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To all those who have faced wrongful accusations, who have felt the cold grip of doubt close around them, this is also for you – a story of hope, perseverance, and the ultimate triumph of justice, fueled by the extraordinary strength of sisterhood.

This book is a testament to the unbreakable bond between siblings, a testament to the fierce, primal instinct to protect those we love, even when the world turns against them. It is for you, the fighter, the survivor, the one who always held onto hope, that this story is written. May it serve as a reminder that even in the darkest of times, the truth, like a persistent detective, will always find its way to the light, and that love, like a sister’s faith, is the most powerful force of all.
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Following a series of incredibly challenging and unsettling investigations recently in East Mountain, Detective Lisa Cole, a renowned investigator with an uncanny knack for unraveling mysterious plots, is embracing a much-needed period of recuperation by going to visit her sister in the city. Her recent caseload has been far from routine, ranging from the disappearance of Grandma Dotty to the perplexing discovery of bodies beneath the falls showing no outward signs of foul play. Lisa has been working tirelessly, with little to no down time, making this a well-earned break. However, this peaceful interlude is abruptly shattered when her sister, Taylor, becomes the prime suspect in her neighbor's homicide

Taylor vehemently denies ever being in the victim's apartment, yet her DNA is inexplicably found all over the crime scene, casting a dark shadow of suspicion over her. As the police, the neighbors and entire community quickly condemn Taylor as a murderer, Lisa stands as her sole advocate, determined to clear her sister's name. Lisa must push harder than she ever has into an investigation, pushing past official channels and challenging every piece of evidence, believing there is something.... something that has been overlooked to clear her name.

What she uncovers is a complex plot designed to frame Taylor, revealing the calculated efforts to plant evidence and manipulate everyone's perceptions. Everyone is questioned connected to the victim and Taylor. Lisa as always encounters resistance and deceit at every turn. The truth does point to a motive that is far more intricate than just a simple neighborhood spat. It suggests a well thought out plan, a deliberate setup to implicate Taylor and conceal a larger crime or protect someone powerful. 

Will Lisa's persistence and refusal to accept the easy answer lead her to the real killer? 

And will she find who orchestrated the framing to divert attention from their own actions? 

Will she save Taylor from a wrongful conviction OR will she have to arrest her? 
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The clatter of ceramic mugs and morning chatter were the usual soundtrack to Lisa Cole’s rare moments of rest. She found comfort in the chaos of “The Daily Grind,” a cafe that had been a fixture in their hometown for as long as she could remember. The worn leather booths, the sticky syrup dispenser, the comforting aroma of dark roast coffee – it was a sensory landscape of shared history, a stark contrast to the often brutal, environments she navigated daily. Today, however, even these familiar comforts felt... off. A subtle but barely perceptible tremor that knocked a hole in her normalcy.

Across the small, circular table, her sister Taylor radiated a vibrant energy that Lisa both envied and, at times, found utterly irritating. Taylor, with her long reddish-brown hair escaping its loose braid and a smile that could disarm the most hardened criminal, was currently dissecting Lisa’s latest case with the casual expertise of a seasoned advisor.

“Seriously, Lis, you see ghosts in broad daylight,” Taylor declared, twirling a strand of her hair around her finger. Her eyes, the same startling blue as Lisa’s but lacking their usual brightness. “A smudge on a windowpane, a faint scuff mark on the floor... and suddenly it’s a conspiracy hatched by shadowy figures. Just admit it, you’re bored.”

Lisa stirred her black coffee, the spoon clinking against the mug with a sharp, almost percussive sound that cut through the cafe’s gentle din. "Bored?" The word was laughable. Her mind was a finely tuned instrument, constantly scanning, analyzing, seeking the intricate patterns that eluded most people. It was a necessity in her line of work, a shield against the ugliness she confronted. But Taylor, bless her free-spirited heart, saw it as an overactive imagination.

“It’s not about seeing ghosts, Tay,” Lisa replied, “It’s about looking beyond the obvious. It’s about understanding that everything, even the smallest detail, has a reason, a context. That smudge might be nothing. Or it might be everything.”

