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    One


    Friday, August 3rd, 10:25 a.m.


    Hello . . . Detective Hunter speaking.


    Hello, Robert, I have a surprise for you.


    Hunter froze, almost dropping his coffee cup. He knew that metallic voice very well. He knew when that voice called it meant only one thing  a new, mutilated dead body.


    Have you heard from your partner lately?


    Hunters eyes quickly searched the room in vain for Carlos Garcia.


    Has anyone heard from Garcia this morning? he shouted across the office after pressing the mute button on his cell phone.


    The other detectives exchanged silent, puzzled looks and Hunter knew the answer even before it came.


    Not since yesterday, Detective Maurice said shaking his head.


    Hunter pressed the mute button once again.


    What have you done to him?


    Do I have your attention now?


    What have you done to him? Hunter demanded in a firm voice.


    As Ive said, its a surprise, Robert, the metallic voice said laughing. But Ill give you another chance to make a difference. Maybe this time youll put more effort into it. Be at the laundry room down in the basement of the old number 122 Pacific Alley in South Pasadena within the hour. If you bring back-up, he dies. If you dont make it within the hour, he dies. And trust me, Robert, itll be a very slow and painful death. The line went dead.


    
      
    


    Two


    Hunter raced down the stairs of the old building in east LA in giant leaps. The deeper he went, the darker and hotter it got. His shirt was covered in sweat, his tight shoes crushing his feet.


    Where the hell is this laundry room? he whispered as he reached the basement.


    A glimmer of light was coming from underneath a closed door at the end of a dark corridor. He ran towards it calling his partners name.


    No answer.


    Hunter pulled out his Wildey Survivor double-action pistol and positioned his back against the wall to the right of the door.


    Garcia . . .


    Silence.


    Rookie, are you in there?


    A muffled thud came from inside the room. Hunter cocked his gun and took a deep breath.


    Fuck it!


    With his back still against the outside wall, he pushed the door open with his right hand and in a well-rehearsed move rotated his body into the room, his gun searching for a target. An unbearable smell of urine and vomit forced him to take a step back coughing violently.


    Garcia . . . he called again from the door.


    Silence.


    From outside Hunter couldnt see much. The light bulb that hung from the ceiling above a small wooden table in the center of the room was too weak to illuminate it properly. He drew another deep breath and took a step forward. What he saw made his stomach churn. Garcia had been nailed to a life-size cross inside a Perspex cage. The heavy bleeding from his wounds had created a pool of blood at the base of the cross. He was wearing nothing but his underwear and a barbed-wire crown around his head, the thick metal spikes clearly piercing his flesh. Blood streaking down his face. Garcia looked lifeless.


    Im too late, Hunter thought.


    Approaching the cage he was surprised to see a heart monitor inside it. Its line peaking slightly and at steady intervals. Garcia was still alive  just.


    Carlos!


    No movement.


    Rookie! he shouted.


    With great effort Garcia managed to half open his eyes.


    Hang in there, buddy.


    Hunter surveyed the dimly lit room. It was large, fifty-five feet by forty-five he guessed. The floor was littered with dirty rags, used syringes, crack pipes and broken glass. In the corner, to the right of the entrance door he could see an old and rusty wheelchair. On the wooden table in the center of the room sat a small, portable cassette tape recorder and a single note that read play me first in large red letters. He pressed the play button and the now familiar metallic voice came blasting out of the tiny speaker.


    Hello Robert, I guess youve made it in time. Pause.


    You have no doubt realized that your friend needs your help, but for you to be able to help him you have to play by certain rules . . . my rules. This is a simple game, Robert. Your friend is locked inside a bullet-proof cage, so shooting it wont help you. On its door youll find four colored buttons. One of them opens the cage, the other three  dont. Your task is quite simple  pick a button. If you press the correct one the door will open, youll be able to free your partner and walk out of the room.


    One chance in four to save Garcia  definitely not great odds, Hunter thought.


    Now here comes the fun part, the tape recorder played on. If you press any of the other three buttons an uninterrupted high-voltage current will be sent directly to the wire crown on your friends head. Have you ever seen what happens to a human being while hes being electrocuted? the voice said with a chilling laugh. His eyes burst, his skin crinkles like bacon, his tongue recoils into his mouth ready to choke him to death, his blood boils, bursting vessels and arteries open. Its quite an exquisite scene, Robert.


    Garcias heartbeat went into overdrive. Hunter could see the line on the heart monitor screen peaking faster.


    And now for the really fun part . . .


    Somehow Hunter knew that the electric current trick wouldnt be the only twist in that room.


    Behind the cage Ive placed enough explosives to obliterate the room youre in. The explosives are attached to the heart monitor and if it gets to read a flatline . . . a longer pause this time. Hunter knew what the metallic voice was about to say next.


    Boom . . . the room blows. So you see Robert, if you press the wrong button, not only will you watch your friend die knowing that youve killed him, but youll get to die soon after.


    Hunters heart was now beating viciously against his chest, sweat dripping from his forehead and stinging his eyes, his hands shaky and clammy.


    But you have a choice Robert. You dont have to save your partner, you can just save yourself. Walk away now and leave him to die alone. No one will know except you. Can you live with that? Will you gamble your life for his? Pick a color, youve got sixty seconds. A loud beep came from the tape recorder before it went silent.


    Hunter saw a red digital display above Garcias head light up 59, 58, 57 . . .


    
      
    


    Three


    Five weeks earlier.


    Jenny rubbed her eyes as she got up from the busy table at the Vanguard Club in Hollywood, hoping she didnt look as tired as she felt.


    Wherere you going? D-King asked, sipping his champagne.


    Bobby Preston was the best known dealer in northwest Los Angeles, but no one ever called him by his real name, everyone knew him as D-King. The D stood for Dealer as he would deal in just about anything: drugs, girls, cars, guns  for the right price hed supply you with whatever you wanted.


    Jenny was by far his most stunning girl. Her body was flawlessly toned and tanned and her perfect face and smile could charm any men on this earth, D-King was sure of it.


    I just need to retouch my make-up. Ill be right back babe. She blew him a little kiss and left the exclusive VIP area still holding her champagne glass.


    Jenny couldnt handle any more alcohol, not because she was feeling drunk, but because this was her fifth successive night out partying and shed had enough. She didnt think her life would turn out this way. She never thought shed become a hooker. D-King had always assured her that she wasnt a working girl. She was a high-class entertainer for gentlemen with extremely good taste and obviously a lot of money, but at the end of the day she was having sex for cash. To her that made her a hooker.


    Most of Jennys clients were perverted old millionaires looking for something they couldnt get at home. Sex was never your normal run-of-the-mill missionary position. They all wanted their moneys worth. Bondage, BDSM, spanking, watersports, strap-on sex, it didnt matter. Whatever they were into, she had to provide, but tonight was no working night. She wasnt being paid by the hour. She wasnt out with one of her deadbeat clients. She was out with the boss and she had to party until he said it was over.


    Jenny had been to the Vanguard Club plenty of times. It was one of D-Kings favorite hangouts. There was no denying that the club was a magnificent luxurious extravaganza. From its enormous dance floor to its laser-light show and great stage. The Vanguard could hold up to two thousand people, and tonight the club was packed to capacity.


    Jenny made her way towards the bar closest to the ladies room where two barmen seemed rushed off their feet. The entire club was a tremendous buzz of beautiful people, the great majority of them in their twenties and early thirties. Jenny was oblivious to the pair of eyes that followed her from the VIP area to the bar. Eyes that had been on her all night. In fact, theyd been following her for the past four weeks, from nightclub to nightclub and hotel to hotel. Watching her as she pretended to have a good time, as she pleasured each and every one of her clients.


    Hi, Jen, are you OK? You look a bit tired, Pietro, the longhaired barman, asked as Jenny approached the bar. He still spoke with a slight Spanish accent.


    Im OK, hun, just too much partying I guess, she said unenthusiastically after catching a glimpse of herself in one of the bar mirrors. Her hypnotic blue eyes seemed to have lost some of their sparkle tonight.


    No rest for the wicked, huh? Pietros comment came with a shy smile.


    Not tonight, Jenny smiled back.


    Can I get you anything?


    No, Im OK. Im still struggling with this one. She raised her champagne glass giving him a sexy wink. I just needed to get away from the party for a little while.


    Pietro and Jenny had flirted a few times but hed never made a move on her. He knew she belonged to D-King.


    Well, if you need anything just give me a shout. Pietro went back to preparing cocktails and flipping bottles. A dark-haired woman who had been standing on the other side of the bar dying to get his attention gave Jenny an evil look that said Back off, bitch, I saw him first.


    Jenny swept a hand through her long, wheat-blond hair, placed her champagne glass on the bar counter and turned around to face the dance floor. She enjoyed the clubs atmosphere. All those people having fun, dancing, drinking and finding love. OK, maybe not love, she thought, but at least theyd be having sex for pleasure, not money. She wanted to be just like them. This was definitely not the beautiful Hollywood life shed dreamed of when she left Idaho six years ago.


    Jenny Farnboroughs fascination with Hollywood started at the age of twelve. The movie theater became her shelter from the never-ending rows between her submissive mother and her overly aggressive stepfather. Films became her escape route, the vehicle that could take her places shed never been before and she wanted to be a part of it.


    Jenny knew that the Hollywood dream was nothing more than a fantasy. Something that existed only in clichd romantic books and films, and shed read and watched plenty of those. She had to admit she was a dreamer, but maybe that wasnt such a bad thing. Maybe shed be the lucky one. She had nothing to lose.


    At the age of fourteen she started her first job as a popcorn girl. Jenny saved every dime she earned and by her sixteenth birthday she had enough saved up to leave that godforsaken town behind. She swore shed never go back to Idaho. Jenny never found out about her mother overdosing on sleeping pills only a week after shed left.


    Hollywood was everything shed expected it to be. A magical place full of beautiful people, lights and fantasies, but the harsh reality of life in the City of Angels was a far cry from the illusion shed created. Her savings didnt last long and with no professional training the rejections started piling up like dirty laundry. Her beautiful dream slowly began to turn into a nightmare.


    Jenny was introduced to D-King by Wendy Loutrop, another struggling wannabe actress. At first shed rejected every proposition hed made her. Shed heard all the stories about beautiful women coming to Hollywood dreaming of becoming a star only to end up working the streets or for the porn-movie industry. Jenny was determined not to give in. She didnt want to become just another failure story, but her pride had to play second fiddle to her survival instinct, and after several months of phone calls and expensive gifts D-King had himself a new girl.


    Jenny never noticed the hand pouring a colorless liquid into her champagne glass. Her eyes were still set on the dancing crowd.


    Hi there, babe, can I buy you a drink? a tall, blond man standing to her right asked with a bright smile.


    I already have a drink, but thank you for the offer anyway, she replied politely without locking eyes with the stranger.


    Are you sure? I can order us a bottle of Cristal. What do you say, babe?


    Jenny turned and faced the tall blond man. He was smartly dressed wearing a dark-grey Versace suit, a crisp white shirt with a stiff collar and a blue silk tie. His green eyes were his most striking feature. Jenny had to admit he was an attractive man.


    Whats your name? she said forcing a smile.


    Im Carl and its a pleasure to meet you, he said offering his hand.


    Instead of shaking it Jenny had a sip of her champagne. Look Carl, youre quite a handsome guy, Ill give you that  her voice now taking a very sweet tone  but trying to pick up a girl by flashing your money around is not a great idea, especially in a place like this. It makes us feel cheap, unless you are looking for a bimbo  is that what you are looking for? A pro?


    Oh . . . No! Carl fumbled with his tie nervously. Sorry, thats not how I meant it, babe.


    So you aint looking for a party girl to show you a really good time? she asked having another sip of her champagne, her eyes now fixed on his.


    No, of course not, hun. Just trying to have a friendly drink, and if theres any chemistry between us . . . He left the sentence hanging in the air with a shrug of his shoulders.


    Very gently, she ran her fingers down his tie before pulling him closer. Its a pity youre not looking for a party girl, she whispered into his left ear.


    Carls smile evaporated into a confused look.


    I couldve given you my pimps number, hes right over there. She pointed to the VIP area with a sarcastic smile on her lips.


    Carl half opened his mouth as if about to say something but no words came out.


    Jenny drank the rest of her champagne and gave him a sexy wink before moving away from the bar and into the ladies room.


    The eyes still followed her.


    It wont be long now. The drug will soon show its effect.


    Jenny was re-applying her lipstick when she started to feel faint. She knew something was wrong. All of a sudden she felt hot and feverish. The walls seemed to be closing in on her. She found it hard to breathe and moved towards the door as quickly as she could. She needed to get out of there.


    As she stumbled out of the ladies room the entire place spun around her. She wanted to go back to D-Kings table but her legs werent responding. Jenny was about to collapse on the floor when a pair of hands grabbed her.


    Are you OK, babe? You dont look so good.


    I dont feel too well. I think I need . . .


    You need some air. Its too stuffy in here. Come with me, Ill help you. Lets step outside for a while.


    But I . . . Jenny had started to slur her words. I need to tell D . . . I have to go back to . . .


    Later, babe, now you just need to come with me.


    No one noticed Jenny and the stranger walking towards the club exit.


    
      
    


    Four


    Yes, Detective Hunter speaking. Hunter finally answered his cell phone after the sixth ring. His voice was deep and the words came out slowly, giving away how few hours sleep hed had.


    Robert, where the hell have you been? The captains been after you for two hours.


    Rookie, is that you? What time is it? Hunters new sidekick, Carlos Garcia, had been assigned to him only a week ago after the death of his long-term partner.


    Three in the morning.


    What day?


    Shit man . . . Monday. Look, youd better come and have a look at this, weve got a really screwed up homicide on our hands.


    Were Homicide Special Section 1, Carlos. Screwed up homicides is all we do.


    Well, this ones a real mess and youd better get here quick. The captain wants us to run this show.


    Uh-huh, Hunter replied indifferently. Gimme the address?


    He put his cell phone down and looked around the small, dark, unfamiliar room. Where the hell am I? he whispered.


    The thumping headache and the terrible taste in his mouth reminded him of how much hed had to drink the night before and he sunk his head deep into the pillow hoping that would soothe the pain. Suddenly there was movement next to him on the bed.


    Hi, does that phone call mean you have to go? The womans voice was soft and sexy with a hint of an Italian accent. Hunters surprised eyes fell over the half-covered body lying next to him. Through the little light coming into the room from the lamp posts outside the window he could just about make out her outline. Quick memories of last night flashed through his mind. The bar, the drinks, the flirting, the cab ride to a strangers apartment and the long dark-haired woman whose name he couldnt remember. This was the third woman hed woken up next to in the past five weeks.


    Yeah, I do have to go. Im sorry, he sounded casual.


    Hunter got up and started looking for his trousers; his headache was more prominent now. His eyes quickly got used to the dimly lit room allowing him to see the womans face better. She looked to be thirty or thirty-one years old. Her silky, dark hair hung about four inches past her shoulders framing a heart-shaped face with delicate sculpted nose and lips. She was attractive, but not in a Hollywood-movie-star way. Her uneven fringe suited her perfectly and her dark-green eyes carried an unusual and captivating sparkle.


    By the bedroom door Hunter found his trousers and underwear  the pair with blue teddy-bear prints.


    Too late to feel embarrassed now, he thought. Can I use your bathroom? he asked zipping up his trousers.


    Sure, its the first door on the right as you come out of the room, she said sitting up and resting her back against the headboard.


