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CHAPTER ONE – COMING HOME
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The snow started just past the county line, soft and lazy at first, like it didn’t want to commit.

Riley Hart tightened her grip on the steering wheel as her old sedan slid a little on the thin white dusting. Potosi Hills welcome sign loomed up out of the flurries—WE WELCOME YOU TO POTOSI HILLS WHERE CHRISTMAS NEVER ENDS!—painted in cheerful red and green letters that made her teeth ache.

“Still lying to people, I see,” she muttered under her breath.

She hadn’t been back in almost ten years. Not for the fall festival. Not for the Fourth of July parade. Not even when her mother called last year and said, in her careful voice, that the doctor was “watching” her blood pressure.

But then the shooting happened.

Riley forced her jaw to unclench, but the memory slid in anyway—the empty alleyway, the suspect’s hands jerking up, the split-second decision, the crash of the gun. The headlines afterward. The internal review. The way her captain couldn’t quite meet her eyes when he told her it was “best for the department” if she took a leave.

Leave. As if she’d chosen it.

The wipers squeaked across the windshield, smearing the snowflakes into streaks. Ahead, Main Street glowed softly, wrapped in blinking lights, big candy canes, and garland, every lamppost boasting a giant red bow. A plastic Santa waved from in front of the hardware store. The scene looked exactly like it had on every Christmas Eve of her childhood.

Perfect. Designed. Staged.

She eased the car down the hill, past the dark outline of the old Drake house at the edge of town. Instinctively, her eyes lingered on it. The once-white siding had weathered to gray, the porch sagged, and the windows were black. No wreath. No lights. Just a single porch bulb burning a dull yellow.

Riley felt the old, familiar shiver crawl up the back of her neck.

She looked away too quickly and turned onto her mother’s street.

Evelyn Hart still lived in the same narrow brick house with the crooked chimney and the overgrown holly bushes lining the front walk. Someone had strung lights along the gutter, but only every third bulb seemed to work. A ceramic nativity scene huddled on the porch, half-buried in snow, Mary’s blue-painted face chipped.

Riley pulled into the cracked driveway and killed the engine. For a moment, she just sat there, listening to the ping of the cooling car and the muffled quiet of the snowstorm.

She could turn around. Claim the roads were too bad. Book a motel two towns over and tell her mother she was sorry, she’d tried.

But the image of her captain’s face flashed in her mind again—pitying, closed off, done with her. She had nowhere else to be.

“Welcome home,” she told herself, and opened the car door.

The cold slapped the air from her lungs. She tugged her coat tighter, grabbed her duffel, and trudged up the walk. Snowflakes floated down, catching in her dark hair, melting at the collar of her coat. By the time she reached the porch, her sneakers were soaked through.

She raised her hand to knock, hesitated, then pushed the door open instead. It had never locked right.

Warm air rolled out, carrying the scents of cinnamon and pine and something slightly burnt. Inside, the living room glowed with the soft yellow of lamplight and the flicker of the television. Christmas music played low in the background, some crooner from the fifties promising a white Christmas as if it were something you could order on demand.

“Mom?” Riley called.

“In here!” Evelyn’s voice floated from the kitchen, brisk and thin.

Riley stepped inside and nudged the door shut with her hip. The house looked smaller than she remembered, the ceiling lower, the furniture closer together. A thin artificial tree stood in the corner, decked in mismatched ornaments collected over decades. Her kindergarten handprint, painted gold and flaking. A lopsided ceramic star. A glitter-glued snowflake with her name on it in block letters.

Her chest tightened.

She set the duffel down by the couch and followed the clatter and hum of the kitchen.

Evelyn stood at the stove in a faded red apron, pulling a tray of gingerbread men from the oven. Her once-dark hair had gone almost entirely silver, pulled back in a tight bun. Deep lines fanned from the corners of her eyes, but those eyes—sharp, assessing hazel—were exactly the same.

For a second, neither of them said anything.

Then Evelyn sniffed, set the tray down with a clatter, and wiped her hands on her apron. “Well,” she said. “Look what the snow dragged in.”

Riley tried to smile. It felt rusty. “Merry Christmas, Mom.”

Evelyn stepped forward, arms out stiffly, and pulled her into a quick, bony hug. She smelled like flour and coffee and the faint floral perfume Riley remembered from childhood. When her mother let go, she held Riley at arm’s length, taking inventory.

“You look tired,” Evelyn announced. “Too thin. City living doesn’t agree with you.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Riley said.

Evelyn’s gaze flicked over her shoulder, as if expecting someone else to be standing there. “You didn’t bring anyone?” she asked, too casually.

“No husband, no kids, no dog,” Riley said. “Just me. Sorry to disappoint.”

“I didn’t say I was disappointed,” Evelyn said quickly, then turned back to the counter, busying herself with the cookies. “You can take the guest room. I put fresh sheets on the bed this afternoon. You’ll have it for yourself. I cleared out those boxes you left the last time.”

Riley bit back the urge to say, What last time? Ten years was a long stretch between visits to pretend had been routine.

“Thanks,” she said instead.

Evelyn slid a cooling rack closer. “You hungry? I’ve got ham in the oven, and the dressing’s almost done. And there’s potato salad—Don’t look at me like that, your Aunt Jean insisted.”

