
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


OverKill

By Yvonne Simmons



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      OVERKILL

    

    
      First edition. February 25, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Yvonne Simmons.

    

    
    
      Written by Yvonne Simmons.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The chill in the autopsy suite was a constant, inorganic thing, a defense against contagion and decomposition. Dr. Elena Rodriguez barely noticed it anymore, preferring the clinical cold to the heavy, clinging heat of the streets outside. The only sound was the metallic whisper of the ventilation system and the click of the scale as her assistant adjusted the settings.

​A rolling gurney bearing the contents of a scorched body bag was wheeled to the stainless-steel table.

​“Case 42-25. Found off Highway 17,” the assistant murmured, clipping the crime scene tag to the overhead rail. “Minimal scene. Looks like someone tried to sterilize it with fire.”

​Dr. Rodriguez nodded, pulling on fresh surgical gloves. She didn't need the M.E.'s report to confirm the method. The smell was the first verdict: not the sweet, decayed scent of natural death, but the sharp, acrid odor of accelerant and human flesh subjected to extreme heat. It was a smell of intentionality, a profound statement of rage.

​  As the assistant peeled back the thick, black nylon, the first glance confirmed the violence. The victim, estimated male, late teens, was extensively burned. The skin was tight and cracked, a macabre obsidian shell.

​“Second degree, maybe third in places. They took their time with the torch,” Dr. Rodriguez noted, circling the table.

​She picked up the magnetic probe and ran it over the chest cavity. The high-pitched whine immediately cut through the silence. “Multiple metallic signatures.”

​She began the methodical process of documenting the points of penetration, dictating the findings into the microphone hanging above the table.

​“Entry wound, upper left shoulder, small caliber, minimal exit trauma. Likely three distinct bullet paths. Now, multiple sharp injuries to the torso. Five distinct stab wounds, varying depth. Three appear defensive on the forearms, suggesting he was conscious and trying to block the assault.”

​  Dr. Rodriguez paused, adjusting her magnifying visor. The sequence was almost as disturbing as the quantity. The killer had used fire, a gun, and a knife.

​“Note the pattern, Mark,” she said to her assistant, her voice low. “The burns are post-mortem. The stabs and the shots are concurrent, or very close. This wasn't one sudden strike. This was a performance.”

​The goal wasn't merely death; it was annihilation. Someone hadn't just murdered this young man; they had tried to erase his very existence.

​“Can’t get prints. Facial reconstruction is out,” Mark said, already preparing the dental kit.

​It took forty minutes to extract the necessary dental X-rays. Dr. Rodriguez sent the chart to the central database, expecting the usual agonizing wait for an ambiguous match, or worse, none at all.

​But the results were instantaneous. The fax machine whirred, spitting out a file stamped with a bold red flag: HIGH PROFILE. CELEBRITY RELATIVE.

​   Dr. Rodriguez tore off the paper and scanned the name and profile photo, a familiar face smiling under a perfect haircut. The victim was a star in every sense of the word.

​Rolland Cox. Age seventeen. Signed to play college ball next year, already receiving offers from major agencies for the professional draft.

​And the father’s name, listed starkly below the victim’s: Avery Cox. The exotic dancer, the self-made celebrity, currently draped in designer fabrics in Paris for Fashion Week.

​The sheer contradiction between the victim's high-stakes, golden future and his brutal, discarded body made the silent room feel suddenly charged.

​  Dr. Rodriguez hung up her visor and pulled off her gloves. She walked to the phone on the wall and dialed the precinct’s dedicated Homicide line.

​A dispatcher picked up. “Major Crimes.”

​“This is Dr. Rodriguez, ME’s Office. Case 42-25. The unidentified Highway 17 homicide? We have a positive ID. It’s Rolland Cox.” She paused, letting the name sink in. “Put Detective Sarah Hayes on the line. Immediately.”

​A few seconds later, a firm, guarded voice answered. “Hayes. What do you have, Doc?”

​“Detective,” Rodriguez confirmed, the clinical distance returning to her voice. “The body on the table is Rolland Cox. Son of Avery Cox. This case is about to explode. And based on what I’ve logged here, this wasn't a random act of violence. This was execution by committee. Someone left us a statement, Hayes. And it’s drenched in rage.”

––––––––
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DR. RODRIGUEZ HANGS up after telling Hayes the manner of death was "execution by committee."

​  The clinical cold of the room felt insufficient, unable to hold back the heat of the rage implied by the violence she had just described.

​She turned back to the table, retrieving a sterile scalpel and forceps to begin the initial internal inspection of the torso wounds. Rolland Cox lay there, an inert monument to brutality.

​As she bent closer, intending to examine the entry point of the largest bullet, something shifted. It was small, a slight, almost imperceptible settling of the body. The movement caught the harsh overhead light, focusing it on the victim's head.

​And then, his right eyelid, charred and brittle, cracked open.

​  A small, gasping sound escaped Dr. Rodriguez's throat. Her years of professional detachment fractured instantly. The eye was not glossy or white; it was a dark, gelatinous orb, loosely held in its socket by the damaged tissue. As the body settled fully, the remaining connection frayed.

​With a sickening, wet plop, Rolland Cox’s eyeball detached entirely and rolled across the stainless-steel table, coming to rest, glinting wetly, on the polished concrete floor beside the gurney.

