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Chapter 1


Kevin
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Stradella Road

Bel Air, Los Angeles

Friday, December 13

One moment, Kevin Brodie was asleep. The next moment, he was wide awake and wary.

He opened his eyes. He didn’t think a sound had woken him—he had no fading auditory memory to support that—but he listened anyway. All he heard was the soft hum of the ceiling fan over his head and the regular breathing of his wife, Kristen Beach, at his side.

He listened for another minute—nothing—then slipped out of bed and crouched in front of the bedside table, wincing at a twinge in his left knee. He opened the door at the base of the table as quietly as possible and pressed his thumb against the fingerprint lock of the gun safe until it clicked. He wasn’t terribly worried about waking Kristen up—she’d been known to sleep through earthquakes—but he didn’t want to take the chance of spooking her.

He removed his Glock 22, his old service weapon, and slid a magazine into place. He left the door of the safe open and straightened, still listening. He left the bedroom and closed the door softly behind him.

He went first to a guest bedroom at the front of the house and looked out the window. Nothing was moving. Across the street, the exterior lights of the neighbors’ houses glowed. Behind them, the dark smudge of the golf course at the Bel-Air Country Club. Beyond that, the lights of UCLA and Westwood.

He padded downstairs. The alarms by the front door, the door that led to the garage, and the back door were all green. The Christmas tree in the family room stood dark and silent. The only sound was the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. 

He tapped the code into the keypad by the back door—French doors that led to a patio, then the pool deck—and watched the green turn to red. He opened the door and stepped out onto the patio. The terracotta tiles were cool under his bare feet. He walked to the edge of the pool, the gun still held down by his leg, and listened. 

Crickets. Literally. That was all. There was a full moon reflecting off the pool and turning the foliage of the backyard into a symphony of silver and shadow. Kevin looked up; it was a perfectly clear night. Even through the light pollution of the city, he could see a few of the brightest stars.

He went back inside, reset the alarm, and stood still to listen one more time. Even the fridge had fallen silent. He tiptoed back upstairs, slipped into the bedroom, and secured the Glock in the gun safe. But he left it loaded.

Kristen hadn’t moved. He climbed into bed and lay on his back, watching the blades of the ceiling fan turn in lazy circles.

Kevin wasn’t superstitious. He didn’t believe in premonitions or psychic abilities. He’d never had much use for what his grandfather called “woo-woo stuff.” But, in his twenty-two-plus years of public service—eighteen as a police officer, three as a social worker, and the past one and a half as a private detective—he’d seen and heard a few things that he couldn’t entirely explain. 

He’d also learned to listen to his gut. And right now, his gut was telling him that something was wrong.

Except, he realized, that wasn’t quite it.

Something was coming.
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Chapter 2


Jamie
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17th Street

Santa Monica

Jamie Brodie almost never woke up before his alarm sounded. This morning was an exception. He lay still for a moment, assessing his environment. It was still dark out, but something was different in the bedroom.

He fumbled around on the surface of his bedside table a couple of times until his hand landed on his phone. He cracked one eye open and squinted at the screen. It was 5:12. Only eighteen minutes before his alarm. He could live with that.

He rolled to his back and reached to the other side of the bed, where his husband, Pete Ferguson, should be. Pete wasn’t there, but the sheets were still warm. 

Jamie finally realized what was different. There was outside air coming from somewhere. He opened both eyes and saw that the door which led from their bedroom to the upstairs deck was cracked open. He yawned, climbed out of bed, and crossed the room to the door. Their yellow Lab, Ammo, raised his head from his bed and whuffed softly. Jamie said, “Ammo, stay,” and went outside.

Pete was in one of the two Adirondack chairs on the deck, looking at the sky. He glanced over his shoulder at Jamie and pointed up. “International Space Station.”

“Ah.” Jamie watched the ISS—it looked like a huge, moving star—glide to the southeast. “Did you wake up to see that?”

“No, I just woke up. I thought I’d come out here to stargaze, and I got a bonus.”

Jamie sat in the other chair and looked at the stars. “It’s so clear. It’s supposed to be a beautiful day.”

“Earthquake weather.”

“What? Don’t say that.”

Pete chuckled. “You know it’s not really a thing.”

“Yeah, I know. It still feels like tempting fate.”

“Ammo’s not bothered, is he?” Ammo’s m.o., several minutes before an impending earthquake, was to pace and whine. He was the best early warning system they could have asked for.

