what exactly? Victims?" she
probed, pushing him further into the corner with her pointed words.


"No!"
Greg's defiance surged back as he slammed his hands down, making the table
jolt. "I have never hurt anyone. I swear it on my life!"


"Swearing
isn't evidence, Greg." Lexi leaned in closer, her scar a silent testament
to her own history with violence and loss. "You know the area well, don't
you? Perfect place to hide something—or someone."


Greg shook his
head vigorously, his eyes darting around the room as if seeking an escape route
that didn't exist. "Look, I might take a few pheasants or rabbits off the
land, but that's it. I'm not a murderer."


"Then help us
understand," Lexi insisted, her tone sharp as the edge of ice. "If
you're innocent, why lie? Why run?"


"Because
people like you never believe people like me," Greg spat out, the
bitterness coating his words like frost. "Just because I know those woods
doesn't make me a killer."


Lexi straightened
up, her silhouette rigid against the harsh light. She had seen this dance of
guilt and innocence before — the way suspects clung to their stories, the way
they unraveled under the spotlight of interrogation. Greg was unraveling now,
thread by thread. But without proof, his denial remained a stubborn barrier.


"Where were
you on Tuesday morning, between six and eight?" Lexi's voice sliced
through the silence of the interrogation room, sharp and demanding. She leaned
across the table, locking her striking green eyes on Greg Dalton, willing him
to betray a flicker of guilt.


Greg shifted in
his seat, the metal chair creaking under his weight. His eyes darted away for a
moment before he met her gaze head-on. "I told you, I wasn't anywhere near
that resort then," he said, his words laced with a mixture of nervousness
and defiance. "I was sleeping off a hangover on a friend’s couch. I’d been
out drinking the night before."


"Drinking,"
Lexi repeated, flatly. "With whom?"


"An old
friend, Tommy." Greg ran a hand through his disheveled hair. "He's
been going through a rough patch, needed some company. I was passed out in his
living room until noon."


"Tommy, what?
And the bartender, they'll vouch for you?" Mike interjected, folding his
arms over his chest as he studied the suspect.


"Tommy Kline.
And yeah, the bartender knows us. He'll remember," Greg insisted, leaning
back as if the alibi was an impenetrable shield.


Lexi straightened
up, retreating from the table as her mind began to race. An alibi. It was the
one thing she hadn't wanted to hear. It was also the first tangible piece of
information that could sever their link to Greg. If true, it poked a hole in
their case, letting doubt seep in like the icy drafts that found their way
through the cracks of the police station walls.


She turned away
from Greg, glancing at the two-way mirror that reflected her own frustration.
Her thoughts churned with the implications — could they have been wrong about
Greg? Every second spent chasing down a false lead meant the real murderer was
out there, possibly plotting the next move. The weight of it bore down on her
shoulders, heavy as the snow blanketing the town outside.


"Mike,"
Lexi murmured, keeping her voice low enough so only her partner could hear.
"We need to check his story. Now."


"We
will," Mike assured her, though his skeptical tone mirrored the doubt
creeping into Lexi's heart.


"Greg,"
she said, turning back to face him. "If your alibi checks out, you're free
to go. But if you're lying," she paused, the unspoken threat hanging
between them, "we will find out."


Greg nodded, a
bead of sweat tracing a path down his temple. He knew, as well as she did, that
the game was far from over.


 


***


 


Lexi's breath
fogged up the glass as she watched the snowflakes, transformed into a blizzard,
swirling furiously outside the window of the precinct's barebones break room.
The clock on the wall ticked audibly, each second sounding louder than the last
in the silence that followed Greg Dalton's departure from the station. She
turned to Mike, his face set in grim lines.


"Time's
slipping away," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, "and with
this storm, if the killer decides to take advantage of the chaos..." Her
words trailed off, but the implication hung heavy between them.


Mike leaned back
against the cold metal table, crossing his arms over his chest. "We can't
let that fear rush us into making a mistake, Lex. If Dalton's alibi holds,
we're back at square one."


"We don't
have the luxury of time!" Lexi snapped, her frustration boiling over. The
memories of her twin sister's unsolved murder were always lurking beneath the
surface, driving her relentless pursuit for justice. "Every minute we
waste could mean another life lost. Another family shattered."


He met her gaze,
resolute. "Then we work smarter, not faster. We revisit the evidence,
re-interview witnesses, and profile the victims again. Something has to
give."


Outside, the
blizzard intensified, the howling wind a fierce reminder of their isolation and
the urgency of their task. In the grip of winter, Summit Ridge felt like an icy
trap closing in around them. Already, Lexi worried that the snowfall would make
it impossible to get back to the resort easily.


"Alright."
Lexi straightened her shoulders, trying to shake off the cold. "But we
need a breakthrough — and soon." 


"Let's get
back to it, then," Mike said, determination in his voice. "We'll find
this bastard, Lex. No more innocent lives are going to be caught in this
crossfire." 


As dusk fell, the
darkness seemed to press against the walls of the station, the blizzard outside
growing wilder by the minute. Inside, the fluorescent lights flickered
momentarily, casting eerie shadows across Lexi's face as she poured over crime
scene photos and witness statements once more.


"Find
something?" Mike asked, glancing up from his own pile of paperwork.


"Nothing
new," Lexi admitted. Her fingers drummed on the desk, the rhythmic beat
punctuating the frenetic dance of snow beyond the window. "It feels like
we're missing something — something staring us right in the face."


"Or
someone," Mike added quietly. "Someone we've overlooked or
underestimated."


The tension was
palpable, wrapping around them like the bitter cold seeping in from the edges
of the windowpane. Time was indeed running out, and with each passing hour, the
killer remained a ghost among them — unseen, unknown, and waiting for the next
opportunity to strike.











Chapter NINE


 


 


Jen Clarke edged
closer to the yellow tape, the fluttering ribbon a barrier between the ordinary
and the macabre. Her breath misted in the frigid air, mingling with the icy
whispers of snow that blanketed the resort. The crime scene was a stark
interruption to the otherwise pristine winter landscape, its untouched beauty
now sullied by tragedy. Two women, victims to an unknown terror, had already
been claimed by Summit Ridge's silent predator.


"Ma'am, you
can't be here," a uniformed officer warned, stepping into her line of
sight. His presence was a reminder of the danger, but Jen only nodded absently,
her mind racing with possibilities.


She'd come to
Summit Ridge for a simple piece — entice readers with tales of powder-fresh
slopes and après-ski delights. A travel article. Now, she stood at the
precipice of something far more compelling, the type of story that could ignite
her career like a firestorm through dry brush. She scribbled notes feverishly,
the pen barely keeping pace with her thoughts.


"Isn't this
something?" she muttered to herself, eyeing the chalet's second-story
window, the frost on the panes obscuring a view turned sinister. "Much
juicier than hot cocoa and ski lifts."


The crime scene's
morbid allure pulled her in. The thought of unraveling this mystery, of being
the one to shed light on it, made her pulse thrum with a mix of fear and
excitement. The snow beneath her boots felt crunchier here, tainted by the
violence it cradled. She imagined the headlines, the accolades, the doors that
would swing open before her. This was her moment.


"Miss!"
The officer's voice was sharper now, tinged with impatience. "You need to
leave."


"Of course,
Officer," Jen replied, her tone apologetic though her eyes remained
fixated on the window above. She stepped back, respecting the boundary, but her
resolve solidified like ice. She would not be deterred by police tape or stern
warnings. There was a story here, woven into the very fabric of Summit Ridge,
and she would unravel it, strand by strand.


Jen slipped past
the cluster of onlookers, her camera slung around her neck like a second skin,
the weight of it both a comfort and a constant reminder of why she was here.
The chill in the air bit at her cheeks as she approached the nearest bystander,
a middle-aged man with a furrowed brow and a coffee cup that trembled in his
hand. With a practiced smile, Jen flipped open her notepad.


"Terrible
about what happened to those girls," she began, her voice measured to
elicit trust. "I'm Jen Clarke, a journalist. May I ask what you've
seen?"


The man glanced
over Jen's shoulder, his gaze darting nervously towards the uniformed officers
guarding the perimeter of the scene. "I didn't see much," he
confessed, lowering his voice. "Just... lots of commotion. Cops
everywhere." He took a sip of his coffee, perhaps seeking warmth or simply
something to do with his hands.


"Any details
can help," Jen pressed, sensing his hesitation but eager for any scrap of
information.


"Look, I
don't want trouble," the man said, his eyes now pleading. "They said
we shouldn't talk about it. Bad for the resort, you know?"


Jen nodded, her
expression sympathetic but her mind racing. She made a quick note before
thanking him and moving on. Her camera clicked softly as she captured the
anxious faces and huddled groups that punctuated the landscape of fear and
confusion enveloping the resort.


Ignoring the
biting cold, Jen approached a group of staff members huddled near the service
entrance, their whispered conversation ceasing abruptly as she neared. She
recognized the telltale signs of guarded secrets, the way they shifted
uneasily, eye contact broken too quickly.


"Excuse
me," Jen said, injecting confidence into her tone. "I understand this
is a difficult time, but I'm looking for some insight into the recent
tragedies. Anything you can share would be invaluable."


A young bellhop
shook his head, his eyes wide. "You shouldn't be digging around," he
muttered. "It's not safe. They say the police are all over it."


"Who's
they?" Jen asked, her pulse quickening.


"Management,"
another staff member chimed in, a woman with tired eyes. "They don't want
us talking. It's bad for business, you know?"


"More than
that," the bellhop added, leaning closer, his voice dropping to a whisper.
"Some think these disappearances were related. That there’s a serial
killer at large. The cops haven’t said anything yet, just that they’re under
investigation, but…."


Jen felt a shiver
that had nothing to do with the cold. She thanked them and retreated, her mind
abuzz with the fragments of truth she'd collected. The resort was a puzzle,
each piece revealing only shadows and half-truths, but Jen was determined to
uncover the full picture, regardless of the warnings.


Her notepad filled
with cryptic notes and her camera heavy with stolen moments, Jen knew one
thing: she was onto something. And no amount of cautionary tales would keep her
from following the story to its dark heart.


Jen circled back
toward the cordoned-off crime scene, clutching her camera like a talisman. 


"Off-limits,"
barked a uniformed officer, approaching her.


"Sorry, just
leaving," Jen replied, snapping a quick photo of the scene -- the blood in
the snow, half obscured by another layer of white, would make a good header for
the article. 


She retreated to
the warmth of the resort's lobby, her gaze sweeping over the guests milling
about. Conversations were hushed, laughter subdued. Fear clung to the
wood-paneled walls like the heavy drapes. Jen settled herself at a table near
the large windows and dug out her computer.


Her fingers flew
over the keyboard of her laptop, piecing together profiles of the victims from
social media posts, interviews, and public records. Dani, a recent graduate
with a passion for photography; Becca, a ski instructor at the resort,
finishing up her senior year at a local college. Both young, vibrant, and now
gone.


A pattern began to
form in Jen’s mind, a web of connections that hinted at a killer who chose his
prey not at random, but with purposeful selection. 


"Chasing
shadows?" came a voice behind her.


Jen started, then
relaxed. It was only one of the servers. “What gave you that idea?”


He shrugged.
“Heard the other staff talking about it. Management told me to ask you not to
pry. It’s bad for business. Let the police handle this one.”


"Maybe I'll
catch something they miss," Jen said with more bravado than she felt.


"Well, be
careful," he warned, pouring her a drink. "Some shadows bite
back."


Jen nodded, her
thoughts already drifting back to her research. She sipped the bitter cocktail,
unaware of the figure watching her from the mezzanine, eyes tracking her every
move with predatory interest.


 


***


 


The night was a
shroud, the silence of the hotel room punctuated by the muffled howl of the
wind outside. Jen’s fingers paused above her laptop, feeling the chill of a
draft seeping through the edges of the window. It was an instinct, a
journalist's sixth sense honed by years of chasing stories in the undercurrents
of society, that made her stiffen.


The corridor
beyond her door was usually alive with the soft symphony of guests' laughter
and the distant clink of ice in glasses. Tonight, it was deathly still. The
only sound was a subtle scraping, like the whisper of fabric against the carpet
just outside her door. Her heart thudded, a drumbeat rising in tempo. Something
wasn't right. The sensation of being watched crept over her, raising goosebumps
on her flesh.


She rose, moving
across the room with silent steps, her eyes fixed on the peephole. The digital
clock on her bedside table glowed 1:37 AM. Who would be lurking at this hour?
She reached out, hesitated, then pressed her eye to the cold metal.


The hallway was
empty.


Had her
imagination conjured up the presence? No. There was a shift in the air, a
pressure change that spoke of displaced space, of someone recently there. As
her gaze darted to the shadows clinging to the corners of the room, she
swallowed the lump of fear congealing in her throat.


Relax, she told herself
sternly. You’re letting the story get to you.


But before she
could retreat to the false sanctuary of her bed, the door exploded inward. The
force of it sent her stumbling back, a scream clawing its way up her throat.
Standing in the frame was a silhouette outlined by the dim glow of the
emergency lighting from the hall. 


Jen’s breath
caught in her lungs, her mind racing. This wasn’t some abstract threat or a
voice on a phone line. The killer was here, real and terrifyingly close. His
gaze bore into her, and she could see it now — the same burning intensity that
must have been the last thing his other victims had seen.


He stepped
forward, the door swinging shut behind him with a click that echoed like a
gunshot in Jen’s ears. Her back hit the wall, the wallpaper rough against her
skin as she realized there was nowhere left to run.


Jen’s heart
hammered against her ribcage, a frantic metronome keeping time with her
spiraling thoughts. "What do you want?" she managed to choke out, her
voice barely above a whisper.


The killer
advanced, and the small hotel room seemed to shrink with every step he took.
His form loomed larger, a dark entity feeding off her fear. "It's not
about what I want," he replied, his tone almost conversational despite the
malice that dripped from every syllable. His voice was surprisingly warm and
soft, far from the animalistic growl she’d been imagining. There was almost
sympathy in his vibrant green eyes. No, not sympathy; just mercy, like a hunter
preparing to end the life of an injured animal. "It's about what is
necessary."


Jen's mind raced,
scanning for any possible escape or weapon. Her fingers grazed the lamp on the
nightstand, but she knew it wouldn't be enough. This was a predator who had
already claimed two lives — two women who were now silenced forever by his
hand. A surge of desperation propelled her forward, hands pushing against his
chest in a futile attempt to create distance.


The killer reached
out and seized her by the wrist, yanking her close. She could see the glint of
something metallic in his other hand.


Jen twisted,
trying to wrench her arms free, but his hold only tightened. She gasped as pain
lanced up her arms, her struggle as ineffectual as a butterfly in a net.
"You won't get away with this," she spat, the words tasting like ash.


“Get away with
this?” He sounded incredulous. “Miss Clarke… you should be thanking me.
I am working to clear the skies. To appease the storm.”


Jen’s legs gave
way, but the killer's grip kept her upright, a marionette held aloft by strings
of terror. Jen's gaze darted around the room, each shadow morphing into a
sinister specter, each creak of the building a harbinger of doom. This man,
this monster, had orchestrated a macabre dance, and she was his unwilling
partner.


"Where's your
story now?" he whispered, his voice a serrated edge scraping across her
nerves. "Ready to write the final chapter?"


"Never,"
Jen rasped, defiance flaring within her even as her body trembled. The killer
chuckled, a sound devoid of humor. He released one wrist, only to press the
cold metal she'd glimpsed earlier against her throat. Jen's breath hitched, her
pulse thudding against the blade.


"Such
spirit," he murmured. "I knew from the moment I first found out you
were poking around… you’re like the other two. More life in you than most.
That’s what makes you the perfect candidate.” 


"Please,"
she found herself begging, her journalistic resolve crumbling. "Please,
don't do this."


“It’s too late,”
he whispered, his breath hot on her skin. “Things have been set in motion. The
third sacrifice is required tonight, or I won’t be able to rein in the storm.” 











Chapter TEN


 


 


Lexi cast her gaze
across the resort's expanse, a white canvas dotted with the dark oak doors of
the employees’ cabins and RVs. Mike kept pace beside her, his brow furrowed
beneath the brim of his cap.


"Ready?"
Mike asked, his voice muffled by the scarf wrapped around his neck. Even
through the thick fabric, Lexi could smell the coffee on his breath. Both of
them had needed sustenance, and the resort’s kitchen staff had been more than
happy to comply. 


"Let's do
this," Lexi replied, feeling the weight of urgency pressing on her
shoulders.


They approached
the first of the cabins. Mike rapped on the wooden door, and the sound echoed
in the still morning air. A moment later, the door creaked open, revealing a
weary-eyed man in his fifties. 


“Can I help you?”
the man rasped, squinting in the light. The home behind him was dark and
dismal, and the air smelled strongly of mildew.


“I’m Detective
Brennan, and this is Detective Cole,” Mike told him. “We’re going door to door
investigating the murders of Dani Stone and Becca Harlow. Could you spare a few
moments of your time?”


The man’s eyes
narrowed, and his lips pursed. “I’m busy.”


“Busy doing what?”
Lexi interjected.


“Sleeping. I
was working ‘till the crack of dawn.”  


“What’s your job
on the resort?”


“I drive the
snowplow,” the man muttered. “Clear the lots.” 


“That gets you out
early, does it?” Mike asked. 


The man snorted.
“Early… more like late. I start at one in the morning. Not done until six.”


“Can we get your
name, for the record?” Mike’s pen was poised over his notepad, waiting. 


The plow driver
hesitated, and Lexi thought she saw a moment's unease in her eyes. But then he
cleared his throat and said, "Keane. Vincent. Been working here longer
than almost anyone, so if I'm a suspect, you oughta know you’re barking up the
wrong tree.” 


At that, Mike
looked taken aback. “Nobody said you were a suspect, sir. This is standard
protocol -- we’re just doing our due diligence.” 


“Right,” Keane
drawled, though the sharp flint of suspicion in his gaze didn’t waver. 


“Do you remember
where you were on Tuesday morning, between the hours of six and eight?” Lexi
inquired, trying to keep her voice light -- Keane seemed shifty, and she didn’t
want to give him any reasons to clam up.


“Finished up my
shift, went straight to bed.” 


“Makes sense.”
Mike nodded, scribbling down the comment. “On your way back to your cabin from
the truck, did you see anything strange?”


“Strange how?”


“Altercations
between guests, perhaps. People wandering around despite the hour.” 


“Skiers are up
early all the time,” Keane pointed out. “Everyone wants to get first tracks.
It’s not unusual to see guests up and about when I’m finishing my shifts.” 


“Okay,” Mike said
dubiously, “well… did anything catch your attention?”


“Nope,” said
Keane, meeting Mike’s stare directly. “Can’t say it did. Now, if you don't
mind, officers, I've got some sleep to catch up on." 


Before Lexi or
Mike could protest, he closed the cabin door in their faces. Lexi heard a click
-- the lock being turned -- and the rattle of the chain.


Lexi exchanged a
glance with Mike, frustration and suspicion mingling in her expression. “He’s
hiding something,” she said quietly.


Mike nodded.
“Definitely. But without more to go on, we can’t push too hard. Let’s move on.”


As she and Mike
trudged back to the squad car, Lexi drew in a sharp breath, trying to dispel
the rising frustration. The air bit at her scar, a constant reminder of past
wounds and the sister she couldn't save. She caught Mike's gaze and knew he
felt it too — the oppressive weight of every second slipping away, every missed
opportunity to end this nightmare.


"Break
time?" he suggested, his voice tinged with concern.


"Five
minutes," she agreed, leaning back against the car’s door.


Mike huddled
against the car beside her, the snow weaving intricate patterns on the ground
at their feet. Lexi pulled out her notepad, its edges damp and curling, and
flipped through the pages of scribbled notes and unanswered questions.


"Where are we
missing it, Mike?" Lexi’s words were half-lost in the wind, but her
partner leaned in closer, sharing the urgency.


"Patterns,
habits, something personal…." Mike pondered aloud, rubbing his hands
together for warmth.


"Or a
mistake," Lexi countered, her mind racing. "We've been assuming
they're perfect, but everyone slips. We need fresh eyes — retrace our steps,
re-examine the evidence."


"Right,"
Mike nodded, his expression hardening with resolve. "Start from the top.
Every guest, every staff member, every delivery..."


"Everything,"
Lexi finished for him. Her breath formed clouds in the frigid air as they stood
in silence, considering their next move. The sense of loss, the desperation —
it clung to her like frost to the evergreens, refusing to let go.


Lexi’s thoughts
were like the snowflakes swirling in chaos, each one a question unanswered,
each twist of the wind a path not yet taken. The rhythm of her heart matched
the erratic dance of the storm as she and Mike strode back toward the main
lodge, eyes sharp beneath furrowed brows.


"Maybe
someone's lying," she mused, tugging at the frayed edge of her notepad.
"What if—"


But her words
shattered against the sudden shrill ring of her phone, slicing through the
murmur of the resort like a warning siren. Lexi snapped it up, her pulse
hammering, an icy premonition creeping down her spine. "Cole here."


"Detective
Cole!" The voice on the other end crackled with panic and urgency.
"We've got another one. Same M.O., no witnesses. You'd better come
quick."


The blood drained
from Lexi’s face as the device nearly slipped from her numb fingers. Her gaze
met Mike's, and without a word, they both knew. Another life stolen, another
thread in the killer's twisted tapestry.


"Where?"
Her voice was a blade cutting through the frosty air, all business despite the
turmoil raging inside her.


"North ridge,
by the old Miller cabin," came the reply, terse and laden with dread.


"Copy that.
We're on our way." She ended the call, the silence between them heavier
than the accumulating snow.


"Lexi—"
Mike began, but she was already moving, her long chestnut hair a dark wave
behind her as she charged through the threshold, boots thudding against the
wooden floor.


"Come
on!" she barked over her shoulder, her green eyes fierce, reflecting the
chaotic dance of snowflakes outside. They burst into the blizzard, the world a
blur of white fury. Each step was a battle, the heavy snowfall an adversary
trying to slow their advance.


The flakes lashed
at her face, stinging her scar, a stark reminder of pain and loss, of her
sister's unsolved murder. But there was no time for memories. There was only
the hunt, the desperate race against death's relentless march.


"Keep
close!" she yelled to Mike, who nodded grimly, his breath fogging in the
air as they powered through the deepening drifts. The snow was a canvas, soon
to be marred by tragedy once more. The cold bit at her bones, the wind screamed
its silent protest, but nothing would stop them.


They were
guardians in a world gone mad with violence, each driven by a desperation to
end the cycle, to prevent another family from being shattered. With every
crunch of snow beneath their feet, with every gust that threatened to push them
back, they pushed forward, because surrender was a luxury they could not
afford.


The Miller cabin
loomed ahead, its walls a specter in the storm. And there, beneath the somber
sky, lay the brutal truth they were racing to uncover.











Chapter ELEVEN


 


 


The snowfall was
heavy, relentless, as if it sought to erase any trace of the macabre display
before them. Lexi's boots crunched on the pristine white blanket that shrouded
Summit Ridge, Vermont. Her green eyes, normally a vibrant hue, seemed to mirror
the gray sky above. She followed her partner, Mike, past the yellow tape that
fluttered like warning flags in the cold breeze. The third crime scene unfolded
before them — a chilling tableau — and Lexi’s breath caught at the sight of
another lifeless form.


