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  One

  Tanya Kaitlin shut off the water, stepped out of the shower and slowly dried herself before putting on her favorite black and white bathrobe. That done, she reached for the
  matching towel that hung from one of the small hooks behind her bathroom door and wrapped it around her beach-blonde hair, turban-style. Despite being only lukewarm, her shower had produced more
  than enough steam to completely mist up the large mirror on the wall just above the black granite counter basin. Tanya stepped up to it and used her hand to clear a circular patch on the mirror.
  Leaning forward, she carefully studied her reflection. It took her only a couple of seconds to notice it.

  ‘Oh, hell, no,’ she said, turning her face so she could better see her right profile and using both of her index fingers to stretch a patch of skin by her chin. ‘No fucking
  way, Mr. Zit. I see you coming.’

  Tanya fought the urge to squeeze the small pimple. Instead, she opened the left drawer under the basin and began roaming through its contents like a woman on a mission. It was packed full of
  bottles, tubes and vials containing oils, creams, lotions, and whatever else new ‘miracle’ skin treatment had been recently advertised in any of the many fashion magazines she bought
  religiously.

  ‘No, not you . . . not you . . .’ she murmured as she moved items around. ‘Where the hell is it? I have it, I know I have it.’ The roaming
  became a little more frantic. ‘Oh, here we go.’ She breathed out a sigh of relief.

  From deep inside the drawer she retrieved a small white tube with a roll-on tip at the top. She had never used that particular product before, but an article she’d read just days ago had
  rated it one of the best five acne-fighting ‘potions’ on the market at the moment. Not that Tanya had a problem with acne. In fact, she had incredibly healthy skin for a
  twenty-three-year-old, but she sure as hell was a ‘just in case’ girl. The amount of beauty products she had purchased over the past two years ‘just in case’ was
  staggering.

  Tanya unscrewed the cap, rechecked her reflection in the mirror, and gently used the roll-on tip on the small pimple that was threatening to break out on her chin.

  ‘That’s right, Mr. Zit, you’re zapped,’ she said, looking triumphant. ‘Now fuck off my chin. And you better do it before the weekend.’

  Tanya was just about to start her body and face moisturizing ritual, when she heard a sound coming from her bedroom, or at least she thought she did. She opened the bathroom door, readjusted her
  turban to uncover her right ear, stuck her head outside, and listened for a brief moment. The quirky melody she heard told her that she was getting a video-call request from one of her three
  closest friends.

  ‘Coming . . . coming,’ Tanya said, rushing out of the bathroom and into her bedroom. She found her smartphone vibrating on her bedside table. It was moving unevenly
  from side to side, as if it was dancing to the song itself. She snatched it up and checked the display screen – incoming video-call from her best friend, Karen Ward. The time read 10:39
  p.m.

  Holding the phone in front of her face, Tanya accepted the call. She and Karen video-called a lot.

  ‘Hey, babe,’ she said as she sat down at the edge of her bed. ‘I just had to zap a zit on my chin, can you believe it?’

  As the image materialized on her smartphone screen, Tanya frowned. Instead of seeing her best friend’s face in full like every previous video-call they’d made to each other in the
  past, all Tanya could see was a close-up of Karen’s deep-set blue eyes, nothing more. And they were full of tears.

  ‘Karen, is everything OK?’

  Karen didn’t reply.

  ‘Babe, what’s going on?’ This time, Tanya’s voice was leaden with concern.

  At last, and very slowly, the image began to zoom out, and as it did Tanya felt fear clothe her like an ill-fitting coat.

  Karen’s fair hair seemed drenched in sweat. It stuck to her clammy forehead and the sides of her face like moist paper. Heavy tears had caused her eye makeup to smudge and run down her
  cheeks, creating a crazy pathway of dark lines.

  Tanya brought her phone closer to her face. ‘Karen, what the fuck is going on? Are you all right?’

  Again, no reply, but as the image continued to zoom out, Tanya finally realized why. A thick leather gag had been tied around Karen’s mouth so tight it had skewed her face out of shape and
  dug into the corners of her lips. Blood had already begun to trickle down her chin.

  ‘What the hell?’ Tanya breathed out the words in a wavering voice. ‘Karen, is this a fucking joke?’

  ‘I’m afraid Karen isn’t able to speak at the moment.’

  The voice Tanya heard through her tiny smartphone speakers had somehow been digitally altered. Its pitch had been turned down several notches, making it sound scarily deep. Too deep for a human
  voice. A time delay had also been added to it, causing it to drag inconsistently. The result was a voice that could easily fit the image of a demon in a Hollywood movie. Tanya couldn’t really
  tell if the voice was male or female.

  ‘What . . .?’ She frowned at her screen again. She could see no one else. ‘Who is this?’

  ‘Who I am is not important,’ the demonic voice replied in a steady monotone. ‘What’s important is that you listen carefully, Tanya, and that you do not hang up the phone.
  You can’t see me, but I can see you. If you hang up, the consequences will be severe . . . for Karen . . . and yourself.’

  Tanya shook her head, as if trying to shake away a bad dream.

  ‘What?’

  Confusion turned into perplexity.

  As the image zoomed out a little more on Tanya’s screen, she was able to notice that a thick rope had been used to tie Karen up to a dining chair. Tanya narrowed her eyes at what she saw.
  She recognized the chair and the large poster on the wall just behind Karen. The images were being broadcasted from Karen’s own living room.

  Tanya paused, considered the situation for a quick second then tilted her head to one side skeptically. This has to be a joke, she thought. And then it dawned on
  her.

  ‘Pete, are you back? Is that you with the fucking devil’s voice?’ Tanya’s tone was now a little steadier. ‘Are you guys fucking with me?’ She undid the towel
  from around her head, allowing her damp hair to drop down to her shoulders.

  No reply.

  ‘Ha-ha-ha, you guys. C’mon Pete, Karen, quit it. This ain’t funny, you know? It’s quite freaky, actually. I nearly peed myself.’

  Still no reply.

  ‘C’mon, you guys. Stop it or I’ll hang up.’

  ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ the devilish voice finally answered, maintaining the same monotone as before. ‘I’m not sure who Pete is, but maybe I should find
  out. Who knows, he could be next on my list.’

  Still Tanya could see no one else on her screen other than Karen. Whoever the person with the demonic voice was, he or she was probably the one doing all the filming, though the phone had
  probably been placed on some sort of tripod, as the footage seemed rather steady for a handheld device.

  This is nuts, she thought, keeping her gaze locked on to her best friend’s eyes.

  On the screen, Karen sucked in a deep breath and the air seemed to have entered her nose in thick lumps, because her entire head shook with the effort. New tears welled up in her eyes before
  overflowing them and running down her cheeks, creating even more dark-tear pathways.

  Tanya knew Karen well enough to know that those tears weren’t fake. Whatever it was that was happening, she now knew it was no prank.

  ‘Though I’d love to chat some more,’ the fiendish voice continued. ‘Time is of the essence here, Tanya. At least for your friend, Karen. So let me tell you how this is
  going to work.’

  Tanya tensed.

  ‘I have placed a bet.’

  Tanya wasn’t sure if she’d heard right. ‘What? A bet?’

  ‘That’s right,’ the demon confirmed. ‘I placed a bet with Karen here. If I lose, she will be set free and neither of you will ever hear from me again. I promise you
  that.’

  There was a deliberate long pause.

  ‘But if I win . . .’ The person at the other end of the line allowed those words to simply hang in the air ominously.