Taylor leaned forward, her playful demeanor softening slightly. She recognized the familiar intensity in Lisa’s gaze, the way her brow crinkled together when she was deep in thought. “And you think this time, the ‘everything’ is going to be... what? A rogue squirrel with a habit for larceny?” She grinned, trying to lighten the mood, to pull Lisa out of her analytical mind.

“Perhaps a disgruntled pigeon, driven to madness by insufficient breadcrumbs?” The banter was their dance, a familiar rhythm born from years of shared secrets and sibling rivalry. Taylor, the artist, the dreamer, the one who lived by instinct and emotion, and Lisa, the detective, the pragmatist, the one who dealt in facts and logic. They were two halves of a whole, perpetually balancing each other.

“See? You can’t even joke about it without overthinking the potential for avian criminal activity,” Taylor teased, picking up a croissant from the plate they’d shared. “Honestly, Lis, you’re so focused on the shadows, you’re going to miss the actual sunlight.”

The sunlight, in Lisa’s world, was often a fleeting, unreliable thing. It could illuminate a crime scene, yes, but it could also blind you to the details lurking in the periphery, the things the light didn't quite reach. Taylor’s perspective, so grounded in the present moment, so unburdened by the weight of potential implications, was a refreshing counterpoint. It was a reminder that life wasn’t always a puzzle to be solved, but sometimes, simply an experience to be lived.

“Maybe,” Lisa conceded, "But sometimes, the shadows are where the truth hides.” 

Taylor followed her gaze, her expression momentarily thoughtful. “Or maybe,” she said softly, her voice losing its playful lilt, “sometimes the shadows are just shadows. And you’re the only one who keeps looking for a monster in them.”

There was a sincerity in her tone that pricked at Lisa. It wasn’t just teasing anymore. It was a genuine concern, a subtle plea for her sister to let go of the constant vigilance, to trust that not every anomaly was a harbinger of something sinister. Lisa appreciated that concern, cherished it even, but it was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Not with her job. Not with the inherent dangers that came with seeing the world as she did.

The conversation drifted, as it always did, to more mundane topics – Taylor’s latest art project, Lisa’s frustrating run-in with a notoriously uncooperative witness, the upcoming birthday party for their parents. Each exchanged word, each shared laugh, was a thread weaving them together, reinforcing the seemingly unbreakable bond of sisterhood. The cafe, with its familiar comfort, felt like a sanctuary, a pocket of normalcy in the often chaotic existence Lisa led. It was a place where the hardened edges of her profession could soften, where she could simply be Lisa, not Detective Cole.

Taylor reached across the table, her fingers brushing against Lisa’s. Her touch was warm, grounding. “You know,” she said, her voice low and conspiratorial, “if you’re going to keep seeing shadows, you should at least try to make them interesting. Think of the stories you could tell.”

Lisa met her sister’s gaze, a flicker of amusement returning. “You think I don’t?” The thought was a constant companion. The stories that unfolded in the dark corners of her work, the human dramas, the betrayals, the quiet acts of courage and desperation – they were the narratives that shaped her understanding of the world. Taylor, with her artistic sensibility, understood that better than most.

“Yeah, but you keep them locked up tight,” Taylor replied, her smile returning, a little more genuine this time. “You analyze them, dissect them, file them away. You don’t let yourself feel the “story.” She tapped her temple. “You’re too busy looking for the motive, you forget about the heart.”

Lisa’s breath hitched. The heart. It was a concept that often felt alien in her line of work, a variable too unpredictable. But Taylor was right. Sometimes, the most compelling motives, the most devastating actions, stemmed not from logic but from raw, untamed emotion. Love, hate, jealousy, fear.... these were the volatile elements that fueled the darkest human impulses.

“The heart can be a dangerous thing, Taylor,” Lisa said, her voice barely a whisper. “It can lead you to do things you’ll regret.”

“Or it can lead you to do things you’ll never forget,” Taylor countered, her blue eyes holding Lisa’s. “There’s a difference. And I think you’re so afraid of the regret, you’re missing out on the living.”

The words hung there between them, a bridge between their two vastly different worlds. Lisa studied her sister, the effortless grace with which she navigated life, the unshakeable optimism. It was a big contrast to Lisa’s own ingrained cynicism, her default setting of suspicion.

