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​Chapter 1 — The Rehearsal Glow 
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The restaurant had been dressed like a promise.

White tablecloths pulled tight enough to show the geometry of every corner. Stemware lined up like polished teeth. Warm light bled from the sconces and settled on everyone’s faces the way good news does—softening lines, smoothing over the little frictions that spend most days sharpening themselves.

A banner near the back read VOSS + HALE in gold script, and Danielle Voss stood beneath it like it belonged to her, like she’d signed the air itself.

She didn’t walk through the room. She governed it.

“Hey—Mrs. Collins, you made it,” Dani said, crossing from one cluster to another without ever looking lost. She took a woman’s hand, squeezed, leaned in for the kind of cheek-kiss that made strangers feel chosen. “You look incredible. I’m so glad you’re here.”

Mrs. Collins beamed. People always beamed around Dani. It was her gift—attention, warm and precise. A way of seeing you that made you forget you’d been invisible five minutes before.

Detective Marcus Reed stayed near the edge of the room, close enough to be useful, far enough to watch.

He’d come because Captain Elena Voss had invited him.

That was the polite version.

The accurate version: she’d summoned him.

The captain wasn’t in uniform tonight, but she still wore authority the way some people wore perfume—unseen, unavoidable. Navy dress, simple jewelry, hair pinned back. She stood near the head table with her shoulders squared as if the room itself might lunge.

When Dani drifted close, Voss’s face loosened for half a second. Pride came through like sunlight. Then the control returned and locked in place again.

Reed watched the patterns. That was the job. Even when the room pretended it wasn’t.

Dani stopped by Reed with a glass of water in her hand—no alcohol for her tonight, Reed noticed. She was clear-eyed, keyed in.

“Detective Reed,” she said. “You made it.”

Her smile was the real kind, not the public one. A quiet warmth reserved for people she considered part of her mother’s world.

“Yes, ma’am,” Reed said before he could stop himself. He corrected it quickly. “Dani. Thank you for inviting me.”

She laughed once. “My mother invited you.”

Reed didn’t deny it.

Dani lowered her voice. “She’s been stressed. She won’t admit it, obviously. But she’s been... on.”

“Captain Voss is always on,” Reed said.

“I mean more,” Dani said, and the smile stayed, but it tightened at the corners. “She’s trying to be normal. For me. Isn’t that sweet?”

Her sarcasm was gentle, affectionate. Like she’d learned to love a thing that could bruise.

Dani patted his arm—light, friendly, a politician’s touch—and moved on.

She was halfway to the next table before Reed caught the thing that followed her like a shadow: eyes.

A lot of eyes.

The groom stood with two groomsmen near the bar—Officer Evan Hale, tall, clean-cut, hair trimmed like a regulation. He looked like a man trying to remember how to smile. His mouth did it. His eyes didn’t.

He kept watching Dani as if she was an alarm he couldn’t silence.

Reed took a slow sip of club soda. He’d learned early that drinking alcohol at any work-adjacent event was like handing someone a pen and asking them to write your future.

Evan’s jaw flexed. His hand tightened around the neck of his beer bottle. One of the groomsmen said something that made everyone else laugh. Evan joined the sound a beat late, and his laugh landed wrong—too loud, too practiced.

Reed felt the gap between the room’s glow and the tension underneath it. People didn’t notice those gaps. Cops did. At least the ones who survived.

Across the room, the bridesmaid—Kelsey Raines—stood near the dessert table like she was guarding it. She wore a pale dress that matched the wedding palette, hair curled, makeup done with care. Pretty enough for pictures.

But her face was tight.

When Dani laughed with someone near the head table, Kelsey’s eyes narrowed in a way that had nothing to do with bright lights. Her smile appeared when people looked at her, then vanished when they turned away.

Reed watched her fingers. They worried a napkin, twisting it, smoothing it, twisting it again.

Reed shifted his stance, angled his body so he could see the captain, the groom, and the bridesmaid without moving his head too much. A trick Navarro had taught him: you don’t look like you’re watching when you already are.

Captain Voss moved through a conversation with a city councilman Reed recognized—handshakes, small talk, the polished rhythm of public service. She wasn’t laughing. She was performing stability.

When someone offered her a drink, she declined with a crisp smile and a hand raised like a stop sign. Her gaze kept scanning the room.

Protective. Calculating.

Reed’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it. Tonight wasn’t about him. Tonight was about being present and invisible at the same time.

He caught Dani’s voice again—clear, easy.

“You’re sitting with my Aunt Rochelle,” Dani told a cousin. “She’ll keep you entertained, I promise.”

“Dani,” the cousin groaned, “you’re seating me with the grown-ups.”

“Correct,” Dani said, grinning. “You’ve been promoted.”

Promoted.

The word hit Reed oddly, like it had been aimed at him.

He glanced at the place cards being set near the head table. Neat little names on thick paper. Seating arrangements were supposed to be harmless.

But Reed watched Dani’s hands as she adjusted one place card by an inch, then another, aligning them like chess pieces.

He saw Captain Voss notice.

The captain’s eyes went to the place cards, then to Dani, then away fast—as if looking too long would reveal something she didn’t want revealed.

Reed filed it without knowing why.

At the bar, Evan lowered his beer and rubbed his forehead with two fingers. A man in a suit leaned in close to him—older, broad shoulders, the kind of face that had learned to keep secrets.

Reed didn’t recognize him from the precinct. But Evan’s posture changed the moment the man spoke, shoulders stiffening like he’d been tapped on the spine.

The man said something short.

Evan nodded once.

Obedient.

Reed felt the shape of a problem forming, still blurry, still far away. It wasn’t his case. It wasn’t even a case.

It was just a room.

A celebration.

A banner in gold script.

And people smiling like they believed they were safe.

Dani turned, caught Reed watching, and lifted her glass in a small salute—thank you for coming, thank you for being here, thank you for being part of the story even though you weren’t family.

Reed raised his own glass back.

He held the smile for the appropriate amount of time, then let it go.

Because the glow was real.

But so was everything underneath it.

​



Reed drifted along the perimeter, close enough to hear pieces without looking like he was collecting them.

A server passed with a tray of champagne flutes. Bubbles rose and popped like tiny signals. Reed took one, held it for appearances, and set it on a passing tray untouched the moment he could. He’d learned that people relaxed around a drink in your hand. They spoke more freely, assumed you weren’t working.

Across the room, Captain Voss’s laugh finally appeared—brief, controlled, like a door opened on a chain. It was for the city councilman. The councilman leaned closer, voice lowered, and Reed caught fragments.

“...big week... optics... can’t have—”

The captain’s smile didn’t change. Her eyes did. They sharpened.

“Malcolm,” she said, calm as water over stone. “Tonight is my daughter’s night.”

The councilman lifted his hands in surrender. Reed recognized him now: Councilman Malcolm Sutter. He’d been everywhere lately—press conferences, ribbon cuttings, community meetings—always with that easy grin that made people feel like he’d remembered their names.

Sutter nodded toward Dani. “She’s special. City’s lucky to have her.”

Captain Voss replied with a polite, clipped “Thank you,” and the conversation ended the way she ended things—decisively, without permission.

Sutter turned away, and as he did, his eyes swept the room.

They landed on Reed.

Sutter’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. He tilted his head just slightly, like he was filing Reed away in his own cabinet, then moved on to greet someone else.

Reed felt the familiar itch at the base of his skull. Politics. The kind that slid into police work and left grease on everything it touched.

