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        For there is a cold fear we all carry, hidden deep.

        May we stay warm.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Crimson Snow

        

      

    
    
      Maverick stoked the fire, the burgeoning heat thawing his stinging fingertips through his gloves. The landscape around him was a black and white movie on pause: still, unchanging, silent—a reprieve from the week’s vicious storms. Hidden behind clouds, the rising sun bleached the heavens a pale, sickly gray and turned every barren tree into a slash of black against the dusty sky, as if a bear had torn the tapestry of the horizon with razor-sharp claws.

      His wife Christy once said winter was her favorite time of year, that it meant the world was resting, preparing for new life in the spring. She always said things like that, always believed every end was a new beginning and every negative was a positive, because struggle meant they were learning something. She could turn any heartache into a rainbow. Maverick had tried to follow her lead. When they’d first been isolated here, he’d winked and told her it just meant they’d get more alone time. She’d laughed, her brown eyes shining beneath her dark bangs. She’d always trusted that his smiles were real.

      Optimism is an unlikely trait for a soldier, but he forced that smile more often after she’d admitted that his positivity was what she loved most about him. She’d been harvesting the sweet potatoes when she said it, cutting what they needed from the frosty ground, then covering the remaining veggies with burlap in hopes they might produce just one more sprout. He still hadn’t corrected her by the time the first snow fell. That morning she’d woken early and helped him clear the animal traps of rabbit and raccoon and one very unfortunate dog. And he’d kept that smile plastered to his face, even when the traps went empty and they peeled the bark from the trees. Christy boiled it in water then made love to him on the braided rug in front of the hearth, her body warm and supple and giving.

      He knocked the charred debris together, his stick making a scraping sound like a tactical knife against bone. He winced and sniffed, the icy wind stinging his nostrils as he registered the acrid stench of ash and the merest hint of something salty and fatty. His mouth watered, but his gut clenched.

      Christy’d always believed everything would turn out okay. But she’d never seen war. She didn’t know they were all disposable, every last one of them. She didn’t know the things he carried around with him, buried deep in his psyche like a parasite. Soldiers had secrets, and the least of his was that battle had honed his instincts to a razor’s edge. He relied on that intuition—the tender gooseflesh on his arms, the hairs on his neck, the tingling in his belly—more than conscious thought. She’d always relied on her mantle of rainbows. But only one of their proclivities compelled harsh and uncompromising action—only one of them kept an eight-inch blade on their belt. And as Maverick stood, ice crusting his eyebrows, every inch of his skin numb from cold, he wondered how optimistic she felt now.

      Last week he had been ready to tell anyone who happened by that Christy’d had a fever, just a little fever. People used to get sick all the time up here, before everyone abandoned this frozen patch of land. And it was thirty miles over the mountain to the next town—there was no one around to disprove his claim that she’d had the flu.

      Maverick poked at the cinders again, and another wave of smoke, redolent with the sultry aroma of oak and fir, hit his nose. His stomach grumbled, but weakly, probably knowing it wouldn’t do to waste energy. The trees nearby had been stripped of their bark, yet even if they still bore husks, one couldn’t live on that alone, and Maverick had just eaten the last of the meat. He still wasn’t sure if he regretted taking those final bites, but hunger made you do funny things. Things you’d never expect. War taught you that, though this might not be war—he still wasn’t certain about the nature of the fight. It was one thing to face a seeable foe, but how does one battle the clouds in the sky?

      Christy would have said it was possible.

      A branch snapped somewhere off in the trees, and Maverick yanked the stick from the fire, embers scattering on the wet ground and abrading his eardrums with their hissing. He cursed the noise of sizzling snow and reached for his knife with his free hand, muscles coiled. But he saw nothing out across the terrain that posed a threat. He released the blade and lowered the stick back to the fire, frowning at the mess of embers scattered outside the main pit. On the soggy ground beside the blackened cinders, a charred foot jutted from the debris. He used his stick to prod it back into the heat and shoved a bit of timber over her painted toenails, the pink polish blackened and cracked.

      At least his wife wasn’t crying anymore. That had been the worst part, the crying. Next to the pit, one of her shoes, probably still warm, bloodied the snow.

