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Sylvia knocked impatiently on the door for the fourth time. He had insisted she come over at noon, claiming he had some “oh-so-important” matter to discuss with her.

She couldn’t help but marvel at how Reginald seemed busier now, in unemployment, than he ever was during his tenure at the museum. Of course, the substantial settlement from that lawsuit had provided him with considerable financial comfort—comfort that, regrettably, extended to her as well. Too bad it also came with strings attached, strings she had to keep untangling through continued contact with him.

Reginald Johnson Harrison. Even after all these years, he remained the bane of her existence. And, no, this wasn’t bitterness from being his ex-wife—she had moved past that long ago. The problem was his relentless need to maintain control, to keep her tethered. He distributed the funds and assets on his own schedule, dispensing them like a monarch doling out favors.

This time, it was the vacation home in Vail.

Sylvia had decided this meeting would be her last. She would confront him, unravel the mystery of his so-called business, and demand what was hers in full, putting an end to his maddening piecemeal distributions. If that meant returning to court to revise the divorce decree, so be it. She would gladly endure the legal battle again if it meant finally severing this tether.

She knocked once more, glancing at her watch. If he didn’t answer this time, she was leaving, vacation home or not.

Her final knock, sharp and forceful, caused the door to creak open slightly. The sound startled her, and a chill coursed through her. Something felt wrong. Deeply wrong.

“Reggie?” she called softly, her voice barely above a whisper. Placing her hand on the solid oak door, she pushed it open with hesitation. “Reggie?” she repeated, a little louder this time but still tentative.

As she stepped into the foyer, her eyes were immediately drawn to the chaos.

“Oh, God!” she exclaimed, dropping her purse and briefcase as she rushed forward. The living room came into view, and the disarray worsened with every step. She stumbled slightly, her foot catching on small debris strewn across the floor.

“What the hell?” she muttered under her breath.

The scene before her was unsettling. This was the house Reggie kept in such pristine condition, his fastidiousness rivaling her own. Yet now, it was in shambles.

The Queen Anne chairs, usually positioned neatly in the corners of the living area, were utterly destroyed. Their seat cushions had been viciously slashed, the foam and fabric spilling out onto the floor like entrails.

Sylvia’s pulse quickened. Something terrible had happened here. And suddenly, the last thing on her mind was a vacation home in Vail.

The Edwardian sofas, once proudly displayed and meticulously arranged in the living area, were now overturned and scattered haphazardly from one end of the room to the other.

Sylvia’s gaze swept across the walls, searching for the prized paintings Reggie had always been so insufferably proud of. These were the masterpieces he had boasted about incessantly, acquisitions he attributed to his work as a museum curator’s assistant.

They were gone.

Three stark outlines stood out against the walls, marking the absence of the paintings that had once dominated the room.

A robbery. But if someone had come for the paintings, why wreak such havoc? Sylvia’s eyes shifted to the remnants of Reggie’s other valuables, small statues, expensive artifacts, and antiquities he had proudly displayed on bookshelves, in curio cabinets, and across tabletops.

She continued moving cautiously around the room, surveying the extent of the destruction. The oriental rugs, typically flawless in their arrangement, were upended and crumpled in heaps. The solid oak turn-of-the-century cabinet drawers had been pulled out, emptied, and discarded upside down on the floor.

Whoever was responsible had clearly intended to ransack the place, perhaps to clean him out entirely, or maybe to search for something specific.

“Reggie?” she called out again, her voice low and trembling. She wasn’t entirely sure why she spoke; if someone was still in the house, she certainly didn’t want them to know she was there.

Moving toward Reggie’s office, Sylvia’s foot suddenly struck an object, causing her to stumble. Looking down, she froze.

A gun.

She bent to pick it up, hesitating only slightly, and brought it to her nose. The sharp, acrid scent of gunpowder lingered. The weapon had been fired recently. She recognized the smell from childhood hunting trips with her father.

Sylvia scanned the floor around her more carefully now, her breath catching in her throat as she took in the additional signs of struggle: shards of broken glass, overturned furniture, and scattered papers. Every detail added to the growing sense of dread. This didn’t just look bad, it was catastrophic.

“Reggie! Reggie!” Panic now tightened her voice. Why did she come to her ex-husband’s house today, of all days? Oh yes, the vacation home. Always another tedious argument about property or money from his lawsuit. But now, none of that seemed to matter.

“Reggie!” she shouted again, stepping over the papers littering the floor. Her foot grazed another obstacle, a barbell, lying inexplicably amidst the chaos.

Suddenly, the slam of a door reverberated through the house, emanating from the direction of the library. Sylvia spun around instinctively, then hurried toward the noise. In her haste, she collided with the doorway, her cheek stinging from the impact.

The library was no better than the other rooms, a scene of utter devastation. Sylvia paused, taking a deep breath, and tiptoed cautiously across the disordered floor, her movements deliberate to avoid slipping or tripping over more debris.

When she finally reached the far side of the room, her heart raced as her eyes landed on the French doors. They were swinging back and forth, as though someone had just passed through them.

She took two tentative steps forward.

A grave mistake. Lying on the floor of the library near his desk was Reggie’s lifeless body. Sylvia didn’t need to check for signs of life; the pool of blood beneath his head was confirmation enough.

“Reggie.” Her voice caught in her throat as she choked back a lump of rising panic. She rushed to his side and knelt beside him, her trembling hand reaching to touch his leg. She willed him to move, to give any sign of life. Nothing. Perhaps a pinch might elicit a response. Perhaps. But no, his unresponsiveness, combined with the coldness she felt through his dress socks, was definitive. Reggie was gone.

Her hand moved instinctively toward the bloody baseball cap still perched on his head, but she hesitated. What would she see beneath it? What was she even searching for? Gathering her courage, she lifted the corner of the cap.

The sight beneath it made her recoil, a strangled cry escaping her lips. “Aargh!” She staggered back, wrapping her arms around herself, as a cold chill surged through her body. It felt as though all the color had drained from her face.

Sylvia had hated Reggie at times, even loathed him during the worst years of their turbulent marriage. But never, not even in her darkest moments, had she wished for this.

“Who did this?” she whispered, her words barely audible in the stillness of the room. It wasn’t a question she expected to be answered; the suspect list was long enough to discourage any clarity.

As her eyes scanned the library, she noted the same chaotic scene that had greeted her in the living room. Someone had clearly been searching for something. But what? More art? And why kill Reggie? Had he stumbled upon the intruders and paid the ultimate price for being in the wrong place at the wrong time?

Her gaze drifted toward the wall safe. Reggie had always been known for his ostentatious taste in jewelry, and she knew he stored his most valuable pieces there. Perhaps the intruders had been after something more specific, something beyond paintings or sculptures.

Sylvia moved to the safe, gripping the dial with unsteady hands, and began turning it. She had barely started when an unfamiliar noise broke through the oppressive silence. Sirens.

The sound jolted her. Sirens were unusual in this quiet, upscale neighborhood, where even minor disturbances drew attention. The wailing grew louder, closer.

Rushing to the window, she exhaled in relief. The police were arriving. Whoever had killed Reggie couldn’t have gotten far. She was convinced it was the same person who had slammed the library doors before she discovered the body.