Riley opened the fridge just to give her hands something to do. It was full—too full for a woman who lived alone. Tupperware containers stacked like puzzle pieces. A whole shelf of pie. “Expecting the entire neighborhood?” she asked.

“People stop by,” Evelyn said. “Or they used to. It’s Christmas.”

Riley closed the fridge and leaned against the counter. “Still doing the church thing?”

“The town doesn’t run itself,” Evelyn said. “We had the pageant earlier. It was nice. Pastor Grant asked about you.” She glanced sideways at Riley. “He said he heard you were back in town. Must’ve been Tom who told him.”

Riley’s pulse ticked up at the name. “Tom Keller,” she said carefully.

“You know any other Toms?” Evelyn arched an eyebrow. “He’s sheriff now. You might’ve heard.”

“I heard,” Riley said. It was hard not to; small-town news traveled faster than any official report. Tom had once talked about leaving Potosi Hills, about joining the state police, about maybe coming to the city with her. Instead, he’d married Megan Price and pinned on the same badge his father had worn.

“And before you ask,” Evelyn went on, “yes, he and Megan will be at the candlelight service tomorrow night. You don’t have to go.”

“I didn’t ask,” Riley said.

“You were thinking it.” Evelyn’s eyes softened for a fraction of a second. “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone here, Riley. That business in the city isn’t your whole life.”

Riley swallowed. “The review board might disagree.”

“The review board doesn’t live in Potosi Hills,” Evelyn said briskly. “And they don’t know how you used to solve mysteries with a flashlight and a notebook when you were nine.”

Riley almost laughed. “Pretty sure playing detective in the backyard doesn’t count as experience.”

“You’d be surprised.” Evelyn picked up the tray of chocolate chip cookies and moved them to the table. “Now, set the table, will you? I promised myself I wouldn’t eat Christmas Eve dinner alone this year, and I don’t intend to break that promise.”

Riley grabbed plates from the cabinet, grateful for the simple task. Forks, knives, napkins. The motions came back to her muscle memory, the way the old drawers stuck in the same spots, the way the overhead light buzzed. Outside, the snow thickened, the world beyond the small kitchen window fading into a blur of white.

She’d almost managed to forget about the Drake house at the edge of town when her phone buzzed in her pocket.

Evelyn shot her a look. “No phones at the table.”

“If this is who I think it is,” Riley said, “we might not have a table to sit at.”

She stepped into the hall and pulled the phone out. The name on the caller ID made the hairs along her arms rise.

SHERIFF TOM KELLER.

She stared at the screen for one beat, two, then swiped to answer.

“Riley Hart,” she said, keeping her voice neutral.

There was a crackle of static on the line, and then Tom’s voice, deeper and rougher than she remembered. “Did you make it into town?”

“Just got in,” she said. “Small talk later. Why are you calling me, Tom?”

He exhaled a white noise sigh. In the background she could hear radios squawking, somebody yelling, the muffled roar of wind. “Because I’m standing in a field at the edge of Potosi Hills in the middle of a damn blizzard,” he said, “and my deputy just found what looks like a human bone sticking out of the ground.”

Riley’s spine straightened. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish I were.” His voice dropped. “It’s near the old Christmas tree lot. You know the one.”

Cold slid through her, sharper than the air seeping in from under the front door. She saw the Drake house again in her mind, saw the way its windows stared out over the field like black, watchful eyes.

“You think it’s her,” Riley said quietly.

“I don’t know what to think yet,” Tom answered. “But if this is what it looks like... then twenty years after Holly Drake disappeared on Christmas Day, the ground finally decided to give her back.”

For a moment, all Riley could hear was her own heartbeat and the faint buzz of the hallway light.

“Riley?” Tom said. “You still there?”

“Yeah,” she managed. She glanced toward the dining room doorway, where the glow of the overhead light spilled onto the floor, where her mother hummed along to a Christmas song as if the world weren’t tilting on its axis. “What do you need from me?”

“I need your eyes,” Tom said simply. “You’re the best investigator I know, no matter what your review board says. I can’t handle this alone, not with the whole town watching. Can you come down to the lot?”

Riley knew she should say no. She was here to lie low, to breathe, to remember how to sleep without visions of alleys and sirens. Getting involved in a cold case in the town that had never forgiven itself for losing a pretty seventeen-year-old girl was the opposite of lying low.

But another image pushed forward: Holly Drake’s smiling face on the missing posters that had once stapled every telephone pole in Potosi Hills. The way they’d faded and peeled, like the town’s willingness to remember.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” Riley said.

Tom exhaled, a mix of relief and dread. “I’ll have a deputy meet you at the roadblock. And Riley?”

“Yeah?”

“Welcome home,” he said. “Looks like Potosi Hills saved you a Christmas present.”

The line went dead.

Riley stared at the phone for a second, then slipped it back into her pocket and stepped into the kitchen.

“Everything all right?” Evelyn asked, setting a bowl of mashed potatoes on the table.

“Depends on your definition of ‘all right,’” Riley said. She grabbed her coat from the back of a chair. “That was Tom. They found something near the old tree lot.”

Evelyn’s hands faltered. “Something?”

“A bone,” Riley said. She watched the color drain slightly from her mother’s face. “They think it might be Holly.”

For a heartbeat, the only sound was the crooner on the radio promising that “all your troubles will be out of sight.”

