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  CHAPTER 1


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  He was losing time.


  Losing daylight.


  The sun, threatening to set early this time of year, was disappearing behind a mountain ridge, the last cold shafts of light a brilliant blaze filtering through the gathering clouds and skeletal branches of the surrounding trees.


  He felt the seconds clicking past. Far too quickly.


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  By rote, with the precision he’d learned years before in the military, he set up his shot, in an open area that would allow a clean, neat shot.


  Not that the bitch deserved the quick death he planned to mete. He would prefer she suffer. But there was no time for waiting. His patience was stretched thin, his skin starting to itch in anticipation.


  He knew her routine.


  Sighting through his scope one last time, he waited, breath fogging in the air, muscles tense, a drip of sweat collecting under his ski mask despite the frigid temperatures.


  Come on, come on, he thought and felt a moment of panic. What if today she changed her mind? What if, for some unknown reason— a phone call, or a visit, or a migraine—she abandoned her yearly ritual? What if, God forbid, this was all for naught, that he’d planned and plotted for a year and by some freak decision she wasn’t coming?


  No! That’s impossible. Stay steady. Be patient. Trust your instincts. Don’t give into the doubts. You know what you have to do.


  Slowly, he counted to ten, then to twenty, decelerating his heartbeat, calming his mind, clearing his focus. A bird flapped to his right, landing on a snow-covered branch, clumps of white powder falling to the ground. He barely glanced over his shoulder, so intent was he on the area he’d decided would be his killing ground, where the little-used cross-country ski trail veered away from the lake, angling inward through the wintery vegetation.


  This would be the place she would die.


  His finger tightened over the trigger, just a bit.


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  And then he saw her. From the corner of his eye, a tall, slim figure glided easily on her skis.


  Good.


  Reddish hair poked out from beneath her ski cap as she skied, ever faster. Recklessly. Dangerously. Tall, rangy, and athletic, she wound her way closer. She’d been called “bullheaded” and “tenacious,” as well as “determined.” Like a dog with a bone, she never gave up, was always ready to fight.


  Well, no more. He licked his lips, barely noticing how dry they were. A hum filled his mind, the familiar sound he always heard before a kill.


  Just a couple more seconds . . .


  Every nerve ending taut, he waited until she broke from the trees. His shot was clear. She glanced in his direction, those glacial bluish eyes searching the forest, that strong chin set.


  As if she sensed him, she slowed, squinting.


  He pulled the trigger.


  Craaaack!


  With an ear-splitting report, the rifle kicked hard and familiar against his shoulder.


  Her head snapped backward. She spun, skis cutting the air like out-of-kilter chopper blades.


  She dropped dead in her tracks.


  “Bingo,” he whispered, thrilled that he’d brought her down, one of the most newsworthy women in all of Grizzly County. “And then there were five.”


  Just as the first few flakes of snow began to fall, he shoved hard on his own ski poles, driving them deep into the snow, pushing himself forward. In easy, long strides, he took off through the trees, a phantom slicing a private path into the undergrowth deep within the Bitterroot Mountains. He’d lived here most of his life and knew this back hill country as well as his own name. Down a steep hollow, along a creek and over a small footbridge, he skied. The air was crisp, snow falling more steadily, covering his tracks. He startled a rabbit a good two miles from the kill site and it hopped away through icy brambles, disappearing into the wintry woods.


  Darkness was thick by the time he reached the wide spot in the road where he’d parked his van. All in all, he’d traveled five miles and was slightly out of breath. But his blood was on fire, adrenaline rushing through his veins, the thought of what he’d accomplished warming him from the inside out.


  How long he’d waited to see her fall!


  Stepping out of his skis, he carefully placed them inside the back of his van with his rifle, then tore off his white outer clothing. Ski mask, ski jacket, and winter camouflage pants, insulated against the stinging cold, were replaced quickly with thermal underwear, jeans, flannel shirt, padded jacket, and a Stetson—his usual wear.


  After locking the back of the van, he slid into the vehicle’s freezing interior and fired up the engine. The old Ford started smoothly, and soon he was driving toward the main road, where, he knew, because of the holidays and impending storm, traffic would be lighter than usual. Only a few hearty souls would be spending Christmas in this remote part of the wilderness where electricity and running water were luxuries. Most of the cabins in this neck of the woods were bare-bones essentials for hunters, some without the basics of electricity or running water, so few people spent the holidays here.


  Which was perfect.


  At the county road, he turned uphill, heading to his own cabin, snow churning under the van’s tires, spying only one set of headlights before he turned off again and into the lane where the snow was piling in the ruts he’d made earlier. Yes, he should be safe here. He’d ditch this van for his Jeep, but not until he’d celebrated a little.


  Half a mile in, he rounded an outcropping of boulders and saw the cabin, a dilapidated A-frame most people in the family had long forgotten. It was dark, of course; he’d left it two hours earlier while there was still daylight. After pulling into a rustic garage, he killed the engine, then let out his breath.


  He’d made it.


  No one had seen.


  No one would know... yet. Until the time was right. Carrying all of his equipment into the house, he then closed the garage door, listening as the wind moaned through the trees and echoed in this particular canyon.


  In the light from his lantern, he hung his ski clothing on pegs near the door, cleaned his rifle, then again, as the cabin warmed, undressed. Once he was naked, he started his workout, stretching his muscles, silently counting, breaking a sweat to a routine he’d learned years ago in the army. This austerity was in counterbalance to the good life he led, the one far from this tiny cabin. His routine worked; it kept him in shape, and he never let a day go by without the satisfaction of exercising as well as he had the day before.


  Only then did he clean himself with water cold enough to make him suck his breath in through his teeth. This, too, was part of the ritual, to remind him not to get too soft, to always excel, always push himself. He demanded perfection for himself and expected it of others.


  As his body air-dried, he poured himself a glass of whiskey and walked to the hand-hewn desk attached to the wall near his bunk. Pictures were strewn across the desktop, all head shots, faces looking directly at the camera . . . his camera, he thought with more than a grain of pleasure.


  He found the photograph of the woman he’d just sent to St. Peter, and in the picture she was beautiful. Without a trace of her usual cynicism, or caustic wit, she had been a gorgeous woman.


  No more. Tossing his hunting knife in the air and catching it deftly, he smiled as he plunged its sharp tip into the space between his victim’s eyes. So much for beauty, he thought as he sliced the photograph. Staring at its marred surface, he rattled the ice in his drink and swept in a long swallow.


  “Bitch,” he muttered under his breath.


  Turning his attention to the remaining five photographs, he felt his insides begin to curdle. God, he hated them all. They would have to pay; each and every one of them. But who would be next?


  Sipping from his glass, he pointed at the first with the tip of his knife and moved it to the others. “Eeny, meeny, miney, mo . . .” But before he could continue and make his selection, his gaze settled on one face: Stern. Brooding. Contemplative. With a hard jaw and deep-set eyes. In that instant, he knew who his next target would be.


  Dan Grayson.


  Make that Sheriff Dan Grayson.


  “Merry Christmas,” he said to the photograph as the wind picked up and rattled the panes of the old building. With his new target in mind, he took the last swallow from his glass and felt the whiskey warm him from the inside out. Deep in his heart he’d known all along that Grayson would be next.


  He hoped the bastard was ready to die.


   


  Grayson snapped off the lights of his office and whistled to his dog, a black Lab who had been with him for years. “Come on, boy.” With a groan Sturgis climbed to his feet and, tail wagging slowly, followed Grayson through the hallways of the Pinewood Sheriff ’s Department.


