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  About DIRTY MARTINI


  In Whiskey Sour, Chicago police Lieutenant Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels hunted down a killer dubbed “The Gingerbread Man.” In Bloody Mary, she busted a psychopath with a penchant for dismemberment. In Rusty Nail, it was a serial killer with a doozy of a family tree. And now, in Dirty Martini, Jack faces her toughest adversary yet: a sicko who’s poisoning the city’s food supply. But that’s just the start of what he has planned, because he’s aiming to kill fifty thousand people in the single biggest act of terrorism the US has ever seen. Can she stop him—and decide whether to accept boyfriend Latham’s surprise proposal—without destroying both her reputation and her sanity?


  Join Jack, her partner Herb, and her nemesis Harry McGlade, for her fourth, and greatest, case so far.
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  INTRODUCTION


  I wrote Dirty Martini knowing it wouldn’t have any blood in it. After Rusty Nail, which was sort of like a Serial Killers Greatest Hits, I decided the next Jack book would be bloodless, and the villain would be a poisoner.


  This is my most accessible JD novel, because there are no scenes to make the reader squeamish. It also has one of my favorite endings, lots of laughs, and a little more romance than any of the previous books.


  It’s worth noting that this was the first time I ever censored myself. In Whiskey Sour, I had a scene showing how to booby trap Halloween candy. In Bloody Mary, I explained how to beat a lie detector. In Rusty Nail, I showed how to escape from prison. Dirty Martini deals with making a bomb, and I purposely fudged some of the reality because I didn’t want anyone following the recipe exactly.


  So if you want to blow up a city, you’ll have to get your blueprints from the Internet like everyone else. Or, better yet, don’t blow up anything.


  And, as always, thank you for reading.




  This book is for Jim Coursey, who has been there for me since the beginning. Best friends forever, man!




  DIRTY MARTINI



  2 oz vodka


  1 tbsp dry vermouth


  2 tbsp olive juice


  2 olives


  Fill a mixer with all ingredients, including garnish.


  Cover and shake hard 3–4 times.


  Strain contents into a cocktail glass.
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PROLOGUE


  No security cameras this time, but he still has to be careful. The smaller the store, the more likely he’ll be remembered.


  He’s dressed for the part. The mustache is fake. So is the shoulder-length hair. His facial jewelry is all clip-on, including the nose ring and the lip ring, and his combat boots have lifts in them, adding almost three inches to his height. He’s wearing a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt that he picked up at a thrift shop for a quarter, under a red flannel shirt that cost little more. The long sleeves hide the tube.


  When they interview witnesses later, they’ll remember his costume, but not his features.


  He picked a good time of day—the store is busy. The woman behind the counter is speaking German with one of the patrons, three people in line behind her. To the left, an old lady is pushing a small cart, scrutinizing some imported canned goods. In the rear of the store, a fat man is picking up a .5-liter bottle of Weihenstephaner beer.


  At the deli section, he finds the cooler with the fresh fruit. Pretending as if he’s trying to decide, he eventually picks up a red apple.


  He cradles the fruit in his left hand, avoiding the use of his fingertips. Palmed in his right hand, attached to the tube that runs up his sleeve, is the jet injector. It’s four inches long, shaped like a miniature hot glue gun. He touches the orifice to the surface of the apple. Pulls the trigger.


  There’s a brief hissing sound, lasting a fraction of a second. He puts the apple back and selects another, repeating the process.


  Pssssssstttttt.


  After doing four pieces of fruit, some potatoes, and a plastic container of yogurt, the jet injector needs to be armed again—something that will attract attention. He leaves the deli without buying anything, stepping out onto Irving Park Road and into the pedestrian traffic.


  Ethnic stores are easy. He’s already done a supermarket in Chinatown, contaminating some star fruit and dried fish, and a Polish butcher shop on the West Side, injecting almost the entire stock of kielbasa. In Wrigleyville he visited a large chain grocery store and made quick work of some apples, pears, and packages of ground beef, mindful to keep his head lowered so the security cameras didn’t get any good facial shots. Just south of Chicago’s Magnificent Mile he paid for admission to the Art Institute and spent thirty minutes in the cafeteria, using his jet injector on practically everything—cartons of milk, juice boxes, fruit, candy bars—and when the clerk turned her head he sprayed a cloud burst into the nozzles of the soda pop machine.


  He has two stops left: an all-you-can-eat buffet on Halsted, and another grocery store on the North Side. Then he’s done.


  For today.


  Tomorrow he has another eight stores picked out, news permitting. The incubation period is anywhere from a few hours to a few days. There’s a chance people will get sick sometime tonight. Paralysis is terrifying, and once it begins, the infected will rush to the hospital. Diagnosis isn’t easy, but the agent will eventually be discovered. Then the alphabets will be notified—the CDC, WHO, FBI, CPD.


  If the panic spreads ahead of schedule, he’ll have to move up with the Plan and do the second round in a different way.


  It will be interesting to see how things turn out.


  He heads down Lincoln, stopping in a fast-food chain. In the bathroom he detaches the injector from the tube, placing it in his pocket. He washes his hands with soap and holds them under the air drier, which is labeled For Your Sanitary Protection. This prompts a smile. When he’s finished, he removes a moistened alcohol towelette and goes over his hands again.


  At the counter, he orders a burger and fries, and eats while surreptitiously watching the kids frolic in the indoor playland.


  Children’s parks are a cesspool of germs. All that openmouthed coughing and sneezing, all those sticky fingers wiping noses and then touching the slides, the ladders, the bin of a thousand plastic balls, each other. It’s practically a hot zone.


  When he finishes eating, he returns to the bath room, attaches the jet injector to the tube running up his sleeve, and lightly shakes the cylinder strapped to his waist under his shirt.


  There’s plenty left.


  He arms the injector using the key to torque back the spring, and walks out of the washroom over to the cubby where a dozen pairs of brightly colored kids’ shoes lie in wait. Getting down on one knee, he pretends he’s tying a lace.


  Instead, he injects the rubber soles of five different shoes.


  A small child pokes him from behind.


  “That’s my shoe.”


  He smiles at the boy. “I know. It fell on the floor. Here you go.”


  The child takes the shoe, switches it to his other hand, and wipes his nose with his palm.


  “Thanks,” says the boy.


  The man stands up, winks, and heads north on Lincoln to catch the bus to the all-you-can-eat buffet.
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CHAPTER 1


  Three Days Later


  Is that a real gun?” The little girl probably wasn’t much older than five, but I’m not good with children’s ages. She pointed at my shoulder holster, visible as I leaned into my shopping cart to hand a bag of apples to the cashier.


  “Yes, it is. I’m a cop.”


  “You’re a girl.”


  “I am. So are you.”


  The child frowned. “I know that.”


  I looked around for her mother, but didn’t see anyone nearby who fit the profile.


  “Where’s Mommy?” I asked her.


  She gave me a very serious face. “Over by the coffee.”


  “Let’s go find her.”


  I told the teenaged cashier I’d be a moment. He shrugged. The little girl held out her hand. I took it, surprised by how small it felt. When was the last time I’d held a child’s hand?


  “Did you ever shoot anyone?” she asked.


  From the mouths of babes.


  “Only criminals.”


  “Did they die?”


  “No. I’ve been lucky.”


  Her eyebrows crunched up, and she pursed her tiny lips.


  “Criminals are bad people.”


  “Yes, they are.”


  “Shouldn’t they die?”


  “Every life is important,” I said. “Even the lives of bad people.”


  A woman, thirties, rushed out into the main aisle and searched left, then right, locking onto the girl.


  “Melinda! What did I tell you about wandering off!”


  She was on us in three steps. Melinda released my hand and pointed at me.


  “I’m okay, Mommy. She’s got a gun.”


  The mother looked at me and turned a shade of white appropriate for snowmen. I dug into my pocket for my badge case.


  “Lieutenant Jack Daniels.” I showed her the gold star and my ID. “You’ve got a cute daughter.”


  Her face went from fraught to relieved. “Thanks. Sometimes I think she needs a leash. Do you have kids?”


  “No.”


  She opened her mouth, then closed it again. I watched her puzzle out what to say next.


  “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I said in my cop voice. Then I went back to my groceries. An elderly man, who’d gotten into the checkout line behind me, gave me a look I usually received from felons I’d busted.


  “It’s about goddamn time,” he said.


  “Police business,” I told him, flashing my star again. Then I made a show of looking into his cart. “Sir, this lane is for ten items or less. I’m counting thirteen items in your cart, including that hemorrhoid cream. And while hemorrhoids might give you a reason to be nasty, they don’t give you a reason to be in this lane.”


  He scowled, used a five-letter word to express his opinion of people with two X chromosomes, and then wheeled his cart away.


  Chicago. My kind of town.


  I really missed living here.


  Shopping in the suburbs was cheaper, less crowded, closer to home, and no one ever called me names. I tried it once, at a three-hundred-thousand-square-foot supermarket that sold forty-seven different varieties of potatoes and had carts with little video monitors that broadcast commercials and spit out coupons. Never again.


  You can take the girl out of the city, but you can’t take the city out of the girl.


  I finished paying for my ten items or less and then left the grocery store. The weather hung in the mid-sixties, cloudy, cool for June. My car, an aging Chevy Nova that didn’t befit a woman of my stature or my style, was parked just up the street, next to a fire hydrant. I stuck my bags in the trunk, took a big gulp of wonderfully smoggy city air, and then started the beast and headed for the Eisenhower to battle rush hour traffic.


  “Four more dead, bringing the death toll up to nine. Hundreds more botulism cases have been confirmed, and a city-wide panic has …”


  I switched the radio station to an oldies channel, and let Roger Daltrey serenade me through the stop-and-go.


  It took an hour to get to the house. It never took less.


  By my rough calculation, I was averaging ten hours a week driving to and from work, so if I retired in ten years, I will have wasted over five thousand hours—two hundred days—in the car.


  But, on the bright side, I had a big backyard that demanded to be mowed, trees that needed trimming, a clothes dryer in need of repair, a hole in the driveway, mice in the attic, a loose railing on the stairs, water damage in the basement, and flaking paint in the bedroom.


  Lately, my sexual fantasies revolved around once again having a landlord. Looks, age, and hygiene didn’t matter, as long as he had a tool belt and said, “Don’t worry, I’ll fix it.”


  Being a homeowner sucked. Though officially, I wasn’t a homeowner. Chicago cops were required to live within the city limits, so the house was in my mother’s name. While far from feeble, Mom had recently had some medical problems, and we decided that it would be best if she moved in with me. She agreed, but insisted we buy a house in the suburbs. “Where it is less hectic,” she’d said.


  As far as the city knew, I still had my apartment in Wrigleyville. A dangerous game to play, but I wasn’t the first cop to play it.


  I exited the expressway onto Elmhurst Road, drove past several tiny strip malls—or perhaps it was one giant strip mall—and turned down a side street festooned with eighty-year-old oak and elm trees. There weren’t any streetlights, and the cloudy day and abundant foliage made it look like dusk, even though dusk was an hour away. I pulled into the driveway, pressed the garage door opener, pressed it again, pressed it one more time, said some bad words, then got out of the car.


  The suburbs smelled different from the city. Woodsy. Secluded. Clean and safe.


  I hated the suburbs.


  I lugged the groceries to the front door, set them on the porch, reached for my keys, and froze.


  The new door I recently had installed—a security door made of reinforced aluminum with the pick-proof dead bolt that I always made sure was locked tight—was yawning wide open.
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CHAPTER 2


  Cop mode took over. My mother, the apple of my eye who’d guilted me into buying this suburban hell-house, was visiting friends in Florida and wouldn’t be back for another week. Latham, my boyfriend, had a key, but he also had a car, which wasn’t parked in the driveway or on the street.


  Several times in my professional past, people had figured out where I lived. Bad people. Which is how I let my mom convince me to move to the middle of a forest preserve.


  I set down the bags and opened my purse, removing my .38 Colt Detective Special, using a two-handed grip, elbows bent, barrel pointing skyward. I nudged the door open with my shoulder, holding my breath, trying to listen. The hardwood floor my mother adored squeaked like a tortured squirrel with every step I took. A male voice came from deep inside the bowels of the house.


  “Debemos cantar algo más …”


  I considered my options. My radio was in the car. Cell phone was in my pocket, but 911 would take a few minutes to respond.


  “¡Dios mío!”


  From behind. I spun, dropping to one knee, hearing and then feeling my Donna Karan skirt tear, drawing a bead on a chubby Mexican man in a full red and gold mariachi uniform, complete with sombrero and oversized guitar.


  “Jack!”


  I ascertained that the mariachi wasn’t an immediate threat, turned toward the other voice, and saw Latham standing in the hallway, wearing a tuxedo.


  “Jesus!” I said, hissing out a breath.


  Latham smiled. “Don’t shoot them until after you’ve heard them play.”


  I holstered my gun, Latham came over to help me off my knee, but somehow he wound up on his.


  “Latham, what are—”


  Guitars began to play, and two more mariachis joined their friend next to the breakfront. Latham dug into his tux jacket, coming out with a jewelry box. His red hair was combed back, but a lock of it curled down his forehead. His green eyes were glinting.


  “Jacqueline Daniels, I love you more than I’ve ever loved anything in my entire life.”


  Oh my God.


  He was proposing.


  I had a huge rip in my skirt. I bet my hair was a mess. Did my makeup look okay? I hadn’t checked it in hours.


  “I want you to be my wife. I promise I’ll do everything within my power to make you the happiest woman on the planet. Jacqueline Margaret Daniels, will you marry me?”


  He looked so damn cute, his eyes all glassy, a goofy smile on his face, that dumb music playing behind us.


  Then he held out the ring, and I started to cry. A solitaire diamond, shining like it had batteries, exactly the kind of ring I’d always dreamed of having.


  He took my left hand, went to put the ring on.


  I pulled away.


  His cute face crumpled.


  “I’ve thought it all out, Jack. I know you’ve been burned by marriage before. And I know you just moved here, and you aren’t going to abandon your mother. We have time to work all of that out. I’m not setting a date. I just want … need … the commitment.”


  For some insane reason, I thought about the little girl at the supermarket, and how right it felt to hold her hand. What are you thinking, Jack? You’re forty-six years old. You can’t possibly …


  My cell phone rang once. Twice. Three times.


  “Are you going to get that?” Latham asked.


  Shit. I dug the phone out and slapped it to my face.


  “Daniels.” I turned to the mariachi band and yelled, “Shhh!”


  “This is the superintendent’s office. She’s called an emergency meeting. You need to get to police headquarters immediately.”


  The secretary broke the connection. Latham knelt patiently at my feet. To our left, three fat mariachis waited expectantly. I felt like a spotlight had come on and I’d forgotten my lines.


  “You have to go,” Latham said.


  “Latham—”


  “It’s okay. Go ahead.” He smiled, and the smile was so pure, so genuine, it broke my heart.


  Then he put the ring back in its little red box, and my heart broke a second time.


  “I’ll be here when you get back,” he said. “Do you mind?”


  I reached out a hand and touched his freshly shaven cheek.


  “Of course I don’t mind. I love you. I just—”


  He stood up, kissed me, and the mariachis broke into song. I’d never kissed a guy with a band playing backup music, and I found it incredibly stupidly romantic and more than a little exciting. My hips touched his, and he slipped his hand down the small of my back and pulled me even closer. It had been about a week since I’d had sex, and I moaned a little in my throat, arousal flushing through me like a drug. Then the lovely guitar strumming was replaced by screams of pain and terror.


  My unfriendly cat, Mr. Friskers, had wrapped himself around one of the mariachis’ heads like a face-hugger from the movie Alien. He did this often enough that we kept a loaded squirt gun in the refrigerator. Latham jogged off to get it, and I tried to explain to the mariachis that pulling wasn’t going to work, because the cat just dug in harder.


  They tried to pull anyway.


  Mariachi blood flowed.


  Latham came back with the squirt gun and some paper towels, apologizing profusely in bad Spanish. After the first spritz, Mr. Friskers fell to the floor, hissed at Latham, and then bounded off down the hallway.


  The mariachi escaped with both eyes still in their sockets, but his mustache was dangling at an odd angle. His bandmates found this amusing enough to spur them into giggling fits.


  “Go save the city,” Latham said, pressing a paper towel to the bleeding singer’s face. “We’ll talk later.”


  “Are you sure?”


  He winked at me. “Go on. I have to find the rest of this guy’s mustache anyway.”


  “Thanks,” I said, though it felt like spoiled milk in my mouth.


  “Call me before you get home. I’m cooking dinner. German.”


  My favorite kind of food. I felt like a super-jumbo cowardly jerk.


  I walked out the door, past the grocery bags I’d left on the porch, and climbed into my car. In the driver’s seat, head buzzing, I stared at the large tear in my skirt but found myself unable to go back into the house to change. I couldn’t face Latham.


  He deserved so much better than me.


  I pulled out of the driveway, thinking about my rocky relationship with the world’s most adorable accountant, Latham Conger. He was a bit younger, attractive, intelligent, caring, good in bed, and the most patient and forgiving person I’d ever met. In all the fairy princess fantasies I’d die before admitting I had, he perfectly fit the role of Prince Charming.


  Unfortunately the fairy princess fantasy didn’t mesh well with the veteran city cop reality.


  The Ike got me back into Chicago in an hour and some change.


  Police headquarters was located in a sprawling 400,000-square-foot building on Thirty-fifth and Michigan. The lobby, like the exterior, was a mixture of orangish brown and off-white. Lots of tile. Lots of fluorescent light. It reminded me of a hospital.


  My partner, Sergeant Herb Benedict, was pacing the hallway in front of the super’s door. Herb was ten years my senior, and twice my weight, and he sported a walrus mustache and hound dog jowls. Worried wasn’t a look that Herb wore often, but at that moment he looked positively distraught.


  “Been in there yet?” I asked.


  “Waiting for you. What happened to your skirt?”


  I resisted the urge to smooth a hand over the tear.


  “It’s the new look. All the kids are doing it. Know what’s going on?”


  Herb shook his head, three chins jiggling.


  “No. But it’s big.”


  “You okay?” I asked. The bags under his eyes seemed darker than normal.


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “You seem kind of preoccupied.”


  “So do you.”


  We exchanged a look that promised we’d talk later, and went into the office.


  There were three people in the room. Superintendent Terry O’Loughlin—newly appointed by the mayor—was someone whom I hadn’t had a chance to meet yet, but whose reputation was well known. Behind her back, cops called her OTB, one tough broad. She’d forsaken her public appearance dress blues for a red pantsuit that looked like it came off the rack at Sears, and fit about as well. Subtle makeup, brown hair cropped short, and a wedding ring that looked to be cutting off the circulation to her chubby finger.


  Captain Bains, my boss, stood next to her desk. Bains resembled a short, fat, unattractive version of Burt Reynolds, down to the jet-black hairpiece that didn’t match the gray in his mustache.


  The third man was someone I didn’t know. Tall. Blondish. Sort of geeky looking, but dressed sharp. Before anyone had a chance to say word one, geeky guy was crossing the room toward me, his hand out in front of him.


  “Lieutenant Daniels.” His shake was moist but aggressive, and he repeated it with Herb. “I’m Davy Ellis, of Ellis, Dickler, and Scaramouche. Call me Davy.”


  “Lawyer?” Herb asked.


  “We’re a public relations firm currently working with the city of Chicago to boost the image of the police department.”


  I glanced at Bains, who gave me a curt nod but no explanation. What the hell was going on here?


  “Lieutenant Daniels.” Superintendent O’Loughlin stood up and extended her hand. She wasn’t much taller standing than sitting. We shook, and her grip was stronger than Davy’s. “I’m glad you’ve finally graced us with your presence. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  “Car trouble,” I lied. “The pleasure is mine, Superintendent.”


  She did the shaking thing with Herb, and then we were instructed to sit. Bains joined us. Davy remained standing.


  The super pushed a piece of paper across her desk. “My office received a letter this afternoon, addressed to me.”


  Herb and I leaned forward and read.



  I am the one spreading the botulism toxin. I’ve visited sixteen places so far. One was a deli on Irving Park. You will agree to pay me two million dollars, or my next target will kill hundreds of people.


  This isn’t terrorism. I’m not some dumb Islamic fundamentalist. I’m a venture capitalist. I’m investing in fear and death. Pay me or I’ll branch out.


  Take out an ad in the Friday Sun-Times in the personals and say “Chemist—the answer is yes.”


  You’ll hear from me soon.


  To prove I am who I say I am, this paper has been coated with BT.



  Even though I could see the photocopy smudges, I suddenly wanted to distance myself from the paper. Botulism had been the top story for the last two days. The quick and deadly effects of the disease were terrifying.


  “There was a powdery residue in the envelope with the letter,” the super said. “The secretary who opened it is at Rush-Presbyterian. She tested positive for botulism toxin. Three other people at the First District came into contact with the letter. So far they’re asymptomatic, but they’re being treated with antitoxin and remain under observation.”


  Herb also seemed uncomfortable being so close to the note.


  “I heard on the news there are nine dead so far,” he said.


  The super’s mouth became a grim line. “The number is actually thirty-two, with over six hundred confirmed cases. We haven’t released the figures. The CDC, WHO, and USAMRIID have been notified, but everyone else is still under the impression that this is a naturally occurring outbreak, not a terrorist act.”


  My mind harkened back to the anthrax scares after 9/11. The paranoia. The panic. Having this happen in my city was unfathomable. I thought about the tens of thousands of restaurants, cafés, bakeries, delis, supermarkets, and food stands in Chicago. One person, spreading a deadly toxin, could kill untold numbers before we even caught a lead.


  “Has the FBI been contacted?” I asked.


  “Yes. The Feds are sending a Hazardous Materials Response Team, which should arrive anytime. I’m sure Homeland Security will have a hand or three in as well.”


  The super took a deep breath, then hit me with a stare so intense I had to fight to maintain eye contact.


  “You and Sergeant Benedict have been on high-profile cases before, and when this breaks, it will be world news. You’ve had experience with product tampering. You’ve also had experience where the perpetrator contacted the police department.”


  I didn’t volunteer that both of those cases were actually the same case, and that the MO was entirely different from this one. Instead I said, “So we’re here to consult?”


  “No,” she said. “This case is yours.”


  Herb made a tiny gagging sound. I tried to get my head around this. Bains glanced at me like he didn’t believe it either.


  “We appreciate the vote of confidence, Superintendent O’Loughlin. But if this is simply because I’m a woman—”


  “Spare me the kiss-ass and the righteous indignation, Lieutenant. I didn’t choose you because you’re the best cop in the city, or because you have tits. There were ten people on the list ahead of you. All of them men. The mayor got roasted when he appointed a woman in charge of the CPD. I’m not anxious to commit the same career suicide.”


  That’s what I figured. “So why—”


  Davy stood behind the super, the smile on his face so wide, it touched his ears.


  “Your approval rating is at eighty-three percent,” he said.


  “Excuse me?”


  Davy sat on the corner of the desk and gave me a friendly Dale Carnegie pat on the shoulder. I could feel his hot, moist palms through the silk of my blouse.


  “The people of Chi-Town love you, Lieutenant Jack Daniels. You caught that crazy family last year, that brain tumor guy before that. Plus, the Gingerbread Man. Putting you in charge of this case will counteract some of the negative publicity we’ll receive when the story goes public. You’ll be giving hope to the hopeless.”


  Unbelievable. I wasn’t the best qualified to run this case, but they picked me because I could smile pretty for the camera.


  “Superintendent O’Loughlin—”


  “The decision has been made. You have a blank check on this. Unlimited resources. If you aren’t competent, find people who are.”


  The super hit the intercom button, asking the nurse to come in with the botulism toxin vaccines.


  I looked at Herb. He was staring into space, either in deep thought, or unable to adequately process the situation.


  I could relate. This wasn’t just a bad case. This was a career killer. They hadn’t caught the anthrax terrorist. Had he continued, he could have crippled the nation. And decades earlier, Chicago had been plagued by another tamperer, the Tylenol Killer, who had laced the pain reliever with cyanide. TK had single-handedly and irreversibly changed the face of over-the-counter drugs. Capsules to tablets. Tamper-proof bottles. Blister packs and double-sealed boxes. Seven dead, and billions of dollars in revenue lost. And he’d never been brought to justice.


  Catching bad guys required evidence and eyewitnesses. Poisoners were the hardest perps to catch. A single, organized, motivated individual, with a basic knowledge of chemistry, could wreak more havoc on Chicago than all of the crime in the last fifty years combined.


  I felt like hiding under the desk. O’Loughlin read my mind.


  “Failure isn’t an option, Lieutenant. This is the second-largest police force in the nation. I’ve got 16,538 people under my command. Fewer than one-quarter of them are women. You fuck this up, you fuck it up for me and for every female who has busted her ass to be treated like an equal in this sexist, chauvinist-pig pen. Catch the guy, you’re a hero and we’ll give you a parade. Screw up, and your career is over.”


  The nurse came in, toting a little white case.


  “And if I refuse?” I asked.


  O’Loughlin didn’t blink. “You can pick up your white gloves and whistle down the hall. We’ll start you at the intersection of Congress and Michigan. Make sure you brush up on your traffic signals before you report for work tomorrow at five a.m.”


  She grinned, and it was chilling. “If you want to speak with your union rep, I have him on speed dial. Or I could voice your concerns when I have dinner over at his place tonight.”


  I looked at Herb again, but he was still spacey. The nurse rolled up the sleeve of my blouse and dabbed my arm with an alcohol pad.


  “Okay then,” I said. “Let’s get started.”
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CHAPTER 3


  The super had a table brought into her office, and Herb and I made a list of cops that we trusted. We picked from different areas so there wouldn’t be shortage in any particular district. When we were finished, we had a task force of a hundred cops. O’Loughlin added eight secretaries to the group.


  “First thing we need to do,” I said, “is close every deli on Irving Park Road.”


  “Be discreet,” Davy suggested. “Panic won’t help the situation. This city tends to riot when its sporting teams win a championship. They won’t react well to terrorist threats.”


  Herb folded his arms, but his heart didn’t seem into it. “The public needs to know.”


  Davy shook his head. “Not a good idea. The tourist business in Chicago is a billion-dollar industry.” Davy held up his fists and began ticking off fingers. “Hotels. Airlines. Taxis. Restaurants. Museums. Shopping. Who would go out to eat if they knew someone was randomly poisoning the city’s food?”


  “That’s the point,” I said.


  “We’re also talking thousands, tens of thousands, of jobs here. Plus Chicago might never recover from the stigma. Look at Toronto after the SARS scare. Hundreds of millions in lost revenue.”


  I didn’t know who I despised more, the homicidal killers or the bean counters. I gave the super my brightest us girls need to stick together smile.


  “Second thing we need to do is lose the PR guy.” I jerked my thumb at Davy. “There’s a shark out there, and he doesn’t want to close the beaches.”


  The super shrugged. “The mayor wants him here. He stays.”


  Herb looked sour. “Are we going to tell the public?”


  “I’ll pass along your recommendation to His Honor.”


  My turn to look sour. “What about the lawsuits that are going to rain down when the public finds out we knew there was a threat and didn’t tell them?”


  “We weigh that against destroying businesses, irrevocably hurting the economy, and yelling fire in a crowded movie theater and the resulting panic it would cause.”


  “But there is a fire,” Herb said.


  She wouldn’t budge. “There’s already been a lot of media speculation that a tamperer is involved. People are being careful.”


  Davy smiled at me like the annoying little brother I never had.


  “Not careful enough,” I insisted. “Let’s confirm the rumors. If everyone is on the lookout, maybe he’ll stay in his house and stop poisoning our city.”


  Now the super folded her arms. “The decision has been made. We sit on it for now.”


  You can’t fight City Hall. I changed gears. “How many other contaminated scenes have we found?”


  O’Loughlin picked up one of the folders littering her desk. “None have been verified yet, but there are eleven possibles. The CDC is taking patient histories at area hospitals to pinpoint outbreak epicenters. We’re meeting with them later today.”


  “Any evidence from the scenes?” I asked.


  “That’s what you’re here for.”


  “Have they been closed? Even the possibles?”


  “Yes.”


  I put Herb in charge of that.


  “Also,” I told him, “interview the people exposed so far. The sick, and the families of the deceased. Plus the cops and the mail carrier who handled the letter.”


  The super raised her eyebrow in a question.


  “Sometimes big crimes are committed to cover up smaller crimes. Maybe the Chemist had a specific target, and the rest of this is all smoke and mirrors.”


  “I’ll need more cops,” Herb said.


  “Retirees,” I said. “Put them back on limited duty.”


  The super nodded, then took a phone call.


  The extortion letter had gone on ahead to the crime lab, and I dug out my cell and spoke briefly with my guy there, Scott Hajek. He’d confirmed botulism in the envelope and on the letter through the wonder of mass spectrometry. Postmark came from the post office around the corner, mailed yesterday. Stamp and seal on the envelope both self-adhesive, so no saliva. Eleven prints found on the envelope and paper. The letter had been printed on an inkjet, using Arial Black font, available on almost every computer made after 1994. No hairs or fibers or business cards revealing the Chemist’s address had yet been found, but Hajek was still on it.


  “Priors,” Captain Bains said. He’d been silent for so long, I’d forgotten he was there. “I can get a team searching for anyone in our system with a past record of poisoning, product tampering, or extortion.”


  “Keep it open to women,” I said.


  O’Loughlin cut off her phone conversation in mid-sentence and gave me the eyebrow.


  “Poisoners tend to be women,” I said. “It’s a crime that doesn’t involve physical aggression or personal contact.”


  “How about the botulism itself?” Herb asked. “Any way to trace that?”


  “Maybe I can help with that.”


  I looked over my shoulder, and in walked … a hottie.


  While I appreciated a good-looking guy as much as any woman, my days of getting dreamy-eyed and giggly were thirty years behind me.


  This man, however, made me feel sixteen again.


  He was gorgeous. Early thirties, tall, broad shoulders and narrow hips, a Marlboro profile, and piercing blue eyes that were otherworldly. His suit wasn’t as expensive as Davy’s, but he filled it out a lot better. It was as if God had taken half of Bra. Pitt’s genes, mixed them with half of Sean Connery’s, and added more muscles and thicker hair.


  “Special Agent Rick Reilly, HMRT.”


  He did a round of hand-shaking. When his fingers touched mine I felt a shock, then spent the next few seconds wondering if I’d imagined it or not.


  “Clostridium botulinum is a bacteria that occurs naturally in the soil throughout North America,” Rick said. He had a rich baritone, with just a hint of Southern lilt. “It produces a toxin that has the honor of being the most poisonous substance in the world. A single gram could effectively kill a million people. Symptoms of food-borne illness can begin as early as two hours after exposure, or may be delayed for as long as two weeks.”


  “What are the symptoms?” Herb asked.


  Rick sat on the super’s desk, facing me and Herb. His crotch was just below eye level, and the very fact that I was even thinking about it meant my mind wasn’t in the game. I refused to look.


  “Let’s say you ate some contaminated seafood. It doesn’t matter if it came straight from the freezer, or the microwave. Heat and cold might kill the bacteria, but the poison they produce is still deadly. The next morning, your mouth might be unusually dry. You might also have some abdominal cramps. Maybe even some vomiting. But no fever. It feels like a hangover. What’s happening is that your bloodstream is circulating the toxin to your neurological junctions, where it binds irreversibly, blocking acetylcholine release.”


  “English,” O’Loughlin barked.


  “It goes where your nerve endings meet your muscle fibers, and paralyzes them. You can’t walk or move. Your face droops. You get double vision and lose your gag reflex. And eventually, you can no longer breathe.”


  I thought about the shots the nurse had administered the hour previously, and wondered if my dry mouth was the result of nerves or the result of a bad batch of vaccine.


  “What’s the treatment?” I asked, my voice cracking slightly.


  “Antitoxin and ventilation. It can take months to fully recover, and there may always be some residual paralysis. With effective treatment, there’s less than a twenty-five percent loss of life. If treatment is delayed, or if there’s a shortage of adequate equipment, the death toll rises.”


  “Can people transfer it to each other?” the super asked.


  “Normally, no. Botulism isn’t contagious. But we seem to be dealing with a weaponized form that may have inhalation properties, so if someone has BT on their hands or clothing, cross-contamination is possible. For example …”


  He reached over and stroked the back of my hand. I felt another spark.


  “… if I had BT on my fingers, I could have transferred a lethal dose to Lieutenant Daniels. The toxin can enter the body many different ways. The lungs, the stomach, wounds, mucus membranes”—his eyes met mine—”or through sexual contact. The spores will remain on her skin until they’re washed off.”


  “Bleach?” I asked.


  Rick smiled at me.


  “A bubble bath would be fine.”


  Then he lowered his eyes, for just a fraction of a second, and eyed the tear in my skirt. I felt my whole body blush.


  Thankfully, he hopped off the desk and walked over to the corner of the room, where he’d left his briefcase. He dug around inside and pulled out a syringe, a salt shaker, and a spray bottle.


  “I’ve been with the CDC crew all day, and we’ve been trying to imagine a delivery system to contaminate food. A syringe would be able to penetrate food products and offer the highest likelihood of spreading the disease. A squirt bottle, used by someone polishing fruit in the fresh produce aisle, would work, but the toxin doesn’t last too long when exposed to O2. But if the Chemist is using dry spores, which last longer in an oxygenated environment, a salt or pepper shaker would do the trick.”


  “Do you know which he’s using?” Herb asked.


  “We don’t know yet. We’ve found contaminated food, but no needle holes. And we haven’t seen spores on the outside of food in quantities that would suggest a shaker. He might be soaking food in the toxin at his home, then bringing it to the stores.”


  “Where would he get the toxin?” Bains asked. “Can it be ordered online?”


  Rick sat on the desk again, his crotch again at eye level. This time I looked. Ay caramba. Rick didn’t lack in that area either.


  “The toxin is available for sale at hundreds of locations throughout Illinois,” he said. “Anyone with a few wrinkles will pay big money to get their hands on some.”


  “Botox.” Davy smiled, and I noted that he had no smile lines at all.


  “Exactly. In small doses, the same toxin that paralyzes your diaphragm can paralyze the tiny muscles in the face that cause frown lines and crow’s-feet. But pharmaceutical Botox sprayed on food wouldn’t cause the kind of epidemic we’re seeing here, and because Botox uses the toxin, not the bacteria, it can’t be cultured. A much easier source of botulism is honey.”


  Rick waited for a response. I bit. “Honey?”


  “Yes, darling?”


  Bains thought this was hilarious. No one else laughed.


  “Sorry.” Rick gave me an aw, shucks look that made my hormones gush. “Serious topic, though some comedy might help. Honey contains botulism spores. That’s why it carries warnings on the label, not to feed to children under the age of one. Their intestinal bacteria aren’t mature enough to handle it.”


  “You can culture botulism from honey?” Herb asked. He didn’t look happy.


  “It isn’t easy, but it’s possible. Even from pasteurized honey.”


  “So there’s no way to trace the bacteria strain?” Herb again.


  “Anyone with some basic lab equipment and a few biology books could learn to culture botulism. Weaponizing it would be more difficult, but there’s a wealth of information on the Internet. This particular toxin has been identified as type E. It’s common to this area.”


  O’Loughlin grunted, then said, “Botulism cases are monitored by the CDC, right?”


  “They keep track of all reported cases, and hospitals are required by law to report them.”


  “Is it possible the Chemist contracted botulism at some point? We could track past cases to find him.”


  Rick nodded. “Good thinking, but there are fewer than one hundred cases of botulism reported every year in North America, and all have highly detailed patient histories. I’m guessing the Chemist hasn’t been infected with botulism. He’s probably being extremely careful. You don’t develop an immunity to BT, even if you’ve been exposed before.”


  “I thought we all got vaccines,” Bains said.


  “Those are experimental, and it’s unlikely that the Chemist has access to the vaccines. So far the public sector can’t obtain them.”


  “What if he works for the government?” I asked.


  “It doesn’t really matter. The only vaccines in production are for type A and type C strains.”


  A little alarm went off in my head.


  “You said we’re dealing with type E.”


  “Correct.”


  “So these vaccines won’t protect us from this illness?”


  I watched Rick’s confidence slip a notch. “They may offer some protection.”


  “Really?”


  Rick frowned. “No.”


  “How about antibiotics?” Bains asked.


  “Works on the bacteria, not the toxin. The toxin is what kills you.”


  Herb asked, “How about that antitoxin you mentioned?”


  “That can halt advancing symptoms, but can’t reverse them. Once the nerve ending is paralyzed, it’s paralyzed forever. Which is why recovery takes so long—you have to grow new neurological junctions. But right now we’ve got two pharmaceutical companies working nonstop to supply Chicago with more doses. They should be able to provide us with a thousand by the week’s end.”


  “We’ve already had three thousand reported cases,” I said, my stomach clenching. “What are we supposed to do?”


  Rick looked at O’Loughlin.


  “The federal government doesn’t make deals with terrorists,” he said, just as my cell phone buzzed. “But if I were you, I’d give the guy his two million dollars.”


  I excused myself and answered the phone.


  “Hi, Lieut. Hajek here. We’ve traced a print. It’s strange, though.”


  “Cut the drama and spill.”


  “Jason Alger, sixty-three years old, lives in Humboldt Park.”


  “Record?”


  “No. He’s one of ours. CPD, retired. I’d ask if maybe he came into contact with the envelope somehow, maybe visiting the station. But except for the super’s secretary, all of the prints are his, and one is beneath the adhesive stamp. He has to be the one that sent the letter.”


  “Good work, Officer.”


  I explained the situation to the room, and we were out the door thirty seconds later, off to interview one of our own.
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CHAPTER 4


  Four Hours Earlier


  He calls himself the Chemist, but he isn’t a chemist. He isn’t a botanist either, although the extensive greenhouse that takes up his entire backyard makes his neighbors think otherwise.


  He’s just a simple government employee, unhappy with the system. But unlike the thousands of other government employees, punching their clocks, hating their lives, he’s devised a way to make the system pay.


  The Plan is still in the first phase. He’s been working on it, refining it, modifying it, for six years, three months, and eleven days. Though he is not perfect, the Plan is. In four days, nine hours, and sixteen minutes, it will all be over. He’ll be rich, on a bus to Mexico. And Chicago, along with the entire Midwest, will be permanently crippled.


  People will die. Many more than anyone could possibly expect. Thousands more.


  The apartment is all set. Has been, for over a week. A baited trap, waiting for the mice. It will make the TV news tonight for sure. Possibly even national. He considers setting the TiVo, but quickly dismisses the thought. He isn’t going to miss anything. They’ll repeat the footage.


  The summer air is cool and crisp. It’s night, so activity will be minimal, but he puts on the netting just in case. It’s in a sealed plastic bin next to the greenhouse door. He places it over his head, then reaches for the gloves. They’re made of neoprene, chemical resistant, and he’s careful not to touch the outside of them as he slips them on.


  The greenhouse door is locked with an electronic keypad beneath the knob. This high-tech addition was relatively cheap, and circumvents having to mess around with keys while wearing the gloves. It won’t deter someone serious—after all, the greenhouse is made entirely out of glass and plastic—but it will keep the neighborhood kids out.


  That kind of attention would be most unwelcome, after the years of planning.


  He punches the code and opens the door. The thermometer on the wall reads 102 degrees Fahrenheit. Part of this is due to the gas heaters. Part is due to the towering compost heap in the back, which recently received a particularly large infusion of organic matter.


  The Chemist loves being in the greenhouse. An untrained eye would only see the beauty of nature expressed by the ranks and files of growing, thriving plant life. A keener eye would be able to spot the cruelty beneath the veneer.


  It’s the cruelty that the Chemist adores.


  He checks the hydroponics on a castor oil plant. Castors resemble hemp, but with six leaves rather than five. Next to it is a pallet of short green plants sporting delicate white flowers—lily of the valley. Behind them, oleander, the majestic flowers yawning open in the artificial light like pink fireworks. To their right, azaleas, with their startling bloodred buds, surrounded by netting much like his pith helmet, so the bees can’t get to them.


  The Chemist steps over a tank of nitrox, navigates around several stacks of fertilizer, past piles of piping and boxes of roofing nails, and approaches a ten-gallon saltwater aquarium. Roaming along the bottom, among the sand and bits of dead coral, are over a dozen brilliantly colored cone snails, none longer than two inches. In the tank behind them, next to the cockroach pen, are fingerling goldfish. He takes the small net off its suction-cup hook, scoops up several feeders, and drops them into the snail tank.


  Normally he’d stay to watch the feast, but he has other things to do tonight.


  Near the rear of the greenhouse, between the nightshade and the jimsonweed, is his workbench. Assorted beakers, petri dishes, test tubes , flasks, stoppers, swabs, eyedroppers, and a variety of tools are arranged carefully in the six foam-lined drawers. He drags a large plastic garbage can over to his stool, then bends down and lifts a case of premium vodka onto the bench. Removing a fresh bottle by the neck, he holds it over the can and shatters it with a hammer, glass and vodka spilling onto his gloved hands.


  He picks through the mess, finds what he wants, and sets it on a place mat atop the bench, next to half a box of shotgun shells. A pair of garden clippers catches his eye, its blades stained with dirt and dried blood.


  The Chemist smiles at the memory they invoke.


  He picks up the shears and carries them to the large industrial sink, between the refrigerator and the autoclave, near the rear of the green house. He turns on the faucet and scrubs the shears with antibacterial soap. He also scrubs the remaining vomit from the ball-gag and the handcuffs, and then drops all three items into a bucket with a twenty-percent bleach solution.


  When everything is rub-a-dub-dub clean, he glances at the clock and decides to head over to police headquarters on Thirty-fifth and Michigan.


  He doesn’t want to be late.




  [image: ]


  

CHAPTER 5


  Jason Alger received his pension check at his home on the corner of Cortland Street and Hoyne Avenue, in the heart of a neighborhood known as Buck town. He lived in an unassuming two-story residence with an ample backyard.


  When we arrived on the scene, eight members of the Special Response Team—Chicago’s version of SWAT—had already secured the perimeter and were scanning the building with optics. Their vehicle, a souped-up bus known as the Mobile Command Post, was parked on the street alongside several patrol cars.


  The head of this SRT, a bull-faced sergeant appropriately named Stryker, was squinting at some fuzzy pink images on a laptop display. He wore the standard tactical gear: black jumpsuit, body armor, riot helmet, radio headset, and a utility belt stuffed with equipment, including a gas mask.


  “I’ve got two heat signatures on the first floor, and one on the second,” he said into his comlink. “No movement.”


  “Human beings?” I asked.


  He didn’t bother looking at me.


  “Unconfirmed.”


  I watched an SRT member reposition the thermal optics, and another, a woman, sweep the building with a DOX sound cannon—a device that looked like a bullhorn but was actually an ultrasensitive unidirectional microphone. Two others were examining a printout that showed the floor plan of the building.


  These guys were fast.


  “Stryker,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder. “Has your team been briefed?”


  Again, the team leader didn’t so much as glance at me.


  “Sixty-three-year-old Caucasian male, considered armed and dangerous, probable location in the rear bedroom on the second floor, no other civilian activity, possible presence of biological agents. Two by two surgical entry, Taser capture takedown.”


  “He’s a cop,” I said. “His name is Jason Alger. I just cracked his file—his record on the force is golden. I also spoke to his former commander on the ride over. Alger was a straight shooter, family man, wife passed away six years ago, has a daughter and grandchildren in California. This isn’t in character for him.”


  Stryker grunted, or perhaps it was a laugh. “Sometimes good apples get rotten.”


  “And sometimes they get thrown away while they’re still good. Take it slow in there. Something isn’t right.”


  “That’s the only time we get called.”


  “Yeah. Well, good luck, Sergeant.”


  “Luck is for the unprepared.”


  I took a step back before the testosterone surging off his body caused me to grow a mustache. Special Agent Rick Reilly sidled up behind me, so close I could feel his body heat.


  Or maybe that was my imagination.


  “These guys any good?” he asked under his breath.


  “They’re good.”


  “They’ve got a lot of fancy equipment. Is the subject inside the house?”


  “We’re not sure. Thermals have a few readings. Could be a person. Could be a radiator, or a fireplace.”


  “In June?”


  “Or a water heater or a stove.”


  “I like his utility belt. He looks like Batman.”


  Normally I didn’t mind jokes, but I was on edge.


  “You’re a biology guy, right?”


  “I’m a doctor, actually. But saying Special Agent Dr. Rick Reilly is too much of a mouthful.”


  “Will those gas masks they have protect against BT?”


  “They’re standard NBC masks—nuclear, biological, chemical. NATO threaded filters. Should be fine. You look worried.”


  “I am worried. Show me a leader worth her salt who doesn’t worry.”


  Rick pointed his chin at Stryker.


  “GI Joe doesn’t seem worried.”


  “And that worries me. Confidence is essential, cockiness is lethal.”


  This was my show. I wondered if there was anything more I should be doing. Go in with them? I didn’t have that kind of training. And if I got into a whose balls are bigger spat with Sergeant Stryker it might be distracting, and I wanted him focused.


  They know what they’re doing, I assured myself.


  “Why aren’t you married?”


  I narrowed my eyes at Rick, knocked off guard by the non sequitur.


  “What does that have to do with this case?”


  “Not a thing,” he said. “But it might have everything to do with grabbing a bite to eat later.”


  “I have a fiancé,” I said.


  “Forget to wear the ring this morning?”


  His eyes had a playful glint to them, which annoyed me. This wasn’t the time or place for flirting. And cute guys had no right coming on to me only a few hours after the man I loved proposed marriage.


  The man who was waiting patiently for me back at the house.


  I excused myself and walked into the street, hitting the speed dial button on my cell phone.


  “Hi, Latham.”


  “Hi, Jack. Any chance you’ll be home soon? I made your favorite. Wiener schnitzel and spaetzle.”


  German food was comfort food to me. I mentioned it offhandedly on one of our early dates, and the next time I went to his place Latham cooked it for me. Men who could cook trumped men with sexy bedroom eyes.


  Not that Latham didn’t have sexy bedroom eyes.


  I involuntarily glanced at Rick, noticed he was watching me, and gave him my back.


  “You’re a sweetheart, Latham. I’ll try my best, but I’m in the middle of something big.”


  “I understand. I’ll wait for you.”


  The man was a saint.


  “No. Go ahead and eat without me.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I insist. I don’t know when we’ll finish up here. It could go late.”


  “I’ll keep it warm for you.”


  “The food?”


  “Everything.”


  Some paramedics pulled up. Standard procedure for a smash and grab, but it made me even more uneasy.


  “How’s that mariachi?” I asked. “Did he ever find the rest of his mustache?”


  “No. I think Mr. Friskers ran off with it.”


  I smiled for the first time in hours.


  “Look, Latham, I know I owe you an answer …”


  “Focus on work, Jack. Keep your mind on the matter at hand. Everything else can wait until later.”


  That proved it. Latham was an alien pod person. No man could be this perfect.


  “I love you,” I said, and meant it.


  “Love you too. Stay safe.”


  Stryker rallied his troops, and my leadership role was relegated to the sidelines to impotently watch his “two by two surgical entry.” I stood alongside Herb, who’d been on the phone for over an hour organizing the task force teams, and snagged a headset from the SRT member monitoring the infrared. Beta Team marched around back, Stryker gave the radio command, and they rushed the front door. His partner did a knock-and-announce, Stryker hit the door with a handheld Thunderbolt battering ram, and they both stormed inside, weapons drawn.


  “Team Alpha in,” the radio squawked. “Hallway clear.”


  A similar banging came from the rear of the house.


  “Team Beta in. Kitchen clear.”


  The headsets were so sensitive, I could make out four different breathing rates, four different footfalls. They had gone in under the assumption that anyone inside would have looked out the window and noticed the police carnival camped on the street, so this arrest was about speed rather than stealth.


  “First bedroom clear.”


  Shuffling sounds. Some clicks.


  “Hallway clear.”


  Then came a gunshot.


  And screaming.


  “Beta Team leader down! Repeat, Beta Team leader down! We have gunfire!”


  A horrible gurgling came through my earpiece, like someone choking in a shallow pool of water.


  “Alpha Team has been hit! Possible IED! Alpha—”


  There was a popping noise, another gunshot, and static.


  “Team Alpha, do you read,” I said into the comlink. “Team Alpha, do you read.”


  Moaning, but no coherent response.


  “Team Beta, do you read. Beta, are you there, goddammit.”


  More gurgling, weaker this time.


  Herb closed his cell phone and said, “Jesus.”


  I looked at the laptop monitor and could spot the heat signatures of all four SRT members. None were moving.


  “Stryker, are you there.”


  The moaning became a keening cry, like a sick dog. It made the fillings in my teeth vibrate.


  “Gamma Team going in!”


  Two more SRT members, a man and the woman working the cartoid mike, rushed the house.


  “Hold it!” I yelled.


  They didn’t listen, quickly disappearing through the front door.


  “Gamma Team, stand down,” I said into the radio. “Repeat, stand down. I’m OIC. I want your asses back here now.”


  White noise. A groan.


  “They’re dead. They’re all dead.”


  I gripped the headgear so tight, my fingers shook. “Get the hell out of there!”


  “Jesus, what happened to his eyes—”


  “This place is rigged. It’s all rigged. Oh my—”


  A snapping sound, then coughing.


  “Gamma Team, do you read? Gamma Team, come in, over.”


  More coughing, and then the horrifying screech of someone screaming while throwing up. My skin got prickly all over.


  “Gamma Team, come in.”


  The silence was suffocating. Then, after almost thirty seconds: “Please … someone help me …”


  The final two SRT members made a try for the door. Herb tackled one. I used both hands to grab the other by the wrist.


  “No,” I told him.


  “That’s my team!”


  “We’ll get them out.”


  His name tag said James, Joshua. A kid, early twenties, barely old enough to shave. His eyes were wide, panicked, and he looked like he desperately wanted to believe me.


  “How?” he asked.


  I turned to the super, who appeared shaken, but not nearly as shaken as everyone on the line.


  “I need a HazMat team, and the bomb squad, and that robot they have, the remote control one with the cameras.”


  “Bomb squad is at the Twenty-first District, the other side of town,” she said.


  “Tell them to drive fast.”


  Rick took my arm. “Make sure the HazMat uses self-contained breathers. I think something got through the NATO filters.”


  “I thought the NATO filters were safe.”


  “For BT, yes.” Rick glanced at the radio unit, painful gurgling coming through the speaker. “That doesn’t sound like BT.”


  “Do you have … what are those protective suits called?”


  “Space suits. Back at Quantico. Not with me.”


  “… help me … please God help …”


  I racked my brain. Who would have a space suit? Fire stations? Nearby laboratories? I just saw a suit like that a little while ago. Where the hell was it?


  Then I remembered what neighborhood I was in, and who lived nearby.


  “Goddammit,” I said, yanking out my cell phone, wondering if I’d ever bothered to erase his number.


  It was still there. I hesitated two full seconds, then pressed the dial button.


  “Harry’s House of Love Juice, one hundred percent natural with zero carbohydrates, stop by for a free sample.”


  “McGlade,” I said, swallowing my pride. “It’s Jack. I need your help.”
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CHAPTER 6


  McGlade beat the bomb squad and the HazMat team to the scene, which was both a good thing and a bad thing. Good because we desperately needed his help, bad because being around McGlade was slightly less enjoyable than pulling out your own toenails with pliers.


  “Hiya, Jackie,” he said through the driver’s-side window, pulling his Corvette alongside the curb. “You want me to park this big boy here, or shall I use your rear entrance?”


  I briefly wondered what happened to his trademark 1968 Mustang, then realized he couldn’t drive stick shift with his newly acquired prosthesis. McGlade had been a player in a homicide investigation of mine not too long ago, and he hadn’t come out of the debacle entirely intact.


  “Got the space suit?”


  “I got it. You’re lucky too—I just had it cleaned. There were stains, Jack. Lots of stains.”


  I put the thought from my mind. An eternity ago, Harry McGlade and I were partners. Since his dismissal, he’d been earning his living as a full-time private eye and part-time television producer. Along with boasting the IQ of a tire iron, McGlade also had the unwelcome distinction of being one of the biggest perverts I know, and I’d met quite an assortment of them working Vice. Whatever he was using this space suit for had nothing to do with science.


  “Where is it?” I asked.


  “In back.”


  He popped the trunk, and I stared at a big pile of Day-Glo orange. I grabbed a sleeve and pulled the suit out of the car. The material felt like a combination of rubber and nylon.


  “I should be the one going in,” Rick said, coming up behind me.


  “Those are my people in there, Agent Reilly. I’m going.”


  Herb ran over, looking even shittier than he had earlier.


  “They’re not responding anymore,” he said. “Radio is silent.”


  “Can you hear anything? Moaning? Breathing?” Rick asked.


  Herb shook his head. I kicked off my shoes and pulled down my skirt. Rick and Herb averted their eyes. McGlade whistled.


  “This is a police matter, McGlade,” I said, struggling into the suit. “You can leave.”


  “Ease up, Lieutenant. We still haven’t worked out what you’re giving me because I’m letting you use my suit.”


  I fought the material. The inside clung to my bare legs like plastic wrap. “It can wait.”


  “I want a liquor license.”


  Unbelievable. Herb must have thought so as well. He grabbed McGlade’s shoulder.


  “You need to leave. Now.”


  McGlade waved his artificial hand. It wasn’t a primitive pirate claw, but it didn’t look entirely realistic either. The flesh color was too light, and shiny like rubber.


  “Don’t shoot me, Sergeant,” he said. “I’m unarmed.”


  Herb gave McGlade a push backward.


  McGlade smiled and shook his head, raising both hands in apparent supplication. Then he placed his fake one on Herb’s shoulder. There was a faint mechanical sound, like gears turning, and Herb yelped and fell to his knees.


  “Modern technology,” Harry said. “Six hundred pounds of pressure per square inch.”


  I got in his face. “Dammit, McGlade! People are dying! Stop screwing around!”


  Harry shrugged. The mechanical hand whirred open. Herb had lost all color.


  “Sorry, Jackie. I didn’t know we were in such a rush.”


  I managed to snug the suit on over my shoulders. McGlade leaned close to me and whispered, “So … if I let you use the space suit, can you talk the mayor into letting me have a liquor license for the bar I’m open—IIIIEEEEEE!”


  McGlade fell over, clutching himself between his legs. Herb unclenched the fist he’d used to induce McGlade’s aria, then got up off of his knees, his other hand rubbing his shoulder.


  “I hate that guy,” he said.


  Rick helped me strap on the SCBA tank. The gloves were thin, but not thin enough to get my finger inside of a trigger guard. Herb noted this and promised he’d be right back. The headpiece went on over the radio headset, a large hood with a Plexiglas faceplate.


  It was hot in the suit. Steam-bath hot. And it smelled bad, like chili dogs. Sweat beads popped out onto my forehead, and my silk blouse clung to me at my armpits.


  “Let me know when you feel the air.”


  Rick turned the dials on my self-contained breathing apparatus, and a wave of cool air bathed my face and circulated throughout the suit. The chest and legs began to puff out, like a balloon.


  “I’ll be with you on the radio,” Rick said through the comlink. “Keep the chatter going, describe everything you see, maybe I can help.”


  Herb jogged back, cradling a Remington 870MCS shotgun with a pistol grip. He stepped over McGlade and passed it to me. My gloved finger easily fit into the oversized trigger guard.


  “Bomb squad is still ten minutes away,” Herb said. “Robby took a bad hit last week and is out of commission.”


  Robby was their remote-controlled robot.


  “Give my respects to his family,” I said, starting for the house.


  “We could still wait for them. They’ve got better protective gear.”


  “No time.”


  “Dammit, Jack.” Herb came up after me. “You’re not even wearing a vest.”


  “Armor didn’t seem to help the SRT.”


  I jogged toward the house. Herb and Rick flanked me.


  “Her suit is leaking,” Herb said. “I can feel the air.”


  “Positive pressure. It’s supposed to do that. With air blowing out, nothing can get in.”


  Herb appeared ready to burst into tears.


  “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Jack.”


  “Me too.”


  I paused for just a moment, and stared at my partner through the Plexiglas face shield, wondering why this moment seemed so final.


  “Okay.” I took a big gulp of canned air. “Let’s do this.”
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CHAPTER 7


  The chemist watches the cop in her space suit approach the front door. The suit offers more protection than the previous batch of cops had, but it still isn’t enough.


  She has seconds left to live. Minutes, if she’s extremely lucky.


  The Chemist has spent a very long time getting things ready. There are enough traps to kill at least a dozen cops. Even careful ones in protective biohazard suits.


  He hadn’t expected that the next death would be Jack Daniels, however. She’s a celebrity. Now this will be national news for sure. He should have set the TiVo after all.


  He wonders which one will get her. The modified M44? The rattraps? The pull-loop switch? The metal ball? So many terrible things await her.


  And which toxin will it be? BT is perfect for food contamination, and the slower onset of symptoms has the desired effect of overburdening the hospitals and spreading panic and paranoia. But situations like this one called for something more immediate. More dramatic. Convallaria majalis. Ricin. Rhododendron ponticum. Ornithogalum umbellatum. Thevetia peruviana. Strychnos toxifera. Each of these induces instantaneous, messy death.


  Of course, nothing is quite as cinematic as good old homemade napalm. Or potassium cyanide gas. He’s covered those bases too.


  The Chemist spent several months researching this particular phase of the Plan. Booby trap diagrams are easily found on the Internet, but he’s taken them to the next level. They’ve become works of art. Fatal works of art. The slightest scrape of skin, the tiniest tear of fabric, the smallest misstep, and you’re dead.


  So exciting. So amusing. And he has the perfect view of everything.


  He wishes he had a bag of popcorn.


  A television news truck pulls up. It’s about damn time.


  The money will be nice. But what will really keep him company in his old age are the memories of moments like this.
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CHAPTER 8


  The space suit was claustrophobic, hot, and cumbersome. I found it extremely hard to focus. The jog up to the front door had a surreal quality, as if I were indeed stepping foot onto another planet.


  “Keep your eyes moving.” Rick, through the comlink. “Not only side to side, but up and down. Pay attention to where you’re placing your feet, and what’s overhead. You’re looking for IEDs.”


  Improvised explosive devices. Traps that released chemical or biological weapons. The things that decimated the SRT.


  I stopped before entering the doorway and poked my hooded head inside, twisting my shoulders to get peripheral views. I could see the living room to my immediate left; the sofa and entertainment center looked completely normal. Beyond it, a hallway. To my right, several doors. No signs of Alger, or any of the fallen cops.


  “Where’s the first heat signature?” I said into my headset.


  “To your right.” Herb’s voice. “Second door.”


  “Watch the thermals. If you see any signs of movement, let me know.”


  “Roger that. Take it slow in there, Jack.”


  I lifted up my right foot and crossed the threshold. The floor was dark wood, scratched, in need of refinishing. I noted some splinters and a screw; leftovers from the battering ram. I shifted my weight to my foot slowly, cautiously, as if I were on thin ice. It held.


  “Attention, Special Response Team, this is Lieutenant Daniels, Homicide.” I’d almost said Violent Crimes , but recently the suits had changed division names. “I’m coming into the house to find you. If you see someone in a big orange suit, hold your fire.”


  My words echoed in my earpiece, but had another added echo after bouncing off of my faceplate. I moved with care, as if every step counted, but the boots attached to the suit were too big for my feet and it was like walking around in clown shoes. Four steps into the hallway, my toe snagged on the base of a coatrack and I almost fell on top of my shotgun.


  I was going to kill myself before I even got to the booby traps.


  “What do you see, Jack?”


  “It’s a house. A normal, average house.”


  “It’s not normal. Don’t think that way. The IEDs will be hidden, or camouflaged. They might look like a child’s toy, or a framed photograph, or a pair of slippers. Assume that everything is deadly.”


  I took a deep breath, let it out slow. Passed through the hallway without further incident, and stopped at the second door.


  “How far into the room is the thermal reading?”


  Herb said, “It’s about two yards in front of you. Not moving.”


  Some sweat had beaded up on my forehead, and I didn’t have a way to wipe it off.


  “I’m going in.”


  My right hand kept the Remington at waist level. My left turned the knob and eased the door open.


  I let out a nervous laugh when I saw the familiar rectangular object.


  “It’s a space heater.”


  “How many cords?” Rick asked.


  That was a curious question. I lowered my line of vision to floor level and saw two.


  “Thermal levels increasing.” Herb sounded as edgy as I felt.


  “Two plugs, leading to the same outlet.”


  “One is probably a motion detector, which activates a switch to increase the temperature. Certain poisons, like arsenic, become gaseous when heated.”


  “Good thing I’m wearing a mask. I can see some fumes coming off of—”


  Because I had no peripheral vision, I didn’t see the baseball until it was practically in my face. I jerked to the right, and it bounced off my faceplate. My finger reflexively squeezed the trigger, and I sprayed buckshot along the far wall, the boom of the shotgun rattling my teeth.


  “Jack! Jack, are you okay?”


  “I’m okay. Something hit me in the face. It’s some kind of spiked thing.”


  It spun crazily in front of me, a baseball on a string. Sticking out of it on all sides, like prickles on a cactus, were nails.


  “Did it penetrate your suit?”


  “I don’t think so.” I eyed the deep scratch in my faceplate, saw some sort of liquid dripping down the outside. I shuddered, wondering what those nails were coated in.


  “You have to make sure, Jack.”


  “How?”


  “Find a piece of paper. Hold it in front of your mask. If there’s a hole, the positive pressure will blow the paper.”


  I looked around the room, found a paperback copy of The Tomb by F. Paul Wilson, and waved a page a few inches before the scratch.


  “It’s okay. No air coming out.”


  “Check above you, look for more projectiles.”


  I had to bend backward to see the ceiling. “There’s a wire on top of the door. When I opened it, this thing was rigged to fall. Doesn’t look like there’s anything else up there.”


  “Remember to keep looking above you.”


  “Message received.”


  I racked another shell into the chamber.


  “… help …”


  The word gave me gooseflesh.


  “Did you guys hear that?”


  “One of the SRT members.” Herb’s voice was pained. “He sounds alive.”


  “Where are you?” I tried to listen for noises in the house. “The first or second floor?”


  Coughing, then, “… help me …”


  “We can’t tell where he is.”


  I turned around and hurried down the hallway faster than I should have. Ahead, I saw stairs, and sitting on the bottom step, slumped over, one of my men.


  I swiveled around, 360 degrees, looking for wires and traps and anything unusual. Finding nothing, I knelt next to the fallen cop and tilted up his head to see his face.


  His gas mask was filled with bloody vomit, coating the inside of his goggles and oozing out the NBC filter.


  I shut my eyes, then forced myself to place a hand on his chest, seeking evidence of breathing that I knew wouldn’t be there.


  “I found Buhmann,” I said, sneaking a look at the name tag on his vest. “He’s gone.”


  “Did you find what killed him? It might still be active.”


  Paranoia cut through my anger, and I stood up and took a step back.


  Except for his gas mask, Buhmann appeared normal. No injuries, no blood, no—


  “It’s on the stairs.” I squinted and moved in closer. The camouflage was insidious. Eight three-inch nails, protruding up through the carpeting, painted to exactly match the color of the shag. The only reason I spotted them was a drop of blood on the middle nail.


  I wondered what kind of person thought up something like that. I could picture him, sitting quietly at a workbench, calmly putting together such a horrible thing.


  Cold-blooded wasn’t the word for it. This guy was a monster.


  “… please help …”


  “I’m going up.”


  “There are several thermal readings nearby. Be careful.”


  I didn’t need to be told to be careful. If the SWAT cop’s combat boots weren’t thick enough to stop a nail, my oversized rubber clown shoes wouldn’t offer me any better protection. Still, I took the stairs as quickly as I could, anxious to find the poor soul crying for help.


  The stairs ended at a hallway, and three more bodies.


  “Three more down, at the top of the stairs.”


  “What do you see?”


  “The nearest, vomit in the gas mask. The other two “


  It looked like their masks were filled with blood and bits of tissue. I remembered the wet coughing I’d heard earlier over the comlink. What kind of poison makes you cough up your own lungs?


  “… dead. They’re all dead.”


  “Who are they?”


  I didn’t recognize the voice on the radio, and assumed it to be one of the remaining SRT members I’d made stay outside.


  “Name tags are Winston, Banks, and Kordova.”


  “Look for what killed them.”


  I took a cautious step forward. The hallway was lined with floor-to-ceiling shelves on either side, filled with an extensive collection of NASCAR plates, framed pictures, and assorted knickknacks. A few of the plates had shattered and fallen to the floor.


  “Two of the bodies, I see wounds on their calves. Might be buckshot.”


  “A hand-loaded shotgun shell packed with a fast-acting poison. Do you see any evidence of trip wires or pressure plates, or a gun or pipe sticking out of the walls?”


  “No. Wait … there are some rattraps.”


  I was reaching for one, when Rick yelled, “Don’t move!”


  I froze in a crouching position.


  “The traps fired the buckshot. It’s easy to rig a trap to fire a shotgun cartridge. There’s got to be tripwires in the hallway, stretching between the walls.”


  “I don’t see anything.”


  “They might not be stretched tight. Might be hanging loose. Monofilament fishing line is very thin, and it’s clear. How’s the lighting?”


  “Not very good.” I saw a light switch on the wall. “There’s a switch, I’ll just—”


  “Don’t flip the switch!”


  “Jesus Christ! I’m going to die of a heart attack before any of these traps kill me!”


  “The switch may be rigged. Take a Maglite from one of the SRTs’ utility belts.”


  I altered my course to reach down for one of the flashlights. I tugged it out of its little holster and felt like a ghoul, robbing the dead.


  “Got the light?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What color is the ceiling?”


  “White.”


  “Hold the Maglite down low and point it at a forty-five-degree angle upward. You won’t see the lines, but you might be able to see the shadows of the lines on the ceiling.”


  Smart. I was becoming very grateful Rick had come along.


  I twisted on the Mag and kept it at waist level, sweeping it back and forth.


  The ceiling became a spiderweb of crisscrossing gray shadows.


  “There’s a bunch. Maybe six to ten.”


  “He’s probably not that way—he wouldn’t have made it. What’s behind you?”


  I turned.


  “A door. Closed.”


  Herb said, “There’s a thermal reading, three yards east of you. It’s probably behind that door.”


  The Remington was becoming heavy in my one-handed grip, and I was sweating so badly I felt like I’d just stepped out of the shower. I swept the Maglite around my immediate area, gently set the shotgun down against the hallway wall, and very slowly turned the doorknob.


  I only got the door open an inch before feeling a small resistance.


  “I think there’s something—”


  Then came the explosion.
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CHAPTER 9


  I fell onto my ass , sitting atop one of the dead cops, and the gas came billowing into the hall.


  “Jack! Jack are you there!”


  “The door was rigged. Gas is everywhere.”


  Thick, gray gas, surrounding me completely.


  “Is your suit breached?”


  “I don’t know.”


  The explosion hadn’t been that powerful. I hadn’t been knocked backward—I fell over from the surprise. Had it been enough to pierce my suit?


  “Don’t panic. You have to stay calm.”


  Easy for him to say. My ears were ringing, and my eyes stung like crazy.


  Jesus, why were my eyes stinging?


  The sweat, I realized. Dripping from my forehead. It must have gotten into my eyes.


  At least, that’s what I hoped it was.


  “Get out of there.”


  That seemed like a good idea. I rolled onto all fours, but the gas had gotten so thick I couldn’t see anything.


  “Can’t see. Too much gas.”


  My throat became very dry, and I couldn’t swallow. Symptoms of panic, or something worse?


  I reached out blindly before me, trying to find the stairs.


  “Stay calm. Take it slow.”


  My breath came in ragged gasps. Death. I was surrounded on all sides by death. I began to crawl, unable to fight the terror. I had to get out of there. I had to get out of there now. If there was even the tiniest hole in my suit—


  The shotgun blast was so close to my head I saw stars. At the same instant I felt a tug along my back, as if my suit had caught on a nail.


  I’d tripped one of the rattraps.


  As my hearing returned, I could hear three different people screaming in my headset, and I reached around to feel my shoulders, to feel if I’d been hit.


  I couldn’t tell. My back felt wet, but was that blood or sweat? This suit was bulky. The pellets might have passed right through.


  But if I had holes in my suit the gas would get in.


  I crawled faster, full-blown terror taking root in me like I’d never experienced before. I tripped another wire, and a gunshot peppered the shelving unit to my right, but I didn’t stop, I picked up speed, climbing over a body, pushing away dead limbs, biting the inside of my cheek, eyes blurry with tears, had-to-get-out-had-to-get-out-had-to-get-out—


  I reached the end of the hall and pulled myself through a doorway, entering a small room. The gas was dissipating, and I could finally see again. My stomach felt like a giant knot, and I teetered on the verge of throwing up. I was also holding my breath, freaked out that gas had gotten inside my suit.


  Calm down, Jack, I said to myself. Calm it down. You’re still alive.


  I opened my mouth, trying to taste the air without breathing it.


  Not surprisingly, it tasted like bile.


  Squeezing my eyes shut, shaking from the lack of oxygen, I took a shallow breath even though my body craved more air.


  No reaction.


  I took a bigger breath, and began to laugh and cry at the same time.


  “Jack! Are you there! Jack, please answer!”


  “I’m still here,” I said, my voice sounding very far away.


  I looked around me, saw I was in a bedroom. There was a bed, a closet, a dresser, and a full-length mirror.


  I stood up on wobbly legs and walked over to the mirror, getting a profile view.


  There were a dozen tiny holes in my suit where the buckshot had ripped through.


  “My suit has holes in it.”


  “Stay calm. As long as there’s positive air pressure, nothing can get in.”


  “You son of a bitch—”


  “McGlade, you little—”


  “Give me the headset, lardass—”


  “I’m gonna kick your—”


  An oomph sound, coming from Herb.


  “Jack! It’s Harry! You need to get your ass out of there! That tank is almost empty!”


  Once again, panic wrapped around me like a blanket.


  “Your fat sidekick punched me in the nards before I could tell you. I figure there was maybe four, five minutes of O2 left in that tank. How long have you been in there?”


  About four or five minutes, I figured. I looked back down the booby-trapped hallway, gas still lingering in the air, and made my decision.


  “I’m going out the back window. Get the paramedics to put a ladder—”


  I stopped in mid-step. Both bedroom windows were surrounded by black pipes that didn’t look like they came standard with the house.


  “I’m seeing some sort of pipes, sticking out of the window frames.”


  “Describe them.” Rick again.


  I didn’t want to get too close, but I forced myself to lean forward.


  “Black. They have M44 written on the side.”


  “Cyanide bombs. Used for killing animal predators. Don’t go near them.”


  “You don’t have to tell me twice.”


  Unfortunately, that meant I had to go back through the hallway to get out of there.


  I began to hyperventilate, which made me even more light-headed than I already was. I got on all fours, reasoning that I’d already tripped the traps at that level and there wouldn’t be any more. The gas had thinned out to the consistency of steam. Crawling over my fallen brethren was even worse this time, now that I could see their bloody faces up close.


  “Look, Jackie, if you don’t get out of there alive, I want to be sure that someone helps me out with this liquor license thing.”


  Harry sounded so close, I almost turned around, expecting to see him standing over my shoulder.


  “McGlade, get off the—”


  I was halfway to the stairs when I paused, wondering why the voice on the headset had gotten so clear.


  It took me a moment to realize the radio reception hadn’t gotten better—I could hear it better because there was no background noise.


  The low, droning hiss of the SCBA had stopped.


  I was out of air.
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CHAPTER 10


  I didn’t think. I moved. I made it through the gas and to the stairs in less than three seconds, and the. I slid down the first few on my belly like I was sledding.


  The suit proved to be slipperier than I thought, and I picked up speed.


  I stuck my hands out in front of me, trying to stop my momentum, but my gloves couldn’t get a purchase on the carpet. My chest felt like I was getting repeatedly kicked, and my head bounced around on my neck in whiplash jerks.


  BUMP BUMP BUMP BUMP. The ground floor rushed at me, blurry and off center.


  And then I remembered the nails on the bottom step.


  They were less than a body length away. No time to turn. No time to stop. I arched my back, reaching out my hands, palms up, trying to grab the shoulders of the dead cop slumped at the bottom of the staircase. I hit him, hard, my elbows bending from the impact, holding my chest a few inches above the deadly nails.


  I did a push-up off of Buhmann, got my feet under me, and eased myself over the trap. Fresh air was only a dozen yards away, out the front door. I got ready to sprint for it.


  “… help me …”


  I didn’t move.


  Stryker was still alive. It had to be him, because the only SRT members I hadn’t seen yet were him and the woman.


  I took a last, longing look at the door, then headed toward the rear of the house, to the kitchen, the only room I hadn’t yet seen.


  “Jack, are you still there?”


  “I’m here, Rick. I think he’s in the kitchen.”


  I concentrated on slowing my breathing. I don’t know what poisons were clinging to me, or if anything had gotten in through the holes. Plus, the air inside the space suit was quickly becoming stale, since no new air was being pumped in. The less I breathed, the better.


  Two steps into the kitchen, I found the female cop. I had no idea what killed her, but whatever it was made her eyes pop out of their sockets.


  “Stryker, dammit, where are you?”


  Static, then, “… base …”


  “Who’s got a floor plan? Where’s the basement?”


  It was more talking than I wanted to do, and it emptied my lungs. I took a shallow breath.


  “I have the floor plan, Jack,” said Rick. “There’s a door in the back of the kitchen.”


  I spun my shoulders, taking in the room, and saw the refrigerator was open. I also noticed, sitting on a plate in the fridge, something horrible.


  “The bomb squad is here, they’re coming in.”


  Passing the refrigerator, I saw the basement steps, Stryker clinging to the top. His gas mask was also caked in vomit, but his chest was rising and falling.


  I grabbed his belt and pulled.


  It was like hauling a bag of bricks, but the tile floor helped, and I was able to yank the groaning SRT leader across the kitchen, toward the back door.


  Three feet away, my vision began to cloud. My legs had become two sacks of jelly that could barely support my weight.


  Two feet away. I felt hot and cold at the same time. A wave of dizziness swooped down on me, and I fell to my knees. Everything started to get dark.


  A foot away. Beyond that doorway, fresh air. No more deadly traps. No more poison gas. Twelve inches away was Herb. Latham. Life.


  I reached the jamb, straining from the effort of pulling Stryker, and then felt the floorboard shift beneath my hip.


  I froze. My eyes followed the floorboard to an electrical outlet, under the sink. Attached to a cord, atop the loose floorboard, was a metal sphere the size of a golf ball. Surrounding it, like a jail cell, were metal bars. Next to the contraption was a fire extinguisher, its nozzle pointing at my face.


  Even in my oxygen-deprived brain, I knew what I was looking at. If the floorboard moved, the metal ball would roll, touching the metal bars and completing a circuit, spraying me with whatever deadly substance was in that fire extinguisher.


  I shifted my hip imperceptibly, and watched the ball roll forward, heading toward the bars.


  I moved my hip back, and it returned to the center of its cell.


  Things were really starting to get dark now. I didn’t know if I’d been poisoned, or if I’d breathed too much of my own carbon dioxide. I tried to focus, tried to concentrate. The board beneath me was only a few inches wide. If I eased myself off of it slowly, keeping an eye on the ball, it would return to its original position and—


  “… please help me,” Stryker groaned.


  Then his foot kicked out, connecting with the trap.
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CHAPTER 11


  Instant inferno. The flame that shot out of the extinguisher soaked Stryker, and covered the lower half of my body. I leaned over, trying to beat the fire off of him, but it stuck to my gloves like glue.


  His screams cut into me, and then cut into me again through my headset. I wiped my hands on the floor, trailing fire, and then I looked around—for what, I’m not sure—maybe something to smother the flames, maybe something to end his agony, and then a powerful force yanked me backward.


  I twisted around, trying to fight it, fearing what horrible trap had me now, wondering if I’d be gassed or burned or poisoned or punctured, and I lashed out with both hands, and one fist bounced off something fleshy and I stared up at Herb, pulling me out of the house.


  “The suit,” I tried to warn him. It was covered in God knew what kind of deadly substances. “Don’t touch me.”


  But Herb didn’t listen. He dragged me over to two firefighters waiting with a hose. They opened it up on us, knocking Herb over, pummeling me with water that looked, oddly enough, like a car wash through my visor.


  Then Rick was there, yanking off my face mask, stripping off that horrible space suit, and paramedics were wrapping me in blankets. I glanced at Herb, my hero, and said, “Thanks, partner.” He shook his head, his hound dog jowls jiggling, picked up a blanket, and walked away.


  “Jack, look at me.”


  Rick had his arms around me, his face very close to mine. This time I was sure I felt his breath. It smelled like mint.


  He looked at one of my eyes, then the other.


  “Do you feel okay?”


  “Headache … legs hot.”


  “First-degree burns from the homemade napalm. Like a sunburn. I could rub some cream on them, if you’d like.”


  “I’ll manage.”


  I disentangled myself from his arms and took a last look at the house.


  “Thanks.” I took another deep breath, grateful for the clean air. “I probably wouldn’t have made it out of there without your help.”


  “What, you think all Feds are brainless, regulation-spouting automatons who hinder local police departments’ investigations?”


  “Pretty much.”


  Rick smiled, and pretended to tip his hat.


  “Happy to prove you wrong.”


  “Hey!”


  We turned to look at McGlade, who was prodding the still-smoking space suit with his toe.


  “Somebody owes me a space suit.”


  I ignored Harry, looking beyond him to try to find Herb. Two paramedics wheeled a gurney over. I declined. They insisted. I compromised, and they escorted me as I walked. The scene in front had become a mad house of cops, media, and gawkers. I scanned the faces of the crowd. No Herb.


  Joshua James, the SRT member that I prevented from running into the house, walked over to my car, tight-lipped and morose.


  “They’re all dead.” He said it as a statement, not a question.


  I nodded. “I’m sorry.”


  James hitched his thumbs into his belt and stuck out his chest.


  “Sorry doesn’t mean shit. Next time, let me do my fucking job.”


  His stare challenged me to say something back. I didn’t. Then he turned his gaze to Rick.


  “You got something to say, Fed?”


  “In fact, I do. You need to focus your anger on the man that did this, not the woman that tried to save your team.”


  “She fucked up. I should have gone in there.”


  Rick jerked a thumb over his shoulder, pointing at two bomb squad cops, draped in so much body armor and protective gear, they each looked like the Michelin Man. Stretched between them was a body bag.


  “See that? If you went in there, they’d be carrying you out in one of those.”


  The cop went to shove Rick, but Rick sidestepped the move and caught Joshua’s wrist in a joint lock, forcing the larger man to his knees.


  “They knew the risks,” Rick said. “Don’t disgrace their memories like this.”


  He released him, and Joshua glared at Rick, then at me, then at Rick again, and stormed off.


  I grabbed my clothes and my purse from my car, and was then led to the rear of the ambulance. Again they tried to force me to lie down. Again I fought with them, insisting that I didn’t want to go to the hospital.


  “Let them help you, Jack.”


  Rick. He’d somehow eclipsed Herb as my omnipresent voice of reason.


  “I just want to get home to my fiancé.”


  I coughed, feeling something wet in my lungs, and all thoughts of Latham were replaced by thoughts of the terrifying toxins I’d been exposed to. Rick caught my look of panic.


  “Just because you seem to have avoided all of the fast-acting agents doesn’t mean a slower one hasn’t breached your suit. Like BT. Or something worse.”


  I coughed again, and let them strap me down. An EMT pushed Rick out of the back, shut the door, and they carted me off to the hospital.
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CHAPTER 12


  I woke up at five in the morning in an ER bed, feeling like someone had beaten me up and used me as a pincushion. Antibiotics, antitoxins, and numerous vaccines had been administered. I was a little woozy, but it didn’t seem like anything toxic had taken hold.


  That was good enough for me. I had work to do, and it wouldn’t get done with me lying down.


  I called a cab, and he took me back to my car, still at Alger’s house. During the ride I thought about Latham. I’d phoned him repeatedly from the hospital—at my house, at his apartment, on his cell. He hadn’t picked up. What did that mean? Phone problems? Was he asleep? Watching TV too loud and didn’t hear the ring? Or was he angry at me?


  Yesterday, I’d called Latham my fiancé—twice—even though I hadn’t officially said yes to his proposal. It felt … right.


  I’d been married before. It hadn’t worked. And even though my ovaries still had a few parting shots left in them, forty-six was too old to start thinking about babies, and families. If I got pregnant now, I’d be in diapers myself by the time the kid was old enough to buy me a beer.


  So why did I feel all gooey inside when I pictured Latham and myself leaning over a crib, watching our child sleep?


  The cab spit me out at my car. I paid the hack, and used my cell to try Latham again. No answer. So I turned my attention to the Alger house. Seeing it again made my stomach do flip-flops.


  A few police vehicles and the SRT bus were still there. A bombie saw me and approached.


  “Lieutenant Daniels?” Her name tag read Wells. She wore enough body armor to protect her from a point-blank bazooka hit. “There’s something in the house you need to see.”


  My reaction was physical. The thought of going back into that chamber of death scared me more than anything had ever scared me in my life.


  Wells seemed to sense this. “We’ve cleared the remaining traps. There were only two left.”


  “There may be others.”


  “We went in with X-ray, ultrasound, and a K9 unit. The house has been disarmed. You can use my mask …” Her voice trailed off, implying the if you’re afraid.


  “No need. Let’s go.”


  I had to will my legs to move, as they’d suddenly become stiff. It was like approaching a firecracker that should have gone off but hadn’t.


  Bravery isn’t the absence of fear. It’s the ability to still function when fear overtakes you. Some people are naturally brave. Others, like me, learn to fake it. I still had no idea if faked bravery and real bravery were the same thing. Cops didn’t talk about their fears. Instead they drank, got divorced, committed suicide, or all three. It beat dwelling on being killed in the line of duty.


  So into the house we marched, stiff upper lips in place. Wells took me past the living room, past the staircase, and back into the kitchen, where a black, charred stain marked the linoleum where Stryker had burned alive.


  The refrigerator was open.


  Curiosity overtook my jitters and I peered inside.


  Standard fridge contents. Milk. Cheese. Lunch meat. Beer. Condiments in the door. But one item was out of place.


  On the top rack, laid out on a CorningWare plate, were three severed fingers.


  I knew immediately whose they were.


  Officer Scott Hajek, my lab guy, was short, plump, and needed both hands to carry his crime scene kit, housed in an oversized Umco tackle box. He came into the kitchen and set the heavy case by my feet.


  “Anything good to eat in there?” Hajek asked.


  “Only finger food,” I replied.


  Hajek squinted into the fridge through Coke-bottle glasses, then frowned.


  “That’s bad.”


  “It was that, or a hand on rye joke.”


  “Where’s Herb? He has that gallows humor schtick down to a science.”


  I had no idea where Herb was. After he’d disappeared last night, I hadn’t heard from him.


  Hajek opened up his case, the hinged drawers expanding to three times the size of the base. After digging around for a few seconds, he came up with a vial of black fingerprint powder—to contrast the white appliance—and a horsehair brush.


  He found several latents on the door handle, and several more on the front surface of the fridge. He used Pro-Lift stickers to remove and mount the prints.


  “Got a glove mark.”


  He handed over the Pro-Lift card, and I noted the black oval smudge, no ridges. Someone had opened the refrigerator wearing gloves. I compared two other decent partials to a laptop display showing Alger’s prints, and found that they matched. The homeowner used his own fridge; no surprise there.


  Hajek then printed the severed fingers. He used modeling clay to avoid getting ink all over, and as I’d suspected the fingers belonged to former Chicago police officer Jason Alger.


  It had been my suspicion that the cop had been killed, his fingers severed, and then his prints manually placed on the letter to the superintendent. The Chemist had known Alger’s prints would be on file, and had wanted to lead us to this death trap.


  “Can you lift any latents from the dead tissue?” I asked, hoping that perhaps the Chemist had handled Alger’s fingers without using gloves.


  “I could fume with iodine or cyanoacrylate, but let’s try good old low-tech to start off.”


  Hajek dug around in his box and found a glass microscope slide. He handed it to me.


  “Press this between your palms. My hands are always cold.”


  I did as instructed, and after a few seconds he took it back, wiped it with a nonabrasive cloth, and pressed the slide to the back of one of the fingers.


  “Glass is great for picking up oils. The fingers are cold, so we warm the slide, and the oils cling to the glass.”


  He removed the slide and peered at it through a jeweler’s loupe.


  We repeated the process four times, and then he said, “Got one.”


  He dusted the slide, mounted the print with the Pro-Lift sticker, and frowned.


  “Gloves.”


  The Chemist was careful. I didn’t hold out hope for finding any prints elsewhere in the house, but sent Scott off to do the thankless work just the same.


  “Dust any of the traps that the bombies have deemed safe. Hand railings. Toilet handles. Doorknobs. Light switches. You know the drill. Plus find Henderson—he’s been taking swabs from the IEDs, which you’ll need to identify some of the poisons.”


  Scott made a face. “I’ll be here the rest of my life.”


  “Don’t be silly. You’ll be done in three years, tops.”


  I let him get to work, then pulled the pen from behind my ear and took out the notepad I’d been carrying in my waistband. So far the To Do list read:


  

  	trace M44 purchases


  	Alger–arrest record


  	talk to neighbors


  	question mailman who delivered letter


  	security tapes at BT scenes


  	witness search at BT scenes


  	survivor interviews/background checks


  	research IEDs

  
  


  I scratched off talk to neighbors. Three teams had done extensive door-to-doors, and no one in the area had noticed anything unusual at Jason Alger’s house. In fact, some of the neighbors didn’t recognize Alger at all. I lamented how things had changed since I joined the force. Twenty years ago, people knew everyone on their block. These days, folks kept to themselves.


  Maybe they were concerned some maniac might chop off their fingers and turn their house into a chamber of horrors.


  I circled Alger—arrest record. There was a chance Alger had simply been a target of opportunity. But a plan this meticulous made me think that someone had a major beef against the former cop. I added IA after his name and decided it was time to get home to shower, change, and see what was going on with Latham.


  The trip to Bensenville took almost an hour. Once I exited the expressway I fell in behind an ambulance, its sirens going full tilt. I hugged its bumper. Ambulances, fire trucks, and patrol cops had remote control devices called MIRTs—mobile infrared transmitters—used to change red lights into green ones. Being part of Detective Division, I didn’t warrant the five-hundred-dollar gizmo, but following an ambulance worked just as well.


  Luckily, the meat wagon appeared to be taking the same route I was. Hitting all of these greens, I might even get to the house in record time.


  I considered what I’d tell Latham when I saw him. What was I afraid of? Trust? Commitment? Family? My living situation changing? Losing my independence? Love?


  I didn’t know. I was obviously afraid of something, but couldn’t figure out what it was.


  And then, abruptly, I decided that I didn’t care what I was afraid of. I could fight the fear. I didn’t feel brave, but I was damn good at faking it.


  I would marry Latham.


  I noticed I was still following the ambulance, which was a little creepy, considering I was almost home.


  When it headed down my street, I felt downright paranoid.


  And when it pulled into my driveway, I went from paranoid to panicked.


  I threw the car into park and rushed onto the lawn. Two paramedics were approaching my front door.


  “I’m a cop. This is my house. What’s going on?”


  “Had a call from this house a few minutes ago. Man complaining of abdominal pain, vomiting, and some paralysis.”


  Botulism. Those were symptoms of botulism toxin.


  “It might be … it might be botulism. Do you have antitoxin?”


  “Not in our kits.”


  I fumbled for my keys, trying to open the dead bolt, wondering how the Chemist could have found me so quickly. People close to me are always getting hurt. If Latham died because—


  “Ma’am, can I try?”


  One of the medics took my key and guided it into the lock. I flung the door open and rushed into the house.


  “Latham! Latham!”


  No one in the living room. In the kitchen, the table still set for a romantic celebration dinner that never happened, the bedroom empty, the bathroom—


  “Latham! Oh my God …”


  The man I loved was on his back, his shirt crusted with vomit, a portable phone still in his hand. It didn’t look like his chest was moving. His face—his face was blue.


  “Move out of the way, ma’am.”


  I couldn’t wrap my mind around what I was seeing. The paramedics shoved me aside and knelt next to him. The next few seconds were a blur of words and actions.


  “… cyanotic.”


  “… pulse is weak.”


  “… airway clear.”


  “… BVM.”


  They placed the mask over Latham’s mouth and nose and pressed the bag, filling his lungs with air.


  “… BP is sixty over forty.”


  “… get the cart.”


  One of the medics again pushed me aside and hurried past.


  “Will he be okay?” I asked.


  I asked this question several times as they strapped him to the gurney and wheeled him out to the ambulance.


  Their only answer was, “We’re doing the best we can, ma’am.”


  In the ER, Latham was put on a ventilator and given antitoxin at my insistence. I filled out his paperwork, naming myself as the primary contact.


  In between worrying and hating myself, it occurred to me that the Chemist probably hadn’t attacked Latham at my house. The food, the German dinner he’d prepared last night to celebrate, he’d bought at Kuhn’s, a deli on Irving Park Road. The Chemist claimed to have contaminated a deli on Irving Park. I hadn’t made the connection.


  Latham wasn’t sick because of my job. He was sick because of my stupidity.


  I stared down at my left hand, at my naked ring finger, and cried until I had no tears left.
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CHAPTER 13


  The chemist wakes up angry. Last night had been a bitter disappointment. Months of planning, and only six cops dead.


  After morning coffee, he considers returning to the greenhouse, working on more liquor bottles. Instead he flips on the morning news.


  Twenty seconds of taped action on CBS. On ABC, he only catches the tail end of the co-anchor banter, their grave voices bemoaning the loss of police life. Channel 5 doesn’t have anything at all.


  He flips on CNN, and the story doesn’t even warrant a scrolling graphic at the bottom of the screen.


  Back to CBS, and they’ve wrapped his story, moving on to some earthquake halfway across the world. Channel 7 has a bit about the botulism outbreak, but the footage is recycled from an earlier broadcast.


  Disappointing. Actually, more than disappointing. Infuriating.


  How had Jack Daniels managed to get out of there alive? He’d almost died several times himself, setting up all of those traps. That bitch must be unbelievably lucky.


  He lets the anger build. Living with anger is something he’s become expert at.


  What happens to rage deferred?


  It explodes. It explodes in spectacular fashion.


  He allows himself a small smile.


  Last night went poorly, but the Plan hasn’t changed at all. The second phase will soon be in effect, and he needs a patsy for it to work. Lieutenant Jack will be perfect for that. And she’ll be all alone when it happens.


  Not that 911 would help much anyway.


  The Chemist switches off the TV. There will be more news in a few days. National news. World news. Books written, movies of the week, covers on Time and Newsweek …


  But why not get the media ball rolling a little sooner?


  “Do I dare?” he says, alone in his living room.


  He has everything he needs. He even has a spot picked out, a backup in case one of the other locations went bust.


  A deviation from the Plan doesn’t seem smart. Everything has been thought through to the tiniest detail. Improvising at this point might lead to a mistake.


  Still …


  “Let’s do it,” he says.


  There will be news. This very morning.


  The trick to a good disguise isn’t to hide your own features, but to make a certain feature stand out; one that witnesses will remember. He chooses a black mustache and a temporary tattoo of a black playing card spade that he applies to his right cheek. A ratty jean jacket, a bandanna, and some Doc Martens boots complete the transformation. Instant biker.


  He types a note on his computer, prints it out, then fills the jet injector bag with a tincture of monkshood and lily of the valley. He hides the tube up his sleeve, arms the spring.


  It’s a beautiful day. Warm. Sunny. The Chemist walks past the semitrailer in his driveway, adjusts the tarpaulin that the wind had blown off the portable chemical toilets stacked against the garage, and considers which car, if any, to take.


  He decides on neither—such a fine day is perfect for public transportation. Plus, no risk of a car being seen. Sammy’s Family Restaurant is a few miles away. He takes the bus. Sammy’s is open twenty-four hours, and at this time of morning it caters to the pre-work crowd and the people getting off late shifts.


  It’s part of a chain. He wonders if it’s publicly traded. He wonders how much money will be lost when the stock takes a dive tomorrow.


  Get ready for a bear market, he thinks, then enters the restaurant.


  Just his luck, the place is so full there’s a ten-minute wait for tables.


  The Chemist studies the crowd. Lots of twenty-somethings. A few loners. Old people. Yuppies. And some off-duty cops, waiting to be served.


  Perfect. This is going to be exciting. Really exciting.


  He buys a newspaper from one of the coin machines in the restaurant lobby, leans against the wall, and waits.


  A few minutes later, he’s given a table for one. He makes small talk with the fat waitress, and eventually orders the all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet that Sammy’s is famous for.


  He approaches the salad bar like a sinner approaches an altar, reverent and nervous. The owners of Sammy’s have installed a clear plastic sneeze shield at eye level, so germs don’t contaminate the food.


  How thoughtful of them, the Chemist muses. So concerned for their customers’ health.


  The Muzak can barely be heard above the loud conversations, so he knows no one will hear the hiss of his gun. He picks up a plate from the stack, still warm from the dishwasher, and gets in line behind two blond girls with jeans that just barely cover their butt cracks.


  The big bowl of diced fruit, resting on a bed of crushed ice, gets his attention first.


  Psssssssssst. Pssssssssssssst.


  Then he moves to the pan of scrambled eggs. Then the bacon. The dry cereal. The obligatory red gelatin. Sausages. French toast. Waffles. And a large tray o. Danish and bagels.


  The Chemist leaves the buffet spread with a large plate of food that he has no intention of eating. He surreptitiously detaches the jet injector and sticks it into his pocket. Then he returns to his table, opens the paper to a random page, and pretends to read.


  But he’s really watching the salad bar.


  The cops are the first ones there, and he has to bite his lower lip to stop from grinning. They pile their plates with enough poison to kill a large town.


  A yuppie couple next. Then some black guys. A father with a young son who demands Jell-O—he should have gone to school today, Dad. A single guy going for toast seconds. One of the blond girls, returning for more eggs. An old man who is filling two plates, one for his crone of a wife waiting back at their table. The Chemist loses count after a dozen people have come and gone.


  The first person begins to convulse less than five minutes later.


  It’s one of the cops. First he’s patting his forehead with a napkin. Then he’s clutching his stomach. Then he’s on the floor, shaking like he’s plugged into an electrical outlet.


  The Chemist can stare openly, because everyone else is as well. One of the other cops places a call on his radio, doubles over, then spews a lovely green vomit all over his fallen partner.


  People are on their feet now, their shocked expressions priceless. The Chemist stands as well, feigning horror.


  The little boy is next. His face plops right into his plate of gelatin, and Dad begins screaming for help.


  Soon many people are screaming.


  One of the yuppies, moaning nonsensically, runs full-tilt into another table, sending food and patrons flying.


  The old man has something spilling from his mouth that appears to be drool, and he’s shaking with palsy so badly that his false teeth pop out.


  More vomiting. More moaning. A mad rush for the door, where a girl who didn’t even eat at the salad bar is trampled. The last cop, apparently hallucinating, fires his gun into the crowd, then begins aiming out the window at people on the sidewalk.


  It is absolutely glorious. Truly a scene from hell. Seeing the immediate fruits of his labors is so much more rewarding than watching the victims on hospital ventilators on the news.


  He yearns to be closer to the action, to become a part of it.


  No one is looking at him, so he doesn’t even try to conceal the jet injector anymore. He reattaches the hose, arms the unit, and then pushes his way into the throng of people.


  Psssssssst. He gets a man in the neck.


  Psssssssst. A woman’s arm.


  Pssssssssst. A stray hand that got too close.


  These first three he injects are so anxious to flee the restaurant that they don’t even turn to look at him. The Chemist knows the jet injector doesn’t hurt much. It’s more of a mild discomfort, like having a small rubber band snapped against your skin. In the panic of the moment, none of them feel a thing.


  He locates his waitress, the only person in the restaurant who got a good look at him, and gives her two trigger pulls under the chin.


  She opens her mouth to scream, then falls over, convulsing.


  The restaurant is almost empty now, except for the dead and dying. He hurries back to his table, drops the note, then picks up his plate and takes it along, dumping the contents on the floor. Ambulances, police cars, and fire trucks are starting to arrive. He crosses the street, tosses his plate into a Dumpster, and stands there for ten minutes, watching the commotion.


  The news crews arrive next.


  This will get more than a ten-second sound bite, he says to himself. Then he catches the bus for home, anxious to turn on the TV.
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CHAPTER 14


  I spent all day in the hospital, by Latham’s side. I held his hand, cried, and listened to the doctors tell me there was nothing else they could do but hope the toxin’s progression was stopped in time.


  Latham didn’t regain consciousness.


  Since I wasn’t a relative I wasn’t allowed to stay overnight, even though I flashed my badge and made threats. They kicked me out when visiting hours ended.


  Not having any other options, I went home.


  Sleep wasn’t going to happen. When all went well in Jack’s world, getting to sleep was difficult. With everything currently going on, sleep would be impossible.


  Instead, I worked out my frustration the way my mother always did. I cleaned the house.


  I began by just tidying up, but that progressed to knee pads and rubber gloves and Lysol and Pine-Sol and ammonia. Everywhere I looked I saw germs, poisons, toxins. I individually bagged all the food Latham had bought at the deli and set it outside on the porch, and then threw away every other piece of food in the refrigerator and scrubbed it out with bleach.


  Then I scoured the sink, disinfected the garbage can, mopped the floors, hosed down the bathroom, washed the bedsheets and pillowcases, and then the pillows themselves and the comforter. And, dressed in my Kevlar vest, safety goggles, and two oven mitts, I gave Mr. Friskers a bath.


  He didn’t like it.


  After applying hydrogen peroxide to the gashes on my arm and cheek, I broke out the vacuum and wondered if I had time to do a room or two before I needed to get ready for work. My mother’s bedroom was the smallest, so I figured I could at least get that one done.


  I plugged the vacuum cleaner in, pushed Mom’s twin bed over to the far wall, and bent down to pick up a shoe box she had under the bed.


  Mr. Friskers, apparently still angry about the bath, launched a surprise attack, bounding into the room and leaping onto my back. I twirled around, feeling one of his claws dig into my shoulder, and the shoe box opened up and spewed paper everywhere like a snowblower.


  The cat howled. So did I. Luckily, within reach was something he hated even more than the squirt gun—the vacuum.


  I pressed the on pedal with my toe, and the sound alone was enough to make him disengage and haul ass out of the room.


  All of those people who crow about how pets enrich our lives are full of shit.


  I kicked off the vacuum, looked at the mess of paper around the room, and sighed as I began to pick stuff up.


  It was mail, mostly. Some letters from one of my mother’s old boyfriends. I inadvertently saw the phrase nibble your luscious wet and had to turn away before I saw any more.


  One envelope, however, stood out because it was still sealed. Written on the front was the word Jacqueline in my mother’s florid script.


  I stared at it for a moment. On one hand, it was sealed and hidden in a box under my mother’s bed. On another hand, it had my name on it.


  On any other day, I would have put it back un opened. But I was exhausted, emotionally frazzled, and I didn’t need anything else hanging over my head at the moment.


  I opened the envelope and read the letter:



  My Darling Daughter,

  
   


  If you’re reading this, it is because you’ve been going through my things after I’ve died. I hope my passing hasn’t caused you too much distress.


  I take that back. I hope you’re completely devastated. I loved you more than life itself, and know you felt the same way about me. You’re the one good thing I did with my life.


  There’s something you should know, something I’ve never had the courage to tell you when I was alive. You see, I can’t forgive the man, and I knew if you learned the truth I’d have to deal with my buried feelings all over again. It was wrong, and you have every right to be mad at me, but now that I’m dead, I don’t have to hear you condemn me for my decision.


  I’ve lied to you, Jacqueline. When you were small, you were told your father died of a heart attack. In truth, he didn’t die. He left us. One day, after supper, he calmly told me that he hated being a husband, hated being a father, and didn’t want to have anything to do with us ever again. Then he walked out of our lives forever.


  I told you he died because, essentially, he was dead to us. It was easier to tell a child that her father wasn’t coming back because he was no longer with us, rather than he no longer wanted to be a father. I meant to tell you the truth, when you got older, but I feared you’d track him down and confront him.


  It took a very long time for me to move on, after he left. You were a wonderful girl to raise, but you know how difficult we had it. I cannot ever forgive him for what he did to us, and never want to see him again.


  I urge you to just let this go, but I know you won’t. It isn’t in your nature. You’ll track him down, and ask him why he did what he did.


  When that moment comes, dearest Jacqueline, give the bastard a swift kick in the family jewels from me.

  
   


  Love, Mom



  It took me a few seconds to process what I’d just read. Then it took me a few more seconds to get on the phone with Mom.


  “Good morning, Jacqueline. How’s my kitty cat? Is he eating?”


  “Mr. Friskers is fine. I—”


  “And how’s Latham? I really like that man. If I were a few years younger—”


  I didn’t think this was the time to hit her with that news, so I held it back.


  “Mom, I was cleaning up in your room, and I found the letter.”


  “Oh, don’t be upset. So I exchanged a few dirty letters with a few men. I find the written word much more erotic than pornographic movies. Though I did date this one gentleman who took me to a peep show once —”


  “Not that letter, Mom. The other one, with my name written on it.”


  My mother paused. “Oh. That letter. Did you read it? Of course you did, or you wouldn’t be calling. Unless you’re asking my permission to read the letter, to which I’ll politely answer no.”


  “Dad is alive?”


  Mom sighed, as if I was such a disappointment she couldn’t bear it. “I honestly don’t know. He might be. I really don’t care, one way or the other. Did you read the part when I wrote that you were the one good thing I did in my life? Did that make you cry? I cried when I wrote it. But, truth told, I’d been hitting the schnapps.”


  I rubbed my eyes. “Mom, don’t you think this is something we should have discussed before you died?”


  “Well, I’m not dead, and we’re discussing it right now.”


  “Who is it?” A male voice said in the background.


  “My daughter, Charlie. Go back to sleep.”


  “Mom, are you in bed with someone?”


  “Don’t be shocked, Jacqueline. We were just sleeping.” I heard her peck him on the cheek. “The sex won’t happen until later, in the shower.”


  “Look, Mom, I’m upset right now.”


  “Well, don’t be upset with me. I’m not the one who left us.”


  I set my jaw. “He’s my father, and I should have known he was still alive.”


  “Why? So he could hurt you again? You don’t know what it’s like to have the man you married, the father of your child, look at you and tell you he wants no part of you. Believing he was dead was a much easier way to deal with the loss.”


  It was like wrestling with an octopus.


  “That should have been my decision to make, Mom.”


  “Well, now it is. But if you find him, I don’t want to hear about it. I don’t want to know if he’s dead or alive. I don’t want to discuss it. Ever.”


  “Fine.”


  “Also, since you’re obviously being very meticulous in your cleaning of my personal space, I suggest you stay out of my bedside cabinet, lest you find more things that upset you. Good-bye, Jacqueline.”


  She hung up. I marched into her bedroom, tugged open the drawer next to her bed, saw a variety of battery-controlled devices in different sizes and shapes, then closed the drawer and tried to get the images out of my head. Especially of the really long red one.


  Mom knew I’d open the drawer. She did that on purpose to rattle me. I became even more annoyed.


  Mr. Friskers appeared in the doorway and hissed in my direction.


  “Not now,” I warned him.


  He seemed to consider it, then trotted away. I glanced at the clock, saw I was running late, and hopped in the shower. I didn’t have time to condition, did a quick towel dry, dressed in a gray Tahari Mandarin collar jacket that I bought in a set with a beige cami and black slacks. God bless the Home Shopping Network. I eyed a pair of Emilio Pucci heels, which had so many different colors in their crazy design they looked like they were made of Care Bear skins, but ultimately went with some Taryn Rose “Stevie” flats, figuring I’d be running around all day.


  The long drive to work gave me time to apply my makeup in the car and for my hair to air dry, providing it wasn’t humid enough to give me the frizzies.


  An hour later I was pulling into my District parking lot. The day turned out to be rain-forest humid, and the only thing I could do with my brown curls was tie them in a ponytail.


  I took the stairs up to my office, hoping Herb had gotten there before me and was waiting with a big cup of coffee, because I needed caffeine.


  There was a person in my office, but it wasn’t Herb. And she didn’t have coffee.


  “That’s my desk,” I said, pointed to where she was sitting.


  The girl smiled. “I know. It’s your office.”


  She was in her early twenties. Blond hair with pink highlights, in a short bob. Enough makeup to shame a gypsy fortune-teller. Multiple earrings. And a multicolored blouse that clung so tight, it looked painted on.


  “I’m Roxanne.” She stood. Roughly my height, but slightly thinner in the waist and hips, and a cup size bigger. “Roxanne Waclawski. Call me Roxy.”


  She offered a hand, a zillion sterling silver wire bracelets jingling at me.


  I kept my hand at my side.


  “Why are you in my office.” I added, “Roxy.”


  She smiled big. “We’re partners!”


  “I have a partner.”


  “Captain Bains told me that I’m your new partner. Your old one died or retired or something.”


  I spun on my Stevies and walked across the hall to Herb’s office. He was packing stuff into boxes.


  “Herb? What’s going on?”


  My partner looked at me with an expression halfway between pain and remorse.


  “My transfer came through. I’m going to Burglary/Robbery/Theft. No more Homicide.”


  I felt like I’d been hit, like all the important people in my life were deserting me.


  “Why?” I heard myself say.


  “The stress. I can’t take it. Too many years of people trying to kill me. Or you. I think it’s worse seeing you in danger.”


  “If it’s about yesterday—”


  Herb set down the box, hard. The noise made me flinch.


  “Yesterday was just an example. It’s been like this for a long time. I can’t take it anymore, Jack. I’ve seen too many dead bodies. Talked to too many crying relatives. I’m done.”


  He pulled out his desk drawer and dumped all of the contents into the box. Most of the contents were empty food wrappers.


  “Weren’t you going to tell me?” I asked.


  “Bernice told me not to. She said you’d talk me out of it.”


  “Of course I’d talk you out of it. You’re a Homicide cop. A damn good one. It’s in your blood. You can’t walk away from this.”


  “I got less than ten years left in the Job. I’m spending them in Robbery. No crazed maniacs. No psycho killers. No lunatics poisoning the whole goddamn city. The next decade will be like a paid vacation.”


  I walked around his desk and put my hand on his arm. Herb was practically family. I’d had partners before, but never one that I felt such a bond with.


  “You saved my life yesterday, pulling me out of that house. If you go to Robbery, who’s going to save my ass next time?”


  I said it half-joking, but his reply was so serious it stung.


  “You’ll have to find someone else to save you next time, Jack.”


  He gave me his back, pulling stuff off of shelves.


  “I put all the task force stuff on your desk, which team is doing what. I’m sure Bains will assign you a new partner, if he hasn’t already.”


  “He has. The paint on her isn’t even dry yet.”


  Herb turned and managed a weak grin. “A younger partner, huh? I’d never put up with that shit.”


  Maybe I was the one who reached for him. Maybe he was the one who reached for me. But the very next moment, two tough macho cops were hugging like relatives at a funeral.


  “You’re going to make a great Robbery cop,” I said to his chubby neck.


  “You can come with me. Think it over. No shooting. No dead kids. No serial creepos. And if the bad guy gets away, he won’t wipe out a preschool. The worst he’ll do is steal a BMW.”


  “Sounds tempting. I’ll think about it.” But we both knew I was lying.


  Herb broke the embrace, cleared his throat, and returned to the shelf. He came back with a cellophane package of Twinkies.


  “Look at this.” He squinted at the package. “Date says 1998. They look good as new.”


  “The best things in life never change,” I told him.


  “Actually, Jack, sometimes they do.”


