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  The Murder at Lake Briar

  
  




The mist rolled low across Lake Briar, swallowing the world in a pale, shifting veil that clung to the surface of the water like an exhaled breath that refused to disperse. The moon hung above the lake in a bleary halo, shimmering across the water in wavering silver strokes. To most people in Stonebridge, this lakeside path was serene—romantic even. Couples often came here to reconcile, to talk, to leave their troubles for the night air to swallow.




Tonight it would swallow something else entirely.




Daniel Fletcher walked with purposeful slowness, his hand resting lightly against the small of Laura’s back. It looked affectionate. Wifely. Protective. It wasn’t. The touch was a reminder—to himself—that he still controlled the scene unfolding. It reminded Laura of something too, though she couldn’t quite articulate it; some small childhood memory of her mother warning her about wolves who moved with gentleness before they struck.




No one in Stonebridge would have recognised Daniel tonight. Not because he looked different—his build was still tall and chiselled, his grey-streaked hair neatly combed, his coat designer-made and expensive—but because his expression had dropped the warm charm he wore like a permanent accessory. In its place was something quiet. Cold. Premeditated.




Laura’s steps were far less sure. She had wrapped her arms around herself beneath her coat, fingers pinching into the fabric as if it could anchor her against what she was carrying. It couldn’t. The weight inside her was heavier than anything cloth could hold back. Her discovery—days old now—sat in her chest like a jagged stone. The affair, yes, that was a betrayal she could almost process. But the rest? The evidence she had seen? The stories she had gathered from timid interns and tearful producers? That was something darker.




“It’s beautiful tonight,” Daniel said, his voice light. Casual. He might as well have been commenting on the weather at a dinner party.




Laura didn’t respond immediately. Her breath came out in a thin white plume. She watched it disappear.




“I know why we’re here, Daniel,” she said finally, her voice quiet but steady enough. “You don’t have to pretend.”




Daniel smiled faintly. “Pretend what?”




“That you care how I feel.”




A pause. Simple. Returnable. But Daniel didn’t return it. He let it lie on the air like a written line he didn’t need to read from.




They walked a little further, their shoes crunching softly through damp earth and fallen reeds. The lake glistened to their right, still and reflective. This spot—isolated, quiet, half sheltered by a leaning willow—was where Daniel paused. He exhaled softly, as if relieved.




“This is good,” he murmured. “We should talk.”




Laura swallowed. The cold nestled against her skin, feeding a tremor that wasn’t entirely from the night air. She turned to face him fully, pulling her coat closer across her chest.




“I’m not afraid of you,” she said.




Daniel’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “I didn’t say you were.”




“No. But you want me to be.” Another breath. This one shakier. “I’ve spent the past week deciding if I should be afraid of you.”




A small smile tugged the corner of his mouth. “You’ve always had a flair for the dramatic.”




“Stop.” Her voice cracked. She steadied it. “Daniel… I know.”




He softened his expression the way a man might soften his voice before delivering a rehearsed apology. “Laura—”




“I know about Mara,” she said, words tumbling but firm. “But it’s not just about her. Daniel, I know what you’ve been doing at the studio. I know what you—what you made those women do. I’ve spoken to them. They trusted me. I’ve seen the messages you sent. The threats. The promises.”




Something flickered behind his eyes. Not surprise. Annoyance.




Laura pressed on. “I wrote everything down. I’ve drafted a statement, Daniel. You can’t talk me down from this. I’m telling the police.”




A long moment stretched between them—thin and taut like a wire.




The lake made no sound.




The reeds hardly dared move.




Daniel’s chest rose and fell in one slow breath.




Then another.




If someone had been watching, they would have thought he was considering her words. Listening. Processing.




But inside his skull, the decision had been made long before they left the house.




“You won’t be silent?” he asked softly.




Laura shook her head. “I can’t. It isn’t right.”




Daniel nodded slowly, almost appreciatively. “I know.”




She blinked. “You… know?”




“It’s all right,” he said gently. “I understand.”




Then he moved.




It was fast—so fast that her mind barely connected the movement to the outcome. His hand slipped into his coat pocket, fingers wrapping around the cool metal. The blade glinted only once in the moonlight, a slender arc of silver that cut through the mist like a slash of lightning.




