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PROLOGUE
A COLD, COLD NIGHT
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Detective Vincent Gideon had intended to spend the evening in the grandeur of the VIP Club, perched atop the towering building that housed his penthouse apartment in downtown Portland. Yet, as the cold October night wrapped its icy tendrils around the city, he was too weary to venture out, content to luxuriate in the comforting warmth of his inviting fireside. 

Settling into his oversized and plush armchair, he pushed it back before the crackling fireplace in his library, the flickering flames casting dancing shadows upon the room. Though he awaited the arrival of high school kids with fresh logs, the artificial flames of the faux logs would have to suffice for now.

Drawing one leg up under himself, Gideon settled into the deep cushions, finding solace in the companionship of his newest novel and the aromatic embrace of his cherry tobacco-filled pipe. He had chosen Sidney St. James' masterpiece, "Rosenthall," a brilliantly crafted murder mystery that promised to captivate his every sense. So engrossed was he in the pages that his surroundings melted away, time slipping unnoticed through his fingertips.

But the entrance of Billy Bob Turner, the trusted butler, shattered Gideon's cocoon of solitude, jerking him back to the present with an unexpected start. Blinking away the story's lingering grasp, he glanced toward the mantel, where the resounding chimes of the Westminster clock announced the late hour. Eleven bells had tolled, a reminder that the night had crept forward while he delved into the depths of the written word.

Gideon cherished his moments of uninterrupted reading, savoring the freedom to lose himself within the pages of a captivating tale. However, fate had conspired against him on this cold October night, interjecting unwelcome interruptions that frayed his patience and kindled his sarcasm.

"Damn it, Billy Bob, what is it now? Am I but a child to be reminded of my bedtime?" Gideon's words dripped with acerbic wit, oblivious to the unintended sting.

The butler's countenance, usually stoic, displayed an uncharacteristic melancholy, his head swaying back and forth with a mournful air. The remark made by his employer pierced his sense of duty, bordering on insult.

"Sir, a man claiming to be Mrs. Klein's driver has delivered this written message for you," Billy Bob replied, his tone tinged with the echoes of Gideon's sarcasm. "He patiently awaits your response, sitting in his automobile in the turnabout."

Extending a white envelope, the butler presented it to Vincent. Its origins traced back to Abigail Klein, formerly known as Abigail Hoffmann. Gideon tore open the envelope, his eyes scanning its concise yet urgent message.

"Vincent, please hurry over. My driver has been asked to wait for your answer! I need you!"

With a jolt of urgency, Gideon sprang from his chair, the urgency reverberating through his every fiber. "Billy Bob! Fetch my hat and coat!" he called out, rushing toward the door. Yet, before crossing the threshold, he paused, a trace of contrition softening his tone. "I apologize for my earlier remark. You know I didn't mean it."

The butler's unwavering loyalty radiated through his response. "Yes, sir. I know."

"I have my key. Don't wait up for me."

As Gideon paced the hallway, his impatience tangible, he awaited the elevator's arrival. Every second seemed an eternity, his fervent desire to reach his destination driving him to a near frenzy. Finally, the doors parted, granting him passage, and he surged forward, propelled by the gravity of his purpose.

Eagerly stepping into the lobby, Gideon hastened toward the revolving doors, emerging onto the steps where Mrs. Klein's chauffeur stood, poised to open the car door. Within moments, the powerful Rolls Royce surged forward, slicing through the city streets en route to the Klein estate nestled on the edge of the Portland River along Whitcomb Drive.

Staring out the window, Gideon's gaze fixated on the passing cityscape, a blur of lights and shadows. Retrieving the note from his jacket pocket, he began to tear it into countless fragments, rending it repeatedly until it resembled a confetti of shredded secrets. With a push, the detective opened the wind wing, releasing the scattered remnants into the night, a testament to his caution—letters, in their fragile vulnerability, could harbor compromising truths.