  He tossed the package into his box. I didn’t think I had any tears left in me, but I felt them coming. I considered telling him about Latham, or about my father. Anything to make him stay.


  Instead I said, “Call me when you get settled in.”


  Then I turned around and walked out the door.
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CHAPTER 15


  Meanwhile, back in my office, Roxy had once again appropriated my desk. She even had her feet up, her Skechers in the spot normally reserved for my morning coffee.


  “That’s my desk.” I tucked away all of my pain in a private, secret place, where it wouldn’t get out until I allowed it, and forced a pleasant smile. “The next time I see you sitting at it, I’m going to roll you up into a ball and shove you back inside Cyndi Lauper.”


  Roxy quickly removed her feet and stood up.


  “Who’s Cyndi Lauper?” she asked.


  “A girl who just wanted to have fun.”


  “She sounds cool. Hey, while you were gone, Captain Bains called. There’s some big meeting happening downstairs that we’re supposed to go to. Conference Room A.”


  “Are you really a cop, and not someone who just snuck in here?”


  Roxy smacked her gum and grinned.


  “I like you,” she said. “You’ve got attitude.”


  I took the task force folder from my in-box. Roxy picked up her backpack—of course she had a backpack; how else could she carry her skateboard?—and followed me down the hall.


  “I thought we were going to the conference room.”


  “I need coffee.”


  “Here.” She tugged at my arm to stop me, then reached into her pack and produced a twenty-two-ounce can of energy drink.


  “I don’t want that. I want coffee.”


  “This is sugar-free. And it has twice the recommended daily allowance of taurine.”


  “What’s taurine?”


  “I dunno. It kind of tastes like pee. But it has a real kick.”


  The station coffee also tasted like pee, so I accepted the energy drink. The flavor wasn’t pee so much as carbonated bile, with a hint of salt. But my body instantly reacted to the caffeine, and I perked up a little on the way downstairs.


  “Your outfit is so cool,” Roxy told me.


  “Thanks.”


  “I’m so going to wear stuff like that, when I get older.”


  Captain Bains, Superintendent O’Loughlin, Special Agent from the Hazardous Materials Response Team Dr. Rich Reilly, the ubiquitous PR guy Davy Ellis, and several other people I didn’t know were seated around the boardroom table, in a heated discussion. Roxy grabbed the last empty seat. I was about to strangle her with her hemp necklace, but Rick stood up and offered me his chair, leaving the room to find another.


  “Jack,” the super said, “this is Dr. Abigail Van Hausen from the Center for Disease Control, Majo. Phillip Murdoch from the United States Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases, Dr. Sylvia Ng from the World Health Organization, and Dr. Wayne Astor, also from USAMRIID.”


  I shook hands all around. Roxy did the same.


  “I’m Roxy, Jack’s partner. Anyone need an energy drink? It’s got taurine.”


  Everyone declined. Roxy removed a can and popped the top, taking a loud slurp.


  “Has this become a DOD show?” I asked, eyeing the army guys.


  The major answered, in a tone that was obviously military. “The Department of Defense is here to ascertain if the situation in Chicago is a threat to national security. Also, one of the victims at the diner yesterday was a dignitary from Japan, and we’ve been asked to assist in the investigation.”


  I’d heard about the diner massacre while at the hospital with Latham.


  Bains appeared unhappier than usual. “Six dead, four more in critical condition. We’ve confirmed it’s a Chemist attack—note found at the scene.”


  He passed over a piece of paper in a large plastic bag and went into details about the time and place. The font was bigger this time, but matched the previous letter.



  Two million dollars or I tell CNN what’s going on.


  The Chemist



  “We need to go public with this,” I said.


  “Not necessarily.” This from Davy, of course. “If we went public—”


  I interrupted. “It would cost the city billions of dollars. Which we all know is more important than the lives of a few innocent people.”


  “That’s only part of it. The Chemist is bluffing. He doesn’t want the media to know, because then it would be harder for him to spread his poisons.”


  “Explain how that’s a bad thing.”


  “You need evidence to catch him. How will you find that evidence if he disappears?”


  “Who is the asshole?” Roxy whispered in my ear. I ignored her.


  “What will happen to the city’s approval rating when the public finds out there’s a lunatic poisoning their food, and we knew but didn’t tell them?”


  Mr. PR opened his mouth, but nothing came out.


  “I’m calling a press conference,” said the super. “We’re going public.”


  Davy pursed his lips like a fish. “The mayor won’t like this.”


  “Our job is to serve and protect, and keeping this from the public is doing neither. Dr. Ng, Dr. Van Hausen, I understand that you had colleagues at Cook County Morgue when they brought in the members of the Special Response Team from Alger’s house. Have you found anything?”


  Dr. Ng, a thin, attractive Asian woman, nodded at Dr. Van Hausen, cleared her throat, and read off of a paper in front of her.


  “The deaths all appear to be the result of poisoning. We’ve managed to isolate seven different toxins so far. Some of the deceased show symptoms and signatures of several toxins.”


  Rick came back into the room, dragging a chair. Roxy whispered in my ear, “Who is the stud?”


  I ignored her, and suppressed a smug expression when the stud pulled his chair close to mine and sat down.


  “Nerium oleander,” Ng continued, “which is a cardiac stimulant and has an effect similar to digitalis. Ornithogalum umbellatum, Tanghinia venenifera, Strychnos toxifera, Ricinus communis. So far, we haven’t discovered any evidence of disease. And it should be noted that all of the toxins we’ve found have been derived from plants …”


  “Have you had similar findings, Special Agent Reilly?”


  Rick turned his attention to the super.


  “Actually, no. I found traces of hydrogen cyanide, arsenic trihydride, and parathion. These are all inorganic compounds, and can be purchased everywhere or made with a child’s chemistry set. The Chemist apparently has knowledge of diseases, organic poisons, and chemical weapons.”


  “Parathion is a relative of sarin nerve gas.” From Dr. Astor, the army guy.


  “Yes. It’s sold under various brands as a pesticide.”


  “Is everything the Chemist is using available domestically?” Major Murdoch asked.


  “The big four haven’t come up yet,” Rick answered.


  Roxy, who had been worrying a hangnail, perked up. “Big four?”


  Rick turned to her. “VX gas, anthrax, smallpox, and plague. These would indicate a hostile foreign source.”


  “Or a domestic one.” I faux-smiled at the major. “Doesn’t the U.S. have smallpox in a freezer somewhere?”


  Major Murdoch gave me a look that left no doubt I hated my country, then said, “Has there been any evidence that these compounds have been weaponized, or made more lethal?”


  Rick snorted. “How can you make cyanide more lethal?”


  “Please answer the question.”


  Rick’s leg rubbed against mine under the table. I didn’t know if it was intentional or not. My heart rate bumped up a bit, but I blamed that on Roxy’s energy drink.


  “No, Major. All evidence points to a single extortionist, not a sleeper al-Qaeda cell waiting to pop out of a cake and squirt you with Variant U.”


  “What is Variant U, Mr. Reilly?”


  “It’s Special Agent Reilly. Or Dr. Reilly. Variant U is a weaponized form o. Marburg. And no, I haven’t found any evidence of that either.”


  O’Loughlin focused on me.


  “What have your teams uncovered, Lieutenant?”


  I looked at the file before me, which I hadn’t opened yet. Now seemed like a good time.


  Herb, ever the professional, had written a condensed version of what he’d discovered so far.


  “We’ve deployed eleven teams to each of the known sources of the BT outbreaks. They’ve already collected several hundred prints, hundreds of food products, have interviewed dozens of potential witnesses, and have the names and contact information for over one hundred more. Background checks are in the process of being done on all known botulism victims, and the store owners and employees at each outbreak nexus.”


  Major Murdoch leafed through the folder in front of him, and I noticed it actually had Top Secret stamped in red on the front. “How about the background of that cop Alger?”


  “He’s come up clean. Two Internal Affairs inquiries. Both shootings, both times he was cleared. We’re looking at his arrest record for anyone who might have a grudge, which is just about everyone he’d arrested in thirty years on the force. The severed fingers in the refrigerator have been confirmed as belonging to Alger, and we suspect he’s been killed.”


  “Maybe he cut off his own fingers to fool us,” Roxy said.


  No one said anything, but the stares she received made her shrink down in her chair.


  “We’ve located the deli on Irving Park that the Chemist mentioned in his letter.” I thought of Latham, and my voice caught. I coughed into my hand to cover it. “We’ve got a Crime Scene Unit there, gathering evidence, questioning the staff. It’s going to take some time to sort through everything.”


  “We don’t have time,” the super said. “This nut wants an answer in tomorrow’s paper. To make the early edition, I need to get the personal ad in today by noon.”


  “Are we paying him?” I asked.


  “I have received authorization to meet the Chemist’s demands. It should go without saying that mum is the word on this.” The super zeroed in on me. “We can say the city is under attack, we can name the businesses that have been hit, we can tie in Alger, but no word about the extortion.”


  I mulled this over. That was probably why the city hadn’t outed the Chemist yesterday—they had been considering paying him off. If that got out, every loony with a Saturday Night Special would be moving to Chicago, trying to extort a few bucks.


  “Who’s in charge of setting the trap to catch him if we decide to pay?” I asked.


  “We are, Lieutenant. You can start figuring out how right after the press conference. Plan on it at ten a.m.”


  The super adjourned the meeting, and both Roxy and Rick stuck to my shoulders, accompanying me to my office.


  “You’re cute for a Fed,” Roxy said to him.


  “I believe that looks are superficial, and it’s what’s inside that counts.”


  Roxy batted fake eyelashes. “Are you saying you’d like to get inside of me?”


  “Sorry. I don’t date women younger than the scotch I drink.”


  Score points for Special Agent Rick.


  “You should date Jack. She’s like in her fifties.”


  And points lost for the new partner.


  “Have you ever done a press conference before, Roxy?” I asked, making my voice conversational.


  “Who? Me? No. I was on TV once, at the MTV spring break bash in Fort Lauderdale. I never saw it, though. My friends told me about it. I was pretty trashed.”


  “I think you should sit this one out.”


  “Why? Are you afraid I’ll steal your thunder?”


  “No. I’m afraid you’ll say something stupid that will get me fired.”


  Roxy tugged my elbow and stared me in the eye, petulant.


  “I’m a detective third grade. I didn’t get this promotion by giving blow jobs. I busted my ass. You, of all people, should know how hard it is for a woman to be taken seriously in this sausage fest.”


  I considered all the things I could say, about professionalism, and attitude, and image. Instead I said, “Chances are this lunatic watches the news. If we put an attractive woman up there, he could become fixated on you.”


  “Really?” Roxy grinned. “Cool.”


  “No. It’s not cool. It’s the opposite of cool.”


  “You think because I’m young I can’t handle myself?”


  “No. I think because you’re young you can’t handle yourself as well as you think you can.”


  Her grin disappeared.


  “You know, you’re an inspiration to a lot of women in the department, Jack. It’s a shame that in person you’re such a bitch.”


  I looked to Rick for support, but he’d taken an inordinate amount of interest in the bulletin board on the wall. The. I met Roxy’s glare. I wondered if I disliked her so much because she reminded me of me at that age.


  No. I would have gotten along with me just fine. This girl was a Gen-X car accident waiting to happen. But we all have to learn sometime.


  I took a deep breath. “Fine. You can do the press conference with me.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “I’m serious. But I’ll do most of the talking. And we need to go over everything beforehand. Rule one, think before you speak. Don’t repeat yourself or say um or uh a lot. Rule two, if you can’t answer a question, say no comment. Rule three, always appear in control. Reporters can sense fear, and they pounce on it.”


  “I can do all that. How do I look?”


  I gave her a once-over. “Do you have anything else to wear? That outfit is … cute, but it doesn’t look very professional.”


  “Let me check my locker,” she said, and hurried off down the hall.


  Rick nudged me. “Is this a good idea?”


  “We’ve all got to learn sometime.”


  “After this conference, how about lunch? I want to go over some points about the case.”


  “Lunch? I’m going to need a few drinks.”


  “We can do that. I need to check in with Washington and Quantico. I’ll probably miss the conference. Can I meet you someplace?”


  What is it about physical beauty? If Rick were average looking, I would immediately take him up on lunch. But because he was handsome, I didn’t think I should spend any time with him outside of the office. It seemed like betraying Latham, even though we might be able to make some headway on the case.


  It’s only lunch, I convinced myself.


  So I named the place and the time.


  What was the worst that could happen?
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CHAPTER 16


  The chemist watches the press conference with a frown on his face. He hadn’t expected them to go public. Though this doesn’t alter the Plan in the least; the city has followed his trail of bread crumbs quicker than he’s expected.


  They aren’t showing his letters. They admitted that they did receive letters, but say they’re keeping them under wraps to rule out bogus confessions. They also neglected to mention anything about his demands. Which means they’re planning on paying him.


  This is disappointing. He expected the city to stall for at least a few days, or to take a hard-line stance and refuse to deal with terrorists. That would have given him a chance to indulge in a few more surprises before the big bang.


  Still, maybe he can fit one or two more in before crunch time.


  He sets his TiVo to record, and then wanders over to his closet to pick a disguise. He decides on business formal. A Jack Victor suit, wool, three-button, vented, dark blue with dark gray pinstripes. A white shirt. A power tie. He slicks his hair back with mousse, applies a liberal dose of Lagerfeld, and then puts on the distraction—an eye patch.


  A check in the mirror shows him to be roguish, mysterious. And all the witnesses will remember is a well-dressed man with an eye patch.


  Along with the jet injector, he brings along a tiny contact lens case, containing a few drops of extract of Tanghin. The Chemist doesn’t know if he’ll get close enough to use either, but he’s got the entire day free to try. Should be fun.


  He considers taking the bus because parking will be terrible downtown, but with all the stops the bus makes, it will take twice as long. So he risks it and takes a car, one that can’t be traced to him anyway.


  The television told him the press conference was live at the 26th District police station, and that’s where he heads. Traffic isn’t too bad for lunchtime, and he manages to snag a parking meter spot from someone pulling out, only three blocks from the precinct house. Even luckier, the meter still has an hour left on it.


  Fate apparently wants him to kill a cop today.


  He decides to leave the jet injector in the car. Getting this close to the police, he doesn’t want to be caught with it on him. That leaves only the Tanghin, but that should be more than enough.


  He walks briskly, hoping to get there before everyone has left. There are still news vans parked in front, so that’s a good sign. A hot dog vendor is set up on the corner. He approaches the forlorn figure and orders one with the works.


  “Thanks, buddy. Business has been terrible.”


  The Chemist takes a bite of the red hot, smothering his grin with pickle relish. He considers poisoning this man’s stand. It’s the perfect location for it, right outside the police station. Cops probably eat here all the time.


  Maybe later, when he comes back.


  There’s a bench on the sidewalk with a good view of the front of the station. He sits down and eats leaning forward, so nothing drips on his suit. Ten minutes pass, and he orders another dog, to the eternal gratitude of the vendor.


  “Bless you, guy. I got two kids. Wish this city wasn’t so chickenshit.”


  “You’re not worried?” asks the Chemist.


  “Hell, no. My food is fresh. No one will get sick off my dogs, that’s for sure.”


  “Didn’t you hear the latest?” The Chemist feels ripples of excitement, talking about this topic. “One man is doing all of this. They call him the Chemist.”


  “And if I ever met this Chemist, I’d bust him in the ass.”


  “What if he snuck up on you, poisoned your food while you were talking with another customer?”


  “You got a sick mind, you know that?”


  “I’ve been told.”


  The Chemist returns to his bench. After twenty minutes, he begins to wonder if he had gotten there too late and missed the mark, but like magic she walks out of the building. Alone. It’s almost a hundred yards away, but he recognizes the hair, and the gray jacket she wore on TV.


  He takes some extra napkins from the hot dog vendor. Then he trails the cop from the opposite side of the street, staying parallel to her.


  She walks two blocks, turns onto Michigan Avenue, and enters a well-known grill pub, a chain place where kitschy things are stuck to the walls and the bartenders dress in sports jerseys. If it’s like the others of its ilk, the interior will be crowded, smoky, with low lighting. Which is perfect.


  Traffic is against him, so he has to wait for the light to change before he can cross the street. When he walks into the restaurant, it’s exactly as he expected. The cheerful hostess tells him it will be a half-hour wait for a table. He declines, heading for the bar.


  The bar is packed too, but he sees the cop standing between several men, trying to get the bartender’s attention.


  He moves in closer, getting to within a few feet. Up close, she seems smaller, less substantial, than she appeared on television.


  “Dirty martini, up,” she orders.


  My, my, my. Our city’s finest, drinking while on the clock. Still, who can blame her? It’s been a tough morning.


  A stool opens up, and she goes to it, and then does something that proves to the Chemist that fate is truly on his side: She takes off her gray jacket, places it over the stool, and asks the bartender where the ladies’ room is.


  He points over his shoulder, and she heads in that direction. A moment later, the bartender sets down her drink by her stool.


  The Chemist doesn’t hesitate. He opens the lens case, palms it in his right hand, and approaches the bar. With his left hand he reaches over, snagging some cocktail napkins from the bartender’s side of the bar, and with his right he dumps the toxin into the drink.


  Now it’s a really dirty martini, he muses.


  He shoves the napkins into his pocket, backs away from the bar, and finds a vantage point from several yards away. No one gives him a second glance.


  A few minutes later she returns from the bathroom and sits atop her jacket. Grabbing the martini in one quick motion she brings it up to her lips—


  —and drinks the whole thing.


  He ticks off the seconds in his head.


  One …


  Two …


  Three …


  Four …


  Five …


  She touches her head.


  Six …


  Seven …


  She wobbles slightly on the bar stool.


  Eight …


  Nine …


  She rubs her eyes, then stands up.


  Ten …


  Eleven …


  He cranes his neck up for a better look.


  Twelve …


  Thirteen …


  She’s bent over now, a line of drool escaping her mouth. It’s followed by a flood of vomit.


  Too late. Vomiting won’t help.


  At fourteen seconds, she falls over.


  People give her a wide berth. Several say the word drunk .


  It takes almost thirty seconds for an employee to approach and kneel next to her.


  “Call an ambulance!” he yells. “She’s not breathing!”


  Of course she’s not breathing. She’s dead.


  As the curious gather, he slips out the door, calm and casual. He has no doubt that several people are now frantically dialing 911. But according to statistics, a 911 response will take a minimum of ten minutes. Chances are it will take much longer. He knows this from experience. There is zero chance she’ll be revived.


  The Chemist uses the napkins to wipe out the contact lens case, then deposits them into a garbage can. It’s a gloriously lovely day, and he takes off his blazer and uses one hand to carry it over his shoulder, Frank Sinatra style. Someone is bound to recognize the cop shortly. And when they do, it’s going to be a media frenzy. He wants to be home in time to see it, but TiVo is taking care of that for him, and it has been so long since he’s actually enjoyed a walk downtown.


  In fact, it’s been a while since he’s actually enjoyed anything. A long while. Six years, three months, and thirteen days.


  Revenge is a dish best served cold.


  He considers heading to the lakefront, or walking through Grant Park. Then he remembers walking through the park with Tracey, and a foul mood overtakes him.


  Who could have ever known that wonderful memories would someday prove painful?


  He heads back to the car and climbs in, considering his next move. The satisfaction of watching the cop die is gone, replaced by a cold, dead feeling.


  He wonders if this is why people become killers. That emptiness deep down that nothing—not drinking, not drugs, not therapy, not sex—can fill. Perhaps some people are born like that. Soulless. That’s how he feels most of the time.


  Before, he was a normal guy. Decent friends. Decent job. A hardworking, tax-paying, red-blooded American who voted for the current mayor because he promised to be tougher on crime.


  It seems like it was someone else’s life. But it wasn’t. It was his.


  And now, there’s only cold.


  He thinks about the hot dog stand, and that warms him a bit.


  The Chemist snakes the jet injector tube up his sleeve and arms the spring. He’s wrestling to put on his blazer in the cramped front seat when he hears a car horn, right next to him.


  Startled, he looks up.


  A man in a rusty, older model Chevy stares at him, the rage on his face an indicator he’s been waiting there for a while.


  The Chemist shrugs at him and shakes his head, indicating he isn’t moving.


  The man honks again.


  “I’m staying,” he says.


  The man leans on the horn now, screaming, “Move your car!”


  The Chemist ignores him, pockets the jet injector, and exits the vehicle. Some people just don’t take a hint. He’s actually doing this city a favor, reducing the population of idiots like—


  “Hey, asshole! I’ve been waiting five fucking minutes for that space!”


  The man has an unkempt beard and crazy eyes. In the passenger seat is an equally unkempt woman, obviously seething.


  The Chemist shrugs. “This is my spot. Find another one.”


  “We’re fucking late for court and we need that fucking space!”


  No surprise there. The Chemist wondered what white-trash crime these two had committed. Set fire to their trailer to get the hundred dollars in insurance money? Or maybe sex with some sort of animal? His wife was so ugly, she’d qualify. He smiles at the thought.


  And then the bearded guy is out of his car, walking right at him.


  “You think this is funny, asshole?”


  The Chemist is shocked. He’s heard about this happening, people being killed over parking spaces, but he can’t believe it’s happening to him.


  He manages to say, “I’m not laughing at—”


  And then the guy shoves him, hard. The Chemist almost loses his footing.


  “Think you’re better than me, in that fancy suit and that faggy tie.”


  The man goes to shove him again, and on reflex the Chemist brings up the jet injector. When the guy grabs his shirt, he pushes the orifice into his chubby neck and squeezes the trigger.


  The lunatic raises up a fist to hit him, then his eyes bug out and he clutches his throat.


  He falls, dead before he hits the street.


  “Arnie!”


  The Chemist looks at the woman, who is now out of the car and rushing at him.


  “What have you done to Arnie! You killed him!”


  Like a picture snapping into focus, the Chemist is instantly aware of his surroundings. People are watching him. On the sidewalks. From their cars. This has become a scene.


  “That son of a bitch shot my husband!” she howls. “Someone help me!”


  The only person close enough to ID him later is Arnie’s wife. He’s on her in four steps, jamming the injector into her throat, killing her in mid-scream.


  Then he hurries back to his car. People are pointing now, and shouting. A few of them are running over.


  Hands shaking, the Chemist fishes the car keys out of his front pocket. He starts the car and realizes, to his horror, that Arnie’s car is blocking him in.


  There’s no time to do anything else. He slams the car into gear, steps on the accelerator, and crashes into the car parked ahead of him. Then he puts it into reverse and hits the gas again, causing another collision.


  He now has an extra few feet of room around his vehicle, and he squeezes onto the street between Arnie’s Chevy and the car he’d just rear-ended. There isn’t quite enough space, and there’s a grind of metal on metal as he scrapes both sides of the Honda as he pulls away, hyperventilating, a crowd of people staring at him.


  This is bad. Very bad. But he can fix it, if he moves fast. All they’ll remember is the suit and the eye patch—thank God he kept it on.


  They’ll remember the car too. There’s a good chance someone even took down the license plate number.


  But that’s okay. The car isn’t his. He can tie up this loose end, if he hurries.


  The Plan doesn’t have to change. But now he feels an urgency he hasn’t felt before, and that excites him.


  He expected this to be emotionally satisfying. But in his sweetest dreams, he had never expected this to actually be fun.
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CHAPTER 17


  I sat outside the café, at one of their patio tables along the side walk. Rick hadn’t been at the press conference, and it was twenty minutes past the time we said we ‘d meet.


  We’d exchanged numbers, but I didn’t call him. Instead I called Latham’s hospital room, again, and was informed that there had been no change in his condition.


  Another five minutes passed. An ambulance streaked by, sirens blaring. I dialed Dispatch, hung up, dialed them again, and asked the desk sergeant to give me a record and location of Wilbur Martin Streng, DOB October 16, 1935.


  Traffic and people and time passed. A bee took an interest in the bud vase of cut carnations on my table, and I stiffened.


  Don’t bother it, and it won’t bother you, I told myself. But I moved my hands away just the same. I was the lucky one p person out of two hundred and fifty who was allergic to stings. When I was a teenager, a particularly nasty wasp had stung my hand, which quickly led to anaphylactic shock. My throat had swelled up to the point that I couldn’t breathe, and only an emergency room injection of epinephrine had saved my life. It wasn’t an experience I cared to repeat.


  Luckily, the bee had interests other than me, and it buzzed off to molest some flowers at an adjacent table.


  I sipped my iced tea. I closed my eyes. The sun felt good. I decided to order a club sandwich, not caring if Rick showed up or not.


  “Sorry I’m late …”


  Rick was slightly out of breath. I had the impression that he’d been running, and was more flattered by his hurrying to meet me than I was irritated at his lateness.


  Rick sat down, then picked up the water glass at his place setting. He drained half of it in one gulp.


  “Did you catch any of the press conference?” I asked.


  “No. Conference call with Washington. How’d it go?”


  “Fine. Roxy actually did okay. Remained calm and poised, answered everything correctly. And she looked better in my jacket than I did.”


  Rick leaned in, his eyes twinkling. “No. She didn’t.”


  I was being honest, not fishing, but it felt nice to hear just the same.


  My sandwich came, and I apologized for having ordered without waiting for him.


  “Can we split this club, and then I’ll order another one?”


  “Sure. That’s fine. But …”


  “But what?”


  I was hungry, but looking down at the food made my stomach twitch. What if this restaurant had been on the Chemist’s list? What if I took a bite and would be dead in thirty seconds?


  Rick apparently sensed my hesitation.


  “Life is about risk, Jack. You can run away, or you can face it head-on.”


  He leaned in closer, his knee touching mine under the table. Then he picked up half of the sandwich and took a big bite, some mayo dribbling down his chin.


  I felt my heart rate increase. Maybe I was overtired. Or hormonal. Whatever problem I was having, I promised myself no more one-on-one time with Rick.


  Another ambulance streaked by, followed by two news vans. I didn’t like the implications of that at all.


  I pulled my radio out of my purse and tuned in to the police band. A few seconds later Rick threw down some money and we jogged up the street.


  I worked out three times a week, weights and aerobics, and twice a month I attended a four-hour tae kwon do class, so I was able to keep pace with Rick the three blocks to the station house without collapsing or throwing up. But I did feel sick when I saw the ambulances at the corner of my precinct building.


  A dozen uniforms were cordoning off a section of street, directing traffic, and questioning onlookers. Several paramedics were milling around two bodies. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry. I managed to locate Herb in the crowd. Even though he was no longer my partner, he still managed to beat me to the crime scene.


  “What happened?”


  “I just got here. Some kind of traffic dispute.”


  “The radio mentioned the Chemist.”


  “Could be. Two dead, no marks on their bodies.”


  “Don’t touch him!” Rick yelled at one of the medics who was crouching down next to a victim. “Risk of contamination!”


  If the witnesses weren’t spooked before, that started a mass exodus to the police lines. Herb went north and I went south, explaining to the crowd that they were perfectly safe, and if anyone saw anything we’d like to talk to them. I managed to snag a retreating party of businesspeople, and Herb caught a kid on Rollerblades. While we did that, Rick produced a gas mask and some rubber gloves, and examined one of the bodies.


  The trio gave me a rundown of what they saw, beginning with the honking and ending with the perp stabbing each victim in the neck with something. He wore a suit, had an eye patch, and drove a white Honda Accord with scratches on both sides. None of them got the license plate.


  Herb’s witness gave a similar version of the story, but said the victims were shot in the neck with some kind of gun, rather than stabbed.


  As we conferred, a uniform named Justin Buchbinder came to us with a jackpot: a witness with a camera phone.


  “My name is Doris, Doris Washburn. I took three pictures.” She was young, chic, in business attire. “The quality isn’t the greatest, but I got one of the killer, and one of his car.”


  She showed me how to view them on her cell phone. The perp’s head was turned, and the license plate on the car too pixilated to be read, but the forensics guys had digital filters that might help improve the images. The third picture unfortunately only captured the man who later died, pointing his finger and yelling.


  “We’ll need to keep your phone.”


  “I need my phone for work. Can’t I just send you the images?”


  “Will they lose quality?”


  “No. I can send them to your e-mail address.”


  I called Hajek at the crime lab, and Doris sent the photos to him using her phone.


  “Get anything?” I asked him while the data transferred.


  “A headache. Neck strain. A sore back.”


  “No prints?”


  “The Chemist used gloves for everything. I even found a glove print on the toilet handle.”


  I thought about that. The only people that paranoid about leaving prints are those with prints on file. This guy was in our system, somewhere. People who have been arrested had their fingerprints taken. So did government employees like cops, Feds, and military. Plus, fingerprinting was becoming more common in the private sector, for both security reasons and to ID workers.


  “How about the devices? Any way to trace them?”


  “The M44s had serial numbers, but they’d been removed. Acid etching didn’t bring them up. Wildlife Services uses them to kill coyotes, but these seem to be older models. Could have picked them up anywhere.”


  “How about the other traps?”


  “Made from common household items. I got a copy of the CDC report—even the poisons are from pretty common plants. Many are available growing wild, or at garden shops. All of them can be ordered over the Internet. No way to trace them. I’m getting the e-mail now, hold on.”


  This was becoming silly. How is it possible to kill so many people and leave zero evidence?


  “Well, the bad news is, the pictures are awful.”


  “Can you fix them?”


  “Let’s see.” I heard him typing, and then humming softly. “I’ll transfer them to my image enhancer. Clean up the noise … resize the image … reduce JPEG compression … and it’s even worse than before. Let me work on it. Will you be at this number?”


  I told him yes, and hung up.


  “Where’s the new partner?” Herb asked.


  “Lunch.”


  “Shouldn’t you call her?”


  “Probably. I want my jacket back.”


  I called Dispatch to get Roxy’s number. Surprisingly, a man answered when I dialed her number.


  “I’m looking for Roxanne Waclawski.”


  “Are you a friend or relative of hers?”


  “I’m her partner, Lieutenant Daniels from the CPD. Can you put her on?”


  “I’m afraid not, Lieutenant. I’m an EMT. We got a call of a woman passing out at a Willoughby’s on Michigan and Huron. Your partner is dead.”


  I squeezed my eyes closed so hard, I saw stars under the lids.


  “How did she die?”


  “It appears to be heart failure. But in someone this young …”


  “Okay, you need to be careful. She was probably poisoned, and some of it may still be on her. I need you to talk to the manager. Try not to let anyone leave until I get there.”


  “Was this—”


  “Don’t say anything more. I don’t want to cause a panic. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”


  I hung up and looked at Herb.


  “She’s dead. It’s a few blocks away. I need you at the crime scene.”


  Herb hesitated for a moment, and then said, “No.”


  “Goddammit, Herb—”


  “Goddammit, Jack, I’m not Homicide anymore.” He looked as angry as I’d ever seen him. “This isn’t my case, and you’re not my partner .”


  “Fine,” I said, the words forming in my mouth before common sense could override them. “Be a coward.”


  I didn’t mean it. But before I could take it back, Herb was storming off, through the crowd, over the yellow police tape, and back to the station. I’d apologize later. Herb would forgive me. Especially if the apology included carbohydrates.


  I turned to look for Rick, but he was still in full gear, hovering over the corpses. Figuring I’d need help at the restaurant, I grabbed the uniform, Buchbinder.


  “How would you like a temporary promotion to Homicide/Gangs/Sex?”


  “My sergeant will bust my balls if I leave my post.”


  “What’s your post?”


  “Parking enforcement.”


  “I’ll smooth it over. You got a car?”


  “A bike.”


  “Even better. Let’s go.”


  That cheered me up a fraction. I liked bikes. My ex-husband, the man who gave me my last name, had a 1982 Harley-Davidson Sportster, and we’d go riding whenever we could. Which, as far as I can remember, was twice.


  I worked a lot back then.


  Unfortunately, when Buchbinder said bike , he meant scooter. The tiny little electric moped barely had room for two, and had a top speed of slow. A five-minute walk took us ten minutes on the bike, because Officer Buchbinder stopped for all traffic signals, pedestrians, strong breezes, and optical illusions. He also pulled behind a horse and buggy giving six geriatrics a tour of the Magnificent Mile—a tour so excruciatingly sluggish that I doubted all of them would live long enough to see its conclusion.


  “Go faster,” I said.


  “If I follow too closely, there could be an accident.”


  As it turned out, there was an accident. Buchbinder couldn’t brake in time, and coasted right through the largest pile of horse shit I’d ever seen.


  “Apparently they can do that while trotting,” I said.


  “Did you see that? It came out of nowhere.”


  Actually, I did see it, along with where it came out of. But I chose not to mention it.


  “Some got in the spokes,” Buchbinder whined. “I just cleaned the spokes.”


  “Pay attention to the road.”


  “My God, my bike is trashed. What was that horse eating?”


  “Let’s get off this topic.”


  “What’s that on the fender … peanuts?”


  “Pass the damn horse or I’m firing you.”


  He made a hand signal and thankfully got around the horse and cart. But getting past it and getting past it were two different things.


  “I gotta clean this quick, before it hardens. Don’t want to have to chisel it off.”


  “Let’s talk about something else,” I said. I didn’t say, “Like your non-future in the Homicide division.”


  Buchbinder, however, was fixated.


  “I can smell it. Can you smell it?”


  Jesus. It just wouldn’t end.


  “I got some on my pants.”


  “Buchbinder, shut the hell up about the horse already.”


  “Okay. But I never saw Mr. Ed do that, no sir. That manure pile was the size of a small child. Lucky we weren’t both killed.”


  I didn’t feel lucky. Not even a little bit.


  “Do you smell peanuts?”


  We got to Willoughby’s shortly thereafter. I instructed the Horseshit Whisperer to take witness statements after he cleaned his pants. Then I spoke with the bartender.


  “She came in alone. Sat down, ordered a dirty martini, up. Took off her jacket and asked where the bathroom was. I made the drink and set it down by her stool.”


  I looked at the empty glass, an olive at the bottom.


  “Did you see anyone near her drink?”


  “Some guy came to the bar, took some napkins.”


  “Did he touch her drink at all?”


  “I only saw him out of the corner of my eye.”


  “Can you describe him?”


  “White guy. Suit. Had an eye patch.”


  Dammit, Roxy. After that long talk about making yourself a target and being extra careful, how could you leave an unattended drink on the bar? I stared at my gray jacket on the bar stool, and could picture her on camera wearing it, looking so confident and professional.


  I left it on the stool. I’d never wear it again.


  I switched focus to the martini glass, trying to figure out how to transport it. The Crime Scene Unit would have the materials. They needed to be here anyway, to dust for prints.


  I used the cell phone to call in the CSU, and some members of my team, including an Identikit artist. Maybe with all of these witnesses, we could give the Chemist a face.


  My phone rang. Rick. I picked it up.


  “Where are you?” he asked.


  I filled him in.


  “Shit. She was a good kid. You can’t blame yourself.”


  “Sure I can.”


  “She was a professional. She knew the risks.”


  “She was a child.”


  “Put the guilt on the back burner for a little while. I think I figured out his delivery system. What he’s using to tamper with food.”


  That got my attention. “What?”


  “He’s also been using it directly on people. It’s called a jet injector.”


  “What is that?”


  “I can do better than just tell you. I’ll show you. When will you be free again?”


  I looked around, at the several dozen people in the restaurant.


  “A few hours at least.”


  “We had to cut lunch short. Up for dinner?”


  I thought of Latham, unconscious and on a ventilator.


  “I’ve got something to do after work.”


  “How about a quick bite? I’ll bring some food to your office. I can show you there.”


  I hadn’t eaten anything, and by dinner I’d be ravenous. And if I ate at work, it would give me more time with Latham.


  “Fine. Meet you there at five.”


  No big deal, I assured myself. It wasn’t like we were going to have sex in my office.


  Right?
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CHAPTER 18


  I got back to the office a little after four. A copy of the personal ad set to run in tomorrow’s newspaper was on my desk.


  CHEMIST–the answer is yes.


  My stomach was growling loud enough to make passing dogs growl back. I visited the office vending machine, plunked in two quarters for a candy bar, and then stopped when I remembered that candy bars were on the list of tampered food items.


  What was left to eat? Food in cans, and things I hunted and cooked myself. And I wasn’t even sure about the cans—the CDC found evidence that a can of chicken soup might have been dosed with BT.


  What the hell can contaminate canned food?


  I had half a roll of breath mints that had been in my purse for a year, and I wiped off the lint and ate those, along with water from the tap.


  The CSU had lifted a bajillion fingerprints from Willoughby’s. The crime lab, in conjunction with the CDC/WHO/HMRT, had confirmed that Roxy’s martini had been dosed with Tanghinia venenifera, known as the ordeal bean of Madagascar. It also grew wild in Hawaii. As few as ten drops of extract were fatal.


  Poor Roxy.


  I flipped through a few reports from witnesses at the restaurant, and three of them had put together a composite picture of a generic-looking guy. It was so featureless, it looked like a Ken doll with an eye patch. A hot dog vendor a block away had corroborated the sketch, adding that the Chemist spoke with a Midwestern accent, stood about five feet nine inches, and was between twenty-five and forty-five years old. But even though he had extended contact with him, all he really had focused on was the damn eye patch. Basically any thin white guy could be our perp.


  I guessed the eye patch to be a disguise, because it hadn’t been mentioned in any of the scads of reports. We ran it through the registry just the same. Over two thousand guys in our database could fit the description. I put a team on it.


  The mints did nothing to curb my hunger, so I wandered over to Herb’s office, to apologize for being an ass and to see if he still had those antique Twinkies.


  His office had been cleared out, and there was no Herb to be found. No food either. He’d even taken the wrappers.


  I passed the vending machine again, and paid special attention to the packaging. Chips—could be tampered with. Candy bars—could be tampered with. Mints—it would be hard to inject toxin into mints.


  I bought a roll, then spent five minutes turning them around in my hands, looking for evidence of tampering.


  Life is about taking risks, Rick had said. I opened the package and popped one in my mouth.


  I didn’t die.


  As I sucked on the candy, I went through the reports that Herb had compiled, and made some calls to get updates on the questioning of the victims, witness searches, security tapes, and Alger’s arrest record. None of it pointed in any specific direction. I took out my To Do list and stared at it.


  

  	trace M44 purchases


  	Alger-arrest record


  	talk to neighbors


  	question mailman who delivered letter


  	security tapes at BT scenes


  	witness search at BT scenes


  	survivor interviews/background checks


  	research IEDs

  
  


  I added to the list: gardener, fingerprints probably on file, disguise/eye patch, white Honda Accord, local, two million dollars.


  I stared at the new list. Why two mil? It was a lot of money, but not that much. He could have demanded more than that. Did it have some kind of significance?


  I also noted that question mailman was still on the list. I leafed through Herb’s folder and found the statement from Carey Schimmel, USPS. It was the shortest statement in the history of statements, amounting to: I delivered the letter. Carey also admitted that since the anthrax scare, he wore gloves, which explained his lack of fingerprints on the extortion envelope. I crossed that off the list.


  I was about to give Hajek a call to see how he was coming with the camera phone pics, when Rick came in, carrying a bag of heaven.


  “Do you like Chinese?” he asked, eyes sparkling.


  “Are you kidding? I could eat Mao Tse-tung raw right now.”


  The smells were intoxicating. Sweet and sour. Rice. Soy. Beef. Veggies. My mouth filled with saliva.


  But wariness prevented me from tearing open the bag with my bare teeth.


  “Are we sure it’s …”


  “So far, the Chemist has only struck in the city, right? I got this in Cicero.”


  We dug in. I ate an egg roll in two bites, wondering how that might look to a guy, but not caring. Then I dug into some beef chop suey, some kung pao chicken, and a potsticker that had to be the single greatest thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.


  Rick had also brought a six-pack of Tsingtao. My job would be in jeopardy if just one reporter with a long lens caught me through the office window, drinking beer. I took the risk anyway. I wouldn’t call myself a beer aficionado—I liked Sam Adams and I liked a local brew called Goose Island even more—but that Tsingtao went down quicker than any beer I’d had in ages. Rick popped open another for me, and then one for himself.


  “To catching the bad guy,” I said, raising my bottle.


  “And to making new friends.”


  We drank to that.


  When my stomach had distended to the point where my innie became an outie, I threw in the chopsticks.


  “So what is this lunatic using to tamper with the food?” I asked, kicking off my shoes and pulling my feet up under me in my chair.


  “I’m not a hundred percent sure, but it would explain the lack of needle holes or surface toxins, and I confirmed it with the deaths of the couple on the street, and several of the victims of the Sammy’s massacre yesterday. It’s called a jet injector.”


  “Which is what?”


  He dug into his satchel and took out a small blue object shaped like a phaser from Star Trek, only child-sized. It had a white plastic tube jutting out of the handle, which extended about eighteen inches into a silver cylinder.


  “It’s a needle-less injection gun, used for mass immunizations. Invented years ago, to counter the cross-contamination caused by needles, along with the fear factor and high cost of sterilization. Diabetics also use them. This model can administer a dose of liquid up to three cc’s. Its orifice is many times smaller than a needle—less than the width of a human hair, actually—so the hole it makes is very hard to spot. And unlike a needle, it evenly disperses liquid once it penetrates the skin. It’s the perfect system to introduce medicine subcutaneously.”


  I looked at the thing with a mixture of dread and fascination.


  “How does it work without a needle?”


  “Air pressure. This one uses a spring. Other models use compressed gas, like CO2. You arm the device”—Rick turned a key on the cylinder—”then squeeze the trigger.”


  I flinched at the hissing sound, and saw a spray of vapor appear around the nozzle of the gun.


  “The pressure causes a jet stream, which forces the liquid through the skin and into the muscle. Smaller hole, less central concentration of fluid, less pain. Some of these models are tough too. You could inject insulin into a basketball.”


  “What about plastic wrapping, or butcher paper, or aluminum cans?”


  “Conceivable, yes. It would probably even work on thicker plastic, or cardboard. And look how small it is.”


  Rick turned his palm and closed his fingers. The gun was completely hidden by his hand.


  “I think this is what the Chemist used on his last two victims, on the street outside. They died so quickly there wasn’t even bruising, and the puncture wound could only be seen under a microscope. But I biopsied neck tissue where witnesses say he held his weapon, and found uneven concentrations of ricin, a toxin found in castor beans. I think he injected it directly into their throats.”


  Rick was smiling, and while I was happy to know what we were up against, I wasn’t able to share his enthusiasm. Truth told, the Chinese food was doing somersaults in my stomach. The thought of someone using a device invented for good to do so much evil gave me a giant case of the creeps.


  “Can we trace these things?” I asked.


  Rick’s smile faltered.


  “No. There are about two dozen companies that make them, and only six of them make a model small enough that it can be concealed, but that still gives us thousands of possibles. The guy might have picked it up at a garage sale, or on the Internet, or stolen one.”


  He set the jet injector on my desk, where it coiled like a snake among the half-empty food cartons. Rick, so full of energy a moment ago, looked like he’d deflated.


  “This still helps narrow it down,” I said. “We’re looking for a white male, local, with a greenhouse and a jet injector.”


  Rick raised an eyebrow at me. “He’s local?”


  “He has to be. Roxy was just assigned to the case, and he got to her right after she appeared on television. I’m guessing he was watching at home, then put together a quick disguise and went out after her.”


  “Why the greenhouse?” Rick asked.


  “He uses toxins, which are organic. I’m guessing he makes these himself, which means he has a garden somewhere. Some of the plants are tropical, so unless he keeps his house at ninety-five degrees, he probably has a greenhouse.”


  “Smart. That could mean hydroponics, special lamps, fertilizers. Chicago is a big town, but it shouldn’t have that many specialty gardening stores.”


  My turn to frown. “You’re forgetting the Internet. All that stuff can be purchased online.”


  We were quiet for almost a full minute. It didn’t surprise me that Rick looked adorable while deep in thought.


  “You’re paying him?” he finally asked.


  “That’s the idea.”


  “You’ll try to make the arrest when he picks up the money?”


  “Of course. But I’m sure he’s anticipating that.”


  Rick rubbed the stubble on his chin. I liked stubble. I liked the feel of it, against my cheek. Between my thighs.


  Dammit, Jack, quit it. So, he’s pretty. So what. Get over it.


  “Two million isn’t a lot,” he said.


  “I was thinking the same thing.”


  “Might be using that small number because it’s easier to handle, easier to carry. Even using hundred-dollar bills, it makes a pretty big pile. About the height of your desk. One person couldn’t carry it all.”


  “Which means, what? A drop-off point? He’ll ask for the money in a big metal box and then swoop down in a helicopter carrying a big magnet?”


  Rick grinned. “That’s what I was thinking.”


  “We know all the tricks. Transmitters. Tracking devices. Exploding ink packs. Consecutive serial numbers. Coating the money with spy dust.”


  “What’s spy dust?” Rick asked.


  “An invisible powder that shows up under UV light.”


  “You use that stuff?”


  “No. I saw it on a TV show.”


  We shared a laugh.


  “I guess we won’t know what to do until we hear from him,” Rick said.


  “Which should be tomorrow, once he reads the paper.”


  I looked at my watch. Visiting hours at the hospital were until eight p.m. I needed to get going.


  “Jack, you have something on your cheek.”


  Rick did the mirror reflection thing, wiping his own cheek off. I wiped in the same spot.


  “Did I get it?”


  “No. Here.”


  He reached for me, caressed my cheek, and our eyes locked and I couldn’t believe I fell for that stupid trick, but I didn’t pull away, even when he moved in and placed his lips against mine.


  I didn’t kiss him back.


  Well, not at first.


  His lips were warm, soft, and when the tip of his tongue entered my mouth, something snapped in me and a little sigh escaped my throat and I put my hands behind his head and pressed his body against mine.


  He grabbed me by my waist and picked me up out of the chair like I weighed nothing, and then his hands were on my ass and mine were on his ass and— damn , did he have a great ass.


  As our mouths fought for better purchase, his hand came around my hips and undid my front button, or perhaps just tugged it off, and then his fingers touched the top of my panties and he was a few inches away from seeing how excited I really was. Then common sense overrode hormones and the World’s Worst Fiancée pushed him away.


  “I … can’t,” I said between deep breaths.


  “Sure you can. I bet you’re really good at it.”


  I wanted him, but a small voice inside me said I was just using sex to cope with all of my problems. Then another small voice tried to convince me that there was nothing wrong with that, sex was a perfectly acceptable way to cope, and that voice was louder than the first. And then a third voice, louder than both of the others, reminded me about a boyfriend on a ventilator whom I was afraid to marry because I feared making mistakes.


  And then it all made sense.


  “I’m afraid to get married because I’m afraid I’ll screw it up,” I said, surprised at the self-realization. “So I’m subconsciously trying to sabotage that.”


  Rick reached for me again, but I kept him at arm’s length.


  “I … I fear failure,” I said to Rick. But it wasn’t really to Rick. It was more to myself. “So I’d rather cop out of a situation than take a chance. I mean, look at me, I’d rather sabotage a good thing instead of giving it a try.”


  I stared at Rick, who somehow had his shirt open—had I done that?—revealing as nice a chest as I’d ever seen outside of a movie.


  “I’m going to see my fiancé,” I told him.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. I’m really sure.”


  Rick smiled. “He’s a very lucky man.”


  I checked my pants button, and saw that he’d also gotten the zipper down. I zipped them back up, suddenly embarrassed.


  “If it doesn’t work out …” Rick said, letting his voice trail off.


  But I knew it would work out. I’d make sure it would work out. I loved Latham, and I’d do everything within my power to make our marriage succeed.


  “We’re not going to happen,” I told Rick, pointing at him and me. “I’m sorry.”


  Rick sighed, then buttoned up his shirt and left my office, closing the door behind him.


  I adjusted my blouse and realized he had unhooked my bra as well. How the hell had he done that so fast?


  The phone rang, and I knew deep in my heart that it was Latham, and he was conscious again, perhaps even well enough for me to screw his brains out.


  But it wasn’t Latham. It was Hajek at the crime lab.


  “I’m a genius, Lieutenant. A certifiable genius.”


  “What happened?”


  “I got the license number. And even better, I traced it.”


  “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning we’ve got the bastard’s address.”
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CHAPTER 19


  What’s the address?” I asked. “Don’t you want to know how I did it?”


  Hajek spoke with the same enthusiasm as a child showing off the construction paper snowflake he made in school.


  “Give me the quick version.”


  “JPEG compression didn’t work, and neither did resizing or noise reduction, so I used a program that could change the blur width by —”


  “You’re a genius,” I said, interrupting. “What’s the address?”


  “But changing the focus points wasn’t enough. I had to rearrange the pixels using—”


  “The address, Scott.”


  He sighed. “Vehicle belongs to a Tracey Hotham. Her apartment is on Thirty-first and Laramie in Cicero.”


  “Did you run priors?”


  “Of course. No records. I checked DMV, and her license had expired. So I tried Social Security, and found out Tracey died six years ago.”


  “How?”


  “I didn’t dig that deep. But you can ask her parents. According to 411, they’re still living at the Cicero address.”


  Two scenarios came to me simultaneously. Maybe they no longer had the car, or maybe a member of Tracey’s family was the Chemist.


  I yawned. Not from boredom—my lack of sleep was catching up with me. “Nice work, Scott.”


  “Thanks. Maybe we could discuss it over dinner.”


  “Sure. I’ll call you tomorrow, during dinner.”


  I hung up, my fingers pressing the speed dial for Herb before my mind remembered he and I were no longer a team. I hit the disconnect button.


  Abruptly, I felt very alone.


  I could get in touch with Bains, have him assign me a new partner, but that wouldn’t happen today. I wasn’t even sure I wanted a new partner on this case. I didn’t like wearing a bull’s-eye, and didn’t want to hang one on anyone else.


  Calling Rick wasn’t an option. I didn’t want to see him again unless I was wearing a suit of armor. I could tr. Scooterboy Buchbinder, but going solo was preferable to hearing him wax prolific about the World’s Largest Road Apple. Before leaving Willoughby’s, he had taken me aside and confessed that right before the unfortunate collision, he’d sworn the manure pile looked exactly like the Lincoln head on Mt. Rushmore.


  “I keep seeing it. President Lincoln’s face, getting cleaved in half. And that haunting, squishing sound …”


  The guy had issues. More than issues—he had a whole subscription.


  So I had no choice. I’d be going stag to Cicero.


  On my way to the car, I called the Cicero police, and was bounced around until I connected with a sergeant named Cooper.


  “You think the Chemist lives in our burg?”


  “I have no idea. As of now, the Hothams are persons of interest. It’s your jurisdiction, if you want someone there.”


  “We’ll meet you at the apartment. You need a warrant?”


  “I just want to ask some questions. Don’t …” I thought about walking into Alger’s house. “Have your people wait for me before they go in. This guy likes to set traps.”


  And then I hopped in my car and headed for Cicero.


  The drive only took fifteen minutes. Cicero bordered Chicago on the west, blending into it seamlessly. Mostly Hispanic, a population of around eighty thousand, middle class, blue collar, more like a neighborhood of Chicago than a distinct town.


  Their patrol cars were black with silver accents, and there was one of them at the address when I arrived. It was empty.


  On the drive over, I’d gotten a little sleepy. But this put me into full alert mode, complete with adrenaline sweat and a tug of nausea. They’d gone in without me.


  I dug out my .38 and stared at the apartment building. Three stories, brick, dirty beige. Black wrought iron railing along the walkway, rusty and broken. Security windows on the first floor. Front door open a crack.


  I hung my star around my neck, drew in a big breath, and went through the door.


  Hallway was well lit, the walls freshly painted. I took the stairs two at a time, up to the second floor and 2-C, where the Hothams resided. Their door was also open a few inches. I nudged it with my shoulder, peering into the apartment but keeping my face well away from the crack.


  I heard static, then, “Car seventeen, this is base, please copy.”


  “Police,” I announced. “I’m coming in.”


  I eased the door open, still not daring to breathe the air coming out of the apartment.


  I saw the legs first. Male, black shoes, sidearm still in his rocker holster.


  “Seventeen this is base, what’s your twenty, over.”


  He lay on his back, bloodshot eyes wide, mouth hanging open and coated in froth and mucus. I didn’t see any movement, but I knew I needed to check for a pulse to be sure.


  The problem was, I didn’t want to go into that apartment.


  I parted my lips, still not breathing, but trying to taste the air, to see if it was safe. I didn’t taste anything.


  “Is anyone inside this apartment?” I said loudly.


  No answer.


  My options were to call for backup, or go inside and look for possible survivors. If this was the Chemist’s apartment, it could be booby-trapped.


  “Car seventeen, this is base, please respond. You there, Smitty?”


  I let in a tiny bit of air. It seemed fine. No strange smell. No physical reaction, other than a strange sense of déjà vu that I’d been in this same situation before, which wasn’t déjà vu at all.


  But this time, I didn’t have a space suit.


  I went in, crouched next to the fallen cop, probing his carotid. Nothing. So I reached for the radio clipped to his chest.


  “This is Lieutenant Daniels, Chicago PD. We have an officer down at 1730 East Thirty-first, apartment 2-C. Request immediate assistance.”


  The radio crackled a response, but I wasn’t paying attention; my eyes focused on the two people sitting on the couch.


  A man and a woman. Early sixties. She had brown hair, cut short, with gray highlights. He was mostly bald. Both wore glasses. Both stared straight at me.


  Both were dead.


  It took a moment to realize that. After the adrenaline startle, I stood erect and took a few steps toward them. Their eyes were dry, lifeless. Their faces devoid of color. They held hands, and I noticed the lividity blush to their fingers, where the blood had pooled.


  What killed these people?


  My paranoia kicked up to near panic, and I looked up, down, left and right, in every direction I could, for traps, for gas, for IEDs, for poison, for anything dangerous or out of place.


  Cobwebs on the ceiling. A clean carpet. An easy chair. Two floor lamps, glowing. A window air conditioner. A large floor-model humidifier, silent. Photos on the walls, of the old people. It was their house.


  “Is anyone in here?” I shouted.


  No response.


  I walked past the fallen officer, through the living room, nice and easy, aware of my center, my footing, my balance, eyes sweeping the floor for wires and fishing line.


  Another cop was in the kitchen, facedown on the tile floor, a pool of vomit surrounding his head like a green halo. Gun clenched in his fist. No signs of any injury, just like his partner.


  Had they surprised the Chemist, and he dosed them all and then ran out?


  Or had they run into some of his improvised traps?


  Or was the Chemist still inside, waiting with his jet injector?


  The phone rang, and my finger flinched. I was a millimeter away from shooting the dead cop before I caught myself and eased back on the trigger.


  It rang again. I stared at the phone, one of those older desktop models the phone company once called “Princess,” on the kitchen counter between a coffee ma chine and a tabletop humidifier—apparently the Hothams preferred a humid household.


  I moved in closer, searching for trip wires or switches attached to the phone. It seemed untampered with. On the third ring, I picked it up.


  “Hello?”


  “Who is this?” A male voice, whispering.


  “Lieutenant Daniels, of the Chicago Police Department. Who am I speaking with?”


  A pause. I could hear him breathing. Slow and even, like a metronome.


  “You know who this is, Lieutenant. Did they assign you a new partner yet?”


  Anger overrode anxiety. “Why are you doing this?”


  “You’re the cop. You figure it out.”


  I clenched the phone so tight, my knuckles turned white.


  “You’re killing innocent people.”


  “No one is fully innocent,” he rasped. “Especially not the police.”


  “How about these people in this apartment? What did they do to you?”


  “Unfortunate, but I needed the car. I believe the government would call them casualties of war, or collateral damage.”


  “We’re not at war.”


  “I am.”


  I waited. An old police trick. Give a suspect silence, and he’ll fill the silence with talk.


  “Are you wondering if I’m a terrorist?” the Chemist finally said. “I’m not. I’m not out to cause terror. I’m out to cause pain. An eye for an eye. And I might as well make a little money along the way. Have you decided to pay me?”


  “Yes. The ad will run tomorrow. If we pay you, you’ll stop this?”


  He chuckled.


  “You’re very attractive. Not like that younger woman, the blonde. She had a better body, but she didn’t have that look that you have. The haunted look. You’ve seen things, I bet. Done things. Any sins to confess, Lieutenant?”


  I knew I could get the phone records, trace this number, but he probably knew that as well. Why did he call? To ask about the money? To see if there were survivors?


  “If you come in voluntarily, we can work out a deal. I know the assistant state’s attorney. We could waive the death penalty.”


  “Lieutenant Daniels.” He was speaking normally now, no longer whispering. “ I am the death penalty.”


  I had talked to my share of psychos, but this one was really freaking me out.


  “Why did you call here?”


  “For two reasons. First, to get your phone number. You’re the person I want to deal with from now on. What’s your cell?”


  I didn’t like that much, but I gave it to him.


  “What’s the other reason?”


  Another chuckle. “It’s awfully dry in there, don’t you think?”


  I glanced at the tabletop humidifier, noticed that the green light was blinking.


  “Perhaps you should leave, Lieutenant. A dry environment isn’t very healthy.”


  I dropped the phone and backed away, stumbling over the corpse, almost losing my footing, forcing my throat closed in mid-gasp. Back in the living room, I heard the faint humming of the floor-model humidifier next to the sofa. It had been off before, but those things had sensors and timers and started automatically. Now it was running full tilt, billowing lethal steam throughout the room.


  I clamped a hand over my mouth and sprinted, still not breathing, and ran out into the hallway into a band of Cicero cops storming up the stairs.


  Four men trained their weapons on me. I exhaled, raising up my hands, saying, “I’m police.”


  And then my stomach twisted, and my vision got wiggly, and I grabbed on to the railing and thought Oh my God no just as the vomit escaped my lips.
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CHAPTER 20


  An overly hairy medic named Holmes stuck an electronic thermometer in my ear as I sat in the rear of his ambulance, breathing into a plastic bag.


  “Ninety-nine point one,” he declared.


  The plethora of unpronounceable poisons, toxins, and diseases I’d been exposed to in the last few days raced like a stampede through my mind.


  “So I’m sick?” I asked, my voice small.


  “BP is normal. Reflexes are normal. Headache or stomachache?”


  “Both.”


  “Open wide.”


  I opened, self-conscious about my breath after throwing up.


  “Throat looks fine.” He shined a penlight in my eyes. “Pupil response normal.”


  “So what have I got?”


  “Nothing, as far as I can tell.”


  The CPD Mobile Command Post drove up, and six SRT cops got out, all wearing full space suits.


  “I threw up,” I told the medic. “Should we go get a sample?”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. To test.”


  Holmes gave me a patronizing look.


  “You aren’t the first cop to throw up at a crime scene. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”


  “That’s not why I threw up. I’ve seen corpses before.”


  “Have you been under a lot of stress lately?”


  “Maybe.”


  “That’s probably what did it.”


  “But you said I have a fever.”


  “A slight fever. Could be due to stress, or overheating.”


  “And my headache?”


  “Stress.”


  He packed up his kit.


  “If I drop dead, you’re going to feel really stupid,” I said.


  He winked at me. “I’ll risk it.”


  A Cicero cop came over, Cooper on his name badge. The sergeant I’d spoken with on the phone. Short, dark, and brooding.


  “What a giant clusterfuck. Those were good guys.”


  He didn’t seem to know what else to say. I didn’t have much either.


  “You want my statement?” I eventually asked.


  “Yeah.”


  We spent half an hour going over it, backward and forward and backward again. Cooper got on the horn with the phone company and a few minutes later found out that the Chemist had called from the Hothams’ own cell phone, which he’d apparently taken with him after their murder. Cooper tried pinging the number—a system that the 911 Emergency Center uses to triangulate cell phone locations to within twenty-five meters—but the Chemist had probably destroyed the phone after calling the apartment.


  With my statement in the can, I asked if I could poke around the apartment. When Cooper said no, the relief I felt was a physical thing.


  “We’ll keep you in the loop, get you the reports, but you going up there now isn’t going to happen.”


  From the hard looks of the Cicero cops who walked past, I understood Cooper’s reasoning. If I hadn’t called earlier, two men would still be alive.


  I drove home. Even though Cicero was closer to Bensenville, it still took an hour.


  A call to the nurse’s station told me Latham had awoken briefly, but was now sleeping again. I asked them to call me if there was any change. Then I fished my notebook out of my purse, and found the number of Wilbur Martin Streng that Dispatch had given to me earlier. He lived in Elmwood Park. No priors, other than some minor traffic violations.


  My dad.


  I stared at the number, wondering how I should feel. I didn’t remember much about my father. All I had were impressions of him. The old leather slippers he always wore around the house. The dark-framed Clark Kent glasses. The smell of Old Spice and cigars.


  One memory stood out, so clear that I had no idea if it was a real memory or a fabrication. We were in Grant Park for some kind of summer festival, and I was on his shoulders, and there was an ice cream vendor on the street. Dad bought me an ice cream, and I dropped it. So we went back to the vendor, and he bought me another one. I accidentally dropped that one too. He didn’t get mad. No lecture. No yelling. Not a single word. We just went back to the ice cream man, and Dad bought me a third.


  This was the man who left me and Mom. The man who destroyed our family.


  I wanted to drum up some hate, but couldn’t seem to find it. All I had was curiosity. I wanted to hear, in his words, why he left. Why he never tried to get in touch. How he could completely absolve responsibility for the lives of two people he was supposed to have loved.


  I put the number away. Now wasn’t the time.


  I came home to a package outside my door. Shoes I’d ordered from some TV shopping club. Normally that would perk me up. This time, it was a chore to even pick them up.


  Upon opening my door, I was greeted by the pleasant surprise of a living room coated in kitty litter. This was impressive, considering the cat box was in the kitchen. Mr. Friskers had also asserted his dominance over the sofa, having shredded one of the armrests.


  He missed my mother, I guessed.


  I’d once gone so far as to battle Mr. Friskers into his cat carrier, in preparation to get him declawed, and if possible, detoothed. Mom, in her mother tone, reminded me that the cat had saved both of our lives, and removing his claws would be like taking away Wyatt Earp’s Colt Peacemaker.


  I told her, “Wyatt Earp didn’t terrorize the West, maiming innocents and destroying property.”


  “Let the kitty out of the carrier, dear, and help yourself to my Valium.”


  The cat was the one who needed the Valium. But Mom won, and the weapons of mass destruction weren’t removed. Mr. Friskers celebrated his victory by tearing apart a section of carpeting in my bedroom.


  He never seemed to destroy any of Mom’s things.


  I went into the kitchen, litter crunching underfoot, and saw Mr. Friskers on the countertop, playing with something small and dark.


  That poor mariachi’s mustache.


  “You’re the Antichrist,” I told him.


  He ignored me.


  I checked his food dish, saw that it was filled with kitty litter (how did he do that?), and rinsed it out. I dumped in some dry food, refreshed his water, and plodded into the bedroom.


  As I undressed, I thought about Latham and got pretty choked up. Not only because he was sick, but because I should have said yes when he proposed. I looked at my left hand and felt an itch where the ring should be.


  Where was the ring?


  Latham had appropriated a few drawers in my dresser, and I opened up the top one. The ring box was resting on top of his jeans. I took it out and opened it up.


  It was gorgeous. Bigger than I remembered. And I wanted it so badly.


  I considered putting it on, so he could see it when I visited him. But I wanted him to put it on me. I wanted the mariachi players again, and the kneeling, and the sweet speech, but this time I’d say yes, and no one would lose any facial hair, and then we’d have a romantic dinner and wild sex and I’d soon be Jacqueline Conger. Jacqueline Conger-Daniels. Jacqueline Daniels-Conger.


  Well, we’d figure out the name stuff later.


  I closed the box and put it back in the drawer.


  A hot shower burned away some of the stress, but not much. I threw on one o. Latham’s undershirts, rubbed some Oil of Olay into my wrinkles, and plopped into bed as exhausted as I’d ever been.


  Sleep refused to come.


  After twenty minutes of tossing and turning, I flipped on the Home Shopping Network. I had their 800 number on speed dial, my customer number committed to memory, and I bought a portable steamer, a hair-coloring system guaranteed to get out the gray in five easy minutes, and an assortment of fake eyelashes because I’d never owned fake eyelashes and because they looked like fun and because I was seriously overtired.


  “Would you like to put this on your Visa, Ms. Daniels?”


  “That sounds perfect.”


  Some people had cocaine. I had HSN. It was still up in the air as to which was the more expensive addiction.


  The phone rang, and I wondered if it was Stacey from HSN, telling me their computer burst into flames when they tried to authorize my credit card.


  But it wasn’t HSN. It was the hospital.


  “Are you the next of kin for Latham Conger?”


  I tried to swallow, but couldn’t. I managed to say, “Yes.”


  “You’d better get here are soon as possible.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “His condition has deteriorated. He may not last the night.”


  I glanced at the drawer, the one with the engagement ring in it. Then I threw on some clothes and headed for the hospital.
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CHAPTER 21


  His green sweatpants have holes in the knees, and have been rubbed with grease and grime from his gas grill. He wears a blue hoodie, equally stained, and over that a black rain slicker. His shoes are an old pair of white Nikes that have been scribbled on with black permanent marker. Grease also coats his forehead and both cheeks. The glued-on goatee has bits of crackers in it.


  Taped to the insides of his jacket are eight large-sized ziplock bags. They’re full, and when he cinches his jacket closed, he can feel their contents wiggling.


  He carries a stuffed backpack, also dirtied up. If he puts his ear to it, he hears a soft rustling sound.


  He checks the mirror, rubs more grease onto his face and over the backs of his hands, and then pulls on a wool cap, covering his hair.


  Then he walks to the corner and waits for the bus.


  Even at three in the morning, it’s unbearably hot. It’s only June, but Chicago already has that oily humidity so common during summer nights; part garbage smell, part sewage smell, with just a hint of Lake Michigan. It’s bright out—traffic, shops, streetlights—and the bus stop is especially well lit. To discourage criminal behavior, he assumes. He’s not discouraged in the least.


  The movement inside his jacket is creepy, repulsive. He forces himself not to fidget, to keep the coat on and relax. When the bus arrives, green and white and almost as dirty as he is, he puts his quarters in the money box and the driver makes a show of not looking at him.


  The bus has a few occupants. A single black man. Some college kids talking loud. A woman who might be a hooker. He sits in an empty seat and places his backpack between his feet. He stares at it, and tries not to think about what he’s got under his coat, tries not to think about what he’s going to do.


  His stop comes up. He gets off the bus. There are a few people on the sidewalk, but not nearly as many as before. He’s sweating hard now, and can smell himself. It adds to his disguise.


  The police station is ahead, and he hesitates. He’d been inside a few months ago, to get a layout of the place. This will work. He just needs to remain calm.


  He walks through the front doors, up to the desk sergeant seated behind the bulletproof glass.


  “I was robbed,” he says, putting a little alcohol slur into the words. Then he gives a fake name. Brian Pinkerton.


  The cop frowns at him. He can guess the sergeant’s thoughts. No one likes the homeless. They’re a blight on the city. Who cares if one got robbed? But a crime is a crime, and they have to take the reports.


  He’s told to sit down in the lobby and a police officer will be with him, but it may take a little while.


  Which is perfect.


  He takes a seat on a cracked vinyl bench the color of cigarette smoke, and places the bag between his feet like he did on the bus. But this time, he unzips the top.


  There are half a dozen people in the lobby. An old woman, black and fat, obviously homeless, muttering to herself. A Hispanic lady who keeps dabbing at the tears in her eyes with a wadded-up tissue. Two white guys with various facial cuts and bruises. A man in a reverend’s collar. An angry-looking old man, swinging his cane around like he’s swatting flies.


  The first cockroach climbs out of the backpack, hesitates for a millisecond, then climbs down the side and tears across the room.


  Two more do the same thing.


  Then thousands.


  One of the white guys is the first to notice. He stands abruptly, pointing and saying, “Holy shit!”


  His companion also stands.


  “That is disgusting.”


  The angry old man also stands up, uttering a round of expletives, the favorite being, “Goddamn!”


  Crying lady leaps to her feet and runs across the room, screaming. The reverend watches, mouth agape, and then also gets up and retreats to a corner of the room.


  The Chemist remains still, even as the roaches crawl up his legs. He’s been preparing for this for many months, breeding and feeding the bugs, sticking his hands into the roach pen to overcome his inherent squeamishness. He reaches inside his raincoat, pulling open one of the bags. Roaches erupt from the holes in his clothing like he’s bleeding them out of his veins.


  The homeless woman also remains still as the roaches swarm her. He watches as several crawl across her face, and tries to remain just as unaffected as they crawl across his.


  Someone is yelling at the desk sergeant, and two plainclothes cops come into the lobby, take one look at the stampede of insects, and join the old man in the “Goddamn” chant.


  In a radius of ten feet and growing, the white tile floor has become brown with shifting white specks. Some of the roaches beeline for corners, cracks, hiding places. Others run in straight lines, apparently assured of their safety in numbers.


  A female uniformed officer comes in, takes a look, and exits the way she came.


  The Chemist stands, hands in his coat, opening more bags. He was hoping to free at least half of the bugs before they kicked him out, but no one is rushing over to grab him. More cops enter the lobby, and they just stand there, looking revolted. No one acts. One of them tiptoes across the room, roaches crackling underfoot like dry leaves, but he heads for the exit rather than trying to secure order.


  There is more talking now. The Chemist catches the words filthy and homeless. Freeing the contents of the final bag, he walks toward the exit, pausing at the bulletproof glass to stare at the desk sergeant, ass up on his desk and feet raised from the floor as if the room had suddenly flooded.


  “You got a bug problem,” he says.


  Then he walks casually out the door and into the humid Chicago night.
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CHAPTER 22


  I spent the night by Latham’s bedside, holding his hand. He had developed pneumonia, his lungs awash with pus and fluid. He was mercifully unconscious for a horrific procedure called a lung tap. The doctors and nurses used big words like empyema and nosocomial and rhonchi and pleural effusion , but none would give me the straight facts on what his chances were.


  He looked terrible. His entire face seemed to hang loosely, as if it no longer was attached to the bone. His color was sickly pale, his red hair slicked to his head, his hand clammy and hot.


  I played the fate game for a little while, thinking about my telling him to eat without me, realizing that if I hadn’t we would have eaten together and I’d be in the bed next to him. No one wins thinking those thoughts, but I punished myself with them just the same.


  I slept a little, on and off, Latham’s mechanical ventilator oddly soothing. But I always awoke with a startle shortly after sleep began, panicked that the man I loved had died without me being there for him.


  At a little after seven in the morning, I again startled myself awake, and looked into Latham’s eyes and saw that his droopy eyelids were halfway open.


  “Are you awake, honey?”


  I pushed a damp lock of hair off of his forehead and noticed his skin was cool. His fever had broken.


  “Do you know where you are?”


  His eyelids twitched, and I felt him weakly squeeze my hand.


  “You’re in a hospital. You have botulism poisoning. It’s paralyzed many of your muscles, including your diaphragm, so you’re on a ventilator.”


  Another light squeeze.


  “It’s not permanent. You’ll get better, but it will take a few weeks. I was thinking … I was thinking about our honeymoon. I’ve never been to Hawaii. I was thinking maybe we could go there.”


  His eyes closed again. I didn’t think he’d heard me.


  And I had to go to work.


  I went home, forced myself through some sit-ups and push-ups and a twenty-minute workout video, showered, searched my cupboards for food and found some instant oatmeal, nuked it, and forced myself to keep it down, even though my stomach didn’t like the idea. Then I threw on a light blue Barrie Pace wing-collar jacket, a matching skirt, and what I called my tough-girl boots—black suede Giuseppe Zanotti knee highs with low heels, rubber soles, and silver and crystal skull details on the ankle buckles. Socks, no nylons. Then makeup.


  The sleep had helped reduce the enormous black bags under my eyes to only slightly gigantic, and my concealer made easy work of them. My mom, a cop herself, was never a fashion plate, but she taught me one valuable girlie lesson: The more expensive the cosmetics, the less you have to fuss with them.


  It was humid, and my hair frizzed up in a Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio way. Straight-haired women all wanted curls, and I hated my curls and wished someone put out a shampoo that promised less volume instead of more. I checked my purse for mousse or gel or spray. All out. I was stuck with poofy.


  An hour later, I tried to pull into the station parking lot, but every slot behind my building was filled, mostly with trucks bearing the names of exterminators. I had to park across the street, next to a hydrant.


  “What’s going on?” I asked a uniform named Collins when I came in.


  “Roaches. Some homeless guy brought them in this morning. They were living in his clothes.”


  I stared as three men with backpack spray canisters and multicolored jumpsuits walked past.


  “All this for a few roaches?”


  “More than a few. Nasty things are everywhere.”


  I took the stairs to my office, eyes alert for roaches. I saw something on the wall that turned out to be a stain, and a wad of gum stuck to the railing, but no insect activity.


  There were reports waiting for me on my desk. More victim interviews, witness interviews, a crime lab report from Willoughby’s, and a fax from the Cicero PD—my statement, autopsy reports, and an inventory of the crime scene. My machine had run out of paper, but had eight more pages saved in memory, so I reloaded the tray and let them print. Then I sat down and settled in to read.


  The task force was doing a good job gathering information, but since I was the only one going over everything, there might have been connections that I was missing. I corrected that by calling one of my teams and switching them from interviews to data review. Then I loaded up the fax with reports and read the one that had just printed. It was a background check of the Hothams, and they came up clean, but there was another mention of their daughter Tracey’s death. Except this mention labeled it a homicide.


  I called Cooper in Cicero, but he had no more information about the daughter—the crime hadn’t happened on their turf. So I ran Tracey Hotham through the Cook County database, and found the death certificate. She’d died six years ago. GSW to the stomach. I didn’t recall the case, but there had been thousands of murders in Chicago since then.


  I located a case number, along with the assigned officer—J. Alger. It also had another case number—an arrest—attached. I looked that up, and found that Tracey Hotham’s assailant, a man named Dirk Welch, had been charged with her murder. A Department of Corrections search informed me that Welch got life, but died in prison after serving two years. Back to the CC database. Welch’s death certificate stated he’d died of a digitalis overdose.


  I wanted to read Alger’s case files, but that required a trip to Records on the first floor. So instead I Googled “Tracey Hotham” and found the newspaper articles about the attack. Thirty-one-year-old postal worker Tracey Lynne Hotham had been beaten, raped, and shot in the stomach. She was taken to the hospital, and died en route. Welch had been living across the hall in the same apartment building. Jason Alger arrested Welch two days after the attack, he confessed, and it was an unusually speedy trial.


  So what was the Chemist’s connection? Did he have ties to Tracey or to Welch or to Alger? Or was this just an unhappy coincidence?


  I’d have to visit Records and crack open the file for more info.


  I leaned back in my chair, ran my hand through my hair … and felt something.


  I thought maybe it was a twig, or maybe some plaster from the ceiling had fallen on my head. But the something twitched and crawled right out of my fingers.


  I abruptly stood up and shook my hair side to side like a Vidal Sassoon commercial, without the sultry smile. I bent over to give my hair another shake, and glanced at my boots, along with the several dozen roaches climbing up them. Then I felt them inside the boots, between the suede and the naked skin of my calves.


  I freaked out, complete with full-blown girlish screams and hopping up and down. This knocked over my garbage can, and the remains of the Chinese feast Rick had delivered last night. Except that I didn’t see any garbage, because it was swarming with hundreds of scuttling cockroaches.


  I ran out of that office like it was on fire. It took me five steps before I got any control back, and luckily no one saw me. I wound up sitting on a boardroom table, tugging off my boots, dumping about ten live roaches onto the floor. And a few dead ones, that I’d squished underfoot.


  Yuck. Yuck yuck yuck yuck.


  “At least they weren’t bees,” I said, my voice a wee bit higher than normal.


  My white cotton socks, covered with roach guts, went into the garbage.


  It took courage I didn’t know I had to put those boots back on, and then I flagged down one of the jump-suited exterminators—one who looked a lot like Bill Murray in Ghostbusters —and gave him directions to my office.


  “Kill them,” I said. “Kill them all.”


  “That’s why we’re here, ma’am.”


  He walked past, but I grabbed his elbow.


  “Do, um, cockroaches carry any kind of disease?”


  He scratched at his stubble. “They aren’t the cleanest. Like to eat spoiled food, and excrement. Tough little buggers too. A roach can survive a few weeks with his head cut off. Eventually starves to death. Can live if you flush them down the toilet. Can even survive radiation equivalent to a thermonuclear explosion. But they don’t carry any germs harmful to humans.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No problem. And hold still, you got one in your hair.”


  I clenched my teeth as he reached up to my scalp and pinched a roach between his bare fingers.


  “Thanks again,” I said, forcing on a smile.


  “Ah, there’s another one. Hold on.”


  I forced myself to stay still.


  “Just a sec … little fella crawled around the other side.”


  Bill Murray walked behind me, rooting through my hair like he was giving me a hot oil treatment.


  “Looks like you got a few in here. Maybe they’re having a party.”


  And that was the straw that broke me. I ran squealing to the bathroom, leaned over the sink, and gave my scalp to the tepid spray. I got water up my nose, started to choke, but kept my head under, running my fingers through my hair over and over until I was sure every last bug was out.


  Then I squeezed out the excess water, tried not to stare at the five bugs trying to crawl out of the slippery porcelain sink, and positioned myself awkwardly under the push-button hand dryer.


  The air was hot and strong, but it took twelve button presses before I’d dried my head and jacket.


  I checked the mirror. My expensive makeup hadn’t washed off, and my hair had lost the poofiness and actually looked pretty good.


  I wasn’t going to go back into my office until I was sure it had been fumigated, sterilized, and hermetically sealed, so I took the stairs down to Records.


  Chicago had twenty-six Police Districts, divided into four Areas. Each District housed their duplicate reports at a single Records facility in their Area. My District had that honor for my Area. Alger had worked the two-four, making him part of my Area, which meant copies of his files would be kept in my building.


  Every year, we griped about digitizing the files and putting them in a database. And every year, we were told that there was no money for it. So even in this enlightened technological age, the CPD was still killing trees.


  Records was an expansive, open room with floor-to-ceiling shelves. The shelves held document boxes labeled according to case numbers, which were divided by District and in semi-chronological order.


  The cop running Records was a portly woman named Martel Sardina who’d worked here for six years and didn’t know where a damn thing was. It took a special talent to learn absolutely nothing about your job in that amount of time. I asked Sardina about it once, and her reply was jovial.


  “I like it here. It’s quiet. I can read magazines. Records is considered scut-work, a stepping-stone to other positions. If I did a good job, I’d be promoted out of here. So I don’t do a damn thing.”


  It made a warped kind of sense.


  Sardina offered a friendly smile and wave when I walked in. Instead of reading magazines today, it appeared that she was working on crayon drawings. I asked where the two-four files were, and she shrugged.


  “Come on, Officer Sardina. Just point me in the right direction.”


  “I have no idea. Do we even have records from the two-four?”


  “Yes. And I’m sure a thousand people have asked you where they are, over the years.”


  “If they found them, they never shared their location with me.”


  “If you had to guess, where would they be?”


  “I couldn’t even guess.”


  “Come on. I won’t tell. I’ll even put in a bad word to your superior.”


  “I can’t help you, Lieutenant. And in all honesty, I don’t wish that I could.”


  She smiled pleasantly.


  “What if I told Captain Bains you’re doing a great job, and that I wanted you transferred to Homicide?”


  “Threats won’t work,” she said. “He just threatened to suspend me, because of my art.”


  She held up a poorly done stick figure crayon drawing of a man with a very large mouth yelling, “I’m a big stupid poop head!” The title at the top read Captain Bains.


  “You got the eyes wrong. They’re brown dots, not blue dots. And I don’t think he has a pig snout.”


  “Artistic expression. Want to see the one where he’s rolling around in the mud?”


  “Maybe later.”


  “Ask Mr. Creepy Exterminator Guy if he wants to see it. He’s around here somewhere, spraying for bugs.” She squinted at her drawing. “Think the captain would look good as a cockroach?”


  “Just make sure you get the eyes right.”


  While she hunted for a brown crayon, I walked down the ranks and files of shelves, trying to remember where I should begin. I had the case numbers, but where were the two-four files?


  I checked the nearest box as a reference point. But the boxes on either side didn’t seem to be in order. Was that also part of Sardina’s plan to appear incompetent? Putting the files back out of order? If so, I was impressed. She deserved to be in management.


  I moved an aisle over, and here the numbering system seemed to work. I opened a box to confirm. This was, indeed, the two-five section. I skipped the next aisle, turned, and almost bumped into a guy in a bright red jumpsuit, digging through one of the boxes.


  “Are they eating our files?” I asked.


  The exterminator looked up and smiled. He had a port-wine birthmark covering most of his right cheek, just above a thick goatee. Aviator glasses that reflected like mirrors. And a dark smudge on his forehead, grease or dirt.


  “Little fellas like it dark. Gotta check everywhere.”


  He set the box back on the shelf and picked up his chemical pack, slinging it over his shoulder. Then he held out the sprayer wand and squirted along the bottom of the shelf he’d been searching, coating the carpeting with white powder.


  “Is that stuff dangerous?”


  He winked. “Only to vermin.”


  Sardina was right. Creepy guy. We passed each other, and I followed the numbers until I got to Alger’s case files. My internal alarm sounded—they were in the same box that the exterminator had been looking through.


  I took off after him, rounding the corner, not even thinking that my piece was upstairs in my purse, and then I skidded to a stop because he was waiting for me, his sprayer extended.


  “Take a deep breath,” he said.


  And then he squeezed the trigger, blasting me right in the face.
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CHAPTER 23


  Like I’d done at the Hothams’ apartment, I closed my throat and sealed off my lungs, halting my breathing in mid-inhale. I also shut my eyes on reflex.


  The chemical, or whatever it was, clumped onto my face and neck. It felt warm, slightly moist, almost like a beauty peel or a mud wrap.


  I reached up to wipe the poison off, to get it off my face.


  “Don’t touch,” the Chemist said. “That’s tetraethyl pyrophosphate. Also known as TEPP. It can be absorbed through the skin, and the mucus membranes. If you rub it, you’ll force it deeper into your pores.”


  I stopped. Time seemed to stop too. I had one of those this can’t be happening to me thoughts, which did nothing to improve my situation.


  “The first symptoms will be eye pain, headache, and cramps. That quickly progresses to chest pain, vomiting, loss of sphincter control, convulsions, paralysis, low blood pressure, and finally, death. Chances are, unless you can wash it off, you’ll be dead within fifteen minutes. Sooner if you inhale.”


  I stuck my hands out, touched the fabric of his uniform, but he pulled away.


  “Not on the first date, Jack. But maybe later. If you live through this. Bye, now. Best of luck.”


  I heard him walk off, and then all I could hear was the beating of my heart in my ears, and it was beating much too fast for me to make it through this alive.


  I pushed aside the panic, which wasn’t that hard to do because I had panicked so many times in the last few days, I didn’t have much left in the tank.


  Officer Sardina wouldn’t be of help. She probably wouldn’t even look up from her crayon art. And I dared not open my mouth to yell, because some poison might get in.


  I needed to wash this off. That meant a sink. There was one on this floor, but I wasn’t sure of the exact pathway. But on the second floor, I knew the bathroom was right down the hall from the stairs.


  Could I make it to the second floor, with only half a chestful of oxygen, blind as a bat?


  I had to try.


  In my mind, I pictured where I stood in the Records room, tried to remember where the door was. Straight ahead, and to the left. I held my hands in front of me and began to walk in what I thought was a straight line.


  I ran straight into a shelf, jamming my right pinky.


  Readjust. Step to the left. Keep walking.


  “Hey, don’t point that thing at me, Creepy Man.”


  Sardina. Then she screamed. It was followed by choking. And gagging.


  I had to focus. I walked fast, using the shelf as a guide. When it ended, I kept going forward until I reached the wall, and followed that left, seeking the doorway.


  Vomiting sounds from Sardina. Then an eerie, pain-racked wail.


  The wall stretched on. I bumped into a chair. Tripped over boxes. Walked fifteen steps. Twenty. Twenty-five.


  Sardina began to scream. Wet, gurgling screams.


  Where was that goddamn doorway? Did I miss it? Did I go the wrong way?


  And then my hand met empty space and I fell through, onto my knees. The tile was cold, hard. I tried to think. The stairs were to the right. I began to crawl until I found the wall again, then followed it to the staircase.


  How long had it been since I breathed? Thirty seconds? A minute? It seemed like a long time ago, and my diaphragm spasmed, wanting air, wondering why I wouldn’t allow it. The pounding in my head became louder, and my eyes had begun to sting. The first symptoms.


  Again I fell when the hallway opened up into the stairs. I landed on my chest, and that knocked some precious stale air out of my lungs, but I couldn’t dwell on it. I was on all fours, climbing the steps, reaching for the handrail, coming up to where the stairs turned, taking them as fast as I could go to the second floor.


  When I reached the hallway, I couldn’t remember if I needed to go left or right.


  Panic worsened. The spasm in my chest was now a full-blown cramp, almost doubling me over.


  Left or right? Left or right?


  My office had been here for ten years. Dammit Jack, focus. This is an easy one.


  Left. It was left.


  I kept my hand on the wall, found a doorknob, but that was an office, not the bathroom. My head was screaming now, and my legs were giving out, and my vision through my closed eyes—already black—seemed to get even darker.


  Dizziness set in. I’d need to breathe within the next few seconds, poison or no poison. Rational thought had been overtaken by animal instinct, and I felt the scream well up in my throat, my whole body beginning to quake.


  And then I was in the bathroom.


  I ran, my hip crashing into the sink, my shaking hands turning on the water and splashing it onto my face, over my eyes, wiping at my nose and mouth, and the. I was sucking in air, crying, still wiping and rubbing and splashing and I opened my eyes and saw they were bloodred, and I started screaming until everything went blurry and finally black.
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CHAPTER 24


  An exterminator had seen me crawling blindly through the hallway, and alerted some cops on my floor. Shortly after I passed out I was whisked away to the hospital. They revived me en route, and I semi-coherently informed them it was TEPP poisoning.


  The ER nurses scrubbed my face and neck until I appeared to be sunburned. My eyes were irrigated, a process as painful as it sounds. I was given atropine. Pralidoxime. Activated charcoal.


  Somehow Herb appeared at my side during the treatment. I gave him bits and pieces about what I remembered, but couldn’t give much of a description beyond the port-wine stain on the Chemist’s cheek, which I guessed to be fake. Even though Herb was no longer my partner, he dutifully took down the info.


  I was in eight kinds of pain. The drugs made my heart jittery. My eyes itched, my skin was on fire. My nose and throat felt like I’d been sniffing broken glass.


  “My face hurts,” I told Herb. I was setting him up for the punch line, “Yeah, it’s killing me too.” But he didn’t bite. He just stared at me, sadly, his walrus mustache drooping at the ends.


  “I brought your purse. It’s next to the bed. We’ve also got a team on the way, to watch your room after you’re admitted.”


  “Thanks.” It was painful to talk. “How’s Sardina?”


  “She didn’t make it.”


  I couldn’t take the way he was staring at me, so I turned away, focusing on the green ER curtain that surrounded my cot. Humble pie time.


  “I’m sorry I called you a coward, Herb. You’re no coward.”


  His hand touched my arm, above the IV.


  “This has to stop, Jack. You’ve almost died twice in three days.”


  It was actually three times, if you count the Hothams’ apartment in Cicero, but I saw no reason to share that. Instead, I spilled out everything else.


  “Latham proposed and then got poisoned with BT, I made out with the Fed, my father is still alive, and I can’t catch the Chemist without you.”


  Herb let it all soak in, and then said, “You made out with a Fed?”


  I forced myself to look at him. “Out of everything I told you, that’s what you latch on to?”


  “That HMRT guy?”


  I nodded.


  “I thought he was gay.”


  “Why do men always think that all really cute guys are gay?”


  “It helps us sleep better at night. So how far did he get? Second base?”


  “Second base? What, are we in junior high?”


  “Third base? Did he violate your Constitutional rights?”


  “You sound like McGlade. Can’t we talk about my father, or the fact that I’m engaged?”


  Herb lifted up my left hand, scrutinizing it.


  “Where’s the ring?”


  “I didn’t say yes yet. Before I had a chance, he got sick. He’s critical. I almost lost him last night.”


  “I’m sorry, Jack. I like Latham. You’re going to say yes?”


  “Yes.”


  Herb smiled. “Congrats. If you need a maid of honor, I look great in pink. And your father isn’t dead?”


  “He lives in Elmwood Park. My mother admitted that he left us, and she told me he died to stop me from looking for him.”


  “Have you spoken to him?”


  “No.”


  “But you’re going to?”


  “I don’t know. I—”


  I heard my phone beep. Herb handed me my purse, and I checked the number. Th. Hothams’ stolen cell.


  “It’s the Chemist,” I told Herb.


  He picked up his notepad and put his head next to mine so we could both hear. I answered the call, made my voice strong.


  “This is Daniels.”


  “I’m glad you’re still alive, Jack. You’ve got a great set of lungs on you, if I may say so. How are you feeling?”


  “We’ve agreed to pay you. What are your demands?”


  “I asked you a question, Lieutenant. How are you feeling?”


  I spoke through my teeth, anger masking all of my symptoms.


  “I’m fine.”


  “Good. Because I want you personally to deliver my two million. Here’s how it will work. I want a hundred thousand dollars in cash, three hundred and thirty-two thousand dollars in platinum eagles, and the remainder in uncut diamonds, at least three carats per stone. No tricks, no transmitters, no laser-engraved serial numbers on the stones, no moissanite, you get the idea. If you screw around with me, I’ll be very angry. Put everything in a leather suitcase, and paint it bright yellow. Then stand outside the Daley Center, near the Picasso, at ten thirty a.m. tomorrow. Got all of that?”


  I looked at Herb, who was furiously scribbling notes. He nodded at me.


  “I got it.”


  “Good. Have your cell phone on you, and wear some running shoes. You’re going to need them.”


  “I know about Tracey,” I said, trying to catch him off guard. “And Dirk Welch. You killed him in prison. Were you cell mates?”


  There was a pause.


  “I’m planning something big. Very big. If everything goes well tomorrow, I’ll tell you what my plan is, and you’ll be able to stop it in time. If anything goes wrong, many will die. If you try to find me, many will die. If you pull any tricks or try to catch me, many will die. The elderly. Women and children. I know you don’t want that on your head. But it won’t stop there. I’ll come after you as well. You and everyone you know.”


  He hung up. I stared at Herb. He didn’t say a word, but I could read his mind.


  Burglars don’t call you up and threaten you and half the city. Robbers don’t spray poison in your face and put you in the hospital. Thieves don’t attack the people you love.


  Yeah, well, he was right. But I couldn’t do anything about it.


  A nurse opened the curtain and stuck her perky head in.


  “We’ve got a room available, Ms. Daniels.”


  I might have protested, demanded to be released, but the nurse divided into two identical nurses and I wasn’t sure which to talk to. Earlier, I’d been told to expect double vision. It wasn’t as much fun as I’d hoped it would be.


  “Herb, I hate to ask …”


  He held up his notes. “I’ll pass this along to the super. We’ll work out the details. You get some rest.”


  “Thanks. Also, in Records, I was looking for the Alger case file for Tracey Hotham’s murder investigation. The Chemist was in the box. I don’t know if he took it or not. If he did, we need to see if the records are still on file at the two-four.”


  “I’ll check.”


  “There was a guy named Welch involved, died in prison.”


  “Jack …”


  “I know. We’re not partners anymore. Pass it off on a subordinate.”


  Herb nodded, gave me an informal pat on the shoulder, and left.


  I asked the nurse(s) for some water, and she gave me a cup and took my blood pressure. As she did, my whole body began to shake. First mildly, and then it became violent enough to make me spill water all over my bed.


  “She’s seizing!” the nurse yelled.


  A doctor rushed over while the nurse forced something rubber between my teeth. Then I couldn’t see anything else, because my eyelids were fluttering too fast.


  “Administering diazepam push.”


  I felt a calm flow through me, and the convulsions stopped. The nurse fished out the mouth guard, and I squinted at her, trying to focus.


  “It’s okay,” she said. “You’re fine. TEPP can cause seizures. We gave you some Valium, which will work with the atropine and pralidoxime to relax your muscles.”


  “Thanks,” I said. I was pretty freaked out, but the Valium went a long way to helping me over that.


  The nurse draped a dry blanket over me, then promised to be back shortly. While I waited, my phone rang again. A blocked number.


  “This is Daniels,” I said. My voice sounded kind of thick.


  “Hiya, Jackie. How’s it hanging?”


  Harry McGlade.


  “Hi, Harry. How’s the space suit?”


  “A tax write-off. I cornered your superintendent, and she threatened to have me arrested if I didn’t vacate the scene. A real piece of work, that one. Feisty. If her cankles weren’t the size of hams, she’d be my type of woman. Speaking of dates, are you going to PoliceFest on Sunday?”


  “No.”


  “How about going with me? The mayor will be there, and you could get me an audience. He likes you, right?”


  “I’m not going.”


  “Of course you’re going. Every cop in the Midwest is going, and this year it’s in Illinois.”


  “Every cop but me.” I grinned. Valium was a pretty nice drug.


  “You owe me one, Jack.”


  “Ask the super to take you. Maybe she’ll do it if you promise to rub lotion on her cankles.”


  There was a long silence, which was unusual for Harry.


  “Jack, I … I gave up my business. No more private investigating.”


  “Chicago will never get over the loss.”


  “It isn’t funny. Could you stay a cop if you lost your gun hand? I suck lefty. Hell, I can’t even wipe my damn ass lefty. I’m completely useless with a gun. And I had to sell my baby, my Mustang, because of the goddamn stick shift. My electric bill was sent back because they thought a retarded child had signed the check. I even had to pay for sex, because no woman wants to sleep with me.”


  “What does that have to do with your hand?”


  “Dammit, Jack, my life is destroyed. Show some sympathy.”


  Maybe it was all the medication, or the residual effects of the TEPP, but I actually felt for him. “That’s too bad, Harry.”


  “If the city doesn’t let me open up this bar, I might as well shoot myself. And I’d need your help doing that too, because I’d miss my fricking head.”


  “You think? You have a pretty fat head.”


  I laughed at my drug-influenced assessment. He did have a fat head.


  “Take me to PoliceFest. Introduce me to the mayor. Help me get the liquor license. And I promise, I’ll never bother you again as long as I live.”


  “That’s a tempting offer.”


  “We were partners once. I know I did wrong by you, but I’ve helped you out several times since then. Please. I need this.”


  Harry McGlade had caused me more annoyance than I cared to recall, but in a warped sort of way he was kind of a friend. A friend who needed a hand. Really.


  “Fine, McGlade. But I can’t promise the mayor will go for it.”


  “Thanks, Jackie. I’ll drop by Sunday morning. You still at the place on Addison?”


  “No. I’m a suburban girl now. I live in Bensenville.”


  I gave him my address.


  “See you Sunday. Maybe afterward I can buy you a beer.”


  “Maybe.”


  “And after that, sex.”


  “Good-bye, Harry.”


  “I’ve got this attachment for my prosthesis—”


  I hung up before he could finish. Then I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, thinking about PoliceFest with Harry …


  PoliceFest with Harry? What the hell was I thinking?


  Maybe I’d get lucky, and the Chemist would kill me tomorrow so I wouldn’t have to go.


  I fell asleep, strangely comforted by that thought.
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CHAPTER 25


  The chemist shatters the last bottle of vodka over the garbage can, spraying glass and alcohol on his heavy work gloves, a shard bouncing off the facial netting on his helmet. He’s in his greenhouse. It’s dark, quiet. Night is the best time to work, because insect activity is minimal.


  He reaches into the glass shards and fishes out the bottle neck, moving with speed and efficiency. He’s getting near the end, a culmination of years of effort. This should be savored. But all of the recent excitement has put him behind schedule, and he has to catch up.


  He places the bottle neck on his workbench and uses a hammer and pliers to break all of the glass away from the aluminum cap. When he’s finished, the cap, with its tamper-proof ring along the bottom edge, is intact.


  Next he selects an identical brand of vodka, and twists off its top. The tamper-proof ring separates along the perforated line where it is attached to the cap and remains on the bottle neck. He snips the ring off using nail clippers, pours out four ounces of vodka, and adds an equal amount of colorless, odorless ethylene chlorohydrin. It blends invisibly with the liquor.


  Then he takes the intact cap—the one he removed from the broken bottle—and carefully screws it onto the full bottle. It now appears to be new, unopened. He places it in the cardboard box next to the eleven other poisoned bottles of alcohol, and gets started on the beer.


  Beer is even easier to tamper with. A local brewing supply shop, the same place he got some of his hydroponics equipment, also sells bottle cappers. He carefully pries the tops off of a dozen popular import beer bottles, adds a few drops of conotoxin to each, and then uses the bench capper to reseal the caps until they’re as tight as when they left the brewery.


  After finishing a full case of beer, he stands and stretches. There are things that need to be double-checked. He makes sure the Little Otter has a full charge. He lays out the dry suit, places a bottle of talc next to it. Tests the gauge on the nitrox canister.


  Then, outside, he changes out of his protective suit and checks the cement mixer, which has another three yards ready. It takes ten minutes to pour. He’s an expert with the forklift, and gets it into place on the first try. Two more to go. He loads the mixer with three more bags. Adds a touch of aluminum. A dash of diesel. A healthy handful of roofing nails.


  Inside, he practices for the last time with the TelePC. He’s adjusted for delays. He’s taken the route himself, so the timing should be perfect. This should all work out.


  Finally, he uses spell-check on the letter, and prints out a copy.


  This will be a nice surprise for Lieutenant Jacqueline Daniels. A beautiful end to a beautiful relationship.


  After six years, three months, and thirteen days, Tracey will finally get her revenge.


  And then he’ll get his revenge.
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CHAPTER 26


  Against doctor’s recommendation, I checked myself out of the hospital at seven a.m., wearing loaner clothes. A cab took me to my car, which was still in front of the fire hydrant. I drove back to the suburbs, rush hour traffic helping me chase away the groggies.


  I felt pretty good, considering. A little weak. A little raw. But ready to work.


  Once home, I fed the cat, forced down some oatmeal, hopped into a tepid shower—hot hurt my skin—changed into a pair of boot-cut Levi’s, some Adidas running shoes, and an Anne Klein blouse and jacket—black over white—and called Latham. He was sleeping, but the nurse informed me he was stable. I took that as a good sign.


  Next, I climbed in my car and headed back to Chicago. When I got on the expressway, I called Herb.


  “Any word on the Hotham file?”


  “Missing. That one and the Welch file. From the two-four as well.”


  “That’s what I figured. There’s something there the Chemist doesn’t want us to find. What’s the set-up for today?”


  “You’ll be carrying a GPS phone, a clone of your cell number. It will track you wherever you go, and has a booster for indoors. They’ve got six cars, two bikes, four teams on foot, and chopper support. You won’t get lost.”


  “Any luck finding Tracey’s cell phone, or her car?”


  “The Staties found a white Honda in a parking lot in O’Hare. No plates, but the VIN matches. Unlikely they’ll find prints—the car was torched. No ping on the cell phone. They think he’s removing the battery between uses. We’d have to catch him during a call.”


  “How about the money?”


  “Cash, coins, and stones are all clean, as he demanded. We’ve got the yellow leather suitcase.”


  “What’s in it? Radio transmitter? Another GPS?”


  Herb didn’t answer.


  “Herb?”


  “Nothing. There’s nothing in it, Jack. If you run into the Chemist, you’re ordered to stand down. No arrest. No shooting. The mayor doesn’t want to mess with this guy.”


  I processed that, but it didn’t get any better the more I thought about it.


  “What if I have a chance to catch him?”


  “You remember what the loony said if you try.” Herb kicked up his voice to Mickey Mouse level and mimicked, “Many will die, many will die.”


  “Many will die anyway. He’s not going to stop.”


  “I’m only the messenger,” Herb said. “I don’t like this any more than you do.”


  I’m not a person who spits, but I was angry enough to.


  “Will you be there?” I asked.


  Another pause. Then, “No.”


  “Herb—”


  “We’re not partners anymore, Jack. I’m not Homicide. I’ve got another case I’m working on.”


  “And what case is that?”


  “Last week, someone stole a semi full of portable toilets.”


  “Well, that’s a lot more important than tracking down the mass murderer who’s terrorizing our city. What do you call that? Grand theft potty?”


  “Good-bye, Jack. Be safe.”


  Herb hung up.


  I had no right to be mad at Herb. The secret to reaching old age in our profession is knowing when to call it quits. If he felt he couldn’t do it anymore, my goading him wouldn’t help either of us.


  But Herb was Violent Crimes to the bone. If you cut him, he bled Homicide. Robbery was a waste of his time and talents. He must have known that. He just needed someone to remind him.


  I called him back. I was going to open a line of honest communication to get to the bottom of his fears and intentions instead of resorting to blaming and name-calling.


  The first words out of my mouth were, “Don’t be an idiot, Herb.”


  He hung up on me. I thought about calling his wife, remembered she was in on his silly plan to stay alive until retirement, and instead called Rick.


  “I’m glad you called, Jack. I heard about what happened. I wanted to visit you in the hospital, but I figured …” He trailed off.


  “No problem. Did you hear what the mayor said?”


  “I was at the meeting last night.”


  “He wants to give the guy his money without trying to catch him.”


  “That’s the plan.”


  “You’re not going along with that, are you? The federal government doesn’t make deals with terrorists, right?”


  “Not as far as you know.”


  “Are you saying—”


  “I’m saying that this guy has the means to kill more people. If we pay him off, there’s a good chance he’ll stop. I talked to some special agents on the Behavioral Science Team, and the profiling computer says —”


  Great. I’d been down this route several times, and it never led anywhere worth visiting. Was I the only sane cop left in this hemi sphere?


  I interrupted his profile-speak. “What do you think? You personally?”


  “I think he’s got something big planned, and if we bring him in, he’ll let people die.”


  “So we just let the guy go?”


  “The case won’t be over, Jack. We have a mountain of evidence we haven’t even sifted through. We’ll catch him eventually. And we won’t be risking the lives of civilians.”


  It was tough to talk while biting my tongue, but I managed. “So we run away to fight another day.”


  “You sound pissed off.”


  “I am pissed off.”


  “Not to put a price on human life, but it’s only two million dollars, Jack. That’s nothing.”


  “You’re wrong. It’s two million too much. Tell me about the profile. Let me guess—starts fires, wets the bed, tortures animals, abused as a child …”


  “Not even close. Single white male, between thirty-five and fifty-five, college education, white-collar job, lives in Chicago, possibly a leader in the community, does volunteer work, bi-polar—”


  “You think? Maybe his problem is he ran out of Zoloft.”


  “—above average intelligence, minor criminal in fractions in the past, single, some background in theater—”


  “Sure, he did Arsenic and Old Lace in summer stock.”


  Rick sighed. “This is a decent profile, Jack.”


  “Where’s the part about dressing up like Snow White and collecting Donnie Osmond lunch boxes?”


  “Actually, the profile says he probably collects something, like comic books or baseball cards.”


  “Or poisonous plants. Look Rick, letting this guy go is a bad idea. Does the profile say he’ll stop if he’s paid?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, he won’t. I’ve talked to him. This is all a big game, and he’s enjoying it way too much. Once you give a bully your lunch money, you have to keep paying him forever.”


  “What are you planning on doing?”


  I thought about the .38 in my purse.


  “I’m going to be a bigger bully than he is.”


  “And what if more people die?”


  That was the question, wasn’t it? If I caught him, and people died, I’d never forgive myself. But if I let him go, and people died, I’d never forgive myself.


  Burglary/Robbery/Theft was looking better and better.


  I bid adieu to Rick and spent the remainder of the drive going over scenarios, trying to find one with a decent outcome.


  None sprang to mind.


  I parked in front of a hydrant on Randolph, kitty-corner to the Daley Center. It looked like a scene from The Blues Brothers. Twenty members of the SRT were there, in formation. At least forty cops. Some brass, including the super. Eight squad cars. Four motorcycles. Two scooters. Four horses. Two mountain bikes. The Mobile Command bus. And a Segway.


  The Daley Center served as Chicago’s main courthouse. It was an imposing six-hundred-foot-tall structure, all steel and glass, bounded on all four sides by streets. The area around the Picasso—an impressive metal sculpture in rusty brown that resembled a horse mating with a harp—had been cordoned off with yellow police tape, and onlookers as well as media had gathered around the perimeter to watch whatever was happening.


  I popped the trunk, dug out my spare shoulder holster, and put it on under my jacket. I also strapped on an ankle harness that held a five-inch AMT Backup II. It weighed about eighteen ounces. I loaded five 9mm short rounds into the clip, jacked one into the throat, and added one more. My boot-cut jeans covered it easily, plus the wider bottoms made my hips seem slimmer. A win-win jeans experience.


  I went back to the front seat and removed my Colt Detective Special from my purse, along with a speed loader, and a roll of antacid tablets. I chewed four antacids while strapping the .38 and the speed loader into the Velcro webbing of my holster.


  Then I opened the glove compartment and took out a balisong, a Filipino butterfly knife. It had a four-inch stainless steel blade, which stayed hidden between two halves of the handle. With a few flicks of the wrist, the handles would separate, the blade would come out, and the handles would rejoin. I’d taken it off a suspect last year, and often played with it while driving. I’d gotten pretty good, and could open the blade in less than a second.


  The knife went into my back pocket. Then I stuck some Ray-Bans on my forehead, locked the car, and jumped into the fray.


  I pushed my way through the crowd, past the SWAT guys, sidestepping the horses and a manure mound that looked disturbingly like Richard Nixon, and sashayed up to Superintendent O’Loughlin. She wore what appeared to be a man’s blazer, which pinched her waist and made her shoulders look like a linebacker’s. The slacks were even less flattering. Someone needed to take away her Macy’s charge card, because she was wasting it.


  The omnipresent Davy Ellis, attired in gray Armani, offered me a big smile and a wink. Captain Bains didn’t seem to be around.


  “Lieutenant,” the super boomed, “I’ve gotten word that you don’t want to play by our rules.”


  Who ratted me out? Herb or Rick? Had to be Rick. Herb would never do that. Right?


  “I don’t think we should let the Chemist go,” I said.


  “I’m sure your personal opinions won’t interfere with your ability to do your duty.”


  “My duty is to catch bad guys.”


  “Your duty is to serve and protect. Engaging this guy won’t do either.”


  “Neither will letting him go.”


  O’Loughlin was hard to read. I knew that somewhere, deep down, she had to agree with me. But her face was granite.


  “I’d like you to relinquish your weapon, Lieutenant.”


  I blinked. Then I blinked again.


  “You’re kidding.”


  “You’re going to be watched every step of the way. Air support. Snipers. Even a police marine unit. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.”


  I thought about my AMT backup, safe in the ankle holster, and then handed her the Colt.


  “Now the backup piece.”


  I made my face blank. “What backup piece?”


  “You gave up the .38 too easily. That means you have a backup.”


  Smart lady. I should have thought of that.


  “I need to have a gun on me, O’Loughlin.”


  “You’ll address me as Superintendent or ma’am. Now give me the backup.”


  “What if I refuse?” I added, “Ma’am.”


  “Then I call over some men to take it from you, and at the end of the day I fire you.”


  “And then I go to the media and tell them all about you paying the Chemist off.” I looked at Davy. “Think that would be good for PR?”


  “That would be bad,” Davy said.


  O’Loughlin got in my face. “You do what you have to do, Lieutenant. I’ll do what I have to do. And right now, I have to take your piece.”


  We played stare-down for what seemed like twenty minutes, but was probably only a few seconds, and then I gave her the AMT.


  “If I get killed, it’s on your head.”


  “I’ve got a lot of deaths on my head right now, Lieutenant. Do I have to frisk you for any more weapons?”


  I lifted up my arms. “If that’s what turns you on.”


