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Sometimes the sins of the past find very special ways to take their toll...

Thomas Reiter thought he could escape his past. But the icy expanses of California and an abandoned railway station lead him deeper into the darkness of his own sins. A sudden power cut, mysterious encounters and an eBook reader that reveals frightening details about his life - Thomas' life spirals out of control.

As the snow falls relentlessly and the tracks slowly disappear, it becomes clear that it is not the frost that is his worst enemy, but the secrets he has tried to bury forever. As the sheriff searches for answers through the relentless winter, any chance of a new life for Thomas dwindles.

A gripping thriller about guilt, greed and the inevitable end, which is closer than Thomas ever thought.

"Happy is the man who never has to learn what crimes he is capable of."
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Prologue
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"Help...! Hi...l...fe...!" Barely audible, accompanied by a pitiful moan, Lynn Walters' faint cries penetrate the cold night. She lies motionless in the snow, and what comes out of her mouth is less a scream than a tired whisper that barely breaks through the air. Every sound is agonising, every breath robs her of another piece of her strength, as if the words themselves are draining the last of her. Her breath, barely perceptible, leaves behind only a thin breath of mist in the frosty air. But even this mist becomes smaller, almost disappears completely. Just like her hope. This lonely road - who could hear her here? The next town is miles away, a tiny speck on the map, and in this freezing cold, in the deep darkness of the night, there would be no one on the road. Not a person, not a car. Even dogs prefer to stay inside in this weather, warm and safe. And yet, deep inside her, a spark is burning. She doesn't give up. Not yet. She fights, despite the inevitability hovering over her. Her thoughts only revolve around one thing: "Stay awake... just don't faint... you mustn't give up..."
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But the cold creeps relentlessly through her limbs, slowly creeping into every corner of her body. Even her thick clothes, the heavy black woollen coat, the lined trousers, the warm jumper, the red scarf - a present from her mother last Christmas - all seem to offer little protection. The icy cold of the snow creeps from her back into every fibre of her being and leaves her body numb, numb, as if it is slowly turning to stone. Her fingers, her toes, they are just dull, aching points in the distance. But something else is still there. A warmth, so terrible, so wrong. It is the blood. It seeps from the wound in her stomach where the car hit her. The warmth it exudes is deceptive, almost pleasant. But she knows it is fatal. Without this wound, she would have been on her way home long ago, safe and warm. But the car, the accident, the pain - all of it has brought her here, to this godforsaken place, to this relentless night that is getting colder and colder.
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The new colleague at the Christmas party, Jason Fawley, an attractive man who, like her, must have been in his mid-thirties, offered to walk her home after the party. It was the first time he had spoken to her directly, and at that moment she felt something stirring inside her - a mixture of joy and nervousness. The Christmas party, which had previously been just another compulsory date, suddenly took on an unexpected glamour. It was as if the evening had taken a turn, as if the universe had finally given her a little present. She was an assistant in the accounts department, knew who Jason was of course, had seen him a few times in passing, but she often wondered if he even knew of her existence. Until now.
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As a single woman in this small American settlement, she often felt like an invisible part of the workforce. Jason, on the other hand, seemed like he had seen a lot of the world, like he was a man who had travelled and experienced a lot. When she had seen him on his first day at the company, when he had come to the accounts department to hand in his papers, her heart had beaten a little faster. There was something about him - a certain charisma that immediately fascinated her. Although she had only seen him for a brief moment, he left a deep impression on her. His appearance, strong yet not overly muscular, his lightly tanned complexion and the way he spoke - it was different. Different from the usual rough-hewn men who lived and worked in this neighbourhood.
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His voice, cultured and soft, stood out from the ordinary, rural dialect she was used to here in the woods of Western California. She knew from the records that he was also alone. This fact only heightened her interest. He had mentioned that he had just moved to the area and didn't care much about what job he took - the main thing was that he could settle into this new environment. So he had ended up as a helper in the sawmill warehouse. Every day when she came into the office, she took a look out of the small window, which offered a perfect view of the company car park. And every day she hoped to see him. Jason, getting out of his Dodge and walking across the yard into the large hall of the sawmill. Those few seconds when she caught a glimpse of him were enough to brighten her day.
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In these moments, she could indulge in her dreams, let her imagination run wild. What if he noticed her as much as she noticed him? Maybe he would invite her for a drink after work or for a cosy dinner in the nearby diner. In her mind, everything happened so quickly, so effortlessly, as if there were no obstacles. Reality could never keep up with the speed of her dreams, but that didn't bother her. The longing for closeness, for warmth, for security - it was simply too strong. It was a longing that drew her into her dream world every day, a world in which she felt safe and secure. 
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This dream, the dream of being loved, kept her alive. It accompanied her through the grey hours of everyday life, through the loneliness. And in her thoughts, in this imaginary world in which Jason loved her, everything became real. She spent every free moment in this fantasy, which she continued to colour in bit by bit until it became almost tangible. Here she could be happy, here she could love - and above all, be loved. The dream of so many people was a reality in her mind. And she clung to it tightly, day after day.
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The day of the Christmas party was approaching, and Lynn knew she had to get up early today. It was the event of the year - the sawmill traditionally invited all employees to a big party on the second Friday in December to say a fitting farewell to the past year. As every year, the management would give ceremonial speeches, hand out bonuses for outstanding performance and get the workforce in the mood for the coming year, which would not start again until February after the long winter break. But this year was different. Winter, which was always harsh in this northern region anyway, had struck earlier than expected and covered the entire area in a white, icy blanket. The daily snowfalls had practically paralysed the villages and small towns. The snow clearing service only concentrated on the main roads and motorways - the small, remote paths leading to the sawmill remained virtually impassable.