“Maybe,” Lisa admitted. Suddenly, she had a feeling, a cold, prickling certainty that had nothing to do anything they were talking about but everything to do with the unsettling intuition she’d learned to trust, that the shadows Taylor so playfully dismissed were about to engulf them all. The familiar comfort of their shared history, the easy banter, the sisterly tease – it was all about to be irrevocably tainted, swept away by a tide of events. They just did not know it yet. 

The shadows were gathering, and this time, they were not just figments of her overactive imagination. They were real, and they were coming for her sister. The thought, a cold knot in her stomach, was the only warning she would receive before her world is tipped irrevocably on its axis.
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CHAPTER 1: Wall of Evidence
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Detective Lisa Cole stood frozen in the middle of her office, the news hit her like a ton of bricks. "Not my Taylor. This is just impossible. She couldn't have......"

The day had been a slow burn of paperwork and dead-end leads, a frustrating preamble to an evening she had hoped would offer a sliver of peace. She’d kicked off her sensible heels hours ago, the faint ache in her feet a familiar companion to the gnawing weariness in her soul. The file on her desk, a case that refused to yield its secrets lay open. Its pages a blur of witness statements and forensic reports. 

Her phone buzzed on the desk, an insistent vibration that drew her attention away from the file. She glanced at the caller ID. Unknown number. A knot of apprehension tightened in her stomach because most calls outside of regular hours were either telemarketers or the unwelcome heralds of bad news. She answered, "Detective Cole."

An official tone answered her, devoid of any personal warmth. "Detective Cole, this is Captain Miller. I'm very sorry but I'm calling regarding an incident." he pauses changes his tone,

"Lisa.... we have a situation.... It is bad.... It's about your sister and her neighbor."

"My sister and her neighbor? What's going on? What happened? she insisted with a bit of fear creeping into her voice.

"He has been found in his apartment. Deceased. Blood everywhere and" 

Lisa butts in. "What are you talking about?"

"Lisa, please, let me finish. The scene is a gruesome one. No witnesses so far, but we've got a suspect.....your sister."

Lisa’s breath hitched. The words hitting her like a sucker punch. Her hands started to shake; she felt a surge of panic. "My God, Taylor? Is she all right? What's happened? How did this happen?”

"Yes, she is fine, but Ms. Harper has been taken into custody," his voice flat, factual. "I don't have all the facts yet but a concerned citizen called in about a disturbance. Screaming and then quiet. That's when Officers found her neighbor."

Deceased?" her voice a strained whisper. "What happened? And why do you think Taylor?" The questions were urgent, a desperate attempt to grasp at any semblance of understanding. 

“It appears he sustained fatal injuries from stab wounds and blunt force trauma," Miller tried ti continue.

“Blunt force trauma...stab wounds? Taylor couldn’t do that”.

Miller continued, "And Ms. Harper has been charged with his murder."

"CHARGED? You're charging Taylor? That's... that's impossible. There must be a mistake. She wouldn't... she couldn't." The denial was visceral, a gut reaction that refused to be silenced.

"We've got evidence pointing her way, Lisa. She was the last person seen near the scene,  her fingerprints are on the murder weapon. A bloody knife. No clear motive yet. We're running a full investigation."

“But I know Taylor, YOU know Taylor, she wouldn't do this", Lisa stood there barley able to hold the phone. Miller continued.

"You'll have access to all preliminary reports once the processing is complete. For now, we need to maintain the integrity of the scene and the investigation." 

"Maintain the integrity?" Lisa scoffed "Miller, Taylor is my sister. I need to see her. Where is she? I need to understand what happened." Lisa's professional front was cracking under the immense pressure.

“Right now in holding. She is confused, terrified. She insists she's innocent”

“Well of course she’s confused. She is innocent.”

“In about an hour she is  being transferred to booking." Miller finished explaining but, you could tell by his voice he is becoming very worried about Lisa and if she will be able to handle this.

"Ok,. I'll talk to Tay later. Right now, I want to see the scene. Send me everything you have. I'll be there in thirty." 

