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If she had known what was about to happen, Alison Carter would have been paying more attention to the video meeting with her boss at 2:07 p.m. the afternoon of Thursday, April 23, 2015. As it was, her mind was miles away.

“You get what I’m saying, Al?”

Alison pushed aside the to-do list she had been mentally compiling. “I get it.”

On the computer monitor, Ryan adjusted his glasses before glancing down at his desk. From this angle, the patch of thinning brown hair in the center of his bald spot looked like a satellite dish floating in outer space.

“Has Fantasy Gaming gotten back to you on that rewards report?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Is it good to go?”

“Not quite. It’s missing the middle name field.”

“That’s not even on the spec.”

“Gloria sent us the modification request over a month ago. And it’s not that hard to add a text field, is it?”

Ryan scowled. “I put in those other fields they wanted. Can’t they just be happy with that?”

If Alison’s webcam wasn’t on, she would have shut her eyes and counted to ten. “Ryan, the documents they gave us clearly indicate what they want.” She didn’t know why he argued over this every time. “And Gloria hasn’t mentioned it, but at some point I expect them to ask why the winners’ photos aren’t included. That’s also noted in their report spec—their original spec.”

He didn’t appear to hear her. 

“Ryan?” Alison said.

He blinked, then his eyes narrowed. “Do they have any idea how many hours I spent on this latest round of revisions?”

She sighed as Ryan started on a lengthy tirade about how Fantasy wanted the world. She didn’t know why he couldn’t rejoice in the fact that they even had a client. No other casino companies in the Las Vegas area had yet to purchase Winnings—Win-Win Inc.’s gaming management database—or their implementation services.

Needing something to distract herself, Alison let her gaze stray to the edge of her desk. She smiled as she took in the framed picture of Michael, Lana, and herself. She and Michael had their arms wrapped around each other. Lana stood in front of them, the princess cake they’d baked themselves on the table in front of her. The cake had ended up looking more like a pig than a princess, but nobody had cared.

Her friend Meredith had taken the photo three years ago, on Lana’s fifth birthday. Michael had the same picture on his desk at work, and Alison often wondered if he ever found the need to drift back to that happy time while talking with his own boss.

A meow drew Alison’s attention back to her computer monitor. In the kitchen behind Ryan’s shoulder stood a familiar white cat. As if he knew he had her attention, the cat yowled louder.

“Peyton’s out of food,” she said. She wished she could thank the noisy feline. Ryan could complain for hours if allowed to ramble on uninterrupted.

Ryan started to glance behind him, but he twisted back around almost immediately. “He’ll live.”

Alison didn’t say anything. As much as she would have welcomed a break, she couldn’t very well demand that her boss go feed his wife’s whiny cat.

“Anyway, Fantasy has it in their heads that—” A burst of static came through the line, obscuring the rest of Ryan’s words.

“I lost you for a second there,” Alison said.

He frowned. “Again?”

“Maybe you could try taking me off speakerphone.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Alison was careful not to make a face within view of her webcam. At least his Internet was working, she told herself. Right now she didn’t think she could handle a repeat of last Tuesday, when Ryan had planted himself in her home office so he could mooch off of her Wi-Fi.

“Back to Fantasy.” Ryan’s glasses slipped down his nose, revealing two red indentations left by the nose pads. “You need to smooth things over with them.”

Alison suppressed a groan. Times like these made her question why she had wanted to return to the workforce after spending seven years as a stay-at-home mom. No doubt about it, her eight-year-old daughter understood how to deal with people better than her fifty-something-year-old boss.

“Next item,” Ryan said. “I’ve still got some data scrubbing to do before Fantasy can implement the comps module. I have the setup codes they . . .”

Alison tuned out. But to make sure she gave the impression of being interested, she kept her eyes open wide and didn’t dare look away.

This was the problem with video conferencing, she thought, twisting her wedding ring around her finger. She couldn’t mute the phone, nor could she make faces at it to express how she really felt.

“Hey, Al.”

She jumped, realizing she hadn’t absorbed anything he had been saying. “Yeah?”

“Somebody’s at the door.”

“I’ll wait.”

He stood up and disappeared off the screen. She slouched in her chair, grateful not to have to maintain appearances for a while.

While she waited for him to return, she mentally prioritized all of the chores she needed to get done. Most importantly, she had to stop by the store for a gallon of milk before picking up Lana from school. And she ought to throw a load of whites into the wash. Sometime in the near future she needed to get her wedding ring resized too, before it fell into the washing machine as it almost had last week. It no longer fit as snugly as it had last spring, before she’d lost the weight she had gained as a stay-at-home mom.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a loud bang followed by a shout. Alison snapped forward in her chair, her heart rate speeding up. She strained to hear what was going on, but a burst of static drowned out any sound coming from the other end of the line.

On the screen, a blur of white—presumably the Lymans’ startled cat—streaked out of the kitchen. Alison leaned closer to her monitor, but she couldn’t see anything other than Ryan’s empty home office, dining room, and kitchen. Still, when the static faded she said, “Ryan?”