    Hunter entered the bathroom and closed the door behind him. After splashing a handful of cold water onto his face, he stared at his reflection in the mirror. His blue eyes looked bloodshot. His skin paler than normal. His face unshaven.


    Thats great, Robert, he said to himself, splashing some more water onto his tired-looking face. Another woman who you barely remember meeting, never mind coming back to her apartment. Casual sex is great. Its even better when you can recall having some. I have to cut down on this drinking business.


    After squirting a little toothpaste on his finger he tried to finger-brush his teeth. Suddenly, a new thought entered his mind. What if shes a hooker? What if I owe her money for something I dont even remember doing? He quickly checked his wallet. The little money he had was still there.


    He hand-combed his short blond hair and returned to the bedroom where she was still sitting against the headboard.


    Were you talking to yourself in there? she asked with a shy smile.


    What? Oh yeah, I do that sometimes, it keeps me sane. Look . . . He finally managed to find his shirt on the floor next to the bed. Do I owe you any money? he asked sounding breezy.


    What? You think Im a prostitute? she replied clearly offended.


    Oh shit! He knew hed blown it. No, look . . . Its not like that, its just . . . Its happened to me before. Sometimes I drink too much and . . . I didnt mean it as an offence.


    Do I look like a hooker to you? she asked in an annoyed voice.


    Definitely not, he replied firmly. It was stupid of me thinking such a thing. Im sorry. Im probably still half drunk, he back-paddled as fast as he could.


    She regarded him for a moment. Look, Im not the kind of woman you clearly think I am. My job carries a lot of pressure and its been tough the last few months. I just wanted to let out some steam and have a few drinks. We got talking. You were funny, nice, quite charming even. You could actually hold a decent conversation. Unlike most of the other jerks I meet when I go out. One drink led to another and we ended up in bed. Obviously a mistake on my part.


    No . . . Look . . . Hunter tried to find the right words,  . . . sometimes I say stuff without thinking. And the truth is . . . I dont remember much of last night. Im really sorry. And I feel like an asshole now.


    So you should.


    Believe me, I do.


    Her eyes were fixed on Hunter. He sounded sincere.


    Anyway, if I were a hooker, judging by your underwear and clothes I dont think youd be able to afford me.


    Ooh. That was low punch. I was already embarrassed enough without you mentioning it.


    She smiled.


    Hunter was glad his back-paddling had worked. Do you mind if I make myself a quick cup of coffee before I go?


    I dont have any coffee, only tea, but you are more than welcome to it if you like. The kitchen is just down the hall.


    Tea? I think Ill pass. I need something stronger to wake me up. He finished buttoning up his shirt.


    You sure you cant stay? She pulled the covers back revealing her naked form. Great curves, nicely formed breasts and there was no hair anywhere on her body. Maybe you could show me how really sorry you are for calling me a hooker.


    Hunter stood there for a moment as if debating what to do. He bit his bottom lip and shook the thought from his head. His headache reminded him not to do that again.


    I promise you, if I could stay, I would. He was now fully dressed and ready to go.


    I understand. Was that your wife on the phone?


    What? No, Im not married. That was work, trust me. The last thing Hunter wanted was for her to think he was a cheating husband.


    OK, she said matter-of-factly.


    Hunters eyes ran the length of her body once again and he felt an exciting tingle. If you give me your number, maybe we could meet up again sometime.


    She studied him for a long moment.


    Youre thinking I wont bother to call right? Hunter said sensing her reluctance.


    Oh, you read minds as well? Thats a neat party trick.


    You should see what I can do with a deck of cards.


    They both smiled.


    Plus, theres nothing I like more than proving people wrong.


    She reached for the notepad on her bedside table with a smirk on her face.


    Hunter took the piece of paper from her hand and kissed her right cheek. I gotta go.


    That will be one thousand dollars, babe! she said gently running her fingers over his lips.


    What? he asked with a shocked look. But . . .


    She was already smiling back at him. Sorry. I couldnt resist after you called me a hooker.


    Outside her apartment Hunter unfolded the piece of paper in his hand. Isabella! Sexy name, he thought. He searched the street for his old Buick Lesabre. The car was nowhere to be seen.


    Shit! I was too drunk to drive, he cursed himself before flagging down the first cab he saw.


    *


    The directions Garcia had given him took Hunter to the middle of nowhere. Little Tujunga Canyon Road, in Santa Clarita, is eighteen miles long running from Bear Divide to Foothill Boulevard in Lakeview Terrace. Almost all of it is within the Angeles National Forest. At times the woodland and mountain views are simply breathtaking. Garcias directions were precise and soon the taxi was driving down a tiny, bumpy, dirt road surrounded by hills, bushes and rough terrain. The darkness and nothingness was overwhelming. Twenty minutes later they finally came to an uneven lane that led up to an old wooden house.


    I guess this is it, Hunter said handing the driver all the money in his pocket.


    The lane was long and narrow, just wide enough to fit a standard-size car. Surrounding it were dense, impassable shrubs. Police and official vehicles were crammed everywhere making it look like a traffic jam in a desert.


    Garcia was standing in front of the wooden shack talking to an agent from the crime lab, both of them holding flashlights. Hunter had to negotiate his way through the carnival of cars before joining them.


    Jesus, talk about a place out of the way  any further and wed be in Mexico . . . Hi there, Peter, Hunter said, nodding at the crime lab agent.


    Rough night, Robert? You look just like I feel, Peter said with a sarcastic smirk.


    Yeah, thanks, you look great too. When is the baby due? Hunter asked tapping his hand over Peters beer gut. So what have we got here? He turned to face Garcia.


    I think you better see it for yourself. Its hard to describe whats in there. The captains inside, he said he wanted to talk to you first before letting the boys tag and bag the place, Garcia said looking unsettled.


    What the hell is the captain doing here? He never comes out to crime scenes. Does he know the victim?


    Im as much in the dark as you are, but I dont think so. Shes not exactly recognizable. Garcias statement made Hunters eyes squint with a new worry.


    So its a female body?


    Oh, shes female alright.


    Are you OK, rookie? You look a little shook up.


    Im fine, Garcia reassured him.


    Hes been sick a couple of times, Peter commented with a new sneer.


    Hunter studied Garcia for a moment. He knew this wasnt his first murder scene. Who found the body? Who called it in?


    Apparently it was an anonymous call to 911, Garcia answered.


    Oh great, one of those.


    Here, take this, Garcia said handing Robert his flashlight.


    Would you like a barf bag as well? Peter joked.


    Hunter paid no attention to the comment and took a moment to study the house from the outside. There was no front door. Most of the wooden planks from the front wall were missing and grass had grown through the remaining floorboards, making the front room look like a private forest. He could tell the house had once been white from flecks of peeled paint on the remains of windowsills. It was obvious that no one had lived there for a long time and that bothered Hunter. First-time killers didnt go to the trouble of finding such a secluded place to commit murder.


    Three police officers stood to the left of the house discussing last nights football game, all three holding steaming cups of coffee.


    Where can I get one of those? Hunter asked pointing to the coffee cups.


    Ill get you one, Garcia replied. The captains in the last room on the left, through the corridor. Ill see you in there.


    Working hard, guys? Hunter shouted to the three officers who glanced at him indifferently before carrying on discussing the game.


    Inside the house a peculiar smell hung in the air, a mix of rotten wood and raw sewage. There was nothing to see in the first room. Hunter turned on his flashlight and moved through the door at the far end into a long and narrow corridor that led to four other rooms, two on each side. A young police officer was standing outside the last door on the left. As Hunter made his way down the corridor, he quickly peeked inside each room he passed. Nothing except for spider webs and old debris. The creaking floorboards gave the house an even more sinister feel. As Hunter approached the last door and the officer standing guard he felt an uncomfortable chill. The chill that comes with every murder scene. The chill of death.


    Hunter produced his badge and the officer stepped to one side.


    Go right ahead, detective!


    On a table just outside the door Hunter found the customary overalls together with blue plastic shoes and head covers. Next to them a box of latex gloves. Hunter got himself ready and opened the door to face his new nightmare.


    The shocking image that met his eyes as he stepped into the room sucked all the air out of his lungs.


    Jesus Christ. His voice was just a weak whisper.


    
      
    


    Five


    Hunter stood at the door of a large double room illuminated only by two moving flashlights  Captain Bolter and Doctor Winston. Surprisingly the room was in much better condition than the rest of the house. A giant pit welled in his stomach as he stared at the image before him.


    Directly in front of the bedroom door and about three feet from the back wall, the naked body of a woman hung from two parallel wooden posts. Her arms spread as wide as theyd go, her knees bent as they touched the floor placing her in a kneeling Y position. The rope restraining her wrists against the top of the poles had cut deep into her flesh and dark lines of dried blood now decorated her thin arms. Hunter stared at the dead womans face. His mind struggling to understand what his eyes were seeing.


    Sweet God in heaven!


    An incessant swarm of flies were swirling around her body creating a relentless buzzing sound, but they left her face alone. Her skinless face. A shapeless mass of muscle tissue.


    Hunter! You finally decided to show up. Captain Bolter was standing across the room next to Doctor Winston, the Chief Medical Examiner.


    Hunter stared at the woman for a few more seconds before diverting his attention to the captain. Somebody skinned her? he questioned from the doorway, his voice carrying a tone of disbelief.


    Alive . . . someone skinned her alive, Doctor Winstons calm voice corrected Hunter. She died hours after her skin had been ripped off her face.


    Youve gotta be kidding me! Hunter studied the faceless woman. The absence of skin made her eyes puff out of their sockets and they seemed to be staring straight at him. Her mouth hung open. No teeth.


    Hunter guessed her age to be no older than twenty-five. Her legs, stomach and arms had defined muscle tone and it was clear shed taken pride in her appearance. Her hair was golden blond, long and smooth, falling halfway down her back. Hunter was sure shed been a very attractive woman.


    There is more. Have a look behind the door, Doctor Winston said.


    Hunter stepped into the room, closed the door and stared at it confused for a couple of seconds.


    A full-length mirror? he said quizzically staring at his reflection. Suddenly he stepped out of the way and the womans body came in full view on the mirror.


    God! The killer made her watch. Her body had been positioned directly in front of the door.


    Thats what it looks like, Doctor Winston agreed. She probably spent her last living hours staring at her disfigured reflection in the mirror  mental torture as well as physical.


    This mirror doesnt belong on this door . . . Hunter said looking around,  . . . or in this room. It looks brand new.


    Exactly, the mirror and those wooden posts were placed in here for a reason  to increase her suffering, Doctor Winston confirmed.


    The bedroom door swung open in front of Hunter breaking his stare from the mirror. Garcia walked in holding a cup of coffee. Here you go, he said handing it to Hunter.


    I think Ill pass, rookie, my stomach has seen better days and Im very much wide awake now, Hunter replied with a dismissive gesture.


    Captain Bolter and Doctor Winston both shook their heads indicating they didnt want any either. Garcia reopened the door.


    Here you go, he said to the young officer standing outside. You look like you could use a drink.


    Uh! Thank you sir. The officer looked surprised.


    Dont mention it. Garcia closed the door and approached the victim with Hunter. A pungent smell filled their nostrils forcing Hunter to place a hand over his nose. The woman had been kneeling in a pool of urine and faeces.


    She was kept tied to those posts for several hours, maybe even an entire day. That was her toilet, Doctor Winston explained pointing to the floor.


    Garcia grimaced in disgust.


    How long has she been dead for, doc? Hunter questioned.


    Its hard to be precise at this moment. The human body drops approximately 1.5 degrees in temperature every hour after death. Her body has dropped around twelve degrees which could mean that shes been dead for eight hours, but that depends on the circumstances. The summer heat wouldve no doubt slowed the process down and during the day Im sure this room feels like a sauna. Ill have a better idea of the time of death once I get her into my autopsy room.


    There are no cuts, no bullet wounds, no strangulation marks. Did she die from her facial injuries? Hunter asked, looking at the womans torso and waving his hands to get rid of some of the flies.


    Again, without an autopsy I cant be certain, but my guess would be heart failure induced by pure pain and exhaustion. Whoever did this to her, kept her in this position inflicting more and more pain until she was gone. The killer wanted her to suffer as much as possible, and suffer she did.


    Hunter looked around the room as if searching for something. Whats this other smell? I can smell something else, something like vinegar.


    Youve got a good nose, Hunter, Doctor Winston said pointing to one of the corners of the room. That jar over there, it was full of vinegar. You can also smell it over her body, predominantly on the top half. It looks like the killer poured it over her skinless face at set time intervals.


    Vinegar also works as a fly repellent, Hunter said.


    Thats correct, Doctor Winston confirmed. Now just imagine the sort of pain she had to go through. All the nerves around her face were completely exposed. Even a small gust of wind wouldve caused unbearable pain. She probably passed out several times, or at least tried to. Remember, she had no eye lids  no way of keeping the light away, no way of resting her eyes. Every time she regained consciousness, the first image shed see would be her disfigured naked body. Im not even gonna go into what sort of pain the acidity of vinegar poured over open flesh causes.


    Jesus! Garcia said taking a few steps back. Poor woman!


    Was she conscious when she was skinned? Hunter asked.


    Not without being anesthetized, but I dont think she was. Id say she was drugged, knocked unconscious for several hours while this psycho went to work on her face. After he was done, she was brought up to this house, tied to the posts and tortured some more until she died.


    What? You dont think she was skinned in this house? Garcia asked, looking confused.


    No, Hunter replied before Doctor Winston had a chance to do so. Look around. Check any room you like. Not even a speck of blood anywhere except directly under her body. True, Im sure the killer cleaned up after himself, but this isnt the place. Correct me if Im wrong, doc, but skinning a human being is a complicated process.


    Doctor Winston nodded in silence.


    The killer would need surgical equipment, operating room lights, not to mention a lot of time and knowledge, Hunter continued. Were talking about one highly skilled psychopath here. Somebody with a great knowledge of medical practices. She wasnt skinned in this house. She was tortured and killed here.


    Maybe the killer is a hunter. You know, knowledge of skinning animals? Garcia suggested.


    Could be, but that wouldnt have helped, Hunter replied. Human skin doesnt respond the same way animal skin does. Different elasticity.


    How do you know that? Do you hunt? Garcia asked intrigued.


    No, but I read a lot, Hunter replied casually.


    Plus animals are dead by the time theyre skinned, Doctor Winston carried on. You can simply rip the skin off with no concern for the animals life. Our killer kept the victim alive and that is a very delicate procedure in itself. Whoever this person is, he knows medicine. In fact, hed make a very good cosmetic surgeon, except for the job on her teeth. They were simply pulled out, no finesse, but maximum pain.


    The killer didnt want us to identify her, Garcia concluded.


    He left her fingers intact, Hunter shot back after quickly checking her hands. Why take the teeth and leave the fingerprints?


    Garcia nodded in agreement.


    Hunter walked around the two wooden poles to have a look at the womans back. A performing stage, he whispered. A place where the killers evil could come alive. Thats why she was brought here. Look at her, her position is ritualistic. He turned to face Captain Bolter. This killers done this before.


    Captain Bolter didnt look surprised.


    No one couldve handled this sort of pain in silence, Garcia commented. This is the perfect place, totally secluded, no neighbors, no one to walk in on the killer. She couldve screamed her lungs out and no one wouldve come.


    The victim, do we have anything on her? Do we know who she is? Hunter asked, still examining the womans back.


    Nothing so far, but we havent run her prints through yet, Garcia answered. Our first look through this house has given us zip, not even a piece of clothing. She obviously didnt live here and searching the house for any clues on her identity is probably a waste of time.


    Do it anyway, Hunter said firmly. How about missing persons?


