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    To Kathy Carmichael, who always encourages me.
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Author’s note:
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IN THE LATTER PART of the book you’ll find this phrase: “Samina Muroe. Gniddib suem roreposyrogatnic. It’s Google translate Latin, backwards for: “Cintagorys do my bidding. Take their souls.”

Cintagorys doesn’t exist. Still, don’t try this at home, kids.
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Chapter One
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DECEMBER 12

Cold air shuddered through the yard. All along the street, it swirled around the neighbors’ dancing, brilliant lawn decorations.

Christmas sucks.

Especially on nights like this, when decorations did battle with the stark, bright red and blue lights of her department’s cruisers. They didn’t stand a chance against the ambulance, broadcasting emergency. Emergency. Emergency.

The ever-present Momento Mori didn’t take holidays.

Detective Helene Collias studied a picture of the victim. The framed picture showed Chelsea Grant full of vibrance and life, with shoulder blade length dark brown hair, bright hazel eyes. How different she looked here, from the visage of the young woman on the gurney outside. Death changed a person’s face, she knew this all too well.

A rush of air blasted from her lungs. Thank God it wasn’t a child. She sent up a silent prayer for the young woman’s soul.

Beyond the door with its festive Christmas wreath decorated with bows and two small kissing dolls dressed like Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus, Helene knew no joy resided here tonight. She turned her attention away from her colleagues’ muttered graveyard humor to study the house’s owner, Sean Grant. His handsome face twisted in puzzled grief as he stood on the porch reluctant to enter his own home. Though he tried to hide it, tried to maintain the capable father visage, he seemed confused, and stunned, if she’d ever seen anyone stunned. He kept pushing the sleeves of his fawn-colored coat back, pulling them down.

How funny life was. Why, of all the detectives to come out to the Grants’ place for something like this, did you have to be the one on call? She hadn’t seen Sean Grant since the senior cruise when they’d been rather hot and heavy for a good week, the summer of 2002, and now this. How odd life is.

No, odd doesn’t cover it.

She suppressed a shudder and stepped forward, offering her hand. “Mr. Grant?”

“That’s me.” His hazel gaze moved over the windows, the clapboard walls, seeking answers, and finding none.

“I’m Detective Helene Collias, with Holly Municipal Police, homicide. I’m sorry for your loss, sir.”

His brow furrowed, drawing deep lines across his handsome face as he nodded. “Right. I screwed up, didn’t I?”

His horror and sadness permeated her and tied a knot in her chest. She jammed her hands into her pockets. “No sir. No one’s saying that. Sometimes you can’t foresee these things.”

“Is that right, Detective?”

She winced at the bitter tone in his query. How many loved ones had shouted at her like this? She understood, even though she was just the detective assigned to his case.

He scanned the yard as if seeking Chelsea. Intense pain flitted across his eyes before a mask came down. The hard father figure returned. “What happened?”

“I can’t tell you much. Maybe you can help us out here. Tell us a little about your sister.” She wondered how long his composure would last, for Sean hadn’t gone upstairs, yet. She had and she could still smell the blood staining his sister’s pillow. The Vicks’ vapor rub she’d slathered under her nose couldn’t quite cut the stench.

His jaw worked, showing off a little dimple. “Why don’t you give me your version first?”

Poor fella. She didn’t want to be the one to do this. She didn’t want to be here right now. She’d rather be anywhere else, any other murder scene.

He paced the porch as she explained what little she could. The dimple showed again as he peered through the door, lined with white forensics boards. 

“So you think it’s someone we know?” Sean asked.

Helene gave back her best blank look. “Just covering all the bases. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

Helene scanned the neighborhood. She’d have to intrude on the people next door. But she didn’t get a chance to make the suggestion.

“Sean?” A shaky, young feminine voice met her ears.

Sean whipped around and gasped his sister’s name, “Bianca!”

The teen scrambled up the porch steps and into his arms, bursting into tears. “Chelsea seemed fine when I last saw her.” She sniffled, and looked up at him. “What happened?”