As the detective's finger traced absent-minded patterns on the fogged-up window, his thoughts churned, a maelstrom of questions and uncertainties. Why had Abigail broken their vow of separation, reaching out to him when they had agreed to dissolve their connection? What compelled her to initiate contact, to ignite the embers of their past? Something was undeniably awry, a storm brewing beneath the surface. And through it all, his love for her remained steadfast, an enduring flame that refused to be extinguished.

Yet, the car's relentless journey toward Abigail's home failed to quell Gideon's mounting anxiety. He knew all too well the futility of his love, a hopeless devotion tethered to the unbreakable bond of her marriage to another—a man she would remain loyal to as long as he drew breath. While his heart remained ensnared, Gideon's whispered words, carried by the wind, revealed the bitterness that gnawed at his soul. "That son-of-a-bitch doesn't deserve her!"

It had been a year since Gideon's relentless pursuit had recovered the wealth Abigail had brought from Oldenburg—four hundred and fifty thousand dollars, her late father's legacy. Three months after the triumphant closure of the case, Gideon and Abigail found themselves on the precipice of wedded bliss, their engagement sealed with promises of eternal devotion. Though Gideon had longed to marry without delay, Abigail's dreams of a grand celebration compelled them to wait, to meticulously plan every detail of the momentous day.

But oh, the passage of time—six months had come and gone, and still, Gideon waited. Abigail's wishes had been granted as Wolfgang Klein, the embodiment of wealth and eligibility, swept her off her feet, his presence altering the course of their future. And now, the detective sat in the back seat of the opulent Rolls Royce, propelled toward the Klein estate, a witness to a love he could not claim.

If anyone dared inquire about the depth of his vexation, Gideon would proclaim that he harbored no ill will toward Abby, for he had never once allowed himself to blame her for the torment inflicted upon him. Yet, three weeks before their much-anticipated nuptials, Abigail appeared before Vincent, her words muddled, her countenance awash with tears. She said little, removing the ring he had placed on her finger six months earlier and gently laying it on his office desk.

And amid her broken sobs, she uttered but a plea—a desperate request for Gideon's unwavering love. She implored him to never see her again if he truly loved her. At first, the detective questioned the nature of her plea, pondering its connection to her tears. But Abby's tear-stained face revealed no answers, her only refrain a repetition of her plea, demanding that he honor her wish to call off the impending wedding.

Ever the astute detective, Gideon could not comprehend why Abigail would cast their shared future aside with their wedding on the precipice of becoming a reality. He pleaded for her to reconsider, his words laced with desperation. It was not merely his life that hung in the balance; it was the love they had forged through harrowing trials, a love fated to endure.

Finally, Gideon had unraveled the twisted web of truth as Abigail tearfully recounted the entirety of the story to Vincent. A revelation struck him like a bolt from the blue—the existence of Abigail's brother, Ludwig. Unbeknownst to the detective, she had protected and cherished him, assuming a maternal role since their mother's demise.

Abigail divulged that upon her arrival in America, she believed herself to be the sole survivor of her immediate family, save for a long-lost aunt residing somewhere in the Eastern United States. However, fate intervened when Ludwig joined her three months later, finding shelter under the auspices of Wolfgang Klein, the director of Klein Savings and Loan in Portland. With his banking experience in Germany, Ludwig was ushered into the role of a cashier, oblivious to Klein's ulterior motives.

Whispers circulated that Ludwig reminded Wolfgang of a younger version of himself, which fueled his insidious control over the impressionable young man. Within months of his arrival, Ludwig spiraled into the clutches of vice, becoming ensnared by the allure of gambling and drinking.

Abigail continued her tale, revealing the events of a fateful night just three days prior. Ludwig had been lured to a clandestine gaming den, where intoxication and a dispute over his winnings led to a confrontation with a formidable adversary. Cornered and overmatched, Ludwig found himself in a perilous position until Wolf, as Abigail called him, handed him a concealed revolver. In a desperate act of self-defense, Ludwig fired two fatal shots, ending the life of his aggressor.