  The cubicles and desks were gratefully quiet tonight, the staff composed of a few volunteers like him, who had elected not to celebrate with their families so others could be with their loved ones.


  “You outta here?” Detective Selena Alvarez asked. She was huddled over her desk, computer monitor glowing, a cup of tea cooling near her in-basket.


  “Yeah.” He glanced at the clock. It was ten minutes after midnight and already a few of those who had either agreed to or who had drawn the short straw were arriving. “What about you?”


  “Hmm. Soon.” She threw a glance over her shoulder and he noticed how her black hair shined under the fluorescents suspended overhead. As smart and dedicated as anyone in the department, Alvarez had proved herself time and time again on the field of duty, yet he knew little more about her than what was listed on her résumé.


  He’d been sure to keep it that way. She had a haunted, secretive demeanor about her, and he’d been tempted to dig a little deeper into what made her tick, then had thought better of it. She’d been interested in him; he wasn’t so unaware not to recognize chemistry and attraction when it snuck up on him, and he’d considered returning the favor but had stopped himself. Business and pleasure didn’t mix, and he wasn’t ready to start a serious relationship again, even though his most recent divorce had been years earlier. But the sting of Cara’s betrayal had cut deep and now, with Alvarez, the opportunity had passed. His second marriage had barely lasted a year, again because Cara had never really been out of the picture, and though Alvarez may have thought she was falling in love with him, it was probably just a bit of hero worship on her part, unfounded, of course. He’d certainly felt her heightened interest, but before he’d reciprocated, she’d become involved with someone else, which was, he knew, best for all.


  Still . . .


  “Merry Christmas,” he said and sketched a wave.


  “You too.” Her smile, so rare as to be almost nonexistent, touched a private spot in his heart. With a nod, he turned away. His dog at his heels, he flipped up his collar, yanked on his gloves, and walked the length of a long hall decorated with twinkling lights and silvery snowflakes, compliments of an overzealous secretary who took the holidays seriously.


  Grayson barely noticed. His thoughts were still muddled and dark, all knotted up with images of Alvarez huddled over her desk. Silently, he wondered if he’d made a big mistake; the kind that could alter a man’s life. She’d almost died recently and he was just grateful that she was alive.


  His steps slowed and he looked back down the hall. Maybe this was the moment to take that extra step and learn what she was about, see if there really was something smoldering there . . . maybe . . .


  He caught himself and resumed walking, his footsteps sharper.


  “Stupid,” he muttered under his breath, giving himself a quick mental shake as he shouldered open the exterior door and stepped into the cold Montana night.


  Aside for a few hours with his ex-sister-in-law and his nieces, he’d spend Christmas alone, he thought with a grimace.


  It wasn’t the first time.


  And probably wouldn’t be the last.


  CHAPTER 2


  “I said, ‘I want for us to be together. Forever.’ ” Standing in front of the woodstove in his old cabin, Nate Santana reached into the front pocket of his jeans and withdrew a small, velvet box.


  “Oh, Jesus.” Regan Pescoli stared at the tiny box as if it were pure poison. She even took a step backward, but it didn’t stop him from dropping down onto one knee, opening the box, and holding it in his palm, the diamond ring within winking against white satin. Tears filled her eyes, burning, and reminding her of the sappy fool she was just under the surface of her crusty exterior. “You don’t . . . I mean, I can’t . . . Oh, Jesus.”


  “Regan Pescoli, will you marry me?”


  He looked up at her and her heart melted. Snow drifted against the windows, a storm brewing outside, but in this hundred-year-old cabin, it was just the two of them and Santana’s husky, who was sleeping on a rug in the corner of the room. “I guess I should have done this before I told you that I wanted you to marry me.”


  “You mean, asked me first?”


  “Yeah.”


  “That would have been nice.” She tried to sound tough, to not allow him to see just how he’d touched her.


  “You haven’t answered my question.”


  “I know, I know . . .” She bit her tongue. The simple answer would be: “Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!” before throwing her arms around him and crying happily as he placed the ring on her finger, then carried her into his tiny bedroom where they would make love all night long.


  She blinked back that particular fantasy. Her life wasn’t simple. And this wasn’t a fairy tale. She was a woman, no, make that a detective, with two nearly grown children and two marriages in her wake. Her first husband, Joe Strand, also a cop, had died in the line of duty. They’d been college sweethearts and she’d gotten pregnant, hence the hasty, often-rocky marriage and her son Jeremy, as bullheaded and handsome as his father. Then there had been marriage number two to Luke “Lucky” Pescoli, a truck driver who was as charming as he was good-looking and with whom both kids were spending Christmas Eve this year. That marriage hadn’t lasted long either, but the result was worth it: her daughter, pretty, smart, back-talking Bianca who, at sixteen, still believed the world revolved around her.


  Two strikes.


  Could she take another?


  “For the love of God, Santana,” she said, clasping his hand and hauling him to his feet. “I’m not ready for this. You know that. What the hell are you doing?”


  “Proposing,” he said dryly.


  “Yeah, yeah, I get it, but . . .”


  “But what?” he asked, and his eyes were sparkling a bit. Was it the reflection of the Christmas lights, a single strand he’d hung over the front room window, or her imagination that he might actually be amused at her confounded response?


  “We’ve been over this before. I thought you understood. It’s not that I don’t love you—you know that I do—but me and marriage . . . it’s just never worked out.”


  “Because you were always with the wrong guy.”


  “Or they were with the wrong woman,” she said. When she saw that he was about to argue with her, she put out a hand to stop whatever arguments he came up with. “You know I don’t believe any one person is the blame of a marriage cracking or rotting. It takes two people to work really hard and . . .” She sat down on the old ottoman, so that now she was the one looking up, the one pleading, “Frankly, I just don’t know if I’m up to it.”


  “It could be fun.”


  “And it could be a disaster. My kids—”


  “Will get used to the idea. You can’t live your life for them, you know. This is for you.”


  “I know, but . . .”


  “But what?” His playful attitude seemed to shift. “Either you want to get married or you don’t.”


  “Oh, sure. If it were just that simple.”


  “It’s as simple as you want it to be.” He arched a dark eyebrow and she felt her heart melt. In beat-up jeans, a dark T-shirt, and an open flannel shirt with the sleeves pushed to his elbows, he was earthy and male, whip-smart and cocky, a cowboy type with a murky past who had appealed to her from the moment their gazes first clashed.


  It had always been that way with Santana. One look and he could turn her inside out. She was a strong, no-nonsense woman who couldn’t be bullied into anything, a hard-nosed detective who had been accused more often than not of being stubborn to the point of mule-headed. She’d never been the wishy-washy sort.


  Except when it came to the subject of Santana and marriage.


  She shouldn’t have been so floored. She’d seen this coming for a long time; a bullet she couldn’t dodge. She didn’t know if she was ready and truth be told, she wasn’t sure she ever would be.


  “Come on, Pescoli,” he said with the slightest bit of irritation beneath his cajoling. “Is it that hard to say ‘yes’?”


  She shook her head. “No, that part would be easy, it’s the rest. The believing it will work out, that we’ll always love each other, that it won’t turn into something ugly where all we do is try to get even.”


  “That won’t happen,” he said, and for a second she believed him. “Not with us.”


  “I think that’s what everyone who stands before God and family or a justice of the peace believes.”


  For a second he didn’t say anything; then he snapped the box closed and set it on a table. “Tell ya what. It’s Christmas Eve. You’ve got one week.”


  “You’re giving me an ultimatum?” She couldn’t believe her ears.