The thought that the murderer had still been in the house when she arrived made her skin crawl. She hoped the police would catch them running down the street, fleeing with stolen loot, or attempting to make a getaway in a vehicle. Those stolen paintings were massive; they wouldn’t fit into anything smaller than a truck.

Crime was rare in this area, and anything out of the ordinary would be noticed. Someone must have seen something; a suspicious figure fleeing on foot, a car speeding away. And surely, the sound of gunshots would have raised alarm bells for the neighbors.

Sylvia stood frozen by the window, her mind racing. The sirens were getting closer, but so was the weight of the reality before her.

It was unfortunate that Reggie’s associates didn’t share the same high-class façade as his neighborhood.

Sylvia returned to the living room and took another long, deliberate look at the scene. Every drawer, every table, had been opened, overturned, or thoroughly rummaged through. Typical Reggie, always involved in something questionable. But what had he gotten himself into this time? The intruders had taken the paintings and some statues, but clearly, they had been searching for more. What could it be?

She began running a mental list of potential suspects. Perhaps one of his many lady friends—or, more likely, their jealous boyfriends? A shady business partner? That opened up an entirely new realm of possibilities.

Sylvia was about to sit down, desperate to piece together the chaos swirling in her mind, when a loud banging on the door interrupted her thoughts.

For a fleeting moment, the idea that the thieves might have returned crossed her mind. Her breath caught. She hesitated, staying perfectly still.

“Who is it?” she called out, her voice cautious as she ducked behind an upturned chair.

“Police! Open up!”

She let out a long, relieved sigh. The police. Finally.

“Come in!” she called, still crouched near the floor. Her eyes briefly caught on a stack of scattered papers by her knees.

The officers didn’t simply enter, they stormed in, the commotion akin to a full SWAT raid. One officer kicked the door wide open, sending it crashing against the wall and leaving it hanging half off its hinges. Three others followed, weapons drawn and ready.

“Freeze! You, behind the chair! Drop the gun and stand up with your hands in the air!”

The officer who had kicked the door in crouched slightly, a formidable firearm trained directly on her. The other officers flanked him, their rifles scanning the room with tense precision.

Sylvia’s mind raced. Gun? What gun?

“I said get up! Drop the gun and put your hands in the air!” the lead officer barked.

She glanced down and felt her heart sink. Oh, God. She still had the gun in her hand. The same one she’d picked up earlier, near the entrance to the library, before coming upon Reggie’s body.

“Drop it, lady! I don’t want to shoot you,” the officer growled, his tone clipped but firm. He took a cautious step closer, the barrel of his weapon unwavering as it pointed squarely at her chest.

Sylvia raised her free hand in a gesture of surrender, her voice trembling. “Okay, okay. I’m dropping it!” She set the gun on the floor in front of her and slowly rose to her feet, both hands held high.

“Kick it over here!”

She complied immediately, nudging the gun across the floor with her foot.

The officer moved in with practiced caution, never once lowering his weapon or taking his eyes off her. Producing a pencil from his pocket, he used it to lift the gun from the floor. The tension in the room was palpable as he secured the weapon.

Sylvia stood frozen, her hands still raised, her mind reeling. She hadn’t thought the situation could get any worse. She was wrong.

Carefully avoiding contact with the weapon, the officer used the pencil to place the gun on a nearby table. “Alright, search the other rooms. I’ve got this covered,” he instructed the other officers. His gaze remained fixed on the gun as he turned it over, examining it with clinical precision.

The three other officers brushed past Sylvia with swift, purposeful movements, their weapons poised and ready.

The man who had been fixated on her finally straightened to his full height.

He was tall—strikingly so—with a clean-shaven head and features that might have been described as handsome under different circumstances. Sylvia thought he would look far more appealing if he weren’t aiming a firearm at her.

“What’s going on here?” she protested, her arms beginning to ache under the strain of holding them aloft.

“That’s exactly what we’d like to know,” the officer replied, his voice calm but authoritative as he moved closer. Reaching into his back pocket, he retrieved a plastic evidence bag. His attire struck her as unusual—dress slacks and a light blue shirt, far removed from the tactical gear worn by the others. He must have been working undercover.

With deft, practiced movements, he sniffed the gun before placing it into the bag. His proficiency with one-handed tasks was almost impressive.

“Fired recently,” he noted flatly, his light brown eyes locking onto hers.

It wasn’t a question, but Sylvia nodded. “Yes, I know,” she said, shifting her weight from one foot to the other as her arms began to droop.

“Don’t move!” His voice sharpened as he raised his weapon slightly, now aiming it closer to her head. “Care to tell me what went down here?” he asked, glancing lazily around the room as if he were taking stock of the scene.

“I’d like to know that myself,” Sylvia said, exhaling in frustration. “I’ve only been here for about five minutes.”

Despite the tension, her eyes drifted back to him. His features were unexpectedly captivating—light brown eyes that hinted at something exotic for a man who appeared otherwise Caucasian. Even his bald head, a look she had never particularly favored, seemed to suit him in a way that was undeniably attractive. Yet there was nothing warm or approachable about his demeanor now. He was all business, no humor, and carried an air of quiet intensity that set him apart from the other officers.

She had the distinct feeling this man was called in for a reason. There was something unique about him, something that demanded attention.

Deciding to try a softer approach, Sylvia mustered the courage to speak. “Um... Officer, could I at least put my hands down?” she asked, forcing a smile and batting her eyes in a gesture that she hoped appeared more confident than she felt.

Her body betrayed her, trembling visibly as she stood there. Flirting under duress wasn’t exactly her forte, but it was worth a shot if it meant some reprieve from the strain in her arms.

“No.” His response was curt, unwavering. He studied the gun encased in the plastic bag as though preparing for an exam on its every detail. Then, to her surprise, he shifted his gaze back to her and actually grinned.

Masochist.

His entire face lit up with the expression, and for a brief moment, Sylvia thought he was enjoying this.

Power-hungry prick. Sure, he was undeniably easy on the eyes, but only up to a point.

What the hell was she thinking? This wasn’t a blind date. He was a cop, and she was standing in the middle of a murder scene. Her hormones were clearly out of control. She needed to pull herself together, stop the misplaced flirting, and focus on finding a way to navigate this mess.

“Vic, in the library!” one of the other officers shouted from across the house.

The change in the bald officer’s demeanor was instantaneous. His grin vanished, replaced by a cold, professional focus. “Watch her,” he instructed the remaining officer before leaving the room. The second officer obeyed, keeping his weapon trained on her without hesitation.

Three tense minutes passed before baldy returned, shaking his head grimly. “That’s not pretty. Not pretty at all.” He turned to the others. “You and Mike, search the backyard. Tell Pete the details and radio it in.”

“Got it.” The second officer disappeared through the back door, leaving Sylvia alone once again with the bald cop.

He studied her for a moment before speaking, his tone a blend of accusation and disbelief. “You really did a number on him, lady.” He shook his head, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

“What?” Sylvia’s voice rose in alarm. “Wait—you think I killed him?”

He shrugged nonchalantly, holding up the plastic bag with the gun. “Care to explain this?”