With the man sprawled lifeless on the floor, Wolfgang calmly walked to the wall, triggering a concealed switch that triggered an escape route. Together, they fled the scene, returning swiftly to Wolf's residence. A suitcase was hastily packed, funds were bestowed upon Ludwig, and he boarded a train bound for the East.

Gideon's mind reeled with disbelief as Abby recounted the tale. He recalled reading about the incident in the Portland News—a murderer who remained unidentified, pursued by the relentless authorities. Yet, Wolfgang held the damning knowledge of the killer's identity, wielding it as a weapon to coerce Abby into becoming his bride.

Overwhelmed by the weight of the revelation, Abigail's tears flowed unabated. "What was I to do, Vincent?" she sobbed, her face buried in her trembling hands. "Wolf Klein is a merciless man. My brother wouldn't be a fugitive if it weren't for him. My dear brother... I would sacrifice anything to protect him."

Gideon, usually quick-witted in his responses, found himself rendered speechless. No argument seemed adequate to counter the dire circumstances they faced. Abby's tear-filled eyes pleaded for understanding as she implored him to bear the burden for her sake. Love would demand sacrifice, and Gideon had to face the heart-wrenching reality of letting go.

"Vincent, you know I love you with every fiber of my being. But you must be strong for my sake. I must comply with Wolf's demands to spare my brother. My love for you is unwavering, but this is the only path we can walk."

Abigail's tears persisted, but Gideon remained silent. His mind churned with conflicting emotions, his resentment toward the situation ignited, empathy fueling his anger towards Wolfgang and his manipulative machinations that ensnared Ludwig.

Returning to his solitary abode, the detective retreated to his desk, his thoughts consumed by the painful quandary before him. Days passed, and he repeatedly reached for his hat, ready to stride out the door and return to Abby's side. Yet, the weight of negative thoughts held him back, the agonizing knowledge of losing her to a vile tyrant suffocating his mind. Immersed in the memories of their courtship, he grappled with the only solution he could fathom—an abrupt end to Wolfgang Klein's life. But the notion horrified him. Gideon was no man to commit such a crime.

With the morning light streaming through the window, jolting him from a restless night's slumber, Gideon regained a measure of clarity. Sanity prevailed, reminding him that his irrational thoughts must not manifest in reality. Besides, what did he truly know about Wolfgang Klein beyond his corrupting influence on Abby's brother? Who could say? Perhaps Wolf would prove a suitable husband for Abby after all.

Yet, despite his rationalizations, the ache in Gideon's heart persisted, unyielding in its grip. The pain remained unassuaged by philosophical musings. However, at Abby's behest, he resolved to throw himself into his work, an attempt to bury the remnants of their love beneath layers of professional dedication.

But forgetting was an illusion, and as Gideon embarked on his journey toward Abby's opulent mansion, the dark and dreary night set the stage for the mystery that awaited him. The wind howled through the trees, casting an eerie atmosphere like a hundred unseen eyes observed his every move. Racing up the steps, his hand poised to ring the doorbell, the detective sensed a palpable fear coursing through his veins.
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Chapter ONE

A Strange Mystery Indeed
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The doorbell reverberated through the silence, prompting Abby to fling open the door and urgently pull Gideon inside. With a swift motion, she locked the door, her eyes wide with a sense of urgency. Placing a finger to her lips, she led him silently to the drawing room, where they could speak without fear of intrusion.

Gideon's concern grew with each passing moment, bewildered by the air of secrecy that permeated Abby's invitation to her home. Desperate for answers, he implored her, "What's wrong, Abby? Please, tell me."

Instead of responding immediately, Abby tugged on his arm, urging him to crouch low on a nearby sofa pressed against the wall. She gazed into his eyes, her head tilted, her fingers tenderly tracing the graying temples of his once raven-black hair.

"Did I cause these gray hairs, Vincent? I don't recall seeing them the last time we were together," she murmured brokenly. "Oh, I hope I haven't. If I did, I'm so, so sorry."