"Another
one," Mike muttered, his voice barely audible over the whining wind.


Lexi's gaze locked
onto the shadowy figure sprawled across the snow, the red of blood stark
against the white. But it wasn't just the victim that captured her attention;
it was the cryptic message left by the killer, laid out near the body in broken
pieces of tree branches. The falling flakes, fat and insistent, were quickly
obscuring the letters, erasing the strange symbols meant for them.


With her first
clear glimpse of the killer’s message, it became obvious immediately that the
words weren’t written in English. They were runes of some sort. Old Norse,
perhaps, though it was difficult to tell in the blinding snow.


"Damn
it," Lexi said, the urgency gnawing at her. She fumbled with her gloves,
tugging them off with her teeth, the cold stinging her fingertips. Her phone
was already slick from the snowflakes that melted upon contact, but she managed
to focus the camera on the message.


Click.


The sound of the
shutter was a small victory against the wailing symphony of the storm. She
peered at the screen, ensuring the photo was clear. The message could be the
key they needed, the break in the case that had so far been as elusive as the
snowflakes swirling around them.


"Good
thinking," Mike said, nodding at her quick action.


Lexi's fingers
were numb as she stared at her phone, the screen glowing dimly against the
flurrying snow. The cryptic message from the killer seemed to dance before her
eyes, an enigmatic cipher that held the potential to unravel the horror
unfolding in Summit Ridge. Lexi forced her mind to focus, to push past the icy
tendrils of fear and uncertainty that threatened to cloud her judgment.


"Looks like
gibberish," Mike muttered, peering over her shoulder at the photograph she
had taken only moments ago.


"Patterns,"
Lexi said curtly, her gaze not leaving the screen. "There have to be
patterns." Her sister’s unsolved case whispered through her thoughts, a
constant reminder of the stakes at play. Each victim was a stark reflection of
her own loss, spurring her onward.


"Let's gather
what we can on the victim," she said, tucking away the phone, its contents
now a riddle burning a hole in her pocket.


Jen Clarke, the
third victim, lay before them, her life brutally snuffed out amidst the serene
backdrop of falling snow. As Lexi approached the body, she could see Jen's
features were fixed in an expression of surprise, her final moments forever
etched in frozen terror. It was a face Lexi would commit to memory, another
ghost in her gallery of unresolved grief.


She’d been stabbed
in the chest, the same as the other two victims. There was a wound in her left
palm, a deep puncture that seemed precise, almost surgical in its execution,
contrasting sharply with the chaotic violence of the scene.


"Early
thirties, from New York," Mike began, consulting his notes. "A
freelance journalist, volunteered at an animal shelter on weekends. No known
enemies."


"Connections,"
Lexi mused, her breath forming misty clouds that mingled with the snowflakes.
"Dani Stone, Becca Harlowe, and now Jen Clarke. What do they share?"
Her mind spun, threading together the lives of the women, searching for overlaps,
for the sinister thread that linked their fates.


"Isolation,"
Mike suggested, glancing around at the heavy snow that blanketed the crime
scene, muting the world. "Each one found alone, no witnesses, no immediate
help."


"Predatory,"
Lexi agreed, her green eyes hardening at the thought. "He’s hunting them.
They’re all here, at this resort… they’re his quarry." A shiver ran down
her spine, not from the cold but from the realization that they were dealing
with someone who saw human beings as prey.


"Any links
with the resort or guests?" Lexi asked, trying to fit Jen into the puzzle
of the other victims' lives.


"Nothing so
far," Mike replied. He shook his head, frustration evident in his furrowed
brow. 


Lexi's breath
misted in the frigid air as she knelt beside the cryptic message, her gloved
hands trembling slightly with the intensity of the moment. The snowflakes were
relentless, each one a whisper burying the broken branches that formed the
message. Her mind, trained in the meticulous art of linguistics, raced to
decode the enigmatic runes before nature could claim them. The symbols were
ambiguous, each stroke a potential key to a murderer's twisted thoughts. With
an urgency that bordered on desperation, she traced the contours of the letters
with her eyes, searching for patterns and repetitions.


"Come on,
Lexi," she muttered under her breath, her green eyes narrowing with focus.
Each rune seemed to mock her, dancing just beyond comprehension, teasing her
with the promise of revelation. She drew in a ragged breath, the cold stinging
her lungs, as her mind spun webs of possible meanings, trying to ensnare the
truth.


Her fingers
fumbled for her phone, flipping through notes on linguistic analysis, her scar
above the left eyebrow creasing with concentration. She compared the sinister
inscription with historical ciphers, looking for a match that could illuminate
their path. But the snowflakes kept falling, thick and fast, covering the world
in a shroud of white, taking with them the hope of clarity.


The message was a
labyrinth without a clear entrance, each turn leading deeper into confusion.
Sweat mingled with melted snowflakes on her forehead, despite the chill that
wrapped around her like a cloak. The weight of expectation pressed down on her,
demanding results where there were none to be found.


The pressure built
within Lexi, a crescendo of doubt and fear clashing against the walls of her
resolve. The cryptic message lay before her, a puzzle composed of shadows and
ice, its meaning slipping further away with each passing second. She knew all
too well the cost of failure, the echoes of her sister's unsolved case a
constant reminder of the stakes at play.


"Damn
it!" she hissed, her voice a blend of anger and despair. The killer had
left them a trail of breadcrumbs, but they were being swallowed by the storm,
leaving them starved for answers. The symbols resisted her every attempt to
decipher them, standing as sentinels guarding a secret she feared they might
never uncover.


"Take a
breath, Lexi," Mike urged, placing a supportive hand on her shoulder.
"You'll crack it. You always do."


But Lexi wasn't so
sure this time. The message was more than a riddle; it was a testament to her
limitations, a challenge from a murderer who seemed to revel in the torment of
their game. As another gust of wind howled, scattering the remaining fragments
of the message, Lexi felt the icy grip of helplessness tighten around her. Her
expertise, which had always been her beacon in the dark, now flickered
uncertainly in the storm of this investigation.


The snowflakes
danced mockingly around Lexi as if to celebrate the killer's cunning. Every
moment spent deciphering the cryptic message was a moment the murderer remained
at large, hidden within the vast, snowy expanse of Summit Ridge.


"Think, Lexi.
Patterns, connections," she muttered under her breath, her gaze fixed on
the space where the message once lay. The killer was communicating, but what
were they trying to say? Her mind raced through linguistic possibilities, each
theory crumbling like the disturbed snow underfoot.


"Nature’s
getting bold," Mike observed grimly, watching the snowfall intensify.
"Visibility’s dropping fast."


Lexi nodded,
barely registering his words. Her thoughts were consumed by the enigma that
eluded her grasp. The message had been left for them, a breadcrumb on a trail
leading to darkness. She replayed every detail of the case, searching for
something she might have missed, a thread they hadn't pulled.


"Focus,"
she whispered to herself. As the flakes continued their relentless descent,
each one seemed like a taunt, a reminder that the killer was still out there,
their motives as obscured as the message beneath the snow.


"Let's get
back to the station," Mike suggested, noting her distant look. "Fresh
eyes might help. We can see if anyone on the tech team can enhance that image,
and it’ll be good to get out of this storm."


"Right,"
Lexi agreed, though she knew the answer wouldn’t be found in the warmth of the
precinct. It was here, somewhere amidst the frigid air and the suffocating
silence of falling snow. With each passing second, the urgency grew,
transforming the quiet night into a silent scream for justice. And Lexi Cole,
with her chestnut hair dusted in white and resolve forged in loss, knew she
couldn't—  wouldn't— let the cold win again.











Chapter TWELVE


 


 


The snow crunched
under Lexi's boots, a constant reminder of the cold, hard ground where Dani
Stone and Becca Harlowe had met their ends. Her breath misted in the frigid
air, mingling with the steam from Mike's coffee as they stood outside the
resort office, preparing to delve deeper into the mystery.


The previous night
had been full of disappointments. The photograph Lexi had taken of the
mostly-obscured runes had been impossible to decipher. She’d handed it over to
Sheila, a member of the tech team who had promised to enhance the image, but
there wasn’t much hope it would ever be legible. 


"Greg's alibi
is solid," Lexi said, her voice tense. "He's not our guy. We have to
consider every possibility. Could the killer be hiding in plain sight? Maybe
one of the guests?"


"Or someone
closer to home," Mike countered, his gaze sweeping the area. "Staff
members, maybe. They have access, know the ins and outs of this place. It could
be anyone."


Lexi nodded, the
weight of uncertainty pressing on her shoulders. The notion that the killer
could be weaving through the fabric of the resort's day-to-day operations was
unnerving. It made everyone a suspect, every interaction a possible clue.


They stepped into
the resort office, the warmth inside doing little to ease the chill of their
task. Lexi approached the front desk, her eyes scanning for anything out of
place. Behind the counter, rows of files and incident reports beckoned.


"Let's look
at the recent incidents," Lexi suggested, moving swiftly to the cabinets.
She sifted through the paperwork, her hands mechanically flipping through pages
until several entries caught her eye.


"Vincent
Keane," she read aloud, her pulse quickening. "The snowplow
driver." Mike leaned over her shoulder, his presence reassuring in the
cramped space between the filing cabinets.


"Kept on
despite numerous complaints," Lexi continued, her mind racing.
"What's he got that makes him so indispensable?"


"Maybe it's
time we find out," Mike said, his voice low and steady. "If there's
more to Vincent than just clearing snow."


She glanced up at
him, her green eyes reflecting a mix of determination and the haunting echo of
her sister's unsolved murder. It was that same relentless drive that had pushed
Lexi to become a detective, to chase down leads no matter how faint they seemed.
And now, Vincent Keane's name sat heavily in the atmosphere, a new piece of the
puzzle that might lead them to a breakthrough or deeper into the maze.


Lexi's fingers
were numb as they traced the lines of text, each word a chilling echo in the
silent office. "Trespassing near guests' chalets," she murmured, the
papers rustling in her shaking hands. Mike's breath was a warm puff against her
ear as he read over her shoulder.


"Spied on
female guests through their windows... under the guise of working." His
voice was a low growl of disbelief. Lexi felt a surge of revulsion twist in her
gut, images of vulnerable women unaware of prying eyes invading her mind.


"Under the
guise of plowing snow," she corrected, the bitter taste of disgust coating
her tongue. She could almost hear the crunch of boots in the snow, imagine the
shadowy figure of Vincent Keane lurking outside, where the cold moonlight met the
warmth of unsuspecting victims.


"Creep,"
Lexi spat out, her words slicing through the tense air. The reports detailed
incidents, complaints by guests who had felt the weight of unseen eyes upon
them. Each account was a testament to fear, etched into the official records
with a stark black ink that seemed too tame for the malice it represented.


She shuffled
through the incident reports, each one adding weight to the gnawing suspicion
in her chest. Lexi's scar above her left eyebrow pulsed, a physical reminder of
the past that haunted her thoughts. Her sister's unsolved case whispered to her
from the back of her mind, urging her not to let another predator roam free.


"Why is he
still here?" Lexi demanded, slamming the file down on the desk. "With
all of these complaints..." She trailed off, a fierce anger igniting
within her, a flame fueled by every injustice she'd ever encountered.


"Money
talks," Mike said grimly. "Cheap labor over safety, maybe?"


"Or something
else," Lexi countered, her green eyes narrowing as she pieced together a
sickening puzzle. Vincent Keane had managed to remain invisible behind the snow
he cleared, but his actions had left traces, footprints in the virgin snow of
Summit Ridge that perhaps no one but Lexi could see.


"Let's find
out what he's hiding," Lexi declared, a steely resolve hardening her gaze.
She couldn't shake the feeling that Keane's dark secret was intertwined with
the icy grip of death that had claimed three women. It was a notion that
revealed itself to her like a photograph developing slowly in a darkroom, the
image becoming clearer, more ominous with each passing second.


Lexi's fingers
tapped a staccato on the wooden desk, her eyes scanning the dim screen of the
dusty resort computer. She navigated to the local employment database, Mike
peering over her shoulder as she keyed in Vincent Keane's name. Flickers of
information scrolled past a list of previous employers, all within the county,
none held for more than a few months at a time. The only constant was his
current role at Summit Ridge, which he'd somehow managed to cling onto for over
two years despite numerous complaints.


"Nothing
else?" Mike asked, his voice tight with frustration.


"Wait,"
Lexi murmured, clicking on a link that took them to a social media page. A
photo from Dani Stone's Instagram account filled the screen, showing an artful
shot of Keane's plow against the backdrop of the snow-dusted pines, its
headlights cutting through the twilight. "She noticed him," Lexi
noted, something icy twisting in her gut. "Or maybe... he noticed
her."


"Could be
nothing." Mike's skepticism did little to quell the unease rising in
Lexi's throat.


"Or it could
be everything." Lexi's response was clipped, her gaze lingering on the
image—a frozen moment that now screamed of dark potential.


The next step took
them deeper into the heart of the resort. Employees huddled together, casting
glances over shoulders while the hum of the lodge's activity buzzed around
them. Lexi approached, her badge prominent, and faces turned wary.


"Can anyone
tell me about Vincent Keane?" she asked, her voice carrying the weight of
authority and an undercurrent of urgency.


A server glanced
left and right before leaning closer, her words coming out in a rush.
"He's odd, always lurking when he thinks no one's watching. We've caught
him staring through the kitchen windows late at night."


"Any direct
interactions?" Mike interjected, his notebook at the ready.


"Once,"
another chimed in, a young bellhop with anxious eyes. "He cornered Jenna
by the storage sheds. Said he was just 'checking on supplies,' but there was no
plow work to be done back there."


"Thanks,"
Lexi said, though gratitude was the last thing on her mind. Each account added
texture to the ominous portrait they were piecing together of Vincent Keane—a
man who seemed to exist in the shadows just beyond the reach of the resort's bright
lights and laughter.


"Let's pay
Mr. Keane a visit," Mike suggested, but Lexi's focus was elsewhere. Her
mind was racing, drawing lines between Vincent's unsettling behavior and the
murders that had shaken Summit Ridge to its core.


"Tomorrow,"
Lexi repeated, her tone sharpening like a blade. There would be no sleep
tonight, not with the specter of the killer haunting her thoughts, reminding
her of the loss that had never truly left her. Tomorrow, she would look into
the eyes of a potential predator and search for the truth hidden in their
depths. “Tonight, we talk to the staff. See if there’s anything to this
theory.”


 


***


 


Lexi's fingers
drummed against her thigh, a staccato rhythm that mirrored her racing thoughts
as she listened to the female employees gathered in the cramped break room.
Their faces were drawn, weary from more than just long shifts.


"Management
won't budge," one of the housekeepers said, wringing her hands nervously.
"We've all complained about Vince, but they say he's too cheap to
replace."


"Doesn't
matter how many times we report him," another added with a sigh that
seemed to carry the weight of defeat. "He's always just 'doing his job'
when he peers into our rooms."


Mike scribbled
notes, but Lexi saw the tension in his jaw. They both knew that comfort should
never be sacrificed for cost, yet here it was happening. Vincent Keane was
leaving a trail of unease among the staff, an ominous cloud that management
chose to ignore for the sake of saving a few dollars.


"Thank you
for being honest," Lexi said, her voice clear and firm despite the churn
in her stomach. As the women filed out, each avoiding her gaze, Lexi felt the
familiar pang of helplessness, a shadow of the despair she felt during her
sister's unsolved case.


Stepping out into
the crisp evening air, Mike shared a look with Lexi – one that needed no words.
Could Vincent's unsettling presence around the resort be a mask for something
darker?


"Think he's
capable of more than just creeping people out?" Mike asked, breaking the
silence that had settled between them.


"Who knows
what someone's capable of," Lexi replied, the scar above her eyebrow
throbbing as she recalled her own brush with death years ago. "But if
there's one thing I've learned, it's that we can't overlook anyone. Not with
what's at stake."


"Right,"
Mike agreed, his breath clouding in the frigid night. "Especially when
someone gives off that kind of vibe. Makes you wonder what he does when no
one's watching...or when he thinks no one is."


"Exactly."
Lexi's words were a whisper lost in the wind, but the resolve in her tone was
unwavering. She thought back to the photo on Dani Stone's Instagram. A simple
image, yet now it carried the potential weight of evidence.


They walked back
towards their cruiser, footprints etching into the fresh snow that blanketed
the ground. The silent resort loomed behind them, its windows like eyes hiding
secrets within. Lexi cast a glance backward, half-expecting to see a figure
watching them from the darkness.


"Let's get a
warrant first thing in the morning," she suggested, her determination
fortifying against the cold. "We need to know more about this guy. If he's
just a creep or... something worse."


"Agreed,"
said Mike, his agreement punctuated by the crunch of snow underfoot.
"Tomorrow, we dig deeper."


As they drove
away, the lights of the resort fading behind them, Lexi couldn’t shake the
feeling that every moment they spent not knowing, the killer was out there,
possibly plotting the next move. The thought gnawed at her, a reminder of her
sister's unsolved murder—a wound that time refused to heal. Desperation clung
to her like the winter chill, a constant companion in the search for truth.


Lexi's muscles
tensed as she faced the lodge's heavy front door, her breath fogging in the
frigid air. The warmth of the interior beckoned, but her focus lay beyond the
glass panes, where Vincent Keane’s snowplow carved through the accumulating
drifts with mechanical precision.


"Let's do
this," she murmured to Mike, her voice barely louder than the howl of the
cutting wind. She squared her shoulders, a warrior preparing for battle, the
weight of her sister's unresolved death a silent armor against the chill.


Mike nodded, his
expression set in grim determination. "Time to get some answers."


They pushed
through the door, emerging into a world muted by falling snow. Lexi’s boots
crunched over the icy expanse of the parking lot. In the distance, the plow's
engine growled like a caged beast, soundwaves dissipating into the wintry void.


 


 











Chapter THIRTEEN


 


 


Lexi's breath
fogged up the windshield as she slammed her cruiser in park, the wail of the
siren dying behind her. Mike was already out, boots crunching on the fresh
blanket of snow that had settled over the asphalt like a shroud. 


The night had been
a fitful one; Lexi had been itching to get back to the resort, where she knew
she would find Keane clearing the parking lot, as he did every morning. The
snow had not let up overnight, and all of the guests’ cars were covered in a
thick layer of it, obscuring their windows and windshields.


Vincent Keane’s
truck slalomed through the cars, its plow trundling across the asphalt in a
desperate attempt to fend off nature. The snow was falling almost as fast as he
could clear it. Lexi flashed the cruiser’s lights at him one more time, pulling
the car out in front of his path. 


Immediately, the
truck lurched to a halt. For a few seconds, it sat in cold silence, the lights
blaring through the early-morning darkness so that Lexi had to squint to see.
Then the door opened, and a man climbed out of the driver’s seat.


Vince Keane stood
by his plow, the massive blade caked with ice, his face barely visible beneath
the hood of his parka.


"Vince
Keane!" Lexi's voice cut through the howling wind as she approached, her
hand resting on the holster at her hip. "We need to talk."


"About
what?" His words were muffled, defensive. “We already talked.”


"We need to
revisit that conversation," Mike interjected, his stance wide and
challenging. “And we need to verify your whereabouts over the past few days.
Especially between six and eight on Tuesday and in the evening hours on
Wednesday." 


"Been
workin'. Clearin' these roads." Vince gestured to the expanse of white
around them.


"You're
always around but never seen," Lexi pushed, watching his body language,
looking for the telltale signs of guilt she had come to recognize over years of
interrogations. “And nobody can vouch for you, because you’re alone in your
plow. Is that correct?” 


"Got nothin'
to say to you." Vince's tone turned icy, matching the chill that bit
through Lexi's layers of clothing.


"Then you
won't mind coming down to the station—"


In a blink, Vince
bolted into his plow. The engine roared to life, spitting black exhaust into
the swirling snow.


"Damn
it!" Lexi cursed, racing back to her cruiser with Mike a step behind. She
fired up the engine, the dashboard lights blinking in protest against the cold.
Her fingers gripped the wheel tightly, the scar above her left eyebrow
throbbing with the rush of adrenaline.


The pursuit was
immediate, a game of high-speed chess on a board of ice. Lexi focused, every
sense sharpened, feeling every slip of the tires beneath her, each slide a
reminder of her sister's unsolved case. The blizzard seemed to mock them,
throwing a curtain of white between their quarry and justice.


"Careful,
Lexi!" 


"Keep your
eyes on him," she shot back, downshifting as they approached a curve.


The world outside
was a blur of snowflakes and shadow, the only constants being the red tail
lights of Vince's plow ahead and the deep rumble of the engine beneath her. The
chase was intensifying, the danger amplifying with every mile they covered.
Lexi's mind raced alongside the cruiser, calculating distances, anticipating
Vince's next move.


"Watch
out!" Mike's warning came just in time for Lexi to correct her steering as
the cruiser fishtailed, nearly kissing a snowbank before she wrestled it back
onto the road.


Her heart hammered
against her ribs, a relentless drumbeat in sync with the staccato rhythm of the
wipers. Desperation clawed at her throat, a desperation born not just from the
need to stop a killer, but to reclaim some semblance of control in a world that
had taken too much from her.


Lexi's pulse
thrummed in her ears, a relentless reminder of the stakes at hand. The
snowstorm raged around them, a whirling dervish of white that swallowed the
landscape whole. She could barely see Vince's taillights now, just faint
glimmers in the maelstrom, but she pushed on, her hands gripping the wheel with
white-knuckled determination.


"He's leading
us deeper into the back roads,” Mike muttered from the passenger seat, his
voice tense. “Watch for ice patches."


She nodded to
herself. Ice was the enemy here, lurking beneath the fresh powder like a
serpent waiting to strike. But there was something else driving her, an
undercurrent stronger than the fear of crashing or the chill seeping into her
bones. It was the memory of Alice's unsolved case, the way the mystery had
gnawed at her family, leaving wounds that refused to heal. Catching Vince,
getting answers—it wasn't just her job; it was a personal crusade against the
shadows that loomed over her past.


Her breath fogged
the windshield as she struggled to keep it steady. She flicked the defrosters
on higher and squinted into the tempest, willing herself to see through the
chaos.


Vince's truck
swerved suddenly, veering towards a narrow path that forked off from the main
road. Lexi's heart skipped a beat—had he spotted a trail he knew, one that
could give him the advantage?


"Damn
it!" she cursed aloud, wrenching the wheel to follow. The cruiser
fishtailed, dancing a precarious ballet on the edge of control. Her training
kicked in, counter-steering, easing off the gas, then back on, coaxing the
vehicle back in line with relentless patience.


"Trying to
shake us off," she muttered, her voice betraying none of the adrenaline
that spiked through her veins. "I'm right behind him."


“Careful,” Mike
said, and Lexi heard the strain in his tone.


As they plunged
deeper into the forest, the trees closed in around them, branches laden with
snow reaching out like specters. Vince's truck dipped into a hollow, briefly
disappearing from sight, and Lexi's instincts screamed at her to anticipate his
next move.