“I told you,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I just got here. I saw the gun, picked it up, and was about to call the police when you arrived.” She paused, her eyes narrowing as a thought occurred to her. “Wait. How did you even know to come here?”

“Neighbors,” he replied casually, glancing around the room as if the conversation were only mildly interesting. “Said they thought they heard gunshots.” He swept his hand over the walls and floor, gesturing at the destruction. “You do all this, too?”

Sylvia rolled her eyes. “Remind me to send them a thank-you card. And no, it was like this when I walked in. In fact, some paintings and statues are missing. Care to check my pockets?” She didn’t try to hide the sarcasm.

“Gonna be kinda hard to write thank-you notes from a prison cell,” he shot back without missing a beat.

“I didn’t do it!” she all but shouted, waving her hands in frustration.

“Keep them up and still,” he snapped, his weapon once again pointed squarely at her. “Maybe I believe you. Maybe I don’t. But I do see you’re familiar with the place, enough to know exactly what’s missing.”

Sylvia immediately fell silent. Talking too much would only make things worse.

“You’ll need to come to the station with me to answer some questions, of course,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Aren’t you supposed to read me my rights?” she asked, her voice was now tinged with annoyance. 

“Oh, don’t worry. I will,” he replied coolly.

“All clear, Vincent,” one of the other officers called from across the room.

“Great. I’ll meet you at the car,” Vincent responded without turning.

He began pacing in front of her, his expression unreadable. What was going through his mind? And, more urgently, where could she find a good attorney? The situation was looking worse by the minute.

Stopping abruptly, Vincent propped one foot on an overturned ottoman and fixed his gaze on her. This time, the intensity in his eyes was different. It wasn’t the cold, intimidating stare of the officer who had stormed into the room earlier. Now, his expression carried a hint of something almost empathetic, pity perhaps.

“Care to talk to me about it?” he asked, his tone quieter now, almost coaxing. “Just between us. Make it easier on yourself. Did he hit you? Was it self-defense? Did you think he was an intruder?”

Sylvia’s jaw tightened. This man was something else. “I... didn’t... do... it,” she said slowly, her words laced with restrained anger.

Vincent ran a hand over his bald head, a faint sigh escaping his lips. “I’m standing in the middle of a room full of evidence that says otherwise. Those three bullet holes in his head didn’t just appear out of thin air.”

“I told you what happened!” she snapped, her patience unraveling. “And as for the gun, I picked it up on my way into the library.” Her arms felt like lead, but she resisted the urge to drop them.

“I might be inclined to believe you,” he said, pausing for effect. “Except for one thing.”

“What now?” she asked, exhaling sharply. This was getting exhausting.

“This.”

He held up a piece of paper, turning it so she could see the single word scrawled across it: Sylvia.

“I know your name is Sylvia,” he continued, gesturing toward her briefcase. “Saw it on your luggage tag.” He walked to the briefcase, casually fiddling with the handle as he spoke.

“Are you trying to tell me this is some kind of dying clue?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “That cliché went out with ‘the butler did it.’”

Vincent smirked, a faint trace of amusement playing on his lips. “Cute. But let’s just say it’s not looking good for you.”

Well, no kidding, Sylvia thought. She already knew that much.

Without further comment, Vincent retrieved a pair of handcuffs and began reading her rights.

It was going to be a very long day.

*******************
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Detective Vincent Kapoulous was not having a good day.

It had started off uneventfully enough. The call came in about a shooting, possibly linked to domestic violence. Although Vincent wasn’t a beat cop anymore, the precinct often assigned him to cases like this. They knew he was the best; calm under pressure, intuitive, and a quick thinker.

Domestic violence cases were notoriously volatile, often more dangerous than a drug bust. With drug dealers, it was rarely personal; for them, it was just business. Domestic disputes, however, were a completely different story. Those cases were driven by raw emotion; rejection, betrayal, jealousy, you name it. Worse still, the parties involved often perceived law enforcement as an adversary, someone taking sides in their personal drama. Eight times out of ten, it ended badly, sometimes with a wounded officer, or worse, a dead one.

Vincent had a knack for navigating such volatile situations. He was quick on his feet, sharp with his judgment, and, when necessary, fast on the trigger. But even he wasn’t prepared for what he’d walked into today.

The woman at the center of this case was something else. She was cool under pressure...if she was guilty, that is. Vincent had initially been inclined to believe her innocence. At least, until she batted those striking almond-shaped brown eyes at him.

Okay, to be fair, she had only wanted to put her hands down. But the effect of that single move made him dig in his heels. He wasn’t about to let her get the upper hand or the satisfaction of thinking she’d softened him.

Still, somewhere in the back of his mind, the thought lingered: What if she’s innocent? Well, sort of innocent.

He’d decided to test the waters, showing her the scrap of paper with her name hastily scribbled on it. It didn’t prove guilt, but it raised questions. The victim had apparently tried to write her name as he lay dying. Why hadn’t she removed it from his grasp? Of course, that was assuming she was guilty. The fact that the paper had been clutched so tightly in his left hand was a detail Vincent filed away for further investigation.

The scene itself was gruesome. Brain matter was splattered across the walls, a macabre display that even a professional cleaning service might struggle to fully erase. Vincent grimaced at the thought. Even if the house were scrubbed clean, new owners could easily stumble across a morbid reminder of what had occurred.

He sighed, turning his attention back to the woman standing before him. His goal was to get a confession, or at the very least, some telltale reaction. Her eye movements, her posture, anything. Guilty people rarely met his gaze for long. Vincent had a way of making people uncomfortable, a talent he neither flaunted nor apologized for. It was just a gift he’d learned to use.

And now, as he observed her with calm intensity, he wondered if she would break under pressure, or if this case would prove to be far more complicated than it already appeared.

Unless the perpetrator was a sociopath, Vincent thought, this was the only plausible game-changer. He searched her eyes again, hoping for a telltale flicker of emotion. Nothing. Not today. She protested vehemently, but beyond that, she remained composed except for the occasional glance directed his way.

When he showed her the note, her reaction was equally underwhelming. What she didn’t know was that he had found something else in the victim’s jacket pocket: love letters. Those, he kept to himself, a strategic ace up his sleeve. First, he needed to determine if this striking woman was cold-blooded enough to commit such a crime and remain calm in its aftermath.

Yes, striking was the word. He couldn’t deny that she was beautiful. Tall and leggy, with a voluptuous figure that was both commanding and graceful. She appeared to be in her early to mid-thirties, African American, with her hair neatly styled in a braided bun. Her tailored dark suit suggested she’d come straight from work, even though it was still early in the day. Her face, with its sculpted cheekbones and full, undeniably kissable lips, was angelic, an ironic contrast to the accusation of murder now leveled against her.

Her eyes, however, were dark and stormy. Was this their natural state, or was the turmoil directed solely at him? Whatever the case, she remained poised. Too poised, perhaps.

Vincent shook himself mentally. What the hell was he thinking? For all he knew, this could be a calculating, sociopathic killer.

He finished reading her rights and lowered her hands, taking her wrists to secure the handcuffs. As he did so, his eyes swept over the room once more. It was clear this was no ordinary home. The furnishings were opulent, the items within them were undoubtedly expensive.