"Abigail!" Gideon exclaimed sharply, taken aback by her sudden display of remorse. But before he could say more, she sank to her knees, her face buried in her hands, her sobs echoing through the room. She spoke between gasps for breath, "Please, forgive me. Sometimes I feel like I'm losing my sanity in this vast house. It's so quiet, and besides, my only company is Wolf's secretary for his business."

Abby pushed Gideon away as the sound of footsteps approached from the hallway. Her head snapped up, her eyes wide with alarm. "Hush, Vincent! Listen!" Taking rapid, shallow breaths, she strained to detect any signs of an intruder. "I thought I heard someone lurking outside the door."

Gideon strained his ears but heard nothing. Still, to ease Abby's fears, he hurried to the door, flinging it open. Stepping into the hallway, the detective scanned the shadows that dissipated into the dimly lit stairwell. Yet, an eerie sensation crept over him, and he hastened back into the room, closing the door securely behind him.

Upon his return, Gideon found Abby regaining control of her emotions, perched on the edge of the divan. He offered her a gentle smile, taking a seat beside the woman he had never ceased to love since the day she married Wolfgang.

"I thought I could handle it, but you have no idea what I've endured living here, married to Wolfgang," she uttered, her voice tinged with weariness. She rose and turned away, then faced him once more. "No, Vincent, please!" Her trembling hands shielded her face.

"Forgive me, Abby. I can't bear to witness your anguish. I still love you," Gideon confessed, his emotions swirling.

"As do I, Vincent. But what's done is done. You must listen to me. There's another reason I asked you to come tonight," she said, her words resounding like the tolling of a distant bell in Gideon's ears.

Before she began to speak, Gideon couldn't help but observe every movement she made. His heart sank as he took in her appearance—her frailty, the lines etched upon her brow from suffering, and the inability of her makeup to mask the marks of anguish around her delicate, downturned mouth.

His gaze briefly shifted to the closed door, and bitterness welled within him, cursing the day Wolfgang Klein had crossed Abigail's path. If Wolfgang were to walk through that door at that moment, Gideon knew he would be tempted to end the man's life right then and there.

Abigail, sensing Gideon's thoughts, intervened swiftly. "No, no, Vincent, not that!" Her heartbeat raced in her chest. "Come, sit beside me, please."

Gideon complied, and as Abby grasped his hand tightly, her voice dropped to a whisper, her eyes darting around the room as if fearing the presence of another. "I've had this unsettling feeling that Adolph Keiser, Wolf's secretary, is constantly watching me, spying on my every move. Whenever I see him, his dark eyes bore into me, and his perpetual humility masks a sinister grin." She paused, her fingers interlacing anxiously in her lap.

"Abby, I thought your uncle from Germany was staying with you?" Gideon inquired, his voice laced with concern.

"His health deteriorated, and the doctor advised him to take a break and find some rest. He's been under immense strain lately. I believe he's scheduled to return home in the coming days," Abby replied, her eyes distant, burnished with a flicker of longing.

Abby reached for a tissue, attempting to dry her tears, but they continued to flow down her cheeks. All the time Gideon had known her, he had never witnessed her struggle to contain her emotions. She fought against the tide of tears, but it was a battle she couldn't win.

"Enough, Abby," Gideon interjected gently, taking her trembling hands in his own. "Why did you summon me tonight? How can I help you? Tell me."

Abby withdrew her hands, still trembling, her touch leaving an indelible mark on Gideon's senses. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap and spoke wearily, "Vincent, what can I say? I was lonely, consumed by remorse for how I treated the love we shared, calling off our wedding after you waited so patiently. Oh, God, why? Why did I do that? I still love you." Exhausted, she sat back and confessed, "Last night, I did something foolish. I locked myself in my room and poured my heart out to you in a letter." Her eyes burned, deprived of sleep.

"Abby, dear," Gideon uttered softly, unable to find any other words in response.

