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            GALLERY OF DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      The call came in at 7:23 AM on a crisp April morning, just as I was finishing my second cup of coffee and watching Samson demolish his breakfast with his characteristic enthusiasm. You know how some dogs pick at their food? Not Samson. When that bowl hits the floor, it’s like watching a furry tornado in action. All one hundred and fifteen pounds of German Shepherd focused on one simple task: making that kibble disappear.

      I was still in my robe, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, enjoying the rare luxury of a slow morning. Tuesday was supposed to be my late day, one of the few perks of being a homicide captain. But as anyone who’s spent time in law enforcement knows, dead bodies don’t follow your schedule.

      “Good morning, Captain,” Tracy Ramirez’s voice crackled through my radio, cutting through the peaceful morning like a knife. “We have a body at Reynolds Gallery, Southside. I’m there now. It looks like suicide, but something about it feels off to me.”

      Something feels off. Tracy had been working homicide long enough to trust her instincts, and when she said something felt off, it usually meant we were dealing with more than met the eye.

      “I’ll be there as quickly as I can,” I replied. “In the meantime, make sure the scene is secured.”

      I showered, dressed quickly in jeans, a white top and tan leather jacket, grabbed my badge and gun from the kitchen counter, where I’d left them the night before, a habit that would probably horrify the department’s safety instructors.

      “Sorry, boy,” I said to Samson as I clipped his leash. “Looks like our quiet morning just ended.”

      Samson’s ears perked up immediately. He knows the difference between a grocery store run and a crime scene call, and his whole demeanor shifted from lazy slob to alert K-9. The dog had been my partner for a little over three years now, and he’d become as essential to my work as my badge or weapon.

      As we headed for my unmarked SUV, I tried to remember what I knew about the Reynolds Gallery. It wasn’t much. I’d driven past it dozens of times during my regular patrols through the Southside arts district, but it wasn’t the kind of place that usually generated police calls. The Southside had transformed dramatically over the past decade, evolving from a collection of abandoned warehouses and industrial buildings into Chattanooga’s premier arts destination.

      The transformation hadn’t been without controversy, though. Longtime residents complained about rising rents and the loss of affordable housing, while city planners praised the economic development and cultural revitalization. Both sides had valid points, but my job wasn’t urban planning; it was dealing with the consequences when people’s lives intersected with homicidal violence.

      The Reynolds Gallery was at the heart of the arts district, occupying what had once been a textile warehouse. The building’s industrial bones remained visible—exposed brick walls, high ceilings with steel beams, polished concrete floors—but everything else screamed upscale gallery. Large windows displayed carefully curated local and regional artwork, and even from the street, you could tell this wasn’t a place where you’d find velvet Elvis paintings or dogs playing poker.

      The scene outside buzzed with controlled chaos. Patrol officers had cordoned off the area with yellow tape, creating a perimeter that kept the growing crowd of curious onlookers at a safe distance. Paramedics stood by their ambulance, officially present in case someone needed medical attention, but more likely because protocol required their presence at any scene involving a dead body.

      I noticed Samson’s immediate reaction as we approached the gallery entrance. The dog’s hackles rose along his spine, and a low growl rumbled deep in his chest—not the playful growl he used when we wrestled at home, but the serious, warning growl that meant danger.

      In my three years of working with Samson, I’d learned to trust his instincts completely. Dogs perceive things we miss: scents we can’t detect, sounds we can’t hear, subtle changes in human behavior that escape our notice. When Samson reacted like that, something was definitely not right.

      “What do we have?” I asked Officer Martinez who had been first on scene. Martinez was a solid cop, nine years on the force, the kind of officer who paid attention to details and followed procedures without getting bogged down in bureaucracy.

      “Lisa Reynolds, thirty-four, gallery owner,” Martinez replied, consulting his notebook. “Found dead at her desk by her assistant, who came in early to prep for an exhibition opening. Single gunshot wound to the right temple. Small caliber pistol on the floor next to her chair. No signs of forced entry, doors were locked from the inside when the assistant arrived.”

      Sergeant Tracy Ramirez, a divorced mother of two teenage girls, was in her late forties. She was tall; not as tall as me, but enough to cut an imposing figure. Her jet-black hair had not a streak of gray, and although she carried a few extra pounds, they didn’t detract from her overall good looks. She’d been a cop almost as long as I had. She was tough, thorough, and reliable, which is why she was on my team.

      She joined me a moment later, and together we studied the scene through the gallery’s front window before entering. “It looks… staged to me,” she muttered. 