He let out a wail that penetrated straight to the marrow of her bones.

Alison jumped out of her chair, panic clawing at her throat. “Ryan! What’s happening?”

She strained to listen above her own pounding heart, but only silence returned.

“Ryan?”

Alison waited for what felt like hours but was probably just a couple seconds to see if he would respond. She counted to three, then pressed the red End button on her phone, hoping that wasn’t symbolic of something.

With trembling fingers, she dialed 9-1-1. She squeezed the phone tight as it rang, keeping her gaze fixed on the computer monitor. The video portion of their meeting was still live, and she prayed for Ryan to come back into view.

“9-1-1, police, fire, or medical?” answered the dispatcher.

“Um, I’m not sure.” Alison’s eyes darted toward Ryan’s empty chair, as if that might tell her something. “Police and medical, I think.”

“What’s your emergency?”

Alison struggled to quell her building hysteria. “I don’t know. I was video conferencing with my boss when he left to answer the door. I heard a noise, and then he moaned like he was in pain. I think—” She broke off with a sob. “Oh, God, I think he might have been shot.”

As horrible as the possibility seemed to Alison, the information didn’t appear to faze the dispatcher. “Address?”

“Six—no, wait, you want his address.” She dropped into her seat and lunged for the computer mouse. “Hold on. I have to look it up.”

She attempted to minimize the video window but ended up misclicking. Ryan’s empty chair disappeared, replaced by her blank screen. Despite how badly her hands were shaking, she managed to fumble through her computer files until she found one that listed Ryan’s home address.

Alison shot off her seat, nearly losing her grip on the phone. “I have it!” she shouted. “10615 Lowry Lane.”

“Is that where you are?”

“What?” Alison had to think for a moment. This whole experience felt so surreal that she’d lost track of where she was. “No, I told you, we were video conferencing. That’s where Ryan is.”

“And who is Ryan?”

“Ryan Lyman. He’s my boss.”

“Okay, ma’am. Police and medical are on their way. What I need you to do is . . .”

The dispatcher gave her some instructions, but Alison had already stopped listening. She was running down the stairs, her keys in her hand, before she even thought to end the call.
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“What’ve we got here?” Detective Brad Gilmore asked, slamming the door of his jalopy shut. If Brad didn’t put all 220 pounds of his body weight into the act of closing the car door, it didn’t completely latch. One of these days he expected the exertion to send the whole thing crumbling into a heap of rusted metal parts.

The responding officer folded his hands in front of him. The name tag pinned to his uniform identified him as Whitefield. “Male, fifties, Caucasian. Cause of death appears to be two gunshot wounds to the head.”

Brad eyed the single-story house. “Where’s the body?”

“I found him in the foyer, approximately three feet from the front door. There’s no sign of forced entry.” He looked over his shoulder.

Brad picked up on Whitefield’s check of their surroundings, and his hand automatically drifted to his side. “Nobody else was present when you arrived on the scene?”

“No, just him.” Whitefield scratched his head, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

Brad relaxed, realizing the source of Whitefield’s anxiety was the corpse he’d seen, not fears of a lingering shooter. “Is an M.E. on the way?”

“Yeah. Dr. Grospellier.”

Brad was happy to hear that. He had worked with Sandy Grospellier before and found her to be more than competent.

“But she’s going to be delayed,” Whitefield went on. “She’s at another scene. Maybe if you called it in they’d respond faster.”

Brad chuckled. “You must think I have magical powers.”

Whitefield grinned. “You’ve gotta have more than me.”

Brad headed up the driveway. He stopped to slip two disposable booties over his shoes before snapping on a pair of latex gloves. Although he didn’t plan on touching anything until after he’d conducted a walk-through, he preferred to be prepared.

“Ready?” Whitefield asked, coming up behind him.

Brad nodded and signed the site log. Then he took a deep breath to clear his mind, something he always did before taking on a new client.

That was how he thought of the victims assigned to him. Even after twenty-five years as a homicide detective with the Greater Las Vegas Police Department, he never forgot that the brutalized bodies he dealt with were once living and breathing people who had paid taxes and, therefore, his salary.

Thinking of his victims as clients helped him to focus on what was really important. It reminded him that when the red tape and political annoyances sometimes became so frustrating that he wanted to throw his hands up and quit, he had someone who needed him to stick with it. It reminded him that he wasn’t working for his sergeant, lieutenant, captain, or even the police chief himself. He was working for those who had been prematurely silenced, and it was his job to give them a voice.

Whitefield lifted the yellow crime scene tape securing the doorway. Brad ducked underneath it and entered the house.

He spotted the body before he even had one foot over the threshold. He’d seen a lot of dead bodies over the years, and now he didn’t even flinch. This man didn’t look so different from other gunshot-wound victims.

Brad crouched down and examined the man as best he could without disturbing anything. His face was turned toward the wall, but Brad didn’t need a direct view to tell it was a mangled mess. Bits of dried blood and brain matter speckled his hair and skin.