Laura’s breath caught—not a scream, something else. A sharp inhale of pure shock. Daniel’s arm swept forward with a swift, trained precision she had never imagined him possessing. The blade met her throat, sliced cleanly, deeply.




Her hands flew up instinctively, pressing uselessly at the wound, eyes wide, disbelieving. The warmth flowed instantly—horrifically—down her neck and across her trembling fingers.




Daniel held her upright for a fraction of a second, watching her expression change from shock to betrayal to something like acceptance. Then he let go.




Her knees buckled.




Her body folded into the earth.




The reeds bent under her weight, bowing as if acknowledging a fallen figure.




He crouched beside her as the last fragile sounds escaped her lips—a wet gasp, a soft choke, a nearly silent attempt to speak his name.




The night absorbed it all.




When her eyes fixed open in a blank, final stare, Daniel exhaled. Slowly. Evenly. Like he had just finished a workout or wrapped a scene on set.




He wiped the blade on his sleeve, though he’d change clothes before returning home anyway. Everything about this moment—everything—was already planned.




He dragged her body by the arms, tugging her deeper into the reeds where the moonlight fractured through tall grass. Her feet left faint trails in the damp soil, but not enough to worry him. The mist would settle differently by morning. The earth would muddy. The wind would contour the reeds in confusing patterns.




He positioned her on her side at an angle that mimicked collapse. A desperate woman fleeing, perhaps. A moment of panic. Something that could be twisted into narrative later.




Satisfied, Daniel crouched again, scanning the area. No one was here—he had made sure of that. His phone had been off for hours. His alibi was rehearsed down to the minute. He had arrived home late from “studio meetings,” Mara blowing up his phone with anxious messages, providing the perfect trail of digital crumbs that would make her appear unhinged.




Speaking of Mara—




Daniel reached into his coat pocket once more.




This time he retrieved a delicate scarf. Soft knit. Pale lavender. A gift he had bought for Mara last month and told her to wear often.




He twirled the scarf once around his gloved fingers, appreciating the softness, the innocence implied by the colour. Then he placed it carefully near Laura’s body, half buried in reeds but still visible enough to catch the eye of any competent investigator.




He stepped back, admiring the tableau.




Subtle.




Suggestive.




Not too obvious, not too hidden.




Just right.




Mara would panic when questioned. She would flounder and crumble, her emotional instability making her the perfect suspect. Especially once the police learned about the affair—which Daniel would ensure they did.




A breath of wind slipped through the reeds, making them tremble.




Daniel straightened his coat collar.




His shoes touched the path again.




He took one last look at Laura—his wife of twelve years, the woman he had courted, married, paraded around as proof of his respectability—and felt nothing.




No guilt.




No remorse.




Just the faint irritation of loose threads he still needed to tie up.




“Should’ve let it go,” he murmured to the night.




A whisper lost immediately to the mist.




Then he turned and walked back toward Stonebridge, footsteps quiet, posture relaxed.




A grieving husband returning home.




A respected businessman with a tragic loss.




A man with nothing but sympathy coming his way in the morning.




Behind him, Lake Briar lay still.




Silent.




Holding its terrible secret until dawn.
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  The Call Before Dawn

  
  




Dawn had barely begun to stretch across the sky when Detective Eliza Stone sat at her small oak kitchen table, hands wrapped around her favourite chipped mug. The cottage was quiet—the kind of quiet that seemed to linger even after sleep had lifted its weight. Her tea steamed gently, rising in soft curls that mingled with the faint scent of the wood stove embers from the night before.




Across from her, Morty lay sprawled on his side, snoring gently, one ear twitching in some half-dream. He was an old dog now—white around the muzzle, stiff on cold mornings, and too accustomed to Eliza’s early starts to do more than flick an eyelid when she moved.




The peaceful moment shattered when her phone buzzed sharply against the wood.




She frowned; calls at this hour were never good.




“Stone,” she answered, lifting the phone to her ear.




“Eliza…” Mark Alvarez’s voice came through, low and tight, the kind of controlled tone he used when he was compartmentalising shock. “You need to come to Lake Briar.”