"Understood, Detective. However, standard procedure dictates that family members cannot interfere with an ongoing investigation, especially when they are in a supervisory role on a case of this magnitude. You will be notified of her arraignment. Until then, we must proceed with the evidence at hand." He ended the call.

Having no time to think, her phone rang again, jolting her from her morbid contemplation. This time, it was her mother. A gut-wrenching certainty washed over Lisa. Her mother would have heard by now. The news, no doubt, had spread like wildfire through their tight-knit community.

"Lisa? Oh, Lisa, darling..." The tremor heard in her mother's voice was raw grief and confirmed Lisa's worst fears.

"Mom," Lisa said, her voice rough"I... I just spoke with the police. They told me..."

"They took her, Lisa! They just... took her away!" her mother’s voice escalated into a wail of pure anguish. "They said... they said she killed someone. My Taylor! It's a nightmare, a terrible, terrible nightmare!"

Lisa’s own carefully constructed dam of composure broke hearing her mom. A sob escaped her, a raw, guttural sound that tore through the quiet office. "I know, Mom. I know. But we have to... we have to figure this out. This is a mistake. This has to be a mistake." 

Her mother’s grief was a wave of despair that threatened to drown them both. "But they said... they had evidence. They wouldn't just arrest her without a reason, would they?" The question laced with a fear that mirrored Lisa’s own fear.

"I don't know what evidence they have, Mom," Lisa said, her detective’s mind kicking in despite the emotional turmoil. "We need to get her a lawyer. We need to find out what happened." 

"A lawyer?" her mother sounded lost. "Oh, Lisa, what are we going to do”?

"We're going to get her out," Lisa said, her voice firm and in more control. The shock was beginning to recede, replaced by a steely determination. "Mom, I love you but I need to get to the scene and start figuring this out before I go see Taylor." and hung up. 

As Lisa was making her way out, the precinct corridors, usually a full of camaraderie, now felt like a gauntlet. Colleagues she had shared drinks with, celebrated victories with, now look away. Some offered a strained, sympathetic smiles that felt more like judgment. The precinct, her colleagues, the very institution she had dedicated her life to serving, had already convicted her sister in their minds.

Lisa arrives at Taylors Apartment building and went up to the victims apartment being escorted in by an officer. As they started to enter, the officer put his arm out to stop her and said, "I know this has to do with your sister Detective but I need to warn you, it's bad in there." Lisa's nodded and motioned let's go in. Lisa was paralyzed at what she saw. No way her little sister could have been the one to do this. 

The victim, a man she’d only met a few times when visiting her sister, lay sprawled in a manner that depicted a brutal struggle, his life extinguished with a savagery that not only churned her stomach, but everyone in the room. 

She looked around quickly to get a feel. It wasn’t the gruesome details that were paralyzing her; it was the unsettling orderliness of it all. The evidence had been placed without a doubt with an almost theatrical precision designed to tell a specific story. A story that, horrifyingly, implicated Taylor. And the evidence, the undeniable, damning evidence, pointed a single finger at her younger sister. 

Her eyes started scanning every detail. Blood, spattered across the walls, onto the ceiling in a way that showed a tremendous amount of anger. There was a large trail leading from the victim's body to the kitchen. The murder weapon, a long, bloodied kitchen knife lays on the counter with her sister's fingerprints plain as day on the handle. 

"Why would she not take the knife or at least wipe it off. She wouldn't leave a bloody, fingerprinted knife out in the open to easily be found." Lisa mumbling quietly. Getting more frustrated at every piece of planted evidence.

Nothing seemed to be taken, not a robbery gone bad. There was a struggle but not to this magnitude of injury. The chair seems placed upside down, and the broken coffee table looks staged as well. The glass top, all the glass is underneath as if someone smashed straight down and then slid it over. Lamps laying on the floor unbroken, books scattered as if placed, none were open or torn, just placed. It was all too easy, to clean. To staged. The crime scene was sterile.

"I need to understand who had done this? And why?" Her disbelief and fear that Taylor, her Taylor, the girl who’d once scraped her knee and cried in her arms, who’d shared whispered secrets under a canopy of starlight, who was, in every fiber of Lisa’s being, incapable of such a heinous act. Yet, the forensic reports, the eyewitness accounts, fragmented and unreliable as they might be all converged with an almost terrifying precision, weaving a narrative that painted Taylor as the prime suspect. 

