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Prologue




Junior Officer Travis Lowell saw the other police officers parked outside the house. Even in the dark, he could see the neighbours standing in their windows, watching the scene. A late-night 911 call of strange sounds rarely led to something so bad — most of the time, it was wildlife, and sometimes it was a prowler that had already moved on. This time, it was a dead man in his home. 

"Park right up here," his partner, Officer Haskins, ordered. Haskins had been a wealth of information for Travis since joining, often showing how things were done, even when protocol went against it. However, Haskins had been silent the whole drive over. Travis understood it was a violent crime scene and that the FBI had been contacted. He was more than a little nervous.

After parking, Travis and Haskins approached the house. Two other officers stepped out, watching them. Haskins stepped ahead, spoke to one, and then shook the other’s hand. Haskins knew one of them. Travis nodded his hellos and stood by, soaking it in.

"Screaming?" Haskins repeated.

"Oh, yeah," the older officer explained. "Must have been bad. Tortured, looks like."

The younger officer beside him nodded. He had a distant stare. Haskins also nodded, but his nod was far more knowing. With a heavy sigh, Haskins resigned himself to taking a look.

"Screw it, let's see the damage," Haskins said, stepping inside.

Travis was unsure whether to follow or not. Standing outside made him feel small, especially next to the other junior officer, who looked like he was regretting his career choice. Travis had seen a few things. You didn't get through training without some officers showing you examples of the kind of trouble you would face. It was a dangerous life path, so you needed to know what you were getting into. Still, photos are one thing. Seeing a fresh body was something else.

The older officer turned to look at Travis, and that look was enough to make Travis follow after Haskins without any more hesitation. He could feel the eyes on him as he entered the house, taking tentative steps inside. The hallway light was on, as was the living room light. He ignored all the other rooms and turned inside. He saw Haskins facing him, an armchair between them, and four small pools of blood around the feet of the armchair. Most of the red had soaked into the cushions. Haskins stood there, arms crossed, standing straight, looking it over with just his eyes. He didn't even move his head. Travis took a breath and walked up beside him, giving the armchair a wide berth, mainly watching where he stepped.

The other officers were right behind him, standing in the entrance.

"The CST team is already on their way," the older officer said. "But I think they are going to be a little pissed, because the FBI is on their way with an ERT."

"'Cause he's military?" Haskins asked.

"Maybe, but he is retired," the older officer said. "I think it's because this is something for Violent Crimes to handle."

"No kidding."

Travis turned to look at the body. He could feel the blood drain from his face. The cold feeling one got when one felt vulnerable. It wasn't the worst thing he imagined, but this was real. It was in front of him. He turned to look around the place just to save himself from looking at it too long. He saw a folded American flag resting in a display case, along with a few mementos. He saw photos of soldiers, jets, and smiling faces. Only a handful of faces.

When Travis glanced back at the victim, seeing the mutilated body, the gagged mouth, the ripped flesh, he wondered which one of the men from the photographs was strapped to the armchair in front of him. He couldn't tell.








  
  
Chapter 1




Claire Foster stepped out of the rented car and shut the door behind her. The sky was lightening up, just barely. Street lights were still on. She stood for a moment, adjusting the collar of her coat against the cold. A late-night flight to Richmond, but considering she was waiting for a case like this, she wasn't about to hand it off. The wind carried the smell of damp grass and early morning exhaust. There were three cars parked outside the house, more than was needed to secure the property, which was unusual. 

The house was cordoned off with basic tape, but there was no crowd—just two officers on the porch — one older, one younger. The older man looked like he hadn't moved in an hour. The younger one looked like he hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place. The rest were walking around the property — nobody was inside. Behind Claire, the FBI's ERT van pulled up. The rear doors opened before it came to a full stop. Her team was trained, quiet, and fast. They didn't wait for her orders — they knew the routine. She’d brief them later if anything important came up, or she would leave it to Ward.

Claire stepped up the walkway toward the house. The older officer met her halfway.

“Agent Claire Foster, FBI,” she said, showing her badge.

“Officer Haskins,” he replied, glancing at it. “And this is Lowell.”

The younger one nodded, but didn’t offer a handshake. Claire didn’t expect one. He looked like his mind was elsewhere.

“The house is secured,” Haskins said. “We kept the scene untouched. First on the scene were Officers Maxwell and Peters over there, but Lowell and I arrived shortly after. I was given some information about the victim, and we've looked around the place, too.”

Claire looked at the front door, then back at Haskins.