Evelyn reached blindly for the back of a chair and sank down. “Twenty years,” she whispered. “Twenty years tomorrow.”

Riley swallowed. “I have to go.”

“I know.” Evelyn’s fingers trembled as she folded and refolded the corner of a napkin. “I always knew that girl wasn’t just... gone. Not like they said.”

Riley tugged on her coat and wound a scarf around her neck. “Mom?”

Evelyn looked up.

“If this is Holly,” Riley said quietly, “I’m going to find out what really happened. I promise.”

Her mother nodded once, sharply, as if sealing a pact. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Riley.”

“I don’t intend to break this one,” Riley said.

She stepped out into the snow, pulling the door shut behind her. The cold bit at her cheeks, the flakes coming faster now, thick and heavy, swallowing sound. She headed for the car, her footprints the only marks on the fresh blanket of white.

As she slid behind the wheel and started the engine, she glanced in the rearview mirror. For a second, in the fogged glass, she thought she saw another face behind hers—young, pale, hair curling over the collar of a Christmas dress, eyes wide and waiting.

She blinked, and it was gone.

Riley backed out of the driveway and turned toward the edge of town, toward the old Christmas tree lot where the past, buried for twenty years, was finally clawing its way to the surface.

—
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CHAPTER TWO – THE BONE IN THE SNOW
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The snowstorm didn’t care that Potosi Hills was trying to keep its secrets.

By the time Riley reached the old Christmas tree lot, visibility had dropped to a ghostly blur—just enough to see the flashing red and blue lights swallowed by white. A sheriff’s cruiser sat sideways across the narrow road, forming a makeshift barricade. A young deputy stood beside it, hunched against the wind, hat pulled low.

He raised his flashlight when Riley pulled up, squinting as she rolled down her window.

“You Hart?” he shouted over the storm.

“Depends who’s asking,” she said, pushing hair out of her face.

“Deputy Carter.” His breath came out in white bursts. “Sheriff said to let you through. Follow the tire tracks—they’ll take you to the site.”

Carter stepped back, and Riley eased past the barricade. Her tires crunched through fresh drifts on the old gravel road. The wind howled, rattling the bare branches of the pine trees lining the lot. In the distance, she saw faint shadows—two cruisers and the bobbing beams of flashlights.

She parked beside Tom’s SUV and killed the engine. The cold hit her again—sharp, metallic, alive. She pulled up her hood and trudged toward the circle of lights where three deputies stood clustered, heads bent.

The moment they saw her, the talking stopped.

Tom Keller stepped away from the group.

He looked older. Not in the gray-hair, sagging-jaw way, but in the exhausted, I’ve-seen-more-than-I-want-to way. Snow clung to his dark uniform jacket. His jaw was shadowed like he’d skipped shaving for days. But his eyes—blue, steady, painfully familiar—found hers instantly.

“Riley,” he said, voice low.

“Tom.” She nodded, not trusting her tone.

He gestured her forward. “Come take a look.”

The deputies parted to let her through. One held a floodlight angled toward the ground. The snow had been shoveled away in a wide circle, exposing the churned wet dirt beneath.

And there it was.

A bone. Pale. Curved. Jagged at one end.

Even half-buried in mud, it held the unmistakable shape of a human femur—thin, like it belonged to someone young.

Riley exhaled slowly.

“Teenage female,” she said softly. “Or a very small adult.”

Tom nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

“Who found it?”

“A kid named Jack Morales. Walking home from his girlfriend’s house. He slipped on the slope, grabbed the fence, and saw... that.” Tom rubbed the back of his neck. “He puked on my boots when I got here.”

“Understandable,” Riley murmured.

The wind picked up, cutting across the field. Old strands of tinsel clung to a nearby fence post—the remnants of last year’s tree sale decorations. They fluttered like ragged flags.

“This spot is less than forty yards from Holly Drake’s house,” Riley said. “Too close to be coincidence.”

Tom’s jaw tightened. “I know.”

Riley squatted down, careful not to disturb the exposed earth. She scanned the perimeter automatically—footprints, drag marks, disturbances, anything that didn’t belong. But most of the surface evidence was destroyed by snow.

“Carter and Ruiz did a perimeter sweep,” Tom said quietly behind her. “Storm hit too early. Most tracks are gone.”

Riley leaned closer to the bone. “This wasn’t dragged. Snow melt exposed it. Ground’s been soft for weeks.”

“Meaning the body shifted upward?” Tom asked.

“Meaning,” Riley said, brushing loose dirt with her glove, “someone buried her shallow. Real shallow.”

She straightened and looked toward the dark shape of the Drake house beyond the line of trees. A porch light glowed faintly, weak and yellow.

“Holly disappeared on Christmas Day twenty years ago,” Riley said. “And the ground gives a bone back now? Tonight?”

“I know how it looks,” Tom said, stepping beside her. Snowflakes clung to his lashes. “The whole town’s going to explode when this gets out.”

Riley gestured at the makeshift tent being assembled over the dig site. “You keeping this quiet?”

“Trying to. But Carter called the medical examiner, and she’ll bring a whole team. They’ll need hours just to excavate in this weather.” He paused. “And you know how people here are. Rumors travel faster than we can shovel.”

Riley almost smiled. “Some things never change.”