The weight of it all was threatening to suffocate her. She was a detective, trained to uncover the truth, to dissect lies and expose deception. But now, the truth, as it presented itself, was an unbearable burden, and the deception, if it existed, was so artfully crafted that it was almost invisible.

She heads back to the office to see Taylor who already has been brought into the interrogation room. As she walked in she could feel her fellow officers' eyes on her, dissecting her every move, searching for any sign of weakness, any crack in her professional façade. Captain Miller’s words, though delivered with a somber respect, had been a clear directive: she was to recuse herself from any aspect of the investigation. It was a professional necessity, he’d explained, a matter of maintaining integrity. Captain Miller, a man whose judgment she had always respected.

But for Lisa, it felt like a betrayal, a blatant disregard for her instincts, for the deep, unshakeable knowledge she possessed of her sister’s true nature. Her own office, once a haven of focused thought and strategic planning, now felt like a gilded cage. But she's not backing off.

The clock ticked past midnight. The weight of the night pressed heavily on Lisa's shoulders. She knew her sister was innocent, but the evidence was so damning, she has to find a way to disprove it.

Despite the mounting pressure, Lisa decidedto dig deeper. She knew that to clear Taylor's name, she'd have to go off procedure, bend the rules. The ticking of the clock on her wall was usually a rhythmic reminder of approaching deadlines, now sounded like a drumbeat counting down the seconds to Taylor's inevitable downfall.

Over the next few days, Lisa immersed herself in the case, questioning neighbors, examining evidence, chasing leads that didn't always align with official reports. Her instincts told her there was more to this than a straightforward murder. Someone was framing her sister.

With no sleep for days, her mind was a restless battlefield. Every potential lead, every piece of evidence, was scrutinized through the lens of Taylor's innocence. The thought that someone wanted to destroy Taylor sent a tremor of fear through her. It would require a level of calculation, of malice, that was deeply unsettling.

The shadow of doubt had fallen not just on Taylor, but on Lisa’s own perception of reality, forcing her to question everything she thought she knew, and to confront the chilling possibility that the truth might be far more terrifying than she could possibly imagine. This case has become a deeply personal battle, a fight for her sister’s life and for her own fractured sense of justice.

The hum of the precinct's fluorescent lights had taken on a more sinister cadence for Lisa. Her colleagues, the faces she saw every day, the partners she’d relied on, were now a source of subtle discomfort. Their gazes, when they met hers, were often fleeting, tinged with a peculiar blend of sympathy and something that felt alarmingly close to suspicion. It was a look that said, "We know it's your sister, Lisa, and what are you going to do about it?" 

Captain Miller’s office, usually a place of measured counsel and firm guidance, felt like a courtroom. He’d been direct, his voice devoid of its usual warmth. "Lisa," he'd begun, his gaze steady, "you know the protocol. This is... personal. For the integrity of the investigation, for your own sake and for the department's, you need to step back. Completely." He hadn't raised his voice, hadn't made any accusations, but the implication was as clear as the stark white of his crisp shirt. He was building a wall, a professional barrier, and instructing her to stay on her side of it. The words, though professionally sound, landed like stones in Lisa's gut. He respected her, she knew that, but his respect was now outweighed by his adherence to the rules, to the code of their profession. It was a code she had always believed in, had lived by, but now just felt betrayal.

The air in the interrogation room smelled like stale disinfectant and accusations. It was a space meticulously designed to disarm, to strip away defenses, and to amplify the slightest tremor of guilt. Lisa sat opposite her sister, the chipped Formica table between them a stark, unforgiving barrier. Taylor, usually so animated, her eyes alight with a mischievous spark, was a pale imitation of herself. Her shoulders were hunched, her gaze darting around the room as if seeking an escape route, a phantom exit from this suffocating reality. The fluorescent lights overhead cast a harsh, unflattering glow, highlighting the dark circles under her eyes and the anxious tremor in her hands.

“Taylor,” Lisa began, her voice carefully modulated, betraying none of the turmoil churning within her. She needed to be a detective, first and foremost, even if the subject was her own sister. “Tell me what happened. From the beginning.”