“Doesn’t seem to be.”

“You have ShakeAlert on your phone, right?”

“Right.”

“Then all shall be well.” Pete stretched. “Are you going to the Y?”

“Yup.” Jamie went to the Santa Monica YMCA most mornings to swim. “Want to join me?”

“Yeah, I’ll use the stair climber.” Pete pushed out of his chair. “Let’s go.”

The early-morning crowd at the Y was thinner than usual. Jamie figured that people were taking advantage of the gorgeous weather to run outside. A couple of the regular swimmers were missing, too. Jamie not only had a lane to himself, but the lanes on either side of him were empty.

As he swam, he found himself watching the water to see if it was sloshing abnormally against the sides of the pool. Jamie knew very well that “earthquake weather” wasn’t a statistically valid concept. Earthquakes weren’t influenced by weather at all. But Pete’s comment had unsettled him, and he couldn’t explain why.

He swam for 45 minutes, then hoisted himself out of the pool and headed for the shower. He was rinsing shampoo out of his hair when he heard Pete’s voice on the other side of the curtain. “That’s you in there, right?”

“Right. Did you recognize my ankles?”

“Uh-huh.” Pete’s towel appeared, hanging over the wall between their shower stalls, and the water in the shower next to Jamie’s turned on. “How was your swim?”

“Good. How was the stair climber?”

“Vigorous.”

Jamie turned off the water in the shower. “We haven’t had an earthquake yet.”

“Pfft. We’re not gonna have an earthquake.”

“Hey, you’re the one that brought it up.”

A splash of water sailed over the partition between the shower stalls and hit Jamie square in the face. He spluttered. “Cut that out!”

Pete snickered. Jamie said, “You’re wasting water.”

“I’ll make up for it later today. Stop worrying about earthquakes.”

“Yeah, okay.” Jamie tied his towel around his waist and went to the locker area to hurry and get dressed. Despite Pete’s assurances, he still couldn’t quite let go of the feeling that the earth was poised to move under his feet.
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Chapter 3


Chloe
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KLAX Tower—North

Los Angeles International Airport

LAX air traffic controller Chloe Pimenter took a swig of coffee from her travel mug and plugged in her headset. The next ninety minutes would be the best part of her day. Runway 24 Left at LAX was closed for construction of new taxiways, so she only had one runway to manage. And it was a gorgeous, clear morning, so visibility wouldn’t be an issue for anyone. Piece of cake.

Immediately, in her ear, a male voice with a Southern drawl said, “LA Tower, Southwest 2298, visual Two-Four Right.”

Chloe said, “Southwest 2298, good morning. Caution wake turbulence, triple seven departing, wind two-two-zero at three, runway Two-Four Right, cleared to land.”

“Cleared to land, Two-Four Right, Southwest 2298.”

Chloe spoke next to the British Airways Boeing 777 that was sitting at the end of runway 24R, waiting to take off. “Speedbird 31 Heavy, winds two-two-zero at four, RNAV FABRA, runway Two-Four Right, cleared for takeoff.”

“RNAV FABRA, cleared for takeoff, Two-Four Right, Speedbird 31 Heavy.”

The 777 began to lumber down the runway, picking up speed until its nose gear lifted off the tarmac, followed by the main gear. The bird that was so cumbersome on the ground soared into the air.

Chloe never tired of watching. But she had other things to pay attention to.

“Delta 2679, LA Tower, cross Two-Four Left and hold short of Two-Four Right.”

“Cross Two-Four Left and hold short Two-Four Right, Delta 679.” The Delta Airbus A321, bound for Minneapolis, crossed the closed runway then nosed up to the line that served as a stop sign before the entrance to runway 24R.

“Speedbird 31 Heavy, contact SoCal Departure. Have a good flight.”

“SoCal Departure, Speedbird 31 Heavy, good day.”

Chloe watched as the Southwest flight she’d previously cleared to land floated toward the ground. The plane bobbed a bit in the 777’s wake. Its nose flared as the main gear touched down, emitting two small puffs of smoke, then the nose gear settled lightly onto the runway. Chloe thought, Butter.

The Southwest flight slowed quickly as the brakes, spoilers, and reverse thrusters did their jobs. Chloe continued to watch it as a female voice spoke to her. “LA Tower, Alaska 2232, visual Two-Four Right.”

