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Dedication

Initially, this book was supposed to be dedicated in loving memory of my partner, Kara Louise Irvine, who left this world in September 2019, taking with her all of my heart, but since then, the whole world has received a wake-up call.

So much has changed for so many of us.

With that in mind, I would like to dedicate this novel not only to Kara, but in loving memory of everyone who unfortunately has lost their battle against COVID-19. We weren’t prepared.

To everyone else – that battle carries on, so please stay safe.

The loneliest moment in someone’s life is when they’re seeing their entire world crumble before their eyes, and all they can do is watch.






One

Los Angeles, California, Saturday, December 5th

There were exactly three weeks until Christmas Day. To Angela Wood, that Saturday officially marked the beginning of what she called ‘high season’. Shopping malls, main streets, even tiny corner shops would already be covered in fake snow, flashing lights and colorful decorations, all of them heaving with people eager to spend, searching for those perfect gifts. It was the one time of the year when, with a shrug, most people would turn a blind eye to the state of their finances and say to themselves, ‘Oh, what the hell, it’s Christmas’ – and with that they would dig deep and go beyond their means, spending more, sometimes a hell of a lot more than their bank accounts would’ve allowed them to.

To Angela, ‘high season’ meant happy people with fat wallets in their pockets and handbags, because as Christmas approached, for a limited period, real cash tended to make a comeback. In this day and age, on any given day, most denizens of Los Angeles carried no cash with them, not even small change – everything was touch-and-go – from buying a single pack of gum from a corner store to spending an absolute fortune on Rodeo Drive. No cash, no mess, no fuss. The era of electronic purchases had well and truly arrived. Not that it mattered that much to any salesperson or shop owner anyway. But Angela was no salesperson. She was no business owner either. What she was, was a master pickpocket and, as such, touch-and-go didn’t really work for her. Sure, she could and did make use of credit cards and smartphones when she got them, but in her world, cash was king, and that was why ‘high season’ always put a smile on her face.

This year Angela decided to start her high season by paying a visit to a cozy shopping street in Tujunga Village.

Located near Ventura Boulevard in Studio City, Tujunga Avenue was nestled between the neighborhoods of Colfax Meadows and Woodbridge Park. ‘The Village’ was the trendy block-long stretch where one would find a very diverse and charming variety of shops, boutiques, restaurants, bars and cafés. Not surprisingly, The Village attracted a significant number of shoppers all year round, especially over the weekends. During ‘high season’, that number would multiply exponentially, flooding the street with an ocean of happy people and their loaded wallets.

Whenever possible, Angela preferred to work at night, which was another reason why she loved the festive season so much. To accommodate the heavy number of customers, most shops stayed open later than usual throughout the month of December. Knowing that, Angela got to Tujunga Village just as the sun was beginning to dip behind the horizon, and as she approached The Village from the Woodbridge side she was pleased to see that the number of shoppers crowding the street seemed to have doubled, compared to just a year ago.

‘Oh, I so love Christmas season,’ Angela said to herself, as she cracked her knuckles against the palms of her hands before slipping on a pair of very thin, red leather gloves.

With the sun just about to bid a final goodnight to the City of Angels, the temperature on the streets had slipped down to eight degrees Celsius, not bad for a winter night where Angela was from, but in a city where the heat and the sun were considered honorary residents, eight degrees was more than enough to cause any proud Angeleno to search their wardrobes for the thickest and warmest coat they could find. For someone like Angela, thick winter coats were a blessing in disguise, because most people made good use of their outside pockets. Such coats offered a thicker layer of insulation between the person’s body and those outside pockets, which meant that one didn’t even need to be a proficient pickpocket to be able to relieve a victim of their possessions. In a crowded environment, where bumping into another person on the street or inside a store was certainly excusable, picking somebody’s pocket became an even easier task. To a highly skilled expert like Angela, a congested Tujunga Village where eighty percent of people were wearing thick coats was like a free gift shop.

‘Let’s do this,’ Angela said as she joined the crowd, her eyes like a hawk’s searching for prey.

Before she had even made it halfway down the block-long stretch, Angela had already snatched three wallets. It could easily have been more, a lot more, but during ‘high season’ Angela had no reason to ‘pick-blind’ – snatch a wallet without having a good idea of what she was getting.

Her approach was simple and uncomplicated – observe as a customer paid for an item either in store or on the streets. The advantage of that simplistic approach was two-fold: One – Angela could easily identify who was carrying cash and who wasn’t. Two – she could see where the target had placed their wallet – coat pocket, jacket pocket, handbag, etc. With that done, all that was left for Angela to do was tail the target and wait for the right moment to strike, and she never rushed. This time around, it took her only fifteen minutes to get to what Angela called ‘checking time’.

Angela never allowed greed to take over. Not anymore. The one time she did, it had been her downfall, costing her a short stint in jail, a place she swore she’d never go back to. Since then, she would only pick a maximum of three wallets at a time, before checking them for cash and credit cards. If she had made enough, she would call it a day. If not, she would dispose of the wallets before going back to the streets for a second round.

After lifting her third wallet, Angela needed a safe place to check the contents of her pickings. Tucked away just behind the historic and always busy Vitello’s restaurant, right at the heart of Tujunga Village, was the Rendition Room – a 1930s-themed, speakeasy cocktail bar, the restroom of which would be perfect for what Angela needed to do

Angela had been to the Rendition Room a couple of times before, but she had never seen that place so busy. In the ladies’ restroom, she had to wait in line for over five minutes before she could use one of the cubicles. Once in there, she checked the wallets for how much cash they had, and she couldn’t be any happier.

Six hundred and eighty-seven bucks for less than fifteen minutes’ work, she thought to herself, as she hid most of the cash inside her bra. Not bad for day one.

For a split second, she considered going back out onto The Village for a second round. ‘There’s so much more out there,’ ‘Reckless Angela’ tried to whisper in her ear. ‘You could make one month’s picking in one night.’

But ‘Sensible Angela’ was right there too and, in a heartbeat, she slapped that idea back into oblivion.

‘We’re done here, Angela. You know much better than this. Instead of doing the dumb thing, why don’t you go celebrate and have a drink? After all, you’re in a cocktail bar.’

Angela did know much better than that. Since doing jail time, she never argued with reason anymore.

Before exiting the cubicle, and since she was done for the night, Angela first removed the black wig she had on, then her dark contact lenses, and put them away.

Out in the busy bar area, it took her several minutes to finally get served. After skimming through the cocktail menu, Angela decided to go with a classic – the sidecar. Tablewise, she got lucky pretty quickly. Just as she turned away from the bar with her drink, a small, circular, stand-up table vacated just a few feet from her. Angela quickly stepped up to it.

As she sipped her cocktail, her eyes began scanning the crowd. Not that she was reconsidering her decision to call it a night. To Angela, scanning people around her, no matter where she was, had become second nature… a reflex… a force of habit. It was something she did without even realizing that she was doing it. Within twenty seconds, she had singled out three of the easiest pickings she had ever seen.

Four tables to her right – two forty-something men. Both positively tipsy. The one wearing glasses had placed his wallet in his jacket pocket and then placed the folded jacket on the empty stool to his right, wallet pocket facing up.

Three tables in front of her – two twenty-something women sipping margaritas. The one with her back to Angela had her unzipped handbag hanging from the back of her chair.