Taylor flinched at the directness, her eyes finally settling on Lisa’s. They were wide, swimming with a raw fear that Lisa recognized all too well. It was the look of a cornered animal, not of a calculating killer. “Lisa, you have to believe me,” Taylor pleaded, her voice raspy, barely a whisper. “I didn’t do anything. I swear.”

Taylor, I need you to tell me everything. Did you leave last night? If so, did anyone see you leave? Did you recognize anyone?" Lisa with urgency in her voice.

Taylor shook her head desperately. "No. I was home all evening. I didn't see or hear anyone. I swear."

Lisa looked her in the eyes, searching for any sign of deception.

"Did you notice anyone lurking around? Any suspicious strangers over the last couple weeks? Maybe watching you, Mr. Finch?"

"There was Megan. Megan Wilson. She lives across the hall. She was acting strange that evening. She said she saw me leave."

"What did she say exactly?" Lisa asked firmly and sharply. Taylor hesitated. "TAYLOR! What did she say exactly?" Lisa has now turned into Detective Lisa Cole, not sister Lisa and Taylor is taken aback by her sister's demeanor says, 

"She told me she saw me leaving the apartment, but when I asked her more, she got nervous then said it was actually a tall man in a hoody she saw. She seemed scared Lis."

Lisa nodded, her gaze unwavering. She had to observe, to analyze, to sift through the fear for any hint of fabrication. "Megan Wilson. I need to talk to her. Maybe she's hiding something. I understand you’re scared, Taylor. But I need the truth. Captain Miller said you were at Finch’s apartment last night.”

A fresh wave of panic washed over Taylor’s face. “Yes, I... I was there. But only for a little while. I told them that.” She wrung her hands, her knuckles white. “He called me. He said he needed to talk about something urgent. About... about a debt.”

Lisa’s brow furrowed. A debt? Taylor had never mentioned any financial dealings with Arthur Finch. “A debt? What kind of debt, Taylor?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” Taylor stammered, her eyes pleading. “He was vague on the phone. He just sounded... insistent. He said it was important, that I needed to come over. He said it was something about a... a shared acquaintance.”

“Shared acquaintance?” Lisa’s mind raced. Who could that be? Her and Taylor’s social circles, while not identical, often overlapped. Could Finch have known someone else they both knew? “Did he mention a name?”

Taylor shook her head vehemently. “No. He just said it was... personal. And that he needed cash. He said he’d been expecting it.” Her voice cracked. “I didn’t have any cash, Lisa. I told him that. I told him I’d have to figure something out, maybe sell some of my jewelry. He seemed angry. Really angry.”

Lisa watched her sister’s face, searching for any telltale signs of deception. The slight dilation of her pupils, the subtle shifts in her posture, the almost imperceptible tightening around her mouth. Taylor’s story, while alarming, didn’t immediately strike her as a carefully constructed lie. It was too halting, too laced with genuine distress. But then again, Taylor could be a good actress when she wanted to be.

“And after you told him you didn’t have the money?” Lisa prompted, her voice remaining neutral.

Taylor swallowed hard. “He... he got really agitated. He started yelling. He said I was a liar, that I was playing games. He threatened me, Lisa. He said if I didn’t pay up, he’d... he’d make sure I regretted it.” A tear traced a path down her cheek. “I got scared, Lisa. I just... I left. I ran out of there.”

“You left him alive?” Lisa’s question was a probe, designed to elicit a reaction.

“Yes! YES, I left him alive,” Taylor insisted, her voice rising in desperation. “I don’t know what happened after I left. I just wanted to get away. I was so scared. I went straight home. I didn’t tell anyone because I was afraid, Lisa. Afraid he’d find me, afraid of what he might do.”

Lisa saw the raw terror in her sister’s eyes. It was genuine. But was the terror of an innocent woman who had narrowly escaped a volatile encounter, or the terror of a killer who had just committed a heinous act? The lines, she knew, could be terrifyingly thin.

“The police found your fingerprints at the scene, Taylor,” Lisa said, her voice like ice. She watched as Taylor visibly paled.