His gaze strayed farther down. “His knuckles aren’t scraped, and I don’t see any obvious damage to or debris under the nails.” Still, Brad couldn’t discount the possibility of foreign skin cells being trapped beneath the victim’s fingernails if there had been a struggle beforehand.

“My guess is whoever did this rang the doorbell, waited for him to answer, then shot him twice in the head,” Whitefield said. “Bang, bang. No fuss, no muss.”

Brad didn’t respond. He didn’t like to speculate while processing a crime scene for the first time. He’d learned that keeping his mind open lessened the risk of becoming blind to evidence later on.

He continued with his visual assessment. “Jeans, T-shirt, sneakers. He’s dressed casually but decent enough to leave the house.”

“Based on the setup in the room off of the dining area, he worked from home. No need to get too dressy for that.” Whitefield frowned down at his uniform, as if he wished he enjoyed the same fashion freedoms.

“Clothes look relatively new,” Brad said. “The soles of his shoes still have their original tread.”

“Hey, who wears out shoes working from home?”

Brad examined the walls and floor. “Not much blood for a couple bullets to the brain.”

“Maybe the shooter cleaned everything up before he left.”

Brad stood up and scanned what he could see of the rest of the house. “Scene seems to be confined to this section of the living room.”

Whitefield scratched his head, his eyes darting around. Clearly he would prefer to be anywhere but standing next to a bloody corpse. Brad figured he wasn’t used to responding to calls where the victim no longer had his skull intact.

Deciding to make this a little easier for his colleague, Brad pulled his notepad out of his breast pocket. “Do we know who the vic is?”

“Ryan Lyman.”

“Has that been verified?”

“No, but this is his home, and his car is in the garage.”

Brad made a note to get Lyman’s dental records for identification purposes. Although a visual confirmation from someone who knew him would be faster, after being shot in the head most people wouldn’t be recognizable to their own family.

Whitefield aimed his finger at the floor. “And that’s his wallet.”

Brad looked at the leather billfold. “Did you remove that from his pocket?”

Whitefield shook his head. “It was like that when I got here.”

“Did you touch it?”

“Just to get his name. I wore gloves.”

Brad used his pen to flip the wallet open. He scanned over the credit and insurance cards, pausing to study the driver’s license in the clear pouch on one side. Fifty-six. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Lyman looked like an ordinary guy.

He poked inside the billfold pocket. Whoever had killed Lyman hadn’t bothered to take his cash. He counted around eighty dollars.

Brad closed the wallet and stood back up. “Who else lives here?”

“Pauline Lyman,” Whitefield said. “That would be his wife.”

“Was she present?”

“No. Neighbor says she works as a blackjack dealer at Fantasy West, that casino over in Summerlin. She doesn’t usually come home until late.”

Brad raised one eyebrow. “One of the neighbors was around when this happened?”

“Yeah, old lady next door. Don’t get your hopes up about a witness though. She’s deaf as a doorknob and claims she didn’t hear or see anything.”

Brad nodded, although he filed the information away. It wouldn’t hurt to talk to the neighbor in person once he’d exhausted other, more promising avenues.

Whitefield grimaced as his eyes landed on the body. “Can’t imagine coming home to a scene like this is what the wife needs after a long day’s work.”

“After we finish up here I’ll head over to Fantasy West and break the news to her,” Brad said. “They got any kids?”

“No. But they’ve got a cat. Bowls are in the kitchen, and there’s a litter box in the bathroom.”

Brad surveyed the furniture surfaces. He spotted a lot of patches of white fur but no felines. “Where’s the cat now?”

“No clue.” Whitefield’s curt tone suggested that keeping track of house cats fell way below his pay grade.

“Is anyone working the neighborhood?”

“A couple guys are canvassing. I’ll tell you though, this time of day in this white-collar neighborhood, most people will be at work. You’ll be lucky to find anybody who saw something.”

“Who called it in?”

“Some woman. She didn’t leave a name.”

Brad glanced around the living area, which was empty except for uniforms. “Where is she now?”

Whitefield shrugged. “According to dispatch she wasn’t here when the shots were fired. She was on the phone with the guy when it happened.”

Brad jotted it all down. He’d learned that even the most minute detail might turn out to be significant. “I’ll need her information,” he said. “She’ll be the first person I want to interview.”

Both men turned toward the open front door as a red sedan screeched to a halt outside. Brad watched as a fortyish brunette swung the driver’s door open and jumped out, her wide eyes locking on to the house. She stormed up the driveway and started exchanging words with the officer securing the scene.

Brad heard some indistinct murmuring, then an indignant female voice announcing, “I’m the one who called.”

Whitefield swiveled toward Brad, one eyebrow arched. “You sure you don’t have magical powers?”
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Alison careened off of Eastern Avenue, following the map she’d pulled up on her phone while stopped at a red light. Luckily, when she reached the entrance to Ryan’s neighborhood the gate securing the community from the public stood wide open.