"It was wrong, Vincent. I felt a sense of relief afterward. I wished I could have given you the letter, but guilt consumed me, and I tore it into countless pieces, tossing them into the wastebasket by my nightstand," she confessed, wiping away a few lingering tears.

"Late this evening, just before midnight, Adolph knocked on my door. He informed me that Wolf wanted to see me in his study."

"You went?" Gideon asked, a hint of unease coloring his voice.

"Yes, I had no choice," Abby answered wearily. "I followed Adolph into the study, where Wolf sat leaning back in his chair. My torn letter lay before him, meticulously pieced together on a larger sheet of paper."

Vincent recognized the handwriting instantly, spoke the name beneath his breath—Keiser—and said nothing more.

"Yes, Vincent, he found the letter. He rummages through my wastebasket as if searching for evidence to present to Wolf," she continued. "An unfaithful husband is always suspicious of his wife."

"What did he do, Abby?" Gideon inquired, his curiosity tinged with apprehension.

"I can't disclose all the details of what Wolf said; most of it escaped my attention. I wasn't really listening. But I knew I had to speak up when he started talking about seeking revenge against you, bringing you to your knees. I had to say something. However, he stormed out of the room before I could and yelled at Adolph that he'd be leaving the house for a while."

"Is that when you wrote the note to me?" Gideon asked, trying to piece together the sequence of events.

"Yes, I sent my maid with the note and instructions to my driver. I had to warn you," Abby replied, her voice fraught with urgency.

"Warn me? About what? I've faced stronger adversaries in the past. I'm not afraid to confront Wolfgang head-on. I can handle him!" Gideon's impatience crept into his words, his frustration bubbling to the surface.

"Vincent, please promise me you'll stay out of his way. I beg you, for my sake!" Abby pleaded, gripping Gideon's arms tightly, her eyes filled with desperation. "If you don't, it will only make things harder for me, Vincent," she continued, her voice trembling.

"Stop worrying about me, Abby!" Gideon's tone turned almost angry. "You need to think of yourself for a change. I don't understand. Why don't you just get a divorce, or at least a separation from that bastard?"

"No, I can't. If I do, he'll take it out on Ludwig. There's nothing I can do. He has complete control over me," Abby confessed, her voice filled with resignation.

It was futile to sway her, as Gideon acknowledged the justice in her words. Damn that Wolfgang, the son-of-a-bitch! Let him bring his best. Gideon would crush him. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Gideon composed his thoughts and asked, "Abby, do you think there's any way we can retrieve that letter from his study?" A slight smile of defiance played at the corners of his lips.

"Why?" Abby's eyes dropped, avoiding Gideon's unwavering gaze.

"Because if he ever decides to cast you aside, he could use that letter to prove your infidelity in court. And, more importantly, he could use it as a weapon against me," Gideon explained, the weight of the situation settling upon him.

Abby recoiled, realizing how that letter could incriminate Gideon in any nefarious scheme. It could be used to utterly ruin him. "He kept it in the upper right drawer of his desk. Stay here. I'll try to sneak into the room and retrieve it," she whispered.

She began to walk away but swiftly turned back, wrapping her arms around Gideon. "Thank you, Vincent, for coming tonight," she uttered, releasing her embrace almost as quickly as she initiated.

Gideon watched her, puzzled by her sudden change of demeanor. She opened the drawing-room door and crossed the hall to the study, leaving it slightly ajar. He positioned himself in the shadows of the open doorway, observing her every move.

Unable to witness the events inside, Gideon took a few steps into the hallway, straining his hearing to catch any faint sound. Instead, he was met with profound silence, broken only by the chimes of a grandfather clock striking two bells at the end of the hallway.

Then, in the stillness of the night, the air shattered with a deafening gunshot. Gideon jumped, his eyes wide with shock, as the sound reverberated through the house. One shot. Complete silence followed—an eerie and profound quiet.