Her spine straightened. She didn’t ask why. She didn’t need to.




Stonebridge had its share of disturbances—bar fights, petty theft, the occasional domestic call.




But the tone in Mark’s voice meant only one thing.




This was different.




Eliza’s gaze drifted briefly to Morty.




“Stay,” she murmured softly.




He didn’t move.







The streets of Stonebridge were quiet as she drove, the early light not quite strong enough to dispel the layer of mist curling low across the roads. The trees lining the narrow lanes stood silent and dark, their branches dripping from the night’s cold humidity.




Eliza knew these roads by heart. She could drive them half-asleep and blindfolded—but this morning, she was wide awake. Every instinct sharpened. Every sense alert.




Lake Briar emerged through the fog like something out of a half-forgotten dream: eerie, glassy, timeless. The water was pale and still, reflecting the soft grey-pink streaks of approaching dawn.




Even before she reached the cordoned-off area, she saw the cluster of uniforms.




Officers moved quietly, hunched against the cold, faces grim. They spoke in low voices, stealing glances toward the shoreline.




A murder scene.




Eliza could feel it.




The air tasted different when death lingered nearby—colder, somehow. Heavy.




Mark saw her approach and stepped forward, hands in his pockets, breath pluming out in visible bursts. He wore the same expression he always did when faced with something he wished he could unsee: tension around the jaw, eyes too sharp for this early hour.




“Morning,” he said, though the word felt wrong.




“Show me,” she replied simply.




He nodded and led the way down a narrow path toward the reeds. The mist thickened the closer they came to the water’s edge, swirling around their boots, muffling sound like a heavy blanket.




And then she saw her.




Laura Fletcher.




Partially hidden among reeds that bowed around her like mourners.




Her body lay twisted slightly, as if she’d been placed with the intention of looking collapsed. But death rarely left bodies in such carefully constructed positions. Eliza felt it immediately: an artificial stillness, a staging.




She crouched beside the body, letting silence settle for a moment.




The first rule of the scene: don’t let noise disrupt what the dead could still tell you.




Laura’s face was pale in the dim light, her eyes half-lidded, her expression frozen between shock and resignation. Her throat—Eliza swallowed—had been cut cleanly, efficiently. Blood had dried in dark streaks along the reeds and collected in the damp soil beneath her head.




Eliza didn’t flinch.




She had seen worse.




But Stonebridge hadn’t.




“No sign of a struggle?” she asked quietly.




“None,” Mark said. “Whoever did this… she trusted them.”




Eliza nodded. She’d already suspected as much.




The absence of defensive wounds was telling. Her arms, hands—untouched. No bruises from fighting back. No broken nails. No panic etched into the surroundings.




Instead, the reeds around her showed drag marks—thin lines in the mud where her body had been pulled. Not far. Just enough to move her from one spot to another. From kill site to display site.




Eliza studied them, leaning closer. “He dragged her,” she murmured. “Not far. Just enough to control the scene.”




Mark shifted beside her. “He?”




Eliza didn’t glance up. “Call it intuition.”




Behind them, an officer called out, “Doctor Carter’s here!”




Sophia Carter approached with her usual stride—determined, brisk, almost jaunty despite the grimness of the work ahead. Her dark hair was tied back, her gloves already snapped on, a camera swinging from one hand and a toolkit from the other.




She gave Eliza a quick, respectful nod. “Morning, Stone. Or… whatever we’re calling this hour.”




Eliza stepped aside to give her access. “What do you think?”




Sophia knelt and gently adjusted the angle of her camera, the rapid clicks beginning almost immediately.




“The cut is clean. Confident, even. No hesitation marks.” She leaned in slightly, careful not to disturb anything. “Someone who knew what they were doing.”




Eliza’s jaw tightened. “Not a panicked attack.”




“No,” Sophia agreed. “This was controlled.”




Mark cleared his throat, pulling an evidence bag from his pocket. “We found this near the body.”




Eliza took the bag and examined its contents: a scarf.




Soft. Pale lavender.




Placed just within view. Not tangled. Not dragged.




Placed.




Too deliberate.




Too neat.




Too convenient.