​  Dr. Rodriguez froze, the scalpel hovering over the skin. Her gaze snapped back to the exposed, gaping socket. She realized her initial external exam had missed a meticulous, precise injury. The orbital bone was fractured, and deep within the damaged cavity, she could discern a narrow, puncture wound—the track of a slender blade.

​The killer hadn't just shot, stabbed, and burned him. They had targeted the sensory apparatus, deliberately blinding him, a final, intimate act of violation.

​  A wave of nausea, potent and sudden, seized her. The smells of smoke and disinfectant, usually tolerable, rose up to meet the churning acid in her stomach. She hadn't felt this visceral violation since her residency. The bullets were professional, the fire was to erase, but the eye—that was pure, malicious pleasure.

​She stumbled back, wiping a suddenly cold forehead with the back of her wrist, fighting to maintain control.

​“Mark, gloves and visor off,” she commanded, her voice thin. “Get that cleaned up. Immediate new assessment.”

​  She ripped the initial report from the printer and scratched a bold line through the analysis of the burns being post-mortem.

​Her hand, now steady, gripped the pen. She scribbled in the margin: The precise, deep orbital wound indicates torture preceding death, or was perhaps the initial, incapacitating wound. Subsequent examination of the respiratory tract must now confirm my suspicion.

​  Dr. Rodriguez walked back to the phone, her heart now pounding a violent, resentful rhythm against her ribs. She dialed the precinct again, straight through to Detective Hayes.

​“Hayes, it’s Rodriguez. You need to pull the press statement on the victim’s timeline. Edit my original summary.”

​The detective's voice was sharp. "Edit what, Elena? What did you miss?"

​“I missed the truth of the overkill,” Dr. Rodriguez whispered, her eyes closed, seeing the black, empty socket. “The official cause of death is now listed as Asphyxiation due to Internal Organ Failure from Fire.”

​There was a silence on the line so complete it felt like a vacuum.

​“You’re saying he was alive?” Hayes finally asked.

​“He was conscious when they started the fire, Detective. Rolland Cox was burned to death. You’re not looking for a killer fueled by rage. You’re looking for a devil.”

​  The precinct felt loud, abrasive, and suddenly suffocating. Homicide detective Hayes walked through the swinging doors, her hand instinctively going to the silver chain resting against the sternum of her dark blazer. Her fingers closed around the pendant: a silver star with a small, central ruby that caught and reflected the harsh fluorescent lights.

​  Her father had given it to her years ago, the ruby's deep crimson a sharp contrast to the cold metal. Hayes clung to it like a talisman, believing the simple piece of jewelry was a conductor of luck, or at least, a shield against the procedural darkness of her job. She needed it now more than ever.

​  She felt the weight of the name Rolland Cox pressing down on her. The son of Avery Cox—a celebrity, an icon of self-made excess. Hayes had been ready for a high-profile case, but not one laced with such extreme, unsettling violence.

​Her partner, Detective Miller, sat hunched over a desk, scrolling through Rolland Cox’s public profile—a flurry of crisp football photos, athletic endorsements, and smiling, golden futures.

​“Got the initial report,” Hayes said, dropping a manila file onto Miller’s desk. “It’s Rolland Cox. The kid was practically national royalty. We’ve got fire, bullets, and knives. Total overkill.”

​Miller glanced up, her expression unreadable. “A celebrity’s son. That means this entire case is officially garbage. Probably a disgruntled agent or a gambling debt that has gone wrong. The overkill is just to send a message.”

​“The overkill is what worries me,” Hayes countered, rubbing the ruby between her thumb and index finger. “It’s sloppy and calculated at the same time.”

​Before Miller could respond, Hayes’s desk phone lit up with a secure, internal line. It was the Medical Examiner's Office. Dr. Rodriguez.

​Hayes picked up instantly. “Hayes.”

​  She listened, her expression draining of color, the small, habitual movement of her fingers on the star pendant ceasing completely. She pressed the phone tighter to her ear, isolating the Doctor’s strained voice from the noise of the precinct.

​As Dr. Rodriguez relayed the final, horrific details—the detached eyeball, the small, deliberate puncture wound, the sudden realization of the truth—Hayes's breath hitched. The image of the brittle, charred eyelid cracking open and the gelatinous orb rolling was instantly seared into her mind.

​She looked down at her own hand, which was gripping the silver star pendant so tightly her knuckles were white. The ruby, her stone of luck, seemed suddenly dark, stained the color of spilled blood.

​She leaned back, her body trembling with a mixture of profound disgust and sickening realization. "You're sure, Elena?" she finally managed, her voice a rough whisper.

​Miller, watching her partner's terrifying pallor, slid her chair closer.

​Hayes nodded slowly into the receiver. "Understood. The report is being edited now. We'll proceed with the new assessment."

​  She slowly placed the receiver back in the cradle, staring blankly at the wall.

​"What is it, Hayes?" Miller asked, her voice sharp with professional urgency. "What did Rodriguez find?"

​Hayes swallowed, running the back of her hand across her mouth. The sheer sadism of the killer made the celebrity ties and draft contracts feel utterly irrelevant. She had to force the words out, heavy and cold as stones.