  Tanya shook her head as she exhaled. ‘I . . . I don’t understand.’

  ‘It’s a very simple game, Tanya. I call it, surprisingly enough, two questions.’

  ‘Huh?’

  ‘All you have to do is correctly answer two questions for me,’ the inhuman voice explained. ‘I’ll ask them one at a time. You can give me as many answers as you like per
  question, but we can only move to the next question, or if we’re talking about the second question, end the game, once you are able to give me a correct answer. If you take longer than five
  seconds to answer a question, it counts as a wrong answer. For your friend, Karen, to be set free, all I need is two correct answers.’ There was a millisecond of a pause. ‘I know, I
  know. It doesn’t really sound like an exciting game, does it? But . . . I guess we shall see.’

  ‘Questions? What kind of questions?’

  ‘Oh, don’t worry. They’re all directly related to you. You’ll see.’

  Tanya had to draw in a deep breath before she was able to speak again. ‘And what happens every time I give you a wrong answer?’

  Tanya’s question caused Karen to shake her head ever so slightly. Her eyes widened, this time full of fear and terror.

  ‘That’s a very good question, Tanya,’ the voice replied. ‘I get the feeling that you’re a smart woman. That’s a good sign.’

  There was silence for a moment, as if the line had gone dead. This was a product of the pitch shifter and time delay being used by the caller.

  ‘What I can tell you is that, for Karen’s sake, let’s hope you don’t.’

  All of a sudden, Tanya’s breathing became labored. She didn’t want to play this game. And she didn’t have to. All she had to do was hang up.

  ‘If you hang up the phone,’ the person at the other end of the line said, as if able to read Tanya’s thoughts, ‘Karen dies and I’ll come after you next. If you
  disappear from the screen and I can’t see you through your phone’s camera anymore, Karen dies and I’ll come after you next. If you try to call the police, Karen dies and
  I’ll come after you next. But let me assure you that that would be a futile exercise, Tanya. It would take them nearly ten minutes to get here. It would take me only one to rip your
  friend’s heart out of her chest and leave it on the table for them to find it. The blood inside her veins would still be warm by the time they got here.’

  Those words sent bolts of fear down Karen and Tanya’s spines. Karen immediately began screaming behind her leather gag and hysterically wiggling her body from side to side, trying to fight
  her restraints, but to no avail.

  ‘Who are you?’ Tanya asked, her voice beginning to falter. ‘Why are you doing this to Karen?’

  ‘I suggest that you concentrate on the problem at hand, Tanya. Think of Karen.’

  It was then that Tanya saw new movement on the screen. Someone dressed all in black had positioned him or herself just behind the chair her best friend had been tied to, but Tanya couldn’t
  really see past the person’s torso.

  ‘Jesus, what kind of sick prank is this?’ she yelled at her phone, now fighting tears herself.

  ‘No, Tanya,’ the demon replied. ‘This is no prank. This is as real as it gets. Shall we start?’

  ‘No, wait . . .’ Tanya pleaded, her heart now beating twice as fast as a few minutes ago.

  But the person with the demonic voice wasn’t listening anymore. ‘Question one, Tanya: How many Facebook friends do you have?’

  ‘What?’ Confusion masked Tanya’s face.

  ‘How many Facebook friends do you have?’ the voice repeated, this time a fraction slower than before.

  OK, now this has to be a joke, Tanya thought. What kind of silly question is that? Is this shit for real?

  ‘Five seconds, Tanya.’

  Tanya’s puzzled stare searched Karen’s face. There was nothing there but fear.

  The evil voice began counting down. ‘Four . . . three . . . two . . .’

  Tanya barely had to think about it. She had checked her profile just before jumping in the shower. ‘One thousand, one hundred and thirty-three,’ she finally replied.

  Silence.

  The air inside Tanya’s bedroom seemed to thicken like heavy smoke.

  Finally, the person standing behind Karen’s chair began applauding.

  ‘That is one hundred percent correct, Tanya. You’ve got a good memory. And that answer just got your friend one step closer to freedom. All you need to do now is answer one more
  question correctly and this will all be over.’

  Another deliberate long pause.

  Without realizing it, Tanya held her breath.

  ‘Since Karen is your best friend, this next question should be a walk in the park for you.’

  Tanya waited.

  ‘What’s Karen’s cellphone number?’

  Tanya’s brow creased with doubt. ‘Her number?’

  This time the demon didn’t repeat the question. It simply started the countdown. ‘Five . . . four . . . three . . .’

  ‘But . . . I don’t know it by heart.’

  ‘Two . . .’

  A choking knot came to Tanya’s throat.

  ‘One . . .’

  ‘This is stupid,’ Tanya said with a jittery giggle. ‘Give me a second and I’ll get it for you.’

  ‘I gave you five, and those five seconds are up. You haven’t answered me.’

  This time, there was a new tone underlying the demon’s voice. A tone Tanya couldn’t properly identify but, whatever it was, it filled her heart with terrorizing fear.

  ‘You wanted to know what happens when you give me a wrong answer . . . watch this.’

  


  Two

  Detective Robert Hunter of the LAPD Robbery Homicide Division noticed the redhead woman as soon as he entered the 24-hour reading room on the first floor of the historic Powell
  Library Building, which was part of the UCLA campus in Westwood. She was partially hidden behind a pile of leather-bound books, a coffee mug on the table in front of her. She was sitting alone,
  busy typing something on her laptop computer. As Hunter walked past her table on his way towards the one at the far corner of the large room, she met his gaze. There was nothing in it. No intrigue,
  no invitation, no flirt. Just a casual unconcerned look. A second later, her stare returned to her computer screen and the moment was over.

  This was the third time Hunter had seen her in the library, always sitting behind a pile of books, always with a coffee mug in front of her, always by herself.

  Hunter loved reading and consequently he loved the 24-hour reading room at the Powell Library, especially in the early hours of the morning on the nights his insomnia got the better of him.

  In the USA, one in five people suffer from chronic insomnia, mostly brought on by a combination of work, financial and family-related stress. But in Hunter’s case, the condition had
  grabbed hold of him way before he had to deal with the pressures of having a stressful job.

  It all started just after his mother lost her battle with cancer. Hunter was only seven years old at the time. Back then, he would sit alone in his room at night, missing her, too sad to fall
  asleep, too scared to close his eyes, too proud to cry. The nightmares that followed his mother’s death were so devastating to the young Robert Hunter that as a self-defense mechanism, his
  brain did all it could to keep him awake at night. Sleep became a luxury and a torment in equal measures and to keep his brain occupied during those endless sleepless hours, Hunter read
  ferociously, devouring books as if they empowered him. They became his sanctuary. His fortress. A safe place where the ghastly nightmares couldn’t reach him.

  As the years went by, Hunter’s insomnia and nightmares subsided considerably, but just a couple of weeks after receiving his Ph.D. in Criminal Behavior Analyses and Biopsychology from
  Stanford University, his world crumbled before him for the second time. His father, who had never remarried and at the time was working as a security guard for a branch of the Bank of America in
  downtown Los Angeles, was gunned down during a robbery gone badly wrong. Hunter spent twelve weeks by his side in a hospital room while he lay in a coma. Hunter read him stories, told him jokes,
  held his hand for hours on end, but once again, love and hope proved not to be enough. When his father finally passed away, Hunter’s insomnia and nightmares came back with a vengeance, and
  they had never left him since. On a good night, Hunter could probably manage to find three, maybe four hours of sleep. Tonight wasn’t one of the good nights.