At the bar, Evan Hale finally broke from his groomsmen and headed toward the hall leading to the restrooms. Reed didn’t follow immediately. He waited three beats—long enough to look accidental—then moved.

The hallway was quieter, carpet absorbing the noise from the dining room. Evan stood near the men’s room entrance, staring at his phone as if he could force it to behave through sheer will.

“Evan,” Reed said.

Evan’s head snapped up too fast. His smile came late again. “Detective.”

“You okay?” Reed asked, tone light.

“Yeah,” Evan said. “Great. Just... a lot. You know?”

Reed nodded like he understood, like he was simply a guest making polite conversation and not a man trained to hear the difference between a lie and a person struggling to keep their lie tidy.

Evan’s phone vibrated. He flipped it over quickly, face-down, a reflex.

Reed’s eyes flicked to the screen before it disappeared. He caught one word in the notification preview.

“Delete—”

Evan saw Reed see it. Something flashed in Evan’s face—fear, then anger, then a flatness that tried to pass as confidence.

“Everything good?” Evan asked, too sharp.

Reed kept his expression neutral. “Just checking in.”

Evan’s jaw worked. He glanced back toward the dining room as if he needed the glow to remind him what he was supposed to be tonight.

“My family’s... intense,” Evan said, and the sentence felt rehearsed. “Dani’s mom—Captain Voss—she’s intense, too. Everybody wants everything perfect.”

“Does Dani want it perfect?” Reed asked.

Evan’s eyes shifted, not to Reed’s face but to his shoulder, his ear, anywhere else. “Dani wants... it to be right.”

“Right,” Reed repeated.

Evan swallowed. “Look, Detective Reed—Marcus—whatever. I’m not doing anything wrong. If that’s what this is.”

Reed didn’t flinch. “This isn’t anything. It’s a rehearsal dinner.”

Evan’s breath came out slow. He nodded like he’d been given permission to stand down. Then he glanced at the restroom door and muttered, “I just need a minute.”

He went in.

Reed stayed in the hallway, eyes on the exit at the far end. A woman in a pale dress appeared there—Kelsey. The bridesmaid.

She wasn’t heading to the restrooms. She was heading away from the dining room, toward the service doors, eyes forward like she’d already decided she wasn’t turning back.

Reed moved without rushing. Kept his pace casual. His footsteps were silent on the carpet, but Kelsey heard him anyway. People full of anger heard everything.

She stopped before the service door, hand on the bar, and turned.

“Oh,” she said, bright voice forced into place. “Detective Reed. Hi.”

“Kelsey, right?” Reed said. “Dani’s friend.”

“Best friend,” Kelsey corrected quickly. Too quick.

Reed nodded, letting it stand. “Everything okay?”

Kelsey laughed, brittle. “Why does everyone keep asking that?”

“Because you look like you want to set the room on fire,” Reed said, not unkind, just honest.

Her face tightened. For a moment, the mask slipped.

“I’m fine,” she said.

Reed didn’t move. Didn’t push. Silence did more work than pressure.

Kelsey’s eyes darted toward the dining room, toward where Dani’s laughter rose again.

“She’s...” Kelsey started, then stopped. Her fingers gripped the bar on the door harder. “She’s just... Dani. She gets what she wants. She makes it look like kindness, but it’s still... her way.”

Reed held that. “You mad about something specific?”

Kelsey’s lips pressed together. “No.”

Reed waited.

Kelsey’s throat bobbed. “I’m tired,” she said finally. “That’s all. I’ve been running errands for days. I’m tired.”

“Then go sit,” Reed said. “Eat something.”

Kelsey’s eyes flashed. “You think I haven’t tried?”

The words came out sharper than she meant. She looked startled at herself, then covered it with another laugh that didn’t land.

“I should get back,” she said, already turning.

“Kelsey,” Reed said, and his voice stopped her the way a siren stops traffic.

She froze.

“Dani safe?” he asked, casually phrased, nothing dramatic.

Kelsey’s shoulders stiffened. She turned halfway, eyes narrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” Reed said, steady, “sometimes people smile through stress and don’t realize how many eyes are on them.”

Kelsey stared at him. A long beat.

“She’s fine,” Kelsey said, and her voice changed—lower, more real. “She’s always fine.”

Then she pushed through the service door and was gone.

Reed exhaled slowly.

He went back into the dining room and found Dani near the head table, leaning in close to an older woman, listening with that perfect focus that made people feel important. When Dani straightened, she caught Reed’s eye and lifted her brows in a silent question.

He gave a small shake of his head. 

Dani smiled anyway, the public smile. “Marcus,” she called across the room. “Come take a picture with us!”

Reed hesitated. A chorus of voices joined in, laughing, calling him over, treating him like a mascot for the family.

Captain Voss watched from her place by the head table.

Her expression said: Do it.

So Reed did. He stepped into the glow and let someone put an arm around him. A phone rose. People leaned in. Dani stood in the center, radiant, her hand curled around Evan’s arm like she was anchoring him to the present.

Evan smiled for the camera.

Reed watched his eyes while the flash went off.

Evan’s eyes didn’t smile.

After the picture, Dani squeezed Reed’s arm. “Thank you,” she said softly. “For showing up. For her.”

Reed’s throat tightened in a way he didn’t like. “Of course,” he said.

Dani turned away, already moving toward the next person, the next moment, the next small fire she could put out with charm.

Reed watched Captain Voss cross the room toward him.

The captain moved like the floor belonged to her, like every step was measured and chosen. When she stopped in front of Reed, her face was composed, but her eyes were restless.

“You’ve been watching,” she said.

Reed didn’t pretend. “Just... reading the room.”

“This isn’t a scene,” Voss said quietly. “It’s my daughter’s rehearsal dinner.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Voss leaned closer, voice low enough that only Reed could hear. “If you see anything that could turn into a problem, you tell me first. You don’t speculate. You don’t spread it. You don’t make it public.”

Reed met her gaze. “Captain—”

“Promise me,” she said.

It wasn’t a request. It was command disguised as maternal urgency.

Reed felt the trap in it. He also felt the grief already pacing behind her ribs, looking for a place to land.

“I’ll handle anything I see,” Reed said carefully.

Voss held his eyes a second longer, then nodded once, satisfied with the shape of his answer even if she didn’t love it.

“Good,” she said. “Because there are people who would love to ruin tomorrow.”

She stepped back, and just as she did, Dani’s laugh rang out again—bright, clean, unstoppable.

Reed watched the room.

The glow held.

But the cracks were there, too.

And Reed had the unpleasant feeling that tomorrow was already being ruined.

​



Dani clinked her glass with the back of a spoon.

The sound traveled fast—bright metal on glass, a clean little command. Conversations fell quiet in waves, laughter tapering into attention. Reed watched the shift. A room full of adults didn’t go silent for just anyone.

Dani stood at the head table, shoulders relaxed, chin up, eyes sweeping the faces like she was counting votes.

“Okay,” she said, grinning. “I’m stealing two minutes. That’s it. Two minutes. Then you can all go back to eating and pretending you aren’t crying.”

Soft laughter. People leaned in.

Dani’s gaze found her mother. Captain Voss tried to keep her expression neutral, but the pride broke through anyway—small and raw, like a bandage peeled back.

Dani lifted her glass. “To family. The kind you’re born into, the kind you build, and the kind you choose on purpose.”

More glasses lifted. A few people murmured agreement.

