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The air inside the converted warehouse crackled with the kind of energy only Nashville could bottle: a mix of old money, Southern charm, and the intoxicating buzz of influence. Murals bathed in violet uplighting stretched across exposed brick walls, each piece signed with a sharp, unmistakable “C. Breen.”

Lori Tolliver maneuvered through the crowd with a glass of Honeysuckle 2023 courtesy of Arrington Vineyards in one hand and a folded event program in the other. She’d come after reading a social media post, that insisted she "needed to see what real ego looked like on canvas." The post wasn’t wrong. Each piece screamed with confidence, rage, and mystery—Chance Breen’s trademark.

“You believe this stuff goes for six figures?” Shaun Tolliver asked, sidling up next to her with a shrimp skewer hanging out of his mouth.

“I believe it,” Lori said, watching a well-dressed couple pose for a selfie in front of a piece titled God Complex. “This room is full of people who'd pay anything to be told what to think.”

Chance Breen stood under a minimalist chandelier, surrounded by reporters and collectors like a preacher at revival. He was tall, lean, and almost too good-looking—like someone had rendered him from charcoal and rebellion. Dressed in all black with a white dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck, he looked every bit the legend the tabloids made him out to be.

Kenna Breen stood at his side, her hand loosely draped around his arm. Tall and flaxen-haired, she had the kind of glow that Instagram filters dreamt about. But Lori noticed it first—her skin was pale beneath the studio lighting, her lips perfectly done with expensive lipstick couldn’t conceal an obvious duel with illness.

“She doesn’t look good,” Lori murmured.

Shaun followed her line of sight and nodded. “But she’s still been slamming that champagne all night. Barely said a word.”

Just then, Kenna leaned into Chance and whispered something. He nodded, squeezed her hand, and kissed her temple. Then he slipped away from the crowd, weaving through bodies and heading for the exit with purpose.

“Where’s he going?” Shaun asked.

Lori squinted. “No idea. But she doesn’t look like she’s making it through the night.”

Kenna slumped into a low-backed chair in the VIP alcove, her hand pressed against her forehead. A waiter offered her water; she waved it off.

Outside, Chance stepped into the crisp Tennessee night. His phone lit up with a notification. More threats. Another message from the anonymous account.  The latest one read:

Art is truth. Justice is coming.

He exhaled hard, deleting the message as he walked downtown Nashville. The night air did little to settle his nerves. Whatever Kenna had caught, it had hit her fast.

By the time he returned to the suite later on—thermometer, electrolyte packets, and over the counter meds in hand—he knew something was wrong before the door even opened.

The lights were dim. The air was still. And Kenna wasn’t responding.

Ten minutes later, the suite was filled with EMTs.

Twenty minutes after that, Kenna Breen was pronounced dead.
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The strobe of red and blue lights painted the sleek black car with violent pulses of color as Chance Breen stood motionless at the edge of the hotel driveway. His eyes were locked on the van as it pulled away slowly, the tail lights disappearing into the velvet hush of early evening. Inside the vehicle, beneath a sterile white sheet, lay Kenna.

His wife. His muse. His storm.

Chance’s body rocked slightly where he stood, arms folded tightly across his chest as if he could press the grief into submission. His hoodie clung to him, damp with sweat despite the cool Tennessee night air. His jaw clenched and unclenched as he tried—and failed—to stop the tears that spilled freely down his cheeks.

He had already given his statement. Twice. The uniformed officers had done most of the talking, but it was the detective with the weary eyes and notepad who noticed the residue—a pale, chalky ring clinging to the rim of one of the champagne flutes left on the table beside their untouched charcuterie spread.

“This hers?” the detective asked quietly, holding the glass delicately with gloved fingers.

Chance had nodded numbly.

They didn’t say what it was. Not then. But he saw their expressions tighten, like people waiting for something to explode. The questions had grown sharper after that. Had she been feeling sick earlier? Had she taken anything? Eaten anywhere strange?

Yes. Yes to all of it.