Next table along to her right – a tall gentleman whose attention was cemented onto his cellphone. He had placed a very elegant leather bag on the floor, several inches away from his feet. Angela hadn’t seen the contents of the bag, but she was willing to bet that it would be something valuable.

People have absolutely no clue, Angela thought, as she shook her head ever so slightly. It’s like they never learn.

As Angela’s attention moved back from the bag on the floor to the man and his cellphone, an older gentleman, probably in his mid-sixties, approached the man. Angela could hear their conversation.

‘Excuse me,’ the older gentleman said. He was carrying a whisky tumbler. ‘Do you mind if I rest my drink on your table? It’s quite busy tonight.’

The tall man did not break eye contact with his phone.

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

Angela frowned at the man’s reply, as if she’d heard it wrong.

The older gentleman was clearly taken aback, too.

‘I’ll just use a tiny corner of the table,’ the older gentleman tried again. ‘Just to rest my drink. I won’t bother you.’

‘Well, you’re already bothering me,’ the tall man said back, finally locking eyes with the older gentleman. ‘Go find somewhere else to rest your drink, old-timer. This table is taken.’

Angela’s eyes widened as she stared at the tall man in disbelief. What a total dickhead, she thought.

Lost for words, the old man stood still for a moment, not really knowing what to do.

‘I said fuck off, old man,’ the tall man said, his voice firm.

Shocked, the old man turned and walked away.

Angela was just about to offer her table to the older man when ‘Reckless Angela’ whispered in her ear.

‘That guy with the phone is a total and utter dick, Angie. You could teach him a lesson.’

Angela’s eyes went back to the man’s leather bag on the floor.

The tall man’s attention returned to his cellphone.

Angela finished her drink and rounded her table to the other side. She was now standing just behind the tall man. She grabbed her cellphone and brought it to her ear so she would look inconspicuous. As she began her fake phone conversation, her right foot moved out just enough to reach the tip of his leather bag’s shoulder strap on the floor.

The man was ferociously typing something into his cellphone.

As Angela fake-talked on the phone, she rotated her body away from the man and took two steps in that direction. She stretched her neck and looked around the place, as if searching for someone else inside the cocktail bar. As she did, her right foot stealthily dragged the man’s leather bag along with her.

The man was way too occupied with his cellphone to notice his bag moving an extra two feet away from him, but if he had, with the place so busy, Angela could easily just give him the excuse that her foot had got tangled in the shoulder strap by chance, that was all, a simple mistake.

Angela took another step; another bag-drag, and then Lady Luck smiled at her. A few tables in the opposite direction, someone knocked a tray of drinks to the floor. The loud noise of glasses and bottles breaking attracted a multitude of eyes, including the tall man’s. By the time his attention returned to his phone, just a few seconds later, Angela was already exiting the Rendition Room with the man’s leather bag hidden inside her coat. Five minutes after that, she was on board the 237 bus, heading home.

Angela was dying to look inside the bag, but despite getting a seat at the back of the bus, she resisted the urge. She didn’t want any prying eyes checking the contents as well.

From Tujunga Village, it took her a little over forty-five minutes to get home, a small one-bedroom apartment on the south end of Colfax Avenue. As soon as she closed the door behind her, she kicked off her shoes and took a seat on her bed. Legs crossed, yoga style, Angela placed the leather bag in front of her and finally unzipped it open.

Disappointment.

Maybe it was due to the size and shape of the bag, or maybe it was because of how much it weighed, but Angela was almost certain that it would contain something like a laptop or a tablet. It didn’t. The only item inside the bag was an eight-by-eleven-inch black, leather-bound journal, which was surprisingly heavy.

‘Wow, so instead of a laptop, I get a notebook? Awesome.’

Angela laughed at her misfortune, glad that the only reason she had snatched that leather bag had been to teach that dickhead from the bar a lesson.

‘What a rude motherfucker,’ she said with a shake of the head. ‘I hope that this book is important to you.’

Instinctively, she flipped the book open and carelessly leafed through the pages. The first thing she noticed was that the pages were packed with neat, dense handwriting. Not all the pages contained words. A few of them had been filled with crude drawings and sketches, which Angela didn’t pay much attention to. Some had Polaroid photos stapled onto them. As her eyes came to rest on the first photograph she came across, her heart skipped a beat.

She flipped to another page… another Polaroid photo. This time, her heart pretty much stopped beating. With shaky hands she lifted up the photo to see if there was anything written at the back of it, or on the page behind the photo. There was nothing.

‘What the fuck?’ Those words dribbled out of Angela’s lips and, reflexively, her eyes moved to the words on the page, directly beneath the photo. A few lines were all that she could manage before her entire body started shaking.

‘Oh God! What the fuck have you done, Angie? What the fuck have you done?’






Two

Monday, December 7th

The LAPD’s Ultra Violent Crimes Unit’s office was located at the far end of the Robbery Homicide Division’s floor, inside the famous Police Administration Building, in downtown Los Angeles. Detective Robert Hunter, who was the head of the UVC Unit, had just returned from his lunch break when the phone on his desk rang.

He answered it after the second ring. ‘Detective Hunter, Ultra Violent Crimes Unit.’

‘Robert, it’s Susan,’ the caller announced. ‘Do you have a minute?’

Dr. Susan Slater was one of the best lead forensics agents California had to offer. She had worked closely with the UVC Unit in a number of cases.

‘Of course, Doc,’ Hunter replied. ‘Is there something wrong?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Dr. Slater said before a brief pause. ‘There might be.’

Intrigued, Hunter readjusted his position on his seat. ‘OK, I’m listening.’ His eyes moved to the diary on his desk and he instinctively flipped back a few pages, just to be one hundred percent sure that the UVC Unit wasn’t waiting on any forensics test results.

He was right.

‘This is a funny story,’ Dr. Slater began. ‘This morning, as I was leaving my house to come to the lab, I checked my mailbox, as I do every morning. Besides the usual weekend junk mail, I found a regular office-size envelope. The envelope had my name in large letters across the front of it, but that was about it.’

‘What do you mean?’ Hunter asked.

‘It didn’t have my home address, Robert,’ the doctor explained. ‘Just my name. There was no stamp, no US postal service mark, and no return address either.’

‘Which means that it was hand-delivered.’

‘Exactly,’ Dr. Slater agreed.

‘Have you opened it yet?’

‘I have, but obviously, after all the necessary precautions. What I was presented with, was a book.’

‘OK?’ Hunter frowned at the phone.

‘Well, to be more specific… it’s some kind of journal, really.’

‘What sort of journal?’

There was another brief pause.

‘The kind of journal that I think you and Carlos need to come have a look at.’






Three

Hunter’s long-term partner at the Ultra Violent Crimes Unit was Detective Carlos Garcia. They shared the same office space – a claustrophobic 22-square-meter concrete box with a single window, two desks and not much else, but it was still a completely separate enclosure from the rest of the Robbery Homicide Division floor, which, if nothing else, kept prying eyes and the endless buzzing of voices locked out.

While Hunter was on the phone to Dr. Slater, Garcia was seated at his desk, going over some electronic paperwork.

‘Want to take a ride to the FSD Criminalistics Lab?’ Hunter asked him, as soon as he disconnected from the call, already reaching for his jacket.