––––––––
[image: ]


In the last working week, only a few employees had made it to work, most of them stayed in their snowed-in homes. But Lynn came in every day. She braved the weather conditions, battling through the deep snow with snow chains on her tyres just to get to work every morning. It wasn't just a sense of duty for her. No, it was something else, something more personal. She hoped to see Jason again. That daily, fleeting glimpse of him as he got out of his car and walked across the car park into the great hall of the sawmill was the only reason she was still getting up at all. He was the spark that brightened her day and made her set off an hour earlier than she needed to. The brief moment she saw him was the bridge to a dream world where anything seemed possible. A world where she and Jason were together.
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The day of the Christmas party was therefore of particular importance to Lynn. It was the last chance to catch a glimpse of him before the long winter break, perhaps even the chance for him to notice her. This hope spurred her on. Her day started even earlier than usual that morning. Since the heavy snowfall had started, she had been setting her alarm clock for 3.00 a.m. and waking up every half hour just to take a look outside and see how the weather conditions were developing. Over the last few days, her journey to work had increased from half an hour to two hours, and she knew it would be a tough journey today too. But she had to try.
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When she looked out of the window at 3.00 a.m., her heart stopped for a moment. The snow had continued to accumulate overnight, and the strong winds had piled up huge drifts that made travelling almost impossible. Even through the thick glass, she could hear the branches breaking from the trees under the weight of the snow. An eerie creaking and groaning sound came from the nearby forest, and Lynn wondered if the road would be passable at all. But she refused to be discouraged. Just this one more day, she told herself, just one last look at Jason.
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The cold and the adverse conditions could not break her resolve. She prepared for the day with almost ceremonial meticulousness. She chose her clothes carefully - the comfortable jumper that gave her a sense of security and acted as a kind of invisible armour. Although it looked a little pale against the cosmetics she was wearing today, she still opted for it. It was her feel-good piece that she felt safe in if Jason actually spoke to her. A protective armour against her own insecurity.
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She applied her make-up with particular care. Normally she didn't wear much make-up, but today she wanted everything to be perfect. A touch of eye shadow, which emphasised her blue eyes, and the lipstick she only wore on very special occasions gave her a feeling of elegance and self-confidence. Her shoulder-length blonde hair had a soft lustre after she had tinted it once more. When she finally looked at herself in the mirror, she saw a woman who was ready to meet Jason - a woman who felt confident in her role, even if it was only for this one day.
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As she got ready for the journey to work, she could feel the excitement growing inside her. Today, she hoped, would perhaps be
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