She’d said her stomach felt off, chalked it up to a late lunch and a bad hotel Caesar salad. He’d offered to run out and get something—Tums, ginger ale, anything. She told him to go, told him she’d rest while he ran the errand.

That was an hour ago. Now she was gone.

The detective with the tired eyes approached one last time before they cleared the room.

“Mr. Breen,” he said carefully, “we're not arresting you. But we’re going to need the room. You understand. Standard procedure. I’d recommend checking in somewhere else for the time being. We just need to rule everything out.”

Chance looked around their suite—the bold color-blocked art, the broken champagne glass, the perfectly made bed that felt like a lie now. He nodded.

“Yeah. Of course. I’ll go,” he said, voice barely audible. “Just...call me if you find anything.”

Outside, the streets of Nashville pulsed with life in stark contrast to the quiet chaos inside the suite. Chance hailed a rideshare and gave the driver the name of a boutique hotel perched on the riverfront, the only place he could think of where the air might feel cleaner, the noise more distant.

The lobby was glass and soft jazz, the staff polite but curious. He looked like a ghost. When he reached his room, the wide window revealed the Cumberland River flowing in slow loops through the city, its surface reflecting the lights from the pedestrian bridge and the silhouette of the skyline.

Chance collapsed into the corner chair, still in his jeans and hoodie, his arms wrapped around his body like a man trying not to fall apart.
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Kid Rock’s Honky Tonk bar in downtown Nashville was pulsing with life. The Friday night crowd pressed shoulder to shoulder at the door, a mix of tourists, locals, bachelorette parties, and the usual downtown chaos. Music thundered from the open windows and poured out onto Broadway, where a line of eager patrons stretched halfway down the block. Inside, the air was thick with neon light, spilled beer, and the electric thrum of country rock.

Lori Tolliver leaned against the edge of the high-top table, scanning the crowd for her brother. She spotted him weaving through the crowd with a cold bottle of beer in hand. As he passed a stunning woman in a black dress—mid-to-late twenties, red lipstick, impossible heels—they exchanged a fleeting glance, a once-over paired with a mutual smile. The moment was small, but not unnoticed. The woman’s boyfriend, built like a linebacker with a clenched jaw, narrowed his eyes and shot Shaun a look that could cut glass.

Better now?” Lori asked as Shaun reached the table.

He studied the bottle for a second, wiped the condensation with his thumb, then took a long drink. “Much better.”

Lori raised an eyebrow. “Thanks again for going with me to the gallery last night. I know it’s not your thing.”

Shaun gave a dramatic shrug. “What? Overpriced doodles, a bougie crowd, and only expensive wine to drink? What’s not to love?”

“Smartass,” Lori said, smirking.

“I mean, it wasn’t that bad,” Shaun admitted. “The guy’s got talent. Does some wild stuff. Reminded me of that Banksy dude.”

Lori leaned in with interest. “You sound like a fan.”

“Don’t start with me,” he said, waving her off. “I’m just saying, I watched this one video last night on YouTube—one of his paintings sold at auction, and the second the gavel hit, the canvas exploded into confetti. But behind it was an even more incredible painting. Blew my mind. Crazy stuff.”

“A little culture won’t kill you,” Lori teased.

Shaun nodded toward the bar. “Some people got the talent but never get a shot. I knew a guy inside—tattooed with nothing but a makeshift rig from a Walkman motor. His ink looked like museum art. Prison didn't make him less of an artist, just made him invisible.”

Lori’s smile faded slightly. “I bet.”

She never forgot what Shaun endured. State prison hadn’t broken him, but it had changed him. She could see it in his shoulders—the tension never really left.

“Was it just me,” Shaun asked, “or did his wife look like she wasn’t feeling too hot last night?”

Lori nodded slowly. “She didn’t look well. Not sick-sick. Just... off.”

Shaun drained the rest of his beer and pulled out his phone. He checked the screen, his expression darkening with something unspoken.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he said.

“Already?” Lori asked.

Shaun gave a subtle nod over his shoulder. The
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