  Hunter reached the last table at the end of the hall and checked his watch – 12:48 a.m. Like always, despite the late hour, the place was relatively busy, with a very steady flux of
  students all throughout the night.

  He had a seat, making sure that he was facing the room, and flipped open the book he had with him. He read for about fifteen minutes before deciding that he too needed a cup of coffee. The
  closest vending machines were just outside the reading room, by the elevators. As Hunter crossed the library hall once again, he caught another glimpse of the redheaded woman. Though her stare
  reverted back to her laptop, it didn’t do it quickly enough. She had been looking at him again but, despite being caught out, her body language gave no signs of her being embarrassed; on the
  contrary, it showed confidence.

  The brand new coffee machine outside offered fifteen different types of coffee, nine of them flavored. The most extravagant one, which came loaded with whipped cream, caramel sauce and chocolate
  sprinkles, was served in a cup that held twenty fluid ounces. It was priced at $9.95. That made Hunter chuckle. Student prices and measures had come a long way since his college days.

  ‘Unless you like your coffee sickly sweet, I’d stay clear of that one.’

  The advice, which came from the person standing a few feet behind Hunter, caught him by surprise. As he turned, he found himself face to face with the redhead.

  Her beauty was evident and intriguing at the same time. Her bright red hair, which fell just past her shoulders, was naturally wavy, with her fringe looping above her forehead and slightly to
  the right, creating a charming victory roll – pin-up style. She wore old-fashioned, black-framed cat-eye glasses that perfectly suited her heart-shaped face and gently called attention to her
  green eyes. Centered just under her bottom lip, she had a labret piercing, with a dainty black stone stud. Her septum was also pierced, showing a delicate silver ring. She was dressed in a black
  and red 1950s-inspired rockabilly dress, which exposed her arms in full. They were both covered from shoulder to wrist in colorful tattoos. Her Mary-Jane shoes matched the colors on her dress.

  ‘The option you were looking at,’ she clarified, sensing Hunter’s confusion and pointing at the machine with her empty coffee mug. ‘The Caramel Frappuccino Deluxe? That
  one’s excessively sweet, so unless that’s your thing, I wouldn’t go there.’

  Hunter hadn’t realized that he’d been checking the selection so attentively.

  ‘I’d say that sweet isn’t the only thing it excels at then,’ he replied, quickly peeking over his shoulder. ‘Ten bucks for a cup of coffee?’

  Her lips parted into an agreeing smile that was both charming and shy.

  ‘I’ve seen you here in the library before,’ she said, moving the subject away from ‘sweet and expensive coffees’. ‘Are you a student here at UCLA?’

  Hunter regarded the woman in front of him for an extra moment. Age-wise, it was hard to place her. She carried herself with the pride and authority of a head-of-state, but her delicate features
  could belong to a college senior. Her voice also gave little away, bearing a gentle, girlish tone combined with enough self-assurance to disarm the most confident of guesses.

  ‘No,’ Hunter replied, honestly amused by her question. He knew that he looked nothing like a college student anymore. ‘My student days are well and truly over. I
  just . . .’ His eyes moved past her and on to the reading room. ‘Like coming here at night. I like the serenity of this place.’

  His answer brought a new smile to the woman’s lips.

  ‘I guess I know what you mean,’ she said, as she turned and allowed her gaze to follow Hunter’s through the doors and into the large reading room, transitioning from the
  checkered wooden floor to the dark mahogany tables, and finally to the large, gothic-styled windows. ‘Plus,’ she added, ‘I also like the smell of this place.’

  Hunter frowned at her.

  Her head tilted sideways slightly as she explained. ‘I always thought that if you could put a scent to knowledge, this would be it, don’t you think? A combination of paper, both old
  and new, leather, mahogany . . .’ Her quick pause was shadowed by a shrug. ‘Overpriced coffees, and students’ stale sweat.’

  This time Hunter returned her smile. He liked her sense of humor.

  ‘I’m Tracy,’ she said, offering her hand. ‘Tracy Adams.’

  ‘Robert Hunter. Pleasure to meet you.’

  Despite her delicate hands, her handshake was firm and strong.

  ‘Please,’ Hunter said, taking a step to his right as he nodded, first at Tracy’s empty coffee mug then at the vending machine. ‘Be my guest.’

  ‘Oh no, you were here first,’ Tracy replied. ‘I’m in no rush.’

  ‘It’s OK, really, I’m still deciding,’ Hunter lied. He only drank black, unsweetened coffee.

  ‘Oh, OK. In that case, thank you.’ Tracy stepped up to the machine, placed her mug on the designated spot, slotted some coins into it and made her selection – regular black. No
  sugar.

  ‘So, how are the classes going so far?’ Hunter asked.

  ‘Oh no,’ Tracy replied, collecting her mug and turning to face him. ‘I’m not a student here either.’

  Hunter nodded. ‘I know. You’re a professor, right?’

  Tracy looked at him curiously and with an intense, searching gaze, but his expression revealed nothing at all. That just served to intrigue her further.

  ‘That’s right, I am, but how did you know?’

  Hunter tried to shrug it off. ‘Oh, just a guess, really.’

  Tracy didn’t buy it.

  ‘No way.’

  She quickly thought back to the leather-bound volumes she had on her table. None of their titles really hinted at her occupation, and even if they did, Hunter would’ve needed super-human
  vision to be able to read them from where he’d been sitting, or as he walked past her table.

  ‘That was too confident a statement for it to be a guess. Somehow you already knew. How?’ The look in her eyes was now very skeptical.

  ‘Just simple observation,’ Hunter replied, but before he could develop his answer any further, he felt his cellphone vibrate inside his jacket pocket. He reached for it and checked
  the display screen.

  ‘Excuse me for a moment,’ he said, bringing the phone to his ear. ‘Detective Hunter, Homicide Special.’

  Tracy’s eyebrows arched. She wasn’t expecting that. A few seconds later she saw his whole expression change.

  ‘OK,’ Hunter said into his cellphone, checking his watch – 1:14 a.m. ‘I’m on my way.’ He disconnected and looked back at Tracy. ‘It really was a
  pleasure to meet you. Enjoy your coffee.’

  Tracy hesitated for an instant.

  ‘You forgot your book,’ she called out after him, but Hunter was already halfway down the stairs.

  


  Three

  The LAPD’s Homicide Special Section (HSS) was an elite branch of its Robbery Homicide Division. It had been created to deal solely with serial and high-profile homicide
  cases, and cases requiring extensive investigative time and expertise. Due to Hunter’s criminal behavior psychology background and the fact that Los Angeles seemed to attract a particular
  breed of sociopaths, he was placed in an even more specialized entity within the HSS. All homicides where overwhelming brutality and/or sadism had been used by the perpetrator were tagged by the
  department as UVC – Ultra Violent Crimes. Robert Hunter and his partner, Carlos Garcia, were the HSS UVC Unit.

  The address Hunter was given took him to Long Beach, more specifically, to a three-story, terracotta building that was sandwiched between a drugstore and a corner house. Even at that time in the
  morning, and taking the fastest route possible, it took him nearly an hour to cover the thirty-five miles from the UCLA Campus in Westwood to the Harbor.

  He saw the concentration of black and white units as soon as he exited Redondo Avenue and turned left on to East Broadway. A section of the Broadway had already been cordoned off by Long Beach
  PD. Garcia’s metallic-blue Honda Civic was parked just across the road from the three-story building, by a white forensics-unit van.