​“The bullets and the knives weren’t the primary cause of death, Miller. They were secondary, maybe even torture. She found a precision stab wound in the orbital socket. And the burns... they weren’t post-mortem.”

​Hayes looked her partner straight in the eye, the lucky ruby resting cold against her skin.
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Chapter 2
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​  Avery Cox landed at the private regional airport like a descending storm, not a grieving father. He stepped off the Gulfstream jet in clothes chosen for maximum, somber impact—custom black cashmere, expertly rumpled, and sunglasses that obscured half his face. He’d left the glamour of Paris Fashion Week in a desperate panic, not for his son, but for the paper trail he knew would now be exposed. Rolland’s murder meant the spotlight was no longer just on his fame; it was on his fortune.

​  His lawyer and publicist flanked him, forming a human barrier against the small pool of paparazzi and local news vans already staking out the tarmac.

​“Keep your head down, Avery. Remember the narrative,” his publicist, a woman named Chloe who lived on anxiety and triple espressos, whispered sharply. “Grief. Shock. Absolute cooperation. We say he was a good kid, that the violence is incomprehensible.”

​Avery nodded, his mind racing. He was the most successful exotic dancer of his generation, a self-made celebrity who had refined the art of emotional seduction into a seven-figure hustle. He knew how to sell a fantasy, and now, he had to sell the most difficult one yet: his own innocence.

​  The motorcade swept Avery from the airport to his sprawling, gated estate. The house, usually a fortress of privacy, was now ringed by police and marked patrol cars. The local media had set up camp across the street.

​Avery paused at the front gate, adjusting his sunglasses. He had a lifetime of practice at this. He paused just long enough for the cameras to catch the "shattering" look of a successful man undone by tragedy. He pressed his hand to his chest, where his heart should have been—a perfect, silent signal of despair—before sweeping inside.

​Inside, the house felt cavernous and cold. The police had finished their initial sweep but had left a uniformed officer near the entryway. Avery ignored the officer, walking straight to his hidden office—a room disguised behind a rotating bookshelf where he kept his true accounting ledgers. He needed to verify the security of the digital evidence of his cons, the years of detailed Zelle, CashApp, and Apple Pay records from the women he had ruined.

​Everything was intact. The paper trail, his insurance policy, was safe.

​

​Relief was a fleeting thing. He emerged from the office just as the young officer at the door shifted uncomfortably.

​“Mr. Cox, sir,” the officer stammered, holding out a white florist’s box. “These were delivered about an hour ago. We logged them. They got through before we established the full perimeter.”

​Avery’s practiced mask of grief faltered. Flowers, sent to his guarded home, after the police had taken over. This was not a fan.

​  He took the box, the heavy, sweet scent of lilies and roses instantly cloying. He dismissed the officer with a curt nod and tore open the package.

​Inside lay a stunning arrangement of blood-red roses and stark white lilies, a color scheme that perfectly matched the violence Rolland had endured. Tucked into the arrangement, nestled against the velvety petals, was a small, cream-colored envelope.

​He opened it, his hands shaking slightly—the first genuine tremor of fear since he heard the news.

​The note was written in elegant, precise script:

​"The scales are balanced. A life for a thousand livelihoods. A future for a thousand ruins. The police are looking for Rolland’s enemies. But this is for you."

​Avery's eyes flew to the bottom of the card, where the final line was written simply and chillingly:

​  He crushed the note in his fist, the petals scattering to the marble floor. This wasn't a disgruntled football fan or a random gambler. This was calculated. This was a victim. Someone he had taken everything from—their savings, their credit, their sanity. And they had found him.

​  Avery realized two devastating things: first, the police were chasing ghosts, and second, the killer was not just after his fortune, but after his very soul. He had to assume the police—even the sympathetic Detective Hayes—were now useless. He needed to track down the women he had conned, but he had to do it before the police started looking at them, too. He needed his own people.

​  He pulled out his phone and bypassed his legal team, dialing a contact buried deep in his private records—a man who worked in the shadows.

​“It’s me,” Avery said, his voice stripped of all charm, now just cold steel. “I need a team. Discreet, fast, and completely off the books. I need you to find someone. And I need you to start with the women I used to dance for—the ones I took to the cleaners.” 
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Chapter 3
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Avery walked away from the scattered roses and the damning note, crossing his living room toward the floor-to-ceiling window that offered a view of his manicured, empty life. The silver thread of fear that had laced through him since the murder snapped, replaced by the bitter, clarifying taste of memory. He wasn't thinking of Rolland's killers; he was thinking of his victims.

​  He hadn't been an exotic dancer for the stage, but for the access. The club was just the showroom; the real business happened afterward, in quiet bars and private dinners, where he stripped away not just clothes, but self-respect and bank accounts. He ran a hand over his jaw, his eyes reflecting the evening light. His looks had always been the opener, but the charm was the weapon. He remembered the process with the detached admiration of an artist recalling his technique:

​

​   He never targeted the strong or the secure. He targeted lack. A woman starved for attention after a bad divorce, a newly wealthy widow seeking validation, or a career woman desperate for a break from professionalism. He saw the void, and he knew he was the perfect fantasy to fill it.