She’d mentioned that things were missing. A quick glance at the walls confirmed it. Three clean, prominent spaces stood out, where large paintings had once hung. Where were they now? He made a mental note to have his team search her car and garage before they left.

“Please,” she interrupted, breaking into his thoughts. “Can I call an attorney before you put those on?”

He hesitated, loosening his grip slightly. “Do you have one?”

She looked down at her feet for a moment, her hesitation palpable.

“I can arrange one for you, if you don’t,” he offered, noting the brief pause in her response.

“Not from the state,” she said quickly, regaining her composure. “I need a good one.”

Vincent stopped, securing the cuffs before gently taking her arm to turn her toward him. It struck him again. Too damn beautiful.

“Come on,” he said, his voice softening slightly. “Tell me what happened. Did he attack you? Did you catch him cheating?”

He realized the questions were as much for him as they were for her. He needed a logical explanation, something that could make sense of the brutal, almost unthinkable nature of the crime he was investigating.

Vincent couldn’t quite wrap his head around the idea of her walking in and coldly shooting him like that. Even mobsters displayed more mercy.

“I’ve already told you everything, and I’m not saying another word until I have an attorney,” she said, stepping away from him despite her cuffed hands. “I need to look in my purse. I have to call my sister; she can help me find one.”

“Of course,” Vincent replied smoothly. “But let me retrieve it for you.”

“Whatever,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “It’s a blue iPhone.”

She was clearly irritated, but that was to be expected. After all, being inconvenienced was par for the course when one was suspected of committing a crime.

Vincent reached for her bag, his movements deliberate. As he rummaged through it, he maintained a casual demeanor, careful not to reveal he was taking note of its contents.

The usual assortment of items greeted him: a makeup case—though, judging by her flawless appearance, he doubted she needed it. An eyeglass case, an e-reader, a set of keys, a wallet, and an unopened protein bar. Finally, he spotted the phone she’d mentioned.

“This it?” he asked, holding up a dark blue iPhone.

“Yeah. Do you want to dial the number too?” she snapped, her tone dripping with annoyance, sarcasm and downright pisstivity. She wiggled her cuffed hands behind her.

Yep, she was pissed. “No need. I’ll make it so you can handle it,” he replied evenly.

Unclasping one of the cuffs, he handed her the phone but maintained a firm grip on her other wrist, twisting it securely behind her back. He didn’t enjoy being heavy-handed, but something about her didn’t sit right. His instincts, usually spot-on, told him she wasn’t capable of the crime, but there was still something off.

Sylvia dialed a number and waited. When the call connected, her voice cracked. “Hello, Brenda? I’m in trouble,” she said, her words dissolving into sobs.

Vincent sighed. This day wasn’t improving for anyone.

––––––––
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The ride to the station was uneventful, though not exactly quiet. Sylvia, with one wrist cuffed to the seat, spent the entire drive on the phone with the attorney her sister had arranged for her. They were set to meet at the station with the full legal team.

Vincent was relieved for the metal cage separating them. Judging by her demeanor, she wouldn’t hesitate to knock him out if given the chance.

When he tried to make small talk, hoping to coax out some information, her responses were curt and cutting: a sharp “Go to hell” here, or a seething “Fuck off” there.

It wasn’t as though Reggie’s death was his fault, and she had, after all, been caught holding the literal smoking gun. Still, her indignation bordered on audacious.

It always amazed Vincent how self-righteous suspects became when they were caught red-handed.

They stopped at a red light just a block from the station. Vincent decided to give conversation another try, though he knew it was likely a long shot. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

“Care for one?” he asked, taking a cigarette out and holding it behind him through the small opening in the cage.

“No,” she replied curtly.

He shrugged. “Fair enough.” Sliding the pack back into his pocket, he placed the cigarette meant for her into his mouth. “They’re bad for you anyway. I’m trying to quit before my ticker gives out.” He patted his chest lightly for emphasis.

“Humph. Maybe I’ll be lucky,” she muttered, her gaze shifting to the window.

So much for that, he thought as the light turned green. They pulled into the station parking lot, and Vincent parked the car in his usual spot.

Exiting the vehicle, he walked to her side and uncuffed her hand from the seat before re-cuffing her wrists. Guiding her out, he blocked her path, standing directly in front of her. He wanted her to look at him, look him straight in the eyes and prove him wrong. That nagging feeling in his gut wouldn’t subside. Something about this murder didn’t add up, and his instincts told him she wasn’t entirely guilty.

But Sylvia refused to meet his gaze. Instead, her attention darted around the parking lot. For the first time since their tense drive over, her expression shifted, becoming animated. He followed her line of sight but saw nothing remarkable, just a petite, slim black woman and a lanky older white man standing near a blue Chevy and a white Kia.

The duo began walking toward them, and Sylvia tried to push past him, restrained as she was. “Can I see them, please?” she asked, her voice betraying a faint urgency.

Vincent hesitated but ultimately relented, though not without conditions. “Fine. But remember, we’re watching you.”

“Who’s ‘we’?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Me and this,” he replied, pulling back his jacket just enough to reveal the Glock holstered at his side.

“Oooh. I’m scared,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Vincent ignored her jab and waved the pair over, suspecting they were her sister and the attorney she’d been speaking with. As they approached, he stopped them and conducted a quick frisk, ensuring neither was carrying anything they shouldn’t be.

Afterward, he cuffed Sylvia to the car for safety, keeping his weapon in plain sight as the trio began conversing in hushed tones. Leaning against the vehicle, Vincent observed them carefully. Sylvia glanced back at him occasionally, her expression defiant, but he wasn’t fooled. Beneath the bravado, he could sense her fear.

Their conversation grew increasingly animated, with the lanky man eventually placing a reassuring hand on Sylvia’s shoulder. Vincent remained vigilant, his instincts sharper than ever.

Did she do it? The question played on an endless loop in Vincent’s mind. Usually, when he arrived at a crime scene, his instincts would kick in immediately, telling him whether the suspect was guilty.

But this time, he was conflicted—and he knew why.

How could someone that beautiful be a cold-hearted killer? He chastised himself for even entertaining such a thought. He was better than that, more professional than to let appearances cloud his judgment. But still, it lingered. It would have been so much simpler if she looked like a troll.

He was a sucker for a beautiful face and figure—one of his many vices.

Sylvia turned toward him, her expression unreadable. Vincent walked over, uncuffed her from the car, and guided her back to the back seat. She complied without saying a word.

The lanky man, Mr. Levy, approached and extended his hand. “I’m Mr. Levy, representing Miss Shannon. Any questions you have, direct them to me,” he said, with the kind of smug assurance that only a freshly minted lawyer could muster.

Vincent leaned casually against the car, his hands resting in his pockets. His gaze drifted past Mr. Levy to Sylvia’s sister, who was driving off. He looked at the offered hand for a long moment before deciding to be civil. He reached out and shook it, though he instantly disliked the man. Levy struck him as sharp as a dying candle flame, and that smirk on his face didn’t help matters.

“Fine,” Vincent said curtly. “Meet me inside.”