  For a moment, it looked like she was going to do it, but then some SRT guys came over with a big yellow suitcase and interrupted our tête-à-tête. A tall one with a unibrow handed me something silver.


  “This is a tracking phone programmed with your number. It sends a GPS signal to the Mobile Command Post, and we can pinpoint your location to within three feet. It will also transmit the number he’s calling you from, and we can trace that number to either an address or to a cell phone within twenty yards.”


  “And if you find him, you’ll do what? Deliver a pizza?”


  “After we’ve deemed it safe, we’ll get the guy,” the super said. “He won’t get away with this. He’ll pay.”


  Another SRT cop, a black guy with biceps larger than my waist, opened up a map of Chicago.


  “There’s a chance he’ll run you around town, to try to lose any tails. That’s pretty much impossible with the GPS, but we have teams stationed around the city, all with r receivers.” He pointed out a dozen red dots on the map. “We also have people stationed at O’Hare and Midway in case you’re required to get on a plane. Plus three teams dogging your every move. We won’t lose you.”


  I wasn’t worried about getting lost. I was worried about the guy dosing me with something lethal before any of the ten thousand cops around me could do anything to stop it.


  But I said, “Thanks, Officer,” just the same.


  They wired me up with a radio headset/walkie-talkie combo, gave me an extra GPS tracker, and an extra phone.


  “Do you want armor?” Biceps asked.


  “No need. He’s not a shooter. But I could use some of this.”


  I sidled up to Unibrow and put my hands on his utility belt.


  “May I?” I asked, taking a can of pepper spray.


  “Help yourself, Lieutenant. It’s rated at five million Scoville heat units. Hit him anywhere on the clothing, or just get the stream close to him, he’ll feel it.”


  “Thanks. A girl needs her protection, right, Superintendent?”


  The super didn’t seem amused, but she didn’t prevent me from tucking the pepper spray into my holster.


  “So now we wait,” Biceps said.


  The wait wasn’t long. Less than a minute later, my tracking phone rang. A blocked number. I nodded at the group, and said, “It’s showtime.”


  Then I answered the call.
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CHAPTER 27


  Good morning, jack. How are you feeling?” His voice provoked a reaction in my stomach normally reserved for warm oysters and cheap tequila.


  “Nervous. I’ve got all this money, and no one to give it to.”


  “I don’t see the suitcase. Hold it up.”


  I fought the urge to look around. He could be in one of the surrounding buildings, in a car, in the crowd, on the street, or even in the Daley Center itself. Ultimately, it didn’t matter where he was. We were going to let him go anyway.


  I hefted the yellow bag, surprised by its weight. Forty, maybe forty-five pounds, and bulky. I had Biceps hold my phone, then I pressed the suitcase up over my head, made sure it was balanced, and did a 360-degree turn.


  Biceps had casually plugged in an earpiece, and Unibrow casually walked back to the Mobile Command bus.


  “Good,” the Chemist said when I got the phone back. “Here’s how it is going to work. I’m going to call you, and tell you to go to an address. When you get to the address, you’ll wait for me to call again with more instructions. You’re to go alone, no escort. I don’t want to see any cops with you, near you, or following you. If I do, I’m calling it off, and many people will die. Understand?”


  “Yes.”


  “I saw that SWAT guy give you some things. A radio. An extra phone. And what was that black thing?”


  “Pepper spray.”


  “Naughty girl, Jack. Don’t you know that chemicals are dangerous? But I’m not referring to the spray. I’m referring to the small black box, looks like a PDA.”


  “That’s a GPS tracker.”


  “Put all of those things on the ground.”


  I complied.


  “The pepper spray too. I wouldn’t want you hurting yourself.”


  I made a face, but added that to the pile.


  “Very good. Now, I know that you’re going to try to find me. That you’ll try to trace the calls. I’m sure that large phone you’re talking on right now has all sorts of tracking goodies on it. So we’re going to switch phones. Walk over to the Picasso. Bring the suitcase with you, and make sure everyone keeps their distance.”


  This was getting better and better.


  “Everyone needs to stay here,” I informed the group. The super nodded at me, either a good luck nod or a you’d better follow orders nod. Then I yanked out the telescoping handle and pulled the suitcase behind me, grateful for the wheels.


  “Look by the base of the sculpture. There’s a coffee cup. Put down the phone you’re talking on and pick up the cup.”


  I saw it immediately, stark white contrast to the brown metal of the Picasso. As I stared, it began to ring.


  I didn’t want to touch anything the Chemist had touched, but I took a chance, assuming he wouldn’t kill me this early in the game. I set down the tracking phone and gently lifted the cardboard cup by the rim. Inside was a cell phone, an older, larger model.


  I answered the call.


  “I found it.”


  A pause. Then, “Walk east. I’ll be watching. If I see anyone approach you, this is over, and people will die. Keep the line free for further instruction. If I try calling, and it’s busy, people will die. Remember the rules.”


  And then silence.


  I had no choice. I began to walk.


  In a way, this was all pretty funny. The Chemist was working damn hard to make sure no one arrested him, when all he had to do was knock on the mayor’s door and His Honor would gladly sign over a personal check. Unfortunately, I had a hard time seeing the humor when I had no backup, no radio, no GPS, and no guns. I assumed my fellow officers would still be able to follow me, but that didn’t mean they would. The city of Chicago had made it abundantly clear that the payoff was more important than my personal safety.


  I walked east to Dearborn, went right, then continued east on Washington. The day was hot, muggy, in the upper eighties. The sun hurt my face, still pink from the rough scrubbing the hospital had administered. I moved the sunglasses from my head to my eyes, and kept my pace casual even though my heart rate was set on sprint.


  After a block, I had an unhealthy film of sweat covering my body, and a really good feeling I was being followed. A yellow cab, creeping along ten yards behind me, matching my pace. I stopped, pretended to adjust the suitcase handle, and looked at it over my Ray-Bans. The taxi also stopped. I couldn’t see inside very well—the sun glared off the windshield—but the cab was hired and it looked like a single occupant in the backseat.


  In truth, I didn’t know if I’d recognize the Chemist even if I was staring right at him. The only thing I remembered from my brief encounter with him in Records was the port-wine stain on his face, and his beard. Both were fake. Just like the eye patch.


  If I ran into someone with a single distinctive feature, that might be our man. But if he went without a disguise, he could be anyone. Maybe even someone I’ve already met.


  I stopped futzing with the bag and continued east on Washington. I sensed that the cab resumed pursuit, and then actually saw it peripherally as it came up on my right.


  “Handoff , from a jogger, soon,” Unibrow said through the open backseat window.


  Then the cab accelerated past and turned right on Wabash.


  The cell phone rang. I connected after the first ring, wondering if the Chemist was going to go ballistic because he spotted the cab.


  “Hello?”


  A pause, then, “Go to the Art Institute and wait on the steps. You have four minutes.”


  That was about four blocks away, one east and three south. I couldn’t make it in time by walking.


  I began to jog.


  Normally, a four-block jog wouldn’t even get me winded. But heat, exhaustion, sickness, and a forty-five-pound anchor all conspired to have me wheezing like an asthmatic after the first hundred yards. I kept up the pace, my eyes scanning the crowd ahead, looking for the police jogger who was going to hand off something to me. I hoped it was a cold beer.


  The jogger, wily little devil, came up from behind after I turned onto Wabash. He ran past me with ease, not so much as a bump, and I almost didn’t think it was him until I thought to check my blazer pocket.


  No beer. But he had left me a walkie-talkie and a wireless earpiece. I switched it on, leaving it at whatever frequency they’d set it at, and stuck the receiver/mike combo on my ear.


  “This is Daniels,” I panted. “He told me to go to the Art Institute.”


  “This is Reynolds, SRT.” It was Unibrow. “We know. Miller took a guess, and the cell phone the Chemist gave you is Trace. Hotham’s. We’re listening in, and we can ping your location. We’re also tracing his calls. It’s not as easy, because they’re being routed through a PC—one of those computer phone lines. It’s not the same phone he called you from initially. That was one of those pay-by-the-minute cells. We’re not getting anything from it. But we should have his new location in a few minutes.”


  I didn’t waste any breath answering. The Art Institute was a block away, on my left, and I only had about a minute to get to it. I was sweating freely now, my shoulder beginning to ache from tugging the suitcase. The sidewalks were packed, and the citizens of Chicago paid me little attention as I ran. A few stepped aside. Most ignored me. None offered to give a struggling lady a hand. I passed the Prudential building, and saw the green lion sculptures in the distance, standing vigil on either side of the steps in front of the Ar. Institute, and then the phone rang.


  “Daniels.”


  “Now go to Buckingham Fountain. Stay on foot. You have seven minutes.”


  “I need—”


  I wanted to say more time , but the connection ended. The fountain was another three blocks north, and maybe three more blocks east. I couldn’t do six blocks in seven minutes, not as tired as I already was.


  “Did you get that?” I said into my radio.


  “Affirmative. We got a lock on the phone he’s calling from, and it doesn’t make sense.”


  “Why not?” I huffed.


  “It seems to be coming from Jason Alger’s house.”


  The retired cop whose home had been turned into a death trap and whose fingers had been left in the fridge.


  “We’re sending a team to check it out.”


  “Bad idea. Last time—”


  “We’ll be careful. But Alger is uptown. How did he get across town so fast?”


  I made it to Jackson, and the light was against me, so I couldn’t cross. It would delay me, but I was grateful for the rest.


  “Could have had a remote video camera planted at the Daley Center,” I said. “Or he was watching from a distance. Or maybe he’s forwarding his calls through Alger’s computer somehow.”


  “Or maybe he has an accomplice.”


  I didn’t like that possibility. Not at all. A guy on the corner next to me gave me a sideways glance, then resumed his cell phone conversation. Suddenly everyone on the street was a potential spy. Or a potential poisoner.


  The light changed, and I put it into second gear and charged across the street, almost pulling off my arm when the suitcase wheels caught on the curb. I switched to my left hand, couldn’t find my rhythm, then switched back. I cut left on Van Buren into the cul-de-sac leading to Congress, and huffed and puffed up the bridge over the railroad tracks.


  When I reached the apex, my legs, arm, and lungs were pudding. But I could see the Buckingham Fountain ahead, one of Chicago’s most recognizable landmarks, the center jet shooting a hundred and fifty feet into the air. When I got there, I was seriously considering jumping in to cool off. Or to slake my thirst.


  Strangely, I was in the same part of Grant Park where my father bought me those three ice creams, years ago. Where were all the damn vendors now that I really needed one?


  My phone rang, even though I hadn’t yet crossed Columbus.


  “I’m almost there.”


  “New destination. Navy Pier. Take Columbus to Grand Avenue on foot. You have fifteen minutes.”


  Then he hung up. That little mother …


  “Lieutenant, this is Reynolds. We have a team en route to Alger’s house.”


  “Why? So you can shake his hand and congratulate him when he gets his money?”


  That might have been harsh, considering the casualties they’d suffered, but I was exhausted and in a mood.


  “We’re going to watch and wait. The mayor doesn’t want him picked up until we get the all clear. But you can be damn sure we won’t let him out of our sights.”


  Reynolds sounded pissed, and I realized he didn’t like playing by these rules any more than I did. Maybe during their surveillance the Chemist might accidentally have his head blown off. The thought made me smile.


  I paused for a moment in front of the giant fountain, the Windy City blowing a mist of its water onto my face. I had no idea how clean the water was, but it felt wonderful.


  Navy Pier was a mile away, maybe a little more. To make it in fifteen minutes, I needed to haul ass. But something was bothering me. The Chemist liked to talk. Even after he sprayed me with TEPP, he stuck around for a bit to chat. But his last several phone calls had been abrupt, clipped. Either he was worried about being caught on the phone, or …


  “Reynolds, what’s the number the Chemist is calling from?”


  He read it to me.


  “Have you tried calling it?”


  “No. We don’t want to tip him off that we know.”


  But I could call him back without letting on that I knew his number. I pressed *69. The phone rang ten times. No answer. I tried entering in the number Reynolds gave me. Another ten rings, no pickup.


  Then I waited. If the Chemist thought he was being messed with, he’d call me back to scold me. But my phone didn’t ring.


  “He’s not in the house,” I said. “He’s not watching me. He’s at the drop point already.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Have your team do a thermal scan of the Alger house. I bet it’s empty.”


  I knew I was right. But how could we use this to our advantage? I had fourteen minutes to make it to Navy Pier, and if I wasn’t being monitored, I could use that for something else. What could this extra time buy us?


  “Get me transportation. The nearest cop in the area. And if Rossi is available, have him come along.”


  “Rossi?”


  “If not him, try Taurus or Wesson or Daewoo. Any of those guys.”


  “Okay. Got it.”


  I waited two minutes. My breathing and heart rate returned to normal. The Chemist didn’t call, demanding why I was still at the fountain. Now I was positive he wasn’t watching me. I briefly toyed with the idea of grabbing a cab, getting on a plane to the Bahamas, and seeing how long two million bucks would last.


  I heard a motor coming from the right, and did a double-take at the police scooter heading toward me, the manure-fixated Officer Buchbinder at the helm.


  “Hello again, Lieutenant. I was the closest cop in range. How’s that for a coincidence?”


  “Get me to Navy Pier,” I said, securing the suitcase on the small rack at the rear of the bike with bungee cords. “And watch out for horses.”


  “Don’t need to tell me. I scrubbed my bike for so long I had dung stuck in my fingernails.”


  He offered me his hand for inspection, which I judiciously ignored.


  I mounted the scooter and asked, “Where’s the gun?”


  “The what?”


  “Rossi. Daewoo. Those are gun manufacturers.”


  “I was on parking detail. No one told me to bring you a gun. Just to pick you up.”


  “Give me your gun.”


  “Why?”


  I spoke between my teeth. “Because I need one.”


  “It’s my gun. I bought it.”


  It’s a good thing he didn’t hand it over, because I would have shot him.


  “Take Lake Shore Drive,” I ordered Buchbinder. Then I hit my call button. “Reynolds, I’m going north on LSD. Have Rossi meet me on Monroe.”


  “Roger that. The SRT has checked the house for thermals. Negative.”


  Buchbinder refused to turn onto Lake Shore.


  “What the hell are you waiting for?”


  “There’s a lot of traffic.”


  “Jesus, take the damn footpath.”


  “What if I hit somebody?”


  “Buchbinder, get the damn bike moving or …” What the hell could I threaten a parking cop with? “Just get the damn bike moving.”


  He crossed the street and pulled onto the footpath.


  “What’s our next move, Lieutenant?”


  I had to choose my words carefully. I knew O’Loughlin was listening in.


  “I think he’s using an auto-dialer on the computer. Like telemarketers use. That means he’s not at Alger’s house, it’s just a recording. If you can get your team into the house safely, maybe we could find out where the drop point is before he gets there, so you can get men in place.” I added, “To follow him.”


  “Roger that.”


  “Lots of people taking walks today,” Buchbinder whined. “Dogs too.”


  “Go faster,” I told him.


  We zipped past some Rollerbladers, but Buchbinder was still driving like an old lady in a rainstorm. A blind old lady, with gout in her accelerator foot.


  If I got a gun, and if I had some private time with the Chemist, I’m sure I could convince him to tell me what he was planning. That might not be what the super, the mayor, or the city wanted, but letting this psycho go not only went against everything I believed in as a cop, but more people were going to die. I was sure of it.


  Buchbinder picked up a tiny bit of speed. On our left, Lake Shore Drive, eight lanes packed with cars. On our right, a strip of grass and trees, and beyond that, Lake Michigan, a giant black mirror dotted with tiny white boats.


  I checked my watch. Eight minutes left.


  Maybe this would all work out. Maybe—


  “Dog poo!” Buchbinder screamed.


  He jerked the handlebars left, then right, avoiding the little brown land mines dotting the walkway.


  “We’ve been hit! Did you see the size of that pile?”


  “Buchbinder, dammit, you need to—”


  And then he turned too fast, the bike spun, and we hit a tree and both went flying through the air.
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CHAPTER 28


  I opened my eyes and wondered what kind of crazy dream I was having. My neck hurt like I’d slept funny, only worse. I had a pounding headache, and someone had removed the roof of my house so I faced blue sky.


  I tasted something metallic, delicately probed a fat lip, and looked at my fingers. They had a few blades of grass clinging to them, and blood.


  I looked around, saw the lake, saw the cars, and remembered where I was. The motor scooter lay about fifteen feet away from me, crumpled like a frat boy’s beer can. Someone, a tall white guy, was leaning over it, inspecting the damage. The Chemist? No. Too big.


  “Police,” I said. “Get away from there.”


  I had meant for it to be a yell, but it came out as a croak. Then I searched for Buchbinder, saw him sitting on the lawn a few yards from me. He was wide-eyed and holding out his hands in front of him, Lady Macbeth style.


  “No no no no no,” he moaned.


  “Buchbinder! You okay?”


  He held up his palms for me to see. They were covered in dog shit.


  I sat up, the motion bringing a world of dizziness. Someone helped me to my feet. Someone else asked if I was all right. I reached for my radio earpiece, discovered it was gone. So was the radio. Thankfully, I still had the cell phone. And I wasn’t the only one. Several people had their cell phones out, calling 911.


  “I’m a cop,” I said. “Everyone put down your phones.”


  If the Chemist saw a big gathering of emergency vehicles, it might spook him. I must have looked like an authority figure, because everyone put their phones away. Now I needed to find my radio. I looked through the grass, between me and the wrecked scooter.


  “It’s on my face!” Buchbinder screamed, high-pitched and manic. He began to rub his face, but since his hands were already coated, he wasn’t doing much in the way of cleaning.


  I glanced at the bike again, and saw the curious tall white guy remove the final bungee cord and begin to drag the suitcase up the walkway.


  I automatically reached for my holster, which did about as much good a. Buchbinder’s face-rubbing, and then took off after the guy. My legs felt good, strong, but my vision was wiggly and my neck hurt like I’d been playing tetherball with my head.


  “Freeze! Police!”


  My voice was in full effect, but Tall Boy had apparently misinterpreted my order as “Run away faster,” because he picked up speed, heading in the direction Scooter and I just came from. I checked my watch. Six minutes left. If I turned around and ran the rest of the way, I might make it to Navy Pier in six minutes. But I didn’t have a gun, and I would owe the city of Chicago two million bucks. If they took it out of my paychecks, I wouldn’t be able to retire until I was 163.


  I gained on Tall Boy, part of me wanting to shout, “Hard to drag that bastard, isn’t it?” I managed to restrain myself, and instead reached out and caught the suitcase by a strap.


  One of Newton’s Laws got involved, something to do with objects in motion and pulling and pushing, and I jerked him off his feet and ate my own asphalt sandwich a millisecond later. When the tumbling stopped, Tall Boy was on his knees, opening up a folding knife and snarling at me.


  It’s never a good time for a knife fight, but this really wasn’t a good time.


  “I’m a cop,” I said, trying to sound stern despite my fear and exhaustion.


  “I’m Charlie Manson,” he said.


  Great. A loony.


  I reached into my back pocket and took out the butterfly knife. I opened it slowly, with some flourish, letting the handles swing back and forth a few times to show this punk I knew what I was doing.


  “I’m not going to kill you,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’m only going to poke out your eyes.”


  I closed and opened the knife again, as fast as I could. His bravado cracked a bit.


  “Just turn around, and run away. After I take your eyes, I’m going to take your ears.”


  I changed my grip on the knife, did another blindingly quick open and close, and sliced open my knuckles pretty good.


  “Son of a—”


  Tall Boy saw my mistake and attacked. He came in low, his weapon held in an underhanded grip, blade up, stabbing at my chin. I pulled back, wincing at the pain in my neck, but avoiding the cut. He followed up with another jab, to my chest, but momentum was already taking me backward and I twisted my shoulders and all he caught was the fabric above my left breast, making me thankful for the first time in my life that I was a B cup.


  My knuckles were bleeding, but functional, and my grip on the butterfly knife was solid as I brought it down on his thrusting arm, jamming it a good two inches between his radius and ulna. His knife flew into the grass, but leverage was on his side and as he fell the balisong was jerked from my hand.


  He howled, staring at the handle protruding from his forearm, his entire body shaking.


  “Leave it in,” I told him. “If you pull it out, you could bleed to death.”


  I checked my watch. Four minutes and some change left. I hurried to the suitcase, happy to find it intact, and began to jog back to Monroe. My bottom lip was now so swollen I could see it if I looked down my nose. It throbbed with every step. I tried to find my rhythm, tried to find the cadence, but my feet weren’t moving as swiftly as I wanted them to.


  I passed Buchbinder, who was wiping his hands on the grass and moaning, “I need a moist towelette,” and one of the onlookers pointed at me and screamed. I must have looked pretty bad to provoke such raw fright. But then I realized she wasn’t pointing at me, she was pointing behind me.


  I chanced a look, and Tall Boy was a few steps away from me. He hadn’t taken my advice about leaving the knife in his arm. The knife was now in his hand, raised over his head like Mrs. Bates during the shower scene in Psycho, and his expression confirmed he wasn’t in a happy place.


  I stopped in four steps, pivoted my hips, and swung my right leg around, planting the mother of all spin kicks into his stomach. It knocked me backward, but I stayed on my feet. Tall Boy fared worse. He fell onto all fours, retching. I was on him in five steps, kicked him squarely in the jaw, and he sprawled out onto the lawn, where he’d probably stay until he bled to death.


  “Buchbinder! Tourniquet!”


  Buchbinder stared at me like my nose had grown five inches. I tried a different tactic.


  “This guy has antibacterial wipes.”


  Buchbinder scrambled over to him, and I headed back up the footpath, toward Monroe, dragging the suitcase, two minutes to go, hearing Buchbinder cry behind me, “I crawled through vomit!”


  And then a wheel on the suitcase broke.


  I hefted the bag up to waist level and tugged the strap over my shoulder. Heavy wasn’t a good adjective to describe it. Impossible was better. I couldn’t run, but I broke into a kind of quick hobble. The only thing on me that didn’t hurt was my ass, but there was still time for that.


  When I reached the intersection, I looked all around for the cop who was supposed to meet me.


  Naturally, there was no cop. I should have expected that. I thought of Herb, sitting behind his desk at Robbery, making a few phone calls to track down his missing toilets, and felt a jealousy so intense I almost started to weep.


  A car honked. The cab, with Reynolds in the backseat. He opened the door and said, “Hop in.”


  Getting the suitcase off my shoulder was a relief on par with a death row reprieve. I shoved myself into the backseat after it, and Reynolds ordered the driver to Navy Pier.


  I checked my watch. The fifteen minutes were up.


  “Couldn’t find Rossi, but I got a Mr. SIG-Sauer for you.”


  He handed me a P228, semi-auto, blue finish. Cocked and locked.


  “Thanks. Mr. SIG-Sauer will do just fine.” I adjusted the Velcro straps on my holster and tucked the gun inside. “You need to send an ambulance to the walkway a few hundred yards back on LSD. And make sure they have some towels.”


  “Trouble?”


  “A little. Lost my radio too.”


  Reynolds dug around in his pocket. “Here’s an extra.”


  “Any luck with Alger’s house?” I asked, plugging in the earpiece.


  “It’s been booby-trapped again. No casualties, but my team can’t get to the computer.”


  “Probably too late now anyway. We’ll try Plan B.”


  Reynolds narrowed his eyes at me. “You gonna drop this guy?”


  “I’m going to have a talk with him.”


  “This asshole killed a lot of my buddies.”


  I thought of Officer Sardina in Records. “Mine too.”


  “Don’t be a hero. He looks at you funny, waste him. No one will shed any tears.”


  “And if more people die?”


  “They would anyway.”


  The unibrow notwithstanding, I liked this guy. The cabbie pulled onto Streeter, and I told him to park it. Navy Pier was less than a block away, and if the Chemist was watching, I wanted him to see me walk up.


  “Good luck, Lieutenant.”


  Reynolds offered his hand. I raised mine, noted the bloody knuckles, and gave him a salute instead. Then I manhandled the bag out of the cab, pulled the torture strap up onto my shoulder, and walked toward the giant letters that welcomed me to Navy Pier.
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CHAPTER 29


  As the name implied, Navy Pier was a pier. It stretched east into Lake Michigan, three hundred feet wide and ten times as long, boasting a dozen restaurants, several theaters, fifty-plus shops, two museums, a fun house, a miniature golf course, a carousel, and a giant Ferris wheel.


  I stood in front of the entrance building, known as the Family Pavilion, and watched people come and go. A minute ticked by. Then two. I was wondering if the Chemist had gotten cold feet, and then the phone rang.


  “Is this a recording?” I said.


  “Take Grand Avenue east, past the Beer Garden and the Grand Ballroom, to the end of the pier. Look for the tree with the red bow. You have three minutes. If you try anything, people will die.”


  “Are you a psychotic bed-wetter?”


  The call ended. That was definitely a recording. The Chemist was probably already in place, making sure the scene was clear. I heaved the suitcase up and headed east.


  I hadn’t been to Navy Pier since it was renovated about ten years ago, and if I hadn’t been there to deliver extortion money to a mass murderer I might have enjoyed the music, the foliage, the myriad of smells, the distinct carnival atmosphere. Instead, I focused on moving as fast as I could and ignoring the many signals from my body that I should stop moving so fast.


  Halfway there, I had to stop to move the strap from one shoulder to the other. My blouse was soaked with sweat, and some blood. My jeans were grass stained, my watch bezel was cracked, and my lower lip had swelled up to football size.


  The three-minute time limit passed. Then four minutes. I limped onward, finally making it to the end of the pier at the five-minute mark. Beyond the Grand Ballroom building there was some outdoor seating, a semicircle of flags, and a handful of evergreens. The one in the center, next to the railing that prevented people from falling into Lake Michigan, had a red ribbon tied around the trunk.


  I approached it slowly, partly out of caution and partly because slow was the only speed I had left. At the base, covered by dirt, was a white business-size envelope.


  I looked around, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to me. Figuring the Chemist wouldn’t try to kill me until he got his payoff, I picked up the envelope by the corners and fished out a piece of paper.



  Jack, be a good girl and throw the suitcase into the lake, directly ahead of you. Do it now. Then wait for my call.



  I started to laugh. The son of a bitch had actually gotten away with it. He’d been there watching at the Daley Center, then used his auto-dialer to send me running all over the place while he put on some SCUBA gear and waited in the lake for the money to come.


  “Reynolds, the Chemist left me a note. He wants me to drop the money into the lake. Where’s the police boat?”


  “Burnham Park Harbor, about a mile away.”


  “Do they have diving equipment?”


  “I think so. Hold on.”


  I waited a few seconds. Out on the lake, a tour boat glided peacefully by.


  “They have equipment,” Reynolds said, “but it would take them a minimum of ten minutes to get it on.”


  So much for that.


  “Ask them where he could come up.”


  “There are a few harbors, and three beaches, plus he could be on the lake somewhere. There are dozens of boats out there.”


  So that was that. There was nothing else we could do.


  I walked to the perimeter fence, which only came up to my waist, and set the suitcase over the top. Then I climbed over after it, walked a few feet to the end of the pier, and gazed down into the inky blackness. Ten yards deep, at least. Probably more. I couldn’t see past the first few feet.


  But he’d be able to see it, painted bright yellow.


  “I hope it lands on your fucking head,” I said, and dropped the bag into the water.


  It hit with a big splash, and then sank immediately; of course it did, with twenty pounds of platinum to weigh it down. I stared for almost a full minute, then hopped back over the fence and sat down at one of the outside benches and watched the waves roll in.
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CHAPTER 30


  The Chemist breaches the surface alongside a pier in Chicago Harbor, less than a mile away from where he picked up the suitcase. He drops the Little Otter—the underwater jet scooter that got him here so quickly—and lets his SCUBA tank, still half full of the nitrox air mix, sink to the bottom. He doubts they’ll be found, but if they are, they can’t be traced to him.


  Next, he hangs the bag handle on a mooring cleat, pulls off his flippers, and then eases himself onto the pier. There are some people in a boat a few yards away, but they aren’t looking in his direction.


  It’s hard, getting the suitcase out of the lake. The money inside is soaking wet, as is the leather, and he almost pops a blood vessel in his forehead hoisting it onto the pier. Once it’s up, he walks casually over to the Miss Maria K, the twenty-three-foot boat that rents this slip, and removes the black vinyl bag he’d tucked under her cover tarpaulin. Another quick look around, and then he opens up the suitcase and stares at the cash, the platinum, and the felt bag full of uncut diamonds.


  “For you, Tracey,” he says aloud. But there’s no joy in his words.


  That’s okay. The joy will come later.


  It takes him thirty seconds to put everything into his new bag, and then he drops the yellow suitcase back into the water, where it slowly sinks. Getting out of the dry suit is like wrestling with an inner tube, but he manages, tucking it into the nylon bag atop his loot. Wearing only a bathing suit, he slings the bag over his bare shoulder and walks down the pier, to the sidewalk, and into the parking lot, where his car awaits.


  After locking the nylon bag in the trunk, he starts the car, waits for the light, and pulls onto Monroe.


  He makes a few random turns, watching his mirrors. When he’s sure no one is following him, he reattaches the battery to his buy-and-go cell phone and calls the good lieutenant.


  “Daniels.”


  “Hello, Jack.”


  “Is it you this time, or another recording?”


  He smiles. She thinks she’s so clever. If that’s the case, why is he the one with two mil in his trunk?


  “It’s me. And it’s also the last time you’ll be hearing from me. You kept your end of the deal, and I’m keeping mine. Today, a prominent Chicagoan is getting married. I helped out with the refreshments. If you don’t intercept them in time, the reception will be really dead.”


  He had planned on saying that, but it isn’t as funny out loud than it had been in his mind.


  “Whose wedding is it?” Jack asks.


  “That’s for you to figure out. Better hurry; you only have a few hours.”


  “And that’s it, then? You’re done terrorizing the city?”


  “Rest assured that I’ll never poison anyone again.”


  “I think you’re lying.”


  He smiles. “Believe what you like. I did what I set out to do. Now I’m going to disappear. Think of me, next time you go out to eat.”


  “You’re a monster.”


  “Good-bye, Lieutenant. I hope I showed you a good time. I had a blast.”


  He separates the battery from the phone, and tosses it in the backseat to dispose of later. He would like to feel a sense of accomplishment, of completion, but there is still much to do. The wedding reception is in a few hours, and he wants to be there to watch the show.


  Supermarkets and restaurants are easy to sabotage. A reception is difficult. It requires a lot of work, and more than a little luck. But it can be done, if you know how.


  Two weeks before the event, call the banquet hall, speak to the banquet service manager, and ask if he would like to switch liquor distributors. Some chitchat will get you the name of the distributor they’re currently using, and even the day of the week they deliver.


  Next, wait around the back entrance of the hall for the distributor to show up. Tail him during his route until you have a chance to kill him—many toxins can imitate heart attacks. Then take a look at his invoice clipboard until you find the weekly liquor order for the hall. Make a copy of it. Also make copies of his keys, and take a look in back at how the liquor orders are packaged. Then return everything where you found it. Someone will discover the driver and the truck eventually.


  On delivery day, wait for the new driver at an early stop in his route. When he dollies in the boxes of alcohol, he leaves the truck unattended. Use your keys to get into the back of the truck, and substitute your order for the hall’s order. It might not be exactly the same, but who cares? They might make some exchanges when they check the invoice, but enough of the tampered alcohol will get through.


  The Chemist finished this last step early this morning. He also noticed that on the banquet hall marquee, there are two receptions scheduled for the day. Fortunately, he poisoned enough alcohol to kill everyone at both weddings. He also tampered with a dozen two-liter bottles of soda, using the jet injector and a tiny dot of superglue to plug the hole so the CO2 wouldn’t escape. Non-drinkers and the kiddies shouldn’t miss out on the fun.


  It’s possible that the police will stop it in time. But that’s okay. As much work as this has been to set up, it’s just a diversion.


  The real show hasn’t even started yet.
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CHAPTER 31


  Reynolds picked me up in the cab after I walked back to Streeter.


  “Maybe we should stop by the ER,” he suggested.


  “It’s just a fat lip,” I told him, except I said fab lib. I handed him back the SIG and his radio.


  “What next, Lieutenant?”


  “We need to stop a wedding reception. Know of any big shots getting married today?”


  He didn’t need to answer. SWAT guys didn’t read the society column.


  Which gave me an idea.


  I called information, got the number for the Tribune, and had the front desk connect me to Twyla Biddle, a reporter who did a column about celebrities. I’d never spoken with Twyla directly, but I’d been in her column a few times, mostly in connection with a TV show I’d done some consulting for against my better judgment.


  “Lieutenant! Thanks for calling. What have you got for me? Something juicy, I hope.”


  Twyla had a deep whiskey and cigarette voice, like Marge’s sisters on The Simpsons.


  “Maybe. I need to know what famous Chicagoans are getting married today.”


  “Why? What have you heard?”


  “Just rumors and innuendo.”


  “I make a living on rumors and innuendo. Spill it.”


  “Give me a list, and if it pans out, you’ll get the scoop.”


  Did reporters even use the word scoop ? If they didn’t, Twyla didn’t call me on it.


  “Well, the wedding of the week has to be Maurice Williams.”


  “Who is that?”


  “Former Chicago Cub. All-Star catcher. Abs you could eat a six-course meal off of, and believe me, you’d want to lick the plate when you finished.”


  “Who else?”


  “William Kent. Owns a lot of real estate, including the Krueger Building. His daughter is getting married tonight. And how could I forget Corndog Watkins? Chicago blues legend, marrying a woman forty-five years younger than he is. Reception is tonight at Buddy Guy’s Legends.”


  I was writing all of this down in the margins of a Time magazine—no one in the cab had any paper.


  “Anyone else?”


  “Those are the majors.”


  “No one political?”


  “Not that I’m aware of. Hold on, I’m at my computer. Let me search through the marriage announcements for tomorrow’s issue.” I faintly heard fingers hitting keys, at a much faster rate than mine ever could. “Let’s see, he’s a nobody, she’s a nobody, she’s a nobody, he’s a nobody, he’s a—wait. The Bains and Harlow wedding. Jeremy Bains is the son of a police captain.”


  I’d completely spaced that out. Captain Bains wasn’t at the Daley Center today because his son was getting married. Two weeks ago someone at the District had taken up a fund to buy a gift, a chafing dish or something equally useful.


  “That’s all?”


  “All that matter.”


  “Thanks, Twyla. If I get anything, I’ll let you know.”


  “So how are things with you, Lieutenant? Still dating that hunky accountant?”


  I wondered how she knew, but I suppose it was her job to know.


  “We’re engaged. He proposed a few days ago.”


  “Congratulations! And how is that famous PI friend of yours, the one missing his hand?”


  “It’s still missing.”


  “And how is—”


  “I gotta run, Twyla. Thanks again.”


  “Take care, sweetheart.”


  I ended the call and wondered if I’d see my name in next week’s column. And if I did, if I would save it. I’m not much for collecting things. I didn’t even have any pictures of my first wedding. We hadn’t bothered to hire a photographer. The wedding might have failed, but I still regretted having no pictures of me in my dress, and regretted it on a semi-regular basis.


  “Congratulations on the engagement,” Reynolds told me. “Though I have to admit, I was hoping you were single.”


  “It’s not me,” I said. “It’s my look. Men are suckers for big, sensuous lips.”


  It came out sensubus libs.


  Reynolds raised an eyebrow—well, the right half of his unibrow.


  “Actually, I think you’re one of the bravest women I’ve ever met.”


  “Thanks. And thanks for watching my back.”


  We exchanged a meaningless mutual admiration society glance.


  “Where to now?” he asked. “Back to your District?”


  “The Daley Center. My car.”


  Reynolds told the cabbie, and I called Superintendent O’Loughlin, and ran through the list of wedding possibilities.


  “Four teams,” I told her. “We’ll need to check food and drinks, search for traps, interview staff for anything out of the ordinary, and if needed, confiscate everything.”


  “That will piss some people off,” she said.


  “Not as much as their entire guest list keeling over. We’ll make the two-six the base of operations. The conference room. I’ll be there in half an hour.”


  “Meet you there.”


  “Good. I want my guns back.” I hung up and nudged Reynolds. “Round up your team and as many cops as you can find.” He got on the radio, and I called the Crime Lab. Officer Hajek wasn’t in, but a cop I knew named Dan Rogers was.


  “I need four CSUs, fully loaded, at the two-six, thirty minutes.”


  “I’ve only got four guys here.”


  “You’ve also got a phone. Get more. The superintendent is authorizing the overtime.”


  “She is?”


  “She will. Haul ass.”


  The cab dropped me off, and I drove back to my District. The exterminators had been replaced by a HazMat team, cleaning up the poison in the Records room. Maybe it was oversensitivity on my part, but I could swear the entire building smelled like acrid chemicals, and I tried not to breathe much when I took the elevator to the second floor. The staircase and the bathroom I’d used to wash off the TEPP were being decontaminated, so I had to use the bathroom at the other end of the hallway.


  I spent ten full minutes washing off blood and dirt. My mouth was puffy. My hair was a bird’s nest. I’d sweated through my jacket, and ripped the shoulder. In short, I looked like I died yesterday but no one had bothered to inform me. Reynolds was the brave one, hitting on me when I was like this. Maybe he didn’t like bravery so much as he liked scary.


  I didn’t feel much better than I looked. I found Advil in my purse, popped three, then combed the knots out of my hair and used half a tube of thirty-dollar lipstick to try to cover up the lip injury. I inadvertently called attention to it instead, like painting a football red. I went a little heavy on the mascara to compete with it, some rouge to highlight my cheeks, and the next thing I knew, I looked like a hooker. A hooker with bad hair who just got her ass kicked.


  Fine. No makeup. I scrubbed it all off.


  Then I put just a touch back on.


  After making myself appear somewhat human, I went to the water fountain and drank like a camel—not the easiest thing to do with a fat lip, but the cold water felt nice. I had a brief spell of double vision, worked through it, and then showed up in Conference Room A to talk with forty-plus cops, Feds, and others, including the folks from the CDC, USAMRIID, an. WHO.


  My speech wasn’t particularly inspiring, witty, or even pithy. But I made up for all of that by being brief.


  “I recently spoke with the Chemist. There are four high-profile wedding receptions taking place in Chicago today, and if we’re to take him at his word, he’s poisoned the refreshments at one of them. We need to shut all four of them down until we can figure out which one is the deadly one. I need four teams. Each will have a Crime Scene Unit with full gear, an SRT to check for booby traps and IEDs, and as many officers as we can spare to interview the staff. If possible, let’s get in touch with the wedding parties, ask them if anything unusual has happened in the last few days or weeks.”


  Rogers raised his hand. “How can we test for toxins or poisons in the field? We need to take samples to the lab, run them through the GCMS. There will be hundreds of samples.”


  “Our guy is touchy about leaving fingerprints. Look for things that have been wiped down, or for glove marks. People at the distillery, distributors, busboys, bartenders, servers, managers—they all leave their latents on bottles of booze. Any bottle that’s clean should be given top priority.”


  I spied Rick sneaking into the room and sitting near the back.


  “Special Agent Rick Reilly from the Hazardous Materials Response Team of the FBI has worked closely with the Behavioral Science Team to create a profile of the Chemist. This profile states that since he’s been paid, he will no longer have any interest in harming our city. Is that right, Special Agent?”


  Rick stood. “That’s right. The Chemist is probably on his way out of the country right now. We’ve got teams at bus stations and airports—”


  “Looking for a soaking wet man carrying a yellow bag,” I interrupted. “The FBI profile is flat-out wrong, and I don’t want anyone wasting their time with it. The Chemist is still in town. He’s going to try to be at the reception. Maybe as a guest or an employee. Maybe he’ll just watch from across the street. But he’ll want to see it. I’ll need people double-checking the guest lists, new hires, anyone hanging around who shouldn’t be there, plus SRT members to run recon on the locations, to see if anyone is playing I Spy.”


  “The profile—” Rick said.


  I finished for him. “Sucks. Rogers, Reynolds, divide up your people. Baker, put the teams together. Everyone extra, go where you think you can do some good. I want everyone on headsets. Alpha Team has the Cubs catcher— Baker, you’re in charge. Taylor, you’re leading Bravo Team, and you’ve got the Kent wedding. Charlie Team is Corndog Watkins—Collins, that’s you. I’m heading up Delta and the Bains reception. Keep in touch, keep communicating, and if we find the Chemist, I don’t want to hear any bullshit about letting the guy go.”


  Davy Ellis, looking like he’d just stepped off the Ralph Lauren runway, raised his hand.


  “The mayor said—”


  “The mayor said not to apprehend him during the money drop. The drop is over. Isn’t that right, Superintendent O’Loughlin?”


  All eyes locked on the super. Her voice radiated a lot more authority than mine did.


  “If we find him, we grab him.”


  I adjourned the meeting, and began to work with Baker putting teams together. Rick came up, his pretty-boy looks spoiled by a scowl. He took my elbow and edged me aside.


  “Not very professional, Jack.”


  “About as professional as telling the super to take my gun.”


  “You were going to do something stupid.”


  At least he didn’t deny it. But that didn’t make it any less of a betrayal.


  “I do a lot of stupid things,” I told him, and let my eyes add extra weight to my words. Rick caught the implication and walked off. There would be no more footsie with Special Agent Hottie. Good-looking men were nice, but loyalty was a helluva lot nicer.


  After my team was organized enough to roll, I tracked down the super, who was in a heated discussion with the PR guy.


  “I need my weapons,” I said to her.


  O’Loughlin reached into her enormous jacket pockets, pockets so large they belonged on a clown or a mime.


  “If you apprehend or kill the suspect,” Davy said, “it could get out that the city knew about his plot, and that we paid him off. Think about the outrage, the lawsuits, the damage to Chicago’s reputation.”


  “All I’m thinking about,” I said evenly, “is getting him so more people don’t die.”


  “It would be impossible to recover from—”


  “I forgot to mention,” I interrupted. “The last time I spoke with the Chemist, he asked me why we hadn’t gone public about the money. I told him to take it up with Davy Ellis o. Ellis, Dickler, and Scaramouche, that you were the one suppressing his story. He didn’t seem happy.”


  Ellis turned a lovely shade of pale beneath his perfect tan. Peripherally, I saw the super’s lips twitch, as close as I’d seen her get to smirking. I turned away, tucked my guns into both holsters, and then headed for Chateau Élan on North and Clybourn to ruin Captain Bains’s joyous occasion.
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CHAPTER 32


  From the outside, Chateau Élan looked like it was designed by an ancient Roman architect with a column fetish. The facade boasted ten of them, thick and white and supporting a vaulted roof. Six columns graced each side of the building, and two held up the marquee on the front lawn, which proclaimed congratulations to Mr. and Mrs. Bains and Mr. and Mrs. Rothschild.


  The valet seemed anxious to park my car, until he found out I was a cop and not going to tip. I parked in the valet area just the same—I’d done enough walking for the day. I was followed into the lot by a parade of cop cars, including the Mobile Command bus. When Bains showed up, he was going to have a stroke.


  The lobby had a few marble statues, a fountain, and a lot of flowers and plants. I talked to a Hispanic cook, who led me to a comb-over manager named Bob Debussey. Bob appeared ready to cry when I laid out the story for him.


  “Oh dear. This is horrible. Oh dear oh dear.”


  “Where do you keep the liquor?”


  “Oh dear. There’s a wine cellar, and the cooler. Both locked. Oh dear.”


  “Who has keys?”


  “I do, and my assistant manager, Jaime. Oh dear.”


  Between oh dears I gleaned that there were no new hires recently, there haven’t been any strange people hanging around, and they’d gotten their latest liquor delivery this morning.


  “I was missing a case of champagne, and a bottle of Oban. The groom’s father specifically wanted that scotch. The driver had the champagne, but had to go back for the scotch. Marty would have never messed up like that.”


  “Who’s Marty?”


  “The previous driver. Wonderful man. Died a few weeks ago. Heart attack, right after dropping off our order. Oh dear.”


  I directed the mob of police entering the lobby to ask questions, take names, secure the perimeter, and search for IEDs. Bob led me, Rogers, and a perky CSU girl named Patti Hunt over to the wine cellar. Hunt was lugging a large black ALS box, and Rogers had a kit similar to Hajek’s. Bob fussed with the keys, shaking so badly I felt the wind. When he got the door open, he pointed out the stack of boxes in the near corner, sitting in front of a large wine rack that took up the back wall.


  “This is presumptive, guys,” I told the team, “not evidentiary. Get me some clues, and the court case can be built later.”


  Hunt found an electrical outlet for the alternate light source, Rogers dug out an aerosol can of ninhydrin, and I snapped on some latex gloves and eased a bottle of Perestroika vodka from the top carton.


  “The driver today,” I asked Bob. “Was he wearing gloves?”


  “Oh dear. No, I don’t believe so. He brought the boxes in on a dolly. I don’t remember gloves.”


  “Is this the bottle of scotch he forgot?” I pointed to the Oban sitting on a wire rack.


  “Yes. He brought that to me about an hour ago. Said he was sure he packed it the first time.”


  Rogers spritzed the Oban and the vodka, and Hunt switched on the ALS and pointed the silver wand at the bottles, bathing them in green light. Nothing fluoresced.


  “It’s at five fifty-five nanometers,” Hunt said.


  “Nini is a picky lady,” Rogers said. “Try six hundred.”


  Hunt dialed up the spectrum, and the light went from green to orange. It also brought out a dozen yellow prints on the Oban bottle, and three on the vodka.


  Rogers looked at them through a loupe.


  “Gloves on the vodka, at least seven different prints on the scotch.”


  I took another bottle out of the top box, and a bottle out of the box beneath it. Then I went to the shelves and pulled a few random bottles. We did another spray and glow.


  “All gloves on the new bottles, prints all over the old ones,” Rogers concluded.


  “The distributor doesn’t wear gloves,” I said, “and he packs the liquor himself. These should have prints on them, unless they’ve been wiped down or switched.”


  “But they don’t look like they’ve been opened.” Hunt pointed at the cap on the Perestroika. “The safety seal is still on.”


  She was right. And the jet injector, powerful as it was, couldn’t shoot through glass. I placed three identical bottles of vodka on the floor and looked at the fill levels. All of them were uneven by a wee bit. But was that the Chemist’s doing, or were all liquor bottles slightly off?


  I unscrewed the cap off of one.


  “Lieutenant,” Hunt said, “if you’re thinking of taking a shot, that’s a poor way to test for toxins.”


  Rogers raised his hand. “I’ll volunteer to try it.”


  I squinted at the cap. There didn’t seem to be any signs of tampering. I took a tentative sniff. Smelled like vodka.


  “Rogers, pass me that loupe.”


  I held it to my eye and saw a tiny crystal winking up at me on the rim. I ran my pinky—my only finger currently lacking a decent fingernail—around the inside of the cap, and felt a bit of roughness.


  “Unless the Perestroika master distillers use ground glass as a secret ingredient, I think we’ve found our toxic liquor. What else came with this shipment?” I asked Bob.


  “Oh dear oh dear. A few cases of beer, and some pop. It’s all in the cooler.”


  I ordered Rogers and Hunt to go with him, and I opened two more bottles, whiskey and rum. Each had overshot their recommended daily allowance of glass. I called the super.


  “It looks like Bains is the target. It’s the liquor. I’m going to shut everything down here.”


  “I’ll talk to your captain. We can let the reception go on anyway, bait a trap for the Chemist.”


  “I was thinking about that, but it’s too dangerous. There might be other things tampered with, and I don’t think Bains wants to use his son’s wedding for a sting operation.”


  “Agreed, Lieutenant. I’m glad I put you in charge of this case.”


  I was going to remind her that I wasn’t her first pick, or even her tenth pick, but instead I said, “Thanks, but it isn’t over yet.”


  I hung up and called the other team leaders to have them look for broken glass under bottle caps. Then it was huddle-time in the lobby for my team.


  “We’ve found what we believe to be contaminated liquor bottles. Talk to me, Reynolds.”


  “Perimeter is clear. No IEDs, no sightseers for a block in all directions.”


  “Rogers?”


  “Beer is bad. I looked at the bottle caps under high magnification, there are marks. Some two-liter bottles of soda have also been compromised.”


  “What else have we got?” I asked.


  A cop named Mathers said, “Nothing out of the ordinary in the kitchen. They had a few deliveries earlier today, nothing strange about them.”


  Another named Parker added, “No strangers prowling around. Staff is spooked, but that’s to be expected. Everyone here knows everyone else, no newbies in the group. We did catch two Latinos trying to sneak out the back door, but that’s because they thought we were Immigration.”


  “Okay, we’re still going to shut the place down. Mathers, I want you to—”


  “You can’t close us!” This from the worrisome Bob, of course. “We’ve got two events today! These people have counted on us to make this the most important day of their lives!”


  “Sorry, Bob. Can’t risk it.”


  “But you said the kitchen was fine! It’s only the liquor shipment that came today!”


  “We can’t take the chance.”


  Bob began to cry, then fled the lobby with his hands over his face, but not before running headfirst into a plaster reproduction of Michelangelo’s David. It was more sad than funny. After thirty seconds of uncomfortable silence, I picked up where I left off.


  “Mathers, get five guys to bag and tag the liquor bottles. We’re going to have to clean out the pantry, and the staff needs to be tested for BT as a precautionary —”


  Bob came galloping back into the lobby, with a large pan full of linguini. Noodles hung from his mouth.


  He yelled, “It’s fine!” or something similar. Hard to tell with all the food stuffed in his cheeks.


  There were no heroic attempts on behalf of my people to tackle Bob and wrench the linguini from his starch hole. No one screamed, “Spit it out, you idiot!” We all just watched, silently, as Bob chewed, swallowed, and didn’t die. When he finished, he held out both arms in a silent ta-da! No one applauded.


  “I’m trying the soup next,” Bob said, and trotted off.


  Captain Bains chose that opportune moment to call, spitting vitriol and threats before I said word one. When he paused to take a breath I cut in, explaining how everything went down.


  “And what’s Bob doing right now?” Bains asked when I finished.


  “He’s standing three feet away from me, eating a bowl of wedding ball soup.”


  Bob nodded vigorously and gave me a thumbs-up.


  “How does he look?”


  “Crazed.”


  “Sick? Poisoned?”


  “Not so far.”


  “Tell him if he tries everything on the menu and lives, we’ll go on as planned. And also tell him to run to Costco and pick up a truckload of liquor. My side of the family likes to drink.”


  “I’ll let you tell him that. How was the ceremony?”


  “The flowers look like shit. One of the big arrangements fell over during the vows, and the ring bearer is still screaming in fright. I’m going to hang the florist by his green thumbs and have everyone in my District take turns beating him with hoses.”


  “I’m glad it went well.”


  “I’m on my way there. Let me speak to Bob.”


  I passed the phone over to the manager, and informed my team that we’d just confiscate the liquor and beverages for now. Then I conferred wit. Reynolds.


  “Have you checked in with the SRTs at the other weddings?”


  “They all seem to be clear.”


  “Call them over here. I want a watch on the property, and I want two undercovers inside checking the guest list. It looks like Bains is going to jeopardize hundreds of lives to make his son happy.”


  “Can’t blame the guy. The bond between a father and a child is a powerful thing.”


  “Yeah,” I said, conjuring up the image of me and my father in Grant Park. “Nothing can break that bond.”


  A few minutes later I had my phone back, Manager Bob was noshing on a Caesar salad with anchovies, and Bains arrived and in no uncertain terms told everyone to get the hell out. I might have put up a fight if it was anyone other than my boss, and I might have even put up a fight with my boss, but the double vision had returned and I was so tired I could fall asleep standing up.


  Which is why I left Reynolds in charge and hopped in the car, ready to head home. It was only a little past noon, and I felt like I’d been awake for a year.


  I doubted we’d pick up the Chemist today. If he did stop by, all of the police vehicles still in the parking lot would scare him off. But I felt pretty good that we would eventually catch him. He’d gone through a lot of trouble and risk to steal the case files from Records. There had to be something in there worth protecting. And though Alger and his partner were dead, and those files were gone, the information they contained was still available if I dug deep enough.


  This wouldn’t end in a dramatic gun battle, or a climactic chase. It would end in a warrant and a quiet arrest. But it would end. I was sure of it.


  I took 290, heading back to my house. I was making damn good time too, so good, I might actually make the trip in less than an hour. I would take a shower, maybe do a little napping, then visit Latham.


  Which is why it was especially surprising to me when I exited on Harlem and headed north. Bensenville wasn’t north. The hospital wasn’t north. Elmwood Park was north. Elmwood Park, where Wilbur Martin Streng lived.


  “This isn’t a good time,” I said to myself.


  But I kept going, on my way to visit a man I thought died about forty years ago.
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CHAPTER 33


  The Chemist drives past Chateau Élan, sees the police brigade camped out in the parking lot, and doesn’t even slow down.


  The cops figured it out fast. Very fast. But it doesn’t matter. That’s only a side bet. The big wager hasn’t been placed yet.


  He thinks about tomorrow. If everything goes according to the Plan, the death toll will be in the tens of thousands. And there will be drastic aftereffects as well. Panic. Riots. Widespread terror. Crime will spin out of control, with no one to stop it.


  It’s more than simple revenge. It will teach the world an important lesson.


  And the best part of all is that no one will see it coming.


  He heads home to make the final preparations.
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CHAPTER 34


  What do you say to a dead man? I started with, “Hello.”


  Elmwood Park blended into Chicago on the west side. It was small but densely packed, predominantly white middle-class, mostly residential. Wilbur Streng lived in a small beige house on a small piece of property, bordered on either side by equally small houses, at Belden and Seventy-third. There was room for me to park on the street legally, but I chose a hydrant out of habit.


  I didn’t need to psych myself up, or check my makeup, or consider what I was going to say. I was on autopilot, acting without thinking. After parking, I walked up to his door and pressed the bell, and a minute later an old man answered.


  I expected some sort of emotion on my part, some sort of internal dam breaking. But I felt nothing. The person standing before me didn’t look anything like the memories, or photos, I had of my father. He was stooped with age, which put him at my height. More liver spots on his head than hair. Thick glasses, and a lot of loose skin on the face and neck. Slightly built, but with a small pot belly.


  “Figured you’d come by someday. Might as well come in.”


  And then the dam broke. I’d forgotten what he sounded like. Is that odd? To forget a parent’s voice? But when he spoke, I realized I hadn’t forgotten it at all. I could never forget it. That voice had read me countless bedtime stories, had answered my questions about lions and thunder and airplanes, had helped me with my homework, had said I love you so many times. That same voice had bought me three ice creams and never gotten angry.


  My father’s voice. Dad’s voice.


  I felt my throat begin to tickle and my chest get heavy, but I stayed outwardly calm.


  “You … know who I am?”


  “Saw you on TV, many times. In the paper too. Your mother finally tell you?”


  “She told me you were dead.”


  He nodded. “It was easier that way. You coming in?”


  I wasn’t sure if I wanted to. Still, my feet followed his into the house, and the door closed behind me with a surreal, otherworldly feeling.


  The house was dark, clean. It smelled of lemon polish and cigar smoke. We passed a living room with a leather couch, a TV, an old hi-fi. Paintings on the wall, mostly of wooded landscapes, in heavy ornate frames that were popular in the ‘70s. Lots of wood paneling. Lots of wood everything. The kitchen was also done in brown, tile and wallpaper. Tidy, but without any overt personality.


  “Would you like coffee? I have some from earlier.”


  He indicated the green percolator on the counter. I didn’t want coffee, but I suddenly felt uncomfortable and I wanted to have something to do with my hands.


  “Coffee is fine.”


  “Cream or sugar?”


  “Black.”


  He grunted, like he expected that, and took a mug out of the drying rack in the sink.


  “Got this machine about thirty years ago. Still brews a decent cup.”


  So he didn’t abandon appliances, only families. He handed me the mug, and I was grateful for the warmth.


  “Your mother tell you why?” he asked. He sat across from me at the kitchen table.


  “She wrote a letter. You said you hated her, hated me, and didn’t want to have anything to do with us ever again.”


  Wilbur grunted again.


  “Is that true?” I asked.


  “No. I was always fond of you, and your mother. It hurt like hell to leave.”


  “So why did you?”


  “I had to.”


  I pushed down the anger, which was gathering like a storm in my head.


  “Another woman?” I asked.


  Wilbur laughed.


  “No. If that were the case, I would have told your mother.”


  “So what happened? You woke up one morning, decided you no longer wanted the responsibility?”


  Wilbur stared at me for a long time, and for a moment I wondered if he’d died with his eyes open. I was almost ready to reach out and feel his pulse, when he said, “How is your mother doing?”


  “She’s doing fine. And you’re avoiding the question.”


  “I suppose I am. I’ve … thought about this moment. Many times. You, being here. Sometimes you’re yelling at me, screaming. Sometimes you’re crying. Sometimes you even pull a gun on me. I always start off by trying to explain how things were different back in the sixties. It’s not like it is today. Men were expected to act like men. I could have done the easy thing. I could have stayed and lived a lie.”


  Some anger seeped out. “You’re acting like leaving your family was courageous.”


  “You asked me if I no longer wanted the responsibility. I always wanted the responsibility.” Wilbur’s eyes got glassy. “The day you were born, I promised to—”


  “Stop.”


  “—take care of you, forever. I made that same promise to your mother, on our wedding day.”


  “Which is why you abandoned us, left us with nothing.” I folded my arms. “You never tried to contact us, never gave us a dime.”


  Wilbur stood up, walked to the percolator, and took a fresh mug from the cabinet. He poured himself some coffee, sipped it slowly.


  “It was easier to walk out of your lives than have you and your mother deal with … everything. I had to play the bad guy.”


  “Why?”


  “Because the truth would have hurt more.”


  “And what is the truth?”


  Wilbur didn’t answer. I decided I’d had enough of this. It was only making me angry. I stood up.


  “Thanks for the coffee, Dad. Maybe we can do this again in another forty years.”


  “Jacqueline, wait …”


  I left the kitchen, walked down the hall, and noticed some pictures hanging on the wall. One was a baby photo of me. I pulled it down and stared at it.


  “Why do you have this?” I yelled. “You don’t deserve to have this.”


  I wasn’t sure if I should keep it or throw it across the room, when I noticed another picture on the wall, of my father and another man, both wearing tuxedos. By the size of the lapels, this was mid-1970s. Wilbur was smiling, and so was the other man, who had his arm around my father’s waist.


  And all of my anger vanished, as if a trapdoor had been pulled under it. I took the frame off the wall and walked back into the kitchen.


  “You’re gay,” I said.


  Wilbur opened his mouth, then closed it. He did this a few times, like a fish in a net, before he finally spoke.


  “I think I always knew. But I spent the first thirty years of my life denying it. Fighting it. Unable to accept it. Homosexuality was considered a weakness back then. A lack of self-control. Or a disease.”


  Wilbur smiled, but it was tinged with pain.


  “The University of Chicago had an experimental program at the time. I went once a week to get shocked. Electrocuted. Aversion therapy, they called it. They showed me gay images, had me read gay literature, and then gave me a jolt. Barbaric, by today’s standards. So much has changed.”


  “Mom didn’t know?” I asked softly.


  “No. And I couldn’t tell her. Not only because of the ridicule she would have gotten from her friends, her family. But it would have really hurt her. She would have felt like it was her fault, that she wasn’t trying hard enough, that she made some kind of mistake. It would have been a much harder rejection for her than me leaving because I was an uncaring bastard.”


  I looked at the tuxedo picture again. Saw how happy he looked.


  “Did you …”


  “I never cheated on your mother. Not once. But I couldn’t give her what she needed. If I’d stayed with you, I would have been living a lie, and we all would have been miserable as a result.”


  “But what about me?” I asked, my voice very small.


  “Your mother told you I was dead. How could I visit you? I sent money, of course, kept sending it up until you graduated from college.”


  Now my eyes were glassy too.


  “How responsible of you.”


  “I’m sorry, Jacqueline.”


  I turned away, unwilling to let him see me cry.


  “When I got older. When I grew up. Why didn’t you ever try to contact me?”


  “I meant to. I always meant to.”


  I wiped my cheeks.


  “I have to go now.”


  “Please stay.”


  I looked at him.


  “Forty years, Wilbur. You missed out on my entire life.”


  “I can’t tell you how hard it’s been. At least you thought I was dead. I knew you were alive. I’ve spent more time thinking about you than most fathers actually spend with their children. Every morning I’d wake up and think about calling you, about talking to you.”


  “But you didn’t call.” The tears were really coming now. “I found out you were alive, and I came. You knew I was alive, and never came.”


  “Jacqueline …”


  I whispered, “I wouldn’t have cared that you were gay.”


  “Please stay …”


  “Good-bye, Wilbur.”


  I walked out of his tidy little house, went to my car, and cried the entire way to the hospital.


  Latham was asleep when I arrived. I held his hand and thanked the universe that he was most certainly heterosexual and decided that when we got married, I wanted to have my reception at Chateau Élan because the staff was certainly dedicated.


  And when the wedding was over, I’d send Wilbur a picture of me in my dress and write See what else you missed on the back.
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CHAPTER 35


  The doorbell woke me up. It was still strange to hear a doorbell, having spent my entire adult life in apartments. I peeked at the digital, noted it was almost nine a.m., and calculated that I’d gotten a full eight hours of sleep. After leaving the hospital late last night, I picked up a frozen pizza and a six-pack of Goose Island IPA and finished both of them, then ordered a bunch of crap from HSN that I didn’t need. If memory served, one of the items was a vacuum cleaner that could suck up a bowling ball. This was incredibly important, as most homes in North America are just filthy with bowling balls.


  Another doorbell ring. I peeled myself out of bed, wincing because everything hurt, including my head. I had on one of Latham’s T-shirts, big enough to come down to my knees, and I deemed that suitable as greeting wear. That is, until I looked through the peephole and saw who was at the door.


  “Hurry up, Jackie! I gotta use the can!”


  Harry McGlade. Dressed in the traditional Harry outfit of an expensive suit, wrinkled beyond belief, and a Bogart hat. I rolled my eyes. I’d forgotten today was PoliceFest. Maybe if I didn’t answer, he’d go away.


  “I know you’re in there. Your car is parked in the driveway. Open up or I’ll piss in your mailbox.”


  I had no doubt he’d do it too. I opened the door.


  “Jesus, Jackie, I just spent an hour on the expressway with an Ultra-Mega Big Gulp. My bladder is so full, it’s putting pressure on my heart. Where’s the bathroom?”


  “Straight back, to the right,” I told him. “Don’t touch anything. Especially the towels.”


  I went into the bedroom and changed into some baggy button-fly Yanuk jeans, Nikes, and an oversized Gap golf shirt. Rather than futz with my hair, I opted for a Cubs baseball cap, pulling my ponytail through the hole in the back. I probably could have used a shower, but I was afraid to leave McGlade unattended in my home for any period of time.


  After washing my face and carefully brushing my teeth—my lower lip was still sore—I found McGlade in the kitchen. Every cabinet was open, and he was poking through a Tupperware container, transferring a handful of something to his mouth.


  “These are all you have to eat in this entire house,” he said between bites, “and I think they’re spoiled.”


  “Really? I just bought them last week.”


  “They taste like ass.”


  “The cat likes them.”


  He stared at the cat treats and frowned.


  “This is cat food?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Liver and onion?” he ventured.


  “Liver and tuna.”


  He set the container down on the counter. “You got any mints?”


  “No. Sorry.”


  “How about floss?”


  “Bathroom cabinet.”


  He scurried off. I sniffed the treats, shuddered, and put them back in the cabinet. Then I closed all the other cabinet doors, poured a large glass of water, and drank it while silently dreading PoliceFest. Last year it had been held in Indiana, and I’d gone with Herb and his wife at their insistence. It was a crowded, hot, loud event, with carnival rides, face painting, pricey beer and hot dogs, and a lot of macho boxing and shooting contests. I snagged second place in one of the shooting contests, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed myself.


  Harry returned, scowling.


  “Were you telling the truth about the cat treats?” he asked.


  “No.”


  He seemed relieved. “They’re not for cats?”


  “Yes, they are. But they’re not fresh. I bought them a year ago, and my cat hates them.”


  I heard a humming sound, and noted that McGlade had clenched his robotic hand into a fist. While he was annoyed, I hit him with more bad news.


  “I’m driving.”


  “No way. I’m a guy. We can’t let chicks drive. It’s a form of castration.”


  “Well, pick up your balls. We’re leaving.”


  I double-checked to make sure Mr. Friskers had food and water, and then walked past Harry and out the front door. He tagged along behind me like a puppy.


  “I wanna drive.”


  “Not gonna happen.”


  “Did you see my Vette? It’s fast.”


  “I bet.”


  “Why can’t I drive?”


  “Because I’m driving.”


  I got behind the wheel, and Harry sat next to me.


  “Your car sucks.”


  “I know.”


  “Can I park the Vette in your garage?”


  “Garage door is broken.”


  “Your house sucks.”


  “I know.”


  I pulled out of the driveway, and Harry began to mess with my radio. Better the radio than listening to him talk. Unfortunately, he switched it off after only listening to three bars of “Freebird” by Skynard.


  “Your radio sucks.”


  “Let’s try being quiet for a while, okay?”


  He lasted a whole two minutes.


  “I’ve started to write poetry,” Harry said.


  Lord help me.


  “That’s nice.”


  “It helps me deal, you know, with the pain.”


  “VD?” I asked.


  “Of losing my hand. There isn’t much physical pain anymore. It’s on permanently. They did a bone graft. Carbon fibers. Want to see where it’s attached?”


  “No.”


  He showed me anyway, peeling up the latex covering, pointing to his wrist where the scar tissue met the prosthesis. It wasn’t as ugly as I imagined.


  “Gotta keep rubbing antiperspirant around the edges, because the latex gets hot and I sweat like crazy. Inside the hand, along with the mechanical parts, are myoelectric sensors, attached to my nerves and muscles. If I concentrate on open “—I heard a mechanical whir, and Harry’s thumb and fingers separated—”and close, the fingers move. Only three of the fingers are actually robotic. The ring finger and the pinky just go along for the ride. It’s pretty strong, though. See?”


  McGlade gripped my dashboard with the prosthesis, and his fingers punched right through.


  “Harry!”


  “Don’t worry. I’m okay. It doesn’t hurt at all.”


  I looked at the damage, realized it was no big loss, and turned onto I-190, passing O’Hare and heading for Skokie. Harry was mercifully quiet for a few seconds.


  “So, do you want to hear some of my poetry?”


  “No.”


  “A short one.”


  “No.”


  “It’s really short.”


  “I don’t care how short it is, I don’t want to hear it.”


  A few seconds ticked by.


  “Want to see my new phone?”


  “No.”


  He tugged it out of his wrinkly blazer just the same.


  “It’s a phone, a camera, a PDA, and it can even surf the Internet.”


  “Have you been tested for ADD?” I asked.


  He pressed a few buttons, and a loud feminine moan came from the device.


  “This is a good Web site. BubbleBooty.com. It costs twenty bucks a month, but you get free fifteen-second previews of all their movies. So who needs to join?”


  More moaning, and then the sound of a donkey braying.


  “Or check this out.”


  He stuck the camera in my face, and there was a blinding flash.


  “Jesus, McGlade!”


  “High rez, 1500 dpi. Look at that clarity. I can count the pores on your nose. Well, I could, if I had all day.”


  “It’s quiet time again,” I said. “Let’s see if we can be quiet for the whole rest of the ride, okay?”


  Quiet time lasted less than a minute.


  “Just like the old days, isn’t it, Jackie? Cruising down the highway. Me and you. Young cops with bad attitudes. We had some fun times, didn’t we?”


  “Not really.”


  I watched peripherally as Harry tried to adjust the air-conditioning vent using his prosthesis, and snapped it right off. He pondered it for a moment, checked to see if I noticed, and then hid it under his seat.


  “I don’t regret quitting the force.”


  “You didn’t quit. You were kicked off.”


  “I don’t miss it. It’s not like PI work. Someone hires me to do a job, I get paid, they’re grateful. Not like being a cop. Too many people hate you. Like all the traps in that house the other night. Someone had to really hate the department to set all that up. I heard it was a cop’s house too.”


  Something itched at the back of my head, but I couldn’t quite scratch it.


  “This guy has killed a lot of cops,” I admitted. I thought about Sardina, and Roxy, and the two Cicero officers. Plus all of the incidental police officer poisonings; three died at the Sammy’s, and twelve more became sick eating at various locations around the city. Hell, the Chemist even spread his toxins at the German deli only a block away from …


  “The one-five.”


  “You say something?” Harry asked. He was using his prosthesis to touch himself in a private place.


  “Can you not fondle yourself in my front seat?”


  “Just making a minor adjustment. It’s kind of strange, because it feels like someone else’s hand.”


  “Shut up for a minute.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m thinking. Just be quiet.”


  “I was being quiet. You’re the one who started talking.”


  “Harry, shut the hell up.”


  “Boy, you’re bitchy. Don’t they have hormones for after menopause?”


  I tuned him out, concentrating on all of the restaurants and grocery stores the Chemist had poisoned. As I ticked them off, one by one, I realized that there had been a pattern all along.


  “Each store was within a block of a police station.”


  “Huh?” McGlade had gone back to adjusting himself.


  “The police. The Chemist was targeting the police all along. Even the wedding—Captain Bains’s son. Why the hell didn’t I see it before?”


  “Because you’re functionally retarded?” Harry offered. “Going senile? Have Alzheimer’s disease? Personally, I wouldn’t mind Alzheimer’s. You buy one magazine, and you’re entertained for the rest of your life.”


  I drew in a sharp breath, having one of those rare moments where everything suddenly came together. If the Chemist truly wanted to hurt some cops, he needed to strike where there was a large concentration of us in a small area.


  “PoliceFest,” I whispered.


  More than twenty thousand cops, plus another twenty thousand family members and visitors, all in the same place at the same time.


  “I think I broke your radio,” Harry said, handing me a knob with his rubber hand.


  I jammed down the accelerator. While it wasn’t enough to pin us to our seats, I was pushing eighty soon enough.


  “What the hell are you doing, Jackie?”


  “I’m praying,” I told him. “Praying that I’m wrong.”
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CHAPTER 36


  The Village of Skokie covered roughly ten square miles. It was one of Chicago’s larger suburbs, with a population of over sixty thousand, bordering the city on the north side.


  I was burning some serious rubber, edging the car up into the nineties, and the. I had to stop very quickly. Traffic had gone from open to insane. The Touhy ramp off of I -94 was backed up for at least a mile, bumper to bumper. All because o. PoliceFest.


  “McGlade, grab my cherry—”


  I regretted saying it as soon as it breached my lips, but before I could qualify it he’d already answered, “I think I’m about thirty-five years too late for that, Jackie.”


  “The red and blue light, smart-ass. In the backseat, on the floor.”


  He fished around for it and set it on his lap.


  “They still use these things?”


  “The classics are still the best. Plug it in and stick it to the roof.”


  McGlade put the cord into my cigarette lighter, and it turned on and began to spin, flashing colors.


  “My key chain light is brighter than this stupid thing.”


  “Just put it on the roof.”


  “What is that? Is that a suction cup?”


  “The roof, McGlade!”


  I hit the gas and pulled onto the shoulder, spraying gravel. McGlade leaned out the window and attached the cherry to the top of my car. When he finished, he sat back down and buckled his seat belt.


  “Where’s the siren?” he asked.


  “No siren.”


  McGlade seemed to consider it.


  “Want me to stick my head out the window and go woo-woo-woo ?”


  I hopped back onto the street, buzzed through the red light, and swung east onto Touhy, missing a pickup truck by a good two feet.


  “Did you pull down the little lever on the suction cup?” I asked, swerving to avoid the SUV ahead of me.


  “There was a lever?”


  I tapped my brakes, and the cherry bounced off my hood and onto the sidewalk, where it hit a mailbox and splintered into a million little red and blue pieces.


  “Hell.” I frowned. “That thing was vintage.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You can hire a midget to sit on your roof and hold a lava lamp. You’d get the same effect.”


  I passed a Jeep, hit the horn, and took a right onto Lincoln.


  “How old is this car?” McGlade asked. “It’s a model made before airbags, isn’t it?”


  “Just go limp at impact. It’s the same thing.”


  I heard a whirring sound, and chanced a look. McGlade had locked his hand onto the door grip. I smiled, and pinned the speedometer.


  “McGlade, what street is the festival on?”


  “Pratt and Central Park Avenue. You could drop me off wherever, though. Up here is fine. Or here. Or at that nail salon. I was thinking about doing my nails.”


  I zipped past the nail salon, breezed through a yellow light, and hung a left onto Pratt. Then I hit the brakes.


  Yellow saw horses blocked off the street, a thick wall of people milling around behind them. Thousands of people.


  “Parking is going to be a bitch,” Harry said.


  He was right. And because a lot of these folks were cops, all of the hydrants were already taken. I stopped in the middle of the street, dug my ankle holster—complete with AMT—out of my purse, and put my leg up onto the steering wheel to strap it on. Naturally, McGlade had to comment on this.


  “You’re pretty flexible for an old chick. Can you put your foot behind your head? I dated this girl once. Well, not really dated. “


  I grabbed my purse, hopped out of the car, and waded into the crowd. It was elbow to elbow, a carnival that seemed to go on forever, complete with music and rides and plenty of food. Besides the prerequisite amount of coptosterone, there were also plenty of women and children, and every third person was eating or drinking something. Beer. Lemonade. Corn on the cob. Hot dogs. Nachos. If the Chemist was going to unleash his toxins at this event, a lot of people would die.


  I pushed my way up to a popcorn vendor and asked who was in charge. He had no idea, but offered me a program. I folded out the map and studied the gigantic layout. The information booth was dead center. I moved as fast as I could, which wasn’t very fast at all. I literally had to force my way through people, enduring a slew of unhappy stares and a few off-color remarks.


  “So what’s the rush anyway?” Harry had somehow caught up and was right behind me. “You think this poison guy is going to try something?”


  “I don’t know. There’s a good chance he did something. This guy hates cops, and here’s a chance to kill a bunch at once.”


  “Think he did something to the soft pretzels?”


  “I don’t know.”


  McGlade shoved a large pretzel under my nose.


  “Take a bite, tell me if it’s safe.”


  I knocked it aside, pushed over to the edge of the crowd, and walked along the perimeter, which was much quicker.


  “Lots of people,” McGlade said. He’d risked it; his mouth was full of pretzel. “Whaddaya think? Thirty thousand? Forty? Be tough to poison this many people.”


  Harry had a point. So many different vendors, it would be an impossible feat to hit all of them, or even half of them. If I wanted to kill a bunch of people here, how would I do it? Gas? I spied a helium tank being used to fill balloons. I also noted a cooling-off station, which sprayed a fine mist of cool water onto people who walked beneath it. The problem with either was speed. The poison would have to be slow-acting, so as many people as possible could become infected before panic made the rest flee, or instantaneous, getting as many people as possible at once.


  “How about a crop duster?” McGlade said. “He could swoop down, trailing gas.”


  Harry pretended his fake hand was an airplane and made zooming sounds as he flew it around. I double-checked the map, decided that this was the midpoint, and forced myself back into the masses. The information booth was appropriately crowded, and I marched to the front of the line and said, “Who’s in charge?”


  The guy behind the counter folded his arms.


  “This isn’t the end of the line, lady.”


  “I’m a cop,” I told him.


  “It’s PoliceFest. Everyone here is a cop.”


  The people I’d cut in front of echoed the statement.


  “Look,” I said, lowering my voice. “I’m on the Chemist case. Have you heard of it? I think he’s here, and he’s going to kill a bunch of people. Now, who is in charge?”


  “Jim. Jim Czajkowski. I’ll call him.”


  He used the walkie-talkie attached to his belt buckle. A minute later a short, slightly pudgy man with a waxed handlebar mustache stepped into the booth.


  “I’m Jim, Skokie PD. What’s going on?”


  I leaned in and spoke softly. “We have reason to believe that this festival might be the target of a terrorist attack. Have you noticed anything unusual?”


  “Not really. I mean, setting up an event like this is a nightmare. There are always snags.”


  “What kind of snags?”


  “Well, the music tent has collapsed twice. The garbage cans are filling up faster than expected. Some moron drank too much and cracked open his skull.”


  “Are you sure it was alcohol?”


  “I’m sure. He got into a drinking contest with his buddies.”


  “Anything else out of the ordinary? Problems? Complaints? Maybe from before the festival started?”


  “There’s that damn portable toilet truck.”


  Where had I recently heard about portable toilets? Herb. He was searching for a stolen truck.


  “What about the truck?”


  “Parked here real early this morning, right in the middle of everything, but didn’t unload. All of those Porta Potties are sitting up there, just taking up space. We can’t even take them down ourselves, because they’re wrapped up in chains.”


  “Show me.”


  Jim led the way. Harry once again fell into step behind me, this time eating a hot dog. We walked past a. Tilt-A-Whirl, a ring toss booth, and the aforementioned music tent, which appeared to have collapsed again. Eventually, we wound up behind a row of carny game booths on a small patch of dirt, next to a semi with a flatbed trailer attached. Stacked on the trailer were thirty-six portable toilets.


  “Yipes!” McGlade said. “Johns!”


  Jim spit onto the grass. “Someone just drove them up and left them there. And look at the way they’re chained together.”


  I moved closer and agreed it went above and beyond simply securing them to the trailer. The heavy gauge chains formed a net around the toilets, and there were thick padlocks wherever two chains intersected. It would take an hour just to unlock them all.


  I pulled out my cell phone and called Herb.


  “Hi, Jack. I heard about the Bains wedding. Nice work.”


  “Thanks. That stolen Porta Potty truck, was it a flatbed, red Peterbilt cab?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Are you at the fest?”


  “Bernice and I are in the music tent, watching the volunteers wrestle with the collapsing canvas. Why?”


  “I think I found your truck. I’m to the west of you maybe fifty yards, behind the Tilt-A-Whirl.”


  “I’ll be right there.”


  McGlade had climbed up to the driver’s side of the cab and was peering in the window.


  “Hey, Jackie. Maybe you should take a look at this.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s a clock.”


  “Most trucks have clocks, McGlade.”


  “This one is counting down. It’s at 18:52 …51 …50 …”


  That didn’t sound good. Not at all. I turned to Jim. “We need some tools. Bolt cutters, a saw, anything to get through these chains. Is there a PA system?”


  “There’s one in the music tent.”


  “Use it. Get some bomb squad guys over here.”


  Jim made a face. “If I go on the mike and say we need the bomb squad, people are going to panic. You ever see a human stampede?”


  “Announce that it’s time for the Bomb Squad Beer Keg Defusing Contest or something stupid like that. Snag the first guy that shows up.”


  Jim trotted off, and I pulled myself up onto the flatbed and cautiously approached one of the portable toilets. It was an aqua green color, made of fiberglass, about seven feet tall, and had a padlock on the door. The thing wouldn’t budge, even when I leaned into it, hard. I wrapped my knuckles on the side and there was a dull thump, like it was full of something. I knelt down and tried to pry away the door using the lower corner. I couldn’t get my fingers in the crack.


  But I knew who could.


  “McGlade! Come here!”


  “Where are you?”


  “Next to the toilets!”


  “I don’t have to go right now.”


  I clenched my teeth, remembered that he had the emotional maturity of a three-year-old, and forced myself to relax.


  “Harry, you do want me to talk to the mayor, right?”


  He sauntered over and stared up at me.


  “What do you need, baby? Moral support?”


  “You think you can crack one of these things open using your hand?”


  “Maybe.”


  He tried to pull himself onto the trailer, but couldn’t get a leg up over the edge. I had to help him.


  “Whoa. I need to rest for a minute. Be a good girl and run get me a lemonade.”


  “Dammit, Harry, we don’t have time for you to play around. See if you can open up one of these.”


  He sighed, crawled over to the toilet, and rolled up his sleeve. I watched, both fascinated and revolted, as he peeled off the flesh-colored rubber, revealing a curved metal claw with one lower thumb and two upper fingers.


  “Here, Jackie. Hold my hand.”


  He tossed me the rubber cover, and I flinched and it fell at my feet. McGlade didn’t notice. He’d gripped the lower corner of the Porta Potti and I saw his lips whisper, “Close.” The fiberglass made a cracking sound, then splintered inward.


  “Aw, Christ. That’s disgusting. Open.”


  When McGlade retrieved the claw, it was covered with a brown, pasty goop. He stared at it, scowling, and then tentatively brought it under his nose.


  “What the hell is this stuff? Smells kind of like gasoline.”


  I walked up to him, though I could honestly say it was the last thing in the world I wanted to do. The stuff on his hand had the consistency of toothpaste, and was a brownish gray with various-sized flecks of white and silver.


  “Taste it.” Harry stuck his claw under my chin. “Lemme know if it’s poisonous.”


  I shoved him aside and bent down to look into the hole he made. The smell of gas was even stronger, and some of the stuff had poured out onto the trailer. Mixed in with the gunk was a one-inch nail.


  “Don’t touch it!”


  McGlade and I looked behind us. Jim was hurrying over with a tall black guy wearing a T -shirt that said If I Get One More Restraining Order I’m Gonna Kill Someone.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “I’m Murray. CPD, bomb squad.”


  Murray hopped onto the trailer with much more ease and grace than McGlade, and crouched down next to me. He peered into the hole.


  “This is ANFO. Not commercial quality. Looks homemade. But competent. There’s aluminum in here. An accelerant.”


  “It also has nails in it,” I said. “Shrapnel?”


  “Probably. Shit, that’s bad.”


  “Question.” McGlade raised up an arm. “What’s ANFO?”


  “It’s a high explosive. Ammonium nitrate fertilizer mixed with fuel oil. It’s what Timothy McVeigh used for the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995.”


  “Oh my God,” McGlade said. He put his good hand on my shoulder. “I’m so glad we took your car.”


  I thought about the last thing the Chemist said to me on the phone. I had a blast. When he told me he wasn’t going to poison anyone else, that had been the truth.


  “Isn’t this hard to get?” I asked.


  “A few states have restricted policies for buying ammonium nitrate, and some require additives that make it difficult to weaponize. Unfortunately, Illinois isn’t one of those states. The process isn’t very easy, and it isn’t very well-known, but anyone can learn how to make ANFO on the Internet. Luckily, most people get the proportions wrong and blow themselves up.”


  Murray knocked on the next toilet over, and then the one behind it.


  “Are all of these full?”


  “We haven’t checked. But there’s a timer in the cab.”


  “What’s the timer at?”


  “Probably about fourteen minutes left.”


  He hopped off the trailer bed. I followed him.


  “Can you jimmy open a truck door?” I asked.


  “Yeah.”


  Murray picked up a concrete block being used as tent ballast and crashed it through the driver’s-side window. A moment later he was in the cab, cradling the timer in his hands.


  “Bad news. This isn’t the timer. It’s just a countdown clock, probably synched to the timer, to show the detonation time to the driver. I’m guessing the real timer and detonator are buried in one of those porta stanks.”


  McGlade laughed. “Heh heh. Porta stank .”


  “Can you disarm it?” I asked.


  “Maybe, if we could find it in time. It might be nothing more than a few sticks of dynamite and a blasting cap. But it’s buried in one of those things. Opening all of them up, digging through them, could take hours.”


  “So what should we do?”


  “We have to get everyone out of here.”


  “Evacuate?” Jim said. “There are over forty thousand people at this festival.”


  “Well, we need to get all of them away from here within the next thirteen minutes and forty-three seconds.”


  “How bad is this?” I asked.


  “As bad as it gets. When this thing blows, it’s going to kill everyone in a one-mile radius.”
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CHAPTER 37


  14 minutes


  Did you say a one-mile radius?” Everyone turned to look at Herb Benedict, who was standing behind us. He wore a blue Hawaiian shirt and khaki shorts, and his plump wife, Bernice, was at his side, equally attired.


  “Don’t worry, fatso,” McGlade said. “You’ll probably bounce free of the explosion.”


  Herb reached for his hip holster, but his wife held his arm back.


  “We need to get everyone away from here.” On impulse I looked around. People everywhere, at least a mile thick. To get all of them a safe distance was—


  “Impossible,” Jim said. “We’d never get them all away in time. And if we tried, hundreds would get trampled trying to get away.”


  Murray looked scared, which scared me, because bomb guys weren’t supposed to look scared.


  “No one will get away in time.” Murray’s voice was soft and low. “A pound of ANFO can make a crater a yard deep and kick debris ninety feet away. We’ve got about eighteen tons of ANFO here. This thing is maybe ten times the size of the Oklahoma City bomb, and it’s out in the open with nothing to damper the blast but people. Human tissue won’t do much to stop nails moving at thirty-five hundred meters per second.”


  Everyone leaned away from the truck, and Jim actually took a few steps back.


  “Someone drove it in.” I forced myself to touch the trailer. “Maybe we can drive it somewhere safe. Anyplace around here that might work? Jim, Skokie is your town.”


  “I … I don’t know. Look, we all should leave.” Jim was sweating, and he looked ready to bolt. “When this thing blows—”


  “Answer the question.” Herb’s voice was hard.


  “There’s … um … there’s a few golf courses …”


  “What’s around them?” Murray asked.


  “Um … houses. Residential areas.”


  McGlade snorted. “This entire town is one big residential area. If you’re going to dump this someplace, at least pick a rich neighborhood. They’re insured.”


  Herb scowled at him. “You got any better ideas, Lefty?”


  “Lake Michigan,” Harry said. “The water absorbs the energy of the blast, and it also creates some new beachfront property.”


  Jim shook his head. “The lake is too far away. You won’t make it in time.”


  “Rivers?” I asked. “Big holes? Tunnels? Stadiums?”


  “Bomb shelters?” McGlade added.


  “A river would be good,” Murray said. “ANFO isn’t water resistant. If it’s soaked, it might limit the force of the blast.”


  “How close is the Chicago River?” Herb asked.


  “It’s about—wait … the plant. The Northside Water Reclamation Plant.”


  “What is that? Sewage treatment?”


  Jim nodded. “Yeah. It’s about two miles away. It’s big. And it’s all concrete. Some of those settling tanks are deep too.”


  “What’s around it?” Herb asked.


  “Some offices, south of Howard Street. On the west, homes, but not too many. North is a country club, east, a factory, but it will be closed today. So will the offices.”


  “Okay, Jim, listen carefully. You need to get in touch with the plant, clear them out, and have someone from there call me. You also have to warn the country club and the residents in those houses. Evacuate them, or have them get in their basements.”


  I gave Jim my phone number, and he programmed it into his phone and began making calls.


  “You’re the one going?” Herb’s chubby face was pinched with anger.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  He folded his arms. “Since when can you drive a semi?”


  “How hard can it be?”


  “Can you even drive stick shift?”


  Now I folded my arms. “I’ve seen other people. I think I can figure it out.”


  Harry shook his head. “Even if you can drive stick shift, a truck is an entirely different animal. It’s a ten-speed manual transmission, and it’s not synchronized like a car.”


  “Can you drive this semi?” Herb asked him.


  McGlade waved his robotic hand in Herb’s face.


  “Sure I can, Einstein. I’ll shift gears with my ass.”


  “How about you use that big mouth of yours instead?” Herb said. “I bet it’s been on quite a few gearshifts in the past.”


  McGlade’s eyebrows creased, and then he started to laugh. “That one was actually pretty good.”


  I put my hand on Harry’s shoulder, drawing his attention. “What if I helped you shift?”


  “It’s too hard, Jackie. You have to match the engine revs with the transmission revs. There’s a rhythm to it. You mess it up, you can stall out, or even strip the gears. Plus steering the damn thing is a bitch.”


  Herb said, “You’re a coward.”


  McGlade nodded. “There’s also that.”


  “Harry, if you save forty thousand people, half of them cops, I’m sure the mayor would let you have a liquor license in the middle of the goddamn Lincoln Park Zoo.”


  A sly grin formed on Harry’s unshaven face. “In the zoo? You think?”


  “I’ve done some calculations.” Murray had a calculator in his big hands. I guess bombies didn’t travel without one. “You’ll need to be a mile away after you leave the truck, so if someone follows you in a car, you’d need at least ninety seconds to get out of there to have a chance at surviving.”


  Herb nodded. “I can do that.”


  I asked, “Do what?”


  “I’ll meet you guys there, drive you to safety.”


  “Herb …” Bernice and I said in unison.


  “If you two can get the truck to the plant, I’ll be there to pick you up.” Herb kissed his wife on the forehead. “It’ll be okay, dear.”


  Bernice put her hands on his cheeks. She’d begun to cry.


  “I’m warning you, Herb Benedict. If you get yourself blown up, I’m going to date younger men.”


  McGlade raised his hand. “I’m younger. And with me, there’s no risk of smothering to death.”


  “How safe is this stuff to haul?” I asked, eyeing Herb to make sure he didn’t shoot McGlade.


  “ANFO is pretty stable,” Murray said. “It won’t ignite even if you fire a few bullets into it. It should be safe to transport. Just try to avoid any major collisions.”


  “We’ll try our best.”


  “Is there anything else I can do?” Murray asked.


  “Clear a path from here to the street. We need to get these people out of the way so we can get through.” I looked at Harry. “Are you out or are you in?”


  “You sure I’ll get a liquor license?”


  “I guarantee the mayor will be there for the ribbon-cutting ceremony.”


  McGlade grinned. “Ten-four, good buddy. Let’s get it into gear and put the hammer down.”


  “Okay, it’s a go.” I looked at the cab and frowned. “Does anyone know how to hot-wire a semi?”
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CHAPTER 38


  9 minutes


  We wasted too much time trying to start the truck. McGlade tore open the steering column housing and tried crossing several different wires, but all he accomplished was turning the dashboard lights on and off.


  Herb stuck his head in the door. “It’s the red wires.”


  “I’m crossing the red wires. It isn’t doing anything.”


  I watched the timer count down and felt myself getting sicker and sicker.


  “Are you sure they’re crossed?” Herb said.


  “They’re crossed! You want to squeeze your fat ass up here again and take a look?”


  “You’ve got the truck in second gear.”


  “It’s supposed to be in second gear. If you don’t stop bugging me, I’m going to stick my claw so far up your—”


  From behind us: “Is there a brown wire?”


  Someone else had joined the party. A tall woman, young, brunette, tattoos on bare arms, named Renée Davidson. Bernice had apparently gone off and brought back someone who knew what the hell she was doing.


  “Yeah,” McGlade said. “There’s a brown one.”


  Davidson climbed onto the foot platform, next to the driver’s-side door.


  “The red ones are the ignition wires, the brown one is the starter wire. Strip the brown one and touch it to the reds.”


  “Stripping is kind of a problem one-handed. Porky had to strip the other ones, and he almost got stuck.”


  “Let me give it a try,” Davidson offered.


  “Sure. We won’t have to grease your hips first.”


  McGlade scooted over. Davidson removed the folding knife clipped to her belt, bent under the steering wheel, and five seconds later the truck coughed and roared to life.


  “The steering column is still locked,” she said. “You won’t be able to turn unless you break the mechanism. It’s in the ignition.”


  “That I can do,” McGlade said. He held his claw over the key switch and said, “Close.” His hand crunched down on the mechanism and cracked it off.


  “Can you drive a truck?” I asked Davidson.


  Her shoulders slumped. “I’m here with my kids. I can’t take the risk. I’m sorry.”


  She didn’t look too sorry, but I really couldn’t blame her. I thanked her for the help and watched her jog off. Herb checked his watch.


  “I’ll meet you there, Jack. My car is parked about three blocks away. I have to get moving.”


  “Good luck,” I told him.


  He nodded, and then hurried into the crowd.


  “Don’t run!” McGlade called after him. “Don’t risk the heart attack!”


  I ran around to the passenger side, grabbed the side bar, and swung myself up in the seat. I considered putting on my seat belt, and decided there was no point when I had forty thousand pounds of high explosive five feet behind me. Harry closed his door, adjusted his seat, then played around with his side mirror. He glanced over at mine.


  “Jackie, can you tilt your mirror forward just a bit?”


  I cranked down the window, reached for the mirror, and froze. There, plain as day, was a perfect latent fingerprint, gracing the lower right-hand corner of the mirror glass. The Chemist’s? He’d been fanatical about not leaving prints, but had he gotten a little careless? Especially since he figured the truck would be obliterated in the explosion?


  “Jackie, the mirror.”


  I held the back and nudged it forward an inch.


  “Is that better?”


  “I have no idea. Your big gray head is in the way.”


  “Just get moving, McGlade.” I fished through my purse, looking for my eye shadow.


  “Sure. Get moving. Okay. Let’s see. Gas … bring up the RPM … clutch … neutral … neutral … dammit, Jackie, help me get this into neutral.”


  He was trying to use his fake hand, and his claw kept sliding off the shifter ball knob.


  “Where is it?”


  “The middle.”


  I fought with the stick and popped it into the center.


  “Okay, I’m hitting the clutch, put it into first.”


  I did, and the truck jerked and then began to groan and shudder without actually moving.


  “Oops, I’m doing something wrong.”


  The truck wasn’t moving, but the engine revved into the red zone and the cab began to bounce.


  “McGlade, it’s probably not a good thing to shake up the bomb.”


  “I’m thinking … Hold on …”


  “Harry—”


  “Shit! The trailer hand brake.” He gripped another stick, pulled it back, and the truck lurched forward. “My bad.”


  He drove us off the patch of dirt and down the path Murray had cleared, into the throng of people. I found my eye shadow and dabbed the applicator into the purple powder. I was lightly dusting the latent print on the mirror when a tremendous piercing sound shook the floorboards, almost causing me to drop my brush and wet myself. It was McGlade, tugging on the pull cord for the horn.


  “Dammit, Harry, I thought we blew up.”


  “These people need to get out of my way.”


  I peered out the front window and saw a man in a wheelchair in our path, twenty yards ahead.


  “Watch out for the disabled guy.”


  “I see him.”


  We closed to within ten yards.


  “You’re heading right for him.”


  “He needs to move.”


  Five yards. McGlade blared the horn again.


  “HARRY!”


  We bumped the man, and he went careening off to the side at a very high speed.


  “Jesus, McGlade! You hit him!”


  “He should have moved faster.”


  “He was handicapped!”


  “It’s not like I did anything to make his life any worse. He already couldn’t walk.”


  My cell phone buzzed, and I picked it up.


  “Daniels.”


  “Jim Czajkowski told me to call you. I’m Dalton Forrester from Northside Treatment. You’re bringing a bomb to my plant?”


  “That’s the idea, Dalton.”


  “We supply close to two hundred thousand homes and businesses with fresh water. If you blow up the facility, they could be without water for weeks.”


  “Simple math, Dalton. People without any water is a better deal than water without any people. Have you evacuated your staff?”


  “Yeah. I was the last one to leave. I’m heading home to my family, five miles away. Is that far enough?”


  “It should be. What’s the best place to drop off this payload?”


  “It’s a truck, right? Avoid the settling tanks. Those are the round ones. They aren’t very deep, and there is skimming machinery that you could get stuck on. You should sink it in one of the aeration pools. They’re square, about an acre wide, twenty feet deep. That’s where the microorganisms eat all the organic solids. When you turn into the plant off of Howard, go left, to the west. And good luck getting here—the roads are all blocked off.”


  Czajkowski moved fast. I thanked Dalton, hung up, and went back to dusting. McGlade hit the horn again, and I heard someone scream.


  “Old lady,” Harry said. “I think I missed her. Mostly.”


  “McGlade, you need to—”


  “Turning onto Pratt. It’s going to be tight. Hold on.”


  The truck smacked into two parked cars—sending them off into opposite directions as if they were toys—jumping the curb and screeching onto the asphalt, bee lining for an office building straight ahead. McGlade wrestled with the steering wheel, and we kissed the brick wall, pulled past, and then straightened out onto the street.


  “Okay, I’m going to turn onto Hamlin. Get ready to shift. Ready?”


  I had turned my attention back to the latent on the mirror. The eye shadow wasn’t fingerprint powder, but it had done a fair job clinging to the oils and making the ridges stand out.


  “Jackie! You with me?”


  “Yeah, Harry. Say when.”


  “Okay, gas … clutch … neutral … shit!”


  Ahead of us on Hamlin was a gridlock of cars, none of them moving.


  McGlade hit the brakes, and the tires squealed, but the truck groaned and didn’t slow down.


  “The hand brake!” he yelled, his claw bouncing off the stick.


  I looked out the side window and watched, horrified, as the trailer kicked out to the side and the truck began to jackknife.
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CHAPTER 39


  6 minutes


  Sergeant herb benedict, gun in hand, jogs up the sidewalk, past one idling car after another. His own car is pinned between three others, impossible to drive. The streets are jammed, and nothing is moving. It’s like all of Skokie has become a giant parking lot.


  He’s looking for a car, any car, that isn’t trapped, but even the intersections are completely congested. A hundred horns are sounding off around him, coupled with angry shouts. He’s still two miles away from the treatment plant, and if he doesn’t find a vehicle quickly, Jack and McGlade are going to die. In McGlade’s case, it’s no big loss. But Jack is like a sister.


  Switching to Robbery had been the hardest thing Herb had ever done. He felt like he was betraying, and abandoning, his best friend. He had hoped that Jack would recognize how ridiculously dangerous their job had become, and would follow him. But she didn’t.


  She keeps on risking her life for the Job, Herb thought, and here I am, yet again, running toward danger rather than away from it, to try and save her life.


  An engine, behind him. He stops and turns, sees a car has gotten sick of the traffic and driven onto the sidewalk. Something older and sporty, a Challenger or a GTO. Perfect. Herb tucks his 9mm into his hip holster and holds up his badge. He can commandeer this car and—


  The car accelerates. The driver either doesn’t see him or doesn’t care. Herb yells, but his voice isn’t audible above all of the honking. He realizes the car is going to hit him, and he tries to step to the side.


  At the last possible moment, the car swerves right, but it isn’t fast enough, and the back end clips Herb and sends him spinning into a storefront window. He bounces off the glass and slams onto the pavement, where he lies, unmoving, in a growing pool of blood.
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CHAPTER 40


  5 minutes


  Put it in gear!” McGlade screamed, an octave higher than his normal voice. I helped him tug the shifter into second, and the cab shook and then jolted forward. Behind us, the trailer rocked from side to side, but quickly straightened out. This saved us from jackknifing, but didn’t save us from the line of cars fifty yards ahead and closing.


  He tugged the wheel to the right, forcing the truck up onto the carefully maintained lawn of an office complex. Harry continued to turn, winding up behind the building in the back parking lot, heading straight for a fence.


  “McGlade …”


  “Don’t worry. I do this all the time in Grand Theft Auto.”


  “That’s a video game.”


  “Pac-Man is a video game. GTA is a way of life.”


  The semi plowed through the fence with almost no resistance, and then we were in a factory loading area.


  “Gear down on three. One … two … three.”


  I helped him shift into first, and the truck slowed down, allowing McGlade to navigate a sharp turn. We bounced over a curb and wound up on Morse going east. I looked at the countdown clock and felt ill. We were still over a mile away from the treatment plant and heading in the wrong direction.


  “Train tracks ahead,” Harry said. “I have an idea.”


  McGlade swung the truck left, and we ran parallel to the tracks on the gravel. There was a slight grade, maybe five percent, but the truck didn’t tip.


  “Let’s go to second … now.”


  The truck picked up speed, and I listened to the RPMs and was able to gauge when to put it into third, and then fourth. The ride was bumpy, and tilted, but we were making good time, and there were no cars blocking our way. McGlade hummed the song “Convoy,” off-key. I once again turned my attention to the latent on the mirror.


  “Gimme your phone,” I told him.


  “My new one? Why?”


  “Just do it.”


  “It’s in my right pants pocket. Help yourself.”


  I reached for his lap, then hesitated. It was like willfully sticking your hand into a mousetrap. Not having any other choice, I slipped a finger in, shuddering.


  “It’s at the bottom. Reach around for it.”


  I was about to go deeper when I realized the obvious.


  “How could you put anything in your right pocket with a mechanical hand?”


  He smiled, sheepish.


  “Caught me. It’s in my jacket.”


  I muttered asshole under my breath and quickly found the high-tech phone in his jacket.


  “How do I use the camera?”


  “Go to the menu first.”


  I stared at the device, which looked slightly more complicated than the helm of a nuclear submarine.


  “Is this a touch screen?”


  “There’s a menu button in the center of the keypad.”


  “What’s it look like?”


  “It looks like the menu button. It says menu on it.”


  “There are six thousand buttons.”


  “Give it to me.”


  “Harry, keep your eyes on the—”


  The wheels caught on the tracks and hopped them, jerking the whole truck to the right. We hit one railroad tie after another in rapid succession, each feeling like it would rip us apart.


  “Downshift!” McGlade screamed, while he reached lefty for the hand brake. I fought the ball knob into neutral, then tried to steady the wheel as we slowed down, and finally stalled.


  I checked my mirror, and miraculously the trailer was still attached.


  “Look.” Harry tore the phone from my hand and pressed something. “There’s the damn menu button. Happy now?”


  “I’d be happier if we got moving. We’ve only got—”


  A whistle cut me off. It was followed by a familiar ding ding ding sound, coming from the intersection up ahead.


  “No way,” Harry said. “No fucking way.”


  I squinted into the distance and saw the small black dot of a train.
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CHAPTER 41


  4 minutes


  Start the truck, McGlade.”


  “You think?”


  I cursed myself for not telling Jim to also stop all train traffic, but hindsight is always 20/20. Harry stuck his butt in my face and bent under the steering column, fussing with the wires.


  “It was brown, right?”


  “Yeah, touch the brown to the red.”


  “It’s too dark. They’re all brown. Hold on.”


  He dug into his pocket—his left one—and removed a set of keys.


  “Damn. My key chain light is out.”


  “Open the door, McGlade. Get some sunlight in here.”


  “This thing had a five-year warranty.”


  “McGlade!”


  He opened his door and climbed onto the foot stand. I chanced a look at the oncoming train. I’m not a good judge of distance, but I estimated that we had roughly thirty seconds before impact. I had an irrational urge to jump out of the cab and run for it. Or maybe it wasn’t irrational. It was, however, pointless. Frightened as I was, I wouldn’t be able to run a mile in thirty seconds.


  I wondered if anything poignant should be playing through my head, about my life or my past or my dreams, but the only thing I could focus on was the fingerprint. If I died, I wanted the Chemist caught. I fumbled with the phone menu until I found the camera selection, and then I held it up to latent, using the WYSIWYG screen to make sure I framed it well.


  “I’m touching the wires. Nothing is happening.”


  Another train whistle, louder and deeper.


  “Are we in second gear?” McGlade asked.


  I clicked the picture, then hit menu to access e-mail.


  “Jackie! Put it in second!”


  I looked up at the train. Real close now. I could see it was Metra—a commuter—probably loaded with people. I grabbed the shifter, but it didn’t move.


  “The clutch, McGlade!”


  He hit the clutch with his hand, I popped it into second gear, and the truck roared to life. We had maybe ten seconds before the big bang. I heard a painful screeching of the train hitting the brakes, McGlade pulled himself up behind the wheel and revved the engine, and we shifted into first. The truck jerked forward, Harry hit the gas, and he muscled it over the tracks and down the incline, toward the street. The train squealed past.


  “No problem,” he said, turning onto St. Louis Drive. “That missed us by at least six seconds.”


  I tasted copper. I’d bitten the inside of my cheek hard enough to draw blood.


  St. Louis was free of cars, and it was a straight shot to the treatment plant, only a few blocks ahead.


  “Your fat partner better be there.”


  “He’ll be there.”


  I finished typing in Hajek’s e-mail address, which I remembered from the other day, and sent him the fingerprint picture with a note saying Chemist. Then I called Herb. A recording answered.


  “The cellular customer you are trying to reach is currently unavailable. Please try your call again later.”


  I tried again. Same result. Third time wasn’t any different. I checked the clock. A little over two minutes left.


  Not enough time for us to get away.


  If Harry left now, maybe he could find another car to escape the blast in time, or some kind of shelter like a basement.


  “You need to get out, McGlade.”


  “Get out of what?”


  “The truck. I can’t get in touch with Herb. If all the streets are as backed up as Hamlin, he’s not going to be there on time.”


  Harry looked at me.


  “So we just leave the truck here, in the street?”


  “No.” I swallowed. “I’m taking it to the plant by myself.”


  “Gotcha. Nice knowing you, Jackie.”


  He swung open his door.


  Two seconds passed. Five. But he didn’t leap out.


  “Dammit, Harry, get the hell out of here.”


  I shoved him. He didn’t budge.


  “Harry! Go!”


  McGlade closed the door.


  “Fatso will show up. I can’t stand that guy, but he’ll find a way.”


  “What if he doesn’t? Don’t you want to live?”


  McGlade drummed his fingers across the top of the steering wheel.


  “Remember the end of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid? Where they both run out of the building to face the entire Bolivian army, and then the movie freeze-frames because you know they’re both going to die?”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Wasn’t that the coolest?”


  I understood what he was saying, and found myself getting a little choked up. “It was pretty cool, Harry.”


  McGlade turned to me, and winked.


  “Last stop just ahead, Butch.”


  Harry turned right onto Howard Street, and we faced the sprawling sewage treatment complex. At least half a mile long, and maybe three-quarters of a mile wide, on a big patch of very green land.


  We hung a left onto the access road, passing two towering brick buildings connected by a massive black air pipe, which stretched over our heads and into the distance like a monorail. The entrance was surrounded by trees, probably planted there to disguise the community eyesore. They should have planted flowers instead. The smell of sewage and waste overpowered us when we pulled onto Howard, and steadily increased the closer we got. Ripe was a good word. Revolting was even better.


  “You think we got it bad?” Harry said. “At least we don’t have to work here.”


  “Go left. We’re looking for the aeration tanks.”


  “Those round ones?” McGlade pointed to a group of eight settling tanks on our left, each the size of a large swimming pool.


  “No. Ahead of us. That big one.”


  It looked like a small, filthy lake, except it was a perfect rectangle, and the stuff floating on the surface wasn’t algae.


  “What should we do?” Harry asked. “Jump out and let the truck coast in?”


  “That’s probably the best way.”


  “Should I slow down?”


  I noted we were going about twenty miles an hour.


  “Why bother? If we hurt ourselves, we won’t feel it for long.”


  McGlade aimed the truck for the water, and we both opened our doors.


  “If there’s an afterlife,” he said, “you owe me some sex.”


  I looked down at how fast the ground was moving, reminded myself that fear didn’t matter at this point, and jumped from the cab at the same time as Harry.
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CHAPTER 42


  90 seconds


  I hit the pavement like a paratrooper, ankles tight together and knees bent. It did nothing to cushion my fall. I skidded across the pavement like a skipping stone and then turned a cartwheel or two onto the grass. When the world stopped spinning, I knew I’d done something bad to my right ankle, and I had a scrape across my left palm that looked like I’d taken a belt sander to it.


  I sat up, my head screaming at me. It took me a few seconds to find the goose egg, near my crown, leaking blood. I’d lost my Cubs cap.


  Gagging screams to my left. McGlade, pulling himself up out of the aeration tank. He looked like a mud monster, rising from the swamp. He lumbered toward me, spitting out brown water, and as he got closer I noted he had several multicolored things stuck to his body.


  “You’ve got a … condom on your shoulder.”


  He looked at it, and flicked it off with his claw.


  “Yuck. And what the hell is this plastic thing?”


  “It’s an applicator.”


  “Do I want to know what it applies?”


  “Probably not.”


  The truck had almost completely sunk. Bubbles were still coming up from the cab, and the impact waves had disturbed the entire pool, sloshing filthy water up onto the land. Mission accomplished. But I was having a hard time feeling any sense of accomplishment. Even dampened by the water and the concrete, the blast would destroy this entire plant. We were as good as dead.


  McGlade rubbed some muck off his face and gave me a lecherous grin.