Tom’s breath fogged between them. “I need you on this.”

“I’m not officially on anything,” Riley said.

“You are tonight.”

Their eyes met. Something crackled there—old tension, old hurt, maybe even something older than that.

“This isn’t our case anymore, Tom,” Riley said quietly. “It’s hers. Holly deserves the truth. Not another cover-up, not another half-assed theory.”

Tom’s throat bobbed. “You think I don’t know that?”

Riley softened. “I didn’t say that.”

He looked away, toward the treeline. “You left. Everyone else stayed. You don’t know what this town is like now.”

“I know exactly what it was like then.”

Before Tom could answer, Deputy Ruiz jogged up, face flushed from the cold.

“Sheriff?” Ruiz said. “We found something else.”

Tom and Riley exchanged a look.

“Show us,” Riley said.

Ruiz led them a few yards downhill to a patch where the snow thinned around a rotted stump. He flicked on his flashlight.

Riley’s breath caught.

Half-embedded in the ice was a necklace—a small silver cross on a thin chain, dull and tarnished but unmistakably intact.

Tom crouched, his expression darkening. “Is that—?”

“Yep,” Riley said softly. “Holly Drake’s cross.”

She remembered it clearly. Holly wore it every day at school. She’d been wearing it in the photo on her missing poster. A birthday gift from her grandmother. One Holly refused to take off, even when she played volleyball.

“Snow must’ve shifted the topsoil,” Ruiz said. “It was just sitting here.”

Riley leaned in closer. The cross was partially frozen to a chunk of soil. But something else glinted faintly nearby—metallic, thin.

“Move your light,” she murmured.

Ruiz adjusted.

Riley’s stomach clenched.

A piece of red fabric—small, frayed, and stained—peeked out from the dirt. Like a scrap from a winter coat.

Tom’s pulse visibly kicked. “Is that blood?”

“Most likely,” Riley said.

Ruiz exhaled a shaky breath. “Jesus.”

Riley placed a gloved hand on Tom’s arm. “Stop digging.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“Because if this is a garment fragment, it might still be connected to more remains. We need the ME team here. Not us.”

Tom called out orders to the deputies, telling them to mark and secure without touching anything. Riley scanned the lot again, letting her eyes adjust to the swirling snow.

A feeling tugged at her. A memory. Something half-buried like the bone.

Her flashlight beam drifted toward the Drake house again.

Something moved.

Riley’s muscles tightened. “Tom.”

He followed her gaze. “What?”

“In the window,” Riley said. “There—second story.”

Tom squinted. “Probably Lorna. She watches everything from that house.”

“No,” Riley said slowly. “Lorna’s bedroom is downstairs. That window is—”

A shadow slid back behind the curtain.

Riley moved before she thought.

“Riley!” Tom called, trudging after her through the drifts. “Slow down!”

But she didn’t.

She sprinted across the snowy field, boots slipping, breath burning, adrenaline spiking.

The Drake house loomed nearer—gray, silent, abandoned-looking except for that dim porch light. The wooden steps creaked under her weight as she jumped onto the landing and pounded on the door.

“Lorna?” she called. “It’s Riley Hart.”

No sound.

Tom reached her side, panting lightly. “Jesus, Riley. You could’ve fallen into a drift—”

“Someone was watching us,” she snapped. “I saw them.”

Tom looked at the dark window. “Nobody lives up there.”

“You sure about that?”

Before he could answer, a soft shuffling noise drifted from inside—like footsteps retreating down a hallway.

Riley reached for the doorknob.

Tom grabbed her wrist. “Don’t. We need a warrant.”

“She could be in danger,” Riley said.

“She’s not the one who might be unhinged,” Tom said quietly. “We don’t know who’s in there.”

Riley met his eyes. Snow clung to both of them, melting on their lashes, their coats, their hair.

“Tom,” she said, “Holly Drake’s body is twenty yards from this house. You really don’t think someone inside knows something?”

His jaw locked.

He reached forward, knocked firmly three times. “Lorna?” he called. “Sheriff Keller. Open the door, please.”

Silence.

He knocked again, louder.

Still nothing.

Riley’s pulse hammered. The shadow she saw—thin, quick, human. Not an animal. Not a trick of light.

“Let’s walk around,” she said.

They circled the house slowly, flashlights sweeping across peeling paint, cracked siding, frost-coated windows. Every few steps, Riley felt eyes on her.

When they reached the back door, Tom froze.

The snow on the porch had one set of fresh footprints. Small ones. Barely visible. Leading to the door... and ending there.

“Those weren’t here earlier,” Tom whispered.

“Someone left in a hurry,” Riley said. She tried the handle.

Unlocked.

Tom cursed under his breath. “This is stupid.”

“This is necessary,” Riley said.

Together, they pushed the door open.

The hinges squealed.

The kitchen was dark except for the weak glow from the refrigerator’s cracked-open door. Cold air puffed out. A carton of milk sat on the tile floor, knocked over. A smear of something—mud? Blood?—streaked across the counter.

Tom clicked on his flashlight. “Lorna?” he called, voice lower now. “It’s the sheriff.”

Riley scanned quickly. No movement. No breathing. No presence.

Then—

A thump upstairs.

Riley and Tom exchanged a look.

He whispered, “Stay behind me.”