The FSD Criminalistics Lab, part of the LAPD’s Forensics Science Division (FSD), was comprised of eight specialized unit laboratories, which provided support services to investigations conducted by the various departments of the LAPD. Most of those labs operated out of the Hertzberg-Davis Forensic Science Center, located inside the campus of the California State University in Alhambra, in the western San Gabriel Valley region of Los Angeles.

‘The Criminalistics Lab?’ Garcia asked, his eyes narrowing at his partner. ‘Do we have a result pending?’

‘No,’ Hunter replied, before quickly recounting the conversation he’d just had with Dr. Slater.

‘A notebook?’

‘That’s what she said,’ Hunter confirmed.

‘And the Doc gave you nothing more?’ Garcia got up, also reaching for his jacket.

‘Just that we needed to have a look at it.’

‘Yeah, of course I’m in,’ Garcia said. ‘I’ve always been a sucker for suspense.’






Four

In city traffic, on a Monday afternoon, it took Hunter and Garcia around twenty-eight minutes to cover the almost six miles between the Police Administration Building on West 1st Street, and the California State University in Alhambra. After parking in the area reserved for law enforcement officers, the two detectives made their way to the Hertzberg-Davis Forensic Science Center – an impressive five-story building, situated in the southwestern quadrant of the university campus. Once they cleared reception, Hunter and Garcia took the stairs up to the second floor, where the Trace Analysis Unit lab was located and where Dr. Slater had told Hunter to meet her.

‘Are you looking forward to the ball tomorrow?’ Garcia asked, as they cleared the first flight of stairs.

‘You mean the LAPD Christmas Ball?’ Hunter replied, his facial expression totally lacking excitement. ‘Are you?’

‘Yeah.’ Garcia, on the other hand, looked genuinely thrilled. ‘I’ve got my Zombie-Santa outfit and all.’

‘Zombie-Santa?’ Hunter’s lips stretched into a thin line. ‘Really?’

‘Hell, yeah! Those parties are so boring. Need to inject a little bit of fun into them.’

‘And a Zombie-Santa outfit is your idea of how to inject fun into a party?’ Hunter asked.

‘You’re just jealous cause you can’t wear a costume,’ Garcia countered. ‘You and Captain Blake are at the mayor’s table, aren’t you?’

Hunter nodded as he rolled his eyes. ‘That will be a ton of fun.’

Garcia chuckled. ‘Yeah, I bet.’

The Trace Analysis Unit was one of the eight units that comprised the FSD Criminalistics Lab. Its main function, as the name suggested, was to perform analyses on trace evidence that might have occurred as a result of physical contact between suspect and victim during a violent crime. It also analyzed any traces of materials, organic or not, that might have been found at a crime scene.

At the lab double doors, which were kept locked at all times, Hunter pressed the buzzer and waited. A couple of seconds later, the doors unlocked with a subdued hiss.

The lab, which was easily the size of the entire Robbery Homicide Division’s floor, was chilled to a couple of degrees below comfortable, but was still relatively warm compared to the temperature on the streets. Several forensics agents, all of them in long white lab coats, were busy at different workstations. Soothing classical music played at very low volume in the background.

‘Over here, guys.’

Both detectives heard Dr. Slater call, as the doors slowly closed behind them.

The doctor was sitting in front of an inverted microscope, not that far from where Hunter and Garcia were standing.

In her mid-thirties, Dr. Susan Slater was five-foot seven, with a slim, toned body, high cheekbones and a delicate nose. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into a disheveled bun at the top of her head. Her makeup was subtle and brought out the light blue of her eyes.

‘Thanks for coming over so quickly,’ she said as she greeted both detectives with a simple head nod.

‘Well, you really hooked us with that mysterious phone call,’ Garcia said with a smile. ‘So what is it that you got?’

‘Exactly what I told Robert over the phone,’ Dr. Slater replied. Her voice was soft and jovial, but also full of knowledge and experience. ‘Someone hand-delivered a package to my mailbox over the weekend – probably late last night or in the early hours of this morning. The envelope alone grabbed my attention.’

‘Why?’ Garcia asked. ‘What was wrong with it?’

‘No address or stamp, to start with. Just my name. No return address either.’ She indicated a large, see-through evidence bag that was on the worktop by the inverted microscope in front of her. Inside the evidence bag they could all see a brown envelope. Across the front of it, handwritten in large black capital letters, was her name – Susan Slater.

‘May I?’ Hunter asked, indicating the evidence bag.

‘Be my guest.’

Hunter picked it up so he and Garcia could study the envelope inside it.

‘I’m guessing you’ve tested it for prints already?’ Garcia asked.

Dr. Slater nodded. ‘None other than mine.’

‘The handwriting?’ Hunter this time.

‘All capitals and nothing special about it. The pen used was a cheap marker pen with a fine tip. No point in trying to trace the ink to any specific brand, as the result would most certainly lead us to the kind of marker pen that is stocked by all major supermarkets.’

Hunter nodded, as he put down the evidence bag. ‘And you mentioned something about a notebook?’

‘Yes,’ Dr. Slater said, pointing toward the back of the lab. ‘And that’s where the plot really thickens. Come, let me show you.’

Hunter and Garcia followed her past a group of forensics agents, all too absorbed in what they were doing to even acknowledge the two detectives. As they reached one of two separate enclosures at the far end of the lab floor, they waited while Dr. Slater entered an eight-digit code into a metal keypad on the door handle.

The enclosure was about twenty-six feet long by twenty wide. Inside it, on three separate worktops, sat five computer screens and six different microscopes – two laser-scanning, two stereo, one inverted and one laser confocal. The temperature inside the new room dropped another degree or two when compared to the rest of the lab. Dr. Slater guided Hunter and Garcia to an empty worktop to the left of the door.

‘This morning,’ she explained, ‘when I checked my mailbox and picked up the envelope, I came this close to opening it right there and then.’ She indicated with her thumb and forefinger. ‘I couldn’t remember ordering anything over the Internet, but I’ve been known to order stuff and completely forget about it, especially if it takes over three days to arrive. Also, sometimes, either the FSD or some other forensics lab around the country will send me unsolicited samples, material, whatever, simply because…’ She shrugged. ‘They do stuff like that. Anyway, I was about to rip the envelope open when my brain decided to wake up. No one from the FSD, or any other forensics lab around the country, would hand-deliver an unsolicited package to my door. If they did, it would be because it was something quite urgent and they would ring the bell and deliver it to me, not drop it in my mailbox. With that in mind, I brought it straight here and this morning the package went through three different scanners – regular X-ray, which revealed that the contents were a notebook; explosive detection, which came back negative; and poisonous or hazardous substances, which also came back negative. So, after feeling like a complete idiot for being too paranoid and wasting government resources, I finally opened the package.’ She indicated another evidence bag that was on the worktop directly behind her. Inside it was a leather-bound notebook. ‘And that right there is what I got. Don’t forget to glove up before opening the evidence bag.’

From a dispenser mounted onto the wall by the door, Hunter and Garcia each picked up a pair of blue latex gloves and put them on.

With the notebook still inside the evidence bag, the first thing that both detectives noticed was that the book’s black leather cover was thicker than you would expect on a notebook. There was no design, no inscription, no carvings, no marks of any kind to either the front or the back cover.