“And to Evan,” Dani continued, turning toward the groom. Her voice softened. “For loving me when I’m... a lot.”

That got a bigger laugh. Dani handled it with a shrug like she enjoyed her own reputation.

Evan smiled. The room clapped. His cheeks tightened, and Reed caught him swallow as if applause was a weight.

Dani’s eyes stayed on Evan a beat too long. Reed saw it—a flicker, a check. She was reading him the way Reed read rooms.

Then Dani lifted her chin again, brightening. “And to tomorrow. To the day we stop dating and start being annoying forever.”

The room erupted. Glasses tapped. Someone whooped. Aunts cried openly.

Reed clapped with the crowd. He kept his eyes moving.

Kelsey stood at the far side near the dessert table, clapping late, watching Dani like a person watching a door close. Councilman Sutter leaned against a column with a drink in his hand, smiling for whoever was nearest him while his eyes measured the captain’s face.

Voss held her glass up without drinking.

Reed tucked that away with the rest.

After the toast, the room loosened again. Plates cleared. Servers floated by with coffee. People began forming smaller circles, the kind that carried private conversations. Reed let himself drift toward one of the side hallways where the noise thinned.

He found Sgt. Nia Park leaning against the wall near the restrooms, phone in hand, expression bored in the way only a competent person could pretend to be.

“Didn’t know you were coming,” Reed said.

Park didn’t look up right away. “I wasn’t invited.”

Reed gave a faint smile. “Then why are you here?”

Park slipped her phone into her clutch. “Because your boss invited you, and you’re still new enough to think the world is fair.”

Reed leaned beside her, angled so he could watch the dining room through the doorway. “You checking on me?”

“I’m checking on the situation,” Park said. “Same difference tonight.”

Reed kept his voice low. “You feel something off?”

Park’s eyes finally lifted. “I feel this: every person in that room has a role, and half of them think they’re the director.”

Reed exhaled through his nose. “Captain’s got her eyes on me.”

“She has her eyes on everyone,” Park said. “You just happen to be within reach.”

Reed watched Dani move between tables again, smiling, touching shoulders, making space for people who needed it. Then he watched Evan follow a few steps behind her like a man trying to keep pace with a train.

“Groom looks tight,” Reed said.

Park’s mouth pressed into a line. “He’s a cop marrying the captain’s daughter. He’ll be tight until retirement.”

Reed’s phone buzzed again. This time he checked it.

A text from Navarro: “Front. Now.”

Reed pushed off the wall. “I gotta—”

Park lifted a hand. “Go. Keep your eyes open.”

Reed headed toward the front entrance. The restaurant’s foyer smelled like winter coats and perfume. Through the glass doors, he saw Navarro outside under the streetlight, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed in the way that meant trouble.

Reed stepped out into the cold. The city air had teeth.

Navarro didn’t waste time. “You see the guy in the suit talking to the groom earlier?”

“The older one?” Reed asked.

Navarro nodded. “Name’s Arthur Kline.”

Reed searched his memory. Nothing.

“Because he’s not,” Navarro replied. “He’s connected.”

“Connected to what?”

Navarro tilted his head, looking at Reed like he was deciding how much to let him touch. “Old unit politics. Old favors. Old mistakes.”

Reed felt his stomach tighten. “And he’s here because—”

“Because somebody wants to make sure tomorrow goes a certain way,” Navarro said. “Or because somebody’s scared it won’t.”

Reed looked back through the glass at the warm room. Dani was laughing with an older couple, hand over her heart like their story mattered. Evan stood near her with that fixed smile. Kelsey hovered at the edge of the group like she couldn’t find her place inside it.

“What did Kline say to Evan?” Reed asked.

Navarro shrugged. “I didn’t catch it. But Evan’s face did something. That’s what I caught.”

Reed’s phone buzzed again. A different number this time. Unknown caller.

He let it ring once, twice, then answered.

“Detective Reed,” he said.

Silence for half a second, then a voice—male, calm, close to a whisper.

“You’re standing outside,” the voice said.

Reed’s gaze swept the street immediately. Cars passed. A couple walked by with a dog. Nothing obvious.

“Who is this?” Reed asked.

The voice ignored the question. “You’re in over your head. Tonight is not your night.”

Reed’s grip tightened on the phone. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

A soft sound came through the line that might have been a laugh.

“Tell your captain,” the voice said, “that the seating chart won’t save her.”

The line went dead.

Reed stood still for a moment, phone pressed to his ear like he could pull the voice back out.

Navarro watched him. “Bad call?”

Reed lowered the phone. He felt the cold more now. “Anonymous,” he said. “They knew where I was standing.”

Navarro’s eyes sharpened. “What’d they say?”

Reed didn’t answer right away. He stared through the glass at Dani—bright, moving, alive in the center of the room.

He pictured the place cards lined up like pieces.

He heard the voice again: the seating chart won’t save her.

Reed swallowed. “They told me to warn the captain.”

Navarro’s expression hardened. “Then you warn her.”

Reed pushed the doors open and stepped back into the warmth.

The glow held.

But Reed felt the room differently now—like the lights were hiding something instead of celebrating it. He walked straight toward Captain Voss, weaving through laughter, through clinking glasses, through people who had no idea the night had already shifted.

Voss looked up and saw his face.

Her smile vanished.

Reed leaned in, voice low. “Captain. I just got a call. Anonymous. They said... the seating chart won’t save her.”

Captain Voss went still.

Her eyes moved past Reed’s shoulder, toward Dani.

For one long second, the captain looked like a woman instead of a commander.

Then the commander came back.

“Where is my daughter?” she asked.

Reed turned.

Dani was still smiling—still talking—still holding the room like a promise.

And Reed realized he had no idea who else in that room was holding a phone.
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​Chapter 2 — The Call Before Dawn 
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The call came in at 4:12 a.m., and it sounded wrong before Reed even picked up.

His phone buzzed against the nightstand—steady, urgent, the kind of vibration that didn’t belong to anyone who loved him. He’d fallen asleep still wearing yesterday’s tension, suit jacket draped over a chair, tie loosened and left on the dresser like a shed skin.

Reed answered on the second ring.

“Reed,” he said, voice rough.

Dispatch didn’t waste breath. “Possible homicide. Wedding venue. Bridal suite. Units en route. You’re primary.”

The address snapped through the speaker. Reed already knew it. He’d stood in that room twelve hours earlier, holding a glass for appearances, watching Dani Voss brighten the air like she could keep it warm by force.

His chest tightened like a hand closed around his lungs.

“I’m on my way,” he said.

He didn’t shower. He didn’t eat. He threw on jeans, boots, a hoodie under his coat, grabbed his badge and weapon. Keys. Wallet. Phone. The essentials. Everything else could catch up later.

Outside, the city still slept in layers. Streetlights cast thin cones over empty sidewalks. The cold carried a metallic bite that woke him fully by the time he hit the highway.

Red and blue lights pulsed in the distance before he reached the exit. Even from far out, he could see them bouncing off the venue’s glass façade like the building itself had started flashing a warning.

Reed pulled in behind a line of patrol cars and stepped into a scene that was already trying to become a story.

Uniforms moved fast. Tape went up. A supervisor’s voice cut through the quiet. A paramedic leaned against an ambulance door, shoulders slumped in the posture of someone who’d already done what they could.

Reed flashed his badge and moved under the tape.

“Detective,” a patrol officer said, relief in his voice. “We secured the main entrance and the service hall. No one leaves.”