Levy smirked again, turned on his heel, and strode into the station.

Vincent sighed. This really was going to be a long day.

“Oh, she did it, all right. You can see it written all over her face. Just look at her!”

Allen Brannon, the police chief, was grating on Vincent’s nerves. If it weren’t for the fact that Allen was his boss, Vincent might have already let his fist do the talking.

“You know, this reminds me of a case—” Allen began, but Vincent didn’t stick around to listen. He turned and left without a word.

He needed to get back to the interrogation room. He needed to talk to her—alone.

Mr. Levy had stepped out moments ago to grab a coffee but had made it painfully clear before leaving that no questions were to be asked without his presence.

Fuck him.

Vincent knew Sylvia wasn’t guilty; his gut told him so. What Allen saw on her face wasn’t guilt, it was fear. She was terrified, and Vincent could see that Allen had completely misread her.

Vincent had spent two hours in the room with her, questioning her over and over. Or at least trying to. With Levy in the room, it had been nearly impossible. He couldn’t ask Sylvia the time of day without the overzealous law school graduate interjecting.

But now, he had a rare moment with her alone. And he intended to use it.

Vincent stepped back into the interrogation room, closing the door quietly behind him. “Miss Shannon,” he began evenly.

“My attorney isn’t back yet,” Sylvia interrupted, her voice clipped and firm.

“Yeah, I know,” Vincent replied, his tone laced with mild irritation. “He’s probably lost somewhere. I just want to ask you a few things before he gets back—”

“Are you kidding me?” she cut him off, spinning to face the far wall and refusing to look at him. “You’re not going to entrap me for this murder. I’m not answering anything without my attorney.”

Vincent sighed, his frustration bubbling beneath the surface. “I’m not trying to entrap you, Miss Shannon. But I need answers, and your attorney isn’t exactly making it easy for me.”

Sylvia turned back to him, a smug smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “He’s not supposed to,” she said with deliberate defiance.

“Damn it, Sylvia!” Vincent snapped, slamming his hand down on the metal table. The sharp sound echoed through the room, startling them both.

He took a breath, visibly working to regain his composure. “Miss... Shannon,” he continued, his voice softer but no less urgent. “How am I supposed to help you if you won’t let me?”

Before Sylvia could respond, the door swung open, revealing Mr. Levy. The attorney strolled in, a fresh coffee stain adorning his rumpled white shirt.

“What’s going on here?” Levy asked, his voice tinged with suspicion. “Police harassment?”

Vincent clenched his jaw. Shit.
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Chapter Two
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“You do know, Officer Kapolapus—”

“That’s Detective Kapoulous,” Vincent corrected sharply, his voice cold. Most people who mispronounced his name were met with patience or indifference, but not this guy. If it weren’t for protocol, he’d gladly land a punch to wipe that smug look off his face. The satisfaction would be worth it.

“Whatever,” Levy replied dismissively, waving a hand as though Vincent’s correction was beneath his concern. “You do realize you’re in violation of—”

“Please! Cut the bullshit!” Vincent interrupted, his voice rising as he shoved the chair out of his way and closed the distance between them. “You haven’t let me get a single answer from your client since we walked into this room. Are you aware that your client has the right to make a statement? Or did they skip that part in your correspondence course?”

The outburst felt cathartic. He’d been holding in his frustration since the drive to the station, and this late-night ambulance chaser had only made it worse with every smug interjection.

“Now, look here—” Levy began, stepping toward him, his tone indignant.

Vincent smirked inwardly. Go ahead, throw a punch. That’s all I need to haul you in, but not before I flatten you.

“Please!” Sylvia’s voice cut through the tension as she stood abruptly, her hands flying to her ears. “Please, stop it!” She turned her attention to Levy, her hands pressed firmly on the desk. “Mr. Levy, would you mind stepping out for a moment?”

“But, Miss Shannon,” Levy stammered, glancing around the room, clearly thrown off by her request.

“Please. I know what I’m doing,” Sylvia insisted, her tone resolute. Her head dipped forward, but her hands remained on the table, her knuckles whitening as her fists clenched.

Levy hesitated, glaring at Vincent before finally retreating. He slammed the door behind him, leaving Vincent and Sylvia alone in the sterile room.

Vincent exhaled slowly, walking back to his chair. He bent down to right it before sitting. “Thanks for showing some faith in me.”

Sylvia raised her head, her eyes blazing with defiance. “Please. I don’t trust you any farther than I can throw you,” she said coolly, before sitting back down and angling her body away from him.

Vincent chuckled inwardly. He already knew she didn’t trust him. That much had been clear from the start.

He glanced around the room. It was just the two of them now. The setting was as unwelcoming as ever. Gray walls, thin, worn carpeting, and budget furniture that felt more oppressive than functional. A square table and two folding chairs sat in the center of the room, completing the bleak atmosphere.

He studied Sylvia for a moment. Her tailored suit, her composure; she didn’t belong here. None of this felt right.

Vincent noticed the glances when he escorted Sylvia into the station. The other officers exchanged looks, some shaking their heads with expressions that seemed almost sympathetic.

But was their pity directed at her, or at him?

Even the individuals being booked couldn’t help but do a double take. Sylvia stood out in this environment. She didn’t fit the profile of the typical person brought through these doors, and that only made the entire situation feel more surreal to Vincent.

He glanced down at her as they walked. “Then why...?” he began, trailing off.

Sylvia turned to him, her expression wary. “I’m just curious why you seem so concerned about my rights,” she said, her tone tinged with suspicion.

“Don’t be foolish, Syl—Miss Shannon,” Vincent corrected himself, leaning slightly closer as they stopped. “I...and the department, need your statement of innocence for the record. Everyone is innocent until proven—”

“Yeah, yeah,” she interrupted, rolling her eyes. “Doesn’t stop some people, though.” She turned away from him, her expression blazing with anger. But behind that fury, Vincent could see something else. Fear.

He needed to earn her trust.

“I’m not ‘some people,’” he said firmly. “Look, are you going to help yourself and me, or are you going to let that two-bit shyster do all the talking? Because if you choose the latter, you’re gambling with your life. Keep him as your mouthpiece, and you’ll end up with the needle.”

Her eyes widened in horror, her composure cracking for the first time. “You... you honestly think I could get the death penalty? For a crime I didn’t commit?”

“Not on my watch,” Vincent said evenly. “But if you keep relying on that poor man’s Perry Mason, you’re as good as signed up for it.”

Sylvia exhaled heavily and leaned back in her chair, her shoulders sagging under the weight of the situation. “Fine. Ask your questions,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Vincent pulled his chair closer to her and took out his notepad, flipping it open. “These are just routine, okay?” he assured her.

She nodded slightly; her gaze fixed on her hands folded tightly in her lap.

“First question,” he began. “Was that your home where the body was found?”

“No,” she said quietly, still not meeting his gaze.

“Look at me. Here.” Vincent pointed to his eyes, his tone firm but not unkind. He always insisted that people look directly at him when answering his questions; he could tell with a single sentence whether someone was lying. Sylvia would be no exception.

After a moment of hesitation, she slowly raised her head to meet his gaze. “No,” she repeated.