  “So … about that sex you owe me.”


  I checked my watch. “We’ve only got fifty seconds left.”


  “I only need thirty.”


  “Sorry, Harry. Not even if you weren’t covered with human waste.”


  He pouted.


  “Come on, Jackie. I’ve always known you had a little thing for me.”


  I started to laugh. “You’re the one with the little thing.”


  McGlade started to laugh too. And then we were hugging each other, laughing like fools, and I noticed he was angling me toward the truck, like a shield, which made me laugh even harder.


  “You’re such an asshole, McGlade.”


  “You love me. Admit it.”


  “I admit nothing. I—”


  A sound, to the south. Mechanical. Rumbling. Growing louder.


  “A he li cop ter.” McGlade shielded his eyes from the sun and peered into the distance. “Son of a bitch.”


  “I’ll second that.”


  As it came into focus, I saw it was a Chicago police chopper, coming at us fast. Real fast. I looked at my watch. We had fifteen seconds left.


  “WE DON’T HAVE TIME TO LAND!” the megaphone boomed, and I’d recognize that voice anywhere.


  Herb.


  “GRAB THE LADDER! WE CAN ONLY MAKE ONE PASS!”


  Harry and I watched as a rescue ladder unfurled below the landing skids. The bird swooped in low, the bottom of the ladder sparking against the pavement. It was coming so quick, it would knock out our teeth, or yank our shoulders from our sockets. I decided I could live with either.


  At nine seconds until detonation, the ladder hit us with the force of a car wreck. I’d been aiming to get my arm in between the rungs, and I did it, getting a smack in the chest that knocked the wind out of me and probably broke a few ribs. I was jerked off my feet, and so was Harry. The helicopter began a rapid ascent, but it was too fast, too much G force, too much wind resistance, and I just couldn’t hold on.


  My grip failed, and as I began to fall I wondered what would kill me first, the ground or the explosion.
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CHAPTER 43


  4 seconds


  I didn’t fall. McGlade—stupid, offensive, obnoxious McGlade —wrapped his legs around my waist in a fireman rescue, and I squinted through the rushing air and saw his mechanical hand locked tight onto a ladder rung.


  We climbed even faster, the treatment plant getting smaller and smaller until the cloud cover made it disappear. I held on to Harry’s waist, and looped an elbow around the ladder.


  And then the world exploded.


  It wasn’t a bang. More like a whoomp. Beneath the clouds came a searing flash of light, and then a wall of hot air and detritus, which rocked the whirly-bird like a toy boat in a hurricane. We tilted to the side until the ladder was actually higher than the propeller, back the other way, and into a spiral that once again broke my grip, but not Harry’s. I squeezed my eyes shut, unsure which way was which, only that I was alive for a little while longer and damn grateful for it.


  Then the storm passed. The chopper regained control and began a steady descent that took a tremendous amount of strain off of my muscles and joints, making hanging on almost child’s play. We crept down past the clouds, and I looked toward the treatment plant and saw a giant column of smoke where it used to be. But the houses to the west, and the businesses to the south, seemed intact. It was strangely quiet, and I realized the explosion had knocked out my hearing, which for some reason was more peaceful to me than frightening.


  We landed on the country club green, though it wasn’t actually green anymore. Sludge and waste and debris was spewed across the golf course, making it look like a dump. It was still coming down from the sky too, a foul black drizzle mixed with smoke and tiny bits of dirt.


  When my feet touched land I cried out in pain from five different places at once, but I was in better shape than McGlade. His prosthesis was soaked in blood, which had leaked from where it was attached to his stump, and his shoulder was noticeably dislocated. Eyes closed. No movement at all. But his legs remained locked around my waist.


  “Harry!” I yelled, barely able to hear my own voice.


  A dozen things flashed through my mind. Had he been hit by some shrapnel? One of the nails from the bomb? Some sort of internal injury? A fast-acting disease from the raw sewage he’d flopped around in?


  I gave McGlade a shake, and one eye peeked open.


  “Is it over?” he asked.


  I nodded.


  “Did we live?”


  I nodded again.


  He smiled. “For a moment there I thought we were in trouble.”


  I smiled back. “Nice work, Sundance.”


  “You so owe me some sex.”


  I disentangled myself from Harry and managed to stand up, albeit painfully. A few yards away, the helicopter powered off and a beaten-up Herb hopped out. He hobbled over to us, his face awash with concern.


  “Jack! Are you okay?”


  He came to me, approaching slowly, and I threw my arms around his shoulders and hugged him.


  “Thanks, Herb.”


  I felt his strong arms patting my back. “Somebody’s gotta save your ass.”


  After the male-bonding, I pulled away and sized him up. Herb didn’t look much better than I did—skinned knees, bleeding head, torn shirt.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “A little car trouble. Nothing serious. I was lucky my phone didn’t break; I wouldn’t have been able to call for the chopper.”


  I heard a very faint sound. It was music, some heavy metal song from the eighties.


  “Speaking of.” Herb pointed. “Your pocket.”


  I stuck my hand in and pulled out Harry’s phone, surprised it had survived. I’d have to pick up one of these things.


  “Daniels,” I answered.


  “Lieutenant? Is that you? It’s Hajek, at the crime lab. Are you the one that sent me the fingerprint from this phone?”


  “Yeah. What have you got?”


  “I got a trace. It belongs to a postal worker named Carey Schimmel.”


  I knew that name.


  “He was the guy who delivered the extortion letter to the superintendent’s office, the one covered in BT.”


  And it suddenly made sense why the Chemist was so paranoid about leaving prints. Postal workers are government employees, and they get fingerprinted when they’re hired. Schimmel’s prints were on file. I remembered his brief statement, and then wanted to kick myself.


  “He said he wore gloves. But there were no other prints on that letter, other than from people at police headquarters. Dammit, how did we miss that?”


  Hajek groaned. “It was staring us right in the face. A dozen people in the post office would have touched that letter, left some prints. But none of them did, because Schimmel was the only one who handled it. Did we even check to see if headquarters was on his route?”


  “No,” I said, feeling like an ass. “Does he have a record?”


  “No, he’s clean. But I’ve got his current address. He lives in Forest Glen.”


  That was a Chicago neighborhood on the north side, only a few miles away.


  “Call the super. Get a warrant. We’ll be there in two minutes.”


  “Hold on, I’m sending you a JPEG of his driver’s license picture.”


  I shared the information with Herb, and the chopper pi lot, a woman called Leaky. She radioed base to get coordinates. Next, I approached Harry, who appeared to have successfully snapped his shoulder back into place, but not without consequences. He was moaning, and tears had left some clean trails in the filth on his cheeks.


  “Got any morphine on you, Jackie? Or crack?”


  “You’ll get some help soon, Harry.”


  “Going to drop me off at the hospital?”


  “No. You’re staying here.”


  “No I’m not.”


  “We’ll send an ambulance for you.”


  “I’d like that, but I have to come with.” He pointed to his mechanical hand, still locked on to the ladder rung. “It won’t come off.”


  Against Herb’s protestations, we helped McGlade into the bird.


  “No grab-ass,” Harry warned him.


  “I’ll try to restrain myself.”


  “No reach-around either, Sir Eats-A-Lot.”


  “I did save your life. How about a thank-you?”


  “Be honest. The reason you came charging in here so fast is because you thought I had a cruller in my pocket.”


  “God, you’re an asshole.”


  Once we were airborne, I played with Harry’s phone and managed to access the Internet. After sifting through an extraordinary number of e -mails that involved porn, much of it the chunky booty variety, I found the picture from Hajek. Carey Schimmel was an average-looking white male, thirty-five years old, dark blond hair, and brown eyes. I remembered those eyes. They were the same eyes I saw in Records.


  I Googled “Carey Schimmel” and got a hit that referenced a lawsuit from five years ago. An old newspaper article:


  SLAIN WOMAN’S BOYFRIEND LASHES OUT


  Merle and Felicity Hotham of Cicero settled out of court today in a wrongful death suit brought against the city of Chicago. The Hothams claimed the police department’s late response to a 911 call resulted in their daughter’s death.


  Tracey Hotham, 29, died last August at the hands of convicted murderer Marti. Welch, during an attack that lasted over fifty minutes. Hotham reportedly dialed the 911 Emergency number just as Welch entered the Chicago apartment she shared with her fiancé, Carey Schimmel. She was beaten, raped, and strangled in a 53-minute ordeal that ended just before the police arrived.


  Sources say the settlement, an undisclosed sum, was well below the two million dollars in damages originally sought. Schimmel was reportedly outraged at the announcement, calling the parents “cowards,” and was removed from the courtroom when he began to chant “the system doesn’t work.”


  Welch, sentenced to life for the attack, is currently serving time in Joliet State Prison.


  
  I shared this with Herb.


  “I’d be pissed too,” he said. “But not enough to poison half the city and try to blow up forty thousand people.”


  We set down a block away from Schimmel’s house, in an empty public baseball field. I checked my ankle holster, which still held the AMT. Leaky unlocked the helicopter’s anti-riot arsenal, and offered Herb a 40mm multi-launcher with ten nonlethal beanbag rounds. The large silver canisters were packed with gunpowder, but instead of a lead bullet or buckshot, the projectile was essentially a small, woven Hacky Sack. It hit with enough velocity to knock down a three-hundred-pound linebacker.


  “You sure you’re ready for this?” Herb asked. “You look pretty banged up.”


  “I’ll manage. How about you? This is a long way from Robbery.”


  “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Herb dropped the final cartridge into the weapon’s cylinder and snapped the breach closed. “You think he’s still in town?”


  I thought about the Chemist, hating the police so much that he spent years planning this elaborate revenge scheme.


  “I’m sure of it. He needed to hear the boom. “


  “How about the warrant?”


  “Probable cause. We believe that retired CPD officer Jason Alger is being held inside Schimmel’s residence against his will.”


  “That works for me.” Herb grinned. “Partner.”


  He helped me out of the chopper, and we went to go pay the Chemist a visit—one he wasn’t expecting, and definitely wouldn’t enjoy.
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CHAPTER 44


  The explosion is spectacular. Standing in his backyard, Carey Schimmel actually feels the ground shake beneath him, and he’s seven miles away. The Chemist has been dreaming about this day, this moment, for so long, and it has finally arrived.


  After six years, three months, and fifteen days, he’s finally fulfilled.


  He watches the smoke cloud drift upward for several minutes, then goes back into the house and turns on the television to see the devastation up close.


  The first reports are sketchy, but he expected that.


  “Something has exploded in the village of Skokie. We’ll have more information as reports come in.”


  There is much speculation. A gas line? Terrorists? The first cameras on the scene show smoke and wreckage. He microwaves some popcorn and waits expectantly for the video of the slaughter to be broadcast.


  CNN has a special report. So does Fox. Channel 5 and channel 9 interrupt the regularly scheduled programming with breaking news. But no one knows anything. He wonders if he should call, help them out. Maybe he’ll do that tomorrow, from the cabana he’s renting in Mexico. Reveal everything about the Chemist, and what Chicago has covered up.


  “I got them, Tracey,” he says. “I got them good.”


  This is how revenge tastes, and it is delicious.


  “Just in, the source of the explosion has been pinpointed to the Northside Water Reclamation Plant, on 3500 West Howard Street. So far, there have been no reported casualties.”


  The smile freezes on Schimmel’s face. What is this, a cover-up? A government conspiracy?


  He watches it, live. There’s the plant, blown up. The debris, scattered all over the street. Is this some kind of old footage, used to spin the truth?


  No. These are definitely pictures of Skokie, and it’s happening right now. But how could they have figured it out? How could they have—


  There’s a banging on the front door. “Carey Schimmel, this is the Chicago police!”


  Schimmel doesn’t think, he acts. He assumes they’re also covering the back door, so he enters the kitchen, climbs onto the sink, opens the window, and crawls out face-first. The money is still in the house, but he isn’t considering the money. Escape is not an option. He means to kill as many cops as he can before they take him down.


  He rolls onto the lawn and runs to the greenhouse. To get his jet injector. To make his last stand.




  [image: ]


  

CHAPTER 45


  Freeze!” Schimmel didn’t freeze, and I didn’t fire; he was ten yards away and moving fast, and with the short-barreled AMT I’d just be wasting bullets. The quick glimpse I caught didn’t reveal if he had any weapons or not.


  “Herb! Around back!”


  I limped in pursuit. My ankle was swollen from the truck leap, but the pain was minimal compared to my resolve. I wasn’t going to let this guy get away.


  He stopped in front of the greenhouse—a large glass structure that took up much of his backyard—and fussed with the door. I closed to within twenty feet and yelled, “Hands in the air!” He didn’t comply, and I fired twice, but he was moving fast and crouching down, and I missed both shots. He was inside his garden of death before I could adjust my aim.


  Herb met me at the greenhouse entrance, told me to stand back, and pumped two beanbag rounds through the locked door, shattering the glass. I went in first, my weapon in a two-handed grip, and was enveloped by moist heat.


  It was big, bigger than it seemed from the outside. About the size of a small house, with opaque plastic partitions serving as walls. All around me were plants, rows and rows of plants, some of them as high as the glass ceiling. Flowers, in every imaginable color, trees, vines, even a table covered with brownish moss. It smelled fragrant, tropical, and the sweat had already broken out on my brow.


  There were plenty of places to hide. The safe thing to do would be to wait for backup. Or maybe burn the entire structure to the ground. The foliage looked harmless, but I knew better. Each lovely bit of flora promised a different, horrible death.


  I moved slowly, keeping my elbows tucked in, trying not to touch anything. Herb lumbered in a few steps behind me, and he went left while I stayed right. We would work the perimeter first, moving in opposite concentric circles until we reached the center.


  I crept past a bed of striking red flowers, but restrained myself from gathering up a bouquet. Beyond them was a large compost heap, a refrigerator, a workbench, a pallet of stacked brown boxes—


  I froze, my feet growing roots.


  “Oh, Jesus.”


  Those weren’t boxes. They were beehives. And the bees noticed my arrival, several hundred of them swarming out of the box and over to me, to investigate the intruder.


  I tried to remember everything I’d ever learned about bees, and I’d learned a lot since almost dying from that sting years ago. They were attracted to sugar, and perfume. They attacked the color black. They attacked when provoked. They hated sudden movements, or loud noises. After a bee stung you, its stinger pulled out and it died, but the stinger continued to pump poison into your body. Bees were attracted to CO2, to your breath. Each year, a hundred people in the Unite. States were killed by bees, mostly because of allergies like mine. Once a bee stung you, it released a pheromone that made other bees sting in the same spot. But all the experts agreed that if you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you.


  All of these things swirled through my head as the bees buzzed around me. One landed on my bare arm. Another flew into my face, bouncing off my nose. I held my breath, shut my eyes, and tried to stop trembling. I needed to back up, to get out of there, but my feet wouldn’t move. This was so much worse than the cockroaches. This was worse than anything I’d ever encountered. I was too scared to even speak.


  Buzzing, so close to my ear that I flinched. Bees on my hands now, on my neck, on my face. Some of them crawling. Some of them content to just stay there and find the best place to sting.


  “Afraid of bees, Lieutenant?”


  I squinted, saw the Chemist standing next to the hive, about eight feet away from me. He had a jet injector in his hand. I raised my gun.


  “If you shoot, they’ll sting you,” he said. “These are very ill-tempered bees. I don’t like keeping them around, but pure honey has quite a lot of botulism spores in it. It’s not the easiest bacteria to culture. Required a lot of trial and error. Years of it, in fact. I’ve been stung dozens of times. Painful. Normally I don’t come in here without my netting on. Why are you so frightened? Are you allergic?”


  I was trying to aim at his center mass, but my arms were shaking too badly and I couldn’t steady the gun. I was completely, utterly helpless. A bee landed on my lip and tried to crawl up my nose. I flinched, and almost started to cry.


  “Allergic, I bet. You look absolutely terrified. Quite a change from the tough cop on the phone. I tell you what—I’m going to do you a favor.”


  He took a slow step toward me, and I felt my knees begin to buckle.


  “This is loaded with ricin”—he held up the jet injector—”derived from the castor bean. It will kill you quickly. I can’t promise it will be painless, but it is a much better way to go than anaphylactic shock, gasping for breath.”


  Another step closer. Now my knees actually did give out, and I fell onto my butt. The bees didn’t like the sudden movement, and their buzzing became louder.


  “What did you do?” the Chemist asked me. He seemed oddly calm. “Did you drive the truck out of the festival, to the plant?”


  I nodded, forcing myself to do something. I thought about bravery. I’d been afraid many times before, but never to the point where it had incapacitated me. Even while in the truck, facing certain death, I’d been able to function. Why should a few lousy bees turn me into an invalid?


  “Where is the rest of your squad? I only saw the fat guy. Only two of you came for me?”


  I said, “More are coming,” and surprised myself by how strong it came out.


  “I’d better hurry then. I was thinking this was a final siege, an Alamo. But if it’s only you two, then I can kill you both and get away. Then I can start all over again.”


  He raised the jet injector and took another cautious step forward. I brought up the AMT. My hand was no longer shaking. If I died, I died. Once I accepted that, a lot of the fear went away.


  Schimmel paused, looking unsure.


  “If you shoot me, they’ll sting you.”


  “Fair trade,” I said, my teeth clenched.


  “Jackie! Duck!”


  I looked to my left, and saw McGlade standing a few yards away, holding a semiautomatic in his left hand. He fired six times. Predictably, all six shots missed Schimmel, the bullets burying themselves into the stacked wooden beehive.


  The bees weren’t happy. Innately sensing their attacker, they swarmed on Harry.


  I rolled backward just as Schimmel sprayed a cloud of ricin at the space I used to occupy. He jumped to the right, then scurried away to the rear of the green house.


  I continued to crab-walk backward, to get away from the bees, but they pretty much ignored me, focusing their wrath on McGlade. He ran past me, a cloud of bees around him, and then doubled back and went in the opposite direction, the whole time screaming, “THEY’RE BITING ME! THEY’RE BITING ME!”


  A BOOM to my right, and a sharp cry. Beanbag rounds were used to induce what law enforcement officers called “pain compliance.” They weren’t lethal, but they hurt so badly you wished they were. I limped after the sound and saw Schimmel writhing around on the ground, next to a small aquarium. The jet injector lay a few feet away. Herb was standing over him.


  “Where’d you hit him?” I asked.


  “Stomach. Want me to peg him a few more times?”


  “No need. I think he’s been subdued.”


  Schimmel moaned, doubling up into the fetal position.


  “You got cuffs?” Herb asked.


  “No. You?”


  “No. There’s probably something back in the chopper. I’ll—”


  The Chemist rolled up to his knees and reached for the aquarium beside him, lifting. Before he had a chance to throw it at us, Herb fired another beanbag into his legs.


  Schimmel fell, the aquarium crashing down on top of him, dumping water and rocks and brightly colored shells onto his body.


  He gasped once.


  And then he began to scream.
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CHAPTER 46


  I found out later that the brightly colored creatures in that aquarium were called cone snails, and their toxin was among the most poisonous in the animal kingdom.


  The snails apparently hadn’t liked their environment being disturbed in such a rough fashion, and moments after landing on Schimmel, they showed their disapproval.


  First came screaming. Then convulsions. Then spitting blood.


  Carey Schimmel died right before the ambulance arrived, but I think their four-minute response time would have pleased him.


  Along with the ambulance, the police arrived in full force. Crime scene units. The SRT. K9 units. I think they came for closure more than anything else, to see the corpse of the man who had caused them so much pain. Though the police dog did sniff out a corpse in Schimmel’s compost heap—one that was quickly ID’ed as retired cop Jason Alger, as evidenced by his missing fingers.


  As the paramedics loaded a very puffy-looking Harry McGlade into their truck, I asked them to wait a moment so I could speak to the annoying guy who once again wound up saving the day.


  “Nice job, McGlade.”


  “Thankth.”


  His pronunciation wasn’t too good, because while he was running around screaming, a bee had flown into his mouth and stung his tongue.


  “Where’d you get the gun?” I asked him.


  “Chopper. Took it from the cockpit when you guys were playing around with the launcher.”


  “So your hand wasn’t stuck on the ladder?”


  He smiled, looking a lot like a lumpy pumpkin. “I knew you’d need my help.”


  I patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll speak to the mayor as soon as I get back to the office. I’ll make sure you get your bar.”


  He shook his head. “No bar.”


  “I thought you wanted a liquor license.”


  “I’m not a bar owner,” Harry sputtered. He stared at me, hard. “I’m a private eye.”


  I grinned. “What happened to being a poet?”


  “I’m that too. Want to hear one?”


  “If it’s quick.”


  “This one is called ‘Grandma.’ Ready?”


  “As I’ll ever be.”


  “My grandma wears a diaper. I really hate to wipe her.”


  He waited for my reaction. “Stick to private investigation,” I told him, then went off to find Herb. He was just getting off the phone with his wife.


  “What’s the verdict?” I asked.


  “Starting tomorrow, I’m back in Homicide. Bernice said it would be selfish of me to waste all of this talent in Robbery.”


  We embraced. It felt good.


  “Welcome back.”


  “She also said there were zero casualties. The plant and the water absorbed most of the blast. The mayor of Skokie is giving her, me, you, and that idiot McGlade keys to the city.”


  “I’d settle for a new purse. Mine blew up in that truck.”


  “It could have been a lot worse.”


  “Are you kidding? That purse was a Gucci.”


  Herb offered to share a cab back to Skokie, to pick up our cars, but I couldn’t pick up my car without my car keys, which were in my purse. Along with all of my cash and credit cards.


  “Can you even get in your house?” Herb asked.


  “No.”


  “You want to stay with us tonight, until you get everything worked out?”


  I looked past Herb to Special Agent Rick Reilly, who was headed in our direction.


  “No need,” I said. “I know someone who won’t mind giving me a ride and putting me up for the night.”


  “You sure?” Herb asked.


  I thought about it. Thought about it really hard.


  “Yeah. I’m pretty sure.”


  “Okay. I’ll see you soon, partner.”


  “Bye, Herb.”


  He waddled off, and I waited for Rick to approach.
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CHAPTER 47


  Thanks for calling me. I know we didn’t part on exactly the best of terms.”


  The Eisenhower Expressway was packed as usual, even on a Sunday. But rather than frustrate me, the stop-and-go traffic had a rhythm to it that was kind of soothing.


  “This doesn’t mean anything,” I told him. “I just needed a ride and a place to sleep.”


  “I understand.”


  We were silent for a while.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “A little. Twisted my ankle, got a bump on the head.”


  He took his right hand off the steering wheel and went to touch my head. I flinched away from it.


  “Sorry,” he said.


  “It’s … too soon. We need to take this slow. I’m not even sure if this is the right thing to do.” I laughed humorlessly. “Mom is going to hate me.”


  Wilbur smiled. “Your mother is a tough cookie, but she could never hate you.”


  “She sure hates you.”


  “Staying would have been bad for her. She wasn’t getting the love she deserved, and I was holding her back.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “She always wanted to be a police officer. Talked about it when we were dating. But when we got married, she dropped the subject. Married women don’t have careers, she said. I’m a wife and a mother now. When I left, I offered to support both of you. Your mother took child support, but she wouldn’t take alimony. Proud woman. Strong. Like you.”


  “Wilbur, I’m really not comfortable with you talking about me like you know me. How do you know I’m strong?”


  “I know.”


  I turned away from him, closed my eyes until we arrived at his house. I thought about Rick, about his final attempt at the Schimmel residence to make a play for me, and how empty it felt. Then I thought about Latham, about the opportunity I’d blown by not immediately saying yes to his proposal, and if there was anything I could do to make it up to him.


  I must have dozed off, because the next thing I knew the car door was opening. Wilbur held the door, grinning foolishly.


  “Are you sure this is okay?” I asked, and immediately regretted it. I didn’t want to seem grateful.


  “It’s a pleasure. Are you hungry?”


  “No. Just tired.”


  “I have an extra bedroom. It hasn’t been used in a while, but I have some clean linen in the closet.”


  I restrained myself from saying thank you, and followed Wilbur into his house.


  “It’s the last door at the end of the hall. Let me get you some fresh sheets.”


  I frankly didn’t care if the sheets were fresh or soiled, as long as they weren’t covered with bees. I was so tired I could sleep on anything. But when I entered the room and flipped on the switch, all of my exhaustion disappeared.


  There were three large picture frames on the wall, each containing dozens of photographs in individual borders. And I was the subject of every picture.


  The first frame was all from my youth. Baby pictures. School pictures. I’d seen most of them before, in my mother’s photo albums.


  But the second frame contained entirely new pictures. New to me, at least. They were from my teenage years. I wasn’t posing for any of these; they’d been taken from the side, from behind things like cars or trees, or from a distance using a long lens. There were a few closer, clearer shots; pictures of me at my high school graduation, college graduation, police academy graduation, shaking the mayor’s hand.


  In the third frame, my wedding. My eyes welled up. I had no wedding pictures, and to see me in my wedding dress was an unbelievable gift. It was a little blurry, as if taken in a rush, but I touched the glass and a sob escaped my throat. Next to it, me walking down the aisle, with Mom. Exchanging rings wit. Alan. Even one of us kissing.


  “Oh, my. I’m sorry, Jacqueline. I should have told you about those.”


  I looked at Wilbur, standing in the doorway with some folded sheets. “You were … at my wedding?”


  “I had to stay in the background. I didn’t want your mother to see me. Jacqueline, I don’t want you to think that I’m some kind of crazy stalker—”


  “And at my graduations?”


  “Yes. I didn’t mean any harm. I was so proud of you and—”


  I opened up my arms and held him, held him so tight, I thought I might break him.


  “You actually do care, don’t you?”


  “Of course I care. You’re my daughter. I never stopped loving you.”


  I sniffled, rubbed my eyes, regained a little composure.


  “I missed you at my wedding.”


  “I was there. Hiding in the shadows.”


  “I missed dancing with you. I remember thinking, at the reception, that there was no father-daughter dance, and it made me sad.”


  Wilbur said, “Hold that thought,” and then turned on the clock radio next to the dresser. An oldies station came on, a classic Sinatra tune. Wilbur bowed.


  “May I have this dance?”


  I giggled, suddenly feeling like a little girl again. “I think I can squeeze you in.”


  He was a better dancer than I was, and after a few failed attempts at spins, we settled for holding each other and moving in small circles.


  “You know,” I said, “I’m seeing someone else now.”


  “Who?”


  “His name is Latham.”


  “The accountant? The one from the Gingerbread Man case?”


  I held him at arm’s length.


  “How do you know about that?”


  “Want to see my scrapbooks with all of your press clippings?”


  I laughed, hugging him again.


  “Maybe later, Dad.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah,” I said, putting my head on his shoulder. “Later, for sure.”
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EPILOGUE


  Three Weeks Later


  I watched Latham from behind. He was standing between a set of parallel bars, his effervescent physical therapist urging him to take another step. He did, followed by another, and another, until he reached the end of the bars and had to turn around. I walked up behind him and kissed his cheek.


  “Hi, honey.”


  “Are you here to save me, Jack? It’s like a prison camp. Terrible food, unbearable torture.”


  “Can I borrow him for a minute, Julie?” I asked the therapist.


  “Just for a minute. Then we have to do our sets.”


  Latham rolled his eyes in mock horror. “God, I hate sets. Carry me out of here, Jack. I don’t need to walk anymore. Walking is overrated.”


  “Latham, I need to be serious for a moment. Can you do that?”


  “Sure.”


  I breathed deep, let it out slow.


  “I know we said we weren’t going to talk about engagements and marriage until you’re a hundred percent again. But that’s not working for me.”


  Latham stared at me so deeply I felt he could read my thoughts.


  “What are you saying, Jack?”


  I clapped my hands once, and the mariachi trio entered, filling the hospital gym with music. Latham grinned at me when I got down on one knee. I was much more nervous than I thought I’d be.


  “Latham Conger, I care about you more than any man I’ve ever met, and I don’t want to wait to be engaged because every minute we’re not together is a minute I’m dying inside.”


  “Really? Dying inside?”


  I took his hand and tugged the ring out of my pocket. A gold band with a single diamond set inside. I was scared, but if I could handle bees crawling all over me, I could handle anything.


  “Will you—”


  “Wrong hand, Jack.”


  I grabbed his other hand.


  “Will you—”


  “Wow, that’s a nice ring.”


  “Latham Conger,” I said, loudly so he wouldn’t interrupt me again, “will you marry me?”


  He smiled at me, and my heart melted.


  “Yes. I will.”
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  FUZZY NAVEL


  A Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels Mystery
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  About FUZZY NAVEL


  Things are going well for Lieutenant Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels of the Chicago Police Department. She has solved some of the city’s toughest and most high-profile homicides. Her personal life is finally in order. Her friends and family are safe and happy. And she just got a call that eased her mind like nothing else could: Alex Kork, one of the most dangerous criminals Jack ever arrested, killed herself while in jail.


  But things sour quickly when a group of vigilantes on a murderous spree decide to take down a cop and the people she cares about … and they turn downright awful when Jack discovers that Kork may not be dead after all.


  Trapped in her house with a psycho and everyone she cares about, and unable to leave because she’s surrounded by snipers, the next eight hours will be the worst of Jack’s life. And that’s saying something.


  Fuzzy Navel is Jack’s fifth adventure, perfect for readers who like their mysteries with a shot of humor.
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  INTRODUCTION


  This book was one of my biggest ideas. It’s written in real time, which means every minute on the page is accounted for. It takes about eight hours to read, and the action takes place within about eight hours, most of it in one location, Jack’s house.


  In Dirty Martini, I had Jack move to the suburbs specifically so I could do this plot. Namely, she’s trapped in a house with a psycho, and can’t leave the house because she’s surrounded by snipers.


  There are a lot of laughs, some big revalations, and a cliffhanger ending. I hope you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it, because I had a blast.


  Thanks for reading.




  This book is for George Dailey,

  whose unwavering friendship and support

  make him worth several times his weight in gold.

  Or, in his case, barley.




  FUZZY NAVEL



  1½ oz. peach schnapps


  3 oz. orange juice


  Pour schnapps in a rocks or old-fashioned glass filled with ice. Add orange juice.
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  4:38 p.m. – KORK


  It’s quiet in the suburbs. The only sound is from the cab that has dropped me off, making a U-turn at the dead end, then heading back down the quiet, winding road. Its taillights quickly disappear, swallowed up by the multitude of trees.


  I walk up the driveway and look at the house. It’s a ranch, laid out in the shape of an L, occupying half an acre of green lawn speckled with fallen leaves. There’s a double-car garage, the door closed. I see Mom through the front bay window. She’s sitting in a rocking chair and reading a book—how much more stereo typical elderly can you get? I check the front door, and as expected it is locked.


  I walk around the side of the house, running my hand along the brown brick, passing windows that should probably be washed. This is a big departure from the Chicago apartment. A lot more space. A lot more privacy. I’ve discovered that privacy is important. No neighbors for more than a quarter mile is a good thing. With all of the tree coverage, it’s like being in the middle of the woods, rather than only five miles away from O’Hare Airport.


  I stop at the back porch—a slab of concrete with the obligatory lawn chairs, a wrought iron sun table, and a veranda—and I close my eyes, breathing in the cool autumn air. Somewhere, someone is burning leaves. I haven’t smelled that since my youth. I fill my lungs with the scent and smile. It smells like freedom.


  The sliding glass patio door is open, and I decide to give Mom a lecture about that. Just because the suburbs are safer than the city doesn’t mean that all of the doors shouldn’t be locked.


  I walk into the kitchen, catch the odor of home cooking. A pot is on the stove. I check the contents. Stew. I pick up the spoon, give it a stir, take a little bite of potato. Delicious.


  Mom yells, “Jacqueline?”


  I consider answering her, but decide a surprise is in order instead. I take out my gun and tiptoe into the hallway.


  “Jacqueline? Is that you?”


  I look left, then right, scanning for the psychotic cat that lives here. He isn’t around.


  “Jacqueline, you’re frightening me.”


  That’s the point, Mom.


  I peek around the corner and see that Mom is standing up. She’s in her seventies, short hair more gray than brown, her back bent with age. She’s wearing a house dress, something plaid and shapeless. Mom’s eyes dart this way and that way. They settle on me, and she gasps.


  “Oh my God,” she says.


  “Did I scare you? You shouldn’t leave the back door open, Mom. God only knows what kind of weirdos can get in.”


  Mom’s chest flutters, and she says in a small voice, “I know who you are. My daughter told me all about you.”


  She reaches for the phone, but I’m on her in three steps, giving her a firm slap across her wrinkled face.


  “I’m going to ask you this one time, and one time only. And then I’m going to start hurting you.”


  I smile, knowing how it makes the scar tissue covering most of my face turn bright pink, knowing how horrifying it looks.


  “Where’s Jack?”
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  4:57 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  The target is two hundred and eighty-three yards away. James Michael Munchel knows all about mil dots, and how to calculate distance with the reticle, but he’s using a laser measuring unit instead. This isn’t cheating. A sniper can and should use every bit of technology available to him in the field, whether he’s on a roof in Dhi Qar, Iraq, or crouching behind some shrubs in the Chicago neighborhood of Ravenswood.


  Munchel is sitting on the lawn, legs crossed, the tip of his Unique Alpine TPG-1 rifle peeking out through the leafy green dogwood. He arrived here two hours ago, but had selected this spot three weeks earlier. The house is unoccupied, and Munchel has pulled the For Sale sign out of the lawn and set it facedown. Realtors probably won’t stop by this late. If one does … well, too bad for her.


  Munchel is wearing a camouflage jacket, leggings, and black steel-toed boots he bought at the army/navy surplus store on Lincoln Avenue. He can’t be seen from the sidewalk fifteen feet away. Munchel knows this for a fact, because he’s done several dry runs prior to today. He’s practically invisible, even if someone is staring right at him.


  To avoid arousing suspicion, Munchel didn’t walk here in full camo. He came in street clothes—jeans and a blue shirt—and awkwardly changed while crouching behind the dogwood, putting his civvies in the black two-wheeled suitcase he towed along.


  Munchel scratches his stubble, then peers through the Leupold scope, which has been zeroed out at two hundred yards. The crosshair is slightly above and to the right of the target’s head, to adjust for the wind and the bullet drop. He’ll never admit it, but he doesn’t understand how to determine MOA—minute-of-angle. He can fake it online, while posting on the sniper message boards, but he doesn’t really know how to calculate the actual degrees. In the forest preserve near his house, Munchel can hit a target from five hundred yards and keep the grouping within a four-inch radius. Who cares what the MOA is? It’s good shooting no matter how you calculate it.


  The target has his back to Munchel. He’s in his living room, on the first floor of the two-flat, sitting at the computer. Just like he is every day at this time.


  Predictability is a killer.


  The blinds hanging in the large, three-section bay window are open, and Munchel can see straight down the hallway, all the way to the back of the house. He nudges the rifle slightly, to check what the target is surfing.


  Pornography. Some weird shit with chicks wearing rubber aprons and wielding whips.


  Freak, Munchel thinks. Deserves everything he’s about to get.


  Munchel glances at his watch, a Luminox 3007, the same kind that Navy SEALs use. Less than a minute left. Munchel’s hands start to shake, and he realizes he’s breathing heavy. Not from fear. From excitement. All the training, all the planning, it all comes down to this moment.


  The butt plate is snug against his armpit, his face is tight against the cheek pad, the safety is off. The aluminum gun chassis is on the concrete planter behind the dogwood, a hard surface that ensures the gun will stay steady. Munchel takes a deep breath, lets it out through his teeth. His ears tell him there is no traffic coming, which is essential because he’s shooting across the street—it would be bad if a car entered his line of fire at the moment of truth.


  The target stands up, walks toward the window, seems to look right at him. Impossible, of course. He’s much too far away, too well hidden. But it’s still unnerving. Munchel chews his lower lip, begins the countdown.


  The target turns. Munchel completely empties his lungs and waits … waits … waits … then squeezes the trigger with the ball of his finger, trying to time it between heartbeats like he’s read about online.


  There’s a loud CRACK. The target’s head explodes, and he pitches forward.


  Munchel sucks in some air and lets it out as a laugh. How ridiculously easy. He checks to see if anyone around him noticed the gunfire. The sidewalks are clear. No one opens a door and sticks their head out. Everything is completely normal, just an average fall day in the city.


  He reaches for his canteen—also an army/navy store purchase—and slurps down some purple Gatorade. His untraceable prepaid cell phone vibrates, and he stares at the number. It’s Swanson. Anxious to see how it went, to meet at the rendezvous point and brag over beer and chicken wings.


  Munchel ignores the call. He has other ideas of how to celebrate.


  A streetlight comes on, its sensor activated by a timer. Munchel loads a round, aims, and takes it out. That’s two shots now. Still, no one seems to notice. How disappointing.


  He takes out his phone and dials 911.


  “I was walking down Leavitt and heard someone shooting. I think my neighbor has been killed.”


  “What is your name, sir?”


  “He’s at forty-six fifty-two. I think someone shot him.”


  “Can you give me your name?”


  Munchel hangs up, sips more Gatorade, and hunkers down to wait for the police to arrive.
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  5:32 p.m. – JACK


  My partner, Sergeant Herb Benedict, crams the last mini chocolate donut into his mouth, wipes a hand across his gray mustache, and then tries to heave his bulk out of the less-than-comfortable confines of my 1984 Chevy Nova. He has to rock, twice, before he gets enough momentum to break the tug of gravity between his ass and the seat.


  “Thanks for not judging me,” he says as we approach the yellow police tape.


  “Because you ate two packages of donuts even though your doctor put you on a high-fiber diet?”


  Herb nods. “Man cannot live on bran alone, Jack. Every day, as a snack, my wife mixes me a high-fiber sugar-free weight loss shake. Then she adds even more fiber.”


  “Sounds healthy.”


  “You want some? I got a zipper bag in my pocket full of the stuff. It’s like drinking a stalk of wheat.”


  Dried leaves in shades of gold, red, and brown blanket the sidewalks. The cool air carries a crisp, woodsy scent. Spring and summer smell like garbage and sewage. Winter, like car exhaust. Fall is the only time of year Chicago smells nice.


  The setting sun casts long shadows on the street, and ours walk ahead of us. I like September because the climate is moderate, and because I have brown hair and brown eyes, and 85 percent of my clothing matches this particular season.


  “Does your wife know you’re snacking between nutritious meals?” I ask.


  Herb’s basset hound jowls are turned down: his serious face. “She suspects. Last night she found some powdered sugar on my tie. I spent twenty minutes trying to convince her it was heroin.”


  A rookie guards the crime scene, keeping away reporters and gawkers. Young, curly hair, eyes intent. I don’t recognize him, and he doesn’t recognize us, asking for ID. This is perfectly acceptable. I’m wearing a pumpkin-colored Anne Klein jacket with a red chevron pattern, taupe Armani pants, and rust Gucci pumps. He probably thinks I’m a waif runway model looking for my photo shoot. Well, a retired one, maybe. There aren’t too many fashionistas in their late forties.


  I open my clutch—a Wal-Mart purchase, but hey, it matches the outfit—and remove my star, flashing it at the noob.


  “Lieutenant Jack Daniels, Homicide. This is Sergeant Benedict.”


  The rookie—his name tag reads Sakey—doesn’t seem impressed with either my rank or my outfit, but he lets us pass. We walk into the first floor of a two-flat vintage brownstone, the space already crawling with cops: uniforms, plainclothes, and techies taking pictures and video. I feel my stomach go sour, something that has been happening more and more whenever I visit a crime scene. Without letting Herb see, I remove a roll of antacids out of my jacket pocket and pop three. Not that I fear showing weakness in front of my partner. My concern centers around the fact that my antacids are mint flavored, and Herb likes mint. I haven’t discovered a flavor that Herb doesn’t like, even though I’ve looked. I only have a few tablets left, and I don’t want to share.


  “She’s just trying to look out for you, Herb,” I say.


  “I know. But I have a feeling that the extra years this high-fiber diet may allow me to live will get cancelled out by the amount of time I spend on the john.”


  Herb and I each take some plastic booties out of the box by the door and slip them over our shoes. There are gloves as well, and I snap one on.


  The house isn’t very well lit, one thrift shop floor lamp and a living room chandelier with two bulbs not working. The CSU has brought in a portable halogen light, which illuminates the space to operating room brightness. There’s a computer desk, empty pop cans, fast-food wrappers, and CDs randomly strewn over the top. The monitor is a flat screen, and there are speakers screwed into the walls. A red beanbag chair which doesn’t match the red shade of the sofa which doesn’t match the red shade of the drapes. The TV is an older model, sitting on a cheap pressboard cabinet. The walls are bare except for a poster of a topless Jenna Jameson.


  The victim is a male Caucasian, average build, sprawled out facedown on the floor. He’s wearing jeans and nothing else. His blond hair is matted with blood, and a halo of red has soaked the beige carpeting around his head. I’ve seen enough gunshot wounds in my day to recognize the cause of death.


  I crouch down, squint at his right hand. In the webbing between his thumb and index finger there is a black tattoo of a tombstone. Written on its face is a number five with angel wings on it.


  A bulge in the back of the vic’s pocket appears wallet shaped, and I tug it out with a gloved hand. Driver’s license shows me a picture of a man named Robert Siders who resides at this address. The hair seems the same. I pass the wallet to Herb, bend down, and gently turn the deceased’s head to the side. No one looks like their driver’s license picture, but in this case I can’t even make a comparison—the victim’s face has been blown off.


  The wallet holds thirty-three dollars, a check stub from a local oil and lube place, and a wrinkled time card signed by the manager of same garage. No credit cards.


  Without prompting, Herb yanks out his cell, calling Dispatch. I stand up, take a few steps away from the body, and let my eyes sweep the room while Herb speaks into the phone.


  Sakey—the curly-haired rookie who carded me earlier—walks up next to me and peers down at the body.


  “Roommate got angry,” he ventures.


  “One-bedroom apartment,” I say. “No roommate.”


  “Girlfriend, then.”


  “No girlfriend. The house is messy, badly furnished, and there’s a poster of a porn star on the wall. No woman would live here.”


  Sakey folds his arms and puts a hand on his chin. I watch the wheels spin. “Okay, drug deal gone bad. Dealer shot him in the face.”


  “No drugs. He’s got ink on his hand. Prison tattoo. Did five years, got paroled. There’s a signed time card in his wallet—he needs to turn it in to his PO, which means he’s getting random drug tests. If he’s holding down a job, he’s keeping clean.”


  He nods. “Fine, we check for former associates. One of them must have came in and—”


  “No one came in,” I say.


  Sakey raises an eyebrow. “Then who shot him in the face?”


  “No one shot him in the face. They shot him in the back of the head.”


  “I’ve seen GSWs. He clearly was shot—”


  “By a high-velocity rifle in the back of the head,” Herb finishes for him, snapping his cell phone closed. “Higher velocity causes a shock wave in tissue, which makes big exit wounds.”


  “Record?” I ask Herb.


  “In for ten and out in five. One count unlawful restraint. One count deviate sexual assault. One count aggravated criminal sexual abuse.”


  “Our vic is a rapist,” I say, staring down at the body. “Herb, get the information on the woman he assaulted, and her family.”


  “You think they hired a hitter?” Sakey asks.


  It’s the first assumption he may have gotten right, but he says it to my back—I’m already at the window facing the street, letting my eyes roam back and forth, up and down. I find it at nose level.


  The bullet punched through neatly, leaving a hole the size of a dime. No cracked pane or shattered glass—another indicator of a very fast round. I stand in front of it and face the apartment, looking from the window to the victim, and then down the hallway. I follow the path, scrutinizing the far wall, and locate the bullet’s final resting place; another small hole, this one ringed with specks of blood.


  I scan the CSU officers in the room and see one that I know, Dan Rogers. I call him over.


  “Bullet wound up over here,” I tell him. “But before you dig it out, I need to borrow your laser pointer.”


  I have no idea if he actually has a laser pointer in his box full of stuff, but he does, one of those thin models the size of a AA battery. I jam it into the depression in the wall, have Herb stand next to the window, and spend a minute lining up the holes.


  “Who was first on the scene?” I ask Sakey.


  “Beat cop named Rory. Out in back losing his lunch.”


  “Do you know when the call came?”


  “A minute or two after five. Multiple 911s.”


  I nod, then throw him a bone. “Want to help find the hide?”


  “Uh, yeah, sure.”


  I point to Jenna. “That poster still has the cardboard backing, so it should be stiff. Take it off the wall and meet us outside.”


  He immediately hops to it. I leave the house, put my plastic booties and latex glove into a different box by the entrance, then organize three teams of uniforms to do door-to-doors, checking for wits. When that’s finished I take out a slim note pad from my clutch and jot down: 911 tapes, PO, priors, family, andfreelance assassins/ViCAT. Much as I loathe to get the FBI involved, their database will give me access to similar murders.


  Herb and I meet Sakey where we’d originally found him, near the police tape. He doesn’t seem pleased to be carrying a poster of a topless woman. Especially since there’s a crowd of onlookers, including a few members of the press.


  “Why did I bring this?” he asks.


  “Hold up the poster,” I say.


  Sakey does as he’s told, and the TV cameras catch his frown. “They’re filming us.”


  “No they’re not,” Herb says. “They’re filming you. You’re the one waving around the giant picture of the naked lady.”


  Sakey’s unhappy face deepens, but he keeps the poster raised. “Now what?”


  “Follow us,” I tell him.


  We push past the crowd, ignoring the questions being shouted at us, and stand on the opposite side of the street. I hold Sakey’s shoulders, moving him left and right until the red dot from the laser pointer appears on Ms. Jameson’s stomach. The TV crews creep closer, capturing our every move.


  “Man,” Sakey groans. “My mom watches the news.”


  Herb waves at the cameras and says, “Hi, Mrs. Sakey.”


  I tap Sakey on the back. “Just keep the dot on the poster and keep walking.”


  Sakey marches on, though he doesn’t seem thrilled about it. Like many beat cops, he’s probably fantasized about getting into Detective Division, working a major homicide. I guess I’ve deglamorized it for him.


  We continue walking, following the sidewalk about a hundred yards down, then hop over a waist-high wrought iron fence surrounding a duplex. A slight breeze with a pinch of winter chill tussles my hair. Sakey’s blows around as well, then springs right back to his original curls. I wonder what conditioner he uses.


  “What’s a hide?” Sakey asks. He holds the poster in front of his chest, the dot now on Jenna’s hip.


  “Where a sniper shoots from,” Herb answers. “Now the problem is finding the catway.”


  “What’s a catway?”


  “About eight pounds.”


  Sakey doesn’t laugh. Neither do I, having heard that joke several dozen times during the years Herb has been my partner. He also can’t pass a cemetery without quipping, “People are dying to get in there.” I never laugh at that one either.


  We walk along the front of the building, up to a cluster of evergreen bushes. They’re thick enough to hide a man. My gun comes out, a .38 Colt Detective Special snubby, my sights locking on the plant. A quick peek inside finds the bush to be devoid of snipers.


  “Found brass,” Herb says. He grunts, kneeling down on the lawn, teasing a spent cartridge into a clear plastic evidence bag with his fingernail. It’s gold, shiny, almost three inches long.


  “Three oh eight?” Herb guesses.


  “I don’t think so. Read the bottom.”


  Herb squints at it, peering down the front of his nose and making a farsighted face.


  “The writing is scratched out.”


  Sakey nods his head and says, “Smart.”


  I’ve corrected him enough today, and he spared me the indignity of walking down the block with a nude porn star, so I don’t give him a lecture. Instead I tell him to tape off the area and find out where the homeowners are so they can be informed their house is now part of a crime scene.


  “You sure they aren’t home?” Sakey asks.


  I point. “Morning paper is still on the porch.”


  He looks at me with what might be admiration, then goes on his way.


  “Don’t forget your date,” Herb calls after him.


  Sakey picks up the poster and takes it with him, making sure Jenna faces him rather than the press. I turn my attention back to the bush, not expecting to find anything else, and being surprised when I see a white business card on the ground. I ask Herb for another bag and use the barrel of my Colt to nudge it inside. The front reads:


  ONE MORE DEAD PERVERT
Courtesy of
TUHC


  The ink on the card is slightly smeared, and the edges have a fine perforation to them. The killer probably printed it himself using his home computer and those blank business card sheets available at office supply stores.


  I frown, not liking this at all. In my experience, killers who leave messages aren’t likely to stop any time soon. I have a bad feeling that there’s more to this than hiring a mercenary to avenge a rape.


  I stare back at the apartment, viewing the line of site. Perhaps two hundred yards. With the proper rifle, not a difficult shot at all. My mom, a former Chicago cop herself, used to have a Winchester Model 70 she’d inherited from her father. During my teenage years we’d go on afternoon excursions down to southern Illinois farmland and regularly hit ears of corn from four hundred yards, and probably farther, with thirty-aught-six rounds. She’d sold the gun decades ago—not much use for long arms in an urban environment.


  Herb gives the card the same treatment he gave the bullet, holding it at arm’s length to read it. Glasses are in his future.


  “TUHC?” His voice registers the same displeasure I feel. “I hate it when they leave us notes.”


  My cell buzzes. I free it from my inner jacket pocket and slap it to my face.


  “Daniels.”


  “Lieutenant? This is Bobalik, Homicide from District 20, Ravenswood. Heard you got a sniper.”


  “News travels fast.”


  “Let me guess—one shot to the head, through the window from a few hundred yards away, vic was a sex offender?”


  News must travel even faster than I thought.


  “Yeah. How did you know?”


  “I’m at a scene on Leavitt,” she says. “Victim’s name is Chris Wolak. Same MO.”


  “Got a time of death?” I ask.


  “Call came at a few minutes after five.”


  Ravenswood is a Chicago neighborhood about five miles away from us, but Bobalik’s victim died at the same time ours did. I frown at the obvious conclusion.


  “It gets better,” Bobalik says. “Guess what happened in Englewood at the same time?”


  “One more dead pervert,” I say, quoting the card.


  I fill Bobalik in on the details, then hang up and relate everything to Herb.


  “Three snipers,” he says. “Jesus. Why don’t we ever get the normal cases? A guy gets drunk, shoots his neighbor for playing his radio too loud?”


  I look at the business card again and wonder the same thing.
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  6:12 p.m. – JACK


  On the car ride to Ravenswood my phone rings again. I inwardly cringe, hoping it isn’t another sniper death. The fates smile; it’s my fiancé.


  “Did I catch you at a bad time?” Latham asks.


  I picture him in his office, wearing a snazzy suit. Red hair. Green eyes. Boyish smile. Broad shoulders and trim waist. That leads to me picturing him without the suit. I almost say something dirty, but don’t want Herb to hold it over my head for the rest of my life.


  “Your timing is perfect,” I say into the phone. “Are you calling to accept my mother’s kind invitation?”


  “I’ll do my best to cram in as much of Mom’s home cooking as I possibly can.”


  I live with my mother in the suburb of Bensenville. That’s a big no-no for Chicago cops (living outside the city, not living with your mother). But the mortgage is in her name and so far I haven’t been caught. I love Chicago, but Mom wanted a more laid-back lifestyle and I wanted to keep an eye on her because she’s getting up there in years. So we bought a cute little ranch house in a woodsy area and I braved a daily one-hour car ride to and from the Job.


  It’s about as much fun as it sounds. To make up for the commute, I get to experience the joy of weeding, painting, home repairs, cutting the lawn, tarring the driveway, cleaning the gutters, and countless other homeowner tasks that I so enjoyed living without when I had an apartment in Wrigleyville.


  But at least Mom is happy.


  Since Latham proposed, Mom has been inviting him over more and more, foisting food, drink, and conversation on the poor guy. It isn’t easy for Latham. Not just the travel back and forth from the city, but he had a bout with botulism earlier this year and hasn’t fully recovered. He still retains some residual paralysis in his legs, and an aversion to food in general.


  Thankfully, the paralysis doesn’t extend to his other parts.


  “It will be a few hours,” I say. “I’ll be tied up until at least seven or eight. Can we eat at nine?”


  “That’s fine. I’m on my way there now. I promised Mary we’d play some rummy.”


  “Mom guilted you into coming early?”


  “Not at all. I enjoy spending time with your mother. Besides, we play for money. I’ve already won her pension, now I’m going for her Social Security.”


  I smile. “Mom told me she was up sixty bucks.”


  “She cheats, Jack. She looks all cute and harmless, but she’s a wily one. I think she deals from the bottom of the deck.”


  Can a woman ask for anything more than her future husband hanging out with her mom? Plus he’s caring, funny, attractive, and he puts up with me. Good sex sealed the deal.


  “See you later,” I say. “I love you.”


  “Love you too, Jack.”


  “Love you more.”


  “No, I love you more. See you tonight.”


  He makes a kissing sound and I grin and make a kissing sound back, then we hang up. I glance at Herb, who does a good job of ignoring me by occupying his mouth with a chocolate power bar. Herb insists he snacks on these for energy, even though he has more than enough energy already stored in the extra eighty pounds of fat he carries around.


  “That probably doesn’t have much fiber in it,” I offer.


  Herb licks some chocolate off his fingers. I once asked Herb what the difference was between power bars and regular candy bars, and he told me that power bars had more calories.


  “For energy,” he’d said.


  When he had his heart attack a while back, he was the only one who seemed surprised.


  “I thought we had an unspoken agreement, Jack.” He’s taken on a superior tone. “You don’t question my eating habits, I pretend to ignore it when you make kissy-face on the phone.”


  “I don’t make kissy-face on the phone.”


  “Yes you do. And for your information, this power bar does contain fiber. It’s in the caramelized peanuts.”


  I snort. “The wrapper has more fiber.”


  “I’m eating that next.”


  This long-dead horse has been beaten many times, so I change the subject. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking about the last crime scene?”


  Herb’s turn to snort. “Yeah. Welcome to amateur night.”


  I drum my fingers on the steering wheel. “What kind of shooter grinds the engraving off the bottom of his bullets? Think about the misfires.”


  “He should be more worried about shooting himself in the face while he’s filing it down. A pro would simply pick up his brass.”


  “A pro would also know we would find the slug. Hell, anyone who watched TV knows the word ballistics.”


  I left the cartridge with Rogers to take to the crime lab. He ID’ed it by sight, without needing to use acid etching to bring out the markings. A .338 Lapua Magnum. A caliber specifically designed for sniping, and hopefully unique enough to be able to track. I have a team doing just that.


  “And did you see his hide?” Herb shakes his head. “Can you imagine the guy, squatting in a bush, facing the sidewalk?”


  If you want someone dead, it’s relatively easy to ring his doorbell and shoot him in the chest when he answers. Much easier than shooting him from two hundred yards down the street at a scheduled time.


  “This isn’t just about the death,” I say. “This is a game. A bunch of knuckleheads playing soldier, getting their kicks shooting sex offenders long distance.”


  I leave the next part of my thought unspoken—that a knucklehead could kill you just as easily as a pro. In some cases, they’re even more dangerous. Soldiers are taught patience and discipline. An amateur takes unnecessary chances and makes big mistakes, exposing more people to risk. This TUHC group might be easier to track down than an expert hired gun, but they might also hurt a lot of innocents before that happens.


  My phone rings again. I find it on my seat without taking my eyes off the road.


  “Daniels.”


  “Is this Jacqueline Daniels?”


  A female voice, rote and professional.


  “Yes. Who is this?”


  “This is the Heathrow Facility, you’re on the list of people to inform.”


  The Heathrow Facility is a maximum security center for the criminally insane. I’ve sent a few people there over the years. The arresting officer is always called if one of the inmates dies. They’re also called when an inmate is released, or escapes.


  “Who is this regarding?” I ask.


  “Alexandra Kork.”


  A feeling overwhelms me, like the shower has gone from hot to cold. Kork is one of the most dangerous people alive. I’d met her under another name, and her entire family consisted of psychopathic killers. She almost murdered me, and several people I cared about, in horrible ways.


  “What about Kork?” The words are hard to get out, sticking in my throat like chicken bones. A dozen thoughts run through my mind at once, the most pressing being Please don’t tell me she escaped.


  “Alexandra Kork died this morning.”


  I blow out air through my mouth, and my shoulders sag.


  “It appears to be a suicide,” the woman continues. “She set herself on fire with some aerosol spray.”


  That sounds like Kork. She’d kill herself in a horrible way like that.


  “Are you sure it’s her?” I ask. “One hundred percent sure?”


  “The body was badly burned, but we confirmed it with dental records.”


  I picture Alex’s face, pretty as a model’s when I met her. Not pretty at all after we tangled. She’d gotten close, fooled me completely, made me doubt myself unlike I ever had before.


  One of the things I’ve learned as a cop is that everyone considers themself the hero in the story of their life. Even bad guys who killed children and blew up hospitals believed they were good guys. Everyone can justify their actions. Everyone believes they’re in the right.


  Kork was different. She knew she was the bad guy, that her actions were evil. It didn’t bother her at all. Or maybe it did. Maybe she finally realized what an awful person she was, and couldn’t cope with it.


  “Ms. Daniels? Are you still there?”


  “Yeah.”


  “There’s no next of kin listed. Would you like us to release her remains to you?”


  “No. The state can bury her. Thank you for calling.”


  I hang up and pop a few more antacids.


  “Are those mint flavored?” Herb asks.


  “Alex Kork is dead,” I tell him. “Suicide at Heathrow.”


  “World is a better place without her in it. Gimme one of those antacids.”


  I pass the roll to Herb, thinking about the last words Alex had said to me.


  “You beat me this time. But it isn’t over.”


  It’s over now, Alex. You’ve haunted me in countless nightmares, but you won’t haunt me anymore.


  Not ever again.
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  6:21 p.m. – MARY


  Where’s that psychotic cat you have?”


  Mary Streng stares hard at Alex Kork. The woman who broke into their house is taller than Jacqueline, with broader shoulders. Her body is angular rather than curvy, and Mary can see the muscle striations in her bare forearms. Alex has straight black hair, shoulder length. This woman might have been pretty once, but the left side of her face, from her chin to her missing eyebrow, is a knot of pink scar tissue, puckered with patchwork skin graft zigzags and pockmarks from countless stitches.


  “At the vet,” Mary answers. “Bitten by a dog.”


  Alex winces. No—it only looks like a wince because the ruined half of her face stays immobile. It’s actually a smile.


  “That’s a shame. Such a cute kitty, being mauled by a big, bad canine.”


  “He’ll be fine,” Mary says. “The dog isn’t expected to recover.”


  Alex sits on the sofa next to Mary. She’s tucked her gun—a small-caliber revolver—into the back of her jeans, which rankles Mary.


  I’m an old lady, and she doesn’t consider me a threat, Mary realizes.


  It’s true, and it hurts. Sharp as her mind still is, her body has grown old and weak. Osteoporosis is shrinking her. Rheumatoid arthritis has turned her hands into agonizing claws. Her figure, once a perfect hourglass, is now shaped more like the box the hourglass came in. What she would give to be young again, just for a minute, to show this young punk—


  “Are you sizing me up?” Alex asks.


  Mary lowers her eyes.


  “Look at me when I’m talking to you, Mom. Or I’ll start knocking you around.”


  Mary stares at her, projecting defiance instead of fear. Alex’s face twitches into a half smile. Up close, the scars are white and look like rubber.


  “I know you used to be a cop,” Alex says. “I bet this really makes you feel helpless.”


  Mary doesn’t answer. Jacqueline has told her all about Alex and her nightmarish family. Like most cops, her daughter kept her fears hidden away. But Mary knew that Jack feared Alex. And now she can see why. This scarred woman sitting next to her doesn’t have a soul. Something, some vital part, is missing from Alex. The part that makes her a human being.


  Mary had only seen it once before, more than forty years ago, on the Job. A homeless man had killed his friend over half a bottle of wine. Mary had hit the offender with her billy, over and over, but he wouldn’t go down. He just continued to stare at her with those black, bottomless eyes. Eyes without a trace of humanity. Eyes that dared her to kill him.


  The same eyes Alex has.


  “I bet it hurt,” Mary says, “when my daughter tore your face off.”


  Mary doesn’t see the blow coming—it’s too fast. But she feels it, the fist connecting with her mouth, the explosion of pain in her lips, her head snapping back. She had been punched before, in the line of duty, but never so hard or so viciously.


  Then Alex is standing over her, running a hand through Mary’s gray hair in a warped parody of kindness.


  “Maybe later I’ll show you how much it hurts,” Alex says.


  And Mary Streng realizes she’s going to die.


  It isn’t as scary as she thought it might be. She’s lived a long, full life. She’s done everything she ever set out to do. She’s made some mistakes, of course. Some big ones. A failed marriage. A child out of wedlock, put up for adoption when she was still a teenager. A feud with her mother that never got resolved before she died. But Mary managed to forgive herself, to learn from her errors, to keep on going. She knew she could meet death—even an unpleasant death—with grace and dignity and no regrets.


  But this isn’t just about her. Alex also wants to kill Jacqueline.


  That scares Mary to the core. Mary would die for her daughter. She’d also want to die if her daughter were killed. Parents aren’t supposed to outlive their children, and Jacqueline is too good a person to be murdered at the hands of this lunatic.


  She has to warn Jacqueline. Has to make sure Alex can’t get her.


  “Do you bake?” Alex asks.


  “What?”


  “I know it’s a stereo type, that all old women bake. But do you?”


  “Yes,” Mary says.


  “What do you bake? Cookies? Bread?”


  Mary doesn’t like these questions. They seem too intimate. She forces herself to say, “I make pies.”


  “What kind of pies?”


  “Peach. Cherry. Apple. I was going to make an apple pie today, for after dinner.”


  “You’ve got all of the ingredients?”


  Mary nods.


  “Okay, let’s do it,” Alex says. “Let’s make a pie.”


  Alex takes Mary’s hand, leads her into the kitchen. Mary doesn’t understand where this is going, what Alex’s ulterior motive is. But she has no choice other than to let it play out.


  “What do we do first?”


  “There’s some dough, in the refrigerator.”


  Alex opens up the large stainless steel door and takes out a bowl with a wet towel covering the top. Mary stares at the gun in the back of Alex’s jeans. She needs to get closer.


  “This the dough?” Alex asks.


  Mary nods. “Yes.”


  “It’s done rising, or what ever?”


  “Yes.”


  “What else do we need?”


  “Apples. Brown sugar. Lemon juice. Flour.”


  “You want to lend a hand here, Mom? This pie isn’t going to make itself.”


  It’s silly. Mary has been slapped, punched, and threatened, and she stayed stoic. But a simple act of baking makes her eyes well up with tears.


  Maybe it’s the perversion of a normally enjoyable activity. Mary loves to bake. It’s one of the simple joys of life. But being forced to by this murderer makes the whole experience seem tainted, dirty.


  Alex acts normal the whole time. She rolls out the dough. She slices the apples. She’s chatty and cheerful and asks many questions about the process. But she never lets down her guard and gives Mary a chance at the gun.


  Jacqueline loathes baking, has no patience for it. Mary hasn’t baked with her daughter since she was twelve years old. That fact makes this experience even worse. Mary should be bonding with her daughter, not with a psycho.


  “Why do you bake if it makes you so sad?” Alex asks.


  Mary wipes her face with the back of her hand, furious with herself for showing weakness.


  “Or are you just upset because this is the last pie you’ll ever make? There’s a last time for everything, Mom. At least you can savor it, knowing it’s the last time.”


  “The oven is done preheating,” Mary says. “Put the pie on the bottom rack.”


  Alex obeys. Then she pats the excess flour off of her shirt and laughs at the cloud it makes.


  “You never baked with your mother?” Mary asks.


  “I might have. I don’t remember. When I was small, Father tied her to a beam in the basement and whipped her until she died.” Alex pops a stray apple slice into her mouth. “He made me help him, made me beat her.”


  “I’m sorry. That must have been horrible.”


  “Not really. He let me rest when I got tired.”


  Alex turns away, looks past the living room, out the large bay window facing the street. “Does Jack still drive that shitty Nova?”


  Mary doesn’t answer, sees a car coming up the driveway.


  Not Jacqueline’s.


  Oh, no. It’s Latham.


  Mary takes a deep breath, ready to scream out a warning, but Alex is on her, tearing at her house dress, pulling off a sleeve and shoving it past her split lips, wadding it into her mouth. Then the gun is out again, pressed up against Mary’s temple, and they both wait in silence for Latham to come in.
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  6:42 p.m. – JACK


  Leavitt street buzzes with activity. As in the previous crime scene, cops and onlookers surround the house, a walking, talking wall. The media already arrived, two news vans sending live feeds to their networks. I park in the center of the street, since nothing is getting through anyway. Herb extricates himself from my car with much grunting, but I refrain from making any jokes involving power bars or extra energy.


  It’s dark now. Dark and cold. The streetlight in front of the house isn’t working, but there are enough emergency vehicles with their headlights on to provide adequate illumination.


  We push through the crowd, duck under the cordon, and head for the house. This one is bigger than the two-flat we just left, a single-family home with a giant bay window in front. Through the open blinds I can see cops milling around inside. Herb and I don our booties and go in, seeking out Detective Bobalik to get an update.


  She directs the crime scene from the front room, standing a few feet away from Chris Wolak’s body on the floor. I pause, taking everything in. Ten, maybe twelve police officers in the room, most of them CSU. Decor is retro Norman Bates, stuffed ducks and pheasants and animal heads adorning the walls and shelves. A computer desk, the monitor showing porn. A large leather sofa. A framed picture of a smiling man holding the antlers of the buck he shot. An entertainment stand, TV, DVD, stereo. I examine the bay window, find the bullet hole, see the crowd outside looking back at me.


  Bobalik is short, wearing glasses, and has really good hair, the kind that moves when she moves.


  “I want ALS done before the ME arrives,” she says to her team. “Bruen, organize the door-to-door. Let’s move, people, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life here.”


  I walk to her, my hand extended in greeting, and then her head explodes.


  It looks a lot like someone kicking a pumpkin. The top of her scalp comes off, spins through the air, and bounces off the TV. A fine mist of blood rises up around her shoulders and hangs there even after she crumples to the floor.


  “Down!” I yell.


  A tug at my waist. Herb tackling me even as I dive for the carpet.


  Another shot.


  The bullet rips through Bruen’s chest, blood erupting from the exit wound, splashing the wall several feet behind him.


  Screaming. From in the house. From the street outside.


  I look right. Herb on the floor, between me and the window.


  The carpet below me is cold and damp.


  Another shot.


  A CSU member falls, the round slicing through the sofa he hides behind, taking a hunk out of his neck.


  I look left. The victim, Chris Wolak, face-to-face with me, except there isn’t much face left. A white male, in his thirties, a hole in the back of his head, just like Rob Siders.


  I’m lying in his blood.


  Another shot.


  A detective. On the floor next to me, only a few feet away. The bullet enters his hip, exits up through his neck. A long way for a slug to travel through tissue.


  We’re not safe on the floor.


  I scream, “Get away from the window!”


  A uniform stands up, runs for the hallway.


  Another shot.


  A miss.


  He makes it to the end of the hall.


  Another shot.


  He dives to the floor.


  No—he doesn’t dive. Blood volcanoes out of his back.


  Herb gets to his feet, attempting to make the same run.


  “Herb!” I yell.


  He gets two steps down the hall.


  Another shot.


  The bullet smacks the wall, stripping off wood paneling.


  Two more steps.


  Another shot.


  Over Herb’s head, destroying a dome light.


  Two more steps, and he’s next to a door.


  Another shot.


  Herb falls through the doorway.


  “Herb!”


  Silence.


  I roll, away from the vic, hands tucked to my chest.


  Bump into Bobalik. Roll over her.


  Another shot, tearing up the carpet where I was a second ago.


  I continue rolling, angling toward the window.


  Then I ram into the wall. The wall the window is on.


  Out of the line of fire. Safe.


  I reach up for the turning rod on the blinds, twist it, closing the slats on the window nearest to me, blocking the sniper’s vision.


  Another shot. Through the window.


  Then another, higher up.


  The blinds fall off the wall, clatter to the floor.


  “Herb!” I yell with everything I have.


  Herb doesn’t answer.


  Another shot.


  Then another.


  The gunfire isn’t hitting the house. I open up my clutch, remove a lipstick, one that has a tiny mirror on the case. My back to the wall, I angle the mirror so I can see out the front window.


  Most of the gawkers and media have fled. Cops are behind cars, weapons drawn. Handguns and shotguns, nothing long enough to hit a shooter two hundred yards away. Some are shrugging on bulletproof vests—Type IIIA—which won’t offer any protection against high-velocity sniper rounds. A .338 will punch through them like they’re tissue paper.


  Another shot.


  I watch a patrolman’s head snap back—he’s behind the trunk of the patrol car, and the bullet slices right through the metal.


  I turn back to the room. Five cops down in here, plus the original victim. Five more cops tucked into corners and behind furniture. Plus me. And Herb, if he made it.


  I know it will take a minimum of ten minutes for the Special Response Team to gear up and arrive. They’ll have rifles, and heavier body armor.


  But in the meantime, we’re ducks in a pond.


  I try again. ”Herb!”


  A second passes.


  Two.


  Three.


  Four.


  Then, “Jack!”


  I blow out a pent-up breath, a million kinds of relieved.


  “Are you okay?” I yell.


  “Yeah! My wife called, hysterical. Saw us on TV. She said she’d hold you personally responsible if I’m killed.”


  I wonder if I should call Latham. Perhaps I won’t have another chance.


  I push back the maudlin thoughts, focusing on how to escape. I glance at the door, so far away. Then I lock eyes with a stag head, hanging on the wall.


  Chris Wolak is a hunter. He’ll have long guns.


  “Herb! Check to see if there are any rifles in there.”


  “Hold on.” The pause lasts forever. Then, “Found a gun locker. Need to break it open.”


  Another shot.


  A crime scene techie, crouching behind the entertainment stand, wails like a siren, clutching the remainder of his foot. The pain must be unimaginable.


  “Keep your head down!” I order the techie.


  His keening cry goes on and on, and he rocks back and forth with his knee pressed to his chest, his head peeking out over the coffee table.


  “Keep your—!”


  Another shot.


  The techie slumps to the ground, bleeding from the shoulder. A bad wound, gushing fast. He won’t live until the SRT arrives. He needs medical help now.


  I’m not the type who prays, but I beg the universe for Herb to find a rifle.
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  6:46 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  Munchel pauses to add another hash mark to the butt of his rifle, using a black permanent marker. That makes nine so far. The number pleases him, but he’s angry at himself for missing that fat cop, the one who came late to the party. Moves pretty fast for a porker. He arrived with that good-looking split-tail who parked in the middle of the street. That pisses Munchel off. Why should cops be able to park wherever the hell they want to? It’s bullshit.


  Munchel checks his watch, figures he has a few more minutes before reinforcements arrive. Maybe he’ll have another chance at Fatty, and the double-parker.


  His cell rings. Swanson again. Munchel picks up.


  “What the fuck are you doing!” Swanson is yelling, his voice high pitched and girlish. Not a soldier’s tone at all.


  “Hi, Greg. You at the rendezvous point, sucking down a cool one?”


  “You asshole! You’re live on CNN!”


  “Cool.”


  Munchel pulls the bolt back, ejecting the empty cartridge, then jams it forward to force another round into the chamber of his TPG-1. He peers through the Leupold scope. All the cops in the street are hiding or have run off. Of course they have. An entire platoon is no match for a single skilled sniper. Munchel can shoot the petals off a daisy at three hundred yards. Killing cops at less than two hundred is child’s play.


  “What if they catch you?” Swanson whines like a baby.


  Munchel’s voice is pure Stallone. “If they take me, it won’t be alive.”


  Munchel puts his face against the cheek pad. Aims. Fires. Another head shot. He rubs his shoulder—it’s getting sore, even with the built-in recoil damper—then he uses the marker to draw the tenth kill line on the stock.


  “We’re going after perverts, not cops!”


  Munchel looks down, sees he’s dropped the cell phone. Swanson is still bitching. He picks it up.


  “You say something, Swanson?”


  “You’re going to ruin it for us!”


  “Relax,” Munchel purrs. “I’ll make sure I kill all the witnesses.”


  “You dumb son of—”


  Munchel hangs up. He doesn’t need Swanson, or anyone else, telling him what to do. James Michael Munchel knows what to do. No matter what anyone else thinks. No matter who they are.


  The memory comes, unbidden, and Munchel frowns.


  “Military bastards,” he says to himself.


  He doesn’t like to dwell on his rejection by the armed forces, but he dwells on it every day. All those stupid tests he had to fill out, being told by the recruiter that there were no wrong answers. A bald-faced lie. Obviously there were wrong answers, or else he’d be in a foxhole in Baghdad right now, killing insurgents.


  Munchel chambers another round, imagines it’s Osama in the crosshairs, not some stupid pig.


  BANG!


  That makes eleven, plus the original target. He doubts any marine sniper could do better. Another hash mark on the rifle. Pessolano will probably have a shit-fit when he sees how he marked up his precious gun. Maybe Munchel can buy the rifle from him. He respects Pessolano, because Pessolano actually toured, saw combat in Desert Storm. Pessolano always wears yellow shooting glasses, those high-contrast ones that block out blue light. Pessolano is hard-core, but he needs to lighten up. Him and Swanson both.


  Munchel looks in the suitcase, finds the pair of yellow glasses he bought from that late-night infomercial. He slips them on, but they make everything too bright and give him an eyestrain headache. He takes them off again. Real snipers don’t need fancy sunglasses.


  Another glance through the scope, and Munchel grins.


  Fat Boy is back. And it looks like the cop found a rifle. Some dinky little model, but a rifle nonetheless.


  This might be interesting.


  Munchel works the bolt, takes aims, and squeezes the trigger.
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  6:49 p.m. – JACK


  My partner’s leg crumples beneath him when the bullet hits. He cries out, pitching forward, the rifle slipping from his grasp and taking flight.


  Herb tumbles to the floor. The gun remains airborne, spinning like a Frisbee, the barrel aiming my way.


  I bunch up my shoulders and cover my face—not much protection against a dropped weapon, but a reflex action.


  The rifle bounces onto the floor without going off. But it’s ten feet away from me, directly in the line of fire.


  So is Herb.


  I tug out my .38, aim where I’d seen the muzzle flash over a hundred yards away, and fire twice.


  My bullets won’t hit the mark. A snub-nose revolver isn’t accurate beyond twenty feet. But Herb needs time to crawl back into hiding, assuming he can still move.


  I press my back against the wall again, not wanting to leave my head exposed longer than necessary, and see Herb dashing across the carpet on all fours like a coked-up squirrel. Maybe those power bars have something to them after all. He makes it back through the doorway, leaving a spotty trail of blood.


  “How bad?” I call to him.


  “Calf! I’ll be okay! Did you get the rifle?”


  I stare at the weapon. Ten feet away might as well be a hundred.


  “I’m working on it!”


  I survey the room. Other than the injured techie, who is rapidly bleeding out, only four people are still alive: two uniforms, two plainclothes. I’m ranking officer, but I’m not about to order any of them to go after the rifle. Especially since I’m the closest one to it.


  I imagine the sniper. Probably crouching in a bush, as the other had. Peering through a scope, his sites locked onto the fallen rifle, waiting for someone to try for it.


  I’ve used scopes before. At distances longer than fifty yards, the slightest movement by the shooter throws them off target. If I distract him, then move quickly, I’ll have two or three seconds before he finds me again.


  Theoretically at least.


  Or I can sit tight and wait for the cavalry to arrive. But I don’t know if the injured cop can last that long. And I’ve had enough of people dying on my watch.


  I look to my left, see a small end table. Metal, solid, manageable. I kick off my heels and holster my gun. Then I lift the table above my head, aim at the window where the last bullet went through, and heave it hard as I can.


  Before it hits the glass I’m in motion … bending down for the rifle … hearing the window shatter … grabbing the barrel and hugging it to my chest … digging my bare heels into the carpet to change direction in case the sniper was tracking me … skidding …


  Falling onto my ass.


  The pain travels from my coccyx straight up to my neck like a lightning bolt, prompting instant tears and an immediate surge of panic.


  I’m sitting directly in the sniper’s sights. And he has an even clearer view of me now, because the window sports a large hole where the table broke though.


  Though I don’t remain still for longer than a second, it feels like a week, and my ears burn and my forehead gets hot where I imagine a bull’s-eye to be, where the shot is going to hit.


  The shot doesn’t come.


  I pull the gun closer to my body, drop my right shoulder, and quickly roll back to my original hiding spot alongside the window.


  Herb says, “I had seven heart attacks watching you do that.”


  I look down the hallway, lock eyes with Herb in the mirror reflection of a music CD he’s holding out the doorway. He’s using it like I’d used the lipstick, to see around the corner.


  Rather than respond, I do a quick inspection of the weapon. A Dakota rifle. Fixed sights. A twenty-four-inch barrel. Bolt action. I check the magazine. Three .458 rounds, plus one already chambered. I tuck the butt into my armpit and sight through the scope, aiming at the ceiling.


  The lens is cracked, and bent to the left side.


  “Scope’s dead,” I call to Herb. “Any more back there?”


  A pause. Then, “No.”


  “Bullets?”


  “I didn’t see—”


  The crack of the shot makes me flinch, and the CD disintegrates in Herb’s hand. I look around the room at my men. They’re hunkered down, terrified. I need to get them out of here. But I can’t if they’re too scared to move.


  “Looks like our sniper isn’t a music fan,” I say. The joke sounds forced, mostly because it is.


  “I can’t blame him,” Herb says. “I don’t like John Denver either.”


  I unscrew the scope from its mount and toss it aside. Then I swing the barrel around, toward the street.


  “Hold up another one.”


  “I could only find his greatest hits album.”


  I suck in air, blow it out hard, my cheeks billowing.


  “How about Neil Diamond?” I yell.


  I rest the tip of the barrel on the windowsill, an inch away from the glass. Not the best way to steady a rifle, but all I can manage given the situation.


  “No Neil. Is Jim Croce okay?”


  “That’s fine.”


  “Time in a Bottle, or You Don’t Mess Around With Jim?”


  I’m about to tell Herb I don’t care, but I reconsider. “Time in a Bottle,” I yell.


  I was never a fan of sappy love songs.


  I stare down the street, waiting for it. The sniper’s muzzle flashes before I hear the shot. The CD explodes.


  “I couldn’t save Time in a Bottle,” Herb says.


  I line up the sights, fixing them slightly above my target, knowing the bullet will travel in a parabolic arc.


  “I’m going to fire four shots, four seconds apart,” I tell the room. “So you have between twelve and sixteen seconds to get the injured, and yourselves, out of the house. There’s an ambulance on the corner of Leavitt and Leland. You can get there using parked cars for cover. Understood?”


  I count five yeses, including a weak moan from the injured techie. One voice is conspicuous in its absence.


  “You too Herb.”


  “No way. I’m liking this CD collection too much. When was the last time you heard the Kingston Trio?”


  “That’s an order, Herb.”


  “I’m not leaving.”


  Goddammit. If Herb died his wife would kill me.


  “Fine. Hold up the other Croce CD, then stay hidden. We go after I fire my first round. Everyone get ready.”


  I hold the rifle tight against my armpit and rest my chin on the stock, sighting down the barrel. I test the trigger pull, apply enough pressure to barely move it. Then I wait, breathing slow and easy so it doesn’t throw off my aim.


  It doesn’t take long. The killer can’t resist showing off his marksman skills, and he blows away the second Croce CD.


  “Go!” I tell the room.


  Then I squeeze the trigger.
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  6:53 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  Munchel grunts in satisfaction after the CD shatters, and then he moves the scope ever so slightly to watch the split-tail. He’s ready for her to fire back. Hell, he wants her to fire back. That’s why he didn’t kill her when she went for the rifle, even though he had a bead on it. Confirmed kills are great, but real snipers must also contend with return fire. The cops in the street, they’re all too far away, their guns not powerful enough to reach him. There’s no threat or danger.


  He wants a little danger. And the ultimate danger is when you go up against another sniper. An anti-sniper.


  Munchel doesn’t expect her to come close to him. Her rifle is a toy compared to his, and she doesn’t even have a scope. But this will be a much better story to tell Swanson and Pessolano if the cops send a few rounds his way.


  “Show me what you got, baby,” Munchel says, baring his yellow teeth in a grin.


  When her first bullet connects with the concrete planter he’s resting his gun on, Munchel jerks like he’s had acid thrown in his face. He drops the TPG-1 and ducks down.


  How the hell did she make that shot?


  “Lucky,” he says aloud, his voice cracking.


  As the word leaves his lips, another shot blasts into the planter, tossing up stone chips, burrowing a hole into it.


  Munchel backs the hell away. He checks his clothing. Why isn’t the camouflage working? Is she using night vision?


  A bullet zips over his head, its wind practically parting his hair before burying itself into the building behind him. He hunkers down even lower, thinking he should be returning fire, knowing he should, but too scared to move.


  One more shot, and the planter shatters, large chunks falling to the ground, a puff of dirt forming a cloud that settles in his eyes and on his lips.


  Munchel holds his breath, waiting. His bladder feels like a water balloon being squeezed in a vise. Sweat pops out of his body in places he didn’t even know he had pores. He doesn’t dare move, convinced that she can see him.


  A full minute passes.


  He wonders if she’s out of bullets, or simply toying with him. Maybe she has the shot, has him all lined up, and is enjoying watching him squirm.


  Sirens, in the distance. Munchel knows that must be SWAT. He needs to break camp, get the hell out of here. His heart is thumping. His mouth is dry. His palms feel like he just soaked them in water. He’s more scared than he’s ever been in his life.


  But he’s also exhilarated.


  This is what combat is like, he thinks.


  The feeling is intoxicating.


  Munchel knows the news cameras are rolling, knows that the split-tail can see him, knows that what he has in mind might be suicidal. But he decides to go for it anyway.


  No one expects a pinned down man to charge. So Munchel charges.


  The suitcase in one hand, the TPG-1 in the other, he sprints across the sidewalk, across the street, daring the woman cop to shoot him. He knows to zigzag, to make himself a harder target. He maybe even yells a little, an animalistic war cry, the sound of a hero facing certain death.


  No bullets hit him. No one even shoots at him. Munchel pauses behind a car to catch his breath, marveling at his own bravery. It’s dark, and the streetlight he shot out earlier helps him hide in the shadows. But if the cop has some sort of optical enhancer, it’s possible she can still see him.


  The sirens are getting closer. He needs some kind of distraction, something that will confuse the night-vision goggles the woman cop must be using.


  He unzips the suitcase, removes one of two whiskey bottles. Inside is kerosene mixed with laundry detergent. Poor man’s napalm. Munchel would have preferred real napalm, or a grenade, but he couldn’t get those. He tried to order some, on the Internet, and the prick took his money and didn’t send him shit. Hopefully the homemade stuff will be good enough.


  Munchel unscrews the bottle cap and shoves in a braided wick from a camping lantern. He uses a Zippo to light the wick and then shouts, “Semper fi!” as he throws the flaming bottle at a parked SUV. It bounces off the hood and shatters on the sidewalk, soaking someone’s lawn with liquid fire.


  He doesn’t stop to acknowledge his handiwork. He’s on the move again, tugging the suitcase behind him in a crouch, changing direction several times, making it to the Chevy Nova parked in the center of the street.


  The split-tail’s car. He considers using his second Molotov cocktail to set it ablaze, to teach her a lesson, but changes his mind and reaches for something else instead. Something electronic, that Pessolano let him borrow.


  This woman is a worthy opponent. It isn’t enough just to destroy her car. Munchel wants to best her. To beat her. And he’s already formulating a plan on how to do just that.


  He turns on the device and attaches it to the underside of her rear bumper. Then he lights the second bottle of napalm, yells “Recon!” and chucks it at a patrol car.


  Munchel runs back the way he came, slipping between houses, making it to his car a block away. It had taken him almost forty minutes of circling to find that parking space, and even though he was clearly the required twenty feet away from the fire hydrant, he still got a ticket. Assholes.


  Rather than dwell on it, Munchel throws the suitcase and the rifle into the backseat, hops behind the wheel, and beelines for the rendezvous point, imagining Pessolano and Swanson watching his heroics on CNN and cheering him on.
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  6:54 p.m. – KORK


  Jack’s boyfriend latham is kind of cute. Red hair, a strong chin, broad chest. He doesn’t cry out when I crack him in the nose with the butt of my revolver, and doesn’t beg for his life when I stick the business end under his chin.


  “On the sofa, next to the old lady.”


  He complies, but takes his time, fixing me with what he probably thinks is a cold stare. He’s about as menacing as a teddy bear. If he wanted to learn cold stares, he should have grown up in my family.


  “When’s your girlfriend getting home?” I ask.


  He reaches out, holds the woman’s hand. Doesn’t answer. Which pisses me off.


  I’ve lost track of how many people I’ve killed, but I know I’ve killed men for annoying me less than Latham is doing right now. But I don’t want to do anything permanent until Jack gets home and is able to watch. So I settle for smacking him with the gun again.


  I hit him pretty good, opening up a cut on his cheek, and he refuses to meet my eyes. So much for the tough guy act.


  “I don’t like repeating myself,” I say.


  “She told me nine.” His voice is soft, dull. “She’s on a case.”


  I check my new watch. Heathrow didn’t allow watches. Or jewelry. Or makeup. Or bras. Or shoes. We had our unisex cotton pants and top, and slippers with flimsy rubber soles. I could understand them keeping security tight. A few of the women in there were crazy. But my minders confused insane with feeble-minded. Big mistake.


  My watch tells me I have about two hours left before Jack arrives. I’m hungry. Maybe I can get Mom to serve me some of that stew she’s making. I also haven’t gotten fucked in forever. The last time was with my so-called husband, and he was as in effective in bed as he was at everything else. I eye Latham’s broad shoulders, trim waist, then move my eyes lower, to his crotch. I wonder if he is up for the job. I know from experience that a man sometimes has problems getting it up when a gun is jammed in his mouth.


  But when they can manage, the sex is mind-blowing.


  Later, I decide. One more thing that Jack can watch.


  “Who else is hungry?” I ask.


  I smile, not the easiest thing to do when you’ve lost most of the nerves and muscles in half of your face. Mom grimaces. Latham stares at the floor.


  “Both of you, stand up. Slow and easy. If you move too fast, or if I get the feeling you aren’t going to behave, I’ll shoot your knees.”


  They stand, and hero boyfriend puts his arm around Mom’s shoulders. It’s touching, the warmth. Really. When the time comes, I don’t know which one I’ll kill first.


  No need to think about that now. We have all night. And what a night it will be. These aren’t the only guests I’m inviting to this party. With some duct tape to keep everyone manageable, and some delivery pizza, we could keep this going for a few days.


  First things first, Mom can serve some dinner. And I can warm loverboy up for our floor show later on. He looks to be the loyal type. Tough to break.


  But I’ll break him. When I was growing up, Father used the stove for more than just cooking. He used it for punishment. Showed me up close and personal all the ways a stove can make a person scream.


  And I’m more than happy to share the knowledge.
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  6:56 p.m. – JACK


  While I fire at the sniper the cops in the house clear out, carrying their injured team member. Herb comes up behind me, and we watch through the window as they make their way down the street. They join the others who were lucky enough to have gotten away, to the end of the block where the ambulances are.


  We also watch our perp run around in jerky patterns, dragging a suitcase behind him and holding a huge sniper rifle, occasionally yelling something incoherent. He stops twice to throw homemade bombs at cars. Each one bounces off and causes a small fire on the sidewalk.


  “This might very well be the world’s stupidest criminal,” Herb says.


  I’m out of rifle ammo. Herb and I pull our service pistols, keeping the perp in our sights. Though he keeps zigzagging and ducking down, he would have been a cinch to shoot if he came within our range. We could even have nailed him without looking, because he kept whooping like a drunken sports fan, giving away his location. Unfortunately, he stays at least fifty yards away the entire time, and eventually disappears between two houses, running off into the night.


  Herb and I meet the Special Response Team in front, and I send them in the direction the sniper had gone. By that time the small fires have almost extinguished themselves, and the cops who’ve been in hiding come out and attend to the dead.


  The sniper might have been an idiot, or a lunatic, or both. But he still managed to kill ten of my men. I maintain a brave face for the TV cameras, but each time I see a body bag being loaded into an ambulance my throat closes up.


  My boss, Captain Bains, arrives in a patrol car. He has his dress blues on, ready to make a statement for the press. Deputy Chief Crouch, the superintendent’s right hand, is also present, setting up interviews with everyone involved. I’m first in line.


  I’m bone tired, but I know I’ll be debriefed over and over again for the next few hours, and there’s no way to postpone it. I go back into the house and use the bathroom, doing a mediocre job washing off the blood. Then I call home, get the answering machine. Leave Mom a message that I won’t make dinner tonight. I also call my long-suffering fiancé to let him know he’s welcome to stay the night, and I’ll make it up to him by cooking breakfast in the morning. I get his voice mail. Perhaps he and Mom are in a heated match of rummy.


  Internal Affairs shows up—a bystander had been nicked by police crossfire. It wasn’t by me, but they take my gun anyway; standard operating procedure so ballistics can rule out my bullets as the lethal ones. I’m too numb to argue. My phone rings, and I excuse myself for a minute.


  “Jack, it’s an emergency.” Mom sounds frazzled. “You need to come home.”


  “Mom? Are you okay? What’s going on?”


  I’m talking to a dead line. I call back. Get the machine. Call again, get the same results. Try Latham once more, go directly to voice mail.


  What the hell?


  “I need to check on my partner,” I tell the IA guys. Then I catch up with Herb as two paramedics assist him into the ambulance. The assistance involves a lot of lifting and grunting.


  “I need a favor, Herb.”


  “No problem. I’ll make a copy for you.” He taps his jacket pocket, which held the Kingston Trio CD. “And yes, it’s got ‘Tom Dooley’ on it.”


  I lean closer. “I need you to cover for me, for a few hours. The deputy chief wants answers. The Feds are coming, probably to compare this to every other sniper incident in the past seven hundred years. Plus I’m going to have to tell the same story again for IA.”


  “Are you going to tell them I stole folk rock?”


  “No. I’m going to tell them to talk to you first. I just got a weird call from my mother, and something’s not right. I have to run home. And as you’re well aware …”


  Herb finishes for me. “You live in the suburbs, even though you’d be fired if they found out, and even though there were many perfectly nice single-family homes in my neighborhood.”


  “I’ll be two and a half hours, tops. Just make sure they don’t go to my old apartment.”


  Because then they’ll know I don’t live in the city anymore.


  “Take three hours,” Herb says. “I use a lot of adjectives when I tell stories.”


  I pat his shoulder. “Thanks, Herb. Good luck with those stitches.”


  “If my wife asks, I didn’t get shot. Tell her I was bitten by a monkey.”


  “Sure. She’ll buy that.”


  “She’s terrified of monkeys.”


  “Wouldn’t a dog be more realistic?”


  “She loves dogs. If it’s a monkey, I’ll get sympathy sex.”


  I speak to the deputy chief and inform him I have a family emergency, but he can debrief my partner at the hospital. I promise I’ll be back within an hour. Which is an outright lie, because I live an hour away.


  During the ride to the suburbs I obsess about my mother. If something happened to her, why hasn’t Latham called? Or perhaps the emergency has to do with Latham, and Mom is too shocked to go into details.


  I’m overwhelmed by mental snapshots of death: car accidents, strokes, heart attacks, earthquakes, floods. Are they en route to the ER? Is that why they couldn’t pick up the phone? It can’t be a fire, because the answering machine keeps going on—a fire would destroy the line.


  Is it something to do with my father? Mom never forgave Dad for leaving us, and while I’ve been trying to rebuild a relationship with him, she refuses to acknowledge his existence. Maybe Dad had shown up at my house, which would cause Mom to go supernova.


  Or is this something more insidious?


  I look at my cell, find the call from the Heathrow Facility. The caller ID indeed reads HEATHROW, but maybe that can be faked. I dial 411, get the same number, and let them patch me through. I speak to three different people, all of whom confirm that Alexandra Kork is dead as dead can be.


  Okay. I’m being paranoid. Even if Alex were alive—and she isn’t—she still didn’t know where I live.


  Maybe Mom saw the sniper shootings on television and is simply worried about me. Not picking up the phone is a guarantee I’ll rush home.


  Or maybe Latham has some sort of surprise planned. I think of the mariachi band he hired when he proposed, and a smile breaks through my mask of worry. He truly is a sweetheart.


  I get off the expressway on Route 20, heading for York Road. Whatever the emergency is, I’ll find out soon enough.


  My thoughts momentarily shift to the shooter. Finding sex offenders is a snap—thanks to Megan’s Law, anyone can log onto the Internet and access the National Sex Offender Registry and get their names and addresses. But if this is some sort of warped vigilante group, why kill cops? Did the sniper simply get carried away? Or is he really out of his mind? And are his two partners just as unbalanced?


  I turn left down my twisty road, heading home. I hear the dead leaves crackling under my tires, see glimpses of the moon through the canopy of trees, and wonder what Mom loves about this neighborhood so much. Can it even be called a neighborhood? We’ve never met our nearest neighbor, who lives a quarter of a mile away. Come Halloween, I wonder if parents drive their children house to house for trick-or-treating. If I had kids, I’d drive them—to the city.


  Thinking of children makes me think of Latham, and I get sort of gooey inside. I pull into the driveway and park next to his car, convinced that this emergency probably has to do with Mom fudging points in their card game, or burning the apple pie. I do a quick mirror check, finger comb my hair, and hop out of my Nova.


  The front door is locked, and the front room is dark. I notice a light in the kitchen through the bay window. I unlock the door and go in.


  “Mom? Latham?”


  I smell food. Stew, and some sort of baked goods. Maybe I’m right about the pie after all.


  Mom is in the kitchen, sitting at the table. It takes me a second to realize she has duct tape over her mouth and around her arms, and then something appears in my peripheral vision, something blindingly fast.


  I duck, but not quickly enough, and get knocked to the floor, my vision all lopsided and swirly.


  “Welcome home, Jack.”


  I can’t focus, but I recognize the voice.


  Alex is alive.


  And that means we’re all going to die.
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  8:02 p.m. – KORK


  Jack’s moment of realization is priceless. It’s an expression of fear and helplessness, and it’s so raw and honest that I feel like a peep-show voyeur watching it.


  I want to hit her again, to turn her fear into pain. But there isn’t any need to rush. Better to play it safe, make sure she’s restrained first.


  “Handcuffs,” I say.


  Jack doesn’t answer. I don’t think she’s trying to defy me. I think she’s so scared she can’t even speak. I give her a kick in the ribs to help with her articulation.


  “Handcuffs,” I repeat. “You’ll have plenty of time to be scared speechless later.”


  “Purse,” she says.


  I follow her eyes, see an ugly clutch on the floor. I keep the gun on her and walk over to it. There are handcuffs inside, but no gun.


  “Where’s that little toy Colt you carry around?”


  “Internal Affairs. Had a shooting tonight.”


  I wonder if she’s lying, then notice that she has blood on her skirt, her shirt. Looks like Jack has had a busy night.


  It’s about to get busier.


  “Cuff your hands behind you,” I say, tossing her the bracelets.


  She complies, sneaks a look at Mom. I wait for Jack to say something like “Let her go, this is between us” or “If you touch her, I swear I’ll kill you” or something equally meaningless. She surprises me by saying nothing. Perhaps she knows it won’t do any good. Or perhaps she’s saving her energy because she knows she’ll need it later. For screaming.


  I allow them their mommy/daughter moment, then wrap my hand in Jack’s hair and jerk her to her feet. It doesn’t take much effort. At Heathrow, I was able to catch up on two things—soap operas and exercise. The last time I’d encountered Jack, I’d been soft.


  There isn’t anything soft about me now.


  I check to make sure Jack’s hands are cuffed, then shove the revolver into the back of my pants. I’m still holding her hair, and I bring her face close to mine, letting her see the scars up close.


  “See what you did to me? For a while, I wished you’d killed me. I bet you’re wishing the same thing right now, aren’t you?”


  Jack stares back at me, but her eyes are glassy. She’s fighting to keep it together.


  “It took a long time for the pain to go away,” I continue. “The state doesn’t have the best plastic surgeons, as you can see. They had to graft on some skin from my leg. It actually grows stubble. Can you feel it?”


  Jack tenses, strains to pull away. But my muscles are big and strong and it’s like restraining a child. I rub my scarred flesh against her perfect cheek, letting her feel the pointy little hairs that used to be on my calf. She stops struggling. Her muscles relax. Jack knows she can’t fight me, knows I can do anything I want to her.


  I’ve been waiting a long time for this.


  “Where’s Latham?” Jack asks, meek, submissive.


  “We’ll get to him in a minute. First we need to call some old friends.” I find her cell phone in her purse. “Is Harry on here?”


  Jack nods.


  “You need to convince him to come over.”


  “No.”


  I half smile, make a fist, and hit Jack in the gut so hard she spits up food she ate last year. While she’s doubled over, I walk over to Mom.


  “I understand the reason you’re holding out,” I say, standing behind Mom’s chair. “You figure that you’re going to die anyway, so why should you be helpful? That’s not the correct mind-set. What you should be thinking about is all the things I’m going to do to you before you die.”


  Jack coughs, spits. “You’ll do those things anyway.”


  “Of course I will. And eventually I’ll get my way, and you’ll call Harry. I know you’re tough, Jack. Maybe if it was only me and you, maybe you wouldn’t call. But we’ve got other people involved here.”


  I hold Mary’s hand, her wrists bound to the chair with tape.


  “I’ve heard arthritis is agonizing. I poked around in the medicine cabinet earlier. Mom is taking some major pills, isn’t she?”


  I swivel the chair around, give Mom a frown that only appears on half of my face.


  “I hope you’re not turning into a junkie. That’s a road you don’t want to go down. No matter how bad the pain gets.”


  I begin to squeeze her hand. Her eyes get wide, and I watch her shake with the effort not to make any sound.


  “Look how brave your mother is, Jack. Trying to hold it in.”


  “I’ll call,” Jack says.


  “I wonder if she’d scream if I broke a few fingers.”


  “I’ll call!”


  I release Mom’s hand, give the old gal a pat on the head. Then I drill my eyes into Jack. She’s pale, and appears close to collapsing.


  “Convince him to come over here. Do I need to make any more threats?”


  Jack shakes her head.


  “Don’t look so devastated,” I say to Jack. “We’re just getting started.”
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  8:15 p.m. – JACK


  Mom and I are as good as dead. It’s just a matter of how much we suffer before Alex kills us.


  Seeing Alex again stunned me. Instead of acting, or fighting back, I’d been caught off guard. That opportunity has passed. But I might be able to create another one with Harry McGlade.


  I need to somehow convince Harry there’s a problem, without alerting Alex. Unfortunately, Harry’s intelligence falls somewhere between a chimpanzee and a crescent wrench. This is going to take some finesse.


  Alex dials the number, presses the speaker phone button, and holds it to my mouth.


  “Harry’s Den of Dyslexic Sex, where you can duck my sick. Harry speaking.” His voice is nasally, Chicago through and through.


  “Hi, Harry. It’s Jack.”


  “Jackie! Good to hear from you. Looking for work? Since that Joliet thing I’ve been swamped. I could hire you part-time. You’d do some paperwork, answer some phones. I’m paying seven fifty an hour, clothing is optional.”


  Harry McGlade is a private investigator. A hundred years ago he used to be a cop, and my partner. I didn’t like him much then, and don’t like him much now, but he keeps popping up in my cases. Harry’s tough to get rid of. Like an oil stain. Or a wart.


  “Look, McGlade, if I asked you to come over to my house right now, as a personal favor, would you do it?”


  “No can do tonight, Jackie. I’ve got a date with a very special lady. Very special. And if I cancel without giving her twenty-four hours notice, she charges my credit card anyway.”


  I glance at Alex. She rolls her eyes, then points her gun at Mom. Even though I don’t have anything left in my stomach, I feel it rumble.


  “Harry, I … I broke up with my boyfriend. I’m feeling kind of alone, kind of vulnerable.”


  “I get it. You’re a chick, so you need to get laid to feel loved. I’m happy to step up to the plate.”


  That hurts to even think about.


  “I just need a friend right now. Can you come over?”


  “For sex, right? I don’t want to be one of those guys, you cry on his shoulder, piss and moan for two hours, then I leave with snot on my tie and a trouser trout I have to smack around during the car ride home.”


  Someone owed me an Academy Award, because somehow I say, “Yes, Harry McGlade. I want to have sex with you.”


  Come on, you big dummy. You know there has to be something wrong.


  “Pardon my skepticism, Jackie, but that didn’t sound right to me.”


  Thatta boy, McGlade. Reason it out.


  “Can you ask again?” Harry continues. “But using dirty words?”


  Unbelievable.


  “Just come over,” I say.


  “You mean make like Ward Cleaver and discipline the Beaver?”


  “Yes, Harry.”


  “Say it.”


  Even if he saves my life, I’m still going to kill him.


  “Come over, Harry, and discipline the Beaver.”


  “Are you drunk, Jackie? Is liquor impairing your judgment? Because I’m fine with that.”


  “I’m not drunk, Harry. I just need you here.”


  “I knew it. I knew those years of insults and dirty looks masked your true feelings. And I want you to know, the feeling is mutual. In fact, back when we rode together, and you got out of the car first, I’d sometimes lean over and sniff your seat.”


  Alex has to put a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing.


  “Just make sure you bring protection,” I say.


  A gun, asshole. Bring a gun.


  “Message received. Leave the front door unlocked. If I get there and you’re already passed out, I’m hopping on anyway.”


  He disconnects. Does he know I’m in trouble? Is he playing along? Or does he really think he’s going to get laid?


  “Nice work, Jack. Now let’s try another one. That intense guy with the killer abs. Phineas Troutt. I owe him too.”


  I stare at Alex. Her scarred face offers no reprieve. No pity. She’s a monster.


  But she’s a monster who wants something from me, which gives me just a tiny bit of leeway. If I got in touch with Phin, all I’ll have left to offer Alex is my pain and suffering. Best to stall that for as long as I can.


  “Where’s Latham?” I try to sound scared, which doesn’t require any acting.


  “Ahh, yes. Where is loverboy? I noticed he wore a ring. You too. When is the wedding, Jack?” She bats her eyes, but the scarred one simply twitches. “Can I be your maid of honor?”


  “Where is he?”


  Alex makes a show of looking at her watch.


  “He’s in the garage. How much air do you think is in one of those kitchen garbage bags? Think there’s twenty minutes’ worth?”


  I bolt, running across the kitchen, heading for the door to the garage. My hands are behind my back, so I have to spin around to turn the knob. Alex doesn’t run after me. She stays in the kitchen, hands on her hips, looking vaguely amused.


  I manage to pull open the door, and find Latham in the middle of the garage, lying on the floor next to a giant stack of boxes. A white plastic garbage bag is over his head, duct tape wrapped around his neck.


  He’s completely still.


  I run to him, drop to my knees, scooting around and grabbing the bag along with some of his hair. I dig my fingers in and pull. The plastic stretches, tears.


  “Latham! Latham, please answer me!”


  I feel him move.


  “Jack?”


  Thank God. I keep tugging, removing as much of the bag as I can, my fingers encircling his face. His cheeks are wet, with sweat or tears or both.


  I shed a few tears too.


  “I’m so sorry,” I say, over and over.


  “She put a hole in the bag. A little one. Didn’t want me to die yet.”


  He talks in a monotone, emotionless. Probably in shock.


  “I gave him a choice.” Alex stands in the doorway. “Fuck me, or die. He told me he’d do it if I put a bag over my head. Personally, I think it looks pretty good on him.”


  My fear vanishes, replaced by a hate so intense I can taste it. I get to my knees, then to my feet, and charge at her. Alex doesn’t flinch. When I get close enough she sidesteps my attempted body tackle and trips me. Unable to break my fall, I land on my face, my lips kissing the dirty concrete floor, the wind rushing from my lungs.


  “You want to play, Jack? We’ve got time to play.” Alex puts her hands behind her back. “I’ll even play fair. You’re Little Miss Tae Kwon Do, right? Let’s see if you can take me.”


  I’m so pumped up with anger and adrenaline that I get up before my breath comes back. I take a feeble gasp, shake away the stars, and run at her.


  Alex kicks me in the stomach, so hard that it knocks my shoes off. I fall onto my ass, the handcuffs digging in and twisting my wrists, prompting a scream. I use the pain, continuing to stretch at the cuffs, pulling them up under my butt and over my feet.


  My hands are now in front of me.


  It won’t help much fighting against Alex. She’s stronger than the last time I’d sparred with her. But maybe if I could get to my bedroom, to my other gun—


  I run for it, run like I have a freight train coming after me. Make it to the kitchen, to the front room, to the hallway. Then I stumble and eat carpeting.


  “Is that how you got your black belt, Jack? By running away like a scared little bitch?”


  I roll over, glare up at Alex. She grabs my handcuff chain and jerks me up to her level. Her strength is amazing.


  “Pumped a little iron in lockup?” I say between breaths.


  Half of her face smiles.


  “A little.”


  Then she whips me forward, headfirst into the wall.


  Everything goes from very bright to very dark.
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  8:18 p.m. – SWANSON


  James Munchel walks into the suburban sports bar with a big yellow grin on his face and a hail conquering hero swagger. He actually lifts up his hand for a high five when he reaches their table.


  Greg Swanson can barely hold in his rage. His jaw is clenched, and his shoulders feel like a giant knot.


  “Sit down, you idiot,” Swanson orders.


  Munchel darkens, lowering his upraised palm. But he complies. They’re at a table in the back, and the place is crowded enough that no one is paying any attention to them. Like all sports bars, this one boasts an impressive number of TVs. The one nearest them is tuned to CNN, at Swanson’s request, and it’s still reporting live from Munchel’s massacre scene.


  “What the fuck were you doing?” Swanson asks.


  “I was following the plan.”


  “The plan was to take out the target, not half the cops in Chicago.”


  “They were witnesses,” Munchel says.


  Swanson bunches up his napkin, squeezes it hard. He’s bigger than Munchel, by five inches and sixty pounds. But the smaller man is flat-out crazy, and this scares Swanson.


  Swanson looks at Pessolano, hoping for some assistance. Paul Pessolano is wearing those stupid as hell yellow shooting glasses, which make him look like a bee. His face is granite, impassive. He’s had military experience, but he must have had his communication skills shot off during Desert Storm. Either that or he’s seen The Terminator too many times.


  As predicted, Pessolano offers nothing. Swanson turns back to Munchel, who is flagging down their server. He waits while Munchel orders a beer and one of those fried onion appetizers. When the waitress leaves, Swanson has to count to five in his head so he doesn’t start yelling.


  “I’m the leader of The Urban Hunting Club,” he says, his voice as calm and patronizing as a grade school teacher’s. “I’m the one who brought us together. I’m the one who picked the targets. I’m the one who came up with the plan.”


  Munchel rolls his eyes at Swanson, then nudges Pessolano.


  “Hey, Paul, how many confirmed kills you got?”


  “Eighteen.” Pessolano’s voice is rough, like he doesn’t use it much.


  “I’m almost caught up to you. I just got twelve.”


  “You got eleven,” Pessolano says. “One of the cops lived.”


  Munchel shrugs. “Fine, eleven. Still pretty good my first time out.”


  Swanson realizes that he probably shouldn’t have trusted guys who answered an ad in the back of Soldier of Fortune. But he didn’t have a choice. Where else was he supposed to find mercenaries? Swanson works in a home improvement store, in the plumbing department. He isn’t a killer.


  Well, technically, he is a killer now. But he wasn’t a few hours ago. And he wasn’t a few months ago when he placed that ad.


  When Swanson’s wife got … attacked … five years ago, he’d been devastated. Jen was, is, his everything. Then the bastard who did it got out five years early—for good behavior, what a fucking joke. Swanson couldn’t allow that. He had to kill the guy. For Jen. For himself. For society. It was more than just revenge. More than justice. The punk needed to be killed, and Swanson felt the need to perform that particular public service.