  “You are a brilliant detective,” he said and smiled faintly as he leaned over to stoke the fire. Not bothering with gloves, he tossed a couple of chunks of pine into already-glowing embers, then stood and dusted his hands. All the while she’d noticed the way his battered Levi’s had stretched over his buttocks, and when she realized that she’d been staring, even fantasizing, she was annoyed at herself even further.


  “I’m not going to be backed into a corner and forced to make a decision.”


  “That’s not what I’m doing.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Okay. Fine. Think of it that way, then.” He shrugged as the fire popped behind him. “I’m not going to bug you about it. In fact, I’m going to stay out of your way; I’m not coming over to your house tomorrow. You have your time with your kids alone. But on New Year’s Day, I expect to hear that you’re ready to plan a future, that you and your kids are going to move into the new house with me, or . . . you’re not. If you can’t commit, then I think we’d better take a good, hard look at what we’ve got here.”


  “And?”


  “And if it’s not working out, then we’d better face it, don’t you think?”


  “What I think is that we have a damned good thing going and even if it’s not . . . conventional . . . or even expected, it kind of works for us. No rules. You do your thing and I do mine. Everyone’s happy.”


  His look called her a liar. “Then you’re not hearing me. What I’m saying is that I want to make you my wife. I want us to be a family. We’ve had our . . . fling.” She nodded, remembering their hot affair and how it had started, purely physically. “And it matured into this”— he motioned back and forth between them with one hand—“relationship that we’ve got now.” Her throat was tight, but she couldn’t help but agree. “And you’re right, it’s been great.”


  “Really great.” Not only the best sex of her life, but a feeling of belonging, of trust, of letting this man see all the complex sides to her and loving him despite his flaws.


  “So, now I want to take what we’ve got to the next level. Do you?”


  The room seemed to shrink, to the point that it was just the two of them alone in the universe, which was just plain ridiculous because she was still a mother. Letting her breath out slowly, she said, “It’s not about want or desire. It’s not about not having dreams of us being together forever. It’s about being practical.”


  He had the nerve to smile, that same slow, crooked slash of white that she’d found so impossibly sexy. “It’s about fear,” he countered, clasping her hands and pulling her to her feet. “Your fear.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “You know I’m right.”


  She felt suddenly close to tears. Stupid tears. Woman tears. “I just don’t want you to end up hating me.”


  He half-laughed and wrapped his arms around her. “Do you really think that’s possible?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then you really don’t know me, now, darlin’, do you?” Before she could answer, he drew her close and kissed her forehead, a soft brush of his lips against her skin. His breath was warm, his arms strong, and she felt the urge to melt into them. “It’s Christmas. Let’s not argue.”


  “Is that possible?”


  “Probably not.” When she tilted her face upward to stare into his eyes, she saw a spark of mirth, and deeper in those dark depths, something more, something that he quickly hid. She realized she should resist, that they needed to work this marriage thing out, but she was tired of arguing and besides, it would serve no purpose. And he was right: It was Christmas.


  His lips found hers and as he kissed her, he swept her into his arms. “Wait . . .” she said, but Nate paid no heed as he carried her into the bedroom and dropped her unceremoniously onto his bed. “You’re presuming a lot, mister,” she pointed out, fighting her own smile.


  “You bet I am.” He was already falling onto the old mattress with her and starting to unzip the front opening of her sweater.


  “You know you’re a bastard, Santana.”


  “Yep, and you love me for it.”


  “Probably.”


  “No probably about it, Detective.” He yanked both of his shirts over his head and tossed them into the corner. “And I think I’m going to prove it to you.”


  She laughed. “That’s way too corny.”


  “Yeah, I know.” Nuzzling her neck, he rolled atop her and, nose-to-nose, said, “I’ve got to find a way to convince you to marry me.”


  “Good luck with that.”


  “Is that a challenge?”


  “What do you think?”


  His hands, large and warm, pushed aside her sweater. “Good,” he murmured across the top of her breasts, “Because, darlin’, I’m definitely up for one.”


  “You’re bad,” she said, holding her breath as her blood began to heat.


  “The worst.” He kissed one of her nipples and looked up at her, his eyes glistening in the half-light.


  Regan sighed, slowly sinking into sweet capitulation, at least in this.


   


  “Hey, Alvarez! Give it a rest.” Pete Watershed’s voice nearly echoed through the quiet offices of the sheriff’s department. He’d been striding past her open doorway, the scent of tobacco smoke clinging to him, but he’d stopped and backtracked to her when he’d noticed her still at her desk, her computer monitor glowing with images of the victims of the latest serial killer to make Grizzly Falls his personal killing grounds as recently as two weeks before. He’d been dubbed the Ice Mummy Killer by the press and the name had stuck.


  “Got any idea what time it is?” Watershed asked. A lanky road deputy with a perpetual scowl and propensity for crude jokes, he, too, had volunteered to work the night shift. She didn’t much like him, but he was a decent enough cop, and willing to give up his Christmas Eve so another deputy with a family could spend the night at home.


  “A vague idea.”


  “Yeah? So what’re you tryin’ to do, make the rest of us look bad?” He chuckled and his laughter turned into a cough, the result of a two-pack-a-day habit.


  “Yeah, that’s it: My ultimate plan,” she said, and he laughed even more. “Fortunately with you, I don’t have to try very hard.” She half-smiled.


  “Well, that was uncalled for.” The coughing attack slowly subsided.


  “Actually, I’m packing it in.” Gathering up her keys and purse, Alvarez pushed her chair away from the desk. Her leg, from her most recent injury, pained a little, but she fought through it, barely wincing. Though she hated to admit it, Watershed was right, the digital readout on her computer monitor registered 1:16 a.m. She should have left the office over an hour earlier, but, of course, she’d put off going home. Again. A habit she’d tried hard to break. For years her job had been her life, and she’d seen nothing wrong with being known as a workaholic. It had suited her just fine until Dylan O’Keefe had barreled back into her life a little over a month ago. They’d been together ever since, and though their relationship was far from smooth, she was hopeful that it could develop into something permanent. Tonight, O’Keefe was with his family in Helena, so she was alone.


  “Good, because I’m already on overtime and the department can’t afford us both.”


  He wasn’t kidding. The sheriff’s department’s budget was stretched to the max. In early December there had been an intense, seemingly unending blizzard that had required extra man hours for road closures, electrical outages, and evacuations of the elderly. The recent serial killer’s rampage had added an extra strain to the resources of the department.


  “If you’re so worried about the budget, why’re you still here?”


  “Finishing up a report.” His eyes darkened a bit and he rubbed the beard stubble evident on his jaw. “Single-car accident out by Horse-brier Ridge.” Shaking his head, he added, “Nineteen-year-old kid.”


  “Dead?” She felt a sudden chill deep inside.


  “Nearly. Helluva thing for his parents to hear on Christmas Eve.”


  “Or anytime,” she said, thinking of her own son in Helena, a boy being raised by another family as she’d given him up for adoption at his birth. Her heart twisted a little when she thought of Gabriel, the sixteen-year-old who had so recently come bursting back into her life.


  Watershed asked, “So why are you still here?”


  Slipping into her jacket, she decided to duck the question; the answer was just too personal. Since O’Keefe wasn’t returning to Grizzly Falls until the morning, she was avoiding her town house and all the ghosts of Christmases past. “Just tying up some loose ends.”


  “On Christmas Eve?”


  With a shrug, she wrapped a scarf around her neck and pocketed her keys.


  “I thought you were on restricted hours or half time, or something.” He pointed at her leg.