    Ive fed her initial description into the Missing and Unidentified Persons Unit database, Garcia replied. No matches yet, but without a face . . . Garcia shook his head as he considered the impossible task.


    Hunter took a few seconds to look around the room before his eyes rested on a window on the south wall. How about tire tracks on the outside? There looks to be no other way of getting to this place except for that narrow lane. The killer mustve driven up here.


    Captain Bolter nodded slightly. Youre right. That lane is the only access to this house and all the police and forensic units have driven up and down it. If we had anything, its been covered up. And Ill be having some asses for this.


    Great!


    The room fell silent. Theyd all seen it before. A victim that had no chance against a deranged opponent  a blank canvas painted with the striking colors of death  but this seemed different, it felt different.


    I dont like this, Hunter broke the silence. I dont like this at all. This isnt your regular spur of the moment homicide. This was planned and for a fucking long time too. Just imagine the kind of patience and determination it takes to pull something like this off. Hunter rubbed at his nose. The stench of death now getting to him.


    A crime of passion perhaps? Maybe someone just wanted revenge over a broken affair, Garcia offered a new opinion.


    This is no crime of passion, Hunter said with a shake of the head. No one thatd been in love with her would be able to do something like this. No matter how hurt he was, unless she was dating Satan himself. Just look at her, this is simply grotesque and that worries me. This aint going to end here.


    Hunters words sent a new chill into the room. The last thing the city of Los Angeles needed was another psychopath killer on the loose, someone wanting to be the next Jack the Ripper.


    Hunters right, this isnt a crime of passion. This killer has done this before, Captain Bolter said finally, moving away from the window. His statement stopped everyone in their tracks.


    Do you know something we dont? Garcia asked the question on everyones lips.


    Not for long. There is one more thing I want you to see before I let the forensic boys in here.


    Hunter had been intrigued by that since his arrival. Usually the forensic team checks the scene before the detectives are allowed to walk all over the evidence, but today the captain wanted Hunter in there first. Captain Bolter rarely broke protocol.


    On the back of her neck, have a look, he said tilting his head towards the body.


    Hunter and Garcia exchanged a concerned look before approaching the dead woman once again.


    Give me something to lift her hair up with, Hunter called to anyone in the room. Doctor Winston handed him a metal retractable pointer.


    As his flashlight illuminated her now exposed neck Hunters mind went into a whirlwind of confusion. He stared at it in disbelief  the color drained from his face.


    Garcia didnt have a clear view from where he was standing, but what disturbed him was the look in Hunters eyes. Whatever Hunter was staring at, it had scared him soundless.


    
      
    


    Six


    Despite being thirty-nine years old, Robert Hunters youthful-looking face and impressive physique made him look like a man whod just hit thirty. Always dressed in jeans, T-shirt and a beat-up leather jacket, Hunter was six foot with squared shoulders, high cheekbones and short blondish hair. He possessed a deliberate controlled strength that came across in every movement he made, but it was his eyes that were most striking. An intense pale blue that suggested intelligence and an unflinching resolve.


    Hunter grew up as an only child to working-class parents in Compton, an underprivileged neighborhood of South Los Angeles. His mother lost her battle with cancer when he was only seven. His father never remarried and had to take on two jobs to cope with the demands of raising a child on his own.


    From a very early age it was obvious to everyone that Hunter was different. He could figure things out faster than most. School bored and frustrated him. Hed finished all of his sixth-grade work in less than two months and just for something to do hed sped through seventh-, eighth- and even ninth-grade books. Mr Fratelli, the school principal, was amazed by the child prodigy and arranged an appointment at the Mirman School for the Gifted in Mulholland Drive, North West Los Angeles. Doctor Tilby, Mirmans psychologist, ran him through a battery of tests and Hunter was pronounced off the scale. A week later, hed transferred to Mirman as an eighth-grader. He was only twelve.


    By the age of fourteen hed glided through Mirmans high-school English, History, Biology and Chemistry curriculum. Four years of high school were condensed into two and at fifteen hed graduated with honors. With recommendations from all of his teachers, Hunter was accepted as a special circumstances student at Stanford University. The top psychology university in America at the time.


    In spite of Hunters good looks, the combination of being too thin, too young and having a strange dress sense made him unpopular with girls and an easy target for bullies. He didnt have the body or the aptitude for sports and preferred to spend his free time in the library. He read  chewed up books with incredible speed. He became fascinated with the world of criminology and the thought process of individuals dubbed evil. Maintaining a 4.0 Grade Point Average during his university years had been a walk in the park, but he soon grew tired of the bullying and of being called tooth-pick boy. He decided to join a weights gym and started taking martial art classes. To his surprise, he enjoyed the physical pain of the workouts. He became obsessed with it and within a year the effects of such heavy training were clearly visible. His body had bulked up impressively. Tooth-pick boy became fit boy and it took him a little less than two years to receive his black belt in karate. The bullying stopped and all of a sudden girls couldnt get enough of him.


    By the age of nineteen Hunter had already graduated in Psychology and at twenty-three he received his PhD in Criminal Behavior Analysis and Biopsychology. His thesis paper titled An Advanced Psychological Study in Criminal Conduct had been made into a book and it was now mandatory reading at the FBI National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (NCAVC).


    Life was good, but two weeks after receiving his PhD Hunters world was turned upside down. For the past three and a half years his father had been working as a security guard for the Bank of America branch in Avalon Boulevard. A robbery gone wrong turned into a Wild West gun-fight and Hunters father took a bullet to the chest. He fought for twelve weeks in a coma. Hunter never left his side.


    Those twelve weeks sitting in silence, watching his father slip away little by little each day transformed Hunter. He could think of nothing else but revenge. Thats when the insomnia started. When the police told him that they had no suspect, Hunter knew theyd never catch his fathers killer. He felt utterly helpless and the feeling disgusted him. After the burial, he made a decision. He wouldnt only study the minds of criminals anymore. Hed go after them himself.


    After joining the police force, he quickly made a name for himself and moved through the police ranks at lightning speed making detective for the LAPD at the early age of twenty-six. He was soon recruited by the Robbery-Homicide Division, being paired up with a more senior detective  Scott Wilson. They were part of the Homicide Special 1 Division, dealing with serial killers, high-profile and other homicide cases requiring extensive time.


    Wilson was thirty-nine at the time. His six-foot-two build was complimented by three hundred pounds of muscle and fat. His most distinctive feature was a shining scar that graced the left side of his shaved head. His menacing look had always played in his favor. No one would mess with a detective that looked like a pissed-off Shrek.


    Wilson had been in the force for eighteen years, the last nine of them as a detective for the RHD. At first hed hated the idea of being paired up with a young and inexperienced detective, but Hunter was a fast learner and his powers of deduction and analysis were nothing short of astounding. With every case they solved Wilsons respect for Hunter grew. They became the best of friends, inseparable on and off the job.


    Los Angeles had never lacked in gruesome and violent homicides, but it did lack in detective numbers. Wilson and Hunter frequently had to work on up to six different cases at once. The pressure never bothered them; on the contrary, they thrived on it. Then a Hollywood celebrity investigation almost cost them their badges and their friendship.


    The case had involved Linda and John Spencer, a well-known record producer whod made a fortune after producing three consecutive number one rock albums. John and Linda had met at an after-show party and it had been one of those flash romances, within three months they were married. John had bought a magnificent house in Beverly Hills and their marriage seemed to have come straight out of a fantasy book, everything looked and felt perfect. They loved entertaining, and at least twice a month theyd throw an extravagant party by their piano-shaped swimming pool. But the fantasy story didnt last long. By the end of their first year of marriage the parties had started to die down together with the romance. Public and domestic rows became a common thing as Johns drug and alcohol addiction took over his life.


    One August night, after another heated argument, Lindas body was found in their kitchen with a single .38 caliber revolver shot to the back of the head, execution style. There was no sign of a struggle or break in, no defense wounds or bruises on Lindas arms or hands. The evidence found in the crime scene together with the fact that he had disappeared after his argument with Linda made John Spencer the primary and only suspect. Hunter and Wilson were assigned to the case.


    John was only picked up days later drunk and high on heroin. In his interrogation he didnt deny hed had another row with his wife that night. Hed admitted their marriage had been going through a rough phase. He remembered the argument and leaving the house angry, agitated and drunk, but what he couldnt remember was what had happened to him for the past few days. He had no alibi. But he also sustained that he would never hurt Linda. He was still crazy in love with her.


    Homicide investigations involving celebrities in Hollywood had always attracted a lot of attention and the media was quick to create their own circus  FAMOUS AND RICH PRODUCER MURDERS BEAUTIFUL WIFE IN JEALOUS RAGE. Even the mayor was calling for a swift resolution to the case.


    The prosecution showed that John did own a .38 caliber revolver, but it had never been found. They also had no problem getting witnesses to testify to all the public rows John and Linda used to have. In most cases, John did all the yelling while Linda just cried. Establishing that John Spencer had an aggressive temper had been childs play.


    Wilson was convinced of Johns guilt, but Hunter was sure they had the wrong man. To Hunter, John was just a scared kid who had got rich too fast, and with the money and fame came the drugs. John had no history of violence. In school hed been just another regular geeky-looking kid  torn blue jeans, strange haircut, always listening to his heavy metal music.


    Hunter tried reasoning with Wilson many times.


    OK, so he had rows with his wife, but you find me a marriage without them, Hunter argued. In none of those rows had he ever hit or hurt Linda.


    Ballistics proved that the bullet that killed her came from the same stash found in John Spencers office desk drawer, Wilson shouted.


    That doesnt prove he pulled the trigger.


    All the fibers found on the victim came from the same clothes John was wearing the night we found him. Ask anyone who knew the couple. He had a foul temper on him, shouting at her all the time. Youre a psychologist. You know how these things escalate.


    Exactly, they escalate. Gradually. It doesnt usually just jump from heated arguments to shooting someone in the back of the head in one single step.


    Look Robert, Ive always respected your assessment of a suspect. It has guided us in the right direction many times, but I also like to follow my gut. And my gut tells me this time youre wrong.


    The guy deserves a chance. We should carry on with the investigation. Maybe theres something we missed.


    We cant carry on. Wilson laughed. It aint up to us to make that decision. You know better. Weve done our part. We followed the evidence we had and we apprehended the suspect we were after. Let his attorneys deal with it now.


    Hunter knew what killers were made of and John Spencer simply didnt fit the bill, but his opinion alone meant nothing. Wilson was right. It was out of their hands now. They were already behind on five other cases and Captain Bolter threatened Hunter with suspension if he wasted any more time in a case that was officially closed.


    The jury took less than three hours to reach the verdict of guilty as charged and John Spencer was sentenced to life imprisonment. And lifes what he got. Twenty-eight days after his conviction John hung himself using his bed sheet. In his cell, next to his body a single note that read Linda, Ill be with you soon. No more arguments, I promise.


    Twenty-two days after John Spencers suicide, their pool cleaner was picked up in Utah. In his car theyd found Johns .38 caliber revolver together with some jewelry and lingerie that had belonged to Linda Spencer. Subsequent forensic tests showed that the bullet that had killed her had come from that same revolver. The pool cleaner later confessed to shooting her.


    Hunter and Wilson came under severe scrutiny by the media, the Chief of Police, the Police Commissioner and the Mayor. Theyd been accused of negligence and failure to conduct a proper investigation. If Captain Bolter hadnt intervened in their favor and accepted half the blame they wouldve lost their detective badges. Hunter never stopped blaming himself for not having done more. His friendship with Wilson took a huge knock. That had been six years ago.


    
      
    


    Seven


    What is it? What can you see? Garcia asked moving towards his partner, who still hadnt said a word. Hunter stood motionless and wide-eyed, staring at something carved onto the womans neck, something hed never forget.


    After tiptoeing to raise himself above Hunters shoulder, Garcia got a better look at the dead womans neck, but it still didnt settle his confusion. Hed never seen the carved symbol before.


    What does that mean? he asked, hoping for an answer from someone.


    Silence.


    Garcia moved closer. The symbol looked like two crosses in one, one right side up and the other upside down , but the crossbars seemed quite far from each other, almost at the extremities of its vertical beam. To him it meant absolutely nothing.


    Is this a sick joke, Captain? Hunter finally snapped out of his trance.


    Its sick alright, but no joke, the captain replied in a stern voice.


    Will somebody fucking talk to me? Garcias impatience was growing.


    Shit! Hunter blurted, letting the womans hair fall back onto her shoulders.


    Hello! Garcia waved his hands in front of Hunters eyes. I dont remember taking my invisible pills this morning, so will somebody let me know what the hell this is all about? His irritation was barely disguised.


    To Hunter the room had just gotten darker, the air heavier. His headache now hammering his brain made it hard for him to think. He rubbed his gritty eyes in a last hope that this had all been just a bad dream.


    Youd better fill your partner in, Hunter, Captain Bolter said bringing Hunters senses crashing back to the room.


    Thank you, Garcia said, relieved to have found an ally.


    Hunter still paid Garcia no attention. You know what this means, Captain?


    I know what it looks like, yes.


    Hunter ran his fingers through his hair. The media will have a field day when they get hold of this, he continued.


    For now the media wont get hold of anything, I will take care of that, the captain reassured him, but you better find out if this is the real deal.


    What real deal? Garcia shouted.


    Doctor Winston cut in. Well, whatever you have to do, could you do it outside. I need to get the boys in here so they can start processing this room. I dont really wanna lose any more time on this.


    How long to process this place? How long until we know something? Hunter asked.


    Im not sure, but judging from the size of this house, most of the day, maybe even into the night.


    Hunter knew the procedure well, there was nothing he could do but wait.


    On your way out, tell the crime lab team to come in will you? the doctor asked, walking towards the victims body.


    Yeah, well do that, Hunter said nodding at Garcia who was still looking like a lost kid.


    Nobodys told me shit yet, he protested.


    Cmon, if you drop me by my car we can talk on the way there.


    Hunter had one more look at the mutilated body tied to the wooden posts. It was hard to imagine that only a few days ago that body had belonged to a woman full of life. Hunter opened the door and stepped out of the room, Garcia right on his heels.


    Outside the house Hunter still looked unsettled as they approached Garcias car. So where is your car? Garcia said opening the door to his Honda Civic.


    What? Hunters thoughts seemed to be someplace else.


    Your car? Where is it?


    Oh! In Santa Monica.


    Santa Monica! Damn thats all the way across town.


    Do you have anything else to do?


    Not anymore, Garcia replied with a foolish look. Where exactly did you leave it?


    Do you know the Hideout bar?


    Yeah, I know it. What the hell were you doing there?


    I dont even remember, Hunter replied with a slight shake of the head.


    Its gonna take us around two hours to make it to Santa Monica from here. At least well have plenty of time to talk.


    Two hours? Hunter sounded surprised. What do you have under that hood? A scooter engine?


    Did you notice the bumpy roads all around this place? This is a new car. I aint screwing my suspension up, so until we clear the lunar surface-like roads, well be going real slow.


    Whatever. Hunter got into the car and buckled up. He looked around at an obsessive compulsive cleaners paradise. The cars interior was spotless. No potato chip bags on the floor, no coffee spills on the carpet or seats, no donut smudges, nothing.


    Damn rookie, do you clean this car every day?


    I like my car clean, its better than a pigsty of a car, dont you think? Garcia sounded proud.


    And what the hell is this smell? Its like . . . tutti frutti.


    Its called air freshener. You should try one inside that old beater of yours.


    Hey, theres nothing wrong with my car. Old yes, but built like a fortress. Not like these cheap imports.


    This car wasnt cheap.