She turned it in the light. Mara Hensley had been wearing a scarf like this in a photo Eliza remembered from a studio charity event.




Her stomach tightened.




Someone wanted this to be found.




Sophia straightened slightly, squinting at the scarf. “That doesn’t feel right.”




“No,” Eliza agreed softly. “It feels like a suggestion.”




Before either of them could say more, a voice rang out from behind them:




“Detective Stone!”




Eliza’s teeth ground together. She didn’t even need to turn around.




Helen Matthews always sounded like she was seconds away from breaking a story or stirring up trouble. Usually both.




Helen appeared with her notebook tucked under her arm, scarf wrapped haphazardly around her neck, hair frizzed from the damp air. She stopped just outside the cordon line, eyes bright with morbid curiosity.




“Oh god,” she muttered when she caught sight of Laura. Her expression shifted too quickly from shock to intrigue. “This is… I mean, who—”




Eliza shot her a look so sharp Helen physically stepped back.




“Not now.”




Helen raised her hands. “Right. Right. I’m just… observing. Respectfully.”




“Then observe quietly,” Mark added, not bothering to hide his irritation.




Helen muttered something under her breath but backed away, scribbling rapidly in her notebook.




Eliza exhaled slowly.




Stonebridge didn’t deal with murders often.




Which meant the media—Helen, specifically—would swarm like flies on honey.




And whoever did this would be watching just as closely.




She turned back to the body.




Laura Fletcher.




Thirty-something. Well-known in Stonebridge because of her marriage to Daniel Fletcher, one of the town’s wealthier, more visible figures. Owner of Northline Studios. Patron of every charity dinner. Charming. Polished.




But right now, Eliza was interested in something else about their marriage.




Had Laura trusted him?




Had she feared him?




Had she fought?




No defensive wounds.




That told its own story.




Sophia carefully lifted Laura’s wrist, examining faint bruising. “These are interesting.”




Eliza leaned in.




“Finger pressure,” Sophia explained. “But not violent. More like… restraint.”




“Eliza,” Mark murmured. “Someone held her. Comforted her? Or controlled her?”




Eliza’s gaze hardened.




“Controlled,” she said softly. “Everything about this screams control.”




Sophia nodded, snapping another photo. “He planned this.”




Eliza stood slowly, surveying the entire scene:




The placement of the body.




The direction of the drag marks.




The scarf.




The absence of chaos.




A murder, yes.




But more than that—a performance.




A crafted narrative.




“Eliza.”




Mark’s voice was quieter now. Serious.




She turned to him.




“We don’t see things like this here,” he said. He didn’t need to finish the sentence.




Eliza drew in a slow, steadying breath.




No.




They didn’t.




But they did now.




She let the mist settle against her skin, let the cold morning air clear her thoughts. Then she spoke, voice calm but edged with something steelier.




“Stonebridge has a killer,” she said. “And they planned this.”




And no matter how carefully they crafted their story—




Eliza Stone would unravel every thread.
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  Meeting the Grieving Husband

  
  




By the time Daniel Fletcher arrived at Lake Briar, the mist had lifted just enough to reveal the ugliness of the morning. The water no longer looked ethereal and dreamlike; it looked flat, grey, and indifferent. The kind of surface that could swallow anything and keep its secrets for decades.




A black Mercedes purred to a stop near the cordon. The murmurs among the officers shifted subtly, like a change in the wind. Eliza felt the atmosphere tighten. Even before she saw him, she knew who had stepped out.




Stonebridge had few celebrities, but Daniel came close. The man had built an entire ecosystem around himself: a successful regional TV studio, charity galas, public speeches, photo opportunities. He was one of those people who seemed to exist in rehearsed moments even when no cameras were on him.




He walked towards them with that same subtle pride—shoulders back, chin level, jaw set just enough to suggest strength in adversity. He wore a dark overcoat over a slim-fitting suit, as if he’d dressed for a meeting rather than a life-altering tragedy. His hair was immaculate, only slightly wind-tossed, as though grief had not yet had the chance to dishevel him.




“Eliza,” Mark murmured, stepping up beside her. “The star of the show has arrived.”




She didn’t respond. She simply watched.