Helene noticed Sean’s throat working hard to keep tears from welling up. She nodded to the tall, blond detective waiting a few steps away, hands shoved in his pockets. She bit her lip and turned to the next phase of her work, hoping for a clue that might give them an answer to their mystery.

* * * *
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SEAN LOOKED OUT THE neighbor’s kitchen window, thinking about his sister. Chelsea had come to the Gaylord’s house, had sat in this very kitchen almost every day after school. She’d moved to El Paso after high school and hadn’t wanted to leave her life there. She’d claimed she’d been ashamed to ask for her childhood bedroom when her money and plans went down the tubes, but knew she was always welcome. She’d seemed at ease here, even to enjoy being home.

Now her contentment was gone. “It’s wrong,” Sean said.

The detective blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

“Our house feels wrong,” he said. “I’ve been around other people’s houses all my life, and not one of them ever felt as screwed up as mine. Or as it does now.”

Detective Collias changed the subject, drawing Sean’s attention away from his work, hurling questions at him he didn’t know how to answer. “What about boyfriends? Did she have any boyfriends?”

Boyfriends? He looked up at her. Why do I know her? He shook his head. “She had a date last week.”

“Did you get his name?”

He blew out a deep breath. “She never said.”

“Have you ever seen him before?”

Sean wanted to poke his fingers in his ears and shout until he could hear nothing else. Chelsea dead. It was inconceivable! “No. Most of the people I saw her with were female.” Weren’t they? “Yeah, mostly other gals.”

The detective’s cheek twitched as she scribbled the detail down. “Names?”

“God, I don’t know! Missy, Vanessa, Sally. I’m not sure of any others.”

The pretty detective—what was her name? He couldn’t remember right now. He clenched his fist. He didn’t care. She didn’t belong here. Chelsea did.

She laid a calming hand on his arm and smiled sadly. “Come on, now. Don’t you think Bianca’s had enough for one night?”

He bit his lip, gazing at the girl. He rubbed a hand along his sister’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, Bea.”

The detective turned her back and poked through the cabinets and refrigerator until she found what she sought. She rounded the table, handed Bianca a glass of Coke, and took a chair by her side. Calm assurance in her liquid brown eyes, she reached out and pushed hair off the girl’s tear-wet face. “Do you have somewhere to sleep tonight? I’d like to get y’all settled before too long, sir.”

Sir? How old did she think he was?

Aren’t we the same age?

He didn’t think he cared. At least Detective Collias was older than Chelsea. She had survived her first years away from home. She’d made it out here alive to investigate this ... this disgusting nightmare. He looked over the small, southern country style house, the Gaylord’s family pictures hanging on every wall, and his breath hitched in his throat. Bile threatened but he held it back, and hoped no one noticed the tears burning his eyes.
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Chapter Two
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SEAN STUDIED BEA, WONDERING for how much she resembled Chelsea. The girl bent a nail between her teeth and he noticed the thin swipe of red glitter nail polish at its edge. As if she’d removed it or picked it off. He still thought she was too young to wear makeup. Did she hope to hide it from him? Right now, he didn’t care.

He had more important questions to consider tonight than beauty.

“One of her friends stopped by this afternoon, but he wasn’t here long, I don’t think,” Bianca said. She shook a lock of light brown hair out of her eyes. “Met him at the door, and he left before I could get curious.”

Detective Collias added the note to the small notebook before her. “Did you catch his name? Did he sound argumentative? Disappointed?”

“I couldn’t hear ‘em over my Dogwood CD.”

Bianca kicked the backs of her shoes against the chair. She’d learned the habit from her sister, and it made Sean cringe every time her shoes hit. Thump, and he fought the urge to cringe. Thump. “If he came back, who knows?”

“When did you head off to Karen’s house?” Helene asked.

“About three,” she said. She shook her head. “I don’t know. I wish we’d gotten home sooner, maybe we could’ve helped.”

