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A Detective Nathan Case

By J.P. Ledger

Nathan Hale hated phone calls after midnight.

They never brought good news. Not in his line of work. Not at 3:30 in the morning.

The phone kept ringing on the nightstand beside him. He rolled over, reached for it, and answered with his eyes half closed.

“Yeah. Nathan.”

“It’s Jason.”

Nathan rubbed his face. “It’s three-thirty in the morning. This better not be about paperwork.”

“It’s not.”

Something in Jason’s voice made Nathan sit up.

“What happened?”

“I need you to come down here.”

“Where?”

“I just sent you the address.”

Nathan pulled the phone away from his ear. A text came through with a location. He stared at it.

For a few seconds, he said nothing.

Jason stayed on the line.

Nathan’s throat tightened. “Is this the address I think it is?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Nathan stood from the bed. “Tell me this is some kind of mistake.”

“It’s not.”

“Wendy?”

Jason did not answer right away.

That was enough.

Nathan grabbed his pants from the chair beside the bed.

“I’m on my way.”

He hung up before Jason could say anything else.

The drive took thirty-five minutes. Nathan made it in twenty-six.

By 4:05 a.m., he pulled up to the front gates of the Bancroft estate. The gate stood open, its iron arms spread wide like someone had invited the whole city in.

Nathan stopped for a moment before driving through.

He had been here before. Once.

Years ago.

Back then, Wendy had walked beside Charles Bancroft in a black dress that cost more than Nathan’s rent. She had introduced Nathan as “my former husband” with that calm little smile she used when she wanted to cut someone without raising her voice.

Now police cruisers filled the circular driveway.

Their red and blue lights flashed against the stone mansion. A fountain sat in the middle of the drive, water spilling over marble edges as if nothing had happened.

Nathan parked behind a cruiser and stepped out.

The driveway alone probably cost more than his apartment.

He took one look at the house and muttered, “Now I can see why she left me.”

Jason met him before he reached the front steps.

Jason Mercer looked tired. His tie was loose, his jacket wrinkled, and his face had the hard, pale look cops got when they had seen something they wished they had not.

“Nathan,” he said.

Nathan kept walking. “Move.”

“There’s something you need to know before you go in.”

“I said move.”

Jason stepped in front of him. “This is personal.”

“No kidding.”

“Nathan.”

That stopped him.

Jason lowered his voice. “It’s bad.”

Nathan stared at him. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”

“No. But it’s your ex-wife.”

Nathan pushed past him and entered the house.

The foyer was enormous. Marble floors. Curved staircase. A chandelier hanging high above, bright enough to make the whole place look staged. Crime scene technicians moved through the space in quiet bursts. Officers looked up when Nathan came in, then looked away.

They all knew who he was.

They all knew why he was there.

Nathan pulled gloves from his pocket and put them on as he climbed the stairs. Each step felt heavier than the last.

The master bedroom was at the end of the second-floor hall.

A uniformed officer stood outside the door. He moved aside without being asked.

Nathan entered.

The smell hit him first.

Iron. Sweat. Something sour underneath.

The room was too elegant for what had happened inside it. White walls. Expensive furniture. Heavy curtains. A bed wide enough for a family of five.

Wendy Bancroft lay on one side of the bed.

Charles Bancroft lay beside her.

Both had been bound. Both were dead. The white sheets beneath them had turned dark in wide, ugly patches. Their bodies had been staged with care, not rage. That made it worse.

The killer had taken his time.

Nathan did not move.

For a moment, he forgot the cops in the room. Forgot Jason behind him. Forgot how to breathe.

Wendy’s face was turned slightly toward the wall. Her hair covered part of her cheek. Nathan remembered that hair from another life. Before lawyers. Before betrayal. Before she sold the house, the car, and even the dog just to make sure there was nothing left of him.

He had hated her for years.

But not like this.

Never like this.

Jason stood beside him.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Nathan’s jaw tightened. “Don’t.”

Jason nodded and said nothing.

Nathan turned away from the bed and forced himself to look at the room like a detective, not a former husband.

A baseball bat lay on the floor near Charles’s side of the bed. It had been bagged for evidence but not yet removed. Several drawers were open. Nothing looked stolen. A lamp had been knocked over. A glass sat on the nightstand, untouched.