      Maverick stoked the fire.
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* * *

      He woke early the following morning, before the sun had lightened the clouds. He hauled on his backpack, sparser in supplies than he’d have liked—just a tent, some dry kindling, and an extra hat—but he had no more time to waste searching for necessities. He’d spent entirely too much time packing the night before. Each scrap of cloth had seemed a critical decision; he’d stared at Christy’s stuffed teddy bear for a full three minutes before fingers of electricity had tingled between his shoulder blades, prompting him to toss it into the fireplace. Despite his wasteful dawdling, he should still make Crystal Bluff by nightfall. There’d be food there. Here, he was already growing weak from lack of nourishment; he’d not survive if he waited until the earth thawed.

      In the spring, it was a twenty-minute walk from his house down Green Valley’s main street to the edge of town, and then another eight hours’ trek through the woods to the outskirts of Crystal Bluff. But he’d be lucky to make it up the mountain before twilight, with the snow as deep as it was. In the past, you could just pick up a phone to summon others. You could order supplies too, but there were no working radio or cell towers here. Not anymore. And even if they still had the luxury of cars and fuel, there were no passable roads through the woods, and it was no longer possible to go around. Armed soldiers were surely posted on any of the roads leading out of town, and they’d shoot him dead before he had a chance to speak. No point in dwelling on that, though. He sniffed and cracked his neck, glanced down at his worn gloves. He’d search for a new pair when he got to Crystal Bluff. Christy’s were hidden somewhere under that blackened pile of char.

      He slammed the front door and locked it, testing the knob twice like always, then headed down the walking path toward town. Green Valley was once alive with the laughter of children, the dull thwack of axes splitting wood, the singing of mothers as they worked the spring ground, and a few old timers scattering feed to their chickens. Now Maverick’s footsteps reverberated down the lane and over the mountains with nothing to absorb the noise but a few scattered flakes from the clouds. Even sound itself was running away from this place. Or from him. Unease prickled in his chest.

      He wished he’d paid mind to that twisting, sick feeling in his stomach he’d gotten when Christy first suggested they move here to be with her family. “A simpler life,” she’d called it. He had Christy to thank for all of this, really, her and her idiot brother, Larry. The one time he’d ignored his gut. Never, ever again. If they’d been anywhere else this winter—

      He almost leapt out of his skin when a snap sounded behind him, and he jerked around, knife in hand, squinting, but there was nobody in the street or anywhere else he could see. Still, Maverick listened intently, like a good soldier, straining his ears until the muscles in his neck twinged painfully. A branch crackling under the weight of the ice? The noise did not repeat. It couldn’t be an animal—he hadn’t seen any wildlife for months.

      Maverick sheathed the weapon and trudged past the old Green Valley general store where he and Christy had sold animal pelts, past the blank windows of the log cabin that had acted as the town’s meeting house, where moonshine and homemade ale once flowed freely. His boots caught and released over walks buried two feet deep in ice-crusted snow, but that was far better than the other side of the road, where the wind had piled foot upon foot of precipitation, covering most of the buildings to the roofline. From the end of the street it probably looked like a wave ready to crest, especially if you removed the chimney from the lawyer’s office, and the tattered sign above the grocer’s, and…

      Above him, the cross from the church soared skyward. He’d married Christy in that drafty chapel two years ago in the spring—she’d said the warmth in their hearts would be enough to beat the cold. He’d smiled and kissed her though his feet were numb the entire ceremony. Unlike that day, when candles had flickered behind every colorful pane of glass, the windows now were dark, half-covered with snow, as cold and inert as Christy’s corpse. In some other life she’d have been buried out behind the church. With him. He kept his eyes on the lifeless windows just a heartbeat more, and then inhaled a long, frigid breath over the heat blooming in his chest.

      He went on. Twice he thought he heard a sound somewhere behind him, and twice he turned to see nothing but a great span of white. Within half an hour he reached the town’s edge. He glanced back once more, taking in the bricks of the buildings still visible over the snowdrifts, imagining the town as it had been three years ago when he and Christy first moved down here—people scurrying in and out of buildings under a cheerful blue sky, buying food, walking dogs, stopping to chat—no one thinking about moving. They’d had plenty. But no longer. Isolation was a dirty trick, but he understood. Those in control could not allow him to escape this place.