“Alaska 2232, good morning, wind two-one-zero at four, runway Two-Four Right, cleared to land.”

“Cleared to land, Two-Four Right, Alaska 2232.”

The Southwest aircraft had slowed enough to leave the runway. Chloe said, “Southwest 2298, all the way to Yankee, cross Two-Four Left, contact ground point six five.”

“Yankee, cross Two-Four Left, ground point six five...um. By the way, LA Tower, one of our passengers reports seeing a person lying on the top of the parking garage. Southwest 2298.”

What? “Delta 679, traffic four mile final, be ready to go, runway Two-Four Right, line up and wait.”

“Two-Four Right, line up and wait, Delta 679.”

“Southwest 2298, LA Tower, say again?”

“One of our passengers reported seeing a person lying on the top of the parking garage as we came in. Out the port side. Southwest 2298.”

“Roger, Southwest 2298, we’ll send someone up there. Contact ground point six five.”

“Ground point six five, Southwest 2298.”

“Delta 679, RNAV FABRA, runway Two-Four Right, cleared for takeoff.”

“Cleared for takeoff, Delta 679.” The Delta bird started its roll.

Chloe waved her supervisor over. “Hey, Gary, a passenger on the Southwest flight that just landed says there’s a person lying on top of the economy parking garage.”

“What? Why?”

“Dunno.”

Gary picked up a pair of binoculars at the station next to Chloe and looked toward the garage. “Yeah, there he is, near the top of the ramp. Can’t tell what he’s doing, though.” He glanced at her screen. “Who’s coming in next? Alaska?”

“Yeah.”

“Ask them to look.”

The Alaska flight was still a mile out. Chloe said, “Alaska 2232, LA Tower, ask your crew to look at the roof of the parking garage off port as you land.”

“LA Tower, say again? Alaska 2232.”

“Alaska 2232, have someone look out the portside windows at the parking garage as you land.”

The pilot’s voice sounded skeptical, but she said, “Roger, Alaska 2232.”

Chloe said, “Delta 679, contact SoCal departure, good flight.”

“Departure, Delta 679, see ya.”

The Alaska flight was in sight. Chloe and Gary waited as the 737 descended toward the runway. It landed—not quite as gracefully as the Southwest flight had—and slowed. The pilot said, “LA Tower, Alaska 2232. There’s someone lying on the top deck of the garage. There aren’t any cars. Just the person.”

“Roger, Alaska 2232, thanks. Left on Yankee, cross Two-Four Left, contact ground point six five.”

“Left on Yankee, cross Two-Four Left, ground point six five, Alaska 2232.”

Gary picked up the receiver of a landline phone next to Chloe’s station. “I’ll call the cops.”

“Cool.” Chloe turned her attention back to the task at hand. “JetBlue 1827, LA Tower, cross Two-Four Left then line up and wait runway Two-Four Right.”

“Cross Two-Four Left then line up and wait Two-Four Right, JetBlue 1827.”

“LA Tower, Avianca 292, visual Two-Four Right.”

“Avianca 292, good morning...”
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Chapter 4


Jamilah
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Offices of Angeles Investigations

S. Carmelina Ave.

Brentwood, Los Angeles

Private investigator Jamilah Daly pulled her Subaru wagon into the parking lot behind her office building and climbed out. As usual, she was the first one there. Since she lived in Pasadena, she’d shifted her work schedule to avoid rush hour traffic as much as possible and started her day at 6:30. She enjoyed having the hour or more to herself in the office, before her co-workers started coming in.

She stretched, smiling up at the sky. The parking area was still shaded by buildings, but the air was remarkably clear, and birds were singing. It was going to be a beautiful day.

One of the doors on the two-car garage at the back of the property rose, and Jamilah watched as Aaron Quinn backed his car out. Aaron lived in the apartment above the garage with his partner, Rob Jones, who, with Jamilah, was one of the co-owners of Angeles Investigations. Aaron was a psychologist who managed a research lab at the University of Southern California. He backed around in a quarter-circle and rolled down the driver’s side window. “Hey, Jamilah.”

“Hey, Aaron, good morning. How’s everything?”

“So far, so good. I think I’m gonna take my laptop outdoors this afternoon to work. How often do we get a day like this?”

“Not often enough. Maybe I’ll work from the front porch this morning.” The Craftsman house that held their offices had a wide front porch with two chairs and a love seat.

“Perfect. Drag Rob out there with you.”

“I will. See ya.”