  Hunter had to slow down to an almost crawl as he approached the cordoned-off area. In a city that barely slept, it was no surprise that a small crowd of curious onlookers had already gathered
  by the police tape. Most of them had their arms extended above their heads, filming away on their cellphones or tablet devices, as if they were at some sort of musical concert, all of them hoping
  for at least a glimpse of something. And the more gruesome the better.

  Once he finally cleared the crowd, Hunter displayed his credentials to the two uniformed officers by the black and yellow crime-scene tape and parked just next to his partner’s car. As he
  stepped out of his beat-up Buick LeSabre, he stretched his six-foot frame against the cold early-morning wind. Menacing, dense clouds had covered the sky, hiding the stars and adding a new layer of
  darkness to the night. Hunter clipped his badge on to his belt and looked around slowly. The road segment that had been cordoned off by the police was about one hundred yards long, running from the
  intersection with Newport Avenue, all the way to Loma, the next avenue along.

  The first thought that came to Hunter was that the location provided a wide selection of escape routes, with a major freeway less than a mile and a half away. But it really didn’t matter
  if the perpetrator was driving or not, anonymously disappearing down any of those roads wouldn’t have been a problem for anyone.

  Garcia, who had been standing by a black and white unit, talking to an officer from the Long Beach Police Department, had spotted Hunter’s car as it cleared the crime-scene tape.

  ‘Robert,’ he called as he crossed the road.

  Hunter turned to face his partner.

  Garcia’s longish brown hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail. He wore dark trousers with a crisp light-blue shirt underneath a black jacket. Though he seemed wide-awake and his attire
  could’ve come straight out of a dry cleaner’s, his eyes looked tired and bloodshot. Unlike Hunter, Garcia usually slept well at night. Tonight, though, he’d been asleep for only
  two hours before he was dragged out of bed by an LAPD phone call.

  ‘Carlos,’ Hunter said, greeting his partner with a head gesture. ‘Sorry about the early call, buddy. So what have we got?’

  ‘I’m not sure yet,’ Garcia replied with a subtle headshake. ‘I got here a couple of minutes before you did. I was just trying to find out who the officer in charge was
  when I saw you clear the police line.’

  Hunter’s gaze moved from his partner and refocused on the person approaching them from behind Garcia. He was coming from the terracotta building.

  ‘I guess he found us,’ Hunter said.

  Garcia turned on the balls of his feet.

  ‘You guys from Ultra Violent Crimes?’ the man asked in a voice clearly battered by years of cigarette smoking. The embroidered chevrons on the upper sleeves of his jacket told Hunter
  and Garcia that he was a second-level sergeant with the Long Beach Police Department. He looked to be in his late forties or early fifties. His thick peppery hair was brushed back off his high
  forehead, revealing a small jagged scar just above his left eyebrow. He spoke with a light Mexican accent.

  ‘That’s correct,’ Hunter replied as he and Garcia stepped forward to meet him. They all introduced themselves with firm handshakes. The sergeant’s name was Manuel
  Velasquez.

  ‘So what have we got here, Sergeant?’ Garcia asked.

  Sergeant Velasquez chuckled at the question, but it was a nervous, full-of-hesitation chuckle.

  ‘I’m not really sure I could describe what’s in there in words,’ he replied, turning to face the building behind him. ‘I’m not sure anyone can. You guys are
  going to have to go see it for yourselves.’

  


  Four

  Guided by a gust of autumn wind, which had strengthened considerably in the past couple of minutes, the cluster of heavy clouds above them had thickened, and as Hunter, Garcia
  and Velasquez began walking towards the terracotta building, the first drops of rain splashed against their heads and the dry asphalt.

  ‘The victim’s name was Karen Ward,’ Sergeant Velasquez announced, picking up the pace to escape the rain and leading Hunter and Garcia up the few concrete steps that led to the
  building’s entrance door. Instead of relying on memory, he reached for his notepad and flipped it open. ‘She was twenty-four years old, single and worked as a cosmetologist in a beauty
  spa on East Second Street.’ Instinctively he indicated east. ‘Not that far from here, actually. She’d been living in this building for only four months.’

  ‘Rented?’ Garcia asked as they entered the building.

  ‘That’s right. The owner and landlady is one . . .’ He flipped a page on his notepad. ‘Nancy Rogers, resident of Torrance, in South Bay.’

  ‘Burglary?’ Hunter this time.

  An uneasy shake of the head from Velasquez.

  ‘Nope, and the perpetrator didn’t even try to make it look like one. No apparent sign of a break-in or a struggle either. Her handbag was found on the sofa in the living room. Her
  purse was inside it with two credit cards and eighty-seven dollars in cash. Her car keys were also inside her bag. Her laptop was in her bedroom, where we also found a few pieces of jewelry on top
  of a dresser. Wardrobes, drawers, cabinets . . . nothing seems to have been touched.’

  At the building’s front door, the only security the place seemed to offer its residents came in the shape of an old intercom entry system. There were no CCTV cameras.

  ‘Did she live alone?’

  ‘That’s correct,’ the sergeant replied with nod.

  With the building offering no elevator, Hunter and Garcia followed Velasquez up a second set of stairs and then a third to the top floor.

  ‘I’ve had cops on every floor doing a door-to-door,’ Sergeant Velasquez informed them. ‘Nothing.’ He made a not very surprised face. ‘Nobody saw or heard
  anything.’

  ‘Not even her next-door neighbor?’ Hunter asked.

  The sergeant shook his head. ‘Her next-door neighbors are a middle-aged couple,’ Velasquez explained. ‘Mr. and Mrs. Santiago. They both have hearing problems. I talked to them
  myself, but even with the loud knocks, it took Mr. Santiago almost an hour to answer the door, and he only did it because he got up in the middle of the night to take a leak, that was when he heard
  us knocking.’

  The stairs led them to a long and narrow corridor, now brightly lit by powerful forensics spotlights. Karen Ward’s apartment was number 305, the last one on the right. Nicholas Holden, one
  of the CSI team’s fingerprint experts, was kneeling outside her front door, busy dusting it for latent prints.

  ‘You mentioned that she was single,’ Garcia said as they made their way down the corridor.

  ‘She was,’ Velasquez confirmed.

  ‘Do you know if she was seeing anyone? Had a boyfriend?’

  The sergeant knew exactly why Garcia had asked that question – a young woman is brutally murdered inside her own apartment without any apparent motive and no signs of a break-in, and the
  names that will comprise the initial ‘person of interest list’ will belong mainly to the people with whom the victim might’ve had any sort of romantic involvement in the past few
  years. In the USA, so called ‘crimes of passion’ account for over half of violent homicides committed against women.

  ‘Sorry, Detective, but we didn’t have time to gather that sort of information.’ The sergeant clarified, glancing at his watch. ‘The truth is, we were able to find out
  very little about the victim and what happened in her apartment before it was confirmed that this investigation was to be passed on to the LAPD’s UVC Unit.’ He paused and turned to face
  both detectives. ‘Frankly, those kind of decisions usually piss me off. This is our jurisdiction, so this should be our investigation, comprendes? We’re not
  “little league” over here. But this case had Violent Crimes Unit written all over it from the get-go, so we were all expecting it anyway.’ He showed Hunter and Garcia his palms in
  a surrender gesture. ‘And in this case, you’ll get no complaints from me, or any of my men. You want that evil in there . . . you won’t have to ask twice.
  It’s all yours.’

  Hunter and Garcia were now frowning at Velasquez.