  But he knew that if he offed the guy, suspicion would immediately fall on him. The authorities would look at his victims, following the revenge angle.


  Unless it looked random.


  Thus, The Urban Hunting Club was born. All Swanson needed were a couple of like-minded guys who hated perverts, and then Rob Siders’s death would be blamed on vigilantes, not on an angry husband.


  But Munchel has ruined the plan. TUHC has gone from being a group that might have been respected, even admired, straight to Public Enemy Number One. Cops never forget when you murder their own. They’ll be hunted for the rest of their lives. All because Munchel got himself a kill hard-on.


  “We need to break up,” Swanson says. “Go our separate ways, never see each other again.”


  “Why would we do that?” Munchel asks. The waitress brings his beer, and the idiot continues to talk in front of her. “We make a great team. We got rid of some real scum today.”


  The server leaves, and Swanson leans over, jutting his chin at Munchel.


  “And now we’re wanted for killing ten cops,” he says through his teeth.


  Munchel smiles, takes a sip of beer. “Collateral damage. Couldn’t be helped.”


  Swanson looks at Pessolano, who is stoically picking his teeth with his fork. He realizes he has to distance himself from these two loonies. Hell, he should probably run straight home, grab Jen, and move to California. That might look like an admission of guilt, but Munchel is going to get caught, and when he gets caught he’ll talk. Swanson doesn’t want to be implicated in any cop killing case, especially in a state that has the death penalty.


  “I’m ditching the gun, and getting the fuck out of town.”


  Swanson stands. Pessolano clasps his hands together, puts them behind his head.


  “You ain’t ditching shit. Those are my rifles, and they’re worth more than you make in a year.”


  “Fine. Let’s go out to the parking lot, you can have your guns back right now.”


  Munchel finishes his beer, lets out a weak belch. He meets Swanson’s stare.


  “Before you go running home to Mama, crying like a little girl, we have to take care of one more problem.”


  Dread creeps up Swanson’s shoulders and perches there, like a gargoyle. “What problem?”


  “That chick cop. The one who fired back at me.”


  “What about her?”


  Munchel wipes his mouth off with his sleeve. “She saw my face.”


  Swanson sits back down. This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening.


  “Had some sort of scope,” Munchel goes on. “Some infrared night-vision bullshit.”


  “Could she ID you?” Pessolano asks.


  “Abso-fucking-lutely.”


  Swanson tries to think, tries to remember if his passport is up-to-date.


  “We can go to Mexico,” he says. “We can leave tonight.”


  Munchel snorts. “Hell no. I love America. I’m not leaving. Not because of some split-tail. Besides—there’s another option.”


  Swanson’s heart is beating faster than when he took the shot and killed the pervert. He should be feeling good right now. Satisfied. Complete. Maybe even a little excited. Killing Rob Siders had been easier than he thought, and every detail had been executed perfectly. But instead of celebrating, he feels terrified and ready to throw up.


  “What option?” Pessolano asks.


  “I put that GPS tracker you lent me on her car.” Munchel grins wide, his teeth the color of corn. “I know where she lives.”
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  8:22 p.m. – JACK


  Let’s play a game,” Alex says.


  I sit on the sofa. My hands rest in my lap, the handcuffs digging painfully into my wrists. My ankles are wrapped in silver duct tape. Latham has tape on his legs, wrists, and mouth. Alex dragged my mother, still bound to the kitchen chair, into the living room with us. Mom’s eyelids are drooping. She doesn’t look well.


  Alex holds a nickel-plated revolver. It has a two-inch barrel and a rubber grip. A small gun. It probably only holds five bullets. My guess is confirmed when Alex swings the cylinder out and pushes the ejector rod, dumping five .32-caliber rounds into her palm. She thumbs one back into an empty chamber, spins the cylinder, and slaps it closed.


  “I’m going to ask you some questions, Jack. If you get one wrong, I’m going to point the gun at either your mother or your fiancé, and pull the trigger. Like this.”


  Alex aims at my mother and fires before the cry can leave my throat.


  The hammer falls on an empty chamber with a metallic click.


  “A one out of five chance,” Alex says. “Those are pretty good odds. Do you understand the game?”


  I push the panic down, deep down, forcing myself to think rather than react to fear.


  “What if I get the answer right?” I ask.


  “Then I’ll ask another one.” Alex spins the cylinder. “Let’s begin.”


  She walks over to me and stares down. Her eyes are empty. I wonder if she’s enjoying this. She doesn’t seem to be.


  Alex doesn’t have the classic male psychopathic response, because her particular mental disorder isn’t linked to sex and testosterone. That means she stays calm, works within her peculiar kind of rationalization, without letting emotion take over. Her cruelty isn’t hot and breathy. It’s cold and calculating.


  In my opinion, that makes it worse.


  “How did I escape from Heathrow?” Alex asks me.


  What is she looking for? Praise? Begging? Cowering? Or does she just want a wrong answer so she can shoot someone I love while I watch?


  “You lured someone into your room, burned them, and took their ID. A guard, maybe.”


  “It wasn’t a guard. Try again.”


  “Another inmate.”


  Alex snorts. “If I took another inmate’s place, I’d be sitting in her cell right now. One more guess, then we play some Russian roulette.”


  I rack my brain, trying to remember what I know about Alex, about her past. She grew up with a family of psychos. She liked to kill animals. She was infatuated with her brother. She could act normal, function within society, until her peculiar tastes took over. She used to be a marine. She was an expert marksperson, and an expert martial artist. She murdered many people, torturing most of them first. She was of above-average intelligence. She had been analyzed by many specialists.


  Many specialists.


  “Your shrink,” I decide.


  Alex has killed several of her psychiatrists. She seems to get a particular thrill out of it, and I could easily picture her carrying on that legacy at Heathrow.


  I know I’m right, because the unscarred half of her face smiles.


  “Dr. Panko. Shorter than me, but the same hair color. She was a Freudian. Kept wanting me to talk about my parents. Saw me as a victim, a weak little girl who had been abused by the world. I had to fake a lot of tears in front of that bitch. It paid off.”


  “You got her to trust you,” I say. As long as Alex is talking, she isn’t shooting.


  “So much that she allowed me to get a job in the laundry room. On our next session I snapped her neck and put her body in the laundry cart. Not easy to do in handcuffs and ankle restraints. When I did laundry rounds that night, I dropped her off in my room, switched clothes with her, and set her on fire after spraying her with three cans of Lysol. Then I walked out of prison while everyone stood around watching the blaze. How did I do that, Jack?”


  “You took her keys. Her ID.”


  “Good. What else?”


  I stare at Alex’s cheek. “You also took her makeup.”


  “I needed a whole tube of concealer to cover up the scarring, and it wouldn’t have stood up to close inspection. But no one even bothered to look at me. They were all too jacked up about the tragic suicide. I found Panko’s car by pressing the alarm button on her key chain. She had this cute little gun in her glove compartment. A Freudian with a gun. I wonder if she ever thought about how ironic that was.”


  I steal a glance at Mom. She seems out of it. In contrast, Latham appears alert and determined. I try to tell him how much I love him using only my eyes.


  “So how did I convince the authorities that Dr. Panko was me?” Alex asks.


  I think about my earlier calls to Heathrow, how they insisted the dead body was Alex.


  “You somehow switched dental records.”


  “Wrong.” Alex holds up the revolver. “Who do you want me to shoot, your mother or your fiancé?”


  My stomach falls to my ankles. “Give me another chance. You’re smarter than I am.”


  “No. Choose.”


  I’m tempted to say please, but begging Alex won’t help the situation. She feeds off of weakness. I promise myself I won’t beg, no matter how bad it gets.


  I look at Mom. She doesn’t meet my eyes. I wonder if she’s being strong, or if she’s gone someplace in her head. Then I look at Latham. He nods at me. My sweetheart is giving me permission to shoot him.


  “I refuse to decide,” I say.


  “Fine. Then I’ll do both.”


  “Wait—!”


  Alex points the gun at Latham and fires, then turns it on Mom and fires.


  Two empty chambers, but something inside me breaks. The panic worms its way to the surface, and a soft whimper tears loose. I don’t want to cry, don’t want to let Alex see it, but some tears make it out anyway.


  “Hmm,” Alex says. “What were the odds there? A forty percent chance one of them would die? Looks like you got lucky, Jack. Now try again. How did I convince the authorities that Dr. Panko was me?”


  I have no idea. My brain is mush, scrambled eggs. I’m being forced to watch the people I love get killed. Alex will keep going until they both are dead, then she’ll start on me. How am I supposed to be able to think?


  “The clock is ticking, Jack. You have five seconds.”


  I make myself focus, make myself reason it out. If Alex didn’t switch records, there’s only one other possible way to get a positive dental ID.


  “You … you pulled some of your own teeth, put them in her mouth.”


  Alex claps her hands together.


  “Bravo, Jack! But you make it sound so simple. It isn’t easy, yanking out your own teeth. Especially without any anesthetic. Those suckers are in there tight! I used a toothbrush. Rubbed the handle against the cement walls until it got sharp. Then I jammed it into my jaw and pried the roots out. Does this look infected to you? Be honest.”


  Alex sticks her pinky into her mouth, pulls her cheek back. I see red, inflamed gums where teeth used to be, and her breath smells like meat gone bad. I turn away.


  “Why did I do that, Jack? Why did I yank out my teeth? Why didn’t I just get the hell out of there and not care if they realized I was gone?”


  “For me,” I say, my voice small. I stare at my lap.


  “Exactly. I did it for you, Jack. Because if they knew I escaped, they would have warned you, and you would have gotten away.”


  Alex grabs me by my hair, twists my head until I look at her.


  “How often did I think of you, when I was locked up? Take a guess, Jack. Guess how often.”


  I don’t have to guess. I know the answer.


  “Every day,” I say.


  “Every hour of every day I was in that hellhole I thought about you, Jack. About this moment right now. It made things bearable. Knowing one day I’d have you, and the people you care about, at my mercy—that was the only thing that kept me going. That was how I could look at my ugly, scarred face and not slit my own throat.”


  She releases my hair, and I force myself to hold her gaze.


  “Tell me, Jack. Did you think of me?”


  I don’t know what she wants me to say. Rather than try to guess, I tell her the truth.


  “Only in my nightmares.”


  “And what did you have nightmares about, Jack? Of me escaping?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why didn’t you kill me when you had the chance?”


  “Because I’m not a killer.”


  “But I am. You should have taken that into consideration.”


  I don’t want her to ask another question, so I blurt out one of my own.


  “Do you think this is going to make everything right, Alex?”


  She narrows her good eye. The other one just twitches. “What exactly do you mean, Lieutenant?”


  “You can’t get the time you did back. You can’t get your family back. You can’t get …” I force it out, “… your face back. Killing us isn’t going to change anything.”


  Alex caresses my cheek, lets her fingers linger.


  “I know that, Jack. I’m not doing this to make things right. The past is the past, and can’t be undone.” She winks her good eye. “I’m doing this because it’s a lot of fun.”


  I don’t want to provoke her, but I can’t help whispering, “You’re a monster.”


  Alex sighs. She looks at Mom, and Latham, and then at the ceiling, perhaps gathering her thoughts. When she speaks again, her voice is hard and even.


  “Life is all about cruelty. You know that. You’re a cop. You see it all the time. Nothing on this planet lives without something else dying. You call me a monster because I choose to accept my nature. I embrace it, rather than deny it. Here’s a bonus question, since your moral compass is so true, since you’re so sure you know right and wrong. Where has your morality gotten you, Jack?”


  “Hurting others is wrong, Alex,” I say.


  Alex laughs, a harsh, cruel laugh. “Look at history. It’s filled with atrocities. War. Murder. Torture. Rape. We call that kind of behavior inhuman. But maybe the terminology is backward. Maybe being human means hurting others. That seems to be what humans do best.”


  I shake my head. “Our species is successful because we nurture, not because we harm.”


  Alex spins the cylinder again, then twirls the gun around her finger like a cowboy.


  “Let me clue you in on something, Lieutenant. Nothing is black and white. There are no universal standards that determine what’s good and what’s evil. It’s subjective. You can’t kill for money, or recreation, but you can kill during a war. Why is there a difference? Dead is dead. I set someone on fire, I’m bad. The state fries me in the electric chair, and people sell T-shirts and toast champagne. Right and wrong is a matter of perspective.”


  “Your perspective is warped. Killing is wrong.”


  “Yet you’d probably give up everything just to have a shot at killing me right now, wouldn’t you? Let me enlighten you about something, Jack. Human beings are just animals, and all animals are selfish. Every single thing an animal does is selfish.”


  “People can be unselfish,” I maintain.


  “How so? Feeding the starving? Adopting unwanted babies? Sending aid when there’s a natural disaster? Giving blood? Donating to charity? People do these things to feel good about themselves. They’re all selfish acts, and pretty goddamn stupid as well. If you’re going to be selfish, it should benefit your life, not take away from it. Now I’m asking you again—where has your morality gotten you?”


  I know the answer, and hate the answer.


  “Answer the question, Jack.”


  “Here,” I whisper.


  “Exactly. Your high regard for life, and justice, and the path of righteousness, has gotten you here. You’re dead, and the people you love are dead, all because you’re so sure that there’s a right and a wrong. Be honest. Don’t you wish that you had killed me after you tore off my face?”


  I nod slowly and speak the truth. “Yes.”


  Alex half smiles. “Good. I’d hate for you to die without any regrets. And let me tell you something, Jack. For all I’ve done in my life, I never put anyone that I cared about in jeopardy. Your loved ones are going to suffer, and it’s your fault.”


  Alex sticks her face in mine, lets me smell her rotten breath.


  “And you call me a monster,” she says.
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  8:30 p.m. – JACK


  As if i’m not feeling horrible enough about the unfolding events, Alex helps add guilt to the fear, pain, panic, and regret I’ve been drowning in.


  She seems to notice this, and I can sense it pleases her.


  “Are we done with the philosophy?” she asks.


  I don’t answer.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Moving on to the next question. And let me tell you, Jack, this one is a hard one. I’ve done some clever things in my life, but this one was truly brilliant. Are you ready for it? Are you ready to see if you’re as smart as I am?”


  I’m not ready. I’ll never be ready. But I make myself nod. Alex smiles her half smile and comes in closer.


  “How did I find out where you live, Jack?”


  I don’t have a clue. When I moved to the suburbs from my Chicago apartment, I didn’t leave any forwarding address. All of my ID still lists Wrigleyville as my home. Except for Herb, Latham, and Harry, I didn’t tell a single person that I’d moved. All the utilities here are in Mom’s name. I pay my cell bill and credit cards over the Internet, using Mom’s connection. No one knew that I live here.


  But Alex knew. She came here directly after breaking out. How?


  “You hired someone,” I guess. “You had some money stashed, used a private eye to track me down.”


  “Wrong!” Her eyes twinkle. “Pick someone.”


  I can’t speak.


  “Hurry, Jack, or I’ll shoot them both.”


  “Me,” I croak. “Shoot me.”


  “Your turn will come later. And trust me—you’ll be begging me to shoot you before we’re through. But now you have to choose. Or we could do eenie-meenie-minie-moe.”


  I stare at Latham, my lower lip trembling, and somehow say, “Him.”


  The fact that Latham nods makes it even worse. Alex spins the cylinder and places the barrel up to his forehead. Latham closes his eyes. I want to close mine as well, but I owe it to him to watch.


  Click.


  I taste blood. I’ve bitten my tongue.


  “Try again, Jack. How did I find you?”


  I throw out a guess.


  “You found out my mother’s last name, called up the electric company or some other utility.”


  “Wrong.”


  Alex begins to pull the trigger, and I scream, “You have to spin it first!”


  “No I don’t. It’s the same question, so no new spin.”


  I cringe, my whole world imploding.


  Click.


  “Looks like you get another guess,” Alex says. “There’s a one out of three chance that Latham will die if you get it wrong. Isn’t this exciting?”


  Latham’s forehead has broken out in sweat, but he stays stoic, stays calm.


  Think, Jack! Think!


  “You tracked the home loan somehow, knew my mother moved here.”


  “Exactly,” Alex says.


  I slump back on the sofa.


  “I just logged onto the Internet,” Alex continues, “because they give full Internet access to the criminally insane. We were allowed two hours a day, right after our massage.”


  She begins to squeeze the trigger.


  “Dr. Panko’s office!” I yell. “You used her computer!”


  “Sorry, Jack.”


  “No!”


  Click.


  Alex pats Latham on the head. “Down to a fifty-fifty chance, loverboy. Better hope your woman gets this.”


  How did she find me? How did she find me? How the fuck did she …


  I stare at Latham, his eyes squeezed shut. Herb wouldn’t ever give my address up, even accidentally. He’s a cop, which means he’s paranoid. So is Mom. Harry is an ex-cop, plus he has just as much to fear from Alex as I do. Dumb as he is, he’s also naturally suspicious. Harry would know if someone was sniffing around for my address.


  Latham isn’t a cop. Latham is a nice guy. A trusting guy. He could have been manipulated.


  “It was Latham,” I say. “You got it out of Latham somehow.”


  Latham’s eyes open, and there’s so much hurt in them, so much betrayal, that I have to turn away. Alex begins to laugh.


  “That’s beautiful, Jack. Your fiancé has a gun pointed at his head, all because of you, and you’re blaming him?”


  I was wrong. Dear God, I was wrong.


  Alex swings a leg over Latham and straddles his lap, caressing his lips with the barrel of the revolver.


  “How does that make you feel, loverboy? Your fiancée must think you’re really stupid.”


  “I’m sorry,” I say to Latham. “I’m so sorry.”


  Latham says something, but the duct tape muffles it.


  “I just have to hear this,” Alex says.


  She yanks the tape off. Latham stares right into my soul.


  “After all we’ve been through, you still don’t trust me?”


  Alex couldn’t have hurt me any worse.


  “I figured you made a mistake,” I say, my voice pleading. “You know I trust you.”


  “How could you think I’d do that?”


  “She’s smart. She could have tricked you.”


  Latham looks away.


  “See,” Alex says, patting his cheek. “You should have fucked me when you had the chance.”


  She presses the gun to his forehead, and then my mother begins to moan.


  “Hold on,” Alex says. “Mom wants to say something.”


  Alex gets off of Latham and walks to Mom. She rips off her gag, and my mother says, “Shoot me, not him.”


  Latham says, “Mary …”


  I say, “Mom …”


  Alex goes, “Shhhh! Let Mom make her case.”


  Mom doesn’t look at Alex. She looks at Latham.


  “Don’t blame my daughter. She trusts you. She’s just making wild guesses so you don’t die. I’m an old woman. I’ve lived my life. I can accept this.” Then she stares at me and smiles. Her eyes are warm, moist. “Jacqueline, my little girl. I’m so proud of you.”


  “No … Mom …” My words are mixed with sobs. Then I turn to Alex and do what I told myself I wouldn’t do. I beg.


  “Please … please don’t do this. Do what you want to me, but let them go. Please.”


  Alex’s face twitches into a half smile.


  “The world-famous police officer Lieutenant Jack Daniels is asking me for mercy. But she didn’t give me any mercy. She tore off half my face, and left me to rot behind bars. And now she’s crying like a little girl, and I haven’t even cut off her ears yet. I have to say, Jack, that I’m disappointed in you. I thought you’d be stronger.” Alex cocks the hammer back. “Now pay attention while I kill your mom.”


  “NO!”


  Click.


  Alex laughs. “Wow! Can you believe the luck? If I were you, I’d go out and buy a lottery ticket.”


  I’ve got nothing left. All of my hope has been sucked out. My eyes wander around the room, and I try to fathom that this is it, my last few hours alive, and I’ll have to watch Mom and Latham die before I meet my own horrible death.


  “The next chamber has the bullet in it, Jack,” Alex says. “No more odds. When I pull the trigger again, the gun will fire. It takes out some of the surprise, but it really does amp up the suspense. For the last time: How did I find you?”


  I can’t look anymore. I can’t handle it. If I could have willed myself to die right then, I would have.


  “I love you, Jacqueline,” Mom says.


  I want to say it back, but only sobs come out.


  “Five seconds, Jack.”


  Alex hums the theme to Jeopardy! I decide to rush at her, try to get the gun away. My hands are cuffed and my feet are bound with tape but I have to try. I scan the room for a weapon, something that I could get to in time. A lamp on the end table, next to a stack of magazines. The TV remote control. A cat scratching post covered in carpeting.


  Wait a second …


  “Magazines!” I say, finding my voice. “I transferred my subscriptions here. You were at my apartment, you noticed I read fashion magazines. You called one of them, impersonated me, got my change of address.”


  Alex stops humming. She stares at me with her head tilted to the side.


  “Nicely done, Jack. Very nicely done.”


  I know the relief will be short-lived, but every extra minute I have is like a gift.


  “Now tell me which magazine it was,” Alex says.


  I subscribe to half a dozen magazines. I have no idea which one.


  “Hurry, Jack. Answer quickly.”


  “I guessed right. I guessed it was a magazine.”


  “And now I’m asking which one.”


  It doesn’t matter that I’d been correct. This isn’t a game that Alex will let me win.


  “Vogue,” I say.


  “Wrong.”


  She aims at Latham and fires.
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  8:38 p.m. – KORK


  The little .32 burps in my hand and I hit what I’m aiming for. Latham’s arm. He moans, and Jack throws herself on him, as if that will prevent me from shooting him again.


  What actually does prevent me from shooting again is the simple fact that my gun is empty. If Jack were thinking straight, rather than having an emotional breakdown, she could have taken that opportunity to charge me. It wouldn’t have done anything. I still would have overpowered her. But she could have at least tried.


  I reload the gun, and the moment passes. I’m more than a little disappointed in Jack. She’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to an actual adversary, but this has all been cake so far. I’ve spent many sleepless nights staring at the ceiling, wondering how she caught me. Now the answer is crystal clear.


  She got lucky.


  Anyone can get lucky. The fat kid scores the goal at the buzzer. The trailer trash wins the lottery. The dumb cop catches the brilliant killer.


  This revelation makes me feel good. Damn good. I watch as Latham squirms on the sofa, Jack pressing an armchair cover to his wound, and I smile as big as my scarred face allows.


  Dr. Panko, and the many headshrinkers who came before her, always tried to blame my unique outlook on a horrible upbringing. That’s just plain silly. Look at all of those people who were tortured and starved and sexually abused in the concentration camps during World War II. Did any of them become serial killers?


  People don’t become predators because of their environment. Some are born predators. My family had some … social issues … and not because of some ongoing cycle of abuse. It’s in our genes. Dr. Panko might as well have been counseling a shark, trying to convince it that eating fish was wrong.


  I know why I am the way I am. And I like it. Other human beings somehow connect and relate with each other on a level that I don’t. They care.


  It makes them weak.


  I have no such compulsions. I’m unrestrained by sentiment. I’ve never known guilt, or regret.


  I’m no robot. I can laugh. I can cry. I can reason. But I lack the capacity to empathize with others. Watching Jack fawn over Latham has no more effect on me than watching a man build a house, or a bird eat a snail.


  But shooting Latham. That has an effect. That makes me feel powerful. Full of life. Complete. It produces a physical response within me, an endorphin rush.


  Is this what love is? Is this how Jack feels when she looks at her fiancé?


  I hope so. Because it will make taking that from her even sweeter.


  I aim the gun.


  “Move away from him, Jack.”


  Jack stares at me, face awash with tears, eyes confrontational. I wonder if she’s going to make a move on me, decide in advance where I can shoot her without killing her. I’ll go for the right knee.


  But she backs off, returning to her spot on the sofa. Loverboy has lost a lot of color, and the makeshift armrest cover bandage is soaked through with red.


  “I bet right now you kinda wish you dated someone in a different profession,” I say to him.


  It’s funny, but no one laughs. Tough crowd.


  The oven buzzes. It’s the apple pie that I put in earlier. I’m anxious to try it. It’s the first pie I ever baked, as hard to believe as that might be.


  “Would you like to help me check on the pie, Mom?” I ask. I grab the back of her chair and tug her into the kitchen, warning Jack that she’d better behave, or I’ll stick Mom’s head into the oven, on the heating element. I know from experience how much that hurts.


  I set Mom up near the oven door, and we both peek inside. It smells great.


  “Is it done?” I ask.


  She nods. Earlier, while we were baking, she’d tried to connect with me by making small talk. Perhaps, after shooting her potential son-in-law, we’ve lost some of that earlier closeness.


  I find some pot holders hanging up next to the sink—they say Home Sweet Home on the front—and take out the pie. It’s brown and bubbling and looks delicious. And hot. I bet this thing would cause some serious burns if it got thrown in someone’s face.


  “If this tastes as good as it looks, maybe I’ll let you live long enough to bake another.”


  Mom doesn’t seem happy with the thought. I leave the pie on the counter to cool, then drag her back into the living room. Jack and Latham are where I left them. I half hoped Jack would have hopped over to the front door and tried to get out. It would have been fun chasing her down again. But she just sits there, a whipped dog.


  “I’ll pay you,” Jack says.


  This surprises me. I didn’t expect the bargaining to begin so soon. At least, not before I did some breaking and cutting and burning.


  “With what?” I ask. If I let her think I’m entertaining the notion, it will hurt Jack even more when I crush her hopes.


  “We have some savings bonds. A few thousand dollars’ worth. And jewelry. An antique diamond necklace that my mother inherited from her mother.”


  “And where is this cache of treasure?”


  “In my bedroom. I can show you.”


  Jack pushes herself up to a standing position, balancing on her taped feet. Now I understand. She has extra weapons in the bedroom. She’s hoping to grab one.


  “Sit down,” I say. “That can wait. First let’s call up our friend Phin. Maybe he won’t be a limp dick like Casanova here.”


  Jack sits, lets out a long breath. “I don’t know how to contact him.”


  “Then we break one of Mom’s poor arthritic fingers for each minute you take.”


  “I really don’t know. He doesn’t have a phone.”


  I move behind Mom, put my hand over hers.


  “I guess we’re not going to make any more pies,” I tell her.


  “I don’t know how to find him!” Jack screams at me.


  I decide to start small. The pinky. Then I hear a car come up the driveway. I glance out of Jack’s big bay window, facing the front yard, and see a Corvette pull up. I point the gun at Mom’s head.


  “Stay quiet, or she dies,” I say.


  I pull Mom toward the front door, then wait. There’s a knock.


  “Jackie! You naked?”


  Harry McGlade.


  Jack begins to yell, but I’ve already got the door open, got the gun in Harry’s face.


  “Aw, hell,” Harry says. “It’s Frankenbitch.”


  I touch the barrel to Harry’s nose.


  “Come on in. Join the party.”


  Harry walks in. He’s as I remember him. Average height, a beer belly, three days’ growth of beard. He’s wearing black leather pants—yuck—and a yellow silk shirt with the top few buttons open, showing off a blanket of gray chest hair. He’s also wearing enough aftershave to be smelled from another zip code.


  I stare down at his right hand, and am surprised to see it still attached. But closer scrutiny reveals it isn’t a real hand. It’s fake, prosthetic.


  I pat Harry down, taking his keys, a cell phone, three condoms, and half a bottle of baby oil. Then I feel his artificial hand. The flesh is made of rubber, but there’s something solid underneath. I tug the covering off and look at the mechanism inside. A three-fingered metal claw, grafted to his wrist.


  “You’re not even wearing a gun,” I say. “If I’m Frankenbitch, you must be Robodope.”


  Again, no one laughs. Maybe this show needs a two-drink minimum.


  “You have to give me the name of your plastic surgeon,” Harry says, “so I can buy him another drink.”


  That warrants a kick in the balls. He doubles over. I pull him by his hair into the kitchen. I ran out of duct tape on Jack’s legs, but I have an idea that should work until I find some rope.


  “Open up the robot hand,” I tell him, “and grab the refrigerator.”


  Jack has one of those expensive double-door stainless steel fridges, and it’s big and solid. Harry does what I say, and locks his claw onto the freezer handle.


  “Now take out your batteries.”


  “They’re up my ass,” Harry says. “Stick your head up there and take a look.”


  I introduce the butt of my gun to Harry’s jaw, and he falls to his knees. I spend a minute pressing and probing his prosthesis until I find the ejector for the battery pack. I pull it out and shove it into my pocket. Then I grab Harry’s collar and pull his face close to mine.


  “Aren’t you happy to see me, Harry? Didn’t you miss me?”


  “You should run away while there’s still time,” Harry says. “Before the villagers come with torches.”


  I smile, give him a peck on the cheek. Then I whisper in his ear.


  “Remember what I did to your hand? That’s nothing compared to what I have planned.”


  Harry doesn’t have a smart-ass reply for that. I go back into the living room, feeling smug and powerful.


  “I warned you, Jack. No yelling. I’m going to have to punish you for that. But first we need to invite Phin to this reunion.” I press the speaker button, then toss Jack her cell phone. “Call him.”


  “He doesn’t have a phone,” Jack says.


  “Then you’d better think of some other way to get in touch.”


  I go over to Mom, squeeze her hand. Mom gasps.


  “I’ll try the pool hall I’ve seen him at,” Jack blurts out. “I need to call information.”


  “If you dial 911, you watch your mother die.”


  Jack wisely chooses 411, asks the computer voice for Joe’s Pool Hall in Chicago, and gets connected.


  “Pool hall,” the phone says.


  “I need to speak to a guy there. Name is Phin Troutt. Blond, crew cut, probably wearing a white T-shirt and jeans. Tell him it’s Jack, and it’s an emergency.”


  “Hold on.”


  We wait, listening to the background noise.


  “Hey, Jackie!” Harry, from the kitchen. “Does this mean we’re not gonna have sex?”


  I think back to the last time I killed several people at once. A family. Mom, Dad, teenage girl. I couldn’t remember the reason. But did I ever need a reason?


  “Hello?”


  “Phin!” The relief in Jack’s voice is obvious. “I need you to come to my house. Right away.”


  “You don’t need another wedding date, do you? The last time didn’t work out well for me.”


  “I … need your help.”


  Jack gives Phin the address. Phin doesn’t answer.


  “Hello? Hello? The call got dropped.” She presses a few buttons. “It isn’t working.”


  “Let’s try Harry’s phone,” I say.


  “How about instead, you try eating that gun, you freak-of-nature gargoyle!”


  I make a mental note to cut out Harry’s tongue when I go back into the kitchen. Then I toss Jack the cell.


  She presses some buttons then says, “No service.”


  I pick up the cordless phone on a table. No dial tone. Latham’s phone doesn’t work either. How strange. It’s almost as if someone is blocking the—


  A bullet comes through the front window and the revolver jerks from my hand, flying across the room. I see the blood on my fingers, feel a sting, and realize that someone has shot me. My previous military experience makes me drop to the floor and elbow-crawl away from the window.


  Jack yells, “Get down!” and she drags Latham to the floor. Then she inchworms over to Mom and pushes her chair over. Another shot hits the TV, causing the screen to explode.


  “What the hell is going on!” Harry cries from the kitchen.


  I see terror on Jack’s face. She says, “I think my work followed me home.”
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  9:03 p.m. – SWANSON


  Hold your fire!” Swanson barks into the radio. Some moron, probably Munchel, started shooting before he gave the signal. Swanson isn’t in place yet. Munchel’s rounds could cut through the whole house and come out on his end. Getting shot isn’t on Swanson’s list of things to do before he dies. Especially getting shot by friendly fire.


  They’d tracked the GPS Munchel put on the cop’s bumper to this secluded house in Bensenville. The setup is good. Lots of trees, no neighbors, nice and dark. The plan is to form a triangle around the house, keep an eye on doors and windows, and wait until the cop shows her face. But everyone needs to get into position first.


  Munchel’s voice comes through the radio. ”Just zeroing out my scope.”


  “Can’t you do that without shooting?”


  “Yeah, but it isn’t as much fun.”


  The radios, like the rifles, the scopes, the suppressors, the GPS, the portable cell phone jammer, and various other bits of military and spy gear belong to Pessolano. Pessolano also crept up to the house earlier and cut the phone line and cable connection, so the cop can’t call for help using the Internet.


  So far, so good, but Swanson is still nervous as hell. The targets they’d eliminated a few hours ago had been easy, Munchel’s rampage aside. But that had been the result of weeks of training, planning, and surveillance. Even with Pessolano’s equipment and experience, this all seems slapped together at the last minute.


  If given the choice, Swanson would have fled. But he fears that running might project a certain lack of trust, and then his handpicked teammates would feel the need to eliminate him as well.


  So here he is, crouching behind a tree two hundred yards away from a woman cop’s house, ready to kill for the second time this night. Just to save his own ass.


  The lights in the house are on, and he has a view into the living room from a forty-five-degree angle. Besides the large bay window in front, there are ten other windows around the house, and none have drapes or shades or blinds. There’s also a front door, a side door by the garage, and glass patio doors around back, which lead into the kitchen.


  Swanson focuses the Leupold scope and squints through it, searching the living room.


  It appears empty. Then he notices a foot protruding from behind a couch. That dumb-ass Munchel—his shot made the cop take cover. Swanson fumbles for the radio.


  “Is everyone in position?” he asks. There’s no answer. He realizes he’s pressing the wrong button, finds the correct one, and asks the question again.


  “Affirmative,” says Pessolano.


  “Yeah,” says Munchel. ”I see where two of them are hiding.”


  Two of them?


  “The cop is with someone?” Swanson asks.


  “She’s with four other people.”


  Five people? This keeps getting worse and worse. While the authorities did a piss-poor job keeping his wife’s attacker behind bars, they still caught him in the first place. They’re the good guys. Swanson wants to be one of the good guys too. He doesn’t see how killing cops and their families can be considered good.


  Swanson hits the talk button and says, “Who is with her?”


  “One of them is a chick with a gun. Another is a grandmother. And two men. One is sitting next to the refrigerator, the other is tied up.”


  “Why is he tied up?”


  “Don’t you ever tie up your old lady, Swanson?”


  Swanson does a slow burn. He’s told Munchel what happened to Jen. Munchel is either so ignorant that he forgot, or he is throwing it in Swanson’s face.


  Swanson lets it go. The sooner they get out of here, the better. He presses the talk button.


  “We’re just going for the woman cop. The others are innocents.”


  “Bullshit they are,” Munchel says. ”I’m shooting anything that moves. I’m not leaving witnesses alive to come after me.”


  “This is my team!” Swanson shouts into the radio. “I say we leave the civilians out of this!”


  “You may have put this team together, but this here is a democracy. I say we vote on it. What do you think, Pessolano?”


  There’s a pause. Then Pessolano says, ”We kill them all.”


  Swanson wonders how far he’ll get if he climbs into the car and just takes off. Will he make it to Mexico? Will these jokers track him down? Over the previous weeks, meeting and planning and training, Munchel and Pessolano had become his friends. But now they seemed like entirely different people. Crazy people.


  “Fine,” Swanson says. He doesn’t have a choice. “We go on my mark. Get ready.”


  Swanson squints through the scope, guesses where the head is in relation to the shoe he sees. The suppressor screwed into the barrel makes the rifle almost a foot longer, and more than a little unbalanced. Pessolano lectured them during the car ride over, saying that the suppressor won’t silence all of the noise. Silencers are fictional, because nothing can completely muffle a gunshot. The suppressors will also throw off the aim and reduce the bullet’s speed.


  Earlier tonight, they wanted the gunshots to be heard. They wanted the media attention. Now, working as quietly as possible is the way to go, because they have no idea how long this is going to take.


  “One …” Swanson says, “two …”


  Someone fires before he reaches three. That asshole Munchel. Then Pessolano is firing too. Swanson takes aim and squeezes the trigger.


  The shot is off. Way off. And it’s still pretty loud, even with the suppressor. He loads another round, searches for a target, and can’t find any. He seeks out the radio.


  “We get them?”


  “Negative,” says Pessolano.


  But Munchel hoots, so loud he can be heard without the radio.


  “I think I nailed me a grandmother!”
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  9:07 p.m. – JACK


  When are we going to go shopping for drapes?”


  Mom has been asking me that since we moved in. But whenever free time came along we used it to see a movie, go out to dinner, or catch up on the TV shows we recorded. I always assumed that Mom didn’t push the issue because she liked seeing woods on all sides of her.


  Now I wish she had pushed the issue.


  After the first two shots rip through the house, I tip Mom’s chair over, intent on dragging her into the hallway. While our house has a lot of windows, the hall bathroom boasts the smallest one, and the glass is frosted for privacy.


  “Save Latham first,” Mom says.


  I look at my fiancé, see he’s taken cover behind the sofa. The large bay window offers a wide view of the entire living room. I can’t get to him without making myself an easy target.


  “He’s in the line of fire,” I tell her. Then I grab her chair leg and pull.


  The chair doesn’t come easy. It keeps catching on the carpeting, and my movements are restricted by my bindings. But I find a rhythm and inch by inch I drag Mom out of the living room.


  Halfway to the hall, all hell breaks loose. Bullets tear through the couch Latham is hiding behind. Windows shatter. Walls shake, the plasterboard throwing off powder like smoke. I cover Mom’s body with my own, realize that makes us a bigger target, and get on my knees and pull for all I’m worth.


  I feel the impact vibration in my hands, know that Mom has been hit, and a moan/growl leaves my throat. Shots whistle past my head, and I tug Mom all the way into that bathroom, afraid to look at her, afraid not to look at her.


  “Mom! Are you hit?”


  Her eyes are closed. I can’t tell if she’s breathing.


  I find scissors in the medicine cabinet, hack away at the duct tape, see the smoking bullet hole in the chair’s wooden seat.


  “I think I’ve got splinters in my keister,” Mom says.


  I cry in relief, give Mom a hug. The shooting stops.


  “Latham!” At the top of my lungs.


  “I’m okay!”


  Thank God.


  “I’m okay too!” Harry yells. “If anyone cares!”


  I use a Dixie cup to get my mom some water from the sink. Then I holler at Harry, “Where’s Alex?”


  “Don’t you care that I’m okay?”


  I use the scissors on my legs, cutting away the tape.


  “Dammit, Harry, do you see her?”


  “I don’t see her. But her gun is in pieces.”


  I stare down at my wrists. My handcuff keys are in my purse, in the kitchen. But I have extra handcuff keys, and an extra gun, in my bedroom. Unfortunately, it’s a handgun, and won’t help against the psychos outside. But it will help against the psycho in the house.


  “Stay here!” I order my mother.


  Then I rush out into the hallway, and bump right into Alex.


  She stands there, hand bleeding, eyes wild, apparently unconcerned that she might get shot at any moment.


  I still have the scissors. I thrust them at her, and she grabs my wrist with one hand and swings at me with the other, a round house punch. I bunch up and take it on the shoulder, then jerk my head forward, aiming for her nose.


  I connect solidly, and Alex releases me, staggering back, hitting the hallway wall directly behind her. We face each other. A bullet whips through the small space between us.


  “Lock the door!” I scream at my mother.


  “Jack …”


  “Dammit, Mom! Listen to me!”


  I hear the door close, feel it press against my back. A bullet digs into the ceiling, raining bits of plaster on Alex and me. Her face twists in a half smile.


  “What are you going to do with those scissors?” she asks. “Give me a haircut?”


  I have other ideas. Gripping the scissors with both hands, I hold them before me like a sword, and feint a poke. She moves to dodge the fake attack, and I launch my real attack—a spin kick aimed at her ribs. Alex spins away and I miss, my foot making a dent in the wall.


  “Jack!” Harry yells. “I think Alex is in the hall!”


  I turn around, feel a breeze, and blink as a bullet passes in front of my face. Alex kicks my wrists and the scissors go flying. I throw myself at her, driving my shoulder into her side, using all of my 135 pounds.


  Alex stumbles, falls. I sprint for my bedroom at the end of the hall. I open the door and see my cat, Mr. Friskers, sitting on the remains of a down pillow, surrounded by feathers. We keep him locked up in the bedroom because he has the tendency to destroy things and attack people. The shooting must have agitated him, because all the hair on his back is sticking straight up, as is his tail.


  I keep one eye on the kitty—he isn’t an animal you turn your back on—and head for the closet.


  Alex tackles me from behind, driving me to the floor. She lands on top, and she forces her arm under my chin, around my neck, and begins to squeeze.


  It’s like having my head in a noose. I can’t take a breath and everything gets blurry. I look to my right, see Mr. Friskers staring. Apparently my looming death doesn’t interest him, because he trots out of the room. I look left, see a bunch of stuff under my bed, all of it covered with dust, none of it useful.


  Alex lets up a bit on the choke hold—I guess she doesn’t want to kill me yet. I still can’t pull free, but I’m able to lower my chin just enough to clamp my jaws on her forearm.


  She yelps. I bite. She pulls away. I twist onto my side, make my fingers stiff, and shove them into her kidney.


  Alex grunts, rolling off of me. We both get to our feet, Alex cradling her bleeding arm. I’ve bitten pretty deep. Her eyes narrow to slits, and her scar tissue flushes bright pink.


  “Is that what you got your black belt in?” Alex says. “Biting?”


  “No.”


  I pivot my hips, whip my leg around, and reverse-kick her upside the head. She staggers, but doesn’t fall. I follow it up with a flying kick, knocking her backward over my bed.


  “Hey, Jackie!” Harry calls. “Is your cat friendly?”


  My extra handcuff keys are in the jewelry box, on the dresser behind her. My gun is in the closet, zippered up in my shooting bag. If I go for the gun, there’s a chance Alex might wrestle it away from me before I get it out. But if I leave the room, she might go searching for it.


  Alex stands up. I tug open the closet door, grab the bag, and head for the door.


  “JESUS CHRIST! THE CAT HAS MY JOHNSON!”


  A shot comes through my bedroom window, making a hole in my sleeve but missing my arm. Alex and I both drop to the floor. I take the opportunity to unzip my bag, and Alex gets onto all fours, poised to come at me. I toss the bag onto the bed, into the line of fire. The sniper proves my hypothesis by shooting the bag. Alex doesn’t reach for it. Neither do I. Instead, I scramble for the door.


  “HE’S BITING ME! HE’S BITING ME!”


  I feel her hand brush my ankle. I twist free and run in a crouch. Through the doorway. Down the hall. Into the kitchen.


  Mr. Friskers has latched on to Harry’s crotch. Harry is unsuccessfully trying to yank him off.


  “Don’t pull,” I say, running past. “It just makes him dig in.”


  “HE’S GOT THE TWINS!”


  Harry tugs on the cat’s tail, which Mr. Friskers really hates. He becomes a blur of fur and claws, hissing and scratching as Harry screams.


  I search the floor for my purse, find it, dump the contents.


  My handcuff key. I snatch it up just as Alex appears in the kitchen.


  Two more shots ping through the windows, both of them hitting the fridge. Rather than duck down, it looks like Harry is trying to stick his groin in front of the bullets.


  Then Alex pounces, coming at me low, arms outstretched and eyes crazed.


  I go at her even lower, aiming for her ankles. I hook my elbow around her foot, tripping her, then roll to the side, bumping up against the dishwasher. I still have the handcuff key. I fumble with it, trying to find the keyhole.


  Another shot, very close to Harry. Mr. Friskers screeches, jumping high enough to hit the ceiling. He lands on the floor and streaks out of the kitchen, apparently having had enough. Harry, bleeding and pissed off, points a finger at me.


  “Why would you have a cat like that? Why?”


  I get the key in, turn it.


  My hand pops free. I yank open the dishwasher, intent on grabbing a knife.


  Alex kicks the dishwasher door closed, and I barely escape with my arm. I thrust the knife, stabbing at her leg, and realize I have a spoon instead. She hits me with a right cross that brings the stars out, but I’ve been hit harder and I gather up a handful of her shirt and deliver an uppercut that sends the bitch staggering.


  Then I’m on my feet. On my feet, hands free, angry as hell. I swing lefty, not making a fist, catching her just above the eyes with the handcuffs hanging from my wrist. I open up a gash on her forehead, and the blood trickles into her eyes, making it hard for Alex to see.


  I scan the countertop, see the apple pie. I pick it up, still steaming hot, and chuck it at Alex’s head.


  She ducks. The pie hits Harry, in the groin.


  “JESUS CHRIST, IT BURNS!”


  He slaps at the apples, which must only add to his discomfort. I fly back to the counter, grab the coffeemaker, and bounce it off Alex’s chest. Then I tug the toaster from the wall and swing the appliance around my head like a lasso. I’m not aiming to knock her out. I’m aiming to knock off her fucking head.


  I release the cord. Alex puts up her hand to protect her head, and both her hand and the toaster smash into her face. Somehow she stays on her feet. I charge at her, snarling, ready to tear her throat out with my bare hands.


  But before I can get to her the kitchen becomes a firing range, bullets zinging into cabinets and countertops. Glasses and plates shatter, pots and pans ding-dong with ricochets. Alex and I kneel on the ground and cover our heads, and McGlade pulls food and drawers and shelves out of the refrigerator as fast as he can, trying to fit himself inside, which is like trying to stuff a pot roast into a tube sock.


  “Jack!” Mom cries from the bathroom. It’s a cry of concern, not pain.


  “Stay there, Mom!”


  The shooting eases up again. I look around for something to hit Alex with, and then I glance up and she’s standing over me, holding up the tabletop microwave oven, ready to cave my skull in.


  “Hey, pork chop face!” Harry says.


  Alex turns.


  “Got milk?” Harry asks. Then he smacks her in the head with a full jug of moo juice, hitting her so hard that she spins 360 degrees before sprawling out onto her back.


  Her eyes are closed. She’s out cold.


  Harry points to the milk all over the floor.


  “Now promise me you won’t be crying over this, Jack.”


  I can’t help myself. I have to grin at that.


  “I promise, Harry.”


  “Good. Now bring me that goddamn cat. I want my foreskin back.”
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  9:08 p.m. – HERB


  Where in the hell is your partner?”


  Herb stares at Blake Crouch, Chicago’s deputy chief, and says, “I don’t know.”


  Crouch resembles a mole, with a long, sharp nose and tiny black eyes. Came from out of state, so he didn’t rise up through the ranks like much of the brass. Because of this, Herb suspects, Crouch thought he had to be a hard-ass to gain respect. Hence his nickname, Deputy Grouch. Someone needed to lecture this man about flies and honey and vinegar. Someone other than Herb, who spent an hour getting stitches in his leg and then even longer tap dancing with the Grouch in the ER, waiting for Jack to return.


  Herb had called Jack on her cell and at home, several times each. No answer. Which worries him. Jack is the poster girl for being responsible. Being incommunicado isn’t like her at all.


  “I’m going to send a team to the lieutenant’s apartment,” the Grouch says. “If I find out she’s deliberately hiding something …”


  Herb shakes his head, his jowls wiggling.


  “She’s not hiding anything, sir. It went down like I said.”


  “I still need her statement. There’s blood in the water, and the sharks are circling the wagons.”


  Herb has no idea what that means, and he guesses the Grouch doesn’t either. But he can’t let the deputy chief find out that Jack lives outside the city.


  “She’s not at her apartment,” Herb says. “She’s with her mother. Her elderly, sickly mother.”


  “Her mother is sick?” the Grouch asks.


  “Very sick.”


  “Which hospital is she in? I can meet—”


  “She’s sick in the head,” Herb says.


  “Is it pyromania?” the Grouch asks.


  “Huh?”


  “I had an aunt with pyromania. She’d knit sweaters, then set them on fire.”


  Herb tries to judge if the Grouch is being funny, but he sees a tear in the corner of the man’s eye.


  “I think she’s just failing mentally,” Herb says. “Jack ran out to the suburbs to check on her.”


  “Do you know where?”


  Herb shakes his head. The Grouch gets in close, so close his pointy nose almost touches Herb’s. Herb rears back slightly, afraid he’ll lose an eye.


  “I will bring your partner before a disciplinary committee if I don’t hear from her within the hour. So if you have any clue where she might be, Sergeant, I suggest you find her.”


  “Jack saved lives today,” Herb says, his voice steady.


  “I don’t care if she saved the mayor’s daughter from being eaten by sharks …”


  What is with this guy and sharks?


  “ … I want her debriefed right now. Do I make myself clear?”


  “Yes, sir,” Herb says.


  The Grouch backs off a few feet.


  “Good. Now I’ve got to talk to the media. They’re having a field day with their cockamamie theories.”


  “Are they jumping the shark?” Herb asks innocently.


  The Grouch doesn’t respond, already walking away from Herb’s hospital bed. Herb looks for nurses, then discreetly picks up his cell phone, which isn’t allowed in the ER. He can’t reach Jack at either number.


  Herb knows his partner well. If Jack’s phones are off, that means something really serious is happening, something so serious it is making Jack neglect her responsibility here. Though Herb made up the story about Jack’s mother failing mentally, he knows she has some health problems. Could that be what’s taking Jack so long?


  Herb tries the two hospitals nearest to Jack’s suburban home. Neither has admitted Mary Streng, or any elderly Jane Doe. He calls Dispatch, has them check suburban 911 calls. While he’s on hold, he digs into his pocket stock and eats a power bar. For energy. He considers drinking the bag full of bran-fortified breakfast shake, but dismisses the idea. Dispatch comes back, informs Herb there haven’t been any calls from Jack’s house.


  The Novocain numbness makes it difficult to put his pants back on because he can’t feel if his leg is in the hole, and he can’t really see it either, thanks to a belly forged by decades of poor dietary choices. But he manages, and then he straps on his empty holster—IA took his gun to rule out friendly fire from the crime scene—and puts his jacket on.


  Then Sergeant Herb Benedict heads to the suburbs to find his partner.
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  9:09 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  James Michael Munchel takes another sip of Gatorade from his canteen, wipes the sweat off his eye, and peers through the scope again. So far, he’s been the lucky one. He has the kitchen covered, and that’s where most of the action has taken place.


  From what he’s figured out, the tall bitch with the messed-up face is causing all sorts of problems for the female cop, the guy next to the refrigerator is stuck there because he has some kind of James Bond mechanical hand that won’t let go, and there’s a cat in the house in serious need of a distemper shot.


  Munchel could have ended it for all of them, at any time. But he didn’t. He made sure his shots came close without hitting any of the targets. Scaring them, but not wounding them. He’s having too much fun for this to end.


  That tight-ass Swanson is looking to kill everyone, then high tail it out of here, quick and dirty. But this should be savored. There’s a real-life drama going on inside the cop’s house. It’s far more interesting than Munchel’s everyday life, punching a clock at the English muffin factory. Munchel is the gluer there. His job, for eight mind-numbing hours from ten p.m. until six a.m., five days a week, is to add glue chips to the melter, which is then picked up by the roller, which paints glue on the flat cardboard blanks prior to them being folded into muffin packages. His work is literally about as much fun as watching glue dry.


  He’s going to miss his shift tonight. Maybe he’ll even be fired. But he doesn’t care. Right now he feels like he’s watching a movie. No, like he’s starring in a movie. Starring in it and directing it. He decides who dies first, who dies last. He has the power.


  “Did you hit anyone yet?” Swanson, through the radio.


  “Negative,” Pessolano answers.


  Munchel hits the talk button. “I came close. They’re hiding. Don’t have a shot.”


  He squints through the scope. The chick cop is right in his crosshairs. All he needs to do is pull the trigger, and it’s game over.


  But where’s the challenge in that?


  That gives Munchel an idea. A way to make this even more interesting, and to get the same adrenaline rush he got in Ravenswood. But he needs to get back to Pessolano’s pickup truck, which is parked in the woods half a mile away.


  “I gotta take a leak,” he tells the guys. “I’ll be back in a minute.”


  Then Munchel stands up, stretches, and heads off to get another rifle.
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  9:10 p.m. – JACK


  After a semi-frantic search I find the handcuff key on the kitchen counter. I unlock the remaining bracelet, drag Alex across the floor by her hair, and secure her wrists around the U pipe under the sink.


  “See if she’s got my battery pack in her pocket,” Harry says.


  I don’t like touching Alex—even restrained and unconscious she frightens me. But when I reach for her pocket she doesn’t leap up, break free, and then plunge a knife into my chest. She just lies there, unmoving. I locate the bulge in the front of her pants and tug out Harry’s battery. Well, a few pieces of it.


  “Shit hell damn,” Harry says. “Kick her in the head, from me.”


  “Can’t you pry open your hand?


  “Yeah, why didn’t I think of that? Then I could have actually tried to hide, rather than just squat here like an idiot.”


  I frown. “Maybe we could pull off the handle.”


  “I already tried. Who the hell made this fridge? Brinks?”


  Harry reaches inside, helps himself to one of my Goose Island India Pale Ales.


  “Latham!” I call to the living room. “We got Alex subdued. You holding up okay?”


  My honey answers affirmatively, but his voice is weak.


  “How about you, Mom?”


  “I’m good. Did you punch her lights out?”


  “Harry did.”


  “Nice job, Harry!”


  “Thanks! But your daughter hit me in the dumplings with a hot pie.”


  “Jacqueline!” Mom scolds. “Why did you do that?”


  “It was an accident, Mom.”


  “Did you apologize?”


  I mutter, “Sorry, Harry.”


  “She didn’t sound sincere!” Harry tells my mom.


  I roll my eyes, then fish out a bag of peas from the freezer. I hold it to my sore chin and consider the situation.


  Alex, for the moment, is secure. We have no cell phone service, which means the snipers are jamming the signal. My landline is also out. Since my home phone goes through my cable connection, I assume my cable Internet is gone too.


  I ponder the likelihood of someone hearing the gunshots and calling 911, and realize the chances aren’t good. The shooters are using suppressors, and the trees do a decent job of stopping the echoes.


  Latham is still bound, still bleeding. I need to get to him, but between us is a vast open space, all of it viewable by the snipers. I counted at least two shooters, but I’m guessing that all three are here. I have no clue why. Are they pissed off I didn’t die in Ravenswood?


  Harry picks an apple slice off of his shirt and pops it into his mouth. “I never got to thank you for inviting me over. We should do this more often.”


  “Alex forced me, Harry. I tried to warn you.”


  “No biggie. Who needs balls anyway? They make your pants fit funny.”


  “It’s bad?” I ask.


  Harry pulls out his waistband and peeks inside.


  “I don’t think they’re supposed to swell up this big.”


  “You need to see a doctor.”


  “I need to see Mr. Ripley.”


  “Mr. Ripley?”


  “The Believe It or Not guy. I should make a plaster mold for his museum.”


  I toss him the frozen peas. He stuffs them down his pants.


  “COLD!” Harry yells. “SO COLD!”


  I stare at him, hopping from foot to foot, and then I look at the freezer door of the stainless steel refrigerator. It’s pockmarked with bullet holes, each in the center of a huge dent. Strange. Full-metal jacketed slugs should have punched right through without denting it. I crawl up to Harry to get a closer look.


  “So what shitstorm did I wander into?” McGlade asks. He drains the beer, tosses the bottle at Alex’s head, misses, then reaches for another.


  “Three snipers. They kill sex offenders. Call themselves TUHC.”


  Harry belches and says, “The Urban Hunting Club.”


  I appraise him. “You’ve heard of them?”


  “No. But there’s a producer of DVD adult entertainment called TUBC. The Urban Booty Club. Lots of college girls taking off their tops and eating Popsicles, stuff like that. The first DVD is only nine ninety-nine, but that’s how they sucker you in, because they send you two new DVDs every month for twenty-nine ninety-nine each. And they’re only forty-five minutes long, which is a real rip-off.” Harry scratches his nose. “So I’ve heard.”


  The Urban Hunting Club sounds right. That’s something a group of disgruntled blue-collar Grabowskis would call themselves.


  “They killed three rapists tonight, then gunned down ten cops,” I say. “Looks like they followed me home.”


  “You think?”


  I open the fridge, can’t find where the bullets have gone through on the inside. The door seems to have stopped them. I shake it, and hear some slugs rattling inside. I use a spoon to pry back the plastic molding, and a gray bullet drops out. It resembles a mushroom. The snipers have switched from jacketed rounds to soft points. A soft point has more stopping power, expanding on impact, but not the penetrating power of a full-metal jacket slug, which didn’t deform as much.


  “You know, Jackie …” Harry stares down at me, “the top of your head is really sexy.”


  “This is the only time you’ll ever see it, McGlade.”


  He takes out his cell phone and snaps a picture.


  “Hot,” Harry says. “I especially dig the gray roots coming in. I like a woman with decades of experience.”


  I ignore him, something I’m particularly good at. “We need to turn off the lights. We’ve got two in the kitchen, three in the living room, the hallway, the bedroom, and the garage. Then, when it’s dark, I can grab the gun bag in the bedroom, pop outside, and sneak up on these bastards.”


  “You can kill all the lights at once,” Harry says. “Got a circuit breaker?”


  “End of the hallway, in the laundry room.”


  “I’ll wait here.” Harry shakes his prosthetic for effect.


  “Actually, Harry, I’m thinking we use this refrigerator for cover.”


  “You want to push this heavy thing all the way across a carpeted hallway? Good luck.”


  “We’re going to push it.”


  “And give the psycho kitty another chance to use Acorn Andy as a scratch post? No thanks.”


  I reach into the refrigerator, take out the squirt gun we keep in there for when Mr. Friskers disagrees with guests.


  “Just spray him if he gets close.”


  “Like this?”


  Harry squirts me in the face. Big surprise there. Then he sprays me in the chest a few times, squinting to see through the material. I take the gun away from him.


  “Grow up, Harry.” I yell over my shoulder, “Mom! Latham! We’re going to shut off the electricity!” I face Harry again. “Let’s do this.”


  Harry grins, then adjusts his peas. “All right, but I’m warning you—if it’s really heavy, I’m going to make you check me later on for a hernia.”


  “I can’t wait,” I deadpan. Then I unplug the fridge and we begin to push.
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  9:21 p.m. – PESSOLANO


  Paul Pessolano peers through the yellow lenses of his aviator sunglasses, trying to find his backpack in the darkness. He can’t see shit. Pessolano feels around in the grass where he’s sitting, and locates one of the straps. He pulls the bag closer, lifts up his glasses so he can see inside, and removes a magazine filled with five Lapua .338 Mags. He pops the old magazine out of the TPG-1 and clicks the new one in place. Then he gives it a slap, like he’s seen in a thousand war movies.


  Even though he told the others differently, Pessolano was never in the armed forces. The closest he ever got to the sands of Kuwait was Miami Beach. Six months ago he worked in a chain video store in Tampa. Then his elderly mother died. He quit his job, sold her house, and used the money to buy some top-of-the-line sniper rifles and surveillance equipment. His plan was to become a mercenary. Or a hit man. Or a wandering gun for hire, like George Peppard on The A-Team.


  Work wasn’t easy to find. He tried reading the police blotter and calling up the parents of juveniles involved in illegal activities, asking if they wanted to hire him to make their lives easier. He never got any takers, and after cops showed up at his apartment (he hid inside and didn’t let them in) he fled the state.


  Swanson’s ad in Soldier of Fortune, asking for “civic-minded mercs who wanted to make things right,” is the first freelance job Pessolano has actually been on. It doesn’t pay anything, but that’s okay. This is all about getting some experience. Once he turns this corner, he’s sure he’ll find other jobs. Because Pessolano is now, officially, a killer.


  It was easy, killing the pervert. Pessolano had been worried about it, afraid he wouldn’t have the guts to pull the trigger when the clock struck five. But he pulled that trigger. And he shot that pervert in the back of the head. Baptized by fire, a culmination of the greatest few weeks of his life.


  All the preparation, all the practice up to this point, didn’t seem real. Pessolano felt like he was living someone else’s life. He liked the feeling, but didn’t fully believe it. But he believes it now. He’s not a pretender. He’s the real deal. And he’s got the dead body to prove it, and good friends to share it with. Though Swanson seems a little soft, and Munchel a little crazy, they are his friends. That’s why he doesn’t mind them using his guns and equipment.


  And now the thing Pessolano wants to do most is impress his friends. He knows they look up to him. If he can kill all five of the targets by himself, they’ll revere him even more. That’s why he’s using the better bullets. The Lapuas, which can shoot through a brick wall. These are the last of the full-metal jacket rounds. He gave Swanson and Munchel cheaper bullets—soft points. They work fine, but they aren’t as deadly as the Lapuas.


  He pulls back the bolt. The brass flies out. He chambers a round and spends a minute tracking down the ejected cartridge and pocketing it. Then he presses his cheek against the pad and sights his target: the hallway. He can see all the way down to the laundry room. If he switches position, he can see into the bedroom where the two women were fighting over the black bag.


  Perfect. Now all he has to do is wait.


  The wait isn’t very long. After hunkering down for only a minute or two, something appears in his scope. Something large and silver.


  A refrigerator. The woman cop and the guy with the fake hand are pushing it into the hallway, trying to use the doors for shields.


  Pessolano smiles. One of his bullets could shoot through five of those fridges stacked side by side. He lines up the mil dots in the scope, aiming at the door she’s hiding behind, right where her heart should be.
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  9:22 p.m. – JACK


  Dammit, Harry! Push!”


  “Hold on. I need to hydrate.”


  Harry reaches in the refrigerator for another beer. I’ve been in life-and-death situations with him before, and being flip is Harry’s normal MO. He lacks the ability to recognize the severity of his position. Either that, or he recognizes it and chooses to ignore it. I suppose the attitude has served him well so far, because despite the efforts of many people, Harry McGlade isn’t dead yet. But I don’t want to get my head blown off because he thinks everything is one big joke. Harry might have delusions of immortality. I don’t.


  So I take the beer from his hand and shove it back in the fridge.


  “Stop acting like an idiot and let’s push this thing. On three. One … two … three!”


  I half expect him to reach for the beer again, or shoot me with the squirt gun, but Harry knuckles down and pushes. The fridge is a high-end model, the rollers heavy-duty. It moves easily on the kitchen linoleum. But when we get onto the carpet, every inch becomes a battle. The hallway isn’t long—no more than twenty-five feet—but it might as well be a mile. We strain and shove and grunt, putting our weight into it, digging our heels in. In less than a minute we’re both winded, and the fridge hasn’t moved down the hallway more than three feet.


  “Do you need help?” Mom, from the bathroom.


  “Hell yeah!” Harry says.


  “Mom, stay where you are.”


  “She wants to help, let her help.”


  “She’s not—”


  The bullet punches cleanly through the refrigerator door, and I feel it tug against my jacket’s shoulder pad. I drop onto the ground, hugging the floor, thinking, Oh my God, that wasn’t a soft point.


  “Uh-oh,” Harry says.


  He kneels next to me, but his mechanical hand prevents him from lying down. Another bullet hits the fridge, a few inches above his head. I consider crawling down the hall, back into the kitchen, but that would leave Harry stranded in the hallway, an open target.


  “Run, Jack!”


  I can’t believe it. Harry isn’t the heroic, self-sacrificing type.


  “Run in front of the bullets!” he yells. “Shield me!”


  I stand up, put my palms on the refrigerator door, and scream at him, “Push!”


  We push. And we’re surprisingly effective. Funny how someone shooting at you can give you extra motivation. We move the fridge two feet, then four, a bullet barreling through the door only two inches from my hand, then we get some momentum going and we’re really making headway. Then another shot rings out and Harry falls to his knees and cries, “I’m hit!”


  We’re less than a foot away from the bathroom. If we make it there, we can duck inside and dodge the gunfire. But Harry is useless, clutching his shoulder.


  I suck in a big breath, find some deep, hidden reserve, and put everything I have into pushing that refrigerator another two feet, Harry on his knees and barely able to keep up. I reach the door, then help Mom drag Harry into the bathroom, to safety.


  Harry sits on the floor, his metal hand still holding on to the refrigerator door. Mom takes another pair of scissors from the medicine cabinet and begins cutting off his shirt, looking for the bullet hole. True to his name, Harry has the hairiest chest I’ve ever seen. It looks like he’s wearing a brown and gray sweater. Mom cuts all the way up to the shoulder, but Harry refuses to take his hand away from the wound.


  “I don’t want to look,” he says, hyperventilating.


  My mom pats his head. “It’s okay.”


  “If I die, I want you to make the funeral arrangements, Jack.”


  “I will.”


  “I want strippers there.”


  “Okay, Harry.”


  He removes his hand, reaches out for me. I hold it. Mom pulls away his shirt and reveals—


  “It’s a scratch,” I say.


  “Don’t sugarcoat it,” Harry moans. “I can handle the truth.”


  I release his hand and peer at the thin red line. I’ve given Latham worse injuries with my fingernails.


  “It’s not even worth a Band-Aid, McGlade.”


  “You got a mirror?”


  I hand him the tweezing mirror from the vanity. He holds it on an angle and looks.


  “We cut my shirt off for this? I paid sixty bucks for that shirt.”


  I sigh, stand up. Mom, however, stares down at Harry with a strange look on her face.


  “Mom, you all right?”


  “Harry … McGlade is your last name, right?”


  “Yeah. Harrison Harold McGlade. I see you’re loving my chest hair. The ladies think it’s cute. I go into bars, ask them if they want a fuzzy navel. Then I lift up my shirt and jiggle. If it gets a laugh, I ask them if they’d like something stiffer.”


  Mom seems transfixed.


  “Is that a birthmark on your chest?”


  “Port-wine stain. Looks like a fish, doesn’t it?”


  Harry uses his fingers to part the gray, giving us a better view. His birthmark is several inches long, and indeed shaped like a fish, with an ovalish body and a triangle-like tail.


  “Yes, it does,” Mom says. “It’s very distinctive. How old are you? Forty-nine?”


  “Yeah. But the doctor says I have the body of a thirty-year-old, if the thirty-year-old was really unhealthy and close to death.”


  I don’t like where this is going. My mother seems way too interested in Harry. “Mom?”


  She ignores me. “Were you born in March?”


  Harry’s eyes narrow. “On the twenty-ninth. How did you know that?”


  Mom’s knees begin to shake, and I put my arm around her for support.


  “Mom? What’s wrong?”


  “One last thing,” Mom says to Harry. “Were you adopted?”


  Oh my God, no. A thousand times no.


  Mom had told me that before she met my father, she had a baby out of wedlock. A baby boy. With a sailor she had a one-night stand with when she was a teenager. When I became a cop, I’d tried to track my half brother down, tickled that I had a sibling out there. But I never thought that my brother could be someone like …


  “No,” Harry says.


  Thank Christ.


  “I was raised by the state,” he continues. “In an orphanage.”


  Mom’s jaw hangs limp. So does mine. Harry puts two and two together and says, “Are you saying that I might be your son?”


  Mom nods.


  Harry grins, his smile as wide as a canoe.


  “Mom! Sis! It’s so good to be home!”
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  9:28 p.m. – JACK


  If karma is real, I must have done something unspeakable in a previous life.


  “This has to be some kind of mistake,” I say to my mother. I may have actually been pleading a little. “He doesn’t look anything like you.”


  “He looks like his father.”


  Harry makes puppy dog eyes and says, “Mom? Tell me about Dad.”


  I don’t have time for this. Latham is bleeding and we’re surrounded by snipers. I need to kill the lights and grab the gun.


  I poke my head into the hallway, on the opposite side of the fridge. While FMJs can shoot through it, the snipers can’t see through it. That means I can run to the laundry room and hit the circuit breaker without being spotted.


  “He was a sailor,” Mom says. “I never knew his last name.”


  “I’m going for the fuse box,” I say.


  “What was his first name, Mom?”


  Mom pats Harry on the head. “His name was Ralph.” She used the same soothing voice on me when I was younger and sick with the flu. “You have his eyes.”


  “I’m going now,” I announce. “I hope I make it.”


  “Did you love him?” Harry ask.


  Mom says, “For about three hours.”


  “Wow,” Harry says. “Three hours.”


  “Latham!” I call out to my fiancé. “I’m going for the circuit breaker!”


  I hoped for a be careful. Instead I got: “Is that creepy private eye really your brother?”


  I rub my eyes.


  “Ralph had a lot of body hair too,” Mom says. “All over.”


  That’s my cue. I duck low, suck in a breath, then hustle out the door and down the rest of the hallway, skidding into the laundry room. No one shoots me. The circuit breaker is on the wall, next to the dryer. I hook a finger through the metal ring on the door and tug. It’s stubborn, and doesn’t want to open. The panel isn’t broken, it has a strong spring inside that makes sure it’s always closed. I pull really hard, my finger aching, and then it finally gives. I squint at the rows of breakers, and press the large black button that reads MAIN.


  The house goes dark, and the panel door slams back into place. I don’t hesitate, scrambling back into the hall, using memory and feel to find my bedroom. I take four steps inside before bumping into the bed. Then I spread my hands out over the top, seeking the ammo bag. My fingers brush the carrying strap, and I jerk the bag to me. I work the zipper, stick my hand inside, and yank out my competition pistol, a Kimber Eclipse II .45 ACP. I flip the safety and jack a round into the chamber. I feel around for extra clips, find three. They’re all empty. Bullets have been on my shopping list for a while.


  There’s also a nylon holster in the bag. I shrug that onto my shoulder, the straps getting twisted in the dark but still doing the job.


  Then I head for the window to sneak outside and round up the bad guys.
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  9:31 p.m. – PESSOLANO


  When the lights go out in the house, Pessolano takes the Leupold optics off the quick-release mount, puts it back into his bag, and attaches a Gen 3 starlight scope to the rifle.


  Night vision works by using an image intensifier with a photoelectric effect to amplify ambient light. At least, that’s what the instruction manual says. Pessolano doesn’t understand it, but he knows that it turns images from pitch-black into a phosphorescent green.


  He peers through the scope, and there, silhouetted at the bedroom window, is the female cop. He has one remaining Lapua FMJ round left, so he aims carefully, trying to adjust for the wind that has picked up.


  BANG!


  He sees the bullet strike the cop in the head, sees her jerk back, and smiles as she collapses.


  “Bull’s-eye,” Pessolano says to himself.


  This is so much more rewarding than working at a video store.
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  9:34 p.m. – MARY


  Mary streng is still trying to wrap her mind around the possibility that this strange man in her bathroom might actually be her son.


  Almost fifty years have passed since she gave up her infant boy. She doesn’t remember his exact birthday, only that it was before Easter, and bitterly cold. Labor had been lonely, frightening, miserable, the pain of childbirth exacerbated by the knowledge that she wasn’t going to keep her baby. She’d gotten pregnant at eighteen years old, still in high school. Dropped out when she began to show. Left home soon after that, never telling her parents the reason why, preferring their protestations to their judgments. Got a job at a deli in another part of town. Lived in a fugue for a few months, then moved back home and finished school when it was all over.


  She used to fantasize that someone adopted her son. Someone rich and caring, who spoiled him with extravagant gifts. A year later she met her future husband and got on with her life. Mary still thought of her son sometimes, on cold days in March, but she managed to forgive herself.


  Hearing that Harry had been raised by the state, and not by Mary’s imaginary perfect family, reopened a long-sealed box of regret. She wants to ask him about his life. If he’s happy. If his childhood was okay. If he hates her.


  Then she hears the shot, hears the thump of her daughter hitting the floor, and all thoughts of her past flit away.


  “Jacqueline!”


  No answer.


  A feeling of dread unlike any she’s ever experienced drops over her like a shroud. Without giving it a second thought she grabs a flashlight from the bathroom closet and rushes into the hallway.


  “Be careful,” Harry says after her. “Keep low.”


  Mary doesn’t bother doing either. She moves as fast as she can, hurrying into the bedroom. Jacqueline is on floor, beside the bed. Her eyes are closed. Her hair is soaked with blood.


  Oh no. Oh no no no no.


  Mary kneels next to her daughter and directs the light onto the wound, her hands trembling. She can’t see the injury—there’s too much blood. Mary grabs a pillow, pulls off the case, uses that to mop at the spot that’s bleeding.


  It’s a deep gash, three inches long, an inch wide. Mary presses the fabric to Jacqueline’s scalp, pulls it away, and can see her daughter’s skull bone, a startling white, before the blood begins to flow again. The bullet must have grazed her head, digging a trench in her skin. Thank God the bullet didn’t strike an inch lower.


  Mary’s relief is short-lived, because the blood keeps coming. She estimates Jacqueline has already lost close to a pint, and she’s still pumping it out. Mary wraps the already-soaked pillowcase around her daughter’s head, tying it under her chin like a babushka. In the bathroom, there’s a first-aid kit. She could go and get it, then come back, but she’s unsure if the kit will be enough to stop the bleeding. Better to bring Jacqueline into the bathroom. Then Harry could help.


  Keeping low, Mary pulls the comforter off the bed, and then the sheet beneath it. She lays the sheet on the floor, and with a deep grunt she rolls Jacqueline on top of it, placing the flashlight on her daughter’s chest. The effort leaves Mary gasping for air, but she doesn’t pause, instead crawling to the foot of the sheet and grasping it as hard as she can in her arthritic hands. Then she scoots back on her butt and pulls.


  Pain, like sparks, shoots from Mary’s knuckles, up her arms, where it meets with other pain from her shoulders and back. Mary grits her teeth, squeezes her eyes shut, and fights against the pain. Arthritis produces a deep ache, like a migraine in the bones. Mary takes drugs to control the worst of it, even though they make her dizzy. She’s missed her last pill. The agony is worse than childbirth. Worse than a toothache.


  Jacqueline slides across the carpeting, about a foot.


  Mary doesn’t rest. She scoots back again, takes a deep breath, and pulls.


  Another foot.


  And another.


  And another.


  She reaches the bedroom doorway, her whole body shaking. The pain in her knuckles has become so bad that she’s moaning. She can’t make a fist anymore, so she wraps the sheet around her hands, around her wrists, which presses her inflamed knuckles together.


  Pull.


  Pull.


  Pull.


  “You’re almost there, Mom!” Harry shouts. “Just a little more!”


  To take her mind off the agony, Mary thinks about Jacqueline’s birth, of holding her for the first time and saying, “Hello, my angel. I’m your mother. I’m going to be taking care of you, for the rest of my life.”


  How those words meant so much to Mary, because she’d given up her previous child. How she swore to keep that promise, even if she lived to a hundred.


  Pull.


  Hurry.


  Pull.


  Save your daughter.


  Pull.


  The most important job anyone can ever have is being a mother. Remember your promise. Now dig deep and move it, old lady!


  “Gotcha!”


  Harry stretches out, touches Mary’s shoulder, then grabs a fistful of sheets. He tugs Jacqueline up to the bathroom, and they both muscle her through the door.


  Mary tries to stand but she’s too weak. Her hands are screaming. She shoves the flashlight into her armpit, crawls to the closet, finds the first-aid kit, fights with the damnable zipper on the nylon case, and opens it up.


  Inside are Band-Aids, antibacterial ointment, smelling salts, packets of Tylenol, gauze pads, cotton balls, an Ace bandage, and various other items. Mary selects a roll of white medical tape.


  “Harry, get this roll started.”


  Harry picks at the end, trying to get his fingernails under it. He manages, and Mary tears off a strip with her teeth, the only part of her body that still works. She crawls back to her daughter.


  Jacqueline is still unconscious, but she’s panting. Mary feels her heart, and it’s like she has a hummingbird trapped in her rib cage.


  “She’s hyperventilating.”


  “Tachycardia,” Harry says. “She’s going into hypovolemic shock.”


  Mary stares at him. “What does that mean?”


  “She’s lost so much blood that her body isn’t getting oxygen, so her heart is pumping faster to compensate for it.”


  “What do we do?”


  “Stop the bleeding, and get her a transfusion. Then feed her some liquids.”


  Mary stares at him, impressed.


  Harry shrugs, says, “I’ve got the first three seasons of ER on DVD. Great show.”


  Mary hands Harry the flashlight, then turns her attention back to her daughter. She soaks up some blood with a hand towel and then pinches the wound closed and tries to use the tape to keep the edges together. It doesn’t work; the blood comes too fast, getting on the adhesive so it won’t stick.


  “I need another piece,” she says.


  Harry follows her example and rips off a strip of tape with his teeth. Mary tangles the tape in Jacqueline’s hair, unable to stop the bleeding.


  “Do you have a sewing kit?” Harry asks.


  Mary holds up her gnarled hands. “I haven’t sewn in twenty years.”


  “How about safety pins?”


  Mary checks the first-aid kit, doesn’t find any safety pins. She has to go into her bedroom.


  “Hold the towel,” she tells Harry. “Keep the pressure on. I’ll be right back.”


  Mary takes the flashlight and hurries into the hallway, heading for her room. She finds the box of safety pins in her desk drawer. She also sees an inkjet refill kit for her computer printer and takes that as well.


  When she gets back into the hallway, the shooting resumes.


  Mary drops down to all fours, her old bones creaking with pain. Round after round hit the refrigerator, but none penetrate it. Mary guesses they’re using hollow points, or something similar. They must have night-vision scopes as well. And suppressors; the gunshots aren’t nearly as loud as they should be. Mary wishes she still had her father’s Winchester rifle—she’d be happy to show these men how to shoot.


  The onslaught ends. Mary hopes that one of their neighbors heard the shots, called 911, but quickly dismisses the notion. Their neighbors all know that Jacqueline is a police officer. They won’t call the cops on a cop making too much noise.


  Mary crawls back to the bathroom.


  “Help me open these safety pins.”


  Harry is almost as useless with his left hand as Mary is with both of her hands combined, and they drop pin after pin without getting one open. It’s an exercise in frustration, made unbearable because neither one of them is keeping pressure on Jacqueline’s wound, and the blood is just pouring out of her.


  “Got one,” Harry says.


  Mary grasps the open safety pin, holding it up like a rare jewel.


  “Hold the light.”


  Harry aims the beam while Mary goes to work on Jacqueline’s head. It’s slippery, hard to see, and neither the pin nor her hands want to cooperate. But Mary stays focused, fights the pain, and she gets the pin through both sides of her daughter’s gash.


  Closing the safety pin is even harder than opening it. She pinches it, again and again, but it resists her every effort.


  Jacqueline’s breath becomes shallow, weak. Mary wants to cry.


  “Staples,” Harry says. “TV doctors use those all the time.”


  That might work. Mary tries to stand, but she’s too weak. Harry helps her up.


  “You can do it, Mom,” he says.


  Mary nods, takes the flashlight, and heads into the hallway again, back to her bedroom. She has a senior moment, unable to remember where her stapler is, but sees it on the desk. She opens the top, checking to make sure it’s loaded.


  A shot comes through the window, knocking the computer monitor off the desk. Mary considers dropping down to the floor, worries that she might not be able to get back up, and hurries for the door instead.


  In the hallway, the fridge is once again being used for target practice, round after round dinging into it. Mary stays low, makes it back to the bathroom, and sits next to Jacqueline. The safety pin is still in her daughter’s head, pinching the ends of the wound together even though it isn’t closed.


  Mary swings out the stapler base, presses the magazine to Jacqueline’s head, and pushes down.


  It works. The staple holds.


  She repeats the process eight more times, the bleeding slowing to a trickle.


  “There’s witch hazel in the vanity,” she says to Harry.


  “Witch hazel. Stat.”


  He hands it down, and she pours it on Jacqueline’s head, hoping that’s enough to sterilize it. Then she towels off the excess and uses the medical tape to seal the wound completely.


  “Once again, the day is saved by television,” Harry says. “Eat your heart out, George Clooney. I kind of look like him, don’t I?”


  Mary lets out a long breath. “You’re practically twins.”


  Now for the transfusion Harry mentioned.


  “I don’t have any IV needles,” Mary says. “But this came with my ink refill kit.”


  She reaches into the box and takes out a twenty-cc syringe, still in its package.


  “Is that even sharp enough?” Harry asks.


  “I’m going to find out.”


  Mary bites the wrapper off. The needle is long, pointy. She stares down at her own arm, looking for a vein.


  “What blood type are you?”


  “Does it matter? I’m her mother. I should be compatible.”


  Harry shakes his head. “That’s not how it works. What are you?”


  “Type A.”


  “What’s Jack?”


  “Type O.”


  “Type O is the universal donor. Jack could give you blood. But if you give her blood, you’ll kill her.”


  Mary stares down at Jacqueline, watching her gasp for oxygen that her body isn’t absorbing. Mary almost starts crying again. Seeing her daughter suffer, and not being able to help, is the worst torture a parent can endure.


  “I’m Type O,” Harry says. “She can have some of my blood.”


  Mary touches his face and says, “Thank you, son.”


  Harry smiles. The smile quickly falls away when she jabs him in the arm with the needle.


  “Jesus!” He shirks away. “I think you hit bone!”


  Mary pulls the plunger, filling the syringe with blood.


  “You don’t have any diseases, do you?” Mary asks.


  “Nothing that can’t be cured with antibiotics,” Harry says through his teeth.


  Jacqueline has thin wrists, and her veins are easy to find. Mary’s hands are curled into painful claws, and the syringe is hard to hold, but she manages to give Jack twenty ccs of Harry’s blood.


  “How many pints do you think Jacqueline has lost?” she asks Harry.


  “Two, maybe more.”


  “How many syringes is that?”


  Harry turns very white.


  “How many, Dr. Clooney?” Mary asks again.


  Harry mumbles a number.


  “Pardon me?”


  “Forty or fifty,” Harry says, rubbing his eyes.


  Mary takes his hand. “Jack and I won’t forget this.”


  Harry yelps when she sticks him again.
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  9:56 p.m. – SWANSON


  This is taking far too long. The more time Swanson squats here, waiting for a shot, the more time he has to dwell on why this is the granddaddy of all bad ideas.


  So far, he’s only killed one man—the one who attacked Jen. That scumbag deserved to die. It isn’t Swanson’s fault that Munchel went butternuts and wasted all of those cops. Swanson had nothing to do with that. But this—staking out a police officer’s house and trying to murder everyone inside—Swanson is a full participant in this colossal mistake. Prior to this, a savvy lawyer could ensure that he wasn’t charged with Munchel’s murder spree, and a sympathetic jury might even let him off for wasting the pervert. But he’ll get the death penalty for what he’s doing right now.


  The temperature has dropped, the wind picking up. Swanson wipes the sweat off the back of his neck, finds it cold as a mountain stream. He’s on his stomach, legs behind him, and his right pants cuff has ridden up, exposing his calf to the cool night air. He wastes a moment reaching back, covering his skin, and his shirt untucks and bares his belly to the breeze.


  Noise, to his right. Swanson tries to swing the cumbersome TPG-1 around, gets the barrel hung up on the ground. He moans in his throat, getting onto his knees, ready to run for it.


  “Easy, Swanson. It’s me.”


  Pessolano.


  “Dammit! You scared the crap out of me! I could have shot you!”


  “Hard to shoot while running away.”


  Swanson thinks about correcting him, about insisting he was adjusting his position for a better shot. For some reason, even with everything going to hell, Swanson wants the respect of his men. He’s still team leader, still the one calling the shots.


  But instead of making excuses he takes control, asking, “Why didn’t you contact me over the radio?”


  “Didn’t come here to talk.”


  Pessolano hands something to him. A scope.


  “Night vision,” Pessolano says, “to see inside the house.”


  Swanson takes it. Of course Pessolano has night-vision scopes. If everyone in the house turned into vampires, Swanson would bet that Pessolano also came equipped with stakes and garlic. “Did you give one of these to Munchel?”


  “I went to his spot. He wasn’t there.”


  Swanson frowns. “Munchel is gone?”


  “Said he wasn’t there, didn’t I?”


  “I heard shots coming from his direction a minute ago.”


  “That was me. I put a few into that refrigerator. That’s a seriously heavy-duty appliance. I may pick one up for myself.”


  Swanson feels like a kite in a high wind, his string unraveled to the end and ready to break.


  “Maybe we should go too,” Swanson says.


  Pessolano hawks up a big one, spits it in the grass where Swanson had been lying.


  “I got the cop,” Pessolano says. “Head shot.”


  Another cop dead. Swanson feels like cringing, but doesn’t. Pessolano is wearing those stupid yellow sunglasses, and Swanson doesn’t know if he can see his expression in the dark. So he forces himself to say, “Good work. Then we can get out of here. I bet Munchel got bored and went back to the bar.”


  “We’re staying,” Pessolano says.


  “Why? The cop is dead.”


  “There are witnesses.”


  “How can there be witnesses? They can’t see us. We’re two hundred yards away.”


  “Munchel said the cop had an infrared scope.”


  “Munchel’s gone!” Swanson yells. “How do we know he was telling the truth?”


  “Vehicle approaching,” Pessolano says.


  They both drop to their bellies. A dark sedan rolls into the cop’s driveway and parks behind the other three cars.


  Pessolano begins unfolding his bipod, setting his rifle up.


  “What are you doing?” Swanson hisses.


  Pessolano pulls back the bolt and loads a round. “What does it look like I’m doing?”


  “We don’t even know who it is!”


  “Who cares?”


  Swanson stares, overcome with impotence, as Pessolano shoots out a tire on the sedan. The car shifts into reverse, but Pessolano puts two quick shots into the engine, forcing a stall. The driver parks the car, kills the headlights. Swanson uses the night-vision scope, sees a portly man get out on the passenger side, opposite the rifle fire. The man has a badge hanging around his neck.


  Another police officer.


  “It’s a cop,” Swanson hisses. “He might have called for backup.”


  Pessolano slaps another magazine into his Alpine.


  “He didn’t. I’ve been watching.”


  “But he still can. I’m sure he has a radio in the car.”


  Pessolano squeezes off another shot, and the sedan’s window shatters.


  “Not anymore,” Pessolano says.


  Swanson looks behind him, in the direction of their truck. He can still run for it. He’s only killed the one pervert. He’s still one of the good guys.


  “I don’t have a shot on the fatty,” Pessolano says. “I’m changing position. Cover me.”


  Swanson continues to stare off into the darkness, away from the mayhem going on around him.


  Pessolano’s voice is soft, menacing. “During Desert Storm, we executed deserters.”


  Swanson turns back, locks eyes with Pessolano. Though Swanson knows diddly-squat about the military, he’s pretty sure that they don’t kill the people who run away. They get court-martialed, or arrested, or something less serious. He wonders, not for the first time, if Pessolano has been lying about his war record. Or if the man has even served at all.


  “Are you threatening me?” Swanson asks.


  “We started this war,” Pessolano says. “We have to end it.”


  Jen leaps into Swanson’s mind. His sweet, innocent, damaged wife. She isn’t aware of Swanson’s plan, has no clue he just killed the man who attacked her. It’s supposed to be a surprise for her birthday. He’s pictured the scene in his mind a thousand times: He shows her the newspaper, she sees that it’s finally over, that she can finally go back to the way she used to be, then he admits that he’s the one who pulled the trigger, and she embraces him, calls him her hero, and everything goes back to the way it used to be.


  Will Jen still think he’s a hero if he kills a bunch of cops? Will she understand that the only way to see this thing through is if some innocent people die?


  No. Jen will never understand that. She will never forgive him.


  “Are you going to cover me or not?” Pessolano asks.


  Swanson makes his decision. A decision Jen can never know.


  “I’ll cover you,” he tells Pessolano. “Just show me how to change scopes.”
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  10:00 p.m. – HERB


  Squatting is not a position that Sergeant Herb Benedict enjoys, and he enjoys being shot at even less. He doesn’t even have a gun to return fire, thanks to Internal Affairs. Not that it would do much good. The sniper is at least two hundred yards away, well out of range for a handgun. Herb can’t even pinpoint his location. The darkness, and the woods, make him invisible.


  Though he realizes how dire this situation is, years of experience prevent Herb from panicking. Though his heart rate is up—more from surprise than fear—he keeps a clear head and is able to focus on survival.


  He’s hiding behind the front wheel, on the passenger side, opposite of the shooter. Hubcaps and axles offer more protection than aluminum and upholstery, but he doesn’t know how much more. He needs to find better cover.


  Herb tugs out his cell, can’t get a signal. He plays the hold up the phone and wave it around game without success, then tucks it back into his jacket pocket and fingers the plastic zipper bag full of high-fiber sugar-free weight loss shake—his allotted mid-afternoon snack and what he should have consumed earlier instead of all those power bars. He briefly considers cracking it open—he’s suddenly very thirsty—but he holds off. Being a career cop, Herb has contemplated his own death many times. He’s watched his own funeral in his mind’s eye, and doesn’t want the mourners’ chatter to revolve around: “Did you hear he died with a diet drink in his hand?”


  Plus, the sugar-free weight loss shake tastes a lot like mud, with grit in it. His wife mixes one for him every morning, adding extra fiber per the doctor’s orders.


  If she added something better, like grated cheese, then he’d drink the damn things.


  Herb squints. There’s no light anywhere around. Jack’s house is roughly forty feet away, completely dark. Though hefty, and getting up there in years, Herb can move fast when he has to. But if the door happens to be locked, he’ll be stuck out in the open. And he knows he isn’t a terribly difficult target to hit.


  He shifts his attention to Jack’s large bay window. If he got up enough speed, perhaps he could crash through it, though the possibility of being cut to hamburger doesn’t please Herb, even though he really likes hamburger. Besides, it’s likely Jack is just as pinned down inside as he is outside.


  Herb is operating under the assumption that his partner is still alive, still okay. Why else would a sniper still be in the area?


  He considers his options. The car is trashed, as is the radio. Jack’s car is ahead of his in the driveway, along with two others—a Corvette and a sedan—but he doesn’t have keys for them. There are no neighbors in sight, though Herb passed a house maybe a quarter mile up the road. Plus, there’s always the run away screaming possibility.


  Herb guesses the sniper has night vision, and also guesses, from the previous angle of fire, that he will change positions to get a better shot. There’s also a good possibility that more than one sniper is on the premises. They could have followed Jack home from the Ravenswood crime scene. They may be lining up their shots right now, as he squats here, knees aching, wondering what to do next.


  Running away screaming is holding more and more appeal. Unfortunately, there’s no place to run. It’s thirty yards to the nearest tree, and it’s a sapling that won’t provide any cover. He’ll be picked off before he gets halfway there.


  A shot impacts the driver’s door. Then another. Only three payments left, he thinks, ducking down even lower. He touches his pants. His stitches have ripped, and blood has soaked through. When the Novocain wears off, that’s probably going to hurt.


  The tire he’s squatting beside explodes. He jerks in surprise, rocking backward onto his ass. Another shot plows into the side of his Chrysler, where he was only a second ago.


  He’s in a crossfire. No place to run. Nowhere to hide.


  Herb’s a practical guy, and he understands his chances of survival aren’t good. But he’s not ready to die quite yet. He and his wife were planning on visiting Italy for the holidays. He’s never been, and has heard the food is spectacular.


  Thinking fast, he stands up, filling his lungs, and makes a mad dash up the driveway.


  After four steps the shot comes. His whole body jerks to the left, bouncing hard into the rear fender of Jack’s car. Herb staggers, takes two zombie-like steps forward, a short step backward, and then drops to his knees.


  He moans, just once, a moan of pain and surprise, and his hands seek out the sudden dampness soaking his right side.


  Sergeant Herb Benedict thinks of his wife, pictures her kind smile. Then he stops breathing and falls onto his face, his eyes wide open and staring blankly into the dark night.
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  10:06 p.m. – PESSOLANO


  Pessolano watches the fat cop die.


  It’s bloody.


  Counting the woman cop by the window, this brings Pessolano’s death toll to three. Not the eighteen confirmed kills he lied to Munchel about back at the bar, but not bad for his first day as a real-life mercenary. Not bad at all.


  He points the Gen 3 starlight scope at the large bay window, looking for number four.
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  10:11 p.m. – JACK


  The smell of ammonia spikes up my nostrils, and I wake up to the worst headache I’ve ever had. I open my eyes, squinting against the flashlight in my face, realizing I’m on my bathroom floor.


  Mom stares down at me, her face a picture of worry.


  “You okay?” I ask her. My throat is really dry, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth.


  “I’m fine, dear. How are you feeling?”


  “Sleepy. Wake me up in a few hours.”


  I close my eyes again, get another whiff of ammonia.


  “Mom! Quit it!” I reach up to push the smelling salts away.


  “Harry says you shouldn’t sleep after a head injury.”


  Harry?


  “You need to wake up, sis,” he says. “We’re still in a lot of trouble.”


  It comes back to me in a big, ugly rush. Alex. The snipers. Finding out Harry McGlade might be my brother. I raise my hand to my head and gently probe the spot that hurts the most. I touch matted hair and tape, and what might be a staple.


  “Did I get hit in the head?” I ask.


  “You were shot,” Mom says. “You’ve been out for over half an hour.”


  “That long? I remember turning off the circuit breaker. But nothing after that.”


  “You’re lucky,” Harry says. “I’m going to remember this last half hour for the rest of my life.”


  I cough. “I’m thirsty.”


  Harry sticks his hand out the bathroom door, and comes back with a bottled water from the refrigerator. Mom shines the flashlight on him, and I can see that he’s been crying. I take the water, oddly touched by his concern. He must really be worried about me.


  Mom puts her hand on my face, strokes my cheek.


  “One more,” she says.


  Harry vigorously shakes his head. “No. Please. Thirty-eight is enough.”


  “Just one.”


  “I can’t take it,” he says. “I’m one big hematoma.”


  “Don’t be a baby. You have plenty of blood left. Let’s try your leg.”


  Mom holds up a syringe. Harry tries to back away, but he doesn’t have anywhere to go.


  “Not that leg!” Harry cries. “The veins are all collapsed!”


  My mother doesn’t heed him, jabbing him in that leg.


  “Holy hell, it hurts so bad!”


  Fresh tears flow down his cheeks. So much for him worrying about me.


  “Harry’s such a brave boy,” Mom says. “Aren’t you, Harry?”


  He moans. “I need aspirin. A shitload of aspirin.”


  That seems like a good idea. I sit up, intent on visiting the medicine cabinet. Vertigo kicks in, making everything lopsided, and the pain gets so bad I see spots. I sip some water, try to get my vision to track correctly.


  “Is Jack okay?” Latham, from the living room.


  “She’s a bloodthirsty demon!” Harry moans. “Draining me dry!”


  “I’m okay,” I call to him. “How are you doing?”


  “Getting drowsy.”


  “Maybe he needs a transfusion,” I say to Harry.


  “Don’t worry.” Mom yanks out the needle and pats his thigh. “Harry’s a universal donor.”


  “Harry needs some pain reliever,” he says, “because he feels like he just doggy-styled a cactus.”


  Harry reaches into the vanity over the sink and finds the Tylenol bottle. He pries off the cap with his teeth, pours a bunch in his mouth, then washes them down with a beer he liberated from my fridge.


  “This might hurt,” Mom says to me.


  She sticks the needle into my arm, next to dozens of other marks. I look like a junkie after a bender from hell. There isn’t much pain, though. My throbbing head is too much competition.


  I drink more water, Harry tosses me the Tylenol, and I swallow three. Mom finishes shooting me up, and then takes a few pills herself. We help each other up. I’m still a little dizzy, but I can function. I give Harry a pat on the shoulder and he shouts.


  “Sore! Very sore!”


  I consider myself a kind person, but showing kindness to Harry McGlade takes Herculean effort.


  “Thanks for the blood, Harry.”


  His eyes soften. “Hey, that’s what family is for. We already share the same blood, right?” Then he adds, “And if you develop any kind of itchy rash in the feminine area, I’ve got some cream left over from my last doctor visit.”


  I don’t want to think about that.


  “What next?” Mom asks.


  I finish the water, toss the empty bottle in the trash can. Sort of a silly gesture, worrying about being tidy when there’s a shot-up refrigerator sticking out of the door.


  “I’m going back to the bedroom, to get my gun. Then I’m going to find a way outside.”


  “They can see in the dark,” Mom says. “They have those scopes.”


  That makes sense. The lights were out and they still managed to hit me.


  “I’ll move fast. They can’t shoot what they can’t hit.”


  Mom hugs me. I hug her back. She’s trembling.


  “I thought …” Her voice cracks. “I thought I lost you.”


  I want to say something meaningful, something poignant, but I’m getting pretty choked up too. So I settle for kissing her on the forehead and telling her I love her. Then I disengage, heading for the door.


  Harry blocks my way.


  “Gotta go,” I say.


  He holds open his arm.


  Oh God. He wants a hug.


  I brace for it, stiffening as he encircles my waist. But rather than the sleazy feeling I normally get when Harry touches me, this time it isn’t too bad.


  “Be careful, sis.”


  I give him a perfunctory pat on the back, and he whimpers in pain.


  “Your back too?”


  “She stuck me everywhere I had skin.”


  I pull away, saying, “Keep an eye on Mom.”


  He doesn’t say anything glib or smart-ass. He simply nods.


  I slip past him, switch off the flashlight, and duck into the hall.
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  10:13 p.m. – KORK


  I open my eyes and wonder where I am. I try to lift my hands, and see I’m chained under a sink. My body hurts all over.


  I must have been a bad girl. Father punishes us when we’re bad. He calls it Penance. I’m afraid of Father, afraid of his punishments. I feel like crying.


  Then my mind clears. I’m not ten years old anymore. I’m all grown up. And this isn’t our house. It’s Jack’s.


  I’m in the kitchen, all alone.


  Anger replaces fear.


  My eyes sting. I rub my face on my shoulder, wipe away some blood. My forehead is cut. My head aches. My right hand still stings from when the gun was shot from my grip. None of the damage is serious.


  I test the pipe I’m chained to. It’s cold, metal, two inches thick. A drain trap, under the sink. I give it a hard yank. Then another. It’s solid.


  I scoot up closer, rest my head on the bottom of the cabinet. It smells like dish soap and moldy sponges. I can’t see very well—so I work by feel, palpating the U pipe, seeking the joint. I think righty tighty, lefty-loosey, and lock both fists around the octagonal coupling. It isn’t a pipe wrench, but it’s all I have.


  I twist. My hands are strong, from thousands of fingertip pushups while in Heathrow. My arms are bigger than most guys’. But the pipe doesn’t want to cooperate. It refuses to turn, preferring instead to dig a nice trench of skin out of my palm.


  I twist and twist until it feels like my veins are going to burst out of my temples. The joint won’t budge.


  I stop, then spend a few minutes trying to use my handcuff chain as a tool, levering and turning and pulling.


  My efforts leave me with sore wrists, but no closer to escape.


  I close my eyes, let the solution come to me. I broke out of a maximum security prison for the criminally insane. I should be able to get out from under a stupid sink.


  Voices, elsewhere in the house. I make out a few words, but they don’t interest me. I’m not the only one trying to kill Jack and her family. But I don’t believe those jokers outside pose much of a threat to my plans. If they had any skills, everyone would already be dead. They’re jackals. I’m a lion. Lions don’t fear jackals.


  I feel the pipe, higher up, where it meets the sink. The joint here is plastic, bigger, the size of a peanut butter jar. And it has nubs on it, to grip when attaching the drain to the pipe. I form my fingers around them and twist.


  Red and yellow spots form in my vision, and my head begins to shake. I strain and strain until my entire world is reduced to five square inches of force and pain.


  I release it and forcibly exhale. My hands are trembling.


  But it moved a fraction of an inch.


  I crack my knuckles, then go at it again, a smile enveloping half my face.
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  10:15 p.m. – JACK


  I’m grateful I can’t remember being shot, because that might have made me reconsider my actions. Though I’ve never used a night-vision scope, never even saw one in real life, I’m familiar with how they work, thanks to Tom Clancy movies. The hallway is pitch-black to me, but to the snipers I am an easy target, glowing bright green.


  Thanks to Mr. Clancy, I also have an idea how to mess with their aim.


  I stick out my left hand, reaching for the wall. When my fingers graze it I run forward four steps. I lift the flashlight up to chest level, switching it on and pointing it through my bedroom door, out the window. Then I immediately dodge right.


  The light will temporarily blind anyone peering through a night-enhanced scope, causing a bright flash. If someone has a bead on me, they might reflexively shoot when the light goes on. Hence the change of direction.


  The shot doesn’t come.


  I toss the flashlight into the bedroom, toward the far corner, and jog toward the window in a crouch. I duck down, beneath the pane, safe. Then I feel around the floor. I find my dropped Kimber.


  Hurt isn’t strong enough a word for the feeling in my head, and my stomach isn’t happy with the bottle of water I chugged. I rest for a minute, slowing down my breathing, picturing what I need to do next.


  Unlike my Colt, the Kimber is bigger, badder, and more accurate. This is the gun I use in marksman competitions. I need to get outside, locate the bastards, and get within a hundred feet of them. Once they’re within range, my handgun is more effective than their long guns. They’re using bolt action, single fire, and it takes a few seconds to load each bullet. My .45 holds seven rounds, and it shoots as fast as I can pull the trigger.


  If I can get close enough.


  Originally, I intended to sneak out the bedroom window. Getting shot in the head made me think about other possible exit points. My house is built in an L shape, but that still means four right angles. There are only three snipers, so they can’t completely cover all four sides.


  The trick is to find an exit they aren’t covering.


  The front door won’t work. The large bay window in the living room offers too good a view inside. Mom’s room has a window, but it’s on the same wall as mine, and a shooter can easily watch both. The kitchen patio doors lead into the backyard. Again, they’re big and offer a full view, but I can get through them quicker than climbing out a normal window. The garage has a window, but it’s behind an endless stack of boxes that we never unpacked after moving in. The bathroom window is frosted, and no one has shot through it yet, but it’s decorative and doesn’t open. If I break it, that will leave Mom and Harry exposed.


  Life would be so much easier if I’d just bought a house with a basement. I could have crawled up a window well, gotten out at ground level, and come at them low, under their noses. I’m sure these guys are amateurs. They’ll sweep left and right, but won’t know to sweep up and down.


  My concentration shatters when the window above me does, glass shards sprinkling my hair and shoulders. Something thumps to the floor in front of me, and I recover from the startle and extend my arm, pointing the .45, pulling the trigger halfway before stopping myself.


  It isn’t a person in the room with me. The flashlight in the corner is pointing in this direction, and it silhouettes a familiar shape, nestled in the broken glass on my carpeting.


  A rifle.


  I stand up and stick my gun through the hole in the window, looking left, then right, for the person who threw a rifle into my bedroom. I catch a dark shape turning the corner into the backyard, but it’s gone before I can squeeze off a shot.


  I don’t pause to think. I use the butt of my gun to brush away the jagged glass still jutting out of the pane, lift my knee up, and climb through the window frame. I hear my mother calling my name, but don’t want to answer, don’t want to give my position away.


  I’m dizzy, winded. I touch the brick wall, use it steady myself. Then I half run, half stumble toward the backyard, to the corner the man disappeared around. I pause, my back against the house, both hands on my Kimber. The evening has cooled off, and there’s a strong enough breeze that I feel it through the bandage on my head. The lawn is cold and tickles my bare toes. I hold my breath and listen.


  Night sounds. Leaves rustling. Crickets. The faint whistle of the wind. Just your average autumn night in the suburbs.


  I count to three, then spin around the corner, gun pointing in front of me. I can’t see much in the dark. I make out some low shadows on my patio, chairs and a table. My lawn goes back about twenty yards, and beyond it is the tree line. Enough cover for me to disappear into. If I can’t find the snipers, I’ll go into the woods and come out the other side, to a major highway, and bring back help.


  Before I take a step forward the ground spits up dirt and grass a few feet to my right.


  “Go back inside!”


  A man’s voice, coming from deep within the same woods I want to enter.


  I backpedal, firing blindly into the trees, wasting two bullets. I press my back against the wall, not too far from my bedroom window.


  The next shot eats into the brick less than a foot in front of me, digging out a chunk big enough to stick my hand into.


  “I told you to get back in the house!” the man yells. “Go get your rifle, or I’ll shoot you where you stand! I ain’t asking again!”


  I think about running in the opposite direction, toward the front of the house. Less cover there, but maybe I can make it to my neighbor, up the road.


  Probably not smart. My shooting has assuredly caught the attention of the other two snipers. They’ll be waiting for me.


  Not seeing any other choice, I go back to my bedroom and climb through the window, careful not to step on any glass.


  “Jacqueline!” Mom.


  “I’m okay!” I call back.


  My eyes trail down, to the rifle. Why did the sniper give it to me? Some kind of trick or trap?


  I reach over slowly, like it’s a rattlesnake ready to strike, and wrap my fingers around the barrel. I pull it close, see a piece of paper rolled up in the trigger guard. I unroll the note and read the semi-legible words scrawled on it:


  There are three of us.
You have three bullets.
Let’s play.


  These assholes actually think this is a game.


  I holster the Kimber and check the rifle. It’s a Browning, bolt action, walnut stock, a twenty-inch barrel, weighing about seven pounds. No scope, no sights. I open the ammo tube and find three .22 LR hollow point rounds. Much smaller than the ammo the snipers are using, but still potent enough to drop a deer. I roll them between my fingers, shake them next to my ear, give them each a sniff. They seem like the real thing. I feed them back into the tube, yank the bolt, and chamber a round.


  If they want to play, I’m happy to oblige.
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  10:22 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  Munchel watches the split-tail climb back through the window, and he feels every hair on his arms stand at attention. He isn’t tired. He isn’t scared.


  He’s electrified.


  This has been the greatest day of his life. And when that cop returns fire, it will take everything up to the next level. He imagines this is the desert, hot wind blowing in his eyes, sand in his teeth, his platoon pinned down by enemy fire, and Private Munchel—no, Sergeant Munchel—is called to take them out with extreme prejudice. But the insurgents have a sniper of their own, a famous Taliban bitch who’s a dead shot at a thousand yards, and only Sergeant Munchel has the skill to—


  “Where in the hell are you?”


  The radio startles Munchel, jolting him out of his reverie. He swears, unclips the radio, then presses the talk button.


  “What’s the problem now, Swanson?”


  “The problem is that you disappeared for an hour, and when you come back there’s gunfire. Loud gunfire, not our silenced rifles.”


  “They’re suppressors, not silencers.” Pessolano, cutting in.


  Swanson sighs like a drama queen. ”I don’t give a shit what they’re called. Tell me what’s going on.”


  “The woman cop,” Munchel says. “She had a gun in the house, shot at me through the window.”


  “I already killed her,” Pessolano says.


  “You must have missed, because she was shooting at me just a minute ago.”


  “You sure it was her?”


  “‘Course it was her. Looked just like her.”


  “Could of been her twin.”


  “Her what?”


  “Her twin sister. Like that Van Damme movie.”


  “It wasn’t her goddamn twin, Pessolano. You just goddamn missed.”


  “Enough!” Swanson cuts in. ”Her gun is too loud. Someone is going to hear it and call the cops.”


  Munchel grins. “Well, it’s about to get even louder, boyo, because I gave her a rifle.”


  He pictures Swanson’s face turning bright red with anger. It amuses him greatly. Ever since they first got together, Swanson has been playing leader. But he sucks as a leader. He’s too scared of everything, and has zero creativity.


  And what is this shit Pessolano is talking about twins? That guy has been bragging and boasting about his war record nonstop, but he can’t even confirm a kill.


  Munchel knows that he’s the alpha male of the group. He proved it earlier, in Ravenswood. And he’s about to prove it again.


  “What. Did. You. Say?” Swanson probably thinks pausing between each word makes him sound tough.


  “I gave her Pessolano’s Browning, and three bullets. Make this a little more interesting.”


  “I better get that gun back,” Pessolano says. ”Or you owe me seven hundred bucks.”


  “You’ll get it back.” Munchel laughs. “Might have to wash the blood off it first.”


  Another sigh from Swanson. ”We need to finish this shit up, and get out of here before more cops come.”


  “How?” Pessolano asks. ”Everyone is hiding. We can’t get any shots.”


  “Then we get closer.”


  Munchel nods. That’s the first thing Swanson has said all night that he agrees with.


  He clips the radio to his belt, picks up the rifle, and creeps closer to the house.
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  10:25 p.m. – JACK


  The first thing I need to do is minimize my disadvantages.


  And there are many.


  They’re three people. I’m just one.


  They have cover. I have people to protect.


  They have unlimited bullets. I have three.