Aaron waved and drove away. Jamilah unlocked the back door to the building and let herself in, then locked it behind her. She set her lunch in the fridge—the house, having originally been a dwelling, had a small but fully equipped kitchen—then went to her office and turned on her computer. 

She went to check the reception area at the front of the building while her computer booted up. Everything was tidy and undisturbed. The company Christmas tree stood in the corner of the waiting area; Jamilah plugged it in and stood back to admire it. Jamie Brodie, one of their research specialists, had—with permission—bought the ornaments for it. At first glance, Jamilah originally thought that the ornaments were simply beautiful birds. Then she’d looked closer. Eagles, hawks, ospreys, owls, and falcons. Birds of prey.

Jamilah had laughed. That was so Jamie. The only guy she knew who sent messages through a Christmas tree. In this case, the message was Don’t fuck with us.

The ex-cop in Jamilah appreciated the sentiment.

She spent the next forty-five minutes dealing with email and entering her time and expenses for the previous day. The agency had three active cases: a cold case missing person from six months ago, where the family wanted a fresh set of eyes to try to find out where their twenty-six-year-old son and brother had gone when he’d never made it back from a hike in the Santa Monica Mountains; a case of embezzlement involving a homeowners association and its officers, who all loathed each other; and a case where two women—twins—had both been given up for adoption at birth. Their client was one of the twins, who was looking for her sister.

Jamilah and Kevin Brodie—the third co-owner of Angeles Investigations—had spent the entire previous day hiking the Backbone Trail in the Santa Monica Mountains, which the missing man, Tate Lucchesi, had told his family he was taking. They’d noted on an ordnance map all the places where his journey could have taken a wrong turn; their plan was to start exploring each area in detail on foot, one by one, looking for any sign of Tate’s bright blue backpack. Jamilah figured the body must be in a ravine somewhere. If he was findable, they’d find him.

She was in the conference room, scanning the ordnance map to attach to the case file, when she heard the back door open. She glanced up at the clock; it was only 7:15. Somebody was early. She stuck her head out in the hallway to see Jamie Brodie heading down the hall toward her. She said, “Wow, you’re early.”

“Yeah, I woke up early, so I went to the Y early, so here I am.” Jamie’s sandy-blond hair was still damp from his shower. “Whatcha doing?”

“Scanning this ordnance map that Kev and I marked up yesterday. Are you and Pete joining us tomorrow?” 

“I am. Pete has a long list of errands to run. Where are we starting to look for the kid?”

Jamilah removed the map from the scanner and pointed. “The most difficult part of the trail is here, so Kevin suggested that we start at the Piuma Road trailhead and work our way west. Tate’s family said that he always started at Piuma Road.”

“Sounds good.” Jamie shook his head. “This is why I never hike alone.”

“Exactly. According to his family, though, Tate did it all the time.”

“The overconfidence of youth?”

“I guess so. The trail wasn’t new to him, though.”

“Listen, it’s easy to misplace your foot when you’re looking at a bird or something. Next thing you know, the ground is falling out from under you.” Jamie shivered.

Jamilah frowned at him. “Has that happened to you?”

“In New Mexico. Of course, I wasn’t looking at a bird, I was fighting with a murderer, but still. Not something I want to experience again.”

“Ohh, right. That’s how you dislocated your shoulder the last time.”

“Exactly.”

“Did they ever find the other guy’s body?”

“They never looked. The family said, ‘Leave him there.’ The FBI was more than happy to grant their wish.”

“His family didn’t want him back, huh?”

“No. Apparently they didn’t approve of his life choices.”

Jamilah chuckled. “Ah, criminals. Pissing off their families for millennia. It’s too bad we can’t take Ammo with us tomorrow.”

Ammo, Jamie’s dog, was a certified cadaver dog. But, at age 11, he wasn’t up to strenuous searches anymore. Jamie said, “There are no dogs allowed on parts of the Backbone Trail, anyway. Maybe that’s why law enforcement never searched for Tate with dogs.”

“Seems like law enforcement dogs would be exempt.”

“They may be.” Jamie shrugged. “Nothing we can do about that.”

“Nope. It’s up to our eagle eyes. And by our, I mean yours and Kevin’s.”

“Ha! You’ll have your binoculars to compensate for your less than perfect vision.”

“Uh-huh.” Jamilah heard the back door open, then heard voices. “Sounds like Ryan and Kevin are here.” Ryan McKinney was the administrative assistant for Angeles Investigations.

