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      Hi reader! Thanks for grabbing my book. I use to live in Alaska and it’s the inspiration behind this series. :)

      If you’re ready to grab more books in the series, you can click below to view them all. :)

      
        
        Alaska Cozy Mystery Series

      

      

      Oh, be sure to join my newsletter to stay up-to-date with new releases and other tidbits.
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      Sarah stood in front of the kitchen window and sighed. “Snow, snow, snow,” she whispered, watching a heavy snow fall outside. “Winter is here to stay.”

      “Don't fret about the snow, love,” Amanda told Sarah, sipping on a hot coffee. “It's December 27th. We had a wonderful holiday. And more than anything,” Amanda smiled happily, “we haven't encountered a single problem since we returned from Oregon. Well, other than painting the inside of your coffee shop, that is.”

      “I know,” Sarah replied in a heavy voice, feeling sad. She wrapped her arms around the pink sweater she was wearing over a thick brown dress and continued to look out at the snow. “It's been snowing heavily for five straight days without stopping.”

      “This is Alaska, love,” Amanda reminded Sarah. She put down the brown coffee mug she was holding, brushed a few wrinkles out of the blue sweater she had decided on for the day, and stood up. It was time to cheer up her gloomy friend. “Let's go watch a movie, okay? I'll make some popcorn and you can get the hot chocolate.”

      Sarah appreciated her best friend’s struggle to cheer her up, but the truth was...she didn't want to be cheered up. “No thank you, June Bug.”

      Amanda walked over to the kitchen window and put her hand on Sarah's shoulder. “What's the matter, love? You've been gloomy all morning.”

      Sarah looked into Amanda's concerned and caring eyes. Her best friend deserved an explanation. “My ex-husband called me last night.”

      “Oh,” Amanda replied and then made a pained face. “Was it bad, love?”

      Sarah's eyes welled up with sadness. “Yes,” she confessed and walked away from the kitchen window and sat down at the kitchen table. “June Bug,” she said and patted the table, “come and sit down.” Amanda hurried over to the table and sat down in her chair. Sarah picked up her coffee mug and took a sip of coffee. “My ex-husband called me because he wants to...try and...reconcile our relationship,” she told Amanda. “He's thinking about divorcing the woman he's married to.”

      Amanda sat in shock. “Love...I...don't know what to say.”

      Sarah listened to the winds howl through the evergreens outside. She was in for a very long winter. “I was very surprised.”

      “I'm sure you were,” Amanda said and turned her coffee mug in her hands, thinking. “My goodness, what a shock...But also,” Amanda added, “the nerve of that slug calling you the way he did! Who does he think he is anyway, Casanova? You have a life, love, right here in Snow Falls—a good life. A life filled with people who love you.”

      “I know,” Sarah promised Amanda.

      Amanda read Sarah's eyes. Her heart sunk. “But…” she prompted and waited for the bomb to drop.

      Sarah put down her coffee mug. “June Bug, Brad wants to come and see me. He...misses me, or so he claims. I told him...yes.”

      “You what?!” Amanda exclaimed and shot to her feet. “Oh, Los Angeles, tell me you didn't,” she begged and began pacing around the kitchen, throwing her arms up and down as she argued. “You and Conrad, you two are a couple...well, not officially. But it's no secret that you two are meant to stand before a preacher someday.”

      “I thought about Conrad,” Sarah assured Amanda. “Conrad is in New York right now. He won't be back for two more weeks.”

      “So you sneak in a snake while the poor bloke is gone?” Amanda asked in a desperate voice. “The poor guy is in New York attending the funeral of a friend. The only reason he's being delayed is because he decided to help his friend's wife and two children relocate to another part of the state. And it isn't like he had the vacation time to do this, either.”

      “Andrew isn't docking Conrad for being gone,” Sarah pointed out. “This is a small town, June Bug. It's been very quiet lately. Andrew is managing the police station just fine. And he does have us to fall back on if something comes up.”

      Amanda stopped at the back door and put her hands on her hips. “Los Angeles, you know what I mean,” she said. “Conrad is out there in the cold, giving of himself, and you invite a snake into your warm den.”

      “The snake is my ex-husband,” Sarah told Amanda and bowed her head. “It...felt good to hear his voice, June Bug. Call me stupid if you will, but...I would like to see Brad. There are a lot of unresolved questions that I need to have answered.” Sarah’s eyes welled up with unshed tears.

      Amanda looked at her best friend and felt her heart break. “Oh, love,” she said and hurried over to Sarah. “I know, I know,” she promised and began rubbing Sarah's shoulders. “I'm only worried that this man might take you away from me...from Conrad...from Snow Falls.”

      Sarah raised her head and looked into Amanda's eyes. “June Bug, I want to see my ex-husband because I need closure...closure I thought I had until last night. That doesn't mean I'm going to let the man walk into my heart and take the keys. Sure, I thought about what it would be like to still be married to Brad, to be living in Los Angeles, working homicide cases with Pete...eating Chinese food at all hours of the night while chasing down a killer.” She gave a hint of a smile, remembering her former life. “And sure, a part of me misses that life...but that life is...asleep now. I'm living a new life now. A life that feels secure and protected.”

      “You say that now, love,” Amanda worried, “but what will you say when your ex-husband arrives and you see him face to face? What happens when he starts talking about old memories while sitting with you in front of the fireplace with the snow falling outside? What happens when he tries to romance you once you're softened up? What if he goes in for the kill, huh? This jerk isn't traveling to Snow Falls to argue about an unpaid bill, love.”

      Sarah focused on her coffee mug. “I've thought about things,” she confessed.

      Amanda hurried and sat down. “And?” she asked in an anxious voice.

      “I believe Brad might try and sprinkle a little old romance into the air,” Sarah continued. “Brad has a way of being very charming when he wants to be. I always fell for his charm...stupid me.” Sarah took a sip of her coffee and her mouth settled into a firm, determined line. “June Bug, when he arrives I'm going to need you to be my shadow at all times. I'm not stupid, and I hope I wouldn’t fall for Brad's charm all over again, but what if we find ourselves alone in front of the fireplace, like you said, and he starts talking about our old life together? Will I really have the strength to fight his sweet words?” Sarah looked at Amanda. “And it wouldn't be just Brad I would be falling victim to...it would be the desire to have my old life back...a life I don't want anymore.”

      “Yes, you do,” Amanda corrected Sarah. “Los Angeles, you're homesick for your old life and don't try and deny it. You're homesick for the polluted streets of Los Angeles, the traffic, the stale coffee sitting in the police stations.” Amanda’s eyes danced with laughter, but then she turned sad again. “And the warm sun of Southern California, the beautiful Pacific, the strange canyons, the fuss and rush, the lights, everything that makes Los Angeles what it is.”

      Sarah wanted to claim that her best friend was wrong, but she couldn't. Deep down, she did miss her old life more than her heart wanted to admit. She missed her ex-husband. She missed Pete. She missed Los Angeles. She missed taking walks on the beach. She missed the traffic. She even missed the bad coffee Pete always brought her. But could she really return to Los Angeles and pick up where she had left off? Sure, Pete would have a fit and do backflips. And yeah, she would be happy to be married again and dive back into her old job and forget all about the pain she had experienced in between. But, Sarah thought, she would miss her best friend, her life in Snow Falls, her cabin...and yes, Conrad. “I feel torn,” she confessed. “A part of my heart yearns to get my old life back in Los Angeles,” she explained. “Even though a part of me would be very sad if I left Snow Falls. June Bug, I wasn't ready to leave Los Angeles. If Brad hadn’t filed for divorce, I would still be living in Los Angeles right now, working as a homicide detective. I left Los Angeles because I was suffering from a broken heart.”

      “I know, love,” Amanda assured Sarah.

      “I feel like I was uprooted against my will,” Sarah said in an upset voice. She stood up and walked back to the kitchen window. “Brad blamed me for the divorce and for a while I believed him. He claimed I chose my job over him...and maybe I did? Or so I thought. But then I realized that Brad was wrong. I began wondering why Brad was condemning me instead of supporting me. The truth is, Brad wanted out of our marriage and used my job as his escape hatch.” Sarah watched the heavy snow falling outside, turning the branches of the trees soft and white. “I love Brad...I always will...the man was my husband. I do fear I might fall victim to his old charms if he gets me alone. But I...I...”

      “What, love?” Amanda asked.

      Sarah stood still for a long time. “I want...I need...closure.”

      “Love,” Amanda said and stood up, “you're not going to find closure if your ex-husband is traveling to Snow Falls to romance you.”

      “I know,” Sarah said in a miserable voice. “When Brad called, it felt nice to hear his voice. And when he announced that he wanted to see me...I caved in.” Sarah turned and faced Amanda. “I want to see Brad, June Bug. I need to see him. I need for him to tell me why he stopped loving me, but I'm afraid I might believe his fake promises all over again. Please, you have to be my shadow.”

      “When is this bloke arriving?” Amanda asked Sarah.

      “Tomorrow.”

      Amanda settled her heart. “Okay, love,” she said in a calm voice, “here's the battle plan, so listen very carefully.” Amanda picked up her coffee and took a sip. “You're paper and I'm glue. From the minute that man arrives in Snow Falls until he leaves, I'm not leaving your side no matter how much you beg me to, are we clear?”

      “Clear,” Sarah replied in a grateful voice.

      “I'm going to monitor every word he speaks and throw it back in his face double-fold. I'm going to remind him of the pain he put you through and then present your new life in its fullness as a side dish of justice.”

      “I had a feeling you would.”

      Amanda nodded her head. “That bloke isn't going to take you away from me,” she continued. “I also doubt he's traveling to Snow Falls because he's sincere about wanting to repair the damage he's caused, too. That bloke has some kind of hidden agenda. I could be wrong, but my gut is telling me the man is up to no good.”

      “Do you really believe that?” Sarah asked in a worried voice. The thought had crossed her own mind.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “What, though?” Sarah asked in a desperate voice. “Brad has a new life. I don't have anything he wants. What could he possibly want from me?”

      “That's what we're going to find out,” Amanda promised and walked over to the refrigerator. “I'm going to warm us up some cinnamon buns. You better wake Mittens up and take her for a walk. Afterward, we'll sit down right here at this kitchen table, make another pot of coffee, and draw up a battle plan.”

      Sarah looked toward the living room where Mittens was cuddled up in a doggy bed in front of the fireplace. “June Bug,” she said in an upset voice, “what if I let Brad win me over? What if I let my emotions...defeat my common sense? I was always so powerless to resist Brad's charm…his warm promises. We did have a nice life together...once. And I would like to believe the man married me because he sincerely loved me. Maybe...Brad isn't coming to Snow Falls with a hidden agenda tucked under his arm. Maybe...maybe he does miss me?”

      “Or maybe he wants to hurt you all over again?” Amanda suggested. “Instead of allowing him to destroy you, love, you picked up the pieces and managed to create a new life for yourself. And that speaks volumes.”

      Sarah hadn't considered that her ex-husband wanted to hurt her even more than he already had. The thought sent a terrible pain to her heart. “I—”

      Amanda held up a loving hand. “Love, you said the man is considering divorcing the woman he's currently married to, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe that woman is giving him the old heave-ho? And maybe,” Amanda pointed out, “he's running back to you because of that? Maybe you're who he wants to blame? Right now, we don't have all the answers, and there are many possibilities to consider. It's better if we eat some cinnamon rolls, sit down, and talk.”

      Sarah nodded her head. “You warm up the cinnamon rolls and I'll go wake Mittens up.”

      “You got it, love,” Amanda replied. She watched Sarah leave the living room and balled her hands into two tight fists. “Alright you ugly bloke, what are you up to? Why are you really traveling to Snow Falls, after all this time?” The howling, icy winds outside were the only answer for Amanda.

      In the living room, Sarah quickly laced up her snow boots, put on a heavy white parka, a pink ski cap, a pair of ear muffs, and her gloves, and then woke Mittens up. “Okay, princess, time to go for a walk,” she said, bending down next to Mittens and rubbing the puppy’s ears. Mittens opened her eyes, spotted Sarah, let out a loud yawn, and went back to sleep. “Oh,” Sarah pouted and tried to wake Mittens up again. Mittens didn't budge. “Oh dear,” Sarah said again and stood up. She looked at the front door, rolled her eyes and walked outside anyway. “Give me a holler if Mittens wakes up, Amanda. I’m going out anyway. I could use the fresh air,” she said.

      Once outside, Sarah struggled through the deep snow and walked to the side of her cabin to gaze at the back woods. The tree branches were now white, and the wooded slope of the hills was thick and dark. In her mind's eye, she saw creepy snowmen wearing black leather jackets lurking in the woods, hiding behind frozen trees, sneering at her with red glowing eyes while they chewed on peppermint candy canes. “Stop it,” Sarah demanded as she shielded her face from the icy winds. “Just stop it.” But Sarah's mind refused to stop. The memories of the time she had been terrorized by the creepy snowmen would not stop, but they did change. In the deep, dark, cold woods she instead saw her ex-husband appear. The man was growling. His face was half human and half snow. He was wearing a black leather jacket, too. I'm coming to finish you off Sarah...oh yes, I'm not through hurting you yet. I'm coming to destroy what's left of your heart.

      Sarah stood frozen, unable to speak, paralyzed by the awful thought.
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      Brad Garland was a handsome man. He stood tall, dignified, and confident. His face was that of a brilliant lawyer who never lost a case in his life. His stylish gray hair was that of a man who rested in elegant lounges with an expensive cigar in one hand and a snifter of the finest brandy in the other.

      At least, that's how the world perceived the man. Amanda didn't think he looked too smart standing by a rented SUV wearing a fashionable but lightweight gray overcoat and pair of black gloves that were defenseless against the weather. The winds were hissing against a hard-falling snow that seemed bent on paralyzing any dummy crazy enough to be dressed like Brad Garland. He was a man ready for a winter in Southern California, but he had stepped into the howling snowfall of Alaska.

      Sarah, on the other hand, appeared beautiful, dazzling—if not breathtaking—in her white winter coat covering a soft pink wool dress. Amanda had helped dress her friend to display her best qualities. Sarah was a woman who still retained her beauty, heart, and full life even though she had experienced an ugly divorce; grace, character, and intelligence were her weapons of choice. “Brad,” Sarah said, walking up to the SUV, “I'm glad to see you found my store.”

      “The GPS is to thank,” Brad replied, fighting the desire to duck back into the SUV and warm his frozen face. He was determined to present himself with dignity, as he always had in the past. “You look…nice,” he told Sarah, and glanced at Amanda. Amanda glared at him with fierce eyes. “Could we step inside and speak privately?”

      Amanda tugged the thick brown coat she was wearing a little tighter, enjoying the warmth it provided her. She felt quite comfortable standing out in the cold wearing a brown knit winter hat, insulated gloves, and a warm green wool dress tucked under her coat. Of course, it wouldn't be long before the cold broke through her coat, but for the time being, she was fine. “My name is Amanda,” Amanda told Brad. “I'm Sarah's best friend. From this point forward, she doesn't leave my sight.”

      “Excuse me?” Brad asked in a rude tone. “I'm here to speak to my wife—”

      “Ex-wife,” Amanda corrected Brad and locked arms with Sarah. “The woman you divorced.”

      Brad stared at Amanda angrily. “My business with Sarah is private.”

      “Not anymore,” Amanda announced.

      Sarah drew in a deep, brave breath. “Brad, whatever you have to say to me will be said in front of Amanda. If you can't agree to that, then get back in your vehicle and leave.”

      “Sarah,” Brad asked in a voice that came out more like a growl than a request, “be reasonable. We're adults.”

      Sarah sensed something in her ex-husband—a change of some sort that she couldn't place her finger on. The man didn't appear to be prepared to romance her. Instead, he seemed uptight, angry, irritated and...and what? Sarah asked herself, staring into Brad's eyes that watered a little as he faced the fierce wind. The word scared screamed into her mind. Yes, she thought, her ex-husband seemed scared. But of what?

      “Brad, I know what you told me on the phone, but I have concluded that it's best if whatever is said is spoken in front of a witness.” Sarah waited until a powerful gust of wind passed. “Amanda is my best friend. She has saved my life more than once. I trust her more than I trust anyone. You need to understand this from the start, it’s non-negotiable.”

      Brad shifted his eyes to Amanda. Amanda stood her ground. He pulled the collar of his coat tighter around his neck and leaned closer to Sarah. “Sarah, I left Los Angeles with the hopes that you and I could talk about possibly reconciling our broken marriage. That will be impossible if your friend is constantly present.”

      “Then leave,” Sarah informed Brad in a stern voice, even though her heart was breaking. Seeing her ex-husband standing before her again made her want to cry. Endless memories flooded into her mind...some good...some very painful.

      “Better hurry,” Amanda added. “Mr. Richmond just plowed the main street. He won't be back through for a few hours. The snow will be very high by then.”

      Brad shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Can we go inside and have a cup of coffee?” he asked in an irritated voice. “I am very tired, Sarah. I took the first flight out of Los Angeles to Anchorage after I called you. I've been driving for many hours to reach your town. I'm very tired.”

      Sarah bit down on her lower lip and glanced at Amanda. “I suppose one cup of coffee wouldn't hurt,” she agreed and pointed toward her coffee shop. “This way,” she said.

      Brad nodded his head and followed Sarah and Amanda into the newly-renovated coffee shop that now resembled a cozy 1940's diner. Sarah waited until Brad walked inside and then quickly closed the front door and locked it. She and Amanda had prepared for this eventuality, but now that he was in the coffee shop, she found herself nervous and unable to meet his eyes. She was grateful for Amanda’s reassuring presence, glaring at Brad.

      Brad glanced around the room. If he didn't know any better, he would have sworn he stepped back through time. Of course, he wouldn't dare toss a compliment into the air. “Is there coffee?” he asked, hearing 1940's jazz music floating down from overhead speakers.

      “Sit down,” Sarah said and removed her coat, revealing her pink dress. Brad spotted the pink dress and quickly looked away. He had to admit that his ex-wife appeared very beautiful, healthy and stable. Alaska life agreed with her.

      “Coffee will be ready in a minute,” Amanda said, removing her coat and hanging it on a wooden coat stand beside the front door. She then took Sarah's coat and hung it up. “Join me in the kitchen?”

      Sarah nodded her head and walked Amanda into the kitchen, leaving Brad alone. “I don't know, June Bug,” she said in a worried voice.

      “I know what you mean,” Amanda said in a confused tone. “You gave me the impression that bloke was going to arrive with roses and champagne.”

      “That's the impression Brad gave me over the telephone,” Sarah confessed and hurried to make three cups of coffee. Amanda leaned against the kitchen sink. The front room had been renovated but the kitchen and small office were still the same. “I see fear in his eyes,” Sarah said, pouring coffee into the three brown mugs.

      Amanda listened to the winds howling outside. Yes, she thought, it was going to be a very long winter indeed. “That rat isn't here to romance you, love. That's clear to see.”

      “I know,” Sarah replied, unable to hide her disappointment. “The question is…why is he here at all?”

      Amanda spotted a red serving tray and slowly carried it to Sarah. “Love, let's go find out why that man is here and then send him on his way,” she said.

      Sarah carefully placed the three mugs of coffee down onto the tray and nodded her head. “The sooner the better,” she agreed and together they walked back into the front of the shop. She found Brad sitting at a back table, near an antique chessboard resting on an old coffee table. The chessboard was meant for decorative purposes only, though a few customers had moved pieces forward to start what looked to be a very brilliant game. Brad didn't seem interested in the chessboard, even though Sarah knew the man had always enjoyed the game. He was simply staring at the table in front of his eyes, pensive. “Coffee?” she said, interrupting his reverie.

      Brad removed his black gloves and placed them into the right pocket of his gray overcoat. He watched Sarah set the serving tray down on the table. When Sarah sat down with her friend and didn't hand him his coffee he decided to take a mug for himself. “You seem to be doing very well for yourself,” he said, without allowing his tone to hint at being complimentary.

      “I'm doing well,” Sarah said and picked up a mug of coffee, handed it to Amanda and then retrieved the last mug for herself.

      “I see that your books are still selling,” Brad said and took a sip of coffee and then winced. “You still make a very strong pot of coffee.”

      “My books have attracted a positive fan group, yes,” Sarah admitted, ignoring the remark about her coffee.

      Brad nodded his head and glanced around the front room. “I never would have marked you for a woman who would end up running a coffee shop in a small Alaskan town,” he said. “You're a city woman, Sarah. The city is in your blood.”

      Sarah took a sip of her coffee sedately. “People change, Brad. My life in Snow Falls is one that I'm very proud of. I have left Los Angeles behind and made a new life for myself. I have new friends.”

      Amanda studied Brad over the rim of her coffee mug. The man appeared to hide a hint of menace instead of charm. “One friend in particular,” Amanda smiled. “Detective Conrad Spencer and Sarah have become good friends. Very, very good friends.” She looked at Brad meaningfully. “Detective Spencer should be returning from New York very soon. Maybe you will be here to meet him?”

      Brad looked at Sarah. “Detective Spencer?” he asked, shocked that his ex-wife might be involved in a romance. After her anguish over their divorce, he would have expected her to be the type to yearn after him with a broken heart for the rest of her life.

      “Conrad is a good man,” Sarah told Brad, dropping the Detective title and speaking of Conrad on a personal level. “He and I have been through quite a bit together.” Sarah thought of Conrad. Conrad had never once let her down and had even saved her life. “Conrad is in New York helping a widow and her son relocate at the moment.”

      “I see,” Brad said and unclenched his jaw long enough to take another sip of his coffee. “When is he due to return?”

      “Very soon,” Amanda beamed. She turned in her seat and looked at Sarah. “Love, I sorta called Conrad yesterday and mentioned your…visitor…to him.”

      Brad’s face darkened at this.

      Instead of becoming upset with Amanda’s action, Sarah simply nodded her head. “When is Conrad due to arrive?”

      “By tonight,” Amanda smiled, seeing relief replace the worry in Sarah's eyes. She lowered her voice and leaned closer to Sarah and said, “He wanted to be present for this, too.”

      “That's good news,” Sarah said in a conversational tone, smiling and focusing back on Brad. “Brad, you will like Conrad. He's a brilliant detective.”

      Brad's face glowed with displeasure. “Sarah, I was really hoping to have some time alone. But it seems your little town is becoming positively crowded with your…friends. Perhaps I was wrong to think you were ready to hear what I have to say. I really don't see any point in staying,” he said smoothly, attempting to back Sarah into a corner. In the past, he had always managed to get his way, twisting Sarah's arm with these subtle nuances.

      “Have a safe trip,” Sarah replied and nodded toward the front door. “The roads are icy. Drive carefully.”

      Amanda watched Brad's face grow red. “I would get a head start,” she added.

      Brad hesitated. It was clear that Sarah had changed. He would have to play her very carefully and be very clever. His life depended on being able to control and manipulate Sarah. “There is no chance we can speak alone?” he asked.

      “No, Brad,” Sarah answered. She put down her mug of coffee and folded her arms. “Why are you here?” she asked.

      “I told you over the phone that I was hoping we could—”

      “No, Brad,” Sarah interrupted, “I don't believe that. Perhaps I did yesterday, but now that we're face to face, I see a man who has no desire to reconcile a broken marriage.”

      “Oh stop it,” Brad scoffed. “You were never able to play detective with me, Sarah. You may have been able to make others believe you were a woman of skill and confidence, but I always knew the real Sarah, didn't I?”

      “Yes, Brad, you did,” Sarah answered quietly, without becoming upset. “You knew the woman behind the badge. You knew my fears and my weaknesses and always used them against me. And that made you a coward.”

      “A coward?” Brad asked in an angry voice. “How dare you!”

      “Watch it, pal,” Amanda warned Brad. “My girl is carrying and so am I. One wrong move and you'll be counting bullet holes.”

      Sarah fought back a grin. “Uh, June Bug, let's keep it peaceful.”

      Amanda folded her arms. “Sure,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Brad glared at Sarah. “I travel all this way to receive death threats? Very nice, Sarah. I'm really impressed with your peaceful country life,” he snapped. “I should have known better than to think you would actually receive me in a mature manner. Is it any wonder I divorced you?”

      “Your demeaning insults may have worked in the past, Brad. But not anymore. I was a very successful detective in Los Angeles. I can go back to my old job any time I desire, too,” Sarah pointed out. “Pete is very anxious to have me return to my old job. He’s got my old desk still waiting. Instead, I'm choosing to remain in Alaska. You see, Brad, I'm enjoying my new life and I'm very grateful for it. It’s peaceful, too, as long as snakes don’t come crawling into town. I have a successful writing career and a wonderful little coffee shop. And as you can see for yourself, I have some very wonderful friends that I love and cherish very much.” Brad began to speak but Sarah held up her right hand. “The divorce did hurt, I will not deny that it did. And I will not deny that I still have questions about what happened. But a person heals and moves on, Brad. I have healed and moved on. A healed bone only grows stronger. I'm not the same woman you once knew. So be careful how you speak to me.”

      “How I speak to you? Well my intentions were to speak to you alone and discuss the possibility of repairing our broken marriage,” Brad spat in annoyance. “You were never an easy woman to speak with, Sarah. You always forced me to compete with your job, the media attention, and other distracting roadblocks. You always pushed me out and never let me in—”

      “The blame game no longer works, Brad,” Sarah said and pointed at the front door again. “Have a safe trip back to Los Angeles.”

      Brad stared at Sarah. As he did, someone knocked on the front door. He jerked around in his seat and watched Amanda stride to the front door and unlock it. “Wait,” he called out.

      Amanda didn't answer. She pulled the front door open. A snow-dusted figure appeared and stepped through the front door. “Conrad,” Amanda exclaimed and hugged him.

      “Hey,” Conrad said and hugged Amanda back. He spotted Sarah as she stood up and he waved a tired hand at her. “I smell coffee.”

      “I'll go make you a cup,” Sarah smiled. “Hungry?”

      “I could use a hot cinnamon roll,” Conrad smiled back and began shaking snow off his black leather coat. He looked at Brad and then back at Sarah. “We can grab a bite to eat at the diner in a few minutes, if you ladies want?”