      Maverick was their secret.

      But he’d come out fine.

      The open expanse leading toward Crystal Bluff wasn’t as inhospitable as he’d feared—it was more passable than the deserts where he’d spent years half buried in sandstorms. The gusting wind had pushed the snow westward into a wave-like bank, same as it had in town, so if he stuck to the eastern side of the trail, the snow only came up to his shin, not even enough to spill into his boots. A good sign, Christy would have said. He shoved the thought aside so violently his neck twitched—he could not reminisce about his wife, not in the midst of war, though this wasn’t quite that. Yet.

      At least the worst of the storm seemed to have passed. Even he knew that was a bonus, despite the apprehensive cramp growing in his belly. He scanned the landscape for the source of his discomfort. Though he could swear the trees had eyes, he saw no cause for alarm, and soldiers didn’t have the luxury of worry anyway; they had only action. So he trudged onward, keeping his hand on his belt, near his knife.

      The first hours went by uneventfully, Maverick pausing here and there to eat a handful of snow, listening to the rattle above as the wind knocked branches together fiercely and then let them rest. But as the sun reached its pinnacle overhead, Maverick glimpsed a smear of color interrupting the pure white landscape: a brown mass between the trees. Too large to be a man.

      Maverick’s heart thundered in his ears. Though he’d rather have continued on toward Crystal Bluff, the unease in his belly drove heat into his leg muscles, spurring him off the trail and deeper into the thicket through a grove of skeletal black oaks, his boots catching in the shin-high snow drifts. He kept his hand at his belt, on his knife.

      Thorns from the shrubs tore at his pants as he inched closer, every snag like a shout in the whisper-quiet woods. Maverick paused where the white snow turned pink, and glanced over his shoulder, fingers tightening around his blade, looking for any other sign of life amidst the barren trees and frozen shrubbery. Nothing. He turned back to the mass in the pink snow. Closer to the animal, the powder was stained a darker red, like a target marking the grave. In the center of the target, the thing lay on its side, its head and hind buried below the snow, massive antlers poking through the crusted ice. An elk. Its bloated belly was distended above the center of the drift, the heat from bacteria flourishing beneath its dead skin probably keeping it from freezing completely. One section of its flank was marred by an oozing rash, the blood still shiny as if the animal’s insides were slowly draining through that forsaken patch of flesh. He’d seen stranger things in war, but the nerves between his shoulders prickled in warning. Instinct. Action.

      Maverick was backing away from the body when he spotted the marks on the snowy earth. Impressions in the snow, perhaps from an animal, but he couldn’t be sure; the marks were indistinct, more like shallow divots in the powder—he couldn’t tell if he was looking at animal tracks or boot prints. Was he alone out here? Had they finally sent soldiers in after him? Maverick unsheathed his knife and kicked at one set of tracks, then another. Just snow, but the stride wasn’t right to be the tracks of the elk. The hairs on the back of his neck tingled with anticipation. Though he couldn’t see it, something called to him, arousing his instincts from beneath the ice.

      With another glance at the surrounding forest—still secure—Maverick took a step further into the brush and kicked at the next set of impressions, then at the icy ground beside the tracks. The steel of his boot collided with something hard, sending a dull clank echoing through the air. He kicked the snow off the item: a Thermos, capless, the top lip dark with what might have been dirt. Or blood. It was…familiar somehow. His legs walked backward of their own accord, leaving the Thermos half buried in the snow as he squinted through the trees. He perceived nothing of concern—he seemed to be alone but for the clattering treetops and the scrubby brush, all crusted with white. But he knew all too well that the enemy could hide; he’d had a twelve-year-old leap from behind a pile of air strike rubble once, one arm missing, wielding a glass fragment like a blade. There was something in these woods. Someone. Another traveler or two trying to escape Green Valley? He’d seen no signs of anyone in weeks, but that Thermos hadn’t appeared out of thin air, and if someone had holed up out here before the worst came… His thoughts froze as the wind picked up, the breeze bringing with it the bitter stink of burning timber.