      The mortal remains of Lisa Reynolds were in her office, slumped in her chair at an antique wooden desk positioned in front of the window, and surrounded by carefully lit paintings and sculptures. Her long auburn hair partially obscured the wound, and a small, nickel-plated pistol lay on the polished concrete floor beside her chair.

      “You’re right, Tracy,” I said. “It looks too neat, too arranged. Real life is messier than this. When people decide to end their lives, especially with a firearm, there’s usually more evidence of the internal struggle that led to the decision. This scene looks like something staged for a photograph. Come on, let’s go take a look.” And together, we went inside, and into Lisa’s office.

      Two minutes later we were joined by Mike Willis, our CSI supervisor. Willis was a short, overweight man with enormous hands that looked like they should belong to someone who worked construction or hauled freight. He’d been at his job longer than I’d been a cop.

      “I’ve only been here about twenty minutes, Kate,” he said. “Single gunshot wound to the right temple. Small caliber, probably a .22 or .25. But there’s something...” He paused, studying Samson’s continued agitation. “Your partner there seems to think we’re missing something.”

      I nodded. “You’ll check for GSR, right?” I asked, watching as Samson refused to approach the desk where Lisa’s body sat. Instead, he circled the perimeter of the gallery, his nose working overtime, occasionally stopping to sniff specific spots on the floor or walls. Someone’s been here, and recently, I thought.

      Mike gave me one of those ‘what d’you think’ looks.

      I grinned at him and said, “Has anyone checked that back room yet?” I asked, pointing toward a door at the rear of the gallery to which Samson kept returning.

      “Not yet. I’ve been waiting for you to clear the main scene first.”

      Smart man. Willis had been doing this longer than most of us had been breathing, and he knew better than to rush things. Crime scenes told stories, but only if you took the time to read them carefully.

      Corbin Russell, my official partner, arrived just as I was snapping on a pair of latex gloves and, after a perfunctory, “Good morning, Cap,” he immediately set about documenting the scene with photographs and detailed notes. I smiled and shook my head.

      Corbin was in his late thirties, with the kind of steady demeanor that came from deep religious faith and a genuine belief in justice. He didn’t drink much, rarely cursed, and approached every investigation with the same “just the facts” mentality that made him both reliable and often irritating. But he was thorough in ways that often saved cases.

      “No suicide note,” he observed, photographing the desk area from multiple angles. “The victim’s positioned naturally in her chair, gun on the floor consistent with having dropped from her right hand. But...” He paused, studying the scene more carefully. “The blood spatter pattern seems inconsistent with the contact wound.”

      That was Corbin, always catching details that others missed. But as I watched Samson’s continued agitated wanderings, I wasn’t convinced about the natural positioning. It told me there were layers to this scene that we hadn’t uncovered yet.

      “What is it, Sammy?” I whispered as he looked plaintively up at me. And he turned, took a few steps, stopped, and looked back at me.

      “Okay,” I said. “Show me.”

       Samson led me toward the storage room behind the main gallery space, his nose practically glued to the floor. Inside the small room, I could see dust patterns that suggested some of the contents had recently been disturbed. I furrowed my brow as I stared at the polished concrete floor. There were two scuff marks. Someone’s been in here, I thought. Samson was all over the room. Could it be that someone had been hiding in here, waiting and watching?

      “Hey, Corbin, get Willis back here,” I called. “Samson’s found something.”

      While Willis processed the storage room, Tony Cooper arrived and began his quiet canvassing of the neighboring galleries and studios. Tony was our newest detective, promoted from patrol just three years earlier, but he had a natural gift for making people comfortable. At six feet three and built like a linebacker, you’d expect him to intimidate witnesses. Instead, they seemed to trust him instinctively.

      Maybe it was because Tony never pushed, never pressured. He asked questions as if he was genuinely curious about the answers, not as if he was trying to catch someone in a lie. In a community like the arts district, where people tended to be suspicious of authority, Tony’s approach was invaluable.

      “What ya got, Tony?” I asked when he entered the room a little less than an hour later.

      “Several people mentioned tension between her and her artists over pricing,” he reported, his notebook filled with careful cursive handwriting. “I get the impression she was a tough negotiator, maybe tougher than some people expected, or liked. And there’s something else; a missing person case. An art student named Sophia Blake disappeared three weeks ago. Apparently, Blake had been asking questions about Lisa’s authentication practices.”

      Missing persons and mysterious deaths have a way of connecting in my experience. When someone disappears and then people start dying, it’s usually not a coincidence.