      “Sounds great,” Amanda told Conrad and walked him over to the table Brad was sitting at. “Conrad, this is Brad, Sarah's ex-husband.”

      Brad looked up at Conrad and immediately sensed that the man wasn't the type of person he wanted to tangle with. “You must be Detective Conrad Spencer.”

      Conrad nodded his head and grabbed a chair. “And you must be the jerk who didn't have enough sense to stay married to an angel,” he said and looked over at Sarah. Sarah blushed and walked off into the kitchen. Amanda quickly followed her, hiding a smile.

      Out in the snow, a dark shadow slithered out of Brad's SUV and vanished into the whirling snow.
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      Brad sat down at a table located at the back of the diner near an old jukebox. Even though he was hungry and the air smelled of delicious coffee, wonderful food, and mouth-watering desserts, he wore a mask of boredom and impatience. The truth was, he didn't have much of an appetite. Betraying your ex-wife was a tough and emotional job. But what choice did he have? If he wanted to live, Sarah had to die. “Sarah, I would really like to speak alone,” he said, taking off his gray overcoat.

      “I've already made it clear that we will not speak alone,” Sarah informed Brad, taking off her white coat and sitting down. She was worried that Brad had not taken the hint that he was not welcome to join them at the diner, though she liked how Conrad’s calm demeanor seemed to irritate Brad more and more by the minute.

      Brad tossed his overcoat over his lap and stared at Sarah angrily. But when Conrad walked up to the table he looked away. “Snow is getting worse,” Conrad said, shaking snow off his leather jacket. “The wind feels like razor blades, too.”

      “A person from New York should be used to the snow,” Brad huffed.

      “I can handle New York snow,” Conrad said, unruffled. “Alaska snow is a lot different.” Conrad deliberately sat down next to Sarah. He looked toward the front counter and spotted Amanda talking on the phone. “Poor girl,” he said, “I know she was expecting her husband home this week.”

      “I know,” Sarah sighed. “Amanda enjoys staying at my cabin but I think she's ready to sleep in her own house again.”

      “You friend's husband is...out of town?” Brad asked in a cold voice.

      Sarah nodded her head. “Amanda's husband had to stay in London after his father took a turn for the worse,” she explained, more for Conrad’s benefit.

      “From the look on Amanda's face it doesn't seem like he's going to be home anytime soon,” Conrad pointed out. “I just hope he takes it easy on his leg.”

      “Me, too,” Sarah agreed, gazing at Amanda's face. Amanda's face was very upset. “Poor dear.”

      Brad removed his gloves and began rubbing his hands together. “I assume there is a hotel in this town?” he asked. “I thought to ask you to offer me a room at your cabin, but I assume I can dismiss that notion out of hand.”

      “Indeed you can,” Sarah told Brad and took off her own gloves and forced patience to restrain her tongue. It was clear that Brad was scared. Something was wrong, and Sarah was determined to find out what. However, because she knew her ex-husband extremely well, she understood the man wasn't about to simply spill the beans. Sarah had to be smart and clever if she was going to extract the answers she needed from his ironclad mouth, but she was not going to give in to his demands for a private conversation if she could help it. “I will give you directions to the local hotel after we eat.”

      Conrad studied Brad's face. The man's face was twisted with impatience and lines of a frown gathered around his mouth. “Why are you here?” he asked Brad.

      “I came to speak to my ex-wife,” Brad told Conrad in a calm but arrogant voice.

      “What about?” Conrad pressed.

      “That is personal, Detective Spencer.” The two men seemed to exchange a war of glares, neither blinking for a long moment.

      Conrad finally looked uneasily at Sarah. “Sarah,” he said, “for the time being, I think I'm going to claim your couch as my new bed, if that's okay.”

      Sarah felt relief touch her worried nerves. The idea of Conrad becoming a temporary resident at her cabin made her feel safe. “My couch is yours. But I have to warn you that Amanda snores.”

      “So do I,” Conrad tried to joke but failed. He watched Amanda end her call and slowly walk back to the table, about ready to burst into tears. “Bad?” he asked.

      “My hubby is going to be delayed for another two weeks,” Amanda sighed and wiped at a few tears that began to fall. She sat down in the fourth chair and shook her head. “Los Angeles, love, you're stuck with me for two more weeks. I can’t bear being in my empty house.”

      Sarah reached out and hugged Amanda's shoulder. “I love being stuck with you, June Bug.”

      Brad didn't like the fact that the woman he had divorced had these people crowding her life with these inconvenient demands. He didn't like that the woman he divorced had people she cared for and whom she cared about, in turn. It had only been a few short years since their divorce. He expected to find Sarah isolated in Alaska, mending perhaps, but depressed—an easy target to manipulate. Instead, he encountered an entirely happy woman who appeared to be very strong. He looked into Sarah’s eyes for a long moment. “You've changed,” he admitted.

      “What did you expect, Brad?” Sarah asked. “You divorced me. I won't lie and claim that the divorce didn't hurt, because it did. I won't lie and claim that it didn't take me time to heal, because it did. I won't lie and claim that I don't miss Los Angeles, because I do. However,” Sarah continued in a clear, firm voice, “the life I have in Snow Falls is one that I am very grateful for and one I intend to keep. I have no intention of ever returning to my old life. Alaska is my home now and the people you see sitting at this table are my family.”

      “Nice speech,” Brad told Sarah, “but I know you, Sarah. You'll never be happy anywhere but Los Angeles. Didn’t you say Pete was still holding your old desk for you? Why would you care about that if part of you didn’t still wonder what it would be like to return? Admit it. Los Angeles still calls you,” Brad said. He saw the hesitation in her eyes and very carefully eased forward. “We still have so much to talk about. I don’t have to disturb your life here…so let’s take a trip to Los Angeles instead. One last time, for old time’s sake. We’ll drive down to Los Angeles together and you can ask me every question you’ve ever wanted to.” Brad shifted in his seat, his dark eyes gazing into hers. “Remember our home, Sarah? Remember the white bench I painted for you under the oak tree in the backyard?”

      “I remember,” Sarah replied in a careful tone.

      “Remember how you used to love sitting under the oak tree after a heavy rain?” Brad asked. He forced a smile to his lips. “I used to stand at the bedroom window and watch you read. You were always at your most beautiful, Sarah, reading under that oak tree.”

      The image of the white bench was so vivid in Sarah's mind. Despite her misgivings, she saw the bench under her favorite tree in the backyard filled with bright flower beds. She smelled the soft scent of the Southern California air floating over a cozy Spanish-style home; the scent of the wind landed in her lap and curled up into a very sad heart. “I loved my backyard,” Sarah said, speaking in a low voice. “I spent many lovely evenings sitting on the bench you painted for me, Brad.” The hurt was written clearly on her face.

      Brad saw a crack slowly appear in Sarah's defenses and attacked like a hungry lion pouncing on a weak gazelle. “You kept the backyard very beautiful, Sarah,” he said, keeping his smile up. “You also kept our home very beautiful, as well. I can still see you standing in the kitchen baking those cinnamon rolls you loved so much. The entire house would be filled with the smell,” Brad said and tried to grab Sarah's eyes with his. “Whenever I was upstairs shaving and smelled the cinnamon rolls I knew I was in for a treat.”

      Sarah saw a happy woman singing to herself in a cozy kitchen while she danced around, baking homemade cinnamon rolls. “My job was very difficult at times and baking always helped me to relax,” she reminisced, feeling tears struggling to escape her eyes. “I...miss my kitchen, Brad,” she said and quickly looked down at her hands before he could capture her gaze again. “But you destroyed our home.”

      “I'm very sorry, Sarah. It was a mistake to divorce you. I was...angry,” Brad told Sarah, allowing his voice to sweeten like a sad puppy’s. “I was also very jealous. You always seemed to love your job more than me. You were always coming and going at all hours. I only saw you when you took a day off, which was rare. I wanted my wife, not a cop.”

      “You knew I was a cop when you married me.”

      “I know,” Brad sighed. He looked at Conrad. Conrad had his hand on his chin and his eyes plainly said that he was not fooled by Brad’s performance. “I thought leaving you and marrying a woman who wasn't a cop would make me happy. I was wrong.” Brad moved his gaze to Amanda. Amanda wasn't buying his lies, either. The woman was staring straight into his deceitful heart with anger filling her wide eyes. “I'm sorry I became angry earlier. When you refused to speak to me alone I felt rejected, like this trip was a waste. You don't even trust me enough to have a simple private conversation.”

      “Why should I trust you, Brad?” Sarah asked, upset. “You destroyed my life. Our life. You took away everything…everything that I was, and forced me to leave my home broken and hurt. I gave up being a cop because I couldn't focus on my job. I started to suffer from insomnia. I...” Sarah felt her cheeks turn red. “I scooped up the broken pieces of my heart and ran away as far as I could, because of you…because you destroyed everything I once loved. I once loved you. But that’s over now.”

      “I'm so sorry, Sarah,” Brad whispered and tried to reach out and touch Sarah's hand. Sarah yanked her hand away. “Please forgive me.”

      “Why should she?” Amanda jumped into the storm. “You weren't even around to dry her tears, you useless git. I was. I've seen how terribly you made this tender woman suffer. I've counted her tears. I've held her in my arms while she's cried. And you have the audacity to show up in our town and say you're sorry?”

      “Amanda—” Sarah tried to say.

      Amanda threw her hand up at Sarah. “You don't care about my best friend, Brad. Your eyes are full of hypocrisy. So why don't you stop with your lies and tell us why you're really here?”

      “I'm here to speak with my wife,” Brad snapped at Amanda in a tone that came out far too harsh.

      “Watch your mouth,” Conrad warned Brad. He lowered his hand and narrowed his eyes. “You're in the presence of ladies, so act like it.”

      Brad looked into Conrad's eyes and backed down. “I'm sorry,” he said and sweetened his voice with the same false tone he used with judges and witnesses he needed to charm. “Please forgive my manners. I'm exhausted from a long trip and upset that my ex-wife refuses to speak to me alone. I'm not an animal, Sarah. Did I ever hurt you while we were married? Did I ever once lay a hand on you?”

      “No,” Sarah admitted, feeling her heart shatter. “Brad, you never hurt me...physically. But you hurt me in other ways. You were very cold toward me in the end. When you did talk to me, you made me feel like a fool. You stopped respecting me, you didn’t respect my job...demanded Pete stop visiting the house...insisted I keep my work out of your life...” Sarah looked up at Brad. “Pete knew you were going to divorce me, but I refused to listen to him. Did I ever tell you that?”

      “Pete never cared for me,” Brad said in a sour voice. “Your...friend...never once offered me the respect I deserved as your husband.”

      “You never offered Pete the respect he deserved,” Sarah fired back like an angry torpedo, her heart flaming with misery and pain. “Pete tried to like you, but you never gave him room. Every time Pete came over to the house you vanished into your office.”

      “Forgive me if I didn't want to stand around in the kitchen listening to that cigar-chomping moron tooting his stupid little horn,” Brad told Sarah and folded his arms together. “How that man ever became a cop is beyond me.”

      “Pete is not a moron,” Sarah snapped at Brad. “He’s a fine detective...one of the best, as a matter of fact. Every day he risks his life to serve and protect—”

      “Oh please,” Brad replied in a nauseated voice.

      “Pete helped me catch the Back Alley Killer,” Sarah growled. She hated how Brad was winding her up, but the memories swirled through her like an angry hurricane. It had been a desperate time. “We were going over the evidence late one night in his office. I was really stuck in a corner.” Sarah ran her hands through her hair. “I couldn't figure out how the killer was thinking. The murders seemed random...the evidence was weak...I couldn't see a pattern...no connections anywhere. I was desperate, I needed to talk it through with someone.” Conrad watched Sarah steady her nerves and then looked at Brad. The man was suddenly very tense and would not meet Sarah’s eyes. “Pete was my sounding board in a way you never were, Brad. In a way I wished you could have been.” She closed her eyes in pain for a moment but jumped back in before her ex-husband could dare interrupt. “Out of nowhere, that night Pete suggested that the Back Alley Killer might be a cop.”

      “Pete never—”

      Sarah held up her hand. “Pete was there for me. Period. I never would have considered that the Back Alley Killer might be a cop without Pete’s help,” she continued. “That was the key to the whole case. I set a trap and the Back Alley Killer took the bait and I managed to trap him. If it wasn't for Pete simply listening that night...more innocent people would have died at the hands of that killer. So don't you dare call Pete a moron. That man saved innocent lives and wouldn't let me even mention his name and give him credit.”

      Brad clasped his hands together. A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Sarah, perhaps it would be wise if we changed the subject.”

      Sarah stared into Brad's eyes. She saw fear again. “Why?” she asked, cooling her emotions and jumping into the mind of a cop. She had her suspicions. “Bad memories? Or just regretting that you weren’t the right man for the job, Brad?”

      Brad started to speak, but spotted a middle-aged woman walking up to the table. He quickly pulled his hands apart and ordered a hot coffee. “Coffee, two sugars and no cream,” he told the waitress in a short tone.

      Marion Dunmore looked down at Sarah. She was covering a shift for her sister who was out with a cold. “Sarah?” she asked, shaking her head at the out-of-towner’s rudeness.

      “Hot cocoa for me, please,” Sarah said. “I'll also have a cheeseburger plate, well done, lots of fries.”

      “The same for me, Marion,” Conrad added and smiled at Marion. “And maybe some extra marshmallows in my hot cocoa, huh?”

      “If you ask real nice and leave a large tip,” Marion teased Conrad and pushed her black hair away from her eyes. “Amanda, baby, what will you have?”

      Amanda looked away from Brad. The man gave her the creeps. “Give me the meatloaf plate, love,” she told Marion, “with lots of gravy on my mashed potatoes. And don't worry, Conrad is leaving the tip.”

      “Oh, this must be my lucky day,” Marion teased Conrad again and patted his shoulder. “Charlie and I can retire now.” Marion focused on Brad. “Special today is meatloaf. We also have—”

      “I'll have the cheeseburger plate,” Brad interrupted and stood up. “Where is your bathroom?” Marion pointed to the back hallway. “Thank you,” Brad said and hurried away.

      Conrad stood up. “I need to wash my hands,” he said and followed Brad toward the bathrooms.

      “Get him,” Amanda whispered. “Make that awful man feel every bit of the pain he's caused my sweet girl.”

      Marion looked at Sarah. Sarah was watching Conrad walk off after Brad. “Oh boy,” she said and hurried back to the kitchen.
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      Conrad walked into a small bathroom holding a single stall, leaned against a rugged wooden counter, and looked down at the worn, hardwood floor. “Sarah sure is pretty, isn't she?” he asked.

      Brad locked the stall door with shaky hands and backed up against the toilet. “My ex-wife was always a beautiful woman,” he answered Conrad, sure that the man had followed him into the bathroom in order to beat him senseless. And what if Conrad did beat him black and blue? Brad was trapped in a one-horse town in Alaska where law enforcement most likely consisted of a few donuts next to a worn-down coffee pot. No protection could be expected if he dared to assault an innocent someone, never mind a detective.

      “Yeah, Sarah is beautiful,” Conrad said, keeping his eyes on the floor as he ran the tap to let the water run warm. “She's also been hurt,” he added.

      “She seems to be coming along...nicely,” Brad told Conrad, trying to read the man's voice through the stall door.

      “Sarah has managed to move on,” Conrad continued, “because she’s a very strong woman. But she is still a woman. The Mrs. Garland who left Los Angeles was very hurt. Now, I don't know why you're in Snow Falls, but it's clear to me that you didn't come all this way to wine and dine Sarah.” Conrad raised his eyes and looked at the stall door. “Why are you in Snow Falls, Mr. Garland?”

      Brad felt trapped. “My business is personal, Detective Spencer,” he tried to speak in a strong courtroom voice.

      “Sarah is my business,” Conrad informed Brad. “Sarah is a very close friend that I care about.” Conrad looked back down at the floor. The smell of pine cleaner was burning his nose. “Mr. Garland, my ex-wife is dead. She was killed. Sarah helped me solve her murder. I'm very grateful, too.”

      Brad checked the expensive watch on his wrist. The day was growing older. “I'm sorry to hear about your ex-wife,” he lied.

      “No you're not,” Conrad corrected Brad. “You see Mr. Garland, you're a selfish man with a whole lot of fake charm to you. You're successful, appear distinguished, carry yourself in a James Bond manner. But underneath all of those layers, I see a self-centered coward who only thinks of himself. Unfortunately, Sarah fell for you.”

      “Detective, if you continue to harass me I will be forced to contact my attorney and—”

      “You can call a thousand attorneys,” Conrad lowered his voice into a deep growl, “but you're going to hear me out first. You're not in Snow Falls because you care about Sarah. You're here because you're a selfish coward. Your motives are purely selfish. If a situation doesn't benefit you then you toss it in the garbage.” Conrad raised his eyes as if he could see the man through the stall’s door. “You're in Snow Falls because you need something from Sarah. I don't know what that something is, but I'm going to find out. I'm going to dig and dig and dig until I find out what you're in Snow Falls for, Mr. Garland. And when I discover the truth, I'm going to expose you for the coward you are. And you can bet I will not let you get whatever you’re after.”

      Angry threads of panic constricted Brad's chest. The last thing he expected to encounter in Alaska was a detective from New York. “If you violate my privacy, I will have your badge,” he tried to threaten Conrad.

      “Not before I expose you,” Conrad promised. He turned around, looked at himself in the small mirror, spotted a few gray hairs, and shook his head. “You can make my job easier,” he offered. “Just tell me why you’re here so I don’t have to go digging.”

      Brad listened as Conrad turned on the taps and began washing his hands. His mind felt tangled up. How could he confess his crime to a cop that was obviously in love with his ex-wife? Why, Conrad would shoot him dead on the spot. “Are you finished?” he asked.

      “I've not even grabbed my shovel,” Conrad promised and grabbed a handful of paper towels. “Mr. Garland, I'm usually a pretty laid-back kind of guy. I don't claim to be the type of guy who always has his temper in check, but I do okay. However, if you push me too far, Mr. Garland, I'll react,” Conrad issued the threat without hesitation. “I'll punch you in the face with the fist of the law, are we clear?”

      “You may leave now,” Brad said in a voice that came out shaky.

      “I guess,” Conrad said, “but remember, Mr. Garland. I'm watching you,” he finished and walked out of the bathroom and made his way back to Sarah and Amanda.

      “Did you punch that swine?” Amanda asked Conrad and hit her left palm with her right fist. “Oh, please tell me you socked him a good one!”

      “Nope,” Conrad said and sat down. “I let Mr. Garland know that I was going to investigate his reasons for being in Snow Falls and expose him for the coward he is,” he explained without disguising his words. “Sarah, please don't slap me in the face for saying this, but I agree with Amanda: you married a swine.”

      Sarah felt the instant desire to defend Brad. After all, she had been married to the man for many years. “Brad...has his moments when he can be...caring and charming,” she struggled to speak. Memories of her marriage flooded her memory. “We shared many wonderful times together...it was only near the end, the last few years of our marriage, that the sweetness began to drain out of his heart.”

      “I can't imagine that man ever being kind and charming, love,” Amanda told Sarah.

      Sarah kept her eyes low. “In the beginning, Brad was...well, he captured my heart. I can't explain why at this moment and I won't attempt to. All I can say is that once upon a time...there was love. At least in my heart.”

      Conrad and Amanda looked at each other. The table grew quiet. Outside, the winds howled and whipped down the street as the heavy snow continued to cover the town. Finally, Marion appeared with the hot drinks. “Here you go, baby,” she said and handed Sarah her hot cocoa.

      “Love your blue dress,” Amanda told Marion, trying to sound like her old self. Why let a slug prevent her from paying a compliment to a friend? “That blue goes very well with your eyes.”

      Marion threw her hand at Amanda. “I have crows’ feet and my hair is nearly gray,” she said and handed Amanda her drink. “But that compliment will get you extra gravy on your mashed potatoes.”

      Amanda smiled. “Lots and lots of gravy, love.”

      Marion smiled but stopped when she saw Sarah looking down at her hot cocoa. “Baby, what's wrong? You look like a woman whose heart is sunk with the Titanic.”

      “I'm fine, Marion,” Sarah said without much enthusiasm in her voice. A part of her heart wanted to reach out to Brad and repair her marriage, but another part of her heart knew the truth. Brad had no desire to repair their marriage. The man had come to Snow Falls with a hidden agenda tucked up his sleeve. The man was also very scared. “Cops are always fine.”

      Conrad took his drink from Marion. “How are those burgers coming along?” he asked.

      “I'll go find out,” Marion said and wandered off, worrying about Sarah.

      “Love?” Amanda asked.

      Sarah raised her eyes. “Yes?”

      Amanda gently reached out her hand and pushed Sarah's bangs off her forehead. “I'm sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “No,” Amanda insisted, “I'm really, truly sorry. I know you were hoping for the impossible.”

      Conrad felt a sharp pain strike his heart. It was clear to him that Sarah—deep down—was holding onto the hope that her marriage would somehow be miraculously repaired and her old life would be restored to her. Instead, she had been handed the final nail in the coffin. “I'm sorry, too.”

      “I know,” Sarah said. She looked into Conrad's caring eyes. “I'm sorry about your marriage, too, Conrad. I know you're still dealing with the pain of losing your wife.”

      “Life goes on,” Conrad forced a smile on his face. “I can't let my past destroy my future. I owe it to myself to do two things.”

      “What?” Sarah asked.

      “First, I have to forgive myself, and second, I have to stop blaming myself. If I can't toss those two presents into my hat then there's really no point in waking up because everything I do will be in vain.” Conrad fiddled with his hot cocoa. “I want to be happy again, Sarah. I want to continue living and forget about the wrinkled up pages of the past.”

      Sarah was surprised to hear Conrad speak so openly. Usually, the man guarded his emotions. “Every day is a blank page and a new prayer.”

      Before Conrad could respond, Brad reappeared. “I've decided that my trip to Alaska has been in vain after all. I'm going to rent a room for the night and leave first thing in the morning,” he announced without taking a seat.

      Sarah raised her eyes and examined Brad's face. The man was clearly anxious and scared. “Brad, what are you scared of?” she finally asked, deciding to dive right into the deep end of the pool and skip the swimming lessons.

      “I don't know what you mean,” Brad replied and began putting on his gloves. He wouldn’t meet her eyes yet again. “Sarah, it's clear to me that I made the right decision in divorcing you, if you truly are not willing to discuss it further. This trip has taught me that truth. You and I have obviously grown apart and live in two completely different worlds now.”

      Sarah fought back tears. Sweet memories stung her mind. She saw Brad as her husband instead of the rude, cold man standing before her. Everything inside of her heart wanted to beg Brad to take her back home with him. Instead, she lowered her eyes and looked at the marshmallows floating in her hot cocoa. “Have a safe trip home, Brad. It was...nice seeing you again.”

      “On the contrary,” Brad objected, “this trip has not been pleasant in the least. Goodbye, Sarah.”

      “Don't let the door hit you on the way out,” Amanda retorted and pointed at the front door. “Hotel is two miles south of town. You can't miss it.”

      Brad threw a sour look at Amanda and then turned to walk to the diner’s door.

      “Excuse me,” Sarah said and rushed off to the bathroom.

      “I better go with her,” Amanda told Conrad and ran after Sarah.

      Conrad drew in a deep breath, stood up, and walked to the front of the diner behind Brad. He didn’t want to give the man the opportunity to turn around and find Sarah and make things worse.

      After Brad went through the front door, Conrad held the door open and watched him walk away through the snow. “Jerk,” he muttered and began to pull the door shut. But before he could, a single rifle shot erupted in the still, quiet air of the snowy town. Conrad saw Brad's body thrown backward and then crumple down into the snow, only a few paces away from the door. “Get down!” he yelled at the people eating in the diner. Without wasting a second, he drew his gun, squatted down, and began searching the snow for a shooter. All his eyes managed to make out were snow-covered, frozen buildings. “Where are you?” he whispered, straining to see through the heavy falling snow.

      Sarah came running out of the bathroom and made her way to Conrad. “What is it?” she asked.

      Conrad grabbed Sarah and pulled her down into a crouch beside him. He looked into her panicked eyes. “Someone...shot...your ex-husband,” he said and eased the front door closed.

      “No,” Sarah began crying and tried to run outside into the storm. Conrad grabbed her. “Let me go!” Sarah yelled. The diner was filled with the panicked whispers of customers.

      “Sarah, the shooter could still be outside,” Conrad said in a soft voice and pulled Sarah into his arms.

      “Let me go!” Sarah screamed and tried to break free of Conrad. Conrad held on tight. “Let me go!”

      Amanda ran up to Sarah and grabbed her. “What's happening?” she asked Conrad in a scared voice.

      “Sarah's husband has been shot,” Conrad explained in a regretful voice. “We can’t go out there, the shooter could be waiting for another target.” He transferred Sarah into Amanda's arms and eased open the front door. Brad was lying face down in the snow. Conrad darted his eyes around, desperately searching for the shooter.

      Sarah yanked away from Amanda and managed to push her body through the front door before Conrad grabbed her. She saw Brad lying in the snow. “No,” she cried. “Oh Brad, no.” Sarah's tears were met by a second rifle shot that shattered the front window of the diner.

      “Down!” Conrad yelled and yanked Sarah back inside and used his body to shield her. “Everybody stay down!” The tinkle of glass faded and the shrieks of terror quieted as everyone waited to see what would happen next.

      Amanda grabbed Sarah's hands and began pulling her back toward the bathrooms. “Come on, love,” she pleaded. Sarah felt her heart collapse and all of her strength drain out of her body. She allowed Amanda to pull her back without putting up any resistance. The two women ducked down behind the table, peeking out a little to watch Conrad.

      Conrad made his way to the phone on the front counter and called Andrew at the police station. “We have an active shooter. One man is down,” he explained. “Keep the guys at the station inside. Whoever the shooter is, he has the upper ground.” Conrad ran an angry hand through his hair. “I didn't see anyone out on the sidewalk...”