Sean thanked God she hadn’t been. Would the intruder have killed her too?

Bianca’s hand jerked inside his, and he let her slip out of his grasp. She wiped her sweaty palm on her jeans. “Anyway, when we came in we smelled something weird, so I called out to her.”

“No response?” the detective asked.

Bianca pushed hair out of her eyes. “Nope. So I peeked into her bedroom.”

He bit his lip, trying not to picture what she described. 

“I saw what’d happened and yelled for Mr. Ingram.” She gulped. “He called you guys and set me down here.”

She started sobbing again. Sean hugged her, wishing she wasn’t in this gut-wrenching pain. “It’s okay, sis.”

Did he see a hint of sympathy cross Detective Collias’ face? “Anything else, Miss Grant? Did you see anyone else? Someone lurking around who shouldn’t be? Anything out of place?”

Bianca sniffled. “Not that I can think of.”

He rubbed a hand along his sister’s back in soothing circles. “Don’t worry, Bea. Everything’ll be okay.” He wished he could believe it himself. He scanned the kitchen. A pile of dirty pans waited by the sink. Dishes awaited them on the dining table, as if the Gaylords interrupted their dinner to help out. He didn’t want to inconvenience them any longer. Where would they go? Brad’s? Kent’s? No. He didn’t want to put his friends out like this.  “Are we finished, Detective?”

No matter the hours they’d been at this, her rigid alertness remained. “For the moment. As long as you’ll be all right tonight.”

He snorted. “Be all right.” No, he couldn’t say they’d be all right. Not now. He wondered when they might be, again. If life would ever return to normal. If he could ever take a real breath again.

“I’m sorry.” She pushed her notepad into her coat, pulling it from the back of the chair. “I just meant—”

He cleared his throat, hoping the stinging in his eyes would go away. “I know what you meant.” He pulled his cell phone from his coat, dialed his aunt and uncle and made their arrangements for the night.

* * * *
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THE GAYLORDS GAVE THEM beds for the night, and Sean was grateful but felt guilty for intruding on the family. Grateful though he was for their hospitality, Sean couldn’t look at them. The house was too cheery. The tiny teapots and cups in curios, and on mantles, the wall hangings of stylized European tearooms, gave the house too cozy a feel. Though the dinner Mrs. Gaylord shared, halving what she’d made for she and Mr. Gaylord, was delicious, he paid little attention.  Accepting their hospitality and the aspirin they gave Bea when her tears caused her a headache made him feel like an intruder.

They were super-conscious of what had just happened. Mrs. Gaylord avoided topics of family, and Mr. Gaylord turned off the evening news and offered them a game of checkers. The choice helped distract Bianca, at least. Sean stayed in a corner and tried not to think of why they were here. He found himself texting cousins and friends but not knowing how to explain, so stopped.

What happened? How did I fail Chelsea? Sean tried to focus on other things. He’d been hard at work on a lovely antique house today. The buyer promised to come out tomorrow to discuss a skylight he wanted to change out. I’ll have to get someone else to deal with it.

Once again, his mind wandered to the horrific evening. He ran through the morning, his breakfast with Chelsea and Bianca in his mind and couldn’t see his mistake. What did I do wrong? What led to Chelsea’s death?

Why can’t I take care of my family?

Making it through his phone book, he finally called his aunt and uncle. They offered to let them stay with them tonight. Given the red and blue lights still flashing from the police cars next door, he wanted to say yes. But Bianca seemed a little better for Mrs. Gaylord’s attention.

“Can we come tomorrow? I think we’re settled in here for the night.”

“Of course, Sean.” He couldn’t tell if his uncle felt relieved or not. “I’ll come pick you up tomorrow.”

Even after Mrs. Gaylord led Bea to bed, Sean thought he could still see the strobing. The lights continued on into his dreams that night.

A warm hand landed on his shoulder blade, fingernails skimmed across his back, tickled his neck as they teased into his hair. A soft feminine voice cut through his cries of shock and pain. “Shh. It’ll be okay. You’ll get through this, I promise.”