  ‘Hold on a sec,’ Garcia said. ‘What do you mean – “this case had Violent Crimes Unit written all over it from the get-go”?’

  The sergeant’s stare moved from Garcia to Hunter and then back to Garcia. ‘You weren’t told about the phone call?’

  The reply from both detectives came in the form of inquisitive silence.

  ‘Oh, man!’ Sergeant Velasquez looked down at the floor while shaking his head. ‘OK,’ he began. ‘Nine-one-one received a call from a semi-hysterical woman at around
  eleven-twenty last night. The woman was making very little sense, but she was screaming the word “murder”. As we all know, that’s a “red flag”. The call was
  transferred to our precinct and then to my desk.’

  ‘So you talked to her yourself?’ Garcia asked.

  The sergeant nodded. ‘And she was indeed hysterical, claiming that someone had murdered her best friend right in front of her eyes.’ He paused, lifting his right index finger as he
  clarified. ‘Well, not exactly right in front of her eyes, but she was allowed to . . . or better yet, forced to watch it via a video-call.’

  ‘I’m sorry?’ Garcia’s unsure look had quickly turned into a confused one.

  ‘You heard right, Detective. The woman was yelling down the phone, claiming that some psycho had called her from Miss Ward’s cellphone, and forced her to
  play some sort of game, in which her friend’s life depended on it.’

  ‘A game?’ Hunter this time.

  ‘That’s what she said, yes. Look, I don’t know the specifics because, as I’ve said, the woman was going hysterical. The first thing I needed to do was follow protocol and
  send a black-and-white unit down here to check on the alleged murder victim, a Miss Karen Ward. A couple of uniforms drove by just before midnight and guess what? The door was unlocked. They walked
  in to check on her and . . . you guys being here is the result.’

  ‘You said that this hysterical woman claimed to be the victim’s best friend?’ Garcia asked.

  Velasquez nodded. ‘Her name is Tanya Kaitlin. I have her details back in my vehicle. I’ll get them all to you before you go.’

  As Hunter, Garcia and Velasquez finally reached apartment 305, Hunter greeted the CSI fingerprint expert. ‘Hey, Nick.’

  ‘Hey guys,’ the agent replied robotically.

  After signing the crime-scene manifesto, Hunter, Garcia and Velasquez were handed a disposable white Tyvek jumpsuit each, together with a pair of latex gloves. As they began suiting up, Hunter
  noticed the fire exit door at the end of the corridor, past Karen Ward’s apartment.

  ‘Where does that lead to, do you know?’

  ‘Metal stairs that will take you down to an alleyway at the back of the building,’ Velasquez explained. ‘Go left and you’ll come out on Newport Avenue. Go right and
  you’re on Loma Avenue.’

  Before zipping up his jumpsuit, Hunter walked over to the exit door to have a better look at it. The internal push bar on the fire resistant door indicated that it could only be opened from his
  side. It would offer no access into the building, but coming from apartment 305 it would’ve provided a much faster exit route than tracking back down the corridor all the way to the concrete
  staircase at the other end.

  Hunter pushed the bar down, unlocking the door. Not a sound. The door wasn’t alarmed. As he turned to face the door to apartment 305 again, he noticed the CSI agent tilting his head to one
  side first, staring at the door, then tilting it to the other side and staring at it again.

  ‘Find something, Nick?’

  ‘Just checking against the light,’ Holden replied without deviating his attention from his work, his nose mask bobbing up and down as he spoke. ‘But I’d say that so far
  we’ve got about three different sets of prints here, and I’ve just got started.’

  Hunter nodded his understanding. ‘Could you do us a favor and also dust the fire exit door when you’re done there? I’d like to run a comparison test between the fingerprints
  found on both doors.’

  Holden glanced at the fire exit. ‘Sure. No problem.’

  Both detectives finished suiting up and pulled the hoods of their coveralls over their heads; a second later they stepped into apartment 305.

  


  Five

  Karen Ward’s front door opened into a small entrance hall with a couple of large flower prints hanging from its white walls. A warm-red anti-slip rug greeted everyone as
  they walked through the door. Separation between the hall and the rest of the apartment came via a makeshift chimed beaded-curtain that dropped from the ceiling in uneven strands.

  Hunter hadn’t seen one of those since he was a young kid. His grandmother used to have one in her kitchen.

  The chimes rang noisily as he pulled the curtain to one side and he and Garcia stepped through into the apartment’s living room. Before following them inside, Sergeant Velasquez crossed
  himself, murmuring a few Spanish words as he did so.

  The living room was relatively spacious and it had been pleasantly decorated with just a few well-chosen pieces of modern furniture, but its main feature was no doubt the large, glass sliding
  doors behind another beaded-curtain at the far end of the room, leading out into a corner balcony. A compact open-plan kitchen sat against the north wall. Strategically positioned to separate the
  kitchen from the living room area was a dark pinewood, four-seater dining table. On the other side of the table, by a dark wood display cabinet, there was a full length mirror. Both detectives
  paused as they entered the room, their attention immediately drawn to the chair at the head of the table and to the horribly mutilated body sitting on it.

  Hunter’s eyes narrowed as his brain picked up the pace to try to understand the savagery he was looking at.

  The victim had been stripped naked. Her arms had been pinned down to the sides of her body by a thin nylon rope, which tightly looped several times around her torso, just under her breasts, and
  around the back of the chair. Two separate pieces of rope had been used to securely restrain her ankles to the legs of the chair. She was sitting upright, with her head slightly slumped forward, as
  if she had fallen asleep, bringing her chin to less than an inch from her chest. But what made Hunter doubt his eyes were the many shards of thick, mirrored glass that had been violently rammed
  into the woman’s face, disfiguring it into an unrecognizable mess of skin, glass and flesh. Blood had cascaded from her facial wounds in heavy sheets, covering her entire torso and thighs in
  crimson red before dripping down on to the wooden floor and pooling up under the chair. Part of the tabletop, just by where the victim had been sitting, had also been sprinkled by blood.

  From where Hunter and Garcia were standing, what once was her face now looked like a grotesque human pincushion, with numerous glass spikes protruding from it in all different directions.

  ‘I’m guessing you two are with the UVC Unit.’

  Those words came from the forensics agent who had been carefully collecting hairs and fibers from the large rug in the main living room area, just past the dining table.

  A couple of silent seconds went by before Hunter and Garcia finally managed to drag their attention away from the body.

  ‘I’m Dr. Susan Slater,’ the agent said, getting up from her kneeling position. ‘I’m the lead forensics agent assigned to this scene.’

  Neither Hunter nor Garcia had ever worked with Dr. Slater before. She was about five-foot seven and looked to be in her early thirties, with a slim body, high cheekbones and a delicate nose. Her
  head was covered by the hood of her Tyvek jumpsuit, but a thin sliver of blonde hair could still be seen cutting across the top of her forehead. Her makeup was subtle and work-like, but effective
  enough to keep her attractiveness and femininity even under the unappealing white coverall. Her voice had an odd tone to it – soft and jovial, but at the same time giving the impression of
  being full of experience and knowledge.

  ‘Detective Robert Hunter, LAPD UVC Unit. This is Detective Carlos Garcia.’ They both greeted the doctor with a simple head nod before reverting their attention back to the
  victim.

  ‘It boggles the mind, doesn’t it?’ Dr. Slater commented. ‘How can anyone do something like that to another human being?’