    Yeah right, Hunter replied with a short laugh. Anyway, Im impressed. Do you clean houses as well? There is a big market out there in Beverly Hills if you ever decide to pack up the detectives job.


    Garcia ignored Hunters comment, started the engine and maneuvered through the few police units that were still parked in front of the old house. He tried his best to avoid brushing his car against the dense shrubs bordering the narrow path and cursed when he heard the sound of wood scraping against metal. Garcia drove slowly at first, trying to minimize the bumpy ride. They were both silent until they reached the main road.


    Hunter had driven along Little Tujunga Canyon Road many times. If you are looking to unwind its an astonishing drive with heart-warming views.


    OK, Im all ears, Garcia broke the silence. Enough with the bullshit. What the hell does that weird carving on the back of the victims neck mean? Youve obviously seen it before, judging by your reaction.


    Hunter searched for the correct words as old images came into his mind. He was about to bring Garcia into a nightmare  one he was trying to forget.


    Have you ever heard of the Crucifix Killer?


    Garcia cocked an eyebrow and looked inquisitively at Hunter. Are you joking?


    Hunter shook his head.


    Yeah, of course I have. Everyone in LA has heard of the Crucifix Killer. Damn, everyone in the entire USA has heard of the Crucifix Killer. I actually followed the case as closely as I could. Why?


    What do you know about him? What do you know about the case?


    Are you trying to brag now? he asked with an uncomfortable smile as if waiting for the obvious answer  he got none. Are you serious? You want me to talk to you about the case?


    Humor me.


    OK, Garcia replied with a whatever head movement. It was probably your biggest case. Seven horrific homicides over a two-year period. Some crazy, religious fanatic. You and your ex-partner caught the guy about a year and a half ago. He was picked up driving out of LA. If Im not mistaken, he had a shitload of evidence inside the car with him, victims belongings and stuff like that. Apparently even his interrogation didnt take that long; he confessed straight away, didnt he?


    How do you know about his interrogation?


    Im still a cop remember? We get some good inside information. Anyway, he got the death penalty and the lethal shot about a year ago, one of the quickest executed sentences in history. Even the president got involved right? It was all over the news.


    Hunter studied his partner for a moment. Garcia knew the story as itd been told by the press.


    Is that all you know? Do you know why the press called him the Crucifix Killer?


    It was now Garcias turn to study his partner for a quick second. Have you been drinking?


    Not for a few hours, Hunter said instinctively checking his watch.


    Yes, everyone knows why. As Ive said he was a religious fanatic. He thought he was ridding the world of sinners or some crap like that. You know  prostitutes, drug addicts  whoever the little voices in his sick mind told him to kill. Anyway, the reason he was called the Crucifix Killer was because he branded a crucifix on the back of every victims left hand.


    Hunter sat in silence for a moment.


    Wait a second! Do you think this is a copycat case? I mean  carving that strange symbol on the back of that womans neck. It did look like some sort of crucifix if you think about it, Garcia said, picking up on Hunters hint.


    Hunter didnt answer back. Silence took over for another two or three minutes. Theyd now reached Sand Canyon Road, an exclusive neighborhood in Santa Clarita and the view had changed to large houses with impeccably treated lawns. Hunter was glad to be back in civilization again. Traffic was getting a little busier as people made their way into work. Hunter could see businessmen and women stepping out of their front doors in their nice suits ready for another day at the office. The first rays of sunlight had just graced the sky in what was already promising to be another scorching hot day.


    Since were talking about the Crucifix murders, can I ask you something? Garcia ended the silence in the car.


    Yeah, shoot, Hunter replied in a monotonous tone.


    There were rumors going around that either you or your partner never believed that the guy you caught was the killer  despite all the evidence found in his car and despite his confession  is that true?


    Old images of Hunters only interrogation session with the so-called Crucifix Killer started playing in his mind.


    Click . . .


    Wednesday 15th of February  10:30 a.m. Detective Robert Hunter initiating the interrogation of Mike Farloe concerning case 017632. The interviewee has declined the right to counsel, Hunter spoke into the old-fashioned tape recorder inside one of the eight interrogation rooms in the RHD building.


    Opposite Hunter sat a thirty-four-year-old man with a strong jaw, protruding chin covered in three-day-old stubble and dark eyes as cold as black ice. His hairline was receding and the little black hair that remained was thin and combed back. His cuffed hands were placed over the broad metal table that sat between him and Hunter, palms down.


    Are you sure you dont want to have a lawyer present?


    The lord is my shepherd.


    OK then. Your name is Mike Farloe is that correct?


    The man lifted his stare from his cuffed hands and looked straight into Hunters eyes. Yes.


    And your present address is number 5 Sandoval Street in Santa Fe?


    Mike was strangely calm for someone who was facing a multiple homicide charge. Thats where I used to live, yes.


    Used to?


    Im gonna live in prison now, isnt that right detective? At least for a little while. His voice was dull and steady.


    Do you wanna go to prison?


    Silence.


    Hunter was the best interrogator at the RHD. His knowledge of psychology allowed him to extract extremely valuable information from suspects, sometimes even confessions. He could read a suspects body language and tell-tales like a billboard. Captain Bolter wanted every little piece of information he could get from Mike Farloe  Robert Hunter was his secret weapon.


    Can you remember where you were on the night of 15th of December last year? Hunter was now referring to the night before the last Crucifix Killers victim was found.


    Mike was still staring straight at him. Yes I can . . .


    Hunter waited a few seconds for the remainder of the answer. It never came.


    And where were you?


    I was working.


    And what is it that you do?


    I clean the city.


    Youre a garbage collector?


    Correct, but I also work for Our Lord Jesus Christ.


    Doing what?


    I clean the city, he repeated calmly. I rid this city of filth  sinners.


    Hunter could feel Captain Bolter shifting in his chair inside the observation room on the other side of the two-way mirror mounted on the north wall.


    Hunter massaged the back of his neck with his right hand. OK, how about the . . .  he flipped through a few notes he had with him   . . . 22nd of September, do you remember where you were on that night?


    Inside the small observation room Scott looked puzzled. 22nd of September? What the hell happened on that day? There was no victim found on that date, or even close to it. What the fuck is Hunter doing?


    The seven Crucifix Killer dates had been imprinted into Scotts brain, and he was sure Hunter knew them by heart, no need to check any notes.


    Let him do his job, he knows what hes doing. The answer came from Doctor Martin, a police psychologist also observing the interrogation.


    The same. I was doing exactly the same thing, Mike replied convincingly. His answer caught everyone in the observation room by surprise.


    What? Scott mumbled. Is there a victim we dont know about?


    Captain Bolters answer was a simple shrug.


    Hunter had been observing Mike Farloes reactions, trying to get an insight into his thoughts, trying to read his tell-tale signs. Text-book behavior psychology told Hunter to monitor Mikes eye movement  up and to the left meant he was accessing his visual constructive cortex, trying to create an image in his mind that didnt exist before, a clear indication of lying  up and to the right meant he was searching his memory for visually remembered images, therefore, probably telling the truth  there was no movement whatsoever, his eyes were as still as a dead mans.


    How about the items that were found in your car, can you tell me about them? How did you get them? Hunter asked, referring to the passport, the drivers license and the social security card that had been found inside a paper bag hidden away in the spare tire compartment of Mike Farloes 1992 rusty Oldsmobile Custom Cruiser. Each of the items belonging to a different victim. Inside his trunk the police had also found some bloody rags. The blood on them matching the DNA on three of the victims.


    I got them from the sinners.


    The sinners?


    Yes . . . dont play dumb, detective, you know what I mean.


    Maybe I dont. Why dont you explain it to me?


    You know the world wasnt meant to be this way. The first hint of emotion from Mike finally coming through  anger. Every second of every day a new sin is committed. Every second of every day we disrespect and disregard the laws that were given to us by the highest power of all. The world cant go on like this, disrespecting Our Lord, disregarding his message. Someone has to punish them.


    And that someone is you?


    Silence.


    To me all those victims were just normal people, not great sinners.


    Thats because your eyes have been glued the fuck shut, detective. Youve been so blinded by the filth in this city that you cant see straight anymore. None of you can. A prostitute selling her body for cash, spreading disease throughout the city. Hunter knew he was talking about the second victim. A lawyer whose sole purpose in life was to defend scumbag drug dealers just so he could pay for his playboy lifestyle. A person with no morals, referring to the fifth victim. A high city roller who fucked her way to the top, any cock would do as long as it moved her up a step . . . the sixth victim. They needed to pay. They needed to learn that you cant just walk away from the laws of God. They needed to be taught a lesson.


    And thats what you were doing?


    Yes . . . I was serving Our Lord. The anger was gone. His voice as serene as a babys laughter.


    PSYCHO. The comment came from Scott inside the observation room.


    Hunter poured himself a glass of cold water from the aluminum jug on the table.


    Would you like some water?


    No thanks, detective.


    Can I get you anything . . . coffee, a cigarette?


    His response was a simple shake of the head.


    Hunter still couldnt read Mike Farloe. There were no variations in his tone of voice, no sudden movements, no change in facial expressions. His eyes remained deadly cold, devoid of any emotion. His hands remained still. There was no increase in perspiration on his forehead or hands. Hunter needed more time.


    Do you believe in God, detective? Mike asked calmly. Do you pray to repent your sins?


    I believe in God. What I dont believe in is murder, Hunter replied evenly.


    Mike Farloes eyes were on Hunter as if the roles had reversed, as if he were the one trying to read Hunters reactions. Hunter was about to pop another question when Farloe spoke first. Detective, why dont we cut the bullshit and go straight to the point? Ask me what you are here to ask me. Ask and you shall be answered.


    And what is that? What is it that Im here to ask you?


    You wanna know if I committed those murders. You wanna know if I am who they call the Crucifix Killer.


    And are you?


    Farloe shifted his stare from Hunter for the first time. His eyes now rested on the two-way mirror on the north wall. He knew what was happening on the other side. The anticipation inside the observation room now growing to eruption point. Captain Bolter could swear that Farloe was staring straight at him.


    I didnt choose that name for myself, the media did. His eyes had returned to Hunter. But yes, I freed their souls from their life of sin.


    Ill be damned . . . weve got a confession. Captain Bolter could hardly hide his excitement.


    Hell yeah! And it only took Hunter about ten minutes to get it out of him. Thats my boy, Scott replied with a smile.


    If you are the Crucifix Killer, then you did choose your name, Hunter continued. You branded the victims. You chose your mark.


    They needed to repent. The symbol of our Lord freed their souls.


    But you are no God. You dont have the power to free anyone. Thou shall not kill, isnt that one of the commandments? Doesnt killing these people make you a sinner?


    No sin shall be when done in the name of the divine. I was doing Gods work.


    Why? Did God call in sick that day? Why would God ask you to kill in his name? Isnt God supposed to be a merciful being?


    Farloe let a smile grace his lips for the first time showing yellow cigarette-stained teeth. There was an evil air about him. Something different, something almost inhuman.


    This guy gives me the creeps. Shouldnt we just stop this interview, hes already confessed, hes done it, end of story, Scott said clearly irritated.


    Not yet, give him a few more minutes, Doctor Martin replied.


    Whatever . . . Im out of here, Ive heard enough. Scott opened the door and stepped into the narrow corridor on the third floor of the RHD building.


    Hunter grabbed a piece of paper, wrote something on it and slid it towards Farloe over the table. Do you know what this is?


    Farloes eyes moved down to the paper. He stared at it for about five seconds. By the movement of his eyes and imperceptible frown Hunter knew Farloe didnt have a clue what the figure on the paper meant. Hunter got no answer.


    OK, so let me ask you this . . .


    No, no more questions, Farloe cut in. You know what Ive done, detective. Youve seen my work. Youve heard what you wanted to hear. Theres no more need for questions. Ive said my piece. Farloe closed his eyes, placed his hands together and began a whispered prayer.


    Yes its true. I never believed he was our killer, Hunter finally answered Garcias question, snapping back from his memory flash.


    Even though it was just past six in the morning the day was already warm. Hunter pressed the button on the passengers door and his window rolled down smoothly. The scenery had changed from the luxurious houses of Santa Clarita into noisy traffic as they drove down San Diego Freeway.


    Do you want me to turn on the air con? Garcia asked fiddling with his dashboard.


    Hunters car was an old Buick and it didnt have any of the luxury gadgets of modern cars. No air conditioning, no sunroof, no electric windows or mirrors, but it was a Buick, pure American muscle as Hunter liked to call it.


    No. I prefer it like this, natural polluted LA air  you just cant beat it.


    So why did you think you had the wrong guy? You had all the evidence found in his car, plus the guy confessed. What else did you need? Garcia asked bringing the subject back to the Crucifix Killer.


    Hunter tilted his head towards the open window letting the air brush through his hair. Did you know we never found any evidence at any of the seven crime scenes?


    Again, Ive heard rumors, but I thought that was just you guys playing your cards close to your chest.


    Its true, Scott and I fine-combed every inch of those crime scenes and so did the forensic team. We never found a thing  not a fingerprint, not a strand of hair, not a fiber . . . nothing. The crime scenes were like forensic vacuums. Hunter paused, letting the wind hit his face once again. For two years the killer never made a mistake, never left anything behind, no slip-ups . . . the killer was like a ghost. We had nothing, no leads, no direction and no idea of who the killer could be. Then, all of a sudden he gets caught with all that shit in his car? It didnt add up. How the hell does anyone go from being probably the most thorough criminal in history to being the sloppiest one?


    How did you catch him?


    An anonymous phone call just a few weeks after the seventh victim was found. Someone had seen a suspect car with what seemed to be blood smudges on the outside of its trunk. The caller had managed to note down the license-plate number and the car was picked up on the outskirts of LA.


    Mike Farloes?


    Exactly, and inside his trunk it was like Christmas time for our investigation.


    Garcia frowned. He was starting to follow Hunters line of thought. Yeah, but several major criminals have been caught out just like that, out of a traffic violation or some minor contravention. Maybe he was thorough at the crime scene, but sloppy at home.


    I dont buy that, Hunter replied with a shake of the head. He also kept on calling me detective throughout the interrogation.


    And whats the problem with that?


    The Crucifix Killer used to call me on my cell phone and let me know about the location of a new victim, thats how we found them. I was the only one whod had any contact with him.


    Why you?


    I never found out, but every time he called me hed always use my first name, hed always call me Robert, never detective, Hunter paused. He was about to drop an atomic bomb on Garcias lap. But the turning point was when I asked him about the crucifix mark branded on the victims hands. In a way he accepted it, he said that the symbol of our Lord could free them or something like that.


    Yes, so he was a religious psycho  whats your point?


    I showed him a drawing of the symbol used by the Crucifix Killer and Im sure he didnt recognize it.


    He didnt recognize a crucifix? Garcia arched both eyebrows.


    The Crucifix Killer never branded a crucifix on the back of the victims left hand. That was just a story we fed the media to avoid the copycats, the attention seekers.


    Garcia held his breath in anticipation and felt an uncomfortable shiver down his spine.


    What the Crucifix Killer did was carve a strange symbol, something like a double-crucifix, one right side up and the other upside down on the back of the victims neck. Hunter pointed to the back of his own neck. That was his real mark.


    Hunters words caught Garcia totally by surprise. His mind flashed back to the scene in the old wooden house. The womans body. Her skinless face. The carving on the back of her neck. The symbol of the Crucifix Killer. What? Youve gotta be kidding me. Garcia took his eyes off the road for an instant.