      “Did anyone hear the gunshot?” I asked.

      “Nah,” Tony replied. “This old place…” He looked up at the high ceiling. “Thick walls and the building next door has a loading dock where they start deliveries around 6 AM. Hydraulic lifts, metal on concrete, small caliber gunshot. Nobody heard it.”

      I nodded and said, “Stick with it, Tony. You never know.”

      By then, Tracy had taken charge of interviewing the gallery staff and early witnesses. She, too, had a gift for getting people to open up, probably developed during years of being a divorced mother of two teenage girls. If you could handle all that teenage drama, you sure as hell could handle a bunch of snooty gallery employees.

      “Lisa was demanding but fair,” I heard Jenny Walsh, the assistant who’d found the body, say. Jenny was maybe twenty-five, with nervous hands and the kind of pale complexion that suggested she spent most of her time indoors. “She expected a lot from everyone,” she continued, “including herself. But lately she’d been stressed about something. Kept checking her phone during meetings, seemed nervous about appointments. And she was really upset about that student who’d been asking questions, Sophia Blake.”

      There was that name again, Sophia Blake.

      “What questions?” Tracy asked.

      “You know, authentication stuff. Provenance documentation. Where some of the pieces in the gallery had come from, how we verified their age and authenticity. Lisa said the girl was naïve, didn’t understand how the art business really worked.” She paused, wrapped her arms around herself, and then continued. “But she seemed worried, not just annoyed. Like maybe the questions were bothering her somehow.”

      “D’you know if Lisa owned a gun?” I asked.

      Jenny shook her head. “Not that I know of. She could have, I suppose.”

      It meant nothing. It wasn’t something a woman would do, flash a gun around, not in my opinion. And if Lisa didn’t own a gun, where had the pistol come from?

      At around ten o’clock, a representative from the Hunter Museum of American Art arrived. She’d been sent to assess any potential damage to the museum’s artwork on loan to the gallery. Geez, I thought. Word does quickly get around.

      The conservator was probably in her late fifties, tall, with a round face, gray eyes, carefully coifed hair and an air of both authority and genuine concern.

      She introduced herself. “I’m Dr. Patricia Whitman,” she said, holding out her hand. “Are you in charge here?”

      I nodded. “Captain Gazzara,” I said, shaking her hand. “How can I help you, Dr. Whitman?”

      “I need to take a look around at our artwork to make sure there’s no damage, if that’s all right with you.”

      “I’m sorry, Doctor,” I said. “This is an active investigation. And⁠—”

      “I won’t get in the way, I promise,” she said, cutting me off.

      Again, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Doctor. How about I have Officer Martinez call you when we’re clear? In the meantime, I’d like a few words, if I may.”

      We talked for several minutes about her job and her concerns about the exhibits. She was also quite taken with Samson.

      “What a beautiful dog,” she said. “Is it all right if I pet him? He won’t bite me, will he?”

      I smiled and nodded. Samson, usually wary of strangers, seemed happy to have her scratch him behind his ears, something he rarely did with people he didn’t know.

      “Such a tragedy,” Dr. Whitman said softly, eyeing the gallery’s collection. “Lisa dealt in some significant pieces. She had an eye for quality, even if her business practices were sometimes... well, a little aggressive. I hope this doesn’t affect the integrity of the works.”

      “So you knew her well, then?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “As well as you can know anybody, I suppose,” she replied thoughtfully. “It was more of a business thing rather than a friendship. It’s so sad. I just can’t understand why she would shoot herself. I mean, she seemed to have everything going for her, and...” she trailed off and shook her head, seemingly lost in thought.

      “Hey, Captain,” Tony said, interrupting my own thoughts. “Mike needs you when you have a minute.”

      “Tell him I’ll be with him as soon as I can,” I said, then turned again to Whitman. “Dr.…” I began and, over the next twenty minutes, I continued to question her at some length, trying to get a feel for the world she and Lisa lived and worked in. Her knowledge of art authentication and the local art scene proved invaluable as I tried to understand Lisa’s business relationships. She explained the complex world of art provenance, authentication certificates, and the sometimes murky process of determining whether a piece was genuine or fake.

      “How do you tell if a piece is authentic, Dr. Whitman?”

      “That’s a question to which there are many answers, Captain,” she replied. “Authentication is both art and science,” she explained. “You need to understand historical techniques, paint chemistry, canvas aging, even the kinds of nails and fasteners used in different time periods. It’s a specialized field, and there aren’t many people qualified to do it properly.”