"Going
left!" she called out preemptively, just as Vince's brake lights flared
and his vehicle cut sharply to the left.


Lexi mirrored the
maneuver, tires biting into the snowpack, engine roaring defiance against the
storm. For a moment, everything else fell away — the murders, the unanswered
questions, the legacy of loss that shadowed her every step — and there was only
the chase, pure and consuming.


"Almost got
you," she whispered through clenched teeth, a fierce promise carried aloft
by the blizzard's fury.


Lexi's grip on the
steering wheel tightened, her knuckles paling against the faded black leather.
Through the tempest of swirling snow and darkness, Vince's taillights were two
red eyes daring her to catch him. She leaned forward, her breath fogging the windshield,
every muscle coiled like a predator in pursuit.


"Watch the
ridge!" Mike yelped.


The road ahead
wound like a serpent through the mountains, untamed and menacing. Lexi's years
of navigating these treacherous paths came to the forefront as she calculated
each turn, her vehicle an extension of her will. She feathered the brakes
before a curve, her tires slicing through the fresh powder, the car hugging the
earth as it had done countless times before.


Vince's truck
swerved, his attempts to lose them growing more desperate with each passing
second. But Lexi was relentless, her resolve forged from the cold fire of loss
burning in her chest.


"Mike, he's
heading toward Dead Man's Drop," she announced, reading the signs only a
local would recognize.


"Damn it.
Keep your distance, Lexi. That place doesn't forgive mistakes," Mike
warned.


But caution was a
luxury they couldn't afford — not with the killer's identity possibly at their
fingertips. Lexi pushed harder, the scenery blurring into streaks of white and
black.


As they approached
another sharp bend, Lexi's vehicle skated precariously close to the edge, a
sheer drop-off mere feet from the tire tracks. Her heart hammered, but her
hands remained steady, guiding the car back to safety. The moment of peril
passed, leaving behind the metallic taste of adrenaline.


Lexi's pulse
matched the rhythm of the wipers battling the relentless snow. The road ahead,
a coiling serpent of asphalt and ice, narrowed as they approached a bottleneck
in the terrain — a natural trap they had hoped for. 


Ahead, Vince was
slowing down. He was running out of options, and he knew it. Lexi didn’t let
her guard down; this was the point in the chase when the suspect would begin to
get desperate. There was no telling what his next move would be.


Up ahead, Vince's
taillights flared red as he hammered the brakes, his vehicle fishtailing before
correcting its deadly dance toward freedom. Snowflakes pelted the windshield
like shards of glass in the howling wind, but Lexi's gaze never wavered from their
quarry.


As Vince's truck
swerved wildly, Lexi braced herself, her grip tightening on the steering wheel
as she prepared for the erratic maneuvers that often accompanied a cornered
suspect's last stand. With the snow swirling around them, obscuring visibility,
every twist and turn became a perilous gamble.


But Lexi was
determined not to let Vince slip through her fingers. As his truck lurched to
the side, she anticipated his next move, her instincts guiding her with
razor-sharp precision. With a quick flick of the wheel, she swerved to the
left, narrowly avoiding a collision as Vince's truck careened past.


The road stretched
out before them, a white expanse of treacherous terrain, but Lexi remained
focused, her senses heightened by the adrenaline coursing through her veins.
She could feel Vince's desperation mounting, his frantic attempts to shake her
off his tail growing more reckless by the second.


But with each
passing moment, she closed the gap between them, her patrol car a relentless
shadow on Vince's tail. She brought the car up on the truck’s left flank,
trapping Vince against the sheer cliff on the edge of the road. 


Finally, with
nowhere left to run, Vince's truck came to a shuddering halt, its tires
spinning futilely against the icy road. Lexi brought her own vehicle to a stop
a few feet away, blocking off any chance of escape.


For a moment,
there was silence, broken only by the whistling wind and the steady hum of the
engine. Then, slowly, Vince emerged from the cab of his truck, his hands held
up in a gesture of surrender.


"Hands where
I can see them!" Lexi barked, her service weapon drawn as she stepped out
into the maelstrom, the cold biting through her layers.


Mike had Vince
covered from the other side, his own gun steady despite the chill that sought
to invade his bones. Together, they watched as Vince emerged, hands raised, his
breath fogging in the frigid air — a stark contrast to the heat of the chase
that had raged only moments before.


With Vince secured
in handcuffs, Lexi allowed herself the briefest moment of triumph. The flurries
seemed to quiet in deference to their victory, a silent acknowledgment of
justice inching closer.


"Let's get
him back and find out what he knows," Mike suggested, his eyes meeting
Lexi's. There was a shared understanding there, a mutual hunger for answers
that transcended the cold. “He definitely knows something.”


Vince shot him a
baleful glare, but said nothing. His silence was suspicious, and Lexi couldn’t
help her surge of apprehension.


"Agreed,"
Lexi nodded, her mind already racing ahead to the interrogation room where
secrets would unravel, where the past might finally yield its grim harvest.


As they escorted
Vince to the backseat of the cruiser, Lexi's thoughts turned to the three women
whose lives had been stolen, whose stories had ended far too soon. The weight
of responsibility pressed upon her shoulders, not just as a detective but as someone
who knew loss all too intimately.


"Whatever
you're hiding, Vince, we will find out," she whispered more to herself
than to the shivering figure now in custody. There was no room for doubt or
hesitation; every fiber of her being was woven with the need to bring closure
to the victims' families, to her sister's memory, and perhaps, in some small
way, to herself.


And so, with
Vince's fate sealed behind the barred windows of the police vehicle, Lexi and
Mike set off through the blizzard's wrath, each mile bringing them closer to
the confrontation that awaited, each heartbeat a drumbeat of resolve in the
face of a darkness that had plagued Summit Ridge for far too long.











Chapter FOURTEEN


 


 


Vince Keane sat
slouched in a metal chair, his eyes darting nervously around the bleak
interrogation room as Lexi entered, taking one of the two chairs opposite the
suspect. Mike stood by the one-way mirror, a silent sentinel, his jaw set like
stone. 


"Mr.
Keane," Lexi began, her voice carrying an edge sharpened by sleepless
nights and the ghosts of unsolved cases. She slid into the seat opposite him,
her green eyes locking onto his with an intensity that belied her calm
demeanor.


"Detective
Cole," he replied, his voice a low rumble, "I've already told the
others — I had nothing to do with those girls."


"Maybe you
did, maybe you didn't," Mike interjected, stepping forward. His tone was
confrontational, each word clipped with suspicion. "But your little game
of hide and seek made you a prime candidate for our chat."


"Games? I
don't play games," Vince scoffed, but Lexi caught the flicker of unease in
his gaze.


"Let's start
with what you do at the resort," Lexi said, folding her hands on the
table, her scar above her left eyebrow catching the harsh light. 


“I told you this
when you came to my door. I plow the dang roads. And the parking lot. That’s
it.” 


“You’re a familiar
face around White Pine,” Lexi noted, licking her fingertips and leafing through
the papers on the table in front of her. “According to these incident reports,
you’ve been written up in the past for getting a little too close to visitors’
intimate moments. Is that correct?”


Vince's Adam's
apple bobbed as he swallowed. "Sometimes, yeah," he admitted, his
eyes falling to the table. "I get curious. But I know my boundaries — I
just watch."


"Watch?"
Mike pressed, his voice laced with disdain. "You call peeping through
windows just watching?"


"Okay, maybe
it's not right," Vince conceded, his hands fidgeting with the hem of his
shirt. "But I ain't no killer. You gotta believe me!"


"Believe?"
Lexi leaned closer, her voice taking on a serrated quality. "When three
women are dead and one missing? When every clue we have circulates back to this
damn mountain and its secrets?"


"Look, I got
my issues, but murder?" Vince shook his head vehemently, his eyes
pleading. "I can be a lot of things, but I'm not a monster."


"Unsavory
activities don't make you innocent, Vince," Lexi warned, her frustration
simmering beneath the surface. "They just paint you in a darker
shade."


Mike loomed over
Vince, his silhouette casting a daunting shadow. "And if we find out
you're lying—"


"I'm
not," Vince cut in, his voice rising. "I swear on my life, I’m not
involved!"


"Your
life," Lexi echoed, the words tasting bitter on her tongue. Her thoughts
flickered to her sister, to the unyielding grip of loss that clawed at her
heart. "That's exactly what's at stake here, Vince. Lives."


The tension in the
room became palpable, a taut string ready to snap as they stared down their
suspect, hoping for a crack in his facade, a slip of truth amidst the lies. But
as Vince maintained his staunch denial, Lexi felt the familiar sting of desperation
creep up her spine, the weight of unsolved shadows bearing down upon her once
more.


Lexi's heart
drummed a furious beat as she rifled through Vince's sordid confessions, each
more unsettling than the last. The peeping, the stalking — it painted a
chilling portrait, but one devoid of any strokes that connected him to the
murders. She dug her fingers into the cold metal of the interrogation table,
seeking some semblance of solidity in the quagmire of their investigation.


"Tell us
again," she demanded, locking her piercing green eyes onto Vince's.
"Where were you on Tuesday morning, between the hours of six and
eight?"


"Clearing the
north road," he reiterated, annoyance creeping into his tone. "Same
as I told you before. I wasn't anywhere near her."


Mike leaned back
against the wall, arms folded, his gaze flickering between Vince and Lexi. They
had trudged down this path of questioning tirelessly, and they were no closer
to a breakthrough than when they started. Every lead, every suspicion, seemed only
to dissolve upon closer scrutiny.


"Anyone
confirm that?" Mike asked, skepticism lacing his words.


"Jeff, the
dawn shift security," Vince replied with a huff. "He saw me out
there, just like every other damn morning."


Lexi's mind raced.
If Vince was telling the truth, if his alibi was concrete, then they were back
to square one. The possibility gnawed at her, leaving a bitter taste that no
amount of rationale could cleanse. She thought of her sister, Alice, whose killer
still danced in the shadows of unsolved riddles. She couldn't — wouldn't — let
another family endure that ceaseless torment.


"Check
it," she said tersely, her voice cutting through the tension. "Verify
his story. Now."


Mike nodded,
already reaching for his phone. Their pursuit of justice was relentless, yet
the trail seemed to mock them with its fickle whispers and dead ends. Lexi felt
the scar above her eyebrow, a physical reminder of past pain, as she eyed Vince
with a mixture of pity and disdain.


"Guess we're
done here. For now," she said coldly, rising from her chair. Her movements
were deliberate, a stark contrast to the chaotic churn of her thoughts. 


She stepped
outside the interrogation room, the frigid air biting at her skin, the silence
oppressive. She and Mike exchanged a look—a silent conversation that needed no
words. Their prime suspect was slipping away, not with a bang, but with a
whisper of innocence that left them grappling in the dark.


The flakes fell
thicker now, each one a quiet accusation of their failure. Lexi drew her coat
tighter around her frame, the weight of the unsolved murders pressing down on
her. In the stark white landscape, her chestnut hair seemed out of place—a
splash of warmth in a world turning cold. She thought of her mother, Cassandra,
and the strained threads that barely held them together. How much more could
she endure?


"Let's go,
Mike," she said, her voice barely audible over the howling wind.
"We've got work to do."


 


***


 


Lexi's boots
crunched on the fresh layer of snow, every step a reminder of the case's
stubborn resistance to unravel. She and Mike trudged back toward their cruiser,
parked inconspicuously at the edge of the resort's main lodge. Their breaths
materialized in sharp gusts, mingling with the descending flakes that seemed to
mock their efforts.


"Another dead
end," Mike grumbled, his voice low but carrying an undercurrent of anger.
"Guy's a creep for sure, but not our killer."


"Seems
so," Lexi replied, her tone clipped, betraying her own rising irritation.
The frustration between them was palpable — a silent force that threatened to
burst as they opened the doors to the vehicle and settled inside.


They sat in a
shared silence, the car's heater doing little to warm the chill that had
settled deep in their bones — not just from the cold, but from the frosty grip
of failure. Lexi gripped the steering wheel, knuckles whitening, the scar above
her eyebrow twitching with a mix of anger and fatigue.


"Every minute
we waste..." Lexi began, but her voice trailed off, lost amidst the sound
of snowflakes pelting the windshield. Mike didn't need her to finish; he knew
the unspoken truth as well as she did — their killer was still out there, claiming
victims while they chased shadows.


"Back to
square one," Mike said, his words muffled by the thick scarf wrapped
around his neck. "What's our next move, Lexi?"


She wanted to have
an answer, to provide a shred of hope or a new lead to pursue, but the
emptiness of her thoughts mirrored the blankness of the whitened landscape
outside. Instead, she turned the key in the ignition, the engine's growl a
stark contrast to the hush that enveloped the world beyond the glass.


The snowfall
intensified, a relentless barrage that piled upon already heaped drifts,
threatening to bury any remaining evidence along with their dwindling optimism.
Lexi flicked on the windshield wipers, their rhythmic swiping a feeble defense
against the onslaught from the heavens.


"Let's
retrace our steps," she suggested, though it felt like admitting defeat.
"Review the witness statements, comb through the crime scenes again --
anything might help."


Mike nodded,
resigned to the suggestion. "I'll call the station, see if they've dug up
anything new."


As Lexi maneuvered
the cruiser down the snow-clogged roads of Summit Ridge, she couldn't shake the
sensation of being watched — an eerie echo of Vince's confessed voyeurism. But
it was more than that; it was the sense that somewhere out there, the real predator
was observing their futile dance, biding time until the next strike.


"Nothing but
whiteout," Lexi muttered, squinting into the monochrome blur. It wasn't
just the weather obscuring her vision — it was the case itself, a blizzard of
unanswered questions and elusive truths that chilled her to the core.


Back at the
station, the warmth of the building provided no comfort. The storm outside
built its walls higher, each flake a silent sentinel in the growing army of
despair. As Lexi poured over the reports once more, each word seemed to bleed
into the next, indistinct and unhelpful.


"Anything?"
Mike asked after a stretch of silence, hope straining in his eyes.


"Nothing,"
she replied, her voice hollow. "It's like we're chasing a ghost."


"Then let's
trap that ghost," Mike said with determination that belied the situation.


"Before
another body turns up covered in snow," Lexi added, her green eyes hard
with resolve. They both knew the stakes were high; with the storm intensifying,
time was as much an enemy as the killer they sought.


The office lights
cast long shadows across the walls, mimicking the looming specter of doubt that
had taken residence in the room. Lexi sat hunched over the desk, the files
spread before her appearing as cryptic as the symbols they'd found at the crime
scene. Her eyes, once vibrant green, now reflected the dull sheen of countless
dead ends.


"Dammit,"
she cursed, pushing away from the desk. The chair rolled back with a creak,
protesting the sudden movement much like Lexi protested the futility of their
efforts. She glanced at the window, where snowflakes continued their relentless
assault on the glass, a barrier between them and the chilling truth.


"Lexi, talk
to me," Mike said, breaking the oppressive quiet. "You've been too
silent, even for you."


"Silent
because there's nothing to say," she snapped, the edge in her voice
sharper than intended. "Every lead, every theory... it's like trying to
catch smoke with your bare hands."


"Then we keep
searching until we find something solid," Mike countered, though the
strain in his voice betrayed his own creeping doubts.


"Searching
where, Mike?" Lexi stood, pacing the length of the room like a caged
animal. "We've followed every trail, interrogated every suspect, and what
do we have? Nothing!"


"Something's
got to give," he insisted, but even as he spoke, the words sounded hollow,
lost amid the howling wind that rattled the building's foundations.


Lexi stopped by
the frosted window, her reflection a ghostly image framed by the swirling
tempest outside. The storm showed no signs of abating, mirroring the chaos of
the investigation — a whirlwind of clues leading nowhere, a killer's shadow
flitting just beyond reach.


"Maybe the
storm will give first," she murmured, tracing a melting snowflake on the
pane.


"Or maybe
it'll cover up everything we need to see," Mike replied grimly.


As they stood side
by side, watching the world disappear beneath a shroud of white, Lexi felt the
weight of every unsolved case pressing down on her. And in the silence that
followed, only the snowfall dared to speak, its whispers foretelling a night
colder and darker than any they had yet endured.











Chapter FIFTEEN


 


 


The killer stood
motionless, a specter amongst the swirling snowflakes that danced a macabre
waltz around him. He had watched them, Dani Stone and Becca Harlowe, just as he
was watching Tara now. Jen Clarke, she had been an unexpected pleasure, a
perfect sacrifice who had thrown herself willingly into his path. But Tara
Simmons, she was chosen, part of the plan – number four. Each victim had been a
brushstroke in his masterpiece of dread, and with Tara, the picture would inch
closer to completion.


He had studied her
routines, noting the punctuality of her smoke breaks, as reliable as the town
clock chiming the hour. Tara’s breath mingled with the cigarette smoke,
creating transient ghosts that pirouetted in the frigid air before being
snuffed out by the winter's breath. The thought made his lips twitch into a
semblance of a smile, the only outward sign of the excitement boiling within
him.


From behind the
veil of white, his eyes, sharp and unyielding, fixed on Tara. The falling snow
granted him camouflage, each flake an accomplice to his sinister intent. He
relished the way she huddled into her coat, seeking solace from the cold,
oblivious to the fact it wasn't the chill she should fear. It was him—the
harbinger of her demise. And as his gaze dissected her movements, he felt the
familiar surge of power, the godlike sway over life and death.


He could see her
now, a solitary figure backlit by the dim glow of the resort's security lights,
exhaling plumes of warmth in a futile defiance against the encroaching frost.
Her moments were numbered, and he, the keeper of that fatal ledger, knew it with
chilling certainty. Tara flicked ash from her cigarette, the embers briefly
igniting before being extinguished by the snow – a preview of her fate.


His pulse
quickened, not from the cold, but from anticipation. His mind raced through the
final checks of his plan. There was no room for error, no tolerance for
oversight. This was his stage, and he was both director and lead actor in this
grim performance. Every step had been choreographed, every potential misstep
accounted for and dismissed.


It was almost
time. He could feel the tension coiling tight in his muscles, ready to spring
forth when the moment dictated. The bitter wind howled its approval, urging him
forward, whispering secrets only those attuned to its icy breath could
comprehend. Tara was still unaware, a sheep grazing in a field where a wolf
prowls just beyond sight.


The killer took a
silent step forward, the snow crunching beneath his feet muffled by the thick
blanket that covered the ground. His hand brushed against the cold steel
concealed within his coat – soon to be warmed by the inevitable confrontation.
His meticulous planning would soon bear fruit, and from the seed of Tara's
terror, order would be restored.


From the shadows,
he watched — the hunter concealed by the cloak of night and the relentless
snowfall. Tara stood under the amber glow of a streetlamp, her breath creating
fleeting clouds that dissipated into the frigid air. She flicked ash from the
end of her cigarette, the ember briefly flaring before dimming once more, and
scrolled on her phone. Her laughter floated across the distance, a merry sound
that grated against his nerves.


Couldn’t she feel
the cold? Didn’t she know that the storm would never release them, not without
her death? 


He shifted ever so
slightly, the thrill of anticipation tingling up his spine. He could almost
taste the metallic tang of blood yet to flow. Each exhale she made was a
whisper of life, each inhale a testament to its fragility. It was a delicate
balance, one he was about to disrupt with finality.


His eyes traced
the curve of her scarf, the casual drape of her coat—details cataloged,
movements memorized. The precise angle at which she tossed her head back, the
rhythmic tapping of her foot as she waited for someone, perhaps, who would
never come. Each second was a thread pulled taut, ready to snap in his hands.


Her smoke break, a
solitary act made intimate by the encroaching dark and the muffled world around
them, was to be her undoing. It was not just the kill that thrilled him; it was
the shattering of peace, the rupture of the mundane into chaos. He reveled in
the thought of how her sense of security would crumble the instant she realized
that death had come calling with a familiar face.


He watched as Tara
flicked the butt of her cigarette away, the embers dying in the snow. Her final
moment of normalcy. His heart thundered like a drum, the rhythm accelerating
with his pace. Adrenaline coursed through him, sharp and sweet, heightening his
senses until he could almost taste the metal tang of fear that would soon taint
the air.


The distance
between them closed, meter by meter, heartbeat by heartbeat. The storm's howl
was a symphony to his actions, its crescendo building alongside his
anticipation. This was the moment he lived for—the hunt, the chase, the
inevitable capture. And as he drew ever closer to Tara, the killer felt the
ultimate thrill of the impending attack, a predator poised to strike in the
heart of this silent, snowy graveyard.


 











Chapter SIXTEEN


 


 


Lexi's frustration
simmered as she paced the cramped interrogation room, her shadow playing
against the sterile walls. The bitter taste of stale coffee lingered on her
tongue, a stark reminder of the countless hours spent chasing ghosts in this
case. Mike stood rigid by the metal table, his fingers drumming an impatient
rhythm on its cold surface.


"Mike,"
Lexi began, the words sharp as they cut through the silence, "we're
missing something. Going back to the resort staff could..."


"Could
what?" Mike interjected, the strain in his voice betraying his own
mounting tension. "We've been over this, Lexi. We need to focus on the
victims' families. There might be connections we haven't seen yet."


She halted, green
eyes locking with his in challenge. Her chestnut hair fell across her face,
casting shadows that seemed to deepen the scar above her left eyebrow.


"Listen, I
get it. You want answers from the families, but we can't ignore the
staff," Lexi insisted, her hands clenching at her sides. "We've been
looking outside when the answer could be right under our noses."


Mike scoffed,
shaking his head. "You're too close to this, Lexi. This isn't like your
sister's case—"


"Stop."
The single word was a whip-crack in the tense air. "This has nothing to do
with Alice. It's about seeing the pattern, and the staff are part of
that."


They stood inches
apart, their breaths mingling, each unwilling to yield. The room felt smaller,
the air thicker, charged with their discordant energy. Lexi's thoughts raced
back to the snowstorm outside, the way it blurred the landscape into obscurity.
That's how she felt now, blinded by a blizzard of dead ends and false starts.


"Fine.
Revisit the staff," Mike said, his tone clipped. "But I'm telling
you, we're wasting time."


The words stung,
but Lexi refused to let them show. She had grown up amidst loss and
desperation, and it had taught her resilience. She wouldn't let the friction
between them cloud her judgment. Not now. She nodded curtly, already plotting
her next move.


"Then we'll
split up. Cover more ground," she suggested, her voice steady despite the
chaos swirling within her.


"Splitting up
is risky," Mike countered, concern flashing in his eyes before he masked
it with resolve.


"Risks are
part of the job," Lexi replied, her stare unyielding.


"Alright. But
if you find anything," he paused, searching her face for a sign of the
partnership they once had, "you call me immediately."


"Same goes
for you," she said, turning to leave, the door clicking shut behind her
with a sense of finality that echoed her frustration.


Outside the
interrogation room, the fluorescent lights of the station seemed to buzz
louder, mocking the stagnation of their investigation. Lexi pulled her coat
tighter around her, wishing it could shield her from the growing storm of doubt
and the chill of uncertainty that clung to her skin. As the door closed behind
Mike with a soft thud, Lexi knew their partnership was fraying at the edges,
the threads of trust and cooperation wearing thin. But the urgency of the case
left no room for hesitation, and she steeled herself for the confrontation
ahead.


