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This story was inspired by real events






One

Consciousness returned to Shaun Daniels in unsteady waves. First came a heavy flutter of the eyelids, quickly followed by a desperate, gasping breath. The little air that he managed to breathe in felt musty, leaden, with an odd mixture of smells he couldn’t quite identify. He swallowed the few drops of saliva that his glands were able to produce, but as he did he felt his throat scrape and burn, as if he had gulped at a bowl of crushed chili, garnished with broken glass. The pain made him wince and hold his breath for a couple of seconds. His eyes, lost and out of focus, instinctively moved left then right.

Nothing.

Shaun could see nothing other than darkness.

‘What the hell?’ The words dripped out of his dried lips in a slumber, his eyelids feeling too tired to blink fully open. Have I passed out again after another heavy night of drinking?

The thought didn’t surprise him and the headache that had just exploded inside his skull surely did feel like the mother of all hangovers.

‘Urgh,’ he grunted, as he took another lungful of stale air. He tried to swallow some more saliva, but instead he ended up coughing, which triggered the burning pain in his throat to join forces with his headache, making his whole face throb.

‘Fuck,’ Shaun whispered, as he exhaled another drowsy breath. ‘What the hell did I drink last night… gasoline?’

It was then that he realized he was lying flat on his back, against some not-very-comfortable surface. This certainly wasn’t his bed.

Where the fuck am I? The kitchen floor? The thought came with another tired breath. I guess I better get up. I don’t even know what time it is.

But as Shaun tried to move, nothing happened.

‘What the fuck?’

He tried moving again.

Absolutely nothing – his toes, his feet, his legs, his arms, his hands, his fingers, his neck… nothing moved.

‘What the hell is going on?’

That was when Shaun heard an odd sound coming from somewhere to his right. It sounded like someone shifting their weight on a chair.

Shaun’s eyes immediately moved in that direction, but there was nothing for him to see.

‘Hello? Who’s there?’ he tried calling out, but his throat was too dry… his vocal cords too weak to produce any sounds louder than a whisper. Still, he carried on. ‘Please, can you help me? I can’t move.’

Shaun got no reply.

‘Hello?’ he tried again. ‘Is anyone there?’

Silence.

What the fuck is happening? Is this a dream? Why can’t I move?

Shaun squeezed his eyes shut as tight as he could before blinking them open again. It didn’t feel like a dream. Everything was still there – the darkness, the throbbing headache, the burning throat, the stale air… and he still couldn’t move. He felt desperation quickly settling in.

‘Good. You’re awake.’

The flat and smoky male voice Shaun heard came from his right.

He tried as hard as he could to turn his head in that direction, but his neck muscles simply didn’t respond. His eyes, on the other hand, moved as far right as they possibly could.

‘Who’s there?’ Shaun asked, his words sounding strangled. ‘Can you help me, please? I’m not sure what happened, but I can’t move.’

‘Yes. I know,’ the man calmly replied, as he flicked on the light switch.

Directly above Shaun, a light bulb inside a heavy-duty metal mesh box flickered a couple of times before engaging, bathing the room in so much brightness, it burned at Shaun’s retinas. Instinctively, he once again squeezed his eyes shut, but since the back of his head was flat against whatever uncomfortable surface he was lying on and he couldn’t move his neck, he had no real way of escaping the bright glare that hit him like a sucker punch. Despite having his eyes shut, the light was still strong enough to travel past his eyelids and through the optical nerve to collide with his already unbearable headache. Right then, his brain felt as if it were about to melt.

‘Urgh,’ he moaned, his breath catching on his throat. ‘That’s so goddamn bright.’

‘Give it a minute,’ the man said, his tone placid. ‘Your eyes will get used to it.’

‘What’s going on?’ Shaun asked, his tone gaining a desperate edge. ‘Where am I? Why can’t I move? Who are you?’

‘You’re in my OR,’ the man replied. ‘On my operating table.’

‘Operating table?’ Shaun shot back, his eyes blinking open for a split second before he squinted, the light still too strong for him to be able to fully open them. ‘This is a hospital? Was I in some sort of…’ his voice croaked at the implications ‘…accident? Oh God, what happened? Please tell me that I’m not paralyzed… please.’

The man paused, as if pondering what to say. He decided to go with a question instead of an answer. ‘What’s the last thing you remember, Mr. Daniels?’

Shaun heard the man’s footsteps go around him to the other side.

‘Umm…’ He tried to think, but his headache seemed to have built a fortress around his memory. ‘I… I can’t really recall. My head is pounding so much it feels like it’s going to blow.’

‘Take your time,’ the man said, his voice now coming from Shaun’s left. ‘You’ve been sedated. The headache, the dried throat, the numbness, the blurred memory… it’s all quite normal.’

Right then, Shaun heard a new sound, something like metal clunking against metal. He breathed out and blinked again, his eyes finally calming into the brightness enough for him to be able to semi-open them. As soon as he did, they immediately moved from right to left, trying to take in as much as he could.

Due to his inability to turn his neck and the position of his head – its back lying flat against the operating table – Shaun wasn’t able to see much.

The ceiling was painted all in white. The walls were tiled, also in white, and, from what Shaun could see, they looked to be squeaky clean. The smells that he couldn’t quite identify earlier began making a little more sense then – cleaning agents, antiseptics, disinfectants… the typical odd combination of scents that usually came with every hospital.

‘Umm…’ Shaun closed his eyes and tried pushing his memory again. The headache was proving to be a very worthy opponent. ‘My head is a mess… and it hurts like hell. Could I maybe get something for the pain?’

‘That wouldn’t be a good idea,’ the man replied. ‘Painkillers don’t work well with the sedative you were given. Please, just try your best.’

What do you think I’m doing? Shaun thought, his eyes shooting left. Singing ‘Mambo Number 5’ in my head? I’m doing what I can here, buddy. He took a deep breath and fought through the headache until flashes of something began coming back to him, but they didn’t amount to much.

‘My memory is as hazy as a meth hooker,’ he said, once again blinking against the bright light. ‘But I… kind of remember going down to my local bar for a couple of drinks.’

‘Where’s that?’ the man asked. ‘Do you remember the name of the bar? Do you remember where you live?’

Shaun hesitated for a quick moment, his memory misfiring like an old engine.

‘Umm… I live in South LA.’

The man waited but Shaun offered nothing else.

‘Can you be a little more specific?’ the man pushed. ‘Can you remember the neighborhood in South LA you live in?’

A single-second pause.

‘Yeah,’ Shaun replied, as things finally started taking shape inside his head. ‘I live in Lomita – at the corner of Eshelman Avenue and 250th Street.’

‘That’s very good, Mr. Daniels,’ the man said, finally stepping close enough for Shaun to be able to see him for the first time.

The man towered over the operating table, but from a lying-down position and with the light shining down straight into his eyes, it was impossible for Shaun to even guess how tall he really was. The man’s hair, if he had any, was completely tucked under a teal-colored scrub cap. His nose, mouth and chin were also hidden behind a standard-issue surgical mask. All Shaun could really see were the man’s eyes – dark and deep-set behind a pair of operating goggles.

‘Anything else you can remember?’

Shaun pushed his memory a little more.

‘Umm… I think that I was having a chat with someone. But I can’t remember who.’

‘In the bar?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘Good. Can you remember anything else?’

Shaun tried, but his memory was just a puddle of mud.