      Geez, I thought.

      “Well, that’s all for now, Dr. Whitman,” I said finally, offering her my hand. “Thank you for your help. I’m sure we’ll want to tap your expertise again, so if you’ll give your number to my partner, Sergeant Russell over there, I’d appreciate it.” I turned away and motioned for Corbin.

      It was then, as I was about to go see what Mike Willis wanted, that the morning’s calm was shattered.

      Marcus Webb, a wealthy and well-respected collector, had somehow managed to slip past the police perimeter and burst into the gallery, demanding to speak with Lisa about some ‘fraudulent pieces’ she’d sold him.

      Webb was a hefty man in his early forties, impeccably dressed despite the early hour, but his composure was cracking around the edges.

      Samson immediately positioned himself between me and Webb, as if sensing the man’s agitation and potential for violence. The dog’s protective instincts had saved my life more than once, and I’d learned to pay attention when he went into protective mode.

      Well, now, I thought. What have we here? Webb’s aggressive behavior and obvious financial motive made him an immediate person of interest. He was red-faced, sweating despite the cool morning air, and his hands were clenched into fists.

      “Who are you?” he yelled. “Are you the police? Are you here to arrest Lisa? If not, you should. Look, I need to speak to her. She sold me three pieces last month. I paid her over $300,000 only to discover the paintings are sophisticated forgeries. I’ve been demanding a refund, threatening legal action. She keeps putting me off, claiming they were authentic, saying I didn’t understand the authentication process. But NO MORE!” he shouted. And every head in the gallery turned to look at him.

      Three hundred thousand dollars. Now that was serious money, the kind that made people do serious things. Webb went on to describe his attempts to get his money back, his increasingly frustrated encounters with Lisa, and veiled threats about “making her pay” for what he saw as deliberate fraud.

      “When did you last speak with Ms. Reynolds?” I asked.

      “Yesterday afternoon. I called her around four, told her I was done playing games. I told her if she didn’t make this right, I’d find another way to get satisfaction.”

      I didn’t have a time of death yet, but as soon as I did, Webb’s alibi would need checking. His motive was clear, and his opportunity? Who knew? Plus his obvious anger; that he might be capable of violence wouldn’t surprise me.

      “Do you own any firearms, Mr. Webb?” I asked.

      “Of course I do. Several. I’m a collector…” He paused, realizing the implications. “What? She’s dead, isn’t she? Are you out of your mind? I didn’t... I would never...”

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t, Mr. Webb,” I said, but we’ll need to check to see if the weapon was registered to him and if it was, well, he would have some explaining to do.

      Doc Sheddon, the Hamilton County Medical Examiner, arrived about fifteen minutes after Webb left at a little after ten-thirty. He waddled through the gallery entrance with his characteristic unhurried gait, his large black medical bag hanging heavily in his right hand. The small man was puffing slightly from the exertion, his round face already sporting that inappropriately jovial expression that always reminded me of Bilbo Baggins.

      “Kate Gazzara,” he said, adjusting his half-glasses as he surveyed the scene. “You brought coffee, I hope. No? Oh dear. Oh well. So, what do we have here?”

      “Apparent suicide by gunshot, Doc,” I said. “Single wound to the right temple. Small caliber pistol on the floor beside the chair.”

      “Doctor Gazzara, is it now?” he asked sarcastically. “Well, we’ll see, won’t we,” he said as he walked over to the body with surprising grace for someone of his build. Despite being in his late fifties, overweight, and almost completely bald, he was surprisingly fit, and also my friend.

      “Single gunshot wound to the right temple,” he observed, pulling on latex gloves. “The entry wound is consistent with a small-caliber firearm. But let me take a closer look at the trajectory and powder burns.”

      Doc bent over Lisa’s body, examining the wound with a magnifying glass. He studied the angle, the surrounding tissue, and the absence, or presence, of gunshot residue.

      “This is interesting,” he said after several minutes. “The wound angle suggests the shot came from slightly above and in front of the victim, not the typical angle for self-inflicted wounds.”

      “Suicide?” I asked, though I already suspected the answer.

      “Unlikely,” Doc said as he moved around the body, examining it from different angles. “Looking at the trajectory. Most people who shoot themselves in the temple press the gun directly against the skin. The stippling around the wound indicates the shot was fired from eighteen to twenty-four inches away.”