      He blew the scent from his nostrils and peered around again, but the brush was too thick to see very far—beyond the snowy oaks and evergreen boughs, he could barely see the skyline, let alone smoke. Maverick paused, letting the air move across his face so he could determine which direction the scent was coming from. Upwind. West. He crunched slowly, laboriously through the undergrowth toward the source of the smell, slicing away branches with easy swipes of his knife, pausing every ten seconds to listen to the woods. He heard only the tick of ice as it was blown to the earth from the upper branches of the trees, but still he strained his ears. It’d not do to have someone sneak up from behind, and if the wrong person found him out here he’d be a dead man. At least he had some idea where the fire had to be: there was a clearing less than fifteen-minutes from the eastern path. He and Christy had made love there once, on a blanket of summer grass, the first night they’d traveled south to Green Valley from Crystal Bluff. Every time the wind blew, the smell of burning wood grew stronger.

      Then he was there.

      Maverick crouched, looking back over his shoulder through the trees. He saw no sign of danger, nothing ominous to the north or the south, and the shrubs were thick enough here to provide some cover. Satisfied that no one could ambush him, he lay on his belly on the ice, peering at the camp. In the center of the small clearing sat a tent—single person, not family—packed on all sides with snow, a purposeful protection from the wind. An experienced outdoorsman, or another military man? A fur-lined jacket, dark and wet looking, had been spread out on a large rock beside the fire pit. And as Maverick watched, a man emerged from the tent: dark hair, no coat, just a thermal undershirt crusted with blood, a red smear beneath his left eye.

      Every muscle in Maverick’s back tensed, the hairs on his neck rising. Goddammit, Larry.

      Maverick tightened his grip on the knife. He could wait until Larry went back into the tent and then sneak away… Christy’s brother would never even know Maverick had been there unless he headed this direction and saw the prints. But Larry was a military man, and Larry knew Christy was dead. So Larry had followed him out here, or—more likely, based on the location of the camp—Larry was on his way to Crystal Bluff too. And Maverick didn’t want to worry about Larry stumbling upon him while he trudged through the woods toward the next town—and he definitely didn’t want Larry to find him once he arrived there.

      No time for worry.

      Maverick stood, his knees aching with cold, branches snapping as he clumped out of the tree line and into the clearing. Larry’s gaze registered surprise for only a moment, and then he was coming at Maverick, fast, a maniacal gleam in his eyes, not shivering despite wearing only his bloody thermal undershirt, jeans, and a pair of snow boots.

      No thoughts.

      Larry staggered across the crust of ice, boots catching in the powder below, one step, another, another, breath puffing from his mouth in plumes of white. Droplets of sweat beaded on Larry’s brow, the reflection of the sky making each appear like a bit of ice, as if he were freezing to death one molecule at a time. “You can’t hide from it, Maver—”

      Maverick whipped the blade, the metal glinting dully as it soared toward its mark. Action. The knife lodged deep in his quarry’s chest, just above the heart. Maverick pulled his arms back against his body, fists clenched, every muscle taut with anticipation. But there was nothing else to defend against. Larry’s mouth opened in a small, shocked o as his hands flew to his chest, but when he pulled the knife from the wound, his eyes shone less with panic and more with resignation—there was nowhere to go, nothing to be done. There’d never been a hospital in Green Valley, and even the doctor had gone months ago.

      Larry dropped to his knees, blood spurting from the hole in his chest in rhythmic pulses, each gush weaker than the last as his heartbeat dwindled. He released the knife and it dropped into the snow beside him. Then he toppled face-first into the glistening white.

      Maverick let his eyes linger on the fire while his breathing slowed, almost feeling the warmth of the crackling flames. No thoughts. He frowned at the hole in the snow where his knife had disappeared, the surrounding white speckled with crimson. Move. He drew back toward the trees before he could consider digging the blade from the snow. He would build a fire when he got closer to Crystal Bluff. He had plenty of kindling in his pack.

      Maverick shifted his backpack and went on.
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* * *

      By the time he arrived in Crystal Bluff, dusk had fallen, but he’d still be able to see smoke against the moon or the distant glow of fire. He needed to locate the nearest inhabited dwelling and head directly there first thing in the morning before his strength gave out. A day trudging through the snow without food had taken its toll: his entire body ached, and no matter how much snow he melted on his tongue, his thirst would not relent.

