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    This story was inspired by my sister


I remember her gift for poetry


Her love of books


And of a mystical world
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Chapter 1
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I am driving on a winding, rain-soaked road, the wipers thumping a slow, steady rhythm reminiscent of a beating heart. A grand house is silhouetted against the night sky, the timid moon dashing behind gossamer clouds, illuminating them with a pearly glow. The sight sends a shiver through me. Although, it is not the eerie backdrop which is responsible for my chill, but rather the grim knowledge of the horrors perpetrated within the building’s stone walls. As it grows ever larger in my windshield, I try to prepare myself for what I am about to behold. 

I have been summoned here by a man I consider my closest friend; a man I would not refuse: Detective Inspector Grayson Helmsley. Yet, I am not an officer of the law, nor am I a coroner. I am Emmett Barclay, journalist. But my occupation is not the reason I was asked to make this journey. Rather, it is because I have a peculiar speciality that some people in law enforcement consider a valuable asset. For this reason, I have been regrettably dubbed a corpse whisperer. Although, I do not talk to corpses nor do they talk to me. At least, not in a way one would imagine. I have been equally cursed with a loss and blessed with a gift; a burden I’m certain no man would choose to carry. 

As I maneuver my 1995 Vauxhall onto the cobblestone driveway, I am immediately struck by the cluster of emergency vehicles. The multi-colored brilliance of their pulsating lights flood the surrounding darkness and stab painfully at my eyes. I pull in behind a police cruiser and turn off the ignition, the Vauxhall’s engine sputtering to stop. When I climb from the car, a cold drizzle falls upon the nape of my neck and I flip up the collar of my trench coat. 

I am able to gain access to the house with impunity afforded a man of my reputation. A baby-faced constable glares suspiciously at me as I enter the foyer, but soon his eyes widen with recognition. I nod a greeting as I pass. 

As I enter the main room, I am staggered by what I observe. The grandiose home is even more impressive on the inside. The focal point: an exquisite stone fireplace with a marble hearth, stone surround, oak mantel-piece, and a magnificent chimney stretching to the vaulted ceiling. The firebox is dark and empty, explaining the damp chill that pervades the air. The furnishings are nineteenth century and if I were a betting man, I’d wager the sprawling carpet to be of the Egyptian variety.

I must have lingered for too long as the young constable was indeed abrupt in directing me to the kitchen. My trepidation is warranted. I don’t look forward to what awaits me in there. I wander down a long, narrow hallway, its walls congested with family photos and original oil paintings, until I come to an archway. I halt, inhale and exhale deeply, and enter.

“Well, well, look who’s here. Did somebody request a séance?” Inspector Kate Normand announces as I step through the archway. As I said, some people in law enforcement consider me an asset. Inspector Normand sides with the majority who do not. 

Kate Normand has been with London’s Metropolitan Police Service for twelve years, yet her refined features belie the harsh effects of such a prolonged stint in policing. She has been Grayson’s partner for a year and rarely misses an opportunity to express her opinion with regards to my ability.

“Inspector,” I greet her flatly, turning toward my good friend Grayson Helmsley. His look is grim, somber. At the best of times, Grayson possesses the face of a man who has witnessed too many atrocities committed against men, women, and children. His darkly underscored eyes are a testament to that. He is imposingly built, now bulging somewhat more in the center than the younger Grayson. His austere manner is offset by a dynamic presence, a combination which commands the utmost respect from subordinates and superiors alike.

“Emmett, I’m glad you could come. I am deeply sorry to call you to a scene such as this, but we have on our hands a quandary and I’m hoping you can help.”

Behind me, Normand snorts derisively. I ignore her. 

“I will do my best.” The coppery scent of blood saturates the room and even before I look, I know I am about to witness a grisly scene.

“Thank you. That's all I can hope for,” Grayson says, stepping aside.

The blood-soaked bodies of a middle-aged man and woman lie on the ceramic-tiled floor, their eyes, wide with terror, stare blankly at the ceiling. They are in such close proximity to one another that two pools of blood have joined into one crimson lake. Each of them has a single gunshot wound to the chest. The man clutches a mobile phone in a bloodied hand. 

As someone who struggles to become accustomed to horrific violence, I avert my eyes. “What do you know so far?” I ask Grayson, happy to meet his gaze. 

“They are William and Bethany Hill. Wealthy, old money, I suspect. Both shot at close range with a small caliber gun. We haven't yet found the murder weapon. The Hills have a son, Thomas. He’s eighteen. He’s upstairs in his room.”

I raise an eyebrow at this piece of information but allow him to continue.

“We received a 999 emergency call at 10:42 p.m. from Mr. Hill.”

“Did he say anything of note?” I ask.

“Only the words God help us could be deciphered.”

“So are you going to do your hocus pocus on the victims, or what?” Normand asks me bluntly from behind. The inspector has a knack for framing my ability in the most colorful terms.

“Inspector Normand,” Grayson interjects. “I believe a police presence has been requested in the boy’s room.” His glare is enough to send the inspector from the room muttering under her breath. 

“Thank you, Grayson. The inspector can be most...challenging at times.”

“You’ll get no argument from me. She’s an excellent investigator though.”

There are French doors behind Grayson, leading into the backyard. The glass is opaque with the dark of night except for dancing beads of moonlight which have broken through the wind-tossed leaves on the trees. I observe that one pane is shattered; a jagged hole the size of a fist has been punched through near the sliding latch.

“The killer, I assume, entered there?” I say, pointing over Grayson’s right shoulder.

“It appears that way. However, I might add that nothing in this house is as it appears.” 

“You’re being quite mysterious, my friend.”

“Perhaps, but I don’t want to muddy your observations with too many details just yet.” 

“Fair enough. Can I see the boy?” 

“Yes. But first I’d like you to focus on Mr. and Mrs. Hill. After that, I’ll take you upstairs. I know it’s what you prefer, so I’ll leave you alone with them.” 

“Thank you.” I reluctantly study their faces from where I stand. “I wonder if you might close their eyes.”

The detective inspector, still wearing latex gloves, crouches beside the Hills’ and does as I ask. He then hands me a fresh pair of latex gloves and exits the kitchen. 
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Although I’d always been aware of my loss, it was not until I was a boy of nine that I became aware of my gift. That was the year my dearest grandfather died of a sudden heart attack. He was a gentle man who showed me more love and kindness than my mother and father could ever offer. Four days after his passing our family attended his funeral service. Immeasurably sad and still too young to fully accept the finality of death, I lovingly caressed his forehead, and whispered, “Please, don’t leave me Grandfather.” 

Before I could utter further words of grief, I was greeted by a voice, the sweet voice of a young girl. A voice I recognized from my dreams. Although we had never met, I knew immediately it was Elizabeth, my twin sister. Elizabeth was born with a fragility she would not overcome. After a three-day battle for life, her last tiny breath was expelled in the arms of my mother.  

Elizabeth did not as much speak to me as deliver a message. Her voice touched my deepest subconscious and I became surprisingly giddy, so overwhelmed was I by this most intimate connection. She did not greet me with pleasantries nor did she appear to address me aloud, but I felt a lightness of heart at hearing her voice. Her words were few, and initially, a puzzle. “I love you, Larraine. Forgive me for my early departure.” 

I surveyed the family members surrounding the coffin, and was not surprised to see they were oblivious to this
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