    Watch the road! Hunter realized they were about to run a red light. Garcias attention switched back to the road once again and he slammed down on the brakes throwing Hunters body forward like a torpedo. Hunter was held by his seatbelt which brought him crashing back to his seat, his head jerking back violently and hitting the headrest.


    Damn! That brought my headache back, thanks, Hunter said, rubbing his temples with both hands.


    The last thing in Garcias mind was his partners headache. Hunters words were still echoing in his ears. So what are you saying? That someone found out about the real Crucifix Killers signature and is using it?


    I doubt it. Only a handful of people knew about it. Just a few of us at the RHD and Doctor Winston. We kept all information about the killer sealed tight. The symbol we saw today, its identical.


    Fuck, are you trying to suggest that hes back from the dead or something?


    What Im trying to say is that Mike Farloe wasnt the Crucifix Killer as Id always suspected. The killers still out there.


    But the guy confessed. Why the hell would he do that when he knew he would get the shot? Garcia asked, almost shouting.


    Maybe he just wanted the notoriety, Im not sure. Look, I have no doubt that Mike Farloe was mentally fucked up, he was a religious psycho, just not the one we were looking for.


    But then, how the hell did all that evidence end up in his car?


    Im not sure, framed probably.


    Framed? But the only one who couldve framed him was the Crucifix Killer himself.


    Exactly.


    And why now? Why would he be back now?


    Im trying to figure that out myself, Hunter replied.


    Garcia sat immobile staring at Hunter. He needed time to take all that in. That would explain Hunters reaction to the symbol carved on the womans neck. Could it be true, the Crucifix Killer had never been caught? Was he still out there? Had the State sent an innocent man to his death? Since Mike Farloes conviction the killings had stopped, which indicated that he was the Crucifix Killer. Even Hunter had started to believe it.


    They sat in silence. Hunter could feel Garcia trying to process all the new information, trying to understand why someone would confess to a crime he didnt commit.


    If this is the real deal, I guess we will find out soon enough, Hunter said.


    Really, how? How will we find out?


    Well, for starters, if this is the same killer, the forensic team will come up with nothing, another clean-as-a-whistle crime scene . . . Green light.


    What?


    The traffic light, its green.


    Garcia shifted his Honda Civic into gear and stepped on the gas. Neither said a word until they reached Santa Monica.


    The Hideout bar is located right at the beach end of West Channel Road. Santa Monica beach itself is literally just across the road, making the Hideout bar one of the most popular nightspots in Westside Region. Garcia had only been once. Swaying curtains separated the nautically themed bar area from the main lounge, which was decorated with images of Santa Monica in the 1920s. The second floor was a loft that overlooked a low-back-chair-filled rear patio. It was a very popular place with the younger crowd and definitely not the type of bar Garcia would picture Robert Hunter hanging out.


    Hunters car was parked just a few yards from the bars entrance. Garcia parked right behind it.


    Id like to take another look in that house after the forensic team is done, what do you say? Hunter asked, getting his car keys out of his pocket.


    Garcia was unable to meet Hunters gaze.


    Yo! Rookie, are you OK?


    Yeah. Im good, Garcia finally replied. Yeah, thats a good idea.


    Hunter stepped out of the shiny Honda and opened the door to his old beat-up Buick. As he started his engine there was only one thought in his mind.


    This shouldnt be his first case.


    
      
    


    Eight


    D-King didnt take too kindly to any of his girls doing a disappearing act on him. Jenny had walked out on his party at the Vanguard Club three nights ago and he hadnt heard from her since. D-King differed from other sex dealers in Los Angeles in that he wasnt violent with his girls. If any of them decided that theyd had enough and wanted out, hed be fine with that, as long as they didnt go to work for another sex dealer or run away with his money.


    Finding new girls was the easiest aspect of his business. Every day hundreds of beautiful girls arrive in Los Angeles looking for the Hollywood dream. Every day hundreds of dreams are shattered by the harsh reality of the City of Angels. Its just a matter of knowing which girls to approach. The desperate and totally broke  the ones that need to get a fix  the ones that craved the lifestyle D-King had to offer. If any of his girls wanted out, all they had to do was say it and a replacement would be just around the corner.


    D-King sent his main bodyguard, Jerome, to find out what had happened to Jenny. Why hadnt she called back? Worst of all, why hadnt she turned up for her appointment with a client last night? D-King didnt tolerate letting a client down. It didnt reflect well on his business and even a crooked business depended on reliability. D-King suspected something wasnt right. Jenny was his most reliable girl and he was sure that if she had run into any trouble, she wouldve called.


    The truth was he had a soft spot for Jenny. She was a very sweet girl, always with a smile and a fantastic sense of humor  qualities that went a long way in her line of work. When Jenny first started working for D-King she told him shed only do this job until she had enough money to stand on her own two feet. He respected her determination, but for now she was one of his most profitable girls, a very popular choice among the rich and ugly scumbags that made up his client list.


    On Jeromes return D-King was doing his morning exercise  twenty-five laps of his half-Olympic-size swimming pool.


    Boss, I am afraid I aint got good news. Jerome was a scary looking man. African American with cropped Afro hair and a crooked nose that had been broken so many times Jerome had lost count. He was six-foot-three and weighed three hundred and thirty pounds. He had a square jaw and cotton-white teeth. Jerome had been tipped to become the next heavyweight champion of the world, but a car accident had left him almost paralyzed from the waist down. It took him four years to be able to walk properly again. By that time, his shot at the title had come and gone. He ended up working as special security for a nightclub in Hollywood. D-King offered him a job and a substantial salary raise after he saw Jerome single-handedly take care of a group of seven football players who were looking for trouble one night.


    D-King stepped out of the swimming pool, grabbed a clean white bathrobe with the word King in big golden letters on the back and sat down at the table by the side of the pool, where breakfast was waiting for him.


    That aint what I want to hear, Jerome. I dont wanna start my day with bad news. He poured himself a glass of orange juice. Go on, nigga, spill it out. His voice was as calm as itd always been. D-King was not the type of person to lose his coolness easily.


    Well, you told me to go and check on Jenny, see why shed disappeared for a few days.


    Yeah?


    OK, it looks like she didnt only disappear from the club, boss, she simply disappeared.


    What the fuck is that supposed to mean?


    It doesnt look like shes been home at all in the past few days. The building concierge hasnt seen her either.


    D-King put down his glass of orange juice and studied his bodyguard for a few seconds. How about her things? Were they still in the apartment?


    Everything  dresses, shoes, handbags, even her make-up. Her suitcases were all stacked up in the wardrobe too. If she split, it was in a fucking hurry, boss.


    She has nothing to be running away from, D-King said as he poured himself a cup of coffee.


    Does she have a boyfriend?


    Does she what? he asked, making an I dont believe you face. You know better than that, nigga. None of my girls have relationships, its bad for business.


    Maybe she met someone that night at the Vanguard.


    And what?


    I dont know. Maybe went back to his place.


    Hell no, Jenny doesnt do freebies.


    Maybe she liked the guy.


    Shes a hooker, Jerome. Shed just come out of a five-night working week. The last thing she wouldve wanted was to go to bed with someone else.


    Private clients?


    Say what? All my girls know what would happen if I found out they were trying to run a little parallel business. Jenny aint the type, she aint stupid.


    Maybe shes just staying with a friend, Jerome offered one more option.


    Again, not like her. Shes been one of my girls for what, almost three years? Shes never given me any trouble. Shes always on time for her appointments. No, Jerome, this is messed up, somethings wrong.


    Do you think she might be in trouble, financially I mean, gambling or something like that?


    If she is she wouldve come to me, I know that. She wouldnt just run away.


    What do you want me to do, boss?


    D-King had a sip of his coffee, thinking about his options. First check the hospitals, he finally said. Weve gotta find out if somethings happened to her.


    Do you think someone mightve hurt her?


    If someone did . . . that motherfucker is dead.


    Jerome wondered whod be stupid enough to hurt any of D-Kings girls.


    If the hospitals come up blank well need to check with the police.


    Shall I call Culhane?


    Detective Mark Culhane worked for the Narcotics division of the LAPD. He was also in D-Kings dirty-cop pay list.


    He aint the sharpest of minds, but I guess well have to. Warn him not to go snooping around like a lost dog though. I wanna keep this on the low low for now.


    Ive got you, boss.


    Check the hospitals first, if you come up empty  call him.


    Jerome nodded, leaving his boss to finish his breakfast.


    D-King had a bite of his egg-white omelet, but his appetite had gone. After over ten years as a dealer hed developed a nose for trouble and something didnt smell right. He wasnt only well known in Los Angeles, he was also well feared. Once someone had made the mistake of slapping one of his girls across the face. That someone was found three days later inside a suitcase  his body separated into six parts, head, torso, arms and legs.


    
      
    


    Nine


    Carlos Garcia was a young detective whod worked his way up through the police ranks almost as quickly as Hunter. The son of a Brazilian federal agent and an American history teacher, he and his mother moved to Los Angeles when Garcia was only ten years old, after his parents marriage collapsed. Even though hed lived in America most of his life, Garcia could speak Portuguese like a true Brazilian. His father was a very attractive man with smooth dark hair, brown eyes and olive skin. His mother was a natural blond with light-blue eyes and European-looking fair skin. Garcia had inherited his fathers olive-tone skin and darkish brown hair, which he let grow slightly longer than his mother wouldve liked it. His eyes werent as light blue as his mothers, but they had definitely come from her side of the family. Despite being thirty-one years old, Garcia still had a boyish look. He had a slim frame, thanks to years of track and field, but his build was deceptive and he was stronger than anyone wouldve guessed.


    Jennet Liams, Garcias mother, did everything in her power to persuade him not to pursue a career as a police officer. Her marriage to a federal agent had taught her plenty. Its a dangerous life. Few human beings can endure the kind of mental pressure that comes with it. Her family and marriage suffered because of her husbands profession. She didnt what her son and his future family to have the same fate. But by the age of ten, Garcia had made up his mind. He wanted to be just like his hero  his father.


    Hed dated the same girl since high school and marriage came almost immediately after their graduation. Anna was a sweet girl. One year younger than Garcia with magnificent dark hazel eyes and short black hair, her beauty was unconventional but mesmerizing nevertheless. They had no children, a decision theyd made together  at least for the time being.


    Garcia spent two years as a LAPD detective in north Los Angeles before being given a choice: a position with the Narcotics department or one with the Homicide division. He decided to take the Homicide job.


    On the morning of his first day with the RHD Garcia had woken up a lot earlier than usual. Hed tried to be as quiet as possible, but that didnt keep him from waking Anna. He needed to report to Captain Bolters office at eight-thirty, but by six-thirty he was already dressed in his best suit and found himself killing time in their small apartment on the north side of LA.


    How do I look? he asked after his second cup of coffee.


    Its the third time youve asked me the same question, Anna laughed. You look fine, babe. They are lucky. They are getting the finest detective in LA, she said as she softly kissed his lips. Are you nervous?


    Garcia nodded and bit his bottom lip. A little bit.


    Theres no need. Youll be great.


    Anna was an optimist; finding the positive side to just about anything. She was happy for Garcia; he was finally achieving what hed always wanted, but deep inside she felt scared. Garcia had experienced some close encounters in the past. Hed spent a week in hospital after a .44 caliber bullet shattered his collar bone and shed spent a week in tears. She knew the perils that came with his job and she knew he would never shy away from danger, and that petrified her.


    At exactly eight-thirty Garcia was standing in front of Captain Bolters office in the RHD building. He found it funny that the name on the door said KONG. He knocked three times.


    Come in.


    Garcia opened the door and stepped inside.


    Captain William Bolter was now in his mid-sixties but he looked at least ten years younger. Tall, strong as an ox and sporting a full head of silvery hair together with a thick mustache, the man was a menacing figure. If the stories were true, hed taken over twelve bullets in his time, and he was still standing.


    Who the hell are you, Internal Affairs? His voice was firm but not aggressive.


    No sir . . . Garcia stepped closer, handing over his forms. Carlos Garcia, sir, Im your new detective.


    Captain Bolter was sitting in his imposing high-backed swivel chair behind his rosewood desk. He flipped through the forms looking impressed at times before placing them on his desk. He didnt need any paperwork to tell him Garcia was a good detective. No one was assigned to the RHD if they hadnt shown a high level of competence and expertise, and according to Garcias track record, he had plenty.


    Impressive . . . and you are exactly on time. Good start! the captain said after swiftly consulting his watch.


    Thank you, sir.


    The captain walked up to the coffee machine in the far corner of his office and poured himself a cup, Garcia didnt get offered one. OK, first things first. You gotta lose that cheap suit. This is the Homicide division, not the fashion police. The guys out there are gonna crucify you. He gestured towards the detectives floor.


    Garcia looked down at his suit. He liked that suit  it was his best suit  his only suit.


    How long have you been a detective now?


    Two years, sir.


    Well, thats remarkable. It usually takes a detective at least five to six years on the job before hes even considered for the RHD. You either kiss a lot of ass or you are the real thing. With no reply from Garcia the captain continued. Well, you mightve been a good detective out there working for the LAPD, but this is Homicide. Sipping his coffee, he walked back to his desk. Holiday camp is over, sonny. This is harder and definitely more dangerous than anything youve done before.


    I understand, Captain.


    Do you? He pinned Garcia with his intense gaze. His voice took a more ominous tone. This job will mess with your head, kid. Youll make more enemies than friends as a Homicide dick. Your old friends at the LAPD will probably hate you from now on. Are you sure this is what you want? Are you sure you are strong enough? And Im not talking about physical strength here, sonny. Are you sure youre ready?


    Garcia had half expected the dangerous job speech; every captain has one. Without turning away from the captains stare, he replied in a steady voice and with no vacillation. Im ready, sir.


    The captain looked back at Garcia, searching for a hint of fear, self-doubt maybe, but years of experience in character judging told him this kid wasnt scared, at least not yet.


    OK then, were done here. Let me introduce you to your new partner, he said, opening the door to his office. Hunter . . . get in here, his loud voice resonating through the busy floor.


    Hunter had just walked in. He was sitting at his desk stirring a cup of strong black coffee. His sleep-hangover made the captains voice sound like a heavy metal band. He calmly had a sip of the bitter-tasting liquid and felt it burn his lips and tongue. In the past few months Hunters insomnia had gotten worse, fueled by the constant nightmares. Hed sleep a couple of hours every night if he was lucky. His daily routine had become lethargic  bad headache, strong boiling-hot coffee, burnt mouth and onto the pile of second-rate cases on his desk.


    Hunter didnt knock, he simply opened the door and stepped inside. Garcia was standing next to the rosewood desk.


    Yo! Captain, youve got the wrong man, Im not in trouble with Internal Affairs, Hunter said biting the loose skin on his burnt top lip.


    Garcia looked down at his suit again.


    Sit down, Hunter, he isnt IA. The captain paused, holding the suspense for a few seconds. Meet your new partner.


    At first those words didnt seem to register in Hunters ears. Garcia took two steps in Hunters direction and offered his hand. Carlos Garcia, its a pleasure to meet you, Detective Hunter.


    Hunter left Garcias hand hanging in the air; in fact he didnt move at all except for his eyes. Garcia could feel Hunter analyzing him, trying to size him up. It took Hunter twenty seconds to make his mind up about his new partner.


    No thanks, Captain, Im doing quite well on my own.