She veered right and turned onto Ryan’s street, her heart rate ratcheting up another notch when she spotted the flashing lights of several police cruisers up ahead. The sight of those twirling reds and blues liquefied her insides.

She pulled up to the curb and slammed on the brakes. The two uniformed cops in the driveway paused from their conversation to look at her.

Alison jumped out of the car and sprinted up the driveway. She made it halfway to the house before one of the officers stepped in front of her, his arms spread wide.

“You can’t go in there, ma’am,” he said, eyeing her as if she were a cockroach that had just crawled out of his sandwich.

She stopped walking. “I’m the one who called. I’m Alison Carter.”

Her name didn’t seem to mean anything to him. “Like I said, you can’t go in there.”

Alison let out a huff of frustration. She briefly considered sidestepping him and making a run for it but figured that would be futile. Based on the number of vehicles here, at least four more officials were inside the house. Surely, between all of them, someone would stop her.

“Ma’am, you realize this is a crime scene.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you think I’m here?”

The officer pursed his lips, shooting her a half dirty, half suspicious look.

She tried to peer around him but couldn’t see inside the house from this angle. “Can you at least tell me what’s going on?”

“We don’t know anything at this time.” He spoke fast, as if regurgitating a canned line.

She jammed her hands on her hips. “I’d like to see the person in charge.”

“He’s busy.”

“Well, tell him I saw Ryan getting shot,” she spat. “Or, if you don’t tell him, I’ll just go on home. Then when he finds out I rushed over here only to be turned away, he can deal with you however he sees fit.”

A muscle in the officer’s cheek twitched, but he seemed a little less certain now.

An overweight, sixty-something man emerged from the house. “Excuse me. Perhaps I can be of assistance.”

Alison aimed her glare at him. “Who are you?”

The man reached into his back pocket, pulled out a badge wallet, and flipped it open. “Detective Brad Gilmore. I’m in charge of this homicide.”

“Homicide?” Alison’s hand crept toward her chest, and her heart sank deep into her stomach. “Then it’s true? Ryan is really dead?” She knew the detective’s words shouldn’t have come as a shock, but a small part of her had held out hope that Ryan had survived.

Her head suddenly felt too light, and everything started spinning. She leaned against the cop car, garnering a nasty look from the uniformed officer. She didn’t care. Her knees didn’t feel strong enough to support her, and her internal organs no longer felt anchored to her body.

“Did you know him?” Gilmore asked.

She clamped her mouth shut and nodded, praying she didn’t vomit.

“When’s the last time you spoke with him?”

“Just a minute ago, before it—the . . . you know, happened.”

“You were here when he died?”

Alison started to shake her head, but she aborted the motion when a wave of dizziness assaulted her. “We were on the phone.” She looked at the house, and something cracked inside her. “This is the first time I’ve ever been to Ryan’s place.”

Detective Gilmore made no move to comfort her, but his eyes softened a fraction. “I’ll need your statement.”

She bobbed her head once. Although the thought of reliving the horror of the shooting sent a chill down her spine, she knew she had no choice.

Gilmore took a step away, holding his hand out as if to guide her. “We can chat in my car if you need to sit.”

“No, I’m fine.”

Gilmore didn’t look convinced, but he merely nodded. Then he looked past her shoulder, his lips thinning.

Alison turned around to see what had caught his attention. Across the street, an attractive, thirty-something man was getting out of a silver Mercedes. He smoothed his blond hair back and straightened the colorful lime-green tie around his neck as he approached them.

“I got here as fast as I could,” he said to Detective Gilmore.

Rather than acknowledging the statement, Gilmore turned to Alison. “This is my partner, Detective Neil Pendleton.”

“Nice to meet you,” Alison murmured, unsure if that was the proper statement in a situation such as this but not knowing what else to say. “I’m Alison Carter.”

“She made the call,” Gilmore told Pendleton.

Pendleton yanked a notepad and pen from his breast pocket. “What can you tell us about what happened?”

Alison thought she saw Gilmore’s eyes darken. She waited a moment to see if he would add anything. When he didn’t, she drew in a deep breath and started talking.

“Ryan and I were on our typical Thursday conference call when his doorbell rang.” She couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting past Gilmore’s shoulder, to the very doorbell in question.

“Okay,” Gilmore said. “Go on.”

Alison forced her eyes back to him, using his presence to steady herself. “He left to go answer it.”

“Who was at the door?”

“I don’t know. His webcam angle doesn’t allow me to see into the living room.” Thank goodness for that, Alison thought, suppressing a shudder.

Detective Pendleton tapped his pen against his notepad. “His webcam?”

“We use both audio and visual for our weekly meetings. That way we can hold up different papers and things to show each other.”

“Do you record these sessions?”

She shook her head. “The software we use is cheap, and the audio and video isn’t linked. We dial in from our own phones.” She frowned. “Did I mention Ryan is—was—my boss?”

“Where do you work?” Pendleton asked.