  At the thought of her struggle, how she’d nearly lost her life during her encounter with Grizzly Falls’s latest serial killer, she shuddered inwardly but forced a smile she didn’t feel. “The doc says I’m good to go.”


  “And the sheriff?”


  “Grayson knows.”


  “Sure.” Obviously he thought her explanation was bogus, but he didn’t press it. “Okay, I gotta run. So, Merry Christmas, Alvarez. Have a good one, well, what’s left of it.”


  “Got a whole day, Watershed. Or at least twenty-three hours left.” And it was going to feel like forever. She already wished the holiday was over.


  Watershed didn’t hear her remark as he was already walking toward the area of the offices where the restrooms were located.


  Usually the department was a bustle of activity, phones jangling, footsteps in the hallways, voices of officers and witnesses, keyboards clicking, the occasional burst of laughter or clink of chains on shackles, but tonight, with most of the lights dimmed and only a skeleton crew tucked inside, the offices were eerily quiet.


  “Silent night,” she muttered under her breath as she slid her pistol into her holster and snapped off the lights.


  Quickly, she zipped her jacket and headed toward the back of the building. Hopefully she wouldn’t meet anyone else and have to again dodge why she was here so late, why she had such an aversion to the holidays.


  For the first half of her life, growing up in Woodburn, Oregon, in a large Hispanic family, she’d felt that special electricity that seemed to surround Christmas. Midnight mass with her family, the smell of tamales her grandmother created, the laughter and anticipation of her siblings as they decorated the tree, the anticipation of Christmas


  morning; it had been a magical, special time in an outgoing girl’s life.


  And it had been stolen from her in an instant.


  Her stomach soured when she thought of her cousin and how she’d been violated, how her innocence had been stripped from her.


  “Get over it,” she whispered under her breath as she walked through the deserted lunchroom, but she knew she never would. There weren’t enough psychologists or antidepressants or kind, consoling thoughts to erase that particular pain. It would always be there, a scar that was just only lightly healed.


  But she’d learned to deal and cope and now...even love again.


  Maybe.


  In contrast to the muted lights of the offices, the lunchroom was ablaze, fluorescent bulbs burning brightly overhead, while white Formica-topped tables seemed to reflect that very light. And everywhere, of course, shiny, silver snowflakes and gold wreaths, suspended from the ceiling and plastered to the walls, created weird mirrors.


  Joelle Fisher, the department’s receptionist, was an uber Christmas enthusiast. Well, make that any holiday. She was up for celebrating all of the majors, like the Fourth of July and Christmas, as well as the minors, like Arbor Day and Flag Day. It seemed to be Joelle’s mission to find even the most obscure holiday and find a way to celebrate it here at the office. Joelle was never more in her element than around the end of the year when the biggies came: Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas. Bang, bang, bang! From mid-September through February fifteenth, Joelle’s personal mission was to spread the cheer.


  Ad nauseum.


  Joelle’s idea of celebration meant decorating the office in the brightest, most glittery, and sometimes gaudiest decorations available. Somehow Alvarez didn’t think that tinsel and colored lights blinking rapidly enough to bring on seizures were exactly how God thought the world should celebrate the holy day, but then, what did she know? And she wasn’t one to complain, not like Pescoli, her partner.


  A few reindeer cookies remained on a plastic platter cut into the shape of a snowflake. Alvarez resisted, as she was determined to return to her normal diet and exercise regimen. As she stepped outside, the nagging pain in her leg reminded her once more of her last struggle with a madman. She actively ignored it, concentrating instead on how much better her life was now. If she let it, the magic of Christmas might just steal into her heart and touch her soul.


  Maybe.


  The jury was still out on that one.


  CHAPTER 3


  Pescoli floored it.


  Though it was snowing and the roads were dicey at best, she hit the gas and her Jeep sprang forward, following the snaking road through steep canyons and sheer mountains. The forest was silent, aside from the rumble of the Jeep’s engine, the stands of pine and hemlock blanketed in three inches of fresh, pristine snow. Picture-postcard perfect, but she barely noticed. She was tired as all get-out from a sleepless night of tossing and turning and inwardly fretting. After making love to Santana until nearly two a.m., she’d tried to fall asleep, but her churning thoughts had kept her awake for hours. Should she accept his proposal? Could she give up her independence? What would happen to her kids? Her job? The life she had worked so hard to carve out for herself after her divorce from Lucky?


  Marrying Santana seemed like a no-brainer, and, she supposed in the warmth of her SUV, if she hadn’t been down the slippery slope of marriage before, she would have leaped at the chance to become his wife. But she had already suffered through two messy marriages and though she was leaning toward saying yes, it pissed her off to be put on the spot, be given a deadline.


  Shifting down for a corner, she told herself how ridiculous that sounded. He had the right to move on if the relationship didn’t develop the way he wanted. Still, she was bugged.


  She flipped her wipers onto a faster rhythm, the blades scraping away snow from her windshield as the engine purred and the tires whined. The police band crackled a bit, and she turned on the radio straight to Burl Ives singing “Have a Holly Jolly Christmas” for about the three millionth time this Christmas season. Quickly, she punched in another station that was all talk radio and the news.


  Her kids were coming over this morning, well, make that the afternoon as Jeremy had trouble getting his butt out of bed before eleven these days, so she didn’t have much time. She hated the fact that she had to share them both, especially during the holidays, but couldn’t argue the fact. Luke, a louse of a husband while they’d been married, was slightly better as a stepfather and father, though she wasn’t that crazy about his wife. Still south of thirty, Michelle had a killer figure, and despite the dumb-blond routine was, Pescoli estimated, at least a little smarter than she let on.


  Now, because of Santana’s proposal, she was on her way to see her boss. It might not be a good idea to bust in on him on Christmas morning, but Grayson was of the mind-set that he always had time for his employees, day or night. He’d said as much as recently as last week, so Pescoli intended to take him at his word. She needed advice and with one week to make up her mind, she wanted to know if working part-time was an option, or if there was some way to adjust her hours. Though Jeremy was about out of the house, Bianca, still in high school, could use her around more. If there were anything about her job Pescoli regretted, it was how much time it took her away from the kids, and her dedication to her work was certainly one factor in the erosion of both of her marriages.


  Not that she’d ever give it up. Hell no. She loved being a detective and was a damned good one. Recently, while Alvarez recuperated, she’d been teamed with Brett Gage who, although capable enough, didn’t really click with her. Everything had felt awkward and out of sync at the station. However, now that Alvarez was back on the job, things were humming again.


  Maybe she could cut down her time away from home, she mused, and if that didn’t work, she could maybe play around with the idea of going private. O’Keefe had mentioned something about it, and the idea was attractive. Sort of. The plain hard truth of it was that she loved her job; not quite as much as she loved her kids, of course, but right up there.


  How about Santana? Do you love him more than working for the Pinewood Sheriff ’s Department?


  “Apples and oranges,” she told herself as the weather report came on the radio. “Apples and oranges.”


   


  A fresh pot of coffee was brewing, filling his kitchen with that warm, heady aroma Grayson looked forward to from the minute he opened his eyes. He was a morning person, always had been, despite the years he’d been forced to work swing or graveyard when he’d first become a road deputy. His wife hadn’t much liked the late nights either, but back then, he’d taken whatever shift was offered and had let Cara’s complaints slide off him just like water on a duck’s back.


  Of course, his refusing to engage in an argument about his work, about his “putting his job before his wife” had no doubt helped contribute to the death of an already deteriorating marriage.