      He paused at the precipice overlooking Crystal Bluff. As in Green Valley, most of the houses were buried in snow up to their first windows. At the base of the hill, the street branched away from him east to west, but all the houses on this side of the city appeared abandoned: no smoke trailing from the chimneys on either side, no salty stink of cooking meat from a backyard fire pit. Far in the distance, a cloud of smoke rose, dark against the moonlit horizon, but Maverick wouldn’t make it that far without rest and something to eat. Hopefully one of the abandoned homes nearby would have food to tide him over until morning.

      At the bottom of the hill, he headed east. He’d rather be downwind than the alternative.

      The front door of the first house he approached was completely covered by a snowdrift, but the window next to the door was still accessible, its top half protruding above the white. The second story above appeared intact, its windows a thin but solid barrier against the frigid wind. He pulled one of the larger pieces of wood from his pack and used it to smash the lower window, pausing as the sound tinkled through the night air. When no answering noise came, Maverick climbed over the sill.
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* * *

      When Maverick awoke, he wasn’t entirely certain where he was, but he was sure that he was chilled to the bone and that his stomach was trying to eat itself from the inside out. Cramps wracked his belly, and he fought the urge to vomit—not like there was anything in his stomach to bring up.

      Hunger could be remedied, but there was no fixing it here. The night before, he’d searched every cupboard in the house but found only a counter full of animal bones and another broken window in the back, now plugged with snow. The window must have been uncovered at some point, because animals had ravaged whatever edible things had remained here. From the looks of it, the scavengers had found something good—the broken windowpanes were stained with blood.

      From the upstairs bedroom window, Maverick squinted down at the quiet white street. The lonely timber-and-brick homes on either side were dark, dead-looking, reminding him of a foreign city he’d once scouted after a blitz attack. And there, like here, survivors could not be spared. But he’d be fine. He’d been through worse.

      The night before, he’d peered at the distant fires through that same window until his eyes crossed, so he knew that there were people on the far north side of town. He’d find them. And if he couldn’t convince them to let him in…

      Desperation made you do things. Things you’d never expect. Those people out there, at least some of them, had food and supplies. And he was a soldier—he knew better than most what these times called for.

      He bundled his supplies back into his pack, ignoring the ache in his muscles, the bitter bite of frost that seemed to gnaw through his jacket and into his very flesh. But he could not ignore the cramps that had taken root in his guts, and he doubled over, clutching at his belly. In the backyard, he dug a hole and let his intestines do their worst, the hot liquid rushing from him in a torrent, his thigh muscles shaking with the effort of squatting as he emptied his bowels. When it was over, he cleaned himself with snow, sweating and spent, and tried to muster up the resolve to hike the two or three miles toward the source of the smoke he’d seen the night before. But every step took longer than it should. His muscles quaked. A cold sweat had broken out on his forehead. Fear. Of course he was afraid; he had reason to be. But soldiers didn’t stop. He’d feel better after he’d eaten.

      It should have taken him two hours tops, especially with the panic singing in his veins, urging him forward. But by the time he finally arrived on the north side of Crystal Bluff, the sun had already passed the overhead point. Though the snow here came to his knees, even a stranger to the town could locate the road; stone and brick residences ran parallel on either side, their once colorful front doors faded or completely engulfed by white. He smelled smoke around three, give or take, when the sun was waning just enough to color the horizon orange. Behind a brick house with a red door, wisps of black rose against the pale sky. He plodded up the porch steps and tried the knob—locked. If he broke in, he’d surely make enough noise to rouse suspicion from the backyard, and he had no idea how many people were here. He’d fare better if he could catch them unawares.

      Maverick crept around the side of the house, treading lightly and breathing shallowly over the frantic energy in his belly that seemed to be pushing him to run. But his anguished muscles wouldn’t allow it—he might have crawled had he not been driven by desperation. Behind the house, a well-worn path cut the snow from the back door to the fire pit in the middle of the lawn. He saw the girl in the snow first, ten or twelve years old from the size of her, a dark blanket rolled around her body from her toes to her forehead, curly brown hair spilling from the opening at the top. The snow beneath the corpse was stained red. On the opposite side of the fire, an emaciated woman with dark hair stared at him with hollow eyes, her gloved hand wrapped around the stick she was using to poke at the wood. Starving, clearly. He glanced again at the halo of red around the blanket-wrapped corpse. This woman might be malnourished, but starvation didn’t make you bleed.