His body shook with sobs. “I can’t. I won’t. I don’t believe—”

She stepped into his peripheral vision. Blue silk spilled down her figure. A blue ribbon held hair away from a face that reminded him of a model, before it shifted to another far more innocent lady altogether. “You’ll heal, son. You’ll find the strength.” She slid her hands up his arms; he pulled her closer. Her perfume smelled sweet with a faint hint of hazelnut, and he wanted nothing more than to kiss her.

He leaned close to do so, but soon realized what he held in his arms wasn’t Helene Collias, and something all too close to the Madonna. How does one kiss her and get away with it?

A dog barked out back, startling him awake. He groaned and draped an arm over his eyes. Gotta stop thinking ‘bout Detective Collias. Shadows danced across the guestroom walls. His mind turned them into a horrific picture of Chelsea, her skull mangled by the gunshot. He didn’t know the first thing about forensics, so he put the mental picture down to watching too many cop shows. All he knew was carpentry, restoration. He knew how to deal with Bianca’s homework, Chelsea when she called about her difficulty fitting into life in Texas. He remembered moving her home last year, had heard all about her new job at the mall. Or thought he did. He had no trouble balancing his expenses, keeping his home, courtesy of his deceased parents—now his. No trouble keeping his business and small family afloat.

He turned over and punched the pillow, not at all satisfied with the muted thud.

The story would hit the news soon enough. Everyone would know someone murdered his sister; that he couldn’t take care of her, that he was a failure.

He stared at the white ceiling through the darkness. The streetlights and Christmas lights from outside bled through the curtain, making patterns on the stucco. He focused on interpreting their shapes, trying to erase the imagined picture of Chelsea’s corpse from his mind.

Better to think of what he had to do to help Bianca. This incident had ruined the only home she’d ever known. He wouldn’t have traded the extra year with Chelsea for anything in the world, but he couldn’t remain in that house. First thing tomorrow, he’d look into selling it.

He draped an arm over his face trying to shut out the picture the detective’s questions left in his imagination. Tomorrow he had a house to tear down. He didn’t want to burden Bianca with returning there, not with the specter of her sister’s murder hanging over it. But first, he had a funeral to plan.

What a way to celebrate Christmas!

A tap sounded on his door. “Sean?” Bianca’s voice came soft from the hallway.

He sat up, and called out for her to enter. She opened the door. Illuminated from behind, she looked like a little angel. He didn’t say it aloud. At sixteen, she’d scoff. She wasn’t little anymore.

Despite what she might think, he doubted he’d ever be able to think of her as a grown up. She was still, and always would be, his pigtailed baby sister. “You couldn’t sleep, either?”

Her footsteps padded across the floor and she hesitated at the end of the bed. “I keep having nightmares.”

“Me too.”

Her voice hitched in her throat. “I don’t know what happened, Sean. Do you think she could’ve done this to herself?”

He squinted against tears. God, no! He didn’t want her to think that. He didn’t want to think it.

Bianca’s lip and voice quivered. “I didn’t mean to let her down. If I could’ve helped her I— I—”

He pulled his sister into his arms, and cuddled her until she stopped crying. “I’m glad they didn’t get you too, runt.”

The grief counselor told him dwelling on the question of what had happened to Chelsea, the what-ifs and could-haves, was normal. She also said it was a bloody damned waste of time, if not in those exact words.

“You know,” Bianca said, “I got her some new stationery for Christmas, thinking she’d use it for her résumés.”

“She would’ve loved it.”

Christmas. He snorted disgust. Christmas songs blared cheer all over the city. Sean wanted to strike the holiday right off the calendar now. Skip from Halloween to New Year’s and forget all about the days between them. Christmas was Chelsea’s favorite holiday. They’d go to church every Christmas Eve, stay up all night wrapping Santa gifts, standing vigil over the Nativity set, and the traditional Santa Only cookies, which they ended up wolfing down themselves, sharing with Bianca when she outgrew her belief in the jolly old elf. He couldn’t do it this year. Maybe never again.