  ‘The killer stabbed her in the face with glass shanks?’ Garcia asked, his expression clearly revealing his disbelief in his own words.

  ‘Might’ve done, Detective,’ Dr. Slater replied. ‘That’s impossible to tell without a proper autopsy examination but, if that’s the case, that’s only
  part of the story.’

  ‘So what’s the other part?’ Garcia asked.

  She took a couple of steps towards the victim. ‘Let me show you.’

  Hunter and Garcia followed her. Sergeant Velasquez stayed by the chimed curtains.

  Being careful to avoid the pool of blood on the floor, Dr. Slater squatted down by the side of the chair and beckoned Hunter and Garcia to do the same. Up close, the injuries to Karen
  Ward’s face were even more disturbing.

  Several different-sized shards of mirrored glass had sliced through her skin and muscle tissue, practically tearing her face from its skeleton structure. Slabs of skin and flesh dangled loosely
  from her cheeks, her forehead, and her chin, where bone had also been exposed.

  ‘You see,’ Dr. Slater began, ‘if you look only at the large shards of glass . . .’ She indicated the ones protruding from the victim’s right and left
  cheek, left eye socket, and the one that had completely traversed the victim’s under-chin soft tissue, pinning her tongue to the lower part of her mouth. ‘The impression that you get is
  that the perpetrator violently stabbed the victim with improvised glass shanks, leaving each and every one embedded in her face as he did. Some were rammed into her face so hard, they have either
  fractured bone, or implanted themselves into it.’ She called their attention to two other pieces of glass – one sticking out of the victim’s lower jawbone, the other from her
  forehead. ‘But that’s not all we have here, Detectives. There’s an even larger number of smaller pieces of glass entrenched in her flesh.’ She indicated a few of them as she
  spoke. Some were as small as a pea. ‘These pieces are small enough to make it physically impossible for anyone to be able to use them as some sort of stabbing weapon. They are impact residue.
  Broken pieces from larger ones.’

  Hunter tilted his head left then right as he studied the victim’s face. Despite all his experience, he still couldn’t help but cringe at the ferocity of her wounds. Each one
  would’ve brought with it a whole new dimension of pain. What that young woman must’ve suffered was almost unimaginable.

  Dried blood covered most of her body, making it hard to be certain, but the impression Hunter got was that she carried no other wounds or bruises anywhere else. The killer’s rage had been
  exclusively directed at her face.

  After several seconds, Hunter stood up and repositioned himself behind the chair to have a better look at the back of the victim’s head.

  ‘So what are you saying, doc?’ Garcia asked. ‘That the killer tied her to this chair and then slammed glass sheets into her face?’

  ‘No,’ Hunter was the one who replied, turning to look at the floor behind the victim’s chair – no glass residue. ‘The inverted motion, Carlos,’ he explained.
  ‘The killer rammed her face into glass.’

  


  Six

  A few hours earlier

  ‘This is stupid,’ Tanya Kaitlin said with a jittery giggle. ‘Give me a second and I’ll get her number for you.’

  ‘I gave you five,’ the demonic voice replied. ‘And those five seconds are up.

  ‘You wanted to know what happens when you give me a wrong answer . . . watch this.’

  All of a sudden and to Tanya’s surprise, the person standing behind Karen’s chair grabbed hold of the leather gag around Karen’s mouth and, in one violent movement, yanked it
  down and off her lips so hard, it tore a gash to the right side of her bottom lip. Speckles of blood flew up into the air.

  Tanya’s eyes were filled with shock as she struggled to understand what was really going on.

  Before Karen could let go of a scream that must’ve been locked inside her throat for God-knows-how-long, Tanya saw her assailant place a gloved hand on the back of her head. A split second
  later, she heard a crushing noise as Karen’s head and face were firmly pushed forward and slammed down against something that had been previously placed in front of her.

  Tanya couldn’t quite see what it was.

  ‘Oh my God!’ she screamed, her own head jerking back in horror. Despite how spooked she was, she never let go of her phone. ‘What are you doing? What the hell are you
  doing?’ Her tone lifted with a mixture of anxiety and fear.

  The same gloved hand grabbed Karen by the hair and brought her head back up to its starting position. As her face filled the small screen on Tanya’s phone again, Tanya felt vomit travel up
  from her stomach and stand fast at the base of her throat.

  Three large shards of glass had embedded themselves on to Karen’s face. The first one, about three inches long, had sliced through Karen’s left cheek. Its tip, which was now sitting
  inside Karen’s mouth, had also severed a small section of her tongue. The second piece of glass, this one much smaller than the one in her left cheek, had penetrated Karen’s right
  nostril, ripping a whole at the top of her nose. The third and last piece, which was about one and a half inches long, was protruding from her bloody forehead.

  Tanya was no expert, but she was sure that the glass had hit bone. ‘Oh, my God, no . . . what the hell are you doing?’ Tanya’s words were drowning on tears.
  ‘Karen . . . no . . .’

  ‘Look . . .’ the demonic voice said threateningly, moving Karen’s face from left to right ever so slightly to better display the extent of her injuries.
  ‘Look . . .’

  Tanya was staring straight at the camera in her phone.

  ‘Look . . .’ the demon said again.

  ‘I am looking . . .’ Tanya’s voice squealed with agony, as if she could physically feel her friend’s pain. ‘Oh, my God,
  Karen . . .’ With her left hand, she desperately began wiping tears from her eyes and cheeks.

  ‘She’s your best friend, Tanya,’ the demonic voice came back. ‘She has been so for many years. You should know her number by heart. What kind of friend are you,
  really?’

  ‘I know . . . I know . . .’ Tanya could do nothing but sob. ‘I’m so sorry.’

  ‘You don’t need to be sorry. What you need to do is answer me. You have five seconds.’

  ‘No . . . ple- . . . please don’t do that.’

  ‘Five . . . four . . . three . . .’

  Tanya sobbed as her fingers ferociously attacked her touchscreen. ‘I’ll get it. Just give me a moment. I’ll get it.’ Tears blurred her vision. Fear made her hands
  unsteady.

  ‘Two . . .’

  ‘Please . . . Don’t.’

  ‘One . . .’

  In her panic, Tanya dropped her phone. It fell down on to her bed with the screen facing down.

  ‘Oh no, no, no.’

  ‘Time’s up.’

  SLAM.

  As she fumbled for her phone, Tanya heard the same crushing noise as before, only louder. She flipped the phone over just in time to see the gloved hand bring Karen’s head back up
  again.

  Tanya froze.

  Karen’s face was utterly unrecognizable. The new head-smash had caused several new shards of glass, big and small, to lodge themselves into her flesh, shredding her face into a horror
  mask. But what brought Tanya to a hair away from fainting was the new piece of glass that had punctured Karen’s left eye, eviscerating her ocular globe. A viscous substance had begun oozing
  from it, but the glass piece hadn’t traveled deep enough to reach her brain. Tanya could tell that Karen was still conscious.

  ‘Her number,’ the demon demanded yet again, but Tanya’s nerves had turned to mush. Her fingers were trembling uncontrollably. Her vision was blurred by a barrage of
  never-ending tears. Her breathing had become labored and erratic. She tried to speak but her voice got caught somewhere between her throat and her lips.

  The countdown began again. Tanya didn’t even hear it get from five to one. All she heard was – ‘time’s up’ – then . . .

  SLAM.

  SLAM.

  SLAM.

  Three times in quick succession, each harder than the previous one. The last crunch noise was followed by a faint gasp from Karen.