Reacting swiftly, Gideon dashed into the study, calling, "Abby! Abby!" But he halted abruptly, mere steps into the room. In the dim glow cast by a Gone-with-the-Wind lamp on a nearby table, he saw Wolfgang slumped in his high-backed chair at the desk.

Approaching cautiously, Gideon knelt beside the lifeless body, his hand reaching out to check for a pulse. It was futile. Wolfgang was gone, and a sense of desolation and disillusionment washed over him.

Standing up, Gideon glanced over at Abby, just six steps away. She stood with a vacant expression on her face. "Abby! What have you done?" he demanded.

Abby dropped the revolver she had been holding and shouted, "I didn't do it! I didn't do it!" Her cries were filled with violence that matched the force of a hurricane. Her hysterical sobs consumed her, echoing through the room as her emotional pain erupted uncontrollably.

"Vincent!" Abby mustered her composure after a prolonged pause. "Surely, you can't believe I killed my husband!" Her face turned pale as if covered in whitewash, her lips almost imperceptible. Taking two steps toward Gideon, she suddenly crumpled to the wooden floor, collapsing like a puppet with severed strings.

Gideon rushed to her side, lifting Abigail into his arms. He stood there, holding her, his gaze alternating between her lifeless form and the dead body before him. The room flooded with light as Keiser flipped the switch near the door, revealing his calm figure standing there as if nothing had happened.

"Shall I call a doctor, Mister Gideon?" Keiser inquired, his voice carrying an undertone of a leering smile.

"Yes," Gideon replied, his mind racing to comprehend the situation. He needed time to process the events before involving the police. "And the police too?"

Gideon knew the police would eventually become involved, but he wanted to conduct his investigation before their arrival. "Get the doctor first, Adolph. The police can wait."

"Very well, Detective," Keiser responded, his smile unyielding. "I'll call Doctor Dreyfus."

While Keiser made the call, Gideon remained in the room, his eyes fixed on the secretary. He couldn't shake off his mistrust, suspecting that Keiser held more answers than he let on. Had he been present when Abby entered the room? Was he lurking in the shadows, waiting for his employer to return and meet his demise? None of it made sense. And why was Abby holding the smoking gun?

His mind whirling with analytical thoughts, Gideon realized he had been standing in the center of the room, holding the unconscious Abigail Klein. Reluctantly, he left Keiser alone in the study and addressed Abby's servant in the hallway. "Mister Keiser, please lead me to Abby's room."

As Keiser exited the study, Gideon took the skeleton key from the door, securing it behind them. He locked the door, keeping the room isolated before proceeding to Abby's room, cradling her in his arms.

Ring. Ring. Ring. The sound of the doorbell echoed through the house. Gideon's gaze drifted toward the front door, his hands rubbing together nervously. The fireplace, once timid, now roared with warmth, casting a flickering light in the room. "It must be Doctor Dreyfus. He lives nearby," Keiser remarked in a rush.

Gideon felt relief at the mention of the doctor. Anything to postpone the police's arrival and their inevitable questions regarding Wolfgang's death was crucial. "Bring him up immediately," he instructed Keiser, who departed the room noiselessly as if walking on air.

Gideon stood still by the bedside, peering down at Abby. His ears caught snippets of conversation emanating from the doorway downstairs. He knew the police would arrive soon. Meanwhile, he awaited the doctor's arrival, his thoughts racing to make sense of the chaos that had unfolded.

Doctor Dreyfus entered the room, and Gideon was taken aback by his boyish appearance. It was hard to believe that someone so young could be a doctor. With legs like stilts and a face adorned with freckles, the doctor's head seemed disproportionately small.

With thoroughness, Doctor Dreyfus examined Abby's still form.

"Doctor, she's in a state of shock. She just discovered Wolfgang's lifeless body downstairs. Can't you give her something to help her sleep? She's been hysterical ever since finding him dead," Gideon pleaded with a sense of urgency, his voice tinged with desperation.

