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This novel is dedicated to all the readers from all around the world for the most incredible support over so many years.

From the bottom of my heart, I thank you all.






Author’s Note

Hunting Evil is the tenth novel in the Hunter thriller series. It’s also the first ever sequel I’ve written. It follows on from An Evil Mind, the sixth novel in the series, where this story really begins. Though all other books in this series can be read individually, as the storyline in one novel does not depend on a previous book, Hunting Evil is different. I would recommend that you also read An Evil Mind at some point to fully understand the history between Hunter and Lucien.



In all of my novels I have always tried my hardest to use factual locations not only in and around the city of Los Angeles, but also wherever else the story might take Hunter and Garcia. For that reason, I feel the need to apologize. To better suit the plot in Hunting Evil, I have taken the liberty of creating a few fictitious establishments and localities inside the United States of America.

I also feel that I owe everyone an apology for altering a scene in Hunting Evil. At the end of my previous novel – Gallery of the Dead – I give readers a quick preview of what’s to come in the next book. Gallery of the Dead ends with what is essentially the first chapter in Hunting Evil. After revising that chapter, once I started writing Hunting Evil, I decided to add a little more impact and tension to that initial scene. Therefore, the opening chapter in this novel differs slightly from the final chapter in Gallery of the Dead, including a character name change. Please forgive me for that.






One

That morning, due to a broken-down truck partially blocking one of the slip roads on US Route 58, it took Jordan Weaver exactly twenty-eight minutes and thirty-one seconds to drive the almost nine miles between his house and his work place; about twelve minutes longer than usual. Parking and the walk from his car to the staff entry door cost him another one minute and twenty-two seconds. Security check, clocking in, dumping his bag in his locker and a quick trip to the bathroom added another eight minutes and forty-nine seconds to his time. Grabbing a quick cup of coffee at the staff cafeteria and the final walk down the long, L-shaped, west-wing corridor that led to his station – one minute and twenty-seven seconds, which meant that in total it took Jordan Weaver, an infirmary control-room guard at Lee high-security federal prison in Virginia, exactly forty minutes and nine seconds to go from his front door to the worst day of his life.

As he rounded the hallway corner and his eyes settled on the squared control station just ahead of him, Weaver felt his throat constrict and his heart pick up speed inside his chest. The station, which was encased in large bulletproof-glass windows, was never, ever left unattended, but from where he was standing Weaver could see no one inside the control room, which was worrying fact number one. Worrying fact number two was that the room’s assault-proof door had been left wide open, an absolute no-no according to the rulebook, but what really sent a shiver of fear down Weaver’s spine, making him drop his cup of coffee and pray to God that this was just a horrible dream, were the blood splatters and smears that he could see running down the inside of the windows.

‘No, no, no…’

Weaver’s voice got louder as he went from walking to the fastest sprint he’d ever done. With each step, the large ball of keys that hung from his belt bounced loudly against his right hip. He reached the control-room door in four seconds flat and nightmare became reality.

On the floor, inside the bulletproof enclosure, the bodies of Guards Vargas and Bates lay in one massive pool of blood, both of their heads twisted back awkwardly, revealing the extent of the injuries to their throats – thick, crude lacerations that ran the width of their entire necks, slicing through the internal jugular vein, the common carotid artery and even the thyroid cartilage.

‘Fuck!’

Across the room from the two guards was Nurse Frank Wilson – a 24-year-old Asian American who had recently graduated from Old Dominion University in Norfolk. His body was draped out of shape over a swivel chair. His throat had been slashed so ferociously, it was a miracle he hadn’t been decapitated, but unlike Vargas and Bates, Wilson’s eyes were still wide open and full of terror. Oddly, given the angle in which his head had fallen, Wilson seemed to be staring straight back at Weaver, as if even after death he was still begging for help. All three bodies had been stripped of all their clothes, with the exception of their underwear. The guards’ weapons were also missing.

‘Jesus H. Christ! What the hell happened here?’

Confused and shaken, Weaver had to step over Vargas’s body to reach the main control console and the alarm button. As he slammed his right palm against it, the entire complex was instantly enveloped by the deafening screams of sirens.

The facility’s west-wing infirmary housed eight individual medical cells and according to the daily manifest, only one prisoner had stayed overnight – the prisoner in medical cell number one. Weaver’s eyes immediately moved to the blood-splattered monitors just above the central console, more specifically to the one on the far left – cell one.

The cell was empty, its door wide open.

‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’

Weaver felt his legs weaken under him. He’d been an infirmary guard at Lee federal prison for nine long years and in that time, not a single prisoner had ever escaped.

‘Shit!’ Weaver yelled at the top of his voice. ‘How the hell did this happen?’

His gaze rounded the control room one more time. Weaver had never seen that much blood before and despite the perils of being a maximum-security prison guard, he’d never lost a colleague to the job.

‘Shiiiiiiiiiit!’

Suddenly Weaver paused, his brain at last registering something that it had somehow missed until then.

A blinking faint white light that was coming from inside a semi-open drawer.

‘What the hell?’

Once again, Weaver had to step over Vargas’s body to get to where he needed to go. As his right foot touched the ground, the thick film of blood that lay between his sole and the linoleum floor caused his foot to slip. Instinctively, Weaver’s hands shot forward, desperately searching for something to hold on to. His left hand found nothing, but his right one managed to grab hold of the semi-open drawer, where the blinking light was coming from,. As he tried to steady himself, his foot slipped again. As a consequence, his grip tightened on the drawer, fully pulling it open.

Even through the loud shriek of sirens, Weaver heard the odd ‘click’ that came as the drawer was pulled open.

It was the last sound he ever heard before his entire head exploded into a mess of blood, bone and gray matter.






Two

The National Center for Analysis of Violent Crimes (NCAVC) was a specialist FBI department conceived in 1981, but only officially established in June 1984. Its main mission was to provide assistance in investigations of unusual or repetitive violent crimes to law-enforcement agencies not only inside US territory, but also across the globe.

The head of the NCAVC, Adrian Kennedy, coordinated most of the division’s investigations either from the department’s headquarters, located at the FBI training academy near the town of Quantico in Virginia, or from his spacious office on the top floor of the famous J. Edgar Hoover Building in northwest Washington DC. That morning though, as luck would have it, when his cellphone rang inside his breast pocket, Kennedy was in neither of his offices. He had flown to Los Angeles to conclude a joint serial-murder investigation between the FBI and the Los Angeles Police Department.

‘Special Agent Larry Williams’ funeral will be in two days’ time,’ Kennedy said, addressing Detectives Robert Hunter and Carlos Garcia of the LAPD. His naturally hoarse voice, made worse from decades of smoking, sounded fatigued. ‘It will be held in Washington DC. I just thought you’d like to know, in case you guys can make it.’

‘We’ll make arrangements and we’ll be there,’ Hunter said in return. He too sounded tired, the heavy bags under his eyes giving away how little sleep he’d had in the past few days.

Garcia nodded his agreement. ‘We’ll definitely be there. Special Agent Williams was a great agent.’

‘One of my best,’ Kennedy confirmed, his voice coated by sadness. ‘He was also a good friend.’

‘It was an honor to work with him,’ Hunter added.

Kennedy paused, his stare distant and unfocused, as if he was reflecting on something. It was right then that he felt his work cellphone vibrate inside his pocket. He lifted his left index finger, asking both detectives to give him a minute, before bringing the phone to his ear.