Reed scanned faces. Wide-eyed staff in formal black clustered near the front, wrapped in blankets. A woman in a sequined jacket sat on the curb, rocking, hands clasped like prayer.

“Who found her?” Reed asked.

“Cleaning crew,” the officer said. “They came in early. Bridal suite door was closed. They thought it was left locked overnight. They had a master key.”

Reed nodded. “Where are they?”

“Inside, in the lobby. We separated them.”

“Good.”

Reed stepped into the venue. The air smelled like last night’s flowers—sweet, cloying. It mixed with the sharp bite of disinfectant someone had already used near the entrance, as if scrubbing could erase what happened.

The lobby lights were low. The place looked half-ready for joy: a welcome sign on an easel, ribbons on stair rails, arrangements of white lilies and greenery meant to say forever.

A uniformed sergeant approached—tall, brisk, face set in working mode.

“Det. Reed,” she said. “Sgt. Alvarez. First supervisor on scene.”

Reed kept walking with her. “Talk to me.”

“We got the 911 at 3:57,” Alvarez said. “Caller was venue custodian. Victim located in bridal suite adjacent to the main ballroom. EMS called time. We kept staff in the lobby. No one else allowed upstairs.”

“Any one try CPR?”

“Custodian said she checked for breathing. She ran out screaming. Staff called 911. No one touched the body after.”

Reed’s eyes went to the staircase, then beyond. A service elevator sat at the far end, doors closed, looking innocent.

“Cameras?” Reed asked.

Alvarez pointed. “Security office is downstairs. We have the manager with us. They say cameras cover entrances and halls. Bridal suite hallway should be on tape.”

“Should be,” Reed repeated quietly.

They reached the stairwell landing. A patrol officer stood at the top, blocking the hall with a broad stance and a tighter grip on his flashlight than he needed.

Alvarez leaned toward Reed. “Captain Voss isn’t here yet.”

Reed’s jaw tightened. “She will be.”

“She’s already en route,” Alvarez said. “Dispatch notified command per protocol given the victim’s identity.”

Reed felt the word identity like a weight. Dani wasn’t just a victim. She was the captain’s daughter. She was a symbol in a city that loved symbols. That would matter to everyone. It already did.

Reed pushed past the officer at the top of the stairs and into the hallway.

The carpet muted his steps. The walls held framed photos of previous weddings—smiling couples frozen in the version of the world where tragedy stayed outside the door.

Halfway down, two crime scene techs waited with their kits, looking for instruction. One had gloved hands already. The other held a clipboard, pen poised.

Reed lifted his badge slightly. “Hold,” he said. “No one enters until I see it.”

They nodded and stayed where they were.

The bridal suite door sat at the end of the hall. White-painted wood, simple brass handle, a tasteful plaque beside it. The kind of door meant to open to squeals and champagne and a dress hanging like a secret.

Now it felt like a sealed container.

A patrol officer stood beside it, face pale under the fluorescent lighting. His eyes flicked to Reed and away again.

“Detective,” he said.

“Name,” Reed replied.

“Officer Barnes.”

“What’s the status of this door?” Reed asked.

Barnes swallowed. “We kept it as we found it after EMS. Door was open when EMS arrived. We set a perimeter. Didn’t touch the handle.”

“Any forced entry signs?”

Barnes shook his head. “It looks... normal.”

Reed breathed once, deep, steady, and stepped forward.

He stopped at the threshold.

The room’s light was on. Warm, soft, staged. A vanity mirror with bulbs lined around it. A long white couch. A garment bag hung from a hook, and the dress inside showed through the translucent plastic like a ghost waiting for permission.

And on the floor near the couch—

Dani Voss.

She lay on her side, one arm bent beneath her as if she’d tried to push herself up. Her hair, usually immaculate, fanned out in dark strands across the carpet. Her eyes were half-open, fixed on nothing.

Reed’s mouth went dry.

He didn’t step in. He didn’t cross the threshold. He scanned from the door—top to bottom, left to right, practicing the discipline that kept cases from collapsing.

The room was too tidy. Too arranged. The kind of tidy that meant someone cared.

A chair was knocked over near the vanity. A makeup bag sat open, brushes spilled like a scatter of tiny bones. A strand of pearls lay snapped near her hand.

Reed kept his breathing even.

“Any obvious cause?” Alvarez asked quietly behind him.

Reed stared at Dani’s neck. His eyes went to her hands. Her nails. The carpet fibers. A faint discoloration on her wrist as if she’d been grabbed hard.

He could guess. He refused to declare it yet.

“Wait for medical examiner,” Reed said.

He heard footsteps behind him—faster, heavier. A voice rose in the lobby below. A command voice.

Reed felt the air in the hallway shift, the way it did when a room recognized power had entered.

Captain Elena Voss appeared at the top of the stairs like she’d been forged out of urgency.

Her coat was thrown over her shoulders. Her hair had been pulled back quickly, a few strands loose near her temples. She moved with purpose, eyes locked down the hall on the bridal suite door, on the cluster of uniforms, on Reed.

“Move,” she said, and the hallway obeyed.

Sgt. Alvarez stepped forward. “Captain—”

Voss held up a hand. “Where is she?”

Alvarez tried again. “Captain, we’ve secured the scene. EMS—”

“Where is my daughter?” Voss repeated.

Her voice cracked once on the word daughter. It was brief, a fracture that showed bone. Then it sealed, and her voice went flat, cold, precise.

Reed turned slightly, meeting her halfway before she reached the threshold.

“Captain,” he said, keeping his tone firm. “You can’t go in.”

Voss looked at him like he’d spoken a foreign language.

“Reed,” she said, and her eyes were bright with something more dangerous than tears. “Step aside.”

“Ma’am,” Reed said, and kept his voice steady, “I need you back from the door. We preserve the scene.”

Voss took one more step, and Reed could see it in her face—the exact moment her brain tried to bargain with reality. As if her rank could change what waited in that room.

Her gaze cut past Reed’s shoulder.

She saw Dani.

All command drained out of her for half a second. The captain became a mother. A woman who had rehearsed for tomorrow, who had imagined photographs and vows and a daughter’s laugh.

Her lips parted. No sound came at first. Then a small, broken exhale.

“Dani,” she said.

Reed held his ground. “Captain, please.”

Voss’s eyes stayed on the body. Her jaw clenched. Her breath came in controlled pulls, like she was forcing her lungs to cooperate.

Then her face hardened.

“Lock this down,” she said, voice level again, the crack gone. “No one enters without my approval.”

Reed felt the words hit his spine. He heard the shift in tone: command weaponized. Grief converted into control.

“Captain,” Reed said, careful, “this is a homicide scene. Procedure gives—”

Voss’s eyes snapped to him. “I am procedure.”

The hallway went still around them. Officers stared at the carpet, stared at the walls, stared anywhere that didn’t involve being caught between a commander and a dead daughter.

Sgt. Alvarez cleared her throat. “Captain, the detective is lead on the investigation. We’ve already called—”

“The detective answers to me,” Voss said.

Reed kept his posture calm. Inside, his thoughts ran fast.

If Voss took over, this case turned political before the body was even bagged. If Reed pushed too hard, he’d become the story. If he softened, Dani’s truth would get shaped to fit someone else’s need.

Reed looked at Dani again. The girl who’d lifted her glass to family and forever.

He spoke quietly, so only Voss could hear him.

“Ma’am,” he said, “if you want justice, you let me work.”