“When did you arrive there?” Vincent continued, his pen poised over the notepad.

“Just before noon,” Sylvia replied.

“Were you expected to be there?” Vincent asked, watching her carefully.

“Yes. Reggie called me and asked me to come by.”

Vincent paused, considering his next question. He wanted to tread carefully, choosing his words and the order of his inquiries deliberately.

He could have told her they already knew everything. After all, police were permitted to bend the truth or employ strategic omissions when questioning suspects. However, the line between strategic questioning and entrapment was a fine one, and Vincent always made a point to at least try to stay on the right side of that line.

“What was the purpose of your visit?” he asked evenly.

“Business.”

“Did you go there straight from work?”

“Yes.”

“What time did you leave work?”

“A little before eleven.”

“How long does it take to get from your workplace to Reggie’s?”

“About eight minutes.”

Vincent raised an eyebrow. “Then why did you leave so early?”

“I needed to make a stop,” she said, shifting slightly in her chair.

“Where?”

“The nail salon.”

“For what purpose?”

“To cancel an appointment, then make a new one.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“The place was closed.”

Vincent leaned back slightly, processing her answers. The gap between her leaving work and arriving at Reggie’s stood out to him. No witnesses corroborated her whereabouts during that time. And why hadn’t she called the salon instead of going in person? It didn’t add up, but he decided to revisit that later.

For now, he would try a different tactic. Throwing in an unexpected question often forced suspects to recalibrate, revealing inconsistencies if they tried to anticipate the line of questioning.

“Who did you see in the library?” Vincent asked, his tone steady.

“Besides Reggie? No one. I saw no one. I just heard a noise. I’ve told you that already!” Sylvia’s voice was sharp, but not defensive.

She wasn’t flustered. Her answers were brief, measured, and precise, offering only what he explicitly asked for, nothing more.

For the next hour, Vincent revisited each question, rephrasing them in five different ways, adding layers of detail to test her responses. Each time, her answers remained consistent. That consistency worked in her favor.

One thing Vincent had learned in his fourteen years on the force was that guilty individuals were rarely consistent. They slipped up eventually, tripping over their own fabricated details.

Still, the timeline involving the nail salon nagged at him. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was something.

“Okay, Miss Shannon, just one more time. Who was in the library?”

“I told you,” she said, exhaling heavily. “I didn’t see anyone. I’m not even sure if it was a person. It was windy outside, and the door was swinging back and forth when I got in there.”

Vincent nodded. Her answer hadn’t changed. It was time to move on to the more pointed questions, the ones he dreaded asking.

“Did you know the deceased?”

Sylvia hesitated, turning her head away. Her shoulders began to shake.

He hit a nerve.

This was progress. Still, he caught himself mid-reach, his hand instinctively moving to comfort her. He pulled back, mentally chastising himself. He was supposed to play the “bad cop” during interrogations, a role he’d perfected over the years. Yet with her, he was already bending the rules, and he knew it.

“Who was he to you, Sylvia?” Vincent pressed, his voice softer this time.

Her answer came after a long pause. “My ex-husband.”

Damn. Damn. Damn!

This revelation threw a wrench into everything. Vincent stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor as he began pacing the room. He ran a hand over his head, feeling the frustration mount.

The ballistics report. He needed it. And the victim’s time of death. He needed that information yesterday.

Now, he had to ask the inevitable question. “Did you have a falling out?”

Of course, they had. That’s why he was her ex-husband. But now, he wasn’t just an ex, he was a dead ex. The nature of their “falling out” had clearly escalated.

Sylvia didn’t do it. She couldn’t have. Vincent banged his fist against the wall, the sound reverberating through the small, sterile room. The action startled both him and Sylvia.

He turned back to her, sitting down heavily as he closed his notebook with finality. He couldn’t continue—not in this state of mind. Not yet.

“Why are you doing this?” Sylvia asked softly, her voice tinged with frustration and vulnerability.

Vincent rose from his chair and cracked the door open. He peered down the hallway, spotting two other officers deep in conversation. This case wasn’t going to be easy, he thought with a groan.

“Why are you doing this?” Sylvia’s voice rose, almost a scream this time.

He kept his back to her. “Because I don’t... I don’t want to see the wrong person sent up,” he said quietly.

“You’re not supposed to say things like that to a suspect, are you?” she asked, her tone skeptical.

“I do a lot of things I’m not supposed to, Miss Shannon,” he replied, his voice steady.

“Oh? Like what? Should I be concerned?” she countered, crossing her arms defiantly.

“Don’t worry. Anything I do is for your benefit, and to solve this case,” Vincent said, turning slightly to face her. “I need your help, not hindrance. The more honest you are with me, the quicker I can figure out what happened.”

“Am I under arrest?”

“I’m just questioning you. Purely routine.”

“That didn’t answer my question,” Sylvia shot back. “Am I going to be sitting in jail?”

The thought of her confined to a cold, sterile jail cell didn’t sit well with Vincent. But that was irrelevant. Personal feelings had no place here. He had a case to solve, and if she was guilty, then jail was where she belonged—no matter how striking her appearance or how much doubt lingered in his gut.

Vincent prided himself on his work ethic, unorthodox as it was. His reputation extended beyond his precinct; he was known for walking the fine line between the letter of the law and bending it just enough to get results.

Yes, he occasionally blurred ethical boundaries. Yes, some of his methods skirted the edge of legality. But those methods worked. In his eight years as a detective, he had solved fifty-five out of fifty-six cases. The one that eluded him still haunted him, it had been too close, too personal. The suspect was another cop.

As his thoughts drifted to that unresolved case, he caught sight of Brannon barreling down the hallway, huffing and puffing like an angry steam engine.

Vincent calmly shut the door in his face.

“Kapoulous!” Chief Brannon bellowed, wrenching the door open with a heavy hand.

Vincent turned to Sylvia, flashing a grin. “Case in point.” Then, facing Brannon, he added, “Yes, Allen?”

The chief stormed in, his scowl deepening the creases on his brown leathery, weathered face.

“Er... Chief,” Vincent corrected, his tone tinged with sarcasm.

“Get in my office—now!” Brannon barked before storming off down the hallway.

“Wow, he’s mad,” Sylvia remarked, glancing at the closed door.

“That’s putting it mildly,” Vincent replied, flipping through his notes with practiced nonchalance.

“Is it about me? About my case?” Sylvia asked, her voice trembling slightly with nervousness.

“Nah,” Vincent reassured her. “This is just the ongoing lovefest between me and the chief. Believe me, this is normal.”

“I see,” she murmured, though her tension was still evident.

Vincent moved closer, pulling his chair nearer to her. “Listen, is there anything, anything at all you might want to tell me? Something you might have remembered, even if it doesn’t seem important?”

Sylvia sat in thoughtful silence for a moment before shaking her head slowly. “That’s it. I didn’t do it. I want to find out who did and why as much as you do.”

Her conviction was compelling. She sounded sincere, but then again, so did many killers. Convincing lies were part of the game.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. Vincent hoped it wasn’t Brannon again; he didn’t have the time or patience for another round with the chief.

He opened the door to find another officer standing there.