She whispered back, “Not a chance.”

They moved together.

Every stair creaked under their weight. At the top, the hallway stretched into darkness. The air was stale, tinged with something metallic.

Tom pointed toward the room where Riley had seen the silhouette. “There.”

They approached slowly.

Halfway down the hall, the door slammed shut.

Riley jerked.

Tom drew his weapon. “Stop! Sheriff’s department!”

Silence.

He reached for the knob.

Riley’s fingers closed around his forearm. “Wait.”

Tom hesitated. “What is it?”

Riley pointed to the bottom of the door.

A faint light glowed from inside.

Not lamplight.

Phone light.

Someone was in there. Someone watching them through the gap.

Riley spoke softly, evenly. “Who’s in the room? Come out with your hands where we can see them.”

A slow shuffle of movement. Something scraping.

Then—

A whisper through the door:

“Don’t wake her.”

Tom stiffened. “Who are you talking about?”

The voice trembled. “Holly. She’s sleeping.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the storm crawled down Riley’s spine.

“Open the door,” she said gently.

Silence again.

Then the phone light vanished.

“Tom—” Riley began.

The doorknob jiggled.

Then stopped.

Then—

The unmistakable sound of a window sliding open.

Tom lunged, slamming his shoulder into the door. It flew inward.

Riley rushed in behind him.

The room was empty.

The curtains rustled wildly from the icy night air. Footprints in the dust tracked straight to the open window. Below, in the snow, new tracks led toward the woods.

Whoever was watching the dig site—and talking to someone who wasn’t there—had escaped.

Tom leaned on the dresser, breathing hard. “We’ve got a runner.”

Riley stepped to the window and stared into the swirling dark.

“Not a runner,” she said quietly.

Tom turned. “What do you mean?”

Riley’s eyes followed the footprint trail vanishing into the storm.

“Someone who’s been watching this case for twenty years,” she said. “And tonight... they finally panicked.”

—
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CHAPTER THREE – THE WITNESS WHO NEVER LEFT
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The storm swallowed the footprints faster than Riley could study them.

Wind whipped through the open window, scattering dust across the wooden floor like someone trying to erase what remained. Tom braced one hand on the sill as he leaned out, scanning the tree line beyond the yard.

“Damn it,” he muttered. “They’re already gone.”

Riley kept her flashlight steady on the trail. “They ran into those woods. Anyone could disappear in there in a whiteout.”

“Or freeze,” Tom said.

“Or hide,” Riley countered. “People don’t run into a blizzard unless they’re desperate.”

Tom exhaled, fog curling from his breath. “Let’s get outside. We can’t track much, but we can try.”

Riley took one last look at the room before they left. It was a girl’s bedroom preserved in a kind of time-stopped decay—pink wallpaper peeling, a dresser with missing knobs, a bare mattress without sheets. Dust coated every surface. But the closet was empty. No clothes, no boxes, nothing to show that Lorna used this room for anything but storage.

Whoever had been in here didn’t belong.

And they weren’t alone.

The words echoed again in her mind:

Don’t wake her.

Holly. She’s sleeping.

Riley swallowed hard.

Holly Drake had been dead for twenty years.

Which meant whoever whispered that either knew something chilling... or their grip on reality was slipping.

Neither option made her feel any safer.

—-
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Outside, the storm clawed at them.

Tom led the way down the back steps, boots crunching through the deepening drifts. Riley followed, sweeping her flashlight across the yard. The wind carried the scent of pine and wet earth, the faint sharpness of cold metal.

The footprints were faint now, half-filled with blowing snow. But they existed.

Riley crouched and touched one lightly with her gloved fingers. “Small. Five, maybe six. Not a big guy.”

“Kid?” Tom asked.

“Could be,” Riley said. “Or a small adult.” She angled the light. “Stride is short. They’re running, but not fast. More like stumbling.”

Tom frowned. “You think they were hurt?”

“Or terrified.”

Together, they followed the prints to the edge of the woods. At the first line of pine trees, everything vanished into white.

Tom cursed. “We won’t find anything in there tonight.”

“We might not find anything tomorrow either,” Riley said. “Storm will bury it all.”

Tom looked toward the Drake house. “We need to check on Lorna.”

Riley’s stomach tightened. She hadn’t seen her at all. And the kitchen light left open... the spilled milk... something wasn’t right.

They trudged back to the house, snow thick around their knees. Tom knocked hard on the front door.

“Lorna? Sheriff Keller! Open the door!”

Nothing.

“Lorna!” Tom tried again, louder.

Still nothing.

Riley stepped forward, feeling the same cold dread she’d felt at her father’s funeral years ago—that hollow fear that the answer was already decided, that she was already too late.

“We’re going in,” she said.

Tom nodded and turned the knob. It was unlocked.

The living room was dim, the only light the flickering glow of a TV playing an old Christmas movie on mute. A blanket was draped over the recliner, still dented in the shape of someone who’d recently sat there.

“Lorna?” Riley called softly.

No answer.

The house felt heavier somehow. Like the air had thickened.

Tom moved ahead, sweeping the hallway with his flashlight, and Riley followed. The kitchen looked exactly as they’d left it—open fridge, milk carton on the floor, muddy smear on the counter.

But now there was something else too.