      “This snow is good cover for a shooter,” Andrew told Conrad in a worried voice.

      “I know,” Conrad said and focused his eyes on Sarah. Sarah was on her knees, leaning into Amanda's arms. Anger flared in his chest. “The man down in the street – I can’t reach him yet. His name is Brad Garland, and I think he brought someone with him,” he said through gritted teeth. “Someone who wants Sarah dead.”

      Outside, the strange words of a song echoed as a figure disappeared around a corner. “The weather outside is frightful, but this game is so delightful, and since you’ve no place to go, let it snow...let it snow...let it snow...”

      In the diner, Sarah cuddled up into Amanda's arms and closed her eyes. “This was no coincidence. This was what I saw in his eyes…”

      Amanda was worried. “Love, what are you saying? What did you see?”

      “The fear. This is why he was afraid. Brad brought a killer with him,” she whispered. “And I think I know who the killer is.”

      “Who, love?” Amanda begged. “Who did that awful man bring to our town?”

      Sarah looked up into Amanda's eyes and wiped at her tears. “Amanda,” she spoke in a voice barely loud enough to hear, “my ex-husband...he might have brought...the Back Alley Killer with him.”

      Amanda's eyes went wide. “But the Back Alley Killer is locked away in prison...right?”

      Sarah didn't respond. Instead, she looked toward the front door and closed her eyes to the memory of her ex-husband’s dead body lying in the cold, cold snow. I'm coming for you, Sarah. Oh yes, it's time for the final game and this time I'm going to win, she heard a hideous voice echo in her mind.

      “What's the plan?” Andrew asked Conrad.

      Conrad spotted Sarah staring at the front door with terrified eyes. “I don't know, Andrew,” he confessed and ran his left hand through his hair again. “I don't know.”

      Outside, the heavy snow continued to fall, blanketing the still figure that lay on the sidewalk.
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      Night had fallen. The diner was still and nervous. Snow was pouring in through the broken window, accumulating on the floor in little frozen piles that whirled around and resettled, over and over, an angry thumbprint of the storm’s hand. The winds continued to howl into the ears of the trapped people who grew more scared by the minute. “It's been hours,” Marion told Conrad. She was sitting with her back leaning against the front counter and her arms tucked around her knees. “I really want to get home to my husband.” She had a spare tablecloth wrapped around her like a blanket.

      Conrad kept his eyes on the storm outside. Brad's body was now buried in snow. “The shooter could still be outside,” he warned Marion. “We have to wait for Andrew to call the all-clear. He and the others are searching the town now, all the storefronts and roofs. It’s taking some time in this weather, of course.”

      Marion spotted Sarah walking out of the bathroom and making her way through the diner toward Conrad. Amanda was right behind her. “Sarah is out of the bathroom,” she told Conrad.

      Conrad turned away from the door. He saw Sarah walking toward him with a face that was now focused and ready to act. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” Sarah admitted and eased toward the front door just enough to see the spot where her ex-husband's body lay under the snow. “I can't believe Brad is dead,” she told Conrad in a miserable voice.

      Conrad put a gentle hand down on Sarah's shoulder. “Sarah, you said you believed your ex-husband brought the Back Alley Killer to Snow Falls. Why?” he asked. “What makes you believe the person who shot your ex-husband is the Back Alley Killer?”

      Sarah locked her eyes on the snow covering Brad's body. The distant hope of reconciling her broken marriage was forever destroyed. The desperate dream of returning to her old life and picking up the pieces was now demolished. Her old life...the life she had once loved and cherished...had been murdered along with her ex-husband. Sure, she could go back to Los Angeles and buy the house she had once called home, but the life...the oak tree...the city...her job...would be meaningless, a shadow of what it had once been. Brad, Sarah felt within her shattered heart, had always been the anchor that held her life within the harbor of Los Angeles. Now the man was dead...and a major part of Sarah died along with him. “The first victim the Back Alley Killer shot was a divorcee,” Sarah spoke in a low, troubled, voiced. “I could be wrong, but I don't think I am. But that’s not how I know,” she added. “I know it was the Back Alley Killer who forced Brad to come here because I saw the fear in his eyes. There’s only one thing…one person…who could have caused him to come crawling here, demanding a reconciliation that he didn’t want. I know...knew...my husband.”

      Conrad stared into Sarah's hurt and scared eyes. “I had Andrew make a few calls,” he spoke in a reluctant tone. “Francis Norman Clark escaped from his prison cell around the same time you were in Oregon.”

      “Why didn't someone call Sarah?” Amanda exclaimed in an angry voice. “A mad serial killer escapes from prison and no bloody authority figure thinks to tell the woman who captured him? What kind of world are we living in?”

      “The authorities didn't want to alert anyone,” Conrad explained.

      “Why?” Amanda demanded.

      “To prevent mass panic,” Sarah explained and stepped back from the front door. She turned and looked at her best friend. “If the public becomes aware that a deadly serial killer is loose, mass panic would follow.”

      “So the so-called authorities believe it's better to risk people’s lives?” Amanda asked, incensed.

      “Yes,” Sarah replied honestly. “It's a disgusting pill to swallow, but that's the way local, state and federal governments operate. Imagine thousands of people hunkering down at home and not showing up for work? Parents yanking their children away from schools? Businesses closing down? You're talking about mass panic that would cripple an entire community.”

      “And on top of that,” Conrad added, “imagine thousands of people walking the streets with loaded weapons prepared to shoot into any shadow. I'm all for people having the rights to carry their personal firearms and protect themselves, but people walking around with scared, itchy trigger fingers isn't a good thing.”

      “People have the right to know,” Amanda argued.

      “Yes, they sure do,” Marion jumped into the fight. “If a killer is loose in Snow Falls, I would want to know. There's innocent children at risk, for crying out loud.”

      “I agree with you,” Sarah promised Marion.

      “So do I,” Conrad said, “but I can understand the need to prevent panic. It's a double-edged sword.”

      “Double-edged sword or not, there's a killer loose in Snow Falls,” Marion snapped. “I read all about this Back Alley Killer when I found out our very own Sarah Garland was the woman who captured him. Snow Falls is a small town and word gets around fast. I couldn't believe a detective from Los Angeles had made her way to our little town. And on top of that, the woman was famous for catching some serial killer that I never even heard of. But let me tell you, after I began reading about the Back Alley Killer...my skin crawled up and down my back all night. I didn't sleep a wink.”

      Conrad glanced at the faces hunkered down in their seats. He knew every face. And the faces were looking at him with angry, accusing eyes, questioning him. “Everyone, please listen to me,” Conrad said. “I know you're upset. But I assure you that neither myself or Detective Garland was aware until today that the person known as the Back Alley Killer arrived in town with Brad Garland. We're not even sure the person who killed Brad Garland is the Back Alley Killer.”

      “Don't feed us that lie,” a man named David Ellis yelled at Conrad. “I'm sixty-eight years old and I've lived in Snow Falls most of my life. Up until that woman arrived, this town had been a peaceful place to call home.” David pointed at Sarah. “That woman has brought nothing but trouble with her. But I'm the only one with enough guts to say it!”

      “Oh hush up, Dave,” Marion snapped, “and just remember how many times you've been pulled over for driving with a whiskey bottle before you go pointing a hard finger at poor Sarah. You're no saint. And if I remember correctly, you were the person who nearly ran over poor Mrs. Mulkey.”

      Dave shoved his hands into the rugged brown coat he was wearing and gave Marion a sour look. “That old windbag walked right out in front of me.”

      “Sure she did,” Marion rolled her eyes. “Sarah, ignore that grouch. Everyone in Snow Falls is thrilled that you've decided to call our little community home. You're a welcome member of our family.”

      Sarah wanted to thank Marion for defending her, but she wasn't in the mood. Instead, she allowed the anger bubbling in her chest to speak for her. “Mr. Ellis,” she said and stormed up to the booth he was sitting in, “America is a free land. A person has the right to live wherever they choose. If you can't accept that truth then I advise you to pack your bags and shove them down your throat! I didn't ask for the trouble that followed me to Snow Falls. I moved to this town because my husband divorced me and I needed a fresh start. And now, you lousy, cold-hearted toilet sponge, my husband is dead. So my advice to you is to shut your mouth before I slap it into the snow!”

      “Wow,” Amanda whispered, “I've never seen Los Angeles lose her temper before.”

      “You can't talk to me like that,” Dave objected and tried to stand up. Sarah took her right foot and kicked him back down in his seat. “Hey!”

      “Don't press me!” Sarah warned Dave and pointed a finger at him. “I know all about you. I know you're a drunk that the local cops tolerate because they’ve known you since elementary school. I've seen you staggering down the sidewalk a time or two with my own eyes.” Sarah raised her voice. “I know you live off of the money that was left to you by your parents when they were suddenly killed in a car accident. I know you never married and live alone and that most people in Snow Falls couldn’t care less about you and your drinking!”

      Dave stared up at Sarah with shocked eyes. The polite detective that seemed timid at times was turning out to be a vicious tiger. “You...leave me alone,” he grouched at her, but he backed down.

      “With pleasure,” Sarah growled and walked back to Conrad, eased open the front door, and studied the dark night. The snow was falling in hard, steady streams, making it difficult to see across the street. “Conrad, we can't stay in this diner forever.”

      “And if we step outside, we may get shot,” Conrad pointed out. “If the person who shot your ex-husband is the Back Alley Killer, he was smart to wait until we came to the diner. Now we're trapped.”

      “We can go out of the back door,” Marion pointed out. “We can escape into the alley.”

      Conrad had considered that option. The thought of a second shooter prevented him from voicing his approval. “It's been a few hours,” he said and focused on Sarah. “What do you think, Detective?” he asked.

      “If the Back Alley Killer wanted me dead, I would be dead,” Sarah told Conrad in a voice that sounded defeated. “This is personal, Conrad. Francis Clark will strike people I care about and then come for me.”

      “Which means you're certain he's the one that killed your husband?” Conrad said.

      “Francis Clark breaks out of prison and months later my ex-husband shows up in the town I live in with fear in his eyes. Yes, I'm certain,” Sarah turned around and locked her eyes on Amanda. “You're my shadow, do you understand me? You are not to leave my sight even when you go to the bathroom.”

      Amanda felt fear grip her heart. She had faced many dangerous cases with Sarah, but not once had she ever seen absolute panic consume her best friend's eyes. “You bet, love...I'm your shadow,” she said in a shaky voice.

      Sarah spun around and nodded her head at Conrad. “Detective Spencer, you're also my shadow. You, me and Amanda, we're a team, is that clear?”

      “Clear,” Conrad said.

      “Good.” Sarah stared at the front door. “It's dark. This storm will work against Francis but also help him. My guess is right now he's finding a place to bed down for the night.” Sarah bit down hard on her lip. “He might choose a home at random and take hostage whoever is living there.”

      “Or kill the people living in that home,” Amanda fretted.

      Sarah shook her head no. “Francis isn't a random killer. He fooled me at first into believing that he was. I'll explain later.”

      “So...we can leave?” Marion asked.

      Sarah hesitated. Francis Clark was a brilliant, clever and deadly killer. The man has won two world chess tournaments and had worked for the Los Angeles NCIS for ten years after serving nine years in the Navy as an intelligence officer. The man was a stealth killer. His grudge was going to be personal, and his method was going to be precise. “Francis is here to kill me...not you, Marion,” she finally spoke. “Yes, leave. Go out of the front and not the back.”

      “The streets are snowed over. No one will be able to drive out of town,” Dave complained. “The plow hasn't run in hours.”

      “I live a few blocks away,” Marion said. “I can walk.”

      “No,” Sarah objected, changing her mind. “I want everyone to make their way to the police station first. Andrew can order the plow to run and then he'll drive each of you home.”

      “Works for me,” Marion told Sarah and climbed to her feet. “Okay folks, you heard Detective Garland. Let's get our feet out in the cold.”

      “We'll cover the rear,” Sarah assured Marion and opened the front door. “Hurry, everyone.”

      Conrad pulled Sarah to the side as the diner emptied out. Marion stopped at the front door and turned to Conrad. “Snow Falls is blessed to have a good cop like you,” she told him and rushed out into the storm.

      “She's right,” Amanda said and patted Conrad on his shoulder. “You're a good cop and a good man. Just make sure you stay that way.”

      Conrad forced a weak smile to his face. “I'll make sure we all stay good and alive,” he promised Amanda. “Sarah, ready?”

      “Let's go,” Sarah said. She grabbed Amanda's hand, ran out into the storm, hurried past her ex-husband's body, and followed a line of scared people to the police station. Once inside the police station, she quickly put her gun away and brushed snow out of her hair. “Andrew, you need to get the plow moving and then drive these people home,” she said.

      Conrad closed the front door to the station house and locked it. “Okay, folks, try and warm up and find a place to rest. It might be a while before the plow finishes running.”

      Marion spotted a coffee station. “Let's all have some coffee and calm down.”

      Andrew grabbed Conrad by the arm and pulled him into his office while Marion began taking a head count. “We're in some serious trouble,” he told Andrew in an urgent voice.

      Sarah grabbed Amanda's hand and followed Conrad into Andrew's office. “What's wrong?” she demanded.

      “What's wrong?” Andrew asked in a stressed voice. “Sarah, we have a major storm settling in over the town.” Andrew plopped down on the corner of his desk. “Guys, this isn’t a normal snow system. This storm isn't going to be leaving us anytime soon. At least four feet of snow is being forecasted, along with winds gusting at forty to fifty miles per hour.”

      Conrad put his gun away and then wiped snow out of his hair. “You always say this town has weathered some bad storms in the past.”

      Andrew nodded his head. “Yeah,” he said and ran his hands through his hair. The man was obviously stressed beyond his limits. “Conrad, I've experienced worse storms than the one that's hitting us right now, and that's a fact. But this storm is going to make our job impossible. I can't send my guys out into the weather looking for the...the...Back Alley Killer,” Andrew said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “I read all about Francis Clark. The guy killed more people than I have fingers and toes. He struck terror into the heart of Los Angeles for over four years before Sarah caught him. This town isn't prepared to deal with the likes of him. Why, this town is candy. We’re sitting ducks.”

      “Oh,” Amanda said and stomped the floor, “this is hopeless.”

      “At least your husband was delayed,” Sarah pointed out and put her arm around Amanda. “The delay was a blessing.”

      Amanda looked deep into Sarah's eyes and read her thought. “At least my hubby isn't lying dead out in the snow...that's what you're trying to tell me, right love?”

      Sarah nodded her head. “Yes, June Bug, that's exactly what I'm telling you.” Sarah looked at Conrad. “I'm not going to let you end up lying dead in the snow, either,” she whispered and listened to the storm howl and scream outside.
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      Sarah stood outside a metal door leading into a small, cold room that served as a morgue. The hallway was quiet. The floor beneath her feet was covered with white and green flecked tiles that looked unfriendly under the hateful glare of the fluorescent lights. The walls lining the hallway were painted a depressing dark gray that made Sarah feel like she was trapped in an eternal scream. “Why do basement hallways always look like this?” she moaned.

      “I know,” Amanda shivered. “Creepy.”

      “You've never been down to the hospital basement before?” Conrad asked, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

      “Never had a need to, for crying out loud,” Amanda fussed. “Believe it or not, I'm the type of woman that likes to spend her time in warm shopping malls where the lights are bright and the faces are cheerful.”

      “Yeah,” Conrad said and fought back a yawn. He looked at Sarah. “Andrew got everyone home safe and sound. He said the only problem he encountered was the snow.”

      Amanda wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “It's creepy knowing that psycho is out in the night, lurking about,” she said. “It's even creepier knowing that he can...well, kill at any time. I mean, let's face it, we could all be dead right now.”

      “I know,” Sarah said. “But don’t dwell on it, Amanda. Focus.” Amanda nodded. Sarah looked at the closed metal door. In her mind, she saw Brad sit up on the cold steel table and point an accusing finger at her. All your fault, Sarah...all your fault...all your fault... Sarah fought the horrible thought away. “I wish Dr. Ross would hurry.”

      “I wish Mittens was here with us,” Amanda added. “I can't imagine that little puppy being able to hold her bathroom all night, love. We're sure to come back to a few little accidents.”

      Conrad knew Amanda was attempting to take Sarah's mind off the obvious. “Yeah, I doubt you're going to find a clean kitchen floor, Sarah.”

      “I can deal with a few messes,” Sarah told Amanda and Conrad. “What I can't deal with is knowing that Francis is loose in Snow Falls. And to make matters worse, we're all alone. No outside help can reach us because of the storm.”

      “Trees are down everywhere,” Conrad said. “Power is out in towns to the west of us. It won't be long before the power goes out here.”

      “Oh, pooh,” Amanda said. “That's not the reason help isn’t coming. The outsiders just don't want to admit that the man who killed Brad Garland is the Back Alley Killer.”

      Sarah grew silent as her mind turned over a few other facts that had been gnawing at her. “There’s something else you should all know,” she finally admitted. “There was another killer in Los Angeles around the time I was working on that case. We thought it was a copycat killer, someone imitating him, but I always had my suspicions. We caught Francis, but we never caught the copycat. I think the copycat is actually someone he hired to impersonate him and throw us off the scent.”

      “Nice little diversion,” Conrad said and leaned back against the hallway wall, focusing on the metal door of the basement morgue.

      “It's just hard for me to believe that the FBI office in Los Angeles won't take me at my word that the Back Alley Killer escaped from prison,” Sarah complained. “And now the Alaska State Police refuse to step in because of the storm.”

      “We're all alone,” Amanda sighed miserably. “Alone with a killer. Lovely.”

      Conrad continued to stare at the metal door. His mind was trapped in a closed room with desperate thoughts, pacing back and forth like an anxious father waiting for news that his child had come through a long, difficult surgery. How was he going to deal with Francis Clark? How was he going to capture a killer who knew the law better than he did? How was he going to fight a man who had no soul? “Oh man,” Conrad whispered under his breath, feeling desperation and fear latch onto his emotions like a hungry tick.

      Sarah looked into Conrad's eyes. She saw his fear. “Conrad?” she asked, without pushing too hard. “Are you okay?”

      Conrad kept his eyes on the door. “Sarah, Francis Clark is a fierce killer. The man killed numerous people and stashed their bodies in one alley or another.” Conrad began to look at Sarah but forced his eyes to stay locked on the metal door. “You even admitted that you caught the guy by luck.”

      “I set a trap that Francis fell for, yes,” Sarah confessed. “When Pete suggested Francis might be a cop, I turned my investigation around and took a different path.”

      “What would have happened if your friend hadn’t suggested Francis Clark could be a cop?” Conrad asked.

      Amanda watched Sarah's eyes grow dark. “It’s like I said earlier…I was at my wit’s end the night I ended up in Pete's office for that fateful chat. I was ready to admit defeat. If Pete hadn’t come through with his lucky insight, Francis Clark would have never been captured.”

      “Exactly,” Conrad pointed out. “This guy didn't arrive in Snow Falls without a plan under his belt, Sarah. Francis Clark wanted you to figure out who killed your ex-husband. He wants you to know you're now trapped in his sick game. And he wants you to know that he's in charge.” Conrad closed his eyes in fatigue and frustration.

      “I know, Conrad. We're all trapped in his sick game with no way out. And...there's not a thing in the world we can do except wait for him to strike again.”

      The metal door finally opened and a tall, thin man in his sixties stepped out wearing a white lab coat. “Detectives,” Dr. Edward Ross said in a calm voice, “I have completed a very quick, if thorough, autopsy.”

      “Quick? You were in that room for over two hours,” Amanda complained.

      Dr. Ross shot Amanda a sharp eye. “Being professional and thorough means you disregard the clock. Snow Falls may be a small town and this hospital may be better equipped to tend to a wounded moose than a human being, but I pride myself on remaining professional.”

      “We have a killer on the loose, Dr. Ross. We don't have time to worry if we polished our scalpel the right way,” Amanda fired back.

      “June Bug, please,” Sarah pleaded with Amanda, “let Dr. Ross speak.”

      “Thank you,” Dr. Ross said and fished out a pair of reading glasses from the pocket of his lab coat. He opened the manila folder in his hands and perused the report. “Mr. Garland's body was in good condition. His heart was very strong for a man his age. However, his liver was in horrible condition.” Dr. Ross looked up at Sarah. “Your ex-husband was apparently a very heavy drinker.”

      “Brad was a social drinker while we were married,” Sarah admitted.

      “Detective Garland, the condition of that man's liver clearly tells me he was more than a social drinker. Anyway,” Dr. Ross continued, “other than the liver, Mr. Garland's body was in good condition.”

      “You didn't find any drugs in his system?” Sarah asked, nodding to the room beyond the metal door. “Any sedatives?”

      Dr. Ross shook his head. “No,” he said. “I did find rope burns on his wrist and ankles. Also, the man's fingernails were badly chewed.”

      “I…didn't notice that,” Sarah said and kicked herself for missing a vital clue.

      “Detective Garland, don't be so hard on yourself. The man was once your husband, after all,” Dr. Ross tried to comfort Sarah. He closed the folder in his hand. “Mr. Garland was killed by a five-point-five-six-millimeter bullet.”

      “Interesting. Do you have the weight of the bullet?” Conrad asked.

      Dr. Ross raised his eyebrows. “Yes. It was a fifty-five-grain bullet, in fact.”

      “Bullets popular for an AR-15,” Conrad pointed out.

      Dr. Ross nodded his head. “The AR-15 rifle is very popular. I own two myself and recognized the bullet because I own probably over three thousand rounds of that exact type. I'm an avid shooter,” he explained. “In my younger days, before medical school, I served in the Army for four years. I was an infantry soldier...a grunt. It was during that time that my interest in handguns and rifles was piqued. I admit that my gun collection might be a bit surprising to some, especially since I am a doctor, but I take pride in my collection.”

      “This is Alaska,” Conrad told Dr. Ross with a smile. “I think we’d be more surprised if you didn’t have a nice collection of guns. After all, you have the right to own as many as you want.”

      “I agree,” Dr. Ross replied. “Most of my rifles are antiques bought at gun shows. But I have several modern rifles and a solid collection of handguns that keep my home safe. My wife is trained to handle each weapon and can shoot the wing off a fly at five hundred meters. My two sons, who are both firefighters working in Anchorage, each have a better gun collection than me. Sometimes they'll come see their old man and we'll go out and do some shooting.”

      Conrad chuckled and seemed ready to tell a few stories of his own, which made Amanda throw her hands up in exasperation.

      “How lovely,” Amanda interrupted. “Can we focus back on the matter at hand, please? You boys can share your gun stories later. A man is dead and a killer is on the loose. Forgive me if I don't feel like listening to you two trade stories about a rusty old rifle collection.”

      Dr. Ross removed his reading glasses. He focused on Amanda and Sarah. “Of course. I'm sorry.”

      “Dr. Ross, where was my husband shot?” Sarah asked, forcing patience into her mind.

      Dr. Ross lowered his eyes. “Your husband was shot through the heart...a perfect kill shot. Whoever shot him was an expert marksman.”

      “Great,” Amanda grumbled. “Of course the killer is an expert marksman. We're so doomed.”

      Sarah didn't hear Amanda's complaint. Instead, she whispered to herself: “At least you died quick, Brad. Francis had mercy on you...either that or he didn't want to waste any more time on you.”

      Dr. Ross turned to the metal door. “Sarah, would you like to see Mr. Garland?”

      “Yes, please,” Sarah said. She turned to Conrad and Amanda. “I need some time. Will you two please stand guard outside the door?”

      “Of course,” Conrad promised Sarah and rubbed her shoulder.

      “I'm not leaving you,” Amanda confirmed. “I'll be standing right here fussing at Conrad when you walk out of that room.” Sarah nodded her head and stepped through the metal door into the morgue with Dr. Ross.

      “Okay, Conrad,” Amanda said as soon as Dr. Ross closed the metal door, “What in the world are we going to do? My best friend is on another planet. Her heart is ripped out and her mind is tied up in knots. As much as I love her, well…” Amanda began to bite her thumbnail. “I'm worried she's not...well, thinking straight.”

      “Would you be thinking straight if your husband was killed?” Conrad asked.

      “No way,” Amanda said. She looked up and down the creepy hallway. In her mind, she saw ghostly white phantoms walk toward her with their arms stretched out, coldly threatening. “Oh, sod off,” she muttered.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Conrad asked, confused.

      “Not you...those bloody sods skulking about in white sheets or whatever.”

      Conrad turned to examine the hallway and gave Amanda a confused look. “White sheets?”

      “Oh, forget it,” Amanda said in a frustrated voice. “Conrad, we have to do something. We're in some serious hot water here.”

      “I know,” Conrad agreed and leaned back against the hallway wall. “Amanda,” he said, “I don't know what to do. Francis Clark isn't your typical run-of-the-mill killer who shoots someone down at a gas station. The guy is...smarter than me. Smarter than all of us, maybe.”

      Amanda continued to bite her thumbnail. “Conrad, don't give up on me, please. Los Angeles is in the twilight zone right now. You're the man that needs to have a plan.”

      “There's not much I have to go on in order to make a plan,” Conrad confessed. “Sarah's husband—”

      “Ex-husband.”

      “Ex-husband,” Conrad continued, “shows up in town and then he's shot dead by a man who is most likely Francis Clark...a.k.a. the Back Alley Killer.” Conrad fished a toothpick out of his jacket pocket and tossed it into his mouth. “We're trapped in a snowstorm. The authorities refuse to send us any help while the storm bears down on us. There's another killer loose in Los Angeles. And we're standing in the basement of a hospital, waiting for Sarah. Now what?”

      “When you put it like that,” Amanda sighed. “Oh, I should have gone to London with my hubby.”

      Conrad chewed on his toothpick. “Amanda, we have no choice but to sit tight and wait.”

      “Wait for what? To be killed?”

      “Wait and see what Francis is going to do next,” Conrad nodded his head. “Francis Clark is out in the storm and we're trapped. We have no other choice but to wait.”