​   He didn't sell them sex; he sold them a story. He was the "misunderstood artist," the "star who needed saving," the man whose vulnerability was reserved only for her. He’d talk about the cruelty of the world, how his dancing was just a means to an end. He made them feel unique—the only one who truly saw the "real" Avery.

​   Once the emotional commitment was forged, the need for money became a shared crisis. It was never for himself—it was for the future they were building together. A fake real-estate deal, an investment opportunity with a tight window, or a high-interest loan he couldn't get because of his "shameful" past. It was always a test of loyalty, and the money was proof that they passed. They didn't give him money; they invested in their own fantasy.

​  He had always known the cost. He saw their desperate final transfers—the drained 401(k)s, the maxed-out home equity lines, bewildered emails about demolished credit scores. He'd never felt remorse, only a solid justification: They were willing participants in the illusion.  He just gave them exactly what they paid for.

​  But now, facing the bloody reality of Rolland's death, that justification dissolved.

​A life for a thousand livelihoods. The note mocked his self-serving narrative.

​Avery realized the cruel irony: his meticulously crafted facade of a "good guy" trying to escape his past had been his biggest con. And now, one of the women he had driven to the absolute breaking point—a woman who remembered the real, destructive charm he wielded—had used Rolland, the one truly innocent piece of his life, as the vehicle for her revenge.

​  He walked to the hidden office, the lingering scent of roses now smelling like toxic poison. The time for justification was over. He wasn't tracking down disgruntled customers; he was tracking down a righteously angry survivor.

​  He picked up the phone again, his focus hardening. The police would chase the red herring of the football world. He would chase his own ghosts.

​“The first contact on that list I gave you,” he spoke into the phone, his voice now entirely business. “I need a full profile. Financial status, emotional stability, and most importantly... I need to know if she has any family in law enforcement.”

The next morning, Avery sat cloistered in his hidden office, the frantic energy of his personal investigation, a cold comfort compared to the suffocating silence of his murdered son. His contact, a man named Zev, reported in through an encrypted channel. Zev didn't care about morals or legality; he only cared about the data.

​"I started with the most recent financial victims, looking for distress signals," Zev's voice crackled. "One name jumped out immediately: Emily Page. Heavy transfers—over five hundred thousand—in the eighteen months before you cut her loose. Then silence."

​Avery dimly recalled Emily. A quiet, polished woman, mid-fifties, with deep, sad eyes and a husband who was rarely home. She’d been an easy mark, starved for the fleeting fantasy Avery provided.

​"What happened to her?" Avery asked, tapping a pen against his mahogany desk. He expected bankruptcy, maybe a divorce.

​"Worse," Zev replied. "Her husband, Mr. Page, found the emptied accounts and the paper trail—your name, the cash wires for your luxury sedan, the transfers for your 'investment' properties. He exposed her to their entire social circle."

​A long silence hung between the two men.

​"She didn't take it well, Avery. The shame was total. Her life was a meticulously constructed image, and you didn't just take her money; you destroyed her identity."

​Zev delivered the final, crushing detail. "Three months after you walked away, Mrs. Page suffered a catastrophic nervous breakdown. She tried to self-harm. Her husband had her quietly committed. She's currently residing in the Briarwood Sanitarium for the Mentally Ill outside the city."

​  The news hit Avery with a raw force that surpassed the initial news of the overdose of Rolland's mother years ago. This wasn't abstract financial ruin; this was a vivid, institutionalized madness he was responsible for.

​This wasn't just a survivor, Avery realized. This was a victim whose life I clinically dismantled.

​The image of Emily Page—a woman broken not by poverty, but by exposure and the shame of her own emotional desperation—was terrifying. A woman who had been driven to such depths might certainly seek the ultimate, disproportionate revenge.

​"Briarwood is a dead end," Avery muttered, pacing the small room. "She's isolated. She couldn't have planned or executed Rolland's murder."

​"Maybe not the hands-on," Zev conceded. "But she's an undeniable motive. And her confinement gives her an iron-clad alibi, which is precisely why she might be the one the police overlook. Who else, Avery? Who else did you ruin to the point of collapse?"

​  Avery stared at the list of names Zev had delivered—the ghosts of his past. He knew the killer was on that list or connected to it. But Miller, the Detective who now controlled the state's resources, was also looking at the list.

​A chill ran down his spine. If Emily Page was the killer, or if she was the source of the killer's rage, Miller would find her first, using her official power to track the paper trail Avery had created.

​"Focus on the immediate family of Emily Page," Avery commanded Zev. "I want to know who is still visiting her at that asylum. Who is angry on her behalf."

​Avery now had a target, but the knowledge came with a fresh wave of panic: his quest for the truth had to be faster than the detective's legal mandate. He was trying to catch a survivor; Miller was trying to transmute suspicion. 
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The air in the precinct briefing room was stale, thick with the smell of stale coffee and fear. Detective Hayes stood at the whiteboard, tapping the marker against the surface next to Rolland Cox's name. She felt the constant, unsettling chill of the M.E.'s final update—burned to death—and kept her hand pressed hard against the silver star and ruby on her chest. The ruby felt less like a charm and more like a heavy, damning coal.