Daniel’s eyes swept the gathered officers, the crime scene tape, the forensic tent Sophia had set up to shield Laura’s body from onlookers and the press. His gaze flicked, for the briefest moment, towards the cluster of local journalists being held at bay further up the path—Helen Matthews among them, her notebook already clutched like a weapon.




His steps faltered as he neared the tent, as if remembering that he was meant to be devastated. He took in a breath. Eliza saw the way he prepared himself; the minute tightening of muscles around his mouth, the controlled tremor he allowed into his hands. He was stepping into a role.




“Mr Fletcher,” she said, stepping forward, voice calm and warm. “I’m Detective Stone. I’m very sorry to have to meet you like this.”




He looked at her properly for the first time. His eyes were a pale hazel, rimmed with what might have passed for sleeplessness—or just good acting.




“Detective…” His voice emerged roughened, slightly hoarse. “They… they said it was Laura. They said I had to… to identify…”




Eliza gave a small, sympathetic nod. “I’m afraid so. We can go together. You don’t have to do this alone.”




People underestimated the power of gentle words. With suspects, with witnesses, with the freshly bereaved. Especially with men like Daniel, who believed they navigated the world through charm and control. Kindness made them arrogant. It made them careless.




Daniel swallowed and nodded stiffly. “All right.”




She walked with him towards the tent. The ground was slightly uneven, the mud not fully hardened from the night’s moisture. His expensive shoes sank slightly with each step, but he didn’t seem to notice. Or pretended not to.




Inside the tent, the air felt heavier. Sophia stood back respectfully, hands folded over her clipboard. She gave Eliza a brief look: Is he ready? Eliza answered with the smallest nod.




“Take your time,” Eliza said quietly to Daniel.




Sophia lifted the sheet from Laura’s face.




For a moment, Daniel’s composure cracked. Not entirely—not in the way of a man whose soul had been ripped out—but enough that his breath hitched. Laura’s pale profile, framed by her dark hair against the white sheet, was stark and unforgiving under the harsh temporary lights.




Daniel placed a hand over his mouth, shoulders curling inwards. The sound he made was low and broken, but Eliza noticed his eyes didn’t linger on Laura. They flicked instead to Sophia’s tools, to the edges of the tent, to where the light left shadows.




“Yes,” he croaked. “That’s… that’s my wife.”




Eliza studied him as the sheet was gently lowered again. He didn’t reach for Laura’s hand. Didn’t ask for a moment alone. Didn’t take one final look. Instead he turned away abruptly, pressing his fingers to the bridge of his nose.




“I need… air,” he said.




They stepped back out into the fragile daylight. Daniel inhaled deeply, as if emerging from underwater. He glanced up the path again—towards the press. Towards the future narrative. Then he visibly remembered himself and looked at Eliza.




“Who could do something like this?” he whispered. “She was… she was my wife.”




Eliza’s voice softened another degree. “That’s what we’re going to find out. I know this is a lot, Mr Fletcher, but there are a few questions I need to ask while everything is still fresh. We can sit somewhere away from… all this.”




He nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes. Yes, of course. Anything to help.”




They moved a little up the path, just beyond the tent but still within sight of the lake. Mark joined them, notebook ready, his expression unreadable. Daniel’s eyes flicked to Mark, assessing, then back to Eliza—deciding quickly who was the softer one, the one he should appeal to.




Eliza gestured to a fallen log near the path. “If you’d like to sit?”




He sat, elbows on his knees, hands clasped together. The pose of a man barely holding it together. She’d seen it in a dozen variants across her career. The little performance adjustments always gave people away.




“I know this is painful,” she said quietly, pulling out her notebook. “I won’t keep you long. Can you tell me when you last saw Laura?”




He took a deep breath, eyes on the ground. “Last night. Early evening. We… we had an argument.”




His voice caught just enough on the last word. Practised, she thought. Too smooth around the edges.




“About what?” Eliza asked, her tone gentle, no pressure in it whatsoever.




“Things at home. She’s been… distant. Emotional.” He exhaled heavily, like a man who had been trying to do the right thing and failed. “She… she hasn’t been herself lately. Talking about… about strange things.”