‘Adrian Kennedy,’ the NCAVC director said into the mouthpiece. The next few moments were spent listening. Within the first couple of seconds, Kennedy’s facial expression morphed into a confused one. Two seconds later, it went from confused to disbelief. Two seconds after that, from disbelief to shock.

‘What do you mean, he’s gone?’

Those words prompted Hunter and Garcia to look back at Kennedy expectantly.

‘When did this happen?’ A sliver of trepidation managed to find its way into Kennedy’s voice.

‘What’s going on?’ Garcia asked, frowning at the director.

Kennedy signaled both detectives to wait.

‘How the hell is that even possible?’ Kennedy’s shoulders came up in a shrug, the trepidation in his voice quickly turning into anger. ‘Because correct me if I’m wrong here, but wasn’t he supposed to be in a high-security facility?’

…

‘So how does an inmate, who is being held in a high-security federal prison, manage to waltz out of a heavily guarded building, through the outer perimeter gates and straight into freedom without being stopped? What kind of amateurish, circus security do we have running down there?’

…

‘I’m sorry, he was transferred where?’ Kennedy’s livid stare met Hunter’s worried one for just a split second.

…

‘Still, security should’ve been—’ Kennedy paused mid-sentence. ‘He killed how many guards?’

As Kennedy heard the answer, his hand shot up to his forehead and he began massaging his temples with his thumb and forefinger.

‘A booby-trap in the control room?’ Kennedy’s eyes widened. ‘How can he have set a booby-trap in the control room? Using what?’

…

‘How in God’s name did he get hold of a…?’ Kennedy paused again, finally realizing that, at this point, the ‘hows’ made absolutely no difference anymore. ‘OK. I want a nationwide APB to go out immediately,’ the NCAVC director ordered. ‘And I mean immediately, am I clear? Every law enforcement office and station in the country, no matter how small. I want everyone mobilized on this… everyone. Also, I want you to inform the Department of Justice that this will be a joint fugitive hunt between the United States Marshals Service and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, you understand? They’re not going after him by themselves.’ Kennedy took in an angry lung of air. ‘And I want the name of the prison warden. Someone is paying for this incompetence. You can bet on—There’s more? What else can there be?’

He listened for another ten to fifteen seconds.

‘Wait, wait,’ he interrupted the caller. ‘You’re going to have to repeat that. Take a breath, calm the hell down and repeat what you just told me, but this time do it slowly.’

Kennedy glimpsed at Hunter and his facial expression morphed again, this time into a pained one. ‘Are you sure of that?’ he asked the caller. ‘All right.’ His voice sounded half defeated. ‘I need you to send me an image confirmation of that; and I need you to do that right now, do you hear me?’

…

‘Yes, right now.’

Kennedy disconnected from the call and, so as not to throw his cellphone against the wall, he took another deep breath and held it in his lungs for as long as he could.

‘What’s going on, Adrian?’ Hunter asked, his voice full of concern.

No reply.

‘Adrian,’ Hunter asked again. ‘What the hell is going on?’

The look in Kennedy’s eyes as he finally looked back at Hunter was vacant and lacking in comprehension, but Hunter also noticed something else in the NCAVC director’s stare. Something he couldn’t quite identify yet.

‘He’s gone, Robert,’ Kennedy replied at last. ‘He’s escaped. Walked out of a federal high-security facility as if no one was even there. Killed three guards and two infirmary nurses in the process.’

‘Who escaped?’ Garcia asked, confusion covering his face like a mask. ‘It can’t be the killer we just caught.’ He shook his head at Hunter. ‘He hasn’t been sentenced yet, which means he was never at a high-security prison, though I’m sure he will be.’

‘No, it’s not the killer you just caught,’ Kennedy confirmed.

‘So who are we talking about here?’ Garcia insisted.

Once again, Kennedy’s gaze moved to Hunter. The look that the LAPD detective had failed to identify just seconds earlier was still floating in Kennedy’s eyes. This time Hunter read it like an open book. It was an apologetic look – an ‘I’m sorry’ of sorts.

Hunter felt an empty pit start to form inside his stomach because he didn’t have to ask. He already knew the name Kennedy was about to throw at him.

Garcia, on the other hand, still had no idea of whom the NCAVC director was talking about, but he clearly saw the silent exchange between Kennedy and his partner.

‘Who escaped?’ he pushed yet again.

‘Lucien,’ Kennedy finally revealed.

Hunter closed his eyes and breathed in pain.

‘Lucien?’ Garcia asked, his eyes playing ping-pong between Hunter and Kennedy. ‘Who’s Lucien?’

Hunter reopened his eyes but said nothing in return. It was Director Kennedy who clarified.

‘Lucien Folter.’

As he said the name out loud, his entire demeanor changed into one leaden with anguish.

Garcia had never seen his partner look the way he did right at that moment. If he didn’t know better, he could’ve sworn that Hunter looked almost scared.

‘Who the hell is Lucien Folter?’






Three

Detective Robert Hunter grew up as an only child to working-class parents in Compton, an underprivileged neighborhood of South Los Angeles. His mother lost her battle with cancer when he was only seven years old. His father never remarried and had to take on two jobs just to cope with the demands of raising a child on his own – a child whose brain seemed to work at a different pace to everyone else’s – a much faster pace.

From a very early age it was obvious to everyone that Hunter was different. School never really offered him a challenge, on the contrary, it bored and frustrated the young Robert Hunter to such an extent that after finishing all his sixth-grade work in less than two months, he sped through seventh-, eighth- and even ninth-grade books just for something to do. Not surprisingly, that feat grabbed the attention of the school principal who, after consulting Hunter’s father, got in contact with the Mirman School for the Gifted in Mulholland Drive, North West Los Angeles. After a battery of tests, both academic and psychological, Hunter was offered a place at Mirman as an eighth-grader. He was only twelve years old.

By the age of fourteen, Hunter had glided through Mirman’s English, History, Biology, Mathematics and Chemistry curriculum. Four years of high school were condensed into two and at fifteen he’d graduated with honors. With recommendations from all of his teachers, Hunter was accepted as a ‘special circumstances’ student at Stanford University, the top psychology university in America at the time.

In spite of being an attractive young man, the combination of being too thin, too young and having a strange dress sense made Hunter unpopular with girls and an easy target for bullies. He didn’t have the body or the aptitude for sports and preferred to spend his free time in the library, where he chewed up books on a plethora of subjects with incredible speed. It was then that he became fascinated with the world of criminology and the thought process of individuals dubbed ‘evil’.

Maintaining a 4.0 Grade Point Average – the highest possible – during his university years had been a walk in the park, but he soon grew tired of the bullying, the beatings and of being called ‘tooth-pick boy’. Following the advice of a friend, he decided to join a weights gym and started taking martial arts classes. Despite the physical exhaustion that came with the workouts, Hunter stuck to it with the enthusiasm of a professional bodybuilder. Within a year the effects of such heavy training were clearly visible. His body had bulked up impressively. ‘Tooth-pick boy’ became ‘fit boy’ and it took him a little less than two years to receive his black belt in karate. The bullying stopped and all of a sudden girls began paying attention to him.

By the age of nineteen, Hunter had already obtained a degree in Psychology – summa cum laude – and at twenty-three years of age he received his Ph.D. in Criminal Behavior Analysis and Biopsychology. Thanks to one of his professors, Hunter’s thesis paper, titled ‘An Advanced Psychological Study in Criminal Conduct’, became, and remains, mandatory reading at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia.