Doctor Dreyfus swiftly assessed Gideon, considering the suggestion appropriate in such a situation. He nodded in agreement, understanding the importance of sedating Abby before the police had a chance to question her in her current state. "Yes, Mister Gideon, I concur. It's far more crucial to calm her down now than to subject her to interrogation while she's in shock. The police can wait until morning."

Gideon offered a brief smile, impressed by the doctor's astute judgment. Maybe one shouldn't judge a book by its cover after all.

"Is there no one else in the house who can stay with Mrs. Klein?" Gideon inquired with dissatisfaction evident in his tone. "Where is Beatrice, her servant?"

"She sleeps in the servants' wing, Doctor Dreyfus."

"Fetch her immediately, Adolph. Hurry."

As the maid arrived on the scene, the doctor, satisfied that someone would be there for Abby, said, "Take me to Wolf."

On their way down the staircase, the doctor asked, his voice authoritative, "Has anyone notified the police?"

"No, sir. I was waiting for your arrival before calling them," Gideon responded, knowing the doctor's presence would be vital before involving the authorities.

"Better send for them at once, Adolph."

Keiser moved swiftly to the hallway telephone, the doctor observing him closely. As Keiser dialed the number on the rotary dial, Gideon discreetly took the key from his pocket and unlocked the door to the study, determined to investigate undetected.

Meanwhile, the doctor continued down the hallway, reaching the door to the room where Wolfgang's lifeless body slumped in the chair.

Doctor Dreyfus approached the body and meticulously examined the area around the bloodstain, silently taking mental notes as he skillfully assessed the gunshot wound.

Observing the doctor's actions intently, Gideon's investigative instincts kicked in. The study was expansive, much larger than any office he had occupied. It stretched at least fifty feet across, adorned with luxurious furnishings and French doors draped in burgundy, harmonizing with the room's lavish appointments.

In the center stood a magnificent mahogany desk behind Wolfgang's lifeless form. Against the wall loomed an immense safe, its polished surface reflecting the lifeless face of the deceased with the clarity of a silver-backed mirror, much like the one hanging on the opposite side of the room.

Gideon pieced together fragments of the puzzle, his mind working at full speed. One could say that once you've seen one dead body, you've seen them all. However, the sight always affected Gideon profoundly. It was a constant reminder of the fragility of life.

With a surge of nausea, he approached the windows, hastily examining them. But his hopes of an escape route faded as he realized they were locked, barred with sturdy steel grates. Escaping through the windows seemed implausible, ruling out that possibility.

Moving closer, Gideon watched as the doctor continued his investigation of the body. Damn, could it have been more than thirty minutes since the gunshot rang out? Was Wolfgang still alive when I carried Abby up to her room? I locked him in here, alone, unknowingly sealing his fate. If only I had reacted differently, I might have saved his life. What was I thinking?

"Doctor Dreyfus! Are you telling me he just died? Could something have been done to save him?" Gideon asked, his voice tense with regret.

"No, Vincent. The gunshot severely damaged his artery, and even if we had arrived here before attending to Abby, he would have died regardless," the doctor answered quietly, his words offering little solace.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

The door knocker echoed through the hallway, interrupting their conversation.

The doctor realized they had no time left to discuss the shooting. In moments, Keiser led five police officers into the room—the sergeant and two of his men, accompanied by two detectives from the Portland Police Department.

The two officers, with the sergeant, began rounding up everyone in the house, escorting them to the drawing room, except Abby and her servant, Maggie, who remained upstairs in the bedroom.

Closing his medical bag, Doctor Dreyfus declared, "I don't believe there's anything further I can do here. Inform me when the inquest is called, and I'll provide my findings."

The sergeant turned to face Gideon, his gaze scrutinizing. "I'm Sergeant Sean Connors. And you?"

"Vincent Gideon."

The sergeant's recognition of Gideon's name was immediate. "Ah, Vincent Gideon. Good. Tell me your take on the situation so far," he requested, his tone lower and huskier.
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