“Could you step out for a moment?” the officer asked.

Vincent turned back to Sylvia. “I’ll be right back,” he assured her, stepping into the hallway and closing the door behind him.

“What is it?” he asked the officer.

“We searched the entire premises,” the officer began. “No other artwork or valuables appear to be missing, but we’ll need a full inventory to confirm. Whoever robbed the place seemed to know exactly what they were looking for, and they moved quickly.”

Vincent rubbed his chin, thinking. From the outlines left on the walls, all the missing paintings had been large. It wouldn’t have been easy, or inconspicuous, to transport them. Driving away with oversized artwork sticking out of a car window would draw attention, unless the thieves had used a truck. Even then, someone should have noticed.

“Check with the neighbors,” Vincent instructed, giving the officer a firm pat on the arm. “Ask if anyone saw a truck or people moving items out between nine and noon.”

“Will do,” the officer replied before heading off.

Vincent returned to the interrogation room, closing the door behind him.

“What’s wrong?” Sylvia asked, standing from her seat, her expression filled with concern.

“Nothing. Just office stuff,” Vincent replied casually. There was no need to divulge too much. He liked Sylvia, but not enough to risk compromising the case. He was already sticking his neck out for her, more than he would for any other suspect.

And make no mistake, she was a suspect. Certainly, a person of interest. But she wasn’t yet a “lock-her-up-and-throw-away-the-key” suspect. At least, that’s how he planned to spin it to Brannon.

Sylvia didn’t belong in a cell. He needed her out. If she was the killer, she would slip eventually. If she wasn’t, keeping her free would allow him to glean more information, and hopefully get closer to the truth.

Either way, jail wasn’t an option.

“You’re free to go. Check in with the officer at the front desk,” Vincent said, gesturing toward the door.

“You’re letting me go?” Sylvia asked, her tone colored with disbelief.

“Our questions are routine. Don’t worry, I’ll be seeing you again,” he said as he stood and pushed her chair back into place. He then took her gently by the arm and escorted her to the front desk. “They’ll ask you a few simple questions and collect your contact information.”

Sylvia looked at him, her expression a mix of confusion and curiosity. “Thanks,” she murmured, though her tone suggested she wasn’t entirely sure how to feel.

He released her arm, and she hesitated, staring at him as though she wanted to ask something. Instead, she turned to the desk officer.

“Thanks,” she repeated over her shoulder.

“Oh, and Miss Shannon.”

She paused mid-conversation, but didn’t turn to face him. “What?”

“Don’t leave town.”

That made her spin around. The sudden pallor of her face confirmed the impact of his words. Vincent winked at her, enjoying the reaction.

Brannon stormed into Vincent’s office before he even had a chance to sit down, his presence darkening the room like a storm cloud.

“What do you want?” Vincent asked, his tone exasperated as he leaned back in his chair.

“The lady’s attorney,” Brannon growled.

“Oh, you mean Johnny Cochran Jr.?” Vincent quipped, unable to resist.

Brannon cocked his head, his expression deadly serious. It was the classic I don’t play that shit look. “Listen, Vincent. We don’t need this precinct getting called on the carpet again because of your antics. Abuse of an attorney? An officer of the court? Really? Even for you, that’s over the line.”

Vincent nearly choked on his bitter coffee. “Abuse? Are you kidding me? I didn’t touch the bastard!”

“He came complaining to me,” Brannon said, his voice heavy with disapproval.

“More likely crying on your shoulder,” Vincent shot back. “For your information, Miss Shannon dismissed him. She agreed to speak with me without his so-called representation.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Was he giving her bad advice?”

Vincent snorted derisively. “Mickey Mouse could’ve done better.”

Brannon grunted. “She might find herself a better attorney. But that doesn’t excuse the allegations of abuse.”

“I merely raised my voice,” Vincent retorted, leaning back in his chair. “If he crumbled into a blubbering mess, he wasn’t cut out to be her attorney. He’d be curled up in a fetal position halfway through a trial.”

“Fine,” Brannon muttered as he stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. “Just don’t screw this up. I’ve seen the photos. That’s the worst crime scene I’ve come across in my thirty-six years on the force.”

“It’s not as if I wanted to frame it,” Vincent replied cynically, his tone laced with frustration.

Brannon paused, studying Vincent for a moment before turning on his heel and leaving without another word.

As the door clicked shut, Vincent sank into his chair and turned toward the window. His eyes followed the yellow cab pulling away, catching sight of Sylvia climbing into the backseat. He had forgotten she didn’t have her own ride home.

He sighed deeply. “She couldn’t have done it,” he murmured to himself for what felt like the hundredth time.

A knock on his office door interrupted his thoughts. He knew it wasn’t Brannon; the chief had an allergy to knocking.

“Come in,” Vincent called.

“Hello, sweetie,” came the warm voice of Jane Cunningham as she poked her head inside. Her gray hair was styled neatly, and her round face bore a familiar, maternal smile. “Is it all right if I come in?”

“Of course, Jane.”

Jane Cunningham was more than just his secretary—she was his confidant. Loyal to a fault, she had helped him through countless cases, often at great personal risk. She kept his secrets and smoothed over the rough edges when his unorthodox methods drew too much attention. He had long since lost count of the times she had willingly taken a hit for him.

Her loyalty was unwavering.

Jane eased into the chair across from him, her expression sympathetic but curious. “I saw the case file—and the photos.” She grimaced.

“Yeah,” Vincent replied flatly.

“Is she the suspect?” Jane asked, her brow furrowed in concern.

“She’s a person of interest,” Vincent admitted, shaking his head. “But I had to let her go, no matter how strong the case might look against her.

Jane’s eyes widened, her expression a mix of shock and disbelief. “You mean you actually think she did it?”

Vincent shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Ahhh,” Jane said, drawing out the sound.

“Don’t ‘ahh’ me,” Vincent replied, giving her a pointed look. “You know my M.O. I let her go so she can lead me to the real killer—even if it turns out to be her.”

“That was brutal,” Jane said, shaking her head. “Women don’t kill like that unless they’re seriously pissed off.”

Vincent chuckled despite himself. He stood and perched on the edge of his desk, leaning closer to Jane. “And what, in your infinite wisdom, would piss a woman off that much?”

Jane shrugged. “Plenty of things. We’re unpredictable, Vince. Maybe she caught him in bed with another woman. Or found him rifling through her personal things. It could be as simple as insurance. Maybe she still had him covered and figured it was better to ‘resolve’ things before their divorce made that tricky.”

“A crime of passion?” Vincent mused. “But he’s her ex.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Jane said firmly. “Plenty of women still have unresolved feelings for their ex-husbands. Come on, Vince, this isn’t your first time at the rodeo. You know how people are when it comes to emotions.” She paused, then added with a mischievous grin, “Now, I could have used her shooting skills on Stephen.”

“Now, Jane, play nice,” Vincent replied, standing up and shaking his head.

Jane laughed and rose from her chair. “I didn’t say women always make sense. But those are the usual motives.” She gave him a knowing look before leaving the room.

Vincent returned to his chair, lost in thought. A crime of passion? It still didn’t sit right with him, no matter how Jane tried to frame it.