“What do you have so far?” Claire asked. "Start with the victim."

The ERT went inside ahead of Claire, Agent Tim Ward nodding that he would manage them while she asked questions. Haskins walked with her. “The victim is Colonel Evan Dunn. Retired Air Force Intelligence. Forty-nine. Lived alone. Divorced, no kids on record. The neighbor called in a noise complaint just after midnight. Said she heard shouting — something short, then nothing. Maxwell and Peters responded, knocked, waited, then forced entry. Found him in the living room. Still tied to a chair.”

Claire didn’t comment. She followed Haskins into the house and up the hallway. He stopped at the living room entrance. He eyed the inside and looked back at Claire. The living room was brightly lit, with a chandelier hanging from a high ceiling, old. It was a classic house, but definitely renovated. No one was talking. The air inside was dry and neutral — no lingering blood smell, no rot. Just furniture, dust, and whatever was left behind from the night before. Ward looked at the armchair for a moment, then started giving the ERT orders.

The man was still in the chair. Claire kept her distance at first. She watched the ERT work, one taking exterior shots through the doorway, another starting on the perimeter grid. Gloves, booties, bags. No small talk. She approached the chair carefully. The victim’s arms were tied to the restraints with standard nylon cord, pulled tight. Ankles up to the knee done the same. Neck opened at the throat, a clean horizontal gash, deep. Not jagged, not exploratory. Arterial. Blood had soaked into the cushion and pooled at each leg of the chair. His mouth was still gagged — rough cloth, knotted behind the head. It looked like it had been forced in deep.

She made note of the man’s posture. No slump to the side, no outward resistance. No broken fingers. If there was a struggle, it didn’t last long. If he screamed, it must have been loud to be heard through the gag — somehow, she doubted it. The slit across the throat must have been done near the end, both to silence and kill the victim. The rest of the body showed some signs of damage — torture. Puncture wounds, as if stabbed with something sharp and thin, littered the thighs and stomach. The face, especially the area around the left eye, was raked with cuts. The flesh's reaction was not pretty. Swelling in some areas.

Claire moved slowly to the far corner of the room. Taking it all in. Looking at the body, she realised she was holding her breath. She let it out slowly. She looked over the wall shelves — a handful of photos, service medals, and a folded flag in a glass case. The medals were polished. The glass was dusted.

“Anything off about the entry?” she asked over her shoulder.

Haskins was still standing by the entrance to the living room, staying out of their way. The lock was intact. Our guys knocked first. Said there was no answer. They waited a bit, tested the front door and rear door, both locked. They then forced the front door open — no issues.”

Claire nodded. “What about the windows?”

“We didn't check properly…but the window in the kitchen, on the dining room side, looks unlatched.”

“Security system?”

“None. I don't think he used any.”

Claire crouched slightly and looked at the floor — laminate panels, clean except for blood around the base of the chair. She glanced under the couch — no signs of movement, no drag marks, nothing that shouldn’t be there. No signs of struggle, and normally, there would be to get a retired soldier tied to an armchair. She turned to Ward, who had been taking notes as well.

“We'll check around the house,” Ward said, already knowing what she was going to say. "This might take some time, though."

"Start with the body, then," Claire said. "We're going to need an autopsy to find out the extent of the damage."

A few minutes later, Claire stepped out into the hallway, having seen more than enough. She needed to make a few calls, requesting more information on the victim, and maybe get in contact with some of his old buddies that she saw in the photographs. She would also need information on the ex-wife. She noticed Haskins was waiting outside with his partner. Claire stepped outside, pocketing the notes she had made.

"Did you speak to the neighbor who reported the screaming?" Claire asked.

“Yeah, the neighbor's name is Beverly Grant, a college student looking after her parents' place during the holiday. Already asked if she knew the victim, but said she never spoke to him.”

Claire gave a faint nod.

"Have you ever seen anything like this?" Lowell asked, breaking his silence. Haskins and Claire looked over at him. "I mean, this has to be some kind of psycho, right?"

"Maybe," Claire nodded. "Sane people have done crazier things — all they need is a reason. One thing is for sure, though: whoever did it was skilled."

    
  "What do you mean?" Special Agent Torres asked.

"Colonel Evan Dunn was a trained soldier, and he didn't seem out of shape," Claire said. "If someone wanted to hurt him, he would have put up a fight. That means they had to neutralize him, catch him off guard…like when he is asleep. The state of the bed confirms that he was unconscious. The ERT did confirm that the only way the killer could have gotten in is through the window, and they made their way out through the same way. That side of the house is also out of sight of the neighbors, so it was the perfect entry point. The killer would have had to sneak upstairs, on a sleeping veteran who keeps a gun nearby, and quite possibly drug him."