  They have scopes, both normal and night vision. I have a head injury.


  But I do have one advantage. Never underestimate a woman fighting for her life.


  I stick my head into the hall and shout.


  “Latham! We’re going to get you in the bathroom with Mom and Harry. It’s the safest place in the house.”


  “Don’t risk it, Jack. Too many windows.”


  “I’ve got an idea about that. Be ready to move when I get there.”


  I crawl over to the flashlight in the corner of my room, then get into a crouch. The Tylenol has kicked in, taking my headache from excruciating down to merely agonizing.


  Don’t think. Just act.


  I point the flashlight out the window and run out the door, through the hall, into the laundry room. I tug open the fuse box door, hit the main breaker, and the house lights come back on. I assume the snipers still have their night-vision scopes on. Now they’ll be all lit up.


  I hurry back into the hall, flipping off lights as I go.


  “Hold this,” I tell Harry, passing up the bathroom. He takes the rifle.


  “Santa come early this year?”


  “Scissors,” I say.


  Mom hands me the scissors.


  I squeeze past the fridge, run into the living room, catch a quick glimpse at Latham still by the sofa, but head straight for the front door instead. I turn on the outside lights—front porch, garage light, driveway lights—and kill the lights inside the room. I also kill the flashlight. That leaves only one light on in the house. The kitchen.


  I creep over to it, reach for the switch while keeping my eyes on Alex. She’s still on the floor, handcuffed to the pipe under the sink. She regards me.


  “I’m a better shot than you,” she says. “Let me go and I’ll take care of those snipers.”


  I flip the kitchen light off. Then I jog over to Latham, kneeling next to him, seeking out his face in the dark.


  “How you doing?” I ask.


  “Some guys say the excitement goes out of a relationship after the first year. I’m not one of those guys.”


  I give him a quick peck, missing his mouth and hitting his cheek.


  “This is going to hurt when the circulation comes back.”


  I go to work on his duct tape, cutting, peeling, ripping, until his hands come free.


  He groans, and my heart breaks. I do his legs next.


  “Think you can move?”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  I help Latham up, try to get his wounded arm over my shoulder. He cries out, so I switch sides.


  “Lean on me,” I tell him.


  We make it three steps, then he collapses.


  “Legs,” he says. “Having some problems.”


  I check the front window, look out onto the lawn, and have a clear view. The combination of darkness inside and lights outside will make it hard for the snipers to see us using either regular or night-vision scopes.


  “Keep going,” I grunt, trying to pull him to his feet.


  Latham manages one step before falling.


  “I’m sorry,” he says.


  He’s breathing as heavy as I am.


  “Legs not working?” I’m referring to the residual paralysis from his bout with botulism.


  “Not working.”


  This time I find his mouth, press my lips against it.


  “It’s okay,” I say. “I have legs for the two of us.”


  I prod Latham to his feet once more, then have him stand behind me and put his arms over my shoulders.


  “Piggyback?” he says into my ear.


  “Just hold on tight.”


  His good arm locks around my chest. I lean forward, taking his weight, and manage four staggering steps.


  “I kind of like this position,” Latham says.


  I stop, lowering him down, catching my breath.


  “Don’t like it too much,” I say between puffs. “I can only concentrate on one thing at a time.”


  The BOOM of a gunshot, and the room gets a hair darker. I glance out the window.


  The snipers are shooting the outside lights.


  I focus ahead, down the hallway. Maybe fifteen feet to the bathroom. I pick Latham up and go five more steps before losing my footing. We fall, Latham on top of me. My head feels like it has exploded, and I can’t take a breath.


  Another shot. Another outside light winks out.


  There are only four lights left. Then Latham and I will be completely exposed.
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  10:31 p.m. – PESSOLANO


  The cop is smart, doing that with the lights. Pessolano’s night-vision scope is too bright. Useless. He switches back to the Leupold scope, and the outside lights still make it impossible to see inside the house.


  No big deal. He just needs to shoot out the lights, then switch back tonight vision.


  The first two are easy. Especially since he moved eighty yards closer. Even a child could have made those shots.


  Pessolano doesn’t have any tree cover this time. He’s flat on his belly, legs out behind him, the TPG-1’s bipod legs resting on the wild grass across the street from the house. His pose is identical to the sniper that came in those packages of plastic green army men he used to play with as a child. Pessolano wishes he had a bazooka—he can picture the toy figure on his knee, a rocket launcher perched on his shoulder, ready to rain hell upon the enemy. That guy was his favorite.


  He nudges left, seeking the lights on the garage, and frowns.


  The dead cop—the fat one he shot on the driveway.


  He’s gone.


  What the hell is going on? First he shot the woman cop in the head, and she got back up. Now this.


  Pessolano shakes his head, trying to clear it. He peers through the scope again.


  Definitely gone. Just a small puddle of blood where he’s fallen.


  No. It’s not blood. The liquid on the driveway isn’t red.


  It’s brown.


  Chocolate milk, Pessolano thinks.


  The fat cop tricked him.


  Pessolano begins to sweep the grounds, looking for where he ran.
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  10:33 p.m. – HERB


  The key to the ruse was night vision.


  Herb knew that night-vision scopes produced an all-green image. That meant blood would be green too. Surviving depended on two things: the sniper missing, and Herb’s acting ability.


  Since he had no place to run or hide, he simply got up and jogged toward the house, hoping when the shot came, it would miss. Then it was simply a question of falling over, breaking open the bag of chocolate high-fiber shake in his pocket, bugging out his eyes, and holding his breath until they left him alone.


  And it works. It works perfectly.


  Until the outside lights come on.


  When that happens, Herb knows they’ll switch from night vision back to their regular scopes. They’ll be able to tell the difference between brown and red, and they’ll shoot him where he lies.


  Herb doesn’t wait around for that to happen. He gets up on all fours and beelines for Jack’s car, hoping to get inside and use the radio to call for backup.


  The doors are locked. Herb bends down, peers under the car. He could fit his head under there, but nothing else. That might work for an ostrich, but not for him. Herb needs a different hiding place.


  He scans the house, eyeing the shrubs. Too small. There are a few trees on Jack’s lawn, but they’re too thin; it would be like an orange hiding behind a pencil.


  A shot. Herb bunches up his shoulders, lowers his head, trying to make himself small. But they aren’t shooting at him. A light above the front porch blows out. Followed by another.


  Good. If they shoot out all the lights, then they might not notice …


  The third shot drills through the windshield of the Nova, missing Herb by less than a foot. Herb flinches, recovers, then rears back and smacks his palm into the window, trying to break it. The safety glass fractures into several thousand cracks, but it’s still held in place by its protective coating. Herb hits it again. And again. The sheet finally gives way with a loud pop, tiny squares of glass falling onto the driver’s seat.


  Herb reaches a hand inside, fumbles for the lock.


  Another shot punches through the back window, blowing apart Jack’s radio. Bits of plastic shrapnel embed themselves in Herb’s cheek. He ignores the pain, opening the door, reaching across the seats, tugging open the glove box, finding the remote control for the garage door.


  Another shot. Latham’s car window shatters. The different angle means it’s a different sniper. He’s caught in another crossfire.


  Herb raises the remote above dashboard level and presses the button.


  Nothing happens.


  He presses again.


  Nothing.


  Two shots in quick succession, taking out two more of the Nova’s windows. Herb is out of ideas. He puts his hands over his head and waits for the inevitable.
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  10:43 p.m. – JACK


  My temple throbs in time with my heartbeat, but I manage to get both feet under me one more time, supporting Latham on my back.


  More shots are fired, but the outside lights stay on. I stagger the remaining few steps to the bathroom, and Mom meets me in the hallway, helping to drag Latham inside. We lean him against the sink. I flip on the overhead light and gently peel back his shirt, getting my first look at his injury. An ugly black hole, just above his armpit. No exit wound. The bleeding is minimal.


  “I think you’re going to make it,” I tell him, my mouth near his.


  “Good. I was worried you carried me all the way here for nothing.”


  I put my hands on his face, stare into his eyes. “I love you, Latham.”


  “I love you, Jack.”


  “I love you more.”


  “No, I love you more.”


  We briefly touch lips.


  “So he doesn’t need any of my blood, right?”


  I pull away from Latham, frowning. “You’re safe for the moment, Harry.”


  “Actually, I’m not.” Harry motions for me to come closer.


  “What?”


  “It’s important, Jackie. Come here.”


  I get within whisper range.


  “I have to go,” he says.


  “It was great seeing you. Come back soon.”


  Harry makes a face. “The beer I had, Jackie. It wants to be set free.”


  I blink. “You have to go to the bathroom?”


  “Yeah. So can you, like, distract Mom while I piss in the sink?”


  “You are not urinating in my sink.”


  “Fine. Just open up the toilet and I’ll aim for it.”


  I glance over my shoulder. The toilet is five feet away.


  “Absolutely not.”


  “I can hit it. I’ll arc the stream.”


  “I don’t have time for this, Harry.”


  “I’m going to wet my pants.”


  “Not my problem.”


  “Fine. I want my blood back.”


  I consider my sink, realize I’d never use it again if Harry violates it, but don’t see any other alternative. I cross my arms.


  “Okay, Harry. Make it quick.”


  “Stand between me and Mom. I don’t want to sully her high opinion of me.”


  I hit the lights and play blocker. More shots, outside. But no familiar tinkling of window glass, or slugs impacting the fridge.


  “I need help with my fly,” Harry says.


  “No way in hell.”


  “Please.”


  “No.”


  “Come on. I haven’t had a single obscene thought about you since I found out we’re related.”


  I turn, pat his cheek. “Bad news, bro. You’re going to have to wet your pants.”


  Mom is taping and gauzing Latham’s wound, her hands so gnarled that he has to help. More shooting. No sounds from inside the house. What are they firing at? Each other?


  “I have to check something out,” I say. I pick up the rifle and sneak into the hallway.


  The remaining outside lights still glow brightly. I move slowly, hunching over, peering out the living room window, trying to find the snipers’ locations. Another shot. They’ve moved closer, to within a hundred yards. I check to see what they’re aiming at, see the wreck that is my car. And in the car …


  Herb!


  I run to the front door, second-guess myself, and backtrack to the garage. I swing it open, hitting the garage door opener button on the wall, planting both of my feet, and snugging the rifle up against my shoulder.


  “Herb!” I scream.


  I fire my first round across the street, aiming where I’d seen the muzzle flash. I immediately load the second round and shoot again.


  Herb doesn’t waste time. He slides face-first into my garage before the door even gets halfway up. I hit the button again, and Herb rolls to the left, bumping up against the wall of cardboard boxes. Two bullets ping off the garage floor, chewing hunks out of the concrete. I rush over to Herb, hooking my elbow around his, straining to get him back to his feet.


  He bellows. Herb’s hands flutter around his knee, as if indecisive about whether or not to touch it. My partner had hit the ground hard—especially hard considering his age and weight. His pants are bloody, but I don’t know if his earlier gunshot wound has opened up or if this is a new injury.


  “Did you get shot again?”


  He shakes his head, his jowls flapping. “Knee!”


  “Broken?”


  He replies through his teeth—a keening cry that makes my stomach vibrate.


  A round punches through my garage door, making a hole the size of my fist.


  Then another. And another.


  I have to get Herb out of here.


  “We need to get you in the house.”


  “Leave me here.”


  Bullets continue to ventilate my garage door, and the light coming in from the holes dims. They’re shooting the outside lights again. Once those are gone, they’ll switch back tonight vision.


  Then we’re screwed.


  “On three,” I say. I set down the rifle and take hold of his collar. “One … two … three!”


  Herb moans deep in his throat, and I pull while he uses his three functional limbs to drag his broken one. We reach the doorway into my house, then I collapse next to him, both of us breathing like asthmatics at a hay festival.


  “There’s a saw.” Herb points to the workbench at the back of the garage. “Cut my leg off. That will hurt less.”


  My chest heaves. “At least you still have your sense of humor.”


  “No joke. I’ll pay you twenty thousand bucks to saw off my leg.”


  I blink away the motes, wipe some sweat from my forehead. “Let’s go again.”


  “Please, no.”


  “On three.”


  “Why do you hate me so much?”


  “One … two … three!”


  Another strangled cry from Herb, but we make it into the house, across the living room, and to the front of the hallway before fatigue drops me to my knees.


  “Here is good,” Herb wheezes. He’s directly in front of the bay windows. The only possible way he could be an easier target is if he had antlers.


  “We … we have to get you to … to the bathroom.”


  “I … I like it here.”


  Another shot. The last of my outside lights blows out.


  “On three.”


  “Jack … if I … if I don’t make it …”


  “No time for this now, Herb. One …”


  “I just want to say …”


  “Two …”


  “That I’m cutting you out of my will …”


  “Three!”


  Herb cries out again, but he gives it his all, and so do I, and even though my knees are rug burned and even though he can barely move and even though bullets tear up the carpeting around us, we make it all the way to the refrigerator, and to the bathroom.


  Safe. For the moment.


  “Did you?” I gasp at Harry, pointing at the sink.


  He shakes his head.


  “Where?” I ask.


  Harry reaches into the fridge and removes a pickle jar.


  “Remember to throw this away later,” he says.


  I stick my face under the faucet and take gulps of water so big they hurt going down. Mom fusses over Herb, winding an Ace bandage around his knee. I eventually catch my breath, and give Herb half a dozen Dixie cups’ worth of water.


  “Now what?” Mom says.


  The five of us are crammed into the bathroom pretty tight. We couldn’t have fit someone else in here if we buttered them. I stand near the sink, next to Harry. Latham sits on the toilet. Mom leans over Herb, who occupies most of the floor. The temperature in here is ten degrees warmer than the rest of the house.


  “Anyone up for charades?” Harry asks. He points at Herb. “Lemme guess … Moby-Dick!”


  Herb and Harry don’t get along, from way back.


  “How’s the pain?” I ask my partner.


  “Hurts,” Herb says.


  “One to ten?”


  “Ten. Blew the knee out. And the medication has worn off from my gunshot wound.” His face is pouring sweat. “I’m hoping I pass out.”


  Mom uses scissors to gently cut up a side of Herb’s pants leg. His stitches have ripped open, and his knee is swelled up to the size of a honeydew.


  “Does anyone know you’re here?” I ask.


  He shakes his head, wincing from the movement. “No. The Grouch, he wanted to talk to you. Threatened to go to your old apartment. I came here to find you.”


  “So you didn’t call for backup?” Harry asks. “Smooth move, Iron-side.”


  “Nice fridge,” Herb says. “Maybe you’d like me to cram your head in the crisper.”


  “Quiet,” I tell them.


  I rub my eyes, trying to force a brilliant thought.


  Amazingly, one comes.


  “I’ve got one rifle round left. In the garage, there’s a pull-down ladder to the attic. I can get up there, get on the roof, and take out one of the snipers from a vantage point.”


  “You can’t get from the attic to the roof,” Herb says. “That’s not how houses are built.”


  “You sure?” Harry asks.


  “You want to drag your refrigerator up there and double-check?”


  “Why don’t you go check, Jumbo? I’ve got a buddy with a crane.”


  “Enough,” I say. “How else can I get up to the roof?”


  “Do you have a ladder?” Latham asks.


  “No good,” Herb says. “They’ll see the ladder, know she’s up there.”


  “One of us could take the ladder away,” Latham says.


  “Who?”


  Herb has a point. No one in the room is in any shape to help out.


  “Why don’t we just set the house on fire?” McGlade asks. “Cops will come, and bring reinforcements.”


  “Good idea,” Herb says. “We’ll start with that shag rug on your chest.”


  “Sis, the mean fat man is picking on me.”


  Herb raises an eyebrow. “Did he just call you sis?”


  “Long story. And we’re not setting the house on fire.”


  Harry appears crestfallen.


  “Can’t we wait them out?” Latham suggests. “Maybe they’ll leave when the sun comes up.”


  I shake my head. “They’ll rush the house before then. Or set fire to it themselves, and pick us off when we run outside.”


  “How about a decoy?” Harry says. “We’ll kick Alex outside, and while they’re shooting her you can run for help.”


  “Alex?” Herb asks. “I thought she was dead.”


  “Another long story,” I tell him. “And we’re not kicking anyone outside. The snipers are surrounding the house. There’s nowhere to run.”


  Herb tries his cell phone. Harry found half a bottle of Grey Goose vodka in my freezer and he takes a swig. Latham has his arm around Mom. I wonder if I can get on the roof by climbing onto the veranda in back. Maybe I can stand on the patio table and pull myself up. But even if I manage, I’ll probably be seen doing it.


  “I was saving this, because I wanted to keep a clear head,” Mom says. “But I think we could all use a couple.”


  She holds up a bottle of OxyContin—her prescription arthritis pain medication. It has an extra-large cap, and she spins it off like a pro.


  “Who needs a hit?” she asks.


  Herb takes four. Latham takes two. Mom takes two. I decline—opiates aren’t wise with a head injury. Harry takes two, and washes them down with a swig of Grey Goose.


  “You shouldn’t mix codeine and alcohol,” Mom chides. “It intensifies the effect.”


  “I sure as hell hope so.”


  Harry passes Mom the bottle. She takes a nip, as do Latham and Herb. I get it last, and since I’m not mixing it with drugs, I take the biggest swallow. It burns going down, and sits in my empty stomach like a lump of charcoal.


  We’re all quiet for a moment. It isn’t hard to read everyone’s thoughts, because we each have the same one: We’re all going to die.


  “Okay,” I say. “I bet I can pick one of them off from the living room.”


  “That will still leave two,” Herb says.


  “But it will be tougher for two to watch the whole house. If I get one, then I’ll have a better chance at getting away, getting help.”


  No one argues. I pull out my Kimber, offer it to Harry.


  “If they get in,” I say.


  “You know I suck lefty.”


  “Latham’s never shot a gun, Mom can’t fit her fingers in the trigger guard, and Herb just took enough codeine to kill Keith Richards.”


  Harry takes the gun.


  “You’ve got five rounds left. Use them wisely.”


  Harry nods, then says, “When we get out of this. I want to go to one of those department store portrait studios. Get a family photo. I’ve never been in a family photo.”


  I consider making some sort of comment about waiting for the DNA test first, but instead I pat his shoulder.


  “Hematoma!” he yelps.


  “I’ll be back in a minute,” I say. “Everyone stay put.”


  Then I slip out into the hallway.
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  10:42 p.m. – KORK


  I give the drain joint one last turn and it comes loose. My fingers are torn and bloody, and my hands feel like lead weights. I raise them up, pull the handcuff chain between the sink and the pipe, and then I’m free.


  I don’t waste time celebrating the victory. Jack had turned off the lights in the kitchen, so it’s tough to see, but I locate the utensil drawer from memory. I feel forks and spoons and assorted cooking supplies until I find what I’m after—a lever action corkscrew. The curly end fits nicely into the keyhole of my cuffs, and I have them off within a few seconds.


  Even if the house wasn’t surrounded by snipers, running wouldn’t be an option. Before I leave here, Jack Daniels, and everyone in this house, must die.


  I bump against the counter and spread my hands over the top, seeking out the knife rack.
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  10:46 p.m. – SWANSON


  Swanson is tempted to move farther away. Those two shots the woman cop fired from the garage came very near him, kicking up dirt just a few feet in front of his face. But he’s the one who gave the order to get in closer, so he’s determined to stick it out.


  He and Pessolano shoot the last of the outside lights, then change back tonight scopes. The constant juggling of scopes bugs Swanson. A lot of things about this situation bug Swanson. But this will all be over soon. When the cop fires her last rifle round, he’s going to order his men to break into the house and finish the job point-blank. Enough of this long-distance bullshit.


  In concept, The Urban Hunting Club was brilliant. Dazzle the police and the media with three sex offenders who all die at the same time. Do it from a distance, so there’s less likelihood of witnesses, and no personal contact with the targets. Kill three more offenders a few days later, to make it seem like the targets are random. Write a note to the newspapers, explaining the goal of ridding Chicago of perverts. Then disappear into legend.


  Swanson even thought about the far future, forty years from now, making a deathbed confession and stunning the world. Explaining he did it all for his precious Jen. Making a grand speech about how it is every private citizen’s duty to protect the people he loves. Along with the right to bear arms, there is a responsibility to use those arms for truth, justice, and the American way.


  It would have been a damn good speech.


  But Munchel had to fuck everything up. Now TUHC are cop killers. Instead of being admired by millions, they’ll be hunted forever, chased to the ends of the earth. They’ll be called psychos instead of vigilantes. In the TV movie, Swanson will be played by Harvey Keitel or Christopher Walken, instead of Ben Affleck or Bruce Willis.


  It’s all gone to hell. Best to get it over with as quickly as possible.


  Swanson sights down the night-vision scope, looking into the dark house through the front bay window. He’s moved ten feet to the right, away from the spot where the cop came close to hitting him. The stretch of grass he’s on is slightly elevated. Not quite a knoll, but raised enough so he can see into the living room and look down from a slight angle.


  He sees green. A world of blurry, indistinct, phosphorescent green.


  Though he doesn’t admit it to the guys, the starlight scope isn’t the easiest thing to use. With Swanson’s whole field of vision monochromatic, the only way to identify people is by shape and movement. Earlier in the night, Swanson put three rounds into a chair, thinking it was a crouching body. And he also discovered that the house has a cat in it, which kept darting back and forth, messing up his concentration and his aim.


  The ever-increasing wind has also been a factor, throwing off several shots that were otherwise on the money. That fat cop should be dead three times over. Swanson knew Pessolano felt the same frustration, because the Desert Storm vet had been only fifteen yards away, and Swanson heard him swear after every miss.


  Swanson also knows he’s jerking the trigger. Every shot, the butt of the TPG-1 slams into his shoulder. The area has been tender for several weeks, from all of the practice, and the bruise hasn’t ever healed. After the dozens of rounds fired tonight, it hurts like crazy. Swanson flinches every time he fires, and this tiny movement is throwing off his aim.


  Add in the pressure of getting done quickly, and the fact that Swanson isn’t a very good marksman to begin with, and it’s no wonder he hasn’t been able to hit anything.


  But that is all about to change. The next person who appears in Swanson’s scope is going to die. He can feel it.


  Swanson blinks, takes a deep breath, and adjusts his grip on the TPG-1. He aims the starlight scope on the hallway, ready to shoot the first thing that moves.


  Something blurs past his line of fire. Swanson adjusts, finding the figure again, watching it disappear into the garage. He holds there … holds … holds … holds …


  The figure appears again.


  Swanson fires.


  He misses—the target is moving too fast. It’s the woman cop, and she has the rifle. She ducks behind the couch.


  Swanson pulls back the bolt, ejecting the empty cartridge, loading another one. He re-aims at the sofa and puts a bullet through the middle, where she was just a second ago.


  I got her, he thinks. I must have.


  Movement, in the lower right quadrant of his scope. He adjusts, sees someone squatting by the window.


  The woman cop.


  Swanson pulls the trigger. Nothing happens. He didn’t load the next bullet yet.


  Stupid bolt action rifle. Why didn’t Pessolano buy semiauto—


  Swanson feels a sharp tug in his chest. He hears the shot at the same time.


  Did she just—?


  The pain runs Swanson over like a truck. Someone has him in a giant nutcracker and is squeezing his ribs, making it impossible to draw a breath. He touches his breastbone, looks at his fingers.


  Blood. A lot of blood.


  This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening.


  Swanson crawls away from his gun. His breath comes back, and the oxygen burns and stabs at his insides. A weak cry escapes his throat.


  He fumbles in the darkness for his belt, finds his radio, brings it to his face.


  “ … shot …” he manages to whisper.


  No one answers.


  “ … I … got … shot …”


  No reply. Why won’t they answer?


  Swanson looks into the woods. Where’s the truck? Where did they park it? He has to get to a hospital. Has to get there so they can take this bullet out of his chest.


  “I didn’t catch that, Swanson. Can you repeat?”


  He stares at the radio. Presses the talk button.


  “ … shot … been shot … need … help …”


  The radio falls from his hand. Swanson coughs, feels something wet come up. Everything is getting all topsy-turvy. He isn’t going to make it to the truck. He isn’t going to make it another foot. He wants to lie down, go to sleep. Swanson falls onto his face, and the universe explodes into a Technicolor panorama of agony.


  Swanson moans, manages to roll off of his tortured chest and onto his back. He stares up into the night sky. Each time he inhales he wants to die. He wants, needs, to talk to Jen, to tell her he didn’t mean for it to work out this way. This isn’t the ending he planned on.


  “Swanson?”


  It’s not the radio. Swanson’s eyes drift to the right, land on Munchel, standing next to him.


  “Jee-zus, man! You got yourself shot.” Munchel stares back at the house. “I knew she was good. Glad I only gave her three bullets.”


  “Doc … tor …” Swanson wheezes.


  “Hell yeah, you need a doctor. Shit, I can see blood bubbles coming out the hole in your chest. You are seriously fucked up.”


  Swanson wonders why Munchel is just standing there. He should be dragging him to the truck, or shutting off the cell phone jammer and calling an ambulance.


  “Hos … pit … tal …”


  Munchel leans over. His face looks huge, and his expression is grim. “See, here’s the problem with hospitals, Greg. They have to report gunshot wounds. How quick do you think they’d connect a rifle slug in the chest with what happened tonight in Chicago?”


  “ … won’t …”


  “Sure they will.”


  Swanson forces it out. “… won’t … tell …”


  “Oh, I get it. We drop you off, and you don’t mention us at all. Even when you’re on trial for all of those dead cops that I killed. You don’t say anything at all about me or Pessolano. Is that right?”


  Swanson coughs. His mouth feels hot and wet. He can’t believe Munchel wants to talk this much while he’s dying. The talk can come later. Right now he needs help.


  “Do you promise you won’t rat out your buddies, Swanson? Can I get your word on that?”


  Swanson thinks he nods. Or maybe he just imagines he nods. Either way, he feels himself being dragged. To the truck. To doctors. To safety.


  He closes his eyes, hopes that Jen is there in the hospital when he wakes up.


  Pain forces Swanson’s eyes back open. He feels like there’s an airplane parked on his chest.


  It’s Munchel. He’s standing on Swanson’s rib cage.


  “Can’t use a bullet,” he says. “Pessolano might hear.”


  Swanson can’t draw a breath to answer. He tries to push away Munchel’s legs, but he has no strength left.


  Death doesn’t come quick or easy. It’s takes close to five minutes.


  Swanson feels every second.
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  10:49 p.m. – JACK


  I’m pretty sure I hit the sniper, or at least came close. I set the rifle down, find the wall switch, and flick on the living room lights. They’ll have to change scopes again, giving me time to—


  She comes at me in a blur. My mind registers the glint of a knife blade, and I instinctively throw both hands up over my head, forming an X with my wrists to block its downward path. Then I spin, sweeping my right leg out, tripping Alex.


  Alex lands hard but recovers fast, rolling to the side, getting her feet under her. The knife is from the rack on my kitchen counter. A cheap set, flimsy blades, but they’re serrated and insanely sharp. She’s chosen a paring knife. Alex switches her grip to underhanded, blade up. She’s fought with knives before.


  I cast my eyes around for a weapon, settle on a sofa cushion. It won’t do much, damage-wise, but it’s thicker than the knife blade.


  Alex’s eyes are cool, dispassionate. She feints once. Again. Then lunges.


  I block the knife with the cushion, feeling it puncture the fabric, twisting hard to try and catch the blade. She pushes harder, swiping at my face with her free hand, catching me on the cheek.


  I stumble back, managing to keep hold of the cushion. She comes at me again, but this time I kick at her shin, driving my heel into the spot below her knee.


  Alex roars. Then a gunshot thunders over our heads, making a divot in the ceiling.


  Harry, in the hallway, pointing my Kimber at us.


  “Hey! Mrs. Hyde! Hold still so I can hit you!”


  Alex must not feel threatened by Harry’s left-handed shooting, because she ignores him and comes at me again. Personally, I feel extremely threatened. Chances are high Harry will shoot me instead of Alex. I’ve witnessed firsthand how bad he is lefty. Adding codeine and vodka to the mix isn’t going to improve his aim.


  Alex strikes, hard enough for the knife tip to penetrate both sides of the cushion. She muscles forward. I double back, smacking into the wall behind me.


  Another BOOM. A hanging picture of my mother shatters, Harry’s shot hitting her in the head.


  Alex presses her whole body against the cushion. I feel the tip of the blade poke against my stomach. I shove back, but she’s bigger, stronger. I suck in my gut, trying to avoid being skewered. It isn’t working. The knife jabs me again, and I feel it break the skin.


  “I’m going to gut you,” Alex says, spittle flecking off her lips. “And then feed you your intestines.”


  Rather than push against her, I move sideways, letting her keep the cushion. The knife pierces the wall. I hit Alex in the ear with the heel of my hand, putting my weight into it.


  She staggers. I pivot my hips and kick her, hard. Alex’s hands are still wrestling with the cushion, so she can’t block my blow. The top of my foot connects with her unprotected kidney, and I feel the impact in my fillings.


  Alex drops the knife and the cushion, her arms pinwheeling to keep her balance. I advance, fists clenched, sensing my chance to put her down for good. I rear back and unleash a vicious right hook.


  Alex recovers faster than I expect, and she sidesteps my punch. Then she grabs my extended arm and uses my momentum to hurl me across the room.


  I kiss the carpet, look up, and see Harry aiming the gun right at my face.


  “Wrong target!” I scream at him.


  I roll away a millisecond before he pulls the trigger.


  “Sorry, Jackie!” he yells.


  I get to my knees, vision squiggly, head pounding.


  “Mom! Take the gun away from Harry!”


  Then Alex is on me again. I endure a kick to the shoulder that makes my whole arm go numb, then I duck another that would have broken my neck. Adrenaline and reflex have been controlling my actions, both of them fueled by fear. To survive, I need to think rather than just react. Alex is bigger, faster, stronger, and a better fighter. I can’t win going toe-to-toe with her. I need a weapon.


  Asking Harry to throw me the gun isn’t a wise idea. He’ll miss. Plus, he still needs it for defense.


  The kitchen has knives, pans, a rolling pin, but nothing that will give me a distinct advantage.


  But the garage—I have power tools in the garage.


  I crawl around Alex, use the wall to stand up, and then sprint for the doorway.


  I make it to the door, see some potential weapons on the workbench, and then fly past it when Alex prods me from behind. I bump into some stacked boxes, bounce off, and turn to face her.


  She’s on the balls of her feet, dancing back and forth, hands up in a sparring position. Her head rolls on her neck, like Muhammad Ali loosening up before a title bout.


  “Afraid?” she says. “You should be.”


  I am afraid. I’m more afraid than I’ve ever been in my life. But that doesn’t mean I’m ready to quit.


  I adopt a fighting stance, my feet apart, my fists in front of me.


  Alex moves in. She works the jab, hitting my upraised arms, pain stacking upon pain stacking upon pain. When I try to circle toward the workbench, or the shovel sitting in the corner of the garage, Alex cuts me off. When I return blows, she easily sidesteps them. We both know I’m outclassed, but I’m going to go down swinging.


  “I’m going to take you apart, Jack. Piece by piece. It all comes down to conditioning.”


  “You should be more concerned with moisturizing,” I say.


  Alex snarls, then unloads on me. I bunch my shoulders, take the hits, wait for her to tire.


  She doesn’t tire. And my arms are getting so sore that soon I won’t be able to punch back.


  I back away, feel the boxes behind me, reach around and throw one at her.


  She dodges it.


  I tear into the box beneath it, hoping for a weapon, coming out with a crooked branch to an artificial Christmas tree. Why couldn’t I be Jewish? Menorahs are solid, heavy, perfect to bash someone’s head in.


  Alex slaps the branch from my hand, throws a right at my cheek. I duck it, then swing a big haymaker that catches her, full force, on the chin.


  She wobbles backward, dropping her hands. I follow up with a kick, but I’m disoriented and only strike air. I try again, connecting with her side, but there’s no power behind it, and Alex shrugs the blow off.


  I cast my eyes on the workbench. Lunge for it.


  Alex’s leg shoots out like a piston, catching me in the cheek. I sprawl backward, onto my ass, not able to tell up from down.


  Then she’s on me.


  Her first punch lays me out, and while I’m on my back she stomps on my stomach, so hard I can feel organs shift. I roll to the side, blind instinct guiding my actions, and receive a few more kicks to the body. When I reach the automatic garage door I feel like I’ve spent an hour in a cement mixer.


  I cover my face, Alex kicks me in the body. I protect my body, she goes after my head. I curl up fetal, unable to defend myself, unable to fight back.


  I’m being beaten to death. And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
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  10:52 p.m. – PESSOLANO


  Pessolano stares down at Swanson’s lifeless body. For some reason he thinks of his mother, lying in her casket. He bends down and crosses Swanson’s hands over his chest, and then gently closes Swanson’s eyes. Pessolano wishes he had a lily, or a Bible, or a rosary, to place in Swanson’s hand. He fishes around in his vest and comes out with a granola bar. He presses that into Swanson’s fist.


  “We’ll avenge him,” Munchel says. “We’ll kill every last one of those assholes.”


  Pessolano stands. He hopes Munchel doesn’t see the tears on his cheeks. He turns away and discreetly wipes them off.


  “We can’t leave him here,” Pessolano says into the woods. “Soldiers don’t leave their dead behind.”


  “We won’t. But we’re in a combat situation right now. We’ll give him a hero’s funeral. I promise. But after the war is over. We have to finish this first.”


  Pessolano nods.


  “I think we should rush the house,” Munchel says. “Break in, flush them out of hiding, and blow their goddamn heads off. You’ve got those Desert Eagles in the truck, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  Pessolano has two Magnum Research Mark XIX Desert Eagle .50 AE handguns. They’re massive weapons, weighing over four pounds each, capable of stopping a charging bull with one shot.


  “Let’s do it, man. For Swanson.”


  Munchel claps his hand on Pessolano’s shoulder.


  “For Swanson,” he agrees. He wipes away another tear and clears his throat.


  “Look,” Munchel says. “I know this is a tragedy, but Swanson would want us to soldier on. Right?”


  Pessolano nods. He’s choking up a little bit.


  “One of us should stay here, keep an eye on the house, and the other should go get the truck, bring it back.”


  “Shouldn’t we, you know, say a few words first?” Pessolano gestures at the body.


  “Yeah, sure. I suck at this kind of shit.”


  “Please.” Pessolano sniffles. “For Swanson.”


  “Shit. Okay. Yeah, sure. Uh, oh Lord, our friend Greg Swanson was a good man who wanted to rid the world of perverts. He was a hero, and he’ll be missed. But me and Paul are going to fuck up those fucking motherfuckers responsible, and make them choke on their own fucking blood.”


  “Amen,” Pessolano says. “I’ll go get the truck.”
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  10:54 p.m. – JACK


  Alex grabs my shirt, jerks me to my feet. I try to lift my hands, try to push her away, but I don’t have the strength. Physical or mental. I’m broken, bleeding, beaten, finished. It’s over. I’m done.


  “That’s all you’ve got?” Alex asks. She’s not even breathing heavy.


  My eyes dart around the garage, but I have no idea what I’m looking for. Nothing can help me. I’m past pain. Past exhaustion. Deep down, I know I need to keep fighting, know I’m dead if I don’t. But there’s nothing left in the tank. I can’t even stand up, and my knees wobble and give out.


  Alex picks me up again.


  “You’re pathetic, Jack.”


  I hear gunfire, coming from the house. Harry, shooting at codeine apparitions. Dummy. He needs to save the bullets.


  “You know, I built you up in my head as this supercop. I considered you a worthy opponent. No one had ever beaten me before.”


  She squeezes my cheeks together, like I’m a child.


  “You got lucky, Jack. That’s how you beat me. Luck.”


  Consciousness is slipping away. A slap brings me around again.


  “Say it, Jack. Say you got lucky.”


  I close my eyes. Alex slams me into the garage door.


  “Tell me you got lucky!”


  “I … got lucky.”


  Half of Alex’s face breaks into a smile. I start to cry. Not for me. For Mom. For Latham. For Herb. And even—I hate to say it—for Harry. None of them deserve this. This night of horrors was supposed to end with the good guys winning.


  Alex is right. Human beings are just animals, and all animals are selfish. And I selfishly want the people that I love to be okay, and I weep because I’m not going to get my way.


  “Perfect,” Alex whispers. Her horrible face gets close to mine, and it looks like she’s going to kiss me. But she doesn’t.


  Instead, she sticks out her tongue and licks away a tear.


  “Hey! Frankenbitch!”


  We both turn.


  Harry McGlade is standing in the garage. The Kimber is in his left hand, pointing at us. His right hand is still attached to the refrigerator door, which is resting at his feet, the hinges shot off.


  “Let my little sister go!”


  Alex snakes her forearm around my neck, putting me between her and the gun.


  It’s a mistake. I’m a physical wreck, and a mental disaster, but you don’t need muscles or brains to execute a judo flip. All you need is leverage.


  I jerk my head back, snapping it into her nose, then immediately lean forward and to the right, throw her over my hip.


  Alex tumbles ass over head, releasing me, flipping onto her back. I take three steps toward Harry and fall at his feet.


  “Shoot her,” I mumble.


  He drops the gun, grabs my arm.


  “Out of bullets.”


  Harry drags me and the refrigerator door back into the house.


  “Hold on …”


  I stop, spin around, and pull the door leading to the garage closed, turning the dead bolt, locking Alex in.


  A shot pings through the living room window, whizzing past my face. We kneel side by side, propping up the stainless steel door like a shield. It’s not tall enough to cover us completely, leaving the humps of our backs exposed as we crouch behind it.


  “Thanks, Harry,” I manage.


  “Mom made me. I think she loves you more.”


  Everything starts to spin. I rest my forehead on Harry’s shoulder. He looks at me.


  “Jesus, Jackie. You got your ass kicked.”


  I run a hand over my face, which is a mass of swelling and pain.


  “You don’t need more blood, do you?” he asks.


  “I think I’ll be okay.”


  Then everything gets really blurry and the darkness takes me in its arms.
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  11:00 p.m. – PHIN


  The cab spits Phineas Troutt out in front of a house that isn’t Jack’s. According to the taxi driver and his electronic address finder, hers is the next one down the road. Phin prefers to walk the rest of the way. On the phone, Jack sounded scattered. If something is going down, Phin prefers to sneak up on it rather than announce his presence by getting out of a car at her doorstep.


  It’s cool, dark, quiet. Jack lives in a woodsy area, practically a forest preserve. Phin walks alongside the winding road, not thinking about why Jack called him. There’s no point in speculation. Especially since he’ll know the reason soon enough.


  A pop! pierces the calm of the night.


  Gunfire. Far away.


  Phin reaches behind him, retrieving the revolver he has shoved into the back of his belt. The gun is a .38, a scratch-and-dent that has probably been involved in crimes dating back to the 1960s. It was all Phin could get on such short notice. He picked it up an hour ago, off a gangbanger selling Thai stick to Wrigleyville yuppies in an alley off of Addison. Phin relieved the dealer of his gun, his stash, and eight to ten teeth.


  He squints at the revolver in the moonlight, swings out the cylinder, counts six rounds. The gun is old but looks clean, cared for. Phin hopes it can fire. He breaks into a jog, holding the weapon at his side, finger off the trigger.


  Another gunshot. Closer than before, but still a good distance away. Then another. Phin stops, scans the trees around him. Sees nothing. He moves to the tree line, alert, cautious.


  Jack has privacy out here, that’s for sure. He walks another hundred yards before he sees her house in the distance. A few interior lights are on. Four cars are parked in the driveway. As he gets closer, he sees that two of the cars have been shot up; windows broken, wheels popped.


  Now Phin does lapse into speculation. Jack’s a cop. Phin is not. If she has people shooting at her, why didn’t she call other cops?


  Phin can think of two reasons.


  One, because the people shooting at her are cops.


  Two, because someone Jack is with wants Phin specifically.


  Phin hasn’t been a criminal for very long, but he’s managed to pack a lot of crime into just a few years. He’s made enemies. It isn’t inconceivable that one of them is using Jack to get to him. Though they don’t see much of each other, Phin considers Jack a friend. It’s a strange friendship, centering around occasional games of pool, but there’s mutual respect. And strangely, considering their opposing vocations, there’s also a sense of trust. Someone may have picked up on that. Someone bad.


  Another shot. Phin sees a muzzle flash, maybe two hundred yards away, in the woods across the street from Jack’s house. He heads for it.


  A vehicle, coming up the road behind him. Phin hears it before the headlights come around the bend. He ducks into the trees, watches it pass. A truck, a Bronco or a Blazer. Single driver, tearing ass toward Jack’s house. It stops in the street. Phin can’t see what’s happening—he’s still too far away.


  He cocks the .38 and creeps closer, moving slow and silent.
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  11:03 p.m. – KORK


  I’m right about Jack being lucky. She might very well be the luckiest bitch on the planet.


  I yawn. It’s not from boredom. I can’t remember many days in my life that have been more exciting than this one. But fatigue is setting in. I’m tired. Sore. Part of me is tempted to get the hell out of here, find a nice bed-and-breakfast someplace quiet, murder the owners and spend a few days just relaxing.


  But I’m not going to leave without killing Jack and Company. Plus there’s still the matter of the gun nuts surrounding the house who can’t aim for shit but still have managed to complicate things. I counted three. They’re using bolt action rifles with suppressors, and a variety of ammunition and scopes. Not pros. Anyone with military experience could have wiped out everyone in the house a long time ago. Hunters, maybe. Or wannabe soldiers.


  Whoever they are, they seem angry at Jack, and I don’t expect they’ll give up any time soon. I’ll have to deal with them eventually, but first things first.


  I pick up the gun Harry dropped and I’m not surprised to find it empty. I toss it onto the workbench.


  Then I check the door to the house. Locked. It’s one of those security doors, a solid wood center sandwiched between metal plates, steel or aluminum. The jamb and frame are heavy-duty as well. I can’t kick it in, because the hinges are on this side.


  I spy the automatic garage door opener next to the door. I could open it, run outside, and find another way into the house. But then I’d be opening myself up for target practice.


  I glance at the door to the house again. Maybe there’s a key for the dead bolt in the garage somewhere. I check the workbench and see something even better than a key.


  I walk over to it, feeling a warmth well up inside me, the same warmth I always feel when I have a chance to kill someone in an exciting new way.


  It’s not gas powered, unfortunately. It’s electric. But Jack has thoughtfully provided me with a fifty-foot extension cord, easily long enough to reach the hallway bathroom where everyone is hiding.


  I pick it up. It feels natural in my hands, like something I was born to hold. I smile.


  Then I search around for an outlet, so I can plug in my new chain saw.
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  11:07 p.m. – JACK


  A bee is in the car with me. A giant bee, the size of an egg. It buzzes around my head, and I try to get out of the car but the doors are broken. I’m terrified of bees, because I’m allergic to them. So when it lands on my shoulder I can’t swat it because I don’t want to get stung, and it stares at me with malevolent eyes, knowing I’m helpless, knowing it can kill me whenever it wants to.


  The car crashes into a tree and begins to roll down the side of a hill. I open my eyes, panicked and dizzy and hurting all over.


  I’m not in a car. I’m on the floor, and Harry is shaking me.


  But I can still hear the bee buzzing.


  “Wake up, Jackie! We’re in some shit.”


  I look over my shoulder, see a chain saw sticking through the door to the garage. The buzzing blade is gradually cutting away the door-knob and dead bolt.


  I try to stand up, and Harry drags me back down. There’s a ping and the refrigerator door in front of us vibrates from a bullet impact.


  “We’re pinned down,” Harry says. “Can you move?”


  I nod, and that simple movement causes everything to go black again. More shaking from Harry.


  “Dammit, Jackie! Stay awake!”


  “Breaker,” I mumble.


  “What?”


  “Circuit … breaker.”


  “Mom!” Harry screams. “Cut off the electricity!”


  I glance back at the door. The chain saw is really throwing off some sparks. It’s almost pretty, like fireworks.


  I close my eyes and think about the Fourth of July.
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  11:09 p.m. – MARY


  Mary Streng hears the chain saw in the garage. She sticks her head out of the bathroom, around the refrigerator, and sees it cutting through the door.


  She knows the chain saw is electric. Knows they need to trip the circuit breaker.


  Mary also knows that the circuit breaker is behind a small childproof door. When you have rheumatoid arthritis, childproof is synonymous with adultproof.


  She looks at Herb, sprawled out on the bathroom floor, clutching his leg in a codeine/pain fever dream.


  Then she looks at Latham, who doesn’t appear much better. His eyelids are halfway closed, and he’s white as milk.


  Neither one of them can make it to the fuse box.


  A woman screams, “Mom! Cut off the electricity!”


  But the woman isn’t Jacqueline. Mary looks in the hall again.


  “Mom!”


  It’s Harry. Apparently his voice goes up a few octaves when he’s terrified.


  Mary tries to think of an answer, comes up blank, and hurries down the hallway, into the laundry room. She hooks a finger into the cruel metal ring on the circuit breaker door. That simple act alone brings agony. Even with the codeine, and the vodka, Mary’s hands have never hurt so badly.


  And it’s about to get worse.


  Mary sets her jaw and tugs, fast and hard.


  It’s like sticking her hand in a furnace.


  The door doesn’t budge.


  She eases up, tries to change fingers. Her hand is shaking so much she can’t get ahold of the handle. Mary switches to lefty.


  “Mom! I’m too pretty to die!”


  Harry again. That guy certainly is a complainer. Must be Ralph the sailor’s genes.


  She hooks her left index finger in the ring, closes her eyes, and jerks her whole arm back.


  The pain takes away her breath. But the door swings open.


  Mary releases the handle, reaching for the breaker, but the spring engages and slaps the door closed.


  “SHE’S ALMOST THROUGH!”


  Now both of Mary’s hands are trembling. She tries her right hand, then her left hand, and can’t grip the damnable metal ring. Despair mingles with anguish, and Mary curses herself for being a worthless old woman, of no use to anyone, not even able to—


  On the dryer, atop a stack of sweaters, is a coat hanger.


  She snatches it up, puts the hook through the metal ring, and pulls like hell.


  The door swings open.


  Mary reaches inside the panel and jabs at the main breaker switch, plunging the house into darkness and silence.
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  11:11 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  Again with the goddamn lights. Munchel sighs, wondering why the military doesn’t make a scope that works in the daylight and the nighttime. Then soldiers wouldn’t have to switch scopes every three goddamn minutes.


  He sits up, rubs his eyes, and sees Pessolano in the truck up the street.


  It’s about damn time.


  Munchel stands, stretches, and begins to walk across the grass toward him. The wind is still strong, and has dropped a dozen degrees, hinting at the harsh winter doubtlessly drawing near. Once he spreads the word to the soldier-for-hire underground that he was part of the Chicago pervert murders, he expects his services to be in great demand, fetching premium dollars. Munchel decides that his next merc gig will be someplace warm, like Bosnia. Or Atlanta.


  Munchel pauses, briefly, at the corpse of Swanson, and grins at him.


  “You gonna eat that, Greg? No?”


  He reaches down and plucks the granola bar from Swanson’s cold, dead fingers, and tears the wrapper open with his teeth.


  Cinnamon raisin. Munchel’s favorite.


  “You want some, buddy?”


  He breaks off a corner, bounces it off Swanson’s face.


  Predictably, Swanson doesn’t protest. Though Munchel wouldn’t be surprised if the former TUHC leader did suddenly sit up and start bitching, complaining that his piece isn’t big enough, or that they should just leave the cop alone and run to Mexico, or some other bullshit.


  Munchel continues onward, and finds Pessolano poking around in the back of his Bronco.


  “You got any fleece in there, man? It’s colder than a penguin’s nuts out here.”


  Pessolano pulls a small stack of clothing from the cargo bay.


  “That don’t look too warm.”


  “It’s Dragon Skin. Tactical body armor. Stronger than Kevlar.”


  Pessolano takes Munchel’s TPG-1, trading it for a vest. Munchel rubs the fabric between his fingers.


  “It’s thin.”


  “But it can still stop an AK-47. Maybe … if Swanson had one on …”


  Pessolano stows the rifle. He looks like he’s going to start bawling again, and Munchel doesn’t think he can stomach another display.


  “He’s in a better place,” Munchel says, popping the rest of the granola bar into his mouth. “Where are the Desert Eagles?”


  Pessolano reaches into the truck again, comes out with an aluminum suitcase with combination locks on the buckles. Munchel waits, becoming progressively annoyed as Pessolano keeps screwing up the numbers. The dummy finally gets the case open, revealing two huge nickel-plated handguns, nestling in individual foam compartments.


  Munchel whistles, reaching for a gun. The damn thing has to weigh more than five pounds. You could kill a person just by hitting him over the head with it.


  “This is the Desert Eagle Mark XIX,” Pessolano says. “It uses fifty-caliber Action Express rounds—the biggest handgun bullets on the market. Same length as a .44 Magnum, but wider. It has almost eight times the stopping power of a nine millimeter. What it hits, it kills.”


  “Can it go through the Dragon Skin?”


  “I wouldn’t want to try it to find out.”


  “How many rounds does it hold?”


  “Seven. And they’re really expensive, so don’t waste them.”


  Munchel spins, aims at the house, and squeezes the trigger. The BOOM is so loud it feels like someone slapped him in the ears, and the recoil jerks his arm back.


  Awesome.


  “I said they’re expensive!” Pessolano screams.


  Munchel grins at him. “Shit, man. I’ll write you a check.”


  He helps himself to the box of bullets, popping the clip and adding two more. Seven plus one in the throat. Pessolano says something, but Munchel can’t hear him through the ringing in his head.


  “Huh?”


  “How do you want to do this?” Pessolano yells.


  Munchel considers it. Everyone is holed up in the hallway, behind the refrigerator, except for that crazy bitch with the chain saw in the garage.


  “We bust in the front door,” he says. “I’ll take the house. You take the garage.”


  Pessolano nods, then he spends a minute untangling his bulletproof vest, trying to get it on. He’s like a child, unable to find the armhole. This convinces Munchel that Pessolano is lying about his military experience. Munchel doesn’t have a problem with lying. He lies to his mama, about when he’s going to visit her next. He lies to his foreman at the English muffin factory, about being sick when he’s actually just hungover. He even lies to hookers, telling them he works for the CIA. But Pessolano’s lies are dangerous. Munchel is supposed to trust this guy with his life, have full confidence that Pessolano has his back.


  How good can he watch Munchel’s back when he can’t even put on a simple vest?


  Munchel decides he isn’t going to work with Pessolano again. True, the man has some cool weapons and equipment, but someone of Munchel’s professional stature shouldn’t associate with amateurs.


  Munchel straps on the Dragon Skin, finishing before Pessolano does. He spreads his hands, to show Pessolano how easy it really is, and then hears a gunshot come from the trees behind him. At practically the same time, he feels a slap in the back.


  He drops to the ground, crawling to the other side of the truck, adrenaline raging. Pessolano scurries beside him.


  “You hit?”


  Munchel nods. He allows Pessolano to turn him around, examine his back.


  “Vest stopped it. You hurt?”


  Munchel shakes his head. It feels like he’s been snapped by a rubber band.


  Holy shit, he thinks. I actually got shot.


  I got shot and I survived.


  He can picture himself in a seedy bar in South Africa, playing poker and drinking rotgut with a bunch of other mercs, casually mentioning how he got shot on his first job. A crazed smile appears on his face.


  “He’s in the woods,” Pessolano says. “If we rush at him from two sides, we can flush him out. You ready?”


  Munchel nods, feeling invincible.


  “Let’s do it,” Pessolano says. “On my count.”


  Munchel doesn’t wait. He stands up and charges straight into the trees.
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  11:18 p.m. – PHIN


  Phin retreats into the forest, moving fast. He’s lost one-sixth of his ammunition, along with the element of surprise. All he’s gained is the secure knowledge that his recently acquired revolver sucks. He’d been less than fifty feet away, aiming directly at the man’s head. The bullet hit the lower back instead.


  At least the gun didn’t explode in my hand.


  From the short amount of time he’d observed the two men, Phin didn’t get the impression they were cops. They aren’t soldiers either, despite their camouflage outfits. And Phin doesn’t recognize them, though he didn’t get a good look at their faces.


  But it really doesn’t matter who they are. The only thing that currently matters is that they’re coming after him. And they have much better guns.


  Phin ducks under some low-hanging branches, jumps over a fallen tree, and finds himself in a small clearing. He jogs around the edge of it, kicking up dead leaves. Then he cuts back into the woods and heads back toward Jack’s house, approaching it on an angle.


  He steps onto Jack’s property, on the southwest corner of her house. It’s completely dark. He can hear the men fumbling through the forest behind him. Phin jogs across the open stretch of lawn, energy fading. When he reaches the window by the garage, Phin considers his options. He can go for help, but by the time help arrives the yahoos with the Desert Eagles might kill Jack.


  Of course, she might already be dead.


  He can continue to play hide-and-seek, try to pursue his pursuers. But Phin has no training, no military experience. He can fight, and he can shoot, but that’s the extent of his commando skills.


  Or he can break into the house, grab Jack and whoever else is inside, and try to herd them all to safety.


  That seems best. Phin fishes out a pocket flashlight, attached to his key chain, and peers in the garage window. He sees stacked cardboard boxes. Phin strips off his T-shirt, wads it up against the glass, and smacks the cloth with his gun. There’s noise as the glass shatters, but not too much. He clears away the big pieces of glass, spreads his shirt over the pane, and climbs inside, wiggling between the wall and the boxes.


  Phin holds his breath, listens. Hears nothing.


  The boxes are all various sizes and weights. He tucks the revolver into the back of his jeans and wastes a few minutes finding his way through the cardboard maze, picking up, climbing over, and shifting all of Jack’s crap. When he finally makes it to the middle of the garage, a space opens up, and he sighs in relief.


  That’s when someone hits him in the head with a shovel.


  Phin stumbles forward, then falls to the right, feeling the wind of another swing sail past his face. He waves his mini-flashlight, sees the shovel coming at him again, and rolls out of the way.


  Phin gets on all fours, reaches around his belt for his gun.


  It isn’t there.


  He scuttles backward until he has some room to get to his feet. His head hurts, but it’s bearable. He does a quick sweep of the floor with the light, looking for his dropped gun but not finding it, then raises the beam to view his attacker.


  Alexandra Kork.


  Now it made sense why Jack called. Alex forced her to. Once upon a time, Alex almost killed Phin. Apparently, she wants another chance.


  “Hello, Alex. You’re looking well.”


  Alex smiles, but the scarred side of her face doesn’t move. She holds up a hand to shield her eyes from the flashlight beam.


  “I like the bullet holes,” she says, pointing the shovel blade at the healed pockmarks on his torso. “Sexy.”


  Phin and Alex begin to circle each other.


  “Those your friends outside, standing guard?” he asks.


  She shakes her head. “No. Jack is Miss Popularity tonight. Apparently she collects enemies. She’s got something about her that really pisses people off.”


  Alex moves in closer. Phin steps back, out of range.


  “They’re coming,” Phin says. “Two of them.”


  “They’ve been shooting at the house for almost three hours. They can’t hit shit.”


  “They’re not using rifles anymore. They’ve got handguns. If they get in the house, we’re all going to die.”


  Alex stops moving. Phin can see her working it out in her head, can see she doesn’t like the odds any better than he does.


  “What’s the situation inside?” Phin asks.


  “No ammo. No guns. Where’s yours?”


  “If I had one, you wouldn’t be standing there right now. How many people are in the house?”


  “Jack. Her mom. Her boyfriend. Her partner. And Harry.”


  Phin tries to sound casual, tries to keep the hope out of his voice. “Is Jack okay?”


  Alex smiles again.


  “Got a little crush on her, Phin? Isn’t she a bit old for you?”


  “Is she okay?” Phin asks, harder.


  “I kicked her ass, but she’s alive. Everyone in there is pretty beaten up. In fact, I shot Latham. Maybe he won’t make it, and you’ll have a shot at your secret crush.”


  Phin realizes he took too much time navigating the boxes. The men are going to bust in here any minute. He can’t afford to waste time sparring with Alex.


  “You’ve got to make a choice, Alex.”


  “Really? What choice is that, Phin?”


  “Those guys are going to come in and kill anything that moves. They’ve got Desert Eagles. You ever see one?”


  “I had one. Beautiful weapon. It can shoot a hole through a brick wall.”


  “They’re coming, and they’re coming now. You and I can go a few rounds while they’re sneaking up on us. Or we can figure out how to defend ourselves.”


  Alex snorts. “Are you serious? You want me to help you?”


  “Either help, or leave. I don’t have time to deal with you right now.”


  “The enemy of my enemy. Is that what you’re saying, Phin?”


  “Make your choice.”


  Alex stares at Phin for a moment. Then she starts to laugh. It’s a genuine laugh, and she shakes her head in obvious disbelief.


  “Life certainly throws a few curves, doesn’t it?” she says.


  Then she drops the shovel.
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  11:31 p.m. – KORK


  I don’t trust phin any more than he trusts me. And I’m sure that if he gets his hands on one of those Desert Eagles, the first thing he’s going to do is blow my head off.


  Which, of course, is the first thing I’m going to do. I just have to make sure I get one before he does.


  I turn up my palms and say, “Okay, we’re on the same side. Now what?”


  Phin shrugs. “You were in the marines. I was hoping you’d tell me.”


  “Any good marine knows when to fight and when to retreat. We should retreat.”


  “You go ahead. Run east. I don’t think I saw them there.”


  Which probably means he saw them in the east. Or maybe not.


  This is going to be an interesting alliance.


  “Okay,” I say. “Tell me what you saw.”


  “Two men. They’re wearing vests, and each has a Desert Eagle. They took them out of the back of a Ford Bronco parked down the street.”


  “Any more weapons in the Bronco?”


  “I couldn’t see.”


  “Keys?” I ask.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Did they put their rifles in the Bronco?”


  “I heard rifle fire, but didn’t see any guns.”


  Which means the rifles might be abandoned on Jack’s property somewhere. Why did the shooters ditch their rifles? Out of ammo? Or do they figure they’ll finish the job with the handguns, then pick them up later?


  I can remember where the shots came from. If I did a perimeter check, I might be able to find a rifle. And unlike those knucklehead snipers, I hit what I aim at.


  I stare at Phin. Of course, he may be lying. Maybe he knows where the rifles are, and plans on getting one for himself.


  Detente is a bitch.


  “How about a third shooter?” I ask.


  “I only saw two.”


  Phin lowers his eyes to the floor. He’s looking for something.


  I bet it’s a gun. He must have had one, and dropped it during our scuffle.


  “We need a plan,” I say, moving a bit closer to him. If he finds the gun and makes a move for it, I’ll punch him in the throat, break his windpipe.


  “I’m all ears.”


  “They have two choices for entry. Front door, and the patio door. Patio door is thick glass, might be tough to break through. Front door is smarter. Two shots at the lock and a swift kick, and they’re in.”


  “Maybe they’ll split up,” Phin says. “Each take an entrance.”


  “The house is dark. They might shoot each other. Did they have night-vision scopes or goggles?”


  Phin shakes his head. “Not when they were chasing me.”


  “Then they’ll probably stick together. We need to get inside, set up an ambush.”


  Phin points his light to the left, moving the beam across the workbench. He rushes to it, grabbing Jack’s .45 that I threw there, pointing it at my head.


  “It’s empty,” I say.


  He pulls the trigger. Nothing happens.


  “Sorry,” he says. “Had to make sure. No offense.”


  “None taken. Check around for a crowbar, or something to pry the door open.”


  He searches the workbench. I come up beside him and also search. We keep an eye on each other, in case one of us finds a potential weapon. I see Phin’s eyes linger on a hammer.


  “The door is steel,” I say. “Hammer won’t help. If you pick it up I’ll grab the shovel again, which is longer and heavier and can do more damage.”


  “I’ll attest to that,” he says, rubbing the bump on his head.


  We both leave the hammer alone. In the dust under the workbench is a rusty old car jack. The handle is a removable lug wrench, steel, two feet long. It’s not a crowbar, but one end tapers, like a screwdriver. I put a hand on it the same time that Phin does. Together, we bring it over to the front door.


  “It isn’t big enough for both of us,” Phin says, indicating the bar.


  “You’re the big, strong man,” I say, releasing my grip. “Be my guest.”


  I hold the flashlight, and Phin sticks the flat end into the doorjamb, under the still-protruding chain saw. He gets a solid, two-handed grip on the bar, and leans back.


  The muscles in his arms and back bulge, twitch. Phin’s a good-looking guy, and it’s been a long time since I’ve seen a man without a shirt. On impulse, I trace my finger across his lats.


  He flinches, spins around.


  “Easy, tough guy. Just admiring the view.”


  His eyes are hard. “Don’t touch me again.”


  “I’m too ugly for you, huh, Phin? Can’t handle a few scars?”


  “You were ugly long before you had the scars, Alex.”


  Asshole. When I get my hands on a gun, my first shot is going to remove his sanctimonious balls.


  Phin goes back to it. The door frame creaks … bends … then the door pops inward, and I’m highly amused to see Jack Daniels burst through the doorway and descend on Phin with a knife clutched in her hand.
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  11:36 p.m. – JACK


  I see an arm raise up, moving to block my knife, and I adjust the arc, getting in under it, aiming for the neck—


  It’s Phin.


  I try to put on the brakes, but momentum drives my strike onward. Phin’s eyes get wide and he jerks his body sideways. The knife tip nicks his chin, and then I bump into him and he catches me before I fall onto my face.


  We both stumble backward, and then I tense up and lift up the knife again when I see Alex standing directly behind him. She’s smiling her half smile.


  My energy is nearly gone, but I struggle with what little I have left, fighting Phin to get at the murderer over his shoulder.


  “Easy, Jack!” Phin says, holding me back. “We called a truce.”


  A truce? Is he out of his mind?


  Alex steps closer, pinches my wrist and twists, making me release the knife.


  “We can kill each other later, Jack,” Alex says. “Those idiots outside, they’re getting ready to come in. They’re armed. We aren’t. We need to come up with a plan, and quick.”


  I can’t believe this. And maybe if I wasn’t so damn tired and banged up, I’d stage a protest. But it makes a warped kind of sense. If the snipers break in, we have no way to defend ourselves. Alex is actually the lesser threat. For the moment, at least.


  “Don’t trust her,” I say to Phin, keeping my eyes on Alex.


  “I won’t.”


  My chest feels damp. I glance down and notice Phin is bleeding on my shirt. I touch his cheek.


  “Sorry,” I say. “Does it hurt?”


  He smiles. “I’m tough.”


  “I know. Thanks for coming.”


  “We’re friends. You call, I come.”


  I’m strangely moved by that, but being a hard-edged homicide cop I respond with a strong, curt nod. Phin, however, holds me closer, actually hugging me. I give him a perfunctory pat on the back, wondering what the hell he’s doing, but not minding it terribly much. His skin is cool to the touch, and he’s got the barest hint of aftershave, something that smells like pine. No, it actually is pine. I brush a pine needle out of his hair.


  His breath is on my ear, soft and warm. He whispers, “I dropped a .38 somewhere in the garage.”


  I nod, slightly so Alex doesn’t notice. Then we mutually disengage.


  “Hey, sis! You kill the bitch yet?”


  Harry, from the living room.


  “There’s been some, uh, complications, Harry,” I say over my shoulder.


  “What complications?”


  Harry’s not going to be pleased. I’m not either. Phin and I lead the way back into the house.


  “Hey, Phin,” Harry says. “Welcome to the rave. You bring the Chex Mix?”


  “Hi, Harry. What’s with the refrigerator door?”


  “I’m neurotic. My shrink says I have a hard time letting go.” Then Harry notices Alex, and his eyes narrow. “What the fuck? You make a deal with Satan?”


  “The snipers are coming,” I say, and the words taste lousy on my tongue. “We need her help.”


  “What we need,” Harry says, “is to pound a stake through her heart, cut off her head, and bury the body on hallowed ground.”


  “We can finish up our business later, sweetheart,” Alex says to Harry. “Where’s the circuit breaker?”


  I stare at her, suspicious. “Why?”


  “They’ll probably come in through the front door. We soak the carpeting with water, strip the covering off the end of an extension cord, wrap it around something metal, and put it in the puddle. They walk in, we hit the breaker, fry both of them.”


  “They teach you that in psycho school?” Harry says.


  Alex coolly regards him. “I should have cut your tongue off instead of your hand.”


  “Why don’t you come over here and say that, so I can bounce this refrigerator door off your goddamn—”


  “Enough,” I interrupt, giving Harry the palm. I actually like Alex’s idea. “What if they’re wearing rubber-soled shoes?” I ask.


  “One of us stands by the door with a hose, soaks them when they come through the door.”


  “Won’t it trip the breaker?”


  “Circuit breakers are tripped when there’s resistence or surges. All we’re doing is running current. It will work.”


  “We need to hurry.” Phin is staring out the front window. “They’re coming.”


  “Get the hose and the extension cord in the garage,” I tell Phin and Alex. Then I hurry to the kitchen, turn on the sink, and fill a six-quart cast-iron pot with water. It’s really heavy, almost too heavy to lift. But I muscle it out of the sink and carry it at waist level, waddling to the front door. I spill the water all over the floor and set the pot down.


  “Got the hose,” Alex says. “Phin is stripping the extension cord. I don’t think he trusts me with a knife.”


  “I wonder why.”


  I take one end of the hose, and hand the other to Harry. “You’re on squirting duty. Make sure you stay out of the wet spot.”


  “I always do.”


  I bring the hose down the hall, peek in on my mother.


  “You okay?”


  Mom nods, but she looks terrible. She hands me the flashlight. I check out Latham and Herb. Both are semi-conscious, and they also look terrible. Then I make the mistake of peeking at the vanity mirror, and I look worse than everyone. Sort of like DeNiro at the end of Raging Bull.


  “Oh, Jacqueline,” Mom says. She reaches up to touch my face, and I flinch away.


  “It’s not as bad as it looks.”


  It’s the truth. All of the pain has sort of combined into a dull ache. Unpleasant, but bearable. Maybe I simply don’t have any energy left to devote to hurting.


  I give Mom a quick peck on the cheek, and then it’s on to the laundry room. I set the flashlight on the dryer and turn off the water valve that leads to the washing machine. I unscrew the hose coming out of it, attach the garden hose, then put the water back on.


  “Dammit, Harry! Quit it!”


  Harry is apparently soaking Alex. If I had a sense of humor left, I might have smiled at that.


  “Tell me when to hit the power,” I call down the hallway. “How are you doing, Phin?”


  “Power cord is stripped. I’m plugging it in.”


  “Wrap the stripped end around the cast-iron pot, then step away.”


  I fight the circuit breaker door, manage to get it open, and poise my finger above the main button. A wave of vertigo hits. I ride through it without losing my balance.


  In the silence that follows, I have a chance to think about a lot of things. One of those things is retirement.


  Ever since I was a kid, I wanted to be a cop. It didn’t take a psychoanalyst to figure out that my desire came from my parents. My mom was a cop, and she was my hero. My dad wasn’t in the picture, and his absence left a void in my life. I wanted to emulate my mother, and I became a control freak as a defense mechanism. The more control I had in my life, the less chance of being surprised, of getting hurt. My desire to protect myself, and my mother, evolved into a desire to protect others.


  After a few years on the Job, I realized I couldn’t really protect anyone. It wasn’t any particular incident that stood out, any key moment that led me to this conclusion. It was just the day-to-day grind of seeing people getting hurt, all the time, without being able to save them.


  I accepted it. If I couldn’t protect them, then at least I could catch the ones who were hurting them.


  I’ve caught a lot of bad people in my twenty-plus years as a cop. I know I’ve done a lot of good.


  But now, here I am. I became a cop to protect others, and now I can’t even protect the handful of people who are more important to me than the rest of the world put together.


  Alex was right. It’s my fault we’re all in danger. If anything happens to Mom, or Latham, or Herb, or Phin, or even Harry, I won’t be able to live with myself.


  I make a decision. A big decision. If we get out of this—no … when we get out of this, I’m going to hang up my gun. Retire. Draw a pension and get married and gain weight and spend life enjoying it instead of trying to fix it.


  “Jackie!” Harry yells. “Alex just ran out the back door!”


  No real surprise there.


  “Phin went after her!”


  “Did he finish the wires?” I call.


  “No!”


  Dammit. “Mom! I need you!”


  Mom shuffles into the laundry room.


  “Press the breaker when we tell you to.”


  I trade places with her, holding open the panel door until she can get her finger on the button.


  “I don’t like this plan,” she says.


  There isn’t time to argue. I hurry back into the living room, spy the extension cord in a tangled pile on the floor.


  A noise at the front door—someone trying the knob.


  “Hurry,” Harry says. He’s got the hose in his hand, bent in a kink.


  Something slams into the door. It shakes, but holds.


  I find the end of the cord, stripped to bare wires. I reach for the cast-iron pot.


  Three gunshots, incredibly loud. The door rattles.


  I wind the wire around the pot handle, then scurry off the damp section of carpeting just as the door kicks in.


  Two men in camouflage dress storm into my living room. They each have a huge handgun. One is wearing yellow aviator sunglasses. The other is the sniper I saw at Ravenswood, which seems like so long ago.


  “Now!” I scream.


  Harry hits them with the hose. The lights go on. There’s a spark, a crackling ZAP, and the smell of smoke and ozone.


  The snipers flinch.


  Neither of them fall.


  It didn’t work. Sweet Lord, it didn’t work.


  They look at each other, then turn their guns on me.
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  11:44 p.m. – PHIN


  When Alex ran out the back door, Phin knew where she was heading.


  To find a gun.


  Phin takes two seconds to decide that Alex with a sniper rifle poses a bigger threat than the two guys with their Desert Eagles, and he rushes out after her.


  He tears through the kitchen, out the patio door, into the backyard. Phin looks right, then left, sees Alex dart around the corner of the house. He vaults a lawn chair and pursues.


  She only has a twenty-yard head start, but she can run like a rabbit. Phin, though lean and muscular, is not in good shape. He’s been in remission for a while, but it’s more a stay of execution than a full pardon. The pancreatic cancer is still there. It’s shrinking, bit by bit, thanks to chemotherapy. But the pain hasn’t gone away, and the chemo comes with a slew of symptoms that rival those caused by the disease.


  Phin supplements his prescription drugs with many that you can’t find at your local Walgreens, and these have also taken their toll on his body. He can pace Alex, but he can’t catch her.


  She reaches the street, then cuts left, heading toward the Bronco. All of the running Phin did earlier tonight has pretty much tapped his reserves, and he falls farther behind, his breath ragged, his muscles crying out. The night air is cold, tingly, on his bare chest. He chances a quick check over his shoulder, sees the two men at Jack’s front door, trying to kick it in, and hopes Alex’s electricity booby trap is legit, not bullshit.


  Alex gets to the Bronco, tries the driver’s-side door. Locked. She runs around to the back, and Phin closes the distance, hands out in front of him, leaning on the truck’s hood when he gets there, taking big gulps of air so he doesn’t throw up.


  The rear door must be locked as well, because Alex sprints away without getting inside, running across the lawn and blending into the night. Phin is too wiped out to follow.


  Gunshots. From Jack’s house. Phin sees the two men bust in the front entrance. He watches them walk inside, sees the lights go on.


  Sees nothing happen.


  Alex’s trap is bullshit after all.


  Phin puts his face up to the tinted glass of the front window, tries to get a look inside the truck. There’s a rifle in the front seat, a big one with a scope. He does a quick 180, scanning the ground for a brick or rock or something to break the windshield. There’s nothing but grass.


  Phin puts his back against the driver’s door, clenches his hands, and fires his left elbow backward against the glass, like a piston. He does it once, twice, three times, hard as he can.


  The window remains intact.


  He wants to try it again, but he can’t—he’s pretty sure he just broke his elbow.
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  11:46 p.m. – KORK


  The fresh air feels good. Liberating. The rhythmic slap of my feet hitting the ground, the stretch of my muscles, the wind on my cheeks. I bet I could run five miles without breaking a sweat.


  Phin is behind me, but he gives up when he reaches the truck. Wimp. I should have beaten him to death while we were in the garage.


  No biggie. There’s still time.


  I’m running so fast I almost miss the rifle. It’s on a grassy hill, only a few yards off the road. I sprint to it, slide alongside like I’m stealing second base, and snatch it up in my hands.


  It’s a beauty. Bolt action, suppressor, bipod, night-vision scope, cheek pad, palm support, padded butt plate. A better weapon than the M40A1 rifle I trained with in the corps. I get behind it, assume the position, load a round, and point it back at the Bronco. Phin is crouching next to the side door. An easy target. I consider putting a round through his leg, but notice he’s cradling his elbow, already hurt.


  I’ll get to him in a minute.


  I swing the barrel around, aiming at Jack’s house. I can see Harry through the front bay window, sitting on the floor and clutching his hose. Those two sniper idiots, standing there, pointing their guns. The trap must have tripped the circuit breaker. I figured it might do that. They should have held the breaker button in and kept it there; then the current would have kept flowing. But I saw no reason to share that little tip.


  I nudge the rifle. There’s Jack. She actually has her hands up over her head. Like she’s surrendering.


  As if that’s going to help her.


  “You are dust,” I say, quoting Scripture. “And to dust you shall return.”


  My Bible-thumping father would have been proud I remembered that. I grin, caress the trigger, and fire.
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  11:46 p.m. – PESSOLANO


  Hold on. We’re on the same side.”


  The woman cop is standing a few feet away, her hands raised. Pessolano can’t make out her face in the dark, but her voice is strong and sure.


  Pessolano doesn’t feel strong or sure. After chasing that blond guy through the woods, he’s exhausted. He’s also cold and wet, having just been squirted with a hose. Part of him knows that he needs to kill everyone in the house, then get out of there. But another part, a bigger part, is having some difficulty. Shooting someone from a few hundred yards away feels detached, kind of like playing a video game. The distance is emotional as well as physical. Shooting someone at point-blank range, someone with her hands up, someone surrendering—that’s more like murder than war.


  “You’re called The Urban Hunting Club, right?” she says. “You kill perverts. I’m a cop. I kill perverts too. We’re both fighting for the same cause.”


  Munchel isn’t shooting her either. Pessolano wonders if he shares the same doubts. If he thinks this might be wrong too.


  “You got nice legs,” Munchel says to the cop. He sounds breathy, excited.


  Pessolano stares at Munchel. His friend has a wild look in his eyes. A scary look.


  “Thank you,” the cop says. “You’re the one from Ravenswood.”


  “Yeah,” Munchel answers. “Did you like that? You almost got me a few times. You ever in the military?”


  “No. Just the police.”


  Munchel takes a step closer to the cop. “You nailed Swanson right in the heart. He died in a whole mess of pain.”


  “You gave me the rifle.”


  “I wanted it to be a fair fight.”


  “Would killing me now be a fair fight? I don’t have a gun.”


  Munchel licks his lips. “Maybe I’m not thinking of killing you right now. Maybe I’m thinking of something else.”


  Pessolano stares at the cop. She does have nice legs. And to the victor, the spoils.


  Right?


  The man on the floor, the one holding the hose, clears his throat. Munchel points his gun at him.


  “You got something to say, tough guy?” Munchel demands.


  “If you do anything to my sister,” he says, “would you mind if I took a few pictures?”


  Munchel begins to laugh. Pessolano starts to laugh too, but instead he starts to choke.


  What the hell?


  Pessolano cups his hands to his throat, vaguely aware that he just heard a gunshot.


  I just got shot. Who shot me?


  When Pessolano pulls his hands away, they’re filled with blood. And something else. Something stringy that looks like a peach pit.


  It’s my Adam’s apple.


  Pessolano drops to his knees. He glances at Munchel, who is looking back at him, mouth hanging open, eyes wide.


  Behind Munchel, Pessolano sees the man on the floor lifting up a big board. No—it’s a refrigerator door. The man rams the door into Munchel, driving him across the room and up against a wall.


  Pessolano turns, sees the female cop running away, toward the garage.


  Pessolano looks down, watches the fountain of blood raining in front of him, aware that it’s coming from his neck.


  Pessolano tries to take a breath, but his throat is blocked.


  There’s no pain. Only that same sense of detachment, as if this is happening to someone else.


  Then, another shot.


  Pessolano feels it burn right through his right thigh, snapping the bone in half.


  He falls forward.


  Now there’s pain.


  Soul-searing, unbearable pain.


  Pessolano tries to scream. Has to scream. But his clogged throat won’t let him.


  Another bullet.


  The other leg.


  Pessolano writhes on the floor, his brain overloading on unbearable agony. Agony that can’t possibly get worse.


  The next bullet blows off a good chunk of his arm.


  The agony gets worse.


  Pessolano is beyond reason now. Detachment has led to the keenest sense of self-awareness he’s ever experienced. He exists now only as raw, exposed nerve endings, millions of them firing at once.


  When his other arm gets shattered by a bullet, his body finally diverts its remaining resources to Pessolano’s brain, giving him a brief moment of lucidity. A flood of thoughts assault him:


  Please let me die.


  Shoot me in the head.


  Make the pain stop.


  And then he thinks of something odd. Incongruous.


  If they made a plastic green army man toy that looked like I do now, maybe I would have followed a different path.


  That’s the thought bouncing around in his skull as his life blessedly fades away.
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  11:47 p.m. – MARY


  It doesn’t work, as Mary expected. As soon as she presses the circuit breaker, it pops right back out. Mary presses it several times, with the same results.


  No ZAP. No cries of men being electrocuted.


  Which means Harry and Jacqueline are completely vulnerable.


  Voices, coming from the living room. Jacqueline’s voice. Then a man she doesn’t recognize.


  Mary has no weapon, and even if she had one she wouldn’t be able to hold it. The OxyContin has made her lightheaded, and it’s dampened some of the pain, but she still can’t open her hands.


  Mary heads down the hall anyway.


  As horrible as the last few hours have been, Mary has learned something about herself. Old and useless are not synonyms. Age does not equal feeble. And even though Mary is beaten, bowed, and has been around for a long time, she’s far from helpless. Her daughter needs help. And dammit, she’s going to get some.


  Mary slips past the refrigerator, moves quietly to the edge of the living room, pausing next to the wall. She sees two men in army fatigues, holding very large handguns.


  They’re pointing these guns at Jacqueline.


  Mary gets ready to call to them, to draw their attention, and then the taller man gets shot in the throat.


  Jacqueline doesn’t waste the opportunity. She runs into the garage.


  Get away, Mary thinks. Bring help.


  But knowing her daughter, Jacqueline won’t leave until everyone is safe.


  I should have raised her to be less considerate.


  Then Harry rushes the other man, and there’s a scuffle. Though Harry McGlade is—what’s a good word? flawed—Mary has grown fond of the guy. She hurries into the living room to lend a gnarled hand. Mary abandoned him once, and won’t follow that particular path again.


  More sniper fire. The man who was hit in the throat gets shot several more times, not in any vital spots. It’s so appalling that Mary knows Alex must be behind it. While Alex is preoccupied with that, Mary gets close to Harry, to push against him and keep the man pinned to the wall. But then the sniper gets a hand free, and he fires at both of them.


  Mary gets knocked backward, Harry smacking into her.


  She has no idea if she’s been shot, or if Harry’s been shot, or perhaps even both of them.
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  11:49 p.m. – PHIN


  Alex has found a rifle.


  She’s fifty, maybe seventy-five yards from Phin. He can’t see her body in the dark, but he can pinpoint her muzzle flash. Phin watches her fire at the house. Watches one of the gunmen fall. Watches Alex take the guy apart, limb by limb. Deliberately. Cruelly.


  It’s a sneak preview of what’s going to happen to him, to Jack, to everyone in the house.


  Phin shuffles along the asphalt to the front of the truck, out of Alex’s direct line of sight. He can’t bend his arm at all. His elbow is busted, or something in it is torn.


  The pain is bad.


  He seriously considers digging into his pocket, taking out the pot he stole from that Wrigleyville banger, and eating as much as he can. Marijuana is a marvelously effective analgesic. Phin is an expert when it comes to analgesics. The past few years of his life have been dedicated to a singular purpose: the numbing of pain. Physical, mental, and emotional.


  After his terminal diagnosis, Phin dropped out of society. He left his job, because it was meaningless to work when you’ve been given a death sentence. He left his fiancée, because he wanted to spare her the torture of watching him die.


  Since he had no hope for the future, he began to live day by day.


  Sort of like a dog.


  That’s not a negative comparison. Dogs live in the moment. They don’t think. They don’t dwell on the future. They exist to meet their base needs. Eating. Sleeping. Breeding. Surviving. No worries. No regrets. Minimize effort, maximize pleasure.


  Phin tried to do the same. He lost himself in drugs, liquor, and whores. When the money ran out, he robbed dealers, gangbangers, pimps, and criminals. That led to hiring himself out as a rent-a-thug, solving problems for people who didn’t want to go to the police.


  It worked. He was able to blot out his pain.


  Then he met Jack. She arrested him after a fight with a group of Latin Kings. Later, he and Jack ran into each other at a neighborhood bar, and began to play pool on a semi-regular basis.


  Which would have been fine if it didn’t go any further. But, unfortunately, they became friends.


  Phin didn’t expect it to happen. He didn’t want it to happen. Friendship involved responsibility. Phin’s only responsibility was to himself, to his indulgences. To avoiding pain.


  Yet Jack calls, and he comes running.


  Just like a dog.


  Phin shivers. His bare chest is gooseflesh, cold to the touch. The smart thing to do is to eat the weed, run into the woods, and try to find a hospital, a bottle of tequila, a few grams of coke, and a clean hooker. Forget Jack. He owes her nothing. He isn’t going to be around long enough to regret the decision.


  Run away, he tells himself.


  But he doesn’t run. Instead, Phin stands, crawls onto the hood of the Bronco, and gets up to the windshield. He’s wearing gym shoes. The rubber soles aren’t hard enough.


  But he knows something that is hard enough. Something that routinely cracks car windows.


  Friendship sucks, he thinks.


  Then he shuts his eyes, rears back, and slams his forehead into the glass.


  It brings out more stars than the ones currently occupying the clear night sky, but he manages to crack the windshield—a spiderweb pattern the size of a dinner plate. He didn’t break through, but it’s a start.


  He waits for the dizziness to pass, realizes it isn’t going to, then spins around on his butt and drives his heel against the crack. Again. And again. And again. And again.


  The spiderweb gets larger. The window bends, indents. Then his foot busts through.


  Phin continues to kick, widening the hole until he can slip inside, avoiding cutting himself on the glass while climbing into the front seat.


  His head hurts. So does his arm. And the tumor on his pancreas feels like a piranha trying to eat its way out of his insides.


  But when Phin touches the sniper rifle, he can’t help but smile.


  “The truce is over, Alex,” he says.
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  11:49 p.m. – JACK


  I get to the garage as fast as I can, which isn’t very fast. The house feels more like a ship, rocking to and fro in the waves, making it challenging to stand. I stop in the doorway, feel for the light switch, and stumble over to the workbench.


  I’m looking for the gun Phin said he dropped.


  The light is just a single bare bulb, maybe a sixty-watt, and my loopy vision is further impeded by a black eye that’s puffed halfway closed. There are boxes strewn about the garage floor. Some Christmas decorations. A few books. I don’t want to let go of the bench because I’m afraid I’ll fall over, but I don’t see the gun from where I am. I’ll have to go searching.


  I take two steps toward the mess, moving a box aside, peering beneath it. Nothing. The floor is cold, causing me to shiver. From inside the house, more gunshots.


  Sniper fire.


  I wondered if it was Phin who saved my life, grabbing one of the sniper’s rifles when he ran outside. It might have been Alex, who didn’t want anyone else to kill me because she was saving that particular pleasure for herself. Either way, I caught a break. Now I needed to capitalize upon it.


  I kick away a piece of cardboard, almost lose my balance. No revolver underneath. A faint breeze tousles my hair, and I follow it and see the broken window, hidden behind the stacks of unopened boxes. If Phin dropped the gun in that maze I’ll never find it.


  More gunfire. But this is from inside the house. It’s loud, even louder than firecrackers.


  The Desert Eagle.


  I don’t want to think about what that implies, but I do anyway. Even if the refrigerator door is thick enough to block the bullets, at close range the shooter can aim around it.


  My last image of Harry McGlade—of, God help me, my brother—was of him charging the Ravenswood sniper, trying to save me.


  I hope Harry’s okay.
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  11:49 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  War is hell.


  First Swanson bites it. Then Pessolano gets shot in the neck. The cherry on top is getting whacked full-body with a refrigerator door.


  The blow knocks the wind out of Munchel, ramming him into the wall, sandwiching him against it. Like a true soldier he manages to hold on to the Desert Eagle. Unfortunately, Munchel’s arm is at his side, immobile, the door pinning his wrist. He can’t raise the gun, and has no leverage to push away from the wall.


  A second shot whizzes through the window. Munchel jerks at the sound, but he isn’t the one who gets hit. Munchel stares at Pessolano writhing on the ground—the man’s leg looks like it has sprouted another knee in the middle of the thigh.


  Another shot does the same thing to the opposite leg. Pessolano clutches at his throat, making a face like he’s screaming, but no sound is coming out. Munchel is horrified. It’s too much to watch, too much to bear. He squeezes his eyes closed and wiggles, trying to twist away from the refrigerator door. With a grunt and some hip action, Munchel frees up enough room to get his gun arm loose. He brings the gun around, shoots behind the refrigerator door where he guesses his attacker to be, the Desert Eagle sounding like cannon fire.


  The one-armed man pinning him to the wall backpedals. Munchel fires at him twice more, his bullets pinging into the door as the man falls. Munchel has no idea if he hit the guy or not, but he takes a quick last look at Pessolano, sees his friend’s remaining good limb get turned into cube steak by more sniper fire, and decides he doesn’t want to be in this room any longer.


  He sprints away from the big bay window, out of the living room, following the path of the chick cop through the kitchen and to a doorway. Munchel finds her in the garage, her back to him, rummaging through a large stack of boxes.


  James Michael Munchel raises the big Desert Eagle. It’s time to end this.
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  11:53 p.m. – JACK


  Noise, from behind me. The Ravenswood sniper charges into the garage, and when he raises his pistol I throw myself forward.


  Two shots in quick succession, both missing. The sound is painfully loud in the enclosed garage, echoing off the concrete floor. I tumble over a container of books, roll, and land on my butt, my body forcing a trench between two stacks of boxes. The single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling isn’t strong enough to penetrate the crevice I’m in, so I can’t see a thing.


  I cover my head and wait for the sniper to start firing again.


  He doesn’t. Instead, he starts kicking boxes, knocking them over, swearing and yelling. A crack opens up between crates, and I see he’s brandishing a knife now. One of those survival models, long and unwieldy, with a serrated blade. His face is a picture of anger and frustration.


  “Come out of there, you split-tail bitch!”


  I get on all fours, back away. There’s a breeze coming from my left—the broken window. Maybe I can make it outside. I crawl toward it, keeping low.


  He pushes through ahead of me, cutting off my escape. He’s only a few feet away. He grins, baring yellow teeth.


  “There’s my girl. Stay down. I like that position.”


  If I got scared by creeps talking trash, I would have quit the Job after a week. Threats don’t bother me much. Knives, however, do.


  “Where’s your friend?” I ask. I hold out a hand, touch the wall, keeping an eye on the blade.


  “Casualty of war.”


  I keep my voice even, keep the fear out of it. He seems like a guy who would be turned on by fear. “You don’t seem too upset about him dying.”


  The man smiles. “He knew the risks.”


  I stretch up onto my knees.


  “Is that was this is?” I ask. “A war?”


  “Life is a war. We have to fight for every little bit we get.”


  “War is for soldiers,” I say. I shift my weight back onto my toes. “You’re not a soldier.”


  He points the tip of the knife at me. “I AM a soldier!”


  I lean back into a squatting position. “Soldiers don’t kill innocent people. They don’t threaten girls with knives. What’s your real job? Construction worker? Assembly line at a factory?”


  I see that hits a nerve. The sniper snarls and rushes forward, slashing. I leap at him rather than away, getting inside the swing of the blade, throwing a hard right into his stomach and then driving him backward with my shoulder. We get tangled up, push through some boxes and up against the workbench.


  I latch both hands on to his wrist, keeping the knife away. The Ravenswood sniper fights against my grip, then suddenly seems to realize he has more than one hand, and uses his free one to punch me in the face.


  I hold on tight, tucking my chin into my chest. He hits me on the side of the head—in the ear—and my legs give out. Then he connects with my cheek and I release his knife hand, falling backward, my consciousness slipping away.


  “I don’t work in no goddamn factory, bitch!” he screams. “I’m the best goddamn soldier you ever met!”


  He switches his hold on the knife so it angles down, raising it up over my head.


  I’m in no condition to stop him.
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  11:53 p.m. – KORK


  I’ve got Harry in my sights. He engaged in a brief tussle with the remaining sniper, the sniper shot at him, and Harry fell onto his back, right on top of Mom. I can’t tell if either of them got hit or not. He’s still moving, but doesn’t seem to be in any particular hurry, which might indicate an injury.


  Let’s make it worse.


  I consider where the first bullet should go. Foot? Knee? Balls.


  No. His other hand.


  I’m such a little stinker.


  I aim, adjusting for the wind, visualizing the shot like I learned in basic training.


  Then a patch of grass explodes just a few feet to my left, accompanied by a BANG!


  Phin found himself a rifle.


  He obviously can’t shoot for shit. I’m less than a hundred yards away. Hell, with these guns a blind preschooler could shoot the shine off a penny from three quarters of a mile. I switch position, sight his blond head in the rear window of the Bronco, and squeeze the trigger a fraction of a second after I see him ducking down.


  Crap. Miss.


  No problem. He got lucky. And luck doesn’t last forever. Jack has learned that particular lesson well tonight. Phin will learn it too.


  I eject the round, seek out the backpack full of clips that the snipers have so graciously left me. Without taking my eyes off of Phin I select one, my fingers feeling to make sure it’s loaded. It’s empty. I try another. Also empty.


  The whole bag is filled with empty clips.


  Phin fires again, and it kicks up a clod of dirt only a few inches from my hip.


  Rather than dwell on the misfortune of unfolding events, I decide to get proactive. I detach the night scope and stick it in my pocket. Staying on my elbows and toes, I inch backward down the slope of the small hill I’m perched on, stopping periodically to tuck down and roll left or right. Phin keeps shooting at me, keeps missing, and then I’m out of his line of fire, on my feet, and sprinting toward the woods adjacent to the road.


  Shooting isn’t the only thing the marines taught me. I can also sneak like a cat.


  I cut right, make my way through a hundred yards of trees, then circle back and head for the Bronco, slow and low, silent as death.
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  11:53 p.m. – MARY


  Mary opens her eyes.


  She’s lying on the floor, and there’s tremendous pressure on her leg, accompanied by a dull ache.


  A bullet wound?


  “I need a fucking vacation.”


  “Harry?”


  That’s the pressure. Harry’s fallen on top of her.


  “Mom? You got those codeine pills on you? Gimme about ten.”


  “Were you shot?” Mary asks.


  “I don’t think so. Only holes I got in me are the ones that are supposed to be there.”


  “You’re on my leg, dear.”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  Harry moves, and the pressure is replaced by the pins and needles sensation of blood returning. Mary sits up and rubs her leg with both palms.


  Gunshots. From the garage.


  Jacqueline.


  Mary looks around, spies the large handgun on the floor next to the dead man. She crawls over to it, clasps it between her hands. She tries to curl her fingers around it, but they won’t cooperate.


  “Give it here, Mom.” Harry takes it in his left hand and points it at the refrigerator door. “Stand back.”


  Mary obeys. Harry fires at the door handle, and it shears away, releasing his prosthetic claw.


  “Should have done that to begin with,” he says. “Where’s Jack?”


  “Garage, with the other sniper.”


  Harry puts a protective arm around Mary, hustles her into the kitchen.


  “Stay down, Mom. I’ll be back in a second, right after I give that son of a bitch a lead enema.”


  Harry gives her a quick kiss on the cheek, then runs off.


  That’s my boy.
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  11:55 p.m. – MUNCHEL


  The split-tail is at his mercy, and Munchel likes the feeling.


  He likes the look of defeat on her battered face. Of submission. She’s resigned herself to death at his hands.


  But he’s not ready to kill her yet.


  He backhands her, and she doesn’t even try to block it. Such a far cry from the cocky cop who almost shot him.


  Munchel grins. It’s always been a secret shame of his that he hasn’t ever had sex without paying for it. But he’s going to now. Her face is all bruised and puffy, but she’s got good legs, a nice ass. He’s going to ride this bitch like—


  “Hey! Rambozo!”


  Munchel whips his head around. Sees the man with the bionic hand standing in the doorway. In his real hand is Pessolano’s Desert Eagle.


  “I wanted you to see it coming,” the man says.


  Munchel backs away, his hands up in protest.


  The man fires six times in rapid succession.


  Miraculously, the first five shots completely miss.


  Unfortunately, the last one doesn’t.


  It drills Munchel in the stomach, and feels like getting hit with a miner’s pick. Munchel doubles over, dropping the knife, falling to his knees, and then to his side. He curls into a fetal position, clutching the fire in his belly. This isn’t like the other time he got shot, that wussy slap in the back. This is awful.


  He lifts a hand to his face, sees the blood.


  But I’m wearing body armor, he thinks. This isn’t fair.


  “You okay, sis?” The man bends down next to the cop, helps her up.


  “I’ll live. Where’s Mom?”


  “I’m here.”


  Munchel looks left, watches an old broad come into the garage. They all share a group hug. It’s a big happy goddamn Walton family reunion, and he’s lying here in agony, bleeding to death.


  “Help me,” Munchel whispers.


  The bionic guy walks up to him, squints. “You’re lucky I suck lefty. I was aiming for your head.”


  “It hurts.”


  “I can fix that,” the man says. “Don’t worry. I won’t miss this time.”


  Munchel feels the barrel press against his forehead. His bladder lets go, soaking his fatigues.


  “You … you have to help me,” Munchel states. “You’re a cop.”


  “She’s a cop,” the guy says. “I used to be a cop, but they kicked me off the force for not following the rules.” The man grins. “I’m not big on rules.”


  Munchel’s entire being is focused on the cold steel between his eyes. This isn’t how things are supposed to end.


  “I’m begging you. Don’t kill me. Please please please don’t kill me.”


  “Do me a favor. When you get to hell, give Hitler a kick in the balls and tell him it’s from Harry McGlade.”


  He cocks the Desert Eagle.


  “No!”


  “Harry, don’t.”


  The split-tail. She won’t let him do it. Thank God.


  “You want the honors, Jackie?”


  “Don’t waste the bullets. Alex is still out there.”


  “Gotcha. How about I use the chain saw? See what this guy had for breakfast?”


  Munchel starts to cry.


  “Go find the cuffs, Harry. Check the kitchen.”


  “Your house, your rules.” He hands the gun, butt-first, to Jackie the cop, then trots out of the garage.


  “Call an ambulance,” Munchel whines. “Jesus, it hurts.”


  “That might be a problem,” Jackie says. “Some assholes cut the landlines and are using a cell phone jammer.”


  “Roof,” Munchel says. “Pessolano threw it on the roof.”


  “Where on the roof?”


  “Somewhere over the garage. Switch it off. Call for help.”


  “Was it just the three of you?” she asks.


  “Yeah. Me, Pessolano, and Swanson.”


  “If there’s another one of you idiots out there, I might get killed, and then I’ll let Harry go Black and Decker on your ass.”


  “I’m the last one. I swear. Find the jammer.” Munchel moans. It feels like he swallowed a hot coal. “Jesus, the pain is getting worse.”


  Jackie pats him down, taking the Desert Eagle from his holster, and his wallet from his back pocket.


  “James Michael Munchel,” she says, reading his driver’s license. “You have the right to remain silent.”


  Munchel tunes out her spiel. He doesn’t give a hoot about his rights. He’s focusing on something else. Something only a few feet away.


  Harry returns with a pair of handcuffs. Jackie snicks a bracelet onto his wrist, and then they drag Munchel across the floor over to the workbench.


  Perfect, Munchel thinks.


  Harry tries to pull Munchel’s fist away from his burning gut. Munchel fights it as hard as he can.


  “Please! I’ll bleed to death!”


  “Don’t worry about it. We’ll get the stains up with some bleach.”


  Harry wrestles his hand away, but again the cop stops him.


  “Just cuff the other end to the leg of the bench. It weighs a ton. He’s not going anywhere.”


  Harry obeys, locking the cuff around one of the metal pipe legs, above a crossbeam so Munchel can’t lift the leg to escape.


  But Munchel has another way to escape. The real reason he wants his hand free is because he spotted something under the bench, next to a cat litter box, only a few feet away.


  A revolver.


  Munchel should be able to reach it if he stretches. Then he can shoot away the cuffs, kill everyone in the house, and use Pessolano’s truck to get to a hospital.


  But he can’t do it while he’s being watched. Everyone has to leave the garage first, give him a little privacy.


  James Michael Munchel groans again, biding time until he gets his chance.
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  MIDNIGHT – JACK


  Munchel’s Desert Eagle is predictably empty, but Harry’s has two bullets left. After I make several threats, he reluctantly gives me one.


  “This sharing thing is new to me, sis.”


  I eye him. “You accepted this whole sister thing pretty quickly, don’t you think?”


  He shrugs. “Give a starving man a cracker, it’s a banquet.”


  That’s more insight than I thought Harry capable of, but I figure we can hold off on this discussion until we get our blood tests. And I have a couple of drinks in me.


  “You okay?” I ask Mom.


  She nods. “I’m going to check on Latham and Herb. Which one of you is going on the roof?”


  “Jackie is.” Harry chews his lower lip. “Heights scare me, Mom.”


  I put my hands on my hips. “Give me a break. Do you remember riding in a helicopter not too long ago?”


  He nods. “I remember. It scared me.”


  “I’m not leaving my mother alone, McGlade.”


  “I’ll watch her.”


  “I’ll watch her. You’ll get your ass up on the roof.”


  “We can play rock, scissors, paper, to decide,” Harry says.


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “It’s fair. You ready? On three.”


  I can’t believe I’m doing this. “Fine, Harry. One … two … three.”


  I hold out my fist. Rock.


  Harry holds up his metal claw.


  “Paper covers rock, Jackie. I win.”


  “That’s not paper!”


  “You want to discriminate because I’m differently abled?”


  I consider popping him in the nose with my rock, but that isn’t going to get him on the roof. I turn to my mother for support, but she shakes her head.


  “You kids work it out amongst yourselves,” she says.


  I consider calling Harry a name, like sissy or coward, but I hold off. The sissy coward just saved my life, so the insult probably won’t stick.


  “Fine,” I say. “I’ll go.”


  “Don’t be sore, Jackie.” Harry raises his prosthesis. “Want to try two out of three?”


  I stick my finger in his face. “Just protect Mom, McGlade.”


  “No problemo.”


  I give Harry my back, leaning down over Munchel. Ignoring the perp’s protests of agony, I turn him over and unbuckle his holster. Then I slide it off of him and cinch it around my waist. There’s a surreal quality to my actions, the combination of unremitting pain and fatigue. This has been an intense night, and it isn’t over yet.


  The Desert Eagle goes in the holster, and I take a deep, steadying breath.


  “I’ll need help getting up on the roof,” I say to McGlade. “Or do I have to ask Mom to give me a boost?”


  Harry smiles. “I’m here for you, sis. Let’s do this.”


  “What about him?” Mom asks, indicating Munchel.


  I look at the holes in the garage door, and the broken window on the side wall. Too many ways to see inside here, too many angles Alex can attack from.


  “He stays here. But I want you in the bathroom, Mom. It’s safer.”


  The three of us walk back into the kitchen, keeping our distance from the living room window. But the lights are on, and I catch a glimpse of the dead sniper lying by the front door in an incredibly large pool of blood.


  “I forgot to mention,” Harry says, “it looks like our buddy Alex found a rifle.”


  I escort Mom quickly down the hall, peek in on the boys, find them still alive, and press on to the laundry room, where I left the flashlight. I stick it in my holster belt, then stop by the bathroom again on my way back.


  “I’ll just be a few minutes,” I say to Mom. “This is almost over.”


  “I hope so, Jacqueline. This might not be the right time, but I’m thinking about moving back into the city. Would that be okay?”


  I smile. “We’ll call a Realtor in the morning, Mom. Stay put. Harry will be by soon.”


  We hug again, and I hurry back to the kitchen. Harry is at the kitchen table, holding his cell phone.


  “Just erasing the picture of your head,” he says. “And another one I took up your skirt when you weren’t looking.”


  I open the patio door and step outside, Harry in tow. The night has continued to cool off, and the wind blows through my hair and makes me shiver. It feels good, clean, almost energizing. Hopefully it will be energizing enough to get me on the roof.


  “I’m going to climb up onto the veranda,” I tell Harry.


  We push a lawn chair to the corner of the patio, and I stand on it. Harry braces himself against the post and bends down. I step onto his back and get my chin up over the top of the veranda. On any other night, I could have easily pulled myself up. But this small effort by itself has turned the world into a carousel, spinning me around and around. I take a few seconds to control my wobbling.


  “Anytime now,” Harry grunts.


  “You have to lift higher.”


  He straightens his back, and I rise another few inches. It still isn’t enough.


  “Push me up with your hand,” I say. Then I add, “Your real one.”


  The aforementioned hand lands solidly on my ass, and he squeezes. I freeze up.


  “McGlade, there’s so much wrong with what you’re doing right now.”


  “I’m not enjoying it either, Jackie. You’re not exactly heroin chic.”


  Fighting words. “Are you saying I’m fat?”


  “No. Of course not. You’re … what’s the opposite of anorexic?”


  I remind myself I only have one bullet and need to save it.


  “Never discuss a woman’s weight with her, Harry.”


  “Tell that to the loop of intestines bulging out of my side. It’s so big I can twist it into balloon animals.”


  He grips lower, onto my thigh, and lifts. This is enough for me to get my upper body onto the veranda. But I’m having a little trouble swinging my leg up.


  “Okay, Harry. Push on my—”


  “Oh shit!”


  Suddenly McGlade is gone and I’m alone, legs dangling. I slap my palms against the wooden slats of veranda top, trying to find something to grab hold of. All I find are splinters. If Alex is down there with Harry, I’m an easy target with my ass hanging over the ledge. I reach for the holster, ready to drop down and—


  “Sorry, Jackie.” Harry is beneath me again, his hand pushing against my feet. “Your damn cat just ran past me, into the house. Scared the hell out of me.”


  He shoves me, and I manage to finally get my whole body up onto the veranda. I lie on my back for a moment, staring at the stars in the night sky. My heart is beating wildly, and I try to summon up enough saliva so I can swallow.


  “You okay?” Harry asks.


  I’m about as far from okay as a girl can be, but I say, “Yeah. Get back in the house and keep an eye on Mom.”


  “The cat’s in the house.”


  “McGlade …”


  “Fine. I’m on it.”


  I wait, but don’t hear the patio door close. I twist my head and peek down through the slats. Harry is still standing there.


  “Move it, Harry.”


  “Yeah. It’s just …”


  “It’s just what?”


  He shrugs. “Maybe I should be the one on the roof.”


  Unbelievable. “Little late for that now.”


  “Just … just be careful, Jackie. I was an only child my whole life. I’m not anxious to be one again.”


  I’m grateful I’m up here, because his tone implies he wants to hug me again.


  “Don’t you have anything you want to say to me, Jackie?” he asks.


  “Yes, I do, Harry.”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Are you listening?”


  “I’m listening. I’m here for you. Say what you need to say.”


  “Here it is: Get in the house and watch Mom.”


  Harry nods. “I understand. You’ve got all of these new feelings, and it isn’t easy to—”


  “GET IN THE DAMN HOUSE!”


  “Got it. I’m going.”


  Harry goes back into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. I sit up, then carefully get to my feet. The veranda is flat on top, and I’m able to keep my balance. Walking from the veranda to the roof is a bit more problematic, since the roof is on an angle. Not a steep angle, but too steep for a woman with multiple injuries who was shot in the head a few hours ago.


  Standing isn’t going to happen. Crawling on the rough shingles hurts my knees. So I settle for a sort of sliding scoot, navigating the roof on my butt. I tug the flashlight from my belt and flick it on, giving this side of the roof a quick scan. I have no idea what a cell phone jammer looks like, or even how big it is. I’m guessing it doesn’t look like dead leaves; that’s all I see.


  I make my way toward the garage, my bare feet brushing the gutters, methodically checking every other scoot for anything that looks electronic. I make it to the end of the house, maneuver over the corner of the roof to the side of the garage, and still find nothing.


  Unless Munchel is lying, the only place the jammer can still be is on the front side of the house—which is where Alex is waiting with her sniper rifle.


  I pause, switching off my light. There hasn’t been any shooting for a while. That might mean she fled the area. Or it might mean that she’s just waiting for me to come into view.


  I rack my brain for other options, and can’t come up with any. I have to find the jammer, the sooner the better.


  Either I get shot, or I don’t, I think. Not much in the way of rationalization, but it’s all I have to work with.


  I scoot over the corner, facing my driveway, and notice an SUV parked down the road. There’s a big hole in the windshield, and its headlights are on.


  I can’t make out who’s inside, but lying on the ground, near the passenger door, is Alex. My first hope is that she’s dead, but that’s dashed when I see her slink closer to the front of the truck.


  If she’s sneaking up to it, there must be someone inside. Everyone in the house is accounted for. That leaves Phin.


  I have to warn him.


  I draw the Desert Eagle, figuring I’ll fire one in his direction to get his attention. But that will leave me unarmed.


  Alex sneaks closer.


  I switch on my flashlight, wave it over my head, and yell, “Phin!”


  I don’t know if he hears it. But Alex does. She turns her head, waves at me, then begins to climb the hood. She’s going to go in through the hole in the front windshield.


  Phin came here because of me. I have to do something.


  Without considering the wisdom of my action, I kick my legs out over the edge of the roof and brace myself for impact with the ground.
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  12:07 a.m. – PHIN


  He knows Alex is in the dark somewhere, stalking him. Phin can’t find her. And until he does, he’s stuck in the Bronco. This truck is a mobile arsenal, with enough ammunition to overthrow a small country. He can’t carry it all back to the house in one trip. And if he abandons it, there’s a chance Alex will appropriate the ammo for herself.


  Hot-wiring a vehicle is beyond Phin’s criminal ability. All that remains is sitting here, trying to spot Alex, and keeping an eye on the front of the house.


  He’s tired, and in pain, and worst of all, sober. This gives him an unfettered chance to dwell on a future he isn’t going to have, which hurts more than his cancer and his elbow combined.


  Living without hope is a shitty way to live.


  He considers the grass in his pocket again. That would help take the edge off reality. But he needs to stay sharp. For Jack.


  On the other hand, Jack is his friend, and she wants him to be happy. He’s not happy sitting in a truck in the middle of the night, shirtless and shivering, with a broken elbow and a cancerous pancreas, throwing a major pity party for himself.


  He sticks his hand into his jeans, touches the bag.


  Leaves it there.


  Phin isn’t sure why Jack inspires this loyalty in him. Is it a crush? Or maybe something more?


  Phin kills the thought. He has no future. He has no hope. There’s no room for love in his life.


  For his own protection, he needs to prove that he doesn’t care. The easiest way to prove it is to get high right now.


  But he still doesn’t pull out the bag.


  Rather than dwelling on what that means, Phin turns the headlights on so Alex can’t approach from the front. His rifle is loaded, and so is a shotgun he found in back. He uses the night scope to check the rear again, and the woods to the side. Then he shifts in his seat to watch Jack’s house.


  There’s a light, on the roof. It’s waving around, and then he hears Jack cry out, “Phin!”


  A warning cry.