  The gloved hand brought Karen’s head back up, and everything went silent for a while. Her lips had been so severely sliced they were hanging off to one side awkwardly. Her nose had been
  slashed from the bottom up, rupturing most of its cartilage. Its tip was now held in place only by a thin piece of skin. Her right eye had now also been punctured. Blood seeped out of it in wide
  sheets. The three head slams had driven the piece of glass that had penetrated Karen’s left eye deeper into her eye socket.

  Though Tanya felt faint, she found herself unable to look away, her eyes paralyzed by the grotesque images.

  On the screen, Karen convulsed twice. With the second one, her head went completely limp. The gloved hand held it in place for another twenty seconds before finally letting go of her hair.

  Her lifeless body slumped forward one final time.

  ‘I guess this game was exciting after all,’ the demon said. ‘And just look at what you’ve done, Tanya. You’ve killed your friend. Congratulations.’

  ‘Nooooooo!’ Tanya’s scream came out as an undecipherable shriek.

  ‘You can now go back to your pathetic life.’

  The demon moved from behind the chair and reached for Karen’s smartphone to end the call, but as he grabbed it, the phone panned upwards just enough.

  Tanya’s body went rigid.

  For a second, she was given a glimpse of the demon’s face, and what she saw made vomit explode from her mouth.

  


  Seven

  Garcia’s gaze first moved to the pool of blood under the chair then to the sprinkles on the tabletop. He’d been so taken aback by the ferocity of the victim’s
  wounds that until then he had failed to notice that except from the ones projecting out of the victim’s face, there were no pieces of glass anywhere else.

  ‘That’s the exact same conclusion I came to,’ Dr. Slater agreed, as she joined Hunter behind the victim’s chair. ‘The way in which she’d been tied up, with
  the rope looping around the mid-section of her abdomen, would’ve easily allowed the perpetrator to grab her head and slam her face forward and downward.’ She pretended to grip the
  victim by the hair on the back of her head and simulated the movement. ‘The slam-down would’ve been fast and hard.’

  Garcia walked around the table to the other side, his eyes still searching the floor. ‘So the speculation is that the killer placed some sort of container filled with glass pieces in front
  of her, maybe on the table, maybe on her lap, grabbed her by the hair and slammed her face into it?’

  Sergeant Velasquez, who was still standing by the beaded curtain, grinded his teeth as he readjusted his weight, shifting from one foot to another.

  ‘As absurd and sadistic as that might sound, Detective,’ Dr. Slater replied, ‘that theory is right at the top of the list at the moment.’

  ‘Have you found this . . . container?’ Garcia asked.

  ‘No, not yet,’ the doctor admitted. ‘But I can certainly tell you where the glass came from.’

  


  Eight

  Hunter, Garcia and Sergeant Velasquez followed Dr. Slater through the short hallway that led deeper into apartment 305. The corridor offered three new doors – one on the
  left, one on the right, and one at the far end of it. She guided them into the door on the left.

  The apartment’s only bathroom was of a comfortable size and tiled all in white. A beige ceramic bathtub hugged the south wall, with a showerhead directly above it on the right-hand side. A
  see-through shower curtain, which had been pushed to one side, dropped down from a metal rail. No explanation was needed. As soon as they entered the bathroom they immediately understood what Dr.
  Slater had meant when she’d said that she knew where the glass had come from. The entire south wall, spanning all the way from the ceiling down to the edge of the bathtub, was a huge
  wall-to-wall mirror. It had been completely smashed. Most of it was now gone. All that was left were a few shattered pieces still stuck to a couple of corners.

  ‘The supply was vast and plenty,’ the doctor said. ‘The killer didn’t have to look far.’

  From the bathroom door, Hunter and Garcia regarded what was left of the mirror before stepping forward to have a look inside the bathtub. Nothing. It was completely clean. Not even minor
  splinters of mirrored glass had been left behind. The killer had either been very meticulous while collecting the pieces of broken mirror that had surely fallen into the bathtub, or had very
  carefully lined it with some sort of protective sheet.

  Garcia took a step back and studied the rest of the bathroom. The washbasin was positioned to the right of the door, the toilet to the left. A six-shelf unit, which held a multitude of toiletry
  items and perfume bottles, sat between the bathtub and the toilet. A digital scale was propped against the unit. A pink bathrobe hung from the single hook behind the door.

  ‘Any guesses as to the time of death?’ Hunter asked.

  ‘The first signs of rigor mortis are just beginning to set in,’ Dr. Slater answered. ‘So I’d say more than two and a half hours ago, but less than four.’

  Hunter consulted his timepiece – 2:42 a.m. ‘Has her cellphone been found?’ he asked.

  ‘Yes,’ Doctor Slater replied. ‘Inside the microwave, nuked to high heaven.’

  ‘How about a computer, or a laptop?’

  ‘Her laptop was found on the sofa in the living room. We’ll take it to IT forensics when we’re done here.’

  Hunter acknowledged it, but he suspected that IT Forensics wouldn’t really find anything. Why would the killer destroy the victim’s phone, but leave her laptop intact? He walked over
  to the washbasin and pulled open the cupboard mirror above it. Inside it he found all the usual suspects – toothbrush, toothpaste, mouthwash, Band-Aids, eye drops, and a couple of boxes of
  strong headache pills. There was also a full bottle of sleeping tablets. The trashcan to the left of the toilet was empty. With the exception of the broken wall mirror, nothing else inside the
  bathroom seemed to have been touched.

  Hunter stepped back into the corridor and tried the door on the right-hand side. Just a small storage room where the victim kept several miscellaneous items, together with various house-cleaning
  products. He closed the door and moved on to the one at the far end of the hall – Karen Ward’s bedroom.

  The room was spacious enough, with a low queen bed, a black fabric armchair, a four-drawer dresser, and an eight-shelf wooden shoe rack. Instead of a wardrobe, Karen Ward had preferred to have
  her clothes hanging from an extra-wide chrome clothes rack. Despite one of the room’s two west-facing windows being partially covered by the clothes rack, the room would still get enough
  sunlight during the day.

  As Hunter’s eyes carefully circled the room, something began bothering him. He walked over to the bed, which had been positioned against the east wall, stopped and turned to face the
  clothes rack all the way across the room from it.

  This doesn’t feel right, he thought.

  The clothes rack was flanked on one side by the armchair and on the other by the dresser. The shoe rack was to the right of the door, against the north wall, every inch of space on it taken.
  There was only one bedside table, on the near side of the bed. On it Hunter found a reading lamp, a digital alarm clock, and a dog-eared paperback. He pulled open the bedside table’s only
  drawer and paused.

  ‘Carlos, come have a look at this.’

  Garcia walked over to where his partner was standing.

  From inside the drawer, Hunter retrieved a thirty-eight caliber, Colt 1911, Special Combat pistol.

  ‘Whoa,’ Garcia said, lifting both hands in surprise. ‘That’s one hell of a gun to have by your bed.’

  ‘She’s got a permit for it,’ Hunter announced, indicating the official document inside the open drawer. On the pistol, he thumbed the catch to release the magazine. If the gun
  had surprised them, its ammunition took it a step further. The clip was full to capacity with nine thirty-eight Special, Flex Tip bullets.

  Hunter and Garcia exchanged a concerned look.

  The Flex Tip bullet was a patented design by Hornady Ammunition, and it was part of its Critical Defense range. Both detectives were very familiar with it. It was an extremely destructive round;
  upon entering soft tissue, its flexible tip would swell up, distributing equal pressure across the entire circumference of the bullet cavity. The result was total bullet expansion and maximum
  damage. Flex Tip bullets weren’t the type of round used for target practice.