      Amanda looked at Conrad. “Wait until the psycho kills again?” Conrad reluctantly nodded his head. “And then what? Wait until he kills and keeps killing? No sir. I won't volunteer to be a sitting duck. Not this girl. No sir.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” Conrad asked. He looked at Amanda. “I'm open to suggestions. And believe me, I'll take any suggestion you give me. You've saved Sarah's life more than once...and mine. I know I've never told you this, Amanda, but you would have made a great cop.”

      “Me? I'm just—”

      “A very brave and intelligent woman,” Conrad interrupted Amanda. “Now please, just for the time being, pretend that you are a cop, okay? You're right about Sarah. Her mind isn't where it needs to be. I need your help.”

      “Thank you, Conrad,” Amanda sighed. “Your words are very kind. Unfortunately, I'm clueless as to what to do. The only suggestion I can make is to take Sarah and make a run for it. Maybe the killer will follow us out of town? At least if he does, our friends will be safe.”

      “But the storm—”

      “I was just about to say the storm is an obstacle.” Amanda began chewing on her opposite thumbnail. “Blimey, we wouldn't get a hundred feet. I don't want to get caught out in this storm with a killer hunting me like I'm a juicy deer.”

      “Which leads us back to square one.”

      Amanda glanced at Conrad. “The situation can't be this helpless. Los Angeles and I have handled our share of difficult cases. For crying out loud, that weirdo in Oregon wasn't exactly a piece of cake to figure out.”

      Conrad spit his toothpick out. “Amanda,” he said and pulled out a half-smoked cigar from his pocket and popped it between his teeth, “we're standing in quicksand.” And with those words, Conrad grew silent and didn't speak again until Sarah walked out of the morgue.

      Outside in the storm, Francis Clark finally arrived at Sarah's cabin. Even though he was cold and tired, and the storm continued to rage, he found a sheltered spot between the trees in the front yard and immediately began building a snowman. When he finished, he slapped a leather jacket around it and shoved a peppermint candy cane in its mouth. “Oh, the weather outside is frightful,” he sang again. He grinned and eased his way through the snow drifts and stopped at the front door of the cabin. “But the fire is so delightful,” he finished and retrieved a lock-picking tool from his coat pocket. Inside the cabin, Mittens began to whimper.
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      Sarah walked into a small break room, glanced over the worn counter to locate the pot of coffee, and then proceeded to look for coffee cups. She didn't speak until she poured coffee into a brown paper cup. “Brad is dead. Francis Clark is in Snow Falls. We're trapped in a storm. The situation appears hopeless,” she said and took a sip of coffee.

      Amanda hurried to pour Conrad a cup of coffee. “We do seem to be in a pinch,” she said, handed Conrad his coffee and then poured herself a cup.

      Conrad kept half his body in the hallway and half in the coffee room. “Sarah, are you okay?”

      “I'm very angry,” Sarah admitted. “I thought I had put the divorce behind me. But when I saw Brad, I saw my entire life...the life I once loved. I saw my home in Los Angeles. I saw my backyard. I saw my bench.” Sarah took a sip of coffee. “I saw myself walking on the beach after a heavy rain. I saw myself sitting in my office working on a case. I saw...all that I was. But now Brad is dead. Francis Clark murdered him—he murdered my life. By killing Brad, he killed a part of me that I will never be able to get back.”

      Amanda felt sadness grab her heart. “Love, you have a life here with us.”

      Sarah didn't seem to hear Amanda's words. She took another sip of coffee. “Maybe I was never meant to leave Los Angeles.” Conrad watched as Sarah looked down, turning the coffee cup around and around in her hands. It was clear to him the woman was in a completely different world, grieving but not ready to fully give into her grief, either. “What matters now is tracking Francis Clark down and sending him back to prison.”

      Amanda tossed Conrad a worried eye. “Love, how do you suggest we capture him?” she asked.

      Sarah grew silent again. Then she simply put down the coffee cup she was holding, looked around the room as if she were lost in a heavy fog, and simply let her arms fall down to her side, limp and motionless. “I don't know,” she whispered. Sarah looked at Conrad. “I'm sorry your ex-wife was killed, Conrad. I know you hurt, but you always hide your emotions. Now I understand what it must cost you, that kind of strength…I wish I was as strong as you.”

      “You're a very strong woman,” Conrad told Sarah in a firm tone. “You're not invincible, though. A man you were once married to, a man you once loved, was killed by a madman.” Conrad shook his head. “I know you miss your old life, Sarah. It took everything inside of me to leave New York and come here. As bad as New York can be, I miss walking the streets of Brooklyn, miss the lousy coffee, the sight of cabs, the subway, the crowded streets...everything that makes New York what it is. I'm not blind. We're just two people who were...tossed into Snow Falls by chance, really. Just because we call this place home now doesn't mean we forget our old lives.” Conrad studied the empty hallway. “I'm a New York cop, Sarah. You're a Los Angeles cop. Who we are doesn't change because we live in Alaska. I guess what I'm trying to say is that...it's who we are that keeps us strong. If we try and reinvent ourselves to hide from the pain, then all we're doing is crouching down in a corner and admitting we're cowards, and Sarah, that's no good.”

      “I want to be a coward right now,” Sarah confessed as tears began falling from her scared eyes. “Conrad, I'm so scared,” she said and found the strength to hold up her arms. “Please...hold me,” she cried. Conrad handed his coffee to Amanda and ran to Sarah, wrapped his arms around her, and pulled her close. “I can't win this time...Francis is going to kill us,” Sarah cried and sunk her face into Conrad's chest. “I can't outsmart him this time...and Brad died...for nothing...”

      “No, he didn't,” Conrad tried to comfort Sarah and placed his hand on top of her head. “Sarah, we can get this guy...you, me and Amanda...as a team. We'll make sure your ex-husband gets the justice he deserves.”

      “No,” Sarah continued to cry. “Not this time. Francis has the upper hand. He's too smart for me.”

      Amanda felt her own tears begin to fall. “Love, please don't give up,” she begged. “You've always been a fighter. Please, fight.”

      Sarah kept her head tucked into Conrad's chest. She didn't know what to say. The sound of someone running down the hallway prevented her from speaking. “Detective Garland,” a young nurse ducked her head into the break room. “A man wants to speak to you on the phone. He refused to give his name.”

      “Oh dear,” Amanda panicked.

      Conrad slowly let go of Sarah, placed his hands down on her shoulders, and looked deep into her eyes. “Get your mind straight, Detective Garland,” he ordered in a stern voice. “We're cops before we're anything else. Is that clear?”

      Sarah looked into Conrad's eyes. She felt weak, scared, cold and defeated. But somehow, the sight of Conrad ignited a small flame of strength inside of her broken heart. “Clear,” she promised and wiped her tears away. “Nurse Danforth, take me to the phone.”

      Ellie Danforth hurried back down the hallway and pushed her way through a set of wooden double doors that led into the Emergency Room. She ran up to the work station where an older nurse with short gray hair was waiting. “Melanie, give Detective Garland the phone.”

      Melanie Smith stood up and with a shaky hand handed Sarah the telephone. “He refused to give his name to me.”

      “I know who he is,” Sarah said, her voice leaden. She looked around the emergency room. The tiny emergency department was decorated with dark blue walls and gray tiled floors, scarred with years of long, boring nights and days filled with endless games of solitaire. It was void of patients, silent and creepy; of course, Sarah realized that the creepiness was from her own scared mind that was expecting a monster to appear at any time. Sarah knew to hide her fear but felt that Francis Clark would call her bluff if she did. “Hello, Francis,” she spoke, deciding to show her anger instead of attempting to speak in a calm voice. “I'm going to make sure you burn this time.”

      Francis let out a pleased laugh as he plundered through Sarah's refrigerator while holding a phone to his ear with his right hand. “Why so mad?” he asked. “I did you a favor by killing that lame dog of a lawyer.” Francis spotted a cinnamon roll and snatched it up. “You should thank me.”

      “You killed a man I loved,” Sarah growled into the phone. “I'm going to make sure you burn, Francis.” Sarah decided to attack with full force. “Remember the day I captured you, Francis? I outsmarted you, didn't I? You weren't expecting me. You thought you had outsmarted me...you were wrong.”

      Francis stopped smiling. His eyes narrowed and began to darken with fury. “You were lucky, woman,” he hissed into the phone and threw the cinnamon roll down onto the floor. “You were very lucky.” Francis ran his left hand through his thin gray hair and then passed his palm over his wrinkled face. At the age of fifty-four, he felt older than he wanted to admit. At least he still managed to give a distinguished appearance in the dark gray suit he had stolen after his escape from prison; it was a little snug, but very nice nonetheless. However, Sarah's attack on him cut too close to the bone. Was he slowing down? He was not as agile-minded as he had been when he had first tangled with Sarah Garland. “I'm going to prove to you who is the real genius,” he warned Sarah.

      “Francis, you're about as smart as a bag of wet sand, you washed-out loser,” Sarah continued her attack. Amanda's jaw nearly hit the ground. Conrad bit down hard on his lip and began wondering what in the world Sarah's game plan was. “There's been new serial killers since I put you away. You're old news. You're yesterday's headlines that people are using to clean up dog poop.”

      “Are you insane?” Amanda whispered, feeling the color drain from her face.

      Sarah raised a hand to Amanda. “You killed Brad because you wanted to make our fight personal. And right now, you're probably at my cabin or some other cabin taking shelter from the storm. My guess is you're at my cabin, though.”

      Francis felt his cheeks turn red with rage. “You're still sharp, Detective,” he said in a low growl, “but I'm going to dull your blade.”

      The voice of a deranged serial killer speaking into her ear made Sarah want to scream in fear. Yet she held her ground. “Oh, so you are at my cabin, then,” she said and nodded at Conrad. “I thought you might visit my cabin and leave me an ugly little souvenir. What's the matter, Francis? Too scared to say hello in person?”

      Francis lifted his black boot and stomped the cinnamon roll on the floor out of existence. He had expected Sarah to be terrified of his presence. Instead, the woman was mocking him. “We're going to play a game, Detective Garland. If you refuse, innocent people will die. If you play along, then you will be given the chance to save innocent lives. But make no mistake, we're going to play the game by my rules.”

      “Like last time?” Sarah asked, feeling her temper rise. Sure, she was absolutely terrified of Francis Clark, but the serpent had killed a man she once loved. Hadn't that always been her deepest fear? Hadn't she always feared that someday, somehow, Francis would come back to take revenge against her by killing everyone she loved? Now her nightmare had become a reality. But even in a nightmare, a person was allowed to fight back. “You're a coward, Francis. You kill the way cowards kill. What's wrong? Afraid to face a woman without your little games to protect you?”

      Francis walked over to the kitchen window and yanked back the curtain. He glared out into the dark storm. “I was never afraid of you, Detective. You were a mere joke to me. You still are.”

      “Then why the games, Francis?” Sarah taunted. “Why not fight me face to face?”

      “You need to be taught a lesson.”

      “Oh, give me a break,” Sarah erupted. “All you psychos are the same...everyone needs to be taught a lesson,” she fussed. “Everyone needs to show me how brilliant they are. Well, I have news for you Francis: you're a loser, and no lesson, no game will change that.”

      “Shut up!” Francis roared and kicked the wall with his right boot.

      “Or what?” Sarah asked. “Or you’ll kill everyone I love? Or everyone in Snow Falls?” Sarah drew in a deep breath. “Go right ahead and try. But you better know this before you do: if you touch anyone in this town, I won't play your game. I'll vanish into this snowstorm and you'll never see me again. Do you hear me?”

      “If you run, I'll kill everyone in this town!” Francis fired back. “Don't play chicken with me, Detective!”

      Sarah closed her eyes and made a daring stand. “If you kill anyone else, I'll vanish into the wind, you pathetic worm. I know this area. I know roads that aren't on the map. I know ways in and out of town that you’ll never find. I'll slip away in the dark and let the state authorities know it’s time to step in, is that clear?”

      Francis could barely believe his ears. “If you run,” he threatened, “I'll hunt down everyone you know in Los Angeles before you can even get out of the hospital you’re standing in now. I have a person already in place.” Francis struggled to contain his anger. For some unknown reason, Sarah Garland was the only person alive who could get under his skin and force him to lose his temper. Why? How? Francis didn't know. All he knew was that Sarah Garland had to die. But first, he was going to force her to play a very dangerous game—a game of hideous revenge.

      Within the terrified chambers of her mind, Sarah saw Francis hunting down her friends and family, one by one, like weak prey limping across a savannah filled with hungry lions. She knew without a doubt that Francis would carry out his threat. “Okay, Francis,” she said, forcing her voice to remain strong even though she was terrified. “What's the first move on the game board?”

      A hideous grin spread across Francis's face. “Human emotion always imprisons the weak,” he told Sarah in a shadowy voice. “Now listen very carefully, Detective, because we're going back to square one. If you want to catch the killer, investigate my first murder. When you find the clue, move to square two. When you reach square ten, you'll find me...or I'll find you.”

      “You're playing a sick game, Francis,” Sarah growled. “You're going to lose.”

      “We'll see,” Francis said and stopped grinning. “When you come back to your cabin you will find a cell phone waiting for you. From this point forward, you will only use that cell phone to speak with me. Is that clear?”

      “Yes.”

      Francis walked back to the refrigerator, opened it, retrieved another cinnamon roll, and took a bite. “Detective, if you don't play by the rules, I will make your friend from London my first target. Play by my rules or it’s game over,” he finished and took a bite of the cinnamon roll.

      Sarah hung up the phone. “Well?” Amanda begged. Conrad folded his arms and studied Sarah's eyes.

      “I have to play his game. Back to square one,” Sarah explained in a tired, miserable voice.

      “What chance do we have of making it to your cabin before Francis leaves?” Conrad asked in an urgent voice.

      “None,” Sarah told Conrad. “Francis manages every second with extreme caution. Right now, he's fully aware that I might have sent an army of cops out to my cabin while I was speaking with him. I give him five more minutes and then he'll slip back out into the snow.”

      Conrad felt anger erupt in his chest. He kicked the nurse's station and then ran two furious hands through his hair. “I'm going to catch that monster!” he growled.

      Amanda looked at Sarah and then back at Conrad. The situation was bad—very bad, and there wasn't anything she could do to change it. “Oh dear,” she whispered and waited for the next move to play out.
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      The snowman wearing the leather jacket grinned at Sarah. Sarah didn't grin back. She stood frozen in the darkness, staring at the peppermint candy cane sticking out of the shadowy mouth of the gruesome snowman as icy winds cut into her face and heavy falling snow chilled her body. “Square one,” she whispered.

      Conrad walked through the thick snowdrifts with his gun drawn and made his way to Sarah. He looked at the snowman and then focused his eyes on the cabin. Every light in the cabin was on, casting warm light out into the night; the light bathed portions of the snow like saving hands battling a horrible nightmare. “Sarah?”

      “Love?” Amanda asked through chattering teeth. She cradled her arms together and tucked her chin down.

      “Square one,” Sarah whispered again and turned her head and looked at Amanda. “You're freezing. Let's hurry and get you inside.”

      Conrad glanced down at Sarah's right hand. Sarah was squeezing her gun very tightly. “Sarah?” he asked again, “are you okay?” Conrad nodded his head at her gun.

      Sarah shifted her eyes down and noticed how tightly she was gripping her gun. “I will be,” she promised. “Cover me, okay? Amanda, honey, as soon as Conrad runs in behind me, you follow him like a tick on a dog, okay?”

      “You bet,” Amanda promised.

      Sarah nodded her head and quickly made her way to the front door of her cabin. She found the door unlocked, drew in a deep breath, and then rushed inside with her gun at the ready. Conrad immediately followed. Amanda brought up the rear. “Living room clear!” Sarah yelled and carefully checked every room in the cabin and finally ended up in the kitchen. “All clear,” she said in a tired voice and plopped down in a kitchen chair and placed her gun down on the kitchen table.

      “I'll...make us a pot of coffee,” Amanda said and hurried off to busy herself with the chore.

      Conrad spotted a crushed cinnamon roll on the floor. He bent down, studied the cinnamon roll and then spotted a kick mark on the wall. “You upset him,” he told Sarah and pointed out the clues.

      “I know,” Sarah said and bowed her head. “Francis took Mittens.”

      “I noticed that, too,” Conrad replied and stood up. “He also wrote his name on every wall in your cabin.”

      Sarah raised her eyes and focused on a black cell phone sitting on a white plate on the kitchen table. “He'll call,” she promised. And as soon as Sarah made her statement, the cell phone rung. Conrad and Amanda froze. Sarah raised a weary hand and answered the call. “I have the cell phone,” she told Francis.

      Francis locked his eyes on the warm kitchen window. He didn't mind standing out in the freezing weather. He didn't mind the dangerous winds and deep snow. As a matter of fact, even though he was a man born and raised in Southern California, the frigid winter weather seemed to agree with him. “Good,” Francis told Sarah, feeling like a creature out of myth that was about to wreak havoc on an unsuspecting little town filled with superstitious peasants. “Now, while you go back to square one, I'm going to go have a little fun.”

      “No!” Sarah yelled. “If you hurt anyone in this town—”

      “You'll do absolutely nothing,” Francis laughed. “Why? Because your threats are all empty words and your emotions are weak, Detective. You care about the meaningless lives of your friends and family members living in Los Angeles. You know I'll track them down one by one unless you play by my rules.”

      Sarah cringed. “I will—”

      “You'll play by my rules,” Francis stated in a pleased voice. “Oh, and I wouldn't advise attempting to call anyone to warn them about me. My...associate...is in place right now. If you go against my wishes he will begin killing, Detective. The lives of innocent people will be on your hands.”

      “You're a disease,” Sarah snapped at Francis, feeling helpless.

      “Insults are very amusing, aren't they, Detective?” Francis asked, keeping his temper in check. “But insults are in vain.” Francis felt a powerful gust of wind rock his body. “Oh, the weather outside is frightful,” he laughed and then began to sing: “But the fire is so delightful, and since you've no place to go, Detective Sarah Garland, sit tight until you hear from me.”

      Sarah slammed the cell phone down. “Francis is going to kill,” she told Conrad and hit the kitchen table. “And all we can do is sit here.”

      “The entire town is on alert,” Conrad pointed out, feeling stupid for speaking useless words. “Amanda, how is that coffee coming?”

      Amanda hurried back to the coffee pot. “Love, are you sure that awful monster is about to...you know, bring the curtain down on someone?” she asked, scooping coffee out of a green coffee can.

      “I'm sure,” Sarah told her best friend and stood up. She walked over to the kitchen window and yanked back the curtain. “He's out there in that darkness, lurking about, preparing to mark someone in Snow Falls as his victim.” Sarah kept her eyes on the storm. “Francis knows every street, every home, every address, every person in Snow Falls. He would have studied this town inside and out for weeks before daring to drive here with Brad. He knows exactly who he is going after...and we don't.”

      “I feel so helpless,” Amanda confessed.

      “So do I,” Sarah agreed and looked at the phone hanging beside the refrigerator. She was tempted to call Pete but knew better. “Francis planted a bug somewhere in my cabin...he's hearing every word we speak.”

      Amanda scanned the kitchen with her worried eyes. “Creepy,” she admitted.

      Conrad walked to the kitchen door and yanked it open without warning. “What are you doing!” Sarah yelled and ran to the back door and grabbed Conrad's arm.

      “That psycho is out there in the snow, Sarah. He's about to kill someone. I just can't sit here and do nothing. I'm going out into that storm to look for him. If he kills me, then so be it,” Conrad told Sarah and gently yanked his arm away. “I can't sit in this kitchen and do nothing.”

      Sarah blocked blowing snow from her face with her left hand and struggled to pull Conrad back into the kitchen. “What can you do out in this storm?” she asked. “Conrad, we're only going to win by out-thinking this monster.”

      “While innocent people die?” Conrad asked Sarah. He threw his eyes at the back door and watched snow blow in. “There's a rabid dog out in that storm that I'm going to track down.”

      “If you go out into that storm, Conrad,” Sarah warned, “the only goal you'll accomplish is freezing to death. We don't know where Francis is about to strike or who. Now, you ordered me to get my mind back on track. You better do the same.” Sarah looked deep into Conrad's eyes and then, without understanding why, gently touched his face. “Come back inside and close the door. Let's take off our coats and get to work, huh?”

      “Sarah, I'm worried you're not able to think straight right now,” Conrad confessed and touched Sarah's hand. “You've been through a horrible ordeal today.”

      Sarah removed her hand from Conrad's face, closed the back door, and walked over to Amanda and took her hand. “Guys, I know I was a little out of it earlier. I admit my mind collapsed on me,” Sarah explained. “I also admit I wasn't altogether right at the hospital when I spoke to Francis on the phone. I saw Brad…lying on a cold, steel slab...I saw years of marriage...dead. It's going to take some time for me to process my feelings.” Sarah squeezed Amanda's hand. “I'm okay now, really.”

      Amanda searched Sarah's eyes. She didn't see a woman that was okay. She saw a woman that was broken, hurt and very scared. But there was no time to address that just now. “Love, you said that monster told you to return to square one. What did he mean?” she asked, turning back to the coffee pot.

      “His first murder,” Sarah explained. “I’m going to need that coffee to go walk you through it. Conrad, sit down.” Sarah quickly removed her coat and sat back down at the kitchen table. Conrad hesitated and then slowly sat down across from Sarah. “You see,” Sarah explained, “Francis’s first victim had a similar profile to Brad, in some ways. The victim was a man named Nathan Miles.”

      “Nathan Miles, age forty, married eight years to Melinda Miles,” Conrad recited from the police file he had read many times. “He was a heavy gambler who ended up divorcing his wife. He remarried Margaret Happs, a seventy-two-year-old widow who was very wealthy, and then divorced her five months later, taking her for half a million dollars. One month later, the man was found dead.”

      “His death was not connected to Francis Clark until he confessed to the murder much later,” Sarah continued, picking up the story. “Initially, it was believed that Mr. Miles was killed by Wayne Richards, a debt collector working for Vincent Moore. Vincent Moore ran an illegal underground gambling operation. He focused on college-affiliated sports events.” Sarah removed her gloves and set them down on the kitchen table.

      “Don't bookies usually send their thugs to beat someone up until they pay, not kill them?” Amanda asked.

      “Well, yes,” Sarah continued. “But Vincent Moore's phone number was found on Nathan’s body. Plus, the bullet that killed him matched a type that both Vincent Moore and Wayne Richards owned – they both belonged to an elite shooting club. The murder seemed to have been carried out by a person who was either very stupid or very clever. After meeting Mr. Moore, I came to the conclusion that the man wasn't stupid.”

      Conrad placed his chin down on his right palm. “You didn't buy the obvious, did you?”

      “No,” Sarah replied and watched Amanda washing coffee mugs in the sink. “It was too easy, and the story went much, much deeper than that. Follow the money. I started to investigate his second wife, the older Margaret Happs.”

      “Because Nathan Miles took her for half a million dollars in the divorce?” Amanda asked.

      “Yes,” Sarah nodded her head. “Margaret Happs may have been old, but she was still a woman carrying a few vapors of beauty with her.” Sarah brought up the image of a woman with hard, stone-like eyes gazing out from a face that could be beautiful one moment and snake-like the next. “She had spent her prime years walking the corrupt halls of political power. The woman was finally forced to retire after being exposed in several different scandals. Needless to say, she didn't retire gracefully.”

      “Why would a woman like that marry a gambler?” Amanda asked as the smell of fresh coffee began to fill the kitchen.

      “Nathan Miles may have been a gambler, but he was also the son of Brandon Miles,” Sarah explained. “Brandon Miles was a useless bureaucrat living off the taxpayers’ dime who had his fingers in a number of different pies.”

      “Oh, I see. Margaret wanted to get back into the political game through the back door?” Amanda asked.

      “It seemed to be that way,” Sarah nodded her head. “Margaret Happs met Nathan Miles when his first wife began working for her as a personal assistant. You can put the pieces together from there.”

      “What a scumbag,” Amanda said in a disgusted voice.

      “Yeah, he was,” Conrad agreed. He looked at Sarah. “So Francis offered the cops three gift-wrapped options.”

      “Francis tried to force-feed the obvious option down our throats,” Sarah told Conrad. “Needless to say, I wasn't able to gather enough evidence to convict anyone. Every suspect had a reliable alibi. Mrs. Miles was covered by the law firm that hired her after Margaret Happs fired her. Wayne Richards and Vincent Moore were both at their shooting club, and the bullet was never definitively traced to a gun belonging to either man. Margaret Happs was attending a meeting of her ladies’ club. I couldn't get anywhere. And then, a second murder happened.” Sarah looked down at her hands. “At the scene of the second murder, a note was left by Francis Clark.”

      “What did the note say?” Amanda dared to ask.

      Sarah kept her eyes low. “Francis Clark attached an index card to the blouse of Shirley Denkills that read: Poor Nathan and Shirley. Why is life so cruel?”

      Conrad lifted his chin off his hand. “That would have made you automatically begin trying to connect Nathan Miles and Shirley Denkills together.”

      “Exactly,” Sarah said, “but the two were not connected. Shirley Denkills was a thirty-one-year-old waitress who managed to get a few small roles in some of the local plays.” Sarah lifted her eyes. “Shirley Denkills moved to Los Angeles from Omaha, Nebraska. She lived in a lousy one-bedroom apartment and after an exhaustive investigation, all I found out was that she was a heavy drug user who had very few friends.”

      “Which means you started investigating the possibility that a drug dealer killed her? Or maybe Vincent Moore might have been running drugs and sold to Shirley Denkills?” Conrad shook his head. “So many paths, so many dead ends.”

      “Francis had me chasing my tail,” Sarah agreed. “I had protocols to follow and he knew that. Francis used the system against me in order to make sure my time was kept tied up. While I chased down one pointless lead after another, he was planning his next attack.”

      “My goodness,” Amanda said in a shocked voice. “How can someone be so evil?”

      “The world is full of evil, sinister, deadly monsters,” Sarah told Amanda. “You're very aware of that by now.”