  Now, he poured himself a cup and checked his phone again where a text message from Regan Pescoli announced that she was on her way to see him. “Wonder what that’s all about?” he said to his dog. Sturgis, his black Lab who’d been eagerly lapping water from his bowl near the back door, looked over his shoulder and wagged his tail.


  Why the hell would Pescoli be making a run to his house on Christmas morning? Probably not with good news or a damned fruitcake considering how she felt about all of Joelle’s Christmas machinations at the office. Pescoli, though not a traditionalist, always spent what time she could with her kids over the holidays. No way would she be heading to his house unless it was important. “Guess we’ll find out when we find out,” he said and glanced out the window over his sink.


  A new layer of snow had fallen overnight, probably four inches if the accumulation on his deck railing was accurate. He was isolated up here, a two-bedroom cabin that he’d been working on for years in his spare time. So far he’d added a second bathroom, fixed up the first and was contemplating gutting the kitchen. But that would be a while. As it was, the old wooden, sloped counters and solid cupboards suited him just fine. For now. For his bachelor lifestyle.


  Sturgis looked up again, water dripping from his mouth to the old wood floor. “You know you’ve got a drinking problem, don’t you?”


  Again, he was rewarded with a tail wag. Smiling, Grayson scratched his dog’s ears and set his half-drunk cup on the scarred counter. “Merry Christmas, fella,” he said and thought of the day ahead. He’d been invited to his ex-sister-in-law’s house for dinner. Hattie, who had been married to his brother, Bart, had always included him in her holiday plans and he’d usually accepted her invitations, even though it was complicated. Very complicated. Hattie was a local girl who had, in her youth, dated three out of four of the Grayson brothers, including Dan.


  So that was tricky to begin with.


  She’d ended up marrying Bart, had twin girls, and when the marriage unraveled, moved off the ranch. The divorce had been bitter, and Bart, despondent, had ended up committing suicide by hanging himself in the barn.


  Ugly all the way around. And that didn’t include another slightly incestuous twist. Hattie was his ex-wife Cara’s younger sister . . . make that estranged younger half sister. Yeah, things with Hattie were complicated, the kind of intertwined relationship that bred in a town the size of Grizzly Falls.


  Of course, Hattie had felt terrible ever since Bart’s death, even going so far as to insist that he would never kill himself. The evidence was the evidence, however; she just chose to ignore it. But whenever she was with the Grayson family, which was often as she’d seemed to dedicate herself to the Grayson family more and more after Bart’s death, she would bring it up again, that Bart would never take his own life. She also explained hanging around more because she wanted the girls to know their father’s kin. Maybe that was true, but Dan’s brothers, Cade and Big Zed, weren’t convinced that her motives were so pure. They’d both vociferously declared that she was just interested in the ranch and the family money.


  “Jesus, Dan, how can you be so naive?” Cade had demanded the last time he’d been at the ranch. “You should know better. You dated her!” He and his two brothers had been leaning over the rails near the barn, watching the cattle gather under the overhang, red and black coats shaggy with the harsh winter, their breaths coming out in


  clouds as the animals lowed and filed inside for feed.


  “Ancient history,” Dan had replied. “And besides—”


  “Yeah, yeah. I know, all right? I did too.” Cade scowled darkly at the memory while Big Zed, three inches taller than his brothers and fifty pounds heavier, eyed them both narrowly. Cade continued, “The difference is that I got smarter for the experience!”


  “Kinda,” Big Zed said. The oldest of the Grayson brothers, he was usually quieter than Cade, who was known to be explosive, or Dan, who didn’t run on Cade’s hot emotions but always had his say.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Cade demanded.


  “Just what I said. You kinda got over her.” Zed shrugged a brawny shoulder. “And you kind of didn’t.”


  “Shitfire, what do you know?” Cade grumbled, then kicked at a dirt clod that had stuck out of the snow. “I’m just saying you, brother”— he pointed a gloved finger at Dan—“better tread carefully.”


  Of course Dan hadn’t taken any bit of his brothers’ advice. It didn’t really matter what Hattie’s motives were. It was the twins, McKenzie and Mallory, who were important. He’d never had any kids himself, and those two energetic eight-year-olds had burrowed deep into his heart.


  So he’d agreed to the dinner. He’d even managed to buy some girl-type games at a toy store in Missoula and put them into red bags filled with green tissue paper and tied with gold ribbons. As was his usual routine, he’d included a check for each of Bart’s daughters in the cards he’d added to the bags. For college. He figured it was the least he could do.


  He only hoped Hattie would keep her feelings about Bart’s suicide to herself, though he suspected that was wishful thinking because as recently as two weeks ago, she’d brought up the subject.


  “Think about it,” she’d said to him. “Do you really think your brother would hang himself? That just wasn’t Bart’s style!” Her eyes narrowed on a distant point. “If someone had said he’d ridden a horse up to Cougar Ridge and used his own gun . . . then maybe I could buy it. Maybe. But that’s still a big if.”


  “Hattie, the man was depressed.”


  “Lots of people are,” she flung back at him, her eyes snapping fire. “That’s what Prozac is for!”


  “Well, Prozac wasn’t exactly Bart’s style either,” he reasoned and she had suspended the argument. But it was going to be resurrected; he could feel it. His ex-sister-in-law was nothing if not dogged.


  Glancing at his watch now, he scowled. Pescoli, and whatever it was that was so damned important that it had to be dealt with this morning, would be here soon and the fire in the woodstove needed stoking.


  “We’d better get to it,” he said to the dog, then slipped on the boots he’d left near the back door. As soon as he opened the door, a cold wind swirled inside. Sturgis sprang onto the porch and, paws scraping loudly, took off like a streak. Squaring a Stetson onto his head, Grayson strode outside, his boots ringing across the porch. “Okay,” he muttered under his breath, eyeing the small stack of firewood near the door. Fair enough. He’d split some more.


  After all, a little exercise sure wouldn’t kill him.


   


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  Time was passing. Too fast. He didn’t have all day. It was Christmas morning. He had places to be, alibis to create.


  And yet he waited.


  Perched on the steep rise above Grayson’s cabin, watching smoke curl from the ancient chimney that was missing more than a few bricks, he bided his time. Impatiently. His gloved hands nearly caressed his rifle’s barrel as his gaze fastened on the ice-glazed windows where he’d seen the sheriff’s distorted silhouette pass by, though never linger.


  Snow was falling more rapidly. Big, fat flakes nearly obscured his view, drifting with the wind. The snowfall was an impediment, yes, but also a cover.


  He resisted the urge to look at his watch.


  Dawn had broken, so he was already running late.


  For crying out loud, would the man ever quit moving? Take a stand by one of the windows that faced this direction?


  Okay, you bastard, come to Papa!


  As if on cue, the back door to the cabin opened and Grayson’s black Lab shot across the porch, leaping over the steps into the snow.


  The killer’s gut tightened a bit. The dog could be a problem. If the hound caught his scent and sent up a ruckus or even came over to investigate, Grayson would be warned and there was no shooting the animal. Yet. Gritting his teeth behind the rotting stump where he’d sought cover, he settled his rifle atop the uneven surface, sighted through it, and waited as the seconds ticked by.


  Come on, come on...


  The door slammed shut and footsteps echoed across the porch.


  Good.


  The killer smiled, trained his rifle on the porch.


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  He needed a clean shot. Then he’d squeeze the trigger and send Dan Grayson to his maker. The thought was like warm honey that balmed his soul, sweet and thick, calming. Oh, what perfect revenge this would be. But he was getting ahead of himself. As much as he felt the zing of anticipation through his blood, he couldn’t play into it. Not yet. Carefully, he steadied his accelerating heartbeat as well as his hand. Sighting through the crosshairs of his scope, he aimed, watching as the big man strode down two steps, ax in hand. The stupid dog was running back and forth, a distraction, but so far hadn’t noticed that Grayson was being stalked.