 


***


 


The white-out snow
stung Lexi’s face as she approached the resort staff entrance, her breath
clouding in the frosty air. The cold was bitter, but it was a welcome
distraction from the frustration gnawing at her insides. She needed answers,
and she wouldn't find them standing still.


Pushing through
the door, Lexi stepped into the warmth of the back offices, the scent of stale
coffee and printer ink assaulting her senses. The fluorescents above hummed a
monotonous tune, mirroring the drumming of her own pulse.


"Detective
Cole," greeted a weary-eyed receptionist, her smile tight. "Back
again?"


"Information
doesn't sleep," Lexi replied, her voice edged with determination.


She scanned the
room, noting the faces of the resort staff. They seemed more guarded than
before, fatigue etched in the lines of their foreheads as they whispered among
themselves. Lexi didn't miss the way eyes shifted away from hers or the hushed
tones that fell silent as she passed.


"Round 'em
up," she instructed a uniformed officer. "I want to talk to everyone
again."


The murmurs grew
louder, a mixture of apprehension and annoyance filling the space. Lexi ignored
them, setting up in a cramped office with a two-way mirror. One by one, she
grilled the staff, searching for inconsistencies, probing deeper with each
question. Nothing new surfaced until a maintenance worker, his calloused hands
twisting nervously, sat across from her.


"Everyone's
talking about Isaac Freeman," he said, voice barely above a whisper, as if
afraid of being overheard.


"Who?"
Lexi leaned in, her interest piqued.


"Local
writer, comes here every winter. Keeps to himself mostly, but... well, he's
odd. Doesn't mingle, just holes up in his cabin writing and takes long walks in
the blizzard. Spends a lot of time at the bar. Not right, if you ask me."


"Does he have
any connection to the victims?" Lexi pressed on, her mind racing with the
possibilities.


"Couldn't
say," the man shrugged, avoiding her gaze. "But he knows this place,
inside out, even where we don't tread. And with what's been happening..."


"Thank
you," Lexi cut him off, already standing. She had a new lead, and not a
moment to lose. Isaac Freeman. The name echoed in her head like a siren call,
pulling her toward the unknown depths of the case.


As she exited the
interrogation room, Lexi felt a surge of adrenaline. Isaac Freeman, a reclusive
novelist with a peculiar fondness for solitude and the harsh winter landscape –
he could be the key that unlocked everything. Her heart hammered in her chest
as she considered the prospect of uncovering what lay hidden beneath his icy
exterior.


"Isaac
Freeman," she muttered under her breath, stepping back out into the cold,
her resolve hardening like the frozen ground underfoot. It was time to pull at
this new thread and see what unraveled. She looked over her shoulder at the
bar, across the open space of the lobby. That seemed as good a place to start
as any.


She crossed the
lodge, Mike on her heels, their presence turning heads in the dimly lit space.
The bartender, a middle-aged man with a grizzled beard, eyed them warily as
they approached.


"Looking for
information on Isaac Freeman," Lexi stated briskly, flashing her badge.
Her tone left no room for argument. "He drinks here, doesn't he?"


"Freeman?"
the bartender said, his gaze sliding away before he nodded. "Sure, he's a
regular. You can set your watch by him — comes in every evening, sits at that
corner table, and nurses a whiskey. No ice."


"Alone?"
Mike interjected, his eyes scanning the described corner, now empty.


"Always
alone." The bartender wiped down the counter, his motions deliberate.
"Doesn't talk to nobody, just stares into his glass like it's got the
secrets of the universe or something."


"Any odd
behavior you've noticed? Anything at all?" Lexi pressed, her mind racing
with the potential implications.


"Besides
choosing to walk out in the middle of blizzards?" He let out a dry
chuckle. "Can't say I have. Man's an enigma, wrapped in a riddle and
buried in a snowdrift."


"Thank
you," Lexi said curtly, pivoting away from the bar. She felt Mike's gaze
on her, questioning, but she had no answers — only a gnawing suspicion that
they were onto something.


Out in the biting
wind, Lexi pulled her collar up, her breath visible in the frigid air. They
made their way around the resort, speaking with staff and guests who had seen
Isaac's solitary figure meandering through the snow. Each account painted a
picture of a man estranged from the world around him, a ghost haunting the
edges of their picturesque winter haven.


"Guy sounds
like a damn specter," Mike muttered, his brow furrowed as they trudged
through the deepening snow. "Wandering in the storm, isolated in his
cabin... It's eerie."


"Or
convenient," Lexi countered sharply, her thoughts veering to darker
possibilities. "If you wanted to hide something, to move unseen..."


"Like a
murderer would," Mike finished for her, his voice low.


"Exactly."
Lexi stopped, her green eyes scanning the desolate snowscape that stretched out
before them. Somewhere out there, Isaac Freeman roamed — and with him, perhaps,
the answers they so desperately needed.


The chill that
settled into Lexi's bones wasn't solely from the cold; it was the realization
that amid this serene white expanse, death lurked, taunting them with its icy
fingers. Isaac Freeman, once just another faceless name in a sea of alibis, now
stood sharply in focus—a potential harbinger of the darkness that had claimed
three lives.


"Let's get
back to the station," Lexi said tersely, her determination steeling her
against the relentless cold. "We need to know more about Freeman.
Everything."


As they retreated
from the biting winds, Lexi's chestnut hair whipped wildly around her face,
mirroring the storm of thoughts swirling in her head. Isaac Freeman, with his
solitary drinks and blizzard walks, was no longer just a reclusive novelist. He
was now a suspect in the chilling dance with death that gripped Summit Ridge.


 


***


 


Lexi paced outside
the precinct, her breath forming ephemeral clouds that dissipated into the
frigid air. Mike leaned against the brick building, his eyebrows drawn together
in thought.


"Isaac won't
just talk because we ask nicely," Lexi stated, breaking the quiet.
"We need leverage — something to pry him open."


"Agreed."
Mike pushed off from the wall, hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his coat.
"But if we push too hard, he’ll shut down. We can’t afford that."


"Then we
tread carefully," Lexi countered, her gaze fixed on a point beyond the
parking lot. "Play into his ego, maybe. Novelists have those, right?"


"Can't hurt
to stroke his pride a bit," Mike conceded. He glanced at Lexi, noting the
tension in her jaw. "We could suggest an interest in his work, get him
talking about himself."


"Good,"
Lexi nodded, a plan formulating in her mind. "People love talking about
themselves. It distracts them, loosens their tongues."


Mike watched her,
the corners of his mouth tipping upward ever so slightly. "You seem to
know a thing or two about manipulation, Detective Cole."


"Comes with
the territory," she said flatly, unamused. "Let's just hope your
people skills are as polished as your theories."


They turned back
towards the station, their steps synchronized but their minds clearly tracing
different paths. The cold bit through Lexi's gloves, but it was the chill of
uncertainty that gnawed at her core.


Inside the
conference room, the atmosphere was thick with tension. Lexi sat on one side of
the steel table, Mike on the other, and between them lay the scattered facts of
Isaac Freeman's life. A picture of the man, printed in black and white, stared
back at them with eyes that held secrets.


"Okay,
so," Lexi began, folding her hands on the table. "We appeal to his
sense of self-importance first, then ease into the night of the murders. See if
he slips up, reveals something he shouldn't."


"Right."
Mike sifted through the papers, a furrow forming above his eyes. "But we
don't lead with accusations. Keep it conversational."


"Conversational,"
Lexi echoed, though the word tasted like vinegar on her tongue. "And if
that doesn't work? If he's more than just a loner with a penchant for midnight
strolls?"


"Then we
adapt," Mike replied sharply, meeting her eyes. "But we go in with
this plan. No deviations."


"Fine,"
Lexi conceded, though her instincts screamed otherwise. "But I’m not
letting another dead end go by without a fight."


The air crackled
with their unresolved energy, both detectives set in their ways yet bound by
the same desperate goal — to catch a killer who seemed always one step ahead,
leaving only the cold touch of death in his wake. With a new lead to chase,
their earlier disagreements had faded to the background, replaced by a single
objective: find Isaac Freeman.


"Let's do
this," Mike said, standing up with a sense of finality.


"Let's,"
Lexi agreed, rising to meet the challenge, fully aware that the ice beneath
their feet was thinning with every passing moment -- even as the snow fell
thicker.


 











Chapter SEVENTEEN


 


 


Lexi's breaths
came out in visible puffs as she and Mike scoured the resort's common areas,
each step a reminder of the urgency that drove them. The lounge was a hollow
echo of laughter and conversation, now deserted and silent save for the howling
wind outside. Lexi's eyes, sharp as hawk's, darted from corner to corner,
seeking any sign of Isaac Freeman. She moved with a practiced grace, her
chestnut hair pulled back to keep it from her face, allowing an unobstructed
view of her surroundings.


"Check behind
the bar," Lexi commanded, her voice edged with the strain of their
fruitless search. Mike nodded, his own frustration mirroring hers as he ducked
behind the counter, scanning for any hint of their elusive quarry.


"Nothing here
but empty bottles and regret," Mike muttered, emerging with hands empty
and shoulders slumped.


"Let's try
his room again," Lexi suggested, though the suggestion tasted like defeat.
They had been through Isaac's quarters twice already, finding nothing more than
discarded manuscript pages and the stale scent of solitude.


The room greeted
them with its stubborn silence, devoid of clues or presence. Lexi felt a shiver
run through her that wasn't from the cold. It was the familiar chill of loss,
the echo of Alice’s unsolved murder whispering to her from the past. She shook off
the sensation, focusing instead on the task at hand.


"Damn it,
where is he?" Lexi's voice was barely above a whisper, reflecting the
room's emptiness. The scar above her left eyebrow seemed to pulse with her
rising heartbeat.


"Lexi,"
Mike called suddenly, his voice a lifeline in the sea of dead ends, "we
got a tip."


A server, hesitant
yet eager to help, pointed them towards the back exit where Isaac was last seen
stumbling into the blizzard. With a nod of thanks, Lexi led the way, her
resolve hardening against the mountain's biting winds.


Outside, the storm
raged with untamed ferocity, but Lexi’s determination was a force unto itself.
Snow blanketed everything in sight, but there was a disruption in the pristine
white — a series of deep footprints leading away from the safety of the ski lodge's
walls.


"Over
here!" Lexi called out, her voice barely audible over the blizzard. Mike
joined her side, and together they stared down at the tracks, each print a
heavy indent in the snow—the only evidence of Isaac's passage. The footprints
stretched out before them, a solitary path into the unknown.


"Could be
him," Mike said, squinting against the swirling snow.


"Only one way
to find out." Lexi's words were steel, her voice firm despite the freezing
air that tried to steal it away.


With a shared
glance, they stepped forward, leaving the warmth of the resort behind. Each
footprint became a beacon, guiding them onward into the heart of the storm, the
weight of desperation growing heavier with every crunch of snow beneath their
boots.


Lexi’s breath came
out in white puffs, the only visible testament to her living presence against
the biting cold that seemed intent on claiming every inch of her. She pressed
forward, Mike's shadowy figure just ahead, as they trudged through the thickening
snow following the deep impressions left by Isaac's flight.


"Keep
close!" Mike shouted back, his voice muffled by the howling wind that
whipped around them. Lexi nodded, even though she knew he couldn't see it, her
focus trained on the footprints that cut through the virgin snow like a
lifeline.


Each step was a
battle, the snow grasping at her legs as if the earth itself were trying to
swallow her whole. Vermont winters were cruel, and she knew this dance well—the
push and pull of nature versus will. The storm roared, indifferent to their
struggle, the blizzard turning the world into a shifting canvas of white fury.


Lexi thought of
her sister then, of the murder that still lay cold and unsolved like the
landscape before her. The thought spurred her, lending a desperate edge to her
movements. She would not let another killer slip through her fingers, not while
she had breath in her body and fire in her veins.


"Almost
there," Mike called out again, his figure becoming more indistinct with
each gust of snow that raged between them.


"Right behind
you," she yelled back, but her voice was swallowed by the storm. Lexi
tightened her grip on her service weapon, secured beneath her coat, its
presence a cold comfort against the uncertainty of what awaited them in the
heart of this icy tempest.


The footprints
veered sharply, leading them toward an ominous stretch of woods that bordered
the resort. The trees loomed like silent sentinels, their branches heavy with
snow, creating a barrier that seemed impenetrable even to the relentless storm.


"Watch your
step," Lexi warned as they approached the treeline. Her words were
clipped, the tension in her voice mirroring the unease that settled in her
chest. She could feel the forest watching them, the darkness within holding
secrets that only the bravest — or the most foolish — dared to uncover.


The light from the
resort faded behind them, leaving them enveloped in shadows that twisted and
turned with the whims of the blizzard. Lexi's hand hovered near her holster,
every sense straining against the cacophony of the storm. 


She remembered the
stories from her childhood, of how the woods of Vermont could turn from a haven
into a labyrinth of despair when the snows came. And now, here she was,
following the footprints of a man who might hold the key to ending the
nightmare that had ensnared Summit Ridge.


"Isaac!"
Mike's attempt to call out was valiant, but the forest absorbed the sound,
reducing it to a futile whisper. They pushed deeper into the woods, the tracks
before them weaving between the trees, erratic and uneven — a sign of Isaac's
dwindling coherence or perhaps a deliberate attempt to mislead.


Lexi's mind raced,
piecing together the profile of the man they pursued. A novelist, reclusive,
familiar with the isolating embrace of winter. Could he be the connection? She
knew better than to jump to conclusions, but the pieces were aligning too neatly
to ignore.


"Stay
sharp," she reminded herself as much as she did Mike, her eyes scanning
the dark recesses between the trees for any hint of movement.


The wind howled, a
banshee's wail among the creaking boughs, and Lexi felt a shiver run down her
spine, unbidden. This chase was personal, each step a haunting echo of her past
losses, her desperation clawing at the fringes of her professional calm.


Lexi’s boots sank
into the snow, each step a silent battle against the unyielding freeze. The
dense thicket of the woods loomed ahead, a living barrier of twisted branches
and shadows that seemed to reach out with icy fingers. Her breath formed puffs
of vapor in the frigid air, and she tightened her grip on her flashlight, the
beam slicing through the darkness like a knife.


"Watch your
six," Mike's voice was barely above a whisper, his silhouette a ghostly
presence at her side. Lexi nodded, aware that every snap of a twig underfoot
could be an omen of lurking danger. They were entering Isaac Freeman's domain,
a man who breathed life into stories of desolation, and now, possibly death.
They were far enough from the main lodge now that Lexi’s suspicions had begun
to deepen. All three of the bodies had been found this far out; if Isaac
Freeman wandered this far often, he was definitely a person of interest.


The sharp sting of
cold whipped across Lexi’s cheeks, making her eyes water. She blinked away the
discomfort, her senses sharpening with the primal instinct of a predator
closing in on its prey. The silence of the woods was deceptive; it masked the
rustling of small creatures and the soft creak of bending trees — or was it
something more sinister?


"Wouldn't be
surprised if he's watching us right now," Mike murmured, voicing the
thought that had been gnawing at Lexi’s mind. They both knew the type —
recluses often had eyes that saw everything yet remained unseen themselves.


"Then let's
not disappoint our audience," Lexi replied, her voice low, her resolve
hardening with each step they took deeper into Isaac's potential lair. The
stark realization that this confrontation could become a life-or-death struggle
clawed at her insides, but she quashed it, focusing instead on the mission at
hand.


Each crunch of
snow beneath their feet echoed like a drumbeat in the otherwise suffocating
silence. They moved with purpose, alert to the slightest movement, prepared for
the potential chaos that might erupt from the dark recesses between the
evergreens.


"Wait,"
Lexi held up a hand, halting Mike mid-step. She crouched, examining the ground
where the snow appeared disturbed. The tracks were fresher here, the edges
sharp despite the blizzard's attempt to erase them. Isaac had passed through
recently, his trail leading them further into the abyss of the forest.


"Close,"
Mike said, his voice barely audible over the howl of the wind.


"Too close
for comfort," Lexi agreed, her heart pounding against her ribcage.
"Let's keep moving." 


They resumed their
cautious advance, the tension mounting with each step as they braced themselves
for what lay ahead. Isaac Freeman was near, and Lexi felt it in her bones — the
inevitable confrontation was drawing closer with every breath of the frigid
night air.


The wind howled, a
wild thing that clawed at her face and tugged at the chestnut waves spilling
from her beanie. Her gaze darted through the chaos of the blizzard, searching
for any sign of Isaac Freeman in the disorienting whiteness.


Then, without
warning, a shadow materialized through the veil of snow — tall, hunched,
unmistakably human. Lexi's heart skipped as she instinctively reached for her
weapon, her fingers numb but steady.


"Mike,"
she hissed, barely audible against the storm's fury.


He followed her
gaze, and there it was — a ghostly silhouette ahead, staggering through the
deepening snow. It had to be Isaac, the reclusive novelist with too many
secrets, now framed by the icy landscape like a specter from Lexi's nightmares.


"Isaac!"
Mike bellowed, his voice swallowed by the wind.


The figure halted,
momentarily looking back before quickening its pace.


"Damn
it," she cursed under her breath, her resolve hardening. She wouldn't let
this one slip away.


"Circle
left," Mike whispered, the urgency clear even through the snow's
relentless assault. "I'll go right."


"Got
it," Lexi acknowledged, nodding.


They split without
another word, each step deliberate as they used the driving snow to mask their
approach. Lexi's mind raced, plotting trajectories, considering angles. If
Isaac were to bolt, she needed to predict his path, anticipate his desperation.
Mike would drive him towards her; she would be ready.


Her eyes,
acclimated to the darkness and the stinging snowflakes, kept a laser focus on
the fleeing form of Isaac Freeman. Each footfall brought them closer to
answers, to justice for the victims who lay cold and unavenged.


Lexi's hair lashed
against her cheeks, stinging like the cold as she darted between the skeletal
trees. The blizzard was a living thing, an adversary that cloaked Isaac in its
white fury and roared in her ears. She moved with precision, each step a silent
promise through the thickening snow. Mike was a shadow flanking her opposite
side, his presence reassuring despite the storm’s cacophony.


Ahead, Isaac’s
figure loomed, a dark blot against the relentless gray. Lexi's muscles coiled,
ready to spring. Her fingers ached from the cold gripping her gun, but her
resolve was ironclad. The novelist had answers they needed, secrets woven into
his isolation. She thought of the cryptic Old Norse symbols, of the footprints
that had led them here, every clue compounding the urgency of this moment.


The messages, the
runes… they could easily be the work of a novelist, a man who was trying to
tell a story. Could that be his motivation? The narrative of his kills? 


Mike’s signal came
— a brief flash of light, barely perceivable — a cue synchronized with
precision. Lexi nodded, unseen, and began to close in. They were the pincers of
a trap set in motion, closing around Isaac, who was oblivious to the tightening
noose.











Chapter EIGHTEEN


 


 


They advanced, her
boots sinking silently into the deep snow, the world reduced to the space where
Isaac stood. Everything hinged on these moments—the culmination of dead ends,
missed opportunities, and haunting memories. The confrontation ahead promised
answers or another chilling riddle.


The sting of the
cold reminded her of the heartache of her sister's unsolved murder, of the
desperation that fueled her every action. Lexi channeled it now, turning loss
into determination, transforming despair into focus. Each snowflake that kissed
her face hardened her intent. This was for those lost to the winter's cruelty,
for the peace that seemed perpetually beyond her grasp.


She circled to
Isaac’s right, coming up behind him, her approach masked by the howl of the
wind. Mike mirrored her, unseen but ever-present. They were a tempest
themselves, agents of the storm, bearing down upon their quarry with relentless
purpose.


"Isaac
Freeman, you're surrounded!" Lexi called out, authoritative and clear, her
words cutting a path through the blizzard’s roar. The novelist halted, his body
tense as if he might flee or fight.


"Give it up,
Isaac! There’s nowhere to go!" Mike's voice joined hers, a symphony of
finality. 


But as he reached
for Isaac’s shoulder, the novelist dropped to his knees. He seemed to barely
register Mike’s hand on him. His eyes were glassy, the sclera bloodshot.


They had found
Isaac, but his body sagged like a marionette with strings cut, a half-empty
bottle of whiskey dangling from his limp fingers. His breath came out in
ragged, alcohol-laced puffs that did little to ward off the chill.


"Damn
it," Lexi muttered, crouching beside the man. He was no threat, just
another lost soul looking for solace at the bottom of a bottle. Yet, in his
drunken stupor, he'd become just as vulnerable to the unforgiving elements as
their victims had been to the murderer.


Mike knelt
opposite her, his brow furrowed with concern. "We need to get him out of
this cold," he said, his voice barely audible over the storm's roar.


"Help me with
him," Lexi urged, sliding an arm beneath Isaac's shoulders. Together, they
hoisted the writer up, his head lolling onto Lexi’s shoulder.


The blizzard
seemed to mock their efforts, intensifying as though to claim Isaac as its own.
Lexi's muscles screamed in protest, her body remembering the countless times
she'd trudged through similar storms searching for her sister's killer.


"Keep
moving," she grunted, her words as much a command to herself as to Mike.
Each step was a battle against the biting cold that sought to ensnare them in
its icy grip.


But Lexi was no
stranger to loss or desperation. She understood all too well what it meant to
be haunted by death's shadow. And so, with dogged determination, she pressed
on, refusing to let the blizzard claim another victim. Not on her watch. Not
tonight.


 


***


 


The door to the
main lodge slammed shut behind them, the wind's howl muted by thick walls.
Lexi's numb fingers fumbled with Isaac's drenched coat, peeling the icy fabric
from his shivering frame. Mike stamped snow off his boots, his gaze darting
around the deserted lobby.


"Get some
blankets," Lexi commanded, her voice carrying the urgency of the storm
they'd just escaped. She half-dragged, half-carried Isaac toward the crackling
fireplace, its warmth a stark contrast to the deathly chill outside.


Her arms burned
from exertion, heart pounding in rhythm with the flames that licked at the
logs. The heat seared her frozen skin, but she barely felt it — her focus was
on the man whose life teetered on the edge of a frosty precipice.


Mike returned,
blankets piled in his arms, and together they wrapped Isaac snugly, cocooning
him in layers of artificial warmth. His teeth chattered, words slurred into an
unintelligible mess as he tried to speak.


"Isaac,
listen to me," Lexi urged, leaning in close. "We need to know whether
you saw anything strange out there. It's important."


"Leaves…"
Isaac mumbled, his eyes unfocused. "All the leaves are gone…"


"Damn
it!" Mike cursed under his breath, frustration etched across his features.
They both knew the gravity of their situation; time was slipping through their
fingers like the snowflakes outside.


"Try
again," Lexi persisted, determined not to let desperation cloud her
judgment. She caught glimpses of coherence in Isaac's gaze, like brief flashes
of lightning in a storm. "Isaac, the women who died — did you see anyone?
Anything unusual?"


"Snow,"
he whispered, a ghost of a smile playing on his lips. "Just...
white."


Sweat beaded
Lexi's forehead despite the cold. Her mind raced, seeking a thread to pull, a
connection to make. But in this moment, Isaac was a broken compass in a sea of
white — a guide no more reliable than the shifting snowdrifts.


