
Meg Perry

––––––––

Deepfaked to Death

––––––––

An Angeles Investigations Mystery

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, places, or persons – living or dead – is entirely coincidental.

© 2024 Meg Perry. All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Deepfaked to Death (Angeles Investigations Mysteries, #3)

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

The Jamie Brodie Mysteries

Cited to Death

Hoarded to Death

Burdened to Death

Researched to Death

Encountered to Death

Psyched to Death

Stacked to Death

Stoned to Death

Talked to Death

Avenged to Death

Played to Death

Filmed to Death

Trapped to Death

Promoted to Death

Published to Death

Cloistered to Death

Haunted to Death

Obsessed to Death

Deserted to Death

Drugged to Death

Resigned to Death

Snowed to Death

Enchanted to Death

The Kevin Brodie Mysteries

Painted to Death

Soaked to Death

Accessory to Death 

The Space Coast Mysteries

Twelve Seconds

Three Thousand Miles

Two Hundred Bones

––––––––
[image: ]


The Angeles Investigations Mysteries

Cheated to Death

Hunted to Death

Deepfaked to Death

Day One

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Chief Schneider

Chatsworth, San Fernando Valley

Los Angeles, California

Tuesday, April 9

Lew Schneider, the chief of the Los Angeles Police Department, was not by nature a heavy sleeper. But he and his wife, along with their three kids and four grandchildren, had celebrated their 38th wedding anniversary the previous evening with a cookout and pool party, and the grandkids had worn him out.

So, when his phone rang, the sound took a while to penetrate his skull. By the time his hand landed on the phone, it had stopped ringing. He checked the time—2:38—and thought, Shit.

The Missed Call notification popped up. Deputy Chief Rosemary Gonzalez, his chief of staff. Whatever this was, it wasn’t good. He was about to call Rosemary back when the phone rang again.

He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and sat up as he answered. “Rosemary?”

“Chief, we have a problem. I’m going to send you a link to a video. Watch it then call me back. Sir.”

“Okay.” He shook his head to clear it as his phone pinged with a text, then slipped out of the bedroom and went downstairs to his office. He woke up his laptop and typed the URL from the text into a browser, then watched.

The setting was indoors, but the space was enormous. A warehouse, apparently—the chief could see shelving beyond the camera—although the area seemed to be mostly empty. The video was shot from the side, and at eye level, not from ceiling height. That struck him as odd. A young man, probably in his early twenties, was handcuffed at the wrists and ankles to a straight-backed chair on the left side of the screen. He was trying without success to scoot the chair along the floor and was struggling impotently against the cuffs. For the first fifty-seven seconds, nothing else happened.

Then, on the right side of the screen, a door opened. A tall, slender man wearing a navy-blue suit entered. The man’s gait didn’t look familiar, but his face did. It belonged to one of his top homicide detectives.

Jon Eckhoff.

The kid stopped struggling. “What the fuck are you doing? What is even happening here?”

Eckhoff said, “Briscoe.” The voice sounded right.

“What? You know that’s not...”

Eckhoff raised his right arm straight out from his body, a gun in his hand, and fired. The kid’s head snapped back as the bullet impacted it. Eckhoff—no, not Eckhoff, but whoever it was—lowered the gun, turned, and left.

The video ended.

Chief Schneider said out loud, “God damn it,” and called Rosemary.

She answered, “Chief?”

“Where did you get this?”

“Maria Chen from KCAL sent it to me. It’s already on social media.”

“That’s not Eckhoff. He doesn’t walk like that.”

“No, sir. And he wouldn’t shoot one-handed. But that’s Eckhoff’s face. And voice.”

The chief sighed. “Call Eckhoff. Have him meet us downtown at...” He checked the time. “Four o’clock. Find out who his union rep is and have them come, too. We’ll have to suspend him with pay until we figure this out.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll see you at four.”

Schneider said goodbye. He played the video again, scanning for more clues. There weren’t many.

He was sure that the shooter wasn’t Jon Eckhoff. But someone had gone to great lengths to make it look that way. And, somewhere out there, a young man had been shot dead by someone.

He pushed back from his desk and headed for the shower, muttering, “God damn it.”
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Jon

Beverly Glen Blvd.

Westwood, Los Angeles

Jon Eckhoff was dreaming about cowboys.

He was on a cattle drive, somewhere in Wyoming. Close behind him, the horses nickered to each other. A bit farther away, the cattle shuffled and mooed softly as they settled in for the night. The Milky Way spread a magic carpet overhead, and the scent of sagebrush and dust was in the air.

He was sitting around a campfire with his most recent LAPD partners. Susan Portman, his current partner in Homicide Special, was pouring whiskey into her coffee, a blanket around her shoulders. Kevin Brodie, his partner for years at West LA Division, had both hands wrapped around his coffee mug, gazing moodily into the fire. Max O’Brien, his partner for a couple of years at Pacific Division, was toasting a marshmallow.