"Drug him?"

"It's a theory. I will have to wait for an autopsy report. But considering there was no struggle in his bedroom, I think drugs were used. That makes the killer skilled at breaking in, remaining undetected as he makes his way through the house, and has the resources and knowledge to pull this all off. A skilled killer…unless Dunn willingly walked downstairs and was willingly tied up."

"Which is impossible."

Claire looked at Torres and then at the whiteboard she was standing by. Claire's office was clean, but it wouldn't be for long. Agent Ward had already stacked two boxes of files on her desk, and a few files had already been dropped off by the ERT team, containing reports and photographs. Torres always took an interest in watching Claire work because she offered theories that were usually based on facts. Yet, this time she seemed unsure.

"It is impossible, right?" Torres repeated.

"Not impossible…but very difficult," Claire said. "I don't have enough information to give that theory any more attention, though. For now, one skilled person could do all of what I said earlier. It's my best theory. Still, to what end? The killer had a personal vendetta against Dunn…torture like that…it's too quick. The killer wanted Dunn to suffer, but didn't take pleasure in prolonging it. Made him feel pain, then killed him. It couldn't have been more than five minutes of torture. Dunn would have died or at least passed out from blood loss."

"I see…a real nutcase would want to prolong it. That makes things a little easier. Because you don't know what crazy people will do."

Claire nodded. "And if they were that blood thirsty, they would have covered their tracks a lot better. Whoever did this…they were skilled, but impulsive, too. They wanted him to hurt; they wanted him dead. And they wanted the body found. Would have been far cleaner to keep Dunn drugged, take the body someplace private."

"Maybe he didn't have the resources for it," Torres suggested.

Claire shook her head. She made her way over to her desk, finding one folder and opening it. She poured out the photographs and selected a photo of Dunn's face. The wounds looked a little more grisly under the camera flash, but it was most clear that way. Torres glanced at the photo and grimaced.

"The killer gagged Dunn," Claire said. "So, who did the neighbor hear screaming?"

Torres thought about it for a moment. "The killer? So, he wanted the body found."

Claire nodded. It was becoming very clear what kind of theory she had in mind. If the killer had gagged Dunn after he screamed, it wouldn't have been enough time for the killer to torture and kill Dunn. The killer might have been spotted by a neighbor or even caught by the police. Claire finished giving her report to Torres, and he simply nodded the rest of the way. Some profiling had already been done, but the next step was obvious: Claire needed to speak with those who were close to the colonel.

"You're taking Ward?" Torres asked. Agent Ward had learned the ropes, but he still needed to prove himself a bit more in the field. Claire had been looking for a case like this one just so Ward could get more involved. It would make his transition from junior agent to a full agent far easier.

"No, it's still my case," Claire said. "Can't have him do all the heavy lifting."

    
  The house was in a neighborhood that had once been middle class, but now leaned closer to lower class. Paint stripped from the edges of the mailboxes, two front lawns had tall weeds, and one of the garages had a tarp stapled where a door should have been. Claire pulled over by the curb and turned off the engine. Kids were playing in the distance. She could hear their shouting faintly through the windows. The kind of shouting that would soon lead to tears and an angry parent. Claire looked over at the one house that seemed to be better maintained than all the others. The address matched. She stepped out and locked the door behind her. The house was modest. Brick-faced, single-story, with hedges that hadn’t been cut in a while. The mailbox still had a “DUNN” label printed across it in faded, peeling vinyl.

The driveway had a car parked at an angle. A late-model sedan, four-door, black. The plates were missing, and one side mirror was snapped off and dangling. Claire stopped for a second to look it over. Not the familiar crumbling of a car accident. Vandalism.

The front door of the house had a storm screen but no bars. She knocked three times, stepped back, and waited. It was twenty seconds before she heard movement from inside. The door opened with a creak, and a woman appeared behind it — late forties, maybe older. She looked like she’d already had a long day. Hair tied back, no makeup, a sweatshirt, and jeans.

“Mrs. Dunn?” Claire asked.

“Ms. Dunn, thank you,” the woman replied. “Can I help you?”

Claire took out her badge and held it up. “Agent Claire Foster. FBI. I’d like to ask you a few questions. It’s regarding your ex-husband.”