  Good boy. Just continue to be an idiot.


  Grayson crossed the driveway, making tracks in the new snow, to the other side of the garage where he’d stacked big chunks of wood. He didn’t hesitate; he found a couple of pieces and split them neatly, the wood cracking as kindling split off and flew to the ground.


  He itched to pull the trigger, but a tree was in the way, so he held tight. Beneath his ski mask, sweat began to pepper his brow as he thought of how long he’d waited for just this moment, this instant in time when he could finally get rid of Grayson forever.


  Payback’s a bitch.


  Craaack! Another piece split. Then another.


  Come on, come on. How much kindling do you really need?


  The answer, of course, was none.


  Finally, Grayson bent over, picked up an armload of kindling, and stepped from under the overhang.


  He trained his sight on the now-moving target . . . aiming . . . aiming . . . centering the crosshairs so there was no slipup. His finger started to squeeze.


  Woof! Woof!


  Sharp barks rang through the canyon.


  The dog! Where the hell is the damned dog?


  Without moving his head, his hands still steady on the rifle stock, he glanced to one side. In his peripheral vision, he saw a flash of black dashing through the trees.


  Damned mutt! Go away!


  Nerves jangled slightly, he reminded himself that he was upwind. No way could the dog—


  “Sturgis!” Grayson’s voice boomed, seeming loud enough to cause an avalanche.


  He froze.


  “Come!” Grayson commanded, squinting into the growing light, scouring the woods for his stupid mutt.


  Oh, hell!


  His heart began to jackhammer, his nerves stretched tight as crossbow strings.


  Concentrate, don’t be distracted. You can do this . . . Again he focused on his target. Grayson had rotated slightly and stood facing his direction. Perfect.


  He started to squeeze.


  Another sharp, warning bark.


  Shit!


  Grayson started walking away from the house, disappearing behind a copse of saplings. Son of a bitch! The killer needed to finish this, get a clean shot and pull the damned trigger.


  A familiar hum filled his head and he licked his lips. From the corner of his eye, he noted that the dog wasn’t far off.


  “Sturgis, come!” Grayson ordered, then looked directly toward the stump that offered him some cover


  The dog stopped dead in his tracks, nose lifted to the wind.


  Stiff as a statue, ears pricked forward, the black Lab stared directly at him. Not obeying Grayson, but not bounding and barking either. Just watching.


  Not good.


  A shiver ran up his spine and he thought he’d have to take the dog out too. Fair enough.


  Grayson stopped. Cocked his head. As if he’d suddenly sensed that he was being stalked.


  The killer ignored the dog. Focused again on his mission.


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  The hum grew to a rumble. Loud. Roaring.


  Now!


  The humming in his brain increased. Louder and louder.


  This time, he moved the rifle’s muzzle a fraction, just enough to get Grayson in his crosshairs once more.


  Finally, he got a bead on the man just as the humming became a roar and he realized the sound wasn’t internal. The grinding noise was from an approaching car or, more likely, a truck, its engine whining as it climbed a steep hill.


  A visitor?


  To Grayson’s remote cabin on Christmas morning?


  There was no other cabin nearby.


  The engine’s growl increased, seeming to thunder in the killer’s head.


  No, no, no! This is not part of the plan. An intrusion could ruin everything.


  Tick. Tick. Tick.


  Through the veil of snow, he spied Grayson, still carrying his arm-load of kindling. The sheriff took a step toward the house, into the clearing, where he paused, as he, too, apparently had finally heard the approaching vehicle.


  Ignore it! Focus!


  A hundred yards away, the Jeep swung into view.


  Now!


  He pulled the trigger.


  Blam! His rifle kicked back hard. The shot was off.


  Grayson’s body jerked violently, snapping backward, his arms flailing crazily, his head spinning. Kindling went flying in all directions, bouncing and burying in the snow. His hat flew off his head, then skittered away, but the son of a bitch was still standing, facing away. Staggering, starting to drop. Not good enough!


  Sighting quickly, he squeezed the trigger once more. His rifle blasted. Grayson jerked again like a marionette; then he fell, half rotating from the blast, blood blooming on his chest and upward through his collar, staining the pristine blanket a deep, beautiful red.


  “Die, bastard,” he whispered just as twin beams from headlights flashed in the early-morning light.


  Damn!


  The beams glowed brighter, splashing on the cabin’s wall despite the veil of snowflakes. He saw that they were from a fast-approaching Jeep. The driver was pushing it, as if he knew that there was danger.


  He had to leave. Now. No time to waste.


  The damned dog let out a bone-chilling howl. In frustration, he trained the barrel of his rifle toward the animal, sighting the beast just as the Jeep slid to a stop.


  No time.


  Despite the clean shot, he stopped himself.


  He would show his hand if he killed the damned dog. Whoever was driving the Jeep would be certain to see him. It would be lucky if the driver hadn’t seen the flash of his barrel as it was. He couldn’t take a chance.


  Unless he took the Jeep’s owner out too.


  The driver’s side door burst open. A woman with reddish hair threw herself out of her county-issue vehicle.


  His heart nearly stopped as he recognized her: Detective Regan Pescoli of the Pinewood Sheriff ’s Department, and a Bitch on Wheels.


  Wouldn’t you know?


  For half a second, he considered shooting her too. A two-for-one. Why not?


  He hesitated but couldn’t get a clean shot. Besides, she would be armed, and the dog was already looking in his direction, starting to move toward the rise where he’d taken cover. No, he couldn’t take the risk. Couldn’t get caught. There was too much to do, and it had to be done precisely. No mistakes. According to plan.


  Heart hammering, he backed away from the stump and into the cover of the frigid forest. Quickly, he slid his rifle into its case, strapped over his back, and plunged his ski poles into the snow. He took off like the bullet that had dropped the sheriff. Running late, but not about to be caught by the damned mutt or ID’d by the detective. Tucking his body tight, he sped down the steep trail, shooting between the trees and jumping over exposed boulders as he heard the chilling howl of Grayson’s dog reverberating down the ravine.


  But the animal would never catch him.


  And then there were four.


  That was, if his shot was true, if Grayson was really dead. For now, he decided, he’d assume the best. Behind his mask he smiled a skeleton’s grin.


  Sayonara, sucker. You got what you damned well deserved.


  CHAPTER 4


  Blam!


  Pescoli watched in horror as Grayson’s body jerked spasmodically, then spun, his Stetson flung off his head, the pieces of wood that had been in his arms flying into the air to land in the snow. “No!”


  Blam! Another shot blasted through the valley, this time as he was falling. His head snapped forward as he fell, reeling.


  “No, no! Oh, God, no!” Horrified, Pescoli gunned her rig to the parking area, then slammed on the brakes, so that the Jeep skidded to a stop between Grayson and the area from which she thought the shots originated.


  Keeping low, she moved over the center console and across the seat, to open the far door and drop to the ground next to Grayson as the engine continued to run, the wipers still scraping snow from the windshield. Automatically dialing her cell for assistance, with one hand, she yanked her sidearm from its holster and scanned the terrain. Watching Grayson’s dog take off like a black bullet through the snow, she screamed into her phone, “Officer down!” as the emergency operator answered. What the hell happened here? Moving instinctively, her gaze scouring the thickly forested terrain, she identified herself and the victim. “I’m at Sheriff Dan Grayson’s cabin up on Spangler Lane,” she stated, then rattled off the nearest cross street. Half expecting another rifle shot, with all her senses on high alert, she fell to her knees at Grayson’s side.