The second thing they both noticed was that the journal weighed relatively more than a regular notebook, even though it only seemed to be about one hundred and twenty pages long, maybe a little more. When looked at from a side angle, it was obvious that the pages didn’t sit smoothly between the two covers. Most of them were warped, which indicated that either those pages had gotten wet, or they had something stuck onto them, or both.

Hunter and Garcia repositioned themselves around the workstation before Hunter pulled the notebook out of the see-through plastic bag. He then placed it on the worktop and flipped it open to the first page.

Contrary to what one would expect from a personal diary or a journal, it didn’t open with an owner’s information page. Nothing on the flipside of the front cover either. No name, no address, no cellphone number, no email… nothing.

Hunter and Garcia quickly checked the first page.

The entry also differed from that of a regular diary in the sense that there was no date or any other sort of time stamp at the top or anywhere else on the page. There were also no page breaks and no paragraphs, just word after word, forming line after line in a seemingly interminable block of text, but the entry writer had at least made use of punctuation, which, if nothing else, helped to separate his thoughts and make the text less confusing.

The handwriting throughout the whole book was cursive and relatively neat, all in black ink. Any mistakes were dealt with via a single line across the wrong word or phrase – no White-Out, no erasing, no scratching… no mess. There was no yellowing of the pages or its edges either, which immediately indicated that the diary couldn’t have been that old. Despite the pages being unlined, Hunter was impressed with how straight the writer had kept the text.

Garcia was just about ready to start flipping through pages in the journal when Hunter placed a hand on his right arm, stopping him. His eyes had moved to the first line on the page and he had started reading it.


Her name was Elizabeth Gibbs, born 22nd October 1994. Not that I care at all about their names, who they were, or any other aspect of their lives. After so many, they become nothing more than meaningless faces lost in darkness. One will morph into another… which will morph into another… and so on. The cycle never ends. My memory isn’t so good anymore. I forget things. I forget a lot of things, and it’s just getting worse. That’s one of the reasons why I decided to keep this journal. The second is for security. I should’ve started these records a while ago, when I first heard the voices, but that’s water under the bridge and the journal is here now. I did try remembering facts… details from past events, but my memory isn’t so good anymore and it won’t be getting any better, only worse. Once again, the voices were very specific about the subject. Female. Minimum height: five-foot seven. Hair: black – long – straight. Eyes: dark. Weight: no heavier than 165 pounds. Ethnicity: white. It took me only a few days to find her. It wasn’t hard. After tailing the subject around town, an opportunity to take her finally showed itself. Date and time: February 3rd 2018 – 19:30. Location: Albertsons’ parking lot, Rosecrans Avenue, La Mirada. Photo: Same night, a few hours after abduction.



Hunter turned the page. There was nothing written on the reverse of it. The writer had decided to use only the front of each diary page. The next one along started with a gap of about three inches – roughly fifteen lines. Two tiny holes right at the top of the page indicated that something had been stapled to it. On the right, closer to the page’s edge there was a smear of what looked like blood. Hunter’s eyes moved to Dr. Slater.

‘There was a photo?’ he asked.

‘There was indeed,’ she replied, as she walked over to a different worktop to pick up yet another evidence bag before handing it to Hunter. Inside it there was an instax-mini Polaroid-style photograph – sixty-two millimeters long by forty-two wide. It showed a woman in her mid-twenties. Her long, straight black hair fell loosely over her shoulders. The look in her dark eyes mirrored the expression on her face – total and utter terror. Tears had come and gone, dragging most of her mascara and eyeliner with them, creating a crisscross of watery black lines all the way down to her chin. The light-red lipstick she had worn that night was smeared over her lips and across her face. The collar and shoulders of the pale-blue blouse she had on were wet with perspiration. The photo had been taken against a cinderblock wall.

‘They have all been bagged,’ Dr. Slater added. ‘Ready to be taken for analysis,’

‘They?’ Garcia asked, his eyes moving from the photo to the doctor.

She nodded as she breathed in. ‘There were a total of sixteen photos stapled to that journal. Sixteen different “subjects”.’

Hunter and Garcia had both noticed the small pile of evidence bags on the worktop directly behind Dr. Slater, but had assumed that those were evidence belonging to different cases.

‘How about this smear at the bottom of the page here?’ Hunter asked. ‘Is this blood?’

‘It is,’ Dr. Slater confirmed. ‘Every single photo I retrieved from that notebook came accompanied by a similar blood smear. The logical conclusion is that the blood belongs to the subject in the photo. I’ve swabbed that specific one you’re looking at and the swab has already been sent to the DNA Unit for testing.’ She crossed her arms in front of her chest. ‘But please, carry on reading. The really good part is just a few lines ahead.’

Hunter placed the evidence bag down on the worktop next to the journal before allowing his attention to return to the writing, which re-started directly after the gap. On this page, there was a sketch showing a rectangular box. Underneath it, the word ‘wood’ had been written. Every dimension to the box panels, including the lid, were clearly noted.


Unlike the last subject, which turned out to be a terribly messy affair, the preparation and delivery of this one was relatively simple. No blood. No torture. No humiliation. No degradation. I heard the voices loud and clear – ‘You need to bury her alive.’








Five

Hunter paused. His concerned stare returned to the Polaroid photo inside the evidence bag before moving once again to Dr. Slater.

‘Is this for real?’ Garcia asked, a skeptical expression on his face. ‘Are you sure that this isn’t a hoax?’

‘Well,’ the doctor began. ‘That’s why I called you guys. I wouldn’t like to waste your time, so I took the liberty of checking her name and photo against the Missing Persons database.’ Her eyebrows arched as she reached into her lab-coat pocket. ‘Elizabeth Gibbs,’ she read from the printout in her hand. ‘Born October 22nd, 1994, right here in Los Angeles. Resident of La Mirada. She was reported missing on February 4th, 2018, by her boyfriend, Phillip Miller, with whom she shared a house not that far from the location cited in that book – the Albertsons parking lot on Rosecrans Avenue. Her car, a white Nissan Sentra, was found abandoned by the Sheriff’s Department at that exact location. Nothing was found in her car – no prints, no clues. Elizabeth Gibbs has also never been found. She’s still listed as missing.’ Dr. Slater returned the printout to her pocket. ‘If you missed that, the date matches the entry in that journal.’

‘Yeah, I got that,’ Hunter said. His brow was creased in thought.

‘Does that printout mention the name of the detective assigned to the case?’ Garcia asked.

Out came the printout again. ‘Detective Henrique Gomez,’ she informed them. ‘LAPD Missing Persons Unit. Do you know him?’

Hunter and Garcia both shook their heads.

‘As you might expect,’ Dr. Slater continued. ‘Miss Gibbs’s boyfriend came under heavy scrutiny, but his alibi was solid.’

Garcia scratched his forehead uncomfortably as he breathed out. ‘I’m starting to get a severe case of déjà vu here.’ His eyes widened at Hunter. ‘Another notebook describing victims and how they were murdered?’

Hunter knew that his partner was making a reference to Lucien Folter – without a doubt the most dangerous and delusional serial killer they had ever chased – but thanks to their team effort, Lucien’s new permanent address was the United States Federal Supermax prison in Florence, Colorado.

‘This isn’t the same thing, Carlos,’ he came back.