But only two weeks after receiving his Ph.D., Hunter’s entire world was turned upside down for the second time.

For the past three and a half years, his father had been working as a security guard for a branch of the Bank of America in Avalon Boulevard. During a robbery gone wrong, Hunter’s father took a bullet to the chest. The operation to try to save his life took several hours, at the end of which Hunter’s father slid into a coma. There was nothing more anyone could do but wait.

And wait Hunter did, sitting by his father’s side, watching him slip away little by little each day, until he finally passed away twelve weeks later. Those twelve weeks transformed Hunter. He could think of nothing else but revenge and when the police told him that they had no suspect, Hunter knew they’d never catch his father’s killer. He felt utterly powerless and the feeling filled him with rage. It was after the burial that he made the decision that studying the minds of criminals wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. He would have to go after them himself.

After joining the police force, Hunter moved through its ranks at lightning speed, becoming the youngest ever officer to make detective for the LAPD. As a detective, he was immediately assigned to the Homicide Special Section (HSS) – a dedicated branch within the LAPD’s Robbery–Homicide Division that dealt solely with serial and high-profile homicide cases requiring extensive investigative time and expertise. But when it came to homicides, the city of Los Angeles was like no other city on earth. For some reason, it seemed to attract, or even breed, its own very particular type of psychopath, which triggered the Mayor of Los Angeles and the LAPD to create an elite entity within the HSS. All homicides involving overwhelming sadism and brutality were tagged by the LAPD as Ultra Violent Crimes. Hunter was the head of the LAPD’s Ultra Violent Crimes Unit and as such, he had seen more brutal homicide crime scenes than anyone else in the entire LAPD… ever. Nothing ever really fazed, scared or shocked him anymore. And that was what had surprised Garcia so much.

‘Who the hell is Lucien Folter?’ he asked again, his gaze still traveling between Hunter and Director Kennedy.

Eye contact was not reciprocated.

‘Robert,’ Garcia called. This time he sounded like an annoyed parent reprimanding a disobedient child. ‘Who the hell is Lucien Folter?’

‘To put it in simple terms…’

Though Hunter had finally locked eyes with his partner, the reply came from Director Kennedy, his voice sounding even more ominous than it did just a moment ago.

‘Lucien Folter is…’

Garcia turned to face him.

‘… evil in human form.’






Four

By the time Director Kennedy received the phone call informing him of the prison break, Lucien Folter had already crossed the border between Virginia and Tennessee and was now fast approaching the city of Knoxville. His target destination, at least for the time being, was a small wooden shack by a remote wetland in southern Louisiana, but Lucien knew that the worst thing he could do right at that moment was to keep on running. He knew that by then the alarm at Lee high-security penitentiary would’ve been raised, the FBI and the State Attorney General’s office would’ve been informed and US Marshals had probably already been mobilized. His face wouldn’t have made the early morning news – not enough time to get that particular ball rolling – but urgent ‘breaking-news’ bulletins, reporting his escape would be hitting the airwaves in a hurry and by lunchtime his mugshot would be splattered all over the country. Before continuing on his way, Lucien needed to change his appearance – drastically – and for that he needed a few supplies, which in a city as large as Knoxville wouldn’t be that hard to come by, but first things first. Before getting to Knoxville, Lucien needed to ditch the silver Chevrolet Colorado he’d been driving.

The pickup truck belonged to prison guard Manuel Vargas. After murdering everyone inside the infirmary control room, Lucien had taken their clothes, their weapons, their wallets and their car keys. With the alarm raised, it wouldn’t take long for them to realize that Lucien had taken one of the guards’ vehicles. By now, Lucien was certain that an APB on the Chevrolet Colorado had already been put out. Every cop in the country would be on the lookout for that car. He needed to get rid of it and he needed to do it pronto.

Suddenly, as Lucien considered his options, Lady Luck smiled at him. A rest area was coming up on his right and from about two hundred yards out he could see that there was only one other car parked there – a jet-black Audi A6, one of the newer models.

‘Well, hello there,’ Lucien said to himself as he straightened up, slowed down and veered off into the rest area. As he approached the parked vehicle, he saw a woman in the driver’s seat talking on her cellphone. There was no one sitting next to her. There were no kids in the backseat.

‘Perfect.’

Lucien parked four spaces away and quickly scanned the surrounding area for a short while – he could see no one in the bushes, in case the woman’s passenger, if there was one, had needed an emergency bathroom break. He smiled at himself and allowed his attention to return to the Audi driver. The woman, who had her window shut all the way, looked to be around forty years old. From where he was sitting, her profile just missed beauty – her chin was a bit too pointy, her nose a bit too round. Her black hair was cut short and neat and she wore a thin brown leather jacket.

So as not to look suspicious, Lucien got out of the car and pretended to check his driver-side tires. For the next twenty seconds, Lucien studied the woman from afar. Her cellphone hand was blocking the view to her mouth, which kept him from reading her lips, but the expression on her face, her eyebrow movements and the way in which she gesticulated every now and then, suggested that she was having an argument with someone.

Lucien rounded the truck to check the tires on the other side, all the while keeping an eye out for any other vehicles slowing down to enter the rest area. None did. When he looked back at the Audi, he saw that the woman was now off the phone, her body slumped forward, her eyes shut, her head low, buried against the steering wheel. It was obvious that the argument she was having on the phone hadn’t ended too well.

That was his chance.

Lucien dusted his hands against each other, checked his reflection on one of the truck windows and tentatively approached her car.

At six-foot-one, he bent over just enough for the woman to be able to see his face.

‘Excuse me, ma’am.’

Lucien was a master impersonator. At the drop of a hat he could put on any voice, any accent, any intonation he saw fit. As he spoke, his voice sounded velvety and deep, possessing an almost hypnotic effect. His accent carried an impeccable Tennessee drawl.

The woman kept her eyes closed and her hands and head against her steering wheel. Lucien noticed the empty space on her wedding finger. A light dented and discolored skin band marked exactly where her ring used to sit.

The woman didn’t reply.

‘Ma’am?’ Lucien called again, this time using his right index knuckle to knock on her window.

The knock, even though gentle, startled the woman. Her shoulders bounced up, her breath caught in her throat and her body jerked back awkwardly. Her head twisted left in a fright and her teary blue eyes locked with Lucien’s dark brown ones.

‘Is everything all right, ma’am?’ he asked. The concern in his voice was mimicked by the look in his eyes.

‘What?’ the now confused woman asked without rolling down her window. She seemed annoyed at the stranger disturbing her.

‘I’m very sorry,’ Lucien said in a charming but apologetic tone. ‘I don’t mean to pry, but I saw you with your head against the steering wheel and now I can see that you’ve been crying. I was just wondering if everything is all right. Are you feeling OK? Do you need a drink of water or something?’

In silence and for the next several seconds, the woman studied the stranger standing at her car window. There was no doubt that he was an attractive man – tall and muscular with high cheekbones, full lips and a strong, squared jaw. His eyes seemed kind, possessing a penetrating quality that she immediately associated with knowledge and experience. His dark brown hair was long enough to cover his ears and his beard was thick, but well kept.

The woman’s eyes left Lucien’s face and refocused on his clothes. He wore a dark blue, military-style uniform. There was some sort of large emblem sewed onto the right sleeve shoulder, but she couldn’t quite make out what it said. Just above his shirt pocket there was another sewed-on patch. This one said, ‘M. Vargas’. A thick, black leather belt rounded his waist.