      She dropped the stick and began to approach. Electricity zipped into his muscles. Don’t think. Action. He jerked his hand to his belt—where was his knife? Had he left it at home? But his hand relaxed when she stopped at the feet of the bundled body. She bent, grabbed the rolled blanket, and heaved it toward the fire. Her feet slipped and she landed hard on her butt, the blood-soaked material slipping from her hands. She climbed to her feet and tried again. This time the corpse slid over the snow with a grotesque rasping sound, leaving a trail of crimson in its wake. Stopping at the edge of the pit, she rolled the bundle on top of the flames and then dropped to her knees with an audible sob as the child’s hair ignited. Maverick headed for the road again, confident that she wouldn’t—or couldn’t—chase him.

      He went on as quickly as he dared, tramping over ice and snow, searching the occasional home for provisions, but every one came up empty. An invisible hand was wringing the air from his lungs, but he forced himself to take deep, even breaths. Action. Only action would save him. But with every stop it became more difficult to get his bearings; once he walked half a mile in the wrong direction before realizing his error.

      It was well past twilight when he arrived at another inhabited dwelling, this one on the farthest outskirts of the main drag, the mountains beyond the backyard stretching for miles until they finally kissed the horizon. But they might as well have stretched on forever—no one attempted to navigate those peaks, not even when they felt fine. And Maverick didn’t feel fine. Between the hunger and the exhaustion and the frigid wind, his body was trying to bring him down—everything ached. Maybe he had the flu.

      He climbed the steps to the house, breath wheezing from him in jagged bursts. The windows flickered with candlelight.

      Just lifting his arm to rap on the door felt as though it would sap every ounce of his remaining energy. But that wasn’t possible—he’d seen war. He’d survived air raids and ambushes and nights spent crawling on his belly, listening to the screams of wild cats, knowing that around any corner the enemy could be waiting to reduce his head to a mess of shattered bone and gore. And he’d pushed on anyway—and lived. Surely he’d get through this.

      A scuttling came from within the house, then the clank of a lock. Then the thunk of the deadbolt. The door hinges squealed, and an eyeball peered at him through the crack, the lashes surrounded by wrinkles, everything below the bridge of the man’s nose hidden behind a towel he’d tied at the back of his head.

      Maverick tried to speak, but at first no sound emerged. “Hungry,” he finally croaked, ashamed and suddenly fearful about the state of his voice. “And cold.” He just needed to warm up. He needed some food, and then he’d recover. “I think I’m hypo…thermic.” That had to be it.

      “You’re sweating.”

      Maverick touched his head. His skin was clammy and warm, despite the temperature. And where had his gloves gone?

      “I can’t help you, son.”

      “No, please, it’s the cold out here, got the flu maybe. I’ve been holed up, I—”

      The man pulled his eye from the crack in slow motion, and Maverick slid his foot forward to act as a stopper between the door and the jamb. But his leg weighed a thousand pounds and didn’t make it in time. The door slammed. Maverick groaned, lowered his shoulder and slammed his body against the closed door, but the impact felt weak even to him.

      “Sir, I’ve been in hiding, I swear, I—”

      The locks clicked home as Maverick hit the door again, and the man inside yelled: “Get out of here! I’ve got my rifle aimed at your head!”

      Though he doubted for a moment the authenticity of the claim—Maverick’s bullets had run out a month ago—there was determination in that voice. Maverick had heard that in war too, the gritty, unflinching timbre of a man true to his word. His legs backed off the porch without his input and carried him to the icy street where the snow appeared darker than it should, even in the moonlight. He stared north, beyond the house, momentarily confused by the soaring mountain peaks, purple and gray under the light of the moon but with an eerie reddish tint that didn’t seem to belong. Hadn’t those peaks been on the other side before? Which direction had he come from? But no, this was the north, and he’d come from the south, from the little town at the base of the mountain where the grass was sweeter and the flowers more fragrant. Where he and Christy could have a garden from spring through fall and trap animals in the winter. This place was nothing like Green Valley. Here, the horizon looked hazy, reddish. Probably candlelight from the home behind him, casting the warm glow onto the ice. Perhaps his eyeballs were freezing.