Jamie glanced at the clock on the far wall, which showed the time to be 7:45. “Avery will probably be close behind them. I’d better get to the garage.”

Avery Roth and Jamie were the agency’s in-house researchers. Both former UCLA librarians, they stayed busier than the licensed investigators. The bulk of PI work involved gathering information. When Avery joined the agency in August, she and Jamie took up residence in half of the garage under Rob and Aaron’s apartment. Jamie’s former office now stood empty, waiting for the day that Angeles would take on another licensed PI. Whenever that day might come.

Jamilah said, “Yep. See you at the meeting.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jamie disappeared down the hall. Jamilah heard him greet Kevin and Ryan, then the back door opened and closed again.

Jamilah spread the map out on the table. They might need to refer to it during their daily team meeting at nine.
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Chapter 5


Jon
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Economy Parking Garage

LAX

Jon Eckhoff had parked in the Economy garage several times when he was catching flights, but he’d never been here on official business. Come to think of it, he’d never been to LAX on official business at all. The airport had its own police department, but the airport police didn’t have any detectives. When a major crime occurred on the grounds, the LAX cops called the Los Angeles Police Department.

Jon and his partner, Susan Portman, were homicide detectives with the LAPD’s Robbery-Homicide Unit, informally but widely known as Homicide Special. The RHU was staffed with the best and most experienced detectives in the department. They investigated celebrity-related cases, serial killers, the murders of police officers, and other duties as assigned.

Including suspicious deaths at LAX.

Jon drove the unmarked SUV to the next-to-last floor in the garage and pulled up to the ramp that led to the top, which was blocked by an LAX patrol car. Jon parked and turned on the SUV’s flashers, as per protocol. He asked Susan, “Is Chloe working today?”

“Yeah.” Susan’s longtime partner, Chloe Pimenter, was an air traffic controller. “Wave at the tower when we get up there. Maybe she’ll see you.”

Jon snickered and climbed out of the car. He noted that the LAPD’s Forensics van and the Medical Examiner’s van were both already parked. He and Susan showed their badges and IDs to the uniformed officer guarding the ramp; he waved them on. 

They were stopped at the top of the ramp by a woman wearing a Tyvek suit, hood, and booties. Susan said, “Hi, Gina.”

“Hi, Detective Portman, Detective Eckhoff. We need you to suit up. There’s a ton of trace up here and we don’t want to add to it.”

“Absolutely.” 

Jon and Susan dressed, slipped booties over their shoes, then approached the body. Jon stood back for a moment to get the broader picture. The victim—a man—was crumpled on the concrete, a few feet from the wall at the edge of the garage. He was wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and tennis shoes. The front of his t-shirt was covered in blood. 

Another person in protective clothing approached them—Adam Rabinowitz, the supervisor of this forensics crew. He said, “Hey, Detectives.”

Susan said, “Hey, Adam, what’ve we got?”

“The victim is Loren Benson, age 24, address in El Segundo. His wallet and keys were beside him. No cash in the wallet, but his license and debit card were still there. Two shots to the chest, entry wounds look like nine mil. We didn’t find any casings.”

Jon said, “Huh. Interesting. The killer knew to police his brass?”

“Maybe. Or the shooter was in a car. Either way, we’ll have to wait until autopsy pulls the slugs for us to run ballistics.”

Susan said, “No one came up here to rob this kid. If they took his cash, that was just a bonus. Where’s his phone?”

Adam shook his head. “There’s no phone on the body.”

Jon looked around. “There’s nothing else here. No cars, no nothing. Did the kid park lower in the garage and walk up here?”

Susan pointed to the south. “El Segundo is right there. Maybe he walked from home. We’ll run him in the driver’s license database, see what he drives, then we’ll look for it in the garage.”

Adam handed them a clear evidence bag with a wallet inside. “Here you go. We dusted it for prints. There weren’t any. Not even the victim’s.”

Jon said, “Someone wiped it, then.”

“Most likely.”

“Whoever did this wasn’t in a hurry.”

Susan waved her arm at the otherwise unoccupied garage level. “There’s no one else up here to see anything.”

Jon asked, “Who found him?”

Adam said, “He was spotted by a passenger on an arriving flight. They notified the crew, who told air traffic control.”

Susan grinned. “Hell, Chloe may already know about this.”