      “Unfortunately,” Amanda sighed and dried the last of the three coffee mugs with the yellow checked kitchen towel. “I'm always in shock at how evil a person can be, though. And what is so scary is that...some of these people are very clever. That kid in Oregon wasn't working with a full bag of marbles, but this Francis Clark...it sounds like he's the type of person who can work a chessboard.”

      “Francis is very skilled in the art of deception,” Sarah confessed. “I was still investigating if Vincent Moore was running drugs when Francis struck for a third time. I was zero for two and getting nowhere fast. When Francis struck the third time I knew I was in some serious trouble.”

      “And now we're all in some serious trouble,” Amanda told Sarah and slowly began to fill the three coffee mugs she had retrieved with coffee.

      Outside in the snow, Francis turned away from Sarah’s cabin and moved into the thickly wooded forest toward his next destination. “Oh, the weather outside is frightful,” he sang as he pushed his way through the snow on a pair of skis, “but the fire is so delightful...and since we've no place to go, let's go pay Claire Raillings a visit.”

      Miles away, Claire Raillings placed a log on the fire burning in the fireplace and cuddled up in her toasty living room. At the age of seventy-two, Claire didn't give two hoots if a serial killer was loose in Snow Falls. All she cared about was staying warm, having her bowl of chicken soup, and doing her crossword puzzles in her favorite recliner. She seriously doubted that the killer in Snow Falls she’d heard about on the radio would mess with her. “Bad night,” she commented to the gray cat sleeping nearby and sat back down in the recliner, not knowing that her night was going to get even worse.
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      Francis leaned his skis against the back wall of Claire Raillings’ cabin, studied a backdoor made of good, strong wood and then removed his lock-picking tool from the front pocket of his coat. With skilled, silent hands he inserted the narrow pick into the lock of the back door and slowly worked the tool until he unlocked the back door. “Perfect,” he whispered. He pulled out an ugly gun from his other coat pocket, pushed the back door open, and stepped into a warm kitchen. The kitchen was small and smelled of oatmeal and apple pie. “Nice,” Francis whispered again and walked through the kitchen on silent feet. When he spotted Claire sitting in her recliner, he raised his hand in greeting and said: “Hello, Mrs. Raillings.”

      Claire nearly had a heart attack. She let out a loud scream, threw her crossword puzzle down onto the floor and gripped the arms of the recliner. One look at Francis was all it took to know that the man had come to kill her. “Get out!” she screamed. “Leave me alone! I'm just an old woman!”

      Francis began to laugh. “Oh, come now, Mrs. Railings, stop being so dramatic. I haven't come to harm you.” Francis walked over to a comfortable brown couch close to the fireplace and sat down. “Very snowy outside. I'm glad to be out of the cold for...well, at least for the moment.”

      Claire stared at Francis. Her heart was racing faster than she could handle. And even worse, she thought, she was going to be killed wearing her old blue bathrobe, with her hair up in curlers. “What do you want with me?”

      “A favor,” Francis said and began fiddling with his gun. “Guns are ugly things. I really don't care for them, do you?”

      Claire swallowed. As she did, her gray cat scurried out of the living room. “Please, leave me alone.”

      “Oh, don't be so rude,” Francis complained. “I've only come to ask you a favor and offer you a choice.”

      “I...I don't understand.”

      “If you do me a favor, I'll let you live, Mrs. Raillings. If you don't, well…then you'll take a long walk in the snow storm. The choice is yours,” Francis explained. He stopped fiddling with his gun and cast a hard eye at Claire. “I know all about you, Mrs. Raillings. I did my homework. I know that your husband was arrested for stealing money from the railroad he worked for. How many years did he spend in prison? Oh yes, thirteen.”

      “You leave my Edward out of this!” Claire snapped. “My Edward served his time and now he's in the grave. He's been in the grave for the last ten years.”

      “Sure,” Francis replied, “and you've been living off the money he stole from the railroad.”

      Claire's face drained of color. “You're...you're a liar,” she said in a trembling voice.

      “Oh, come now, Mrs. Raillings, don't insult me for speaking the truth.” Francis stood up, put his gun away, removed his gloves, and warmed his hands beside the fire. “Mrs. Raillings, I need you to do me a favor. If you do me the favor I need then I'll go away and you'll never see me again.”

      Claire swallowed again. “What...what favor do you need of me? I'm only an old woman. I can't go out into this storm. Please...”

      “You'll go out into the storm if you refuse to do this favor for me,” Francis warned. “Now listen closely, Mrs. Raillings,” Francis said and put his gloves back on, “I need you to call Detective Sarah Garland for me.”

      “Sarah Garland?” Claire asked.

      “That’s correct,” Francis nodded his head. “When you call Detective Garland, I want you to tell her that I'm going to kill you unless she orders every cop in town to lock themselves in a jail cell.”

      Claire panicked and felt confusion grip her mind. “What?”

      Francis rolled his eyes and let out an annoyed breath. “I'm a killer, Mrs. Raillings. Killers don't like cops. And at the moment there are too many cops wandering around for my liking. I want to lock all the cops away. Can you understand that?”

      Claire stared at Francis. She slowly nodded her head up and down. “I understand,” she promised.

      Francis pulled a piece of paper out of his coat pocket. “This is a list of every cop in town,” he explained. “I want every man on this list locked in a jail cell. However, I don't expect everyone on my list to play nice. But that's what I want.”

      “Why don't you call her yourself?” Claire asked.

      “Because,” Francis grinned, “I want Detective Garland to understand how clever I really am. Now,” he said and retrieved his cell phone, “it's time to make the call.”

      Claire didn't know what to do. What she did know was that whoever the man standing in her living was, he knew all about her dark secret. If her secret was somehow exposed to the public eye, she would face a harsh penalty, one she felt far too old to be able to handle. “I'll call Sarah Garland.”

      “Very good, Mrs. Raillings,” Francis applauded Claire. He handed her his list and the cell phone. “Now, I want you to sound very scared and very convincing. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes,” Claire promised.

      “Good,” Francis smiled. “Now, all you have to do is press that little green button on the phone.”

      Claire pushed a green call button located on the cell phone. Sarah picked up on the third ring. “I'm here, Francis,” Claire heard Sarah speak in a firm tone. “Sarah...Sarah Garland, this is Claire Raillings.”

      Sarah gave Conrad and Amanda an urgent look. “What can I do for you, Mrs. Raillings?” she asked even though the obvious was very clear. Claire had called the black cell phone, which meant Francis had her.

      “A man is standing in my living room,” Claire spoke in a trembling voice. “He's threatening to kill me unless you do what he says.”

      “What does that man want, Mrs. Raillings?” Sarah asked.

      Claire unfolded the piece of paper Francis had handed her. “The man standing in my living room wants every cop in town locked in a jail cell. He's given me a list of names,” Claire informed Sarah.

      “Read off the names, Mrs. Raillings,” Francis ordered in a pleasant but firm tone.

      Claire began reading off the names on the list. She finished with Conrad's name. “Please, do as this man wants,” Claire begged Sarah.

      Francis grinned and snatched the phone out of Claire's wrinkled hand. “Detective Garland, you have one hour to comply or this woman dies. She will be the first and I assure you there will many, many others.” Francis looked at the fireplace. “I will be watching the jail. You have one hour.”

      “I might need more than one hour,” Sarah told Francis in a voice that appeared too desperate.

      “I'm setting explosives in the cabin the old woman sitting before me calls home,” Francis warned Sarah. “In one hour, this cabin will go boom unless I decide otherwise. And if anyone attempts to enter the cabin, well then, they will suffer the consequence along with this old woman. You have one hour.” Francis ended the call, looked at Mrs. Raillings, and grinned. “Relax, I don't really have explosives. I like to make the cops believe that I do, though.”

      “You lied?” Claire asked.

      “I'm a killer, Mrs. Raillings. It's my job to deceive.” Francis grew silent and then reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a roll of gray duct tape. “Mrs. Raillings, I'm going to need you to accompany me into the kitchen. You see, even though I lied, well, sometimes visual effects are needed.”

      Claire nearly fainted. Somehow she found the strength to stand up and walk into her kitchen. Once she was in the kitchen she was ordered to sit down in a kitchen chair. “Please,” she begged.

      Francis simply began singing as he taped Mrs. Raillings’ mouth shut and then taped her wrists and ankles to the kitchen chair. “There,” he said, “now I must make it appear that there are some very dangerous explosives lying around, huh?” Francis wandered over to the kitchen sink, opened up the cabinet under the sink, and pulled out bottles of cleaning supplies. “Perfect,” he grinned and went to work.

      As Francis got to work making his fake explosives, Sarah called Andrew. “No way,” Andrew objected as soon as Sarah informed him about the call from Mrs. Raillings. “I'm not locking myself in a jail cell with a killer on the loose. Why, he's liable to come in here and burn down the station with us in it.”

      “If you refuse to cooperate, he's going to kill Mrs. Raillings,” Sarah told Andrew in an upset voice. “Andrew, Francis is clever. He's planned out every move he's going to make long beforehand. Unless we comply...he's going to begin killing innocent people.”

      Conrad walked over to Sarah and took the phone from her. “Andrew, my name is on the list, too. Now listen to me. We have one hour. Call all the guys who aren't at the station and get them there. Get the guys who are at the station in a cell. That's an order. He says he’s watching the station and…I believe him.”

      “You're asking us to commit suicide,” Andrew objected. “Conrad, I respect you and I think you're a skilled detective—one of the best, to be honest—but there's no way I'm going to stick my guys in a jail cell. Besides, even if I wanted to, they wouldn't obey.” Andrew stood up from his office chair. “I've known the guys I work with all my life, Conrad. They have families. You have to understand that.”

      “I understand,” Conrad said, feeling frustration settle into his chest. “Andrew, an innocent life is at stake here. We don't have a choice.”

      “Yes, we do,” Andrew argued. “I say we form an old-fashioned posse and get ourselves over to Claire's cabin and track us down a rabid skunk.”

      “Mrs. Railings’ cabin is being rigged with explosives,” Conrad explained. “He could be lying of course, but we can’t take that chance. If we try to force our way inside her cabin...boom.” Conrad looked at Sarah and then down at the floor. “Andrew, this guy isn't playing around. Mrs. Raillings is only the first. He'll keep killing until we surrender.”

      “There's more of us than him!” Andrew yelled into the phone. “I don't like taking orders from a fruitcake, Conrad. I have a family to protect, for crying out loud, not just a town. In fact, my family is at the station with me right now.”

      Conrad knew Andrew wasn't going to order his men to lock themselves away in a jail cell. “At least call the guys down to the station,” Conrad pleaded. “We have to make it seem like we're complying.”

      “Okay, okay,” Andrew caved in. “I can do that. I'll call up Billy and Matthew and tell them to get their backsides down to the station ASAP. But you better know they're going to bring Millie and Rhonda with them, along with little William and Betsy Ann. And don't expect them to race down to the station either. They'll have to travel using their snowmobiles. Roads are pretty much impossible now. Old Richard has parked his plow for the night and gone home.”

      “I understand,” Conrad told Andrew. “I guess I'll use Sarah's snowmobile to get down to the station.”

      “Yeah,” Andrew said and snatched up a cup of coffee and drained it. “I...hey, I didn't mean to yell. Tempers are running high tonight. The phones haven't stopped ringing.”

      “Don't worry about it,” Conrad promised Andrew. “I'll see you in a bit.” Conrad hung up the phone. “I guess I better get going.”

      Sarah hesitantly nodded her head. “My snowmobile—”

      “I know where the snowmobile is located,” Conrad told Sarah. He walked over to the kitchen table, put on his black gloves and pulled on a black ski hat. “I'll call you,” he promised and then looked at Amanda. “Stay together, no matter what,” he begged.

      “You bet,” Amanda promised and then ran over to Conrad and hugged him. “Be careful.”

      Conrad hugged Amanda back and then, to his surprise, he saw Sarah walk over and wrap her arms around him. “I know,” he whispered, watching tears fall from Sarah's eyes. “I feel the same way about you.”

      “Brad is dead,” Sarah whispered and wiped at her tears. “But...he died long before he arrived here. I died long before I arrived here. I died the day I signed the divorce papers.” Sarah let go of Conrad. “I want this nightmare to end. I want to be happy again.”

      “I know,” Conrad whispered and then, to Amanda's complete shock and delight, he leaned forward and gently kissed Sarah. “I want to be happy, too. But first, we have a killer to catch.”

      “Go,” Sarah urged Conrad and walked him to the kitchen door. “Be careful, please.” Conrad opened the kitchen door, looked at Sarah, forced a smile to his face, and then vanished into the storm.

      “There he goes,” Amanda said, staring over Sarah's shoulder.

      “I know,” Sarah said and forced her hands to close the back door. “Well, June Bug, you better make another pot of coffee and I'll get my thinking cap back on.”

      Amanda patted Sarah on her shoulder and began walking toward the kitchen counter. Then she froze. “Hey,” she said and spun around to face Sarah.

      “What?” Sarah asked.

      “The snowman outside...we haven't even talked about it.”

      Sarah bit down on her lower lip. “I was hoping we wouldn't.”

      “Love, that snowman is from your book,” Amanda exclaimed, “which means that Francis Clark knows that—”

      “Brad must have confessed my secret author identity,” Sarah told Amanda.

      Amanda watched Sarah look at the back door and then walk over to the kitchen window and look out into the storm. “I'm not sure why Francis built that hideous snowman...maybe he's telling me my life is going to end the way the killer wanted to kill the main character in my book?”

      “Or maybe,” Amanda pointed out, “the snowman is a distraction?”

      Sarah turned away from the window. “A distraction?”

      “Yeah, like the way he had you all knotted up in Los Angeles. Every person he killed was in no way related to the next person...yet he forced you to believe that each of his victims was somehow connected.” Amanda measured out the grounds for a second pot of coffee. “Los Angeles, what if that crazy madman is playing the same game again?”

      Sarah considered Amanda's suggestion. “What if?” she asked herself and sat down at the kitchen table. “A killer always throws up smoke screens.” Sarah grew silent and allowed her mind to dive deep into Francis Clark's demented, evil mind. “What game are you playing, Francis? Why don't you kill me? Why play this game?”

      The howling winds answered Sarah.
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      Francis eased out of Claire's cabin, put his skis back on, studied the storm, and began making his way toward town. Inside the cabin, Claire sat duct taped to a kitchen chair wondering what in the world to do. She concluded that being duct taped was better than being dead and eventually fell asleep out of exhaustion and fear.

      “Time to play with the cops, Detective Garland, and then I'll be back for you,” Francis said as he worked his way through the storm like a hungry monster crawling out from under a bed.

      When Francis reached town, he ducked into an alley, removed his skis, and retrieved a black duffel bag he had hidden behind a trash can. The duffel bag was now covered with snow, but Francis had no problem digging it out. He opened the duffel bag, brought out a grappling hook rope and looked up into the storm. He studied the roof belonging to a bakery and then threw the grappling hook rope skyward. The grappling hook landed on top of the roof and caught on the edge. Francis tugged on the rope to make sure it was secure and then climbed up with skill and ease. When his feet hit the roof's surface, he walked forward and examined the front street and then studied the police station in the distance using a small pair of combat binoculars. “Perfect,” he said, spotting a man rushing into the station with his wife and son. “Perfect.”

      Francis lowered the binoculars, bent down, unzipped a black bag, and brought out an AR-15. He aimed his rifle at the front window of the police station and fired off three rounds. The front window exploded. Shrapnel went flying out into the storm. “Perfect,” Francis said again and put his rifle away. He then pulled out his cell phone and called the police station. Andrew picked up on the third ring. “That was a warning,” Francis hissed. “You have one hour to get everyone into a jail cell. If anyone tries to come out they will be shot and killed. I'll let anyone that might be arriving late enter the building without harm. Are we clear?”

      Andrew leaned up from behind his desk and saw Conrad crouched down beside his office door. “We're clear,” he said in an angry voice. “Why are you doing this? What has this town ever done to you?”

      “You have Detective Sarah Garland to thank,” Francis growled. “You have one hour before people begin to die. I'm being very kind so do not test me, cop.” He put his cell phone away and folded his arms. “Yes, this should do nicely,” he said in a pleased voice. “I'll stand here a few more minutes and watch just to make sure.”

      “We have one hour,” Andrew told Conrad and slammed the phone down on his desk. “He has us trapped.”

      “That's what he wanted all along and I fell right into the trap,” Conrad kicked himself. “He knew no cop worth his salt would lock himself in a jail cell.” Conrad stood up. “Francis Clark wanted to trap us in a building.”

      “Yeah, and none of my guys are going outside this building,” Andrew told Conrad. “One man is dead. I'm sure that killer outside will happily shoot anyone who attempts to leave.”

      Conrad studied Andrew's scared and upset voice. “We're not really trapped,” he said. “I can slip out of the basement window. The bullets came from the front street. I can slip out of the back.”

      “No way,” Andrew objected. “I'm not risking your life.”

      “Look,” Conrad said, keeping his voice calm, “the basement window is barely big enough for a man to crawl through. Right now it's covered over with snow. If I'm careful, I'll be able to crawl out without being seen. The backside of the station house is dark except for the light over the back door. If I move fast, I'll be able to get outside. Right now I'm certain Francis Clark is watching the front of the building. At least for the time being. After all, he's just one man, Andrew. He can't be in multiple places at once.”

      Andrew began to protest but when he saw the look Conrad was giving him he knew better. “I can’t stop you, Detective Spencer,” he said, “but I can warn you that the man waiting outside is a killer. You know that and I know that. And he seems to be too smart for his own good. If you go outside I can't be responsible for what happens to you.”

      “I understand.”

      Andrew shook his head. “You know I would go out with you, but I have my family here with me. They come first.”

      “As it should be,” Conrad tossed Andrew an understanding smile. “You're a husband and a dad before anything else.” And with those words, Conrad yanked open the office door, hurried out, and ran down a short hallway. “Have to hurry,” he grunted, reaching the door leading down into the basement. He snatched the door open and descended into a dark basement, deliberately leaving the basement light off. The basement smelled of old cardboard boxes, gunpowder, and fear. Cold, damp air struck Conrad's face as he maneuvered past a pile of boxes. “The shots came from across the street...he's on the roof of one of the buildings. If I can get outside and swing around I might have a chance.”

      Conrad maneuvered to a small window at the back of the basement. The bottom of the window was covered with snow. “Good,” Conrad said and began trying to open the window. The window was frozen shut. “Come on...come on,” Conrad fussed as he strained to open the window, “open already.” But the window would not budge. Conrad wasn't in the mood to be delayed. He whipped out his gun and used the handle to break the windowpane, knowing the howling winds outside would hide the sounds of breaking glass. Snow began flooding in through the shattered glass and piling up on the dark basement floor. Conrad ignored the snow, cleared the glass around the edges of the frame, and then, with much difficulty, squeezed his body out through the small opening, pushing snow out of his way as he did. “Out,” he finally said, leaning up on his knees and looking around at the backside of the station. For a second he expected a bullet to come ripping through the storm at him. But when no bullet arrived, he knew that he was in the clear. “Hurry.”

      Conrad crawled to his feet and ran to the east corner of the station, peeked around the wall, and checked the front street. The street was dark and covered in deep snow banks. The buildings across the street were also dark, deserted and empty; one lone monster lurked among the buildings. “I need to swing around,” Conrad told himself, ignoring the punishing winds and heavy snow. He felt his body heat begin to drain away in the fierce winds and knew that he couldn't stay out in the storm for a long period of time without risking hypothermia. With that thought in mind, he worked his way back to the street behind the station and began moving west.

      As Conrad disappeared into the storm, Sarah and Amanda sat in the warm kitchen of Sarah’s cabin, discussing Francis Clark.

      “Francis told me to go back to square one,” Sarah told Amanda. “He said once I found the clue in murder one, I needed to move on to murder two.”

      Amanda nibbled on a cinnamon roll. “Okay, love,” she said, “I know about murder one and murder two. Tell me about murder three. Maybe if we re-evaluate all the murders we can find a pattern this rat might be playing with.”

      Sarah stood up and refilled her coffee mug. “The third victim was a man named Bob Frawls. Mr. Frawls was a sixty-two-year-old retired high school math teacher. The man was divorced, didn't have any family in the Los Angeles area, and as far as I could find out, really didn't socialize very much after he retired.” Sarah looked at the phone hanging beside the refrigerator. She wanted to call Andrew to see if Conrad had arrived safely at the station. “Mr. Frawls,” she continued instead of calling Andrew, “was a heavy drinker. He had been arrested four times for driving while intoxicated. Three times in his early twenties and once after he retired from teaching.”

      “How was he killed?”

      “Francis strangled him to death, stuffed his body in an alley, and left a second note that was meant to tie him to Nathan Miles and Shirley Denkills. And of course, because of protocol, I had to try and connect the man to the two previous victims, which was a complete waste of time and energy.”

      “Love, I'm guessing that madman left notes on all of his victims, right?” Amanda asked.

      Sarah nodded. “Yes.”

      “And you were in charge of connecting each victim together like a jigsaw puzzle.”

      “Yes,” Sarah said again. “I knew I was dealing with a serial killer and deep down I wasn't sure what steps to take. I couldn't find any lead that connected the victims together. The killings seemed random yet they were meant to somehow be tied together. Each victim was left in an alley...killed in different ways...at different times. I was at a loss. All I could do was continue investigating what clues I did have and trying to make any connection I could to get one step ahead of him.” Sarah stretched her back. She felt like she was trapped in a creepy Twilight Zone episode, the kind that kept looping through time over and over and over again. The shock of her ex-husband being killed was slowly wearing off. She felt her mind beginning to clear. Conrad's kiss had injected a healing medicine into her broken heart. “Pete was working on a case involving three gang killings. He was really tied up but helped me out when he could.”

      Amanda watched Sarah look down at her coffee mug with sad eyes. “Love?”

      “I wasn't spending much time at home with Brad,” Sarah confessed. “I was spending every waking moment interviewing people, chasing down leads, going over clues, reading reports. Brad was on the back burner. I never...stopped to imagine how he might have felt.”

      “The man should have felt proud,” Amanda said in a strong voice. “Don't blame yourself for doing your job, love. You saved countless lives by catching Francis Clark.”

      “I know,” Sarah agreed, “but it wasn't long after Francis went to prison that Brad began pulling away from our marriage. I saw the warning signs but I ignored them. Maybe the warning signs were there all along and I never saw them?” Sarah set her coffee mug down. “Brad is dead, though. Conrad is alive. My focus is on you and him.”

      “That's my girl,” Amanda smiled. “Now, tell me more about Mr. Frawls.”

      “Well,” Sarah said and rubbed her neck, “Mr. Frawls spent most of his time drinking at home. His neighbors all claimed he was a quiet man who kept to himself.”

      “Did Mr. Frawls live in a nice neighborhood?”

      “Uh...lower middle-class,” Sarah explained. “He lived in a simple three-bedroom ranch style home at the end of Mayward Street.”

      Amanda nibbled on her cinnamon roll. “Love, where did Francis Clark live?”

      “Up in the canyons in a bungalow,” Sarah told Amanda. She shook her head. “I still don't know why, to this very day, Francis Clark chose the people he killed. He never confessed his reasons. I came to believe each victim was randomly chosen. But now—”

      “But now that madman is telling you to go back to square one, which means there has to be a connection,” Amanda finished for Sarah. She tossed her cinnamon roll down onto a brown plate and stood up. “We have three dead people. A jerk who divorced his wife and married an old rich woman. A waitress who was using drugs and a retired alcoholic. Now the questions is: How are they connected?”

      “I have to go back to Nathan Miles and find the first clue,” Sarah told Amanda.

      “Okay,” Amanda agreed, “let's go back to Mr. Gambler.” Amanda scratched the tip of her nose. As she did, a sound came from the pantry. “What’s that?”

      Sarah snatched out her gun and then put her left finger to her lips. She eased over to the pantry door and with one swift movement yanked it open and stepped back with her gun at the ready. “Oh, my poor baby!” she cried out.

      Amanda ran over to the pantry and looked inside. She spotted Mittens trying to crawl out of an old potato bag. Poor Mittens had her paws duct taped together. “Oh, the poor dear,” she said and scooped Mittens up into her arms. “It's okay, baby.” Mittens tried to whimper but her snout was duct taped shut. “Oh, you poor dear.”

      Sarah backed away from the pantry and watched Amanda slowly and carefully remove the duct tape from Mittens. When Mittens’ mouth was freed she let out a loud whimper and snuggled up into Amanda's arms.

      “Poor puppy. How could I forget you?” Sarah asked in a tired voice and rubbed Mittens’ head.

      Amanda handed Mittens to Sarah, threw away the duct tape she had pulled off Mittens, and began making a fresh pot of coffee. Sarah pulled Mittens close and kissed her on the nose. “Love, what kind of clue are we supposed to be looking for?” she asked, feeling grateful Mittens was alive.

      Sarah sat down at the kitchen table and set Mittens down in her lap. “I'm not sure. But obviously, there has to be some clue.”

      “Unless that madman is making you chase your tail again?” Amanda asked.

      “I'm sure Francis is deliberately creating distractions,” Sarah confessed. “But I honestly think he wants to play a game of mental chess with me. I honestly think there is a clue in murder one that will connect me to the next murder. I believe Francis wants to reveal to me why he chose his victims.”

      “Mrs. Raillings was a distraction, then?”

      “A pawn on the chessboard,” Sarah nodded her head. “He's distracting the police and the people of Snow Falls while forcing me to play his game. You were right about that.”

      “Don't give me a brainiac award yet,” Amanda told Sarah. “I simply saw a pattern of distraction the guy was using to lead you along by your nose.”

      Sarah grew quiet. She glanced down at Mittens and then began thinking about Nathan Miles. Nathan Miles had been a cold-hearted man who was addicted to gambling; he was a man who made countless bets on college basketball games. Nathan Miles had been a man who was hungry for money and didn't care who he hurt in order to secure the money he needed to fund his gambling habit. Whether luck or chance, he had landed in the path of an old woman who had plenty of dough. Or was it luck or chance? “Was it by design?” she whispered.