Then Nathan saw the wall.

Words had been painted across the left side of the bedroom in dark, dried blood.

Your ex-wife took everything from you.

So I took everything from her.

No need to thank me, Nathan.

Nathan stared at the message.

The room went quiet around him.

Jason spoke carefully. “That’s why I called you.”

Nathan stepped closer to the wall.

The letters were neat. Too neat. No shaking. No panic. Whoever wrote them had time.

“He used a brush,” Nathan said.

Jason looked at him. “That’s what we think.”

Nathan turned back to the bed.

“He wanted me here.”

“Looks that way.”

“No,” Nathan said. “He didn’t just want me here. He wanted me to see it.”

Jason pulled out his notebook. “We found something else.”

He handed Nathan an evidence bag.

Inside was a small clump of blond hair.

“Possible transfer from the killer,” Jason said. “Found near the foot of the bed.”

Nathan studied it. “Or planted.”

“Could be.”

“Who found them?”

“Housekeeper. Maria Alvarez. She lives in the left wing.”

“Where is she?”

“Downstairs. Shaken up, but she gave a statement.”

Nathan handed the bag back. “Tell me.”

Jason flipped through his notes.

“Charles had a standing business call every Wednesday at eleven-thirty p.m. China time connection. Maria says he never missed it. Before the call, he always asked for a whisky on the rocks. Same routine every week.”

Nathan looked toward the nightstand.

“The glass?”

“Poured, but he never drank it.”

“Where was Charles supposed to be?”

“His office. Maria brought the drink there. He wasn’t in. She checked Wendy’s office next. Nothing. Then she noticed the master bedroom door was open.”

Nathan looked back at Jason. “Why does that matter?”

“Maria says that after eleven, the bedroom door was always closed. Wendy went to bed early most nights.”

Nathan moved toward the windows and checked the locks.

“Any sign of forced entry?”

“No.”

“The gate was open.”

Jason nodded. “Maria mentioned that too. Says it was strange. The gate is usually closed unless they’re hosting an event.”

“Who had the code?”

“Charles, Wendy, Maria. Maybe a few others we haven’t confirmed.”

“What about the other staff?”

“Part time. Cleaners, landscapers, chef. Most come through an agency. Maria usually lets them in.”

Nathan turned from the window. “Agency name?”

“Maria didn’t know.”

“Find it.”

“Already working on it.”

Nathan walked the room again, slower this time.

He paused at the wall.

A message to him. A crime staged for him. A killer who knew Wendy had destroyed his life.

That narrowed the list.

Too many people knew about the divorce. Too many cops had heard him complain after too many drinks. Too many enemies had watched him fall apart and crawl back.

Jason watched him carefully.

“You okay?”

Nathan reached into his pocket for a cigarette.

Jason raised an eyebrow. “You can’t smoke in here.”

Nathan looked at the bed, then back at Jason.

“Who’s going to complain?”

Jason almost smiled, but did not.

Nathan put the cigarette away.

“Cameras?”

“Down.”

“Of course they were.”

“Security company says the system stopped recording around eight-forty last night.”

“Before the murders?”

“Looks that way.”

Nathan’s left arm throbbed suddenly.

He winced before he could stop himself and reached for it.

Jason saw.

“Still hurts?”

Nathan lowered his hand. “It comes and goes.”

“Are you taking anything for it?”

“I’m taking coffee and bad decisions. Let’s stay on topic.”

Jason did not push.

Nathan looked again at the message.

“This guy knows me. Or thinks he does.”

“Could be someone you put away.”

“Have the precinct pull every violent offender I helped arrest in the last fifteen years. Anyone released in the last six months goes to the top.”

Jason nodded. “Done.”

Nathan headed for the door.

“You leaving?”

“I need air.”

“Nathan.”

He stopped.

Jason’s voice softened. “You shouldn’t be lead on this.”

Nathan turned.

“You want to tell the captain that?”

“I’m telling you as your partner.”

Nathan stepped closer. “My name is on that wall.”

“That’s exactly why.”

Nathan stared at him for a long second.

Then he walked out.

Outside, the sun had not risen yet, but the sky had started to turn gray. Reporters were already gathered beyond the police line. A news van idled near the gate.
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