​“We’re clear on the facts,” Hayes stated, her voice tight. “The victim is Rolland Cox, seventeen, high-profile football recruit that was killed on his eighteenth birthday. The manner is overkill—shooting, stabbing, and fire. The cause of death is asphyxiation due to internal organ failure from the fire. He was alive.”

​A murmur ran through the half-dozen uniformed and plainclothes officers present.

​Detective Miller sat forward, her posture rigid, projecting competence. “Let’s pull back from the theatre, people. Sadism is irrelevant to the profile. It’s either calculated intimidation—which points to professional debt—or a psychotic break.”

​She shot a look at Hayes, a silent warning to stay clinical. "We have a wealthy celebrity father and a son about to sign a multi-million-dollar contract. Our primary focus is the money, period. Who stood to gain, and who stood to lose everything?"

​

​  Hayes knew Miller was right, procedurally, but the truth of the crime was a raw nerve. She tried to redirect. "We need to check Avery Cox's background, too. His lifestyle is highly unconventional. He’s self-made.”

​"Self-made means he's got enemies," Miller cut in smoothly. "Enemies of opportunity. We'll run his known associates, but Rolland was the one with the immediate financial future on the line. I want deep dives on every agent he was negotiating with, every competing recruit, and a complete sweep of local gambling rings tied to college sports."

​  Miller pointed to the board, circling "AGENT" and "DEBT" in harsh red ink. "This looks like a message to a party Rolland owed, or a rival who wanted his draft slot. The overkill? A distraction to make it look personal."

​Hayes felt a knot of anxiety tighten in her chest. Miller was so persuasive, so utterly logical.

But something was vaguely off with Miller, or maybe she was trying to quickly close the case. Hays thought. 

​

​Just then, a uniformed officer knocked timidly and entered, carrying a clear evidence bag containing the small, cream-colored note Avery had received.

​"Detective Miller, sir. This was logged by the patrol unit on perimeter. Found it tucked into some flowers delivered to Cox's house this morning."

​Miller took the bag, examining the "Sins of a Father" note with visible contempt. She held it up for the room.

​"Ah, the celebrity element. We should expect this," Miller scoffed, dropping the bag back on the desk. "Some fanatic who hates the rich or the flamboyant. This is the noise around the signal. It's irrelevant. I'll personally log this under 'Fringe Elements' and send it to archives. Any official reports will state we found no credible threat from this angle."

​Miller was making sure the key to the motive—Avery’s victims—was legally neutralized and buried.

​

​Miller clapped her hands, forcing the team to attention.

​"Assignments are as follows. Hayes, you head up the competitive angle—sports agents, rivals, anything to do with the contract negotiations. Pull Rolland’s financials and communications. I want to know who his last ten calls were to."

​Miller then strategically volunteered for the dangerous but crucial task.

​"I will personally take the Avery Cox financial angle. He made his money in unconventional ways. We need to know who he was involved with. I’ll run the official channels—bank records, tax filings, and anything that connects Cox to high-risk individuals. We need to find the target of the overkill, and right now, the money is the straightest line."

​  Hayes nodded, accepting the orders. She was troubled by Miller’s dismissive attitude toward sadism and the note, but the assignments were procedurally sound. Miller had effectively secured legal justification to now access all of Avery’s financial paper trails, the very trails Avery was desperately trying to hide.

​Hayes pulled her desk phone toward her, the sound of the dial tone a dull buzz. The official search for Rolland's killers had begun, but Hayes still couldn’t shake her gut, feeling that something just wasn’t right and her gut never lied.

––––––––
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DETECTIVE HAYES STOOD in the sterile, windowless hallway outside the Evidence Archive, the sealed bag containing the "Sins of a Father" note clutched in her hand. She was supposed to file it, bury it beneath years of other celebrity-related threats, just as Miller had instructed. But something snagged at her memory.

​She held the bag up to the poor light. The elegant, precise script—the careful loops of the 'S,' the slight upward slant of the baseline—was dimly, hauntingly familiar. It wasn't the exact handwriting of anyone she knew well, but the feel of it, the psychological rhythm, tugged at a distant, forgotten memory. It felt controlled, like a mask over deep, systemic anger.

​  Ignoring Miller’s explicit order, Hayes turned left instead of right and walked down to the small, specialized forensics lab. She found Dr. Henry Vance, the department’s handwriting and behavioral analyst, hunched over his lightbox.

​“Henry, I need a rush on this,” Hayes said, sliding the bag across the desk. “It’s from the Cox homicide. Don’t worry about fingerprint dust; I need the psychological profile of the author, based on the script alone. And run a check against any cold case files in the system for anything similar.”

​  Dr. Vance, intrigued by the urgency, put the note under his digital microscope. Hayes watched the analysis run, the computer mapping pressure points, pen lifts, and word spacing.

​"The writer is meticulous, Detective," Vance said, his voice hushed with professional awe. "Every letter is deliberate. The pressure indicates an individual who operates under extreme self-control, almost to the point of being a façade. But the letter structure... see the hard stops? “The aggressive punctuation?"

​  He looked up, meeting Hayes's gaze. "This is not random rage. This is traumatized genius. We're looking at a person with deep, unaddressed psychological wounds, possibly a survivor of systematic abuse or tragedy, who has weaponized that trauma. They possess the mental capacity of a mastermind, completely calculating, with a powerful sense of self-righteousness. They believe with absolute certainty that their actions are justified."