    The hell you are, Hunter! the captain said calmly. Since Wilsons death what have you been doing, office work and helping the LAPD with shoplifting and petty theft cases? Gimme a goddamn break. Anyway, you knew this was coming. Who did you think you were, Dirty Harry? Look, Hunter, Im not gonna give you the bullshit speech about how great a detective you are and how youre wasting your talent. Youre the best detective Ive had under my command. You can figure things out that no one else can. Sixth sense, detectives intuition, whatever you wanna call it; youve got it like no one else does. I need you back in Homicide and I need you sharp. You know I cant have a Homicide dick on the streets on his own, its against regulations. Youre no use to me the way you are.


    And hows that, Captain? Hunter shot back in a half-offended tone.


    Have a look in the mirror and youll find out.


    So you gonna pair me up with a rookie? He turned to face Garcia. No offense.


    None taken.


    We were all rookies once, Hunter, the captain said running his fingers over his Santa Claus mustache. You sound just like Scott did when I told him I was getting him a new partner. He hated your guts at first remember? You were young and inexperienced . . . and just look at how you turned out.


    Garcia bit his lip trying not to laugh.


    Hunter regarded him once again. Oh, you think this is funny?


    Garcia tilted his head in a maybe gesture.


    Tell me, what sort of experience do you have? Hunter asked.


    Ive been a detective for the LAPD for two years, Garcia replied cheekily.


    Oh, a local boy.


    Garcia nodded.


    Why are you so nervous?


    Who said Im nervous? Garcia said defiantly.


    Hunter gave Captain Bolter a confident smile. The knot on your tie is too tight, but instead of loosing it up you keep on faintly rotating your neck hoping no one will notice. When you tried to shake my hand earlier, I noticed how moist your palm was. This room aint hot enough, so Im guessing nervous perspiration. And since I walked into the office you keep on shifting your weight from one leg to the other. You either have a lower back problem or youre feeling a little uncomfortable. And since you wouldnt make detective with a back problem . . .


    Garcia frowned and shifted his stare to Captain Bolter who gave him a quirky smile.


    A word of advice, Hunter continued. If youre feeling nervous its better to sit down instead of standing up. Its a more comfortable position and its easier for you to hide your tell-tale signs.


    Hes good, isnt he? Captain Bolter asked with a chuckle. Anyway, Hunter, you know you dont have a say in this, Im still king of this fucking jungle and in my jungle youll take a partner or youll walk.


    Garcia finally understood the nameplate on the door. He waited a few seconds before extending his hand again.


    As Ive said, Carlos Garcia, its a pleasure.


    The pleasure is all yours nervous boy, Hunter replied, leaving Garcias hand hanging for a second time. Youve gotta lose that cheap suit, rookie, who do you think we are, the fashion police?


    
      
    


    Ten


    As night fell over LA, Hunter and Garcia went back to the old wooden house. The forensic team had already left and the place was deserted. The lack of sunlight and the impenetrable surrounding vegetation meant that exploring the outside at this time was impossible, but Hunter was sure the perimeter had already been meticulously searched by a team of specialized officers. Hunter and Garcia concentrated on the house, but after a couple of hours, both were ready to call it a night.


    Theres nothing here. If there were, the forensic guys mustve picked it up, Garcia said, sounding hopeful.


    Hunter could see fine, green fluorescent powder that had been applied to several surfaces around the house. The special green powder is always used in conjunction with lasers and low-powered ultraviolet lamps to allow the visualization of latent prints which would otherwise go undetected. Hunter had a feeling the forensic team hadnt found anything either. Lets hope Doctor Winston has some good news for us in the morning, he said, grabbing Garcias attention. Theres nothing else we can do here tonight.


    It was past midnight when Hunter turned his old Buick into Saturn Avenue with Templeton Street in South Los Angeles. The entire street was in desperate need of refurbishment with its ageing buildings and neglected lawns. Hunter parked in front of his six-floor apartment block and stared at it for a moment. Its once striking yellow color had now faded to unappealing pastel beige and he noticed that the light bulbs above the doorway had been broken again. Inside the small entrance hall the walls were dirty, the paint had peeled off and gang graffiti made up most of its decoration. Despite its terrible state, he felt comfortable in the building.


    Hunter lived alone; no wife, no kids and no girlfriend. Hed had his share of steady relationships, but his job had a way of taking its toll on them. The dangerous RHD lifestyle wasnt easy to cope with and girlfriends always ended up asking for more than he was prepared to give. Hunter didnt mind so much being alone any more. It was his defense mechanism. If you have no one, they cant be torn away from your life.


    Hunters apartment was located on the third floor, number 313. The living room was oddly shaped and the furniture looked as if it had been donated by Goodwill. A couple of mismatched chairs and a beaten-up black leatherette sofa were placed against the far wall. To its right, a small badly scratched wooden desk with a laptop computer, a three-in-one printer and a small table lamp. Across the room a stylish glass bar looked totally out of place. It was the only piece of furniture Hunter had purchased brand new and from a trendy shop. It held several bottles of Hunters biggest passion  single malt Scotch whisky. The bottles were arranged in a peculiar way that only he understood.


    He closed the living-room door behind him, turned on the lights and moved the dimmer switch to the low setting. He needed a drink. After pouring himself a double dose from the twenty-year-old bottle of Talisker, he dropped a single cube of ice in the glass.


    He couldnt shake the faceless womans image from his mind. Every time he closed his eyes he could still see the carving on the back of her neck; he could still smell the pungent odor from that room. Could this be happening again? Could this be the same killer? And if yes, why has he started killing again? The questions kept coming and Hunter knew the answers wouldnt follow at the same speed. He stirred the ice cube once around the glass with his index finger and brought it to his lips. The sour, peppery taste of the Talisker relaxed him.


    Hunter was certain that this would be another sleepless night, but he needed to somehow rest. He turned on the lights in the bedroom and emptied his pockets onto the bedside table. Car keys, house keys, some pocket change and a small piece of paper that read Call me  Isabella. A smile played on his lips as he remembered the whole morning incident.


    I cant believe I suggested she was a hooker to her face, he thought and the smile turned to laughter. He liked her sense of humor and her wit. She had thrown his sarcasm straight back at him. She was certainly different from most of the dull women he met in bars. He checked his watch. The time was coming up to one in the morning  too late. Perhaps hed call her some other time.


    He walked to the kitchen and pinned Isabellas note on a corkboard next to the fridge, before making his way back into the bedroom ready to fight insomnia.


    From the parking lot, hiding in the shadows a dark figure avidly observed the flicker of lights coming from the third-floor apartment.


    
      
    


    Eleven


    Hunter managed to doze off a few times during the night, but that was the best he could do. By five-thirty in the morning he was up and feeling like hed been hit by a truck. Gritty eyes, dry mouth and a nagging headache that would be with him throughout the rest of the day  all the signs of a sleep hangover. He poured himself a strong cup of coffee and considered adding a quick shot of whisky to it, but that would probably make him feel worse. By six-thirty he was dressed and ready to leave when his cell phone rang.


    Detective Hunter speaking.


    Robert, its me, Carlos.


    Rookie, you gotta stop calling me so early in the goddamn morning. Do you ever sleep?


    Sometimes, but last night it was hard to.


    You can say that again. So whats up?


    I just talked to Doctor Winston.


    Hunter quickly glanced at his watch. This early? Did you wake him up as well?


    No, hes been up most of the night. Anyway, he said his team of forensic examiners didnt come up with anything from the wooden house either.


    Hunter ran his hand over his chin. Yeah, I was half expecting that, he said disappointedly.


    He also said that theres something he wants to show us, something important.


    There always is. Is he in the Coroners office now?


    Yep.


    OK, Ill meet you there . . . half an hour?


    Yeah, thats enough time, see you there.


    The Los Angeles County Department of Coroner is located on Mission Road. As one of the busiest Coroners in the entire United States, it can receive anywhere up to one hundred bodies a day.


    Hunter parked next to the main building and met Garcia by the entrance door. Hed seen his fair share of dead bodies after ten years as a detective, but Hunter still felt uneasy walking down the corridors in the Department of Coroner. The smell was like a hospital, but it had a different sting to it, something that burnt the inside of his nostrils and irritated the back of his throat.


    Yesterdays victims autopsy had been conducted in a small separate room in the basement of the building. Doctor Winston had been the medical examiner during the Crucifix Killer case; if anyone could identify the same modus operandi, he could.


    Why are we going downstairs  arent all the autopsy rooms on the first floor? Garcia asked intrigued, as they reached the bottom of the stairs that led to an empty and creepy basement corridor.


    This is the same autopsy room that was used during the Crucifix Killers investigation. As the captain said, he wants this whole thing kept under wraps. Those goddamn reporters pay informers everywhere and this place is no different. Until we make sure the nightmare hasnt started again the captain has asked the good old doctor to use the same precautions as the original case  and that includes no access to the victims body by anyone except the doctor himself and us.


    As they reached the room at the end of the narrow, well-lit corridor, Hunter pressed the intercom button on the wall and smiled a silly smile at the camera mounted just above the door. Seconds later Doctor Winstons voice cracked through the small wall speaker.


    Robert . . . let me buzz you in.


    A loud buzz echoed through the basement corridor followed by a clicking sound. Hunter pushed the heavy metal door open and stepped inside the room with Garcia.


    A gleaming stainless-steel table with a sink at one of its ends was positioned close to the far wall. A large surgical light above the table illuminated the entire room. A tray which was used for placing organs as the examiner removed them from the victims body sat close to the sink. The drainage tube from the organ tray was stained orange-brown. The stinging smell was stronger inside the room. Two large surgical saws and several blades of different shapes and sizes were neatly arranged over a small table up against the west wall. The faceless womans body lay on the steel table.


    Come in, Doctor Winston said, showing them into the room.


    Garcias gaze rested on the motionless corpse and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.


    So, what do you have for us? Hunter asked quietly as if scared of waking her up.


    Unfortunately, not much, Doctor Winston replied as he slipped on a brand-new pair of latex gloves. My team didnt manage to lift a single fingerprint from the house and given what we might be facing again, Im not surprised.


    Yes, Carlos told me, Hunter said, letting out a disillusioned sigh. How about fibers or something that can give us some sort of start?


    Sorry, Robert, the house has given us zilch.


    How can that be? Garcia asked. The killer has obviously spent hours torturing that woman in that house. How come he left nothing behind?


    You said it before, rookie, Hunter explained. A secluded location. The killer had all the time in the world to torture her uninterrupted. After she died the killer had all the time in the world to go over the entire house and make sure nothing was left behind. Time is on his side.


    Doctor Winston nodded.


    How about her? Hunter asked tilting his head towards the body. What can you tell us about her, doc?


    Twenty-three to twenty-five years of age, very healthy. She took very good care of herself. Her body fat was around 14.5 percent, which is athlete low. You dont need me to tell you about her muscle tone, which means she was probably a gym rat. No operations or implants either, she still had her tonsils and appendix and her breasts were her own. Her skin still feels very smooth even after rigor mortis and the lab analysis showed a high content of humectants, emollients and lubricants.


    What? Garcia asked frowning.


    Moisturizer, Hunter replied, trying to end Garcias confusion.


    So she moisturized, most women do.


    Dont I know it? Doctor Winston replied in a mocking voice. Trisha spends a fortune on creams that have absolutely no effect; its all a big con if you ask me, but the thing about our victim is that the tests have shown a very high-quality grade of it, in other words, she used the very expensive stuff . . . just like Trisha. My confident guess is that she was well off.


    Why? Because she used expensive moisturizers? Garcia asked.


    Do you have any idea how much they cost?


    Garcia raised his eyebrows indicating he didnt.


    A hell of a lot I can tell you. Also have a look at her nails, both hands and toes.


    Hunter and Garcia checked her hands and feet. Her nails looked very nicely kept.


    I had to remove her nail varnish, standard procedure, the doctor continued. Once again, the tests showed a very high-quality product. Her nails were professionally done, judging by the smoothness of the cut and cuticle. Now, manicure and pedicure isnt really an expensive treatment, but it highlights how much importance the victim paid to her appearance. The hair analysis showed another high-quality-grade product and judging by its condition she probably had a hairdressers appointment at least once a month.


    Is her hair dyed? Garcia asked.


    No, shes a natural blond. Whatever she did for a living, Id say her appearance played a major part in it.


    Rich husband maybe? Garcia suggested.


    No wedding band and no signs that shed ever worn one either, the doctor quickly dismissed the suggestion.


    So she made good money on her own?


    It looks that way, yes.


    Was she raped? Hunter asked.


    No, no sexual intercourse for at least forty-eight hours  no lubricant in her vagina or anus, which rules out the possibility of sex with prophylactics  the killer wasnt after sexual pleasure.


    Any identifying marks?


    Nothing . . . shes got no tattoos, no birthmarks, no scars.


    Fingerprints?


    I faxed them to your captain last night so youll have them when you get back to your precinct, but I can also access the Central Fingerprint Database from here  no match, shes not in the system and as you know weve got no chance of getting an ID from her dental records. Doctor Winston walked over to his desk and quickly fumbled through a few loose pieces of paper. As Id suspected, shed been drugged. I found traces of gamma hydroxy butyrate in her stomach, better known in clubs as GHB.


    Ive heard of that, Garcia said. The new date-rape drug right?


    Well, its not really a new drug. Kids use it in small doses to get high, but an overdose would produce an effect very similar to Rohypnol, Hunter clarified.


    Which is like a blackout?


    Thats correct, Doctor Winston said this time. Once the subject regains consciousness they cant remember anything that has happened to them while under the effect.


    Can we trace it? Garcia asked.


    Hunter shook his head. I doubt it. GHB is basically degreasing solvent or floor stripper mixed with drain cleaner; anyone can make it at home, and you can get the correct mixing dosage over the internet.


    Kids are mixing degreasing solvent with drain cleaner and taking it as a drug? Garcia enquired in surprise.


    Youth has come a long way since we were kids, detective, the doctor replied, patting Garcia on the back.


    How about the cause of death? Hunter asked.


    Heart, liver and kidney failure. Her body just couldnt cope anymore. A combination of the tremendous pain shed suffered together with dehydration and starvation. If she hadnt been in such good physical condition she wouldve probably lasted only a few hours.


    How long did she last?


    Anywhere between ten and sixteen hours. She died sometime between 8:00 p.m. on Sunday evening and 1:00 a.m. Monday morning.


    She was tortured for almost sixteen hours? Jesus Christ! Garcia commented.


    The room went quiet for a moment. Doctor Winston was the first to speak again. We have also analyzed the rope that was used to tie her to the posts.


    And?


    Nothing special there either. Regular nylon rope; it couldve been bought in any hardware store.


    How about the mirror on the bedroom door, it looked new; did we get anything from it?


    Not really. We found very old traces of chemicals consistent with mirror adhesives.


    So what does that mean? Garcia asked.


    That the killer didnt buy that mirror  he took it from another door somewhere. I dont think anyone wouldve reported a stolen door mirror, so tracking it down would be almost impossible, Hunter said.


    And the vinegar in the jar?


    Your most common type of vinegar, found in any supermarket.


    In other words, weve got absolutely nothing, Hunter concluded dryly.


    Oh weve got something alright, but youre not gonna like it . . . let me show you. Doctor Winston walked over to the east end of the room where a few photographs were scattered over a small desk, Hunter and Garcia right behind him.


    This is the carving on our victims neck. The doctor pointed to the first picture on the left. All the other pictures you see here are from the Crucifix Killers case. The carvings are consistent, Id say with a fair degree of confidence that they were made by the same person, probably with the same sharp instrument.


    The small ounce of hope Hunter had of a copycat killer was crushed. The photographs brought back a hurricane of memories.


    This was the first time Garcia had seen any of the forensic evidence of the original Crucifix Killers case. He could easily see the similarities in all the photographs.