Jon moved over to the body, where Coroner’s Investigator Anisha Pandit was kneeling. “Hey, Nisha.”

She looked up and smiled. “Hey, Jon. According to his temperature and the air temperature, he’s been dead for a couple of hours.”

“Before sunrise, then.” The sun was barely over the tops of the San Gabriel Mountains.

“Right.”

Their conversation was interrupted by an arriving flight. The huge plane—Jon didn’t know much about airplanes, but this one was massive—looked almost close enough to touch. He could see the curious expressions of passengers looking out their windows at him. The word Emirates was painted on the belly. He said, “Damn.”

Susan moved to stand beside him. “That’s an Airbus A380. They call it the king of the skies.”

“I can understand why.”

Jon bent over the body of Loren Benson. He looked even younger than 24, with a baby face and fine light-brown hair flopping over his forehead. He was wearing jeans, a t-shirt, a light jacket, and sneakers. His t-shirt had some sort of design on the front but Jon couldn’t tell exactly what it depicted through the blood.

Susan was looking around. “Several of the hotels have rooms that look this way, but it’s doubtful that anyone saw anything in the dark.”

Jon said, “If they were looking this way, they might have seen the flash from the shots. But they’d have had to be looking at exactly the right time.”

Susan shook her head. “We’ll get no help there.”

“Can the control tower see over here?”

“They should be able to. We’ll have to find out who was working the midnight shift and ask them. Although I think if they’d seen anything, they’d have reported it already.”

“Probably.” Jon sighed. “Let’s find out what kind of car this kid had and see if it’s here. Then we’ll go to his address.”

Susan said, “Let’s do it.”
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Chapter 6


Max
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West Bureau, LAPD

S. Vermont Avenue

Pico-Union, Los Angeles

The first thing Max O’Brien would remember later, when something reminded him of those two days, was the gorgeous weather.

That was what everyone said about 9/11. The people who had been in New York City that morning all spoke of what a beautiful day it had been. 

On his drive to work, from the condo he shared with his husband in Marina Del Rey to his office in Pico Union, he marveled at the clear skies. LA was known for smog, haze, and marine layers. Clear blue-sky days like this were a rarity.

Max, a homicide detective with the Los Angeles Police Department’s West Bureau, was usually bound to his desk. Reading reports, writing reports, sifting through evidence and crime scene photos, making phone calls. Today, though, he was determined to at least eat lunch outdoors. It would almost be a crime to waste a day like this.

When he got to the office, about a third of the West Bureau detectives were at their desks. Their workday didn’t officially start until eight, but several of the detectives lived at a distance and didn’t want to tangle with rush-hour traffic in town.

One of them was Max’s de facto partner, Jill Branigan. Max and Jill had been actual partners at the West Los Angeles Division until the homicide detectives had been consolidated into bureaus; even though they weren’t technically partners anymore, they still worked together most of the time. Their immediate supervisor, Tim Garcia, had also been their supervisor at West LA and didn’t want to mess with success. 

Jill was kicked back in her chair, her feet propped on her garbage can, leafing through a murder book. She was wearing a blue LAPD polo shirt, black Dockers, and black tactical boots, and her red hair was in its usual tight French braid. She grinned up at Max as he dropped his backpack on the floor beside his desk. “Dude. We’ve gotta figure out a way to get outside today. Maybe we ought to volunteer for the next case, if the body’s outdoors.”

“Our luck, the next ten will be inside. Where’s Deion?”

Deion Truitt was the third former West LA detective who’d come to West Bureau with Max and Jill. “He’s downtown interviewing with IAD.”

“Oh, good.” Deion was hoping to get a promotion to the Internal Affairs Division, the detectives who investigated police misconduct. “You looking at Overton?”

“Yup.” Jill held up the three-ring binder so Max could see the victim’s name on the front. Ellen Overton was their newest case, an elderly lady who’d been found beaten to death in her home in Venice. Robbery seemed to be the motive. “Going back through the interviews, making a list of people we should chat with again.”

“Good idea. At least that’ll get us out of the office.” Max spotted Tim Garcia striding toward them. Purposefully. “Uh-oh.”

“What?” Jill dropped her feet and spun in her chair to face Tim. “Oh, hi, boss.”

“Good morning. I’m about to make you two unhappy.”

Jill groaned. “Please tell me it’s not a mandatory meeting.”