"Keep
talking, Isaac," she pressed, though her hope was waning with every
nonsensical word. "Please, you have to remember."


"Boots..."
Isaac's voice trailed off, his eyelids heavy, his body succumbing to the warmth
and exhaustion.


"Boots?"
Lexi echoed, seizing on the word. "What about the boots?"


"Big,"
he slurred before his consciousness slipped away, leaving them stranded in a
sea of ambiguity, the answer to their mystery as elusive as ever.


Lexi brushed a
lock of chestnut hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear as she knelt
beside Isaac’s prone form, now safely ensconced in the overstuffed armchair by
the resort's roaring fireplace. The warmth of the room did little to thaw the
chill that had settled in her bones — both from the cold and the creeping dread
of uncertainty. She tried to focus on the fact that they'd saved Isaac from
becoming another victim to the cruel winter, his breaths now even and steady,
unlike the tumultuous thoughts whirling in her head.


"Should've
known it wouldn't be this easy," Mike muttered, pacing with a contained
energy that barely masked his own disappointment. The fabric of his coat
whispered with each movement, a soft sound in the otherwise hushed ambiance of
the room.


"Easy was
never an option for us," Lexi replied, her tone more resigned than bitter.
She watched Isaac's chest rise and fall, each breath a silent victory against
the storm that raged beyond the walls. Her sister’s unsolved murder had taught
her that much—the path to justice was a marathon, not a sprint. And yet, there
was a small solace in knowing that, at least for tonight, Isaac was out of
danger's reach.


"Big
boots," Mike echoed Isaac's last coherent word, his voice laced with
frustration. He crouched down opposite Lexi, his eyes searching the novelist’s
face for any sign of lucidity. "Means nothing without context."


"Unless..."
Lexi began, but the thought evaporated before she could fully form it. Isaac’s
ramblings were likely just the stream of a drunk man’s consciousness. They were
grasping at straws, but she couldn't afford the luxury of giving up—not when
the killer was still out there.


"Come on,
Isaac," she urged, her voice low and coaxing. "Any detail can help.
Think about the night Dani died. Were you outside? Did you see someone?"


"Snow...
angels," Isaac slurred, the words distorted and languid as if he were
speaking through molasses. His eyelids fluttered, heavy with drink and
exhaustion.


Isaac's chest rose
and fell with shallow, ragged breaths. Lexi felt the tight coil of frustration
in her gut untwist slightly at the sight of him alive, but it was quickly
replaced by a gnawing sense of futility. The blizzard outside muffled sounds,
making the resort feel like an island cut off from the rest of the world,
isolated in a sea of white.


"Damn
it," Mike muttered again, rubbing his hands together for warmth after
tucking another blanket around Isaac.


"Another dead
end," Lexi agreed, her voice low, eyes not leaving Isaac's flushed face.
They had hoped to press him for information, to crack the case wide open, but
instead, they were back to square one. Her sister's unsolved murder echoed in her
mind—a reminder of how cold cases could grow colder still, buried under layers
of time and snow.


"Thought he'd
be our guy," Mike said, more to himself than to her, the disappointment
evident in his slumped shoulders.


"Me
too." Lexi's words were barely audible over the howl of the wind against
the windows. "But we can't lose hope. Not yet."


She watched Isaac,
his mumbling nonsensical, a stark contrast to the articulate prose she knew he
was capable of. A lead that had seemed so promising now lay before them,
drowning in alcohol and incoherence.


Mike glanced at
Lexi, his expression softening. "Hey, I... I'm sorry for earlier. For
snapping at you. It's just—"


"Stop,"
Lexi cut him off gently, finally tearing her gaze away from Isaac. "It's
okay. We're both on edge. This case..." She sighed, her scar a pale line
in the dim light. "It's taking its toll on us."


Mike nodded,
stepping closer. "We're a team, Lexi. We've been through hell and back
together. I shouldn't have lost my cool."


"Neither
should I." Lexi met his gaze squarely, a silent pact forming between them.
"We need each other if we're going to catch this killer."


"Right."
Mike's agreement was solid, a foundation they could build on. "Let's put
this behind us. We have a murderer to find, and we won't let them slip through
our fingers—not again."


"Agreed."
Lexi's resolve hardened, her jaw set in determination. Reconciled, they stood
side by side, a united front against the chaos of the storm and the mystery
that lay hidden beneath its icy shroud. Together they would push forward,
relentless in their pursuit of justice. For the victims, for the town, and for
the ghosts of their past that whispered for retribution.


As she sank back
into the cushions, basking briefly in the warmth of the fire, Lexi felt her
phone buzz in her pocket. She pulled it out and examined the screen; it was
Sheila from the tech team. Lexi’s breath caught in her throat. 


She answered the
call immediately. "Cole speaking. Talk to me.”


"Detective,"
Sheila said, barely-contained excitement in her voice. "I was able to
clean up the images you sent. It still looks like nonsense to me, but... you
can see those symbols now, whatever they are."


Lexi's heart
raced. This could be the break in the case they so desperately needed: a look
into the killer’s psyche, into the message he was trying to send.
"Perfect. Send them over. I'll take a look right away."


 











Chapter NINETEEN


 


 


The kitchen was
silent, a far cry from the usual symphony of sizzling pans and shouted orders
that Tara Simmons orchestrated as the head chef. The gleaming countertops,
usually bustling with activity, reflected only the dim lighting and the
swirling snowscape beyond the windows. A blizzard had sealed off the resort,
turning it into a gilded cage.


"Three
dead," murmured one of the sous chefs earlier that day, his voice barely
rising above the howl of the wind outside. "Shouldn’t we be a little
worried about that?”


Tara had shrugged,
her hands deftly chopping vegetables that would now go unused. "Whoever's
doing this, they're not after us staff," she said, her tone more assertive
than she felt. "We keep our heads down and do our work."


But now, as the
restaurant lay dormant, the tension hung heavy in the air, as thick as the
scent of rosemary and thyme that lingered in the kitchen. Tara could feel it
creeping up her spine like icy fingers, every gust against the windows
whispering sinister possibilities. She rolled her shoulders, trying to shake
off the unease. It was ridiculous—she wasn't some damsel in a thriller novel.
She was Tara Simmons, for god's sake, who’d faced down health inspectors and
irate food critics alike. She wouldn't cower in the shadows.


The resort was on
lockdown, a precautionary measure by Chief Riggs. The decision meant safety,
but for Tara, it also meant confinement. The whistling blizzard outside echoed
the restlessness stirring within her. Guests were confined to their rooms,
which turned the once vibrant dining area into a ghost town. No need for seared
scallops or expertly carved roasts tonight.


"Could use
this time to experiment with new recipes," she mused aloud, trying to fill
the silence with her own voice. But even the thought of culinary creation
seemed hollow in the face of the resort's darkening mood. There was no appetite
for indulgence when death lurked amongst them.


She paced the
length of the kitchen, her boots clicking on the tile, each step a sharp
staccato in the quiet. At least the storm's fury kept the killer at bay — or so
she hoped. Each blast of wind rattled the windows, a chilling reminder of
nature’s indifference to human horror.


Fear was a bitter
ingredient, spoiling the broth of her thoughts. She needed to stay alert,
focused. Yet, part of her wondered if the isolation was a mercy, a forced pause
in a world that didn't stop spinning even as lives were snuffed out like
candles in the tempest.


Tara's hands found
the cool metal of the countertop, grounding herself. She was safe. She had to
believe that. The killer was after guests, high-profile victims. Not chefs. Not
her.


"Stick to
what you know," she whispered, "and you'll get through this."
But as she peered out into the empty, shadow-draped dining room, an unfamiliar
shiver traveled down her spine. Loss and desperation were unwelcome guests, and
in the eerie stillness of the idle kitchen, they were making themselves at
home.


Tara Simmons slid
the metal back door open, the groan of its hinges lost to the howl of the wind.
She stepped into the frigid night, a pack of cigarettes clutched in her hand
like a lifeline. With each puff, the cherry glowed against the onslaught of snowflakes,
a tiny beacon of defiance in the face of an indifferent blizzard. The chaos of
the resort's interior, with its whispered suspicions and stifling fear,
dissipated slightly in the open air.


Her breath mingled
with the smoke, torn away by the biting wind that cut through layers of
clothing, seeking skin with predatory chill. Tara hugged herself, the cold
seeping into her bones despite the warmth of the kitchen she'd left behind.
Here, in the silent storm, she found a moment of solace, a temporary escape
from the reality that a killer walked among them.


"Can't even
have a peaceful smoke," she muttered, flicking ash to the ground where it
vanished beneath fresh snow. The lockdown had turned the resort into a gilded
cage. But out here, the vast expanse of white stretched untouched, save for the
dark shapes of trees bending under the weight of winter. In the distance, the
mountain loomed, its slopes shrouded in darkness and tempest.


Unseen by Tara, a
shadow detached itself from the treeline, stillness personified amidst the
chaos of the storm. It watched her, a predator observing prey, patience honed
sharp as a knife's edge. The killer had learned to wait, to savor the hunt,
each victim selected with care and purpose. Tara, the unsuspecting chef, was no
exception.


She was just
another piece in the puzzle, another step towards an endgame only the killer
could see. The soft crunch of boots on snow was lost to the roar of the wind,
each step calculated, silent, inching ever closer.


Tara remained
oblivious, her thoughts drifting to the victims. Poor Dani and Becca, their
lives snuffed out like candles in this icy wasteland. And Jen Clarke, the
journalist whose curiosity led her straight into the jaws of death. She took a
final drag of her cigarette, the acrid taste of tobacco a harsh contrast to the
pristine, frozen air. Her gaze wandered to the sky, where not a single star
could be seen — only the relentless dance of snowflakes, twirling down in a
macabre ballet.


Time to head back. She sighed,
stamping out the cigarette butt with a sense of finality. Unbeknownst to her,
the decision came too late. The predator had chosen this moment to pounce, and
as Tara turned back towards the door, the killer closed the distance, a specter
of death gliding over the snow. The wind picked up, screaming its warning.


Tara turned, her
breath a frosty cloud dissipating into the night. The chill was a living thing,
clawing at her flesh through layers of clothing. As she reached for the
doorknob, ice-glazed and unforgiving, an abrupt and brutal force collided with
her back. No time to scream, no chance to brace; she was hurtled forward, her
arms flailing for a grip on reality that wouldn't come.


The ground rushed
up to meet her, and she felt the biting sting of frozen earth against her
cheek. A heavy weight bore down on her, as though gravity had conspired against
her very existence. Pain erupted in fiery tendrils across her scalp, seizing
her senses as they tried to flee from her body. The world teetered on the brink
of darkness, shadows encroaching upon her vision like ink in water.


"Please,"
she gasped, the word torn from her lips by a frigid gust. Her attacker was a
silent specter, offering no response, no motive, only the relentless
administration of terror. Another blow descended, a crushing verdict delivered
by unseen hands, and Tara's hold on consciousness wavered. Her mind scrambled
for purchase, thoughts fragmenting under the assault.


Snowflakes settled
on her face, each one an icy kiss of oblivion. She tried to rise, to defend
herself, but her limbs were leaden, unresponsive. It was as if she were sinking
into the depths of some gelid ocean, the surface slipping further away with each
desperate, failing beat of her heart.


Tara's ears rang
with a hollow tone, the world's sounds muffled as if she were trapped beneath a
thick, woolen blanket. Her eyes searched the darkening expanse above, seeking a
savior among the swirling tempest of snow. But there was nothing — only the relentless
whirl of white, indifferent and cold.











Chapter TWENTY


 


 


Lexi's fingers
trembled slightly as she crouched in front of the roaring fireplace, the heat
battling the chill that had settled deep in her bones. Mike sat beside her,
staring into the flames. The ski lodge's rustic charm did little to soothe her
racing mind. Around her, guests murmured and cast nervous glances her way, but
she was absorbed in her task, the enhanced pictures of the twig-formed runes
displayed on her laptop’s screen. With each passing moment, those runes seemed
to mock her, piecemeal puzzles partially veiled by the relentless snow that
continued to fall outside.


"Come
on," she muttered under her breath, tracing a finger over a rune that
resembled an angular 'P'. The Old Norse symbols were cryptic, their meanings
obscured not only by the elements but also by time. Each stroke felt like
deciphering the strokes of madness left behind at the crime scenes. She
squinted, comparing the rune on her screen to the ones splayed out in her
textbook, an old, dog-eared volume that had seen better days.


"Damn it,
Julian," she whispered, thinking back to her linguistics classes with
Professor Marks. His passion for dead languages had been infectious, and now,
his legacy lay open before her — a guide through this lethal labyrinth. Lexi’s
eyes flitted between the photograph and the book, cross-referencing what she
could make out. Despite Sheila’s wizardry, some of the runes were almost
completely covered by snow, forcing her to guess at their identities. She
rubbed her temples in thought, drawing upon every lesson, every lecture she'd
ever absorbed.


"Could be
Isa... or is it Naudiz?" she pondered aloud. The ancient symbols spoke of
things long forgotten, but to the killer, they were as loud as a scream in the
silent snow. Her heart raced with the possibility that these runes might be the
key to stopping the bloodshed. Her scar above her left eyebrow twitched, a
reminder of pain endured, as she dug deeper into the archaic language, seeking
answers in the whispers of the past.


The lodge's warmth
offered little comfort to Lexi as she hunched over the textbook, its pages
illuminated by the flickering firelight. Frustration gnawed at her, the obscure
texts offering multiple interpretations for the same runes. It was a maddening
game of mix and match, trying to discern which translations fit the fragmented
messages left behind by a murderer who seemed to speak from beyond the grave.


"Nature...
predator... the hunt..." The words formed in her mind, unspoken yet
deafening. Through the runes, the killer was painting a haunting portrait of
himself, one that was becoming clearer with each piece Lexi put together. The
storm outside roared like a beast unfettered, and she couldn't help but feel it
was an accomplice to these crimes, hiding the predator among them.


"Focus,
Lexi," she chided herself, determined not to let the chaos of nature — or
her own turbulent memories — distract her from her mission. She knew all too
well the agony of unanswered questions, the torment of loss. She would not let
another family suffer that fate if she could help it.


Lexi's fingers
traced the lines of ink on the textbook page, her pulse synchronizing with the
flickering flames in the fireplace. The runes from the crime scenes were a
jigsaw puzzle scattered by a malevolent hand, and she was determined to piece
it back together. Under the weight of desperation, she leaned closer, the scent
of ancient parchment and smoldering wood mingling in the air.


"ᛘᚨᚾ" - man,
"ᚾᚨᛏᚢᚱ" - nature,
the words formed slowly as Lexi transcribed each rune with painstaking
precision. She could almost feel the icy breath of the killer over her
shoulder, whispering a twisted confession through these archaic symbols.
"What are you trying to say?" she muttered, more to herself than
expecting an answer from the shadows that danced on the walls.


The messages were
fragments, but they repeated with disturbing regularity. Each scene whispered
tales of natural law, a chilling homage to the primal order of things. As Lexi
connected one rune to another, the horrifying implication began to crystallize in
her mind. This murderer wasn’t just killing; he was communicating, reveling in
the raw and unyielding truths of nature.


"Law...
predator... prey," she mused, the connection between the crimes unfurling
before her like a grim tapestry. 


Nature… cycle… no,
circle. The Law, the hunter, the hunt. 


"Damn
it," she exhaled, frustration lacing her voice. These messages were the
ramblings of a mind unhinged by the callous laws of nature. But within these
delusions, there was a method — a pattern that might lead them to his next
move.


“What’s wrong?”
Mike asked, shifting in his seat to face her.


"Mike, these
aren't just threats or boasts," Lexi said, breaking the silence. Her voice
was steady, but beneath it lurked a current of urgency. "They're a
manifesto of some kind. Lots of mentions of nature, ‘law,’ and the hunt. At a
guess, I’d say he’s obsessed with the savagery of nature… with natural
selection." Lexi paused, then added, “And these aren’t complete thoughts.
It’s more like a chant. A mantra. Like… worship.” 


Mike’s eyes met
hers, reflecting the gravity of her discovery. The storm outside seemed to
press against the windows, eager to swallow the warmth inside. They both knew
that if Lexi's translations were right, they weren't just hunting a killer.
They were up against a force of nature himself.


Lexi's eyes
narrowed, scanning the patterns etched in the ancient script sprawled across
her textbook pages. The dim light from the fireplace flickered across the runes
as if to animate them, each symbol a relic from a time when the world was wild,
and the laws of nature were written in blood.


"Look at
this," she murmured, tracing a particularly obscure rune with her
fingertip. "The symbol for beast, or predator — this one recurs." Her
voice held an edge, as if she could sense the primal energy it signified. She
straightened, her wavy chestnut hair shifting over her shoulders, her scar
above her eyebrow catching the firelight. “And so does this one: the storm. The
beast, the storm, the hunt….” 


"Are you
saying he identifies with it?" Mike's question pierced the tense air.


"Exactly."
Lexi turned the book toward him, pointing to the translation. "He is the
beast, the hunter; that much makes sense. But the storm….”


Her mind raced,
piecing together fragmented images of the crime scenes: the victims exposed to
the elements, left as though they were prey. 


"Nature's
deadliest predators strike hardest when their prey is most vulnerable. Maybe
this blizzard — it's his cover," she continued, her green eyes reflecting
a mix of fear and determination. “No… more than that.”


"An
opportunist," Mike mused, rubbing his jaw. "He's external, alright.
Someone who knows these mountains, someone who..."


"Who sees the
resort as his territory," Lexi finished for him. "And everyone inside
is trespassing."


"Then we're
not looking for a guest gone mad," Mike muttered. 


"We have to
find him before he strikes again before this blizzard buries any chance we have
to catch him." Lexi glanced back down at the digitally-enhanced runes in
the photograph. “But the question is… is he using the storm as cover, or is he killing
because of the storm?” 


Mike had no
answer. Lexi's fingers were numb despite the fire crackling in front of her.
The runes from the crime scene photos sprawled across the coffee table like a
mosaic of death, each one a cold piece of the puzzle she was desperately trying
to solve. She had a start, but the picture was incomplete; there was more to
it, she thought. She traced a rune with her fingertip, the texture of the paper
rough against her skin, her thoughts flickering as rapidly as the flames.


"Nature's
cruel laws," she murmured, connecting the dots between the victims and the
predator they hunted for — a shadow lurking in the blizzard's embrace. Her mind
raced, weaving together fragments of Old Norse with the harsh reality of their situation.
Each symbol was a whisper from the past, echoing through the lodge's timbered
halls.


“You said the word
for ‘storm’ kept appearing,” Mike noted. “Do you think that means he’s going to
keep killing as long as the storm continues?”


“Probably,” Lexi
muttered, her eyes not leaving the photographs. “It… it almost seems like he
worships the storm, or something.” 


She looked from
one picture to the next, her eyes widening. 


“And on this one…
Anger. And… I think this rune is the name of a Norse god. Let me check.” She
consulted the open textbook beside her, flipping through the pages. “Ullr, the
god of winter and snow. Anger, Ullr, Anger…. Flood?” 


“Flood?” Mike
echoed, looking lost.


“No. Not flood,”
Lexi realized. “Thaw. Mike – he thinks nature, or this god, is angry. He
thinks the warm winter we’ve had this year is a sign of something gone badly
wrong. And the storm… it’s a chance to reset things.” 


A gust rattled the
windows, pulling Lexi back into the room. Snowflakes danced wildly beyond the
glass — nature's assailants in the storm's relentless siege. She shivered, not
from the chill but from an unsettling premonition that they were running out of
time.


There was a sudden
commotion from the direction of the lodge’s kitchen, around fifty yards away.
Lexi turned just as the kitchen door burst open, and a harried-looking young
woman darted out, her apron askew and her eyes wide with panic. Lexi recognized
her as one of the kitchen staff.


"Detective
Cole, Detective Brennan!" the woman called out, her voice trembling with
urgency. "It's Tara, she's gone!"


Lexi's heart sank
at the news, a cold knot tightening in her stomach. Tara Simmons, the head chef
of the resort, missing? It was a nightmare come to life, a grim confirmation of
their worst fears.


"What
happened?" Lexi demanded, her voice sharp with concern as she hurried
towards kitchen.


"I-I don't
know," the cook stammered, her hands trembling as she wrung her apron.
"She went out for a smoke break around half an hour ago. It was taking a
while, so I went to check on her out back by the staff door, and she wasn't
there. There… there were tracks in the snow. A man’s bootprints. Someone took
her!” 


Lexi's mind raced
as she processed the information. Tara's disappearance was no coincidence - it
was a deliberate act, orchestrated by their elusive adversary. The killer had
struck again, brazenly snatching Tara from the safety of the lodge; if the patterns
of his behavior held, his victim’s final resting place would be somewhere out
in the trees that covered the mountain. 


Not another one. The killer was
moving faster than the blizzard outside, and they were losing ground.


"We need to
find her," Lexi said, her tone firm as she turned to Mike. "Gather
the team. We're going to search every inch of this resort until we find her. If
we move fast, we might be able to…."


She trailed off,
but she could tell from the look on Mike’s face that he knew what she’d been
about to say. He nodded, his expression resolute.


With the urgency
of the situation snapping at her heels, Lexi forced herself to focus. She could
feel the killer's presence, a specter in the storm, mocking them with each life
taken. This wasn't just about deciphering messages anymore; it was a race against
nature's clock.


"Let's gear
up," Lexi decided, her voice steely. She grabbed her heavy coat and began
strapping on the necessary equipment. "Every second we waste gives him
another opportunity.”


 


***


 


Lexi's breaths
formed white puffs in the frigid air as she barked orders to the ski patrol and
uniformed officers huddled around her, their faces grim with determination. The
wind howled, a banshee’s wail, as snowflakes lashed at them like tiny shards of
glass. Lexi's gaze darted from one member of the impromptu search party to
another, her chestnut hair whipping around her face.


"Split into
teams! Radios on channel six. Flares at the ready," she commanded, her
voice cutting through the whistling blizzard. Each person nodded, clutching
their gear tighter, understanding that time was as much an enemy as the storm
itself. Mike stood by her side, his presence reassuring despite the chaos
unfurling around them.


"Radio or
visual contact only! Don't rely on your voices carrying over this wind,"
Lexi added, her scar a stark line etched by past pain and present urgency. The
cold bit at her exposed skin, but she ignored it, her mind honed in on Tara's
image.


"Move
out!" came the final shout from Mike, his silhouette barely visible
against the swirling snow.


Lexi watched as
the teams dispersed, becoming indistinct shapes in the blinding white landscape
that threatened to swallow them whole. She checked the bindings on her
snowshoes, the action methodical, grounding her racing thoughts. Her hands,
though encased in gloves, felt the bite of the cold metal buckles, yet her grip
was steady, purposeful.


"Lexi, you
sure about this?" Mike's voice broke through the muffled stillness, his
concern evident even against the backdrop of howling winds.


"More than
ever," she replied, her tone leaving no room for doubt. Her sister's
unsolved murder had left a void, a well of loss that seemed to echo with each
new victim claimed by the killer. And now, with the resort shrouded in darkness
and fear, she felt the weight of responsibility settle upon her. She would not
let another family suffer as hers had.