A second muddy smear. Longer. Wider. As if someone had tried to brace themselves... or had been dragged.

Riley pointed. “There.”

Tom’s face went pale. “Jesus.”

They followed the streak to the back door. Snow had blown inside, piling on the linoleum.

Riley lowered herself and examined the floor. “These are boot prints. Two different sizes. Someone left the house while we were upstairs.”

“Lorna?” Tom’s voice was tight.

Riley shook her head. “These prints are too big for hers. And she wouldn’t leave her own door open in a storm.”

A terrible thought tightened in her chest.

“She might have seen the intruder,” Riley whispered. “Or confronted them.”

Tom’s jaw flexed. “She never could keep her mouth shut.”

They exchanged a grim look.

“We need to find her,” Tom said.

Riley scanned the yard again. The second set of prints headed in a different direction than the smaller ones—towards Potosi Hill’s main road.

“We follow those,” Riley said. “She might still—”

A shout cut through the wind.

They both froze.

“Sheriff!” a voice called from the field. “Sheriff Keller! You need to see this!”

Ruiz. Breathless. Panicked.

Tom broke into a run, and Riley sprinted beside him, snow slapping against their legs.

Ruiz stood near the dig site, face chalk-white under his hood, flashlight shaking in his hand.

“What?” Tom barked. “What happened?”

Ruiz pointed at the ground just beyond the taped-off area. “I— I don’t know how we missed it before. But when the wind shifted the snow...” He swallowed hard. “There’s something else here.”

Riley moved forward, her heart thundering.

The snow had blown aside in a narrow strip.

Revealing something small, pale, and unmistakably human.

A hand.

Not bone. Not skeleton.

Fresh.

Fingers curled slightly. Nails clean. Skin translucent in the cold.

Riley’s breath hitched. “No. No, no, no—”

Tom dropped to his knees, flashlight trembling. “Oh God.”

Beside the hand, half-buried in the churned snow, lay a familiar shape.

A maroon wool sleeve.

With a single embroidered letter near the cuff:

L.

Riley’s stomach dropped.

“Tom,” she whispered.

He didn’t move.

“Tom,” she repeated, voice breaking. “It’s Lorna.”

The storm howled around them, erasing the world in white.

The old cold case had opened.

And now the killer had claimed a new victim.

On Christmas Day.
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CHAPTER FOUR – THE SECOND CHRISTMAS KILLING
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The world narrowed to a single point:

Lorna Drake’s hand, frozen in the snow like the final photograph of a life cut short.

Riley couldn’t breathe. For a second the storm collapsed around her, muffling everything—Ruiz’s panicked radio calls, the groan of the wind, Tom’s ragged breathing. It was like falling underwater, hearing only the thud of her own heartbeat.

Lorna was gone.

The woman who’d spent decades begging the world to remember her daughter had been silenced on the very night her daughter’s remains resurfaced.

Tom crouched, shoulders hunched, his breath coming in short, uneven bursts.

“No,” he whispered. “She was just—she was just home.”

Riley swallowed the ache rising in her chest. “We need to secure the scene.”

Tom didn’t move.

“Tom,” she said firmly. “Look at me.”

He lifted his head. His eyes were glassy, rimmed in red. Not from the cold.

“We find whoever did this,” Riley said quietly. “But first we do this right.”

Slowly, Tom nodded.

Ruiz and Carter hurried over with floodlights, setting them into the snow. Harsh white beams illuminated the half-buried figure. The maroon coat was unmistakable—Lorna’s good winter coat, the one she wore every Christmas service.

The storm had sheltered the body from drifting snow. She hadn’t been out here long.

Maybe minutes.

“She came looking for us,” Riley said softly. “Or she followed whoever was in her house.”

Tom’s jaw tightened. “And he killed her to shut her up.”

Riley stepped back, scanning the field. “He didn’t drag her far. The killer was rushing. Panicked.” She pointed at the ground. “There. Shoeprints. Two sets.”

Tom knelt beside her. “Running?”

“More like struggling,” Riley said. “One set is Lorna’s. The other is larger. Size eleven or twelve.”

Tom looked at Ruiz. “Call for backup. I want the whole perimeter sealed. Nobody in or out. And get the ME on the radio again. Tell them this is now a homicide, not a recovery.”

Ruiz ran off.

Tom stood, breath sharp in the cold. “Whoever ran from the Drake house... wasn’t the same person who killed Lorna.”

Riley nodded. “Two sets of tracks. Two directions.”

Tom rubbed his face. “So now we have: the cold case, a killer who came back, and a witness who fled.”

Riley added quietly, “And a town that’s going to explode by morning.”

—-
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The Silence in the Snow

Riley walked a slow circle around the body, taking in every detail.

Lorna’s eyes were closed. Her hair was dusted with frost. Her gloves were missing. One hand had scraped the ground—a defensive wound. Dirt under her nails. A smear of blood beneath her ear.

“She fought,” Riley whispered.

Tom knelt again, hands trembling. “She didn’t deserve this.”

Riley’s throat swelled. “No. She didn’t.”

A gust of cold slammed into them, shaking the floodlights.

Riley steadied herself. “Tom... we need to consider the possibility—”

“No,” he snapped.

“We have to,” Riley pressed, lowering her voice. “Lorna knew too much. She’d been threatened before. She told people the case was covered up.”