‘No, nothing,’ he replied, his eyes filling up with tears. ‘Please tell me, what happened to me? How come I’m here? How come I can’t move? How come I can barely remember anything?’

The man stepped back from the operating table, disappearing from Shaun’s line of sight for a quick moment.

‘That’s totally fine, Mr. Daniels. No need to worry. To be completely honest, memories can’t exactly be trusted, did you know that? Especially the ones that are formed directly following a traumatic event. They warp, they shatter, and then, as we try to recollect, memories are put back together in ways that look nothing like the original. And that’s when the problems really start. People put so much faith in what they supposedly remember, thinking of it as a verbatim record of what happened. But that’s rarely the case. Where there are gaps in our memories, the brain takes a best guess, filling those gaps with whatever it thinks fits. Important details that can’t be remembered get substituted by imagination. Can you see how problematic that can get?’

Shaun didn’t know that.

‘Too many people take memories as fact,’ the man continued. ‘But they simply don’t work like that. They are more a perception of what happened than actual reality.’

‘So…’ Shaun hesitated, tears gathering at his lower eyelids. ‘Are you telling me that I might never remember what happened to me?’

‘No, not at all. That much I can tell you. You went drinking at your local bar, Mr. Daniels, and while doing so, you ran into some trouble.’

Once again, Shaun heard what sounded like metal clunking against metal. Not a heavy sound – more like instruments being placed on a metal tray.

‘Trouble?’ Shaun queried, his tone hesitant and worried in equal measure. ‘What do you mean? What sort of trouble?’ A tear ran down the side of his face.

The man stepped back into Shaun’s line of sight. This time, he brought an instruments cart with him.

‘You were chatting to someone at the bar, Mr. Daniels,’ he replied. ‘And that someone was trouble.’

‘What?’ Shaun asked, yet again squinting at the harsh light, trying hard to remember.

Had he been in a fight? Had he been stabbed… or shot? Did this someone who he was chatting to at the bar somehow damage his spine? Was this why he couldn’t move? Was that what the doctor was trying to tell him.

Among all those questions, a new thought rushed to the top of the pile, bothering Shaun. He tried to focus on the man’s face.

‘I don’t understand. How do you know that the person who I was talking to at the bar was trouble?’

The man chuckled, holding the suspense for a couple of extra seconds. ‘Because that man was me.’

Shaun frowned at him. ‘What?’

The man reached for something on the instruments tray to his right. ‘I have a question for you… Shaun.’

The change in how the man addressed Shaun had clearly been deliberate. From the instruments tray, he retrieved a small hammer and something that looked like a chisel with a thick, round end, instead of a pointy one.

‘For breaking bones,’ the man asked, ‘do you think this sort of chisel will do, or should I go for something a little heavier… perhaps sharper?’

‘What?’ Shaun’s eyes moved to the hammer and chisel for a second before refocusing on the man’s face.

‘I don’t want to break skin,’ the man explained. ‘I want to fracture the bone, but I don’t want to make any cuts to the skin or flesh.’ He shrugged. ‘Hematomas and bruises are fine, obviously. It’s hard to break bones without any bruising, right?’

Shaun’s heart stuttered. ‘I… I don’t understand.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ the man said, placing both the hammer and the chisel back on the instruments tray. ‘Please allow me to clarify. Back at the bar, last night, I spiked your drink.’

This time, Shaun simply squinted at him, trying to figure out if he was joking or not.

‘It was about a quarter past eleven,’ the man continued. ‘That was when you told me that you had to go. I offered to buy us one more round – for the road, you know? I knew that you wouldn’t say no to another whiskey, so, while you went for a piss, I drugged your drink.’

‘Is… this a joke?’

The man broadly gestured to the room they were in. ‘Clearly not.’

Shaun blinked and a new tear ran down the side of his face.

‘I’ve done the “drink spiking” thing quite a few times before,’ the man carried on. ‘And I can say that I’ve got my technique and timings down to perfection. We had already finished our drinks and were just exiting the bar when the drug started to take effect. By the time it rendered you unconscious, we were right by your car. No witnesses. Getting you inside was a piece of cake.’

‘I… I don’t understand.’ Fear had clearly taken over Shaun’s tone of voice. ‘Why? Why are you doing this?’

‘The short answer?’ the man replied. ‘Because I’m going to hurt you, Shaun. A lot.’ There was no play in his voice.

Shaun tried moving again, but no muscle in his body responded.

‘And this is the great thing about the state you are in, Shaun,’ the man explained. ‘No matter what I do to you – shatter bones, rip your toenails out, crush one of your testicles, whatever… you won’t feel a thing.’ There was a deliberate pause. ‘For now… but the neuromuscular blocking agent that I’ve administered, which has paralyzed you from the neck down, will wear off in…’ The man checked his watch. ‘About an hour and fifteen minutes. Then, the pain will come… mild at first, as your nervous system slowly regains its sensibility. It will probably start with muscle aches, which will gradually turn into spasms. Then, your joints will feel like they’ve been ripped out and replaced with shards of broken glass.’

Shaun’s petrified eyes were on the man, who was once again towering over the operating table.

‘Next…’ The man clearly wasn’t done. ‘Your stomach will fill with bile and you’re going to vomit. There’s nothing you can do about that, but vomiting will feel like someone is ramming a burning fist down your esophagus, scorching and tearing at its walls, sending blood dripping down the back of your throat, which will choke and gag you, making you feel like you’re drowning. The more your nervous system awakens, the more pain signals it will send to your brain… the more pain signals your brain receives, the more you’ll vomit because the pain will be unbearable, I’ll make sure of that. But in your case, I’ve got a real cool surprise for the grand finale.’

Shaun felt as if the air around him had become heavier… harder to breathe.

The man once again reached for the hammer and chisel on the instruments cart. Even though his nose and mouth were covered by his surgical mask, Shaun could tell that he had a smile on his face.

‘I’m sure that you’ve realized this by now,’ the man said. ‘But you’re not really in a hospital. And I’m not really a doctor, but I’ll do my best.’ He turned and consulted a piece of paper on the instruments cart. ‘OK, shall we start?’

‘Please…’ Shaun begged, his voice strangled by tears. ‘Whatever you’re thinking about doing… please don’t. I don’t have much money, but you can have whatever I’ve got. Please don’t do this. Please… just let me go.’

‘Shhhhh,’ the man breathed out, as he placed the chisel against Shaun’s right thigh and lifted the hammer high in the air. ‘Don’t close your eyes.’ He nodded. ‘Watch this.’






Two

Thirty-two days later

Located on the fifth level of the famous Police Administration Building in Downtown LA, the LAPD’s Ultra Violent Crimes Unit’s office sat at the far end of the Robbery Homicide Division’s floor. Even though it was named a ‘unit’, Ultra Violent Crimes was composed of only two detectives: Robert Hunter – the head of the unit – and his partner, Carlos Garcia. They were both just about to exit their office when Barbara Blake, the division’s captain, appeared at their door.

‘Going somewhere?’ she asked. Her long jet-black hair was elegantly styled into a bun, pinned in place by a pair of metal chopsticks. She wore a silky white blouse, tucked into a well-cut, navy-blue pencil skirt. Her flat-heel shoes were black and shiny, with a silver detail at their tip.

‘Just about to go grab some lunch,’ Garcia replied, instinctively checking his watch. It was a quarter past two in the afternoon. ‘Why, Captain? What’s up?’ he asked, quickly noticing the yellow folder that Captain Blake had with her. Usually, investigations assigned to the UVC Unit came either in a black or dark-gray folder.

