Chapter 3: Crime Scene
Lena drove a platoon of armored officers through the open door, tactical weapons raised. They flooded the house in a violent, disciplined surge, muzzles carving across every wall and shadow. Two stormed the dining room. Three thundered up the stairs. Another trio cut through the kitchen toward the garage. The final four swept the living room—then froze at the shaded office door. Lena Alvarez’s fist shot up. Every officer locked in place. In the sudden silence, she listened, straining for the slightest breath, scrape, or click. Nothing. She gave a single, hard nod. “Do it.”
The door slammed inward, delicate panes exploding from the frame. Lena’s command cut through the crash. “MBI! Hands where we can see them. Hands up—now!”
They surged inside and stopped dead short of the desk. Files lay heaped across its surface, ripped from cabinets left gaping like open mouths.
Mace, on his knees, his MBI shield in one raised hand, flashed an uncertain grin. “Easy. I’m Mace Franklyn, MBI.”
Lena raised her fist. The officers behind her locked in place. Her gaze swept the room. Everything beyond the ravaged desk remained eerily untouched—except for a straight-back chair smashed to splinters nearby. Its twin stood before the desk. A woman’s body sprawled across the desktop, lashed to a wheeled chair, her bound hands clenched and aimed at the flat-screen monitor like a final, silent accusation. Blood soaked Mace’s jacket.
“Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Franklyn.” Lena’s voice remained cold. “Hands behind your back.” She glanced at the officers. “Cuff him.”
Mace complied, but blurted, “But I’m Mace…”
“Yeah, I got it. I was briefed. But you are also covered in blood next to a dead body, and I’ll wager she is a person you know.”
Two troopers hauled Mace to his feet. Lena stripped away his weapon, then took his badge from a third trooper who kept a Benelli trained on his chest.
“Why would you wager?”
“It was a manner of speaking.”
“Vague at best. Front door was open. No signs of a forced entry. That I know her is a given.”
Lena sighed, “Read him his rights.”
“The blood’s not hers.”
“And you say that because?”
“No obvious source, no pooling, and…”
“Some has already dried on her clothing,” Lena finished.
“Why are you here?” she asked.
“She called me.”
Lena caught the officers exchanging looks and drove them from the room with a glare. Her attention snapped back to Mace. “That’s not the half of it,” she said, her face tightening as if against a blade of pain.
“Then tell me where you were forty-eight hours ago.”
“Hm. Perceptive. I was enduring the orientation-class cookout at Metropark until twenty-one hundred.” His gaze dropped to the floorboards. “Crowd noise. Smoke. Open flames. Seven people asking overlapping questions. Enduring is the accurate verb.”
Lena studied him: the too-even voice, the rigid shoulders, the way grief leaked out only when he was correcting details. “Let’s start again. Why are you here?”
“She called me.” Mace swallowed hard. “It’s not logical, I realize, but if the restraints come off, I can show you.”
Lena let the silence stretch, holding him beneath the weapons and the full weight of her suspicion. Then she nodded. A trooper removed the handcuffs. Mace flexed his fingers once, retrieved his phone with exaggerated care, and opened the recorded FaceTime call.
The recording did not begin with Naomi panicked and whispering from her closet. It opened at a sickening angle; the camera trained on shoes and legs. Naomi’s voice shook through the speaker. “This has gone far enough, Mace. I want you to leave. Leave now, Mace. I’m recording this.”
A chair crashed hard enough to splinter wood, swallowing a man’s garbled shout. Naomi’s scream snapped off beneath the blunt crack of a fist. The phone spun across the floor, the image whipping from ceiling to wall to carpet, and Naomi collapsed after it. Her skull struck with a sickening, muffled thud. A raw moan leaked from her throat; then her body went slack and frighteningly still.
“This isn’t logical.” Mace’s composure fractured. “It isn’t what brought me here. She was hiding in her bedroom closet. She—”
Lena raised her hand, severing Mace’s explanation. The video rolled on. Blue-latex gloves hooked beneath Naomi’s limp arms and dragged her upright, her heels scraping across the carpet before her body was dumped into the desk chair. “Bitch, no one leaves me.” The electrical cord bit tighter with every savage loop, cinching her wrists and torso against the chair until the frame creaked. Then everything stopped. “Yeah, now record this,” the voice said. A black shoe filled the screen and stamped down. Glass cracked; the image burst into jagged light and vanished.
“How do you explain this, Mr. Franklyn?”
“It’s not what happened,” Mace said.
Lena’s communicator chirped, “MBI five.”
“Then you’d better find an explanation,” Lena said. Her communicator chirped again. “Dorian is five minutes out.”