Voss stared at him, and Reed saw the fight behind her eyes—love, rage, fear, pride. She was deciding what kind of mother she would be now.

Footsteps sounded behind them again. Faster. More people arriving. The building filling with attention.

A uniformed officer hurried up the stairs and stopped short. “Captain,” he said, “media is already outside. Somebody leaked it.”

Voss didn’t flinch. Her gaze stayed on Reed.

“Then we give them a statement,” she said. “Controlled. Clean.”

Reed felt his stomach drop.

The case had barely begun.

And it was already being managed.

Voss leaned closer to Reed, voice low and razor-steady. “You will find who did this,” she said. “Fast. And you will keep my department out of it.”

Reed held her eyes. “I’ll find who did it,” he said. “I won’t promise the second part.”

Voss’s expression didn’t change, but something in her eyes sharpened.

“Watch your mouth,” she murmured.

Reed looked past her shoulder, down the hall, where the bridal suite door stood open like a wound.

He thought of the anonymous voice from last night.

The seating chart won’t save her.

He didn’t believe in prophecies. He believed in people.

And someone had planned this.

Reed stepped back and lifted his hand to the crime scene techs. “Photograph everything from the doorway first,” he said. “No entry until I say.”

Voss turned her head slightly, listening, calculating. She looked ready to overrule him again—

Then Dani’s body seemed to pull her gaze back, a gravity she couldn’t ignore.

For the first time, Voss’s voice softened by a degree.

“Tell me what you have,” she said.

Reed swallowed.

“All I have right now,” he said, “is that your daughter is gone. And this room is too clean for what happened.”

Voss’s eyes narrowed.

Reed felt the morning begin to rise outside, the faintest suggestion of light behind the windows.

Dawn was coming.

And with it, a city that would want answers it didn’t deserve yet.

​



The hallway filled the way water filled a low place—quiet at first, then suddenly everywhere.

Crime Scene Unit arrived with rolling cases and tired faces, their movements brisk and practiced. The medical examiner’s investigator followed behind them, coat collar up, clipboard tucked under one arm. Someone brought extra evidence tape. Someone else brought bottled water that nobody opened.

Reed stood just outside the bridal suite door, keeping his body between the room and the captain’s impulse.

He pointed with two fingers. “Photos from the threshold first. Wide shots. Then mid. Then close. Document the door, the handle, the lock, the floor outside the door, and the hallway carpeting.”

The CSU tech—a woman named Patel—nodded once. Her camera clicked, flash bouncing off the vanity mirror and throwing harsh light across the dress bag.

Captain Voss watched every movement like she was counting seconds.

The ME investigator, Dr. Raines—older man, calm eyes—stepped up beside Reed, gaze sweeping the scene from the doorway with clinical distance.

“Detective,” he said.

“Doc,” Reed replied. “Give me what you can without moving anything yet.”

Raines leaned slightly, eyes narrowing on Dani’s neck, her wrists, the angle of her body, the snapped strand of pearls.

“Early read,” Raines said, voice low. “Possible strangulation. Ligature or hands. There’s also bruising on the wrist consistent with restraint or forceful grip. I’ll confirm once we’re in.”

Reed felt his jaw tighten. He kept his voice steady. “Time of death?”

“Body temp and stiffness will give us a range,” Raines said. “Right now I’d guess within the last six hours. Could be tighter once I examine.”

Reed nodded. Six hours meant she died after the rehearsal glow had dimmed. After the last hugs. After the last pictures. After she told him thank you.

Captain Voss stepped closer.

“Say it,” she demanded, voice clipped. “What happened to her?”

Raines didn’t look at her. He looked at Reed. He knew rank. He also knew grief.

“Captain,” Reed said, “we’ll get you facts. Give us room to do it right.”

Voss’s gaze pinned him. “Do it right,” she echoed. “And do it fast.”

Sgt. Alvarez approached with a tablet in her hands. “Captain, we’ve got venue manager in the lobby. Cleaning crew separated. Security chief says camera system is on-site, DVR in the basement office.”

Voss nodded once. “Get me a copy of all footage. Every camera. Start at midnight.”

Reed cut in. “Captain, the digital evidence goes through the case lead. Chain-of-custody stays clean.”

Voss’s eyes flashed. “Chain-of-custody is clean when I say it’s clean.”

Reed held her gaze without blinking. “Chain-of-custody is clean when it holds up in court.”

The hallway seemed to tighten around them. Every uniform within earshot stiffened, pretending to focus on their shoes, their radios, their gloves.

Voss took one measured breath. When she spoke again, her voice sounded calm enough to fool anyone who didn’t know her.

“Fine,” she said. “Detective Reed gets the footage. I get updates every thirty minutes.”

Reed nodded once. It was a concession shaped like a threat.

He turned to Alvarez. “Bring the venue manager to the stairwell, one at a time. I want the first finder, then the manager, then security.”

Alvarez moved.

Patel’s camera kept clicking. Flash. Click. Flash. Click.

Reed watched her frame the snapped pearls. The knocked chair. The spilled brushes. The dress bag. The room’s careful staging.

He caught something else, too—something missing.

Dani’s phone.

At the rehearsal dinner, it had been a constant in her hand, the tool that let her run the room like a city. In death, it should have been close. On the vanity. On the couch. In a clutch.

Reed saw her clutch on the counter—small, pale, open.

Empty.

Patel followed his eyes. “You see something?”

“Phone’s gone,” Reed said.

Raines made a soft sound, like a note in the margin. “That changes motive.”

Reed agreed without saying it. A phone meant messages. Photos. Calls. Evidence. A killer who took it cared about what it held.

He looked at the vanity mirror. One bulb was slightly dimmer than the others. He didn’t know yet if it mattered. He didn’t let it go.

“Patel,” he said, “before you enter, photograph the hallway floor in front of the door. All of it. Close on any scuff marks, fibers, prints.”

Patel angled down. Flash. Click.

Then Reed heard it—the soft, rhythmic squeak of shoes moving fast up the stairs.

Evan Hale.

The groom appeared at the top of the stairwell, hair damp as if he’d showered in a rush, eyes wide and wet. He wore a hoodie and jeans like Reed, like two men who’d been yanked out of sleep and thrown into different versions of hell.

A uniformed officer tried to block him.

Evan pushed past.

“Where is she?” Evan demanded, voice cracking. “Where’s Dani?”

Captain Voss turned.

For a heartbeat, Reed thought she would break him with her hands.

Instead, she spoke with a voice that belonged on a radio, not in a hallway with a dead daughter.

“Stop,” Voss said.

Evan froze mid-step. His eyes darted to the open door. He saw the room’s light. He saw the dress bag. He saw the shape on the floor.

His face collapsed.

“Dani,” he whispered, and the sound came out like something tearing.

Reed stepped forward, keeping his tone firm. “Evan, you stay right here. You don’t go in.”

Evan’s eyes snapped to him, wild. “That’s my—”

Reed held up a hand. “She’s a crime scene right now.”

The words landed hard. Evan flinched as if he’d been slapped.

Captain Voss moved closer, her body a wall between Evan and the door. “Where were you?” she asked.

Evan swallowed. “At home. I— I got the call and came.”

“What time did you last speak to her?” Reed asked.

Evan’s gaze flicked toward the door again. “Last night. After dinner. She said she had to come here for one more thing. Something about the seating.”

Reed’s stomach tightened.

Voss’s head turned sharply. “Seating,” she repeated.