‘Are you a cop?’ A mist of confusion and hesitation still clouded the woman’s eyes.

Lucien saw that that was his chance to get her to roll down her window. He pointed to his ear and gave her a slight shake of the head, as if the combination of the closed window and the noise coming from the highway was blocking the sound of her voice.

‘I’m sorry, what was that?’ he said.

It worked, at least partially, because the woman lowered her window just shy of halfway before repeating her question.

Lucien smiled back shyly. ‘No, not exactly, ma’am.’ He then twisted his body just enough for her to be able to read the official patch stitched onto his right shoulder. ‘I’m a United States federal prison guard. I work at Lee Penitentiary. Just ended my shift, actually.’ He didn’t give her a chance to comment. ‘Why? Are you in need of some police assistance, ma’am? Is that why you pulled into this resting area? I could radio them from my truck, if you want. It will get them here much faster than a phone call.’

Lucien injected just enough concern into his tone of voice and facial expression to ease most of the woman’s doubts.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I don’t need the police, thank you.’ Her voice deepened into sadness. ‘I pulled in here because I got a phone call.’ She shrugged. ‘A bad one. No way I could drive, talk and… cry at the same time.’

Lucien gave the woman a new, subdued smile, mainly as a reward for her keeping her sense of humor through something that was obviously hurting her.

‘I’m really sorry to hear that, ma’am. Is there anything I can do to help? Would you like some water? Maybe a candy bar? Sugar can be good for you at times. I’ve got some back in my truck.’ He threw his thumb over his right shoulder.

The woman lowered her window all the way and studied Lucien one more time. That was when he knew that he had sufficiently weakened her defenses to be able to push past them. He could see that she didn’t see him as an imminent threat anymore. Why would she? He was handsome, polite and well spoken. He had shown concern for her well-being. He worked for the United States Federal Government as a penitentiary guard and he had just offered to radio the police for her if she so wished.

The woman’s eyebrows arched. ‘Right now, what I need would be something a lot stronger than water.’

A new smile from Lucien. ‘I hear you. Unfortunately, all I can offer you right now is water…’ He paused and scratched his chin. ‘Or a cigarette.’

Lucien didn’t smoke, not anymore, but he had seen a couple of cigarette packets inside the glove compartment of the pickup truck.

‘I quit two years ago,’ the woman said, as her head tilted to one side. At the same time, a thoughtful look came over her. ‘But do you know what?’ she continued. ‘Fuck it. I quit just to please that cheating, good-for-nothing piece of shit.’ She shrugged. ‘Well, he can go fuck himself.’ Her gaze returned to Lucien. ‘Yeah, I’d love a cigarette.’

‘Sure. Give me just a sec.’

Lucien turned on the balls of his feet and walked the short distance between the Audi and the Colorado. As he reached into the glove compartment, he heard the Audi door open and close behind him. He stopped the smile before it reached his lips. When he turned around, she was leaning against the driver’s door, looking out in the distance, away from the highway. As Lucien moved to her, he unwrapped the cigarette packet, tapped one out and offered it to the woman.

‘Thank you,’ she replied, placing the cigarette between her lips.

Lucien took one for himself before lighting both of them. Hers first, of course.

As the woman took her first long and melancholic drag, her eyes closed and her head tilted back almost sensually. The expression on her face relaxed into one that was clearly full of pleasure, a pleasure that she had unwillingly given up.

‘Oh my God!’ she said, staring at the cigarette between her fingers. ‘This feels soooo good.’

Lucien also took a drag of his cigarette, but said nothing in return. Instead, and without giving it away, his eyes studied her a little bit more attentively.

The woman was about five-foot-six and voluptuous. Her hands had been professionally manicured. Her clothes and shoes had clearly come from designer stores, and on her right wrist she sported a $3,000 Omega Constellation watch.

Lucien peeked at the highway. Still no cars seemed to be slowing down to enter the resting area, but Lucien knew full well that toying with Lady Luck was a very risky game, one that he had no intention of playing.

‘Yeah, I know,’ he said, walking around to the front of the Audi. ‘I’ve given up a bunch of times, but I always end up going back to it. We’re all going to die anyway, right? Might as well have some enjoyment.’

‘I’ll smoke to that,’ the woman said, having another drag as she joined Lucien.

That was exactly what he wanted. Now he had her Audi offering cover between them and the highway.

She leaned against the hood of her car.

‘I’m Alicia, by the way,’ she said, extending her hand. ‘Alicia Campbell.’

‘A pleasure to meet you, Alicia Campbell,’ Lucien replied as he took her hand into his. ‘My name is Lucien. Lucien Folter.’

Alicia frowned at the man standing in front of her.

‘Lucien Folter?’ she asked skeptically, while nodding at the nametag stitched onto his shirt. ‘So who is M. Vargas?’

Lucien closed his eyes for just an instant, as if searching for something inside of him. When he reopened them, something about his entire persona had changed. When he spoke again, his voice was as serene as a religious scholar’s, but the Tennessee accent he’d been using had completely vanished. His eyes refocused on hers and what she saw in them filled her with fear.

‘Oh, him?’ Lucien replied. ‘Don’t worry about him. He won’t be needing this uniform anymore. Not ever.’ He winked at Alicia as his grip tightened against her hand with so much strength, she was unable to free herself. ‘Just like you won’t be needing your car anymore, Alicia… not ever.’






Five

‘Lucien Folter is… evil in human form.’

Those seven words from Director Kennedy seemed to thicken the air inside Hunter and Garcia’s office.

Garcia consulted his partner with an intrigued look, but Hunter’s thoughts appeared to be somewhere else entirely.

‘Evil in human form?’ Garcia asked Kennedy. His tone carried a hint of sarcasm. ‘No offense, I know that you folks back at the FBI’s NCAVC deal with some very heavy hitters, but this is the LAPD Ultra Violent Crimes Unit. The “clue” would be in the words “Ultra Violent”. “Evil in human form” could be used to describe every single murderer we’ve ever chased.’

‘No offense,’ Kennedy replied in an identical tone to Garcia’s. ‘Ultra violent or not, believe me when I tell you that you’ve never chased anyone quite like Lucien Folter. No one has… except Robert.’

Immediately, Garcia’s attention reverted back to Hunter. They’d been partners at the LAPD’s UVC Unit for the past ten years.

‘What does he mean, Robert? When have you chased this guy before?’

Hunter finally seemed to disengage from the trance-like state he’d been in for the past few seconds, but instead of issuing Garcia a reply, he addressed Kennedy.

‘Which prison was he at, Adrian?’ His voice was calm, his demeanor unaltered. ‘You said that he killed three guards and two infirmary nurses as he escaped. Where was he being held?’

Kennedy hesitated.

Hunter’s eyebrows lifted.

‘At Lee federal high-security penitentiary in Virginia,’ Kennedy replied.

‘High-security penitentiary?’ The look Hunter gave Kennedy was full of doubt. ‘What was he doing in a high-security penitentiary?’

No answer came.

‘Lucien should’ve been at a supermax,’ Hunter continued. ‘And in complete isolation. How did he end up in a high-security facility?’

Kennedy breathed in as he uncomfortably shifted his weight from foot to foot.

‘Adrian,’ Hunter pushed. ‘How come Lucien was being held at a high-security penitentiary and not at a supermax?’

Kennedy looked up to meet Hunter’s stare. ‘Because we wanted him as close to Quantico and the NCAVC as we could, Robert. The closest Federal supermax to us is in Colorado.’