  Oh, God, he looked bad.


  So gray. Barely breathing.


  She wondered if the assailant was still nearby, if, even now, he was aiming his weapon again. Or had he done what he intended and taken off. From the sound of it, Grayson’s dog was giving chase to something, most likely the would-be assassin.


  Get him, Sturgis. Run that bastard to the ground and rip his frickin’ throat out.


  Her thoughts were brutal as she turned her full attention to the sheriff. His face was ashen, blood turning the snow an ominous red. “Sweet Jesus.” Was he dead? For the love of God . . . Fully dressed, he lay on the snow, bareheaded, his gaze fixed to the sky, blood pumping from beneath his collar to drizzle down his neck to the icy ground. “Grayson? Can you hear me?” she said loudly. Oh, Jesus, please respond. Come on, Grayson. Don’t die... don’t you dare die... you just can’t. Dropping her sidearm, still on the phone, Pescoli found the pulse at his neck, beneath the trickle of red. “He’s got a pulse,” she said to the operator, hope rising a bit. “Not strong, but a pulse.” To the sheriff, she added, “Dan! Stay with me! Can you hear me? Sheriff!”


  Who would do this? Who would gun down a good man like Grayson. Far too many. He’s a lawman. A target.


  “Detective?”


  “Yeah, I’m here.”


  “Can you give me vitals?”


  “Of course not! He’s alive, but just barely. Two wounds. Head and chest! Get me help! Now!” With her free hand she unzipped his jacket, felt the warmth and stickiness of his blood . . . so damned much blood. Beneath his shirt was the wound ...dear God. Raw and gaping, bloody flesh beneath a torn mat of skin and chest hair. “Help me,” she whispered to a deity she rarely invoked.


  “Detective?”


  “I’m here. It’s bad. Chest wound, possibly heart or lung, or artery. Lots of blood loss. And the head wound, left side, above the temple . . . maybe through and through, I can’t tell. Look, we don’t have much time!”


  “Officers and paramedics have been dispatched.”


  “Tell them to get here fast!” She had to staunch the flow of blood and then . . . what? Her first-aid training took over and she tore off her own jacket, pulled the lining free, and used the interior side to press against his chest. “Get me on the line with a paramedic,” she ordered.


  “They’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”


  “That’s thirteen minutes too late!” she yelled in frustration. “For the love of God, get me help NOW!”


  “Detective, stay calm. Help is on its way. Please stay on the line and—”


  “Damned straight, I’ll stay on the line. Get someone the hell out here!” She was nearly hysterical, desperate to keep Grayson alive.


  “Detective.”


  “Yeah, I know!” She heard the frantic tone of her voice, and while holding fast to her makeshift bandage of lining, watching the fabric turn from tan to deep, dark red, she managed to talk herself down, told herself she had to stay in her head to help him.


  Grayson sucked in a rattling breath.


  Blood colored his lips.


  Oh, Lord. She blinked against hot tears.


  No way would she break down. Not now. Not while she could still help him.


  “Hang in there!” Shivering, she willed him to live. “Come on, Dan, you stay with me. Hear me? You stay the hell with me.” But her voice cracked a little as she felt his lifeblood flowing through her fingers. Where the hell was the ambulance? She strained to hear a siren, or an engine, or any sign of help coming her way, but she heard only the rush of a brutal wind blowing through this desolate canyon.


  God, it was cold. And terrifying.


  Teeth chattering, she wouldn’t give up, couldn’t.


  Could he see her? “Dan!” she yelled again. “Sheriff! Stay with me. Come on. Hang in there. Help is on its way.”


  The dispatcher said, “I’ve got a trauma doctor on the line, you can speak directly to him.”


  “Good,” she said, though her hope was fading fast. Grayson stared up at her, his face devoid of emotion. No pain. No recognition. Nothing. Deep in her heart, she feared it was already too late.


   


  “I’ve got some bad news . . . the sheriff . . . looks like a sniper waiting for him ...just lucky I was here . . . bullet wound to the chest . . . still alive but...I can’t freaking believe it...”


  Disjointed pieces of the conversation with her partner kept surfacing in her brain as Alvarez drove to Grayson’s cabin, now a crime scene. Her throat was tight, her fingers gripping the wheel with enough force that her knuckles showed white over the wheel of her Subaru. Who would do this? Who would attack the man who’d led the department with intelligence and determination, yes, but also with kindness, empathy, and understanding?


  “I’ll get you,” she vowed as she urged her Outback up the hill. She stopped at Grayson’s private lane, two snow-covered ruts that veered off the county road. Other vehicles were parked haphazardly near the entrance: department-issued vehicles, an unmarked rig, and a van from the forensic unit. Already at his post, Deputy Kayan Rule was monitoring the nearly nonexistent traffic and keeping a log of anyone who arrived. A tall black man in full uniform, his face was a mask of quiet, seething rage. Kayan was usually affable, a rock-steady influence with a sharp wit and dry sense of humor that wasn’t in evidence today.


  Alvarez knew exactly how he felt.


  Pulling her vehicle off the road as far as possible, she parked, then zipped up her boots and yanked on one glove. As she approached Rule, he said, “I hoped I’d never see this day.”


  “I know. Me neither.” After signing in, she stretched her remaining glove over her right hand.


  “Who the hell does something like this? And on Christmas?” His deep voice was angry, his lips hard against his teeth, one fist balled.


  She was shaking her head, feeling as if the whole situation were surreal. “Whoever the bastard is, I’ll find him.”


  “We,” he said, his words clipped. “We’ll find him.”


  “That’s right. We will.” Heart filled with dread, she started up the lane, avoiding the area roped off by the crime scene team who had managed to arrive before she had. Through the falling snow, she followed the lane that cut into the woods and followed the winding path of a stream that was nearly frozen over. Only a trickle of water was visible beneath a thin layer of ice and she noticed a snowshoe hare hiding in the brush. Any other day the area would have appeared tranquil. Serene. But not this morning.


  As she trudged around a final bend, the trees opened into a clearing where Grayson’s cabin, rustic and picturesque with its snow-covered steep roof and icicles dangling from the gutters, had changed into another roped-off area where officers were working and a wide stain of red had spread over the ground and seeped into the snow. Her throat tightened when she realized that the shape was irregular, showing where a human head, neck, and torso had been buried and the blood had stopped, freezing near the body. There was disturbance in the stain as well, footsteps and mashed snow. In her mind’s eye, Alvarez saw Pescoli coming across the victim, kneeling at Grayson’s side, trying to save him.


  Her insides curdled at the image.


  She spied Pescoli standing away from the scene. She was pale, her teeth chattering, leaning for support against the fender of her dirty Jeep.


  Again the mind-numbing phone conversation they’d had earlier sliced through Alvarez’s brain in short, painful bursts, sound bites that would be indelibly etched in her memory.


  “Who the fuck would do this?” Pescoli had nearly screamed. “Who!”


  “I don’t—”


  “Oh, hell, what a stupid question! He has so many enemies,” she answered for herself. “So damned many enemies, so many sons of bitches who deserved to be sent to prison or worse!” She was railing now, talking fast, out of control. “How many hundreds of cons has he arrested or testified against, and then there are the families and loved ones of those jerks, or maybe a victim who didn’t think justice was served or . . . who the hell knows?”


  As Selena approached, Deputy Lazlo was saying to Pescoli, “We’ll find out.”