‘I wanted you two to have a quick look at something for me,’ the captain replied, stepping into the office and closing the door behind her.

‘Sure,’ Hunter said, standing up to meet her. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s an autopsy report,’ Captain Blake explained, handing a copy of the report to each detective.

‘Linked to which case?’ Hunter asked.

‘At the moment, to a traffic incident,’ the captain replied.

Hunter and Garcia both frowned at her.

‘About forty-five minutes ago,’ Captain Blake clarified, ‘I got a call from Dr. Hove. She had just finished a post-mortem examination on a Shaun Daniels, forty-six years old and a resident in Lomita. His body was found by the side of Lake Hughes Road in the Sierra Pelona Mountains, victim of an apparent hit-and-run.’

‘A hit-and-run?’ Garcia asked, flipping open the report. Hunter did the same.

‘An apparent hit-and-run.’ Captain Blake re-emphasized the word as she nodded at the files in their hands. ‘Just have a look at it and tell me what you think.’

‘Well,’ Garcia said, even before he started reading the file. ‘If the LA County Chief Medical Examiner called the LAPD Robbery Homicide Division’s captain with an apparent hit-and-run, something clearly didn’t sit right with her at the autopsy.’

Captain Blake lifted her hands in a surrender gesture. ‘Like I’ve said – have a look at it and let me know what you think.’ She pulled a chair in front of Hunter’s desk and took a seat.

Garcia’s eyes widened at her. ‘What, like right now?’

Silence.

‘But lunch…’

Captain Blake sat back on her chair, crossed one leg over the other, and calmly rested her hands on her knees before glaring back at Garcia.

‘…can clearly wait.’ He finished his sentence, leaning back against the edge of his desk. His tone carried no enthusiasm.

Hunter had already begun reading the file, which started with an occurrence sheet from the LAPD Valley Traffic Division.

The body had been discovered four days ago, in the early hours of the morning, by Marcus Stamford and his son Julian as they drove up Lake Hughes Road in the direction of their favorite fishing spot in the Castaic Lake. At around 5:10 a.m., about 150 yards past the entrance to the community church, heading north, both father and son spotted what looked to be a body by the side of the road – one that didn’t look like an animal. Concerned, Mr. Stamford stopped the car and went to check. That was when he discovered the lifeless body of an adult male, who looked to have been run over by a vehicle. Mr. Stamford then proceeded to call 911.

The LA County Sheriff’s Department was first at the scene, quickly followed by an ambulance and Detective William Sharp, from the LAPD Valley Traffic Division.

Hunter flipped a page on the report and studied the scene photographs. There were twenty-six in total. The first eight were of the body in full, taken from various angles. The next twelve were close-up shots, detailing the severity of the injuries that the body had sustained. There was an exposed fracture to the right wrist and one to the right tibia, where the bone had even protruded through the fabric of his black trousers. His left shoulder and clavicle were visibly dislocated and broken, and there were lacerations to his face, head, arms, legs and hands, with the skin having been scraped at places.

The final six photographs showed the road, mainly concentrating on the tire skid marks that were clearly visible against the asphalt. There were four of them, with all four showing just as prominently. That, together with the gap between the front and the rear skid marks, indicated that the vehicle that had hit Shaun Daniels had almost certainly been a four-wheel-drive pickup truck. One of the photographs showed measurements done against the skid marks – the ones created by the front wheels were both around four and a half feet long, the rear ones just a couple of inches shorter.

According to Detective Sharp, the position and the distance of the body in relation to the skid marks was consistent with a hit-and-run accident where the victim was struck by a vehicle traveling at a speed somewhere between forty and fifty miles per hour. The brakes seemed to have been initiated just a fraction of a second before the fatal collision, indicating that the vehicle’s driver did not see the pedestrian until it was way too late. Upon impact, the victim was thrown over the vehicle’s hood, made contact with the windshield and was projected forward and to the right, landing back on the road.

‘My first question here is,’ Garcia said, flipping back and forth on the report for an instant. ‘What was the victim doing up in the mountains at that time in the morning?’

‘Fishing, maybe?’ Captain Blake speculated. ‘Hiking?’

‘You would’ve thought so, right?’ Garcia came back. ‘But there’s no mention, or photos, of anything else found by the side of the road – no backpack, no bag, no cases, no fishing rod… nothing.’ He shrugged. ‘Yes, there are quite a few fishing spots around where the body was found – near the picnic area. But even if he was there hiking, fishing, or having a lonely picnic in the dark, what was he doing crossing the road all the way at the top? What I mean is – the picnic areas and the fishing spots are well away from Lake Hughes Road.’

‘Good question,’ Captain Blake agreed.

‘His station wagon was found parked down a dirt road, not that far from where the body was found,’ Hunter said, reading from the report. ‘It doesn’t say anything about a picnic basket, a bag, a backpack, a fishing rod… nothing.’

‘Was his cellphone found?’ Garcia queried.

Hunter flipped back and forth on the report for a moment. ‘There’s no mention of it, so probably not.’

‘So the theory here would be what?’ Garcia asked. ‘He drives up there, parks his car, goes for a stroll and gets hit by a truck, which then flees the scene?’ His eyebrows arched at Captain Blake.

‘Suicide?’ she asked, but her tone carried no conviction.

‘No.’ Garcia shook his head, a gesture that was reciprocated by Hunter. ‘He lived in Lomita, Captain. If the plan had been to kill himself by stepping in front of oncoming traffic, then why drive all the way to a quiet road up in the Sierra Pelona Mountains, when he had the super-busy Pacific Coast Highway right at his doorstep. This wasn’t suicide; if it was, it wasn’t a planned one, that’s for sure.’

Captain Blake agreed with a nod. ‘I just wanted to make sure that we had covered as many possibilities as we could—’

‘Before suggesting murder,’ Hunter said, anticipating where the captain was going.

The captain angled her head slightly left, as her perfectly drawn eyebrows arched at her detectives. ‘Please, read on.’

Hunter and Garcia both moved on to the autopsy report. In it, Dr. Hove had confirmed that most of the injuries to the body, especially the exposed fractures to the right wrist and lower right leg, were consistent with a pedestrian being struck by a moving vehicle at speed.

Hunter paused for a moment and quickly went back to the photos of the body in full. One of them had been taken from a distance, where the body and all four skid marks were visible. Something in that image got the gears in his brain turning just a little faster, but his thought process was quickly interrupted by Garcia, who had jumped straight to the final page of the report to check on the cause of death.

‘What? Is this right?’

His eyes shot to Captain Blake.

‘COD?’ she asked.

Garcia nodded.

‘Dr. Hove was one hundred percent certain,’ the captain confirmed.

Hunter flipped over to the last page and paused. ‘Hypothermia?’ Doubt coated the word as it came out of his lips. ‘Are you telling me that this guy froze to death?’

‘Not me,’ Captain Blake replied. ‘The report is.’

‘In California?’ Garcia asked. ‘In June? It’s about seventy-three degrees outside.’

The captain saw a sparkle light up in Hunter’s eyes. He looked over at his partner.

Garcia knew that look well enough. He gave Hunter a shrug. ‘I’m a sucker for a mystery, you know that.’

Without saying a word, Captain Blake stood up and left the UVC Unit’s office.

She didn’t collect the files.