‘I’m not saying it is,’ Garcia agreed. ‘All I’m saying is that a notebook describing victims and how they were murdered brings back some pretty awful memories.’

‘What are you guys talking about?’ Dr. Slater asked, curiosity all over her face. ‘What memories?’

‘It’s an old case we worked on,’ Hunter replied, but left it at that. His attention reverted back to the notebook on the worktop so he could finish reading the rest of the entry.


Building the box where the subject lay was easy. The voices gave me no specifications when it came to the container itself, so I was free to do as I liked. A few solid planks of wood and a bag of nails was all it took. There was no point in making the inside of the container comfortable. The technical side of the request took me a whole day to finally get it all working, but in the end everything ran smoothly and without glitches. The subject was never retrieved from its resting place – 34°15'16.9"N 118°14'52.4"W.



Garcia’s jaw dropped open. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

Hunter felt a surge of adrenaline rush though him. The writer had ended the entry with longitude and latitude coordinates.

‘I think so,’ he replied.

Both detectives looked back at Dr. Slater, who nodded almost apologetically.

‘Call me curious, but I couldn’t wait. I entered those coordinates onto a web map application.’

‘And?’ Garcia asked, eagerly.

‘And what I got was a somewhat remote location by a cluster of trees near some hills, about a mile into Deukmejian Wilderness Park, in Glendale. Though the location is somewhat remote,’ the doctor added, ‘it’s certainly accessible.’

For a moment, the room went completely silent.

Garcia saw the look on Hunter’s face and spoke first.

‘OK.’ He nodded at his partner. ‘I know that look, Robert. I know what you’re thinking, but before we take this to Captain Blake asking for a green light for a digging expedition, don’t you think that we should at least wait for the DNA results from that blood smear? Elizabeth Gibbs’s DNA will be on file with the Missing Persons Unit. If there’s a match then I’m sure we’ll get a “go ahead”, but if we go up to the captain right now with nothing more than matching dates on a suspicious notebook, she’ll red-light us. You know she will, especially with all these budget cuts that the department’s been getting.’

‘We also have the Polaroid photos,’ Dr. Slater offered.

‘Still,’ Garcia argued. ‘That won’t be enough to get Captain Blake to approve an excavating expedition somewhere in the woods. Not with the pressure she’s under because of these budget cuts. Those come at a high cost. We’d need to get an entire crew over to that location with a digger, lights, power generators, the works. The Captain will need more than matching dates and Polaroids.’

‘Yes, you’re right,’ Hunter agreed. ‘But DNA analysis can take a while. You know that. Even with an urgent request.’ He checked his watch.

Once again, Garcia recognized the look on his partner’s face.

‘You cannot be serious,’ he said, looking at Hunter sideways.

‘It’s coming up to two o’clock now,’ Hunter came back. ‘We can probably make it up there for about three, three-thirty at the latest. That’ll give us about one to one and a half hours of sunlight today, but if needed, we can go back tomorrow.’

Garcia’s disbelief increased. ‘Have you lost your mind? The Doc just told us that those coordinates point to a location somewhere inside Deukmejian. You’ve been there before, right? It’s rugged terrain, Robert. Rocky in places, hard ground in others…’ He shrugged. ‘You probably know this, but by hand and in “optimum soil”, it takes an experienced gravedigger around six hours to dig a six-foot grave. How much experience do you have with a shovel?’

‘A little,’ Hunter replied.

‘Which is also known as – not enough,’ Garcia came back. ‘Well, me neither. It will probably take the two of us a full day of solid work to dig a grave. We’ll be up there for the rest of today, all of tonight and probably the whole of tomorrow as well. We need a pro digging team, Robert.’

‘You’re right, and I appreciate your argument,’ Hunter said. ‘But there are a couple of things that you’re forgetting.’

‘Really? Like what?’

‘It might not be optimum soil up there,’ Hunter began. ‘But we won’t be digging untouched ground. We’ll be re-digging pre-disturbed soil, which makes the job considerably easier. And we’ve been to a few sites where the perpetrator had dug a makeshift grave to hide a body, or remains of such, remember?’

‘Yes, of course I do.’

‘Then you’ll also remember that those graves were all shallow graves. Not once have we encountered any that were deeper than two, three feet at a push, and that fact repeats itself across the board for the exact same reason you’ve just mentioned – it takes an experienced gravedigger around six hours to dig a six-foot grave by hand in optimum soil. An inexperienced digger, in rugged terrain?’ Hunter shook his head. ‘It would take him a full day, if not longer.’

Garcia scratched the underside of his chin.

‘If he was digging in his backyard then maybe,’ Hunter continued. ‘But we’re talking about a public park here. Yes, there are several very secluded areas up there, but it’s still a public park. No one would risk spending a full day digging a grave to hide a body in a public park. A few hours, sure, but not a full day. I’d be very surprised if we need to dig any deeper than two and a half feet.’

Garcia couldn’t argue with his partner’s logic.

‘Where are we going to get shovels and everything else we need?’ he asked.

Hunter looked at Dr. Slater.

‘We’ve got them,’ she said, nodding at Hunter. ‘We’ve got a couple of vans downstairs loaded with digging equipment. You can borrow whatever you need.’

Garcia threw his head back and closed his eyes. This battle was already lost.






Six

From one of the forensics vans parked at the back of the Hertzberg-Davis Forensic Science Center, Hunter and Garcia borrowed a couple of shovels, two heavy-duty pickaxes, two pairs of thick gardening gloves, two crowbars and two double-bulb headlamp units.

With everything loaded into the trunk of his car, Garcia entered the coordinates cited in the notebook into his satnav system.

The park itself occupied a rugged 709-acre site in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains at the northernmost extremity of Glendale. Though the park included a few isolated streamside woodlands, it was predominantly chaparral and sage scrub, not to mention all the rocks and hills.

‘Definitely not the best of terrains for digging,’ Garcia said, as they finally reached Dunsmore Canyon Trail, the road that took them through the park.

‘That’s for sure,’ Hunter agreed. ‘But there are several pretty secluded areas off the main trail, some of them small woodlands with softer soil, and those are scattered all throughout the park. I have no doubt that was why this place was chosen.’

Garcia tilted his head to one side ever so slightly in a ‘maybe’ gesture.

‘If this craziness turns out to be real, Robert,’ he said. ‘If somebody did actually deliver that…’ Garcia paused for a second, trying to choose his words. ‘… “Diary of Death” to Dr. Slater, then I’ve got two questions swimming around in my head.’

‘Who delivered that package to her mailbox?’ Hunter beat him to the punch. He was thinking about the same thing.

‘That’s definitely question number one,’ Garcia agreed. ‘Was it the person who made those entries to that notebook? In that case – the killer himself. Was it someone who was working with the killer and decided to jump ship? Was it some pour soul who came across that diary somewhere? Who?’

Hunter’s stare focused on the flora outside his window.

‘And then there’s prize question number two,’ Garcia continued. ‘Why deliver it to the Doc?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Hunter finally replied, not wanting to speculate.