“Strange things?” Eliza echoed.




He hesitated. This was where careful strategy came in. Eliza could almost see the gears turning.




“She said people at the studio were out to get her,” he said finally. “That there was some… some grand conspiracy. That I was lying to her.” A small, weary laugh—just shy of bitter. “She was always… imaginative. But lately, it was worse.”




Mark scribbled in his notebook, jaw shifting slightly.




Eliza tilted her head. “What kinds of lies did she think you were telling?”




Another pause. Another calculation.




“About work. About… someone at the studio.” He lifted his eyes finally to meet Eliza’s. “There’s… an intern. Mara Hensley. Laura thought I was… involved with her.”




“And are you?” Eliza asked, letting her voice stay perfectly flat, as if the answer was a minor detail.




He looked genuinely wounded for a heartbeat. “No. Absolutely not. Mara is a talented young woman who I’ve been mentoring. That’s all. Laura… misinterpreted things. She can—she could—be… jealous. Paranoid, even, when she was stressed.”




Mara. There it was. The name slipped in precisely where he needed it to be.




Sophia, lingering within earshot behind them, glanced at Eliza with raised brows. Mark’s pen paused mid-scribble.




Eliza kept her expression sympathetic. “That must have been difficult for you.”




He seized the opening. “I tried to help her. Get her to see reason. She’d talk about going to the police, the press… claiming I was some kind of… predator.” His laugh this time was shorter, darker. “Me. After everything I’ve done for that studio. For this town.”




Eliza made a small sound—a soft, understanding hum. Men like Daniel heard that and assumed agreement.




“Did she say she was going to speak to anyone specifically?” she asked.




“I… I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “She just said she ‘had proof.’ That she’d ‘end this.’ Then she left. I thought she just needed space.”




“What time did she leave the house?” Mark asked, voice firmer.




Daniel thought for a beat too long. “Around… eight-thirty? Maybe a quarter to nine. She didn’t say where she was going.”




“And you?” Eliza asked. “Where were you after that?”




He straightened slightly, as if grateful to move onto this part—the part he had rehearsed.




“I stayed home for a while,” he said. “Had a drink, tried to calm down. I sent a message to the head of scheduling about tomorrow’s shoot—he can confirm. Then around nine-thirty, I drove to the studio. We’ve got a late-night editing suite… I sometimes work there if I can’t sleep.”




“For how long?” Mark said.




“Until just after midnight. My assistant, Rachel, left around ten, but the security guard saw me. Owen. He always logs my entries and exits. There’ll be a record.”




A little too neat, Eliza thought. A little too perfectly packaged. People who told the truth rarely [remembered] this cleanly; they stumbled, corrected themselves, second-guessed times. Daniel spoke like a man who’d spent hours walking through each minute.




“And then?” Eliza prompted.




“Then I went home.” His hand trembled faintly where it clasped the other. “When she wasn’t there, I… I thought maybe she’d gone to stay with her sister. They’ve been… close, lately. I told myself not to worry. I didn’t…” He trailed off, eyes glistening. “I didn’t imagine this.”




He looked up at her again, eyes wet but dry enough to hold the gaze. “Detective… do you think she suffered?”




It was exactly the kind of question grieving partners asked, but something about it landed wrong inside Eliza. There was no desperation in it. No fear. Just a careful, almost curious note.




She let a pause stretch, then said softly, “Our pathologist will know more. But from what I’ve seen… it was quick.”




He nodded, jaw tightening as if he needed to hold onto something. “Thank you for being honest.”




“Of course,” Eliza said. “Mr Fletcher, did Laura have any enemies? Anyone who might want to hurt her?”




He huffed a humourless breath. “Laura was… strong-willed. She could rub people the wrong way sometimes. But enemies?” He shook his head. “No. Not beyond the stories she told herself.”




“The stories?” she echoed gently.




His lips curled slightly. “She saw patterns where there weren’t any. Thought people were watching her, whispering. She said she had secrets other people wanted to silence. It wasn’t like her. Not really. I thought she might… I don’t know.” He shrugged helplessly. “Have some kind of breakdown.”