“Win-Win. It’s Ryan’s company. He wrote this software called Winnings to help casinos manage their operations. It tracks player information, like how much they bet and how often they gamble.”

Gilmore cleared his throat. “Ms. Carter, what happened after the doorbell rang?”

An icy wave traveled from her head to her toes as her thoughts returned to today’s events. “Ryan went to answer the door. I heard him talking to somebody, and then . . .” Her mouth went dry, her last few words emerging as a croak before she trailed off.

“And then?” Gilmore prompted.

She ran her tongue around her mouth, mustering up some saliva. “And then . . . well, I’m not really sure exactly what happened next. I remember hearing a bang, then Ryan cried out.” She released a ragged breath. “I’ll never forget that sound he made. It was horrible.”

Gilmore scribbled something down. She thought she saw something pass across his face, but by the time he looked up it was gone.

“What happened next?” Gilmore asked.

“I yelled for him, but Ryan didn’t answer. So I hung up and dialed 9-1-1. Then I rushed over here.”

“What can you tell us about the visitor?”

Alison thought about the question, drawing a blank. “Nothing.”

“What about the visitor’s voice? What can you tell me about that?”

“I—I don’t remember.”

“Was it male?” Gilmore continued. “Female? Young? Old?”

Alison reached deep into the recesses of her memory, but no matter how hard she strained she couldn’t come up with anything.

“What did Mr. Lyman say when he answered the door?” Gilmore said when the silence stretched on. If he was annoyed by her inability to recall any useful details, he didn’t show it.

A memory flashed through her brain. “He said ‘hello.’ Or ‘hi.’ Something like that.”

“Did he phrase it as a statement or a question?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did he greet the person at the door as though he knew them or as if they were a stranger?”

Alison racked her brain. She hadn’t really been focused on what was happening until she heard the gunshot. She’d been too busy thinking about all the chores piling up around the house. If she had known Ryan was uttering his last words, that she would be the last person to hear them, she would have paid more attention.

Why hadn’t she paid more attention?

“Did it sound as if Mr. Lyman knew the person at the door?” Gilmore asked.

Alison wanted to scream that he had already asked her that. She felt the pressure inside her head building until she thought it might explode.

“I don’t remember,” she bit out.

“You must remember something.”

Both detectives were looking at her. And although the uniformed officers stood at a discrete distance, she could tell from the tilt of their heads that they were listening too.

“I guess what happened next . . . I must have blocked everything else out,” Alison said. “Honestly, I was a little distracted.”

“Distracted by what?”

She laced her fingers together. “Well, by everything else I had to do.”

“Such as?”

“Grocery shopping . . . and laundry . . .” She flushed, embarrassed now by her priorities.

Gilmore adjusted his notepad. “Okay, let’s switch gears. What can you tell me about Mr. Lyman? Did he have any enemies? Any rivals?”

She frowned. “No, not that I know of.”

“What about friends?”

She sagged harder against the cop car, the idea of a friend barging into Ryan’s house to shoot him sending her stomach roiling again. “I—I didn’t socialize with him.”

“Personality wise, would you say Mr. Lyman was fairly outgoing? Did he strike you as the type to make friends easily?”

“No.” She paused, then said, “Honestly, he could be rather off-putting.”

“Off-putting how?” Gilmore asked.

Alison thought of how best to explain her boss. “Manners, courtesy, political correctness—none of that really mattered to him. He tended to be a little too blunt, and he rarely censored himself. That’s mostly why he hired me, because he knew he wasn’t good with clients.”

Pendleton looked Alison up and down. “He thought having a woman working for him would lure in more customers?”

A spark of annoyance flared in her chest. “He thought having somebody—male or female—who could relate well with clients would be a good move for his company.” 

Detective Gilmore coughed. “Can you give me an example of Mr. Lyman’s manner of communicating?”

Alison shifted her feet. “Okay, well, last week we had a meeting with our client.”

“Which client?”

“Fantasy Gaming. They’re actually our only client, but I’m working on securing a couple more contracts.” She bit her lip. “Or, I was working on landing more contracts. Now that Ryan’s gone, I don’t know what will happen to his company.”

“All right,” Gilmore said.

Alison took a deep breath. “So Ryan and I met with Fantasy Gaming’s IT team. They have a report they’ve been trying to put into place that lists all the Dream Card holders who have won a rewards drawing. See, people who gamble using their Dream Card—Fantasy’s player’s card—earn points, and those points qualify them to win cash and prizes.”

“I’m familiar with the system.”

“Okay, well, Ryan, he was kind of dragging his feet on creating the report to Fantasy’s specifications.”

“Why’s that?”

“I think he didn’t really see the point. You see, Ryan was very intelligent, and sometimes that put him at a disadvantage when it came to relating to other people. He had a very low tolerance for those who didn’t think like he did.”

Gilmore nodded, as if he had some personal experience with the type of person she was describing.

“Anyway, Gloria wasn’t happy with all the delays,” Alison said. 