Did cowboys travel with marshmallows? It didn’t seem right to Jon.

Beside Max, Jon’s first partner at Pacific, Cesar Belardo, was shoveling rice and beans into his mouth from a tin plate. Jon said, “Good, huh?”

Belardo just grunted. Typical. He and Jon hadn’t meshed particularly well, back in the day.

Max inspected his marshmallow. “Perfect.” He produced a graham cracker and a chocolate bar from his rucksack and built a s’more, then bit in with relish. “Mm.”

Did cowboys eat s’mores? Jon was pondering that mystery when someone’s phone rang, breaking his reverie.

Susan slapped her pocket. “Not mine.”

Kevin said, “I don’t have mine.”

Belardo kicked Jon in the ankle. “It’s yours.”

Jon sighed and decided to ignore the ringtone. It was too lovely a night to talk to anyone.

Suddenly, a warm weight knocked him backwards off the log he was sitting on and landed across his chest. The phone stopped ringing. A familiar female voice said, “Hello?”

Jon blinked. The scent of sage and smoke was gone. The voice—belonging to his wife, Liz—said, “Yeah, he’s half asleep. Hang on.” She dug into his ribs until he yelped. “Wake up.”

“What? Jeez.” Jon struggled to regain full consciousness. “Who’s that?”

“Justin Pearlman. Wake up.”

Jon snapped awake. Justin Pearlman was his LAPD union representative. “What time is it?”

“Almost three.” Liz rolled off his chest.

A chill dripped down Jon’s spine. This couldn’t be anything good. He managed to get the phone right-side up and said, “Justin? What the hell?”

Justin was a big guy, with a booming voice to match. “I just got off the phone with Rosemary Gonzalez. She’s ordered us to meet with the chief in his office at four.”

“Why?”

“There’s a video. News and social media already have it. It shows you shooting someone.”

“WHAT? I’ve never shot anyone!”

“I know. It’s gotta be a fake, so we’ll deal with it. Get your ass downtown and I’ll see you there.” Justin hung up.

Jon stared at the phone. Liz, beside him, was sitting up, hugging her knees. “I heard what he said. What the actual fuck?”

“I don’t know.” Jon dropped the phone on the bed. “They’ll suspend me until they figure it out.”

Liz kicked back the covers and got out of bed. “Go take a shower. I’ll make coffee.”
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Chief Schneider

Police Administration Building

Downtown Los Angeles

When Chief Schneider arrived at his office on the top floor of the PAB at 3:45, Jon Eckhoff was already there, perched on the edge of a chair in the waiting area. Despite the hour, Jon was freshly showered and shaved, dressed as always in a sharp tailored suit with a tonally coordinated shirt and tie. 

The suit was tan. Schneider racked his brain, trying to remember if he’d ever seen Jon in a navy-blue suit. He didn’t think so.

Jon was pale but composed. He stood and held out his hand. “Chief.”

“Detective Eckhoff.” Schneider shook his hand as he thought back over Jon’s personnel information. The chief had read the file as his driver sped downtown from Chatsworth. Jon was born and raised in Irvine, down in Orange County, about thirty-five miles south of LA. He attended UC-Irvine and earned a degree in anthropology, then applied to the LAPD academy. He’d been a decent cop, good but not great, until he partnered with Kevin Brodie at West LA Division. Working with Kevin, the best detective the LAPD had ever produced, lifted Eckhoff from the good to great to outstanding category. He was promoted to the elite Homicide Special unit over three and a half years ago and, partnered with Detective Susan Portman, had done exemplary work there.

His record was clean. No citizen had ever filed a complaint against him. He had several commendations and had never fired his gun in the line of duty.

Schneider asked, “How are you doing?”

“I’m confused, sir.”

“So am I.” The chief unlocked his office door. “Come on in. We’ll wait for Rosemary and Justin.”

“Yes, sir.”

Schneider flipped the lights on as he walked to his desk. He thought about Kevin Brodie and asked, “Have you talked to anyone else yet?”

“Just my wife, sir.”

“Of course. Liz, right?”

“Yes, sir. Liz Nguyen.”

“Is she still working at UCLA?”

“Yes, sir.”

Rosemary knocked on the office door but didn’t wait for a response. She pushed in a cart holding a laptop and projector. “Chief. Detective.”

Jon said, “Hello, ma’am.”

Rosemary busied herself with setting up her equipment. She pressed a button on the side wall, and a screen slid down from its ceiling recess. It stopped just as Justin Pearlman appeared at the door, blocking most of the light from the outer office. He knocked.