Hunter didn’t have to ask. He knew exactly why Kennedy would have wanted Lucien Folter to be close to Quantico.

‘And he was in isolation,’ Kennedy reassured Hunter. ‘Always has been, since the day we caught him. Even when he needed to be transferred to the infirmary.’ Kennedy shook his head, clearly angry. ‘I just can’t understand how he managed to escape. Fine, it wasn’t a supermax, but it was still a federal high-security facility. You don’t just break out of one of those, Robert. He must’ve had help from someone, or someone made the biggest and certainly the last mistake of his career. I will find out exactly how Lucien managed to break out and I will personally make sure that whoever is responsible for this pays. Lucien should’ve been—’

‘What difference does it make how he managed to get out, Adrian?’ Hunter cut in, leaning against the edge of his desk. ‘He’s out. He’s gone… and as a fugitive, he’s now the responsibility of the Justice Department and the US Marshals Office, but as an inmate of a high-security facility, I’m sure that Lucien was exposed to the same few guards day after day, am I right? The guard who brought him food, the guard who brought him a book, the guard who accompanied him to the infirmary, or whatever.’

‘Yes, so?’ Kennedy didn’t seem to follow Hunter’s line of thought.

Hunter’s eyes widened. He was clearly surprised by Kennedy’s naivety.

‘So we’re not talking about just another serial killer here, are we, Adrian? We’re talking about Lucien Folter, probably the most psychologically apt murderer on the planet. Would you like to have a wild guess on which other psychology field he excelled at?’ Hunter didn’t wait for a reply. ‘Hypnotism.’

Kennedy breathed out a visibly painful breath.

‘You give someone like Lucien the chance to see the same guard every day,’ Hunter carried on. ‘The chance to talk to the same guard every day and you might as well hand him the keys to his cell and a loaded weapon.’

‘He was only transferred to the high-security facility about a week ago,’ Kennedy tried to counter.

Hunter looked back at the NCAVC director as if he was looking at a complete stranger. ‘Are you suffering from dementia, or are you just trying to cover your ass, Adrian?’

Kennedy’s jaw tightened. Very few people would have the nerve to talk to him in that tone.

‘How long does it take an expert to place an unaware subject under hypnotic control, Adrian?’ Hunter asked. ‘You’ve seen it happen before, haven’t you?’

Kennedy looked away, knowing that Hunter was right.

‘But I also heard you say something about a booby-trap,’ Garcia cut in. ‘What was that about? What sort of trap?’

‘I’m not one hundred percent sure,’ Kennedy replied, turning to face Garcia. ‘What I was told over the phone was that after Lucien escaped his cell and killed four people, he apparently set up a booby-trap inside the infirmary control room, which killed one other guard as he arrived for his shift this morning, almost half an hour after Lucien had escaped. This was the guard who finally raised the alarm.’

‘What sort of trap?’ Garcia asked again. ‘What did he use?’

Kennedy’s eyes moved to the window just past Hunter. ‘If I open that window, can I smoke in here?’

‘Nope,’ Hunter replied.

Kennedy ran his tongue over his lips impatiently. ‘It looks like Lucien used a sawn-off twelve-gauge shotgun,’ he said, finally answering Garcia’s question. ‘A flashlight and a piece of nylon string – something like a fishing line or something similar.’

‘A fishing line?’ Garcia queried.

‘Don’t ask,’ Kennedy said. ‘What I was told was that the nylon string was somehow attached to the back of a drawer at one end and to the shotgun at the other. When the drawer was pulled open, the shotgun, which was hidden behind some boxes, fired, blowing the guard’s head off.’

‘Jesus!’ Garcia exclaimed.

‘Still,’ Hunter took over again, ‘none of this really matters now, Adrian. Nothing can be done about it. All we can do is allow the Justice Department and the US Marshals Office to do their job. Like I’ve said, it’s their responsibility now.’

‘You’re right,’ Kennedy replied. ‘Lucien is now the responsibility of the Justice Department and the US Marshals Office, but they’re not going after him by themselves.’

Hunter stayed quiet.

‘I’ll talk to the US Attorney General myself. Nathan and I go back a long way. This manhunt will be a joint effort between the Justice Department and the FBI, but I’ll also set up a parallel special task force.’ His right index finger pointed to Hunter. ‘And you will be heading it, Robert.’

‘Woah!’ Both of Hunter’s hands shot up in a ‘back-up’ gesture. ‘Wait a second there. What do you mean – I’ll be heading a special task force? I’m not an FBI agent, Adrian. I’m an LAPD detective. And despite the fact that we’re talking about Lucien Folter here, he’s not my responsibility. Not anymore.’

Garcia frowned at his partner.

‘Like I’ve said,’ Hunter continued. ‘He’s a fugitive and the task of bringing him in falls to the US Marshals Office. If you want to run a joint operation with the Justice Department, that’s between you and them. If you want to run a parallel special task force, that’s your prerogative, but none of that involves the LAPD.’

‘Are you telling me that you don’t care if Lucien is behind bars or not?’ Kennedy countered.

‘That’s not what I’ve said,’ Hunter came back. ‘If it was up to me, I would’ve locked him down in a dungeon and thrown away the keys.’

The frown in Garcia’s face turned to wide-eyed surprise.

‘And that was where he was supposed to be,’ Hunter continued. ‘But you decided to place him in a high-security facility closer to Quantico just so you could study him further, right? Pick at his brain? You couldn’t just let it go, could you, Adrian? What we’ve found… all his notebooks, his research… they weren’t enough for the NCAVC, the BAU, or for you.’

‘Study him?’ Garcia had to jump in. ‘Notebooks? Research? Who the hell is this guy, Jack the Ripper?’

‘Jack the Ripper is a well-behaved kindergarten kid when put next to Lucien Folter,’ Kennedy replied before turning to face Hunter once again. ‘Yes, I wanted to study him further, Robert. You of all people should understand the reasons why. His knowledge of how a serial killer’s mind works is unprecedented and unparalleled, but all that is now beside the point. Like you’ve said: he’s out and right now the only thing that matters is bringing him in.’

‘Agreed,’ Hunter said. ‘And again – that responsibility belongs with the Justice Department and the US Marshals Office, not the LAPD. I’m not part of this.’

‘Unfortunately,’ Kennedy said, ‘yes, you are, old friend.’

‘Says who?’ Hunter countered.

Kennedy looked troubled by what he was about to say.

‘Says Lucien himself.’

Hunter paused and studied Kennedy’s facial expression. He looked like a card player who’d been holding on to a top trump card for the entire game, waiting for the optimal time to play it.

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ Hunter asked. ‘What haven’t you told me yet, Adrian?’

Kennedy straightened up. ‘They found a note inside Lucien’s cell, Robert,’ he replied. ‘It was addressed to you.’
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Lucien had never been to the city of Knoxville before, and as he drove around its streets looking for a parking garage, he couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer beauty of the place. On the banks of the Tennessee River and nestled in a breathtaking valley just west of the Great Smoky Mountains, the city had indeed a sort of irresistible and disarming charm to it, where nineteenth-century buildings sat effortlessly among modern-architecture ones and history seemed to ooze out of every street corner. Ten minutes driving around the city center was all Lucien needed to convince himself that he would have to come back to Knoxville and explore it a little better as soon as he could afford the time.

Lucien drove past three valet-parking garages before he came across a self-parking one on the corner of State Street.