      “What?” Amanda asked, stirring milk into her coffee.

      “Margaret Happs hired Nathan Miles’ wife Sandra to work for her as her personal assistant,” Sarah told Amanda. “Sandra Miles had a degree in criminal justice. She went to work for a law firm after Margaret Happs fired her. But why did she go to work for Mrs. Happs in the first place? I asked myself that question many times.”

      “Did you ask Sandra Miles why she went to work for Margaret?”

      Sarah nodded her head. “Sandra claimed she needed the money. She claimed a friend told her Mrs. Happs was looking to hire a personal assistant. I looked into her claim and was able to verify it. But now, June Bug, I'm wondering if a whole bunch of lies were told in order to hide the truth.”

      “Are you thinking that Sandra Miles and Margaret Happs wanted Nathan dead and worked up a scheme?” Amanda asked.

      “Possibly,” Sarah agreed. “But if our theory is true, then how does Francis play into the picture?”

      Amanda folded her arms and put on her thinking cap. Outside in the storm, Conrad slipped around the back of Sarah's coffee shop and began working his way down a dark, snowy alley.
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      Conrad ducked down behind a pile of snow that hid a trash can and peered down the alley. The falling snow was making it difficult to see more than ten feet. “He's got to be around here somewhere,” Conrad said, holding his gun in his right hand. Conrad raised his head and began studying the dark rooflines. He was sure Francis was perched on one of the roofs farther down the alley. “The bakery...the hardware store…maybe the stationary shop?” he mused, lowering his eyes and focusing back on the snow-filled alley. “Better get moving.”

      Conrad left his secure position and slowly began working his way down the alley. When he reached the back door to the bakery, he stopped. There, in the snow, stashed behind a trash can, was a black duffel bag. Conrad snatched up the duffel bag and then looked around. “Fresh tracks,” he said, spotting ski tracks in the snow. Conrad glanced down at the knee-deep snow he was trudging through and knew that there was no way he would be able to catch a person on skis. “By the time I get to the snowmobile these tracks will be covered over...it'll take too long to follow them on foot,” he said in a desperate voice, watching the heavy falling snow begin filling in the tracks while the winds struggled to erase them. “I can't stand here and do nothing,” he said and decided to trace the tracks on foot and got his legs moving as quickly as he could.

      Francis was only three blocks ahead of Conrad when a black box began buzzing in his pocket. He stopped pushing the ski poles in his hands through the snow and looked over his shoulder. Someone had tripped the silent alarm he had set up behind the bakery; someone had walked through the invisible laser beams running from the back door of the bakery to the back alley wall. “So, I have a visitor,” he growled and shot west in order to enter the alley from behind, using the same route Conrad had taken.

      Unaware that he had tripped an alarm, Conrad continued to follow the ski tracks. The tracks led into a quiet neighborhood filled with small, cozy cabins and brick homes. Conrad followed the tracks past one home after another. When the tracks stopped at the end of Maple Street and turned north Conrad paused to catch his breath for a few seconds and then worked his way up Dove Avenue, carefully following the ski tracks. When the tracks stopped and aimed west, running down Snow Bird Lane, Conrad put his hands down on his knees and bowed his head. “What are you doing?” he asked, breathing white streams of smoke out of his frozen mouth. “Where are you going?” Conrad raised his head, drew in a cold breath, and got moving down Snow Bird Lane without realizing that Francis was leading him in a wide circle to set up a rear attack.

      Francis skied back to Maple Street, carefully following Conrad's snow tracks. “Run, run,” he hissed, skiing past a bright and warm log cabin. “Oh, how foolish people are to believe they are safe behind locked doors,” he hissed again, feeling rage consume his heart. Someone had located his hidden position and that someone wasn't Sarah Garland. The tracks in the snow belonged to a man—a man he would catch and severely punish. “Whoever you are,” Francis promised, “tonight is your last night alive.”

      Francis worked his way over to Snow Bird Lane through the storm. He began to feel tired and annoyed. The storm was working against Francis rather than working for him—at least that's how Francis began to think. The winds now appeared cruel, unfriendly and threatening; earlier, the winds appeared refreshing and powerful, a companion in crime. The heavily falling snow became burdensome and difficult to maneuver through, even though Francis was equipped with skis. “You're tired,” Francis warned himself, pushing his body down Snow Bird Lane. “It's been a long day. You need to rest.” The rage burning in Francis's chest refused to let him rest. Francis pushed forward.

      When Francis came to the end of Snow Bird Lane he spotted a shadowy figure struggling through the snow, battling his way back toward town. “Ah, there you are,” he said and slowly removed his gun from the right pocket of his coat. “Time to die.”

      Conrad didn't see Francis approaching from behind. His eyes were focused on the ski tracks in the snow. “He's made a loop?” Conrad said in a confused voice. He stopped walking, lifted his head, and looked toward town. The town was dark and creepy. Weak street lamps cast dim light into the storm; the storm seemed to gobble up the man-made light up as if the light was a snack. “You turned around?” Conrad asked. “Why did you—” Before Conrad could finish his sentence a bullet tore through his left shoulder. Conrad was thrown forward. He crashed down into the snow, wounded and dazed. But instead of lying weak and helpless, he rolled his body under a parked jeep, came out on the other side, and used all his might to kneel up into a defensive fighting position and raised his head over the hood of the jeep. He was immediately met by gunfire. Conrad ducked his head down and waited for the gunfire to stop. “Give it up, Francis!” he yelled, knowing the wind would carry his voice away.

      Francis stopped firing and gritted his teeth. He was an expert marksman as long as he was firing a rifle. When it came to handguns, he lacked skill. He had simply managed to wound his prey instead of killing him. But before he could create a contingency plan, he saw Conrad's shadowy figure burst up from behind the car hood and begin firing at him. A single bullet tore into his right hand. Francis let out a loud scream of pain, dropped his gun, and tried to ski away. Panic filled his chest. “No,” he hissed, “this can't be happening!”

      Conrad spotted Francis trying to escape. He darted out from behind the jeep and began to give chase. Francis peered over his shoulder and spotted Conrad fighting his way through the snow. With his right hand wounded he couldn't hold onto the right ski pole. He threw the ski poles down, unlatched his feet using his uninjured hand, and began running through the snow. The snow was deep and difficult to run through.

      “Stop or I'll shoot you where you stand!” Conrad yelled.

      Francis ran up to a parked green truck and dived behind it and began crawling forward. He spotted a wooden fence half-buried in the snowdrifts surrounding a brick house, crawled low to the fence, and then, without wasting a second, shot to his feet and threw his body over the fence.

      Conrad was only a few feet behind. When he reached the fence and tried to jump over it, his wounded shoulder cried out in pain and his right arm refused to cooperate. With no other option available, Conrad ran up to the gate. The gate was locked. “No!” he yelled and took off around the property, hoping to make it to the backyard before Francis managed to escape.

      As Conrad ran around to the backyard, Francis eased back over the front fence and began slogging through the snow back toward town in a desperate attempt to reach his rifle. He threw his head over his shoulder and searched for Conrad. Conrad was nowhere in sight. Only the sight of snow-covered trees, yards, homes and vehicles greeted him. “You're going to suffer,” he promised as his legs struggled through the snow, one difficult step at a time.

      Conrad ran to the back of the fence and searched for Francis. He scanned the snow around the sides and back of the house and tried to spot boot tracks. “Not a single boot print,” he said, breathing hard. “He's doubled back on me!” Conrad took off like a jackrabbit and ran back to the front road, adrenaline spiking and making him forget about his injured shoulder. He spotted Francis’s shadowy form running toward town. “You're mine!” Conrad yelled into the wind.

      Francis didn't hear Conrad. He continued to run toward the alley where his duffel bag was hidden, holding his wounded right hand with his left hand. Never before in his life had he ever been wounded in a fight. He had always played the aggressor, overpowering his victims through surprise and brilliance. Now he was being forced to flee—like a helpless coward. The feeling was crippling, sour and very, very discouraging. “You'll die!” he hissed, finally making his way into the alley, unaware that Conrad was on his tail.

      Conrad saw Francis run into the back alley. He pressed his right hand over the wound in his left shoulder and picked up his speed. When he reached the back alley, he saw Francis trying to clamber up a rope, trying to reach the roof of the bakery. Conrad raced forward, grabbed Francis by his waist, and slung him down onto the snow. Francis landed on his back and looked up at the barrel of Conrad’s gun. “It's over, Clark!” Conrad yelled, aiming his gun at Francis's chest. “One move and you're a dead man!”

      Francis couldn't believe that he had been captured. “Who are you?!” he demanded.

      “Detective Conrad Spencer!”

      “I'll remember your name,” Francis warned Conrad. “You better kill me now or I'm going to kill you later. But first, I'm going to finish my business with Detective Garland!”

      Conrad began to squeeze the trigger on his gun. Who would weep for the death of a diseased rat like Francis Clark? He would be performing a great service. Besides, the pain throbbing in Conrad's shoulder reminded him that he was fighting in self-defense. “Fine with me,” he said and prepared to fire. But before he could, a barrage of bullets exploded down the alley. Conrad jumped to the side and crawled behind a trash can. Francis rolled away and crawled on his belly out of the alley, climbed to his feet, and escaped into a back parking lot that he knew would lead him back into the woods. He left Conrad trapped behind the trash can holding his hand over his shoulder.

      “Don't move!” Conrad heard Andrew scream. “I know you're behind the trash can. Come out with your hands up!”

      “It's me, Andrew! You're shooting at the wrong guy!” Conrad yelled and kicked the ground with his right foot.

      Andrew ran up to the trash can, looked down, spotted Conrad, and lowered his gun. “I saw...I saw a man holding a gun...I thought you were the killer...” he said in a miserable voice.

      “The killer just got away,” Conrad told Andrew in a defeated voice. He looked up the alley. Francis was nowhere in sight. The monster had slithered back into the night. “Come on, at least we can follow his tracks. Maybe we can catch him.”

      Andrew saw Conrad favoring his left shoulder. “What's wrong?” he asked.

      “Francis shot me in my shoulder,” Conrad explained and lifted his right hand into the air. “Help me stand up, okay?”

      Andrew helped Conrad to his feet, brushing the snow off of him. “Conrad...all I saw was a man holding a gun on another man. The snow is still so thick, I assumed the man with the gun was the killer...I'm sorry...I...” Andrew stopped talking.

      Conrad reached out and put his right hand on Andrew's shoulder. “You made a quick decision and followed through. Your decision was wrong, but trust me, as cops, we make wrong decisions all the time. When I was a rookie back in New York, I arrested a seventy-nine-year-old preacher for jaywalking. Turns out the poor guy was half blind.” Conrad braced his left shoulder with his right hand. “We need to move. The more we stand here and talk, the farther away Francis is getting from us.”

      Andrew felt horrible about his mistake. He holstered his gun and shoved his gloved hands down into the pockets of the thick brown police coat he was wearing. “You go on ahead...I'll get back to the station. I'm no use to you.”

      “Hey, you left your family behind to help me,” Conrad told Andrew, “that took guts. Now stop with the pity party, Chief, and let's get moving. We have a serial killer to track down.”

      “A serial killer that's loose again because of me.”

      Conrad squeezed his left shoulder and winced. “Tomorrow we're going to make mistakes, but we can't stay in bed all day,” he told Andrew. “You're a good Chief of Police and friend. Now stop beating yourself up and let's get moving.”

      Andrew looked into Conrad's eyes and then nodded his head. “Maybe I can correct my mistake,” he said and hurried down the alley with Conrad. Conrad managed to reach the end of the alley and then his legs collapsed out from under him. “Conrad!”

      Conrad grabbed his head. “I'm...okay...just a little dizzy...”

      “I'm getting you back to the station.”

      “No...we have to track Francis down...the storm will erase his tracks...” Conrad tried to object.

      “Can you make it back to the station alone? I can go after the killer if you can.”

      “I think...I can...” Conrad tried to say, but then his world went black. The last thing he remembered before fading into dreamland was Andrew placing him over his shoulder and calling him Friend.

      As Andrew carried Conrad back to the station through the snow, Francis continued to work his way through the dark, snowy woods. “Now it's time to make this town suffer!” he growled and aimed his body toward a rental cabin he had reserved weeks ago. The rental cabin was full of all kinds of goodies that Francis intended to use.
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      Andrew called Sarah and broke the news to her. “Conrad is okay, Sarah,” he promised. “He took a bad shot to his left shoulder. Dr. Ross is with him now.”

      Sarah bowed her head. “And Francis?” she asked.

      “Conrad came to long enough to claim he shot the man in his hand. It's possible,” Andrew said and then shamefully added: “Sarah, Conrad had the killer at gunpoint…but because of me...the killer got away.” Andrew explained how he had entered the alley and spotted a man holding someone at gunpoint. “I thought...the man with the gun was the killer. The visibility was so bad and I believed Conrad was nowhere near the station...I let my inability to believe Conrad could handle someone like Francis Clark weaken my ability to think clearly...so I emptied a full clip...at Conrad. I'm grateful not a single bullet touched him...poor guy.”

      “Andrew, listen to me, you're under a lot of stress. You entered the alley and saw what you saw and reacted. You can't punish yourself for mistaking Conrad for Francis,” Sarah told Andrew. “As cops, we react without thinking when the situation calls for that kind of action. What's done is done. We have to focus on capturing Francis and not on our mistakes.”

      “If Francis kills anyone, I'll never forgive myself.”

      Sarah closed her eyes. “I understand.”

      Andrew spotted Dr. Ross appear in the small, warm waiting room he stood in. “Dr. Ross is here, hold on just a moment,” Andrew told Sarah. Sarah waited and then Andrew came back on the line. “He said he took the bullet out of Conrad's shoulder...Conrad lost a good amount of blood but he'll be okay...but he needs lots of rest.”

      Sarah whispered a prayer of thanks. “Thank Dr. Ross for me.”

      “Dr. Ross said that twice in one day he's taken a bullet out of someone...a dead man and a living man...and that he hopes his work is finished,” Andrew told Sarah. He put the phone to the side while he thanked Dr. Ross for his care and concern. Dr. Ross waved a tired hand in the air and walked away. “Sarah,” Andrew said in a worried voice as soon as Dr. Ross was out of hearing distance, “I sent two of my guys over to Mrs. Raillings’ cabin. They spotted the kitchen covered with what appears to be explosives. Poor Mrs. Raillings is duct taped to a chair. I'm not sure what to do. Snow Falls doesn't have a bomb squad.” Andrew kicked himself. “If I hadn’t shot at the wrong man then we would have Francis Clark in custody right now. Conrad is a hero for going out into the storm and tracking down that ugly monster.”

      Sarah grew silent and looked at Amanda. Amanda stood beside the kitchen table holding Mittens. She knew that if Conrad had truly shot Francis in his hand, and if Francis was wandering about in the snow wounded, the rules of the game would change. But she doubted that Francis was lost out in the snow babying a wounded hand. Surely the man had a safe location to go to. “Andrew, I'll call you back,” she said and quickly hung up the phone.

      “What is it?” Amanda asked.

      Sarah bit down on her lower lip and then ran over to the kitchen table, snatched up the black cell phone, and dialed Francis's number. Francis picked up on the fifth ring.

      “You'll suffer for your actions, Detective!” he snarled into the phone when he answered it. Francis was holding his wounded hand under a stream of warm water running out of a bathroom faucet.

      “You were nearly captured,” Sarah told Francis in a calm voice. “You have to be more careful, Francis. We still have to play your game.” Sarah picked up a brown coffee mug and took a sip of fresh coffee. “I've worked my way through square one and found the clue.”

      Francis raised his eyes and studied the wooden logs that formed the bathroom walls of the cabin. The bathroom was roomy, cozy, fully furnished and stocked with every medical tool and medicine he needed to take care of his hand. “Oh?” he asked, grimacing in pain.

      “Yes,” Sarah replied. “Well, to be honest, I believe I have located the first clue. I'm not arrogant enough to state for certain that I have.”

      “What is the clue, Detective?” Francis demanded. He focused on a surgical kit. The surgical kit was sitting on a green bath towel he had placed over a wooden laundry hamper. Francis knew he had to remove the bullet from his hand and sew up his wound. He felt physically drained and unprepared to finish off the night, but he focused on the mental game with Sarah. “Answer me, Detective Garland.”

      “Nathan Miles was killed on a Sunday. Today is Sunday,” Sarah tossed a weak but desperate idea into the air, hoping to pry information out of Francis. The truth of the matter was that she had no idea what clue to search for. The death of Nathan Miles branched off in so many directions that it would take a police squad years to re-investigate fully.

      “Wrong,” Francis snapped at Sarah, feeling his body slowly defrosting. “I'm disappointed in you. Try again. You have until morning.”

      “Why am I wrong?” Sarah pressed Francis. “You killed Nathan Miles and my ex-husband both on a Sunday. That's not a coincidence, Francis. You don't work off coincidences.”

      Francis removed his hand from under the stream of water and wrapped a clean white pad of sterile gauze around it. “I admit that I killed your ex-husband on the same day as Miles as a message for you, Detective. But not the message you believe. The death of Miles and your ex-husband, both on the same day of the week, was my way of saying hello. I knew you would understand.”

      Sarah heard Francis turn off the running water. “Did Conrad shoot you, Francis? Are you hurt?” she asked in a hopeful voice and then added: “Too bad he didn't end your worthless, miserable life.”

      “Insults are weak,” Francis warned Sarah. “I would recommend you cease entertaining such petty things in your mind.”

      “You're failing,” Sarah fired back. “You thought you were going to waltz into Snow Falls and terrorize every living person. Instead, you're facing stiff opposition. As a matter of fact, if it hadn't been for the error of one man, you would probably be dead right now. I seriously doubt Conrad would have taken you alive.”

      “Detective Conrad Spencer is going to suffer heavily for daring to defy my orders and track me, Detective Garland. But, as I told him when I lay there in the snow: He is unfinished business that must be dealt with accordingly.”

      Sarah heard fatigue grip Francis's voice. The man wasn't a spring chicken and being out in the storm had obviously taken a toll on him. She doubted Francis would venture back out into the snow anytime soon. “You're going to nurse your wounded hand and rest, Francis,” Sarah spoke in a calm voice. “You're not going to deal with anyone else tonight. Tomorrow you'll stay hidden and build up your strength. You'll come out of your snake hole when night arrives. You always kill at night, never in broad daylight.” Sarah decided to push at Francis. “I'll be ready for you tomorrow night.”

      Francis felt his cheeks turn red with fury. “You believe you're a chess champion, Detective, because you caught the world's smartest killer. You're not. You're a worthless lackey who happened to—”

      “Set a trap for the killer who took the bait?” Sarah interrupted. “You're not as smart as you believe you are, Francis. I caught you once and I'm going to catch you again.”

      “We'll see,” Francis hissed. “Tomorrow night the game resumes.”

      “I'm looking forward to it,” Sarah replied. “In the meantime, you can’t stop me from driving to the hospital to check on Detective Spencer.”

      “Go on,” Francis hissed at Sarah. “Go run to your fake hero and tell him his days are numbered! But I warn you: Be back at your cabin by morning or else.”

      “By morning,” Sarah said and ended the call.

      Francis tossed the cell phone he was holding down onto the bathroom floor and then turned on a black box sitting on the counter and began listening to every word that had been spoken in Sarah's cabin from the moment he left.

      Amanda watched as Sarah set the cell phone down on the counter with satisfaction. “Love, please explain to me why you called that monster,” Amanda asked.

      “I needed to press a few buttons,” Sarah explained, “and to see if Conrad really did shoot him. From the sound of his voice, it seems that Francis is in a lot of pain. I believe he's hurt. He won't be coming back out into the storm tonight. We have time to go see Conrad at the hospital.”

      “In this weather?” Amanda asked. “The roads will be impossible to—”

      Sarah threw up a quick hand and shook her head. She motioned at the storm still raging outside the window with her hands. “I'm sure my jeep will get through.”

      “If you say so, love,” Amanda replied and made a confused face. “I'll get my coat.”

      Sarah put on her coat and gloves and gathered Mittens into her arms. “Come on, sweetie, we're going to take a ride.”

      Sarah hurried outside into the night. Amanda followed close behind. “Love—” she began to speak as she closed the back door. Sarah grabbed her hand and pulled her into the front yard. In the fierce winds, Sarah had to lean close to Amanda’s ear to be heard.

      “I figured out the first clue,” she said over the howling winds. “I figured out the clue while I was speaking to Francis.”

      Amanda shielded her face from the wind and snow. “I'm all ears, love, as soon as we get inside someplace that's warm.” Amanda pointed at Sarah's jeep. “The roads are impassable and the hospital is a good ways from your cabin. Please don't tell me you're thinking about walking,” she begged.

      “No,” Sarah said. “I just needed to have a reason to leave my cabin without Francis becoming suspicious. He’s listening to everything.” Sarah walked Amanda to her jeep and climbed into the driver seat, turned on the engine, and got the heat going.

      Amanda hurried into the passenger seat and slammed the passenger door shut. “Okay, love, I'm all ears,” she said, pressing her gloved hands up against the heat vents. The inside of the jeep felt like an iceberg.

      Sarah focused on the hideous snowman standing in her yard. “Francis plans on killing me the way the killer in my book wanted to kill the main character. I'm certain of that now. However, the killer in my book—”

      “Plays games. I know, I've read every one of your books,” Amanda reminded Sarah. “Your mind is a bit twisted, love.”

      Sarah set Mittens down in her lap. Mittens whined but accepted being set down. “Francis is playing out my first book. But not in an obvious manner. He's not mimicking the killer in my book,” Sarah pointed out, “but he did build that gruesome snowman as a statement. The killer in my book leaves snowmen in the yards of his intended victims. Francis strikes in silence and—”

      “Love, please forgive me for being so dumb, but what does any of this have to do with Nathan Miles?” Amanda gently interrupted.

      “Francis is playing out the killer in my book...the Snowman Killer, but in reverse,” Sarah explained. “You see, the killer in my book killed his victims in a certain letter pattern, right?”

      “Yes...very creepy,” Amanda admitted.

      “Okay,” Sarah continued, “the first letter of each victim’s name combined to form a message.”

      “A very scary message,” Amanda added.

      “So what if Francis killed his victims in the opposite order?” Sarah struggled to explain. “I don't know why that thought occurred to me while I was speaking with Francis, but it did.” Sarah pulled Mittens close to her stomach. “Nathan Miles...first letter N...” she continued. “Francis's message doesn’t begin with the letter N. It ends with the letter N.” Sarah continued to pet Mittens. “But Nathan Miles’ middle name was Edward.”

      “So there are two possibilities?” Amanda asked.

      Sarah nodded her head. “Yes, there are.” She looked at Amanda. “There's a notepad and pen in the glove compartment. Grab them for me.”

      Amanda opened the glove compartment and retrieved a blue notepad and a gray pen. “Okay, love, I'm ready to get to work.”

      “We have to write down the first letter in each victim’s name...and then we'll write down the first letter in their middle name,” Sarah explained. “I don't know why this didn't occur to me in Los Angeles,” she scolded herself.

      Amanda tossed her thumb at the snowman perched in the front yard chewing on a peppermint candy cane. “Maybe you needed a visual effect to spark a fire in your mind, love,” she said and fought back a powerful shiver. “Only a deranged person could build such an evil snowman.”

      Sarah allowed her eyes to look in the direction of the snowman. The snowman stood in the storm wearing its leather jacket, its candy cane sticking out of its mouth, standing as a deadly guard in the yard of a terrified, broken woman. “Maybe,” she whispered. “Okay, let's get to work.”

      For the next two hours, Sarah and Amanda sat in the jeep writing down the names of Francis Clark's victims and then attempting to decode a message using the first letters of their first and middle names.

      At first, they drew blanks, but then Amanda suggested they crisscross the letters. “We'll use the first letter of the name belonging to the last victim and then use the first letter of the middle name belonging to the second to the last victim,” she explained. “It’s like the names braid together.” Sarah agreed and together they wrote the names of each victim down again and followed Amanda's pattern. When Amanda wrote the last letter down, her eyes grew wide and white. “Uh...love...do you see what I see?” she asked.

      “I see,” Sarah replied, barely able to speak. “I can't believe my eyes.”

      “Me neither,” Amanda said, soaking in the message. “We're missing one last letter, though.”

      “An S or a T...my first and middle initials,” Sarah told Amanda. “I guess...I was going to be Francis Clark's last victim. But I captured him before he could kill me. Now he's come to finish his message.” Sarah closed her eyes and saw Francis's sinister face appear in her tormented mind. “To catch a killer, go back to square one,” she whispered.

      Amanda placed the notepad down on the seat and folded her arms. “Love, we're dealing with a monster,” she said in a shaky voice filled with fear. “We have to kill him or he's going to continue to kill. If we don't stop him...” Amanda couldn't finish her sentence.

      “I know,” Sarah told Amanda in a weak voice. She opened her eyes and looked in the direction of the snowman. The snowman seemed to mock her from the middle of the snow-filled yard.

      Far away in a rental cabin, Francis began removing a bullet from his hand. When he finished, he looked out the bathroom window and hissed in pain and frustration at how badly Sarah was managing to botch the game. He would not let her do so any longer.

      Outside, the storm continued to scream and howl. When daylight arrived, the storm dug itself in stronger and continued to punish the little town of Snow Falls.
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      Sarah woke up feeling as if her mind was being tossed in a washing machine. It took her eyes a few minutes to recognize the bedroom she was resting in. For a minute, Sarah actually believed she was back home in Los Angeles sleeping in her old bed. In her mind, she saw warm, bright, Southern California sunlight breaking through the bedroom window, sunlight that wasn't harmed by the corrupt ways of man. The sunlight was pure, welcoming, kind and gentle—an old friend that had accompanied her through the streets of Los Angeles. “Brad, is the coffee ready?” she mumbled, half asleep. “Brad...Brad honey, go make the coffee...” Sarah mumbled again and slowly rose up to her left elbow and studied the bedroom. Suddenly the warm sunlight turned gray and icy; the silence was broken by screaming winds—the day filled with frozen snow instead of blue skies.