​Hayes felt a shiver crawling up her spine. The profile of a "traumatized mastermind" seemed an unsettling match for the meticulous, cold violence Rolland had endured.

​Just as Vance was preparing to cross-reference the script, the lab door swung open without a knock. Detective Miller walked in.

​  Miller stopped short, her eyes narrowing as she took in the scene: Hayes leaning over a forensics desk, the evidence bag labeled "Fringe Elements" on the light box, and Vance’s monitor flashing the grim psychological analysis.

​Miller’s smooth professional facade fractured. She didn't shout, but the sheer intensity of her annoyance radiated off her, a palpable wave of silent fury.

​“What are you doing, Hayes?” Miller asked, her voice dangerously quiet, completely devoid of the usual precinct camaraderie. “I told you to file that trash downstairs. It’s a waste of Dr. Henry Vance’s time. We have real leads to chase.”

​  Hayes flinched, startled by her partner’s aggression. She instinctively pulled the silver star tighter. “I just wanted a cross-check, Miller. The handwriting felt vaguely familiar, and if it’s from an existing case, we need to know.”

​Miller took two steps closer, dominating the small lab. Her jaw was subtly clenched, and her hands were shoved deep into her pockets—a tell Hayes knew well when her partner was genuinely upset or fighting to suppress a reaction. Miller always crossed her I’s and dotted all her T’s, at this point she knew without a signal doubt Miller was acting strange or hiding something.

​“It’s a celebrity loon, Hayes. We’re burning daylight chasing fantasies,” Miller ground out, not meeting her partner's eyes, instead focusing on the screen displaying the aggressive handwriting sample. “Archive it now. Focus on the agents.”

​Miller didn’t wait for a response. She gave Vance a sharp, dismissive look and turned on her heel, exiting the lab as abruptly as she had entered.

​  Hayes stood there, her heart still elevated from Miller’s sudden, unwarranted intensity. The aggression was unusual, even for Miller under pressure. Hayes knew her partner—she knew when she was stressed, and she knew when she was hiding something. She stared at the spot where Miller had been standing, a flicker of doubt igniting in her mind.

​Too aggressive, she thought. But she just lost Hayes. It was grief. It had to be grief. Dismissing the flicker of paranoia, Hayes took the note.

​“Cancel the cold-case check, Henry. Miller’s right. Time is money.”

​Hayes returned the note to its evidence bag and walked toward the archives, filing the crucial evidence of the killer’s identity and motive away. She was unknowingly burying a crucial aspect of an untold truth. Hayes got a glimpse of a profile that she logged in her memory for later use and knew she was close to the killer.
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Chapter 5
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Detective Miller was volatile, but she was never reckless. After leaving the forensics lab, she didn't return to her desk. She spent the next two hours in her unmarked car, parked blocks away from the precinct, reviewing the psychological analysis notes she'd glimpsed on Henry Vance's screen. Meticulous... traumatized genius... absolutely justified. The profile was too accurate, and Hayes's familiarity with the handwriting was the final, unacceptable threat. Hayes couldn't be allowed to connect the dots.

​Miller knew her partner’s routines. Hayes was dedicated but predictable. She usually left the precinct at 8:00 PM, stopping at the same quiet, well-lit cafe for a late coffee before driving home.

​  Miller used the time to calmly, surgically plan. She accessed the department's surveillance blind spots, verified the café's typical late-hour traffic, and prepared the narrative: a tragic confrontation with a violent figure from a cold case, or a panicked suspect they'd been chasing.

​

​At 8:15 PM, Detective Hayes left the café, the warmth of the coffee cup was a welcome sensation against the November air. She was preoccupied, turning over Rolland Cox’s gruesome death and Avery Cox’s unsettling detachment. She still felt the lingering anxiety from Miller's strange outburst in the lab.

​  She reached her car, parked beneath a flickering municipal lamp on a quiet side street. As she unlocked the door, a figure materialized from the shadows near the rear bumper.

​It was Miller.

​Hayes frowned, surprised. "Miller? What are you doing here? I thought you were running the financial logs."

​  Miller stepped forward. Her face was calm, but her eyes held a chilling, distant focus. "I finished early. I needed to talk to you about the Page woman. Something isn't sitting right with Avery's cons."

​Hayes, trusting her partner, lowered her guard. She took a step towards Miller. "I know. Something about that note—”

​"The note," Miller interrupted, her voice hard. "The handwriting analyst's profile. You should have trusted me and filed it, Hayes."

​  Hayes felt a sudden, icy dread. She reached for the silver star pendant, her hand freezing inches from the metal. "What are you talking about?"

​Miller didn't answer with words. She moved with military precision Hayes had never suspected she possessed. Before Hayes could react or even scream, Miller had seized her, using a practiced, brutal technique.

​  The struggle was brief, muffled by the quiet street and the sound of a distant siren that was headed elsewhere. Miller worked fast, efficiently, without wasted motion, eliminating her partner with the same surgical detachment she had used to kill Rolland.

​Miller ensured the scene conveyed a chaotic, defensive struggle. She planted specific, circumstantial evidence near Hayes's body—a cheap knife handle, perhaps, or a footprint from a pair of generic running shoes—anything to suggest a robbery or a confrontation with a street criminal.