As the chapter
drew to a close, Lexi peered into the heart of the storm, its chaotic fury
mirroring the tumult inside her. There was no turning back; every moment they
delayed was a victory for the predator among them. With a last glance at the
worried faces of the search teams, she stepped forward, plunging into the
tempest.


The sharp sting of
ice against her cheeks, the deep crunch of snow underfoot, and the heavy
silence of the storm consumed her senses. The mountain loomed, an unforgiving
sentinel, and yet Lexi moved with the certainty of someone who had known its
cradle since childhood. She forged a path where there was none, driven by
desperation and guided by the faint hope that Tara Simmons might still be
alive.


"Stay
sharp," she muttered to herself, the words whisked away by the blizzard.
The resort's lights were distant memories now, lost behind veils of snow. Every
shadow could be a hiding place; every drift could be a grave.


As Lexi ventured
deeper into the white-out, the sense of isolation grew more profound. This was
more than a search; it was a confrontation with the very elements that had
shaped her — and a relentless pursuit of justice amidst the unyielding grasp of
winter's chill.











Chapter TWENTY ONE


 


 


Lexi’s breath
formed a misty plume in the frigid air. She moved with purpose, eyes scanning
every inch of the snow-covered pines to either side of her. Mike was right
beside her, his own gaze sharp and searching. There was a rhythm to their
movement, a practiced efficiency born of too many searches, too many scenes
like this one.


"Over
here," Lexi called out, her voice muffled against the howling wind that
swept through the towering trees. She knelt, examining something in the snow —
a scrap of fabric caught on a branch. Her heart raced. Could it be from Tara
Simmons? But as she studied it closer, disappointment settled like lead in her
stomach. It was just a piece of trash snagged during the storm's fury.


"Anything?"
Mike asked, coming up behind her, his face etched with concern.


"False
alarm." Lexi’s words were terse, clipped by urgency. She stood, brushing
snow from her knees, and they continued their relentless search.


The snowfall
intensified, large flakes swirling and dancing in the air, conspiring to erase
any sign of Tara's passage. Each flake felt like an adversary, mocking their
efforts to uncover the truth. The world had become a white void, swallowing
sounds and landmarks alike, and with them, their hopes of finding a clue.


"Damn this
snow," Mike muttered, squinting into the whiteout as if sheer willpower
could penetrate the blizzard's veil.


"If it keeps
up like this, we won't even be able to see our own feet soon," Lexi
agreed, her voice tight with frustration. She knew all too well how a snowstorm
could cover a multitude of sins, wipe clean a slate that should have been
marked with evidence.


They pressed on,
desperation fueling their movements. The cold bit at Lexi's cheeks, turning
them a bright red, but she barely felt it. All she could think about was Tara —
alone, vulnerable, possibly in the hands of a killer who thought himself a
predator.


"Over there,
the maintenance shed!" Mike pointed to a shadowy outline just visible
through the thickening snow.


"Let's check
it," Lexi said, leading the way. They circled the building, peering into
windows coated with frost, pushing against doors sealed by snowdrifts. Inside,
they would find only tools and machines, silent and still, offering no secrets or
solace.


"Nothing,"
Mike confirmed after they'd completed their circuit, his voice carrying a
weight heavier than the snow.


"Keep
looking," Lexi insisted, though her own hope was becoming as difficult to
grasp as the elusive flakes that fell around them.


Every passing
minute was a minute lost, a minute Tara didn't have. The snow kept falling,
erasing their footprints almost as quickly as they made them, a chilling
reminder of how easily a life could be wiped away in Summit Ridge.


Lexi's breath
crystallized before her. Mike's silhouette loomed beside her as they trudged
through the deepening snow. Her mind raced, every scenario more harrowing than
the last. Tara Simmons, another potential victim in this frigid wasteland, was
out there — somewhere.


"Mike,"
Lexi said, her voice cutting through the silence like a blade, "the storm.
He’s getting bolder. This is about the blizzard for him.”


Mike nodded
grimly, his face set, eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of life. "We
need to find her, and fast. This guy... he thinks he’s got the upper hand. And
the snow’s supposed to keep up for the next few days. If we don’t catch him
now….”


Mike trailed off,
but Lexi could fill in the blanks for herself. If they didn’t catch him now, he
would have plenty more opportunities to strike from the cover of the blizzard.
He was increasing the pace of his kills; by the time the storm ceased, several
more lives could be lost.  


The realization
that Tara might already be captive, a pawn in some twisted game, ignited a fire
within Lexi. She felt it burning, a searing knot in her gut that spurred her
on. The killer had made a grave mistake in underestimating the force of nature
that was an enraged detective with a vendetta against unsolved murders.


"Let's get to
the admin office," she directed with newfound urgency, already
half-running through the thickening snow. "They'll have maps. We can
figure out where he might take her."


"Right behind
you," Mike's voice grated, his boots crunching in the snow as he kept
pace.


Upon reaching the
resort's administrative building, Lexi shouldered the door open, a gust of
heated air greeting them — a stark contrast to the cold world outside. She
marched straight to the front desk, her eyes locking onto the clerk who looked
up, startled by their sudden entrance.


"Maps,"
Lexi demanded tersely, "of the surrounding area, now."


"O-of course,
Detective Cole," the clerk stammered, fumbling with a drawer before
producing a stack of maps. He laid them out, hands trembling ever so slightly.


With swift
efficiency, Lexi scanned the maps, her fingers tracing over trails, service
roads, anything that could serve as a path the killer might have taken. Mike
leaned in, his gaze following hers, both detectives' minds working in tandem.


"Here,"
Lexi pointed to a section of woods beyond the ski trails, a place isolated
enough for someone who fancied themselves a hunter. "He could be taking
her off the beaten path, somewhere he can stay hidden."


"Then that's
where we start," Mike said, determination hardening his features. "We
can't waste any time."


"Agreed."
Lexi folded the map with precision, tucking it into her coat. The sense of
urgency clung to her like a second skin, propelling her back into the cold, the
map a beacon in a sea of chaos.


The cold air stung
Lexi’s lungs as she quickened her pace, the map crinkling in her gloved hand.
Mike kept up beside her, his own breath mingling with hers in the frigid night.
The snow underfoot gave a muted crunch, each step a reminder of time slipping
away. Lexi's eyes darted over the map, the glowing beam from her flashlight
trailing along.


"Here,"
she said abruptly, pointing to a series of cabins tucked into the dense tree
line. "If he's trying to avoid the main areas, these would be
perfect." Her finger traced the jagged periphery where civilization met
wilderness. "And there—" She indicated a narrow pass that wound
through the mountain, "—it's less traveled, but it leads to a ski patrol
station."


“I’m right behind
you,” Mike vowed. “Lead the way.”


Lexi pushed her
way through the snowdrifts, Mike at her heels. The harsh wind whipped at her
face, numbing any exposed skin and turning each breath into a battle. The
relentless snowfall seemed to conspire against them, veiling the landscape in a
deceptive shroud of tranquility.


"Watch your
step," Lexi called out to Mike, who was following close behind. Her voice
sounded hollow against the howl of the blizzard. They were both aware of the
treacherous ice hidden beneath the soft white powder, the kind that could twist
an ankle or worse.


"Got
it," Mike replied, his silhouette barely discernible in the whiteout
conditions. Lexi could feel the tension radiating from him, matching her own.
Each second that ticked by felt like an accusation, a reminder of their race
against time.


She pushed on, her
mind replaying every detail of Tara Simmons' disappearance, trying to connect
invisible dots that seemed to dance just out of reach. Clinging to the hope
that Tara was still alive somewhere out here in the cold, Lexi refused to let
the urgency crush her. It fueled her, drove her deeper into the wilderness with
a ferocity born of desperation.


The snow-slicked
ground rose to meet them as they approached a steep incline leading towards a
dense copse of trees. Lexi knew the risks — every ridge, every drop-off was a
potential hiding place for the killer, another opportunity for an ambush.


"Lexi, this
is insane," Mike grunted, his breaths coming out in labored puffs as they
ascended. "We're walking blind out here."


"Then we'll
find our way by touch if we have to," she shot back, her resolve steeling
her against the biting cold.


They crested the
hill, and Lexi paused, scanning the landscape with keen eyes that had long ago
learned to see beyond the obvious. The storm showed no sign of letting up, the
falling snowflakes dancing mockingly before her gaze.


"Damn
it," she cursed under her breath, frustration gnawing at her. But then,
something within her shifted — a spark of defiance against the darkening sky.
She wouldn't be deterred. Not now, not ever.


"Come
on!" Lexi yelled over the roar of the wind, signaling Mike to follow. She
charged down the slope, determination etched into every line of her body.


As they navigated
the uneven terrain, Lexi kept her senses sharp, searching for anything out of
place. Each whisper of movement, every shadow cast by the undulating snow,
could be the clue they needed or a trap waiting to be sprung. The cold bit at
her, but it was nothing compared to the sting of memories that clawed at her
mind -- the unsolved murder of her sister, the pain of loss that had never
fully healed. It was these scars, visible and invisible, that propelled her
forward.


They pushed
onwards, the snow swallowing their tracks as quickly as they made them. Every
step was a battle against the blizzard, every moment a struggle against
despair. 


"Lexi, we
can't even see the trail anymore!" Mike's shout barely cut through the
howling wind.


She stopped,
turning to face him, her green eyes fierce slits in the storm. "Then we
don't rely on sight," she countered, pulling the map from her jacket.
"We know this terrain, remember? We use what we know." Her finger
jabbed at a fork in the path hidden by the swirling snow. "She could be
there."


Mike nodded, his
expression hardening. They were far beyond the comforts of procedure and
protocol now. This was raw, primal detective work, pitting their wits against
the elements, against a killer who had turned nature into an accomplice.


The wilderness
around them was relentless, a frozen maze with no sympathy for the lost or the
living. With each step, they ventured deeper into uncertainty, but Lexi’s
spirit remained undaunted, a beacon in the tempest.


"Let's
go," she said, her voice a blade cutting through the cold. "We're not
letting him win."


 


***


 


The dusk began to
settle over the horizon, casting long shadows across the treacherous expanse of
Summit Ridge. Lexi and Mike moved like specters against the twilight, their
bodies numb, their resolve unwavering. The landscape had become a monochromatic
blur – a canvas of grey upon which their fears and hopes were etched.


"Almost
dark," Mike observed, his voice a low growl against the wind.
"Visibility's going to get worse."


Lexi didn’t
respond immediately, her gaze fixed on the horizon where day and night collided
in a quiet apocalypse. She thought of Tara, alone and afraid, and of her
sister, whose voice still echoed in the silence of Lexi's heart. Loss had been
her cruel tutor, teaching her that the darkness was not to be feared, but
challenged.


"We press
on," she finally said, the words slicing through the encroaching gloom.
"We have flashlights, and we have each other. That has to be enough."


Mike met her gaze,
the bond between them unspoken yet palpable. They were more than partners; they
were comrades in arms against an enemy that took solace in the storm. They
continued, their flashlights piercing the darkness, twin beams that refused to
yield to the oppressive night.


They reached a
crest overlooking a steep decline, the land rolling out before them like a
challenge. Lexi's eyes scanned the terrain, her instincts melding with the
map's contours in her mind.


"Down
there," she pointed, her arm steady despite the exhaustion. "If he's
taking her anywhere remote, it’ll be there."











Chapter TWENTY TWO


 


 


The cabin reeked
of damp wood and the musty scent of sweat. At this time of the evening, and in
the midst of the storm, it was a forgotten space, apt for what was to transpire
— a place where the killer could savor his moment of supremacy. Tara Simmons sat
bound to a rickety chair, her wrists chafed red against the coarse rope. Her
eyes, wide with the primitive glow of fear, caught the flickering light from
the single bulb hanging from the ceiling. This was no longer the ski patrol
office it once was; it had become an altar of sorts, and she, an unwilling
sacrifice.


He towered over
her, letting the silence swell until it was almost palpable. The killer reveled
in the chilling satisfaction that prickled his skin—a feeling he'd come to
crave. Every quiver of Tara's lip, each shuddering breath she took, was a
testament to his power over life and death. He had transformed from predator to
deity in his own mind, and this small, trembling woman before him was proof of
his dominion.


"Look at
you," he whispered, his voice slicing through the stillness like a knife.
"So fragile, so easily snuffed out." He circled Tara, watching the
terror dance in her eyes as she followed his every move. "You don't
understand yet, do you? But you will. You will see the necessity of it
all."


His thoughts
twisted and coiled like the blizzard outside, each howl of the wind a chorus to
his internal justification. He believed himself to be nature's chosen — its
wrath made flesh. To him, the world was out of balance, and he was the fulcrum
upon which order would be restored. With every victim, he imagined he brought
the elements closer to harmony, their blood a libation to appease the ancient
forces at play.


"Nature
requires equilibrium, Tara," he said, his voice a cold whisper that seemed
to blend with the gusts battering the thin walls of the shack. "And I… I
am the hand that enforces it." He leaned close enough for her to feel the
chill of his breath. "A hunter must cull the herd, a predator must feed,
and only then does the ecosystem thrive. That is the natural order of
things."


Tara squirmed
against her bindings, her eyes darting around the room, searching for some hope
of escape. But there was none. She was trapped in the presence of a man whose
sanity had been swallowed by the storm, leaving behind a creature of ice and
death — meticulous, methodical, and utterly convinced of his own righteousness.


"Your time is
coming soon, just as theirs did," he continued, referring to the women who
had already fallen prey to his misguided quest. "But it is not cruelty
that drives me. It is care — the care of a gardener pruning the roses so that they
might flourish." He traced a finger down the side of her face, taking
perverse pleasure in the flinch that followed. "You are part of something
grand, Tara. A part of the cycle. And tonight, the blizzard will sing louder
for your contribution."


"Please,"
Tara whimpered, her voice thin against the howl of the wind outside. "You
don't have to do this. I won't tell anyone, I swear."


The killer
observed her with an unsettling stillness, his head slightly tilted as if
considering her plea from a distant, disconnected place. Her words, laced with
desperation and fear, did not seem to even graze him. Instead, he began to
speak with a calm that was at odds with the tempest both within and without.


"Mercy,"
he mused aloud, his tone devoid of any warmth. "You ask for mercy as
though it is mine to bestow." He stepped closer, and through her blurred
vision, she could see the cold resolve in his eyes. "Nature shows no
mercy, Tara. The blizzard does not spare the fawn because it is young or the
old wolf because it is weak."


He circled her
slowly, as a predator might circle its trapped prey, each step deliberate and
assured. "I am merely an extension of that same nature — a force of
balance. You've been chosen, not by me, but by the elements themselves."


Tara's sobs were
swallowed by the relentless gale battering the small office. She struggled
futilely against the ropes binding her to the chair, the coarse fibers biting
into her skin. But there was no escape from the man before her, no escape from
the fate he believed was ordained.


"Your end
will serve a purpose greater than you can comprehend," he continued, his
voice a chilling monotone that echoed off the wooden walls. "And through
this, there is a form of… honor. In your final moments, you become part of the
grand design."


“Please,” Tara
whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks. Disgusted, he turned away, unable
to look at her terrified face. The others had been this way, too. Begging.
Pleading. Selfish.


"Can't you
hear it?" the killer asked, pausing beside the frosted window where ice
had begun to etch intricate patterns on the glass. "The storm — it rages
with purpose, demanding sacrifice." His breath fogged the pane as he
leaned in close, almost reverently. "Each snowflake is a whisper from the
heavens, each gust of wind a chorus. They speak of equilibrium, of the need for
return to the primordial state where man is not separate from the wild but a
participant in its savage beauty."


Turning back to
face Tara, his expression was one of fervent belief. "Your life is the key
to appeasing the storm's wrath. It is not personal. You are a necessary
offering to restore harmony to the natural order."


Her heart hammered
against her chest, a futile protest against the inexorable march of his
madness. "You're insane," she managed to choke out between sobs, her
voice nearly lost in the cacophony of the blizzard.


"Insanity?"
He chuckled darkly, the sound more frightening than any scream. "No, my
dear. This is clarity. The clarity of understanding that humanity has
overstepped, disrupted the delicate balance of existence."


He moved away from
the window and knelt before her, his gaze piercing. "What I do tonight is
not murder; it is a ritual older than civilization, a sacred act that binds the
flesh to the earth and the spirit to the sky."


Tara shivered as
the shadow of his figure loomed over her, the room growing colder with each
passing second. She could feel the truth of the blizzard's fury, the raw power
of nature itself. And in her captor's twisted mind, she saw the eye of the
storm — relentless, impassive, and infinitely cruel.


The killer's voice
slithered through the frigid air, a sinister melody intertwined with the howl
of the blizzard outside. "You see, Tara," he began, his words
meticulously paced, "the environment thrives on equilibrium. It is a
closed system that demands balance, and when we shirk that balance… when those
of us who are called to the hunt reject that call… nature alters its course as
punishment. This blizzard should have come months ago. Now that it is here, we
must show our commitment to his demands."


Tara's eyes, wide
with terror, darted from the ropes binding her wrists to the cold, impassive
face of her captor. She tried to steady her breathing, but each word he spoke
was like ice water trickling down her spine.


"Predators
cull the weak," he continued, the timbre of his voice never wavering,
"ensuring only the strong survive. I am merely an instrument, a hunter
restoring what humanity has disrupted. Things would be worse if I were to avoid
this duty."


She shuddered as
he articulated his twisted philosophy, the room seeming to contract with the
weight of his conviction. The storm's cacophony was no match for the dread that
resonated with each syllable he uttered.


"Tonight,"
the killer said, pulling a gleaming blade from his coat, "this storm will
subside. And when winter arrives again, the snow will come with it. But first,
Ullr requires an offering."


Tara's heart
pounded in her ears, her pleas turned silent by the realization that she was
little more than a pawn in his deranged ritual.


With methodical
precision, the killer laid out his tools on a worn table beside him — a
collection that seemed to gleam with malevolence under the dim light. A series
of knives, each with different blades and serration along their sharpened
edges. He turned back to Tara, his expression stoic as if carved from the very
ice that battered the windows of the shack.


"I will
pierce each human part of you, as the storm demands. I will be more thorough
this time. First, your left hand," he said flatly, as if reciting steps
from a manual. "A symbol of human endeavor, always reaching, grasping...
overreaching."


Tara's breaths
came in ragged gasps, her mind racing as she struggled against her restraints.
The cold metal of the blade reflected a distorted image of her own
fear-stricken face.


"Next, your
right foot," he droned on, "your means of traversing nature's domain,
taking you where you have no right to be."


Desperation clawed
at her, the details slicing through her hope with the precision of the knife he
brandished.


"Finally,"
he said, his voice devoid of any emotion, "your heart. The source of life,
life that must be given if we are to ensure the greater good."


Tara's panic
crescendoed, a stark and dissonant counterpoint to his chilling calm. Each
word, each planned act, was an inescapable step marching her toward an abyss
from which there would be no return.


The killer watched
as Tara's lips moved, her voice a desperate whisper that failed to stir any
semblance of mercy within him. She was pleading, offering everything she could
think of — money, secrecy, even forgiveness. But her words were like the
distant howl of the wind to him, inconsequential and easily drowned out by his
purpose.


"Please,"
she begged, "think of your humanity."


"Humanity?"
he mused with icy detachment. "It is humanity that has forgotten its
place, not I. You plead for mercy from the wrong source, Tara. It is nature who
decides, not me."


He reached for the
roll of duct tape with ritualistic slowness, tearing off a strip with a sound
that echoed through the frigid room. As he approached her, he could see the
hope draining from her eyes, replaced by a stark realization of her
powerlessness in the face of his unshakable belief.


"Your words
hold no weight here," he said as he placed the tape over her mouth,
silencing her appeals. He stood back to observe her, her muffled cries now just
vibrations in the air, as insignificant as the snowflakes that melted upon
touching the ground outside.


Satisfied that
nothing more could interrupt his preparation, he began organizing the tools of
his gruesome trade with methodical precision. Each instrument was laid out with
care, a macabre display of his intentions. He felt the rush of anticipation at
the thought of the ritual to come, the ultimate act of cruelty that would
restore balance, as he saw it — a balance that humanity constantly disrupted
with its insatiable conquest of the natural world.


As the chapter
drew to a close, his gaze fixed on Tara, her chest rising and falling rapidly
in panic beneath the tight ropes. The sinister glimmer in his eyes mirrored the
edge of the blade he picked up, its surface cold and unforgiving. Her terror
was palpable, filling the room with a tension that seemed to compete with the
fury of the blizzard outside.


"Your fear is
as necessary as your sacrifice," he whispered, almost lovingly. "It
is the final ingredient."


He moved closer,
the blade catching the dim light as he traced an icy path along her jawline,
savoring the moment before the storm inside him would break free. His
expression was one of reverence, of a twisted divine duty about to be
fulfilled. In his mind, each plea, each sob from Tara, was a note in a symphony
of retribution — the price of humanity's arrogance to be paid in blood.











Chapter TWENTY
THREE


 


 


The blizzard was a
beast, clawing at Lexi with icy talons as she and Mike trudged through the
knee-deep snow. The forest around the resort was a labyrinth of white, each
tree a ghostly sentinel in the relentless storm. Lexi’s chestnut hair, once
neatly tucked under her hat, now whipped across her face, stinging like a
barrage of needles against her scarred skin.


"Can't see a
damn thing!" Mike's voice fought to be heard over the howling wind.


"Keep
moving," Lexi shouted back, squinting through the raging snow. Normally,
she found these winter landscapes comforting. They were supposed to be a shield
against the elements, a remnant of her Vermont upbringing, but today they were
just another vulnerability.


Her mind flickered
to the cryptic Norse messages, their meaning as obscured as the path ahead. She
could almost feel the killer out there, mocking them from the shadows, hidden
by the very storm Lexi suspected he worshipped. Desperation clawed at her throat,
a reminder of the ticking clock they were racing against.


"Tracks are
gone, Lexi!" Mike called out, gesturing to the smooth expanse where
footprints should have been.


She knew they were
losing time, losing Tara to the suffocating embrace of the blizzard. If only
the snow would relent, if only for a moment. But it didn't. It wouldn't. And
somewhere, beneath its cold shroud, Tara might be calling out for help that
couldn’t find her.


"Keep
looking," Lexi managed through chattering teeth, her own desperation
mirroring the storm's fury.


The silence of the
woods was a cruel lie, filled with the deafening roar of the blizzard that
threatened to consume them whole. Lexi's heart hammered against her ribs, each
beat a morbid echo of the fear that filled her. 


"Anything?"
Mike's voice was laced with the same urgency that fueled Lexi's every step.


"Nothing,"
she replied, scanning the trees as if they might betray the secrets of the
missing woman. The snowflakes, relentless in their onslaught, seemed to mock
her efforts, burying any trace of Tara Simmons beneath layers of white.


"Lexi, we’re
not equipped for this," Mike warned, his gaze meeting hers with equal
parts concern and determination.


"Doesn't
matter," Lexi countered, steel in her tone. "We can't let her die out
here."


But doubt crept
into Lexi's resolve like frostbite, numbing her from within. Were they too
late? Had the killer claimed another victim while they stumbled blindly in the
snow? The thought was unbearable, a weight heavier than the drifts they waded
through.