Schneider said, “Justin, come in. Close the door.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Justin sat beside Jon and murmured a question to him; Jon shook his head no. Rosemary woke the laptop and warmed up the projector then said, “Ready?”

Jon took a deep breath. “Yes, ma’am.”

Schneider watched Jon as the video ran. When his doppelganger entered the room, Jon shook his head. When he said, “Briscoe,” Jon sat up straighter. When he fired, Jon gasped. “Holy shit. Um. Sorry, sir. Ma’am.”

Schneider said, “Understandable. Thoughts?”

Jon pointed at the screen. “I’ve never owned a navy-blue suit. And I’d never shoot one-handed, and I’d never take a head shot. Center mass only.”

Justin said, “None of us would. That person isn’t even a cop.”

Schneider said, “Justin, I expect you’re right. Jon, you reacted to the name Briscoe.”

“Yes, sir.” Jon closed his eyes, thinking, then opened them. “I have spoken that name at some point. I want to say that Briscoe was a minor witness in one of my West LA cases.”

Justin said, “Whoever faked this must have taken the audio clip from Two Days to Solve. How else would they have your voice on recording?”

Two Days to Solve was a long-running reality show that featured homicide detectives working cases. Jon and Kevin Brodie had been featured on the show for three seasons, until Jon had been promoted to Homicide Special and Kevin had left the force for the District Attorney’s office.

Chief Schneider, after consulting with the city’s legal team, had greenlit the idea when Media Relations presented it to him. Right now, he was regretting that decision. He asked, “Would Kevin remember?”

“Probably. He never forgets names. Permission to call him, sir?”

“Yes. Put him on speaker.”

Jon tapped on the screen of his phone. Three rings, then a groggy, familiar voice. “What the fuck? Where are you?”

“I’m at the PAB in the chief’s office. You’re on speaker with Chief Schneider, Deputy Chief Gonzalez, and Justin Pearlman. Don’t swear anymore.”

Schneider said, “Hello, Kevin.”

“Hello, sir.” The grogginess was gone. Schneider heard Kevin moving, then footsteps thumping down a staircase. “What’s going on?”

Jon said, “Someone’s faked a video of me shooting a guy in cuffs, but it’s my face and voice.”

“What? Shi- uh, shoot. What guy?”

“No idea. I’ve never seen him before. I only say one word, a name. Briscoe. Do you remember a witness named Briscoe in one of our Two Days cases?”

“Um. Yeah.” A refrigerator door opened, and Schneider heard the hiss of a can of soda. “Remember Bart Hightower and the drug-dealing monks? Colby Briscoe was one of the kids that worked at that bookstore where they were laundering the money.”

Justin muttered, “Drug-dealing monks?”

Rosemary rolled her eyes. “West LA, man.”

Jon said, “Yes. Colby-like-the-cheese Briscoe. What was the other kid’s name?”

A brief pause as Kevin apparently consulted his mental Rolodex, then he said, “Damian Hein. Do you think this video is connected to them? That was... Jesus. Almost six years ago.”

“I don’t know. There are dozens of names I spoke during that show that they could have clipped to use. Why choose Briscoe?”

Kevin said, “IAG will get this, right? They’ll have to track down Briscoe and Hein and see what they’re up to these days.”

IAG was the Internal Affairs Group, who investigated all cases of police wrongdoing. Schneider answered. “Yes, IAG and Cyber Crimes will both investigate. They may want to pick your memory, Kevin.”

“That’s fine, sir.”

Jon asked, “Are you going to work this morning?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to you later. Thanks, Kev.”

“Sure. ‘Bye, Chief.”

“Goodbye, Kevin. Thank you.”

Jon ended the call and tucked the phone into his pocket. “Now what?”

Rosemary said, “Now the investigation begins. I’ll get IAG and Cyber Crimes up here ASAP.”

Schneider said, “I’ll call Media Relations and have them come up with a statement. I’ll hold a press conference first thing this morning. In the meantime... Jon, I’m afraid that until the investigation is complete, you’ll have to be suspended. With pay.”

“Understood, sir.” Jon stood. He unholstered his weapon, unclipped his badge from his belt, and laid them both gently on the chief’s desk.

Rosemary said, “We’ll get those back to you as soon as we can.”

“Thank you.”

Schneider remembered Jon’s question to Kevin. Are you going to work this morning? Kevin had left the DA’s office about nine months ago to become a private investigator. His partners in the agency were Rob Jones, the second-best detective LAPD had ever produced, and another sharp ex-cop named Jamilah Daly. 

Jon would surely seek their assistance in determining who’d framed him for this murder.

Officially, Schneider didn’t want to know. Unofficially... “If Kevin should happen to remember anything else, make sure he passes it on to IAG.”

Jon flicked a glance at the chief, but his expression stayed neutral. “Yes, sir, I will.”
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