‘Well, I can think of only two possible scenarios,’ Garcia proceeded. ‘Either, for some reason, whoever delivered that notebook to her mailbox really wants her to be involved in whatever madness this might turn out to be, or the person knows her. Maybe the person in question doesn’t know her personally,’ Garcia admitted. ‘Maybe they only know what the Doc does for a living – this person could’ve seen the Doc on TV, on an interview. He or she could’ve attended one of her lectures, or read one of her papers or studies… I don’t know.’ He checked his satnav again. They were almost there. ‘But the person probably somehow knows that she is a great forensic scientist and that she’s part of the LAPD FSD. If that person wanted the notebook to be looked at and examined straight away, dropping it in her mailbox would certainly do the job a lot faster than sending it over to the LAPD or the FBI.’

‘That’s true,’ Hunter agreed. ‘But what bothers me is – why deliver it to her house? Why not send it to the FSD Criminalistics Lab? If the person wanted Susan to look at that notebook ASAP, all they needed to do was address the package to her and write the word “urgent” on it. That would’ve done the trick. Why was it delivered to her house?’

Still on Dunsmore Canyon Trail, Garcia geared down. On his screen, the checkered flag that marked the destination was off-road directly to their left, about thirty-five yards into the chaparral. There was no turning, no road or track that would lead them there. The only way to get to the location shown on the satnav’s screen was to leave the car by the side of the road and carry on the rest of the way on foot – and even then, there was no visible footpath. They would have to create their own trail through the shrubs and the heavy rocky terrain.

And that was exactly what they did.

In places the vegetation was so dense that both detectives were forced to use their shovels as improvised machetes. Though their eyes searched the ground as they walked, neither Hunter nor Garcia were really expecting to find any real signs of anyone having been through there before. First: whoever had written that entry could’ve used a number of different paths to reach the location shown on Garcia’s screen. Second: the date mentioned in the entry took them back to over two years ago. Any marks or signs that might’ve been left behind would’ve been completely erased by the elements by now.

It wasn’t exactly what Angelenos would consider a warm day. The weak sun above their heads made it a very comfortable fourteen degrees Celsius, but still, the rough terrain coupled with the heavy tools they were carrying was already making them sweat.

‘According to this thing,’ Garcia said, wiping his forehead and nodding at his smartphone, ‘the spot we’re looking for should be just past these trees here.’ He indicated a cluster of trees just ahead of them.

They circled around the trees to get to the other side.

‘This is supposed to be it,’ Garcia said, checking his smartphone screen and looking around the area they were in. ‘Please excuse my ignorance on this subject, but how accurate are these longitude and latitude coordinates?’

‘That really depends on two main factors,’ Hunter explained. ‘The position on the Earth’s surface or, more specifically, the latitude at which the measurement took place, and the data referenced to represent the Earth.’

Garcia stared back at his partner, blank-faced. ‘And for those of us who do not speak nerd, what does that mean?’

Hunter smiled. ‘Sorry. Well, in short, the more numbers you have to the right of the decimal point, the more accurate the location. It can be accurate down to a fraction of an inch if a person so wishes.’

‘Decimal point?’ Garcia queried, checking the coordinates that he had entered into his map application – 34°15’16.9”N 118°14’52.4”W. ‘Shit, there’s only one number to the right of the decimal point here. So this position is probably just a rough ballpark.’

‘Not that decimal point,’ Hunter came back. ‘It has to be converted into longitude and latitude decimal form.’

Garcia paused. ‘Do you know how to do that?’

‘We don’t have to. The application you’re using on your phone has already done it for you, I’m sure. It should be either next to, or directly under the coordinates you entered into the search box.’

Garcia checked his phone again. Hunter was right. Directly under the coordinates that Garcia had entered into the map application were two different numbers: 34.254694 and -18.247889.

‘OK,’ Garcia said. ‘So we have a figure with six numbers to the right of the decimal point here.’

Hunter nodded. ‘That will probably guide us to the location with inch-perfect precision.’

Garcia looked at the ground they were standing on. There wasn’t much vegetation, just turf and a few loose rocks. ‘So this is it, really. We are on it.’

Hunter dropped the pickax and the headlamp he was carrying. ‘I guess we better start digging then.’ He readied the shovel in his hands.

Garcia put the pickax and the crowbar to one side and used his shovel to push the loose rocks out of the way.

The ground was hard, but wasn’t as solid as it looked or as they expected it to be. It had been patted down, which indicated that it had been disturbed before.

Hunter and Garcia dug side by side. Even with the soil being a lot softer than they had expected, the work was laborious and progressed slowly.

‘I told you this wouldn’t be as easy as you thought it would,’ Garcia said, checking the sky. They hadn’t been digging for very long and the sun was already about to disappear behind the horizon. ‘It’s getting dark, and we forgot to bring water.’

Both of their shirts were drenched in sweat.

‘Yes,’ Hunter agreed. ‘That was a mistake. My mouth is as dry as a bag of roasted peanuts.’ He paused and reached for his headlamp. ‘Look, let’s carry on for another half an hour. If we don’t get anything, then in the morning we take it to the captain and see if we can get clearance for a digging expedition with what we have.’

‘Fine,’ Garcia said with a nod. ‘But if she declines, you’re going to come back here tomorrow and carry on anyway, aren’t you?’

‘Probably,’ Hunter admitted.

Garcia shook his head as he picked up his headlamp. ‘Half an hour – that’s all.’

‘You can time it,’ Hunter said, switching his headlamp on.

‘I will,’ Garcia replied, setting the timer in his smartphone for thirty minutes and showing it to Hunter, who nodded and began digging again.

Garcia turned on his headlamp and also went back to work.

They didn’t need another half an hour. Twelve minutes later, Hunter’s shovel hit something that produced an odd sound – solid, but hollow at the same time.

Both detectives stopped dead.

‘Whatever that is,’ Garcia said, ‘… it’s not soil.’

Hunter used the tip of his shovel to scrape away some dirt, before going down on his knees to use his hands.

‘Solid wood,’ he said, using his knuckles to knock against the new surface he had found.

Hunter got back on his feet and, though visibility had deteriorated due to a moonless night sky, their headlamps were powerful enough to allow them to carry on shoveling for another hour, until they had revealed the top of a rectangular wooden box that looked to be about two feet wide by six feet in length. The wood used was light in color and very sturdy. The killer had used twelve nails to seal the box shut.

‘Shall I call it in?’ Garcia asked, putting down his shovel. ‘We’re going to need a full lineup here – forensics, a digging team, lights, everything. This entire area will need to be dug for other graves.’

‘We need to open this first,’ Hunter said, nodding at the wooden box.

‘Don’t you think it’s better to wait for forensics and reinforcements? They’ll be able to pull this whole casket out of the ground, and they’ll be much better equipped to preserve whatever needs to be preserved when that lid comes off.’

‘Agreed,’ Hunter said. ‘But all we’ve done here is find a box in the ground, Carlos. This isn’t an LAPD investigation. Not yet. For all we know, this box could be full of marshmallows. For us to call it in, we need a body.’

Garcia blew into the palms of his hands, which were by then red-raw and hurting like crazy. He wanted to argue with Hunter, but he knew that his partner was right.

‘All we need to do here,’ Hunter said, ‘is use the crowbars to remove the nails and pry open the lid.’

Lifting the nails from the lid wasn’t as easy as they hoped it would be. Whoever had nailed that lid shut had used heavy-duty round wire nails that were two inches long. It would’ve been easier to use the crowbars to smash open the lid instead of extracting the nails, but they wanted to keep the casket as intact as they possibly could.