"Let's spread
out," Lexi suggested, her voice barely above a whisper, yet somehow
slicing through the storm’s cacophony. "Five-meter distance. Yell if you
find anything."


They moved apart,
two silhouettes fading into the white abyss, each driven by a shared purpose
—to find Tara before the blizzard could claim her, too. Every crunch of snow
beneath Lexi’s boots was a mantra, a plea to the universe — let her be
alive, let us be in time. But the forest offered no answers, only the
relentless fall of snow that seemed determined to erase every hope they had of
saving the lost woman.


"Mike, we
need backup," Lexi called out, but the wind swallowed her words, rendering
them futile. She pulled out the map, its edges stiff with cold, and scanned it
desperately. Her finger traced over the contours and symbols until it paused at
a sign of hope – a ski patrol office nestled within the woods not far from
their position.


"Here,"
she said, more to herself than Mike, who was a mere shadow in the whiteout. She
fished for the radio attached to her belt, her gloves cumbersome against the
small buttons. The static crackle was a harsh contrast to the muffled world around
her.


"Summit Ridge
Patrol, this is Detective Lexi Cole. We require immediate assistance on the
south trail — missing person situation," she announced, her voice a
piercing clarity against the howl of the storm.


There was a hiss
of silence before a reply cut through. "This is Hank Redwood. What's your
twenty, Detective?"


A rush of relief
went through Lexi at the familiar voice. "Grid six, by the old firewatch
tower. We're spread thin here, Hank. Tara Simmons could be—"


"Say no more,
Detective. I'm suiting up now. Keep your radio close. Over and out."


Lexi clipped the
radio back onto her belt, an uneasiness settling in her gut. She glanced at
Mike, whose face was etched with concern.


"Help's
coming," she shouted into the wind, unsure if Mike heard her or the
ominous promise the storm whispered with each gust.


Hank's voice had
been steady, almost too calm, given the urgency of the situation. Lexi found
herself dissecting the short exchange, searching for comfort in the fact that
help was on the way. But comfort was elusive, as fleeting as the warmth they
had left behind at the base station. They needed all the assistance they could
get, yet skepticism lingered like frost on bare skin. Hank Redwood held their
fragile hope in his hands.


"Let's keep
moving. Stay sharp," she instructed, squinting against the flurry, trying
to imprint the landscape into her memory. Every tree, every rock might be a
clue, might be a difference between life and death.


"Always
am," Mike responded, though the blizzard seemed to dull even his seasoned
instincts.


Time dragged on,
each second a brushstroke in the bleak canvas of white. 


Then, through the
shroud of snow, a figure emerged — tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in the red
and black of the White Pine ski patrol. Hank Redwood was a looming presence,
his face partially obscured by goggles and a mask. Yet, Lexi could see the
outline of a smile beneath his frosted beard.


"Detectives,"
he greeted, his voice muffled but unmistakably confident. "I'll take lead
from here. We don’t have much time before nightfall."


He was right; the
storm had devoured the day, turning minutes into dusk. Lexi nodded, pushing
aside her trepidation. For Tara's sake, they would follow this man into the
heart of the tempest, trusting him to guide them to safety — or to the edge of
danger lurking beneath the snow's deceitful purity.


Lexi's hand
hovered above the grip of her service weapon, a ripple of unease coursing
through her. Hank stood there, an offering of salvation in the midst of chaos,
but the storm within Lexi swirled with mistrust. She exchanged a glance with
Mike, his eyes echoing the silent question — do we dare?


"Time isn't
on our side." Mike's gruff voice cut through the doubt. "We need all
the help we can get."


He was right;
every moment they hesitated, Tara's chances dwindled like the last glimmers of
daylight. Lexi nodded, sealing their unspoken pact to accept Hank's guidance.


"Lead the
way," she commanded, the authority in her tone belying the anxiety that
clenched her insides.


Hank turned on his
heel, setting off into the blizzard. Lexi and Mike fell into step behind him,
their movements fraught with urgency. The snow seemed alive, a wild beast
clawing at their faces and clouding their vision. Lexi hunched her shoulders
against the wrath of the storm, each gust a reminder of nature's indifference
to human plight.


They trudged
through the thickening blanket of white, the world reduced to the crunch of
their boots and the rapid tempo of their breaths. Lexi’s mind thrashed between
focus and fear, replaying snippets of the cryptic Norse messages in her head,
each word a taunt from the elusive killer who believed he could appease the
skies with his bloodlust.


The biting wind
snatched away fragments of conversation, leaving only the stark reality of
their isolation. Hank's figure loomed ahead, a dark silhouette against the
relentless barrage of snowflakes. His knowledge of the terrain was undeniable,
yet Lexi couldn’t shake the disquiet that gnawed at her instincts.


"Keep your
eyes peeled," she shouted over the roar of the wind to Mike.
"Anything out of place."


"Got
it," he replied, his voice nearly lost to the storm.


They continued
their arduous trek, muscles protesting and hearts pounding. Fear for Tara
mingled with Lexi's memories of Alice, fueling her resolve. She would not let
another life slip through her fingers — not while she still drew breath.


The cold seemed to
seep into her very marrow, but Lexi pushed forward, driven by a desperate hope
that they were closing in on Tara — and the truth. The search was all that
mattered now, a beacon in the tempestuous night that had descended upon Summit
Ridge.


Lexi's breaths
came out in sharp bursts, her chest tightening with more than just the exertion
of trudging through the thickening snow. Hank's shadowy form was a constant in
the lead, his familiarity with the terrain both a comfort and a source of
unease. She felt the weight of every flake that settled on her eyelashes, the
sting of the cold air as she breathed in, trying to keep pace with Hank and
Mike.


"Odd how it
feels like the storm's chasing us, ain't it?" Hank's voice sliced through
the wind, tinged with an eerie calm that didn't match their dire situation.


Lexi's steps
faltered for a moment, her mind reeling at the implications of his words. A
chill unrelated to the blizzard sent shivers down her spine. Mike grunted
something unintelligible in response, but Lexi couldn't tear her thoughts away
from the strange remark. It echoed the sentiments of the cryptic messages, the
belief that someone could control or appease the weather — a notion as
unsettling as it was impossible.


"Feels more
like we're chasing the storm," Lexi countered, her tone sharper than she
intended. "We need to find Tara before this gets any worse."


"Right you
are," Hank replied, but there was something in his voice that didn't quite
sit right with Lexi. His silhouette seemed to blur as the snow intensified, and
she pushed herself harder to close the gap between them.


The forest loomed
around them, indifferent to their plight. Each tree stood as a silent sentinel,
its branches heavy with snow. Lexi's gaze darted back and forth, searching for
any sign of disturbance, any trace of Tara's passage. The sense of urgency clawed
at her insides, her sister's unsolved case a haunting reminder of what failure
could mean.


Her foot caught
unexpectedly, a treacherous root hidden beneath the white blanket. Lexi's body
pitched forward, her arms flailing for balance that eluded her. She plummeted
into the soft snow, the world muted by the impact as she became enveloped in a
cold embrace.


"Mike!
Hank!" Lexi's voice was desperate, but the blizzard swallowed her call
whole. She struggled to right herself, her hands clawing at the powdery snow
that filled her mouth and nose.


Above the howl of
the wind, the crunching footsteps of her partners faded. Panic welled up inside
her, the stark realization hitting her that she was alone — lost in a sea of
white with a potential killer watching her every move.


Lexi forced
herself to her knees, spitting out flakes of snow, her heart pounding against
her ribs. She had to catch up. She had to warn them about her suspicion, had to
make sure they found Tara before the storm — or the killer — claimed another
victim. With trembling hands, she brushed off the snow clinging to her coat and
set off in the direction she hoped Mike and Hank had gone, her determination
now fueled by a deep-seated fear.


Lexi's breaths
came in short bursts, each exhale a cloud of fog that the wind shredded and
scattered. She plunged through knee-deep snow, her legs burning with the
effort. Her mind raced as fast as her pulse; being alone here was dangerous, a
misstep away from disaster. The blizzard seemed to snarl around her, an untamed
beast clawing at every inch of exposed skin.


"Think, damn
it," she muttered to herself, her voice barely audible above the storm's
roar. The map was imprinted in her mind – she had studied it meticulously
before setting out. West, she decided, turning slightly, squinting
through the curtain of white for any sign of Hank and Mike. Nothing but
swirling chaos greeted her.


She knew the risks
of being alone in these conditions, especially with a killer on the loose who
used the unforgiving elements to his advantage. Tara's face flashed in her mind
– young, vibrant, and now missing. The thought spurred Lexi on, fear for the girl’s
safety mingling with the icy dread crawling up her spine.


She tried to
recall her training, the countless hours spent preparing for situations like
this. But no amount of preparation could still the shiver of vulnerability that
washed over her when a particularly fierce gust whipped through the trees,
making them moan ominously. Pushing forward, Lexi tried to calm her racing
thoughts. She replayed the last interaction with Hank, analyzing his every
word, every inflection. That strange remark about the storm – was it just idle
chatter, or something more? She couldn't afford to dismiss her intuition. Not
now. Not when every second might mean life or death.


"Mike!
Hank!" she called again, hope dwindling as the wind stole her voice. Her
gaze darted from shadow to shadow, searching for any movement other than the
relentless dance of the snowflakes.


"Damn
it," she cursed when her foot snagged again, this time managing to keep
her balance. Gritting her teeth, Lexi pressed on, the image of those three
women found dead sharpening her resolve. Dani Stone with her love of winter
landscapes, Becca Harlowe, and now Jen Clarke – their lives snuffed out too
soon, their stories ended by a madman's hand. If there were Old Norse messages
to be decoded, she would do it later. Now she had to survive, find Tara, and
end this nightmare.


The snowstorm
raged around her, but Lexi moved with purpose, a solitary figure against the
vastness. She would not falter. She would not fail. Not while there was still a
chance to save Tara Simmons and bring a murderer to justice.











Chapter TWENTY FOUR


 


 


Snow swirled
around Lexi like a tempest of fine, white powder, each flake a cold bite
against her skin. The world had narrowed to an endless expanse of whiteness, an
icy canvas that chilled her to the bone. She stumbled forward, her boots
sinking into the deepening drifts, her breath laboring in clouds that
dissipated instantly into the frigid air.


"Lexi."


The voice was a
thread of warmth in the frosty silence — a spectral whisper that seemed both
foreign and intimately familiar. Lexi halted, squinting through the blizzard's
veil. A figure materialized, ethereal and shimmering, with chestnut waves and
eyes mirroring Lexi's own verdant gaze. Alice stood before her, a wraith
conjured from the storm itself.


That’s it, Lexi thought
hazily. I’m hallucinating. 


"Find
shelter,"
Alice urged, gesturing towards a structure barely visible through the whiteout.
"The ski patrol office."


A surreal calm
settled over Lexi as she regarded the apparition of her twin. Her heart, which
had been thrashing wildly in her chest, slowed its frantic pace. Though part of
her mind screamed at the impossibility, another part — the part that still
ached from the loss of her sister — clung to the vision.


"Out of the
cold, Lexi,"
Alice insisted, her voice carrying the urgency that always marked her
protective nature. "Survive this. And there..." Her
translucent hand pointed again, unwavering. "...answers await."


The ski patrol
office loomed in Lexi's thoughts now, an unexplored sanctuary amidst the chaos
of their investigation. Could it be that the haven her sister directed her to
held more than just respite from the elements? The possibility ignited a spark
of hope within the depths of Lexi's despair. It was a chance for survival and
discovery — an opportunity to peel back the layers of mystery shrouding the
resort's grim events.


Alice's image
began to fade, her presence dissipating as quickly as it appeared, leaving only
the biting air and the relentless snowfall as companions. The logical part of
Lexi’s mind told her that she was seeing things, that Alice had been little
more than a manifestation of her own subconsciousness. Yet the message
lingered, imprinted on Lexi's mind, as if etched there by the ghostly fingers
of intuition.


Seek refuge. Seek
answers.


With renewed
determination, Lexi pushed onward, her destination clear amidst the blinding
storm. The ski patrol office beckoned, a beacon in the tumultuous sea of white,
harboring secrets that could end the nightmare or plunge them deeper into its
frozen heart.


Lexi's breath came
in ragged spurts, her body protesting each step as she trudged through the
knee-deep snow. The howl of the wind seemed to mock her efforts, piercing
through layers of clothing, biting at her exposed skin. She stumbled again,
catching herself with a gloved hand that disappeared into the cold white powder
below. Her fingers brushed against something solid—just another hidden hazard
of this unforgiving terrain.


"Get
up," she scolded herself, voice barely audible above the storm's fury. The
vision of Alice had shaken her more than she cared to admit. It was just the
cold playing tricks on her mind, she reassured herself, a hallucination brought
on by the blizzard and the creeping tendrils of hypothermia.


Still, it had felt
like seeing a ghost.


Her sister had
never led her astray in life, and now, even in death, Lexi couldn't shake the
feeling that Alice's apparition bore a message worth heeding. A small voice
within urged her to reconsider the dismissal of her twin's spectral warning. It
clawed at her reasoning, desperate to be heard over the roar of skepticism.


And then there was
Hank's comment about the storm, delivered with a knowing tilt of his head that
now nagged at her memory. ""Odd how it feels like the storm's chasing
us, ain't it?" he had said, an enigmatic smile briefly lifting the corners
of his lips before he turned away.


What did he know?
What was he implying?


The pieces of the
puzzle refused to fit together, but Lexi sensed they were all linked by a
thread she couldn't quite grasp. She wrapped her arms around herself,
desperately seeking warmth, her mind racing as she tried to connect the dots
through the haze of chilling doubts.


"Alice,"
Lexi muttered, the mention of her sister's name a talisman against the
encroaching despair. The storm hadn't abated, and neither would she. If there
was even the slimmest chance that the ski patrol office held answers, she had
to take it. The logic of the investigation demanded it.


With a clarity
that cut through the squall, Lexi knew she had to act, despite her
reservations. Doubt gnawed at her, but the drive to uncover the truth propelled
her forward. She rose to her feet once again, turning her back to the direction
Hank and Mike had gone.


Her destination
was set — the ski patrol office — and she would get there alone if she had to.
Every second counted now, and Lexi Cole was no stranger to the race against
time. She plunged into the swirling oblivion, each step punctuated by the
conviction that had always defined her, both as a detective and a grieving
sister.


Lexi's boots
crunched against the fresh snow, each step sinking into the powdery white that
blanketed the earth. Her breath came out in short puffs, clouds of vapor
disappearing into the frigid air as quickly as they formed. She shouldered her
way through the blizzard, the flakes stinging her cheeks like a thousand icy
pinpricks.


Quietly, she
wondered about the rest of Alice’s words. Answers await. What would she
find at the ski patrol office? 


Hank Redwood.


He had seemed like
a safe pair of hands, hadn’t he? A bit of a tree hugger, sure, and more than a
little obsessed with the environment. But… that was typical in this part of
Vermont. If people didn’t love the outdoors and nature, they didn’t end up
here.


Or… was there
something more sinister lurking behind his casual eco-friendly stance? Was it
part and parcel of a far more dangerous, irrational set of beliefs -- the
outward manifestation of a hidden obsession? 


They had taken him
at his word because he was part of the resort, part of the scenery. They hadn't
thought to question his presence or motives. He'd led them away from the ski
patrol office — away from the one place they had not searched. Doubt crept in like
frostbite, numbing and insidious.


The biting cold
gnawed at Lexi’s resolve. She recalled Hank's offhand remark about the storm.
At the time, it seemed innocuous, but now it echoed ominously in her mind. Hank
had been too eager to lead the way, too ready to steer them elsewhere. Was it
possible they were being manipulated?


Lexi shook her
head, trying to cast off the suspicion. The snowfall seemed to grow heavier,
the world around her shrinking until all she could see was the immediate space
she occupied—a tiny island of clarity in a sea of blurred white.


She stopped
suddenly, her heart pounding against her ribcage. If Hank was part of this — if
he had Tara Simmons — it meant the killer had been with them all along. It
meant that the killer was still with Mike now. The implications were
terrifying. Lexi realized they had been searching for an outsider when the
threat might have been internal. The realization sent a jolt of fear through
her, sharper than the cold.


As the
apprehension swelled within her, the weight of her duty pressed down harder.
Her every instinct screamed that the ski patrol office was key, a blind spot in
their investigation. She needed to trust her gut, but her gut was twisted in
knots of dread. Lexi closed her eyes for a moment, focusing on the sensation of
snowflakes melting on her skin, grounding herself in the reality of the storm.


Opening her eyes,
Lexi took a deep breath. There was no turning back now. With grim
determination, she pushed forward, guided by instinct and the stark necessity
to find Tara before it was too late. The howling wind seemed to mock her
efforts, but Lexi was relentless.


"Come on,
Alice," she whispered, invoking her sister's memory as a source of
strength. "Guide me through this."


Hank had been
right about one thing. The blizzard was a living thing, it seemed, clawing at
her with icy talons that sought to pierce through her resolve. Her breath
crystallized in the frigid air as she pushed onward, the ski patrol office
calling to her not just as a destination but as a promise of answers.


The cabin was
somewhere ahead, a haven amidst the fury of the storm, yet unsearched — a
glaring oversight that now gnawed at Lexi like a persistent ache. How had they
missed it? Why had it slipped through the investigative net? Ski patrol
operated like a miniature form of law enforcement on this mountain. She must
have overlooked them, assuming their innocence the same way crooked cops could
slide under the radar.


A stronger gust of
wind buffeted her, threatening to push her off balance. Lexi leaned into it,
her muscles tensing against the force. Each step became a battle, a defiance of
the elements that seemed determined to swallow her whole.


"Almost
there," she breathed, though she could barely see the path before her. Her
sense of direction was guided more by intuition than sight, the mental map
etched into her brain leading the way.


Behind her, the
world disappeared into the maelstrom, Summit Ridge becoming a memory shrouded
in snow and secrecy. Ahead, she hoped, lay the break in the case they so
desperately needed. Lexi pressed on, driven by the weight of the lives lost and
the life still hanging in the balance. The perilous trek was a small price to
pay if it meant saving Tara Simmons and catching a killer poised to strike
again.


The snowdrifts
grew higher, sculpted by the wind into treacherous shapes that hid the dangers
beneath. But Lexi's steps did not falter. She was Alexis Cole, once a girl who
shared whispered secrets with her sister under the cover of night. Now, she was
a detective who pursued whispers of murder through the heart of a tempest.


The ski patrol
office was a solid structure that seemed to huddle against the storm. The log
cabin, with its frosted windows, stood still amidst the tumult of the blizzard
like an old guardian. She reached for the door handle, fingers numb and
fumbling, aching for the warmth that promised a temporary reprieve from the
relentless cold.


The door creaked
open, protesting against the push of snow that had gathered at its threshold.
Lexi stepped inside, shivering as she stomped her boots against the mat, each
thud echoing in the silence that enveloped the room. The aroma of coffee
lingered stubbornly in the air, mingling with the scent of wet wood and pine.


Her gaze swept
over the calm interior, noting the two cups of coffee on the desk, their
contents now tepid, with rings of steam long vanished into the chill of the
room. It was a snapshot of normalcy, untouched since they first came here hours
ago, before the nightmare escalated.


She moved closer,
eyes scanning for clues, heart pounding with a mixture of hope and dread. The
silence felt heavy, as if it were a tangible thing pressing down on her chest,
suffocating her with its weight. Lexi tried to shake off the eerie sensation, reminding
herself that she was here for a reason — that Tara Simmons' life might depend
on it.


Lexi was about to
turn back, doubting her instincts, when a soft noise stopped her dead in her
tracks. A muffled whimper reached her ears, followed by a faint thump, as if
something — or someone — had made contact with the wall from within a confined
space.


Instinctively,
Lexi drew her weapon, the steel cold against her palm. She approached the
source of the sound, her movements deliberate, precise. Her shadow stretched
across the wooden floor, elongated and distorted by the dim light that filtered
through the frosted windows.


"Police! If
anyone's there, make a sound," she called out, voice steady despite the
adrenaline coursing through her veins.


The response was
another whimper, more urgent this time, and a series of muffled cries. Lexi's
heart raced as she located the closet door, her grip on the gun tightening. She
flung it open, and her eyes met a scene that sent a jolt of horror through her body.


Tara Simmons lay
bound and gagged on the floor, her eyes wide with terror, pleading silently for
rescue. Lexi’s heart sank as she hurried to kneel beside the woman, hastily
untying the knots that restrained her. Tara's body trembled uncontrollably,
whether from fear or the bitter cold, Lexi couldn't tell.


"Shh, you're
safe now. I've got you," Lexi whispered, though her words felt hollow even
to her own ears. As she removed the gag from Tara's mouth, Lexi knew the truth
was far grimmer. They were far from safe — their predator was still out there,
and now he knew that Lexi was closing in.


Lexi had barely
begun to reassure the trembling Tara when the door creaked open, letting in a
howl of wind and a figure shrouded in snow. Hank Redwood loomed in the doorway,
his burly frame a dark silhouette against the white onslaught behind him.
Snowflakes clung to his beard like frozen teardrops as he stared at Lexi with
an unreadable expression.


"Detective
Cole," he said, his voice rough from the cold or perhaps something darker.
"What are you doing here?"


Her hand, still
resting on her firearm, tightened its grip. The warmth she had felt upon
entering the ski patrol office evaporated, replaced by ice in her veins.


"Found
Tara," she replied curtly, nodding towards the woman on the floor who was
now panting in short, sharp breaths, her eyes darting between Lexi and Hank.


"Good. Good
work." Hank stepped closer, but there was no relief in his tone, no
urgency to assist. Instead, there was a measured deliberateness to his
movements that sent alarm bells ringing through Lexi's mind.


"Stay where
you are, Hank," Lexi warned, standing up to face him squarely. Her
instincts screamed at her that Hank was not an ally.


"Lexi, what's
gotten into you?" Hank asked, a hint of irritation creeping into his
voice. "We're all just trying to get through this storm."


But Lexi
remembered the untouched expanse around the ski patrol office, the only area
they hadn't searched. And Hank, the man leading them away from it, his
background a question mark in the swirling chaos of the investigation. She
couldn't afford to ignore the screaming doubt inside her.


"Hands where
I can see them," she ordered, moving subtly to shield Tara with her own
body. A standoff ensued, charged with the tension of unspoken accusations and
fears.


"Come on,
detective," Hank coaxed, his hands raising slowly in a gesture of peace
that failed to reach his eyes. "You don't want to do this."


"Maybe I
do," she shot back, her voice steady despite the hammering of her heart.
"Why are you here, Hank? Why are you really here?"


Outside, the
howling winds seemed to press in closer, as if nature itself was holding its
breath, awaiting his answer.











Chapter TWENTY FIVE


 


 


Lexi's heartbeat
thundered in her ears, a frantic drumline that matched the chaotic dance of
snowflakes swirling violently outside. Hank's eyes, dark and determined, locked
onto hers as he lunged forward, his hand brandishing a knife that glinted
menacingly. Lexi's instincts kicked in; she sidestepped, her chestnut hair
whipping across her face, obscuring her vision momentarily. She could taste the
sharp tang of fear but pushed it down, replacing it with the hot surge of
adrenaline.