​  She then placed a final item: she subtly smeared a faint smudge of ink on Hayes's collar, implying a violent struggle with the perpetrator who wrote the "Sins of a Father" note, reinforcing the idea that Hayes had been killed by the "fringe element" she had investigated.

​As she stepped back, wiping her hands on a clean cloth, Miller looked down at her partner. There was no visible remorse, only a cold sense of inevitability. Hayes had been a good detective, but her loyalty to the truth, and her failure to act on Avery Cox's earlier crimes, made her a liability to Miller's justice.

​Miller pulled out her phone and dialed 911, her voice adopting the shaky, shocked tones of a civilian discovering a crime.

​"I need an ambulance and police at the corner of 14th and Elms. I saw a struggle... A woman is down. She's been stabbed."

​  She watched as the first distant lights of the responding units cut through the night. Detective Miller was now the grieving, traumatized partner, the only one left to close the case. The case was hers, and the killer's narrative was sealed.

​Miller stood three blocks from the scene she'd created, watching the rapid approach of sirens. She had just completed her call to 911, her voice professionally shaky. She was about to drive to the precinct, play the role of the shocked partner, and begin the official "manhunt."

​Then, her police radio crackled. It wasn't the expected confirmation of a homicide; it was an urgent update.

​"Victim transported to St. Jude's Trauma. Multiple stab wounds. In critical condition but responding to resuscitative efforts. Code is stabilizing."

​  Miller froze, the blood draining from her face. Critical condition? Hayes was supposed to be dead. The knife wounds, the shock, the quick exit—it must have been over. Her careful plan had been derailed by the tenacity of an EMT team. Her crime was now a ticking clock, and her career, her vengeance, and her freedom were balanced on the thin thread of her partner.

​She didn't drive to the precinct; she drove straight to St. Jude's Hospital.

​Miller burst into the Trauma Unit lobby, performing the role of the terrified, grieving colleague for the uniformed officers stationed there. She was escorted to the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) waiting area, where the sight of her partner, Detective Hayes, hooked up to machines confirmed the nightmare.

​  Hayes was pale, tubes running from her mouth to a ventilator, forcing shallow, rhythmic breaths into her lungs. The silver star necklace was gone, cut away by the trauma nurses, but the angry red line of the sutured wounds across her torso was visible beneath the sheet. A monitor beeped a steady, maddening rhythm—the steady heartbeat of Miller's greatest liability.

Miller told the officers and the charge nurse she needed to be there for her partner, for "moral support" and to serve as a police liaison. She settled into a chair near Hayes's bedside, an island of cold composure in a sea of medical urgency. But inside, her mind was a whirlwind of panic. If Hayes woke up, she would identify Miller. Her entire life—the culmination of years of quiet, meticulous vengeance —would collapse.

​Miller didn't sleep. She sat, intensely monitoring the shift changes and the ventilator's hiss. Every few minutes, a nurse or doctor would slip in to check the vitals, forcing Miller to lower her head, feigning exhausted grief. The hours dragged—1 AM, 2 AM, the deep, silent hours when the hospital staff was thinnest.

​At 3:00 AM, the opportunity presented itself. The floor lights were dimmed, and the ICU was quiet save for the medical symphony of machines. The attending nurse, having finished her chart update, stepped out of Hayes's room for a few minutes to check on another critical patient down the hall.

​Miller saw her chance. She moved from the chair with the fluid, trained silence of a soldier. She stood over the bed, looking down at the pale, vulnerable face of the woman who had been her partner. Miller didn't hesitate; she couldn't afford to. This was not a moment of passion; it was an execution of necessary justice.

​Her hand closed around the thick, standard-issue hospital pillow.

​  She brought it down over Hayes's face, pressing firmly and evenly. The sound of the ventilator's rhythmic hiss was immediately choked off, replaced by a strained, internal gurgling. Hayes's body gave a violent, desperate spasm against the restraints, but the heavy sedatives and the ventilator tubes prevented any effective struggle.

​Miller leaned into the pillow, using her entire body weight, watching the final, frantic tremors subside. She held it for a full two minutes after the last struggle had ceased, until the steady, mechanical beep on the monitor flatlined into a long, continuous Eeeeeeeeeeep.

​  Only then did she slowly remove the pillow. Hayes's face, bruised and still, was now utterly devoid of breath or life. The air in the small room was heavy with the smell of death and disinfectant.

​Exhaustion, profound and absolute, finally claimed Miller. She fell back into the bedside chair, eyes closing instantly. She was asleep within minutes.

​At 5:05 AM, the oncoming shift nurse entered the room for her initial rounds. She immediately noticed the flat line on the monitor and the unnatural stillness of the patient. The nurse let out a sharp cry and rushed to the bedside, initiating the hospital’s code procedure.

​Staff flooded the room, but it was a futile effort. They worked for forty-five minutes, but Detective Hayes was gone.

​At 6:00 AM, a Trauma Chief stepped out of the room. He briefly spoke to the confused officers in the hall, informing them that Detective Hayes had succumbed to her injuries during the night.