Three

Seconds after Captain Blake had left their office, Hunter called the Chief Medical Examiner for the LA County – Dr. Carolyn Hove. At the time of the call, Dr. Hove was just about to start a new post-mortem examination, but she explained that she would be free to talk in about an hour’s time, so straight after lunch, Hunter and Garcia took a quick trip to the Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner in North Mission Road.

After making their way up the lavish steps that led to the main entrance of the impressive old hospital-turned-morgue, they entered the lobby and approached the reception counter. The attendant, a kind-faced, African American woman in her mid-fifties, greeted them with a very well-rehearsed, courteous smile.

‘Good afternoon, Detectives.’

‘Good afternoon, Sandra,’ Hunter and Garcia replied at the same time, both of them returning the smile.

Sandra had been with the Department of Medical Examiner for over thirteen years.

‘How are you doing today?’ Hunter asked.

‘I’m OK, thank you.’

Hunter knew that the question wouldn’t be returned. None of the department receptionists ever asked anyone entering the morgue how they were doing, regardless of who they were.

‘Here to see Dr. Hove?’ Sandra asked, already checking her computer screen.

‘That’s right,’ Hunter replied, quickly consulting his watch. ‘She told us that she’d probably be free around this time.’

Sandra gave both detectives a renewed smile. ‘Perfect timing. She just finished an autopsy about five minutes ago. I’ll buzz her for you.’

Hunter and Garcia waited while Sandra had a quick ten-second conversation on the phone.

‘Dr. Hove will meet you in Autopsy Theater Four,’ she said, as she instinctively indicated the double swinging doors to the right of the reception counter.

Hunter and Garcia thanked her, pushed through the doors and carried on down the long, squeaky-clean, white corridor. At the end of it, they turned right into a shorter corridor, where two empty gurneys were pushed up against the left wall.

Hunter pretended to be scratching his nose, but what he was really doing was cupping his hand over it, as the smell of those corridors got to him every time. It was like a smell with a hidden punch – and that hidden punch packed some serious power. Hunter didn’t mind it at first, many years ago, but the more he visited the morgue, the more he noticed it… and the more he noticed it, the more it bothered him because, no matter what, that smell could only be associated with one thing – death.

As they walked past the gurneys, they turned right again. Autopsy Theater Four was the first set of double doors on the right. Hunter pushed them open and he and Garcia stepped inside a room that was chilled to a few degrees below comfortable. This was a small autopsy theater when compared to theaters one, two and three, with only one stainless-steel examination table that sprang out of a long counter that ran along the east wall. On the ceiling, directly above the examination table, there was a large, circular, surgical light, which was already turned on, bathing the room in warm brightness. The west wall was completely made of cold metal storage crypts, which looked more like large filing cabinets with bulky handles than anything else. The interesting fact was that the strong smell from the corridors was a little less intrusive inside the autopsy theater.

Tall and slim, with penetrating green eyes and in her traditional long, white lab overcoat, Dr. Hove stood at the other side of the empty examination table. Her long chestnut hair was rolled up into a simple bun at the top of her head.

‘Robert, Carlos.’ She greeted each detective with a subtle nod. ‘I’m guessing you’re here about the file I sent Barbara early today, right? Male victim, found up in the Sierra Pelona Mountains?’

‘You knew that Captain Blake would come to us with that file, didn’t you, Doc?’ Garcia asked, a quirky smile on his lips.

Dr. Hove replied with an eyebrow-lift. ‘I admit that this victim doesn’t exactly fall under the category of ultra-violent crimes, but it’s certainly a very intriguing case, and I know that the two of you like “intriguing”, so yes, I was pretty sure that Barbara would take the file to you first.’

‘Well,’ Garcia said, as he and Hunter approached the autopsy table. ‘The COD was definitely something different.’

‘Yes, it was,’ Dr. Hove agreed. ‘That and a few minor details that just didn’t sit right, you know?’

‘Really?’ Hunter asked. ‘Like what else?’

‘Here,’ she said, her head tilting in the direction of the metal crypts. ‘Let me show you.’

Hunter and Garcia followed Dr. Hove over to the theater’s west wall and waited while she opened the door to compartment 3C, before rolling out the body stored inside it. It lay inside a white, plastic body bag. Dr. Hove pulled the zipper from head to toe, splitting the bag open to reveal the body in its entirety. Shaun Daniels had been an average man in height, but a little slight in weight.

Live and up close, his facial lacerations were even more shocking than how the pictures that Hunter and Garcia had looked at just over an hour ago had shown. The body’s left eye socket seemed to be out of level with its right one – a little deeper and certainly fractured. His nose, completely twisted out of shape and scraped down, had also clearly been broken. Despite the body having been found days ago, his face, hands and feet still showed signs of swelling. His skin looked rubbery and porous, but instead of ghostly white, it had taken on an odd shade of purple, which made it harder to see the large number of bruises that graced most of his body.

‘I wasn’t supposed to have been the ME in this post-mortem,’ Dr. Hove explained. ‘Seemingly apparent CODs, like hit-and-runs, bullet to the head, suicide and so on, are always assigned to one of the several advanced classes we run in conjunction with UCLA forensic pathology degrees. These types of corpses often go to students, but due to some paperwork error at the university, it ended up here. I was supposed to have been in a meeting all morning today, but the meeting got canceled. To help out with the backlog of autopsies, I took a couple on this morning.’ She nodded at the body on the slab. ‘This was the second one.’

Dr. Hove stayed quiet for a moment, allowing both detectives to quickly study the body in front of them. Hunter was the first to pick up on something odd.

‘He’s missing four of his toenails on his left foot,’ he said, frowning at the doctor, who smiled back at him.

‘Good eye, Robert,’ she said, with a nod. ‘That was one of the clues that something about this hit-and-run didn’t feel quite right.’

Garcia, who was still studying the victim’s facial lacerations, quickly moved his attention to the corpse’s feet. ‘What the hell?’

Hunter thought back to the photos that he and Garcia had looked at in their office. It took him just a second to remember.

‘He was wearing sneakers,’ he said, his gaze settling on Dr. Hove. ‘On the photos in the file you sent us, Doc, he was wearing sneakers.’

Dr. Hove nodded in silence.

‘Do you have them?’

‘In the storage room,’ she confirmed. ‘His nails weren’t inside it, if that’s why you’re asking.’

‘This can’t be a consequence of being hit by a car, Robert.’ Garcia shook his head.

‘I know,’ Hunter accepted. ‘The reason I asked is because there’s no way that he was walking around wearing sneakers, with no toenails on his left foot. Too painful.’

‘He wasn’t,’ Dr. Hove confirmed. ‘He was dead before he got to the spot where he was found.’

Hunter scratched his chin. ‘How long before? What’s the time of death?’

The doctor quickly reached for her notes. ‘According to the traffic incident report, his body was discovered by the side of the road at around 5:10 a.m., on Sunday, June 16th. That’s four days ago.’

‘That’s correct,’ Hunter confirmed.

‘Well,’ Dr. Hove continued. ‘He was dead at least six to eight hours before that time, but not longer than eighteen.’

‘So he died sometime on Saturday afternoon/evening,’ Garcia queried, ‘not on Sunday morning?’

‘That’s right.’

A couple of silent seconds followed the doctor’s revelation.

‘But according to the LAPD Traffic Division,’ Garcia again, ‘and your autopsy report, his injuries are consistent with a pedestrian being run over by a car at speed.’

‘They are indeed.’ The doctor nodded at the detectives.