  Phin jerks around to the front, spotting Alex on the hood. He fires the shotgun through the hole in the windshield, hitting nothing but sky, and she rolls to the side.


  The gun bucks in his hands, and he can’t rack it again with a broken elbow. He wedges the butt between his legs, the barrel touching the ceiling of the truck, and moves to pump it with his right hand. Before he has a chance to, Alex pours into the cab.


  She doesn’t go for the gun. She goes for Phin’s injured arm, grabbing and twisting until all he can see is a big red ball of blinding pain. He yells, hits her in the head with the stock, but there’s no force to the blow.


  Phin pulls away, raises up his foot, but there’s no room in the front seat to kick her. Alex lets go of his arm, but then she’s wrestling with the shotgun, her two hands versus his one.


  She’s winning, and he can’t hold on much longer. Rather than release his grip, Phin pushes forward, forcing her through the front window, climbing on top and pinning her back to the hood.


  Phin lets her have the shotgun—she can’t use it on him while they’re grappling. His knee digs into her solar plexus, and his good hand locks onto her throat. He squeezes to kill.


  Alex rakes her fingernails across Phin’s eyes, but he shuts them tight, concentrating on crushing her windpipe.


  Then she finds his elbow again, and yanks on it so hard that something else snaps.


  Phin cries out, rolling off of Alex, landing face-first on the cool grass. The shotgun skids across the hood and falls in front of the truck, between the headlights.


  Alex is closer. She scrambles for it, reaching down.


  BAM!


  The shot doesn’t come from Alex. It comes from behind them.


  Jack.


  The cop is only twenty yards away, jogging over with a huge handgun pointing in their direction.


  Alex does a diving roll, then tears off into the woods, leaving the shotgun behind.


  Phin crawls to the shotgun, pumps it with the butt on the ground, and fires it into the darkness after Alex. Jack staggers up behind him. She’s panting.


  “She’s unarmed,” he tells her. “You can go after her.”


  “No ammo,” Jack says.


  “Take the shotgun.”


  Jack reaches for it, goes wiggly, and collapses right onto Phin’s lap.
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  12:08 a.m. – MUNCHEL


  You little yellow-eyed bastard. The first bullet is going in your skull.”


  Munchel slowly extends his hand, reaching for the revolver for the ninth time.


  The damned cat hisses and lashes out its claw, tunneling three more deep scratches along Munchel’s wrist.


  He jerks his hand back again and swears. Munchel’s arm is bleeding in so many places it looks like he stuck it in a blender. The pain almost rivals the pain in his gut. Over twenty scratch marks and three bites; one he’s sure went all the way down to the bone.


  The revolver is only a few feet away, just within reach. But it’s right next to the litter box, which the cat is standing in. Every time Munchel reaches for it, the cat draws more blood.


  Worst of all, the horrible feline seems to actually be enjoying itself. As if this is some sick game. Munchel tried waiting for it to use the litter box and leave, but it just sits there, yellow eyes sparkling, daring him to make another move.


  Gunshots, outside. Munchel isn’t concerned with that. His entire world has become his arm, the gun, and the cat.


  Munchel tried yelling. Tried slapping his hand on the floor. Tried talking sweet. Tried begging. He even tried nudging the litter box, but that’s the move that provoked the biting, and he isn’t going to attempt it again.


  Munchel’s lower lip trembles, and the tears come. His stomach is getting even worse. It’s not even about escaping anymore. Even if he shot off the handcuffs, he wouldn’t have the strength to get to the truck.


  Munchel wants the gun for another reason. His final request. He wants to shoot that split-tail and that one-armed guy who did this to him. And the cat. He really wants to shoot the cat.


  Then he’ll use the gun on himself and end this terrible pain.


  Just do it, he thinks. It’s just a cat. If it scratches you, no big deal. You’re going to die anyway. Be a soldier and do it!


  Munchel extends his hand toward the revolver for the tenth time. He shows no fear, and doesn’t hesitate. The cat watches him, unblinking, as he gets within ten inches of the gun.


  Eight inches.


  Six inches.


  Four inches.


  Two inches.


  Munchel grabs it! He lifts the gun up, his index finger seeking the trigger, and then there’s a blur of yellow fur and the cat has all four claws and its teeth locked onto Munchel’s hand. Munchel can’t help it—the cat hits a tendon or something that makes his hand pop open, causing him to release the gun. He screams, reining his arm in, lifting it up to beat the cat against the underside of the workbench. But before he can, the cat releases him, hopping back into the litter box.


  The pain doesn’t abate. It feels like the cat is still clawing, still biting. Munchel looks for the gun, and sees it’s even farther away now.


  And the cat, the damned cat, is licking Munchel’s blood from its paw.


  There’s some noise, from the opposite side of the garage. Munchel swivels his neck around, and through a gap in the boxes he spies someone climbing in through the window.


  It’s the woman. The badass woman who was trying to kill the split-tail cop. She navigates the boxes and walks over to Munchel, staring down at him.


  The woman has a killer body, but her face is Phantom of the Opera. Still, she’s trying to kill Jackie. She could be a possible ally.


  “We both want the cop dead,” Munchel says.


  The woman lifts her foot up, lightly touches her toe to Munchel’s stomach. He howls, all thoughts of a possible alliance being wiped from his mind. Everything gets bright, then dark.


  “It’s your stomach acid,” she says. “It’s leaking through the bullet hole, and dissolving all of your other organs. Bad way to die. Takes hours.”


  She moves her foot up higher, nudges his shoulder. Munchel wonders if maybe he blacked out for a few seconds.


  “What happened to your hand?” she asks.


  Her eyes track from Munchel’s arm to the litter box, then to the revolver. The woman’s face twitches.


  “Kitty won’t let you have the gun? That’s pretty damn funny.”


  The woman bends down, looks at the cat, and says, “Scram.”


  The cat hisses, then bounds out of the garage, back into the house. The woman picks up the revolver.


  “Is this what you wanted? So close, but so far. That must have been awful for you.”


  Munchel knows what he has to say, but can’t bring himself to say it.


  “Let me take a wild guess.” The woman crouches next to him, wipes away one of Munchel’s tears with her thumb. “You want me to shoot you. Right?”


  Munchel nods, and manages to add, “Please.”


  “Normally, I’m a merciful chick. But you and your boys—well, you really fucked up my plans for the evening. So I think the best thing for both of us is for you to die in horrible agony.”


  She’s not going to help him. But maybe he can force her to.


  “I’ll … I’ll scream,” he says. “I’ll scream that you’re here.”


  The woman straightens up and places her foot on Munchel’s stomach again, taking his breath away.


  “No you won’t. Because I can make it worse.”


  She reaches over his head, onto the workbench, and grabs two items: a funnel, and a bottle of liquid drain cleaner. She drops them next to Munchel.


  “You make a sound,” she tells him, “even the tiniest sound, and I’ll fill you up with something that hurts a lot worse than stomach acid. Got it?”


  Munchel nods, pissing his pants once more.


  “Who has the keys to that truck outside?”


  “Pess … Pessolano.”


  “He the guy in the living room?”


  Munchel nods again, wishing he would die.


  “Inside. Are they armed?”


  “ … the guy, Harry … he’s got a Desert Eagle … only one bullet.”


  “Anything else?”


  “ … no … please …”


  She finally takes her foot off his stomach. Then she swings out the cylinder on the revolver, slaps it back in, and cocks it, heading for the doorway to the house. Before she goes through she looks at Munchel.


  “Remember,” she says, putting a finger to her lips. “Shhh.”


  Munchel closes his eyes and focuses all of his energy on being very, very quiet.
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  12:09 a.m. – JACK


  I wake up with my head in Phin’s lap. He appears concerned, an emotion I’ve never seen from him before. It softens his features, making him look like a different person.


  “What happened?” I ask. The lawn is cool beneath my legs, and my various aches and pains are a little less acute.


  “You passed out. After you jumped off the roof to save me.”


  “I landed on an azalea bush. And I landed funny.”


  “Are you hurt?”


  “Not that kind of funny. I think the plant got to third base.”


  “Frisky, those azaleas. Did it buy you dinner first?”


  “No. Not even a glass of wine. Where’s Alex?”


  “She ran into the woods.”


  I try to sit up. Phin helps. I’m groggy, but I can function.


  “She might head back to the house,” I say. “We have to get there.”


  “She’s unarmed.”


  “That doesn’t mean she isn’t dangerous.”


  Phin nods. “Good point. I think we can handle her, though. Let me show you.”


  He hands me the shotgun, then sticks his head in the passenger door of the truck and presses something on the dashboard. Then he walks around to the rear door and opens it up. Inside are two sniper rifles, half a dozen handguns, and box after box of ammo.


  “I couldn’t bring it back to the house all by myself, but if we both load up, we can manage. Unless Alex is driving a tank, she won’t be able to get to us.”


  “Let’s hurry.”


  There’s a metal suitcase lined with foam, with cut-out impressions for the two Desert Eagles. I tear out the foam and fill the suitcase with bullets. Phin finds a duffel bag, and we pile in the guns and more bullets. We barely cram everything in.


  I reload the Desert Eagle, Phin adds a few shells to the shotgun, and then I help him strap on the duffel bag, which weighs a ton. The suitcase and both rifles are mine to carry.


  Satisfied we haven’t left a scrap of ammo behind, we head back toward the house.


  My load is cumbersome, unwieldy, and after a few steps I have to rest. Phin urges me on. You never realize how big your lawn is until you’re hauling a hundred pounds of ordnance across it. I really hope Mom doesn’t change her mind about moving back to the city.


  “I still have to find the cell phone jammer,” I tell Phin between labored breaths. “If you cover the front, and Harry covers the back—”


  My words are cut off by the sound of gunfire, coming from the house.
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  12:11 a.m. – KORK


  The revolver is a .38. There are five bullets in the cylinder. That’s more than enough.


  I creep into the house, silent and powerful. After a little hiccup in the plan, I’m back in control. Harry and his single-shot Desert Eagle don’t concern me. Even if he manages to get a shot off, he’ll most certainly miss.


  I slip into the living room and grin when I see the cast-iron pot with the wire attached. Idiots. Then I kneel down next to Pessolano. His pants are a bloody, sticky mess, but I manage to fish out the keys to the Bronco. I shove them in my pocket, then concentrate on the hallway.


  I hear whispering. Coming from the bathroom, behind the refrigerator.


  I pause. Shall I shoot to kill? Or is there time for a little fun first?


  I decide to play it by ear.


  I bend down low, measuring each footstep, careful I don’t make a sound. I feel most alive during moments like this. I’m in control, a hunter stalking her prey. It’s what I was born to do.


  “She’s in the house! She has a gun!”


  Dammit. That sniper idiot. I thought I paralyzed him with fear, but he must have been made of stronger stuff than I assumed. I meld into the shadows, pressing my back up against the wall.


  “Is that you, Alex?” Harry asks.


  I wonder whether or not to answer, decide there’s no harm now.


  “It’s me,” I say.


  “Found yourself a gun, huh?”


  “Yep. And I have more than one bullet, Harry. Where should I shoot you first? I’ll let you decide.”


  “Come a little closer and I’ll tell you.”


  I laugh, then take a step forward.


  “You think you can hit me left-handed, Harry?”


  “I don’t have to. Mom has that particular honor.”


  Another step. “That old lady with the crippled hands? She can’t even hold a gun.”


  “She’s not holding it. I am. She’s aiming for me.”


  I stop in my tracks.


  “Mom’s an expert markswoman. She taught Jack how to shoot. Isn’t that right, Mom?”


  “Stick your head out, Alex,” Jack’s mother says. Her voice is strong and sure. “I’ll teach you how to make some mincemeat pie.”


  I back up. Maybe they won’t hit me, but maybe they will, and a .50 bullet in capable hands is not something to take lightly. I’ll sneak back outside, come in a different way.


  I head for the front door, and see Jack and Phin heading toward the house, their arms filled with weapons.


  Shit. I buzz through a few quick scenarios in my head. I shoot at them, kill one, and the other rushes the house with superior firepower. Or I get lucky, kill them both, and Harry pops up behind me and puts one into the back of my head.


  Maybe I could win with a better gun and more ammo, but a smart girl knows when to fight and when to run. It’s running time.


  Still, I can spare one bullet.


  I get down on a knee, support my wrist with my free hand, and draw a bead on Jack’s head. Then I wait for her to get within range. If she’s too far away, I’ll miss. If she’s too close, that will give Phin a chance to catch me.


  Fifty feet seems to be a good distance.


  I’m a little disappointed that it will end this way, but I can come back for Harry and the others later. Let them mourn Jack for a few weeks. Settle back into everyday life. Then I can surprise them with a return visit, after I’ve finished with the other thing I’ve got planned.


  Jack reaches the fifty-foot mark. I line up the sights.


  “Bye-bye, Lieutenant.”


  I squeeze the trigger.


  Jack remains standing.


  I missed.


  It’s the gun. The gun’s aim is off.


  Damn, that is one lucky lady.


  Phin stops, pointing the shotgun at the house. It’s time for me to go. I hurry back into the garage, hearing the shotgun thunder behind me. The sniper is on the floor where I left him. His eyes get comically wide when he sees me.


  “I thought we agreed to be quiet.”


  “I’m … I’m a soldier …” he stammers. “Soldiers don’t make deals with the enemy.”


  “Soldiers also die badly,” I say.


  I don’t have time to savor it, but I make good on my promise and manage to jam the funnel in, along with half the bottle of drain cleaner.


  His screams follow me through the maze of boxes, over to the side window. And that’s when I see Jack rush into the garage.


  Maybe her luck has finally run out.
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  12:15 a.m. – JACK


  A shot buries itself into the lawn a yard ahead of me.


  “She found my gun,” Phin says. “Go, I’ll cover you.”


  I don’t argue with him. All around us is open land. The only cover is near the house. Phin aims the shotgun and fires, and I move as fast as I can, beelining for my front door. I feel like I’m running in slow motion, my feet in quicksand, each step harder than the last. But the thought of Alex in the house with the people I love makes me discover reserves I didn’t know I had left.


  I make it to my porch without being shot, wheezing and dripping sweat. I drop the gear, pull the Desert Eagle, and go in low, keeping a two-handed grip on the weapon.


  The living room is clear. I hear screaming, can’t pinpoint it.


  “Harry!”


  “We’re fine!” he yells from the bathroom. “Alex took off through the garage!”


  I rush over to the garage door, get a quick peek at Munchel on the floor, his stomach wound leaking bloody foam. He’s the one screaming.


  I look past him, see Alex heading for the side window. I fire twice, missing as she dives through.


  I can’t let her get away.


  I hobble between the boxes, crouching low if she decides to fire at me, sticking the barrel of my gun out the window and jerking left and right to see if she’s hiding on either side.


  Alex comes up from below.


  She grabs my wrist and squeezes like a vise. I keep my grip on the pistol but can’t aim it toward her. I sense, rather than see, her gun hand coming up, and I reach blindly and latch on to it, stiff-arming the barrel away from my head.


  Alex tugs, dragging me out of the window, broken glass scraping against my stomach, hips, and legs. I fall on top of her, each of us trying to gain control of our weapons without letting the other do the same, my face inches from hers as we both grunt and strain.


  She rolls, swarming on top of me, straddling my chest. Slowly, inexorably, her gun begins to swing toward my face. There’s nothing I can do to stop it. I’m injured, close to passing out again, and Alex is so big and so strong and so damn evil. She’s not a human being. She’s a force of nature.


  Her gun bears down on my forehead.


  “After I kill you,” she says, “I’m coming back for your friends and family.”


  I’m not scared.


  I’m enraged.


  I hear a yell—a bone-chilling, animalistic yell. It’s coming from me. And then I open up my palm, letting the Desert Eagle drop, flexing my biceps and grabbing hold of Alex’s hair and yanking her head so hard I give the bitch whiplash.


  Alex falls to the side, off of me, and I shove her gun hand away and get my knees under me. Then I make a fist with my left hand and hit her square in the nose.


  I can feel the cartilage crack under my knuckles. Her gun goes off, shooting into the night sky well over my head. She rolls with the punch, and I scramble to my feet, ready to lunge in under the gun and rip out her heart with my bare hands.


  But she doesn’t attack. She runs.


  The monster runs away.


  I scan the ground, find the Desert Eagle, and snatch it up, but she’s already sprinting around the corner.


  “Jack!”


  Phin, at the garage window, shotgun in his hand. He looks sort of fuzzy around the edges, and I feel my legs start to wobble.


  “Make sure she doesn’t get back in the house,” I tell him.


  Then I go after her.
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  12:17 a.m. – KORK


  I’m still seeing stars from where Jack popped me in the nose, but I don’t let it slow me down. I run around the back of the house, adrenaline pumping, rounding the other side, sprinting straight for the Bronco. I quickly look back, see that Jack is fifty yards behind me.


  She’s persistent. I’ll give her that.


  She also has a bigger gun, and by now so does everyone in the house. I’ve got to get the hell out of here.


  I slide on my belly across the hood of the truck and through the broken windshield. I wiggle myself into the driver’s seat, push the key in the ignition, and have a bad moment when the truck doesn’t turn over.


  It’s the battery.


  I check to my right. Jack has stopped less than thirty yards away. She’s in a shooter stance, aiming the big Desert Eagle at my head.


  I kill the headlights, press the gas pedal, and crank it again.


  The truck roars to life. I make a U-turn, burning rubber on the street and kicking up dirt and grass when the wheels go off the road.


  I duck down right before Jack puts three shots into the driver’s-side window, peppering me with bits of glass. I keep the pedal pressed down, feel the tires grip the asphalt again, and continue to stay low until I’m at least two hundred yards away.


  I tap the brakes when the road reaches an end, jerk the wheel right, and speed down the street and through a green light. Then I force myself to slow down.


  I raise a hand to my nose, wipe away some blood, and it causes a spike of pain. I check the glove compartment, find a box of tissues, and wedge a wad up each nostril even though it makes my eyes water.


  It hurts. But my ego hurts more. I had her. Had her. But when it came time to punch her clock, I got greedy and tried to draw out the moment, talking when I should have been pulling the trigger.


  It’s not entirely my fault. There were unforeseeable circumstances. If it weren’t for those idiot snipers, I’d still be back at the house, controlling the situation, having some fun.


  But what’s done is done. No point dwelling on the past.


  Besides, this isn’t over yet.


  Not by a long shot.
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  12:23 a.m. – JACK


  I watch alex tear down the road, and the Desert Eagle all of a sudden weighs a hundred pounds. I let the gun drop to my side, and a strangled sound that’s a cross between a laugh and a sob comes out of my mouth.


  She’s gone. Alex is gone. And everyone I care about is still alive.


  I walk back toward the house, but I don’t feel weak. I don’t feel hurt at all. For the first time all night, I feel pretty damn good.


  I meet up with Phin on my front lawn.


  “We’ll get her,” he says.


  I meet his eyes. “I know.”


  We enter through the front door. Harry is standing guard with a Desert Eagle. He blows out a big breath when he sees me. “That was some pretty intense shit. Who needs a beer?”


  “I could use something stronger,” Phin says.


  Harry nods. “Mom has some codeine, and I think there’s vodka left.”


  “We’re not out of this yet,” I say. “We still need to find the jammer and get some help.”


  “Phin and I will take care of it,” Harry says. “Don’t bogart the vodka.”


  They head outside. I head to the bathroom, and Mom embraces me.


  “Is she gone?” she asks.


  “Yes. I still need to go outside, guard Phin and Harry.”


  I look at Herb, who is sitting up. His color has returned. He’s trying to open a pickle jar.


  “Don’t eat those,” I say, taking the jar away.


  Herb frowns. “Harry said they were good.”


  I ask Mom to find something else for Herb to munch on, then go to Latham. I touch his forehead, and he opens his eyes. His fever has gotten worse.


  “Did the good guys win?” he asks.


  I nod.


  “I wasn’t worried,” he says. “Not with you here to save us.”


  “Ambulance is coming soon,” I tell him. “We’re all going to be okay.”


  “I love you, Jack.”


  “Love you, Latham.”


  “Love you more.”


  “No, I love you more.”


  Herb’s mouth is occupied with what appears to be a wedge of cheddar cheese, but he says, “For crissakes, I’m trying to eat here. Kiss him already.”


  I smile, kiss Latham, and then hurry back into the kitchen. The screams from the garage have stopped. I take a peek. Munchel is dead. Then I go outside and witness the spectacle of Harry on Phin’s shoulders, reaching for the veranda.


  “Dammit, Phin, push!”


  “You want me to climb up there on my own, then pull you up?”


  “Could you do that? Please?”


  I lend two hands to the cause, and we manage to get McGlade onto the roof. And he had the audacity to comment on my weight. Everywhere I touch him, it feels like pizza dough.


  “What’s it look like?” Harry calls from above.


  “No idea,” I answer. “But it’s probably around front.”


  I turn to Phin. “Any wants or warrants out on you lately?”


  “I don’t think so. Worried about fraternizing with a known criminal?”


  “Hell no. I was going to talk to a judge friend, get everything dropped.”


  Phin smiles. “Can that apply to any future indiscretions I may commit? There’s a liquor store near my house just begging to be robbed.”


  “Thanks, Phin.”


  I give him a hug, since this is the Night of a Thousand Hugs anyway. His skin is freezing.


  “Aren’t you cold?” I ask.


  He holds me tighter. “Not anymore.”


  “Hey!” Harry yells. “I found a tennis ball! You play tennis, Jackie?”


  I pull away from Phin, feeling a little awkward.


  “I think Latham has some shirts inside. I’ll get you one, when Harry comes back.”


  “Thanks.”


  Harry farts around on the roof for a few more minutes, then yells, “Got it!”


  He tosses the jammer down. It’s a black box, about the size of a walkie-talkie. I hit the off switch, and pull out the battery just to be safe. Then I turn on my cell phone and see those beautiful signal bars.


  I call 911, give the operator my badge number, and request as many cops as possible. I also ask for six ambulances, and for an APB to be put out on a red Ford Bronco with a hole in the windshield.


  Then I go to find a shirt for Phin, and a change of clothes for me.


  The first cop arrives in four minutes. A minute after that, six more cops arrive. Then the ambulances come. All the swirling lights on my front lawn make it look like a Fourth of July fireworks display.


  I give some very brief statements, and then oversee the loading of my friends and family into the ambulances. Mom. Latham. Herb—who fights with the paramedics to hold on to the cheese. Phin. And Harry.


  “Mom invited me over for dinner next week,” Harry tells me as they’re strapping him to the gurney. “It will be nice to hang out with you when someone isn’t trying to kill us.”


  “Looking forward to it,” I say.


  “Does she like flowers?” he asks. “I’ve got forty-nine Mother’s Days to make up for.”


  “She loves flowers, Harry.”


  Only after Harry is carted off and everyone is safe do I allow my guard to ease up and finally let them put me into an ambulance of my own.


  “I have a cat,” I tell one of the paramedics. “He isn’t good with people.”


  “We’ll catch him, make sure he’s okay.”


  “Might be wise to call animal control, let them help you.”


  He passes along the info, then takes my vitals.


  “Helluva night, huh?”


  I laugh. It feels good. Real good.


  “You have no idea,” I say.
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  1:24 a.m. – KORK


  My nose stops bleeding. I pull out the tissues, wipe away some of the extra blood, and make myself presentable. Then I ditch the Bronco in an alley behind a convenience store, jog six blocks to the ER loading dock, and sit down on a bench and wait.


  This is the nearest hospital to Jack’s house, so it makes sense they’ll take the injured here.


  The first ambulance arrives, and two paramedics hop out and open up the rear, pulling out someone I recognize all too well.


  The .38 is lousy, but I don’t miss at point-blank range. Both emergency technicians drop, either dead or dying. I walk up to the gurney, taking my time, enjoying the moment.


  “Thought you got away, huh?” I ask. “Life’s like that sometimes. Just when you think you’re in the clear, something blindsides you.”


  I cock the gun and half of my face smiles.


  “Any last words?” I ask.


  All I get back is a defiant stare.


  “Nothing? I was hoping for something witty.”


  “She’ll find you.”


  “I certainly hope she will. And just to make sure she goes looking …”


  I aim for the head, and hit what I aim at.


  Some people run out of the ER, wondering what’s happening. Time to go.


  I run off into the parking lot, find an old guy looking for his car. We make a quick swap. I get his car keys, and his wallet, which contains eighty bucks and a few credit cards. In return, he gets a chop in the throat that breaks his windpipe, and a final resting place in his own trunk. A much better deal for me than for him, but life isn’t all that fair.


  I pull out of the parking lot, considering my next move. It’s too risky to stay in the area. Plus, I have other things to do. While incarcerated, I did a lot of planning. Big planning. Some of it involved Jack. Some of it didn’t.


  I need to get started on the stuff that didn’t involve her. But that doesn’t mean I still can’t keep Jack in the loop.


  I pass several police cars on the way out of town, but they leave me alone. After driving for a bit I check into a suburban hotel using the dead man’s American Express.


  I yawn. It’s been one hell of a day, and I’m exhausted. I strip off my clothes, take a hot shower, and climb into my first real bed in a long time.


  The sheets are warm. The pillow is soft.


  I fall asleep dreaming of the many deaths to come.
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  1:38 a.m. – JACK


  I open my eyes when I realize the ambulance has stopped. I look over my shoulder. The paramedics are gone.


  I get a feeling—a bad feeling—and reach up to unbuckle my straps. I open the rear of the ambulance and see the parking lot is a tangle of emergency vehicles, most of them cops.


  A paramedic comes up alongside me.


  “You don’t want to see this.”


  I push him off, hurrying toward the nexus of activity near the rear of the hospital.


  A cop is setting up some crime scene tape.


  Oh … no …


  I grab a nearby uniform and yell, “Who is it? Who’s dead?”


  He doesn’t answer. Two more cops see me and begin to walk over, but I duck under the tape and see the dead EMTs, and there, on the gurney …


  “NO!”


  I become another person. Someone without any control left. Someone overcome by emotion. I rush over to the bloody body, punching anyone who tries to stop me, screaming and screaming because I just can’t stop.


  Someone jabs me with a needle, and my consciousness floats away, and all I can think is that I failed, I failed, I couldn’t protect everybody, dear God I’m so so sorry …
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  4:57 p.m. – JACK


  I’m medicated. Something strong that makes it hard to stay awake.


  People come and go all day. Doctors and nurses. Cops. People I care about.


  I have nothing to offer them. Nothing to give.


  My hospital room fills up with meaningless flowers. Friends. Police officers from around the country. Strangers who watched the news.


  Captain Bains even shows up, offers his condolences. Tells me to take as long as I need to recuperate.


  He even offers to help with the funeral arrangements.


  I decline.


  “We’ll get her,” he tells me. “We’ve got the Staties involved. The Feds. Every cop shop in Illinois and the surrounding states.”


  His words don’t reassure me. I know they won’t get her. I know, because Alex has already gotten away.


  She’s told me as much.


  Before Bains arrived, one of my floral arrangements began to ring. Inside the planter was a cell phone.


  I picked it up, and read the text message on the screen.


  SO SORRY FOR YOUR LOSS, JACK.
I’M IN MILWAUKEE.
COME GET ME.


  Along with the text was a picture. A shot of Alex, a half smile on her scarred face, standing in front of a restaurant.


  I don’t share this information with the captain. Maybe I will later. I’m not sure. It depends on whether or not I’m going to stay a cop.


  I look at it now. The phone. My direct link to the person who hurt me worse than anyone has ever hurt me before.


  COME GET ME.


  “You can bet on it, Alex. You can bet on it.”
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  CHERRY BOMB


  A Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels Mystery
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  About CHERRY BOMB


  At the end of Fuzzy Navel, J. A. Konrath surprised readers with an agonizing cliffhanger: One of Lieutenant Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels’s loved ones is dead. But who? Readers were left clamoring to know more.


  Cherry Bomb, the sixth Jack Daniels mystery, opens at the funeral. While Jack stands graveside, tears in her eyes, her cell phone rings. It’s the killer, escaped maniac Alex Kork, taunting Jack, drawing her ever further into a twisted game of cat and mouse. Because while Alex is more than willing to kill random victims, Jack is her true prey. But which woman wants revenge more?


  Cherry Bomb is J. A. Konrath’s most gripping novel of suspense yet—filled with twists and turns that will keep readers on the edge of their seats.
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  INTRODUCTION


  I tried my best to make the Jack Daniels series different. Not only from other mysteries and thrillers, but I also wanted each book to have an individual flavor. In Whiskey Sour, I mixed funny with scary. In Bloody Mary, I had a big twist in the middle. In Rusty Nail, I had multiple bad guys. In Dirty Martini, I didn’t have any blood. In Fuzzy Navel, I wrote in real time.


  With Cherry Bomb, I did something no other writer has ever done. The villain gets half the book.


  I love writing for the bad guy. In Cherry Bomb, I took it to the extreme. Fully fifty percent of the novel is in the bad guy’s point of view.


  After Cherry Bomb came Shaken, Stirred, and Last Call. But Cherry Bomb is truly the last Jack Daniels book in my original story arc, beginning with Whiskey Sour. It wraps up all loose ends, and Jack finally realizes what she needs to do to be happy.


  Thanks for reading.




  This book is dedicated to my wife,

  my one true love,

  and my very best friend.

  Happily, they’re all the same person.

  You’re magic, Maria.




  CHERRY BOMB



  1 oz. vodka


  1½ oz. white crème de cacao


  ¾ oz. grenadine


  1 maraschino cherry


  Shake vodka, crème de caçao, and grenadine with ice.


  Pour into a rocks glass.


  Garnish with cherry.
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CHAPTER 1


  At my fiancé’s funeral I got a phone call from the woman who killed him.


  “I checked the Weather Channel.” Her tone was conversational, cheery. “It’s raining in Chicago. That’s appropriate, don’t you think? Funerals on sunny days seem so wrong.”


  The pastor hit the switch, and the mechanical winch lowered Latham’s casket into the ground on black canvas straps. Slow, like it was sinking into a swamp. The rain beaded up on the lacquered oak lid and I had an irrational urge to find a towel, wipe it dry. Latham didn’t deserve to spend eternity wet.


  “I’m coming after you,” I whispered into the phone.


  “That’s what he said. Before I shot him. He said you’d come after me. Latham had faith in you until the very end, Jack. Like a puppy dog. Poor guy. Murdered, just for loving the wrong woman.”


  My partner, Sergeant Herb Benedict, had been staring at me since the phone rang. Herb’s black suit was purchased back when he weighed less, the tightness making his large stomach seem even larger. His free hand—the one that wasn’t holding the crutch—reached up and touched my shoulder.


  Alex? he mouthed.


  I nodded.


  “Is this your grand plan, Alex? Calling me to make me feel guilty?”


  “I don’t need to make you feel guilty, Jack. You’re already guilty. Latham was a good man. I would have preferred shooting you in the head, but our game isn’t over yet. Later today I’m sending you a picture over the phone. Twelve hours from then, the man in the picture will die. Unless you can find him and save him. I hope, for his sake, you do a better job than you did with your fiancé.”


  I gripped the cell phone so hard my hand was shaking. Latham’s casket dropped below ground level, and the tears on my face mingled with the rain. I managed to keep my voice even.


  “And what if I don’t want to play your game?”


  “The man I’m going to kill has a wife and kids. Leading the kind of life that you might have led, if you weren’t burying your future. If you don’t make an effort to save him, the next picture I send you will be of a playground filled with children. How much more guilt can you handle before you crumble and blow away?”


  I wiped my cheeks, then turned away from the grave. Latham’s family stared hard at me. No pity in their eyes. Only disdain.


  “Don’t cry. And if I may be blunt, don’t you think that skirt you’re wearing is a little short? Not very appropriate, unless you’re cruising the funeral for a rebound fuck.”


  I glanced down at my knee-length dress, then did a quick 360.


  “Careful, Jack. You’re spinning so fast you may knock your fat partner off his crutch.”


  I covered the phone and faced Herb. “She’s here.”


  Herb hit his lapel mike, turning on his radio and calling for a perimeter sweep. There were more than fifty cops at the funeral. As they scattered I dug my. 38 Colt out of my Gucci handbag and walked away from the grave site, scanning tombstones and monuments, heels sinking into the wet sod, worming my way through Latham’s family while they shamed me with hateful glares.


  “You brought a gun to a funeral, Jack?” Alex asked. “Were you expecting me to show up?”


  “I was hoping.”


  The October wind kicked up, blowing dead leaves and cold air across my scalp, making my stitches sting. Twenty-plus years of on the job training made me keep low, a smaller target. Not that it mattered. Alex was a crack shot.


  “Turn left,” Alex said, “another few yards, next to the mausoleum. There’s an angel watching over you.”


  I followed instructions, feeling like I had a bull’s-eye on my forehead, and not minding much. I ran my eyes along the slanting granite roof of the stone structure, and noticed the statue of a cherub perched on top. Something was duct-taped to his hand. I moved in closer, gun arm extended, and saw it was a camera phone.


  “Twelve hours, Jack. Then he dies. And keep your cell on. Never know when I might call with a hint. Don’t fail him like you failed Latham.”


  Alex hung up. My legs decided they didn’t want to support me anymore, and I fell to my knees, my gun hand dropping to my side, cursing the day I became a police officer.
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CHAPTER 2


  Miles away, Alexandra Kork sits in a coffee store chain, sipping a tall black dark roast. Alex doesn’t care for coffee, but the free WiFi access makes her Internet trail harder to trace. She moves a finger along her laptop touch-pad, and the camera zooms in on Lieutenant Jacqueline Daniels, kneeling in the mud. The image is in color, with a gorgeous 600 dpi resolution that is unfortunately blurred by the drizzle.


  Behind the mesh veil, Alex smiles with half of her face. Like Jack, she wears funeral black, but her heels and her hemline are higher. The outfit is new, a Dolce & Gabbana two-button blazer with a matching skirt. No top underneath, just a push-up bra that reveals a lot of cleavage in the V-neck. The hat is vintage, purchased at a thrift store, wide brimmed and stylish in an Audrey Hepburn kind of way. The netting extends from the brim and curls down to beneath her chin, tickling her neck. For the discreet serial killer, it’s the next best thing to a hockey mask.


  Above the scents of coffee and cinnamon, Alex catches a whiff of Lagerfeld. It stings her sore nose. She powers off the computer just as the man approaches her small table. Mid-fifties, balding, short. His suit is tailored, expensive, but still can’t hide the middle-age spread and the bullfrog chin. The gold wedding band is tight on his sausage finger.


  “I noticed you sitting here, and I wanted to offer my condolences,” he says, speaking to her breasts. Men are laughably predictable. If she were topless, she wouldn’t even need the veil to hide her face—no man would bother looking above her collarbone.


  “Thank you,” Alex says. “I’d offer you a seat, but I was just leaving.”


  Alex stands. She’s two inches taller than he, and his eyes follow her cleavage like laser scopes. He seems momentarily unable to speak, so Alex prompts him.


  “This may sound rash, but I’m feeling vulnerable right now, and I could use some company. Would you walk me back to my hotel room?”


  Now his eyes meet hers. They widen with possibilities.


  “Of course. Let me get my things.”


  He hurries over to his table, grabbing his umbrella, reaching for the paper cup of coffee and open copy of the Wall Street Journal and then hesitating. Alex can almost see his thoughts pop up over his head in cartoon balloons. If he takes the paper and coffee, then he won’t have a hand free to help console the poor widow. He chooses to leave them, then spins fast and bumps into another man who is also staring at Alex. They exchange glances, one gloating, the other envious, and then he slips past and offers Alex his arm.


  Alex tucks her computer into the carrying case, pulls the strap over her shoulder, and links her fingers around his biceps, feeling the doughy fat beneath the fabric. There are six people in the coffee shop, three of whom watch them walk to the door.


  “I’m staying at the Hyatt.” Alex is louder than necessary. “It’s right up the block.”


  The overcast day matches the hue of the stained sidewalk and dirty office buildings. Even the air smells gray, car exhaust melding with drizzle. Alex begins to stroke his arm. Her breath quickens in anticipation.


  “I’m getting hot.”


  “Do you want me to hold your jacket?”


  “Not that kind of hot.”


  Alex maneuvers him against the brick wall at the opening of an alley. She takes his hand, which is as pliant as a doll’s, and runs it over her chest, down her trim belly, to between her legs.


  “Sex and death,” she whispers. “They’re connected. Part of the same cycle.”


  His eyes bug out, and his jaw drops open, but he stays stock-still. She writhes against him, and he finally gets the hint, his chubby fingers beginning to explore her.


  “Is it wrong?” Panting now. “That death turns me on?”


  He moans something noncommittal, but the umbrella drops from his other hand and he grabs her left breast, seeking the nipple through the fabric.


  “In the alley,” she says. “Behind the Dumpster.”


  She leads him, walking backward, his hands stuck to her as if glued, and when the Dumpster shields them from the street view she runs a palm over the front of his pants and feels how much he wants her.


  He reaches up, leaning his chubby face in, trying to lift up her veil and kiss her. She catches his wrist.


  “You’d prefer it on,” she says.


  His eyebrow lifts in a question. His face is close now, and Alex senses that he can see through the mesh. She’s wearing a lot of makeup, a special brand that fills in the indentations of scars, but it can’t cover everything. His expression changes from lust to worry.


  Alex grunts, working open his fly, pulling his cock out over the waistband of his tighty whities. It’s long and hard and she digs her fingernails into the shaft. But his fingers have stopped moving, even as she tries to grind against them, and his eyes remain locked on her face.


  She sighs, annoyed, and releases his wrist.


  “Fine. You really want to see? Help yourself.”


  He lifts her veil. His worried expression explodes into revulsion.


  “Oh … oh Jesus God …”


  He tries to pull away, but Alex grips his shaft tight. Her free hand unclips the folder knife from her garter belt, using the thumb-stud to flick open the three-inch blade. She jabs it in sideways, under his balls, slicing through to the femur.


  The man screams.


  Alex twists the knife, severing the femoral artery, then spins on her heels and shoves him face-first into the wall. She pins his shoulders while blood sluices down the bricks. His hands are clamped on to the wound, but it won’t help. She widens her stance as the pool of blood grows, avoiding stains on her Miu Miu pumps.


  He struggles, and struggles hard, but Alex has both strength and leverage on her side. His moans are muffled by the wall and the traffic sounds. She’s still turned on. Alex thinks about reaching down, forcing one of his hands between her legs, but she doesn’t want to risk him getting loose.


  “What do you think your family will say?” Alex gently chides. “Found dead in an alley with your prick hanging out?”


  He strains against the wall. The harder he fights, the faster he loses blood. Alex leans in closer, whispers in his hairy ear.


  “Maybe I’ll pay your wife a visit. Tell her how much you wanted me before you died. I bet your driver’s license has your address on it. Should I drop by the old homestead?”


  He takes his hands off his crotch and pushes against the wall, grunting. The blood is really flowing now. His effort lasts less than a minute, then he slumps against the brick like a drunk embracing an old war buddy.


  “I hope you were worth my time.”


  She tries the front pockets first. Keys, a tin container of breath mints. Alex opens the container, and instead of breath mints finds egg-shaped yellow pills. Tadalafil, for erectile dysfunction. Not that this guy seemed to have any problems. Then she digs into his back pocket, freeing his wallet. Three dollars. Three lousy dollars. And his credit cards all say SEE ID on the back signature line.


  “Shit.” Alex is no longer horny. Just irritated.


  He’s almost dead, probably in shock, but she takes some time to vent her frustrations out on him. When she’s finished, his face looks a lot worse than hers ever did.


  Then she squats next to a rain puddle and rinses off the folder before clipping it back to her garter belt. On her way out of the alley she picks up the dropped umbrella and opens it, shielding her face from the drizzle.


  Alex needs money. The three bucks she just stole won’t even buy hair dye. When the body is discovered and ID’ed, there’s a chance it will lead back to the coffee shop. Cops will be looking for a blonde staying at the Hyatt who recently attended a funeral—all three false leads, once Miss Clairol gets involved.


  Luckily, this is a big city, and money is everywhere if you know where to look. Alex checks her watch. She has some time before her date. More than enough time to make a few grand.


  She heads uptown, a spring in her step, eyes searching for the perfect person to murder.
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CHAPTER 3


  Turning Latham’s funeral into a crime scene didn’t endear me any further to his relatives, but work was more productive than grief. I established the perimeter, organized teams to question the attendees and cemetery staff, bagged, tagged, and sent the camera phone to the Crime Lab, and led a search for Alex that proved fruitless.


  My boss, Captain Steven Bains, waited for things to calm down before approaching me. He was short, stocky, with a crop of unnatural-looking black hair that may have been a weave, a toupee, a hair transplant, or some kind of dead animal.


  “I’m sorry for your loss, Lieutenant.”


  “Thank you. And thanks for coming.”


  “When one of these perverts attacks one of our own, we make it personal. We will catch her.”


  “I know.”


  “The key word there is we. Not you. You’re a victim. You can’t be on the case. You’re too good a cop to throw away your career on a personal vendetta.”


  I did my best to look neutral. This didn’t surprise me, but it still rankled.


  “Alex called you, right?”


  “I gave my cell to Herb. He’s working on tracing the number.”


  “Sergeant Benedict isn’t part of this investigation either.”


  “He said he’d pass it along to Mankowski.”


  Bains searched my eyes. If he detected the lie, he didn’t call me on it.


  “I can’t imagine how much you want this woman, Lieutenant. But if I find out you’re trying to involve yourself in the investigation, your leave of absence will become permanent.”


  The wind kicked up a notch. I shivered, and the act made me feel weak. Bains gave me an awkward half hug, sort of slipping around me and patting my back. I got a good look at the top of his head but still couldn’t tell what sort of hair he had up there. I fought the urge to touch it.


  Bains eventually broke the embrace, and an impromptu line formed behind him, cop after cop shaking sad hands with me and offering words that meant nothing. I outranked most of them, and stayed stoic until I got to Herb.


  “I should have done more,” he said.


  “Jesus, Herb. You did everything you could.”


  “So did you.”


  “It wasn’t enough.”


  He grabbed me like a bear.


  “You’ll get through this, Jack. You’re the strongest woman I ever met.”


  Like all strong women, I ignored compliments.


  “If Bains asks about my cell phone, tell him you gave it to Mankowski.”


  “What?”


  “I’ll explain it later.”


  Herb released me, staring over my shoulder.


  “Ah, shit. The assman cometh.”


  I followed Herb’s gaze and saw Harry McGlade walking over to us. Harry was an ex-cop, and my ex-partner, currently eking out a living as a private detective. He looked as he always did: expensive tailored suit that needed to be pressed, three days’ growth of beard, a Bogart hat, and a broad grin that made you think he was laughing at you. Which he usually was.


  “Hi, Jackie. When are we going after the bitch?”


  Harry had been there the night Latham died, and had his own reasons for hating Alex Kork, many of them just as valid as mine. But I’d worked with him in the past, and had no desire to repeat the experience.


  “I’m on a leave of absence,” I told him.


  “Good. We can take turns driving the Winnebago.”


  “The what?”


  “I just bought it. Stocked with all the latest spy shit. Phone tracers. Surveillance equipment. GPS trackers. It’s like a crime lab on wheels. If her ass is hiding in a Stuckey’s shitter in Mobile, Alabama, I’ll be able to find it.”


  He grinned, winked, then nodded at Herb.


  “How’s the knee?” Harry asked.


  “Hurts.”


  I hid my surprise. It was the first time I’d ever seen Harry and Herb be civil to each other.


  “I see the pain hasn’t kept you from eating.” Harry rubbed his chin. “You’re going to give Rudolph and the other eight reindeer hernias.”


  Herb smiled, but it held no humor. “The police report will say you lost your teeth resisting arrest. Bad for you, but good for your boyfriend.”


  “Guys—” I stepped between them.


  Harry stuck his head over my shoulder.


  “I’m a heterosexual. Ask your mom. But you … you’re a hippo-sexual. How does it even work? Does Mrs. Claus hang above you in some kind of harness?”


  Herb brought up his crutch like a sword. Harry snatched it in his prosthetic hand. There was a whirring, mechanical sound, and the aluminum frame bent in Harry’s metal fingers.


  Herb smiled for real this time. “It’s time for a physics lesson.”


  He shoved, knocking Harry onto his back. Several cops still in attendance came over, but Herb warned them away. He gripped the top of the crutch and leaned on it, forcing the end into Harry’s diaphragm.


  “This would be a good time to apologize.”


  “I’m sorry,” Harry croaked, struggling to breathe. “Maybe you’re not fat. Maybe you’re just pregnant with a wildebeest.”


  Bernice, Herb’s better half, gently took her husband’s arm and led him away, probably saving Harry’s life. Harry grinned up at me.


  “I’m glad his trainer stopped him before he ate us all.”


  I shook my head. “You’re an idiot.”


  “And you’re my sister. But, disgusting as it sounds, I still can’t help looking up your skirt.”


  I’d recently discovered that Harry might, might, be my half brother—a troubling fact that DNA testing would either confirm or deny in the next few days. If it turned out we were related, I’d have to double my weekly therapy sessions. Once I bothered to find a therapist.


  “Go away, Harry. I don’t want to deal with you right now.”


  “I’ll call you later. We can eat in the Winnebago. It’s got a kitchenette. You can cook stuff.”


  I started to walk away, back to the casket.


  “When you come over, bring food!” he called after me. “I haven’t bought any food yet! Pick up some steaks! Or a ham!”


  “Shut up!” someone yelled. “It’s a funeral! Show a little respect for the dead!”


  “Who the hell are you, Big Nose?”


  “I’m Latham’s cousin Ray!”


  “Well, I was with Latham the night he died, and his last words were: ‘My big-nosed cousin Ray is a dick!’”


  Swearing ensued, and probably a scuffle. I didn’t look back to find out.


  Mom stood at the edge of Latham’s grave, peering down. We’d spent six hours shopping for her dress, Mom dismissing one after another, convinced that Latham wouldn’t have liked them. They’d been close.


  I reached out, held her hand, feeling swollen knuckles beneath thin, cool skin. I tried to recall the exact moment when Mom had become an old lady, and wondered when I’d reach that point myself. I stared at my hand, looking for signs of arthritis, and instead focused on my engagement ring.


  The pain threatened to erupt. I shook with the effort to keep it buried.


  “You have to mourn sometime, Jacqueline.”


  Mom’s voice left no doubt she was following her own advice.


  “I need to find her, Mom.”


  My mom turned away from the grave, her red-rimmed eyes finding mine. The softness of her tone didn’t undermine its strength.


  “I could tell you that revenge won’t bring him back. Or I could tell you that letting go is the only way you’ll be able to get on with your life. Or I could even plead with you to not chase Alex, because I can’t bear to lose you. But instead of all that I’m just going to say that when you need me, I’ll be there.”


  I managed to choke out, “Thanks.”


  We were silent for a moment, focusing on Latham’s final resting place.


  Mom broke the silence.


  “Revenge won’t bring him back.”


  “I know.”


  “You need to grieve and accept. It’s the only way you’ll get through this.”


  “I know.”


  “And if anything … happens … to you …”


  I hugged my mother, her tears warm on my neck.


  “I know, Mom. I know.”


  After a few deep sobs, Mom stiffened. She held me at arm’s length, her face hard and set. The face she wore as a cop, decades ago.


  “Don’t try to arrest her this time, Jacqueline. When you have the chance, send her to hell where she belongs.”


  I nodded, but I didn’t really want to think about that right now. What I had to say next didn’t come easy.


  “Mom … I need you to go away for a while.”


  Instead of showing anger, Mom smiled.


  “I’ve already booked a cruise. Two weeks in Alaska. I’m leaving tomorrow.”


  Color me surprised.


  “Really? I thought I’d have to threaten you.”


  “It doesn’t make sense for both of us to be worried about each other. Alex won’t be able to get me while I’m on a boat. And seeing glaciers and polar bears will help me forget that my daughter is hunting a maniac.”


  “It will?”


  Mom shook her head sadly.


  “No. You’d better come back to me, young lady. Don’t make me strap on my gun and put her in the ground myself.”


  Again I faced an internal battle to hold back the tears.


  “I’ll be fine,” I managed.


  “I assume Harry’s going with you.”


  “Probably not.”


  “You need help, Jacqueline. Someone to watch your back.”


  “Harry is a …” My mind searched for a softer word than shithead. “… he’s difficult to work with.”


  “He’s an obnoxious pig, and I say that knowing he might be my son. But he cares about you in his way, and you can use him.”


  “Going on the road with Harry McGlade … I think I’d rather dance at a strip club for sex offenders.”


  “You need someone. Herb won’t be any good to you with his bad leg. How about that other fellow who helped us? Phineas Troutt?”


  “This isn’t his fight, Mom.”


  “Alex seemed just as eager to kill him as she did us. Call him.”


  “If you want me to.”


  “Pinky swear.”


  “Jesus, Mom. I’m forty-seven years old.”


  She held up a gnarled pinky. I hooked mine around it.


  “Fine. I pinky swear.”


  Mom stared at the grave for another minute, said goodbye to Latham under her breath, then turned to leave.


  “I’m going to Shirley’s. Your partner said he’d give me a ride. You sure you don’t want to come?”


  Latham’s cousin was having a reception at his house following the funeral. Mom was invited. I wasn’t. I considered going anyway, weighing the pros and cons of being spat on by his family and friends. Much as I deserved it, I’d be a disruptive presence.


  “I need to be alone for a little bit. If I don’t see you, have fun on your cruise.”


  “I intend to. I’m hoping I’ll meet a nice man. Those tiny little cabins are much cozier when you’re sharing a bed.”


  Mom winked, and touched my cheek. Then she headed back into the throng of mourners, which had now dwindled to only a few. I silently wished for someone, anyone, to come up to me and blame me for Latham’s death. Call me names. Even throw a punch. I was prepared not to defend myself.


  Except for a few sour looks cast in my direction, I was ignored. I faced Latham again.


  “I’m sorry,” I mumbled for the thousandth time.


  I tried to get my lips to say goodbye, as my mother had done. They refused. I wasn’t ready to let go just yet. So I simply stood there and stared.


  After a while, the grave digger came by with a backhoe and began filling in the dirt. Methodical. Disinterested. The elaborate ceremony of death, meant to offer comfort to loved ones, reduced to menial labor. I watched, staying put as the drizzle became heavy rain, cold, relentless, and unforgiving.
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CHAPTER 4


  The man’s wrinkles are caked with filth, and the layers of soiled clothing wrapped around his thin body smell of BO, urine, and worse. Alex takes no joy in slitting his throat. She mixes business with pleasure  when possible, but for this old crazy bum it’s a mercy killing. Alex derives no pleasure  from mercy.


  She holds his shoulder, keeps him turned away so the spray of the carotid doesn’t splash her Dolce & Gabbana. He moans a little, but resigns himself to his fate quickly, collapsing into a clump of bloody, dirty rags. The alley, like most in the area, is narrow and deserted.


  Alex lights a cigarette and waits for him to stop breathing. She doesn’t inhale, because she doesn’t smoke. If someone happens to walk by, a nicotine break is a good excuse for standing around in an alley.


  Two minutes pass. No one walks by. For a population of six hundred thousand, there aren’t many people on the street. Maybe it’s the crummy weather.


  “D…deh…deh…”


  The bum is trying to talk, but he’s having some problems; most of his breath is bubbling out through the hole in his neck. She nudges a patch of unbloodied clothing with her toe.


  “Last words are important. Try to finish.”


  “D…deh…devil,” he manages, somewhere between a whisper and a gurgle.


  Alex smiles, but only the right side of her face moves.


  “The dev il isn’t real, buddy. I am.”


  The bum expires, rheumy eyes going dull, and the blood finally stops pumping. Breaking his neck would have been quicker, but that would have meant getting behind him, finding a good grip. Changing her hair color is annoying enough. Alex doesn’t want to fuss with lice shampoo as well.


  Alex peels back his sweatshirt, and the smell gets so bad it activates her gag reflex. She removed the bandage from her nose a few days ago, not because the break was fully healed, but because it drew more attention than her scars, even under a veil. Now she wishes she’d waited; a nose brace and plugs would have prevented this awful odor from assaulting her.


  The money roll is in his pants pocket, almost the diameter of a soda can. During her stint in the marines, she knew of an MP who would roll drug dealers and pimps when he needed fast cash, the logic being they always had a wad. The downside was they also carried weapons, and had unsavory friends.


  When Alex needed money, her solution was less complicated. Homeless people carry their entire fortunes on them. Though some were drunks and druggies, spending their last nickels to score, the schizos and psychotics tended to hoard cash. It took her less than an hour to find one on the street, muttering to himself. When she shoved him into the alley, he was more interested in protecting his plastic bags full of precious cans than his own throat.


  She flips through the bills, which are surprisingly clean and crisp, and concludes she’s just made around six hundred bucks. Alex tucks the roll into her laptop bag, checks the sidewalk for pedestrians, then steps out of the alley and heads for her car. It’s parked on the street next to a small bookstore. A recent model Honda Accord, so popular it’s anonymous. In her younger years, she preferred to steal sports cars. But those are conspicuous.


  Or perhaps, Alex thinks, I’m simply mellowing with age.


  She approaches it from behind and inspects the trunk, satisfied that the car’s previous owner hasn’t begun to leak any bodily fluids. Since killing Jack’s fiancé three weeks ago, Alex has switched vehicles three times. Perhaps a bit overly cautious, but she doesn’t want to leave Jack such obvious bread crumbs. She prefers to keep the lieutenant guessing.


  Exactly twenty days have passed since Alex was a guest of the Heathrow Facility, a maximum security prison for the criminally insane. She’d been put there by Jack, who had torn off half of her face in the process. The skin grafts, done by unskilled surgeons on the public dime, left Alex pink and mottled from her eye to her chin. She looked like a crazy quilt made out of Spam.


  While in Heathrow, Alex had a lot of time to think. About revenge. And about the future. She planned two elaborate schemes. The first was to exact some payback. The second was larger in scope, but would be even more satisfying than killing Jack and company.


  After a dramatic escape, Alex paid the lieutenant a visit, intending to kill her and everyone she cared about, including Jack’s mother; her partner, Herb; her fiancé; and two old friends, Harry McGlade and Phineas Troutt. But there were … complications, and everything went to hell.


  Alex had been thinking about that night a lot. About how it could have gone differently. Jack and her friends got very lucky, no doubt. But Jack had also stood toe-to-toe with Alex, and broken her nose.


  Alex had been in scores of fights, with both men and women. But no one had ever broken her nose before.


  So, scheme number one got flushed down the toilet. But scheme number two is still viable. Scheme number two will make everything right. And there’s room for Jack to take a big role in it.


  A very big role.


  Alex takes out her keys and presses the button to open the car door. After she climbs in and buckles up, she considers her next move. It’s a little past two p.m. There’s time to buy some dye, do her hair, before her four o’clock date. Alex uses the onboard GPS system and searches for drugstore, finding one less than a mile away.


  She chooses red for her new hair color. The dead bum would have approved.


  Then Alex heads toward the Old Stone Inn near the airport, picked because the name is absolutely perfect, and muses about all of the people who are going to die in the next few days.


  There will be quite a few.
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CHAPTER 5


  I wanted to get good and drunk, but I’d been pretty much good and drunk for the last few weeks. Mourning. Hating myself. Wallowing in a pool of alcohol, antidepressants, and self-pity, biding time until I was able get my shit together.


  The time had finally come.


  I walked past acres of tombstones through freezing rain, exited the Graceland Cemetery on Clark and Irving, and hailed a taxi.


  “UIC on Roosevelt.”


  The cabbie glanced up at me in the rearview. I was soaked and shivering, my clothes sticking to me like they’d been painted on, my nipples jutting out like gun barrels.


  “Wet out there,” he said.


  I didn’t answer. He turned up the heat without being asked. I didn’t deserve warming up, but I had no will to argue.


  Forty blocks later and thirty bucks lighter, I was spit out by the cab at the University of Illinois Chicago. The rain had changed its style of attack, cold fat drops replaced by wind-driven drizzle, which stung like needle pricks. The campus, normally gorgeous in the autumn, looked barren and dead. The trees were skeletons, their leafy skins shed in clumps all over the ground, brown and wet as mud.


  The Illinois Forensic Science Center was on the south side of the street. Before it merged with the state police more than a decade ago, it was just known as the Crime Lab. One of the most advanced in the country, containing over fifty thousand square feet of crime-busting technology.


  I showed my badge at the front desk, declined the offer of paper towels, and took the stairs to the second floor and Officer Scott Hajek, whom I’d phoned earlier.


  Hajek had a roundish face and large blue eyes magnified to cartoon-ish extreme by his thick glasses. The top of his head came up to my nose. He had a crush on me, and had asked me out several times over the years. I always deferred, saying I already had a boyfriend. Hopefully he’d have the tact not to ask me again.


  Per our call, I met Hajek in one of the many labs, this one crammed with computer equipment, expensive-looking electronic devices, and an impressive collection of empty pizza boxes stacked neatly in the corner.


  Hajek, sitting in a swivel chair and peering at a computer, glanced over his shoulder at me when I entered.


  “Still raining?”


  I held my thumb and index finger an inch apart, indicating a wee bit.


  “There are some takeout napkins on the table there, next to that container of Parmesan cheese.”


  “I’m fine.” My teeth were only chattering a little.


  “You hungry? I still got some pizza left over from lunch. Double pepperoni.”


  “No thanks.”


  “You don’t like pizza?”


  “I just came from a funeral. I’m not very hungry.”


  Hajek stared at me, and for a moment I saw his eyes flicker to my boobs, which felt ready to fire two shots across his bow.


  “Maybe later tonight? You have to eat, and if you want to talk, I’m a good listener.”


  “Thanks for offering, Scott.” I tried to sound genuine, even though I was tired and he was annoying me, squinting to see through my dress. “Tell me what you got on the cell phone I sent over.”


  Hajek blinked, swallowed, and turned back to his desk.


  “It’s a PP Tangsung 117EX. Quad-band, GSM 1900 network, MMS and EMS. Or, in non-geek terms, a pay-as-you-go model with enhanced video and messaging capabilities, and a good antenna. I lifted two prints, both belonging to Alexandra Kork, but you probably already knew that.”


  I shivered. “Traceable?”


  Hajek swiveled to face me, except his eyes didn’t meet mine.


  “She bought the phone at the mall in Gurnee, Illinois, six days ago. I called them, spoke to the employee who sold it to her. Said it was a tall woman, well built, with bandages on her face. Used a credit card in the name of Shanna Arnold. I ran a check; Mrs. Arnold was recently reported missing by her husband.”


  “Were you able to trace the call? Where Alex called from? Her number?”


  Hajek didn’t answer. His eyes were having a telepathic conversation with my breasts. I folded my arms over my chest.


  “Officer Hajek?”


  He blinked.


  “Captain Bains called me. Said you’re on a leave of absence. You’re not part of this investigation.”


  My demeanor grew as cold as my skin.


  “So you’re not going to tell me?”


  “I could get into trouble, Lieutenant.”


  “She killed my fiancé, Scott.”


  “I’m sorry about that.”


  I could have gone all superior officer on him, but instead I lowered my arms, knowing he’d look at my boobs again. Girl power.


  “Please, Scott. Between you and me.”


  He licked his lips, then slowly nodded.


  “There isn’t a record of her activating the phone. That means she unlocked it, and used a different SIM card as a new number.” He cleared his throat. “Then she spoofed the caller ID.”


  “In non-geek, please.”


  “Basically, she hacked the phone to make it usable with any network, then put in a stolen Subscriber Identity Module so the calls are being billed to someone else’s account.” He held up the cell. “This phone is using Shanna Arnold’s SIM.”


  “Can we find out the number Alex called from?”


  “No. Because of the spoof. Alex used this phone as a remote camera, switching it on by calling it. When I checked out the caller ID recorded on the SIM card, it showed that fake number Hollywood uses in movies, 555-5555.”


  I’d seen the 555 number myself, on calls from Alex. She probably thought it was funny. “How is that possible?”


  “There are Internet services you can sign up for that let you place a call and leave false caller ID numbers and names. You use a VoIP—a Voice-over Internet Protocol service—and punch in the ten-digit number you’re calling, plus the ten-digit number and name you’d like the recipient to see.”


  I frowned. I’d been hoping there was a way to trace it through the provider.


  “Can we get all the names of customers who had phones recently stolen, see if we can connect Alex with one of those?”


  “Do you know how many people lose their phones every day? And not everyone who does reports it. In Mrs. Arnold’s case …”


  He let the words trail off. I knew what he meant. Shanna Arnold was probably dead. It wouldn’t be beneath Alex to kill just to get a cell phone.


  “So there’s no way to find out where she called from?”


  Hajek grinned shyly, like a schoolboy.


  “Tell me, Scott.”


  “You sure you don’t want to have a bite to eat later? I live real close.”


  The little extortionist. If I hadn’t been on a mandatory leave of absence and warned away from this case, I would have gotten seriously pissed.


  “Not tonight, Scott. But I’ll have some free time next week.”


  “Tuesday?”


  I shrugged. “Sure.”


  He grinned. Something was caught in his two front teeth. Probably double pepperoni.


  “MMS sent through GSM is stored on the SIM card, which also records the unique TAP/CIBER, which can be put into the HLR database—”


  I held up my palm. “The bottom line.”


  “If Alex sends video or text messages, I can use the SIM card to get the phone number and basic location of the phone she called from. She activated this camera from a phone in Deer Park.”


  “Do you have the phone number?”


  “There’s a problem.”


  “What problem?”


  “I tried calling the number already. When I did, this one rang.” He held up the phone from the cemetery.


  “Meaning?”


  “Alex must have known the SIM cards could be traced, so she set up a call-forwarding daisy chain. She calls phone number one, and it automatically forwards the call to number two, and so on, to as many phones as she wants, until the last one in the chain receives the call.”


  “But if I find the phone, I can bring it to you, and you can trace it to the next one?”


  “Sure. But it won’t be easy to find. A cell phone can only be traced to within three hundred meters of its location. It could be in a hotel room, in a parked car, or plugged into an outlet in some public place, like a library or a bus station. She bought twelve phones in Gurnee, plus she could keep adding more to the chain.”


  “I’ll chance it. Gimme the number.”


  “You need help, Lieutenant. A big team, working on this, is the best way to go.”


  I chewed my lower lip, which still was sore from the same encounter with Alex that resulted in twenty-six stitches on my scalp.


  “What if we had a phone that wasn’t part of the daisy chain? That was a direct link to Alex?”


  “What do you mean?”


  Alex had sent me a cell phone in a floral arrangement, during my hospital recuperation. I hadn’t told anyone, even Herb, because I didn’t want it taken away. I wasn’t on Latham’s murder investigation, but I wasn’t about to give up my only link to Alex.


  Unfortunately, I needed Hajek’s expertise, and that meant disclosure. I didn’t know if I trusted Hajek. He’d done good by me in the past, but he was a by-the-book kind of guy, all about protocol and chain of evidence and forms in triplicate.


  I weighed my choices, realized I had none, and took a leap of faith.


  “Alex gave me one of those twelve phones. She’s called me, text messaged me, a few times. Could we get her location from the SIM card?”


  Hajek’s face fell. “She gave you a phone?”


  He sounded a bit more upset than I would have liked.


  “I just said that. Can we get her phone number from it?”


  Hajek rolled his chair a few inches backward, like I’d suddenly become a leper.


  “Withholding evidence in a murder investigation is a felony, Lieutenant. Obstruction of justice.”


  “Blame stress.”


  “How long have you had the phone?”


  The look on his face told me he’d gone from ally to adversary. I pulled the friendship card.


  “Scott, this is really important to me.”


  “I’ve followed this case. Read all the files for research. She’s seriously evil, and totally dangerous. If you’ve had the phone for more than a day or two, keeping it to yourself might have cost the lives of several people.”


  I switched to the sympathy card.


  “If that’s the case, I’ll head straight for the hundred and third floor of the Sears Tower with a glass cutter and a laminated photo ID so they can identify my body afterward. Come on, Scott. Alex killed the man I loved.”


  He shook his head. “You have to turn it in.”


  I tried the vamp card, walking up to him with a forced smile and trying my damnedest to get my voice low like Kathleen Turner in Body Heat.


  “I’d be really grateful if you could help me out, Scott.”


  Instead of melting into putty, Hajek grabbed for the landline on his desk.


  “I’m not losing my job over you, Lieutenant. It’s my duty as a police officer to inform your captain that—”


  I played my last card. The tough bitch card.


  “Officer Hajek.” There was so much steel in my words that he flinched as if hit. “Put down that phone right now or this is going to get ugly.”


  Hajek obeyed.


  “Give me the number.”


  “I … uh—”


  “Now!”


  Hajek grabbed a sheet of paper off his desk and offered it meekly. I spun on my heels and headed for the door, hearing him pick up the phone again as I left.
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CHAPTER 6


  An asthmatic blows harder than the complimentary hair dryer in room 114 at the Old Stone Inn, but Alex makes do, brushing out her new strawberry red color while standing in front of the bathroom sink. She tilts her head forward, shaking out her long bangs, straightening while drying. When she finishes, her hair is still in front of her face. Alex looks into the mirror, then parts the bangs with her fingers, pushing the right side behind her ear and letting the left side hang flat. Covering her scars.


  Alex stares. Sees someone she recognizes. Someone she hasn’t seen in a while. A beautiful old friend who has gone away and is never coming back. Fit. Trim. Still attractive, even a year shy of forty.


  “I miss you.”


  She kisses the tip of her index finger, then touches the glass, running it down the reflection of her jawline. Her hair falls back, revealing the pink ugliness underneath.


  Without telegraphing the move, without even changing expression, Alex makes a fist and drives it into the mirror. Her image shatters.


  She feels like there are coiled springs nestling in her muscles, bursting to be set loose. Naked, she lifts her arms above her head and rolls into a handstand, walking over to the area the bed used to occupy before she pushed it into the corner. She tilts farther forward, her feet touching the wall, and begins to do reverse chin-ups, her head touching the carpet with every dip.


  When she reaches seventeen, the sweat comes, rolling down her ears and soaking into her hair.


  Her arms begin to wobble at forty-six. She starts to pant, oxygenating her muscles, the lactic acid building and burning.


  Alex pushes on to sixty, even though her arms are shaking so badly her balance is wavering.


  By seventy-three, her left arm gives out, causing her to collapse onto her side. She rolls with the fall, tucking in her head, using momentum to get to her feet. Alex turns and launches into an explosive tae kwon do kata, kicking, twisting, and punching.


  Her mind is both focused and clear as she forces her body through the moves, grunting exhalations called ki-hops with each blow. Her muscles remember every thrust and spin. The particular form she uses is traditionally done with four assistants, who hold boards at various heights to be broken by hands, feet, and head.


  Rather than boards, she flails at the air, directing each strike at the unscarred face of Jack Daniels.


  The kata ends in the splits, the toes on the forward leg pointed sky-ward, hands clenched into fists and spread out like wings. Her body glistens with sweat, and her breath comes in gasps.


  With her heart rate still up, Alex flips over and begins a set of fingertip push-ups. She knocks off a hundred, rolls gracefully to her feet, and pads into the bathroom to towel off.


  The cracked mirror tells her she’s still ugly. As if she needed the reminder.


  The clock on the nightstand reads ten after three. Her date isn’t due until four, but from experience she knows he usually comes early. In more ways than one.


  Alex doesn’t dress. Instead, she digs into her gym bag and removes a fresh roll of duct tape, a package of rubber bands, a box cutter, a Cheetah stun gun, and a handheld butane torch. The stun gun is pink, the shape and size of a cigarette pack. The torch looks like a phaser from Star Trek. It’s also pink, which delighted Alex when she found it at the home supply store. A girl has got to know how to accessorize.


  Then she sits on the bed, lotus style, and waits.


  Ten minutes later, David “Lance” Strang knocks on her motel door. She confirms it with the peephole.


  “I’ve been waiting for you, Lance.”


  She opens the door, lets him ogle her. Lance hasn’t changed much in the fifteen years since she’s last seen him. Same broad shoulders. Same strong chin. His thick brown hair has receded just a bit, and now it’s salted with gray, but other than that he’s exactly as she remembered him from their Geiger days.


  Lance takes Alex in, staring at her legs, her tits, before moving up to her face. When he sees the scar, his grin falters.


  “Yeah, sorry about that, Lance. And about this.”


  Alex brings up the Cheetah and hits David Strang in the gut, applying a million volts to his nervous system. He jerks forward, and all two hundred and twenty fit pounds of him crumple to the carpeting.
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CHAPTER 7


  I cabbed it from the Crime Lab, heading for the nearest Washington Mutual bank branch. Again, the driver commented on how soaked I was. Next time it rained, I’d indulge in a thicker bra. Or an umbrella.


  During the ride I made some calls. One I didn’t want to make. The other I really didn’t want to make. I began with the easier one.


  “Wilbur? It’s Jack.”


  “How are you holding up, sweetheart?”


  “I’ve been better. Thanks for respecting my wishes and not attending the funeral. Mom would have shot you if she saw you.”


  “Um, about that …”


  I took a deep breath—never a wise move in a Chicago cab. This one smelled like gym socks and cheap incense.


  “Tell me you weren’t there, Wilbur.”


  Pause.


  “Wilbur …”


  “Your fiancé died. Of course I was going to come.”


  “I didn’t see you there.”


  “You didn’t see me at any of your graduations or your wedding either, Jacqueline. I’m good at being discreet. Look, I know I only met Latham once, when you brought him over, but for what it’s worth I really liked him. I’m so sorry for your loss, sweetheart. If there’s anything I can do …”


  My voice got harder. “There is, Wilbur. In fact, there is.”


  “Name it.”


  “I need you to go away for a while. The person who killed Latham, she has a habit of targeting people close to me.”


  Wilbur paused.


  “Thank you, Jacqueline.”


  “For sending you away?”


  “For saying that I might actually be close to you. I know I’ve been an absentee father. I know how much I’ve missed out on. These past few months, as we’ve gotten to know each other, have been the best of my life. I mean that.”


  “Good. Then you’ll get out of town for a few weeks, until this gets resolved.”


  “Absolutely.”


  “I mean it this time, Wilbur. No saying one thing and doing the other.”


  “It’s already taken care of. In fact, I just booked a vacation. I’m taking an Alaskan cruise. It’s shipping out tomorrow.”


  “Really?” Mom was also going on an Alaskan cruise tomorrow. I thought about mentioning it, but the chances that they would both be on the same ship were a zillion to one. Instead I said, “Good. Have fun.”


  “I intend to. Maybe I’ll find a nice man on board.”


  Mom said the same thing.


  “Remember to wear protection. Or make sure he wears protection.” I wasn’t sure how my father’s relationships actually worked, and wasn’t sure that I ever needed to know.


  “I promise. And speaking of protection, please make sure you protect yourself when you’re chasing Alex.”


  “I will.”


  “You’re going to kill her, aren’t you?”


  I’d been wondering the same thing, but hearing a kindly old man say it made it sound horribly wrong.


  “I’m … going to stop her.”


  “I’ve saved every press clipping you’ve ever been in, Jacqueline. You arrested her before. She escaped. You can’t risk that again.”


  “It’s … it’s complicated.”


  “This isn’t murder, sweetheart.”


  Jesus. The M word. I had a hard enough time living with myself as it was. I became a cop to catch murderers, because murder, in every single case, was wrong. Even in cases of revenge.


  Every night since Latham’s death, I’ve lain awake in bed conjuring up scenarios where I blew Alex’s head off. Alex was always armed, trying to kill me as well. I evened the score, while also retaining my morality and humanity. But if I had the chance to murder her, in cold blood, would I take it?


  “She’s a rabid dog, Jacqueline. It’s not murder. It’s mercy.”


  I doubted the courts would see it that way. I doubted I would see it that way.


  “Have a good time in Alaska, Dad. Call me when you get back.”


  “You know, my heart gets a little bigger every time you call me Dad. I love you, sweetheart.”


  Since Wilbur reappeared in my life, he’d accepted our relationship much more easily than I had. He’d been saying “I love you” for a few weeks now, but I wasn’t ready to return the sentiment yet. Being abandoned for thirty-plus years, even understanding the reason why, wasn’t easy to forgive.


  “We’ll talk soon,” I said, and disconnected. Now for the hard call. His number wasn’t in my cell address book, so I had to use directory assistance. I hoped I’d get a machine, then I could leave a message, clear my conscience, without having to talk.


  Just my luck, he picked up on the first ring.


  “This is Alan.”


  “Hi, Alan. It’s me.”


  There was a pause. I wondered if he was thinking what I was thinking. About our years being married. About our recent affair. About him leaving me for a second time.


  “I’m sorry about Latham.”


  “Did Mom tell you?”


  “I haven’t, uh, talked to your mother since we saw each other last. I signed up for this thing on the Internet. Google News. Every time you’re mentioned in the paper, they send me a link to the article.”


  I was touched.


  “You’re checking on me?”


  “More like waiting for the obituary.”


  Ouch.


  “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I’m still among the living.”


  “Jesus, Jack. You know I don’t mean it like that.”


  “Then what did you mean?”


  “You need a reminder? The reason our marriage ended was because I couldn’t stand worrying about you all the time. Do you know what it’s like to lose someone you love?”


  “Yeah.” My teeth clenched. “I just came from his funeral.”


  “Oh, hell. Shit. I’m sorry. I’m an insensitive bastard.”


  “Yes. Yes you are.”


  “Good. We agree on something. So why the call?”


  I searched my mind for the right words, the words that would make him listen to me. The silence stretched.


  “I’m sorry, Jack. You can’t come here.”


  Being cold and wet didn’t stop me from blushing. “Excuse me?”


  “I feel bad for you. And I still love you. But you know my feelings. We can’t be together unless you quit the force.”


  If I still carried around any remnants of affection for this man I was once married to, they were now gone. The conceit, the nerve …


  “Have you quit?” Alan’s voice went from accusatory to hopeful. “Tell me you’ve quit.”


  I recovered, found my spine. “No, Alan, I haven’t quit, and I don’t want to be with you. I don’t want to see you. I don’t even want to talk to you.”


  “Then why are you calling? You think it’s easy for me to talk to you?”


  “I’m …” I took a deep breath, let it out slow. “I’m calling to warn you. The psycho who killed Latham might be targeting people in my life.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  “It would be best if you went away for a few weeks.”


  “You’re fucking kidding me.”


  “Alan, I don’t like it any more than—”


  “Are you serious?” He’d gone up an octave. “Are you fucking serious? Your job just killed your boyfriend. That could have been me. If we were still married, I’d be the dead one. How many times have we talked about your fucking career, about how dangerous it is?”


  I shut my eyes, trying to stay professional even though it would have hurt less if he were in the cab with me, stabbing me with a fork.


  “Alan, I’m sorry, but you really need to leave town.”


  “You’re unbelievable. Unbefuckinglievable. You know what? All these years, I’ve been waiting to say I told you so. Well, here it is, Jack. I told you so. Who’s next? Herb? Your mother? Your best friends from grammar school? All because you chase killers for a living?”


  Professionalism flew out the window.


  “This killer is chasing me, Alan! It doesn’t matter if I quit my job, move to Tibet, join a goddamn monastery! She’s after me, and she may go after you too! So, please. Please. Take a long vacation and let me fix this.”


  “I can take care of myself, Jack. In fact, I’ve been doing that quite well since you drove me away. It’s too bad, for Latham’s sake, you didn’t drive him away too.”


  The fork twisted so hard that tears came.


  “Please get out of town, Alan.”


  “Don’t call me again. Ever.”


  “Alan—”


  He hung up. The tears became sobs, and pretty soon I was bawling so bad my nose was running down my chin.


  “Miss? I try not to eavesdrop on my fares’ conversations, even when they’re yelling like you were, but I noticed you said something about being chased by a killer.”


  “Don’t worry,” I told the taxi driver between sniffles. “I’m sure you’re safe.”


  “I hope so. We’ve had a dark sedan following us since you got in the cab. Turns every time we do.”
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CHAPTER 8


  Stun guns work on two levels. The first is through pain compliance. Being hit with a million volts hurts like hell, comparable to being jabbed with a hot poker. But unlike a hot poker, the electric current also overrides a person’s muscles, causing them to twitch uncontrollably while simultaneously being unable to fight back.


  Alex holds the stun gun against Lance’s stomach long enough to drop him to his knees. Before he can recover, she hits him in the temple with the meat of her palm, hard enough to jerk his head to the side. He collapses.


  She drags Lance into the hotel room, locks the door behind her, and muscles him over to the bed. He’s heavy, cumbersome, but she lifts with her legs and jerks him onto the mattress. He begins to moan, so she juices him with the Cheetah stun gun again, causing his limbs to twitch and contract. She holds it there for a few seconds, and when she kills the power he’s limp and a line of drool is running down his chin.


  It takes a few seconds to start the roll of duct tape, but when she does she uses a long strip to bind his left wrist to the leg of the bed. The other limbs follow suit, until he’s spread-eagled and immobilized.


  Using the box cutter, she starts at the cuff of his jeans and slices the fabric upward to his belt line, careful not to nick his skin. Then she does the other leg. Then his shirt, until all he has on are his shoes, socks, and Duff Beer boxer shorts. Alex tosses the knife aside and tears off the shorts with her hands, feeling the excitement build, feeling herself get wet.


  It isn’t necessary for Lance to be naked. Alex could have gotten what she wanted just by unzipping his fly. But she likes seeing men naked. Especially good-looking men. It’s been a long time.


  Since being out of prison, no one has stepped up to the plate. One came close, until he got a good look at her face and sarcastically demanded she wear two bags over her head, “in case one fell off.” She left him in a Chicago bar with two teeth in his mouth and a broken pelvis.


  But things are definitely looking up. Alex runs her fingernails through Lance’s chest hair, then pinches his nipples. He stirs, glassy eyes focusing, and calls her a name he knew her by.


  “Hi, Lance. It’s been a long time.”


  Lance tries to move, sees he’s taped to the bed.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Shh.” Alex puts a fingertip to his lips. “No talking, or I’ll gag you. I need a few things from you, Lance. First, I need you to fuck me. Hard. Then I need to know where your EOD lieut lives, where he keeps his van, and what kind of toys you boys have in there.”


  “What the hell are you—”


  Alex grabs his ear, jerks his head to the side.


  “I said no talking.”


  He looks terrified, which is a terrific turn-on. Alex wants to kiss him, but doesn’t want to risk being bitten, or worse, rebuffed. Instead she runs her teeth across his neck and nibbles her way down his body, across his chest, to his belly button. He tastes good, like a man, tangy and hot. Alex grabs him, feels that he’s responding even though he’s frightened. This pleases her; she won’t have to use the tadalafil she liberated from the coffee shop guy.


  She moves her head down, holding his cock in both hands, running her tongue up along the side of the shaft. A thought hits her: Will I be able to function normally? Half of her face muscles are gone. But when she takes him in her mouth he offers no objections to her technique. And as she lowers her head farther, opening her throat, Lance’s hips begin to pump.


  Alex matches his thrusts for several strokes, then releases him, both of them breathing heavy. She’s hot, hot and wet, and she wants to climb on and impale herself. But they have done this dance, many times, in the past. And though Lance may have gotten better since those days, Alex doesn’t want to have to rely on his staying power. She reaches for the nightstand, tears open the bag of rubber bands, and winds a fat one around the base of his dick.


  Lance makes a noise of protest, and Alex gives the rubber band a snap, shutting him up.


  She straddles him, guides him into her, and moves down slowly, deliciously, until she’s filled. Hands on his chest, she begins to raise and lower her hips. Easy at first. No need to rush. At the bottom of each stroke she presses into him, grinding her hips, which makes her gasp with pleasure  each time.


  Alex wants to draw it out, to tease herself. But it’s been too long and the rhythm becomes involuntary, unstoppable. She pushes into him, harder, faster, and all too quickly the first spike of orgasm seizes her, building into a large peak that forces a cry, and then spreading to envelop her entire body like a shock wave, prompting a throaty scream that makes her feel whole again.


  Alex doesn’t stop at one. Or two. Or four. She goes at him from many positions, and he’s so into it that by the second hour he’s begging her to undo the rubber band, to let him come. Alex promises she will, and as she rides his face and his probing tongue works her into a frenzy she orgasms a fifth time and almost considers keeping her promise.


  Instead, Alex climbs off the bed, heart hammering and legs shaky, and gives him a gentle pat on the cheek.


  “Jesus, I really needed that.”


  “What about me, babe?” Lance looks so desperate, so pathetic. He wants her, even though she’s a hideous freak.


  “Consider it payback for all the times when you got yours and I didn’t get mine. Now it’s time to move on to the second part of the evening. If you tell me what I need to know, I promise I won’t kill your wife and family. Hell, you may even live through this, if Jack is fast enough.”


  Lance stares at her, his face a snapshot of confusion. Alex goes to the nightstand. She flicks on the butane torch, adjusts it to a blue flame, and gives him a quick, two-second taste on his thigh.


  Lance howls.


  “That’s nothing. I can keep it there for a lot longer. Or move to more sensitive parts.”


  She gives his erection a playful flick with her finger.


  “What … what the hell do you want?”


  “I’ve followed your career. You’ve done well with the police department. Been in the papers several times. Always were a bit of an adrenaline junkie, Lance. Is that why you picked the EOD?”


  He stays silent. Alex brings the torch up to his face. The flame makes a hissing sound, like a snake. Lance quickly nods.


  “Most squads have a van or a truck with their equipment in it. They don’t like to leave dangerous materials at work. Too risky. So they take it home. Does your boss have one?”


  Another nod.


  “Truck or a van?”


  “A van.”


  “What sort of goodies are you boys packing?”


  Lance opens his mouth but nothing comes out. His eyes are locked on the torch.


  “Dammit, Lance. Focus. What kind of caps?”


  “Bridgewire.”


  “Sun cord?”


  “Maybe three hundred feet on a spool.”


  “Got a pigstick?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Rounds?”


  “Two cases. Assorted.”


  “How about initiators?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It sounds like you’ve got a very well-stocked van, Lance. Now tell me about the big stuff.”


  “My … throat’s dry.”


  “That’s because you’re afraid I’m going to burn you again. And I will, Lance, unless you focus. What else you got?”


  “PENO.”


  “Nice. That’s Finnish, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “How many bricks?”


  “Six.”


  “Anything else? Tell the truth now, Lance, or we’re gonna have a weenie roast.”


  “We … we got a few M18A1s.”


  Alex raises her good eyebrow.


  “Really? Wow. That’s impressive. So far, so good. Now, the moment of truth.”


  Alex leans forward, peering into his eyes.


  “Where’s the van?”


  Lance doesn’t say anything.


  “You sure you want to play hard to get, Lance?”


  His Adam’s apple bobbles up and down like a tetherball.


  “If …  if … I tell you, what are … what are you going to do to him?”


  “I just want to borrow his van.”


  “I don’t want him or his daughter to get hurt.”


  Alex sits on the bed, running her hand over Lance’s chest.


  “What is he to you? Best friend? Father figure? Fuck buddy? Caring about people never leads to anything but pain, Lance. Trust me. I know from experience. That’s why I’m going to tell you the truth. Lieutenant Lucky Andringa is as good as dead. And if his wife and daughter are home when I stop by, they’ll die too.”


  Alex lightly pinches one of his nipples. Lance begins to cry.


  “No tears, Lance. I just gave you a gift. I freed you from having to worry about him. It’s not your fault he’s dead. I’m the one that’s going to kill him. And there’s nothing you can do to prevent it. Now tell me where he lives.”


  Lance turns away, burying his face in the pillow.


  “You sure you don’t want to tell me? You’re going to tell me eventually.”


  Nothing.


  “Okay. Your choice.”


  Alex picks up the duct tape, tears off a strip, and sticks it over his mouth while he thrashes back and forth. She runs her fingers through his hair, still sweaty from their sex.


  “Thank you, Lance. I was hoping I’d get to try this out. Will you look how cute this pink handle is? It matches my nails.”


  She smiles her half smile, then descends with the blowtorch.
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CHAPTER 9


  Stop the cab.”


  “You sure you don’t want me to call the police?”


  “I am the police.”


  The cabbie didn’t wait to see my badge. He pulled over. I threw some money at him, yanked my gun from my purse, and climbed out. The rain had come back, a downpour with more oomph than my vibrating shower head. The sedan parked behind the cab, and I stalked over, ready to shoot someone.


  The driver opened his window.


  “It’s raining.”


  Were all men this tuned in to the obvious?


  “What the hell do you want, Dailey?”


  “I’m Special Agent Coursey. That’s Special Agent Dailey.”


  Coursey used a head motion, indicating his passenger. They were both dressed identically in gray suits, blue ties, and silver Timexes. Age was tough to determine, since neither of them ever made any sort of facial expression that could cause wrinkles.


  One of them, I forget which, once told me that they weren’t related, even though they looked more alike than most twins. I had a fanciful notion that our government grew Feebies in a lab somewhere, using some kind of genetic Jell-O mold.


  “What the hell do you guys want?”


  Coursey hit a button, and the back door lock snapped open.


  “I don’t want to go anywhere with you. I’m on a leave of absence.”


  “Is that why you went to the Forensic Science Center?”


  When cornered, attack.


  “Don’t you have anything better to do than follow me around? Like maybe catch some criminals? I hear you guys have a most wanted list with a few names on it. How’s that Bin Laden hunt going?”


  They exchanged a glance, possibly communicating using their FBI brain implants, and then Dailey said, “We think we may know where Alexandra Kork is.”


  I got in. The car was nice. Leather interior. Heated seats. Much better than my car. Especially since I didn’t have a car anymore. My Chevy Nova, a classic 1985 model, was recently towed to the scrap yard. Unlike those TV commercials where they pay you cash for your used vehicle, I had to pay them to take it away.


  I leaned forward.


  “Where’s Alex?”


  Neither Coursey nor Dailey so much as glanced at my boobs. I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful, or insulted.


  “We want some information first,” said Dailey.


  “You help us, we help you,” said Coursey.


  “Quid pro quo,” said Dailey.


  “You guys learned that term from watching Silence of the Lambs.”


  Dailey put his arm over the back of his seat and faced me.


  “We know you’re looking for her, Lieutenant. We want to help you.”


  “Fine. Where is she?”


  “Are you willing to trade information?”


  “What kind of information are you looking for?”


  Coursey handed Dailey an 8 ×10 mug shot, and he passed it back to me.


  “We’re looking for this man.”


  I studied the photo. White. Blond hair. Blue eyes. Mid-thirties.


  “What about him?” I asked.


  “You arrested him several years ago.”


  “I arrest a lot of people.”


  They stared at me. I stared back. Feds are masters at staring. But so am I. I didn’t get to the rank of lieutenant by being easily intimidated. I can go days without blinking.


  The staring contest continued, and I remembered the bank was going to close soon.


  “What did he do?” I finally asked.


  “Bank robbery. He tied three road flares together, walked into the drive-through lane, and placed the flares in the vacuum tube container.”


  “Live flares?”


  “No. Unlit flares. Along with a note saying it was dynamite, and he would set it off unless they gave him two thousand dollars.”


  Coursey handed me a photo taken by the bank surveillance camera. The man stood outside the bank window, holding a small black box with an antenna sticking out of the top. He was smiling and waving.


  “That’s a remote control car radio,” I said.


  “The tellers didn’t know that.”


  “They gave him the money?”


  “Yes. Then he returned the container and asked for his road flares back.”


  I shook my head, amazed. “He told them they were road flares?”


  “He did. Then he apologized for deceiving them, and sent them a package of cookies.”


  I suppressed a smirk. “Sounds like Public Enemy Number One.”


  “Bank robbery is a federal crime, Lieutenant.”


  “Did you canvass nearby convenience stores? You might also be able to nail him for trafficking in stolen Oreos.”


  I watched Coursey actually write that down. Maybe my government Jell-O mold idea wasn’t as fanciful as I thought.


  “So what do you extra-special agents want from me?”


  “This guy’s off the grid. No address. No job. Doesn’t pay taxes or Social Security. According to his record, he’s only been arrested once,” said Dailey.


  “By you,” said Coursey.


  “Like I said, I arrest a lot of people,” said I.


  “So you don’t know where he lives?”


  “I don’t know where he lives.”


  More staring. If they scrutinized me any harder, I might fall asleep.


  “Look, if I knew where he lived, we could all drive to his place right now. I’d even spring for the milk to dunk those cookies.”


  Coursey and Dailey shared another telepathy glance.


  “So where’s Alex?”


  “We have reason to believe she’s in Knoxville,” said Coursey.


  “Knoxville,” I repeated.


  “Tennessee,” said Dailey.


  “How did you learn this? Witness? Informer?”


  “Vicky.”


  I almost slapped myself in the forehead. Vicky is the Violent Criminal Apprehension Team Computer.


  “Vicky is the Violent Criminal Apprehension Team Computer,” said Coursey.


  “We’ve had this conversation before, guys.”


  “She compiles information, creates suspect profiles, and predicts future movements.”


  Vicky cost the taxpayers sixty-five million dollars, and she couldn’t predict the time an hour from now.


  I feng shuied my many negative thoughts and calmly asked, “Why does Vicky think Alex is in Knoxville, Tennessee?”


  “She compiled information and—”


  “I got that part. What led Vicky to believe this?”


  They were silent. I heard a faint, mechanical sound, which may have been the gears in their robotic brain implants failing.


  Coursey finally said, “There’s Dollywood.”


  I blinked. “Dollywood?”


  “It’s only thirty-five miles southeast of Knoxville,” said Dailey.


  “You think Alex Kork went to Dollywood?”


  More silence.


  “Why would she go to Dollywood?” I thought it was a reasonable question.


  “Everyone likes Western-themed rides and attractions,” said Coursey.


  “And Southern hospitality at affordable family prices,” said Dailey.


  I rubbed my eyes. “You rehearsed this. You planned this whole gag, and you’re going to laugh about this later on. Right?”


  They exchanged another glance.


  “Vicky cost sixty-five million dollars,” Coursey said.


  My phone rang. The one Alex gave me.


  “Excuse me, guys. I have to take this. Good luck with that cookie robber guy.”


  I pulled on the door handle. Naturally, it didn’t open. Federal, state, city, or town—cop cars were all the same.


  A second ring.


  “You want to let me out?”


  “Alexandra Kork has committed felonies in six states,” said Dailey. “So the Bureau is very interested in bringing her to justice.”


  The phone rang a third time. I still didn’t pick it up.


  “I promise I’ll check Dolly’s cleavage when I’m in Knoxville.”


  “If you find her, call us,” said Coursey.


  “We mean Alex, not Dolly,” said Dailey.


  “If she contacts me, you’ll be the first to know.”


  The door unlocked. I walked briskly away from the car, the rain a faucet on my head.


  “It’s Jack,” I said into the phone.


  No answer. I missed the call. I couldn’t call back, because the call would just forward to this number, giving me a busy signal. Shit. Then the phone beeped, telling me I had a text message. I accessed it.


  THIS IS LANCE. HE’S A COP.


  There was a picture. A man, from the waist up, duct-taped to a bed. Short brown hair. Brown eyes. Late thirties or early forties. He had no shirt, and his bare chest was covered with black and red marks.


  Burns.


  On the bed, dangling over his forehead, was some sort of metal arm, holding what looked like a microphone a foot above his face.


  Though he had tape over his mouth, I could tell he was screaming when the picture was taken: A feminine hand with a pink manicure held a miniature blowtorch against his nipple.


  A beep. Then a second text message came through.


  HE DIES IN TWELVE HOURS.


  I checked my watch: 5:33. He’d be dead by morning.


  The phone was getting seriously wet, so I shoved it into my purse. The Feds were gone. But by some huge stroke of fortune, a cab came up the street. I stuck up my hand and waved. He only slowed down enough to splash curb water on me.


  The WaMu was only four blocks away. Since I couldn’t get any colder, or wetter, I walked.


  I didn’t want this phone taken from me. It was my only link to Alex, the only way I could find her. But now I didn’t have a choice. A man’s life was at stake, and the clock was ticking. Detective Tom Mankowski was running the Kork investigation. He was a good cop. Plus he had a team behind him. Resources. Equipment. Funding. They could do more with the phone than I could. They’d have a better shot at saving that poor schmuck tied to the bed.


  It was the right decision, morally and legally. Mankowski owed me a favor, so he’d keep me in the loop. I had to turn in the phone—the sooner, the better.


  But I didn’t.


  God help me, I didn’t.
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CHAPTER 10


  Alex has the car radio cranked to the max, singing along with the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ ode to Magic Johnson. It ends too soon, and some rap shit comes on. She hits a few presets, but the car’s previous owner apparently had a hard-on for hip-hop. A quick search of the glove compartment finds it crammed with every single goddamn CD MC Ice Koffee every recorded, plus three albums of other rappers doing MC Ice Koffee songs. She tries listening to one. After thirty excruciating seconds she chucks it out the window and fantasizes MC Ice Koffee is the one dead in the trunk.


  She’s dressed in Levi’s, a Cubs hoodie she bought at the same thrift store she got the funeral hat, and some steel-toed Doc Martens. Her hair is in a ponytail under the hood, and an oversized pair of movie star sunglasses covers most of her face. From the sidewalk, from other cars, she’s ageless, sexless, anonymous, invisible. A lioness creeping through the high grass, unseen and unheard.


  The GPS advises Alex to turn right in three hundred feet. She does. Bay View is one of the nicer neighborhoods in the city. Row after row of Late Victorian–style houses, tall green trees, well-maintained lawns.


  “Arriving at destination.”


  Alex pats the GPS screen and says, “Thanks.” She parks the Honda across the street from a white two-story bungalow. An American flag hangs above the front door, next to the obligatory porch swing. Alex half expects Aunt Bea to stick her head out the window and call Opie home for supper.


  She pulls her purse onto her shoulder and subconsciously checks herself in the mirror, a habit she wishes she could break because it always sours her mood. This time is no exception.


  “You need duct tape and rubber bands to get men to fuck you,” she says to her reflection.


  Annoyed, Alex exits the car and walks up to the front door of the bungalow, giving the solid wooden door a firm knock.


  A teenage girl, sixteen or seventeen, answers. She’s wearing a belly shirt that exposes a piercing, tight jeans that ride just above her crotch, and more makeup than Boy George in his heyday. Her hair is as blond as the bottles can get.


  “You must be Leena. I’m Sergeant Friday. I’m working on a case with your father.”


  Alex flashes Lance’s police badge and ID, her finger partially obscuring his picture. She needn’t have bothered; Leena’s eyes are glued to Alex’s face.


  “What happened to you? Were you, like, burned or something?”


  “Don’t you think it’s rude to ask that?”


  Leena cocks out a hip.


  “I think it’s rude to walk around looking like Freddy Krueger.”


  Alex smiles, only half of her mouth moving.


  “Is your dad home?”


  A yawn. Alex is boring her.


  “He doesn’t get home until six.”


  “Mom?”


  “Mom’s dead.”


  “That’s hard.”


  Alex knows this from experience. She helped to kill her own mother, and the bitch didn’t die easy.


  “It’s a quarter to six,” Alex says. “I’ll wait for your father inside.”


  She tries to enter, but Leena blocks her path.


  “You can wait on the porch.”


  Alex almost laughs.


  “You’re not a very nice little girl.”


  Cue the eye roll. “Whatever.”


  Alex leans in closer.


  “I bet you get your way all the time, don’t you, Leena? Shake your perfect little boobies, stick out your size zero ass, and the men fall all over themselves trying to please you. I hope you’re getting it now. Because it doesn’t last.”


  Leena doesn’t seem to know if that was an insult or not.


  “I go to rainbow parties,” she says. “I’ve hooked up with plenty of boys.”


  Alex glances left, looking up the street.


  “Rainbow parties. I think I saw that on Oprah. You and your girlfriends take turns giving some guy head. What a waste.”


  “You’re the waste.”


  Alex looks right, down the street. All clear.


  “It’s too bad you’ll never learn, Leena. Being a woman isn’t about giving.” Alex winks her good eye. “It’s about taking.”


  Leena shrugs. “Are we done?”


  “Almost. I was listening to MC Ice Koffee in the car. Do you like him?”


  “Yeah. Ice is da bomb.”


  Alex hits Leena hard enough to break the girl’s nose. Then she enters the house and shuts the door behind her.


  “You ugly bitch!” Leena screams, hand pinching nostrils to stop the bleeding.


  Alex takes Lance’s 9mm from her purse and puts a round through Leena’s flawless face, killing her before she hits the floor. Then Alex goes into the kitchen, prepares herself a ham sandwich and a glass of milk, and waits on the sofa for Dad to come home.


  As Leena predicted, Lieutenant Lucky Andringa pulls into the garage at three minutes to six. When he steps into the house, Alex greets him with a bullet in the head, and another in the chest after he falls. Not very lucky at all. She takes his wallet, gun, and car keys, and marches into the garage.


  The van is a new Toyota hybrid, meant to conserve gas and preserve the environment. Ironic, considering what it’s hauling. In the back there’s a custom storage trunk with ten locked compartments. Alex spends a few moments fussing with the keys, opening drawers and doors.


  There’s everything Lance said there would be. Everything and more. Alex runs her fingertips over the PENO.


  It gives her chills.
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CHAPTER 11


  I was wondering when you’d call, Jackie. Did you buy a ham?”


  “Haven’t had the chance. We need to meet. Where are you?”


  “The Crimebago is mobile, sis. I can meet you anywhere.”


  I winced. “Crimebago?”


  “Crime plus Winnebago. Crim-e-bago. I was gonna have the name painted on the side, along with a chick in a garter belt riding a Harley, but since I’m using it for detecting, it’s better to keep things inconspicuous.”


  As if a motor home was inconspicuous.


  “Can you clone a cell phone?”


  “Hell yeah, I can clone a cell phone.”


  “Okay, meet me at the Washington Mutual bank on Diversey and Clark.”


  “You got it, sis. I’ll—”


  I hung up on him, crossed the street, and entered the WaMu, grateful they were open until six. The woman in line ahead of me had a pillowcase full of coins, and the teller fussed over her, both of them making predictions about the dollar value.


  I finger-combed my wet hair back, probing the stitches on my scalp. They itched. I probably had an infection. Hopefully I wouldn’t die until I saw this through.


  The change-counting machine spit out a receipt, and the teller gave the woman some cash, including a few coins, which went directly into the empty pillowcase. There was a metaphor for life somewhere in there, but I was too preoccupied to look for it.


  “Can I help you?”


  “I need to close an account.”


  I gave the teller Latham’s bank card. After we became engaged, we added our names to each other’s bank account. I never touched his money, but Latham insisted on this as a precaution. Wills meant the IRS took a chunk, and probate took time. He said this was easier.


  Practical Latham. I hadn’t given much thought about what I’d do with his money. I didn’t feel like I deserved any. I figured I’d split it among his relatives, maybe give some to charity. I didn’t have much of my own in the bank, but it was important I paid for his funeral out of my funds. The least I could do.


  “Both the checking and the savings, Ms. Daniels?”


  “Yes, please.”


  The teller pressed some buttons.


  “Are you sure you want to take all of it out?”


  “Yes.” I paused, considered my reason. “I’m going hunting.”


  Since Alex’s call this morning, I figured that would be the best use of Latham’s money.


  “I need to speak to my supervisor to authorize a cashier’s check for this amount. Can you hold on for a moment, Ms. Daniels?”


  “Sure. Out of curiosity, how much is the amount?”


  “Four hundred and eighty thousand, six hundred and thirty-six dollars.”


  I was sure I didn’t hear that right.


  “Excuse me?”


  She swiveled around the monitor so I could see. Latham had close to a half a million dollars in his accounts.


  While Latham never seemed to hurt financially—he lived in a nice condo, had nice things—he never mentioned having this much money. I tried to recall any conversation we had that would explain this. And then I remembered one, from a few weeks ago.


  “My CDs just matured. I think instead of letting them roll over, I’m going to try my hand at the stock market. What do you think?”


  “You’re the accountant. I don’t know anything about investments. I’m just a lowly cop.”


  “We could just take it all to Vegas, bet it on a single roulette spin.”


  “You hate Las Vegas.”


  “But wouldn’t that be exciting? A whole life’s work, doubled or lost in the blink of an eye.”


  “I’d never do that. I can’t afford to lose the whole three hundred bucks.”


  Then he’d told me he had three hundred in his wallet, and coyly asked if I’d like to double my net worth. We’d gone into the bedroom.


  The last time we’d ever made love.


  I couldn’t hold the tears back. I flat-out lost it in the middle of a WaMu, sobbing so hard it burned my tear ducts, crumpling to the floor and burying my face in my hands and hating myself so much that I barely even noticed as some strangers half carried me to a chair.


  I cried until my mouth went dry.


  A foghorn brought me back. I looked around, wondering if it was the bank alarm, hoping some ski-masked robbers had broken in so I could beg one to shoot me.


  The horn blared again. Coming from the street.


  The Crimebago.


  And suddenly, I had a reason to live. I pushed the pain back, deep inside, and vowed not to let it out again. I’d deal with it later.


  Someone offered me a box of tissues. I took a handful, filled them up with liquid self-pity, and tossed them in a can under a desk. Then I cleared my throat, stood up, and held my chin high.


  My voice was steady when I said, “I’ll just take a five-thousand-dollar withdrawal. Cash.”


  Another honk. I fished out my cell and called Harry.


  “If you honk one more time, I’m going to impale you on the steering column.”


  “Sounds fun.”


  “I’ll be out in a minute.”


  “See if they have any extra pens. I don’t have any pens.”


  I hung up and waited at the counter while a teller counted out a never-ending stack of hundreds. First using the automatic bill counter, then by hand.


  “Anything else, Ms. Daniels?”


  The pen on the counter had one of those chains on it, so I sheepishly asked, “Does your bank have any pens?”


  She handed me one with the bank phone number printed on it. I crammed the money into my purse, thanked her, and walked out to greet Harry McGlade.


  The Crimebago was obscenely huge, the size and shape of a bus, white with blue and red stripes. There were six windows on the side facing me. I rapped on the center one attached to the trailer door.


  The door swung out and a grinning, leering McGlade offered me a hand up. I chose to grip the door frame instead.


  “Welcome aboard, Jackie. Did you grab me a fistful of pens?”


  I handed him the pen.


  “Only one? Weren’t they free?”


  Unsurprisingly, the interior smelled like the same aftershave Harry apparently bathed in, so strong it made my nostril hairs curl. Also, for reasons only known to McGlade, the air-conditioning was on, making every pore on my body pucker into gooseflesh.


  “So, you like it?”


  “It’s freezing.”


  “Yeah, I’m having some climate control problems. I’ve got the oven on to offset that. You want a tour?”


  “I need you to clone a cell phone first.”


  “That can wait.”


  “It can’t wait.”


  “It has to. Cloning a phone ain’t easy. I’ve got a reader that can copy the SIM and put it on a new card, but it takes a few hours. What do you need it for?”


  “Alex is going to kill a cop. She gave me a phone, and she sends me clues. I can’t give it up, because it’s my only link to her. But I can’t keep the phone from the police.”


  Harry scratched himself someplace I didn’t want or need or like to see.


  “Cloning won’t work. If a phone gets cloned, only one can work at a time. The cops couldn’t listen in, and they wouldn’t get Alex’s messages. Or you wouldn’t—it depends who is closest to a cell tower.”


  Shit.


  McGlade took my elbow and walked me past a large sofa to the rear of the cabin. The floor was carpeted. The walls were trimmed in dark wood that matched the cabinets.


  “This is the galley. It’s called a galley, not a kitchen. And this is the bathroom, but it’s called the head. I like that name. Head.”


  “Can you trace a cell phone call?”


  He shrugged. “Yes and no. I could get the number she’s calling from, but could only pinpoint it to within a few hundred yards.”


  “What if she spoofed it?” I asked.


  “Then no. This is the bedroom. There’s no bed, because it’s in the wall and comes out when I press the button to activate the sideout. It’s totally James Bond cool. Wanna see?”


  “Not really.”


  McGlade pressed the button anyway. The wall extended outward and a Murphy bed levered down. King size, with red velour sheets.


  “You’re a chick. Does seeing this make you want to get naked?”


  “No.”


  “I’m getting a mirror installed on the ceiling next week. Would that seal the deal?”


  “There’s no way to trace it through the phone company?”


  He pressed the button again. The bed began to rise.


  “You know how cell phones work, right? By radio transmission. So they need antennas. Chicago has a few, and each handles thousands of calls every second. We’d have to contact every cell phone provider in the country, get their rec ords, and go through each billing minute one at a time to find out which one matched Alex’s call to get the ID number. There had to be tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of calls at that time.”


  The small amount of hope I’d brought with me was quickly fading away. Then I remembered what Hajek said.


  “Could you trace it by analyzing the SIM card? If she’s sending text messages?”


  Harry looked thoughtful, then scratched himself again. It was like he had a metal hand and a pair of magnets in his scrotum.


  Actually, he did have a metal hand. But he didn’t use that for scratching, and probably with good reason. I’d seen Harry accidentally crush a doorknob with that hand.


  “That might actually work, sis, because texts are saved on the card. The spoof fools caller ID, but it might not fool the SIM.”


  Harry walked past, into the lounge area opposite the sofa. He flipped a switch on the wall and a cabinet opened, a table coming down. It had a built-in keyboard and a flat-screen monitor, which flipped up. He dug a small white box out of a drawer and attached a cord to one end, plugging the other into a USB slot on the keyboard.


  “Open the back of the phone and gimme the SIM.”


  I pried out the little data card and handed it over, then spent a minute tracking down the vent that was blowing cold air in my face. I closed it, but that only made the other vents blow even harder.


  “You like my screen saver?”


  I glanced at the monitor, expecting to see some naked girl eating a banana. Instead it was a pic of Harry with his arm around my mother. Both were smiling. I felt myself wince.


  “It’s … nice,” I managed.


  “Me and Mom have a lot of catching up to do. Mother and son stuff.”


  “You know, the DNA results haven’t come—”


  “Gotcha, you little bastard! There’s the TAP/CIBER, and now I run the decryption program. This will take a few seconds. You get Mom anything for her birthday? I’m thinking a cat.”


  Speaking of non sequiturs.


  “We’ve already got a cat.”


  “I know. Mr. Friskers, right? Is he still meaner than spit?”


  “He’s currently in a kitty motel. It’s seventy-five bucks a day, plus we have to pay for injuries to the staff.”


  “That could get pricey.”


  “Hopefully that groomer won’t need eye surgery.”


  “Does Mom like dogs? Or maybe a monkey? I’d like to have a monkey. You can teach them to fetch you things, like beer. A beer monkey. That would be cool. We could smoke cigars and watch King Kong together. I love the remake. It’s got the extended footage, which means it’s seventeen hours long. We can watch it later, on Blu-ray, if you want.”


  “Were you ever tested for ADHD?” I asked.


  “Yeah. But the Ritalin makes me hyper. Okay, the decryption is finished, and … there’s the phone number. I’m amazing.”


  Harry pointed at it, and I wanted to punch the screen. It was the same Deer Park number Hajek had given me. My phone wasn’t a direct link to Alex, as I’d hoped. It was part of that call-forwarding daisy chain he had mentioned. I explained this to Harry.


  “All’s not lost, sis. I can find the phone in Deer Park, get the SIM, and then locate the next phone in the chain. It will lead to Alex eventually.”


  “There could be ten phones in the chain, Harry. You said you can only pinpoint the call within a few hundred yards, and she could have these hidden all over the country.”


  “It’s a start. I’ve got an RF detector. I can find the phones.”


  I closed my eyes, thinking. Normally, when I was chasing a perp, there were witnesses to interview, evidence to examine, clues to follow up on. Alex was effectively invisible, and could be anywhere. How the hell do you find a person who only shows you what she wants you to see?


  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you’re our only hope here, Harry. There’s no other way to find her.”