When Bianca fell asleep he left her in his bed, and crept into the living room, settling down on the couch. The detectives said many things, half of which he didn’t remember right now. Except for the lead detective’s name.

Helene Collias.

How was it that through everything else, he remembered her name, and how lovely she was? Was it normal to latch on to such a thing?

Where do I know her from? The more he thought of her, the more he could swear he knew her. 

Wait a minute. The Senior Cruise. She was the girl he’d had the fling with. Mortification spread over him. You dimwit, you never even called her! She’d probably like to kill him, if she ever figured it out.

Stupid, stupid! You should’ve called her sooner.

When had he had time? After graduation came college, dealing with his parents deaths, the business, the girls, it all overwhelmed his social life. He’d had little time to do more than dream about the dark-haired beauty, over the intervening years. Despite a number of dates, ill-fated all, he did. Frequently.

He shook his head. Nah! You’re hallucinating. She can’t be the same woman. If it is, she certainly won’t remember you.

The thought of the cute raven-haired, bookworm from that week filled his thoughts. He superimposed her over the current vision of Detective Helene Collias. Maybe it was the same woman.

Either way, it was far better to think of her than to consider the tragic end his sister met. He could see Detective Collias in his mind, as if she stood right here. Her heart-shaped face, and succulent mouth, her full breasts hidden by her navy blue coat. The curve of her waist, the poise of her shapely leg, so like a dancer’s, as she stood by taking notes, watching, waiting. The soft touch of her hand to his back.

A thread of heat snaked through him, and he turned over, punched the pillow. Maybe you shouldn’t think about Detective Collias, either. For very different reasons, neither woman would let him sleep tonight.

* * * *
[image: ]


HELENE PACED HER OFFICE, long after the rest of the squad had gone home, poring over the evidence, the forensics pictures, and her notes.

Chelsea Grant, 23; deceased.

Family: Sister, Bianca, sixteen; brother, Sean, twenty-eight.

Parents: David and Karoline Grant. Deceased, summer 2003. Accident on New Jersey Turnpike. Second honeymoon, sans children.

Shame.

Sean must’ve been eighteen at the time, and Bianca— What? Six. Poor Chelsea was only twelve. God. Sean had been father and mother to the girls. What does that make him? She couldn’t think of one stereotype to place on him.

The loss of his parents left Sean Grant in charge of his sisters and a thriving construction company. So that’s what he’s been doing since senior year.

In her view, these things gave him more than enough reason to rail at heaven. Had he ever taken it out on anyone? She tapped Sean’s name into her computer.

The records produced very little to corroborate the supposition. He’d received a parking ticket last winter, in downtown Athens. She checked the date. Wasn’t there a career fair or something that day? She scoured the Internet looking for job fairs matching the date. One she found might be the fair in question.

Hoping to find a few new employees, maybe? For whatever reason he’d attended, he’d blown off the parking meters. Nothing else untoward marred Sean Grant’s record. He stayed under the radar, and kept a clean record. No fist fights, no rowdy behavior, no evidence of anything that might give her pause. Even the family guns remained registered in his father’s name. As for his business, Grant Renovations Inc., it was in the clear. No outstanding debts, no complaints.

Chelsea: According to both siblings’ accounts, she’d moved home and taken a seasonal job as a Mall Santa’s elf. Helene wondered if Sean had ever thought of applying for a Santa job for some extra cash. Don’t be silly, Helene. He’s far too young to pass for Santa. She could see him in the ridiculous red suit in her mind. One damn hot Santa he’d make!

A frisson of interest spread through her remembering the Grant son. He’d filled out nicely since the senior spring break cruise all those years ago. He was even hotter now than as a high school kid. How much hands-on work did he do in the company? How often did he hammer away at a shingle? Or snap in a pane of glass, polish it up with those lithe fingers, smile maybe, at a job well done. She could see his stunned face in her mind morph into a quirky half-smile, the light come back to his dazzling eyes. She wondered what she could do to help the vision come true.