Sylvia didn’t strike him as a woman clinging to unresolved feelings. She looked like someone with plenty of options, and the confidence to know it. She didn’t need to hang on to Reggie.

That left another possible motive: money. It was always a compelling one.

Vincent recalled the upscale neighborhood and the expensive furniture in Reggie’s house. The missing paintings? He was almost certain they weren’t cheap replicas. It was starting to feel like a much more plausible explanation.

But where were the paintings?

His team had searched the entire property and come up empty-handed. That left him wondering: did Sylvia have an accomplice?

Hmm. Perhaps a lover. Not a crime of passion as Jane had described, but a calculated move. Maybe Sylvia had a lover, and together they conspired to eliminate Reggie. The stolen paintings and other priceless artifacts could have been part of the payoff; a murder-for-hire scheme. It wouldn’t be the first time a wife, ex-wife, or lover had orchestrated such a plot.

But how much money was involved? Did Sylvia still hold an insurance policy on Reggie? Surely, she must have realized any claim would be null and void the moment investigators linked her, or her accomplice, to the crime.

Then again, rational thought rarely guided individuals who committed these kinds of crimes. They always believed they had the perfect alibi.

Vincent pulled a cigarette from his pocket and placed it between his lips, his thoughts circling back to Sylvia. That was precisely what bothered him: she didn’t have a perfect alibi. In fact, she didn’t have one at all. He needed to dig deeper into her timeline, her movements, her interactions, and any details that might shed light on the truth.

Why had she returned to the crime scene? Or had she ever left? Could she have stayed behind to deliver the coup de grâce after her accomplice had fired the first shot?

With a sigh, Vincent tucked the cigarette back into his pocket, reminded once again that the station was a smoke-free zone. It was the only thing keeping his habit somewhat in check—at least while he was indoors.

On the surface, the case seemed open-and-shut. If his theory was correct, all he needed to do was piece together the evidence. Circumstantial? Sure. Most murder cases were. Rarely did you have innocent witnesses at the scene—live ones, anyway.

But something about this case still felt off.

Leaning back in his chair, Vincent ran through various scenarios, trying to decide whether to follow this line of reasoning. His gut told him there was more to the story, something he hadn’t yet uncovered.

A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. “Come in,” he called.

“Hey, bud,” came the familiar voice of Ben as he stuck his head through the doorway.

Ben, a forensic technician, was one of Brannon’s least favorite people, someone he often referred to as one of Vincent’s “minions.” But for Vincent, Ben was more than that; he was a trusted colleague, someone who had covered for him more times than he cared to count when things got messy.

Ben’s curly red hair framed a pale face that contrasted sharply with the dark steel-gray of the door behind him. His sharp, curious eyes scanned the room.

“You’re done already?” Vincent asked, slipping the cigarette box deeper into his pocket, out of sight. Ben was a founding member of the, Let’s Get Vincent Off the Cancer Sticks by Any Means Necessary committee.

“Nah, just the preliminaries,” Ben said, leaning against the doorframe. “But so far, three shots to the head. The first one killed him instantly. The others? Just for good measure.”

“Damn. That’s cold.”

“You’re telling me,” Ben replied, shaking his head. “So, did she do it?”

Vincent sighed, his frustration bubbling beneath the surface. He was getting tired of that question. “I... I don’t know.”

“Whoa, the great Detective Vincent Kapoulous, stumped? This is serious,” Ben teased as he stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. “What’s really going on? Can’t wrap your head around the idea of a pretty thing like that pulling the trigger?” Ben grinned, his expression knowing.

It was as though everyone was living rent-free in his head, and it was starting to wear on him. “Ben—”

“Relax, I was just thinking the same thing,” Ben said, holding up his hands. “But hey, people are people. You’ve always said it yourself: no matter their socioeconomic class, race, or creed, everyone’s got the same feelings, emotions, and breaking points.”

“Thanks for the lecture,” Vincent muttered dryly.

“Bro, if it’s any consolation, I’m behind you all the way,” Ben said, his tone lighter. “I don’t want to think someone that gorgeous could blow someone’s brains out like that. If that’s the case, I’m gonna have to stick to dating the ugly ones.”

Vincent couldn’t help himself; he laughed, a deep, genuine laugh, the first since the case had begun. It was a welcome reprieve, even if only for a few seconds.

“Ben,” Vincent said after composing himself, “I’m going to need you and Jane more than ever on this one. If for nothing else, to keep me on the straight and narrow.”

Ben tilted his head, raising an eyebrow in mock skepticism.

“Fine,” Vincent amended with a smirk. “As straight and narrow as I can be.”

“What’s your first order of business?” Ben asked, switching to his more professional tone.

“I need a time of death,” Vincent replied, his expression serious again. “It might not mean much, she could have lied about the time she arrived, and there’s already a gap in her story, but it’s a place to start.”

“Got it. Anything else?”

“Yeah, here.” Vincent crossed the room, grabbed his jacket, and pulled a small stack of papers from the inside pocket. He handed them to Ben.

“What’s this?” Ben asked, fanning through the documents.

“I need handwriting analysis on these,” Vincent said. “One is a note that was clutched in the vic’s hand. The second is a page from Miss Shannon’s pocket calendar. The third? Love letters from the vic.”

Ben took the papers and tucked them into his pocket. “Alright, what else?”

“Ballistics,” Vincent replied without hesitation. “I need that report before anyone else gets their hands on it. You’ve got connections with the head of the department—use them. Promise her a great night if you have to.”

Ben laughed, shaking his head. “I’m running out of favors, Vince. At this rate, she’s going to ask for a marriage proposal next.”

“I’ll be your best man,” Vincent quipped, his tone deadpan. “Just get me the report. I need to see all the findings first. You understand?”

“Yeah, I get it,” Ben said, his expression growing more serious. “But why do you need to see it first? What’s the angle?”

Vincent paused for a moment, meeting Ben’s gaze. “Because if it comes to that, I want to be the one to arrest her.”
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Chapter Three
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Sylvia stepped into her home and was immediately met with an oppressive emptiness. It wasn’t because of Reggie. He’d only been there a handful of times that she could recall, and she’d moved on from him long ago, having enjoyed a couple of fulfilling relationships after their divorce.

No, it was the weight of knowing someone she had once cared for, someone who had been a part of her life for so long, was gone forever. 

Murdered. 

That reality made it all the harder to process.

“Damn it, Reggie,” she muttered, sinking onto the kitchen stool. “What were you into now?”

Despite racking her brain, she couldn’t pinpoint one specific person or event that might have led to his death. Reggie’s life had been a mess of shady dealings for the past decade, which was why she’d filed for divorce in the first place.

But why now? Why had his past finally caught up with him? And why so suddenly?

The thought lingered as she threw her purse onto the counter and wandered into the den. Collapsing into an armchair, she replayed the events of the past six hours. It was a waking nightmare interspersed with surreal, Twilight Zone-like moments.

She grabbed the remote and flicked on the television, seeking the comfort of routine. 

The den was her sanctuary, a room where she usually unwound after a long day. Elaborately decorated, it mirrored the rest of her home in opulence, something she and Reggie
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