Tom stared past her, jaw clenched. “You think the killer is someone from this town.”

“I think the killer never left,” Riley said. “And tonight, Holly’s mother died because the truth was about to surface.”

Tom exhaled shakily. “There’s something else.”

Riley stiffened. “What?”

Tom hesitated. “Earlier tonight, before you got here... Lorna called the sheriff’s office.”

Riley’s eyes widened. “She called? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t take it seriously,” he said, voice raw. “She said someone was trying to get inside her house. That she heard footsteps upstairs.”

Riley’s heart dropped. “Tom—”

“I told Carter to drive by after the storm passed,” he said quietly. “I thought it was just Lorna being paranoid again. She makes false alarms every December.”

Riley shook her head. “This wasn’t a false alarm.”

Tom didn’t answer.

—-
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The Knife in the Snow

Ruiz returned, face pale. “Sheriff? We found something else.”

Riley and Tom followed him through the blowing snow to the far side of the lot, where the fence bordering the woods sagged under the weight of ice.

Ruiz pointed his flashlight downward.

Half-buried in a drift lay a knife.

Long. Thin. Serrated.

Blood splattered the blade.

Riley crouched. “Fresh. Not frozen.”

Tom swallowed. “That’s... that’s Lorna’s blood.”

Riley stood slowly. “The killer didn’t even bother to take the weapon. He left it in the open.”

“Why?” Ruiz asked.

“Because something spooked him,” Riley said. “He killed her fast, then ran before he could clean up.”

Ruiz frowned. “You mean—whoever was watching from the Drake house?”

“Not the same person,” Riley murmured. “One killer. One witness.”

The storm wailed around them.

Tom took out his radio. “Call the ME. Tell them there’s a second victim. And get K9 units out here before dawn.”

He turned to Riley. “We need to go back to Lorna’s house. Whoever ran out the window was terrified. Maybe they saw everything.”

Riley nodded. “Someone has been living in that room. Squatting. Watching.”

“Watching what?” Ruiz asked.

Riley met Tom’s eyes. “The tree lot.”

She exhaled hard. “We need to find that witness. Because they might be the only person left alive who knows what happened twenty years ago.”

—-
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Inside the Drake House

The house felt colder now—emptier. Riley and Tom searched room by room. In the hall bathroom, Riley found a cracked toothbrush and a small travel-size toothpaste tossed behind the toilet tank.

“Whoever was living here didn’t have much,” she said.

“And they kept out of the way,” Tom added. “Lorna probably didn’t know anyone was staying upstairs.”

The kitchen was worse. Drawers slightly ajar. A cabinet door broken. A half-eaten packet of crackers near the sink. Someone had been hiding here for days. Maybe weeks.

Tom stepped into the living room and froze.

“Riley.”

She joined him.

On the coffee table, under the glow of the flickering TV, lay a small stack of Polaroid photographs.

Old.

Yellowed.

But recognizable.

Riley picked up the top one.

Holly Drake.

Seventeen years old.

Smiling in front of the Christmas tree at the church.

The next photo—

Holly with Ethan Ames. His arm over her shoulder. Her smile tight. His perfect.

The next—

The Ames house.

Taken from the street.

At night.

The next—

Lorna Drake.

Standing in the kitchen window.

Taken from outside.

Riley’s fingers trembled. “Someone’s been spying on this family for a long time.”

Tom picked up the last photo.

It was grainy. Distorted.

But clear enough.

The photo showed two figures in the tree lot... digging.

The timestamp in the corner read:

DEC 25 — 10:12 PM

Twenty years ago.

Riley stared at Tom. “The witness saw Holly being buried.”

Tom looked sick. “And they kept the proof.”

A sound echoed upstairs.

Both froze.

Not footsteps.

A whimper.

Riley gripped her flashlight. “They’re still here.”

Tom whispered, “Stay behind me.”

“No chance.”

They crept up the stairs, flashlights slicing through the dark. At the far end of the hallway, the same bedroom door stood slightly open now.

Tom nudged it wider.

A faint shuffle.

Another whimper.

Something moved behind the bed.

Riley stepped forward slowly. “It’s okay,” she said softly. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

A shape darted out.

Small. Fast. Terrified.

A half-starved teenage boy—maybe sixteen, wearing an oversized coat—lunged at them with a broken piece of wood. Tom caught his arm mid-swing and disarmed him in one motion.

The boy fell to the floor, sobbing, curling into himself.

“Please don’t kill me,” he cried. “Please—don’t bury me too.”

Riley knelt beside him. “Hey. Hey. You’re safe. We’re not here to hurt you.”

The boy lifted his face.

His eyes were huge, terrified.

And familiar.

Riley’s breath caught. “Wait... I know you.”

Tom squinted. “How—?”

Riley’s voice was barely a whisper.

“He’s Lorna’s nephew. Corey Drake. Missing since last spring.”

The boy nodded frantically. “I saw it,” he said through tears. “I saw what he did to Aunt Lorna.”

Riley’s stomach twisted. “Who, Corey? Who killed her?”

He trembled so violently she thought his bones might shake apart.

And then he whispered:

“He... he came back. The man from that night. The one who killed Holly. He’s still here. He never left.”

Riley’s blood ran cold.

Corey looked up at them with wide, hollow eyes.

