Close to Crime
Detective Sarah Mitchell steps out of her car. The chill of the early morning air bites her skin. Pulling the coat tighter around her, she glances toward the modest house before her. It looks like any other home in this neighborhood, with its trimmed lawn and white picket fence.
	The front door is ajar as she enters. A single uniformed officer greets her. “Morning, Detective,” he says, his breath drawing images in the cold air. 
	“Morning,” she replies. 
	Inside, Sarah observes an immaculate, almost unnaturally so, living room. Not a single item is out of place. Everything is perfectly arranged. She sees no apparent signs of struggle and no broken glass. It doesn’t look like a crime scene. 
	The detective moves deeper into the house, her eyes scanning for anything unusual. She is disappointed. The kitchen, with its gleaming countertops, is spotless. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee faintly lingers in the air. 
	“Victim is upstairs, in the study,” the officer informs. 
	Sarah climbs the staircase to reach it and gently pushes the half-open door that reveals a cozy room with bookshelves and a large mahogany desk. The victim, a middle-aged man, is slumped in a high-backed leather behind the desk that holds a stack of papers on one side and a laptop on the other. His eyes are closed. A calm expression is on his face. 
	She steps closer to examine him. There are visible wounds or blood. He seems asleep, but Sarah knows better. She leans in and spots the faintest hint of foam at the corners of the man’s mouth. Is it poison?
	Sarah frowns. Her mind races as she circles the room, looking for clues. One slightly skewed book catches her attention. She pulls it out and reveals a small, hollowed-out compartment. Inside is a vial, its contents empty, and a drop of clear liquid still clinging 
to the glass. 
“Get this to the lab,” she instructs the officer, handing him the vial.
Sarah continues her search. She notices a photograph on a desk where the victim smiles 
with a woman and a young girl. Her heart tightens momentarily. Presumably, his family. What 
kind of person targets a man like this? 
She then powers the laptop. It does not help. She needs a password and makes a mental note to bring it to IT to crack it. As Sarah steps back, something glints under the desk. She crouches down to retrieve it. It is a tiny, ornate key. She turns it over in her hand. Her gut feeling says it might be the answer to unlocking and resolving the crime. 
Sarah walks back to the living room, feeling the weight of the mystery settling in. This case is more than it appears. The detective knows she’s just scratched the surface. With a final glance at the seemingly ordinary house, she steps outside, ready to unravel the secrets hidden within its walls. Why poison? Why leave no trace? Who would go to such lengths?