Claire went on to explain that her ex-husband had been found dead two days prior. The news seemed to shock the woman; her jaw tightened, and her eyes widened. After a moment of silence, Claire cleared her throat.

“May I?” Claire asked, motioning to the doorway.

The woman hesitated, then seemed to snap out of the shocked state with a nod. She stepped aside. “Sure. Don’t mind the mess. I wasn’t planning to have company.”

Claire stepped in. The place was smaller than it looked. Carpeted floors, a faint smell of microwave food, and cold coffee. There was a pile of laundry on the recliner, dishes stacked in the sink, and a small TV playing the news on low volume in the background. It certainly wasn't the kind of home that they found Evan Dunn in.

“Would you like to sit down?” the woman asked.

“I’m fine standing,” Claire said. "I don't want to take up too much of your time."

The woman shrugged and sat down on the arm of the couch. “Please call me Valerie. I haven't been Evan's wife in almost a decade. I would have changed my name sooner…but just haven't found the time."

“That's fine. Valerie…the nature of your ex-husband's death leads us to believe he was killed by someone who knew him. Do you perhaps know if he had any enemies, people who wanted to hurt him?"

"Besides me? We didn't end on the best of terms.” Valerie said the words with venom. Her eyes narrowed, examining Claire's face.

“Bad enough that you would kill him?”

"Hmm…sorry, that was a terrible thing for me to say, especially to you," Valerie laughed, but it was short. She realized what she had said and regretted it. “I hated him in the end, and…look where I am now. Hardly a place for a woman like me. But I wouldn't do anything to him…not even an angry call. You can check my phone records if you want. Evan had that way with people. He had a talent for burning bridges. Not a kind man.”

Claire took out her notebook. “Any names come to mind?"

"Nope. Even when married, we kept to our social circles. I would suggest one man, but he hung himself a few years ago. Oh, there was this one man…face like a zombie…"

"What was his name?"

"Jacob Something…or Something Jacobs, I don't remember."

Claire suppressed an eyeroll. It was looking like she had already wasted her time. Still, she wrote the name down.

“Do you know if he was seeing anyone?” Claire asked.

Valerie laughed again.

“Doubt it. If he did, it was not meaningful. I was the best he could ever get. I could do better, though, and have.”

“Congratulations. Any recent conflict you were aware of?”

Valerie shrugged. “Like I said. He rubbed me the wrong way in the end. I doubt he changed after I left. Listen, I really haven't heard from him in years. You're better off asking someone else."

Claire wrote something down. "I will. Can you at least tell me what he did for work after retirement from active service?

"Oh, private something company. Only told me that a year after he got the job."

Claire looked up. “Do you remember the name of the company?”

“Something like Crownlight. Or Crosslight. I think it was that, not sure, though. It was years ago. I’m sure it’s in his employment records or whatever.”

Valerie sighed heavily and leaned back in the chair. The news kept her attention, but Claire couldn't help noticing her growing frustration with the conversation. Claire couldn't blame her. Angry ex-spouses rarely cared for any information about their ex, even if the news was of their death. Claire decided to turn the conversation toward Valerie. “If someone had a problem with your ex-husband, there is a chance they might be targeting other things of importance to him…or people close to him. That may include you, especially since you still have his last name." Valerie sat up, and Claire continued. "Did you notice anything unusual in the past few days? Anyone watching your house? Any threats? Strange phone calls?”

Valerie’s jaw tensed slightly, but she shook her head. “Nothing like that.”

Claire glanced toward the front window. She could still see the damaged car in the driveway. It hadn’t been towed or taped.

“Did something happen to your car?” Claire asked.

Valerie looked over, then back at Claire. “Oh, yeah. Last night.”

“Did you report it?”

“Yes. I heard the noise. I called the police, you can check. You know…for a moment, I thought maybe it was Evan. Even though stuff like that happens all around this neighborhood. I really should have cleared the garage by now to put the car back inside. Can't drive with the plates missing, you know?”

Claire nodded.

“I think that's all I need for now,” Claire said. She could see that Valerie was still tense after hearing she might be targeted. Claire reached into her pocket. “I want you to call this number and ask for me if you hear of anything important.”

“Right…okay.”

Claire gave a single nod and closed her notebook. She thanked Valerie and stepped outside. The wind had picked up. Sliding her hands into her coat pockets, Claire glanced at the busted car one more time and then looked at the other cars in the street. She counted two more that had paper windows or dents on their doors. She shook her head before making her way to her car, quietly grateful that she didn't linger long enough to get the same treatment.