      But he didn’t feel freezing. He was hot, every inch of his body burning with fatigue. His arms felt heavy. Hypothermia came on this way. Exhaustion, lethargy, clumsiness, trouble talking. For now, he needed to get warm. Tomorrow he’d feel better, able to take on the man in the house. Tomorrow he’d find food. Had to be at least a dog around here, right? He strained his ears again but heard not a sound, no scurry of wildlife, no screech of a night owl. Just his own breath over the subtle shh of icy snow falling on the already white ground.

      He followed a path around the house, stumbling over the snowy earth, half-expecting the guy to shoot him, but this wasn’t war, was it? Maybe it was. He found the fire pit behind the house and down past a line of trees that were probably lovely in the spring. Now they provided cover: too much interference for the guy to get a good shot at him without coming outside. But if the man was going to shoot, he’d have done it already. That old guy didn’t have the balls. Maverick did, but he was just so tired.

      Tomorrow. It’d be okay tomorrow. Christy always said that everything looked better in the morning. He wiped sweat from the back of his neck, his perspiration slimier than it should be. Don’t think about that. Just act.

      He emptied his remaining kindling into the pit, and knelt to build his tinder nest, drilling a stick between his hands until it smoked, and then carefully, methodically, stoking the heat until he had a flame burning hot against the night. Too hot, though. If he was hypothermic, he’d need to warm slowly. The fire at his back, he took a step toward the mountains, staggered, and then righted himself. In the distance he could see a light against the reddish night, though he suspected it was only a reflection, his half-frozen eyes bouncing the light of the fire onto the shimmering horizon. But that didn’t matter; even if the light wasn’t a mirage, it was too far away to get to tonight.

      He wiped his face on his sleeve, glanced back at the flames. Still way too hot. Maverick peeled off his coat, just for a minute, he told himself, just for a minute. To air it out. But his skin remained feverish under his fleece, so he removed that as well, tossing it into the snow beside his pack. The inside of the fleece was stained. His thermal undershirt was stained too. Looked red, like blood, but then again, everything looked redder than usual right now—even the fire looked like a flickering crimson waterfall.

      Just his eyeballs freezing. That was all. Hypothermia. Starvation. He would defer to Christy on this one—shit to rainbows, that was her, always finding the good in every situation—and she’d have said he was just cold, exposed to the elements too long, or maybe he just had a little fever. But he’d get better.

      Even if Christy hadn’t. His heart lurched and he hissed a breath through his teeth.

      No thoughts. Only action. Action was his only hope.

      Maverick tried to roll up his sleeves, but the fabric stuck to the skin beneath. He saw Larry’s bloody shirt in his mind’s eye, saw his blade whipping through the air—no worry, only action—and Larry dropping facedown in the snow before he could get close enough to infect him. Instinct had done that. But it had been too late already. Instinct could not battle the clouds, or the sickness that came on the wind. Ruthlessness and instinct only got you so far when your very existence was a dirty little secret. And it had to be a secret; those outside these mountains wouldn't take well to entire towns being cut off from help, would they? For no matter what you called it—isolation, containment, quarantine—these all led to death. Though now, looking up at the bloody sky, Maverick wondered if Christy had been right all along, that the battle could be won if only they were optimistic enough, determined enough, if only they raged hard enough. But Christy had never raged, never run at him with her eyes lit up with hysteria like Larry had—she’d just cried. That had been the hardest part, the crying.

      Perhaps she should have fought harder—maybe her passivity was why she was dead.

      He shook his head. Insane. They’d said the mind went first, but he hadn’t believed them. He still didn’t believe them. Perhaps optimism wasn’t really that odd a trait for a soldier. Soldiers kept going even when victory seemed hopeless. They fought until their very last breath shuddered from their lips.

      Maverick pulled at his sleeve again, peeling the cloth back to his biceps though it stung something awful, like he was tearing his flesh from the muscle. His arms looked strange to him, bubbled, blistered, though it was hard to tell in the eerie reddish light. The frosty breeze against his arm felt like someone stabbing him with a thousand needles.