Evan nodded, frantic. “She kept talking about it. Like it mattered more than flowers. Like she was— she was trying to fix something.”

Reed felt the anonymous voice from last night settle into the back of his mind again, cold and patient.

Voss’s face stayed composed, but her eyes sharpened into something Reed didn’t like. She looked past Evan, past Reed, as if she could see a different room behind this one.

“What did she say?” Voss asked, too controlled.

Evan dragged a hand down his face. “She said... she said there were people coming tomorrow who didn’t belong near each other. She said she knew what they did.”

Reed watched the captain’s mouth tighten.

Then Evan’s gaze snapped back to Reed, and the fear in it turned pointed.

“And I didn’t do this,” Evan said. “I swear to you, I didn’t. You have to believe me.”

Reed didn’t offer comfort. Comfort came after facts.

“Evan,” Reed said, “I need your phone. Right now.”

Evan blinked. “Why?”

“Because Dani’s is missing,” Reed said. “And because you’re part of her timeline.”

Evan hesitated—just a fraction.

Reed saw it. Patel saw it, too. Even Raines paused, eyes lifting from his clipboard.

Captain Voss saw it last.

But when she did, it landed like a match.

Her voice dropped into something dangerously quiet. “Hand it over,” she said.

Evan’s hand went to his pocket. His fingers curled around the phone.

He pulled it out slowly, like it weighed too much.

Reed took it in an evidence bag, sealed it, labeled it, and turned to Alvarez as she returned with the first witness.

“Get Evan downstairs,” Reed said. “Separate room. Keep it respectful. Keep it controlled.”

Evan’s head snapped up. “I’m not leaving her.”

Reed met his eyes. “You’re leaving the scene,” he said. “You’ll talk, then you’ll wait.”

Evan’s breathing turned shallow. He looked toward the door again, desperate.

Captain Voss didn’t look at him. She looked at Reed.

“You have thirty minutes,” she said. “Then I want names.”

Reed didn’t answer. He watched Alvarez guide Evan away, watched Evan’s shoulders fold as he went, watched him glance back like his body wanted to run in the opposite direction.

Reed turned back to the bridal suite.

The room still glowed.

The dress still hung.

And somewhere out in the dark, Dani’s phone was awake in the wrong hands.

​



The first finder sat in the stairwell on a folding chair like the building had spit her out.

She was short, late fifties, hairnet still on, hands raw from years of chemicals and scrubbing. A venue polo hung on her like armor. She kept staring at her palms as if the answer might be written there.

Sgt. Alvarez stood nearby, arms folded, watching the hallway like it might start moving again.

Reed crouched in front of the woman so she didn’t have to crane her neck to meet his eyes. He kept his voice low and steady.

“Ma’am, I’m Detective Reed. Tell me your name.”

“Maribel,” she whispered. Her throat worked hard. “Maribel Santos.”

“Okay, Maribel,” Reed said. “Take your time. Start at the beginning of your shift.”

Maribel swallowed. “We come early. Always early on wedding days. The ballroom’s supposed to be... perfect. We got a list. Bathrooms, lobby, stairs, bridal suite. Bridal suite last.”

“Why last?” Reed asked.

Maribel’s eyes lifted for the first time. “Because they say sometimes the bride comes late. Leaves things. We’re told to wait.”

Reed nodded. “What time did you arrive?”

“Three,” she said. “Three o’clock. We came through the service entrance. My cousin—she works with me—she clocked us in.”

“Did you see anyone in the parking lot? Any cars you didn’t recognize?” Reed asked.

Maribel shook her head quickly, then slowed, as if correcting herself. “I didn’t look. It was dark.”

Reed let that stand. “When did you go upstairs?”

“Three-thirty. Maybe,” she said. “We did lobby. Then stairs. Then hall.”

“Did you hear anything?” Reed asked.

Maribel’s face pinched. She searched her memory hard enough to hurt herself. “Music,” she said. “Like a phone. Somewhere. It stopped.”

Reed’s eyes sharpened. “What kind of music?”

Maribel blinked. “Something... soft. Like a song. It was far. It could’ve been outside.”

Reed filed it. A ringtone. An alarm. A clue, or just the building settling.

“Bridal suite door,” Reed said. “What did you see?”

Maribel drew a shaky breath. “It was closed. We knock. No answer. We knock again. No answer. We use the master key.”

Reed watched her hands. “Who used the key?”

“I did,” she said, voice small.

“And when you opened it?”

Maribel’s eyes glossed. “Light was on. Like... warm light. I thought she was asleep. On the floor. Like she fell.”

Her voice cracked. Tears started, then stopped, as if her body refused to spend more.

“I said, ‘Miss? Miss?’” Maribel continued. “I stepped in one step. I saw her face. Her eyes. I ran.”

Reed nodded slowly. “Did you touch her?”

Maribel shook her head hard. “I didn’t. I ran out. I screamed. The manager came.”

“Good,” Reed said. “You did the right thing.”

Captain Voss’s heels clicked on the stair landing behind Reed. Her presence didn’t need permission.

Maribel looked up, recognized her, and recoiled like she’d been caught in a crime.

Voss’s expression held steady, but Reed could read the strain in her jaw.

“What else?” Voss asked, voice controlled.

Reed stood, placing himself between Voss and the witness without making it obvious. “Maribel heard possible phone music before she entered. Door was closed. Light was on.”

Voss’s eyes went flat. “Who had access to that room?”

Reed answered before Maribel could drown in guilt. “We’re about to get that from management and security.”

Voss stared at Reed a beat, then nodded once, short and sharp, like she was granting him a small piece of oxygen.

Reed turned back to Maribel. “Maribel, you’re going to stay with an officer downstairs. You’ll make a statement. If you remember anything—any smell, any sound, any person—you tell us immediately.”

Maribel nodded rapidly, relieved to have instructions.

Alvarez guided her away.

Reed shifted his attention to the venue manager waiting at the base of the stairs—mid-thirties, suit wrinkled, eyes too bright. The man kept wiping his hands on his pants like sweat was a personal failure.

“Name,” Reed said.

“Gordon Pike,” the manager replied. “I—I can help. We’ve hosted hundreds of weddings. This has never—”

Reed held up a hand. “You’re going to answer questions. That’s how you help. Who has keys to the bridal suite?”

Pike swallowed. “Master keys are for management and cleaning supervisors. Individual keys are... controlled.”

“Controlled by who?” Reed asked.

“Security,” Pike said quickly. “We have a key log. Signed out. Signed back in. Everything tracked.”

Reed watched Pike’s face when he said everything. People lied with their eyes before their mouths caught up.

“Pull the log,” Reed said.

Pike nodded too fast. “Yes. Yes. It’s in the office.”

“What time was the bridal suite last accessed, according to your logs?” Reed asked.

Pike blinked. “I— I’d need to check.”

“You’ll check,” Reed said. “And while you do, you’ll tell me about the camera system.”

Pike’s shoulders sagged. “Cameras cover entrances, halls, stairwells, ballroom, service doors. The suite hallway is covered.”

“Is the suite itself covered?” Reed asked.

Pike shook his head. “No cameras inside private rooms. Policy. Liability.”

Voss’s voice cut in. “Then who can erase footage?”

Pike’s eyes flicked to her, and fear crossed his face like a shadow. “Erase? No one erases. We store DVR locally. It overwrites after thirty days. That’s it.”

Reed held the manager’s gaze. “Who has admin access to the DVR?”