Gilmore tilted his head. “Gloria?”

“Gloria Duncan. She leads the Winnings implementation on the Fantasy side. Her patience has been wearing thin recently from trying to get Ryan to add this one field to the report. Whenever we’re on a call with her, she has to keep reminding him we have a contract. Ryan was somewhat . . . dismissive to her—Fantasy’s, rather—concerns.”

“How long did you work for Mr. Lyman, Ms. Carter?”

“Ten months.”

Tears stung her eyes as she recalled the pure joy she had felt when Ryan had told her she’d gotten the job, back before she knew how difficult he would be to work with. After being out of the workforce for so long, she’d been so grateful that he had given her a chance.

And now he was gone.

She ducked her head, not wanting the detectives to see her on the verge of breaking down. Her heart stopped when she caught sight of her watch. “Oh my gosh!”

“What’s the problem?” Pendleton asked.

Alison pushed away from the car. “I have to go pick up my daughter from school.”

“That’s fine,” Gilmore said. “Just leave us with your address and a phone number.”

“Of course, sure.” Alison relayed the information.

“I’ll be in touch if we have further questions.” Gilmore flipped his notepad shut and took a business card out of his pocket. “Call me if you think of anything else.”

“Okay.” Alison snatched the card from his fingers before she dashed down the driveway, nearly tripping over her own feet in her haste.
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“What do you make of the broad?”

Brad turned toward his partner, barely concealing a grimace when he caught sight of Neil’s tie. Prolonged exposure to such a hideous shade of green was bound to give him a headache before the day was over. He had never seen that particular color in nature before except on a key lime pie, and he had trouble understanding why anyone would choose the hue for their clothing line. The worst part was knowing the tie had probably cost more than the fair market value of his car.

Neil bounced from foot to foot, and Brad had to wonder when he’d last visited a urinal. “Carter looked nervous,” Neil said.

“She did just witness her boss getting shot.”

Neil shrugged, as if that were irrelevant.

Brad itched to ask Neil why it had taken him fifteen extra minutes to get here after they’d been called in, but he held his tongue. He didn’t want to get sidetracked. Besides, he couldn’t honestly say he was happy Neil had finally made an appearance. Him showing up in a sparkly Mercedes while Brad prayed for his own car engine to turn over every morning didn’t help matters. He’d bet money Neil didn’t have to worry about getting a hernia every time he closed his car door.

They had only been partners for four weeks, and so far Brad wasn’t impressed. Although he wasn’t one to make rash decisions about people—a trait he viewed as an asset when it came to conducting unbiased investigations—Neil struck him more as a frat boy interning at the police station than someone qualified to call himself a detective. For one thing, Brad had never known a homicide detective to sport such a spectacular tan. For a public servant who was supposed to spend more time at the morgue than lounging poolside, it wasn’t natural.

But Brad also wasn’t one to snub a partner, no matter what his personal feelings might be.

He stepped toward the front door. “Ready to take a look around?”

Neil’s eyes lit up. “You haven’t done a walk-through yet?”

“I didn’t get a chance to finish.” Brad headed up the driveway. He generally liked to complete his survey of the crime scene before interviewing witnesses, but when Alison Carter had stormed over in her cherry-red Camry he had been forced to make allowances.

“Great, we’ll do it together.” It was impossible to miss the enthusiasm in Neil’s voice.

Brad halted by the front door, forcing Neil to either stop walking or plow into him. “Put on some booties,” he said. “I don’t need you contaminating the crime scene.”

Neil flushed. “I was just about to do that.”

Brad switched out the booties he had over his own shoes with a fresh pair. “Don’t forget to sign in. I don’t need our documentation questioned later.”

He didn’t wait for Neil to respond. Shoes protected, he stepped over the threshold.

A few crime scene technicians were inside taking photos and notes. They had set a handful of numbered markers next to what they thought might amount to important evidence. Luckily, the techs were concentrated on the other side of the room, leaving the area around the body clear.

A freshly bootied Neil raced into the foyer, stopping short when his eyes landed on their victim. “This the guy?”

Brad rocked backward. From this distance, he couldn’t help but breathe in his partner’s cologne. The smell tickled his nostrils and made his lungs burn. “That would be my guess. He appears to be the only dead person here.”

“Looks like a woman lives here too.” Neil pointed to one of the couches. “No self-respecting guy would be caught dead owning a throw pillow like that.”

“Ryan Lyman was married,” Brad conceded, although what he really wanted to ask was why a single man couldn’t have cat photos ironed onto their couch pillows if Neil could wear such flamboyant ties.

“Where’s the wife?” Neil peered around as if he might spot her hiding in the corner.

“Not on site.”

Neil circled the room. “Looks like the shooter wiped everything down before he left.”

“Possibly,” Brad said. “Right now, our goal is to take everything in. We can piece together our theories on what happened later.”

Neil didn’t appear to hear him. He ambled over to where the living room met the dining room. “Hey, Brad. Come take a look at the blood spatter over here.”