      He opened his medical bag, rummaged around inside, then, unable to find what he was looking for, turned to me and said, “No contact burns, minimal gunshot residue on the palms of her hands. Which would indicate she was in a defensive posture.”

      “How minimal?” Corbin asked, joining our conversation.

      “Not enough for someone who fired the weapon,” Doc replied without hesitation. “The pattern suggests she may have tried to deflect the gun, but she didn’t fire it herself.”

      Doc Sheddon continued his preliminary examination, checking for other signs of trauma or evidence of restraint. “No obvious defensive wounds. Hmm, interesting.” He lowered his chin and stared at the body over his glasses. “Death would have been instantaneous. Single shot to the brain. She wouldn’t have suffered.”

      He stood back, removing his gloves with practiced efficiency. “I’ll know more after the autopsy, but this has all the characteristics of a staged suicide. Someone wanted Lisa Reynolds dead, and they tried to make it look like she did it herself.”

      “Time of death?” I asked.

      “Give me a minute,” he said, then took a meat thermometer from his bag, and said, “Help me lift her into a sitting position, would you, please?”

      I did as he asked and watched as he lifted her blouse and inserted the thermometer under her ribcage and into the liver. He waited for a few seconds, then said, “Based on the liver temperature and rigor, sometime between six and seven this morning.”

      “That’s consistent with her assistant finding her around seven-fifteen,” I muttered.

      “Hey, y’all. Okay if I come in?”

      I turned to see Jack North standing in the doorway. I looked at Doc. He nodded.

      “Come on in, Jack,” I said, without turning round.

      Jack was my computer forensics specialist, a somewhat reformed problem child who’d found his calling in digital investigation. He had the kind of technical skills that made up for his occasionally difficult personality.

      He walked across to the desk, grabbed Lisa’s laptop, and I followed him as he walked back out into the gallery, sat down at the receptionist’s desk, and tapped the spacebar. And, much to Jack’s relief, the screen lit up to show a desktop filled with folders.

      “No lock screen,” he muttered as he accessed the gallery’s security system.

      The security footage showed Lisa arriving alone that morning around six-twenty-two and no one entering or leaving through the front entrance after that. But digital evidence could be manipulated, and the footage didn’t cover the entire gallery, only the main gallery and the front door. If someone had been hiding in the storage room overnight, they certainly didn’t appear on camera.

      “The system’s pretty basic,” Jack reported. “Motion-activated cameras cover the main entrance and gallery floor, but nothing in the back rooms or storage areas. Whoever planned this knew the limitations of the security setup.”

      Willis’ ballistics analysis of the gun and wound would take time, but his preliminary findings were already raising questions. “Weapon’s a .25 caliber automatic. And the gun’s been wiped clean. No fingerprints.”

      Hah! People who commit suicide don’t typically wipe their fingerprints off the weapon afterward.

      As the morning progressed, additional people from the arts community stopped by, most significant of whom were Carmen Rodriguez, Lisa’s business insurance agent, and a young woman by the name of Grace Parker wanting to ask questions for her art.

      Grace was young, maybe twenty-eight, with the kind of earnest intensity that journalism schools breed into their students. She’d been tracking what she called “suspicious patterns” in local art sales.

      “Too many high-value pieces appearing with convenient gaps in their provenance… you know? The ownership history,” Grace explained. “I’m sure you know, paintings that disappeared during World War II and suddenly reappear with authentication certificates but no clear chain of custody. Or pieces that were supposedly damaged in house fires but show up perfectly preserved a few years later.”

      Carmen Rodriguez had noticed similar patterns. “We’ve had an unusual number of claims related to art authentication disputes,” she told me. “People buying expensive pieces, then discovering they’re not what they thought they were. It usually takes months or even years for buyers to figure out they’ve been defrauded, usually when they try to get the piece insured. We always carry out an extensive examination before we issue a policy,” she explained.

      I found both Carmen and Grace interesting, and talked to both of them for a few minutes, but with a crime scene to deal with, I got rid of them both as quickly as I could without being rude, I hoped, promising to talk to them in-depth when I had more time.

      I spent most of the rest of the morning working the crime scene, for crime scene it was now that Doc had handed down his verdict. And then, at almost noon, I received a call from the chief demanding my presence in his office ASAP.
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        * * *

      

      Christy, Chief Johnston’s PA, was nowhere to be seen when I arrived in his outer office, so I knocked on the door and walked in.