Being extra careful to keep the wood from even chipping was a painstaking job and it took Hunter and Garcia almost twenty-five minutes to extract all twelve nails. As the final one came off, the two detectives looked at each other, their foreheads wet with sweat, their faces smeared with dirt. With their headlamps on, they looked like a pair of coalminers.

‘You grab that end,’ Hunter said, ‘and I’ll grab this one. We lift it together.’

They got down to their knees again and reached for the lid, which was about an inch thick, weighing somewhere in the region of twelve to fifteen pounds. The whole box looked to have been built with solid planks of wood that had been cut to size, all of them about an inch thick.

Doing their best to keep the lid as level as possible to try to avoid any dirt slipping into the box, they carefully lifted it up and to one side until they were finally able to see what lay inside the makeshift casket.

‘OK.’ Garcia spoke first, after several silent seconds. ‘I sure as hell wasn’t expecting this.’






Seven

‘What the hell?’ Dr. Slater gasped, as the extra-bright beam from her flashlight illuminated the open casket inside the shallow grave by her feet. She had driven up to the park ahead of the forensics circus that was about to descend on them.

Lying inside the makeshift casket, still in the very early stages of decomposition, was a female body. Her eyes, nose and lips were completely gone, leaving her skull with three ominous black holes and two lines of exposed stained teeth, but a fair amount of dried skin and muscle tissue was still attached to her skeleton.

The state of the body didn’t surprise Hunter, Garcia or Dr. Slater, as they all knew that without a coffin, in ordinary soil, an unembalmed adult body buried six feet under would take somewhere between eight and twelve years to fully decompose to a skeleton. Placed inside a coffin, the timeframe for the body’s decomposition would be considerably longer, depending on the type of wood used. Since the body Hunter and Garcia had uncovered had been placed inside a sturdy wooden box that had been tightly sealed and buried in a two-foot-deep shallow grave just over two years ago, its slow decomposition matched the expectation. No, what had surprised everyone had been the wedding dress.

‘Her killer dressed her up in a wedding dress?’ Dr. Slater asked. ‘Why?’

She wasn’t really expecting an answer. Hunter and Garcia both knew that.

‘Was there any mention of a wedding dress in that notebook?’ Hunter asked.

Dr. Slater angled her head to one side, shrugging. ‘I haven’t read much further than what the two of you have. We are running behind in so many cases, I just couldn’t find the time, but up to the point I got, there was no mention of it.’

‘Is the notebook still back in the lab?’ Garcia asked.

‘Not in the one you were in earlier today,’ she replied. ‘I sent it over to the DNA lab for testing, together with all the Polaroid photos.’

The FSD Serology/DNA lab was the only FSD specialized unit lab that did not operate out of Cal State Alhambra. It was located four and a half miles away in the C. Erwin Piper Technical Center in Downtown Los Angeles, not that far from the Police Administration Building.

‘But out of pure interest,’ Dr. Slater admitted, ‘I did photograph the first few pages so I could read them later.’

‘Can you send those photos over to the UVC Unit ASAP?’ Hunter asked.

‘Of course,’ she confirmed.

‘But now that we’re sure that the book isn’t a hoax,’ Garcia said, ‘we’re going to need the entire notebook photographed.’

‘No problem,’ Dr. Slater replied. ‘I’ll get in touch with the DNA lab tomorrow and ask someone to photograph all the pages.’ She allowed her attention to return to the body in the casket. A few seconds later, she frowned. ‘Wait a second. Something else isn’t quite right with this picture.’

Hunter nodded. He and Garcia had already discussed it while waiting for the doctor.

‘You found her in this position?’ she asked.

‘We haven’t touched a thing, Doc,’ Garcia confirmed.

The body was lying on its back, in a traditional burial position – legs extended, arms by the side of the torso, bent at the elbows with the fingers interlaced and the hands resting on the body’s stomach. Her long black hair was sprawled around her head like a fan.

‘But according to the notebook,’ Dr. Slater said, her stare moving between the two detectives, ‘the victim was buried alive.’

Hunter nodded once.

‘So how come she’s in such a tranquil position, right?’ Garcia asked. ‘Once she woke up inside a dark box, it would’ve taken her just a few seconds to realize that it had been nailed shut. From then on, panic would’ve taken over. She would’ve kicked, punched, scratched, screamed, head-butted… anything to try to free herself. She should’ve been in any other position but that one. And then there’s the hair. It perfectly frames her face, as if she was posing for a photograph.’

‘And she did fight,’ Hunter confirmed, indicating the lid that they had carefully rested against a tree a few feet behind them. ‘On the inside of the lid there are plenty of scratch marks, some blood and a few embedded fingernails. She fought all she could.’

Dr. Slater shifted her flashlight beam toward the trees and the lid, but she stayed where she was. She would get a chance to better examine the lid back in the lab.

‘The second problem with this picture,’ Hunter carried on, ‘is that the dress should’ve been at least torn in places and certainly dirty.’ He nodded at the body in the grave. ‘Look at it. It seems almost pristine.’

The penny finally dropped for Dr. Slater.

‘Jesus!’ She gasped. ‘So whoever buried her alive waited for her to die, then came back here, dug her up, reopened the casket, dressed her up in that wedding dress, posed her perfectly, and then buried her again?’

‘That’s the assumption,’ Hunter agreed.

Dr. Slater breathed out heavily. She wanted to ask ‘why’ again, but right then, no one but the killer would really be able to answer that question. Instead, she looked around the area they were in.

‘This is a relatively large area,’ she said. ‘Do you think that there might be any more graves around?’

‘Right now it’s anyone’s guess,’ Hunter replied. ‘But I would hold back on a full search excavation operation for now. We have the book,’ he explained. ‘Since whoever wrote those entries gave us the exact coordinates to her…’ he indicated the body on the ground. ‘It stands to reason that he would’ve also noted down the coordinates for any other subsequent graves he might’ve dug, here or elsewhere.’

‘Fair point,’ the doctor agreed. Right then, her phone rang in her pocket. ‘Excuse me for a second.’ She turned away from the grave and took the call.

‘Doc.’ It was Kenneth Morgan, a senior forensics agent who worked with Dr. Slater at the FSD. ‘We’re here. Parked just behind your car. So how do we get to this place?’

‘Stay there. I’ll come and get you.’

Due to the harsh vegetation and the unforgiving hilly and rocky terrain, vehicle access to that particular spot inside the park was downright impossible. No forensics van or police car would be able to get through. They needed to park on Dunsmore Canyon Trail and carry everything in by hand, including lights, excavation equipment and power generators. It was nearly eleven thirty in the evening when the full forensics circus was finally able to be lit up.

‘Getting a crane up here is out of the question,’ Dr. Slater informed Hunter and Garcia. ‘We’ll have to re-seal the box, to avoid dirt falling into it, and dig the whole thing out by hand.’

Both detectives had guessed that that would be the case.

‘While we were waiting for you,’ Hunter said, ‘Carlos and I looked around the area for any traces of anyone being here. This is such an isolated spot that if we’d found anything – a cigarette butt, a piece of gum, a candy wrapper, a discarded bottle of water, whatever – there was a good chance that it would’ve come from whoever dug that grave. Whoever that person is, it looks like he spent a considerable amount of time up here, especially if he came back to dig her up and then bury her again.’

‘Did you find anything?