    Can you tell us anything about the skinning of her face? Garcia asked.


    Yes, this is where the killer shows us how good he really is, its surgically precise  the way the skin had been cut away, the way the lean tissue and ligaments had been left intact  fantastic work. He mustve spent a fair amount of time operating on her face. I wouldnt be at all surprised if whoever did this was a surgeon or something along those lines. But then again, we knew that much about the Crucifix Killer.


    What do you mean? Garcia looked confused.


    The Crucifix Killer always removed a body part from his victims  an eye, a finger, an ear  human trophies in a way, Hunter explained. Its one of his signatures, together with the carving on the back of the neck and the stripping of the victim. According to the doctor, the removal of the body parts was always surgically precise, and apparently they had always been done while the victims were still alive.


    It seems the killers got better at it, Doctor Winston concluded.


    Why would the killer take a part of a victims body? Garcia asked.


    To remind him of the victim, Hunter replied. Its quite common when it comes to serial killers. Their victims mean a lot to them. Most of the time the killer feels theres some sort of bond between him and the victim. Some killers prefer to take a piece of clothing, usually an intimate piece of clothing. Some go for a body part.


    Garcia studied the photographs. Im assuming the original investigation checked for doctors as probable suspects.


    And medical students, nurses, and so on and so forth. It didnt lead us to anyone, Hunter answered.


    Garcia moved back towards the body. You said there are no birthmarks, no tattoos. Is there anything that can help us identify the body?


    We can try her face.


    Garcia stared at Doctor Winston sullenly. Are you kidding?


    This is the twenty-first century, detective, the doctor said, his mouth twisted in what mightve been a trace of a smile. Computers can perform miracles nowadays. Theyve already been working on it upstairs for an hour and we shall have some sort of computer image ready any minute now. If were lucky you can pick it up on your way out.


    Judging by how much effort she put into her appearance Id say she was either a model or an aspiring actress, Hunter suggested.


    Or a high-class hooker, perhaps even a porn actress. They can make a lot of money you know, Garcia complemented Hunters suggestion.


    How do you know? Dated a porn star recently, have you? Hunter smiled.


    Um . . . its common knowledge.


    Of course it is. So whos your favorite star?


    Im married.


    Oh yeah. That makes a difference, I forgot. Married men dont watch porn. Let me guess. You probably like Briana Banks.


    She is hot, Garcia said and immediately froze.


    You walked straight into that one, Doctor Winston said padding him on the back.


    Both detectives regarded the body in front of them for a while. She looked different now. Her skin seemed rubbery and paler and her mutilated face looked like a mask  a well-made-up actress ready to shoot a horror scene in some Hollywood production  an image of almost pure evil.


    Wed better go check up on that computer image, doc, or is there anything else youd like to show us?


    No, Robert, Im afraid there isnt much else I can tell you about her.


    Are you keeping her in this room?


    As requested by your captain . . . yes, we have our own cooling chamber in here. Lets just hope we dont have to fill it up with any more bodies.


    Hunter and Garcia buzzed themselves out of the autopsy room and walked up to the computer tech lab in silence.


    Can I ask you something? Garcia asked.


    Shoot.


    How come no one believed you when you told them that Mike Farloe wasnt the Crucifix Killer?


    I never said that. In the end Captain Bolter and my ex-partner, Scott, saw my reasoning. But with all the evidence found in Farloes car, coupled up with him confessing to the murders, there wasnt much we could do. It was in the DAs hands. And they didnt wanna hear any reasoning. Hunter looked down debating if he should carry on. Maybe the truth is that we all wanted it to end, he finally said. It had gone on for too long. Deep inside I secretly wished Farloe was the real killer. And now the nightmare is back.


    For Garcia the nightmare was just starting. For Hunter this was the worst kind, a recurring one.


    
      
    


    Twelve


    Excluding childrens and psychiatric, there were eight hospitals in total in the central Los Angeles area, but only four of them showed Jane Doe entries for the past few days. Posing as the boyfriend or as a work colleague, Jerome visited all four with no luck. If Jenny had been admitted into a hospital, it hadnt been one in downtown LA.


    Jerome had thought about extending his search to places like Santa Monica, San Diego, Long Beach, Santa Ana, but that wouldve taken him an entire week and he didnt have that kind of time. He decided to get in contact with Detective Culhane.


    Mark Culhane hated receiving payments from a criminal, a drug lord, but he couldnt deny the money came in handy; it was more than twice his Narcotics Division pay. In return, he was expected to look the other way during major drug deals, slightly mislead investigations and provide inside information every now and again. Its a corrupt world and it didnt take much effort from D-King to find Mark Culhane.


    Jerome and Culhane met at the In-N-Out Burger restaurant in Gayley Avenue, one of Jeromes favorite burger joints. By the time Culhane arrived, Jerome had already devoured two Double-Double burgers.


    Culhane was forty-nine years old, five foot six, with a receding hairline and a frightening beer belly. Jerome had always wondered what would happen if Culhane had to chase a suspect on foot.


    Culhane . . . sit down, Jerome said, eating the last of his fries.


    Culhane sat opposite Jerome in the small old-fashioned diner booth. He looked older than Jerome remembered. The bags under his eyes had gained some extra weight. Jerome had no time for pleasantries and he slid a brown-paper envelope towards the detective. Culhane grabbed it and brought it close to his chest, holding it like a hand of poker. He had a quick look at the photograph inside.


    Shes missing, Jerome carried on.


    So? Talk to missing persons, Im Narcotics remember? Culhane replied, clearly irritated.


    Was that attitude? Jerome asked, having another swig of his giant-size root beer.


    Culhane kept silent.


    Lets just say D-King considers her to be a special girl. He slid another envelope towards the detective. This is extra.


    This time Culhane didnt have to open it to know what was inside it. He picked the envelope up and placed it in his pocket.


    Whats her name? he sked, his irritation dissipating.


    Jenny Farnborough.


    Did she run out on him or you think it might be something else?


    Were not sure, but we dont think shes a runaway. Shes got nothing to run away from. On top of that all of her belongings are still in her apartment.


    Is she hooked? Could she just be tripping out somewhere?


    I dont think so. She does coke every now and then, you know, to keep her going, but she is no junkie. She wouldnt work for the boss if she was.


    Boyfriend? Family?


    No boyfriend  her family lives in rednecksville somewhere in Idaho or Wyoming, but she doesnt get along with them anyway.


    When was the last time you saw her?


    Last Friday night. She was out partying with the boss and a few other girls; she went to the bathroom to retouch her makeup, and that was it.


    She mightve been arrested and shes just cooling off in a cell somewhere.


    She wouldve called if that was the case and I dont know what shed be arrested for, but I guess you better check that out too.


    Can I get you anything? The question came from a young brunette waitress whod approached their table.


    No, Im OK thanks, Culhane said with a dismissive hand gesture and waited until the waitress was out of earshot. Is there anything else I need to know? His attention was back on Jerome.


    Nope, I guess thats all.


    Did she steal any money or something that wouldve given her a reason to disappear?


    Not from us.


    Gambling debts?


    Not that we know of.


    Was she involved with anyone else, maybe one of D-Kings competitors?


    Nah-ah, the reply came with a shake of the head. She was a good girl, probably his best girl. She had no reason to run away. He had another sip of his root beer.


    The good ones are usually the worst. Culhanes comment failed to amuse Jerome. How long has she been with D-King?


    Almost three years.


    Maybe shed had enough and she wanted out.


    You know the boss doesnt mind if any of his girls want out. If shed had enough all she had to do was say it. Plus as Ive said, she didnt take any of her stuff with her.


    OK, give me twenty-four hours and Ill see if I can come up with anything. Culhane got up ready to leave.


    Culhane.


    Yeah, he said turning to face Jerome.


    D-King wants to keep this quiet, so dont go flashing her picture around like a pair of tits.


    Culhane nodded and made his way to the door while Jerome reopened the menu on the desserts page.


    Sitting inside his car, Culhane had another look at the picture Jerome had given him. The girl was stunning, the sort of girl hed have to pay a lot of money to sleep with. He tapped the other envelope inside his pocket. Hello, new car, he thought with a wide smile.


    Culhane guessed the girl in the photograph was in trouble. D-King was good to his girls, the nice apartments, the expensive clothes, the free drugs, the superstar lifestyle. Hed never heard of any of them running away.


    He could start with a hospital search, but that would take way too long. After thinking about it for a few seconds he reached for his cell phone and dialed Peter Talep, a good friend of his who worked for the missing persons department of the LAPD.


    Pete, its Mark from Narcotics, howre you doing? I need a small favor . . .


    *


    The LAPD Missing Persons Unit was established in 1972. The unit has citywide responsibility for the investigation of adult missing persons with over twenty-five investigative detectives. Peter Talep was one of them.


    Peter met Culhane at the lobby of the South Bureau Police Department in 77th Street. Culhane needed a good story to get Peter to search the missing persons database without raising any eyebrows or putting in an official request. He claimed Jenny was one of his major narcotic informers and sometime in the past seventy-two hours shed gone missing. Culhane wanted Peter to use his departments access to check the hospital files.


    So, do you have a picture of this girl were looking for? Peter asked.


    Unfortunately I dont, thats why I have to go through the records with you, keeping pictures of informers can lead to a lot of trouble, Culhane lied. If D-King wanted to keep this quiet, handing Jennys picture to Peter wasnt a great idea.


    OK, so what am I looking for?


    Caucasian female, around twenty-three, twenty-four, blond hair, blue eyes, stunning looking, if you see her picture youd probably know, Culhane said with a malicious smile.


    When was the last time you had contact with her?


    Last Friday.


    Do you know if she has any family around, someone that mightve reported her missing?


    No, I dont think so, she lived alone. Family are from out of town.


    Boyfriend, husband?


    No.


    So nobody wouldve reported her missing? Youre the first one?


    Yep, Culhane agreed.


    So if she went missing on Friday, itll be too soon, Peter said, shaking his head.


    What do you mean? Whatll be too soon?


    Peter rolled his chair away from his computer. All the records we have in our database are from missing persons that have been reported in by someone  family, boyfriend, whatever. People will usually bring in a picture and fill in a missing persons report, you know the protocol. Anyway, that record is then fed into the Missing and Unidentified Persons Unit database. If no ones reported her missing, there will be no record.


    Yes, but how about hospital patients, you know, Jane Does?


    Well, those are quite rare.


    Yeah, but they do happen?


    Yes, but she needs to be either unconscious or have lost her memory. If thats the case the hospital would usually wait anywhere between seven to fifteen days before considering the patient a proper Jane or John Doe and reporting them to us. We then compare the picture the hospital sends us with what we have in our database and check for a match. If there isnt one the patient is then inserted into the MUPU database as unidentified. If she went missing on Friday and no one has reported her missing, thats way too soon. If she is unconscious in a hospital somewhere or has lost her memory, youll have to wait until she regains consciousness, check hospital by hospital for a Jane Doe or wait up to two weeks and check back here with me.


    Shit!


    Sorry, Mark, there isnt much I can do for you.


    Thats OK, thanks anyway.


    Outside the South Bureau Police Department, Culhane sat in his car pondering his options. He sure as hell wasnt about to go on a hospital tour of LA just to find some hooker for D-King. The past weekend arrests report hed requested had just been sent to his car fax machine. Six girls matched the description. Three had already made bail. He had a hunch none of the remaining girls would be the one he was looking for, but he had to check them.


    It took around five minutes for the pictures to come through. As hed suspected none of them was Jenny. There was one more thing left to do  check for a dead body.


    He could try and ask for information from the Homicide Division, but there has always been animosity between Homicide and Narcotics detectives. More often than not one type of investigation would lead into the other. In LA, drugs and murder walked side by side.


    Screw the Homicide division, Culhane thought. If Jenny was dead, there was only one place shed be  the morgue.


    
      
    


    Thirteen


    The technicians at the County Department of Coroner had used a software program specially developed to reconstruct full images from partial ones. The program is similar to the ones used by film studios on the latest computer-animated motion pictures. The basics are simple  in the animation process, the designer first creates a wire frame of the character as a base and then covers it with a skin layer. The process used by the Coroners technicians followed the same steps, although no wire frame was needed. Their base was the victims skinless face image.


    This process is mostly used to re-create an image out of bone structure  a body that has been discovered in a very advanced or complete state of decomposition. In the case of last nights victim, the process was made easier because the muscle tissue around her face was almost intact. The computer didnt have to calculate the fullness of her cheeks or the shape of her chin and nose. It only needed to apply a skin layer over the already existing lean tissue, calculate skin age and pigmentation and Hunter and Garcia had a face.


    Hunter was right, shed been a beautiful-looking woman. Even though the computerized image made her look like a character out of the Final Fantasy video game series, Hunter could easily see the soft lines, the model-like features that made up her face.


    From his car, on the way back from the Coroners office Hunter called Captain Bolter.


    Hunter. Tell me something good.


    Well, the computer guys at the Coroners office managed to re-create the victims face using some fancy computer program, that should help us identify her.


    Thats good news, what else?


    Thats about as far as the good news go, he paused to take a deep breath. According to Doctor Winston, its more than probable that were dealing with the same killer as before.


    Silence followed. Captain Bolter had expected this since finding the double-crucifix on the back of the victims neck.


    Captain?


    Yeah, Im here. This is like the fucking twilight zone.


    Hunter agreed but said nothing.


    Im setting you and Garcia up in a separate office, away from the main floor. I dont even want the rest of the RHD detectives to get involved in this.


    Thats fine by me.


    The last thing I need in my hands right now is widespread panic around this city because some shitty reporter got hold of this story.


    Sooner or later some shitty reporter will get hold of this story, Captain.


    So lets try and make it a lot later than sooner shall we?


    You know well be doing our best, Captain.


    I need more than your best this time, Hunter. I want this killer caught, and I mean the REAL one. The anger in his voice was undeniable as he slammed the receiver down.


    
      
    


    Fourteen


    The office Captain Bolter supplied for Hunter and Garcia was located on the top floor of the RHD building. It was a medium-sized room, thirty-five feet wide by twenty-five with two desks facing each other in the center of it. A computer, a telephone and a fax machine had been set up on each desk. The room was well lit, courtesy of two windows on the east wall and several fifty-watt halogen dichroic light bulbs on the office ceiling. They were surprised to see that all the original files from the Crucifix Killers case had already been gathered and placed over their desks making two enormous piles. A corkboard had been mounted onto the south wall. The photographs of all seven of the original Crucifix Killers victims, together with the new faceless one, had been pinned onto it.


    What, no air con, Captain?


    Captain Bolter took no notice of Hunters sarcasm. Have you been brought up to speed with the situation yet? his question was directed at Garcia.


    Yes, Captain.


    So you understand what we might be dealing with here?


    Yes, Garcia answered with a hint of trepidation in his voice.


    OK, over the desks youll find everything we had on the old case, the captain continued. Hunter, you should be familiar with those. The computers on your desks have a T1 internet connection and each of you have a separate telephone and fax line. He walked towards the photographs on the corkboard. This case is to be discussed with no one inside or outside the RHD. We need to try and keep this as quiet as possible for as long as possible. He paused and looked at both detectives with a hawk-sharp glare. When this case goes public I dont want anyone to know that we might be dealing with the same psychopath that did this, he said pointing to the victims photographs. So, I dont want anybody referring to this case as the Crucifix Killer. For all purposes, the Crucifix Killer is dead, executed about a year ago. This is a brand-new case, is that understood?


    Both detectives looked like school kids being reprimanded by their principal. They nodded and looked at the floor.