“My fingerprints? But... I touched the doorframe when I left. Maybe the table when I was talking to him. I don’t know! I was scared, I was flustered...” Taylor trailed off, her breathing growing shallow. “But that doesn’t mean anything, does it? I was there. I admitted I was there.”

“And your DNA was found under Mr. Finch’s fingernails, Taylor.” The words hung in the air, heavy with implication.

Taylor’s eyes widened in horror. “Under his fingernails? That’s... that’s impossible! How could that even happen? I never touched him!” A frantic energy seized her. She started to push her chair back, as if intending to flee the room. “This is a mistake. There has to be a mistake!”

“Sit down, Taylor,” Lisa commanded, her tone firm, cutting through the rising panic. Taylor, surprisingly, obeyed, her body slumping back into the chair, defeated. “We need to stay calm. Think.”

Lisa leaned forward, her gaze intense. “Did you struggle with him, Taylor? Did he grab you? Did you scratch him in self-defense”

Taylor shook her head, tears streaming freely now. “No! I told you, I left. I was so scared, I just wanted to get out. I didn’t fight him. I wouldn’t. I just... I don’t understand. How is my DNA there?” Her voice was a choked sob. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

The cold, impersonal nature of these rooms, so often a tool for uncovering the truth, now served only to amplify her sense of isolation and dread. They were designed to strip away pretense, to force confessions, and Lisa feared that if Taylor were ever to find herself in one of them, stripped bare of her usual defenses, she might crumble under the pressure, not out of guilt, but out of sheer terror. The very instruments of justice now felt like instruments of torture, poised to inflict unimaginable pain on someone she loved.

The camaraderie she had always taken for granted, the easy banter and shared understanding, had evaporated. Even officers she considered friends now offered strained smiles, their eyes carefully avoiding hers for too long. They were caught between their loyalty to the force and their personal relationships, and in that space, suspicion began to fester.

“Taylor,” Lisa began again, her voice softer now, an attempt to bridge the widening gap between them. “Think, very carefully. Did anything at all happen while you were there, even something small, that you might have forgotten? Did you touch anything other than the doorframe and the table? Did he get close to you? Did you brush against him?”

Taylor closed her eyes, a look of intense concentration on her face, as if trying to conjure a memory that eluded her. “I... I don’t think so,” she whispered, her voice strained. “He was agitated, pacing. I was sitting on the edge of the sofa, trying to stay calm. He kept coming at me, talking about the money. I remember feeling trapped. Then he... he yelled something, and I just got up and ran. I don’t remember touching him. I don’t remember scratching him. It’s all a blur, Lisa.”

A blur. The word echoed in Lisa’s mind. The police portrayed the crime as a swift, brutal act. But was it? Or was Taylor’s memory genuinely fragmented by fear?

Lisa searched her sister’s face, delving into the depths of her eyes, trying to find a crack in the facade, a subtle shift that would betray a lie. But all she saw was genuine terror and a profound sense of bewilderment. She saw the sister she had grown up with, the sister who had once broken her arm falling out of a tree and had sobbed not from pain, but from fear of disappointing their parents. That Taylor, the Taylor she knew, was incapable of murder.

Yet, the evidence... the cold, objective, irrefutable evidence. The partial fingerprint on the antique mahogany side table, precisely where Finch would have been sitting. The DNA, microscopically transferred from skin to skin, found beneath his fingernails, the silent testament to a struggle. The neighbor’s statement, placing her at the scene during the estimated time of death. Each piece, in isolation, could be explained away. But together, they formed a terrifyingly cohesive narrative of guilt.

Again she found herself replaying every interaction, every casual remark, searching for clues, for any hidden meaning. Had someone said something to Captain Miller that had tipped the scales? Had a hushed conversation in the break room been about her, about Taylor? Paranoia, a venomous serpent, began to coil in the pit of her stomach. She’d always prided herself on her ability to remain objective, to separate personal feelings from professional duty. But now, the lines were blurred, smudged by the undeniable blood connection. Her very presence in the precinct felt like a conflict of interest, a constant, gnawing reminder of her compromised position. She was a detective, a seeker of truth, but the truth, in this instance, was a wildfire threatening to consume her family.
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