‘Here we go,’ he said out loud as he veered the Audi A6 into the building’s entrance. After grabbing a ticket from the machine by the barrier, Lucien drove around the floors slowly, his eyes scanning not only for a parking spot, but also for CCTV cameras.

The first floor had no spaces left. On the second floor, Lucien came across a couple of spots, but they were in a direct line with a security camera. It was at the very end of the third floor that Lucien found the perfect spot – by the wall and no CCTV cameras in sight. He quickly reversed into it.

‘OK, let’s see what else you’ve got for me, Mrs. Campbell,’ he said to himself as he switched off the engine and reached for Alicia Campbell’s handbag that was resting on the passenger’s seat. The first thing he found was a Bottega Veneta leather wallet.

‘Wow, very fancy,’ he said with a chuckle as he unzipped the wallet open. ‘And we have… one hundred and twenty-seven dollars in cash. Not bad at all.’ He put the money in his pocket before going back to the wallet. ‘Five credit cards, a driver’s license, a few coins, a bunch of calling cards: “Alicia Campbell”,’ he read from one of the cards. ‘ “Independent mortgage adviser”. Huh, that I would’ve never guessed.’ The last pocket inside the wallet contained a photograph. Lucien studied it for a second. ‘Oh, is this the guy who broke your heart?’ he asked as if Alicia was sitting right next to him. ‘Maybe I’ll pay him a visit sometime soon and teach him a lesson, how about that?’

Lucien took out Alicia’s driver’s license and randomly chose one of the credit cards before placing them in his pocket. That done, he put the wallet to one side and returned to the handbag. Ruffling through the rest of its contents, he found a small makeup bag, which he also kept – makeup could always come in handy – a keychain, containing house keys or something similar, two pens, a bunch of useless receipts and two boxes of prescription drugs. He checked their labels – Xanax XR (3mg tablets) and Valium (10mg tablets).

Lucien’s eyes widened in surprise. He was very familiar with both drugs. Xanax was the best-selling alprazolam in the country. Alprazolam was a benzodiazepine that affected chemicals in the brain that might’ve been unbalanced in people who suffered from anxiety. It was used in the treatment of anxiety, panic disorders and chronic depression. Valium was the best-selling diazepam in the country, which also belonged to the benzodiazepine group. Though it was also used in the treatment of anxiety, Valium was an anticonvulsant, which meant that it was widely used in the treatment of alcohol withdrawal symptoms, muscle spasms and in the prevention of seizures. Both drugs had also gained cult status all over the world as recreational drugs. To put it simply – since benzodiazepines affected chemicals in the brain, half a tablet of either Xanax or Valium would get most people high. A full tablet would put most people to sleep. Lucien could benefit from both effects. He smiled at his good fortune.

There was nothing else inside the handbag.

Lucien placed the bag back on the passenger’s seat and opened the glove compartment. Inside it he found the vehicle’s manuals, a plastic box containing the wheel-bolt key and Alicia’s cellphone. He pressed the button to wake it up and was met by a picture of a forest, the cellphone clock and a message saying, ‘use fingerprint or swipe screen to unlock’.

He swiped the screen and was immediately asked for a password.

‘Fingerprint it is,’ Lucien told himself, pressing the button to release the trunk lid.

He leaned forward on his seat and checked the garage’s parking floor. No movement anywhere.

Lucien had left just enough space for a person to fit between the rear of the Audi and the garage wall. He rounded the vehicle, checked the parking floor one more time and pulled open the trunk lid. In there, the body of Alicia Campbell lay – her neck broken, her face still showing the terrifying fear that had petrified her in place as Lucien grabbed her face with both hands, stared straight into her horrified eyes and, in one violent move, twisted her head to one side one hundred and eighty degrees, fracturing the cervical vertebrae near her skull and severing her spinal cord at the same point. With that, three things had happened to Alicia. One – since the spinal cord is the pathway between the brain and the body, her brain was separated from her body below the level of the injury, instantly paralyzing her, including her respiratory muscles. Two – consequently, she stopped breathing. Three – her body lost the ability to control her heart.

Now, one thing that Lucien knew very well was that – unlike what was portrayed in Hollywood films and kung fu movies – death from a broken neck and a severed spinal cord did not come instantly. The victim would suffer in agonizing pain anywhere up to three and a half minutes, depending on resilience and body strength. Alicia Campbell lived for another one minute and twenty-two seconds before she suffocated from respiratory failure.

Lucien had considered disposing of her body at the resting area by the highway, but quickly decided that it was too risky. The bushes around the area weren’t thick enough to properly hide a body during daylight. It would’ve been easily discovered by whoever pulled into that resting area next. Lucien could also have left her inside the Chevrolet Colorado he’d been driving, but by now every law enforcement agency in the country would be looking for that pickup truck. If it hadn’t been spotted yet, it would be in the next hour or so, maybe sooner, Lucien was very certain of that. If they found the truck, they would find her body. If they found her body, identification would come quickly and the search would jump from the Colorado to the Audi A6, which meant that Lucien would have to find another way of getting around pretty sharpish, and right then he could do without that sort of hassle. He still had to get to Louisiana, and he liked how comfortable and powerful the Audi was.

After weighing his options, Lucien had decided that his best move would be to put Alicia’s body in the trunk of her car and keep it there until he had left Knoxville. He did not intend to stick around the city for longer than an hour… two, max, just enough time for him to be able to buy some supplies and change his appearance. He was sure that he would find an ideal place to get rid of her body soon after he left town, but right now he needed to unlock that cellphone.

Lucien reached for Alicia’s right hand, singled out her thumb and placed it against the fingerprint reader. A second later, the cellphone screen unlocked.

First Lucien called up the ‘settings’ screen on the phone. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to change the ‘lock screen and security settings’ to keep the screen permanently unlocked without entering a password, so he did the next best thing – he changed the ‘lock automatically’ time from five seconds to half an hour. Now, as long as Lucien touched the phone screen within every thirty minutes, the phone wouldn’t lock on him and he wouldn’t need to use Alicia’s fingerprint again.

Next, Lucien called up the cellphone’s map application and searched for ‘Costume shops in downtown Knoxville’. He got three results. The closest one was less than half a mile away from where he was.

‘How about that?’

Lucien wasn’t only a master impersonator, he was also a wizard when it came to disguise. Armed with the right makeup and just a few simple props, easily obtainable in most costume shops, he was able to drastically change his appearance and make himself completely unrecognizable in a matter of minutes.

He used the screen map to check the directions to the store. Walking would be just as simple as driving, and since Lucien also needed to pick up a few random items that he wouldn’t find in the costume shop, he decided to make his way there on foot. He locked the car and set off towards the address shown on the cellphone screen.
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Hunter kept his focus on Kennedy, expecting him to develop on what he had just told him, but the NCAVC director offered nothing more.

‘What are you talking about, Adrian?’ Hunter asked, his voice still composed. ‘What note?’

‘I know I have no need to explain protocol to anyone here,’ Kennedy replied. ‘You all know that once an inmate escapes, the first place that gets scrutinized to hell is that inmate’s prison cell, right? Marshals will be looking for plans of the escape, notes, drawings, letters exchanged with someone on the outside… any sort of clue that can point them in some sort of direction.’

Hunter’s reply was a single nod of the head.

‘Well,’ Kennedy continued, ‘Lucien’s cell has already been turned inside out and upside down, they found absolutely nothing.’