‘OK,’ Garcia countered. ‘But there’s no way that he was run over by a car sometime on Saturday evening and no one saw the body lying there, by the side of the road, until 5:10 a.m. on Sunday morning. Lake Hughes Road might not be the busiest of roads, but it’s busy enough. It links Santa Clarita to Lancaster through the Sierra Pelona Mountains. Traffic might die down late at night and in the early hours of the morning, but you would still get cars crossing over every couple of minutes or so.’

‘Like I said,’ Dr. Hove insisted. ‘The compound fractures, together with all the bruising, the damage to the cranium, the scraped skin and the torn clothing, are all consistent with him being struck by a car at speed, but…’ Her eyebrows arched again.

‘But the accident could’ve been staged to mask the state that the body was already in.’ Hunter completed the unfinished sentence. ‘And by “staged” I mean – there was no accident at all. The perp could’ve easily created the skid marks on the road, using his truck, and simply left the body there.’

‘Very much so,’ Dr. Hove agreed. ‘The assumption of a hit-and-run accident here was purely circumstantial – the body was found on the road, at a location that showed some pretty hard-braking skid marks against the asphalt. The distance between the body and the skid marks were consistent with the pedestrian being hit by a vehicle traveling at around fifty miles per hour—’

‘But that can be easily calculated.’ Garcia, this time.

‘Correct again,’ the doctor confirmed. ‘There was nothing at the scene that indicated foul play, so very understandably, anyone wouldn’t really think twice before assuming that the body on the road was there due to a hit-and-run accident.’

Hunter shifted his attention back to the body’s feet. ‘You said that the missing toenails were one of the clues to the fact that something about this hit-and-run didn’t feel right. What were the others? The skin color?’

‘That was another, for sure,’ the doctor replied. ‘This purply shade that his skin has taken on can be caused by a number of different factors – loss of body heat is one of them. His face, hands and feet also show signs of swelling, but not as a consequence of a fracture, which is odd.’ Her head bowed in the direction of the body. ‘But the main clues here are the comminuted open fractures – both of them.’

Hunter and Garcia studied the fractures for several long seconds.

‘There’s a lack of ecchymosis.’ Hunter spoke first.

‘Bang on the money,’ Dr. Hove agreed. ‘There’s no bruising… no hematomas directly around the wound, where blood vessels were clearly severed from such severe trauma. If his blood circulation was normal at the time those fractures occurred, ecchymosis would’ve appeared all around the wound, like you can see around the nail plates on his toes.’

‘So what you’re really saying here is,’ Garcia shot back first, ‘that he was alive when he lost his toenails, but already dead by the time he fractured his wrist and leg?’

‘That’s what the necropsy evidence is showing us, yes,’ the doctor agreed. ‘Which indicates that the perp didn’t just create the tire skid marks on the road, and simply leave the body there, like Robert suggested.’

‘He actually ran him over,’ Hunter corrected himself. ‘Causing the compound fractures… but that happened way after he was already dead.’

Dr. Hove nodded. ‘That’s why the lack of ecchymosis. But that’s not all. He also has three fractured ribs, six broken fingers, three on each hand, and a fractured eye socket – the left one. Those, on the other hand, occurred while he was alive.’

Hunter once again studied the victim’s feet before moving over to his hands. Most of the nails on all of his fingers, including his thumbs, were either chipped or broken. Despite the purple hue that the victim’s skin had taken on, Hunter saw no indications of frostbite, nor on his toes or on his fingers, but he also knew that frostbite wasn’t a prerequisite for hypothermia, which could also occur in temperatures that weren’t considered bitterly cold. That was usually due to the person being wet, sweaty, trapped in cold water, lacking any kind of unnatural body-heat insulation (clothes) or a combination of those. The fact that Shaun Daniels’s body fat seemed to be on the low side would’ve also slightly accelerated the hypothermic process. All in all, there were indeed some indicators to hypothermia, but Hunter knew that Dr. Hove would’ve needed something a lot more concrete to justify her findings.

‘So what led you to conclude that the ultimate cause of death was hypothermia, Doc?’ he asked.

‘Good question, Robert,’ the doctor replied, her head angling slightly left. ‘Because that was where things got a little trickier.’

‘Why is that?’ Garcia, this time.

‘Well, the identification of hypothermia as a COD has always been somewhat problematic in the field of forensic pathology. In the majority of cases, our biggest indication to hypothermia comes from circumstantial evidence – the person is found in the snow, or submerged in freezing water, etcetera. It was precisely the lack of evidence that got me looking for different possibilities. The purpling of the skin, together with the swelling of the face, hands and feet, can indeed be caused by hypothermia, but it can also be caused by—’

‘Poisoning.’ Hunter beat her to the punch.

‘Exactly,’ the doctor agreed, her index finger pointing at him. ‘Which sounded like a much more plausible alternative for a COD, given that we are in California and right at the beginning of summer.’

‘Poisoning sounds fair,’ Garcia commented.

‘That was what I was looking for,’ Dr. Hove continued. ‘Signs of poisoning, when I discovered multiple black spots in his gastric mucosa.’

‘Are you talking about Wischnewski spots?’ Hunter asked.

‘The one and the same.’

Garcia chuckled. ‘I’m not even surprised that you know what they call black spots in someone’s gastric mucosa, what boggles my mind is that you actually know how to pronounce that.’

Hunter shrugged. ‘I read a lot.’

‘And there it is,’ Garcia’s hand came up in a ‘what can you do?’ gesture.

‘Wischnewski spots are considered one of the most reliable and important features in identifying hypothermia,’ Dr. Hove carried on. ‘I was very surprised to find them, which obviously prompted me to search for supportive links to fatal hypothermia – hemorrhages into the synovial membrane, bloody discoloration of synovial fluid of the knee… and other details.’

‘And they were all present?’ Hunter asked.

‘All of them.’ The answer came with a firm nod before she, once again, indicated the body. ‘Ultimately, his heart gave up, but I have no doubt that the reason behind his heart failing was hypothermia.’ Dr. Hove slipped off her latex gloves and threw them in the disposing container. ‘So yes, as crazy as this might sound, this man has frozen to death… in Los Angeles… in mid-June.’
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Outside, the temperature had just hit 65°F, with the sun high on a bright-blue and completely cloudless sky. It hadn’t rained in Los Angeles for over two weeks, which had already prompted a barrage of TV, radio and Internet adverts warning everyone about the risks of people inadvertently starting wildfires – something that, unfortunately, tended to hit the City of Angels almost every year during the summer months, causing tremendous destruction, death and loss.

As Hunter and Garcia stepped outside the reception lobby, they both reached for their sunglasses. Garcia’s shades were squared, while Hunter’s were classic aviators.

‘You look like an FBI agent,’ Garcia said, looking Hunter up and down.

‘Really?’ Hunter smiled back at him, as he quickly rechecked his attire. ‘Is it the old T-shirt, the faded black jeans or the biker boots that gave you that impression?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, he removed his sunglasses and used his index finger to point to his right eye. ‘Look into my eye.’ Those words were delivered in an overly deep tone of voice.

‘What the hell was that?’ Garcia asked. There was no play in his tone.

‘Me sounding like an FBI agent.’

‘Are you… serious?’

‘Yeah. It’s a line from an old movie.’