He can come down my chimney, any day. He almost had, hadn’t he? Her cheek twitched in annoyance even all these years later. Damn chaperones!

They were far too old to need a chaperone now. Her imagination filled in where the long-ago Friday night might have gone, if not for an insistent knock on the cabin door. The office suddenly felt degrees warmer.

She frowned at the computer screen, bringing her mind back to the present. She wrote yes and no on a blank sheet in her legal notepad, pulled a crystal on a chain from her desk drawer, and dangled it over the pad.

Tell me what happened. Who did this? Could Sean have murdered Chelsea, ran around the block and come in his front door, pretending shock? Anything was possible, she supposed.

Suspicion was the nature of her business. Not everyone’s suspect, Helene.

She let the crystal drop—its point landing on her scribbled “no”. Okay, something simpler then. She wrote down “friend” and “foe” then asked, “who has the murder weapon?”

The point landed between the words. No indication of which word it meant to highlight.

The Grants owned several guns, but their collection seemed complete.

Whose gun is it? Who came to see you, Chelsea?

She rubbed her eyes, trying to wipe away her exhaustion. What to tell the Grants?

Tomorrow would come soon enough. Hopefully by then she’d find some clue to catch the killer, fast and clean. Dream on.

Packing her work away for the night, Helene gathered her things, and crossed out of the precinct to the frigid garage.
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Chapter Three
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DECEMBER 13

The next morning, a light dusting of snow fell as Sean took Bianca to their Aunt Georgina and Uncle Charlie’s home. He found Georgina taking ornaments off her Christmas tree.

“What are you doing?” Bianca asked.

“Dear, you don’t want to see cheery Christmas lights now.”

An undecided look filled Bianca’s pretty face. Sean picked up the ornament Georgina set in its gold-foiled box. “It’s fine, Georgina. We could use some cheer.”

A priest arrived and agreed with them. “Normality and reminders of comfort and our Lord will help you.”

The priest assured them all was right with God’s plan. Chelsea was exactly where she should be, she was happy and safe, and didn’t have another thing to worry about. He launched into his rote council and though it made Bianca feel a little better, it had less effect on Sean.

To hell with that.

Sean frowned at the cleric as he finally left them alone. I wish I could believe you. He didn’t, not today.

Bianca’s sniffle snapped his attention to her. She wiped tears out of her eyes. He figured he looked as bad as she. She blew her nose. Her lip quivered and she put her head down on the table and sobbed.

Right. This is all what God wanted. Sure.

So why doesn’t that make me feel any better?

Aunt Georgina’s hand on his back made him jump. “Are you okay, sugar?”

He bit his lip, trying not to break down like Bianca. No. What a dumb question! When she said nothing more, it was sure she realized it.

“A detective is here to see you,” she said.

He pushed his coffee aside, wasn’t drinking it, at any rate. Nothing tasted right today.  Bianca leaned over to him. “Saved by the bell.”

Despite himself, Sean smiled. She was right. Aunt Georgina’s coffee wasn’t the best in the world. Chelsea had spoiled them. No one could beat her coffee. Anything she touched, that he could remember, seemed to sparkle.

The living room seemed darker despite the lights on the Christmas tree. Bianca loved Christmas. So had Chelsea. The lights, the noise, and the excitement, it all seemed dead to him now.

He turned his attention to the detective who sauntered in. Detective Helene Collias. The woman fiddled with her coat’s lapel before she offered her hand. “I’m sorry to bother you again, but I need to take another look around your house.”

He stared at her. What was she here to do, inflict torture on him? Hadn’t he had enough already? The nightmares of his sister’s corpse hadn’t let him get much rest. How could he think of her going back in there? How could he let her? 

How could he not?

Bile crept up his throat. He fought it as he crossed into the living room and retrieved his keys. Running his fingers over the house key
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