​  Miller woke suddenly to the commotion. She sat up, feigning shock and sorrow, just in time to see the sheet pulled over her partner's face. Detective Hayes was officially dead.

​Miller had won. The only witness to her crime was silenced, and the true killer was officially the lead investigator on her own case.
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​  Detective Miller returned to the precinct at noon. She wore the clothes from the night before—a rumpled jacket, dark circles smudged beneath her eyes—a perfect portrait of the hero who had witnessed a tragedy. The media was in a frenzy. The death of Detective Hayes while chasing a lead in the Rolland Cox case was the front-page story, immediately eclipsing the initial sensationalism of the murder itself.

​  Miller walked straight to the briefing room. Her voice, when she addressed the gathered officers, was thick with manufactured grief and righteous anger.

​“Detective Hayes was a good partner and a brave officer,” Miller stated, her tone measured. “She was killed pursuing the killer’s intent: the fringe, obsessed element connected to Avery Cox’s past. They didn’t want money; they wanted revenge, and they were willing to kill a cop to stop us.”

​She pointed to the board where she’d circled "AGENT" and "DEBT" days before, then crossed them out with a thick black marker. She circled the space she’d left for "FRINGE."

​“We stop chasing Rolland’s draft contracts. We chase Avery’s ghosts. Every resource, every database, is now focused on finding the people Cox ruined, because one of them came back to collect. Hayes’s death confirms the note wasn't noise—it was a threat. We owe it to her to finish this.”

​  The room was galvanized by her resolve. Miller had expertly solidified the new, false narrative.

​Miller spent the next hour working with brutal efficiency. She signed the paperwork placing all of Detective Hayes’s current case files under her authority, citing the need for "continuity and security."

​In Hayes's desk, she retrieved the evidence bag containing the "Sins of a Father" note, now a powerful tool instead of a dangerous liability. She sealed off the police report regarding Hayes's "street confrontation," omitting any conflicting witness statements and ensuring the official time of death aligned with the chaotic narrative, not the silent smothering in the ICU.

​Finally, she pulled the archived files on the overdose death of Rolland’s mother, her sister, from years ago. She scanned the brittle pages, confirming no names, no locations, and no old detectives could possibly link her to the scene before she was deployed overseas. The past was clean. The present was hers.

​  Miles away, in his hidden office, Avery Cox watched Miller’s press conference on mute. The performance was flawless: the exhausted sincerity, the cold commitment to vengeance. But the narrative—Hayes killed by the revenge-seeker—was the key that unlocked his suspicion. 

​He didn't mourn Hayes; he recognized her utility as a victim. Hayes was killed after Avery received the note and before the investigation moved heavily into his con victims. The timing was too clean. Avery’s instincts never lied and he knew Miller was involved.

​  Avery pulled up the partial data his team had gathered: the list of his most ruined clients. He looked at the profile of Emily Page—institutionalized, unable to move.

​“Zev,” Avery said into the encrypted phone, his voice a low, dangerous rumble. “Forget the women. They’re a smokescreen. The killer is running the investigation.”

​Zev sounded surprised. "Miller? The partner? She just lost her friend, Avery."

​"She just secured complete control of the only case that matters," Avery corrected, tracing the outline of his monitor. "She knew about the note, she killed her partner to bury the truth, and now she's using Hayes's death to get legal access to the very people she needs to frame. This isn't grief, Zev. This is a clean-up operation."

​  Avery stared at Miller's resolute face on the screen. "I need her. I need her history. Every deployment in the military, every transfer, every relative, every high school contact, and every old apartment. Avery did his homework. Find me a link between Detective Miller and the overdose death of Rolland's mother. I need to know who she is avenging."

​  The next day, Detective Miller used her new authority to obtain court orders for the financial records of several key individuals on Avery Cox’s con list.

​Her first target was Elaine Evans, the ruined former teacher whose financial loss was catastrophic. Miller had the means to expose Elaine and frame her perfectly, fulfilling her promise to punish Avery while closing the case.

​  The two players were now set: Avery Cox, frantically chasing the invisible thread of vengeance tied to his son’s mother; and Detective Miller, marching forward with the full, unquestioned power of the law to secure her victory.
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The scene shifted back briefly to the small Forensics Lab where Miller had interrupted Hayes. Dr. Henry Vance, the handwriting specialist, sat alone, working through a backlog of minor property crimes. Detective Miller had just submitted the final paperwork to officially file the "Sins of a Father" note, closing that avenue of inquiry.

​Vance signed the chain-of-custody form, officially placing the evidence in archive. As Miller’s file was pushed back across his desk, he glanced down at her signature: "Det. L. Miller." It was a casual, professional scrawl—nothing like the controlled script of the note.

​But the capital 'M'.

​Vance had spent a career dissecting the minute idiosyncrasies of human script. The 'M' in Miller's signature, though written quickly, shared the same distinct, inward curling flourishes at the base as the primary 'M' found in the "traumatized mastermind’s" sample he'd analyzed for Hayes. It was a subtle, subconscious tick the writer couldn't hide, even when signing a completely different type of document.

​  He slowly looked up. Detective Miller was already halfway out the lab door, her back ramrod straight. She paused just before exiting the precinct corridor, sensing the silent shift behind her. She didn't turn around, but her shoulders tightened, the movement barely perceptible.
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