Garcia’s jaw dropped open. ‘You’re kidding, right? That line is from Aliens, Robert. Absolutely nothing to do with the FBI. And the sergeant uses his middle finger to point to his eye, not his index one. In other words – he’s flipping the bird at the marine. Like this.’ He used his middle finger to slightly pull his lower-right eyelid down. ‘Look into my eye.’

Hunter frowned at him. ‘Are you sure that’s from Aliens?’

‘Yes, I’m sure. You are hopeless, you know that?’

‘I don’t watch a lot of films.’

‘You don’t say.’

They got to Garcia’s car.

Garcia unlocked his door and got behind the steering wheel. ‘I have to admit that this whole thing is sounding weirder by the minute.’

Hunter took the passenger seat, but stayed quiet, the look on his face pensive.

‘The speculation right now is that we have a victim,’ Garcia continued, throwing his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the building behind them, ‘who died somewhere else, potentially murdered, but someone, potentially the killer, or killers, took him way up the mountains, just to make it look like he was run over by a truck.’

‘That pretty much sums it up, yes,’ Hunter agreed.

Garcia sat back on his seat and chuckled. ‘I am made of questions right about now.’

‘OK, I’ll bite. What’s the first question that pops into your head? Right now.’

Behind his shades, Garcia’s eyes narrowed at his partner.

‘Don’t think,’ Hunter prodded. ‘Just ask. What comes to mind first?’ He quickly lifted a hand at Garcia. ‘Don’t go with the obvious “why was he murdered”. Let’s skip that one for now.’

‘OK,’ Garcia said, giving Hunter a single-shoulder shrug. ‘Why the hell was he tortured?’

Hunter nodded, accepting that that was a good start.

‘Because that’s what really happened before he died. He was tortured, Robert. For how long, we have no idea, but he was definitely tortured. Someone ripped his toenails off, one by one. Someone broke six of his fingers, three of his ribs and his left eye socket before sticking him into a freezer… while he was still alive… because there’s no other reasonable explanation to how he froze to death in the middle of June in LA. And did you notice that he had no ligature marks?’

Hunter nodded. ‘Not on his wrists, nor on his ankles.’

‘Exactly,’ Garcia agreed. ‘It doesn’t look like he was restrained at all. His fingernails were all chipped and broken. His fingertips all scratched to shit because he clearly tried clawing his way out of somewhere – probably the freezer that he was locked in. Now… how do you torture someone without restraining them?’

‘Simple. You sedate them.’

Garcia drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘What fucked-up kind of torture is that, where the person doing the torture sedates the victim first?’

‘The pretty horrible kind. Think about it – the victim feels nothing at first. Maybe they are even conscious and can see the perp inflicting the damage – ripping his toenails out, snapping his fingers, all of it – no pain, but the sedation wears off eventually… and that’s when the pain starts… slowly… gradually… and it just keeps on coming, from everywhere – feet, hands, arms, legs, face, head, torso – getting stronger and stronger by the second. The perp could torture him an injury at a time, or all at once. It’s a horrible way to inflict pain.’

‘That’s just fucking insane.’ Garcia shook his head. ‘And that takes me back to my question – why was he tortured like that?’

Hunter moved his shades up to his head. ‘Textbook answer to why someone is tortured.’ He used his fingers to count. ‘To obtain information; to force the victim to do something the victim didn’t want to do; as payback for something; as punishment for something; to extract money; or pure and simple sadism – to fulfill the killer’s morbid desire to inflict pain. Some killers get off on that.’

‘Don’t I know it?’ Garcia dipped his chin to look at Hunter over the rim of his glasses. ‘But the ones who get off on that kind of crap can never limit themselves to a single victim, right? They all ultimately become serial killers because they simply can’t stop themselves. They’re never completely fulfilled, no matter how many they kill.’

Hunter stayed quiet.

‘But I have no reason to believe that that’s the case here. Do you? It just doesn’t feel like the work of a serial murderer.’

‘No, it doesn’t.’

‘But all the other options you mentioned are a real possibility,’ Garcia continued. ‘We know nothing about who Shaun Daniels really was. He could’ve been a drug dealer, a loan shark, a thief, a business owner… whatever.’ He shrugged. ‘Or the other way around – he could’ve owed money to the wrong person, or have slept with the wrong person’s wife, or have told on the wrong person… you know – shit like that can easily get you tortured and killed, especially in a city like LA.’

‘Research is already collecting all they can on him,’ Hunter told him. ‘We should have some sort of file on Mr. Daniels by tonight – tomorrow morning, latest – including credit card activity and phone records.’

‘There’s something else,’ Garcia said. ‘Something that’s been bothering me since I read the traffic accident report.’

Hunter studied Garcia’s expression for a couple of seconds. ‘How come his car was found up there?’

Garcia’s index finger pointed at his partner. ‘Precisely. He didn’t drive it up there, that’s for sure. If he’d been shot, beaten to a pulp, strangled, whatever… even really run over by a truck, him having driven up there would’ve been a possibility.’

‘But the victim died from hypothermia,’ Hunter said, leaning against the passenger door.

‘That’s the wrench in the works,’ Garcia agreed. ‘He froze to death hours before he was found, which means – it didn’t happen up in the Sierra Pelona Mountains. He didn’t drive up there with a lover, or for a drug deal or whatever, and something went wrong. He didn’t get ambushed up there either… and he sure as shit didn’t freeze his ass to death while walking around Lake Hughes Road.’

‘And yet,’ Hunter commented, ‘his car was parked up there.’

‘Which means that someone else drove it up there. Probably the killer… or killers, but even if it wasn’t, I’d really like to have a word with whoever it was.’

Hunter nodded as he slid his shades back up his nose. ‘Yeah, me too.’
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To Hunter and Garcia the thought was simple and logical – Shaun Daniels couldn’t have driven his car up to the Sierra Pelona Mountains and parked it down a dirt road because he was already dead by then, so someone else had to have. That someone else could very easily have left some sort of forensics evidence behind – on the seat, on the steering wheel, on the carpets, on the door handles, on the gearshift… somewhere. They just needed to find it.

From outside the LA County Department of Medical Examiner-Coroner, Hunter placed a call to Detective Sharp of the LAPD Valley Traffic Division, who told him that Shaun Daniels’s car had been towed to the San Fernando Valley Police parking garage for storage. The problem was – since Detective Sharp hadn’t suspected any foul play when he studied the ‘accident’ scene, four days ago – Shaun Daniels’s vehicle wasn’t treated as evidence, or a potential hub for it. The tow-truck driver and the car handlers at the police parking garage had probably completely contaminated the vehicle, and there was simply nothing that Hunter and Garcia could do about that now, except hope for the best… but the best wasn’t exactly what they got.

It took Garcia just a little under an hour to drive to the other side of Hollywood Hills and on to San Fernando Valley. At the LAPD storage garage, they talked to one of the officers at the front gate. The officer handed Hunter the car keys, which had been found inside Shaun Daniels’s trouser pocket at the ‘accident’ site, and directed them to the lot where the vehicle was parked.

‘There it is,’ Hunter said, indicating a white Volvo VX70 parked next to a VW Golf on the east wing of the large parking lot.

‘That’s the one,’ Garcia agreed, checking the license-plate number.

He and Hunter gloved up, approached the vehicle, and had a quick peek through the driver’s window.

‘You have got to be shitting me!’ Garcia said, his face almost melting into a question mark. ‘How old was this guy? Six?’

‘Damn!’

It looked like a bomb had gone off inside that car, but instead of explosives, the bomb was filled with trash. There was stuff everywhere – on the passenger seat, on the floor, on the dashboard, by the gearshift, stuffed into the door pockets… everywhere – wrappers, empty cans of soft and energy drinks, plastic bottles, paper cups, boxes, empty cigarette packs… it was just a mess.

‘I don’t think this car has ever been cleaned,’ Garcia said, rounding the vehicle to look through the back window.

‘You might be right,’ Hunter agreed.

The back seat had been folded down to create more carrying space, which was packed with a ladder, PVC and copper pipes, rolls of white sealing tape, connectors, wires, a toolbox, buckets, and more.

‘Was he a plumber?’ Garcia asked. ‘There’s a lot of plumbing material in the back here… tools and all.’

‘Maybe,’ Hunter replied with a nod.

‘Why would someone want to torture a plumber in the way that he was tortured? Bad pipework?’

‘That’s the million-dollar question.’

‘Like I said,’ Garcia breathed out. ‘This case keeps on getting weirder by the minute.’ He paused and straightened his body. ‘Shall we call forensics and tell them not to bother? There’s no way they’ll be able to process all this crap. It will take them weeks and it will no doubt turn out to be a waste of time. There’s probably a wrapper from every junk-food joint in the city in there.’

From Garcia’s car, on their way there, Hunter had called Dr. Susan Slater, one of the best lead forensics agents California had to offer. She and her team had worked together with the UVC Unit on innumerable cases before. In the call, Hunter quickly explained what they had so far before asking Dr. Slater if she could dispatch a couple of agents to the police garage in San Fernando Valley to process Shaun Daniels’s car. She’d replied that she wouldn’t have anyone available until the morning, but that she would have it done by lunchtime tomorrow.

‘You’re right,’ Hunter said. ‘The trash in there will give us nothing, but we do need them here.’ He moved over to the passenger side. ‘They can concentrate their efforts on the door handles – inside and outside – steering wheel, gearshift, trunk handle and the center-console controls – radio, aircon and whatever else. Who knows? We might get lucky with something.’ Hunter pressed the button on the key fob to unlock the doors.

Garcia took a step back. ‘You’re a brave man. The floor in there must be like the ground in the Amazon rainforest, you know what I’m saying? A breeding ground for insect species not yet known to man – like mosquitos with teeth, or something.’

‘I’m not really getting inside.’

Hunter pulled the passenger door open and some of the trash that was wedged between the seat and door dropped to the ground.

Garcia joined Hunter and immediately cupped his hand over his nose. ‘Jesus! I think the heat has cooked some of the leftover food in there from at least five years ago. It smells of puke and cigarettes.’

Hunter too cupped his left hand over his nose and used his right one to open the glove compartment – more trash, a set of screwdrivers and the vehicle’s user manual. He moved some of the trash out of the way, pausing at times to study some of the wrappers a little more closely.

‘Looking for anything in particular?’ Garcia queried.

‘Any kind of drug paraphernalia,’ Hunter replied. ‘Burned tinfoil, needles, glass pipes, cut water bottles, that sort of thing.’ He moved some of the trash from the passenger seat, before doing the same to the junk on the floor.

Back at the morgue, Dr. Hove had told them that she had found no track marks on Shaun Daniels’s arms, but most addicts were experts in hiding their track marks by using different veins around their bodies to shoot up – veins that could’ve been easily hidden by the large number of bruises to his body.

Hunter found nothing to indicate that Shaun Daniels was a user. Not even an old prescription bottle. He tried the center-console compartment – a pack of cigarettes, two unopened packs of gum and a set of keys.

Hunter reached for the keys.

Garcia looked over his partner’s shoulder.

‘House keys?’

‘I’m guessing so, yes.’

‘His home address is in the file,’ Garcia said, his head angling left. ‘In the car.’

Hunter nodded and checked his watch – 5:38 p.m. ‘Let’s hope that his house isn’t the same kind of train crash his car is.’
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Shaun Daniels lived in a small, one-bedroom apartment on the second floor of a two-story building, right on the corner of Eshelman Avenue and 250th Street, in Lomita – part of the Metropolitan Area of Los Angeles. The building itself was nothing more than a dilapidated, rectangular structure, painted avocado green, with a front yard that was in much need of some attention. Two concrete staircases – one at each end of the building – led to the exposed upper deck, with a rusty, vertical, iron-bar rail running the length of the whole deck. In all honesty, the building looked more like one of those cheap, old, side-of-the-road motels than a residential building.

At 6:31 p.m., the street wasn’t exactly busy, which allowed Garcia to park directly across the road.

Three kids, none of them older than twelve, were hanging out on the sidewalk by the street corner. Two of them watched, while the third one was trying hard, and failing, to do a kickflip on a battered skateboard.

As he and Hunter stepped out of the car, Garcia indicated a baby-blue door on the upper deck. The first door if they took the staircase at the left end of the building. ‘Apartment twenty-one.’

‘Yeah, I see it.’ Hunter nodded.

They crossed the road and took the stairs up to the second floor. The curtains on both windows to the right of the door were drawn shut. Both detectives gloved up before Hunter used the keys he’d found in Shaun’s car – first on the metal security grill gate, then on the actual apartment door, which opened with some resistance, not much, and a high-pitched squeak at the hinges.

As Hunter pushed the door ajar, he and Garcia were met by a heavy breath of warm and stale air. Not really surprising, given that the building faced west, therefore getting the sun pounding on the apartment’s front door and windows for the entire afternoon. What was disconcerting was the scent that accompanied that warm breath. It was as if the smell that they had gotten from Shaun’s car had acquired a new overpowering kind of punch-to-the-gut that brought tears to the eyes.

‘Jesus!’ Garcia said, reaching into his pocket and retrieving two teal-colored surgical masks. ‘After the storage garage, I had a feeling that we’d be needing these.’

Hunter took the mask from Garcia and put it on before pushing the door fully open.

Despite the sun still being high in the sky, the apartment looked somberly dark. Hunter reached for the light switch on the wall to the left and flicked it on.

The front door opened directly into Shaun’s living room/kitchen space, which was a restrained and sparsely decorated room. The living room area had an old sofa, a mismatching armchair, and a wooden TV module pushed up against one of the walls. The kitchen area, which was accessible via a large opening on the wall to the right, had an old fridge, a stove unit, a microwave that sat on the counter and a small Formica table at its south corner. The sink was piled high with dirty dishes.

The air inside the apartment was saturated with the smell of mold and food gone bad. It was so heavy that, even with their masks on, Hunter and Garcia cringed as they stepped into the apartment.

Hunter checked behind the door. The reason for the subtle resistance was a small pile of unopened mail.

‘It looks like he hasn’t been home for a lot longer than just four or five days,’ Hunter said, as he picked up the mail from the floor.

Garcia walked past him to look around the living room.

On the floor, next to the armchair, there were several empty bottles of beer, a few mugs and three plates with food leftovers that had long hardened onto the porcelain. A few flies were hard at work, trying to feed on the leftovers, but even they seemed to be struggling with it. On the Formica table, there was a small mountain of empty microwavable dinner boxes and takeout food containers – mainly Chinese and pizza – with even more flies buzzing around everything.

‘How can someone be such a slob?’ Garcia asked, staying well away from the table. ‘I’m actually scared of opening that fridge and that trashcan.’ He gestured toward the kitchen.

Hunter was still looking through the mail.

‘He obviously wasn’t married,’ Garcia continued. ‘Or had a girlfriend, a partner… whatever. At least not a live-in one.’

‘According to the file we have,’ Hunter asked, ‘his body was discovered four days ago, right – June 16th?’

‘That’s correct,’ Garcia confirmed, turning to face Hunter. ‘Why? What have you got?’

‘Just bills and junk mail,’ Hunter explained. ‘Nothing of any real interest, but the earliest of these, according to the postal stamp, is the electricity bill. It’s dated May 18th.’

Garcia frowned. ‘It’s June 20th today. So he’s been missing for almost a month?’

‘Something like that,’ Hunter confirmed. ‘It’s been over four weeks since this bill was delivered. Gas and electricity bills are usually delivered the day after they’ve been posted. He could’ve been missing for longer than that.’ He chose one of the envelopes and ripped it open.

‘What’s that?’ Garcia asked.

‘His cellphone bill.’ Hunter quickly checked the front of the envelope. ‘It was posted to him at the end of last month – May 31st.’

‘And?’

‘And his last communication using his cellphone was also made on May 18th.’ Hunter met Garcia’s stare. ‘That’s it. Absolutely nothing after that – no calls, no texts.’

‘So he has been missing for about a month.’

‘It looks that way, yes,’ Hunter agreed.

‘And no one has reported him missing?’ Garcia’s head tilted to one side. ‘A friend? His boss? The neighbor? No one?’

‘I don’t think he’s got a boss,’ Hunter said, flipping back through the pile of envelopes in his hands. ‘A few of these are addressed to “Daniels Plumbing Ltd”. He worked for himself.’ His eyebrows lifted at Garcia. ‘But we don’t know if he was reported missing or not. We haven’t checked yet.’

‘Say no more,’ Garcia said, reaching for his cellphone and stepping outside the apartment for a moment.

Hunter returned the pile of envelopes to the floor and took a moment to look around the rest of the living room.

‘Nope,’ Garcia informed Hunter, as he re-entered the apartment. ‘Shaun Daniels was never reported missing.’

‘Yeah,’ Hunter said back, his eyes circling the room. ‘I’m not exactly surprised. He was a loner. Probably not that in touch with his family either.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Look around,’ Hunter replied. ‘There’s not a photo frame or photo in sight. Nothing here in the living room, though there are plenty of spaces on the TV module…’ He gestured toward the kitchen area. ‘And nothing stuck to the fridge either. I haven’t checked the rest of the apartment yet, but I’m willing to bet that we won’t find any kind of photos – not of him alone, not of him with his parents, or family, or partner… or anything. He lived alone. He worked alone.’ He indicated the takeout and microwavable dinner boxes on the table. ‘He ate alone. He probably went out alone too.’

‘Well, you don’t really have any photos displayed in your apartment,’ Garcia volleyed back. ‘Except for that one of you and your dad.’

Hunter looked back at him with a look that simply said: ‘Think about it.’

‘OK.’ Garcia lifted his hands in surrender. ‘Point taken. You are a loner, but you’ve got good, solid friends – me, Anna, Captain Blake.’ He shrugged. ‘You wouldn’t go missing for more than a couple of days before one of us reported you missing.’

‘All of the close, solid friends you’ve mentioned, I’ve acquired because of my job, which is not a lonely job.’ Hunter shook his head. ‘This isn’t the case with Shaun Daniels. He was a plumber, working for himself. My guess is that he tended to take on smaller, one-man jobs most of the time. I’m sure he had friends… maybe even family around, but it doesn’t seem that he was close to anyone.’

Garcia checked the drawers on the TV module – nothing but a few local takeout menus, a tax-invoice book registered to Daniels Plumbing Ltd, a lighter and a bunch of old receipts. ‘This is just so fucked up, Robert.’

‘What is?’

‘The fact that he’s been missing for almost a month,’ Garcia replied, pausing to look back at his partner. ‘Because if we use logic, we have to assume the most probable sequence of events here, which is that he was taken around May 18th – when all of his cellphone communications ceased, right?’

Hunter nodded.

‘But according to Dr. Hove,’ Garcia continued, ‘he only died of hypothermia at least six to eight hours before he was found, which only happened four days ago, in the very early hours of Sunday, June 16th – meaning that he died on Saturday. Logical conclusion is that he was probably tortured for almost a month, Robert.’ He broadly gestured at the entire living room. ‘Look at this place. It’s a mess. The guy was a slob. He was a plumber. Not a drug dealer, not a millionaire, not a spy, not a scientist on the verge of some magnificent discovery… and I’m pretty sure that he wasn’t the keeper of some major government secret – so why torture him like that? What did he do?’

‘I really don’t know, Carlos.’ Hunter let go of a worried breath. ‘But it tells us something very specific about our perp.’

Garcia massaged the back of his neck. ‘That he might not be a serial killer, but he’s definitely a psychopath – someone capable of not only imprisoning another human being for about thirty days, but also capable of purposely inflicting tremendous pain on his victim… day, after day, after day.’

‘Which indicates rage toward Mr. Daniels,’ Hunter added. ‘A lot of it.’

‘So we’re talking about someone he knew,’ Garcia concluded. ‘This wasn’t someone who he might’ve had some silly altercation with in a bar or something… someone he met on the night. This was someone who truly hated him.’

Another nod from Hunter, who entered the kitchen, where the stench of rancid food gained a new, moldy dimension.

Garcia followed him.

‘Wow!’ he said, grimacing as he cupped a hand over his nose mask. ‘Something is definitely very funky in here. Probably that bread.’ He indicated a loaf of bread at the far end of the counter that had molded days ago. ‘That thing’s got a beard now.’ He hung back, while Hunter had a quick look around.

The wall cabinets were mostly empty, with the exception of a few plates, cups and mugs, and a small variety of canned food. The ones under the sink housed a few cleaning products, together with a bucket, some pans, and not much else. In the drawers, Hunter found some sparse cutlery, some matches, a few local takeout menus and several leaflets advertising Shaun’s plumbing business. His tagline was: No job too small.

As Hunter reached for the fridge handle, Garcia took another step back.

‘Careful,’ he said. ‘Something might jump out from in there.’

Hunter pulled the door open.

Nothing jumped out, mainly because there was barely anything in the fridge – a few bottles of beer, a tub of butter, a half-empty water container, four eggs and an opened milk carton. Hunter didn’t have to check to know that the milk had curdled.

In the living room, directly across from the apartment front door, a very short corridor led first to the bathroom, on the right. It was small and tiled all in white. Inside the mirror cabinet, other than razors and shaving cream, Hunter and Garcia found a half-full bottle of Percocet – one of the brand names that the combination of the opioid oxycodone with paracetamol was sold under. It was used to treat moderate to severe pain.

Garcia twisted his lips to one side, while his stare moved to Hunter.

Hunter shook his head. ‘No. No one gets into a life-threatening debt over Percocet.’

They exited the bathroom and reached the end of the short corridor. As Hunter pushed open the door to the only bedroom in the apartment, the smell that came from inside hit them like a baseball swing to the head, making both detectives bring a hand up, as if to defend their faces.

‘Damn!’ Garcia cringed. The smell was so strong it made his left eye water a little. ‘This can’t be good.’

Hunter hit the lights.

Nothing.

He flipped the switch off then on again. This time, the lights flickered once before bathing the room in celluloid orange.

Hunter and Garcia both saw it at the exact same time.

‘Oh fffffuck!’
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