      “I'll make the coffee,” a sleepy voice promised.

      Sarah jerked and turned to her right. She spotted Amanda asleep next to her, wrapped up in a warm sleeping bag. As she looked at Amanda, her memory opened and she began to remember the nightmare Francis Clark had poisoned her heart with. “It's...okay, June Bug...I'll make the coffee,” she said and wiped her eyes.

      “Didn't we just fall asleep?” Amanda fussed. “We talked until the sun came up.”

      Sarah threw a thick blue blanket off her body and tossed her legs over the side of a comfortable bed with log frames. Feeling like a stranger in her own bedroom and a shadow in the gray light, she slowly stood up and brushed a few wrinkles out of the dress she had worn the day before. “I'm a mess,” she whispered and felt her hair. “I need a shower and a change of clothes.”

      Amanda grumbled something and tried to go back to sleep. But when the black cell phone on the nightstand beside the bed began to ring, her eyes shot open. “It's him,” she said in a panicked voice.

      “It's okay,” Sarah promised.

      “The message we discovered isn't okay,” Amanda reminded Sarah in a very low whisper and then pulled the sleeping bag over her head.

      Sarah closed her eyes, listened to the winds howl and scream outside, and then slowly answered the incoming call. “I'm here, Francis.”

      “Good,” Francis told Sarah, standing in a comfortable kitchen cooking himself an egg breakfast. “Here are the rules for today, Detective Garland, so listen very carefully.”

      “I'm listening,” Sarah assured Francis as she fought back a yawn.

      “Before I tell you the rules for today, I want to know if your pathetic mind somehow discovered the first clue?”

      Sarah bit down on her lip. “I...need more time,” she said in a convincing voice that sounded like a plea. “You haven't given me enough time, Francis. Please, be fair.”

      Sarah's answer pleased Francis. The storm had grown stronger and he wasn't strong enough to face the day until he allowed his body to rest for a few more hours. He wanted to eat and then go back to bed. Besides, a man standing in a kitchen wearing a white bathrobe wasn't exactly fit to run out into the snow and begin killing, now was he? “You're not as smart as I had hoped,” Francis taunted Sarah. “You have until the sun sets to find the clue or people will begin dying.”

      “I'll—”

      “You'll stay inside your cabin until the sun sets,” Francis interrupted Sarah. “You were right, Detective, about me planting a bug in your house. I've been listening to every word you've spoken.” Francis flipped a frying egg with a black spatula and focused his eyes on the window in the kitchen. The white nightmare raging outside no longer agreed with him. The storm had betrayed him. “If I hear a single door or window open in your cabin, Detective, I will detonate the explosives I have set in poor old Mrs. Raillings’ home. Are we clear?”

      “We're clear.”

      “Good,” Francis grinned, feeling confident that Sarah would obey him. He needed to ensure the woman was locked inside her cabin with Amanda while he rested. “Tell your friend from London that she had better sit tight, too. If she doesn't, maybe I will make her husband suffer the consequence of you disobeying me?”

      “We'll stay in the cabin until you call,” Sarah snapped.

      “Watch your tone,” Francis hissed. “Detective Garland, there may have been minor setbacks yesterday, but I assure you that Francis Clark has regained his full potential and will be equipped to strike when the sun sets.”

      “You're a diseased snake!” Sarah fired at Francis and quickly caught her tongue. “Oh, why do I bother to condemn you? You only understand two things.”

      “Oh, and what are those two things?” Francis asked.

      “Prison bars or a bullet,” Sarah informed Francis in a tough voice. “I prefer the bullet.”

      Francis felt his temper rising. “Tonight, Detective Garland, you are going to die...after our game, of course. You're very important to me. You're the crown jewel and I will crown you with a splendid death,” Francis told Sarah, gripping his temper and keeping the full force of his fury at bay.

      “I'll be waiting,” Sarah promised, fully understanding Francis's riddle.

      “I know you will be,” Francis grinned. “When I'm finished with you, I'll begin a new quest, beginning with Detective Conrad Spencer. By the way, how is he?”

      “He'll live.”

      “Was your visit with him last night pleasant?” Francis actually laughed. “Oh, to be so close to capturing the famous Back Alley Killer. Please thank the Chief of the Police for me. After all, he did save me from being killed.”

      Sarah closed her eyes. Francis had bought her ploy and believed she had actually visited Conrad at the hospital with Amanda. The killer was unaware that she and Amanda had sat in her jeep until daybreak. “I'll thank the Chief once he puts a bullet in you.”

      Francis rolled his eyes. He was growing tired of Sarah's weak threats. “A mouse trapped in a maze pretending she is a lion,” he told Sarah and then warned her: “Stay in your cabin or the old lady is dead. I'll be in touch after the sun sets.”

      “I'll be here,” Sarah replied and ended the call.

      Amanda slowly slid the sleeping bag off her head like a child expecting to see the boogie man creeping out of a dark closet. “Well?” she dared to ask.

      Sarah tossed the black phone down onto the bed and spotted Mittens asleep in a warm dog bed in the corner. “We're trapped in the cabin until nightfall,” she said in a tired voice. “I'm going to make a pot of coffee. You can have the first shower.”

      “I could use ten hours of sleep,” Amanda yawned. Her eyes were sleepy and full of worry.

      “Me, too,” Sarah agreed and walked out of the bedroom and made her way into the kitchen. The cabin was quiet, and still captive to a powerful snowstorm. Even without a madman trapping her in her cabin, the storm would prevent her from leaving. Conrad had her snowmobile. The local plows were paralyzed. The entire town was shut down. People were locked in their homes in fear. “Think,” Sarah ordered herself in a quiet undertone and hurried to make a pot of coffee. “There has to be a way.”

      Sarah stood silent for a few seconds and studied the kitchen. If Francis was crawling out of his closet when the sun set, she had time to set a trap for him. But what type of trap? Surely a deranged killer would be expecting his victim to put up a fight. “He's giving me time to panic and hang myself,” she whispered and then jumped when the phone hanging beside the refrigerator rang. “Calm down,” Sarah scolded herself and ran to answer the phone. “Hello?”

      “It's me,” Conrad told Sarah, sitting up in his hospital bed. “I tried calling three times but didn't get an answer.”

      “Amanda and I were asleep,” Sarah told Conrad, feeling very thankful the man was alive. “We didn't get back from the hospital until daybreak.”

      “Huh?” Conrad asked, feeling groggy from the pain medicine Dr. Ross had fed him. “Oh...I see,” he said, even though his mind was having trouble focusing. “Sarah, I almost caught the bad guy. I had him right under me, I was preparing to put a bullet in him...but Andrew...oh man, Andrew really messed me up.”

      “Andrew told me,” Sarah confirmed. “Don't be hard on him, Conrad. He thought you were Francis.”

      “I know...I know,” Conrad sighed. “Andrew is a good man. He meant well.”

      “Yes, he did.”

      Conrad leaned his head back on a soft pillow. “Sarah, what's the plan? That rat is still loose in our town and he intends to kill. I'm out of commission...it's all on your shoulders.”

      “I wish I had a plan,” Sarah confessed. “Francis called me a few minutes ago. He's forbidden me to leave my cabin. He's threatened to kill Mrs. Raillings if I do.”

      “Yeah, Andrew told me some of the guys went out to her cabin and peeked through the windows. It seems like the woman's kitchen is lined with explosives,” Conrad said in a miserable voice. “The poor woman is still taped to a kitchen chair.”

      Sarah was anxious to tell Conrad about discovering Francis's hidden code and what his message to the world was. She held her tongue. Francis was listening to her every word. “Conrad, I've got to figure out how to find clue one,” she explained, hoping to force Francis into believing she was trapped in a corner. “I'm going to be on my computer for the rest of the day going over my old case files. I've got until dark to figure out the first clue.”

      Conrad detected a shift in Sarah's tone. “What can I do to help?”

      “My cabin is my prison,” Sarah told Conrad. “There's not much you can do to help me except keep your gun loaded and wait for Francis to show up. He's threatened to come for you after he's finished with me. If I were you, I would go out to the old cabin and hide there.”

      “What old cabin?” Conrad asked.

      Sarah sighed a breath of relief. Conrad had taken the bait. “That's for you to find out.”

      Conrad chewed on Sarah's words for a couple of minutes and then he felt a door in his groggy brain open, allowing clear sunlight to flood in. “Rental cabins!” he exclaimed. “That psycho is hiding out in a rental cabin?”

      “If you say so.”

      “I'll run every rental cabin in town,” Conrad said in an impatient tone and tried to sit up. His shoulder cried out in pain.

      “When you get your strength back, leave the hospital and go hide at the old cabin,” Sarah told Conrad. “You'll be safe there.”

      “Okay, Sarah,” Conrad winced in pain. “I'll have Andrew run the cabins and get back to you.”

      “You bet,” Sarah replied. “You get some rest and don't go out into this storm until Dr. Ross okays it. I'll call you in a couple of hours.”

      “Okay.”

      Sarah reluctantly hung up the phone and began biting her right thumbnail. “Love?” Amanda asked, walking into the kitchen carrying Mittens in her arms.

      Sarah looked at Amanda. Her best friend was still wearing the same dress she had worn the day before. Her hair was a mess and her face wrinkled up with exhaustion.

      “Coffee is brewing,” Sarah told Amanda and forced a weak smile onto her face. “We're going to be okay, June Bug. Now, why don't you sit down and I'll cook up some flapjacks while we wait for the coffee.”

      Amanda wandered over to the kitchen table and sat down. As she did, the power clicked off. “Oh dear,” she said, “I was wondering when the storm was finally going to take the power out.”

      “I'll go crank up the generator,” Sarah told Amanda and walked out of the kitchen. When she reached the living room, she froze. Someone was trying to force their way in through the front door. Sarah yanked out her gun and dropped down onto one knee and waited. When the front door finally opened, she saw Pete rush past her inside.

      “Pete?” Sarah yelled in shock.

      Pete slammed the front door shut, turned around, spotted Sarah aiming her gun at him, and grinned. “Hello, partner,” he said and began shaking snow off a thick gray winter coat. “Some weather you're having.”

      “Pete?” Sarah asked, feeling her shock transform into confusion. “What...how are you here?” she begged.

      Pete fished a half-smoked cigar out of the right pocket of his coat, popped it into his mouth, slapped the hood of the coat off his head, and said: “Heard a killer was loose up here. Figured you could use my help.”

      “Oh, Pete,” Sarah cried out. She jumped to her feet, ran across the living room, and wrapped her arms around Pete as tight as she could. “I'm so grateful you're here!”

      Pete, feeling like a father rather than a friend and partner, hugged Sarah back. “Listen, kid,” he said in a soft tone, “this isn't the time to get emotional on me. Francis Clark is loose and we have to catch that guy. Lives depend on it...unfortunately...one life was already taken. I heard about Brad. I'm sorry.”

      Sarah wiped at her tears. “So am I,” she told Pete, staring into his rugged, familiar face. “Having you here with me helps...you have no idea how much. But listen,” Sarah warned Pete in an urgent whisper and wiped at her tears again, “Francis has a bug in my cabin. I have an idea where but I'm afraid to tamper with it.” Sarah walked Pete over to the couch and sat him down. “He's holding a woman by the name of Mrs. Raillings hostage in her cabin,” she continued in a normal tone of voice. “Mrs. Raillings’ cabin is rigged with explosives that Francis has threatened to detonate if I leave my cabin.”

      Pete chewed on his cigar and offered Sarah the spare key to her cabin she had sent him the year before as an enticement. “You sent this key to me hoping I would pay you a visit.”

      “I know,” Sarah said and refused to accept the key. He put the key back in his pocket, nodding.

      “Well, I'm here now and together we're going to put an end to Francis Clark,” Pete promised Sarah and put his arm around her. Sarah studied Pete's face. Her old partner arrived with a plan—a very clever plan. “Now, where's the coffee?”

      Sarah smiled and hugged Pete.

      “So, I have another enemy to destroy,” Francis growled and then hit the kitchen table he was sitting at with his good hand. “I have to figure out what your game is first, Pete. I'm not stupid enough to believe you're alone. The questions is: Who did you bring with you?” Francis asked himself and hit the kitchen table again. His plans were falling apart right before his eyes. Suddenly, he no longer felt like a skilled, brilliant serial killer. Instead, he was feeling like a desperate rat struggling to chew his way out of a deep hole. “All my planning...it will not be in vain,” he promised himself. “Detective Sarah Garland will suffer and then I'll make her friends suffer the same fate.”

      And for the first time in his life, Francis Clark, the Back Alley Killer who had always killed under cover of night, slithered out into broad daylight, ignoring his fatigue, and aimed his body toward the hospital. “First, I need bait,” he said in a hideous voice filled with deadly rage. “Oh yes, I need bait.”
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      Francis walked into the emergency room very calmly. At first, the nurse on duty thought the nice-looking man walking up to the nurse's station might be lost. But when she saw the man aim what appeared to be a tranquilizer gun at her, she panicked.

      “Time to go to sleep,” Francis said in a cold voice and shot the nurse in the neck. The nurse grabbed her neck, but before she could let out a single sound, her world went dark.

      Francis walked past the nurse's station and looked down a short hallway. A cop was perched in a chair sitting outside of Conrad's room. The cop was asleep. “Nice,” Francis rolled his eyes, walked up to the cop, and put him into a deeper sleep. “Now let's pay Detective Spencer a visit,” he said and reloaded his tranquilizer gun. Sure, it was tough using his left hand, but what other choice did he have?

      Conrad was half asleep when he heard the door to his room open. When he saw Francis walk through the door he wondered if he was dreaming. Then he saw a real-life monster aim a tranquilizer gun at him. He jerked awake and went for the gun lying at his side but failed to reach it before Francis put him back to sleep. “The element of surprise is always a wonderful benefit,” Francis grinned. He walked over to Conrad and looked down at his unconscious face. “You're going to suffer for your crimes. But first, you're going to be a nice bit of bait to lure in an ugly fish,” Francis said. He put the tranquilizer gun into the right pocket of his coat, removed a pair of handcuffs, rolled Conrad over to his stomach, and handcuffed his hands behind his back. “Now, let's go down to the morgue.” He wrestled Conrad’s limp form onto a nearby gurney and wheeled him out of the room and toward the elevator.
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      Sarah poured Pete a cup of coffee. “Francis is sure to know you're here,” she said in a worried voice.

      Pete chewed on his cigar. He looked at Amanda. The lovely woman staring at him was scared stiff. Of course, he thought, she had every right to be. A crazy killer was on the loose. “Thanks for the coffee,” he told Sarah and focused his eyes on the piece of paper before him on the kitchen table. Sarah had written down the message she and Amanda had discovered. “We're dealing with absolute evil.”

      “Yes, we are,” Sarah agreed. “And—” Before Sarah could finish her sentence, the kitchen phone rang. “One second, Pete,” she said and ran over to the phone, expecting the caller to be Conrad. “Hello?”

      “Sarah,” Andrew's voice came through, excited and scared at the same time. “Boy, what a morning...what a morning.”

      “Andrew, what's the matter?” Sarah asked, alarmed.

      “Mrs. Raillings’ cat is what's the matter,” Andrew said cryptically and chugged down a cup of coffee. He was frozen stiff and the inside of Mrs. Raillings’ cabin felt warm and nice. “We had someone watching the cabin and her old cat wandered into the kitchen and began chewing on what we thought were electrified wires. Oh boy, Sarah, I thought we were going to see some fireworks. But the darn cat kept chewing and chewing and nothing happened. And then,” Andrew explained, watching Mrs. Raillings fuss at one of his guys, “the cat stopped chewing on the wires, jumped up onto the kitchen table, and knocked over one of the explosives. The explosive hit the floor and busted.”

      “Busted?”

      “Busted right open,” Andrew confirmed. “I expected to be blown into a million little pieces, but—”

      “No fireworks,” Sarah said.

      “Exactly,” Andrew replied and continued. “Well, after my mistake last night, I decided it was time to stand up and do right. So I kicked open the kitchen door and ran into the kitchen...never been so scared in my life. And as you can hear, I'm still alive and so is Mrs. Raillings and her cat.”

      Sarah threw a thumbs up at Amanda and Pete. “Andrew—”

      “Wait, that's not all,” Andrew interrupted Sarah. “I called the station a few minutes ago to check on my wife and son. I had my wife calling around about the rental cabins for me.”

      “And?” Sarah asked in an anxious voice.

      “My wife had to nag at old man Greenson to make him give up the information, but finally the old coot caved in. Anyway, three cabins have been rented out in the last month, Sarah. Two were rented out for one-week intervals. The folks who rented those two cabins have already left. The third cabin was rented by—”

      “Brad Garland,” Sarah finished for Andrew.

      “Yes,” Andrew confirmed. “The check-in date was two days ago.”

      “Two days? But Brad arrived in town yesterday—” Sarah stopped talking. “No, he didn't. Brad arrived a day early. He didn't call me from Los Angeles. He called me from the rental cabin.” Sarah bowed her head. “Dr. Ross said he had rope burns on his wrists and ankles. Oh, how could I have missed that?”

      “I have a man at the hospital watching Conrad, Sarah. I'm going to take all of my guys and go over to the rental cabin and cut the head off the snake terrorizing our town.”

      Sarah closed her eyes. She wanted to urge Andrew to stay where he was. But the truth was, the man was a cop—and a good cop at that. “Go,” she said in an urgent voice. “But be careful. Please be careful,” she begged.

      “You bet,” Andrew promised. “I'll call you from the rental cabin.”

      Sarah hung up the phone. “The explosives Francis set at Mrs. Raillings’ cabin were all fake,” she explained in a whisper. “Mrs. Raillings is safe.”

      Amanda closed her eyes and said a whispered prayer of thanks for Mrs. Raillings and Andrew’s quick thinking. Pete said, “Amen,” when Amanda finished her prayer.

      “Now what?” Amanda asked.

      Sarah wanted to mention the rental cabin but kept her mouth shut. If Francis was listening she didn't want to alert him to Andrew's attack plan. She sat down and stared at Pete. “We wait. Francis said he was giving me until tonight to figure out the first clue,” she said, maintaining the misleading dialogue for Francis’s ears as she tapped the piece of paper on the table. “We wait until Andrew calls me back.”

      Pete removed the cigar from his mouth. He read Sarah's eyes. “Okay, kid, we'll wait,” he said and snatched up his coffee.

      “I—” Sarah began to tell Pete but stopped when the black cell phone sitting on the kitchen table rang.

      “Oh dear,” Amanda fretted in a whisper. “It's the monster. He heard us.” Amanda looked down at the message written on the piece of paper and shivered all over.

      “Answer it,” Pete told Sarah. “It's okay, kid. The decoy killer Clark set loose in Los Angeles is behind bars. I slapped handcuffs on the guy two days ago and then got moving in your direction.”

      “Pete, why didn't you call me?” Sarah begged.

      “FBI put me under a gag order and took my phone,” Pete explained. “The FBI wasn't happy that I stole their spotlight in catching who they assumed was Clark. Afterwards, they placed me under house arrest. I knew I had to reach you, kid, after I figured out that we had arrested a decoy who had been hired to be an exact copycat of Francis Clark. I didn't want to call you because I was worried the FBI might be monitoring your phone. And they very well could be.”

      Sarah stared at Pete and then grabbed the cell phone. “I'm here,” she told Francis.

      “Next time, answer my call in a timely manner,” Francis hissed at Sarah, closing the door leading into the morgue. He walked out into the hallway and looked around. “Your old friend Pete has paid you a visit, I see.”

      “Yes.”

      “You realize he has signed his own death warrant?” Francis asked.

      “I thought you were resting?” Sarah asked Francis, avoiding his question and fishing for clues.

      “I had a change of heart,” Francis informed Sarah. “Now, we're going to play a little game, Detective Garland. For now, we're going to put the game I had designed for us to play on hold...temporarily, of course.”

      Sarah bit down on her lower lip. “Where are you? You're not in your snake hole.”

      “The games we play, Detective Garland, sometimes force us to leave our warm...snake holes,” Francis told Sarah. He studied the hallway, removed the tranquilizer gun from his coat pocket, and methodically began exploring the hospital for other staff and patients. “Detective Conrad Spencer is in my custody at the moment, Detective Garland. If you want to ever see the man alive again then you will do exactly as I tell you.”

      Sarah froze. “You're...at the hospital?” she asked.

      “Officer Densmore was asleep outside of Detective Spencer's door. He was very easy to disable.”

      “John Densmore...” Sarah began to speak and stopped. John Densmore was the cop Andrew had assigned to guard Conrad. “I'm listening, Francis.”

      “Send Pete to the hospital...alone...or Detective Spencer dies,” Francis ordered Sarah in a voice that sent chills down her spine. “If you or your coffee-guzzling friends attempt to leave your cabin I will detonate the explosives I set in Mrs. Raillings’ cabin.”

      “I...sure, yes, okay,” Sarah promised. “I'll send Pete...alone,” she said in a trembling voice to convince Francis she was telling the truth.

      “Oh, human emotion is so crippling, isn't it, Detective? I'm holding you captive because you care about a worthless life.”

      “Mrs. Raillings is a person who did nothing to deserve this kind of foul, evil torture,” Sarah told Francis, deliberately making her voice shaky. “I'll...send Pete. Please, just don't hurt Mrs. Raillings.”

      “Good,” Francis said, spotting a nurse counting pills at a medicine cabinet. He put her to sleep and then wandered up to a nurse walking out of a patient’s room and put her to sleep. “The element of surprise,” he grinned and peeked his head into the patient's room and spotted an old man sawing logs. “Pete has one hour.”

      “One hour,” Sarah replied.

      “I know Pete is going to try and pull a trick out of his hat,” Francis told Sarah. “But warn him that if he attempts to be a hero, I will kill Detective Spencer.”

      “I'll warn him...but I can't promise that he'll play by your rules, Francis.”

      “Oh, he will,” Francis grinned and ended the call.

      Sarah threw the ugly cell phone down onto the table and ran to the phone hanging beside the refrigerator, yanked it up, and called Andrew's cell phone. “Andrew, Francis is at the hospital. Get all the men you can find and start making your way to that location.”

      “Are you sure?” Andrew asked, climbing onto a neon orange snowmobile. “Sarah, are you sure?” he yelled over the howling winds and falling snow.

      “Yes!” Sarah hollered into the phone. “Francis is at the hospital. Go!”

      Sarah slammed down the phone, turned to the refrigerator, and snatched up a photo of her and Brad standing on a warm beach that had hung from a magnet for as long as she had owned the cabin. She flipped the photo over and pulled off a round black listening device, dropped it to the floor, and stomped on it, crushing it under her heel with the full force of her fury and panic. “We have to move. Francis has Conrad,” she told Amanda and Pete.

      Pete jumped to his feet. “Kid, the snowmobile only rides two,” he said and looked at Amanda. “You're going to have to stay behind.”

      “In your dreams,” Amanda said and stood up. “I'll ride on your shoulders if I have to.”

      “I'm not leaving Amanda alone, Pete,” Sarah said and grabbed her coat off the coat rack beside the kitchen door. “We have to hurry.”

      Pete shoved his cigar into the pocket of his coat and snatched up the piece of paper sitting on the kitchen table and read the message: “‘HATE LIVE…’”

      “HATE LIVES,” Sarah finished for Pete, putting on her coat. “I was going to be Francis's last victim. The S in my first name would have completed his message.”

      Pete stared at the message. “He doesn’t seem the type to stop with one message.”

      “No way,” Amanda agreed and retrieved her coat and began putting it on. “That monster would have continued killing in Los Angeles if Sarah hadn’t put an end to his killing spree.”

      Sarah slid on her gloves, checked on Mittens, and then pulled on her warmest hat. “Francis had lots of room to play when he was in Los Angeles. Snow Falls is a small town. His field of play has been drastically reduced. His weapon of choice is control, intimidation and threats. He knows if he can keep everyone in line by using those as weapons, he can maneuver about freely. Right now, he has no idea that Mrs. Raillings’ cat saved the day and that Andrew located the rental cabin he's hiding in. We have the element of surprise.” Sarah wrapped a white scarf around her neck.

      “We have to play smart, kid. Even if this creep is cornered, he's still dangerous,” Pete warned Sarah and gulped down his coffee and winced. “You still make awful coffee.”

      “Complain about my coffee later,” Sarah told Pete and yanked open the back door. “Conrad's life is in danger.”

      Amanda walked to the back door and studied the storm. “So...we're just going to play John Wayne and rush into the hospital with our guns blaring?” she asked in a nervous voice.

      “No,” Sarah said and grabbed Amanda's hand. “I have a plan,” she promised. “But I can't act until Andrew arrives at the hospital.”

      Pete smiled proudly as they walked to the snowmobile. “Detective Garland is about to outsmart a clever fox,” he told Amanda. “Just like last time, huh, kid?”

      “How did you manage to catch Francis Clark?” Amanda asked Sarah, shielding her face from the icy winds.

      “Assuming Francis was a cop or somehow tied to law enforcement, and that he wanted me to understand his message, I took a wild guess and hoped he was monitoring all the police communications. I sent out a message to dispatch.”

      “Sarah told dispatch she was going to talk to Betty Tucker, a friend of one of Francis Clark's victims. Francis took the bait and went to Betty's house, expecting to arrive before Sarah, but Sarah was already waiting for him,” Pete told Amanda. “Betty Tucker had placed her life in jeopardy by claiming she saw Francis kill her friend. Her testimony was a lie, of course, and we were worried Francis might try and strike at her.”

      “A lie and the element of surprise,” Sarah told Amanda, “caught Francis Clark. This time, raw courage and a bitter ex-wife will have to achieve the same results. Let's move.”