Pike hesitated. Just a beat.

Reed felt the beat. Voss felt it, too.

Pike cleared his throat. “Our security lead. And... IT, when they come in. Sometimes corporate support.”

“Names,” Reed said.

Pike’s lips trembled. “Security lead is Manny Keats. IT vendor is Kline Systems. They service us quarterly. They can remote in for troubleshooting.”

Reed’s stomach tightened, cold and immediate.

Navarro’s warning from the night before slid into place.

Arthur Kline.

Reed kept his face calm. “Kline Systems,” he repeated. “Who requested troubleshooting recently?”

Pike shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s... handled through security.”

Reed turned. “Bring me Manny Keats.”

Pike hurried off like speed could keep tragedy from touching him.

Reed stepped into the hall again, letting his eyes sweep the scene while he waited. CSU techs photographed the hallway, the doorframe, the carpet. Patel held a flashlight low, searching for impressions.

“Got scuffing,” Patel said, voice quiet. “Front of the door. Shoe drag. Could be from moving weight. Could be from a struggle.”

“Bag it,” Reed said. “And photograph any fibers.”

Raines stood near the threshold, gloved now, ready. “Detective,” he said, “when you’re ready, I need access. Time matters.”

Reed nodded. “You’ll get it.”

Captain Voss stood at the far end of the hallway, arms crossed, watching everything with a stillness that had teeth. Officers gave her space like a storm.

Reed’s phone buzzed again. Unknown number.

He didn’t answer.

He watched the screen. It stopped. Then a text came through from the same unknown number.

You’re being watched. Keep it clean.

Reed’s thumb hovered over the screen. He wanted to show it to Alvarez. He wanted to show it to Park. He did not want to show it to the captain.

He pocketed the phone and forced his breathing to stay steady.

Footsteps returned. Pike led a man in a security jacket—Manny Keats. Late forties, heavy-lidded eyes, calm the way some people got when they were used to being the person in charge of doors.

Keats nodded at Reed as if this was a meeting, not a death.

“Detective,” Keats said. “Terrible situation.”

Reed didn’t give him warmth. “Admin access to your DVR.”

Keats’s mouth tightened. “Me and corporate. That’s it.”

“Any troubleshooting within the last forty-eight hours?” Reed asked.

Keats spread his hands. “None that I know of.”

Reed kept his gaze on Keats’s eyes. “Who else can remote in?”

Keats blinked once. “Corporate support.”

“Names,” Reed said.

Keats’s jaw worked. “I don’t have names. It’s a ticket system.”

Voss stepped closer, voice low and deadly. “Then you will get them.”

Keats looked at her, and his calm finally shifted into caution. “Captain, I—”

Reed cut in. “Manny, where were you between midnight and 4 a.m.?”

Keats didn’t hesitate. “Home. Asleep. My wife can confirm.”

Reed nodded once. “Your phone. I need it.”

Keats’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because the victim’s phone is missing,” Reed said. “And because this venue’s digital system is now evidence.”

Keats’s face hardened. “I’m not handing over my phone without a warrant.”

Reed held his stare. “Then I’ll get one.”

Voss took another step, close enough that her voice barely carried. “You want to stand on your rights while my daughter is upstairs?”

Keats’s throat bobbed. “Captain, I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

Reed lifted a hand slightly toward Voss. A small signal: let me handle it.

He turned back to Keats. “Manny, you’re going to stay available. You’re going to provide every login record, every access log, every ticket request, and your full staff list. You’re going to do it now.”

Keats looked between Reed and Voss. He nodded once, reluctantly, then followed Pike toward the stairs.

The hallway quieted again, leaving only camera clicks and distant radios.

Reed felt the weight of the case settling onto his shoulders, heavy and specific. Dani was dead. Her phone was gone. The cameras might be compromised by a vendor tied to a man Navarro had flagged. Someone was texting Reed from the dark.

He looked at the bridal suite door.

The room still glowed like it was waiting for laughter.

Reed motioned to Patel. “Last set of photos,” he said. “Then we go in.”

Patel nodded and stepped back. Flash. Click. Flash. Click.

Reed put on gloves.

He paused at the threshold and let his eyes take the scene one more time, forcing himself to see it as evidence instead of a person he’d just spoken to hours ago.

Then he stepped into the room.
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The first step into the bridal suite felt like stepping into a lie.

The air was warm—too warm for a winter night—and heavy with perfume, lilies, hairspray, the sweet rot of flowers left in water too long. The lights around the vanity mirror glowed soft and flattering, meant for skin and silk. They made Dani’s skin look wrong. Like the room was still trying to perform happiness over the truth on the floor.

Reed kept his boots behind the threshold until Patel finished her last flash from the doorway. Then he stepped in, careful, eyes down first.

“Path,” he said.

Patel nodded and laid down a narrow strip of paper stepping-stones—clean white squares—so Reed and the ME investigator could move without turning the carpet into a second crime scene.

Reed followed the squares, stopping every few feet, scanning the room in slow, deliberate sweeps. He did what he’d been trained to do: turn grief into inventory.

Captain Voss stood at the door, arms folded tight, her body a dam holding back the flood of herself. She didn’t enter. Reed had insisted. She’d complied, barely. Her eyes tracked every movement, every glance, as if she could command the room into giving her answers.

“You touch nothing unless you’re documenting it,” Reed said, voice calm. He wasn’t sure whether he was talking to CSU or to the captain.

Voss’s gaze flicked to him, then back to Dani.

Patel moved along the wall, photographing the dresser, the couch, the vanity, the open clutch. The flash popped in quiet bursts, brightening the room in harsh slices, then leaving it warm again. Like the room couldn’t decide what it was.

Raines entered behind Reed, gloved and clinical, pausing at the edge of the body.

Reed crouched on a paper square, studying the immediate area without crossing into it.

Dani lay on her side near the couch, one shoulder angled toward the vanity. Her hair was spread like a dark fan. Her right wrist showed purple bruising that didn’t belong on someone dressing for a wedding. Her left hand was curled near the snapped pearls, fingertips almost touching them like she’d been reaching for something.

Reed tracked her gaze line without thinking—habit—following where her eyes might have gone in the last seconds.

The vanity.

The mirror.

The door.

“Room looks staged,” Patel murmured, camera lowered.

Reed nodded. “Talk to me.”

Patel gestured with her lens. “Makeup bag dumped, chair tipped. But the drawer under the vanity—still closed. The jewelry tray on the dresser—still full. If this was a robbery, they missed the obvious.”

Reed’s eyes moved to the dresser. A delicate watch sat in a tray. Earrings. A thin chain. A small cash envelope peeking from under a notebook.

Nothing about the room said frantic search.

Except the things that had been placed to look like it.

The chair wasn’t thrown. It was tipped neatly, the legs aligned almost too cleanly to be random. The makeup brushes had spilled, but not far. The bag was open as if someone had simply flipped it, not dragged it.

“A performance,” Reed said softly.

Captain Voss’s voice came from the doorway, crisp and flat. “Or a message.”

Reed didn’t look at her. “Or misdirection.”

He shifted his attention to the clutch on the counter. Pale satin, clasp open. Inside: lipstick, tissues, a small comb, a folded list of vendor numbers.

No phone.

“Missing item is consistent across witnesses,” Reed said. “Phone’s gone.”

Raines spoke without looking up from his clipboard. “People don’t take phones as souvenirs.”

“They take what phones hold,” Reed replied.