      “Kate,” he said, looking up from his computer screen. “Take a seat. Tell me about Lisa Reynolds. And before you begin, you should understand that she was well-connected in the art community,” he said, his white mustache bristling with each word. “The district represents millions of dollars in city investment and tourism revenue. If this becomes a scandal about art fraud, it could embarrass the city and do irreparable damage to our cultural reputation.”

      Translation: Don’t screw this up, Kate, and try to keep the media focused on the murder rather than any underlying business irregularities. It wasn’t the first time I’d been warned about such things, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Understood, Chief. We’re treating it as a homicide and following the leads.”

      He stared at me for a long moment, then nodded and turned back to his computer, and so ended possibly the shortest interview I’d had with him in my twenty-five years on the force.

      “Good,” he said without looking up. “Keep me informed of any developments, especially if this expands beyond a single death.”

      And I got out of there wondering why the hell he’d seen the need to waste my time like that. I stood for a moment in the hall outside his outer office, trying to figure out what to do next. I was still only hours into the investigation, so I decided to grab a sandwich and go back to the scene.

      “Come on, Sammy,” I muttered. “I think the old goat is losing it.”

      By mid-afternoon, I had more questions than answers, but the shape of something larger was beginning to emerge. Willis’s preliminary analysis confirmed the gunshot was not self-inflicted, and the weapon had been wiped clean.

      “I’m almost certain someone was waiting for her in that storage room,” Willis explained, showing me photographs of microscopic evidence. “Though how they got in, I can’t say. There’s no sign of forced entry at the rear entrance, so I’d say whoever it was must have had a key. It looks amateurish to me. Maybe a heat of the moment thing, and they decided to make it look like suicide, but they made so many mistakes it’s easy to prove otherwise.”

      By four o’clock, I was liking Marcus Webb for it. The financial motive was obvious. The man had lost hundreds of thousands of dollars to what he believed were forgeries sold to him through Lisa’s gallery. And as a gun collector, he’d have both access to weapons and knowledge of how to use them.

      “Run the gun’s registration for me, will you, Mike?” I asked.

      He nodded, told me he’d let me know, then went back about his business.

      But the staging bothered me. Webb was angry and desperate, but I couldn’t see a man like him hiding out in a storage room but, as they say, ‘There’s nothing as strange as folks.’ So who knows? I thought.

      By then, Jack was back at the office, so I called him and asked him to research Sophia Blake’s background—the missing graduate student—and then I asked Tracy to investigate Lisa’s business dealings. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Samson had been trying to tell me something important about the crime scene. The big dog’s instincts had never been wrong before. If only he could talk, I thought wistfully.

      The afternoon brought additional complications when Vincent Harper, a freelance art authenticator who’d worked with Lisa’s gallery, was also reported missing by his office manager. Harper had been scheduled for appointments that morning but never showed up, and no one could reach him by phone.

      “Geez, two missing persons connected to the same gallery, and a homicide,” Tracy observed. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      Ryan Mitchell, a former gallery employee, arrived voluntarily to provide information about Lisa’s business practices. Mitchell had been fired three months earlier after discovering what he called “irregularities” in inventory records.

      “Lisa was running some kind of side business,” Mitchell explained. “Pieces would appear in the gallery overnight, get photographed and documented, then disappear again without any sales records. When I started asking questions, she fired me and threatened legal action if I discussed her business practices with anyone.”

      Father Michael Blake arrived in the late afternoon, concerned about several young artists from his youth program who worked part-time at local galleries. The priest’s genuine worry for his students provided another perspective on the arts community.

      “These kids are vulnerable,” Father Blake explained. “They’re passionate about art but naïve about business. If someone’s exploiting that passion for illegal purposes, it could destroy their futures.”

      By late afternoon, the pieces of a complex puzzle were scattered across Chattanooga’s art community. Samson, whenever he was in the gallery, still seemed agitated. The apparent murder, the missing persons cases suggested a pattern of violence, and the art fraud angle opened up motives involving hundreds of thousands of dollars.

      Standing in the gallery as the late afternoon light filtered through the large windows, casting long shadows across the carefully arranged artwork, I made a mental note to look deeper into Sophia Blake’s disappearance and its connection to authentication fraud. Missing art students, missing art authenticators, and dead gallery owners didn’t happen in the same small community by coincidence.

      The chief was right; the financial stakes for the city were enormous. But more importantly, someone had committed murder and tried to make it look like suicide. In my book, that made them both a killer and a coward.

      The question was whether our killer was a professional or just someone with a grudge.

      Either way, they’d made mistakes. And in my experience, people who make mistakes usually make more of them.

      The hunt was on.
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