  Hunter slotted the magazine back into the pistol and returned it to the drawer. Other than the gun permit, there was nothing else inside it.

  ‘You mentioned that the victim’s handbag was found on the sofa in the living room,’ Hunter said, addressing Sergeant Velasquez.

  ‘Yes, that’s correct.’

  ‘Anything interesting inside it?’

  ‘No.’

  Hunter scratched the underside of his chin and took a slow stroll around the room, his eyes roaming everywhere. He paused momentarily as he reached the space between the clothes rack and the
  dresser before returning to the side of the bed. His attention went back to the bedside table.

  ‘This feels all wrong.’

  ‘What does?’ Garcia asked. ‘The gun?’

  ‘That too,’ Hunter confirmed. ‘But I’m talking about this room.’

  With an unsure look, Garcia looked around the space.

  Hunter saw Dr. Slater and Sergeant Velasquez do the same.

  ‘What do you mean, Robert?’ Garcia queried.

  ‘If this was your room,’ Hunter said, ‘and these were your things, would you arrange it this way?’

  Garcia took a moment, allowing his gaze to pause over each furniture item for a few seconds. ‘Well, I . . . probably wouldn’t need the shoe rack, or the dresser with
  all the makeup paraphernalia.’

  ‘No, that’s not what I mean, Carlos. I’m talking about the position of the bed, the clothes rack . . . everything you see in here. If this was your room and this
  was your furniture, would you arrange it like this?’

  Once again, Garcia regarded the room and its contents, this time paying more attention to their positioning. ‘Well, it does feel a little too crammed in here.’

  ‘Exactly,’ Hunter agreed.

  ‘But it’s not because of lack of space,’ Dr. Slater cut in, her gaze moving from floor to ceiling then from wall to wall. ‘This is a large enough room. The problem here
  really is the furniture placement. If you just move a few things around, the room would feel much bigger.’

  ‘OK,’ Hunter went with it. ‘So what would you change? What would you move around?’

  Everyone looked like they were thinking about it for a short moment.

  ‘I’d probably swop the bed with the clothes rack for starters.’ Garcia was the first to reply.

  Dr. Slater nodded. ‘For sure. Just look at this. The bed’s footboard is just a few feet from the door, practically blocking your path as you enter the room. Take your attention away
  from it for just a second, and you’d bang your leg against it every time. There’s also no real need to block half of that window,’ she added, gesturing towards it. ‘If you
  just swop the bed and the clothes rack around, the room wouldn’t only feel a lot more spacious, it would also become much brighter during the day.’

  ‘Maybe it’s an energy thing,’ Sergeant Velasquez proposed from the door. ‘You know . . . like that feng something.’

  ‘Feng shui,’ Garcia said.

  ‘That’s it. Maybe she was going for that kind of feel.’

  Hunter shook his head. ‘No. The principle of feng shui is that energy should flow unrestricted and uninterrupted. In this case, the energy from the door would cut across the bed and the
  energy from the window would be blocked by the clothes rack. There’s nothing feng shui about this room.’

  Dr. Slater and Sergeant Velasquez looked at Hunter curiously.

  ‘I read a lot,’ Hunter explained with a shrug. ‘Could you do me a favor?’ he addressed Sergeant Velasquez, taking a step closer to the bed. ‘Could you stay right
  outside the door and close it for me, please? Just for a second. I want to have a look at something.’

  The sergeant frowned at the request, but complied.

  Hunter’s eyes moved from the door, to the bed, and then the windows.

  ‘It’s OK, Sergeant,’ he called out after a couple of seconds. ‘You can open the door again.’

  ‘Pardon my curiosity,’ Velasquez said as he re-entered the room. ‘But what does how the victim arranged the furniture in her bedroom have to do with her murder?’

  ‘Maybe nothing,’ Hunter conceded, getting down on his knees to check under the bed. He found nothing. ‘But there’re too many things in this apartment that just
  don’t feel right, like this entire room, and I don’t think that that’s just a coincidence. There must be a specific reason why.’

  ‘OK, and what do you think that reason would be?’ Velasquez asked.

  Hunter got back on to his feet. ‘I think it was because she was scared.’

  The sergeant hesitated for a moment. ‘Scared? Scared of what?’

  ‘Not of what?’ Hunter replied. ‘Of who.’ He indicated as he clarified. ‘By placing the bed right here, she could sleep facing the door. That’s why she slept
  on the left side of the bed, and we know that because of the bedside table. If she left the hallway lights on, which I’m sure she did every night, she’d be able to see shadows under the
  door – footsteps of anyone approaching her room. Just like I saw yours while you were standing outside.’

  Instinctively Velasquez looked down at his shoes.

  ‘There’s also a reasonably new sliding lock on the inside of the bedroom door,’ Hunter continued. ‘I bet it wasn’t there four months ago when she moved in. She put
  it there herself, and the scratch marks on both, the lock and catch, suggest that she used it regularly.’

  Sergeant Velasquez checked the lock. He had to agree that it did look fairly new.

  ‘Then there’re all the other telltale signs around the apartment that tell me that she was definitely scared of someone.’

  ‘And which signs are those?’ Velasquez asked.

  ‘Well, we’ve got a thirty-eight Special Combat pistol in her bedside table, loaded with “extreme prejudice” rounds.’ He drew everyone’s attention back to the
  bed. ‘We also have a low platform bed, close to the floor, so no one could hide under it. A clothes rack, not a wardrobe, so no one could hide inside it.’ He made his way back to the
  door. ‘In the bathroom there’s a clear, see-through shower curtain, so no one could hide behind it. She had trouble sleeping but she refused to take her sleeping tablets. There’s
  a full prescription inside the mirrored cabinet in the bathroom from nine months ago. In the hallway, inside the storage room, there’s a dark-red curtain packed away. I’m guessing the
  curtain belonged to the sliding balcony doors in the living room. She took those down, replacing them with a somewhat unattractive chimed beaded curtain. Similar to the one at the front door. I
  don’t think she did it because she liked the way they looked.’

  ‘The noise,’ Sergeant Velasquez said, picking up on Hunter’s line of thought.

  Hunter agreed again. ‘If any uninvited guest gained entry to this apartment, either through the front door or the balcony, she’d get a warning.’

  ‘The balcony?’ the sergeant questioned. ‘She’s three floors up.’

  Hunter nodded. ‘And still, for some reason, she didn’t feel safe. Not even in her own home.’

  


  Nine

  With nothing more to be done but wait for Dr. Slater’s forensics team to finish what they were there to do, Garcia left the crime scene at around 3:20 a.m. He wanted to
  try to get at least a couple of hours sleep before sunrise.

  Hunter, knowing that sleep would be an impossibility, chose to stay behind and wait until Karen Ward’s body had been cut loose from her restraints and then transported to the Los Angeles
  County Coroner. They would need the official autopsy examination results to be sure, and that would take a day, maybe two, but with no other visible wounds or bruises to the victim’s body,
  Hunter was fairly certain that Dr. Slater had been correct in her assessment – death had come as the consequence of severe brain trauma, caused by perforation of the temporal lobe, which was
  achieved through the left ocular globe cavity. In other words, Karen Ward lost her life after she was violently stabbed through the left eye with a glass shank long enough to reach her brain, but
  not before her face had been savagely ripped to shreds by mirrored glass.
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