  “You got that right!”


  “Regan, I think you should go to the hospital. You’ve suffered a shock and you’ve been out in the elements for a while. It wouldn’t hurt to have a doctor look you over.”


  “I’m fine,” Pescoli snarled, pushing away from her Jeep, standing eyeball-to-eyeball with the shorter deputy. “How many damn times do I have to tell you?”


  Lazlo held up his arms as if in surrender. “I’m just trying to help.”


  “I’ve answered your questions, so if you’ve got all the information you need from me, I’d like to get on with the investigation and find the sheriff ’s damned assailant!”


  Lazlo glanced at Alvarez.


  “I’ll take it from here,” she said to the deputy, then to Pescoli, “I know you’ve been over this, but humor me. Fill me in. What the hell happened, and why were you up here?”


  Pescoli shot the shorter officer one last scathing look, as if she were funneling all of her hate and blame on Lazlo for just doing his job.


  “I was up here to talk to Grayson,” she said through her teeth, walking with Alvarez to a spot where they were out of earshot of the rest of the officers and emergency crew. “He knew I was coming over. I asked to see him.”


  “Why?”


  “I was thinking about handing him my resignation,” she admitted, then said, “Oh, great, look who just showed up. The undersheriff. Of course. Brewster.”


  “You want to quit?” Alvarez demanded, throwing a glance at Cort Brewster. That was crazy. Pescoli lived for her job. “What are you talking about?”


  “Santana asked me to marry him.”


  “What?” Alvarez asked.


  “Who did this?” Pescoli asked, swallowing hard.


  Before Alvarez could respond, the undersheriff bellowed, “Whoever this bastard is, I want him!” Brewster’s face was flushed from the cold and it was obvious he was dressed for church. Beneath a scarf tucked around his neck was a stiff white shirt, a necktie, and suit. His Christmas, churchgoing Sunday best.


  “Stand in line.” Pescoli couldn’t wait to find the killer and run him in. Or kill him. It didn’t much matter which.


  A muscle worked in Brewster’s jaw. “Tell me what happened.”


  “I was up here to discuss some things about the department,” Pescoli said, omitting the part about considering leaving the sheriff’s department. That idea had fled the second a bullet tore through Grayson’s chest.


  “What things?” he demanded suspiciously.


  “Doesn’t matter,” she said, then gave a quick, abbreviated version of what had transpired at the cabin. “I told Lazlo all about this, twice. And I’ll give another statement at the department later. Is there any word on Grayson?”


  “In surgery,” Brewster said grimly. “Don’t know anything else. The doctor promised to call, and I sent a unit to the hospital to guard him.”


  “You think the assailant will try again?” Pescoli asked.


  “Can’t be too cautious.” Brewster glanced around the area. “Don’t know what we’re dealing with.”


  “A psycho, that’s what we’re dealing with. A sick-fuck psycho with a high-powered assault rifle.”


  She felt the pressure of Alvarez’s hand on her arm.


  “You know the caliber?” Brewster asked.


  “No, not yet, but I think because of the way he fell, the killer had to be up there on that knoll.” Pescoli pointed up the hill a bit. “Crime scene team is searching, hoping to find a casing. And there should be one nearby because there were entry and exit wounds.”


  “Shouldn’t it have been under the body?” Alvarez asked.


  “You’d think,” Pescoli said, “but there was just so much snow and blood. God, the blood . . .” Her voice trailed off.


  Brewster turned his head to yell, “Get a damned metal detector if you have to!”


  “Got it!” One of the techs who was searching the perimeter of the house suddenly plucked a bullet out of snow by the front steps and held it up.


  “Now, if someone can find the shell casings up on the ridge,” Pescoli muttered.


  “Good luck.” Scowling at the heavens, Brewster seemed to take measure of the amount of snow that was still steadily falling, destroying the scene. Even the bloody patch on the ground was being covered. “Keep looking. Hopefully we’ll get tire impressions or footprints or something.”


  Alvarez shook her head as she eyed the knoll with its frozen brush and brambles, a thicket of pine, and a large snow-crusted stump. Two investigators were searching the area. “No car could get up there.”


  “Probably snowshoed, or better yet, skied. For a quick getaway.” Pescoli’s eyes narrowed. “Isn’t there an old mining road or logging road nearby?” She was frowning, trying to picture the area in her mind. “Some kind of access road, I think.”


  Brewster said, “We’ll check it out.”


  Alvarez’s phone beeped and she drew it from her pocket, looked at the screen, but didn’t answer. “No caller ID, but I recognized the number,” she explained. “Manny Douglas’s cell.”


  “Damned vultures,” Pescoli muttered. She’d never pandered to the press and made no bones about the fact. Manny Douglas was a particularly persistent reporter for the Mountain Reporter, the local paper. Smart as a whip, dressed forever in outfits straight from an outdoor catalog store, Manny considered himself the local authority on serial killers and was forever sticking his weasel-like nose into police business.


  “The press could be useful,” Brewster reminded her, ever the diplomat. Well, except when it came to his daughters. “We might be able to use them if we need to send information out to the public.” Brewster was always the authority and forever putting Pescoli in her place, but now because of Grayson’s incapacitation, he truly was in charge. Pescoli’s already twisted stomach tightened a bit.


  The new commander eyed the sky again. Though it was now after eight, no sunshine poked through the cloud cover. “Wish the snow would give it a rest.”


  Pescoli said, “You’d better talk to God about that one.”


  Brewster cut her an unforgiving look. “It’s Christmas,” he ground out.


  “Tell that to the freak who tried to deep-six Grayson.”


  Alvarez placed her hand on Pescoli’s arm once again, but she shook it off. She didn’t much like Brewster and he knew it. The whole damned department understood the tension between them. She and he were like oil and water, and the fact that their kids had found teenage love and trouble with the law hadn’t endeared the parents to each other. The only thing that stopped Brewster and Pescoli from an out-and-out attack was that they were professionals, grudgingly giving each other credit where credit was due. Bottom line? They were both dedicated cops.


  Though it was incredibly difficult, Pescoli bit her tongue.


  She didn’t have time for petty squabbles or grudges.


  They had to work together and nail the bastard who’d done this, put all the bad blood aside and let bygones be bygones.


  After all, as Brewster kept reminding, it was Christmas.


  And some sick son of a bitch was going down if it was the last thing Pescoli ever did.


  CHAPTER 5


  Alvarez hung up her cell phone and gritted her teeth as she stared at the computer monitor in her office. There on the screen, big as life, were pictures of a wounded Dan Grayson at the crime scene, his attack becoming her newest case. That, in and of itself, was odd as she was a homicide detective and, as of the last report, Grayson was still clinging to life, if only by a thread.


  Dear God.


  Her phone call had been pointless. Despite identifying herself to the person manning the information desk at the hospital in Missoula, she’d gotten nowhere. Under the acting sheriff Cort Brewster’s orders, the staff of Northern General was giving out no information about Dan Grayson except to family members, which Alvarez found frustrating as hell.


  She heard the sound of clipped footsteps in the hallway indicating that Joelle Fisher, ever dressed in three-inch heels, was tip-tapping along the hallway. She wasn’t alone; the sound of muted voices, computer keys, and other footsteps filled the office where just the night before there had been near silence. As acting sheriff, Brewster had notified everyone who was an employee of the Pinewood County Sheriff ’s Department of the attack on Grayson. Nearly all of the officers, clerical workers, and even the janitorial staff who were still in town had given up their holiday to show up for a quick staff meeting and briefing.
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