"Think you
can take me, cop?" Hank hissed, his breath forming clouds in the frigid
air. His tone was different now. He’d given up the guise of an ally now that
Lexi knew the truth, and the words out of his mouth were pure venom.


The storm outside
howled in chorus with the struggle, the winds battering against the walls of
the ski patrol office as if demanding entry. Lexi dodged another swipe, feeling
the blade slice through the fabric of her coat, just inches from her skin.


"Never
thought it would come to this, did you?" Hank taunted, a twisted smile
playing on his lips. Lexi backed away, her green eyes scanning for any
advantage. She remembered her sister Alice, her own reflection in those same
green eyes, before they were forever closed. The pain of loss fueled her
resolve. She wouldn't let Hank write the end of her story — not tonight, not
like this.


In the corner of
the room, Tara Simmons lay bound and gagged, her wide, terror-stricken eyes
fixed on the deadly tango unfolding before her. Muffled whimpers escaped the
cloth between her lips, the sound pitifully small against the roar of the
blizzard. Every attempt to scream for help was swallowed by the tempest raging
beyond the walls, her pleas as lost as whispers in a hurricane.


The fight was a
blur of motion, a desperate clash of survival against malice. Hank advanced,
each step heavy with malicious intent, while Lexi retreated, her mind racing
over every self-defense technique she had ever learned. She couldn't fail Tara
— not like she had failed Alice. The thought pierced her sharper than the cold.


"Come
on," Hank sneered, "Let's see what you've got." His knife cut
through the air, a silver streak aiming for her heart. But Lexi wasn't just
fighting for herself; she was fighting for every silenced victim, every
unsolved case that haunted her past. She parried his arm, redirecting the blade
away from her body, using his momentum against him.


Tara's eyes
pleaded silently from where she lay, the bonds cutting into her wrists. The
sight of her helplessness stoked a fire within Lexi, a burning defiance against
the fate Hank had planned. This was more than a battle of flesh and steel; it
was a contest of wills — one that Lexi swore she would not lose.


Lexi's breath came
out in frantic bursts, the frigid air burning her lungs as she dodged another
vicious swipe. Her training surged through her veins like adrenaline; every
defensive maneuver from the academy drilled into muscle memory. The roar of the
wind was deafening, but it was Hank's ragged breathing that filled Lexi's ears
— the sound of a predator closing in on its prey.


She reached for
her service weapon, her fingers fumbling against the holster through layers of
snow-soaked clothing. Her heart pounded against her ribcage, each beat
screaming urgency. But before she could level the gun at Hank, he was on her,
his weight slamming her into the frostbitten ground.


"Think you're
fast enough, detective?" Hank taunted, his voice laced with venom.


The knife glinted
ominously, a cruel beacon in the dim light of the ski patrol office. Lexi's
wrist throbbed where Hank had gripped her, his fingers viselike and unyielding.
She twisted underneath him, fighting for leverage, but the cold had sapped her
strength, leaving her limbs heavy and slow to respond.


"Drop it,
Cole," Hank growled, pressing the blade so close to her throat that she
could feel the icy sting of the metal. His eyes were wild, a man pushed to the
brink, his every action spelling desperation.


Lexi stared up
into those eyes, seeing the madness that drove him to murder three innocent
women. She thought of Dani, Becca, and Jen — of the lives cut brutally short —
and of Tara, bound and watching, her fate hanging in the balance. 


"Fine,"
she rasped, the word torn from her by the wind and the will to survive. With a
reluctant twitch of her arm, she relinquished her hold on the gun. The weapon
clattered to the wooden floorboards, the sound echoing in the charged silence that
followed.


"Smart
girl," Hank sneered, his voice a serrated edge against the storm's howl.
But Lexi saw the slight shift in his focus, heard the undercurrent of victory
in his voice. He thought he'd won. That was his mistake.


And as the knife
hovered at her throat, Lexi steeled herself for the next move. In this frozen
hell, she wouldn't go down without a fight. Not today. Not ever.


"You
know," Hank began, voice low and edged with threat, "it was clever to
double back, Lexi. But clever doesn't mean sensible." His knife gleamed in
the pale light, an extension of his cruel intent. "A lone cop venturing
off during a blizzard — tut, tut. When they find your body frozen solid in a
snowdrift, it'll be nothing more than a tragic error."


Lexi felt the cold
seep into her bones, not from the blizzard but from the chilling certainty in
Hank's voice. That same cold had settled in her heart the day she found Alice,
her twin, gone forever. Loss had become a constant companion, but she wouldn't
let Hank write the final chapter of her story. Her fingers twitched, aching for
the gun now out of reach, for the chance to turn the tables on this harbinger
of death.


Then, mid-taunt,
the heavy door burst open with a violence that shook the walls. Mike stormed
in, a dark silhouette against the white fury outside. The room seemed to
contract with tension as he took in the knife at Lexi's throat, Tara's bound
form, and Lexi's discarded weapon.


"Drop the
knife!" Mike's command sliced through the air, sharp as the blade it
sought to neutralize. Gun drawn and steady, he loomed like vengeance
personified, his eyes locked onto Hank's figure with lethal focus.


Hank stiffened,
his grip on the knife wavering as he calculated the odds. Lexi lay beneath him,
eyes wide, senses heightened. She drew in a sharp breath, ready to capitalize
on the split second of distraction Mike had granted her. This was it — the
fleeting moment between life and death where everything hung in the balance.


The moment of
decision was brief, the edge of the knife quivering with Hank's uncertainty.
But then, with a guttural growl, he lunged to his feet, barreling past Mike and
thrusting himself into the tempest beyond the door. Snowflakes, thick as
cotton, swallowed his form in an instant.


"Damn
it!" Lexi cursed, adrenaline surging through her veins, melting away the
numbness that had begun to claim her extremities. She scrambled to her feet,
ignoring the burn of cold air in her lungs.


"Lexi,
wait!" Mike's voice was almost lost in the howl of the wind, but she
barely registered it. The thought of Hank escaping, of him evading justice like
the blizzard outside, propelled her forward.


Hank's footprints
were rapidly disappearing, swept away by the relentless gusts that turned the
world into a shifting expanse of white. But Lexi's eyes, green and sharp even
against the blur of snow, caught the flitting shadow of a figure ahead. Her
hair whipped across her face, sticking to her chapped lips, but she pushed on.


"Lexi!"
Mike was behind her now, his presence a reassurance. They plowed through the
deepening drifts, their breaths coming out in ragged clouds. The gale was a
tangible force, pressing against them with icy hands, urging them back. But
Lexi was undeterred, driven by a memory etched in loss and a resolve hardened
by years of seeking answers for Alice's untimely end.


"Can't lose
him," she gasped, more to herself than to Mike. He grunted in agreement,
his own determination matching her stride for stride. Every muscle in Lexi's
body screamed against the exertion, the chill biting through her layers like
sharpened teeth, but she knew this was a race they couldn't afford to lose.


Ahead, Hank's form
bobbed and faltered, his flight desperate, animalistic. His breaths were
visible puffs of defeat against the snowstorm's fury -- the storm that had once
sheltered him, but was now a dangerous threat. 


Lexi's breaths
were white-hot against the biting cold as she and Mike closed in on Hank. His
lanky silhouette cut through the swirling snow, a dark blotch on the otherwise
pristine canvas of the blizzard. Lexi's eyes, honed by years of tracking the
unseen, caught the unexpected movement — Hank was shedding his jacket, gloves
flung into the snow like discarded thoughts.


"Mike,
look!" Lexi shouted, her voice nearly lost to the howling wind.


Through the
storm's wrath, they watched as Hank seemingly embraced his own demise, peeling
off his protective layers with trembling hands. It was a haunting echo of the
threat he'd made to Lexi, a cruel twist of fate where the hunter could very
well become the hunted by nature itself.


As they drew
nearer, Lexi saw the resignation etched into Hank's features, the corners of
his mouth downturned in a smirk that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He looked
back at them, his gaze hollow, before turning to face the icy expanse ahead of
him.


"Stop, Hank!
It's over!" Lexi called, but the wind snatched away her words.


He took a step
further into the storm’s embrace when suddenly, Lexi launched forward, her
muscles fueled by adrenaline and the fierce need to see justice served. Beside
her, Mike matched her pace, his expression set in grim determination.


The chase was a
blur of motion, their bodies cutting through the frigid air, every heartbeat a
thunderous drum in Lexi's ears. As they reached Hank, the struggle erupted like
a tempest within the tempest — arms flailing, legs kicking up powdery snow.


"Got
you," Lexi grunted, her fingers curling around Hank’s forearm. With Mike's
help, she wrestled him to the ground, her training taking over as they worked
to subdue the man who had brought death to Summit Ridge.


"Let me
go!" Hank roared, spittle flying from his lips, eyes wild with the primal
fear of captivity. He was shivering, too, the cold seizing his body quickly.


"Never,"
Lexi spat back, her own eyes reflecting the storm's ferocity. She thought of
Tara, bound and helpless, and of Alice, whose memory spurred her onward. No
more victims, she vowed silently.


Together, she and
Mike dragged Hank, now as pliant as a ragdoll in shock, back towards the ski
patrol office. The warmth inside felt jarring after the bitter cold, a
sanctuary amidst chaos. Hank's labored breathing filled the room as they
secured him, ensuring no more harm would come from his hands tonight.


Lexi's hands were
steady as she snapped the cold metal cuffs around Hank's wrists, the click
resounding in the room like a gavel's final judgment. The chill that had seeped
into her bones outside seemed to thaw with each securing of the lock, a warmth
returning to her not from the heat of the ski patrol office but from the
justice served.


"Mike, check
on Tara," Lexi commanded, voice firm despite her ragged breaths. Her gaze
remained locked onto Hank, ensuring he didn't attempt any last-ditch efforts to
escape his fate. She watched Mike move to Tara, his motions gentle and practiced
as he removed her bindings and gag, his words a low murmur of comfort against
the howling wind that battered the walls outside.


Hank's face
twisted into a sneer as he tested the unyielding handcuffs, his eyes darting
between Lexi and the exit. "You think you've won?" he spat out,
defiance laced with desperation. "They'll never understand why I did it.
You don't even understand. And the storm… the storm will never end!"


Lexi leaned in
close, her green eyes fierce, reflecting the flicker of the single overhead
light. "I understand enough," she replied, her voice icy.
"You're a murderer, Hank. And you're going to pay for what you've
done."


His chuckle was
hollow, devoid of humor. "You’ve sealed your own fates. This storm won’t
be enough to save us. Only by her sacrifice could we have kept the snow
falling, and now, we will lose it. Our only hope against the thaw.”


“Oh, give it a
rest,” Lexi snapped. “I’ve seen the weather radar. The storm won’t let up for
another three days.”


“It’s a strange
storm,” Hank insisted, a wild light in his eyes. “Alive, driven by the god Ullr
himself. You felt its claws on you, didn’t you? It demands that the weak are
culled. Without cold acts, our world will continue to warm.” 


That explains the
Old Norse, then. “No,
it isn’t. It’s a seasonal storm. We have one like this every February.” Even as
she spoke, she knew that the words were meaningless. He was too far gone, too
deep into his delusions to care.


Outside, the
blizzard raged on, indifferent to the human drama within. Lexi knew the storm
would pass, Summit Ridge would heal, but the scars left behind would shape them
all. She turned away from Hank, watching instead as Tara clung to Mike, her
sobs muffled by his jacket. In Tara's release, Lexi found a momentary solace —
a life saved, a future secured.


"Let's get
him to the station," Lexi said, her voice now commanding the space.
"We need to document everything before the storm buries it all."


Hank's shoulders
slumped, the fight leaving his body as surely as heat escapes into the frigid
night. His breaths were quick and shallow, surrender etched into the slump of
his frame.


"Good work,
Lexi," Mike said, standing up from comforting Tara, his own eyes weary but
grateful. "Let's bring this to an end."


As they prepared
to transport Hank, Lexi allowed herself a brief glance at the storm outside. It
wasn't just snowflakes that swirled in the tempest — it was memories, regrets,
the ghosts of those lost. But tonight, she thought with a renewed sense of purpose,
they had snatched victory from the jaws of despair. Tonight, there was one less
monster in the darkness.











Epilogue


 


 


The blizzard had
raged like a beast clawing at the town of Summit Ridge, relentless and wild,
but it was finally retreating, its breaths growing shallow with defeat. Hank
Redwood's capture seemed to draw the sting from winter’s fury, signaling an end
to the tempest both outside and within the community's collective psyche. Lexi
stood by the window of the precinct, observing the snowflakes now descending
gently upon the ebbing drifts that blanketed the streets.


"Feels
different today, doesn't it?" Mike Brennan murmured, coming up beside her,
his eyes following her gaze.


"Like waking
up from a nightmare," Lexi replied, the tension in her shoulders
noticeably dissipating for the first time in days. She watched as people
emerged from their homes, their steps tentative but purposeful, reclaiming the
familiarity of their routines.


"Town owes
you one, Lexi," Mike continued, slapping her back in a camaraderie that
belied the gravity of recent events.


"Us,"
Lexi corrected, turning to meet his eyes. "We got him."


But even as she
spoke, her mind was elsewhere, lost in the remnants of a dream that clung to
her consciousness, more vivid than any memory.


That night, Lexi
found no reprieve in sleep. The bed sheets twisted around her like tendrils of
mist as she tossed and turned, caught in the grip of a dream where reality and
fantasy were indistinguishable. Alice was there, her image translucent against the
backdrop of their childhood room, duplicated features mirroring Lexi's own.


"Lexi,"
Alice whispered, her voice a soft breeze that brushed against the walls of her
sister's mind. "Don't stop looking."


"Ali, I don't
know how," Lexi responded, desperation seeping into her tone. It was a
conversation they could never have, yet it felt as real as the scar above her
eyebrow, a permanent marker of their once indivisible bond.


Alice reached out,
fingertips almost touching Lexi's, an invitation or perhaps a plea. "The
cold case file," she urged, her green eyes, so like Lexi's, brimming with
an intensity that transcended the dream.


Lexi awoke
abruptly, her breath catching in her chest. The room was still dark, shadows
clinging to the corners, but the ghost of her sister's presence lingered, as
palpable as the chill in the air. Clutching the edges of the comforter, Lexi
felt a resolve solidify within her. It was time to reopen the wounds of the
past, to confront the unsolved murder that had severed her family's
heartstrings.


With dawn crawling
slowly across the horizon, Lexi rose from her bed, her movements mechanical,
driven by a force that defied logic. There would be no peace, no moving forward
until she heeded Alice's spectral call. The cold case file awaited her at the station,
buried in storage and yet demanding attention. And Lexi, fueled by loss and an
unquenchable thirst for answers, was ready to respond.


Lexi grabbed a
quick cup of coffee and a pastry on her way to the precinct. She barely paused
to acknowledge her fellow detectives’ congratulations as she paced past the
bullpen. Her mind was singularly focused on the task ahead, the weight of
unresolved mysteries bearing down on her shoulders.


She made a beeline
for the storage room. The familiar scent of aged paper and dust greeted her as
she pulled open the heavy door, revealing rows upon rows of file cabinets.


This wasn’t the
first time she’d pulled out Alice’s file, though it had been a couple of years
since her last foray into the past. She found the folder easily, plucking it
from among the department’s other cold cases with shaky hands.


Lexi's fingers
trembled slightly as she cracked open the worn manila folder, its edges frayed
from the countless times it had been opened and closed. She exhaled a shaky
breath, her gaze fixed on the stack of papers that chronicled the most chilling
chapter of her life — Alice's case file. The room was silent except for the
ticking of the clock and the occasional crackle from the fireplace. It was
here, amidst the silence and solace of her childhood home, that Lexi sought the
answers that had eluded her for years.


She sifted through
police reports, autopsy findings, and witness accounts, each document a grim
reminder of the day her world shattered. Lexi absorbed every word, searching
for something — anything — that might have been missed in the initial
investigation. The details were etched into her mind, but she pored over them
with fresh eyes, desperate to discern a new angle or an unexplored lead.


She honed in on
the testimonies, dissecting the words of those who last saw Alice alive. A name
caught her attention, mentioned only once in passing — a local barista who'd
served Alice coffee on the morning of her disappearance. The police hadn’t
bothered to question her; she’d never left the cafe. Lexi's heart pounded with
the possibility of a new thread to follow.


The clue seemed
insignificant to others, a minor interaction in a small-town café, but Lexi
felt the flicker of hope ignite within her chest. Could this forgotten
encounter hold the key to unraveling the mystery of Alice's death? It was a
slender thread in the vast tapestry of the unsolved case, yet Lexi clung to it
as if it were a lifeline.


With renewed
vigor, she pulled out her phone, the screen aglow with promise, and began
drafting a list of questions for the barista. Each query was a step closer to
the truth, each answer a potential beacon in the darkness of uncertainty. The
spark of hope fueled her resolve, propelling her forward on the path toward
uncovering what had remained hidden for far too long.


There was more
here, more depth in this file and this case than the investigators had bothered
to explore. Lexi was willing to dig to the center of the earth if it meant
closure.


As Lexi walked
back into the bustling bullpen, the weight of the cold case file heavy in her
hands, she felt a mix of emotions swirling within her. Setting the file down on
her desk with a sense of purpose, she glanced around the room, taking in the
familiar faces of her colleagues absorbed in their work. Chief Riggs
approached, a congratulatory smile lighting up her normally stern features.


"Great job on
wrapping up the Redwood case, Lexi," Chief Riggs commended, her voice
tinged with uncommon appreciation. 


"Thank you,
Chief," Lexi replied, her tone modest yet grateful. It was a relief to be
on the chief’s good side, despite the turbulence of the case. 


Chief Riggs's
congratulatory smile softened her face, and Lexi couldn't help but feel a surge
of respect for her superior. In the often thankless world of law enforcement, a
word of praise from Chief Riggs held weight.


Chief Riggs's gaze
fell upon the Alice Cole file resting on Lexi's desk, and a furrow creased her
brow. Concern flickered in her eyes as she approached Lexi once more, her tone
now tinged with caution.


“Detective,” Chief
Riggs began, her voice soft but firm, "I know you're determined to find
answers, but don't let the past consume you. Sometimes, the truth we seek isn't
always what we find. You may not uncover the answers you're looking for."


Lexi met Chief
Riggs's gaze with a steady look, her jaw set in determination. She understood
the chief's warning, but she couldn't ignore the pull of Alice's case. It was a
part of her, woven into the fabric of her being, and she couldn't rest until
she had exhausted every avenue of investigation.


"I appreciate
your concern, Chief," Lexi replied, her voice unwavering, "but I have
to try. Alice deserves justice, and I won't stop until I've done everything in
my power to find the truth."


The chief’s jaw
tightened for a moment, her gaze lingering on the worn file. Then she drew in a
breath through her nose, nodding. “Very well. Don’t let this interfere with
your ongoing caseload.” 


Lexi’s eyes
widened in surprise. She’d been expecting Chief Riggs to demand that she return
the file to storage and leave Alice’s case in the past. Chief Riggs's
unexpected acquiescence caught Lexi off guard, a glimmer of relief flickering
within her chest. She had braced herself for resistance, anticipating a
directive to set aside Alice's case in favor of more pressing matters. Instead,
the chief's response was unexpectedly lenient, allowing Lexi to pursue her
personal quest for justice alongside her official duties.


"Thank you,
Chief," Lexi said, breathless. “I… I really appreciate it.” 


Chief Riggs
offered a tight-lipped smile before turning to leave, her footsteps echoing
across the linoleum floor of the bullpen. She paused at the elevator door,
glancing back over her shoulder. 


“I hope you find
some answers, Detective. I mean that.” 


Then she
disappeared into the elevator, the doors sliding shut behind her.


A surge of
determination coursed through Lexi’s veins. She had been given a rare
opportunity, a chance to delve back into the shadows of the past without the
weight of reprimand or restriction.


Turning her
attention back to the file on her desk, Lexi felt a renewed sense of purpose.
She would approach Alice's case with the same tenacity and dedication she
brought to every investigation, but this time, she would allow herself to delve
deeper, to explore every lead and follow every hunch, no matter where it led.
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FEAR THE COLD


(A Lexi Cole Suspense Thriller—Book 3)


 


When Vermont’s
snowscape is shattered by a string of high-society homicides, Lexi Cole's
command of linguistics is her lifeline to decipher the cryptic link between
money and murder. Will Lexi be able to match wits with a murderer who writes in
riddles and kills without remorse?


 


“The plot has many
twists and turns, but it is the ending, which I did not see coming at all, that
totally defines this book as one of the most riveting that I have read in
years.”


—Reader review for
Not Like Us


 


FEAR THE COLD is
the third book in a long-anticipated new series by #1 bestseller Ava Strong,
whose bestseller NOT LIKE US (a free download) has received over 1,000 five
star ratings and reviews. The series begins with FEAR THE DARK (Book #1).


 


The Lexi Cole
mystery series is a riveting cat-and-mouse crime thriller that weaves a
tapestry of chilling surprises and intense excitement. It breathes new life
into the suspense genre with its innovative approach, showcasing a captivating
lead character who is sure to steal your heart and compel you to read on well
past bedtime. Fans of Rachel Caine, Karin Slaughter, and Lisa Regan are sure to
fall in love.


 


Future books in
the series will soon be available!


 


“This is a
chilling, suspenseful page turner that just might leave you scared at night!”


—Reader review for
Not Like Us


 


“Very intriguing,
kept me turning page after page… Lots of twists and turns and a very unexpected
ending. Cannot wait for the next in this series!”


—Reader review for
Not Like Us


 


“A roller coaster
ride of events… Can’t put down until you finish it!”


—Reader review for
Not Like Us


 


“Excellent read
with very realistic characters that you become emotionally invested in…
Couldn't put it down!”


—Reader review for
The Death Code


 


“An excellent
read, lots of twists and turns, with a surprising ending, leaving you wanting
to read the next book in the series! Well done!”


—Reader review for
The Death Code


 


“Well worth the
read. Cannot wait to see what happens in the next book!”


—Reader review for
The Death Code


 


“Quickly became a
story I couldn’t put down! I highly recommend this book!”


—Reader review for
His Other Wife


 


“I really enjoyed
the fast-paced action, plot design and characterization... I didn't want to put
the book down and the ending was a total surprise.”


—Reader review for
His Other Wife


 


“The characters
are extremely well developed… There are twists and turns in the plot that kept
me guessing. An extremely well written story.”


—Reader review for
His Other Wife


 


“One of the best
books I have ever read… The ending was perfect and surprising. Ava Strong is an
amazing writer.”


—Reader review for
His Other Wife


 


“Holy cow, what a
rollercoaster… Many times I absolutely KNEW who the killer was—only to be
proven wrong each time. I was completely surprised by the ending. I have to
say, I am thrilled that this is the first in a series. My only complaint is
that the next one isn't out yet. I need it!”


—Reader review for
His Other Wife


 


“An incredible,
intense, spellbinding, enjoyable story. It will keep you captivated until the
end.”


—Reader review for
His Other Wife
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