Reed moved his eyes to the carpet near the door. Patel had flagged it with a small numbered marker: 3.

A partial shoe print, faint in the carpet pile, like someone had stepped with weight and then dragged slightly—just a crescent of tread pattern and a heel edge.

Reed leaned closer without stepping off the paper square.

“What do we have?” Reed asked.

Patel shined a light across the carpet at a low angle. “Partial tread. Looks like an athletic shoe. Could be common. We’ll cast what we can, lift fibers.”

Reed’s gaze went to the baseboard near the door. Another marker: 4.

A smear.

A thin, dark streak along the white paint like someone had brushed it with a sleeve or a hand.

Reed stared at it, his mind mapping movement. A person entering. A person pressed back. A hand reaching for the handle. A struggle near the threshold.

He looked at Dani’s bruised wrist again.

“Smear suggests contact near exit,” Reed said. “She fought toward the door.”

Raines stepped closer, careful, then crouched on his own paper square. He examined Dani’s neck with a small light.

“Bruising consistent with compression,” Raines said quietly. “It wasn’t quick. She had time to fight.”

The room went colder in Reed’s chest.

He stared at the snapped pearls again, then the tipped chair, then the open makeup bag. His mind wanted to make it a story. He forced it to stay evidence.

“Start a full inventory,” Reed said. “Anything missing besides the phone?”

Patel glanced around, checked the countertop, the couch cushions, the floor. “Purse is here. Wallet is here. Keys?” She pointed. “Keys are on the vanity. If someone wanted valuables, they left them.”

Reed nodded. “So robbery is staged.”

Captain Voss’s voice came again, sharper this time. “What about the dress?”

Reed’s eyes went to the garment bag. It hung pristine, untouched, the wedding dress visible through the plastic like an accusation.

“No sign it was disturbed,” Reed said.

Voss’s breath hitched—small, almost imperceptible. She controlled it immediately.

Reed shifted his stance, letting his eyes travel up the walls.

The mirror.

The bulbs.

One bulb was dimmer than the rest.

He’d noticed it earlier. Now he looked harder. The bulb wasn’t burnt out. It was on—just faint, like it was struggling.

He leaned toward the vanity without touching it.

A charging cable ran behind the mirror frame, tucked along the edge—hidden unless you looked.

Reed’s throat tightened. “Patel.”

She stepped close.

Reed pointed without touching. “That cable. Photograph it. Trace it. See where it goes.”

Patel angled her camera. Flash. Click.

She followed the cable with her eyes. “It goes down behind the vanity. Could be a light strip. Could be... something else.”

Reed felt the shape of it forming—someone charging something, someone hiding something, someone using the vanity as a place to plug in a device that wasn’t supposed to be here.

Maybe Dani’s phone had been plugged there before it disappeared.

Maybe something else had been.

Reed glanced at the trash can near the counter. A small marker already stood beside it: 5. The liner was folded neatly, too neat. Someone had tied it, not the way people tied trash, but the way people tied evidence when they didn’t want it spilling.

“Bag it,” Reed said.

Patel nodded and documented it.

Reed stood, feeling Captain Voss’s gaze on the side of his face like a weight.

“What are you thinking?” Voss asked.

Reed kept his tone even. “I’m thinking the person who did this wanted us to look at the wrong thing first.”

Voss’s eyes narrowed. “And what’s the wrong thing?”

Reed looked at the tipped chair, the spilled makeup, the staged mess.

“Robbery,” he said.

He looked at Dani again, at her bruised wrist, at the smear by the door.

“And the right thing?” Voss pressed.

Reed held the pause, because the right thing was bigger than the room.

He said it anyway.

“The phone,” Reed replied. “And who needed what was on it.”

Raines rose slowly, voice clinical. “Detective, I need to examine fully.”

Reed nodded. “Do it.”

Raines stepped closer, and Reed backed off a half step, giving him space.

Captain Voss’s voice dropped lower, almost private. “Find it,” she said, eyes on Dani. “Find her phone.”

Reed didn’t promise. He didn’t soften it.

“I will,” he said.

But as Reed watched Raines begin his examination, he couldn’t ignore the thing that kept pulling at him.

This room was lit like a celebration.

And someone had used that light to hide what they were really doing.

​



Raines worked with the patience of a man who’d learned that grief tried to rush everything.

He leaned close to Dani’s neck, angled his light, and dictated quietly while Patel hovered at the edge with her camera.

“Petechial hemorrhaging in the eyes,” Raines said. “Contusions along the lateral neck. Pattern suggests sustained pressure.”

Reed held still, eyes fixed on the details, forcing himself to keep Dani in focus as evidence instead of the woman who’d toasted forever twelve hours ago.

Raines shifted to Dani’s hands. “Bruising on the wrist. Fingernail damage on the right hand. She fought.”

Captain Voss’s breath pulled tight at the doorway. Reed heard it even over the camera clicks.

Raines continued, voice even. “No obvious defensive cuts. No visible weapon injuries. This was close contact.”

Close contact meant personal. Close contact meant confidence. Close contact meant the killer believed they could control the room.

Reed pointed to the smear near the baseboard. “Swab that,” he said.

Patel nodded. “Blood?”

“Could be makeup,” Reed replied. “Could be transfer from a sleeve. Either way, we treat it like biological until lab says otherwise.”

Patel photographed the streak from three angles, then took a sterile swab and sealed it with careful hands.

Reed moved his attention to the partial shoe print again. He crouched, stayed on the paper squares, and traced the impression with his eyes.

“Angle looks like someone pivoted,” Reed said. “Weight shifted right at the threshold.”

Patel swept a low beam across it. “Tread looks common. Running shoe. Size maybe ten to eleven.”

Reed looked at the carpet fibers around the impression. One strand caught the light—thin, pale, almost invisible against the beige.

“Fiber,” he said.

Patel marked it and lifted it with tweezers, sealing it into a small envelope.

Reed’s eyes traveled up to the door handle. Brass. Smooth. A place where prints loved to live.

“Powder the handle and lock,” Reed said. “Also the vanity edge and the clutch clasp.”

Patel’s partner—Hughes—stepped forward with fingerprint kit and moved like someone who’d done this in a hundred rooms that all tried to pretend they were different.

Captain Voss leaned in from the doorway, voice tight. “Tell me time of death.”

Raines glanced up. “I’ll give you a range once I check temperature and stiffness fully.”

Voss’s jaw tightened. “Now.”

Reed turned slightly, keeping his voice low, aimed at Voss more than Raines. “A range gives you something solid. A guess gives you noise.”

Voss stared at him like she wanted to argue, then cut her gaze away, choosing the body over the fight.

Raines slid a thermometer into position, then checked stiffness at the jaw and limbs with clinical care. He watched lividity—where blood settled, what gravity said about movement.

“Estimate,” Raines said finally. “Between eleven p.m. and two a.m. Closer to midnight.”

Reed felt his chest go heavy.

Midnight put Dani here after the rehearsal dinner ended. It put her alive long enough to drive, to text, to walk into a room that should have been safe.

It also put the killer in motion while the city slept.

Reed looked at the trash can again. Hughes lifted the liner with gloved hands, careful to keep it intact. The knot was tight, deliberate, cinched like someone didn’t want anything slipping out.

Hughes opened it over a clean paper sheet.

Inside: tissues, a disposable makeup wipe, a water bottle, and a torn piece of thick cardstock with gold script—part of a place card.

Reed
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