‘Not a thing,’ Garcia replied. ‘But I’m sure that we weren’t nearly thorough enough. It’s pitch-black up here and all we had were these headlamps.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Dr. Slater assured them. ‘If this monster has left anything behind, we’ll find it.’

The forensics photographer moved past them and began photographing the body inside the coffin.

‘This is going to be slow and boring work,’ Dr. Slater said to Hunter and Garcia. ‘We’ll be here for hours. You guys should go home. I’m sure it’s way past the end of your shift. If we uncover anything else, I’ll let you know straight away.’

‘I’ll stay for a little while,’ Hunter said, before turning to face his partner. ‘But you go home, Carlos. Say hi to Anna for me. I’ll see you at headquarters tomorrow.’

Garcia was about to leave when the photographer snapped another picture and something inside the coffin caught his eye. Something that seemed to be attached to the right corner by the body’s head. Something that her fanned hair had been hiding.

‘Detectives,’ he called, putting down his camera. ‘Maybe you want to come and have a look at this.’

Hunter, Garcia and Dr. Slater moved closer, crouching down by the grave. Kenneth Morgan joined them a second later.

‘Right there.’ The photographer carefully moved some of the hair out of the way and indicated a small, black, rectangular box, about the size of an eight-pin Lego brick.

‘Let me have a look,’ Morgan said, grabbing a brand-new pair of latex gloves. He moved closer still and reached for it, but the tiny black box didn’t budge. ‘It’s not coming out,’ he announced. ‘I think it’s glued to the wood.’

‘What the hell is it?’ Dr. Slater asked.

‘I’m not entirely sure,’ Morgan replied, angling his body over the coffin to try to get a better look at it. That was when he noticed the tiny, round lens on its face. He paused and looked back at Dr. Slater, his eyes full of surprise.

‘I think this is a camera, Doc. A streaming camera. Whoever did this didn’t just bury this poor woman alive. He watched her die.’






Eight

Tuesday, December 8th

Barbara Blake, the captain of LAPD’s Robbery Homicide Division, had spent the best part of her morning in yet another budget meeting. Once the meeting was over, she dropped a file on her desk and went straight into Hunter and Garcia’s office.

‘OK,’ she said, as she closed the door behind her. Her long dark hair was tied back into a slick ponytail, revealing shiny silver earrings dangling from tiny lobes. She wore a dark blue pencil skirt suit. Her jacket was undone, showing a silk white blouse underneath. ‘What’s this file that was on my desk this morning? A “murder diary”? A shallow grave up in Deukmejian? A woman who was buried alive? What the hell?’ Both of her palms faced up.

Hunter ran the captain through the whole story.

‘So where is this diary now?’ she asked when Hunter was done.

‘With the FSD DNA lab,’ Garcia replied. ‘But we should be getting photographs of every page sometime today.’

‘And who’s the woman… the victim, do we know?’

‘We still need to wait for DNA confirmation to be one hundred percent sure,’ Hunter replied, indicating the photos that were taken by the forensics photographer that were already pinned to the photo board.

The captain’s stare moved to it for a brief second, while Hunter reached for a notepad on his desk.

‘But I will be very surprised if the DNA test doesn’t confirm the information in the diary,’ he said.

‘The diary describes her abduction?’ Captain Blake asked.

‘Not the method,’ Garcia replied. ‘Just the location.’

‘Whom did the case belong to in Missing Persons?’ the captain asked.

‘Detective Henrique Gomez,’ Hunter replied.

‘I know Gomez.’ The captain nodded. ‘Have you spoken to him yet?’

‘We did, this morning,’ Garcia confirmed. ‘But given the amount of cases Missing Persons have to deal with on a daily basis, and taking into account that Miss Gibbs’s disappearance happened over two years ago, it’s no surprise that Detective Gomez barely remembers the case. All the info we got came from the case file he handed us and, from what we gathered, the case died a death within weeks.’

Captain Blake’s eyebrows arched.

‘Missing Persons interviewed everyone they could,’ Hunter explained. ‘The boyfriend, the family, friends, work colleagues, gym members, Albertsons employees who were working on the night that she went missing… everyone they could think of, and they got absolutely nothing. Every path led to a dead end. Her car didn’t give them anything either. Officially the case was still open until now. Miss Gibbs was still listed as “missing” according to the MP database, but because every avenue they pursued led them to a complete standstill, unofficially, Missing Persons had classed Miss Gibbs as a “runaway”.’

‘Well, not anymore,’ Captain Blake said. ‘There was no CCTV on the parking lot?’ She sounded surprised.

‘None around the spot where she parked that night,’ Hunter revealed. ‘The place in question, on Rosecrans Avenue, is a huge open complex where you’ll find restaurants, bars, banks, supermarkets, drugstores… there’s even a six-screen cinema. The parking lot alone, which doesn’t change a parking fee, covers an area equivalent to one city block, with eleven entry and exit points. It’s accessible via three different main roads – Rosecrans Avenue on its north side, La Mirada Boulevard on its west side and Adelfa Drive on the east.’

‘Our guy,’ Garcia jumped in again, ‘the person who took Miss Gibbs, is no amateur. According to his entry in the notebook, he tailed his target for four days before an opportunity to take her presented itself. That alone shows patience and determination, not to mention knowhow.’

The captain’s stare returned to the photo board. She had read about the wedding dress in the file Hunter had left on her desk that morning, but seeing it, even if only in a photograph, made it completely real.

‘And he buried her in a wedding dress?’ she asked, her frown revealing how incredulous that sounded to her.

‘Reburied,’ Hunter corrected his captain, and proceeded to explain their conclusion.

‘Jesus! Why?’

‘At this point, only the killer knows,’ Hunter said. ‘But maybe the voices told him to.’

Captain Blake’s head jerked back slightly and she almost smiled at Hunter. ‘Voices?’

‘In his entry,’ Hunter explained. ‘The little that we read, the perp mentions “voices”. He says that he should’ve started the journal a while ago, when he first heard them. He then states that the voices had asked for a very specific type of subject, or victim – certain type of hair, height, eye-colour… everything. We haven’t read more than just about a page and a half of the journal, but from that entry alone, it seems that he does what he does because voices tell him to. Maybe that’s why he went back to her grave, dug her up, dressed her in a wedding dress and buried her again.’

‘So we’re talking about someone who’s highly delusional.’ Captain Blake didn’t phrase it as a question.

Hunter replied with a half nod, half side-angling of the head. ‘If he’s hearing voices in his head, he’s certainly schizophrenic. Delusions and hallucinations are simply symptoms of such mental illness, but everyone is different, Captain. Not everyone with schizophrenia will experience every symptom.’

‘Well,’ Garcia said, nodding at Hunter. ‘It sounds like this one does.’

‘And what’s this I’ve read about a streaming camera placed inside the coffin?’ Captain Blake shook her head once again.

‘It’s true,’ Garcia confirmed.

‘Will a camera stream images when placed underground?’ the captain asked. ‘How?’

‘We were also unsure of how that could happen,’ Garcia explained. ‘And that’s why this morning we talked to Michelle Kelly. She’s the head of the FBI Cyber Crime Division.’

‘Yes,’ Captain Blake nodded. ‘I remember her. She worked with you two in a couple of cases, didn’t she?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And what did she say?’
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