    You guys are exclusively on this, nothing else. You better live, breathe and shit this case. I wanna report of the previous days events on my desk every day by 10:00 a.m. until this killer is caught, starting from tomorrow, Captain Bolter said, walking towards the door. I wanna know everything thats going on in this case, good or bad. And do me a favor, keep this fucking door locked, I dont want any leaks. He slammed the door behind him, the loud sound reverberating inside the room.


    Garcia walked over to the photographs and stared at them in a macabre silence. This was the first time hed been presented with the Crucifix Killers police evidence. This was the first time hed ever seen any of the killers original evil. He studied them feeling faintly ill. His eyes taking everything in, his mind trying to reject it. How could anyone be capable of this?


    One of the victims, male, twenty-five years old, had his eyes compressed into his skull until theyd burst from the pressure. Both of his hands had also been crushed to the point of pulverization of the bones. Another victim, this time female, forty years old, had her abdomen sliced open and disemboweled. A third victim, another male, African American, fifty-five years old, had a laceration that ran the length of his neck; his hands had been nailed together as in a prayer position. The other pictures were even more gruesome. All that pain had been inflicted on the victims while they were still alive.


    Garcia remembered the first time hed heard about the Crucifix killings. It had been over three years ago and he hadnt made detective. Research has shown that there are around five hundred serial killers active at any one time in the United States, claiming something in the region of five thousand lives every year. Only a very small number of them get media recognition, and the Crucifix Killer had gotten more than his share of it. At the time, Garcia had wondered what it would be like to be a detective in such a high-profile investigation. To follow the evidence, analyze the clues, interrogate the suspects and then put everything together to solve the case. If only it was that simple.


    Garcia became a detective shortly after the first victim was found and he followed the case as closely as he could. When Mike Farloe was arrested and presented to the media as the Crucifix Killer, Garcia had wondered how could someone that didnt seem to be intelligent had managed to evade the law for such a long time. He remembered thinking that the detectives assigned to the case couldnt have been very good.


    Looking at the pictures on the corkboard, Garcias feelings were a mixture of excitement and fear. Not only was he now a lead detective in a serial-killer investigation, he was one of the lead detectives in the Crucifix Killers case. Ironic he thought.


    Hunter fired up his computer and watched the screen come alive. Are you gonna be OK with all this, rookie? he asked, sensing Garcias uneasiness at the pictures.


    What? Yeah, Im good, Garcia turned and faced Hunter. This is some different kind of evil.


    Yes, I guess you can say that.


    What would motivate a person to commit crimes like these?


    Well, if you go by the textbook definition of why someone would commit murder, then we have: jealousy, revenge, to profit, hatred, fear, compassion, desperation, to conceal another crime, to avoid shame and disgrace or to obtain power . . . Hunter paused. The basic motivators for serial crimes are manipulation, domination, control, sexual gratification, or plain simple homicidal-mania.


    This killer seems to enjoy it.


    I agree. Gratification, but not of the sexual kind. Id say he loves watching people suffer.


    He? Garcia questioned.


    Judging by the nature of the crimes, the logical conclusion is that the killer is male.


    How so?


    To start with, the overwhelming majority of serial killers are male, Hunter explained. Female serial killers have a tendency to kill for monetary profit. While that can also be true their male counterparts, its very unlikely. Sexual reasons top the list for male serial killers. Case studies have also shown that female killers generally kill people close to them, such as husbands, family members, or people dependent on them. Males kill strangers more often. Female serial killers also tend to kill more quietly, with poison or other less violent methods, like suffocation. Male serial killers, on the other hand, show a greater tendency to include torture or mutilation as part of the process of killing. When women are implicated in sadistic homicides, theyve usually acted in partnership with a man.


    Our killer works alone, Garcia concluded.


    Nothing indicates otherwise.


    Both detectives fell silent for a while. Garcia turned around and faced the photographs once again. So what do we have on all the old victims, what sort of connection? he asked, eager to get started.


    None that weve found.


    What? I dont believe that, Garcia said, shaking his head. Youre not trying to tell me that you guys spent two years investigating this case and you havent come up with a connection between the victims?


    Well, believe it. Hunter got up and joined Garcia in front of the corkboard. Look at them and tell me this  what would you say the age bracket of the victims was?


    Garcias eyes moved from picture to picture, pausing on each one for only a couple of seconds. Im not sure, early twenties to mid-sixties I guess.


    Kind of broad, dont you think?


    Perhaps.


    And what would you say is the main type of victim, old, young, male, female, black, white, blond, brunette or what?


    Garcias eyes were still studying the pictures. All of those judging by these.


    Again, kind of broad, isnt it?


    Garcia shrugged.


    Now, theres something else you cant get from these pictures, and thats their social class. These people came from all different walks of life  poor, rich, middle class, religious and non-religious, employed and unemployed . . .


    Yes, whats your point, Robert?


    My point is that the killer doesnt go for a specific type of victim. With every new victim, we spent days, weeks, months trying to establish some sort of link between any of them. Work place, social clubs, nightclubs, bars, universities, lower and high school, place of birth, acquaintances, hobbies, family trees, you name it, weve tried it and we came up with a big fat zero. Wed find something that would link two of the victims together but not the others, nothing would stick. If we managed to start a chain with two victims, the link would be broken on the third and fourth one sending us back to square one. From what we know these people couldve been chosen completely at random. The killer might as well have flipped through a phone book. In fact, if the killer hadnt carved his symbol on the back of their necks these couldve been seven different victims from seven different killers  eight with our new one. Nothing is the same, except the level of pain and torture he puts them through. This killer is a new breed of serial killer. Hes unique.


    What sort of links are you talking about when you say you managed to establish a link between two victims but not the rest?


    Two of the victims lived in South Central LA just a few blocks from each other, but the others were scattered all over town. Two other victims, number four and number six, Hunter pointed to the photographs on the board, went to the same high school, but not at the same time. The links seemed more coincidental than a breakthrough. Nothing concrete.


    Did he follow a certain time interval between kills?


    Random again, Hunter said. They go from a few days between the third and fourth victims to months, and on this last case, over a year.


    How about body locations? Garcia asked.


    Theres a map over there; Ill show you. Hunter unfolded a large map of Los Angeles with seven red dots the size of a dime scattered around it, a number next to each one.


    These are the locations and sequence in which each body was found.


    Garcia took his time going over the marks. The first body had been found in Santa Clarita, the second one in downtown Los Angeles with the other five spread all over the map. Garcia admitted that at first glance they looked pretty random.


    Again, weve tried everything, different sequences and patterns. We even brought in a mathematician and a cartographer. The problem is that when you look at random points on a piece of paper for long enough, its like looking at clouds in the sky, sooner or later you start seeing shapes and images, nothing real, nothing that could lead us anywhere, just your mind playing tricks on you. The only solid conclusion is that the bodies were found in and around Los Angeles. This is his burial ground. Hunter sat behind his desk while Garcia continued studying the map.


    Hes gotta have a pattern, they all do.


    Hunter leaned back on his chair. Youre right, they usually do, but as Ive said, this guy is different. Hes never killed two victims in the same manner, he tries new things, different things  its like hes experimenting. Hunter paused for a few seconds to rub his eyes. Killing another human being isnt an easy task, no matter how experienced someone is, ninety-five percent of the time the killer is more nervous than the victim. Some killers like to stick with the same MO simply because its worked before and they feel comfortable with it. Some move in a progression and the MO may change from crime to crime. Sometimes the offender may find that his particular course of action wasnt very effective, wasnt what he was looking for. Maybe too noisy, too messy, too hard to control or whatever. The killer then learns to adapt and tries new methods to see if they work better for him. Eventually hell find an MO that hes comfortable with.


    And hell stick with it? Garcia commented.


    Most of the time yes, but not necessarily, Hunter said, shaking his head.


    Garcia looked puzzled.


    Serial killers are usually after satisfaction . . . a sick kind of satisfaction, but satisfaction nonetheless. It could be sexual fulfillment, a sense of power, a God feeling, but thats only half of the satisfaction.


    The kill itself? Garcias voice took on a grave tone.


    Correct. Its like taking drugs. When you first start, you only need a little hit to achieve the high you want, but soon, if you carry on, that little hit wont be enough and youll go for more, you start chasing the high. In the case of a killer, the murders become more violent, the victims have to suffer more so the killer can get the satisfaction he needs, but again, just like drugs, theres usually a steady progression.


    Garcia shifted his stare back to the photographs. Whats the progression here? They all look just as violent, just as monstrous.


    Hunters agreement came with a nod.


    Its like he jumped straight into the deep end. Which leads us to believe that his progression of violence came earlier on in his life, Garcia concluded.


    Correct again. You catch on quick, but you can read all that on the case files. Hunter tilted his head towards the two large piles of paper on his desk.


    None of these were fast kills either. Garcias attention was back on the corkboard.


    Thats right. This guy likes to take his time with his victims. He likes to watch them suffer, he wants to savor their pain. Hes getting his satisfaction. This killer doesnt rush, he doesnt panic and thats his greatest advantage over us.


    When people panic, they make mistakes, they leave things behind, Garcia commented.


    Exactly.


    But not our guy?


    Not so far.


    How about this symbol, what do we know about it? Garcia asked pointing to a picture of the carving on the neck of one of the victims.


    Here comes confusion. Hunters lips tightened. We brought in a symbologist when the first victim was found.


    And what did he have to say?


    The symbol seemed to be a return to the original design of the double-crucifix, also known as the double-cross or the cross of Lorraine.


    Original? Garcia shook his head.


    The double-crucifix in its original version consisted of a vertical line crossed by two smaller horizontal bars evenly spaced and of the same length. The lower bar used to be as close to the bottom of the vertical line as the upper was to the top.


    Why do you say used to?


    Through the years, its design morphed. The lower bar became longer than the upper one, and both crossbars are now nearer the top of the vertical line.


    Garcia turned to analyze the photographs for a few seconds. So this is the old version?


    Hunter nodded. Its origin is thought to date back to pagan times. At least thats where history believes it was first used. Back then it was also known as the double-edged sword.


    Yeah, history aside, what does it mean? Garcia made a hand gesture urging Hunter to move on.


    Psychologically speaking, its believed to represent someone with a double life. The double-edged sword cuts both ways, right? Thats exactly it, duality, good and evil, white and black all in one. Someone who has two totally opposite sides.


    You mean someone that could be a normal law-abiding citizen during the day and a psychotic killer at night?


    Exactly. This person could be a community leader, a politician, even a priest doing good deeds today; tomorrow he could be slashing someones throat.


    But thats the textbook definition of schizophrenia.


    No, it isnt, Hunter corrected Garcia. Thats a mistake most people make. Contrary to popular belief, people with schizophrenia do not have split personalities. Schizophrenics suffer from problems with their thought processes. These lead to hallucinations, delusions, disordered thinking, and unusual speech or behavior. They usually arent dangerous people either. What youre thinking of is dissociative identity disorder, also known as DID. People with DID display multiple distinct identities or personalities.


    Thank you, professor Hunter, Garcia said, putting on a silly childs voice.


    But I dont believe our killer suffers from DID.


    And why not? Garcia asked intrigued.


    DID sufferers have no control of when one personality takes over the previous one. Our killer is fully aware of what hes doing. It pleases him. He aint struggling with himself.


    That thought silenced Garcia for a few seconds. How about a religious meaning? It looks like a religious symbol to me.


    Well, thats where it gets even more complicated, Hunter replied massaging his closed eyes for an instant. There are two main theories according to scholars. One is that the double-crucifix was the first-ever symbol of the anti-Christ.


    What? I thought that was supposed to be an inverted cross.


    Thats the symbol as we know it today. Its believed the double-crucifix was first used by some of the early prophets when they prophesied about the end of time, when an evil being would come to end the world.


    Garcia shot Hunter an incredulous look. Hold on, you aint gonna start talking about someone with 666 marked on his head and little horns, are you?


    It wouldnt surprise me, Hunter said, shifting his eyes back to the photographs. Anyway, he continued, when they prophesied about such an evil being, they said he would bring with him the symbol of pure evil. A symbol that would mean God in reverse.


    Garcias eyes went back to the photographs before widening in surprise. Ill be damned. Two crosses touching each other, he said finally understanding it. One right side up and the other upside down?


    Bingo. The symbol of Jesus opposed by the same symbol of Jesus. The anti-Christ.


    So we really could be dealing with a religious fanatic here?


    An anti-religious fanatic, Hunter corrected him.


    A few silent seconds followed. And whats the second? Garcia asked.


    Excuse me?


    You said there were two theories concerning religious meanings; whats the second one?


    Get ready for this. The killer could believe hes the Second Coming.


    What? Are you joking?


    I wish. Some scholars believe the early double-crucifix is not one cross right side up and another upside down, but one cross over another, meaning the second son of God. The Second Coming.


    But these are two totally opposite theories. One says hes the anti-Christ and the other says hes the second Christ.


    Thats true, but remember these are only theories based on what the double-crucifix symbol could mean according to history and academics. It doesnt necessarily mean that they apply to our guy. For all we know, he couldve just picked that symbol because he liked the look of it.


    Is the double-crucifix used by any religious groups or cults?


    The morphed design, with both crossbars closer to the top of the vertical line, has been used by several groups over the years, religious and not. Its even part of the American Lung Associations logo.


    And the old design. The one our killer uses?


    Youd have to go back over one hundred years to find anything. And nothing that could be relevant to the case.


    Whats your gut feeling on this?


    Gut feelings dont matter in this case, as Ive found out.


    Cmon, humor me. From what Ive heard, you have a kick ass intuition, Garcia said.


    The truth is that Im not sure. This killers displayed some classic disturbed behavior like most serial killers. Some of the things he does are textbook perfect, too perfect, as if he wants us to believe hes a typical serial killer. Hunter pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes for a few seconds. Sometimes I think we are dealing with a religious freak, sometimes I think hes some sort of a crime genius fucking with us, pulling the right strings to send us in the wrong direction. Playing a game where only he knows the rules, and he can change them any time he feels like it. Hunter took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds. Whoever he is, hes very intelligent, very clever, very methodical and as cold as ice. He never panics. But what we need to do now is concentrate on the new victim, maybe shell be the one thatll lead us to him.


    Garcia nodded. First we need to fax her photograph to as many model and acting agencies as we can. Having the victims identity would be a great start . . .


    Sure, well do that, but theres something Id like for us to check first.


    And whats that?


    Remember what Doctor Winston said about the victim?


    Which part?


    The gym rat part.


    Garcia raised his eyebrows. Good thinking.


    The problem is, therere over a thousand gyms scattered around this city.


    For real? Garcia asked surprised.


    Yes, this is LA, the city where to get even a waiters job you need to look your best. Fitness is big business here.


    In a country where the obesity rate is off the charts?


    As Ive said, this is LA, the city of the fit and beautiful. Hunter smiled as he flexed his bicep mockingly.


    Yeah, in your dreams.


    We should check out some of the bigger, more famous gyms, Hunter paused for a moment. The doctor said she liked to use expensive stuff right? So she obviously spent money on herself.


    And I bet that with a body like that she liked to be noticed, Garcia cut in.


    I agree.


    So if you wanted to show off your body, which gym would you go to? Since you are the expert.


    Well, Golds Gym is our best bet, there are two branches in Hollywood where well find a lot of famous and in people, and then theres the Arnold Schwarzenegger famous Golds Gym in Venice Beach.


    I think we should check them out.


    Grab that computer image, were gonna go visit the big boys.


    As Hunter reached their office door his cell phone rang. Yes, Detective Hunter speaking.


    Hello, Robert, did you miss me? the robotic voice asked.
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