  “I can do it. It’ll just take some time.”


  “Time is something we don’t have.”


  “So I see.”


  Harry brought the picture up on the monitor, of Lance taped to the bed and screaming. I checked my watch.


  “Unless we can find him, he’s dead in just over eleven hours.”


  Harry didn’t say anything, which was out of character. I wondered if the picture brought him back to the time he was Alex’s captive. She was the reason he had a prosthetic hand, and though he never talked about it, I knew a blowtorch played a part.


  “We’ll find him,” Harry eventually said.


  “How, if we can’t trace her calls?”


  “She left us a clue.”


  “What clue?”


  “He’s a cop named Lance. Probably hundreds of those in the U.S. But how many have one of these?”


  Harry pointed to the metal tripod, which held the thing that looked like a microphone over Lance’s head. I leaned in closer, squinting, and couldn’t believe I missed it earlier.


  “It’s a pigstick,” I said.


  “Yeah. Looks like old Lance is on the Bomb Squad. The pigstick is armed with a shotgun shell, attached to a blasting cap. That wire is shock tube, probably leading to a timer. When the time is up, the round fires into poor Lance’s face.”


  If Alex was being honest. For all I knew, Lance might already be dead. Or he might not be named Lance at all. I stared at his face again, his agony forever frozen in time. I wondered if Alex was still burning him.


  “Alex sent me an earlier text, a few weeks ago. Said she was in Milwaukee. I don’t know if she’s telling the truth or not.”


  “She’s a lying crazy psycho bitch. Believing her is a mistake.”


  “She bought this phone in Gurnee, which is on the way to Milwaukee. Maybe we should start heading up there.”


  “If she’s lying, we could be heading in the wrong direction.”


  I chewed my lower lip.


  “You need to bring in the troops on this, Jackie. They can send out a bulletin to other cop shops. Maybe even get his face on TV.”


  Harry must have noticed my reaction, because he shook his head.


  “We don’t have to give them the phone. Or even a clone of the phone. We can forward the pictures and texts to one of their phones. Send it to fatso. He’ll take care of it.”


  “Fine.” I held out my hand. “Give me the card back.”


  “Let me save this first. Resolution is for shit. Maybe I can tweak it, get a serial number on the pigstick. Can’t be that many of those out there.”


  Harry opened up a photo program, but my mind was elsewhere. I’d met a few Explosive Ordnance Disposal cops. Serious, professional guys. A pigstick was a portable arm that held a shell or a high-pressure water jet, used to remotely detonate suspicious devices. Detonation wire, shock tube, and blasting caps were tools of the EOD. But they weren’t the only tools.


  Most bomb squads had bigger, more dangerous devices.


  If Alex had a pigstick, what else could she have?
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CHAPTER 12


  The Jordan Historical Society, located only a mile from the beach, has closed for the day. It’s dark and quiet.


  Alex drives past the empty parking lot, over the grass, and pulls to a stop behind some fir trees. She kills the engine, grabs her army surplus duffel bag, and leaves the Honda, walking back toward the main building. The night has cooled off to the mid-forties. She tucks her hair under the hood and pulls the cords tight around her face. It’s doubtful anyone is watching, but it never hurts to be careful.


  The M4 Sherman tank sits in front of the building on a dais of concrete, just like in the Web site pictures. Alex walks up to it, touches the cold green steel. It’s smaller than she expects, several yards shorter and half the weight of the MI Abrams. The 60mm gun on the turret is pointed east, poised to protect the shoreline from approaching enemy armadas. Metaphorically, of course, because the barrel is filled with concrete.


  Alex rests the duffel bag on the front tread fender and sticks a mini Maglite in her teeth. Pointing downward, she tears the paper off a brick of PENO. The plastic explosive is gray, without odor, heavy for its size. Alex pulls off a fist-sized hunk and rolls it between her palms. It’s stickier, and slightly stiffer, than modeling clay. She forms it into a pyramid shape, then places the base against the frontal hull of the tank, which the Internet says is sixty-one millimeters thick.


  Returning to the duffel bag, she removes a bridgewire detonator and loops the bag’s strap over her shoulder. The blasting cap is pushed into the tip of the pyramid, and Alex attaches a shock tube to that and plays line out of the spool until she’s fifty yards away, behind the side of the building. She crimps the detonation cord into an electric sparker and smiles her half smile.


  “Fire in the hole.”


  The explosion shakes the ground and momentarily deafens her. She remembers to open her mouth like she was taught, which equalizes the pressure on both sides of her ear drums. It still hurts, almost like getting struck in the head. The ringing continues as she approaches the tank, winding the now empty shock tube around her arm as she goes. There’s no fire, and the smoke has almost dissipated. Alex points her flashlight at the hull and sees a jagged twenty-inch hole where armor used to be. It smells like hot coals and melted iron.


  “Perfect,” she says, but can’t hear herself say it. She stuffs the used tubing back into her duffel bag and heads for the car.


  Phase one of the plan is finished. Time to start phase two.
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CHAPTER 13


  You should turn the phone in, Jack.”


  Herb Benedict. We’d been partners for over a decade, and often played conscience for each other. But right now I needed an enabler.


  “I have to see this through, Herb. Start with Milwaukee PD. See if anyone on their Bomb Squad is named Lance.”


  “How do you expect to find her? Track her cell phone?”


  “It can’t be tracked. Not directly. Long story.”


  “Then how? She could be anywhere. You’re just going to sit around and wait for her to send you clues?”


  “That’s all I can do right now. That and prepare for when I’ll have a shot at her. Does your cell accept pictures and text?”


  “You’ve seen my cell. I think it’s the very first one. It uses rotary.”


  I sat on Harry’s sofa, shivering, and switched the phone to my other ear. The leather under my butt was cold.


  “I want to send you what Alex is sending me. I know you’re off the case too, but I’m hoping you can be my ears while I’m gone.”


  I could picture Herb thinking, probably rubbing his mustache with his thumb and forefinger. “Bernice has one of those new Motorola phones, the kind that does everything except make you a sandwich. Send it to her.”


  He gave me the number.


  “Thanks, Herb. I owe you so many I’ll never pay them all back.”


  “There’s this mail order steak place. Grade-A prime-cut Angus beef. Ships them to you frozen. Their number is 1-800-MEATS4U. The 4 is a number and the U is the letter U.”


  “Consider it done.”


  “I like rib-eyes. And T-bones. And New York strips. And filets. Basically I like everything. They also sell Turduckinlux. That’s a turkey breast, stuffed with a duck breast, stuffed with a chicken breast, stuffed with bacon-wrapped hamburger patties.”


  “I’ll call them as soon as we get off the phone.” I swallowed, hating to say what came next. “Look, Herb, I know you’re being cautious, but Alex might take a shot at you. Or your wife.”


  “I could have Bernice stay with her mother, come and help you out.”


  “No way.”


  “My leg’s not that bad, Jack. I can move fast if I have to.”


  Herb was loyal, smart, and tough. But he could never be called fast. And with his injury, all he’d be doing was putting himself in danger.


  “Stay with your wife and heal. That’s an order.”


  “What if I had some psycho killer after me? Would you stay out of it?”


  “My psycho killer, my rules. I need you to stay close to the investigation, Herb. Keep me in the loop. Besides, I have some help.”


  “That idiot McGlade? He’s a card-carry ing asshole. I’m serious. He once showed me the card.”


  I eyed Harry, who was squinting at porn on the computer screen.


  “He’s not that bad,” I said.


  “Please don’t tell me you’re with him in that stupid RV.”


  “It has really good air-conditioning.”


  “Want me to turn it up?” Harry asked, never taking his eyes off the screen. A gorilla had joined the party. No—just a guy in a gorilla suit. Whatever happened to normal, old-fashioned porn?


  “Jesus, Jack. How am I supposed to sleep knowing that bonehead has your back?”


  “I’m getting more help.”


  “Who? The criminal guy? Phineas something?”


  “Troutt.”


  “What makes you think he’ll help you?”


  I got an image in my mind, of the last time I saw Phin. He had hugged me, holding it longer than our friendship warranted.


  “He’ll help.”


  Herb sighed, loud and dramatic.


  “I want you to call me. Every evening at seven. If you don’t call, I’m coming after you.”


  “Thanks, Herb. We’ll talk soon.”


  “We’ll talk tomorrow. At seven. Sooner if I hear anything. And tell that asshole McGlade to sit on his mechanical thumb and spin.”


  Herb hung up, and I tucked the phone back into my purse.


  “How’s the partner?” Harry asked. “Still fat?”


  “He says hi. Can you send the picture and texts to him?”


  I handed Bernice’s cell number to Harry.


  “Sure. I got a program that can do it from the computer.”


  “We also need to go to Wrigleyville. Joe’s Pool Hall, to see if Phin is there.”


  “Check and roger.”


  “And turn off the porn.”


  Harry batted his eyelashes. “Anything else I can do for you, Your Highness?”


  “Yes,” I said, thinking of Alex. “Take me to the nearest gun shop. I need to exercise my second amendment rights to bear arms.”
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CHAPTER 14


  Alex sits in a bookstore café, dressed in her funeral best.


  The WiFi is free, and her laptop is open. Her back is to the wall so no one can see her screen.


  She uses a search engine to find her next victim. First the name. Then the town. It takes less than three minutes to get a phone number, and another two minutes to find the address. Scary how easy it is to find someone, Alex muses. People should pay closer attention to protecting their privacy.


  The drive will take a few hours. Alex decides to wait until morning before leaving. She can’t go back to the Old Stone Inn, because her bed is currently occupied. She calls the cell phone using the computer program, and a window opens, showing her a live feed of Lance. The picture isn’t very good—even with all the lights on, the room is pretty dim. The camera phone is taped up to the wall, offering a wide angle. She presses some buttons, zooms in on Lance’s chest.


  He’s asleep. Or unconscious. The burns have stopped bleeding, begun to scab over. It makes the symbols easier to see. She saves a picture of her laptop screen as a JPEG, crops it in Photoshop, and uploads it to her cell, viewing it from various angles, and judging it clue-worthy.


  It’s all Greek to me, Alex thinks.


  Jack will get a copy later tonight.


  Alex hits the hibernate key, blanking out her screen, and lets her eyes prowl around.


  The bookstore is one of those large chains, ten times bigger than the library in the town where she grew up. Alex’s father hated libraries. Believed that people only needed one book, the Bible, and that all others led to Satan. But according to Father, pretty much everything led to Satan. He blamed the dev il for his appetites. He should have learned to embrace them. Indulge them without remorse.


  Like she does.


  Alex yawns, stretches out her long legs, and leans back in the chair to scope out women.


  One walks by, wiggling her hips, getting in line for coffee. The right build. Right age. She orders something called chai tea. Alex doesn’t know what that is. It would be a good thing to use as a way of introduction. But when Alex stands she notices how short the woman is, and doesn’t bother. She sits back down.


  Another woman, tall enough, but too young. Some men, whom Alex barely glances at. Then, a brunette. Age and height fine. A big ass, but people can lose weight. Alex gets into line behind her.


  The woman orders a large vanilla latte and a pecan Danish, neither of which will help narrow her gluteus maximus.


  “Are the Danish good here?”


  The woman glances over her shoulder.


  Alex doesn’t smile behind the veil. She knows how it contorts her face, makes her look even more freakish. It’s a definite handicap. Smiles disarm people. Taking a smile away from a recreational killer is like taking a pinky from a major league pitcher.


  “They’re pretty good. Not as good as the coffee place on Prospect.”


  The woman faces the cashier again. She’s either in a hurry, not wanting to chat, or Alex’s veil has set off subconscious warning bells. Strangers aren’t to be trusted. People who hide their face are hiding something else.


  Alex moves in a little closer, watches as the woman digs into her purse for a wallet. Though her clothes are decent, expensive, her handbag looks more like a backpack than an accessory. Alex catches glimpses of a tissue pack, some children’s Tylenol, and a large key ring attached to a Lucite-encased family photo.


  No good. Alex returns to her table, and is surprised to find a little girl standing next to it. She’s blond, perhaps eight years old, and staring at Alex’s laptop screen.


  “Is that man hurt?”


  She points at the live feed of the hotel room. Lance has woken up, and he’s thrashing around on the bed like Linda Blair in The Exorcist. The child must have pressed a key, brought the computer back from hibernation mode.


  Alex closes the cover, then looks around to make sure no one else saw anything.


  “It’s a movie. He’s pretending to be hurt.”


  “My favorite movie is Toy Story. Have you seen Toy Story? It’s about a cowboy named Woody, who is really named Tom Hanks. There’s also Toy Story 2, but we don’t have it anymore because it got stuck in the DVD player and Mommy threw it out.”


  Alex stares at the girl. So small and fragile. Father would have liked her. Alex prefers adults to children. Nothing can induce a migraine like a little kid screaming hour after hour. Even gagged, the high pitch is piercing enough to call stray dogs.


  “Melinda!”


  A woman hurries over, her expression a mix of concern and disappointment. She’s tall, thin, pretty, platinum blond. Alex notices how she moves, in an easy, assured way. Athlete. Possibly a dancer.


  “What have I told you about wandering off? You were supposed to stay by the picture books.”


  “The lady has a computer like Daddy’s.”


  Melinda points to Alex’s laptop.


  “It is like Daddy’s, but that doesn’t mean you can go and touch things that aren’t yours.” Her blue eyes measure Alex. There’s no hesitation, no drop in confidence, even when she notices the veil. “I apologize. Melinda, she’s a curious little bug. I hope she didn’t disturb you or ruin anything.”


  “You might want to keep her on a tighter leash.” Alex puts a bit of iron in her voice. “There are some pretty crazy people in the world.”


  “Tell me about it. Look, it’s not my business, but is that blazer Dolce and Gabbana? It is freaking gorgeous.”


  “Yes, it is.” Alex appraises the woman’s outfit, jeans and a red top. “Those jeans are Italian, aren’t they?”


  The woman lights up. “Yes! You won’t ever guess what they’re called.”


  “They’re called My Ass. I used to have a pair. The belt line in back dips down, like the top of a heart.”


  The woman spins on her toes and lifts her shirt, revealing the divot, along with an intricate lower back tattoo. No visible thong or panty lines. Her heels are three inches, gold lamé. Alex amends her initial assessment from dancer to stripper. She’s the perfect height, and no wedding ring either.


  “I used to love those jeans. I bet your husband does.”


  “I’m not married.”


  “My mistake. Melinda said Daddy, so I just assumed …”


  “Daddy died,” Melinda chirped in, just as cheerful as when she was talking about Toy Story.


  “We were never married,” the woman explained. “Her father died last year. Car accident.”


  Alex’s interest rises several notches. She still isn’t sure about the woman’s sexual orientation, so she plays it coy.


  “I’m new here, so I don’t know where any of the shops are. Where can a girl buy Louis Vuitton in this town?”


  “I love Louis Vuitton! See?”


  She holds up her brown purse, which Alex had spotted immediately after noticing her.


  “It’s freaking gorgeous,” Alex says. “I’m Gracie, by the way.”


  “Samantha. Sammy for short.”


  Sammy offers her hand, smirks. Her touch is soft, and she tickles her index finger on the inside of Alex’s palm when she shakes.


  “Look, Sammy, this may sound kind of forward, but I need someone to help me shop. I’ve been hiding from the world for a while. Car accident. Really messed up my face. This is the only outfit I feel I can wear in public. I haven’t been out of the house in months.”


  “God, Gracie, that’s awful.”


  “Are you and Melinda free now? We could hit a few shops, then I’d buy you guys dinner.”


  “Shit, that would be fun. But my shift starts in an hour.”


  “Is Sammy your stage name?”


  Sammy grins wide, revealing perfect caps.


  “Stage name is Princess. You used to be in the life? You’ve got the body for it.”


  “I’ve worked a few poles in my day. Which club?”


  “High Rollers. It’s uptown.”


  “Long hours. Does Grandma watch Melinda while you dance?”


  “Grandma is in heaven with Daddy,” Melinda says.


  Sammy puts both arms around her daughter, cradling her face. “Our neighbor watches the bug. I only work four nights a week.”


  “Money that good?”


  “It’ll do till I get my business degree. I’m taking some classes during the day, when she’s in school.”


  No husband, no mother, and a stripper to boot. She’s almost perfect.


  “If tonight isn’t good, maybe sometime later?”


  “Definitely. Let’s trade numbers.”


  Sammy digs a pen out of her purse, writes down Alex’s cell phone number on the back of a McDonald’s receipt. She rips the paper in half, and gives Alex her number.


  “One more thing, Sammy. And this is embarrassing. When I was working, sometimes the customers would want a little extra attention, and I got busted. As a condition of my parole, I’m not allowed to associate with any known criminals. If you’ve got a record …”


  Sammy shakes her head.


  “I’m clean as a whistle. High Rollers gets stung all the time, under-cover cops coming in, trying to get the girls to do more than dance. Two of my friends got nailed, so I don’t do that. Not that I think it’s wrong or anything. Just can’t risk getting arrested when I’ve got Melinda to look after.”


  “Cool. Good luck tonight. Make some money.”


  “I always do. Hopefully we can hook up soon, Gracie.”


  Alex smiles her half smile and pats Melinda on the head.


  “You can count on it.”
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CHAPTER 15


  Phin wore jeans and a white T-shirt, an outfit I’d seen him in many times. When he was bald from the chemo, it made him look like Mr. Clean, right down to the broad chest and narrow hips. He was currently in remission and his hair was back, blond and cut short.


  He was leaning over the pool table, lining up his shot using a bridge. I’d never seen him use a bridge before, but when I eased through the throng of bar patrons and got closer I saw the reason. His left arm was in a sling.


  Phin glanced up at me, looked back down at the table, and worked the stick. The cue ball hit the six, which knocked the nine into a side pocket, winning the game. His opponent, a blue-collar guy with mean eyes and a fuzzy beard, swore and dropped ten bucks on the rail.


  “Lucky shot, crip. Let’s go again.”


  Phin laid down the cue and the money disappeared into his jeans.


  “Some other time, pal. I’ve got some other competition.”


  “Like hell. We’re going again. I got money to win back.”


  “I said later.”


  “I said now!”


  Mean Eyes grabbed Phin by his bad arm, high on the biceps. Phin spun, so fast he was a blur, coming up behind the guy and snatching his hair. He yanked, flipping his attacker over an outstretched leg and onto his back. Phin placed a boot heel on his throat as Mean Eyes flailed his arms. The flailing stopped when Phin raised the cue, directly over the man’s eye.


  “I beat you at nine ball one-handed. You want me to kick your ass one-handed?”


  Mean Eyes attempted to shake his head. Tough to do, when someone is stepping on your neck.


  Phin raised his foot, and the guy scrambled away, pushing through the gawkers. Then Phin tilted up his head at me. My dress was still damp and clingy, and his stare lingered on my body in an unmistakably male way. I’d been gawked at by men all day, but this time it didn’t bother me. Truth told, it made my skin flush, which warmed me up for the first time in hours. When Phin’s eyes finally met mine, they were kind.


  “Hi, Jack. Latham was a good guy. I’m sorry I couldn’t go to the funeral.”


  I had expected Phin to make an appearance, after all we’d been through together. But my earlier chat with the Feebies explained his absence.


  “Too many cops there,” I said.


  “Not my kind of crowd.”


  “Last time we spoke, you told me you weren’t wanted for anything.”


  “You had enough on your mind, Jack. Didn’t want to burden you.”


  I should have been pissed, but the smile was already on my lips.


  “Road flares?”


  Phin’s face stayed blank.


  “What are you referring to, Lieutenant?”


  “You want to play coy? You weren’t coy for the bank cameras. The Feds showed me a nice picture of you waving.”


  “Must have me confused with some other handsome guy.” His voice betrayed nothing, but his eyes crinkled at the edges.


  “You don’t trust me, Phin? Think I’m wearing a wire?”


  “I know you’re not.” His eyes moved down. “Not the way that dress is hugging you.”


  I blushed harder, hoped he didn’t notice it, then wondered why I cared one way or another. Phin was a friend, and nothing more. He was also a criminal. Our relationship went as far as playing pool, and doing each other occasional favors. Sex was not among those favors, and it should have been the last thing on my mind at the moment.


  I came closer, resting my hip against the table.


  “How’d you hurt your arm?”


  “Dislocated elbow. Happened that night with Alex.”


  “You never told me.”


  “You had enough on your mind. Didn’t want to burden you.”


  He moved a step closer, until we were less than a foot apart. His expression was friendly, playful. In the bar lighting his blue eyes appeared deep purple.


  “You here for a game?”


  “No time. How bad is the elbow?”


  Phin removed the sling, stretched out his arm. I watched his face. If he was in pain, I couldn’t tell.


  “I’m supposed to keep it immobile, but I have a full range of motion.”


  “Painkillers?”


  “Nonprescription. Alex back?”


  I nodded.


  “Who’s on our side?”


  “Just me and McGlade.”


  “So now we’re three. When are we starting?”


  “Now. You free?”


  Phin leaned in, until our bodies were almost touching. His friendly stare became something else.


  “I’m always free for you, Jack.”


  His breath was warm, and smelled faintly of cinnamon. When he touched my hip, I moved away. I needed Phin’s help, but unlike with Hajek, I wasn’t willing to lead him on to get it. Not because I felt anything for Phin. But because, unlike with Hajek, I didn’t think Phin would be dissuaded once he was encouraged.


  “We need guns,” I said.


  Phin took the hint, gave me some space. “I know a guy.”


  I grinned. “I do too. He works at Sports Authority. Can you fire a rifle?”


  “Haven’t had much practice. But I’m a quick study.”


  “I meant with your injury.”


  “I’m good at coping. But I need to pick up some things first.”


  “No time. Latham’s paying for this. We can get you clothes and toiletries at the store.”


  “Some things aren’t for sale at the store.”


  I wondered what he meant, then wondered if I really wanted to know.


  “We need to go now, Phin.”


  “Okay.” Phin dug his hands into his pockets. “I’m yours.”


  We made our way through Joe’s, weaving through laughing, happy people, and one who wasn’t laughing or happy.


  “Liar! You ain’t crippled!”


  Mean Eyes broke through the crowd and launched himself at Phin. I caught a glimpse of something in his hand, and my leg whipped around in a spin kick, my head snapping back to take aim. I planted my foot dead center in the guy’s gut, as hard a blow as I’ve ever landed. He fell to his knees, dropped his knife, clutched his belly, and began puking up beer. I should have arrested him, but I didn’t have my badge on me, didn’t have any handcuffs, and didn’t have the time.


  I bent down and grabbed his knife, a four-inch folder with a serrated blade. Phin squatted next to me and picked up my heel, which had broken off.


  “Nice. Red is my favorite color.”


  I didn’t understand what he meant, because my dress and shoes were black.


  Only when we walked outside did I remember that my panties were red. My dress must have ridden up while I was kicking.


  I felt myself flush, embarrassed, even though I had no reason to be. Phin was a friend. Nothing more.


  I kept saying that to myself, over and over, as we walked back to the Crimebago.
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CHAPTER 16


  Alex can’t sleep.


  True, it’s only ten p.m. But it has been a pretty full day. She killed two people, got laid, tortured an old friend, killed two more people, flirted in a bookstore, and planned her next murder. She should be exhausted. But instead, she’s wired.


  The Motel 6 room she’s in is nicer than the one where she left Lance. The bed is bigger, softer. The pillows fluffier. Sleep should come. But she stares at the ceiling, jaw set, unable to relax. Her mind refuses to shut off. The end is in sight. Not quite the home stretch, but each passing hour brings her closer to her goal. A goal that will fix everything in Alex’s life.


  Jack is no doubt on her way. That idiot McGlade is probably with her. And Phin, whom Alex finds dangerously attractive. She imagines having Phin tied to the bed, and predicts she wouldn’t need to use a rubber band with him. If circumstances were different, she might not even need bindings. Phin wouldn’t mind a woman with scars. Perhaps he’d even find them sexy. She senses in him the same predatory nature as Charles, her one true love.


  People like Phin and Charles are rare and exotic as snow leopards, and just as hard to catch. Unfortunately, you can’t put an ad in the personals that reads Freakishly scarred serial killer looking for soul mate, must have great abs and enjoy guns, violence, and romantic candlelight dinners.


  But Phin is an enemy, and a serious threat, so he has to die. They all have to die. They killed her beloved Charles. They sent her to prison. They took her face.


  Alex rolls onto her stomach. The room is dark. The sheets are cool and smell like laundry detergent. She closes her eyes and parts her legs.


  Maybe Alex can plan it so she can give Phin a farewell fuck. See how many times he can get it up before she peels off his skin.


  McGlade won’t get a farewell fuck. While he’s also an enemy, he doesn’t pose the same danger as Phin and Jack. Alex decides to let him live—after she removes his other hand, his eyes, and his balls. And perhaps throws in some third-degree burns as well.


  The idea of burning McGlade makes her tingle. She arches her back, then presses against the mattress.


  An ambulance. Or hospital. She’ll break into one sometime in the next few days. Steal some antibiotics, sutures, and a few IV bags. When she gets Harry McGlade alone, she wants to make sure he survives his extensive injuries to lead a horrible, disfigured, unhappy, and very long life.


  Getting warm in here. Alex yanks off her cover blanket, reaches down.


  Now Jack—Alex has spent hours obsessing over how Jack will die. First, emotional and psychological suffering. Alex wants to make Jack regret becoming a cop. To break her down until she has no will to live.


  Then, when the physical suffering starts, Alex will prolong her death until she gets bored. Perhaps rent a cabin in the north woods, keep Jack chained there, visit her a few times a week for some female bonding over extended sessions of excruciating pain. Maybe I’ll pick up a paper, Alex thinks, check the real estate listings for someplace secluded.


  Revenge is best served cold, but fantasizing about what she’ll do to Jack makes her hot. So hot that she considers going back to the Old Stone Inn and riding Lance again.


  But Alex can’t go back there. Time and again, Jack has proven herself a smart and worthy adversary. While Alex is pretty confident that Jack won’t find Lance in time, she doesn’t want to risk the lieutenant bursting into the room while she’s bouncing toward the Big O.


  However, there are other ways for a horny girl to get her rocks off. Ways that are a lot more satisfying than self-gratification.


  Alex rolls to the edge of the bed and flips on the light. The drive will take a few hours, but she’s not tired. If her victim is home, and the setup looks good, Alex might even get laid tonight.


  Sex and death. They go together like chocolate and peanut butter.


  She dresses as fast as she can, jeans and a hoodie, grabs the things she needs, and hangs a Do Not Disturb sign on the doorknob before heading to the car.


  It’s time to go looking for a cop.
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CHAPTER 17


  So far,” Herb’s voice was tired, frustrated, “not a single bomb squad has responded saying they have a cop named Lance on their team.”


  “No hits on the picture?”


  I was back in the Crimebago, and warm because of Phin. Not due to sexual tension, or anger, or embarrassment. Phin had been able to fix Harry’s air conditioner.


  “You know how hard it is to ID by pic, Jack. How differently people look in different situations. In Lance’s case, he’s got duct tape around half his head and he’s screaming in agony. We might not even recognize him if he was eating a five-course Mongolian BBQ across from us.”


  Leave it to Herb to work food into the discussion.


  “Any MIAs?” I switched my cell phone from my left hand to my right.


  “One. A Detective Don Oakes, EOD out of North Carolina. Didn’t report in today. His lieut said the pic sort of looks like him.”


  “Where in North Carolina?”


  “Wilmington. On the coast.”


  “You’ve alerted their department?”


  “Got an all points on Oakes. They’re bringing in the Feds, suspected kidnapping.”


  “Thanks, Herb.”


  “Keep me in the loop. And don’t forget my Turduckinlux.”


  Herb hung up. Harry plopped himself on the couch next to me. The aftershave smell made me wince.


  “Alex told me she went through basic training in North Carolina.” He scratched himself in a bad place. “Makes sense she’d go there.”


  Phin folded his arms. “I don’t want to get within a mile of Alex without long-range backup. If we go to NC, we have to leave the rifles behind.”


  We’d just spent several thousand dollars of Latham’s money at a local sporting goods store, buying two H-S Precision professional hunting rifles with twenty-six-inch barrels, chambered for .377. But no traveling cases for them, and no time to get any. My watch said 10:30 p.m. Lance would be dead in seven hours. Assuming we could get a late flight out, we wouldn’t have much time to find him.


  “You scared of a girl, Phin?” Harry asked.


  “Yes,” Phin said.


  Harry nodded. “Me too. I vote we stay here, see if something else shakes loose. The WPD probably won’t let us in on the investigation anyway.”


  “I agree with Harry. But this is your decision, Jack.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to force a brilliant thought. I settled for a semi-apparent one.


  “How did Alex get the pigstick?”


  Harry made a face. “Duh. She stole it from Lance, who’s on a bomb squad somewhere.”


  “Did she just find a random EOD cop and follow him home?”


  Phin leaned against the kitchen counter. Or the galley counter, in Harryspeak. “I get it. She knows him.”


  “Fatso hasn’t found anyone named Lance on any bomb squad?”


  I shook my head. “Not yet.”


  “Maybe he’s not civilian.” Harry scratched the stubble on his chin. “Maybe he’s military police. Someone Alex knew when she was in the marines. Those guys would have pigsticks, det wire, all that shit.”


  Phin appraised Harry. “Did Alex talk about any old boyfriends?”


  “I don’t remember. She didn’t mention her past much.”


  “How about her old unit?”


  Harry grinned. “Heh heh. You said unit.”


  “Focus, Harry. You spent more time with Alex than we did. You have to know her better.”


  “If I knew her so well, think I’d have this?”


  Harry held up his prosthetic hand. There was a whirring, mechanical sound, and his middle finger raised up. Crude way to make a point, but valid nonetheless. Alex had fooled us all. I met her under false pretenses, and actually considered her a friend up until the point she tried to kill me. She could lie and manipulate better than anyone I’d ever known.


  I rubbed my eyes, which stung from all the crying I’d done today. “Okay, we stay put, follow the military angle. I’ll call Herb, see if he can get access to Alex’s rec ords. Maybe we can find someone in her past named Lance.”


  Harry shook his head. “Lance is probably dead already. We should head to Deer Park, try to trace the first cell phone in the daisy chain. That’s a sure path to Alex.”


  “Can’t we do both?” Phin asked. “Split up?”


  Harry rocked himself up off the couch and slapped an arm around Phin’s shoulders.


  “Good idea, Phin old buddy. Me and you. Two men on the open road. We can find the phone between marathon sessions of poker and drinking. Hell, with no women around we don’t even have to bother showering or getting dressed.”


  “I’m going with Jack.” Phin met my eyes. “If that’s okay.”


  I shrugged. “It’s a full night of going over reports, case histories, those shrink sessions while she was at Heathrow. Nothing exciting.”


  “Two can read faster than one. And if I’m there, we can keep each other up.”


  An unwarranted thought popped into my head, of Phin without his shirt. He had a terrific body. Defined pecs. Six-pack abs …


  Focus, Jack, you’re being an asshole. We were chasing a killer, Phin was a crook, and I was still mourning the man I loved. What the hell was up with my hormones lately? PMS?


  I calculated when my period was due, and the answer startled me.


  Last week. It should have been last week. And I was never late more than a day or two, not once since the age of twelve. I could set my watch by my cycle.


  Stress. Could be stress. That’s why I missed it.


  Or it could be …


  “You guys got a thing for each other?” Harry asked.


  “We’re just friends,” I said quickly. Maybe too quickly.


  “I hope so, because you’re like twice his age. Besides, women over forty-five shouldn’t have sex. Unless they’re Cher.”


  “Ready to go?” I asked Phin, giving McGlade my back.


  He put out his hand, helped me up off the couch. His palm was cool, soft, and he held on for longer than necessary. I gently disengaged, and we began to gather up all the stuff we bought at the sports store.


  “You sure you want to go with her, Phin? I got a thirty-pack of Old Style in the fridge, and I just downloaded the entire Pink Floyd discography from a file sharing network.”


  Phin stared at me, hard. “I’m sure.”


  Harry shrugged. “Okay. Your loss. You want me to drop you off somewhere?”


  “My truck. It’s parked in a long-term lot on Addison.”


  “Gotcha. I’ll be driving, anyone needs me.”


  Harry wandered up to the cab of the RV. A moment later Pink Floyd came on, shaking the walls and rattling the windows. I used the knife I’d liberated from Phin’s pool buddy and opened up three plastic blister packages containing walkie-talkies. Then I inserted their batteries and made sure all were on the same frequency.


  “I’m leaving you a radio,” I yelled at Harry over “Dark Side of the Moon.”


  “What?”


  “A radio!”


  “Got a CD in already!”


  Harry turned up the volume so high it vibrated my tonsils. I shoved the other two radios into a backpack with a portable GPS, two Bushnell rifle scopes, two forty-caliber Beretta semiautos, and several boxes of ammo. Phin was folding clothes. We’d both opted for T-shirts, sweatshirt hoodies, and sweatpants. Nikes and a sports bra for me. Boxer shorts for him. The sporting goods store also carried panties, but I figured I could get another day out of the French-cut red pair I had on. It had nothing to do with the fact that none of their panties were sexy. Or red. That Phin seemed to like red was completely irrelevant.


  The RV jerked to a stop, jarring me off my feet. I reached out my hands to break my fall. Caught Phin. He gave me a look. I needed to nip this thing in the bud.


  “Phin, we’ve got a lot of work to do and all this flirting bullshit has to—”


  His mouth pressed against mine, cutting off my words. Phin’s lips were firm, insistent, demanding, like I was the most important thing in the entire world and he had to have me. His tongue searched for mine, touched it gently, and I didn’t pull away, instead meeting it with surprising urgency. One of his hands tangled itself in the back of my hair and the other cupped my ass and then my body betrayed me and I hooked my right leg around his and ground into him, a hungry moan escaping my throat.


  I wanted his hands on me, his mouth on me, all over. I wanted to stop thinking and stop hating myself and stop being afraid and have him inside me, right away, right now. Was it wrong? Hell yes. When we were finished, I’d add it to the list of reasons I hated myself.


  My fingers fumbled with the top button on his jeans, popped it free.


  “Bed,” I managed to gasp in the brief second I came up for air. “Harry’s bed.”


  But I wasn’t sure we’d make it to the bed. My dress was hiked up, and he already had my bra up, rough fingers teasing my nipple, making me want to do him right there standing up, and then there was a groaning sound and it was coming from me and it wasn’t a happy sound at all.


  Phin stopped kissing me. He drew back, a question on his face. My tears were on his cheeks.


  I covered my eyes, not wanting to watch him watch me cry. My shoulders shook, and I clenched my teeth to keep the major sobs in, but a few of them got out anyway.


  Phin put his arms around me again. There was no urgency this time. Only sympathy. I buried my face in his shoulder, wishing he was Latham, wishing it so bad it made my ears ring.


  Or maybe that was the Floyd.


  I caught my breath and forced the pain back. Disengaged myself from Phin. Couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t say anything. Pulled down my bra, then busied myself instead with gathering up the remainder of our purchases, feeling his pity like laser sights all over my body.


  The music cut off mid-tune and Harry called to us.


  “You kids know anyone in a dark sedan? They’ve been following us for five blocks.”


  I hurried up to the cab, checked the enormous side-view mirror.


  The Feebies. Bastards must have tailed me. Which means they knew I was with Phin. Bad for me. Bad for him. Worst of all for Lance, if I had to spend all night answering questions about aiding and abetting a known felon.


  “They’re Feds, Harry. After Phin because he robbed a bank.”


  “Good for you, Phin!” Harry called behind him. “Win one for the little guy! You pay for gas next stop!”


  I put my hand on Harry’s shoulder.


  “We need to lose them, Harry. If they find him with us, we’re screwed.”


  Harry snorted. “Lose them? Jackie, we’re driving an RV on a Friday night in one of the most traffic-congested cities in America.”


  “You have to try.”


  “It’s not gonna happen. He can hide in the refrigerator. I made sure I got one big enough to fit into.”


  “Please, Harry.” The word didn’t want to leave my throat, but I said it anyway. “Bro.”


  Harry raised an eyebrow, grinned, and slammed down on the gas.
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CHAPTER 18


  The Honda’s speedometer is up over ninety mph, and has been for close to half an hour, but Alex hasn’t seen a single squad car on this stretch of highway. None hidden. None passing. Not even one coming in the other direction on the opposite side of the street.


  It’s discouraging. Don’t cops have monthly quotas? Who’s protecting our nation’s roads from reckless drivers?


  Finally, after blowing past an obvious speed trap semi-hidden by a cluster of bushes, Alex grows a red and blue tail. She waits for him to hit the siren before taking her foot off the accelerator and rolling to a stop. Traffic on the interstate is sparse at this time of night. They’re past the city limits, in the country. No stores, houses, exits, or oases, for two miles in either direction. Just plains and trees, stretching out and fading into unpopulated darkness.


  The cop parks behind her, but farther out on the shoulder, protecting himself from being accidentally run over. He aims his side-door spotlight directly in Alex’s rearview. She angles it downward, deflecting the glare, and turns around in her seat to see him coming, hoping he’s not too short or fat.


  Alex likes speed, and because of that she has been stopped many times in the past. Flirting, flattering, showing some leg, has gotten her out of many a ticket. But with her face the way it is, no cop will be anxious to get her phone number.


  This time, however, she’s not looking for a free pass.


  He climbs out of his car, and Alex is surprised. He is actually a she.


  Girl cop. Cool.


  Alex digs into her purse, palms the stun gun. Waits.


  “License and registration.”


  The cop is standing a foot behind the driver’s-side door. One hand is on her belt, near her holster. Alex squints behind her, doesn’t see a partner in the squad car. She opens the door.


  “Stay in the car, ma’am.”


  It’s an order, delivered with authority. The cop’s hand has now unsnapped her holster and is on the butt of her pistol. It’s hard to tell with the light silhouetting her, but Alex guesses her at about thirty years of age, tall, maybe a hundred and fifty pounds. A pro, by the way she’s conducted the traffic stop so far.


  But Alex is a pro too.


  Alex fumbles with her purse, pretending to search for her wallet.


  “Oh, Jesus, I’m sorry, I know I was speeding, I can’t find my license, my boyfriend, he hit me—”


  “Get back into the car, ma’am.”


  Alex takes a step toward her, hand still in her purse. The cop’s name tag reads Stark.


  “The hospital, I need the hospital, look what the bastard did to my face—”


  Now Officer Stark draws her weapon, aims at Alex’s chest.


  “Drop the purse and hands above your head!”


  “Why? I didn’t do anything. My boyfriend—”


  “Drop your purse and hands above your head! Now!”


  Alex halts. She’s excited, even a little scared. Alex drops the purse, slowly raises her hands.


  “Turn in a complete circle!”


  Alex complies, her shirt riding up, showing the cop there is nothing in her pockets or her belt.


  “Get on your knees! Hands behind your head!”


  Different cops arrest suspects in different ways. Some order them to palm the car or the wall. Some order them to lie facedown on the ground and spread out their arms and legs. Some prefer the knees and the hands behind the head routine.


  Which Alex had been hoping for.


  “On your knees! Hands behind your head!”


  Alex nods quickly, getting down, the asphalt cold beneath her jeans. She puts her hands on her neck, under her long red hair. If Stark had ordered her to palm the hood of the car, Alex first would have fallen to her knees and faked sobbing, face in her hands. If Stark had wanted her to eat the tarmac, she would have complied, but put her hands behind her head. But any way it went down, Alex still would have been within easy reach of the stun gun she’d stuck in the hanging hood of her sweatshirt.


  “Look the other way!”


  Alex turns her head, knows that the cop will approach her from a different angle to keep her off balance. As expected, Officer Stark comes at Alex on her left side, snicks the cuff on Alex’s right wrist with her left hand, grabbing Alex’s thumb to hold her steady. But it’s impossible to fully handcuff a suspect while holding a pistol. Stark has to holster her weapon before slapping on the other cuff. As she does this, Alex’s free hand snakes into the hoodie and grabs the Cheetah. Alex tilts left, twisting around under her armpit, and jams the stun gun into the officer’s hip, letting her feel a million volts.


  Officer Stark folds in half and drops to the street. Alex reaches for the gun, but it’s secured by a strap. She takes a second to find the release, then the pistol—a Sig Sauer .45—comes free. Alex sticks it in the back of her jeans.


  A car whizzes by, doesn’t slow down. The cop moans. Alex juices her again, then drags her between their cars, onto the dirt beyond the shoulder. She unclips a Maglite from Stark’s belt and takes her pepper spray and radio. The handcuff keys are in her breast pocket, and Alex removes her bracelet and binds Stark’s wrists. Then she waits.


  The cop stirs, opens her eyes. Alex focuses the beam on her.


  “Full name and car number.”


  “Ma’am … you’re in a lot of trouble.”


  Cops like Maglites. Illumination is only one of the reasons why. Alex raises it, heavy with six D batteries, and brings it down on Officer Stark’s leg. Not hard enough to break it—that would cause a delay—but hard enough to hurt like hell.


  This produces a sound somewhere between a whimper and a howl. Alex repeats the question.


  “Val … Val Stark. Car Five Victor Seven.”


  “Good. Now on your hands and knees. Back to your ride.”


  Alex follows while hunched over, keeping out of sight of the occasional passing car. She helps Officer Stark into the backseat.


  “Be right back, cutie.”


  Alex winks and slams the door. Then she gathers up the items from the back of the Honda and transfers them into the passenger seat of the cop car, save for a fist-sized chunk of PENO, a pyrotechnic blasting cap, and four feet of pink thermalite fuse. She pushes in the Honda’s cigarette lighter, then spends a few dirty minutes crawling under the chassis. Alex hums as she works, sticking the PENO to the gas tank, and the combined fuse and cap into the plastic. The road, and the undercarriage, are still damp from the earlier rain, but the explosive sticks like peanut butter.


  Boom time.


  Alex pops out the lighter, admiring the orange glow. She hesitates, savoring the moment, letting some anticipation build.


  The fuse ignites, hissing and sparking and making Alex feel like she’s ten years old again, behind Father’s barn with Charles, lighting cherry bombs and blowing up tin cans.


  Four feet of pink thermalite equals eighty seconds. Alex pockets the lighter and strolls to the police car, no hurry, and climbs into the driver’s seat. Officer Stark has left her keys in the ignition, the car still running. The car computer—a laptop—is attached to the armrest, its white screen blinking. Alex shifts into reverse and backs up along the shoulder until she’s a good hundred feet away from the Honda. Then she chews her lower lip and watches, eyes wide. Waits for it … waits for it …


  Eighty seconds pass.


  Nothing happens.


  The radio squawks, making her jump.


  “Five Victor Seven, status on the 10-73. Over.”


  Alex locates the handset, picks it up.


  “This is Five Victor Seven.” Alex’s pitches her voice higher, to match Officer Stark’s. “Standby, Central.”


  “Ten-four, Five Victor Seven.”


  Still no explosion. Alex wonders if the wet road snuffed out the fuse. Or if she grabbed an electric blasting cap by mistake. There could be a dozen reasons why it didn’t go off, but going out and checking doesn’t seem like the brightest of ideas.


  “Check under the can, Alex. See if it’s lit.”


  “You check, Charles. I don’t have to know that bad.”


  But in this case, Alex has to know. Her prints are all over that car, and a quick peek at Officer Stark’s computer shows it has been reported stolen. If the Honda doesn’t explode, it will give Jack an unfair jump on Alex’s location, and let the lieutenant know she has plastic explosives. Not to mention alert the local cops that an escaped serial killer is prowling the area.


  Alex speaks into the radio, reading the call number off the screen.


  “Central, this is Five Victor Seven. Negative on that 10-73. It was the owner, spent a few days out of town, forgot to call home, over. I’m giving her a warning. Over.”


  “Roger that, Five Victor Seven.”


  Alex turns around, faces the cop in the backseat.


  “Officer Stark, I need you to check to see why my car hasn’t blown up.”


  Officer Stark doesn’t move, and her face reveals she isn’t pleased with the idea.


  “Chances are pretty good that it went out,” Alex says, soothing. “I don’t think it’s going to blow up in your face.”


  “Then you go check.”


  “I have the gun, so I don’t have to. Now, are you going to help a civilian out, or do I have to put two in your knees?”


  “You’re making it worse for yourself. You need to stop before this goes too far.”


  Alex considers this woman. She’s tall enough, but the eyes are wrong.


  “Are you married, Stark?”


  “Yes. I have a husband and three kids. You don’t want to do anything stupid.”


  “Exactly. Which is why you’re the one who’s going to check the fuse.”


  Alex exits the vehicle and walks around to Stark’s door. One hand opens it. The other points the Sig.


  “Check if the fuse died, or any other problem you can find.”


  “I don’t know anything about explosives.”


  “It’s easy. If you see a spark, run. And make sure you run this way, or I’ll shoot you.”


  Stark pulls herself out of the backseat—not the easiest of tasks with cuffs on—and stands before Alex.


  Alex extends her empty hand. Stark flinches, but Alex brings the gun up under her jaw to keep her still. She pushes a stray auburn bang out of Stark’s face, tucks it behind her ear.


  “Don’t be afraid,” Alex says. “Things happen beyond our control. We can’t do anything to stop them. But we do have control over how we react. How we respond. Being afraid is a choice.”


  The speech seems to have the opposite effect on Stark, who begins to tremble. Alex rolls her eyes.


  “Just get over there, ‘fraidy cat.”


  Stark moves like a robot, joints stiff, head down, scanning the road. Alex waits behind the open door of the cruiser, one hand aiming the Sig, the other aiming the Maglite.


  The closer Stark gets to the Honda, the slower she becomes. At this rate, the sun will be up before the car explodes.


  “Let’s pick up the pace, Officer Stark. I’m hoping to get laid tonight. You find the fuse?”


  Stark mumbles something, the words lost in the night.


  “Crouch lower,” Alex says. “It’s a skinny pink fuse.”


  Another mumble. Alex aims, fires a round over Stark’s head, close enough for her to feel the wind. The cop drops to the ground.


  “That’s what I mean. Keep looking.”


  Another minute passes, along with three rubberneckers. One slows down enough to maybe see that things aren’t right. The radio squawks again.


  “Five Victor Seven, what’s your twenty? Over.”


  Alex doesn’t know radio call signals. And she can’t trust Officer Stark to give her the correct response. She chooses to ignore it, hoping to get out of there shortly.


  “See the fuse?” Alex calls to Stark, who is now on all fours next to the Honda, shaking so bad she looks like a wet dog.


  “No.”


  “Check underneath, by the gas tank.”


  Stark doesn’t budge. Alex shoots out the tire Stark is crouching next to, the pop a lmost as loud as the gunfire.


  “I hate repeating myself, Val.”


  “Five Victor Seven, status.”


  Goddamn radio. Alex opens the front door, grabs the hand mike.


  “Just finishing up here, Central. Computer problems.”


  She tosses the mike back inside, and notices Officer Stark is under the car. But there’s a faint blue light under there with her.


  The bitch has a cell phone. Probably one of those ultra-thin models for Alex to have missed it in the pat down.


  “Five Victor Seven, do you have a 10-86? Over.”


  Dammit. Alex figures she said something wrong, which means another patrol car will cruise by any minute. She needs to get out of here, pronto.


  “Throw away the phone, Val!”


  Alex fires two rounds into the trunk of the car. The cop can’t drop the phone fast enough, and it skitters across the pavement.


  “Now grab the plastic explosive I put on the gas tank!”


  Val cowers, hands covering her head, as if that will protect her from a forty-five-caliber bullet.


  Alex takes a deep, calming breath, then exits the vehicle.


  “I’m going to count to three. If I don’t see the plastic in your hand, your children will grow up without a mother. One … two …”


  Officer Stark holds up the PENO.


  “Good. Now run back here. Move it, double time.”


  Stark half jogs/half stumbles to the squad car. Her face is wet.


  “Gimme the plastic, and get in the backseat. Close the door behind you.”


  The cop follows orders. Alex studies the PENO. The fuse has fallen out. Alex frowns with half of her face. She places the PENO on the passenger seat.


  “Now take your clothes off, Officer Stark.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I said so. Faster would be better. If you follow directions, you’ll live through this.”


  She uncuffs her and Officer Stark strips. Alex enjoys the show. From experience, she knows how difficult it is to undress a body. It’s much easier, and quicker, when they undress themselves.


  “Underwear too. This is just so you won’t be able to follow me.”


  Alex gives Officer Stark credit for not losing it. There are tears, but no begging or sobbing. Tough broad. Not a bad body either.


  “Very good, Officer Stark. Now I want you to get into the Honda. I’m going to leave you there.”


  Alex opens the door, checks for cars, then marches the cop to the Honda. Moving bodies is an even bigger pain in the ass than undressing them. Much easier to let them move themselves.


  “Sit in the driver’s seat, put your hands out.”


  Alex tucks the gun into her waistband. Naked, the cop has lost the will to fight back. It takes a few seconds to uncuff one of her wrists, then attach it to the steering wheel.


  “Are you afraid, Val?”


  Officer Stark stares hard at Alex.


  “Yes. But I’m controlling it.”


  “Good. Good for you. Are your children proud of you? That their mother is a cop?”


  Stark nods.


  “They should be.”


  Alex hurries back to the squad car, picks up the PENO and two feet of thermalite fuse. Dispatch comes on the radio. Alex switches it off, concentrating on inserting the fuse into the blasting cap. Once she’s satisfied it won’t fall out, she returns to the Honda, stopping once to pick up Officer Stark’s cell phone.


  “Normally I savor things like this, Val, but I’m short on time.”


  Alex takes the cigarette lighter from her pocket, and leans across Stark to press it into the outlet.


  “I’m using a forty-second fuse. I won’t light it until your call goes through. Forty seconds probably isn’t long enough to say goodbye to your kids, but it’s an unfair world.”


  Alex hands Stark the phone. She looks deep into the cop’s eyes, sees it all. Disbelief. Realization. Anger. Despair. Acceptance. Out of everyone Alex has killed today, this is the most memorable. Too bad she can’t stick around to watch her face during the final moments.


  The lighter pops out.


  “Call home, Val.”


  Val’s hands are shaking so badly she has to dial three times. Finally, she gets a connection.


  “Honey? It’s Mommy.”


  Alex caresses Val’s hair. Then she lights the fuse and tosses the PENO under the Honda.


  As she walks back to the patrol car, Alex wonders what she would do with only a few seconds left to live. What would she say?


  Nothing. She’d say nothing, because she doesn’t have anyone to call.


  The explosion is loud, and rattles the police car, but there is no huge pyrotechnic fireball like on television. The car burns, but it’s a small fire, won’t last long.


  Alex hits the siren and peels out. Mission accomplished. On to the next goal.
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CHAPTER 19


  The Crimebago accelerated with the speed and grace of a three-legged elephant, blowing through a red light and prompting a honking frenzy from all four corners of the intersection. Harry alternated between steering and punching buttons on the dashboard CD changer. I gave him a friendly tap on the back of the head to keep him focused.


  “What the hell are you doing, McGlade? Watch the damn road!”


  “I’m looking for car chase music.”


  “I’ll do it. Pay attention to driving.”


  “Find Steppenwolf. It’s disc five or six.”


  I pressed some random buttons, and Pink Floyd came on again.


  “Too mellow!” McGlade yelled, jerking the wheel left and turning onto Halsted. I fell into the passenger seat, and Phin appeared and punched off the stereo.


  “Is there a door to the roof?”


  “Skylight opens. Latch is above the sofa. Why’d you kill the tunes?”


  “Pull up next to a bus, then slow down and let them get close.”


  “You want to jump from the Crimebago to a bus?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Motorhead would be perfect for that. I think it’s disc eight.”


  Harry fussed with buttons. Phin locked eyes with me and said, “Make sure he does what I told him.”


  “I’m going with you.”


  It was slight, but he still smirked. It annoyed me. I shoved Phin to the side, grabbed a walkie-talkie, and turned it on.


  Then the RV exploded, a deafening thunderclap that made my knees buckle.


  “SACRIFICE! PAY THE PRICE!”


  No, not an explosion. Harry had found the Motorhead CD.


  I clawed my way up to the cockpit and smacked it off.


  “I’m the driver, dammit! I pick the music!”


  “Focus, McGlade. Get next to a bus and make sure the Feebies are right behind you, then come to a stop. They won’t be able to see up onto the roof if they’re hugging the bumper.”


  Harry reached for the stereo. I smacked his fake hand.


  “Are you listening?”


  “Jesus, sis, I got it the first time.”


  “We’ll go on your say-so. Lead them around for another ten minutes, then pull over. Got it?”


  “There better not be a body cavity search. I’ll give you up if they threaten me with a body cavity search. My ass is exit only.”


  “Relax, Harry.” Phin patted him on the shoulder. “They won’t think I’m hiding up your ass.”


  Harry nodded, then accelerated to catch up to a bus several car lengths ahead. Phin and I went to the kitchenette, strapping on our backpacks. He smirked at me again. I frowned.


  “I’m going with you to find Alex, Phin. That’s the only reason.”


  “I know.”


  His grin didn’t fade. I thought about mentioning the obstruction of justice charges I’d be facing if we were caught, along with accessory after the fact, all because he robbed a goddamn bank instead of getting an honest job. But instead I said, “What’s so damn funny?”


  He shook his head slightly. I realized he wasn’t amused by the situation, or anything I was doing. He was staring at me the way Latham used to, the way Alan did before our marriage imploded. Not lust. Something even more dangerous.


  Love.


  A quick romp in bed was one thing. An actual relationship was something I couldn’t even consider, especially at that moment. I wanted to smack him for being ten kinds of inappropriate.


  “They’re on my bumper!” McGlade yelled back.


  “How close?” I turned away from Phin’s stare but still could feel it.


  “Close enough to give me a reach-around. Bus is on the left. You got about twenty seconds before the light turns green.”


  Phin shouldered the backpack and hopped onto the sofa, fussing with the latches on the ceiling panel. It swung upward on hinges. He stuck his arms through, got his palms onto the roof, and hoisted himself up. I hung my purse around my neck and cast a longing glance at the rifles. We’d have to leave them for the time being.


  “Cross traffic is flashing the Don’t Walk light,” McGlade said.


  A hand reached down. I stepped onto the sofa and grabbed Phin’s wrist. His fingers locked onto my forearm and he yanked me through the opening, up onto my butt.


  Vehicle exhaust soured my sinuses and cold city wind spit drizzle on my cheeks. I knelt on the roof, rainwater soaking through the seat of my sweatpants.


  “The Don’t Walk light is solid.” McGlade’s voice was muffled, competing with the sounds of the street. Engines, honking, a siren in the distance. I looked behind me, couldn’t see the Feebies’ sedan. We were too high and they were too close.


  Phin pointed left, to the bus. A Chicago commuter, green on white, about a foot taller than the RV and too far away to jump onto.


  But Phin wasn’t reading my thoughts, and he sprinted up from a crouching position, took three big strides, then launched himself through the air.


  His jump took him at least eight feet, and as his arc crested and waned I knew he didn’t have enough height to make it. Phin must have realized it as well, because he tucked in his legs midair, and hit the roof of the bus on his knees, sliding across the top in a spray of dirty water.


  I knew I couldn’t follow. Too far.


  “Yellow light!” McGlade warned.


  Phin twisted around, beckoned me to jump. I got on my feet, but there was no way. Not without wings and a stack of mattresses. I shook my head.


  “Green light!” Harry yelled. “Wait—traffic is blocked! Two cars! Feds! They’re Feds!”


  I crouched down, crawled to the edge of the roof. Special Agent Dailey—or maybe it was Special Agent Coursey—walked directly under my line of sight, heading for the front of the RV.


  I played out the upcoming scene in my head. Coursey/Dailey would produce a warrant, because neither of them took a leak without first going through proper channels, Harry would stonewall for a minute or two, then the Feds would search the Winnebago, find the open roof panel, discover me and Phin. Then we’d be chased and eventually arrested, Lance would die, Alex would continue her reign of terror, and Phin would go to jail for a very long time.


  Now was a pretty good time to run like hell.


  I glanced over at Phin, still motioning for me to jump. On my best day, on dry ground, I couldn’t make it. On a slippery roof, twelve feet above the street, I’d break bones for sure.


  I heard Harry say, “How do I know this is a real warrant, and not something you printed on the Internet?” and decided that was my cue to give myself up. Phin could escape on his own, and we could contact him later. Depending on their evidence, maybe I wouldn’t have to spend all night at FBI headquarters answering questions. I pointed at the street, mouthed the word run at Phin.


  “He’s on top of the bus!”


  I glanced down. A Feebie had his gun out, bringing it up. Phin backpedaled out of range, shrugging off his backpack. He jerked down the zipper and reached inside.


  There were Berettas in the backpack.


  Bank robbery was one thing. Shooting a federal agent was another. I couldn’t let Phin do that, not even to save himself.


  I fumbled for my purse, yanking out my Colt, cop mode on autopilot. Without hesitating I pointed my gun at the man I’d been making out with only a few minutes ago.


  Phin tugged something small and black out of the bag, I yelled “No!”, and my finger reflexively tightened on the trigger, the hammer drawing back.


  Walkie-talkie. He was holding a radio.


  He cocked back his arm to toss it to me, and hesitated when he saw my gun out and trained on his chest. It was tough to see his expression in the drizzle and the darkness, but I imagined it was a combination of shock and disappointment. We both got over it quick enough, and I tucked my gun under my armpit just as he threw the radio across the gap. I caught it, and then he disappeared over the other side of the bus.


  “On the RV!”


  My shouting had done more than give away my position. It also confirmed that I was aiding and abetting a federal criminal. I was in deep. I shoved the radio and the gun into my purse and wondered what the hell I should do next.


  “We followed you to the pool establishment, Lieutenant. You’re under arrest.”


  I turned, saw Dailey or Coursey peeking over the rear of the RV, climbing the aluminum ladder attached to the back. His gun wasn’t out. He probably figured I was trapped. A quick look at the street around me confirmed this: The Feds had the Crimebago surrounded.


  “Give up, Lieutenant. There’s nowhere for you to go.”


  But he was wrong. The bus was still there. I didn’t think I’d make it, but I didn’t have a choice. In less than seven hours, Lance would be dead, and it didn’t matter to him whether I was in Cook County Jail or Cook County Hospital.


  I set my jaw, sprinted for the edge, and jumped.
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CHAPTER 20


  Alex pushes the patrol car up past 120, sirens screaming and lights flashing, flying over the state line. It’s a rush. She can see what drew Jack to a career in law enforcement. No wonder so many cops are dicks. How easy it is to power trip when you have a car, a badge, and a gun.


  Unfortunately, she can’t keep it. The car will be reported missing, if it hasn’t been already, and it probably has a GPS locator in it somewhere. The sooner she can ditch it, the better.


  Luckily, getting another vehicle is as easy as pulling one over.


  Alex chooses a Hyundai, dark blue, which is having some trouble staying in a single lane. Alex parks behind it and approaches the driver. He’s older, a gray beard, looking guilty and confused and pretty plowed.


  “Is there a problem, Officer?” he slurs.


  Alex orders him out of his car, over to a ditch by the side of the road, and puts two in his head. Twenty bucks in his wallet. More goddamn SEE ID credit cards—why were people so damn paranoid? And a silver flask in his jacket. Alex unscrews the cap. Gin. Not her favorite, but it will serve her purpose.


  She rips off the man’s shirt, then hikes back to the squad car. Sprinkling alcohol on the cloth, she spends a few minutes wiping down the door handles, wheel, radio handset, and anything else she might have touched. Then she grabs what she needs and climbs into her new Hyundai, already focusing on her next victim.


  Her original plan involved a time bomb, perhaps some plastic explosive wedged inside an orifice. Alex has killed a lot of people in a lot of different ways, but that would be a new one. Jack would enjoy a close-up pic of that, especially since it is someone she knows so well.


  But a quick search of the police car had revealed something even better. An AED. Alex will have a great deal of fun with that. The role-playing possibilities are limitless.


  The Hyundai conveniently has a GPS, which directs her off the expressway and into town. She reaches her target twenty minutes later.


  It’s a nice area, single-family homes each with neatly trimmed trees in their fenced-in backyards. Quiet, peaceful, but the streetlights are bright enough to read a book under. Probably a very low crime rate.


  “Until now,” Alex says, half her face curling into a grin.


  She finds the right address and pulls up to the correct driveway. The house is completely dark, no lights inside or out. Sleeping? Possibly. It’s not a stretch that he forgot to turn on the exterior lights. Or maybe there’s no one home.


  Alex pulls past, thinking it out. She can call, confirm if he’s home. That might also let her know if anyone else is in the house too. But all she has is her cell phone, and she didn’t bring her laptop along so she can’t spoof the caller ID. A pay phone is a possibility, but there aren’t many of those left, and Alex doesn’t know where to look for one.


  Better to just knock on the door. She should be able to assess and secure the situation easily. Especially in her new uniform. That’s why she went through all the trouble to get it in the first place.


  Alex drives out of the development, then finds a nice, dark stretch of road. She parks and quickly dresses in Officer Stark’s discarded clothing. It’s a little loose in the rear, and tight across the chest, but a good length. She fingers the badge on the leather jacket and buckles the utility belt. Alex can’t find a band for her hair, so she tucks it under her collar for a more professional look. The cap fits fine. Then it’s back in the car, and back to the house.


  When Alex walks up the driveway, she does it with a swagger.


  Wearing the uniform is an even bigger kick than driving the car. The stun gun is in her jacket pocket, the Maglite in her left hand, Stark’s pistol on her belt. She presses the doorbell.


  Twenty seconds pass. No sounds from inside the house. She presses it again.


  Nothing.


  There’s a chance Jack knew she’d pick this target, and warned him away. A good chance. But if he went away, where would he go?


  No way to know, standing out here.


  Alex examines the door. It’s heavy, painted aluminum, a dead bolt. She grabs the knob and tugs. The jamb is solid, the lock tight. She searches around the door for any signs or stickers warning of a burglar alarm. There aren’t any.


  Alex walks across the lawn, around the side of the house, over to the gate for the backyard. It’s open. Unlike the street side, the back of the house is dark, so she flips on the Maglite. If a nosy neighbor sees her, they’ll see a cop. It’s doubtful they’ll call the police when the police are already here.


  She automatically searches the backyard for bones, poop, toys, bowls, or anything else that would indicate a dog. There wasn’t any barking when Alex knocked, but a well-trained mutt might keep silent. She finds nothing.


  First Alex tries the sliding glass patio door. Locked. She knocks again, waits, then switches her grip on the Maglite and hits the door with everything she has.


  As expected, the window splinters but doesn’t fall to pieces. Safety glass, like an auto windshield. Alex strikes it three more times in the same spot, breaking through the plastic coating, until she can stick her hand into the hole and unlock the door.


  She steps inside, sweeping the flashlight beam across a sofa and a TV. It’s the living room. Alex locates a wall switch, flips on the lights.


  In a perfect world, there would be a vacation brochure sitting on the table, or an open phone book with a hotel name circled. Alex finds neither, but isn’t discouraged. She sees a cordless phone next to the sofa and hits redial.


  “Marino’s Pizza.”


  Alex hesitates, thinks about ordering some food, then dismisses the idea and hangs up. A quick search of the living room provides no clues as to where he went. If he even went anywhere. Maybe Jack didn’t warn him, and he just stepped out to get a six-pack.


  Alex heads into the kitchen. She begins to search for a calendar, address book, Day-Timer, anything that might list friends, family, schedule. There’s another phone, and she presses redial while rifling through a junk drawer.


  “Thank you for calling the Holiday Inn. Press one for reservations.”


  Alex presses one, gets the front desk.


  “Can I leave a message for a guest?”


  “What’s the guest’s name?”


  “Alan Daniels.”


  “Just a moment.”


  Alex gets put on hold, music comes on. She recognizes the tune as MC Ice Koffee. What the hell is wrong with the world when someone like that is popular?


  “Would you like me to connect you?”


  “Actually, I think I’ll just drop by. What room is he in?”


  “We can’t give out that information, ma’am.”


  “No problem. Can you connect me to the restaurant?”


  “Just a moment.”


  Alex endures more hip-hop before a woman answers.


  “I believe you had a guest there tonight, single man, in his forties, blond hair. His name is Alan Daniels. Can I speak to his server?”


  “That’s me. I waited on him.”


  “I promised to buy him dinner. Can you check to see if he put it on my room number?”


  “Let me check. Here’s his ticket. He charged it to room 212.”


  “Thank you.” Alex disconnects. “Thank you very much.”
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CHAPTER 21


  Some urban legends are too good to be false. There’s the one about the crazed man, high on PCP and adrenaline, who displays superhuman strength and snaps police handcuffs in half while being arrested. And there’s the oft-repeated tale of the desperate mother who lifts up a car to save her child trapped beneath it.


  So there was a precedent, however slim, that I could leap from the RV to the bus solely fueled by fear, determination, and adrenaline.


  My footing was good, and I measured my steps perfectly, launching myself into the air at the very edge of the roof, my new Nikes gripping despite the drizzle, my aim true and sure.


  Halfway there I knew I wasn’t going to make it, and three-quarters of the way there I knew it was going to hurt, bad.


  I held my hands out in front of me, slapping palms onto the top of the bus while my ribs slammed into the side. The wind rushed out of me like I’d been, well, hit by a bus. Bright motes punctuated red and black splotches in my vision, swirling around and adding a shot of disorientation to the pain cocktail. My jaw connected with the roof, reminding me of the last time Alex hit me in the face, which then reminded me that this wasn’t Alex, it was a bus, and I was twelve feet above the unforgiving blacktop and going to break something—probably several somethings—when I fell in a second or two.


  As anticipated, my palms found no purchase on the slick bus top, and my ribs contracted and expanded, giving my body a springboard push off the side, and then I was falling backward through the cool Chicago night, wondering if the twinkling skyscrapers above me were the last things I’d ever see.


  I may have shrieked a little.


  But, incredibly, when I hit, I didn’t hit hard, and I managed to remain lucid enough to wonder why. Rather than cold wet asphalt and hot sticky blood, I felt something semi-soft envelop me, wrapping itself around my legs and shoulders.


  There was an “uumph,” which didn’t come from me, and then another small drop, and I stopped flailing long enough to see I was sitting in someone’s lap.


  Phin.


  No time for thanks, or apparently even a tender glance, because he roughly shoved me off and then just as roughly grabbed my armpit and yanked me to my feet.


  I sort of remember running through cars, people yelling, horns blaring, and someone blasting Motorhead. When my wits partially returned Phin and I were beating feet down the sidewalk, each of my steps less wobbly than the last.


  Two blocks later Phin jerked me into an alley. We pressed our backs against the wet brick of an office building, the scent of old garbage mingling with the ever-present car exhaust. I was breathing like an asthmatic on a hay ride, and Phin was bent in half, hands on his thighs, sucking just as much wind as I was.


  I inventoried my aches and pains. Jaw hurt, but a quick tongue probe proved I still had all of my choppers. Ribs hurt, but nothing seemed broken. Left palm hurt, and I squinted in the darkness and saw I’d scraped it trying to keep hold of the bus’s roof.


  Amazingly, I still had my purse. Even more amazingly, I wasn’t dead. I stared at Phin.


  “You saved my life.”


  Between breaths he said, “I knew you were going to go after me, figured you wouldn’t make it, so I ran around to play catch.”


  “My hero.” I coughed. “Except that’s bullshit. You didn’t think I’d go after you. I practically shot you.”


  He grinned, shrugged.


  “The Feds chased me around the bus, and I just happened to be there when you fell.”


  That made more sense. “Well, thanks.”


  “My pleasure . Thanks for not shooting me.”


  He stared at me hard again, and I didn’t mind as much this time. But when he moved in for the kiss I forced my elbow between us and gave him a less-than-delicate jab. The exhilaration of being alive was soured by the fact that I was now a federal criminal.


  “They’ll question Harry, but I don’t know how long they can detain him for. He’ll deny knowing you were wanted, lawyer up, and probably be on the street again tomorrow.”


  Phin gave me some space, rubbing his sternum.


  “So what’s our next move?”


  “We need to go through Alex’s files, see if there’s a mention of a cop named Lance in her past.”


  “Your partner have the files?”


  “No. They’re probably with the lead detective. Guy named Mankowski.”


  I searched through my cell phone numbers, found the right one. Mankowski was a good cop—smart, honest, sort of looked like Thomas Jefferson.


  “Got my files in the trunk, Lieut. Figured I’d get some reading in on the road.”


  “I need to see them, Detective.”


  “Might take a while. I’m in Indiana. Gary. Was following up with some of Alex’s hometown friends. Sorry I missed the funeral.”


  I glossed over the sentiment.


  “We can come to you, Tom.”


  “Might not help. Car is in the shop. Radiator blew. If it’s locked in the garage I can’t get it until morning.”


  “You up to speed?”


  “Sergeant Benedict filled me in. I know we only have a few hours left. I could maybe find the mechanic, get him to let me in, but there are three boxes of files. A lot to read.”


  “You go through them yet?


  “Just enough to know that Alexandra Kork is a serious wack-job. But I haven’t seen the name Lance mentioned anywhere.”


  I crunched the numbers. Three-hour round trip to Indiana, and several more hours to read through that stack—if Tom could even locate the mechanic. Maybe he could fax them, but there were hundreds of papers, and faxes weren’t exactly lightning quick.


  “See what you can do.”


  “I will, Lieut. You can also try that Crime Lab cop. He had the files checked out before me. Really into her case. I heard he was writing a book about it.”


  “Which cop?”


  “Weaselly little guy named Hajek. He might know who Lance is.”


  Hajek had told me he read the files for research. It was for a book? Now I wondered if he’d actually been hitting on me, or simply wanting an interview.


  I thanked Mankowski and hung up. I could call Hajek, even though he’d been less than receptive to my previous plea for help. News of my retreat from the Feds would be all over the airwaves by now, and once Hajek heard about it he’d never give up the information. Assuming he even had any information.


  I stared at Phin, saw him looking at me with concern. I didn’t return the sentiment. I had so many conflicting feelings about Phin right now that remaining neutral was my best course of action.


  I called Herb.


  “Talking to me is an aiding and abetting charge.” I explained the situation.


  “I’m hoping you thought all of this through, Jack. Is this guy worth it? Can you even trust him?”


  I thought about having Phin in my gun sights, almost pulling the trigger, and didn’t have an answer.


  “I need a cop’s address. Scott Hajek. CSU guy, lives near the Crime Lab. If I call Dispatch it’ll throw up red flags.”


  “Call you back in two.”


  I looked past Phin, down the alley, trying to keep my mind on Lance. Save him first. Then deal with everything else.


  Herb called back in seventy seconds.


  “He lives in an apartment on Halsted.” He gave me the address, then said, “Shit, Jack. Feebies calling on my other line.”


  “It’s my career, my life. Not yours. Cover your ass, Herb.”


  “With both hands. Don’t forget my Turduckinlux.”


  Herb disconnected. I wouldn’t be calling him again, no matter how hot things got.


  “Lieutenant Daniels? This is Special Agent Coursey, FBI.”


  The voice came from my purse. The walkie-talkie.


  “You need to come in, Lieutenant, before this escalates.”


  Phin and I stared at each other. I had an irrational urge to drop my purse and run away from it. Or maybe it wasn’t so irrational.


  “Lieutenant Daniels, you have to remember that you’re a professional. We understand you’ve been through a rough patch, but you’re still a police officer.”


  “Let me talk to her.” Harry. ”Carmalita, honey, that wasn’t Immigration. You didn’t need to run. Those ten men don’t want to take you back to El Salvador, chicita. Now you need to bring back my walkie-talkie. It has a ten-block radius, and is very expensive.”


  “May I have the radio, Mr. McGlade?”


  “I got two words for you, Special Agent Pinhead: Carmichael and Levine. They’re my lawyers, and they’re going to sue the bone marrow out of you. They’ll make you wish you never came aboard the Crimebago.”


  “We need to move.” I switched off the radio. “Feebies have ten men. Figure two are with Harry, that’s four teams of two out there.”


  Phin nodded. “Searching a ten-block radius. Harry isn’t as stupid as he seems.”


  “No one is as stupid as Harry seems. Including the Feds. They’ll add more teams, widen the perimeter. How far away is your truck?”


  “Maybe four blocks.”


  “Could the Feebies know about it?”


  Phin shrugged. “No registration. Stolen plates. But everything leaves a trail.”


  “It’s still our best shot,” I decided out loud. “Let’s move.”


  We moved.
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CHAPTER 22


  Alex calls alan’s room from the house phone in the hotel lobby. Jack’s ex-husband doesn’t pick up. She sets the receiver next to the phone without disconnecting and crosses the lobby to the stairs. Alex takes them three at a time, orients herself on the second floor, and quickly finds room 212. Placing an ear to the door, she hears the phone ringing inside.


  “Mr. Daniels?” Alex makes a fist and raps hard.


  No answer.


  He might be a sound sleeper, assisted by pills or alcohol. But the smarter bet is he’s not in his room.


  Alex adjusts her bangs, finger-combing them over the scars while considering her next move. Alan might be elsewhere in the hotel, maybe the bar or the gym. She knows his face from his Web site. Alan Daniels is a freelancer and all freelancers have homepages. But people might see her approaching him, recall the police uniform she’s wearing. Better to wait until he returns to his room.


  Alex doesn’t like waiting. She likes action. Always has. She remembers being a child in Indiana, when a bully picked on Charles during the walk to school. She kicked the bully between the legs, hard as any eight-year-old ever kicked anyone. They ran away, but the bully promised he’d take care of both of them once school let out.


  Alex didn’t even make it through the first hour of classes. The waiting was excruciating. So she asked for a pass to go to the toilet, snuck through the halls until she found the bully’s room, and rammed a sharpened pencil in his eye when he looked up from the math book he’d been leaning over. Well worth the expulsion.


  She hurt him bad, but knew from experience that a wounded dog was more dangerous than a healthy one. So later that night, after the police released her, she and Charles rode their bikes to the hospital and used a pen knife on the bully’s other eye.


  Good times.


  The bully didn’t die. Not then. He grew up, coped with his loss of sight, became some sort of minister. A few years ago Alex followed him home after church, and they had a thoughtful conversation about the nature of good and evil before Alex skinned him.


  Alex has lost track of the number of people she’s killed. While in Heathrow, her shrink made some half-assed attempts to get her to talk about previous murders. Alex played it coy. The truth is, she has no idea how many have died at her hands. It’s like counting the number of times you’ve had sex. Maybe you can remember the first fifty. After that, everything becomes a blur.


  If there’s a secret to being a good killer, it’s not finding anything wrong with killing someone. Enjoying it can be a plus, but some people with the thirst—like Charles—enjoyed it too much and got sloppy. The best way to treat murder is with apathy. Sometimes it’s necessary, often it’s fun, but it shouldn’t be a compulsion.


  Alex thinks back to the bully minister’s death. He begged, like they all do. For fun, she made him renounce the God he’d spent more than half of his life serving. But she didn’t consider her act evil, any more than a shark killing a seal is evil. Pain and death are part of life. And everyone knows it’s better to give than to receive.


  Speaking of giving …


  Alex looks down the hallway, at all the closed doors. Like a giant box of Valentine’s Day candy, offering the potential for limitless fun. Fun, but necessity as well. Alex can’t check into the hotel—they’ll ask for ID and credit cards, which she doesn’t have. But she needs a room in order to deal with Alan properly.


  She approaches the door next to Alan’s, raps twice, turns her head so her good profile and police officer cap are viewable through the peephole.


  “Who’s there?”


  A child’s voice. Alex can’t tell if it’s a boy or a girl.


  “It’s the police. Is your mom or dad there?”


  “They went to eat. I’m playing video games. I’m not supposed to open the door.”


  “That’s very smart. But police officers are your friends. Push a chair to the peephole in the door and stand on it so you can see me.”


  Alex takes a step back so the child can take in her full uniform.


  “I see you.”


  “Here’s my badge.” Alex holds it up. “When a police officer asks you to open up, you have to. It’s the law.”


  “I still can’t let you in unless you know the code word.”


  Half of Alex’s face twists into a smirk. She considers pushing it, maybe telling the child that his or her parents are hurt. But this seems like a well-trained kid. One cell phone call to Mom and things could get complicated. Better to find easier prey.


  “I understand. I’ll come back later when your parents finish with dinner. Have a nice night.”


  Alex tips her cap, then moves on to the next door. Knocks. No answer. Moves another door down.


  “Yes?” A woman’s voice.


  “Police. Can I ask you a few questions?”


  This time the door opens. The woman is at least a decade younger than Alex, short, a bit plump. She’s got the security latch on and is peering through the three-inch gap. Alex could break in with a single strike of hip, shoulder, or foot, but the finesse is more satisfying. She likes it when victims torment themselves with why did I let her in? thoughts.


  “Have you been a guest here for long, ma’am?”


  “Two days. Is everything okay?”


  “There was an altercation earlier. We’re interviewing witnesses.”


  “I didn’t see anything.”


  “Actually, you were named as a participant.”


  “Me? I’ve been out all day.”


  “Then you have nothing to worry about. I just need to verify your whereabouts.”


  The door closes. Alex listens to the latch being removed. The door opens again.


  Alex enters the room. It’s dark, the bed unmade, the TV with the picture paused. Open suitcase in the corner, some clothing scattered on the floor. Room service dishes sit on the desk, fish bones and squeezed lemons. The woman is wearing red sweatpants and a T-shirt, no makeup, no bra. Her hair has unnatural red highlights. She’s attractive, in a Gen-X kind of way.


  A moment after she closes the door behind her, Alex lashes out with the knife edge of her hand, catching the woman on the bridge of her nose. The woman collapses. Alex gets on top, pressing her face into the carpeting, tearing at her cotton top for use in binding her hands. The scream is still building up in the woman’s throat when Alex muffles it with a cloth napkin. Legs are tied using some discarded panty hose, and Alex hoists the woman up to the bed.


  “Don’t move, don’t make a sound, and I won’t hurt you.”


  The woman freezes, stock-still, eyes wide with fear.


  “Now I want to ask you a question, and I need you to answer honestly. Nod your head if the room service fish was good.”


  There’s a slow, unsure nod.


  “Are you positive? Because I saw the restaurant menu downstairs and they have a prime rib special. I like prime rib, but I’ll try the fish if you think it was worthwhile.”


  Another nod, more emphatic. Alex has learned not to trust people who fear for their lives, so she picks up the phone and orders both the fish and the prime rib. Just to be safe.


  “So what’s on?” Alex asks. She flops onto the bed next to the woman, gently strokes her hair, and hits the pause button on the remote.
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CHAPTER 23


  Scott Hajek’s eyes bugged out when he saw me, and they practically escaped his skull when he noticed Phin. He tried to slam his apartment door, but my new Nikes were faster and I blocked the attempt.


  “You can’t be here.” Hajek’s face pinched. “The Feds are after you both.”


  “You found that out pretty fast.” I pushed my way in. “Do you listen to your police scanner on your nights off?”


  Hajek folded his arms. “Yes. I do.”


  The apartment was furnished in 1980s male fanboy, science fiction posters and paraphernalia of the Star Wars and Battlestar Galactica variety everywhere I looked. Phin followed me in and closed the door. I briefly wondered what his apartment looked like, and would have bet some serious money he didn’t own a single collectible figurine.


  Hajek reached for a Buffy the Vampire Slayer phone, and Phin stepped in front of him, fists raised.


  “You’re a fugitive. I’m calling the police.”


  “You are the police,” Phin said. “You want to read me my rights?”


  Hajek persisted in his quest for the phone. “I’m calling for backup.”


  Phin caught his wrist. “No, you’re not.”


  “Or else, what? You’ll beat me up?”


  “That sounds about right.”


  Hajek thrust his lower jaw at Phin.


  “You’re not going to lay a finger on me with the lieutenant watching.”


  “Jack,” Phin said. “Close your eyes for a second.”


  I turned away, heard the fist connect with Hajek’s face. Not the way I wanted to play it, but I didn’t want Scott to get into trouble for helping us. If he had a black eye, that was proof we’d forced him. Not a shining moment in my career, but we only had a little less than six hours to find and save Lance.


  “Want me to turn away again?” I asked.


  Hajek had his palm pressed to his right eye. The defiance had drained out of him.


  “What is it you two want?”


  I walked over. “You’re writing a book about Alexandra Kork.”


  “I’m compiling notes, mostly. Haven’t written much yet. Did he have to hit me?”


  Phin picked up a replica Death Star bookend and whacked Hajek across the knuckles.


  “Jesus! What the hell is wrong with you!” Hajek took the hand away from his eye to cradle the new injury.


  “We made you give us information,” Phin said, “but you fought back like a tiger.”


  Hajek looked at the blood on his fingers and grinned.


  “Yeah, I did. Could you smack my other hand too? Make it look like I went all Charles Bronson on you?”


  “Maybe later,” Phin said.


  “We should get some of your blood on my carpet. Maybe on my shirt too. For the DNA match. It will look like I really kicked your ass before you subdued me. I think I’ve got a syringe someplace.”


  “That’s not going to happen.”


  “Okay. Can you spit on me, maybe? We can get DNA from that. Or when you’re working me over, I can spit on you. Get in your face and be all You can’t make me talk.”


  “No one is spitting on anyone,” I said. “We need your help, Scott.”


  Scott held out his hand. “I should put some Neosporin on this.” He eyed Phin. “You think Bronson used Neosporin?”


  “Sure,” Phin said. “Those punks he beat up were probably lousy with germs.”


  “Do you have germs? I mean, I don’t want to imply that you’re germy or anything. You’re not germy, are you?”


  I tapped his shoulder. “Scott, focus for a minute. I know more about Kork than anyone else. I could tell you things not in any files or newspaper stories. That’s why you wanted to have dinner with me, right?”


  He squinted at me with his good eye. “Partly. I also used to find you attractive, until you started bullying me around.”


  I took out the cell phone, showed him the picture of Lance on the bed, along with the text message.


  “Ever see this guy in any of your research?”


  “No.” He rubbed his chin. “But that’s a pigstick. They use them on bomb squads.”


  “We think he’s an EOD cop. He’s only got a few hours left to live. We need to save him.”


  I reached out, touched Hajek on the shoulder. He flinched a little.


  “He might be from Alex’s past, Scott. You’ve read the files. Did she know anyone named Lance?”


  “I dunno. I can’t remember.”


  “Can we see your notes?” Phin asked.


  “Sure. They’re in the study. I should get my Neosporin first.”


  “Notes first.”


  “That works too.”


  We filed into the study. Scott rubbed his knuckles on his computer screen, and across the top of his keyboard, but the bleeding had already stopped so I doubted the CSU would pick up anything.


  “Can I have a few hairs at least?” he asked Phin.


  Phin sighed, then bent down, allowing Hajek to pluck out a few blond strands and sprinkle them across the desk.


  “Scott? The clock is ticking. We need those notes.”


  “Okay. I’ve scanned in a lot of Alex’s files and used an OCR to turn the text into a Word document.”


  His screen saver, predictably, was Xena, but his computer desktop background surprised me.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Didn’t mean for you to see that.”


  Phin gave me a small nudge. “That’s a good picture of you.”


  It was candid shot, at a crime scene. A close-up of my face. I was talking to someone out of frame. The detail was very good, and I looked closer and saw he’d used some computer program to airbrush out my crow’s-feet.


  “I took it a while ago,” Scott said. “I think it captures the lieutenant’s professionalism while also showing a softer side. She was breaking the news to the victim’s mother here. If you look closely, at her left eye, you can see the underlying sadness, even though the face is all business.”


  Phin leaned in closer.


  “Yeah. I see it. You see the sadness there, Jack?”


  “The notes,” I repeated.


  Hajek pressed some keys, opened a word processing program. I wondered how many other candid shots of me were on the computer, and whether I should be flattered or paranoid.


  “I’m searching for Lance. And here we are.”


  We all read the sentence. In some notes taken by Alex’s court-appointed psychiatrist, she’d mentioned a relationship with a man while still in the marines and stationed at Ft. Geiger. But Lance wasn’t his name. His name was David Strang, and he was a lance corporal.


  “Can you find out anything about him?” I asked.


  “I’m crawling the search engines now. Okay, here’s a newspaper article. He’s a cop in Milwaukee. Bomb Squad. No picture, but let me look for images.”


  Hajek found Strang’s police ID photo. He was late thirties, mustached. I held up the picture on the cell phone and we compared the two.


  “Same ears,” Hajek said. “It’s him.”


  We could be in Milwaukee in about ninety minutes. That left about four hours to find Detective David Lance Strang before the shotgun shell in the pigstick blew his head off.


  “Thanks, Scott.” I tugged Phin’s arm. “We have to go.”


  “Wait!” Scott said, so loud I stopped in my tracks. “I, uh, maybe I should have a few strands of your hair too, Lieutenant. So they believe the story.”


  “You’re not touching my hair, Officer Hajek.”


  Phin nudged me again. “Other ways to leave some DNA evidence, Jack. Give the little guy a break.” He puckered his lips and made a kissing sound.


  I sighed, then plucked out a few strands of my hair, offering them to Hajek. His eyes lit up like he’d just been handed the Holy Grail.


  Phin led us out of the apartment. I could have told Hajek to contact the Milwaukee PD, but I knew he was on the phone before the door even closed.


  “I think he likes you, Jack.”


  I followed Phin into the stairwell. “Do you know the quickest route to Milwaukee?”


  “Did you know he was pining for you like that?”


  “He’s not pining.”


  “He looks at you every time he turns his computer on. That’s either pining or stalking.”


  “He admires the job I do.”


  “He admires more than that. I think you came close to giving him a heart attack when you gave him some of your hair. I bet he’s building a shrine to it right now.”


  We exited at the lobby, and I nodded at the doorman who’d let us in.


  “So far, Alex isn’t lying to us. She was telling the truth about being in Milwaukee, and the cop’s name isn’t Lance, but I bet the nickname has stuck with him.”


  We hit the sidewalk. The rain had started up again, even colder than before.


  “You’re shivering. Anything I can do to warm you up?”


  I frowned at him.


  “Phin, you and me, it’s not going to happen. I almost shot you on the bus.”


  “But you didn’t.”


  “It doesn’t matter. There are some trust issues here. I’m flattered you’re interested, but I’m a mess right now. Christ, I just buried my fiancé. My career is probably over. And we’re chasing a psychopath who is sending me pictures of people she’s going to kill. This isn’t a good time to start a relationship.”


  My opinion apparently didn’t matter much to Phin, because he tugged me close, his arms snaking around my waist and holding me so tight I could feel his heartbeat, and kissed me. For a few seconds everything wrong with the world vanished, and we existed only to feed our senses. The cold rain on my cheeks, Phin’s warm tongue on my lips, his strong hands pressing into the small of my back, the sounds of our breathing lost in a thunderclap overhead, the taste of the cinnamon gum he’d been chewing, the ache in my jaw from when I hit the bus and a much different kind of ache building up between my legs.


  “We’ll take I-94,” he said, breaking the kiss.


  I was a little weak in the knees, and a little out of breath, and I hated him for that but didn’t trust myself to say so. Like everything else that happened that day I’d have to file it away and figure it out later, when I had time.


  I followed Phin to his Ford Bronco, climbed into the passenger seat, and didn’t look at him until we reached the expressway.
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CHAPTER 24


  Good call on the fish, Cynthia. The prime rib was too well done for my taste. Sure you don’t want any?”


  Cynthia shakes her head, the napkin flapping in her mouth like a flag.


  According to her driver’s license, her full name is Cynthia Paulino, and she lives in Illinois. After the movie—a cute romantic comedy with Matthew McConaughey—Alex searched the room while asking Cynthia questions about her life. She didn’t remove the gag, so the questions were all yes or no. But Alex was still able to determine that Cynthia was single, had a boyfriend who didn’t want to commit, worked for a company that sold polymers—which are plastics—and was in town to run a trade show booth. The booth gig was boring, and resulted in very few sales, but Cyn liked it because it got her out of the office and the company picked up expenses.


  Alex shared as well, talking about what she had done to Lance, what her big plan was, and how she might be obsessing a tad about Jack Daniels.


  “She killed the man I loved, I killed the man she loved, so we should be even. But I still can’t stop thinking about her, Cyn. Maybe part of the problem is that I like her. I mean, her sense of morality is really, really i nfantile. But she’s a good dresser, good with a gun, good with her fists. Kind of like an older sister. You know, before she figured out I was a serial killer, we got along pretty good. Do you have any enemies, Cyn?”


  Cyn nods.


  “Someone at work?”


  Another nod.


  “If you want to talk about it, I’ll take your gag out. But a warning first: If you start begging for your life, or try to scream for help, I’ll cut you from your crotch to your breastbone. Got it?”


  Cyn bobs her head up and down, then spits out the napkin.


  “Can I have some water?” she asks, voice horse.


  “No. I like your voice that way. Kind of sexy. Now tell me about this enemy.”


  “Her … her name is Gina. Works in Accounting. Has been a real bitch ever since I started there.”


  Alex flips onto her stomach, gathering a pillow under her to keep her head propped up.


  “What did she do to you?”


  “Little things at first. Like asking me really rudely if this is my natural hair color. I mean, of course it isn’t. But she waits until there are people around to try to get a laugh.”


  Alex nods. “I hate her already. What else?”


  Cyn’s lower lip quivers, but she manages to work through it. “Every time I do one of these trade shows, she acts like a Nazi with the expense account. I mean, if I skip lunch and get a bigger dinner to compensate, she won’t allow it.”


  “I bet she’s tough with booze too.”


  “No liquor at all, even if I’m taking customers out. They want me to get sales, but they don’t want me to buy a round of beers first? That’s stupid.”


  Alex agrees. “Bitch. What else?”


  “I can’t be sure, but I think she started a rumor … a rumor …”


  Alex reaches out, wipes a tear off Cyn’s face. “Don’t cry. It’s okay. Everywhere I go, people talk about me in whispers. Right in front of me, like I’m blind and deaf as well as scarred. Words can hurt, Cyn. Sometimes they can hurt worse than anything.”


  “Please … oh God … please … I don’t want to die …”


  Alex frowns, only half of her face responding to the command her brain sends to her mouth.


  “Cynthia, we’re having a nice conversation here. Don’t ruin it.”


  “Gina … G-Gina doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Nothing matters. It’s all … all bullshit. I still want to get married, have kids. I don’t wanna—”


  Alex sighs, stuffs the napkin back into Cynthia’s mouth. She wonders if Jack’s ex-husband is in his room yet, and uses the phone to try him. It rings and rings. Earlier, Alex had called from the lobby phone and let it ring, so she should have gotten a busy signal. Does that mean Alan is in his room and answered the phone earlier? Or that someone in the lobby found a phone off the hook and hung up?


  After five more rings, Alex hangs up. She yawns, exhaustion washing over her. A few hours of sleep would be a smart idea. Especially since she wants to tune in and watch Lance during his last moments, which will happen in less than five hours.


  Alex looks at Cynthia.


  “I’m bushed. How about you, Cyn? Must have been a long day for you. Want to get some shut-eye?”


  Cyn looks uncertain, but she nods.


  “You should probably go to the bathroom first. If I untie your legs will you walk to the bathroom without giving me trouble?”


  A nod. Alex uses the steak knife to cut the nylons binding Cyn’s legs. Cynthia stumbles when she tries to stand, but Alex catches her under the arm and helps her keep her footing.


  Cyn looks at the toilet, then looks at Alex. Alex laughs.


  “No, I don’t want to watch, Cyn. I’m not a pervert. Let me help you with your pants.”


  Alex reaches down and shoves Cyn backward, into the shower. Less mess there.


  With her hands tied Cyn lands hard on her butt. As she starts to scream Alex forces the steak knife between her ribs, the blade twitching in her grip as Cyn’s heart tries to keep beating.


  Alex checks her uniform, happy that she managed to keep it blood-free. As Cyn dies, feebly trying to remove the knife—impossible because suction is keeping it in—Alex drops her pants and urinates in the toilet.


  “Now who’s the pervert?” she says, closing the shower curtain to block Cynthia’s staring. Then she wanders back to bed, undresses, orders a wake-up call for five a.m., and sends Jack the latest picture of Lance, along with another text message. She falls asleep to a pay-per-view slasher movie, amused because the writer got the violence all wrong.
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CHAPTER 25


  The phone woke me up. In the darkness of the Bronco’s front seat, I fumbled around for my purse and located it by my feet. On the third ring I fished it out and flipped the top open, hearing several beeps.


  Alex. Sending me another picture. Phin glanced over at me while I accessed it.


  Lance appeared even worse than before, his face contorted with pain and blurred by motion. The lighting was a little better this time, the burn marks on his chest darker and more pronounced. I held it up for Phin, who divided his attention between the photo and the road.


  “Are those letters?”


  “Where?”


  “His wounds,” Phin said. “Connect the dots.”


  I traced my fingernail over the burns, and the letters seemed to pop out at me.
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  There was also a text message.


  FOUR HOURS LEFT.


  “What the hell is Zd?” I asked.


  “One of the elements? Zirconium?”


  “That’s Zr.”


  “Maybe an abbreviation. Or initials.”


  I closed my eyes, tried to think. Zd meant absolutely nothing to me. Maybe something in connection with Lance? Bomb squads? Some kind of explosives or equipment? Or something to do with Milwaukee?


  “Where are we?” I asked.


  “Just across the Wisconsin border. Got about forty minutes left.”


  I wanted to call Herb, but I promised myself I wouldn’t bother him again. Harry was probably still occupied with the Feds. Hajek was almost certainly occupied with the authorities as well, and I had no delusions that a few strands of hair turned him from adversary into ally. That left Detective Tom Mankowski, still in Indiana. I fished out my personal cell and found his number.


  “Lieutenant? I haven’t been able to get in my car yet. Did you talk to Hajek?”


  “Yeah. Cop’s name is David Strang, out of Milwaukee. Look, Tom, things have gotten complicated, and I’m persona non grata with both the CPD and the Feds. Alex just sent me another picture. It’s Lance again, but this time the burns on his chest look like letters. Capital Z, small d. Mean anything to you?”


  “Not a thing. You sure it’s a Z and not the number 2?”


  “Could be a 2. Does 2d mean anything to you?”


  “Two-dimensional, obviously, but I don’t see how that’s a clue. Alex did this as some kind of hint, right?”


  “Probably.”


  “I read her shrink report. She has a genius IQ.”


  I sighed. Why did all the serial killers I chased have to be brilliant criminal masterminds? Where were all the psychos with average intelligence?


  “I’m forwarding the photo and a text message to you. Pass it along. If the Milwaukee PD finds Lance, let us know. We’re going to keep searching until we hear news.”


  Hopefully the news would be “he’s safe” instead of “he’s dead.”


  “Happy hunting, Lieut.”


  Mankowski hung up. I spent a few minutes fiddling with the cell phone, sending him the info.


  “We’re also low on gas.”


  I nodded, my mind attacking the Zd problem. What the hell was Alex trying to tell me? Zee dee. Two dee. Zee dee. Two dee …


  “Wasn’t she one of the girls on The Facts of Life?” Phin said. “Tootie?”


  “Did I say that out loud?”


  “Six or ten times.”


  I rubbed my eyes. “I’m pretty sure Alex isn’t pointing us to an old sitcom.”


  “Apartment number?”


  “Two dee. That works.”


  “Something to do with the Marines? Squad 2d?”


  “I’m drawing blanks.”


  Alex’s phone rang. I steeled myself, answered.


  “What do you want, Alex?”


  “Not Alex. It’s Harry. I called on that phone because they’re tracing and tracking your other one. Stay off of it.”


  Stupid. Now they knew Mankowski was helping me. How was I supposed to catch Alex when I was making rookie mistakes?


  “Aren’t you in federal custody, McGlade?”


  “Hell, no. I cut a deal.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that. “What kind of deal?”


  “Jesus, Jack. Don’t be so paranoid. I’m not going to betray my own flesh and blood.”


  “It’s Phin?” I asked. “I thought you two were friends.”


  “It’s not like he’s an innocent bystander, Jackie. He robbed a bank. You do the crime, you do the time. Point is, now I’ve got some breathing room, and I’ve been looking at that photo of Lance.”


  “His name is David Strang.” I gave Harry the blow-by-blow.


  “Good. Send me the new pic and text. And don’t bother with residential. He’s in a hotel or motel, maybe a bed and breakfast.”


  “How do you know?”


  “In the upper right-hand corner of the picture, on the nightstand, under the pigstick. Looks like the edge a red piece of paper. I enhanced the detail.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s when I use a computer program to tighten the pixel pattern by adjusting contrast and color.”


  He did that on purpose. I kept my voice even.


  “What did the enhancement show you, McGlade?”


  “It’s part of a Do Not Disturb sign. So she’s holding him in a room somewhere.”


  “How many hotels in Milwaukee?”


  “Lemme check.” I heard fingers on a keyboard. “According to the Yellow Pages, only about six hundred. But that might include some overlaps.”


  “Search for Zd and 2d.”


  “Searching. A million hits on Zd. Wine. Digital cameras. Nothing pops out. For 2d, got two hundred million hits. Looks like a lot of computer tech stuff. Lemme try to cross-ref with Lance’s name, motels, Milwaukee, and so on. Maybe a combination of terms will give us something. I’ll call you back.”


  Harry hung up. My stomach rumbled, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten anything. That made me remember the steaks I owed Herb. While waiting for Harry I put in a call to 1-800-MEATS4U and their twenty-four-hour customer service representative suggested the Meat Lover’s Package, which included assorted steaks, burgers, chicken filets, and a Turduckinlux. I opted for the BBQ flavor over the savory garlic and rosemary.


  Phin pulled into an oasis, up to the station. He parked, switched off the truck, and unbuckled his belt. But rather than get out and pump gas he sat there, staring straight ahead, fingers drumming the steering wheel.


  “Harry going to turn me in?”


  I nodded. “I’m surprised. I thought you guys had that macho code of honor thing. Death before betrayal and all that.”


  “McGlade doesn’t owe me anything.”


  “So you would betray him too?”


  “If I had to.”


  “Would you betray me?”


  Phin stared at me, his blue eyes hard.


  “No.”


  Which made me feel even worse about almost shooting him. He opened his mouth to say something more, probably to explain himself, and I didn’t want to hear it so I put my finger over his lips to silence him. His mouth parted slightly, my fingertip brushing against the top of his teeth, and I pulled away and got out of the car before I gave in to all the dirty things I was thinking.


  “Fill it up, I’ll pay inside.”


  I walked into the mini-mart, and was assaulted by the cloying smell of hot dogs cooked way too long. It made my stomach rumble again. I’m proud to say that I’d never indulged in gas station cuisine, but I was almost hungry enough to start.


  First things first, though. There was something weighing on my mind more than food. Something that had been troubling me for hours.


  I wandered the short aisles, found the one with birth control. The store had the average assortment of jellies, foams, and condoms. I found what I needed and took it to the counter, breaking down and also getting a bag of tortilla chips and a jar of salsa. I grabbed a twelve-pack of bottled water, a box of granola bars, and a handful of beef jerky as well.


  “This and what ever is on pump five,” I told the attendant. He was young, scruffy, wearing a greasy baseball cap with an unnaturally curved rim that he must have spent some serious time shaping. He smirked at me when he saw my purchases, and then looked out the window at Phin and smirked again. I had an urge to slap him.


  “Might want to check the expiration date,” he said. “Those things expire.”


  He wasn’t referring to the chips. And embarrassing as it was, he had a point. I turned over the package, found the date on the side panel. Still good for another six months.


  Phin was still pumping, so I asked Smirking Boy where the bathroom was, and took the box with me.


  As expected, the bathroom looked like a swamp creature blew up in there while engaging in every possible bodily function. I triple-plied the toilet paper on the seat, dropped my sweatpants, and sat down, staring at the three letters on the box.


  EPT.


  Latham and I practiced safe sex. I was in my late forties, but still a fertile Myrtle, and we weren’t sure having a kid in college while we zeroed in on seventy was the way we wanted to spend our golden years.


  But condoms were only 98 percent effective, and by my math, that meant condom use resulted in pregnancy one out of fifty times.


  Latham and I had sex more than fifty times.


  Still, it was virtually impossible. There hadn’t been any breaks. Hadn’t been any oops. My late period was the result of stress, not pregnancy.


  It had to be.


  I put a hand to my belly, overwhelmed by feelings. Fear, anxiety, depression, anger, worry, and something else. Something I wasn’t expecting.


  Hope.


  Jesus, part of me was hoping I was pregnant.


  I read the box.


  Opened the package.


  Peed on the stick.


  Waited.


  Waited.


  Waited.


  Looked.


  Read the box again.


  Cried. Cried so hard I couldn’t catch my breath.


  I must have been in there too long, because someone began to knock on the bathroom door.


  “I’ll be right out,” I said, but through the sobs it sounded more like “Abeeiooud.”


  “Jack?”


  Phin.


  I unrolled some toilet paper, swabbed my face.


  “Jack? You okay?”


  I wrapped the pregnancy test in paper, held it over the toilet, and stopped. I realized I didn’t want to throw it away. Instead I stuffed it into my purse.


  “Jack? I’m coming in.”


  “I’m fine,” I said, more in control now. “I’ll be right out.”


  I washed my hands, avoided looking in the mirror because it wouldn’t have improved my mood, and unlocked the door to Phin standing there, all sympathetic and concerned.


  This annoyed me. I wondered if the real reason he’d never betray me was because I had two X chromosomes, and the little woman needed to be protected by the big strong man, which was BS because I’ve beaten up bigger guys than him.


  “I’m fine,” I repeated, pushing past him.


  I threw some money at Smirking Boy, who hadn’t bothered bagging anything. I tucked beef jerky into my pockets, and shoved the granola bars under my armpit.


  Phin grabbed the water.


  “I got it,” I told him.


  He spread out his hands and backed up. As he should have. I didn’t need him. I didn’t need anyone. I was perfectly capable of carry ing a few lousy items. I crammed the bag of chips under my other arm, grabbed the salsa in one hand, the water in the other, and gave Phin a look that said he better not try to hold open the goddamn door for me. He didn’t, giving me a wide berth, and I shuffled past and bumped the door with my hip, and the salsa slipped and broke on the floor like a gunshot, splattering red.


  Phin didn’t say anything. Neither did Smirking Boy. I continued out the door, piled everything onto the hood of the Bronco, and began stuffing it into the backseat. Then I sat down and waited for Phin.


  He climbed into the driver’s seat without comment and we got back on the expressway, and I tried to focus on the case instead of my personal life.


  Big Z, small d. Big Z, small d. What the hell did that mean? Why did Alex burn that into David Strang’s chest?


  No ideas came. And the harder I tried to think, the more my mind kept drifting back to the pregnancy test in my purse, which I clutched in both hands like a life preserver on a sinking ship.
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CHAPTER 26


  Alex dreams.


  She’s ten years old, in a cornfield in Indiana, in the center of a wide circle that she made with Charles. They stomped down all of the dry stalks around them and are sitting Indian style, face-to-face, knees touching. The corn is taller than they are, so no one can see them from the road or from the farm house. This is their private spot. Their special spot. No one can hurt them here. Not bullies. Not Father. Not anyone.


  A wind blows through the corn, making a rustling sound. All around them, the corn ripples like a golden sea. Alex smells fresh earth and clean air. The sun is shining, bright overhead, and she turns up to feel it on her face.


  But she doesn’t feel it. All she feels is cold.


  She looks at Charles, wondering if he’s cold too. His eyes are closed.


  “I love you,” she says.


  He doesn’t answer. She reaches up, touches him. It’s like touching ice.


  He’s dead. Charles is dead.


  Then his jaw falls open.


  “You’re ugly, Alex,” Charles says. “Scarred and ugly.”


  It’s isn’t his voice. It’s Jack’s.


  Charles becomes Jack, his features cracking and twisting, and then she’s standing over Alex with angry black eyes, pointing down at her like a vengeful god.


  Alex reaches up, feels her own face, feels the scars.


  And she’s afraid.


  The pleasant field smell sours, becoming the acrid odor of sweat and fear. The gentle breeze goes rotten. The sun shines black.


  Alex runs. Into the corn.


  The corn grabs at her, tries to stop her. But Alex has a knife, and she cuts and slashes, and the corn cries out and bleeds, bright red arterial jets that sting like acid. Stalks morph into severed arms and legs, and Alex climbs up the bodies of the slaughtered, climbs up an ever-growing pile of people she has killed.


  At the top of the mound is a face. Her face. Unscarred. It beckons her on.


  Behind her, Jack grows to monstrous proportions, reaching out an enormous hand to pluck Alex away from her goal. Alex dodges, stabs at Jack’s huge thumb, then launches herself upward, hands outstretched and yearning.


  Alex’s face is atop a pedestal, and she snatches it up and presses the perfect mask of flesh against her scars. It glows warm, then burning hot, shooting out rays that blind the Jack creature and cause her to tumble down the mountain.


  And Alex smiles. Not a half smile. A full smile, all the muscles working, lips doing what they are supposed to, wide and bright and beautiful.


  Then Alex begins to grow. Bigger than Jack. Bigger and stronger and almighty. She crushes the squealing lieutenant underfoot, her rib cage cracking like a bird’s nest.


  For miles around Alex, the corn trembles and begs for mercy.


  Alex’s blade stretches and curves, becoming a scythe.


  As the world screams, Alex reaps.
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CHAPTER 27


  I got nothing, sis.”


  I rubbed my eyes, which felt like I had sand under the lids. We were parked in an all-night diner lot, which was half-full even at five in the morning. I’d gone in earlier, not to eat but to borrow a phone book. Now I wished I’d eaten. The salsa-less tortilla chips and five sticks of jerky hadn’t done much to satisfy my hunger.


  “Try searching for motel plus Zd plus Wisconsin,” I told Harry.


  “I tried that. I’ve tried every possible Boolean search combination, and I don’t even know what Boolean means. Plus I’m exhausted. The only thing keeping me awake is this case of SuperMax Energy Drink I got at the discount store. What the hell is taurine anyway?”


  “We’re all tired, McGlade. Try pinching yourself.”


  “Does that work?”


  “No. But it will amuse me.”


  “Funny, Jackie. We’ve got half an hour left. Maybe the Milwaukee PD has found him already.”


  “Milwaukee cops find him?” I asked Phin.


  Phin shook his head. Naturally, Phin owned a police scanner. He was using an earpiece to listen in so the radio chatter didn’t interfere with my phone call. I was using Alex’s cell, because it was pretty much trace-proof. No doubt the Feebies were tracking my personal cell.


  I yawned. “Did you try another search engine?”


  “I’m using an aggregator that searches all the top search engines, including foreign ones. I’ve found some pretty horrible things, Jackie. Do you know what a brass clown is?”


  “No. And have no desire to find out.”


  “It’s this sex thing. But it isn’t really sexual, unless you’re some sort of sicko nutjob. You take a cup. Guess what you do with the cup?”


  “I don’t want to know what you do with the cup, and if you try to tell me I’ll hang up on you.”


  “I wish I could do a system restore on my brain and go back to a time before I saw it. There are certain foods I can no longer eat.”


  For the fiftieth time I fought the temptation to drive to the nearest motel and start randomly searching rooms. With several hundred hotels within ten square miles, the odds weren’t with us. Much better to stay centrally located and be ready to move when we got some information.


  The problem was, we had no information. And I held out little hope that Alex would call back with a last-minute hint. The next time she called, it would be to send pictures of David Strang with his head blown off.


  “Think Alex fucked him?” Harry asked.


  “Not sure if it matters, McGlade.”


  “Maybe it does. What if there was some sixty-nine action going on?”


  “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”


  “A lot. If she was on top, she could have written the letters upside-down.”


  I accessed the picture on the cell phone, then rotated it one hundred and eighty degrees.
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  How about that?


  “I bow to your deviant mind, Harry. