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			Praise for Roy Merkin

			“Nobody exposes the bald truth like Roy Merkin.”

			—The Nude York Times

			“A sharp razor couldn’t shave Merkin off this story.”

			—American Case File

			“Merkin goes below the belt and pulls the rug off 
the Ice Nine Kills conspiracy.”

			—Sethley Ferber
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			Opening Night

			The fourteen chapters you are about to read were hidden away long ago, deemed too grotesque for public consumption by a federal judge. Recently, however, they were unearthed by journalist Roy Merkin. These pages will soon gain infamy as key evidence confirming that Ice Nine Kills frontman, Spencer Charnas, was brutally slain by the District Attorney prosecuting him for the murder of his twenty-eight-year-old fiancée. Though the original title of the book penned by the DA herself remains unknown, Roy Merkin would make sure that it forever be remembered as Welcome to Horrorwood. 

			Spencer is dead and The Silence has killed him. As far as I can surmise, this fact reaches an indisputable level of certainty. It is beyond fathomable for the general public to be so oblivious. While hordes of screaming fans of the horror-metal band Ice Nine Kills (Psychos, as they are known within their inner circle) continue to listen to his music, attend his concerts, and meet him at conventions, the man they are interacting with is not Spencer Charnas, the band’s frontman, but a clever—albeit talented—imposter. Perhaps this new “Spencer” is driven by intelligence of an artificial nature. Or he could simply be a well made-up lookalike. Maybe it even comes down to some form of witchcraft; in this, I cannot be certain. But as I pen this book, what I do know for certain is that he is no longer himself.

			I am going to reveal to you, dear readers, the true story of how it has come to be that Spencer is no longer Spencer, the story of how he died. All I ask is for an audience that is willing to read between the headlines. Are you ready for the unvarnished truth? Can you put aside what you think you know? Are you open?

			Before we begin, a note: Much like the real Spencer Charnas, many of the following chapters were dead, so to speak. They are, in a way, a zombified text. Originally penned by Los Angeles County District Attorney Marcie Kent, much of this book was part of another book, once shelved for reasons that will become obvious in the later chapters. I have taken many of these passages and added my own details and embellishments—factual only, of course. Undoubtedly, readers remember the news bulletins from the time. But Spencer’s trial (and the aftermath) will go down in history as one of the greatest legal blunders of our century. Marcia Clark may have butchered the O.J. Simpson case but, unlike Kent, she wasn’t the one wielding the knife.

			The bloodied postscript to the trial has left many unanswered questions. Some of these answers had been locked away in DA Marcie Kent’s book as she described what happened up to and during the trial.

			Before we get there, however, I would like to address the rooster in the henhouse, as we say in my native Texas. I am aware that I would never be accused of being Spencer’s biggest fan; we have, in fact, often been portrayed by various mainstream media outlets as “enemies.” However, over the course of reading and adapting Marcie Kent’s original writing, I have developed a certain sympathy for Spencer. Now, do not let that sympathy be confused for an endorsement of his lifestyle and past actions; I do not condone his rockstar way of life. But, in this case, he has proven to be a victim himself, a man who was framed as being something he was not based purely on his art and nothing more. Like a West Memphis One, if you will.

			The new Spencer, by contrast, is much more sinister, much more dangerous than the musical frontman adored by millions of fans. After sustaining a horrific set of injuries, Spencer famously went into a coma; but the Spencer that “woke up” is hardly Spencer at all. In that regard, let this book be a warning. Spencer is, yet again, NOT TO BE TRUSTED. This new version wears Spencer like a skin, parading him around for all to see. I hope to peel back the layers of flesh and reveal the true nature of this beast, so that perhaps next time you rub elbows with this imposter-Spencer at one of his “Meat and Greets,” you think twice before you get too close.

			—Roy Merkin

			II

			Welcome to Horrorwood

			Ink fills the page…

			“Shit,” Assistant District Attorney Marcie Kent whispered under her breath before snatching the offending pen away from her legal pad. The stain had seeped through the first five pages of her meticulously crafted opening statement, and it took her a split second to realize that her small outburst was in full view of the judge, the jury, court onlookers, and the defendant, Spencer Orenthal Charnas.1  She looked around sheepishly as she blotted the mess. Not a good first day of trial impression.

			DA Kent’s assignment to this case was not by any accident of random chance. No, she very much chose this for herself. Always a believer of creating destiny, rather than waiting for it to strike, Kent was a go-getter, type-A, DA’s office all-star. And Spencer? Well, he was just recently accused of killing his fiancée, Hollywood starlet Nadia Teichmann, a beautiful young girl with a lot of potential. The DA had watched her own star rise over the past few years and this case was just the ticket she needed for admission to celebrity status in the legal world. She outmaneuvered, outgunned, and outmanned everyone in the central office to get a crack at this defendant. She had been with the case since day one, was even the first to the courthouse for his surprise arraignment. Chalk it up to first day jitters, but here she was with a page full of ink, the first blemish in what would soon become a botched trial.

			Kent quickly composed herself and apologized. She looked over to the defense table where she spotted Spencer’s lawyer, Carlos Cochran, and the defendant himself, a smug look on his face. On this day (as on most days), Spencer was “rockstar” incarnate. Slicked back hair, California-tanned skin, and a fitted suit that covered up two full sleeves of tattoos. He had a certain magnetism that could easily have a chilling effect on getting a conviction, and she knew that she would have to get ahead of that charm as soon as humanly possible. Kent made eye contact with a couple members of the jury, then took a breath before launching into her initial statements.

			Suffice it to say, Kent handily recovered from the earlier mishap, delivering what could only be viewed as total perfection in her conveyance of the facts of the case. Like the scalpel of a seasoned rhinoplastician in nearby Beverly Hills, she cut through the jury’s doubts, dexterously molding them into the shape and size that suited her argument, all while removing the distractions that could mar an otherwise beautiful case.2

			He did it.

			This is how he did it.

			Acquittal is not an option.

			And then her final blow: a set of videotapes that would become the lynchpin of the case. She had the whole room eating out of the palm of her hand and used that momentum to build up these pieces of evidence. The jury would practically believe they had witnessed Spencer commit murder in real life. Even if they were alleged to be merely works of fiction.

			As she came to a close, Kent wanted to give her audience, the jury, a taste of what this trial would bring. “Give them just enough rope and they’ll hang him with it,” she thought. Thus, she used her remaining time to allow Spencer to introduce himself—on her terms, of course.

			“Ladies and Gentlemen,” she began. “We’re asking you to consider whether the defendant brutally murdered his fiancée in cold blood. I could go on all day about the defendant’s depravity. But let’s hear who he really is, in his own words…”

			†

			[It should be noted here that large chunks of italicized text are the actual video tapes put out by Ice Nine Kills. These tapes would be used as evidence against the singer and, thus, are described in full detail, depicting the plots and visuals of these vital artifacts. These videos are available online, wherever music videos may be streamed, with the QR links provided. But, be warned: many of them are graphic in nature and are not for the faint of heart.]
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			Lights up on the deserted streets of Horrorwood, illuminated only by pale street lamps and the orange glow of a burning vehicle, a relic of recent destruction. High up in the hills, a large, white-lettered sign displays “HORRORWOOD” against a backdrop of lush green. But we’re down on the streets below. There, in the middle of the madness, a movie theater previously prepared to premiere a film that has since gone unshown. The marquee remains unlit, suggesting the theater’s idle state. Cutting through the black, one lone klieg light strikes the night sky, as if to alert the universe to the source of chaos, the eye of the storm. Bodies lie strewn about the front of the theater. Someone—or something—very dangerous has been here. Standing amidst a sea of bodies and bedlam is, perhaps the danger himself, Spencer. He wears a blood-stained yet well-tailored tuxedo and stares down at his crimsoned hands. What have they done?

			With a loud POP, the marquee behind Spencer illuminates, casting light onto the massacre surrounding him, a sea so red it’s hard to know where the carpet ends and the blood begins. The marquee for the Silver Scream theater announces the picture: Welcome to Horrorwood.

			A phone rings. It is quickly answered by Spencer, now riding in a limo, unbloodied and unburdened by the actions of the evening. It is a time before the mayhem—hours, minutes—it’s hard to tell. In this otherwise quiet limousine, Spencer screams into the receiver of the rotary phone. He is surrounded by three gorgeous women, none more so than his beautiful fiancée, Nadia, whose red dress evokes the color of the bloody mess soon to come. As the limo sharply rounds the corners of the streets, Spencer and his female guests are thrown around the bench leather seats, their champagne reaching the rims of their glass and sometimes spilling over.

			The limo swerves past neon signs and art deco-style buildings. Finally, it reaches its destination: a well-lit, well-attended movie premiere, night-and-day from the previous iteration of the theater. For starters, no one has been killed. The crowd screams as Spencer exits the limo, donning his black wayfarer sunglasses and taking his place at the edge of the red carpet, where he joins the other members of Ice Nine Kills. A woman on each arm, Spencer is thereafter flanked by Ricky Armellino and Dan Sugarman, his two guitarists. On either side of Ricky and Dan: drummer Patrick Galante and bassist Joe Occhiuti. The band moves forward in unison as camera flashes flicker and fans fawn over their fame and fortitude.

			The scene at the movie premiere continues, intercut with shots of the band playing on top of bullet-riddled cop cars and burned-out vehicles on the havoc-ridden streets of Horrorwood. Spencer sings from the center.

			Back at the premiere, Ice Nine Kills is treated to the cheering of fans, dressed up in various horror costumes and band t-shirts and memorabilia, including a mask called “The Silence.”3 The night is not without its detractors, though. Dozens of protestors also line the red carpet, chanting and holding up handmade carboard placards emblazened with “IX=666,” “Death to INK,” and “Die Devil Worshippers.”

			Notoriety is not without its naysayers.

			Spencer extends both middle fingers to the protesters, who now flank the pathway into the theater and are held back only by velvet ropes. Journalists and camera crews crowd the band, blocking their swift entrance as they seek to grab an exclusive about the band’s big plans for the night, for the future. One particularly dim-witted journalist with a cheap haircut and an even cheaper tan steps in front of the rest to ask a question. Spencer politely listens as the man asks, “Spencer, now that the Halloween franchise is over, do you think Michael Myers will make another Austin Powers sequel?”

			Spencer pauses for a brief second, lost in thought, before removing his sunglasses and placing his arm slowly by his side. Suddenly, his pace quickens. He reaches up, pushes aside the man’s microphone, and grabs him by the back of the head, slamming him toward the ground. Once the man falls to his knees, Spencer carefully places his hands inside the man’s mouth—one on the maxilla, one on the mandible—and brusquely pulls the two apart. Once the cheeks are torn from the teeth and bone, the head gives way and the top half is separated from the bottom. Reporters, fans, and protestors alike scream in horror as pieces of the reporter’s previously intact skull fall on the red carpet. Spencer’s bandmates and their dates laugh and cheer the frontman on as he beams with delight at what he has done.

			Chaos erupts through the crowd as various parties scatter for safety. In direct contrast, Spencer calmly strolls through the fleeing masses and toward Nadia. On arrival, she hands him a gold-wrapped present box, which he receives in stride, as he marches toward the protesters at the other side of the red carpet. Although this group maintains their distance from behind a rope, they stand their ground amidst the mass exodus. When Spencer is just a few steps away, he opens the box and drops it to the ground, revealing a pump-action shotgun. He raises the gun and aims before asking, “How’s this for an establishing shot?”

			He pumps the gun and fires into the crowd, blowing a hole the size of a grapefruit in the face of an awaiting protester. A melee erupts. The band and their fans rush the protesters and reporters. The opposing sides clash, an explosion of anger and violence.

			Spencer lowers his weapon slowly, a smug look crossing his face. He likes what he is seeing. From out of the crowd, Channel 9 entertainment reporter Diane Saw-Yer runs toward Spencer, her cameraman in tow, trying to catch the man at the heart of this insanity. Spencer casually asks to borrow the shoe of a nearby female moviegoer dressed to the nines. Diane’s story-first mentality and bouncy personality, summed up neatly in the way her blonde hair catches the air as she runs, causes her to misinterpret Spencer’s current state of mind. He rises from removing the moviegoers pump and points the shoe directly at Diane, catching her mid-stride and embedding the stiletto heel in her eye socket. The squish of the hard shoe in the soft orifice echoes louder than it should, as blood pools around the gaping hole left in the front of her face. Spencer pulls back the heel, allowing Diane’s instantly lifeless body to fall backward, away from the offending object.

			Seconds later, a large police response arrives. The crowd scatters wider until only Spencer and his bandmates are left. Weapons are drawn on both sides—the police and the band—and a standoff ensues. Firing round after round, the police duck behind their vehicles. The band finds refuge in the theater’s vestibule as they mow down one officer at a time, stopping only to reload their weapons. Officer’s heads and bodies explode as they are hit by the members of the band, who seem to be winning, until reinforcements are called in.

			Before the group of new officers can fully arrive on the scene, it seems as if time stands still. Something is awakened in the form of a large man in a tattered coat. With one hand he struggles to affix on his head a Silence mask, a pale white face and dark black lips both of which are marred by numerous scars, including the largest one across the front that takes the shape of the roman numeral nine. The wild mane of the large, unkempt man flows out the back—the rest of his identity otherwise shielded by the mask. More terrifying is what occupies his other hand: a large chainsaw.

			He is just the type of savage this town attracts.

			Two police reinforcements, a beefy man and a smaller woman, approach with arms drawn, ordering him to the ground.

			“Drop your fucking weapon!” the female officer shouts.

			The masked man does not comply. Rather, he raises the chainsaw over his head, revving the blade and waving it around. Just as quickly as the officers are upon him, he swings the chainsaw in their direction, first impaling the woman, then continuing through her and toward the beefy officer, skewering them like a shish kebab. He then proceeds to ram them into their own police cruiser, sending sparks flying and a grinding sound that echoes through the streets. Satisfied that they are dead, he parades his newly minted, double-bodied trophy down the streets of Horrorwood and into the darkness whence he came.

			Meanwhile, the band holds their position in front of the theater firmly, despite an onslaught of police-issued rounds. Just as the band relaxes in their advantage, police SWAT vehicles arrive in droves. Heavily armored officers pour out of the vans and into the streets to take up a fortified position against the group of assailants. From behind flimsy glass, the gun-toting, tuxedoed members of Ice Nine Kills step forward, arms raised in surrender. Mouthing words that in no way express regret and remorse, the band appears to be waving to their fans just as much as surrendering to officers. Harmless and misunderstood. The whole scene is a large joke, mass murder its punchline.

			While the extreme gore of the violence against ordinary citizens and police officers plays out, the band continues to perform from atop the bullet-riddled police cruisers and vans. Lit primarily by the neon lights of Horrorwood, they bask in the lawlessness of the deserted city. The blood-splattered tuxedos of the band members flap in the wind as they wail guitars and bang drums, Spencer commanding it all with a conductor-like presence at the center of the brutality. Police sirens draw the song to a close as the unmistakable metal pattern of the double bass echoes like bullets in the air.

			PAUSE.

			With the click of a button by District Attorney Marcie Kent, the video stopped. Not one to miss an opportunity for potential impact, she allowed the grainy image to remain on the screen, a reminder to the jury of the horrors they had just witnessed. She had them right where she wanted them, now it was time to go in for the kill. While the jury had watched the horrific violence of the music video, DA Kent had been watching the jury. Juror 3, a retired school bus driver named Al,4  had followed along stoically; he’d seen worse, one could easily conclude. But Juror 10, a part-time baker and suburban mother named Sam (Samantha), had been unable to watch for more than a few seconds at a time. Others had a mix of reactions. Juror 1, a young man named Eli who had been elected foreman, even fell asleep. Kent knew that if she wanted to get through to someone like Eli, she would need to heighten the theatrics. It was, of course, a balancing act. For example, Jurors 1 and 3 would need to be confronted with all of the gore—all of the brutality—in order to move them, while 12, the suburban mom, would need to be led along slowly, when she was ready.

			Not one to be deterred by complicated jury pools, the DA dove in.

			“There you have it,” she began. “Violence against women. Violence against law enforcement. Violence against mankind.”

			Spencer snored loudly in his seat. It was clear to those present that he wasn’t sleeping, but merely mocking the entire proceedings. Whether the jest was at Kent’s expense or that of the sleepy juror, one couldn’t tell, but Kent certainly took notice. She made a quick gesture to Spencer’s lawyer, Carlos Cochran, who almost as swiftly nudged Spencer awake, embarrassed by his client’s behavior.

			The DA continued.

			“Now, the defense is going to try to convince you that it was all an act. Shock value to sell music, T-shirts, concert tickets. But I answer that with Spencer’s own words from this very video’s lyrics: ‘This is not an act.’ ”

			The jurors were nodding along with her now. Like the syncopated head movements of Ice Nine Kills fans during a catchy breakdown, they seemed to be saying “yes, we believe you,” all in rhythm. The power would be intoxicating for anyone, and certainly for the DA.

			She thought, “This must be how Spencer feels in an arena full of fans.”

			“So, ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” she continued. “I submit that this was an act. An act of murder.”

			“This is ridiculous, your honor!” Carlos’ voice echoed off the rich oak panels and the marble-floor of the courtroom as he stood up. “And I object to this opening statement and its flimsy narrative. The idea of a music video foreshadowing a real life killing? What is this? A Wes Craven film?” Carlos’ voice shook slightly as he addressed the room. At 5’6”, he was slightly shorter than his client and had a smaller build but clearly hoped to punch above his weight in this all-important case.

			DA Kent looked immediately at the jury. No need to waste time focusing on the opposing counsel—or the judge, for that matter. Her concern was reserved for those who would ultimately decide Spencer’s fate. Fortunately for her, they weren’t buying what Spencer’s shyster lawyer was selling.

			Had she looked to Spencer’s lawyer, however, she might have seen the sweat on his brow coming down from his curly brown hair and onto the large-framed, square glasses that slipped down his nose when he got upset. Nerves were getting the best of Carlos. He had defended similar cases, even some as first chair, but this was bigger. Earlier in his career, he had been very close to sitting as assistant counsel on the second trial of the Menendez Brothers, but a last-minute replacement spared him that humiliation. He also worked on the Gibson divorce, even uncovering the infamous “green dress” tapes, but this was another level. This was murder and celebrity. Camera crews everywhere. A team of lawyers working under him. This was the “big time,” and he had to act like it. He hoped the jury wouldn’t notice his suit that was slightly too large for his smaller frame or his fake Rolex watch. He wanted them to focus on the facts of the case—or the “lacks” of the case, as he was prone to call them. Regardless of what he had planned, here he was, objecting to an opening statement. While not often done, he knew he had to get it into the record that the whole case was an overreach. If he lost, he would always have grounds for appeal, but only if he got everything entered into the record. His mentor and third cousin twice removed, a more famous lawyer with the Cochran name, had taught him that. He continued in his plea, “I move for an immediate dismissal of this case, your honor! With prejudice!”

			Judge Harlan Reinhold didn’t respond immediately to Carlos’ outburst. For a moment, the DA was concerned he might actually consider silencing her opening statement, but that was just his way. Judge Reinhold was an old southern gentleman, a relic of a bygone era. He had sat on the Los Angeles County bench for the better part of three decades, never losing his country boy sense of style. The silver buckle of a bolo tie peeked out from the collar of his robe and his hair still had the matting of a man who had earlier donned a cowboy hat on top of a head still wet from the shower. When Reinhold did respond, he began with a slow look at the two lawyers. “Your objection is noted. But overruled.”

			The DA breathed a sigh of relief. Carlos sat back down as Spencer tapped him on the forearm, a gesture of thanks for his attempt.

			“I’m inclined to keep this thing going,” the Judge continued. “The only sin of a case, in my opinion, is to be boring.” Judge Reinhold displayed the signature colorfulness that had made him well-known in Los Angeles legal circles, while managing to bristle both prosecution and defense by preventing them from getting a good read on what he was thinking. Contrary to whatever was in the opposing counsels’ minds, Reinhold didn’t seem particularly focused on the case at all. It was unclear what was preoccupying his mind, but as it was almost five o’clock on a Thursday, perhaps it was dinner. The case had started later in the day than was typical and Reinhold seemed like the type that was itching to get home and trade his robe and gavel for an apron and tongs to sear a steak on the grill.

			He paused before continuing, quickly glancing at the files before him. “And we got a lively one here, folks. Court is adjourned until tomorrow.” He banged the gavel. If he didn’t break it up between the two lawyers, he might be there all night. And Reinhold was certainly not the type of judge to ever let his courtroom run over for time. At least not unless it was absolutely necessary.

			Carlos wanted to object to the abrupt ending of the day, wishing he had time for his own opening statement, but he knew it would be in vain and would only further incense the judge. The good news for Carlos was that he would get the jury with fresh eyes and alert ears the next morning. He would have to make sure to hit the DA back point-by-point, slicing away each accusation like he was carving a wax sculpture. After this first day, Kent appeared to be winning, but only because Carlos hadn’t had the chance to even begin to present his case. This ultimately would work in Carlos’ favor, as he didn’t seem his usual theatrical self during this first day of the trial. A good night’s sleep would be necessary for him to dial up his energy and bring the fireworks for the next day’s opening statement.

			The bang of the gavel had electrified the room into movement. Bailiff Bosco, a stern, no-nonsense type with a thick mustache asked all present to rise as the judge left for his chambers. The jury were escorted out of their box and into their sequestered assembly room until it was deemed safe to leave the courthouse. Spencer and Carlos huddled up to whisper over what had just partaken and to strategize for the next day. DA Kent confidently sat back down at her table next to Captain Leopold Harris, the lead investigator on the case who, for some unknown reason, insisted that he be allowed to sit at the prosecution’s table.

			Captain Harris was an angry prick who liked to get his way. It was obvious that Kent had hoped he would have concluded the investigation and moved onto another case at the start of the trial. Harris, however, held other ideas. He had previously written to her in an email that he wanted to “ride this thing all the way to the end.” She had failed to object, most likely because of the evidence that was missing even as the trial commenced. Evidence that would be necessary if they were to have any chance at a conviction.

			Harris had a demeanor that could annoy anybody, but especially the DA. Their personalities could not have been less similar. Harris was cocky. Careless, maybe. He investigated with an ever-present chip on his shoulder, as if the crime had been done to him rather than to the victim. But he got results. One way or another, whether legal or not (most of the DAs he worked with didn’t want to know), Harris would get his man. Or woman. So, in this case, Kent must have given him the benefit of the doubt that he would be able to get Spencer. She had little choice but to trust him and, with her brilliant opening to the trial, she must have won his trust as well. Now, whether she wanted him to or not, Harris sat beside her, ready to take down Spencer Charnas.

			Harris was tall and lanky with a gaunt face and thin brown hair that fell straight down around all the sides of his head. Today, he wore a loud patterned shirt and tie coupled with a brown corduroy jacket that would fit better on the set of the Merv Griffin Show rather than a modern-day LA courthouse. This would have been enough to make Kent wish he had shown up looking less ridiculous, but the beard he was sporting was a bridge too far. For reasons beyond comprehension, Harris had shown up to this trial with a bushy growth of facial hair. Kent scribbled a note on her pad to tell him to shave before he had to testify; she had no interest in putting Grizzly Adams on the stand.

			DA Kent and Captain Harris spoke in hushed tones while the courtroom emptied out. Spencer and Carlos continued their conversation as well. During those few minutes of dueling discussions, the DA kept looking over at Spencer, perhaps trying to deduce what was going on in his twisted mind. Did he think he would get off scot-free for killing his fiancée? Sure, the evidence wasn’t all there, but he clearly did it and knew he did it. Maybe that would be enough. The media was abuzz with whether or not Spencer would take the stand, but no one could have been more hopeful than Kent. If Spencer did act as a witness in his own defense, Kent would ceremoniously bury him with her cross-examination. She was right on the cusp of getting that Perry Mason moment any attorney would kill for. Just her and Spencer. One-on-one. She frequently stole glances at him during her discussion with Harris. Killer or not, she would later write that she felt his presence was “magnetic”. Everyone felt that way. People were drawn to him. Perhaps this would later contribute to what was regarded in the media as her reluctance to examine him effectively. As you will see, there were far greater reasons for this than just the rules of attraction.

			Toward the end of the inaudible discussion between Kent and Harris, he made a gesture toward the awaiting reporters in the lobby of the courthouse. The DA groaned, knowing full well that the only way out of the building was through the corridor where the press was already gathering. She would try to get in and out of there as fast as possible; rip the band-aid off. She could give them what they want—or more likely, dodge their questions—and then go home to a glass of wine and a night alone with her case files and takeout. This was how DA Kent frequently spent her evenings.

			††

			Kent walked out of the courtroom to find the lobby of the Los Angeles County Superior Courthouse swarming with journalists. Her case files would have to linger unattended at home for her inevitably delayed return. She strode in toward the press conference podium, begrudgingly approaching it with Harris by her side. Harris almost always had a smug look splashed across his face when the lights from the news cameras first lit it up. One could easily tell that out of all the things he hated in the world, having the spotlight on him wasn’t one of them. He relished in it, even despite a marked distaste for celebrity. Kent, by contrast, acted as if journalism were a necessary evil, there to be used when convenient, and ignored when not. Her strategy in this particular case would begin by preventing Spencer from remaining in the ever-shifting news cycle for too long. The more people talked about him, the more speculation and reasonable doubt might arise. She would lose the trial-by-media before she had a chance to even question him on the stand. She was not about to let that happen. Once enough evidence was found against Spencer, she would make sure to slowly leak this out to the press so that ordinary citizens would be easily led to the conclusion that he was guilty. Moving from suppressing the narrative to controlling it would be Kent’s core media strategy. If only she had time to consult with Harris about the plan.5 

			Upon reaching the podium, Kent’s face met the flickering of the hot lights as her slight frame all but disappeared behind the wall of microphones that extended out from the arms of reporters who shouted over each other to get their question answered. Kent immediately moved Captain Harris aside, not wishing him to get the first word; it was her case at this point, and she wanted to make sure he and everybody else knew. Unfortunately for her, Veronika Korningstone6 shouted her question over the others, addressing it to Harris. “Captain Harris, after such a long investigation, what led to Spencer’s indictment?”

			Before Harris could respond, Kent grabbed the microphone offering, “The DA’s office has no comment at this time.” She was playing it close to the vest while also neutralizing Harris, but the press wasn’t satisfied and silence remained as they waited for a more complete answer. Kent didn’t speak, hoping to wait out the awkward pause for the next question to begin. At some point soon, she would have enough solid evidence to show Spencer was guilty, but for now, strategy was everything.

			Not one for silence, Harris grabbed the microphone. “Well, we’ve got some new evidence,” he began.

			The DA bristled at his remark, knowing full well he was instructed that morning to make no mention of this ace-in-the-hole they were working on. It was promising but hadn’t been finalized yet. To her dismay, he continued, “And I’m very happy to say, it’s made this case no longer a stab in the dark.” He gave a little chuckle at his play on words. Kent couldn’t help rolling her eyes, immediately hoping it wasn’t picked up on camera. The joke was dad-joke bad, but no one else would have understood the truth behind the attempt at comedy. Only the DA would have been aware that he was referring to their recent discoveries of the stab patterns found on the victim’s body. If Harris had told the press, it might give the defense too much time to refute the evidence, not to mention the trouble she might have for not disclosing their findings to opposing counsel in a timely manner.

			“Captain Harris, can you speak to the evidence?” stammered journalist Scott “Stretch” Armstrong, his eyes crossing as they often did when he was nervous. Stretch had been a reporter for years but never got used to these public press conferences, and with a case as high-profile as this one, he could barely get his words out. DA Kent tried to step in front of Harris and answer the question, but he leaned in toward the reporter first and she was not afforded that opportunity.

			“It’ll come out in due time, and uh…” Harris clapped back. He trailed off as something caught his eye from behind the reporters. The DA had to crane her neck to see and a few members of the press pool turned toward Harris’ gaze as well. What Harris had locked eyes on was Spencer being led away in handcuffs by Bailiff Bosco. Once reporters realized this fact, the cameras turned toward the famous defendant. Harris yelled over the bustle of the crowd, “Speaking of doing time.” He cackled at his turn of phrase. “You’re going to do time! Tighten those handcuffs, Bailiff!”

			The DA cringed. This was the kind of cocky showboating that could blow the whole case. And here was this idiot cop doing it on camera.

			“Sorry.” Harris returned to the reporter after Spencer was led away. “Actually, we’re under a need-to-know gag order right now.”

			The DA relaxed; he had stopped short of divulging anything that was highly confidential at that time. Regardless, she tried to step toward the microphone to prevent this charade from continuing, but questions kept being directed to the detective.

			“Captain Harris, can you comment on the disappearance of Officer Dunbar and the murder of Detective Ophelia. Weren’t they working directly on this investigation?” posed Sean Clark, a local homicide reporter with a taste for the most macabre of cases.

			Kent shifted nervously.

			“Well you’re a Chatty Cathy,” Harris chuckled. “Um, I don’t know where you heard that rumor, but it just reminds me maybe we should be a little more tight-lipped around here.” He looked toward the DA, as if to accuse her of the leak. Anyone watching the press conference would have to have picked up on the DA’s body language. She tried to hold her disdain inside, as she always did, but she was not as successful as her usually tactful self. Her eyes darted left and right, looking around as if trying to find some way out before they landed on Harris, forming themselves into a death glare in his direction. With so many cameras trained on Kent, she couldn’t simply slip away. She had to move this briefing along. Maybe it was the heat from the fluorescent lights or Captain Harris’ demeanor, but her body tensed up as she reached her breaking point. With tight fists and a clenched jaw, she moved toward the microphone, bumping Harris out of the way and leaning in. She was going to use the favorite tool in any District Attorney’s office toolbox. She uttered those three magical words: “No further questions.” The press let out a collective moan. It was over.

			The reporters grumbled as the DA and her team strode off down the marble-floored hallway, Harris in tow. “Come on, sweetheart, I was just getting warmed up,” he called after her.

			She snapped around, pivoting on one heel and moving toward Harris. Despite being a good six inches shorter than the detective, even in heels, she stood her ground, shoving a finger in his face. “Call me sweetheart again and I’ll have your badge, gun, and balls sitting in the top drawer of my desk.”

			“Easy. I was being polite…Feisty.”

			“You haven’t seen feisty,” she clapped back. “Now you better get something more on Charnas before this trial ends or I’ll show you what Horrorwood really looks like. I have a perfect record in cases like these and I’m not about to lose it to some half-wit has-been with a detective squad he can’t even find half the time.”

			“I’m sure that’s just—”

			“As far as I can see, you’re not sure of shit.”

			The DA had him right where she wanted. He was a good warm-up act to the case. A rehearsal for how she was going to bite the head off of the defendant in the days to come. “Find your people, find the evidence, or find yourself another job, Detective.”

			Harris stood open-mouthed. A rare example of this usually verbose individual being rendered speechless.

			“Have a good night.” The DA flashed a saccharine smile that would be the last image Harris had of her for the evening. She turned around and walked out of the building.

			The detective knew he had nothing else to add. His people were missing. He had already found out what fate had befallen Ophelia,7 but Dunbar being missing was new to him. Surely this was beyond coincidence. Spencer was in handcuffs, so he couldn’t have done anything. But maybe someone around him? Anyone in the situation would have to be worried that Dunbar had gone the way of Ophelia and Spencer’s fiancée, Nadia. But, had Harris feared the worst fate he could think of, it wouldn’t even begin to describe the truth of the situation happening to Dunbar that very minute across town. It was Dunbar, alongside Ophelia, who had first brought him Spencer’s case, and it was Dunbar who had helped to confirm the stab patterns of Nadia’s killer. The evidence Harris had almost leaked to the press was not as concrete as Kent would have liked for her case and Dunbar held the information they both desperately needed. But, for now, Harris remained in the dark, with nothing from his subordinates but Silence.

			III

			A Rash Decision

			Three Months Earlier…

			It was eight o’clock on a December Thursday morning, and Captain Harris was finishing his usual vacation routine. First, a quick dip in the nearby lake to rejuvenate himself followed by a hearty breakfast. Today it consisted of three eggs, baked beans, a few strips of bacon, and two slices of toast. And plenty of coffee. He had a habit of logging his meals after he ate them, yet he rarely improved his diet habits, something that showed both his meticulous eye for detail and also his habit of missing the forest for the trees. After a shit/shower/shave (he always said it as one word), he would begin the full day he had planned, which was hardly full at all given how he spent his days at his reclusive, rural cabin. He would, however, have to start preparing for his inevitable return to civilization. This meant knocking down the healthy, gray-tinged beard that he had grown over the past couple of weeks. After that, his day would be filled with reading, perhaps some fishing, anything but police work. He had another ninety-six hours of vacation left and would make sure to use every one of them before returning to the city on Sunday.8 

			Harris had always used this cabin as a way to get away from the ills of the world. Or as he referred to those ills collectively, “The City of Los Angeles.” He often referred to his hometown as a “cesspool”—both a dry desert and a moist swamp. He preferred the great outdoors, and so a couple of decades back he’d purchased this remote patch of land, and the simple cabin that sat on top of it; he had since made use of it whenever possible. With retirement coming up in a few years, Harris was planning to make this his year-round home. He was getting to that age and could feel the urge to hang it all up. Perhaps he was waiting for some major case to serve as a feather in the cap of his years of service; he had always wanted some notoriety for the hard work he put in. He clearly felt it was owed to him. Without such a case to hang his career on, this cabin would have to be his only reward for all those hours of overtime and years of slaving away for the LAPD.

			Only three hours north and just outside Bakersfield, Bunyan Mountain couldn’t have felt more different. Today, the area was awash in bright yellow and orange colors, even some deep reds. Early winter was in full flourish as the leaves changed color, something seldom seen just a few hours south by the ocean. The cycle of life, death, and rebirth as the seasons changed was always happening here in Kern County, something Los Angeles would never know with its stagnant summer.

			The cabin itself was small and quaint, but it felt more like home to Captain Harris than LA ever did. A makeshift kitchen shared the same room as a living area and faced the front door. Through a short hallway to the back was the lone bedroom and a bathroom, each on opposite sides of the hall. Harris had been up here more often during the COVID-19 pandemic, choosing fresh air over the stifling city. Whether it was pestilence itself, or the fear that hung in that air, one cannot be too sure but, either way, Harris left Los Angeles as often as he could.

			Never one for being told what to do, Harris’ escapes often coincided with whatever new ordinance was being created by the department, preventing him from railing against his superiors to the point that he may have been let go before a typical retirement age.9 

			Thus, the cabin served as a bastion of freedom that he could go to on weekends or when cases were slow. Given that a lot more of the department business was handled online, even in spite of the “essential worker” status of detectives, he installed satellite internet so that he could stay connected. Prior to this upgrade, he was off-the-grid, and often kept it that way. For his last few days here, he had shut off his phone and computer, only checking each of them once per day. So far, nothing in his email or voice messages had reached a status of importance that he needed to spend his precious vacation by offering any kind of response.

			He was, however, by no means always alone. The nearby towns held a steady supply of women with whom he could contract companionship, if even just for one evening. One such lady of the night was still lingering in his bed on this crisp December morning. He had meant to kick her out but figured, as long as he wasn’t paying for the time, it was nice to look at somebody other than himself in the mirror for a change.

			Harris was mid-routine and had just stepped out of his 1970s-era, pink shower (he was meaning to repaint but never got around to it) when his day took an abrupt shift. As he began lathering up for his shave, a breeze caught him from the open window to his right and he turned to shut out the cold air. Before he could move his hands onto the sash, he heard a snapping sound coming from outside, toward the front of his house. He listened again. Footsteps. It was unmistakable. Someone traipsing across his property, but not toward the front door. Seemingly, they were approaching the window right next to him. He looked out the open bathroom door and across the hall into the bedroom. There, his eyes landed on the mass of tangled, dirty-blonde hair, allowing him to deduce that his paid-for guest was not the one outside. As if on cue, the woman, Karen, turned over, revealing a face of smeared makeup. “What time is it?” she asked him, groggily.10 

			Harris spoke with a violent whisper. “Shut the fuck up,” he said, leaning toward the bathroom door.

			“So-rry,” blared Karen, ignoring any sense of danger. She then rolled back and pushed her face into the pillow.

			Harris ducked back against the wall toward the shower and listened again. His face was full of lathered shaving cream and he had on nothing but a towel, so he was already in a compromised position, but would not go down without a fight. There was a curtain over the window, but it billowed in the wind and he couldn’t take any chances to be seen. Thus, he maintained his position against the wall. He looked down at the safety razor in his hand. His gun was all the way across the hall in the bedroom. He would never be able to get to it fast enough if this was an armed assailant and Karen couldn’t be trusted with such a job either. Not yet out of options, Harris stealthily snuck himself down under the window and back across toward the sink. From his crouched position, Harris used his fingers to feel around inside the Dopp kit that sat on the sink’s edge until he found what he was looking for. He extracted a larger shaving knife, old school. While never used by him, it had belonged to his father, and he felt a connection to him in keeping it there. Perhaps now it would save his life.

			Harris moved back toward the shower and raised himself up. Not a second later, a shadow covered the window and what looked like the figure of a man peered in. In one swift motion Harris reached through the open window, grabbed the back of the man’s neck, and spun him around so that he was facing away from the cabin. With his other hand, Harris put the knife blade across the man’s neck only to hear a familiar scream.

			“Harris! It’s me!”

			“Dunbar?” Harris eased up his grip on both the knife and the younger man’s neck. “What the fuck are you doing sneaking around my house?”

			“I’ve been calling! You didn’t answer,” Officer Grant Dunbar forced in response. His heart was racing so fast that he was out of breath. “You could’ve killed me.”

			“Damn right I could have. And if you’re about to interrupt the last days of my vacation, you’re going to wish I did,” Harris said. He let go of his subordinate, turning him around as he did. Despite their similar heights, Harris stood about six inches above Dunbar due to the foundation being slightly elevated above the ground. In the daylight, he could easily see Dunbar with his medium-length, coiffed light brown hair, his neatly trimmed beard, and a look of pure terror on his face.

			“Yeah…” began Dunbar, unsure of himself. “But you’re going to want to hear about this one. Ophelia’s here too. In the car.”

			Harris was intrigued, perhaps in response to the way Dunbar’s face lit up as he spoke about whatever it was they were working on. Or maybe it was because Detective Ophelia Crane would never bring anything to him that wasn’t solid—unlike Dunbar, who was, in his own words, the office clown. Much like the fishing Harris had planned to do later that day, he must have known he would catch a whopper with this case.

			“Well, shit. Let me get some pants on and I’ll come around and open up the front door,” Harris said, attempting to close the window, which was still blocked by Dunbar’s head poking through.

			Dunbar spotted the woman through the open door of the bedroom. “Who’s that?”

			“Don’t worry about her, just meet me out front,” Harris responded, shoving Dunbar’s head out and slamming the window shut immediately after.

			Dunbar chuckled from outside the window, yelling through, “Party man! Nice…” before he walked back toward the front of the house, occasionally glancing curiously back over his shoulder.

			When he first graduated from college, Officer Grant Dunbar hadn’t set out to do police work. Instead, he eventually landed on it after a series of unfulfilling odd jobs and some gentle prodding from his uncle, who had served on the force in nearby Pasadena. Dunbar’s sense of humor wasn’t lacking (depending on who you talked to) and he was always quick with a dad joke or a clever quip following almost anything anybody said. His investigative work, however, certainly wasn’t up to par, and he had yet to pass his detective’s exam. Many in the department often wondered what Dunbar brought to the table, but Dunbar was nepotism in its finest sense. Harris never would have hired Dunbar had he not known his uncle from their days at the academy. This was further coupled with a feeling of indebtedness stemming from a coverup after Harris was almost caught cheating on an ethics exam. Dunbar’s uncle had helped him out of a jam, and he later returned the favor by hiring his ne’er-do-well nephew.11

			After briefly watching Dunbar walk toward the front of the cabin, Harris stepped back from the window and toward the hallway. Before he could exit the bathroom, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and remembered he was mid-shave. He grumbled as he made his way to the sink, splashed some water on his face, and wiped off the now-unneeded shaving cream.

			A few minutes later, Harris opened the front door. He was fully dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt, which was not fortifying enough against the cool air of the impending winter, but he had been in a rush and his coat was still inside.

			Dunbar stood on the front porch accompanied by Detective Crane, who almost always preferred going by her first name, Ophelia. This preference stemmed not only from her distaste for ceremony and titles, but primarily because using a first name alone fostered stronger connections to victims and their families. She had been in a sex crimes unit prior to joining homicide. In stark contrast to Dunbar, she was smart, capable, and serious—everything one would look for in an officer of the law. Nevertheless, she still had trouble commanding any kind of respect in the boys’ club of the homicide division. Harris tried to stand up for out of respect for her talents and contributions, but he was just as much a part of that world as anyone else. One thing was undeniable, though: he trusted her.

			“Nice place you got here,” offered Ophelia.

			Ruining the compliment with his usual buffoonery, Dunbar chimed in saying, “Good for…entertaining.” He laughed.

			Harris stared at Dunbar, forcing the smile from his face before turning back to Ophelia. “Thanks, yeah. Still meaning to fix up that fence in the front.” He gestured to a broken wooden fence just down the slight slope of the driveway that eventually led back to a main road. Harris saw Dunbar’s black, unmarked, department-issued cruiser parked just beyond the fence. It was an older model with a big engine and Harris became momentarily worried for his security here at the cabin if he could fail to hear that behemoth lumbering up the hill and into the driveway. He hoped it was only due to the noise of the shower he just took but resolved to fix the fence over the weekend before returning back to LA. If this didn’t force him to return even sooner.

			Harris gestured to the two rocking chairs beside the front door, and Ophelia and Dunbar followed his offering and took a seat. Harris himself posted up on the railing that ran across the front of the porch, simultaneously leaning and sitting as he awaited their report.

			“Two chairs? Isn’t it just you up here?” questioned Dunbar.

			“It’s reserved for when some smartass shows up unannounced with bad news,” Harris returned.

			In a display of perfect timing, Karen chose that exact second to stumble her way out of the house. Her hair and clothing were disheveled, her makeup smeared, and she clutched a purse and her shoes in her thin arms. The smell of alcohol permeated the entire porch despite the light breeze that ushered in the cooler air from the mountains. Ophelia turned away, as if trying to give Harris some sense of privacy, but she couldn’t hold off for long. All three of the officers watched as Karen hobbled her way to her beat-up Toyota that was parked on the side of the house.

			“Just some, uh…local flavor,” said Harris.

			Karen’s car started with a bang and lurched down the driveway.

			“So what’s up? Better be good,” said Harris.

			“Rockstar. Killed his fiancée,” Dunbar said.

			“Well, that’s not exactly everything,” Ophelia chimed in. “It was particularly brutal and there’s a decent trail of evidence.”

			“Burned alive. It was fucking gross,” added Dunbar, stopping himself before he seemed like too much a wuss in front of his boss.

			Harris looked intrigued as he responded. “Jesus fucking Christ. Some people…”

			“We could barely identify the body, but believe it’s a young woman named Nadia Teichmann,” continued Ophelia. “Actress, influencer, beautiful girl. In the prime of her life. To see someone brutalized like that, it’s horrible.”

			“We got called in too quickly, if you ask me,” interrupted Dunbar. “I’ll never get that smell out of my head.”

			“So what else you got?” Harris stood up and twisted to his left to pick up a small stick that had wound its way around the top rail near where he had been sitting. “Some rockstar suspect, you said?”

			“They were engaged,” offered Ophelia. “It’s usually the closest person, right?”

			“Damn straight,” answered Harris. He was pacing now and breaking apart the stick he had picked up. “What kind of guy are we talking about here?”

			Dunbar checked his notes. “Well known musician from a metal group called Ice Nine Kills. ‘Kills,’ I mean. It’s right there, you know?”

			“Hiding in plain sight. Shifty fucker,” commented Harris.

			Dunbar continued, “Name is Spencer Charnas. Not much is known about him before he burst onto the scene here in LA a few years ago. Kind of a shady past, if you ask me. He was previously investigated for some crime back east where he’s from, but the records are sealed.”12 

			“We’re going to wanna get a look at those,” added Harris.

			“Of course,” Dunbar said, returning to his notes.

			Harris continued, “These celebrity types really get under my skin. Prancing around in fancy outfits at their cocktail parties. It’s enough to make your stomach crawl.” Harris turned around, staring out at the red and orange tinted landscape in front of him. “Maybe it’s something in the water, but it’s like some kind of sickness. And it’s spreading. Maybe even out here someday.”

			“Captain?” asked Ophelia, pulling Harris out of his trance.

			Harris turned back around. “Los Angeles ain’t what it used to be. We’ve lost that…grit. You know? Bunch of so-called ‘artists’ coming in from the East Coast, making us soft. And they all have their little quirks. I’m sure this guy has his thing. We just need to zero in on it and cut him out of decent society…” Harris paused, waiting for some kind of response, he wasn’t sure what.

			“Charnas and Ice Nine Kills do a lot of horror tie-ins with their music,” Dunbar said, snapping Harris back to reality. “Like, it’s all kind of based on these iconic films. I’m not really a fan, to be honest. I don’t like the killing parts.”

			“Yeah? Well, probably better off. Sometimes these movies turn people into real psychos,” Harris said, turning back around.

			“It’s funny you say that,” Ophelia cut in. “The fans of his band call themselves ‘psychos.’ There’s a whole army of them.”

			“I don’t like the sound of that,” Harris responded, already convinced of Spencer’s guilt. “But I’m starting to like this guy for a murder. What else you got? Any hard evidence?”

			He would need to make sure it was enough to force him back to the city and not something that could wait a couple more days. He looked out at the land around him. The mountains loomed over the backdrop of leaves changing. It would be a hard place to leave, but he would surely assume he would be back someday soon.

			Ophelia answered after a moment. “No real murder weapon. Although he does have this horror character that he’s created called The Silence.”

			“Got a mask and everything,” Dunbar offered, backing her up. “Real legit horror movie stuff…It’s really pale with scars and has an ‘I’ and an ‘X’ carved into it, like the number nine in Roman numerals. Kinda clever—”

			“The character also carries an ice pick,” Ophelia continued, ignoring Dunbar. “Which, and here’s the kicker, we located something similar near the body we found at the bottom of a canyon up near Runyon.”

			“I thought you said she was burned alive?” Harris questioned.
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