Behind him, Sophia shifted her weight, clearly biting back a comment. Mark’s pen resumed its careful scratching, but his eyes were narrowed.




“What about Mara Hensley?” Eliza asked easily, as if the name were a minor footnote, a casual follow-up. “Did Laura ever confront her? Or you, when she was present?”




Daniel’s eyelids flickered. “She… came to the studio once. Caused a scene. Accused Mara of… of things that weren’t fair. The poor girl was terrified. I had to calm them both down.” He sighed heavily. “Laura kept saying Mara was ‘dangerous.’ Obsessed with me. It was… upsetting.”




Eliza nodded slowly, pretending to absorb this without judgment.




No need to challenge him yet.




Let him build his own noose.




“When did you last see Mara?” Mark asked.




“Yesterday afternoon, I think,” Daniel replied. “She left early. She’s been… fragile lately. I told her to take some time off. It’s been hard on her.” He sighed again, just enough. “I try to look out for my staff.”




Eliza closed her notebook gently, the soft thud of the covers coming together feeling oddly final.




“One last question,” she said, her tone still soft. “Is there anyone you can think of—at the studio or otherwise—who might have wanted to harm Laura? Even if it sounds unlikely.”




He hesitated, then shook his head. “I wish I could help you more. I really do.”




He didn’t offer names.




Not yet.




But he had already offered direction. A carefully chosen one.




“Thank you, Mr Fletcher,” Eliza said. “We’ll need to speak again, but we’ll give you some time first. I’m truly sorry for your loss.”




He swallowed, nodded, and stood, smoothing a hand down his coat. His eyes flicked again towards the press zone, where Helen was pretending not to stare at him. He caught Eliza watching and quickly looked away.




“May I… go now?” he asked.




“Yes,” she said. “We’ll be in touch.”




He walked back toward his car, the grieving widower with the world’s sympathy already orbiting him like a halo.




As soon as he was out of earshot, Mark let out a breath. “Well,” he said. “That was a performance.”




Sophia stepped closer, eyebrows raised. “He’s lying. I don’t know what about yet. But he’s lying.”




Eliza didn’t disagree. She gazed at the fading outline of Daniel’s figure as he reached his car. His shoulders were set just a little too straight. His gait too controlled. His reaction calibrated rather than spontaneous.




“His story is neat,” she said quietly.




Mark snorted. “Too neat.”




Eliza slipped her notebook back into her coat pocket. She let her eyes drift briefly over the lake, then back to the muddy path where Laura had been dragged. Where someone had decided how this would look, who would be blamed, how people would talk about it.




“Reality rarely is,” Eliza murmured.




And Daniel Fletcher’s version of it?




That was going to come apart at the seams.




She would make sure of it.
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  Mara Hensley’s Crumbling World

  
  




The hallway leading to Mara Hensley’s apartment smelled faintly of stale incense, wet paint, and the lingering damp that older buildings in Stonebridge seemed to collect like unwanted memories. The carpeting was worn, the lights flickering intermittently as Eliza and Mark ascended the last flight of stairs.


Mark glanced at the apartment number on the notepad. “Flat 4C. End of the hall.”


Eliza nodded, already preparing herself. She had seen enough unravelled people—victims, suspects, the hopelessly lost—to know when a conversation was going to be delicate. Something about Mara’s involvement with Daniel Fletcher suggested this would be more than delicate. It would be a minefield.


Mark knocked once, firmly.


The door opened just a crack, and a single eye—bloodshot, rimmed with purple half-moons of sleepless nights—peeked through.


“Yes?” the voice trembled.


“Miss Hensley?” Eliza asked gently. “I’m Detective Stone, and this is Sergeant Alvarez. We need to speak with you about Laura Fletcher.”


The eye blinked rapidly. The chain slid free. The door opened.


And Mara’s world fell apart in front of them.


She was twenty-two but carried the emotional volatility of someone much younger. Pretty in a fragile, bruised-fruit kind of way—soft features stretched thin with anxiety, lips chapped from habitually biting them, hair tangled as if she’d run her hands through it a thousand times without thinking.


Her hands shook uncontrollably as she clutched the edge of the door. “Laura… is she… did something happen?”


Eliza had no
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