      But he was a soldier. He’d felt worse and gotten through it.

      He poked at the tinder, watching the flames. Inside his chest, the heat spread, viscous as the honey Christy used to drain from their backyard hives. The blisters on his arms wept tears of blood. And when something inside his head hemorrhaged and blood oozed a wet path from his ear and down his blistered arm, staining his stick with gore, Maverick barely noticed. Action. Only action. He glanced at his feet, at the darkening fur inside his boots. His coat lay on the ground beside him, probably still warm.

      Maverick stoked the fire.
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      Focus, or she’s dead.

      Petrosky ground his teeth together, but it didn’t stop the panic from swelling hot and frantic within him. After the arrest last week, this crime should have been fucking impossible.

      He wished it were a copycat. He knew it wasn’t.

      Anger knotted his chest as he examined the corpse that lay in the middle of the cavernous living room. Dominic Harwick’s intestines spilled onto the white marble floor as though someone had tried to run off with them. His eyes were wide, milky at the edges already, so it had been awhile since someone gutted his sorry ass and turned him into a rag doll in a three-thousand-dollar suit.

      That rich prick should have been able to protect her.

      Petrosky looked at the couch: luxurious, empty, cold. Last week Hannah had sat on that couch, staring at him with wide green eyes that made her seem older than her twenty-three years. She had been happy, like Julie had been before she was stolen from him. He pictured Hannah as she might have been at eight years old, skirt twirling, dark hair flying, face flushed with sun, like one of the photos of Julie he kept tucked in his wallet.

      They all started so innocent, so pure, so … vulnerable.

      The idea that Hannah was the catalyst in the deaths of eight others, the cornerstone of some serial killer’s plan, had not occurred to him when they first met. But it had later. It did now.

      Petrosky resisted the urge to kick the body and refocused on the couch. Crimson congealed along the white leather as if marking Hannah’s departure.

      He wondered if the blood was hers.

      The click of a doorknob caught Petrosky’s attention. He turned to see Bryant Graves, the lead FBI agent, entering the room from the garage door, followed by four other agents. Petrosky tried not to think about what might be in the garage. Instead, he watched the four men survey the living room from different angles, their movements practically choreographed.

      “Damn, does everyone that girl knows get whacked?” one of the agents asked.

      “Pretty much,” said another.

      A plain-clothed agent stooped to inspect a chunk of scalp on the floor. Whitish-blond hair waved, tentacle-like, from the dead skin, beckoning Petrosky to touch it.

      “You know this guy?” one of Graves’s cronies asked from the doorway.

      “Dominic Harwick.” Petrosky nearly spat out the bastard’s name.

      “No signs of forced entry, so one of them knew the killer,” Graves said.

      “She knew the killer,” Petrosky said. “Obsession builds over time. This level of obsession indicates it was probably someone she knew well.”

      But who?

      Petrosky turned back to the floor in front of him, where words scrawled in blood had dried sickly brown in the morning light.

      
        
        Ever drifting down the stream—

        Lingering in the golden gleam—

        Life, what is it but a dream?

        

      

      Petrosky’s gut clenched. He forced himself to look at Graves. “And, Han—” Hannah. Her name caught in his throat, sharp like a razor blade. “The girl?”

      “There are bloody drag marks heading out to the back shower and a pile of bloody clothes,” Graves said. “He must have cleaned her up before taking her. We’ve got the techs on it now, but they’re working the perimeter first.” Graves bent and used a pencil to lift the edge of the scalp, but it was suctioned to the floor with dried blood.

      “Hair? That’s new,” said another voice. Petrosky didn’t bother to find out who had spoken. He stared at the coppery stains on the floor, his muscles twitching with anticipation. Someone could be tearing her apart as the agents roped off the room. How long did she have? He wanted to run, to find her, but he had no idea where to look.

      “Bag it,” Graves said to the agent examining the scalp, then turned to Petrosky. “It’s all been connected from the beginning. Either Hannah Montgomery was his target all along or she’s just another random victim. I think the fact that she isn’t filleted on the floor like the others points to her being the goal, not an extra.”

      “He’s got something special planned for her,” Petrosky whispered. He hung his head, hoping it wasn’t already too late.

      If it was, it was all his fault.
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