Brad bent down next to the numbered marker one of the crime scene techs had placed on the floor. It was just a single drop of blood that had dried near the edge of the living room.

“The shooter must have missed it during his cleanup,” Neil said.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Brad advised. “For all we know, one of the Lymans nicked a finger while preparing dinner last night.”

“I’m just saying, killers don’t clean up their messes unless they have a reason, right? We should ask the guys to scour the house for hair, fibers, and other stuff the perp might have left behind.”

“Neil,” Brad said with as much patience as he could muster, “the forensics team doesn’t need you to tell them how to do their job. They’re well aware of the need to preserve trace evidence.”

Brad expected Neil to protest, but he seemed to take the advice in stride.

Brad scanned the room. When his gaze landed on Richard Locklear, his spirits lifted. He’d worked with Richard on many other cases and had come to respect his work ethic. Richard—which Brad knew was a nickname, but he could never remember his real name—was a Native American. He hadn’t always had an easy time with the Greater LVPD, but he was good, and he’d persevered long enough for his superiors to realize it.

“Hey, Richard,” Brad called out. “I need to luminol this area.”

Richard stood up from where he was crouched in one corner of the living room. “Give me a second. I’ll have the guys cover the windows. Even with the blinds closed, there’s too much light coming in.”

“Who closed the blinds?” Neil asked.

Richard lifted one shoulder. “It wasn’t us. Officer Whitefield reports they were like that when he arrived.”

“Make sure you guys dust them for prints,” Brad said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and our shooter will turn out to be the one who closed them.”

“It’s already on my list.”

Brad smiled. “I don’t know why I doubted you.”

“Pete, cover those two windows, will you?” Richard said to one of the other guys before turning back around. “This won’t take long. You guys can kill the lights.”

Brad turned to his partner. “Neil.”

If Neil was taken aback by his demotion to light-switch operator, he didn’t show it. He merely stepped toward the panel on the wall and flipped the switch.

Richard fetched the luminol bottle and started spraying the area. “It’s reacting over here.” He pointed to where a bright blue glowed on the wall and floor behind one of the dining room chairs. “Area looks normal to the naked eye. Whatever happened, somebody cleaned it up.”

Neil sidled up to them. “Is this where the guy was shot?”

“It’s possible.” Brad couldn’t deny that the pattern revealed by the luminol looked like a fairly standard shooting arc.

“Why would somebody move a body from here to the front door?” Neil asked.

Brad didn’t reply. Instead, he took a step backward. Neil’s hot breath against his neck was making his skin itch.

“Anywhere else you want to test?” Richard asked.

“That’s good for now,” Brad said. “Neil, get the lights.”

“I should tell you, we haven’t found the gun or any shell casings yet,” Richard said.

“Okay.” Although Brad made a mental note of Richard’s observation, the lack of shell casings didn’t mean much. A revolver could have been used, which wouldn’t spit out spent casings like a semiautomatic, or the shooter could have disposed of them.

Neil toggled the lights and jogged back over. “No shell casings?”

“None so far,” Brad said.

Neil frowned, and Brad could practically see his thoughts. On television the shell casings were always conveniently found at the scene of the crime. The police simply had to pluck them off the floor and run a couple ballistics tests over the commercial break. Case solved.

Or maybe he was being too uncharitable.

“I’m going to take a look at the home office,” he told Neil. “Go see if the M.E.’s arrived yet, will you?”

“Sure thing.”

Brad watched as Neil ran off, a pang of yearning for his old partner stirring in his gut. He hoped Mueller was having the time of his life in Arizona. Although Mueller’s enthusiasm for the job had waned during his last few years on the force, a detective counting down the days until retirement wasn’t nearly as exhausting as one trying to prove his worth.

Brad shook his head and refocused on the crime scene. It only took him five steps to reach the home office from the dining room. The room was a converted den and lacked a door and closet like a typical bedroom. It did sport two windows, and Brad noticed the blinds in here were closed too.

He walked over to the computer near one of the windows. The monitor was set up so the user could gaze outside while working. The webcam clipped over the top faced inside the house, providing a clear view of the dining room and the kitchen beyond. If Alison Carter had been on a video conference at the time of the shooting, she would have been able to see everything that had happened in the dining room. That meant either she’d lied about not seeing anything, or the substance that had reacted with the luminol was the result of something else.

Brad looked around, considering a third option. Carter might not have been watching her screen when the shooting took place. Maybe she had even wandered off to do laundry or one of those other chores she’d used as an excuse for not remembering any part of Lyman’s conversation with his unknown visitor.

Neil scurried back into the room. “The M.E.’s not here yet.”

Brad pulled his cell phone out of the holster clipped to his belt and pressed two buttons. He worked with Sandy so often he had her on speed dial.

“Grospellier,” she answered after three rings.

“Sandy, it’s Brad Gilmore.”

“What do you need?”