“Okay, I won’t tell you. Max, when you see Jill, please tell her that the two of you need to be at the PAB by ten for a mandatory meeting.”

Max had to laugh, even though the thought of a meeting at the Police Administration Building—the LAPD’s headquarters—was as distasteful to him as it was to Jill. “Sure, I’ll tell her. What’s this meeting about?”

“Community outreach.”

Jill rolled her eyes. “For fuck’s sake. If they were worried about community outreach, they should have left us at our divisions.”

Tim deadpanned. “I have no official opinion on that. You’re representing West Bureau, so do us proud.”

Max said, “Yes, sir.”

Tim headed back to his office, chuckling. Jill muttered, “Every time I think they’ve found all the ways to waste our time...”

“Exactly.” Max picked up his desk phone. “I’m gonna call the ME to find out when Ellen Overton’s autopsy is scheduled. You keep working on that list. Maybe we can tackle it this afternoon.”

“Maybe the autopsy will be scheduled for this afternoon, so we don’t have to make two trips downtown.”

“Yeah, we should be so lucky.” Max smiled at Jill’s grumpy face. “At least we can go somewhere different than usual for lunch. I’ll buy.”

The corner of Jill’s mouth tipped up. “Sounds like a plan.”
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Chapter 7


Jon
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Economy Parking Garage, LAX

According to the DMV database, Loren Benson drove a 2018 Ford Mustang convertible. Jon picked up Loren’s keys and went to find the car while Susan requested a search warrant for Benson’s condo.

The parking level that was second to the top was about three-quarters full of cars. Jon and Susan walked to the center of the level, and Jon pressed the unlock button on Loren’s key fob. Immediately, they spotted flashing lights in the far corner. Susan said, “There it is.”

“Let’s take a look before they tow it to the Forensics garage.”

The Mustang was beautifully maintained on the outside. Its red paint shone, the tires were clean, and there weren’t any bugs on the windshield. Jon and Susan changed into clean gloves, then opened the doors and searched the interior. Susan said, “What kind of twenty-four-year-old doesn’t have fast food wrappers in his car?”

“He’s a neat freak, I guess. Even the floor is clean.”

Susan opened the glove compartment. “Whoa. Loaded handgun.”

“What? Why did this kid have a handgun?”

“Dunno.” Susan carefully removed the gun from the compartment and checked it. “Safety is on. I’m gonna clear it.”

“Please.”

Susan ejected the magazine and cleared a round from the chamber, then set the gun and ammunition on the dashboard and continued her perusal of the glove compartment. “Here’s the registration.”

“Bad idea, keeping it with the car.”

“Right? Especially for a thief magnet like this car is.” Susan gave it a cursory look then laid it on the dashboard. “Here’s an owner’s manual. And...there’s nothing else in here. Not even a tissue.”

“No phone, huh?”

“Nope. I’m thinking the killer took it.”

“Agreed.” Jon popped the trunk. “Let’s see what’s in the back.”

The trunk held a spare tire, a jack and lug wrench, a first-aid kit, a change of clothes, and rain gear—a long poncho-style raincoat, a pair of rubber boots, and a golf umbrella. Susan said, “A real boy scout.”

Jon closed the trunk lid. “Let’s look at his wallet. I’m wondering if he has a permit for that gun.”

Susan broke the seal on the evidence bag containing the wallet and withdrew it. Jon snapped photos as she removed the contents one by one and laid them on the trunk. “Driver’s license, debit card, and...yes. Concealed carry permit.”

“Okay.”

“Also a Starbucks gift card. That’s it.”

Jon said, “His whole life was probably on his phone.”

“Uh-huh. Including texts from the killer, I bet. We need a warrant for his phone records.”

“Yeah. Let’s give all this back to Adam, including the gun. They can have the car and we’ll take the house keys to his address.”

Susan checked the license as she slid it back into the wallet. “It’s 772 West Imperial Avenue, Number 79. Apartment or condo.”

“Imperial Avenue borders the airport, right?”

“Right.” Susan resealed the evidence bag and added her initials and the date and time. “Lock the car.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jon collected the gun and ammo then clicked the fob. The car’s horn tooted once. “Let’s go.”

West Imperial Avenue

El Segundo

Loren Benson’s condo building was in the extreme northwest corner of the city of El Segundo. The front of the building faced Imperial Avenue and the airport, with two wings extending backwards that formed a U. Anyone who lived in the west wing would have a direct ocean view. Anyone who lived at the front of the building would have a view of both the ocean and the airport.