‘They wouldn’t have.’ Hunter shrugged. ‘Lucien would’ve kept whatever plan he came up with locked in his head, no matter how complex it might’ve been.’

‘Maybe,’ Kennedy accepted it. ‘But Lucien didn’t escape from his cell.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Hunter said. ‘You told us that he killed two nurses as he broke out, which obviously means that he escaped from the infirmary.’

‘That’s right,’ Kennedy agreed. ‘He was transferred to Lee Penitentiary’s infirmary yesterday afternoon – apparently due to a violent stomach bug. He wouldn’t stop vomiting.’

‘Yeah, right.’ The comment came from Garcia.

‘Anyway,’ Kennedy carried on, ‘inside his infirmary cell they did find a short note. From what I heard, Lucien left it on his pillow.’

‘On his pillow?’ Garcia asked.

‘That’s correct,’ Kennedy confirmed.

‘And that note was addressed to me?’ Hunter asked.

Kennedy gazed back at Hunter, but the nod he gave him wasn’t that convincing.

‘Well, yes,’ he replied. ‘But in a charade kind of way.’

Hunter questioned with a look.

At that exact moment, Kennedy felt his cellphone vibrate inside his pocket, but this time it vibrated only twice and in quick succession, indicating that he had received a text message.

‘Just give me a minute, will you?’ he said, as he checked his cellphone screen. ‘Yeah.’ Kennedy nodded after a couple of seconds. ‘The note is addressed to you, all right. No question about it.’ He extended his right arm, offering Hunter his cellphone. ‘Here, have a look.’

For an instant, Hunter debated what to do, as though if he declined to look at the phone, the whole nightmare would simply go away. Garcia, on the other hand, lost no time at all, stepping forward like a hungry kid who had just been offered a candy bar.

Hunter allowed his partner to read whatever was displayed on Kennedy’s cellphone screen before finally walking across his office to where they were.

‘I’m confused,’ Garcia said, his eye narrowing first at Kennedy then at Hunter.

Kennedy aimed his phone at Hunter, who paused about a foot away and tucked his hands into his trouser pockets, his eyes at last settling on the small screen. It showed a rectangular piece of white paper, resting on a crispy white pillowcase. The words on it seemed to have been written in blood. Hunter read them slowly.

‘You should’ve taken me out inside that plane when I gave you the chance, old friend. That chance is well and truly gone. Now it’s my turn. Get ready, Grasshopper, because we’re going to play a game.’

‘Am I wrong?’ Kennedy asked. ‘About this note being meant for you?’

Hunter shook his head. ‘No, you’re not wrong.’ This time his voice sounded labored.

‘I am made of questions right now,’ Garcia said, confusion all over his face like a second skin.

‘And I’m sure Robert will answer them all for you as soon as I’m gone,’ Kennedy said as he quickly checked his watch. ‘Which will be very soon.’ He addressed Hunter again. ‘You know Lucien a lot better than I do, Robert, but I’ve been dealing with psychopaths my entire career and to me, this…’ He nodded at his cellphone. ‘… doesn’t sound like an invitation… and if it is, it’s not the type one can simply choose to decline. Lucien won’t let you do that.’

Hunter said nothing because he knew Kennedy was right. That note wasn’t an invitation, it was an ultimatum wrapped around a challenge.

Kennedy checked the time once again. ‘I have to get back to DC. I’m sure things are already boiling just about everywhere over there, but I’ll be in touch by the afternoon.’

‘I’m not heading an FBI manhunt task force, Adrian.’ Hunter was resolute.

Kennedy paused by the door and looked back at both detectives. Before he exited the office, all he did was give them both an ever so subtle acknowledgement nod. What he never told either Hunter or Garcia was that, in his mind, it didn’t matter if Hunter wanted to go after Lucien or not, because the one thing Kennedy was very sure of was that Lucien would be coming after Hunter.
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As soon as the door closed behind Kennedy, Garcia faced Hunter.

‘You and I,’ he said, his index finger bouncing between the two of them. ‘We’ve got to talk.’

Hunter accepted it with a head gesture before taking a seat behind his desk.

Garcia stood.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’m all ears here. Who the hell is Lucien Folter?’ He lifted his right hand. ‘And please, don’t give me that “evil in human form” crap.’

Hunter sat back on his chair, rested his elbows on its armrests and laced his fingers in front of his chin. He knew that he had no easy way out of this. ‘I’m guessing that you’d like the long version.’

‘I’ve got all day,’ Garcia replied.

Hunter took a moment, as if he needed to choose the right words to describe who Lucien really was. He began his explanation with a shrug.

‘Lucien Folter is one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever met. He’s self-disciplined, determined, focused, resourceful, very skilled, an absolute master when it comes to psychological manipulation and deception, and to top it all off, Adrian wasn’t lying – Lucien really is pure evil.’

Garcia still looked unimpressed. ‘You’ve ever met?’ he asked. ‘When was that?’

Hunter hesitated for a split second. ‘When I was sixteen years old.’

The unimpressed look on Garcia’s face fast turned into complete surprise. ‘What? Sixteen?’

Hunter nodded. ‘On my first day at Stanford University. We were both assigned to the same dorm. Lucien was my roommate.’

Garcia’s jaw almost hit the floor. ‘I think I better sit down for this.’ He leaned against his desk.

‘Just like myself,’ Hunter continued, ‘Lucien was also a psychology major.’

From the vacant look in Hunter’s eyes, Garcia could tell that his memory had taken him back to his college days. Garcia waited.

‘We hit it off straight away,’ Hunter said. ‘Which was something I wasn’t expecting.’

‘What do you mean?’

Another shrugged. ‘He was friendly.’

Garcia frowned. ‘And that surprised you?’

‘In part, yes.’

‘Why?’

‘As I’ve said,’ Hunter explained, ‘I was sixteen when I started college, which meant that I was at least a couple of years younger than everyone around me. As a kid, I had never been the physically active type. I wasn’t into sports, or exercising, or anything like that. I was skinny and awkward, and I dressed very differently from most Stanford students at the time.’

‘Different how?’

‘We were very poor,’ Hunter replied, without sounding apologetic. ‘Most of my clothes had come from second-hand shops. A lot of it didn’t really fit me well, but it was all we could afford.’ He smiled. ‘I used to wear torn jeans when torn jeans weren’t a fashion statement. Lumberjack shirts before grunge rock made them popular.’ His eyebrows lifted at Garcia. ‘So, I was younger than most, comically skinny, geeky and wearing mainly ill-fitting and torn clothes.’ Hunter gave his partner an extra second to grasp the mental image. ‘Are you starting to get the picture now? I was a bully magnet, Carlos.’

From Hunter’s look and physique alone, Garcia would’ve never guessed that he had been a scrawny kid. He looked more like he had been the captain of the wrestling team or the university boxing champion.

‘At the time,’ Hunter carried on. ‘Lucien was nineteen, he loved sports and he worked out at least five times a week. He was the perfect picture of a jock-type who would have a field day with someone who looked like me.’ Hunter chuckled as he recalled. ‘I remember entering my dorm room for the first time all those years ago, carrying a box of books and a bag with all my clothes. Lucien was on the floor, doing push-ups.’

‘That’s so sad,’ Garcia commented.

‘As soon as I saw him,’ Hunter said, ‘I readied myself for what I was certain was coming my way.’ He shook his head. ‘But it never happened. Lucien didn’t say anything about how skinny I was, or how scruffy my clothes were, or even about how nerdy I looked. No sarcastic comment of any kind. No digs, no jokes… nothing. He actually helped me with my things.’

‘I never knew that you were bullied when you were a kid,’ Garcia said.

‘Hard to escape it when you looked the way I did,’ Hunter replied. ‘I was so used to it that I actually thought that Lucien was just saving it all for later, you know? Being nice at first… gaining my trust, but in time I would get it all – the pranks, the jokes, the physical abuse, the humiliation… you name it.’

‘And it didn’t happen.’

Another shake of the head. ‘None of it. In fact, Lucien came to my rescue on a couple of occasions, when other students tried to gang up on me. He was the one who got me into martial arts and gave me tips on how to exercise, eat well and bulk up. All in all, during my college years, Lucien was my best friend.’

Garcia looked like he’d missed something. ‘I’m a little confused, Robert. I keep on hearing that this Lucien character is evil personified, but the person you’re describing sounds like a pretty decent guy.’

‘That’s just one of his tricks, Carlos,’ Hunter said, sitting back on his chair. ‘Deception. And Lucien is the best there is at it.’ He paused, measuring his next words. ‘There’s no confirmed number, and I’m not sure that there ever will be, but the presumption is that he has murdered over one hundred people.’

Now Garcia looked impressed. ‘What?’ He knew that Hunter would never joke about such a thing. ‘But that would’ve made him one of the most prolific serial killers in US history.’

‘Yes, it would,’ Hunter agreed.

‘So how come I’ve never heard of him?’

‘No one had. No one knew who he was or what he was doing until we caught him, just a few years ago.’

‘We?’ Confusion had recolored Garcia’s face. ‘We who?’

‘I was helping the FBI and the NCAVC.’

‘When was that?’

Hunter breathed out. ‘About three and a half years ago.’

‘Three and a half years ago?’ Garcia’s confused look intensified. ‘We’ve been partners for ten and I don’t remember that at all.’

Hunter said nothing.

‘When, three and a half years ago? Where was I?’

‘On vacation.’

‘On vaca—’ Garcia paused, frowning at thin air, as the memory exploded inside his head. Three and a half years ago, after concluding a serial murder investigation that had almost cost him his life together with his wife’s, Anna, Hunter and Garcia were ordered by their captain to take some time off – two weeks, to be exact. Garcia took Anna to New Orleans, while Hunter was supposed to have gone to Hawaii. The memory that had just popped up inside Garcia’s head took him back to the morning he and Hunter met again, after Garcia and his wife had come back from Louisiana. It had been inside that same office. Garcia remembered their conversation almost word for word.

‘You don’t look so tanned for someone who’s just been to Hawaii,’ he had said, before frowning at his partner. ‘You did take your vacation, right?’

‘Sort of,’ had been Hunter’s reply.

‘And what does that mean?’

‘I did take my break. I just didn’t go to Hawaii in the end.’

Garcia had found that a little strange, as he knew how much Hunter had always wanted to visit Hawaii, but never really had the chance to.

‘So where did you go?’

‘Nowhere special, just visiting a friend back east.’

Garcia had never pushed for a more informative answer, but now it all made sense. ‘Visiting a friend’ – Adrian Kennedy – ‘back east’ – Quantico, Virginia.

‘So that was your “sort of” vacation?’ Garcia asked, incredulous. ‘You went to Quantico to help the FBI?’

‘I wasn’t given too much of a choice, Carlos,’ Hunter explained. ‘I was all packed and ready to go when I got a call from our captain.’

‘You got a call from Captain Blake?’

‘That’s correct,’ Hunter confirmed. ‘She asked me to come by the office. Said that something really important had come up and it couldn’t wait. I got here and Adrian Kennedy was in her office. He had flown all the way over here because the FBI had, by chance, arrested someone in Wyoming who could possibly be connected to a double homicide.’

‘By chance?’

Hunter nodded. ‘Consequence of a freak accident.’

‘This is getting better by the second,’ Garcia said, taking a seat behind his desk. ‘OK, let’s hear this one from the beginning.’
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For the next hour or so, Garcia listened in almost complete silence as Hunter proceeded to tell him most of what had happened during those fateful two weeks, three and a half years ago, but not exactly everything. The personal details… the revelations that changed Hunter’s life forever were kept locked away somewhere inside his mind. Somewhere cold, dark and overflowing with sorrow and hatred. Nevertheless, Hunter’s facial expression gave nothing away.

‘So what you’re telling me,’ Garcia said when Hunter was finally done recounting the facts, ‘is that this Lucien character went on a lifelong killing spree because he wanted to write a…’ He paused and searched the air around him for a word. ‘… “murder manual” of sorts?’

‘It was much more than that, Carlos,’ Hunter rectified. ‘Lucien documented everything he possibly could: victims’ names and addresses, what specifically triggered his desire to kill them, his planning, every detail of every different MO he experimented with, his signatures, his emotions… everything. His notebooks read like a self-psychological evaluation of the kind of insanity and turmoil that goes through the mind of a killer, before, during, and after the murder act. So no, he wasn’t writing a manual. He was writing an encyclopedia.’

‘How many notebooks did you say you found again?’

‘Fifty-three,’ Hunter replied. ‘Every one about three hundred pages long.’

Garcia shook his head at the thought. ‘That’s just absolutely nuts.’

‘For most people, yes,’ Hunter agreed. ‘But for Adrian Kennedy, getting hold of those notebooks was a must.’

Garcia pinched his bottom lip as he pondered on that for an instant.

‘Though it sounds like madness,’ he said, ‘as the head of the FBI NCAVC and the BAU, I can understand why he would want them.’

‘Yes,’ Hunter said. ‘I’m not debating that at all. It’s just that—’

‘Wait a second,’ Garcia said, pausing and narrowing his eyes at Hunter.

‘Something wrong?’ Hunter asked.

‘These notebooks you’re talking about,’ Garcia replied. ‘That was how you found him after he escaped for the first time, isn’t that right?’

‘That’s correct,’ Hunter agreed. ‘We crosschecked the false names Lucien had been using against the names of his male victims and—’

‘Yeah, sure,’ Garcia interrupted him with a wave of the hand. ‘I got the name crosschecking thing. I know that was how you finally caught him in the end, but you also told me that before you figured out that he’d been taking over the identity of some of his victims, you scrutinized his notebooks for safe-house locations, didn’t you?’

Hunter looked back at his partner thoughtfully. He knew where Garcia was heading with his question because he had thought about it as well.

Hunter had just told him that Lucien had documented everything he possibly could in his ‘murder encyclopedia’, including the locations of obscure places he either bought or took over. Places no one knew about – safe houses. Those safe houses, which were distributed all over the land, had been used mainly as torture chambers, so Lucien could experiment with his victims, but they could very easily serve as hide-out shelters for when he felt threatened, and that was what Garcia was talking about.

Upon escaping, the first order of play for any fugitive, no matter who he or she was, was to find a place where they could hide – a safe shelter where they could lie low, at least for a while. Knowing that, as soon as Hunter realized that Lucien had noted down the locations of every safe house he’d ever used, Hunter got Kennedy to quickly assemble a team of ten speed-readers. That team, which Hunter was part of, spent several hours going through Lucien’s notebooks, searching for every location mentioned in the text. As they reached the last page of Lucien’s fifty-third notebook, they had identified a total of fifteen shelters, spread around fifteen different states. Within the space of a couple of hours, FBI SWAT teams had stormed into all of them.
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