      Amanda ran through the storm with Sarah. The gruesome snowman was now coated in an icy layer of wind-whipped snow, but it still leered at them over his candy cane, one stick arm outstretched in a clawing gesture. Amanda averted her eyes and shivered, focusing on the snowmobile awaiting them.
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      Francis spotted Andrew racing into the staff parking lot on a snowmobile that was a hideous shade of bright orange. He counted seven other men following Andrew—men with rifles strapped to their backs. He gritted his teeth and locked the automatic doors leading into the emergency room. “You broke the rules,” he howled at Sarah and pulled out his cell phone to call her. Sarah picked up on the first ring. “Detective Spencer will die for this!”

      Sarah spotted the hospital in the distance. “Rather one death than many,” she said, holding onto Pete's waist with her left arm and the phone with her right hand. She prayed that Francis’s words were empty threats, as usual. Amanda was sitting in her lap holding on for dear life. “The hospital is surrounded, Francis. You're trapped,” Sarah yelled over the winds. “We know you set fake explosives in Mrs. Raillings’ cabin. We know the location of the cabin Brad rented for you. ‘Hate’ no longer ‘lives,’ Francis. Today, hate dies. I decoded your message. I found the clues.”

      Francis yelled and kicked over a tan colored vinyl chair in the waiting room. “Good for you! But you and your idiot backwoods cop friends will get no further! Coming to the hospital was a mistake, and you will all pay, you filthy, lying peasants.”

      Pete drove his snowmobile into the staff parking lot and slid to a stop. Andrew ran up to him. “Station your men at every entrance,” Pete yelled at Andrew. “Hurry!”

      Andrew nodded his head and started barking orders. “Okay, Matt, take Will and cover the front entrance. Henry, you and Charlie cover the emergency room entrance. Andy, Ken and John, you guys go cover the exits. Hurry!”

      Pete watched Andrew's men bravely charge at the hospital. He climbed off the snowmobile and helped Amanda off Sarah's lap. Amanda felt like a twisted pretzel. “My back,” she moaned, fighting through the snowdrifts to stand upright.

      Sarah remained in her seat clutching the phone to her ear. “Francis, the hospital is surrounded. There's no way out.”

      “If anyone attempts to break inside I'll kill the hostages I have shoved down in the morgue,” Francis warned Sarah. “I have a nice little pile of bodies to—”

      “Better a few than many,” Sarah informed Francis. “You can kill every hostage you have, but you will never leave the hospital alive and kill anyone else outside of Snow Falls. Today ‘hate’ dies, you disgusting monster. Today the good guys win.”

      “You're bluffing,” Francis yelled at Sarah. “You're not going to willingly sacrifice innocent lives.” Francis spotted two men appear outside the Emergency Room door and quickly ducked down behind a desk. “Call the dogs off or I start killing.”

      “Francis,” Sarah said, staring at the main entrance of the hospital, “we're going to play a little game.” Her mind went back to the night she stood in the front lobby with Conrad as a very disturbed young man pounded the glass doors of the hospital with snowballs. The hospital had been the same that night – dark, gray and creepy, a snow-covered, frozen scream that would never end.

      “A game?” Francis asked. He paused.

      “Yes, a game,” Sarah said. “You see, I'm no longer a cop. I'm retired. Of course, you know that,” Sarah explained and finally climbed down from the snowmobile. “We're not going to play by your rules, Francis. We're going to play by my rules.”

      “Oh?” Francis asked.

      “You've read my books, Francis, right?” Sarah steadied her mind. “After all, you've been mimicking the Snowman Killer, now haven't you?” Francis didn't answer. “Maybe you didn't mimic the Snowman Killer in every detail, but your style was the same.”

      “Shut up!”

      “You didn't begin your killings until after my first book was released, back when I was just starting out as a writer in Los Angeles. I never wanted to admit that the Back Alley Killer was a product of my book,” Sarah continued. “But I had to finally admit that horrible fact to myself when I saw the snowman you built in my front yard here. At first, I thought you left the snowman as a message.” Sarah blocked her eyes from the winds. “Maybe you were telling me that I was going to be killed in the same manner the Snowman Killer wanted to kill my main character? But then I finally had to admit the obvious...Francis, I created you.”

      “Don’t be absurd, I—”

      “You killed your first victim and stashed him in an alley within my jurisdiction. You knew I would be assigned to the case. You began the game,” Sarah informed Francis. “Now, I finished it, and we're going to play a new game, Francis.”

      “I'm going to destroy you,” Francis promised Sarah.

      “You thought you were brilliant, didn't you? You created a master plan but it blew up in your face. And now you're trapped. Your end has come, Francis. And I'm going to be the one to put you in checkmate.”

      “Anytime, Detective,” Francis challenged Sarah, feeling the madness consume his mind. His eyes grew dark and feverish with rage. “Anytime you want to begin your game, I'm ready.”

      “Go unlock the far back exit door and then hide,” Sarah informed Francis. “I'm going to wait five minutes and then I'm coming in after you.”

      “Five minutes,” Francis hissed and threw his cell phone up against a wall. “Five minutes to play,” he whispered and stalked away into the bowels of the hospital.

      Sarah tossed the black cell phone in her hand to Pete. “I'm going in,” she said and pulled out her gun. “Give me half an hour. If I'm not out...you know what to do.”

      “Why play this game, love?” Amanda begged. “We have that monster trapped and—”

      “If we all rush in at once, Francis will kill his hostages,” Sarah explained. She hugged Amanda's neck. “I have to be the one to end this.”

      Amanda felt tears sting her eyes. “I...” she tried to speak but couldn't. Instead, she hugged Sarah as tight as she could and backed away.

      “Half an hour, kid,” Pete said and put his arm around Amanda.

      Sarah checked her gun and walked off through the gusting winds of the snowstorm. She made her way through the deep snow one difficult step at a time and arrived at the back of the hospital. “Henry,” she told a tall, thin man wearing a camouflage hunting suit, “shoot anyone who tries to exit through this door,” she ordered.

      “Are you going inside?” Henry asked, holding his rifle.

      “Yes,” Sarah told Henry. She walked up to the exit door, found it unlocked, pulled it open, and walked into a short service hallway. The winds pushed the door shut behind her and it was suddenly quiet. “Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath, “it's time to play.”

      Sarah examined the hallways. To her left was a door leading down to the basement. To her right, she saw a door leading into a laundry room. She heard dryers running in the laundry room. “Where are you?” Sarah whispered and forced her mind to review the first book she had written. “In my first book the Snowman Killer hid in a high school and—” Sarah stopped speaking when she heard the door at the end of the hallway open. Francis appeared holding a black box with a red button. “Francis!”

      “The explosives I planted at the old lady's house were fake,” Francis called down to Sarah, “but the explosives I have attached to the oxygen tanks in the morgue are not. Put down your gun or this hospital is going to go boom!”

      Sarah stared down the hallway at Francis. She didn't see a human being—she only saw a monster. He had draped himself in a white hospital sheet, but she could see his eyes among the messy folds, and they were bloodshot and crazed. “You're bluffing!”

      “Shall we find out the truth?” Francis asked and began to press the red button.

      “Wait!” Sarah yelled. “I...” Sarah kept her eyes on the black box. She had expected Francis to play out the role of the Snowman Killer. Instead, her gamble had gone horribly wrong. He had managed to put her in checkmate after all.

      “You what, Detective?” Francis asked, cackling crazily. “I set a timer to the explosives, Detective. You have five minutes to put down your gun or we're both going to go boom.”

      “I can shoot you and disarm the explosives!”

      “You can try,” Francis grinned. He held up his wounded hand. “I have nothing to lose and you have everything to lose.”

      Sarah felt snow fall off the winter cap she was wearing and the melting ice slid down her cold face. Desperation began torturing her mind. If she put down her gun, Francis would surely kill her. If she didn't, he would detonate the explosives he had set in the morgue—assuming the explosives were real. Conrad's face whispered into her mind. She saw Conrad tied up in the basement, surrounded by innocent people. Was she willing to risk sacrificing their lives on the hope that Francis was lying about the explosives? “Okay, Francis,” she said and dropped her gun.

      “You're so weak,” Francis yelled at Sarah. He stuffed the black box under the white sheet draped over and around his body and pulled out the tranquilizer gun and slowly began walking toward Sarah. “I knew you were expecting me to play the part of the Snowman Killer, Detective. The element of surprise is always the best weapon.”

      Sarah watched Francis walking toward her. She glanced to her left and saw the door leading down into the basement. “Yes, it is,” she exclaimed and charged at the door, yanked it open, and ran down the stairs, barely missing being hit by a tranquilizer dart. “Come on,” she begged her legs as she climbed down the stairs faster than she ever had before in her life.

      Francis burst through the door, spotted Sarah running down the stairs, and tried to strike her with a second tranquilizer dart. The dart missed. “You're dead!” he yelled and threw down the tranquilizer gun and pulled out an ugly handgun with a silencer attached to the barrel.

      Sarah ignored Francis and made her way to the bottom of the staircase. She pulled open a gray metal door and rushed out into a cold hallway. “Okay,” she said, breathing hard and focusing her eyes on the boiler room.

      Francis slowly walked down the staircase. He knew the basement area housed the morgue, the boiler room, two bathrooms and a small administrative office. He would hunt Sarah down like a wild animal and make her suffer. The time for playing games was over. His game had failed. Sarah's game had failed. No more games. Now it was time to do things the old-fashioned way and just shoot his target dead on sight and go down fighting in a blaze of bullets. “Time to die,” he said, stepping out into the hallway. The hallway was silent. Only the sound of snow melting into water filled the air. “Ah,” Francis said, spotting snowy boot tracks leading toward the boiler room. “Of course.”

      Francis checked his gun and stalked toward the boiler room. When he reached the door, he grinned. “One way in, one way out,” he said, opened the door, and stepped into a dark room filled with machinery, pipes dripping with steam, generators, fuse boxes—the perfect setting for a final showdown. “Let's play,” he said, locking the door behind him and flipping on a single light. The light cast an eerie orange glow down onto a concrete floor soaked with grease stains and small puddles of water. The light also outlined a pair of wet, snow-covered boots sitting in the middle of the floor. “What?” Francis growled and ran to the boots.

      Outside in the hallway, Sarah crept out of a bathroom, sneaked back up the stairs, retrieved her gun from the floor, and then crept back downstairs into the basement, stationing herself right in front of the boiler room door. When the door burst open and Francis appeared, his white sheet dripping, she fired her gun. Only...her gun wouldn't fire. Sarah squeezed the trigger over and over but the gun refused to fire. Francis shook his head. “Detective Garland, your time to die has come,” he said in a dark tone. He aimed the gun he was holding at Sarah. “To the morgue, if you please,” he ordered Sarah. “Drop the gun. No more games.”

      Sarah dropped her gun. She had almost ended the nightmare. Disappointment and grief consumed her heart. “You're a monster,” she told Francis in a furious voice.

      “You're absolutely right,” Francis agreed, resisting the urge to shoot Sarah on the spot. “You were very clever removing your boots. You nearly won, Detective. But as it stands, luck was not on your side today.”

      “Let me see your face!”

      Francis lifted his wounded hand and removed the sheet covering his body. The face of a madman with no soul appeared. “Take a good look, Detective,” Francis hissed at her. “Because my face is going to be the last nightmare you see before you die. Now, get moving.”

      Sarah stared into Francis's eyes and saw a deep, black pit filled with absolute evil. “You're not going to leave this hospital alive.”

      “I intend to play a little cowboy and go down fighting,” Francis told Sarah in a pleased voice. “After all, Detective, in this game, we have both failed to win. I had been frustrated by many obstacles that have destroyed my chances of winning and you,” Francis shook his head in disgust, “assumed I would play by your rules. However,” Francis smiled with a grim, empty satisfaction, “for a while I had this town, and you, under my control. Perhaps I will regain my power? After all, you're the only real opponent I have. The rest of the people in this town are simply peasants, mere pawns that can be easily dealt with.”

      “Step outside and those pawns will fill you full of holes,” Sarah promised.

      “We'll see,” Francis said and motioned his gun toward the morgue door. “Move.”

      Sarah walked down the hallway and paused. “There are no explosives, are there?” she asked, staring at the door leading into the morgue.

      “No,” Francis cackled. “You gave me five minutes to play and so, Detective, I played.”

      Sarah bowed her head. “I really thought you were going to play out the part of the Snowman Killer.”

      “Stop stalling,” Francis replied. He reached past Sarah and opened the door. “Inside.”

      Sarah didn't have a choice. She stepped through the door and walked into a small office that stood outside the morgue’s cold storage room. Conrad and the other hospital staff members Francis had taken hostage were sitting on the floor, either tied up or handcuffed. “Sarah!” Conrad said and struggled against his handcuffs.

      Sarah ran to Conrad and hugged him. “I failed,” she whispered in his ear. “I took a horrible gamble.”

      “No cop is perfect,” Conrad whispered back. Even though he was wearing a hospital gown and his shoulder was crying out in pain, he managed to offer support. “Look at me, I'm not exactly the man of the hour.”

      “Enough talking,” Francis ordered, standing in the doorway with his back to the hallway. “The time has come for you to die.”

      Conrad looked up at Francis. Even though the small office he sat in smelled of a very strong disinfectant, somehow the stench of Francis's rot filled his nose. “Someday you're going to meet your end, you diseased sewer rat.”

      “Oh, the insults of the weak and dying,” Francis rolled his eyes and then aimed his gun directly at Sarah. “Stand up, Detective, and walk into the morgue. You're going to die next to your ex-husband’s body.”

      Sarah squeezed Conrad's hand. “I love you,” she whispered in his ear. “I didn't realize how much until you kissed me. If we live through this—”

      “I want to marry you and spend the rest of my life with you,” Conrad whispered back and gently kissed Sarah. “You are one of the bravest women I have ever known. Your courage and heart are what makes you so beautiful to me. Don't let that monster take away your courage.”

      Sarah felt tears begin falling from her eyes. “I promise,” she said and stood up. “Shoot me where I stand, Francis. I'm going to die next to the man I love, not the man I once loved.”

      “Oh, please,” Francis mimed gagging and then he struck Sarah with his evil gaze. “You said hate dies today? You were wrong, Detective. Hate wins. Hate always wins. Hate is absolute power and I, Detective Garland, have absolute power.”

      “I don't think so,” a voice said.

      “What?” Francis asked in a shocked voice. He spun around, saw Amanda standing behind him, and then a hard punch flew through the air. His vision exploded with stars and Francis heard his nose break. He stumbled backward, but not fast enough. Amanda ran forward and kicked him in the chest. Francis was flung into Sarah's waiting arms. Sarah quickly locked Francis into a tight arm lock and wrestled him down to the floor, his arm pinned painfully behind him so that it felt like his shoulder might break if he tried to move an inch. “No!” Francis screamed in rage, blood coursing down his face. “This can't be!”

      Amanda bent down and picked up Francis's gun, aimed it at his chest, just below where Sarah’s knee pinned him to the ground, and fired off one single bullet. The bullet hit Francis in his heart and his body stilled. He was dead. “I don't play by the rules, you bloody rat,” she said and dropped the gun.

      Sarah felt Francis's body go limp and slide out of the arm lock and she allowed his arm to drop down onto the floor. She stared at Amanda with shocked eyes. “June Bug...I...”

      “I broke an office window and snuck inside,” Amanda told Sarah and wrapped her arms around herself, in shock. “I couldn't leave you, Los Angeles. You're my sister.” Amanda sighed. “A sister you will be visiting behind bars.”

      “I didn't see you shoot that monster,” Sarah told Amanda and pulled the scared woman into her arms and embraced her.

      “Me, neither,” Conrad added.

      “Nor me,” a nurse said in a groggy voice.

      “Same here,” another nurse said.

      Amanda began crying. “Please,” she begged Sarah, “tell me this is our last case? Tell me the hate died today.”

      Sarah held Amanda. She looked down at Francis. The monster was dead. “I wish I could,” she whispered. “You killed one monster but there's many more of them out in the world lurking in the shadows.”

      “I was afraid you were going to say that,” Amanda said in a miserable voice and put her head down on Sarah's shoulder.

      A few minutes later, Pete appeared with Andrew at his side. When he saw Sarah taking a pair of handcuffs off Conrad he lowered his gun. “Kid?” he asked.

      “The monster is dead, Pete,” Sarah said, helping Conrad stand up.

      Conrad put his good arm around Sarah and Amanda and walked them out into the hallway. “You two are quite a team,” she smiled. “For a minute there I really thought it was going to be lights out for all of us.”

      Sarah looked over her shoulder and spotted Pete and Andrew begin pulling the hostages out of the morgue. “I have a feeling there’s going to be a lot of paperwork to wade through before this is all over. Coffee?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Amanda begged.

      “Let me get my clothes on first,” Conrad pleaded and then let out a relieved laugh. “This town is more dangerous than New York and Los Angeles combined. It would be safer to live in the middle of a minefield.”

      “You said it,” Amanda laughed back and squeezed Sarah's hand. “Are you okay, love?”

      Sarah continued to stare at the morgue. “I tried to think the way a killer might think...I assumed that Francis would play by my rules. I was wrong. I should have known he was bluffing about the explosives and ordered every available man to storm the hospital.”

      Andrew heard Sarah scolding herself. He walked over to her and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Sarah, it's pretty clear that you and I didn't have our heads on the right way and we made some pretty serious mistakes, but that's just the way life is. Hindsight is always twenty-twenty. Next time we'll perform our jobs with a clearer mind. But today we can't stand around beating ourselves up. Now, get out of here and go get some coffee.”

      Sarah stared into Andrew's caring eyes and then hugged his neck. “You got it, Chief,” she said and grabbed Pete's hand. “Come on, Pete, I'll show you my coffee shop.”

      Pete pulled out his half-smoked cigar and began chewing on it. “You know,” he said, walking off with Sarah, Conrad, and Amanda, “this isn't a bad little town. I might retire here myself...someday.”
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      Sarah poured milk into Mitten's water dish and patted the dog on her head. “My, how you've grown,” she smiled. “You're no longer a puppy.”

      “If you keep feeding her the way you do she's going to grow into an elephant,” Amanda told Sarah, sitting at the kitchen table playing solitaire.

      Sarah smiled and walked to the back door and looked out at a gently falling snow. “The first snow of the season,” she told Amanda.

      “Let's hope this winter won't be like the last one,” Amanda replied, placing down a three of hearts.

      Sarah folded her arms over a lovely pink sweater and nodded her head. “I agree,” she said and turned to face Amanda. “When is your hubby going to be arriving?”

      “Oh, that bloke should be getting here any minute,” Amanda complained. She pointed at the red sweater she had decided to wear for the day. “If he doesn't, my face is going to turn the color of my sweater.”

      Sarah stared at her best friend. “June Bug?”

      “Yes?” Amanda asked, raising her eyes. She saw Sarah staring at her with a warm, tender love. “I know, Los Angeles. I feel the same about you.”

      “No, you don't know,” Sarah said. She walked over to Amanda and took her hands. “You saved my life so many times. I can't even begin to imagine how scared you were each time you came to my rescue. I'm the one who is supposed to be the cop, but you are the one who is always saving me.” Sarah squeezed Amanda's hands.

      Amanda smiled and squeezed Sarah's hands back. “It's been very peaceful in Snow Falls since I killed that monster last winter. The worst that has happened is a fender-bender way out on Green Flake Lane. I like it being peaceful, love. I like going shopping with you at O’Malley’s. I like working in our coffee shop together now that you've made me your partner. I like falling asleep knowing we're all safe. And most of all I like...no, I love...being a family. And being a family means we watch each other’s back no matter how dangerous the situation is.”

      “You're my guardian angel,” Sarah told Amanda and hugged her neck. “Tomorrow I'm taking you shopping at O'Malley's and buying you all the clothes you want.”

      “Oh boy,” Amanda said in an excited voice, “I can't wait.”

      Sarah leaned up just as the back door opened. Conrad walked in wearing his usual leather jacket. His hair was dusted with snow. “Starting to really come down out there,” he said, closed the back door, and kissed Sarah. “Hey Amanda, where is your better half?” he asked.

      “Late,” she fussed and pushed all of her playing cards into a pile. “Be a dear and pour me a cup of coffee.”

      “You got it,” Conrad said and kissed Sarah again.

      “How was work?” Sarah asked Conrad.

      “I beat Andrew at four games of rummy,” Conrad said, taking Amanda’s brown coffee mug from the kitchen table and walking over to the coffee pot. “I had lunch at the diner and reorganized my office. How was your day?”

      “I spent the morning working on my new book and spent the afternoon at Amanda's cabin helping her rearrange her new furniture,” Sarah explained. Conrad smiled and poured coffee into the brown mug. “I did hear from Pete,” she said.

      Conrad slowly lifted his head. He looked into Sarah's beautiful eyes. “And?” he asked in a curious voice.

      “Pete put in his retirement notice,” Sarah told Conrad allowing her voice to become consumed with excitement. “He's going to relocate to Snow Falls within the next couple of months.”

      “Why didn't you tell me, love?” Amanda exclaimed.

      “I wanted it to be a surprise,” Sarah explained in a happy voice. She looked at Conrad. “A few people have left Snow Falls because of Francis Clark, including my neighbor from up the street. I told Pete the cabin was up for sale and sent him some photos. Pete might buy the cabin!”

      “Hey, that's really something,” Conrad smiled. “Old Pete living right up the road from us would really be a sight to see. However, before he moves to Snow Falls, someone will need to start a Chinese restaurant. That man isn't going to go anywhere without his Chinese take-out.”

      Amanda stood up, walked over to Conrad, and took her coffee mug. Her eyes were glowing with joy. “Oh, I can't wait for Pete and his wife to get here. I'm very fond of that big lug,” she explained. “He sorta grew on me and now I'm attached to him.”

      “Pete is very special,” Sarah agreed and bit her thumbnail. “I have one other announcement,” she said and began pacing around the kitchen.

      Conrad and Amanda glanced at each other. “Oh?” Amanda asked. “What’s so secret that you couldn’t tell your best friend and your new husband?”

      Sarah paced over to the kitchen window, looked outside at the falling snow, and turned around. She focused on Conrad. “Conrad, these last eight months have been the best months of my life. Becoming your wife...well, I never expected to find love again. The love we share is far more special than the love Brad and I shared.”

      “I feel the same way,” Conrad promised. He examined Sarah's nervous face. “Honey, what is it?”

      Sarah looked at Amanda. “June Bug, you're my heart and I love you very deeply.”

      “I feel the same way about you, Los Angeles,” Amanda told Sarah and smiled. “Now, what are you so nervous about?”

      Sarah bit down on her thumbnail again. “Well, a few hours ago, before you arrived, I received a call,” she began to explain. “Roger Downing called me.” Amanda took a sip of her coffee and looked at Conrad. Conrad folded his arms together and waited. “Roger called because...and this time there are no hidden shadows attached...a movie studio really wants to buy my books and turn them into movies.  Mr. Potter and Mr. Stewart, the owners of the studio, want to have a meeting with me next week in Los Angeles.”

      Conrad bit down on his lower lip. Last time an offer like this had come in, it had been a cowardly trap set by a deranged killer. “Sarah, are you sure this is real?” he asked in a concerned voice. Sarah nodded her head.

      “Yes, sweetheart, it is,” she promised and then told Conrad how much money she was being offered. Conrad whistled. “I had my reservations at first, too. But this time, everything checks out. Roger faxed me over the offer and I even had a brief phone call with Mr. Potter.” Sarah steadied herself. “Francis Clark has made me famous all over again and Mr. Potter wants to take advantage of that, especially because I stopped using a pen name and am writing under my own name now.”

      Amanda put down her coffee mug. “Well, then,” she said and clapped her hands, “it looks like I'm finally going to get my grand shopping trip after all. Of course, I want to be put up at the finest hotel and eat at the finest restaurants. A limousine would be nice, too. And—”

      Sarah held up her hand. “June Bug,” she said, “before we start planning our trip there is something I need to tell you.”

      “You're not taking me?” Amanda asked, feeling her heart break. She made a sad, puppy dog face.

      “Of course I'm taking you,” Sarah promised and ran over to Amanda and hugged her.

      “What do you need to tell me then?” Amanda asked, confused.

      Sarah looked into her best friend's eyes. “Oh, just this,” Sarah said and pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket. On the piece of paper was written a dollar amount. “See that amount?”

      Amanda looked down at the piece of paper. Her eyes grew wide and white. “Yes, love,” she swallowed.

      “That's yours,” Sarah laughed and grabbed Conrad's hand. “Right, sweetheart?”

      Conrad studied the dollar amount and smiled. “She deserves every penny,” he agreed.

      Amanda couldn't believe her eyes. “Love...I don't know what to say. I...didn't...what I mean is, I love you...money never mattered.”

      “I know,” Sarah promised and gently hugged Amanda. “I know love is all that matters. And this money is given in love. Now, if you two will excuse me, Mittens needs to go out and tinkle.” Sarah hurried and hooked Mittens to her leash and walked her outside into the snow.

      “Well, girl,” she said, making her into the front yard and staring at the spot where a gruesome snowman once stood, “it seems like we've come out where the grass is greener after all, huh?” Mittens looked up at Sarah and let out a happy bark. Sarah smiled and walked Mittens down her street and back. The day was growing late and getting dark. The snow was picking up, along with the winds, but Sarah didn't mind. The snow and winds weren't menacing or threatening—they were familiar and soothing to her. Sure, sometimes snow and winter winds made for a good suspenseful story, but sometimes the snow and winds were needed to end a story on a happy note. “But our story is just really beginning, huh, girl?” Sarah asked Mittens, walking past the vacant cabin Pete was interested in buying. “The nightmare is long over and now we're beginning a new chapter filled with happiness.”

      Mittens let out a happy bark again and looked around at the snowy day. She romped through a snowbank with joy. Finally, the nightmare was over. Only normal snowmen from now on. “Come on, girl, let's get back home. I could use a good cup of coffee.”

      Sarah walked back down the street with Mittens, at peace with herself and the world, allowing the snow to fall gently on her and the winds to tickle her smiling face. The sky was fading to twilight and a purple glow suffused the snowfall. Sarah smiled. It was going to be a beautiful evening.
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