Jon talked his way into the building, then he and Susan stopped at the manager’s office. A small ceramic Christmas tree sat on top of a filing cabinet against the back wall. The woman who greeted them was middle-aged, with short hair, wearing slacks and a blouse. She said, “I’m Vicki Detweiler, the day manager. You’re Los Angeles police? Not El Segundo?”

Jon said, “That’s right, ma’am. I’m Detective Jon Eckhoff and this is my partner, Detective Susan Portman. We’re investigating a death at the airport, and the victim lived here.”

Vicki sucked in a breath. “Oh, no. Who was it?”

“Loren Benson. Unit 79.”

Vicki dropped into her chair. “How awful.” She looked back and forth between Jon and Susan. “Was he...murdered?”

“I’m afraid so, ma’am. Did you know Mr. Benson?”

“Yes, of course. He’s our youngest resident by at least a decade. When he moved in, I was afraid there would be noise complaints and parties, but there’s been nothing like that.”

Susan asked, “How long had he lived here?”

“Let me look that up for you.” The woman turned to her computer. “Two years. He moved here in 2022. I believe he’d just graduated from college.”

“Does he rent the unit?”

“Oh, no.” Vicki smiled wryly. “His parents bought it for him. It was his college graduation gift.”

Jon said, “Wow.”

“Indeed.”

“Do you have his parents’ contact information?”

“Yes, his mother is his emergency contact. Let me get that for you.” Vicki clicked and scrolled, then wrote a name and address on a sticky note and handed it to Jon.

Jon glanced at the note. The address was on Chalon Road in Los Angeles. Bel Air, Jon thought. Where a person might buy their kid a condo as a graduation gift. Of course, his in-laws—both physicians—had bought his wife, Liz, a small condo after she’d graduated with her master’s degree... He said, “Thank you. Did Loren have a job?”

“Yes. He’s a YouTuber.” Vicki sat up straighter as a thought apparently struck her. “You said he was found at the airport?”

Jon had to take a second to wrap his head around the idea that being a YouTuber was a job. “That’s right.”

“That’s what his YouTube channel was about. He was a planespotter.”

Susan raised an eyebrow. “He posts videos of airplanes landing and taking off?”

“I believe so.”

“Is that legal?”

Vicki spread her hands in a “maybe?” gesture. “I suppose so. Every time I saw him, he had cameras with him. He worked from home when he wasn’t at the airport. Editing video, I guess.”

Jon and Susan exchanged a glance. Jon knew that they were both thinking the same thing.

The top of the parking garage would be an ideal place for planespotting. But if that’s what Loren was doing, where were his cameras?

Maybe someone did go there to rob him.

Jon asked, “Did Loren have any enemies, to your knowledge?”

“No. But I never saw him with anyone. If he had friends or enemies, he didn’t bring them around here.”

“Did he socialize with the neighbors?”

Vicki shook her head. “He was always working. He never hung out at the pool or participated in any of the community activities. If he had individual friendships with his neighbors, I wasn’t aware of it. Loren was a little...odd. I think he might have been on the spectrum. He didn’t initiate conversation. And he was obsessed with airplanes.”

“Ah, okay. Is there anything else you can think of that might help?”

“I’m afraid not.” Vicki bit her lip. “You’ll break the news to his mother, right?”

Susan said, “Yes, ma’am. But first, we’re going to look at his condo. We have the key.”

“That’s fine.”

Jon handed her his business card. “If you do think of anything else that might help, please let us know.”

“I will.”
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Chapter 8


Anisha
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Department of the Medical Examiner

N. Mission Road

Boyle Heights, Los Angeles

Anisha Pandit backed the van bearing Loren Benson’s body into the unloading dock and set the parking brake. Beside her, Lily Foresman said, “Only two other vans are out. That’s a good sign.”

“Yeah.” Anisha unbuckled her seat belt and opened the door. “If we don’t get too many new cases today, we might be able to get caught up.”

“We’ll never get completely caught up.”

“No, we won’t. But at least we might put a dent in the overflow.”

The two women went to the back of the van and activated the mechanism that allowed the gurney bearing Loren Benson’s body to roll free. They pulled the gurney out of the van, then closed the doors. Anisha hopped back in to move the van away from the dock, then she and Lily swiped their employee IDs to open the doors and escorted Loren Benson into the morgue. 
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