“He lives in this town,” Corey said. “He watches everyone. And he knows you’re looking for him.”

He swallowed, shaking.

“And he said you’re next.”
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CHAPTER FIVE – THE BOY WHO SAW THE DEVIL
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Corey Drake’s words hung in the air like smoke.

He said you’re next.

Riley felt the cold seep deeper than the storm outside—this was the kind of cold that came from inside the bones, the kind fear makes permanent.

Tom crouched beside Corey, keeping his voice steady. “Kid, look at me. Are you hurt?”

Corey shook his head violently. “No... no, but—” He glanced toward the door, as if the killer might materialize out of the shadows. “He was in the yard. He was watching. He—he said Aunt Lorna asked for it.”

Riley’s jaw tightened till it ached. “Corey, we need you to tell us everything. Start from the beginning.”

The boy’s lip trembled. “I can’t. If I say his name... he’ll come for me.”

“He’s already come for you,” Tom said softly. “But you’re safe now.”

“No.” Corey’s eyes widened. “You don’t understand. He can get anywhere. He knows every house. Every backyard. Every hiding spot. He watched me for weeks. He left things for me.”

Riley leaned in. “What kind of things?”

Corey swallowed. “Pictures. Little notes on the porch. Food sometimes.” His voice cracked. “Sometimes dead animals.”

Riley felt Tom go still beside her.

Corey hugged his knees, voice trembling. “But tonight... he was different. He said the snow was coming, and snow makes secrets rise.” Tears streaked his cheeks. “He said Holly is awake now.”

Riley’s stomach twisted. “Corey... were you outside when Lorna was attacked?”

Corey nodded.

Tom’s voice softened. “Did you see the killer’s face?”

Corey hesitated.

Then he whispered:

“Yes.”

Riley and Tom exchanged a frozen glance.

Corey squeezed his hands together so tightly the knuckles went white.

“But I can’t say who,” he said. “I can’t.”

“Corey—”

“I SAID I CAN’T!” he screamed, backing into the corner so fast he knocked over a stack of dusty boxes. “He’ll bury me like he buried Holly!”

Riley reached toward him slowly. “We won’t let that happen.”

Corey shook his head, trembling uncontrollably. “You can’t stop him. Nobody can. And now he knows you’re here.”

Tom stood, rubbing the back of his neck. “We need to get him out of this house and into protective custody.”

“Protection won’t help,” Corey whispered. “He doesn’t stop. He doesn’t sleep. He waits.”

A floorboard creaked downstairs.

Riley froze.

Tom’s hand went automatically to his gun. “Stay here,” he whispered to Corey. “Don’t move.”

Another creak.

Heavier this time.

Riley’s pulse thundered. “Someone’s in the house.”

Tom nodded, stepping toward the hallway.

“Riley, stay with the kid.”

“Not happening.”

He didn’t argue—just moved silently, weapon raised, down the hall toward the stairs.

Riley followed, her own hand on her flashlight like a weapon of its own.

They paused at the top step.

Nothing but the whine of wind squeezing through old window frames.

Tom took one step down.

The stairs groaned.

Another step.

Riley scanned the shadows below, every nerve electric.

A soft rustle came from the kitchen.

Tom motioned left.

Riley nodded and moved right. They descended in tandem, each breath slow and controlled.

When they reached the bottom, Tom whispered, “Kitchen.”

Riley took the opposite wall, circling.

The kitchen light flickered.

A shadow shifted.

Tom stepped into the doorway, gun raised. “Sheriff’s Department! Show me your hands!”

Silence.

He moved in, sweeping left to right.

Riley circled behind him, flashlight high.

The room was empty.

Completely empty.

Except—

Riley froze.

“Tom.”

He turned.

She pointed at the back door.

It was open.

The footprints in the snow were fresh.

And next to them—

A single page torn from a Polaroid album.

Riley picked it up.

The photograph showed the two of them—Riley and Tom—standing at the tree lot earlier tonight.

Taken from the woods.

Riley’s neck prickled.

Tom swallowed. “So he was inside this house. While we were upstairs.”

Riley’s grip tightened on the photo. “And he’s not afraid of us.”

As the wind howled through the open door, another thought hit her—

The killer wasn’t just watching Holly’s case.

He’s watching us.

He’s always been watching.

Riley shut the door and locked it.

Tom exhaled, heavy. “Pack whatever he’s got. Corey’s coming with us.”

When they returned upstairs, Corey sat curled where they left him—shivering, staring at the wall.

He looked at them, voice small:

“He’s close, isn’t he?”

Riley nodded. “Yes.”

Corey swallowed. “Then I need to tell you something.”

Riley knelt beside him. “Tell us.”

Corey leaned in, voice barely audible:

“There was another girl.”

Riley’s chest tightened. “What girl?”

Corey’s eyes overflowed. “The one he buried with Holly.”

Riley felt the floor tilt.

Tom stumbled back. “What?”

Corey nodded violently.

“He said the town forgot the first girl. So he made them forget the second.”

Tom and Riley locked eyes.

Two bodies.

One killer.

Twenty years of buried secrets.

And now the killer had started again.

Riley whispered, “Corey... do you know who the second girl was?”

Corey trembled.

Then he whispered the name—

And it was a name Riley NEVER expected to hear.

—
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