He grinned. Although some people considered Dr. Sandy Grospellier to be too blunt, he appreciated her efficiency. “I’ve got a dead body at 10615 Lowry Lane. What’s your ETA?”

“Still a couple hours out. I’m at a scene now, and I have another one to visit before I head over there.”

He wandered back into the living area. “It’s a busy afternoon for suspicious deaths, huh?”

She snorted. “Think of it as job security.”

Brad’s gaze flitted to the corpse across the room. “This one is going to need a dental identification.”

“You know the name of his dentist?”

“No, but I’ll find out.”

“Let me know as soon as you know. For you, I’ll put in a rush.”

“Thanks.” Brad snapped his phone back into its holster and headed for the door. “You ready to go?” he asked Neil.

Neil scrambled after him. “Where to?”

“To talk to Pauline Lyman.”
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​Chapter 5
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Alison considered herself to be a fairly patient person. Eight years of raising a child full-time combined with ten months of working for Ryan had really honed her ability not to let the little things bother her.

Except Ryan’s death wasn’t a little thing. She could still close her eyes and hear that wail echoing in her skull. Knowing his killer was still out there on the streets made her doubly antsy.

Usually, no matter what kind of mood she was in, she could pretend for Lana’s sake. But today she didn’t have the focus to even act interested in Lana’s after-school chatter. So she’d broken her rule about no screen time until after dinner and told Lana to pop in a movie just to get her out of her hair. Lana’s eyes had grown huge at that. A second later she’d dashed upstairs without another word. Alison guessed she thought she was getting away with something.

Now that she was alone, the trauma of what had happened that afternoon hit her full force. She slumped into one of the dining room chairs and buried her face in her hands. The thought of never seeing Ryan again, as infuriating as he was, drove the air from her lungs. Warm tears leaked out of her eyes, slipping between her fingers and down her cheeks. She let herself cry, knowing she would be unable to rein in her emotions.

She couldn’t imagine feeling worse if she had actually seen Ryan getting shot. She wasn’t a stranger to death, having lost both of her parents already, but violent death was another matter entirely. Just the thought of someone aiming a loaded gun at another human being made her feel faint.

Her tears eventually dried up. Still, she sat there. She didn’t have the heart to start on dinner or do anything else that seemed so mundane in the face of what had happened this afternoon. 

She still hadn’t moved when she heard the garage door crank open. She took a deep breath, wondering what Michael would think when he saw her. She knew she looked a mess.

She hauled herself out of her chair. Her legs were shaky but sturdy enough to take her to the kitchen. She tore a paper towel from the roll and scrubbed at her cheeks, hoping she could wipe away the most damning evidence of her crying jag. Although she knew she wouldn’t be able to keep Michael from worrying over her, she didn’t need him to know the extent of her distress.

She tossed the paper towel on the counter and watched as the door leading from the garage to the kitchen opened. “Ryan’s dead,” she blurted out as soon as Michael stepped inside.

He paused just past the threshold. Typically she gave him a kiss when he returned home from work, not a death report.

She leaned against the counter, her strength waning again. “It happened during our video meeting.”

Michael closed the door, but he kept his brown eyes on her. “Heart attack?”

She shook her head. “Somebody shot him.” Needing something to keep her hands occupied, she picked up a sponge and swiped it over the counter, ignoring the way her fingers had started trembling.

Michael set his briefcase on the floor. “And you saw this on the computer?”

She nodded, then stopped. “He went to answer the door right before it happened. I heard the gun go off, and Ryan’s scream.” She broke off, her chest growing too tight to get any more words out.

Michael took a step toward her. “Are you okay?”

She let go of the sponge and lifted one shoulder. “Better than Ryan is, but no, not really.”

Michael didn’t need any more encouragement. He closed the rest of the distance between them and gathered her up in his arms. The solid feel of him pressed against her calmed her somewhat. She had always felt safe in Michael’s arms.

“I feel so bad for him. And his wife!” Alison buried her face in Michael’s shoulder. “Poor Pauline.”

She had only met Pauline Lyman once, when the two of them had gone out to dinner with Gloria Duncan, but she didn’t have to feel particularly connected to the woman to put herself in her shoes. The mere thought of losing Michael caused her gut to seize up.

He rubbed his hands up and down her back. “Does Lana know?”

“No.” Alison pulled away so she could look up at him. “I don’t know what to say to her. She’s just a child! She shouldn’t have to hear about how mommy witnessed her boss getting shot today.”

“We’ll tell her he died and leave it at that.”

Alison drew away from Michael, stumbled over to the table, and collapsed into one of the chairs. “I don’t even know how to tell her that much. She’s never known anybody who’s died.”

“She’s eight. She knows what death is.”

Alison knew he was right. Still, this was their daughter they were talking about. Their sweet, innocent daughter who cried when she found a dead moth on the windowsill. How could Alison ever tell her about a human being getting shot?

Michael ran one hand through his hair, his eyes roving around the kitchen before landing on her again. “Why don’t you go on upstairs and relax? We can always figure out how to handle Lana later.”
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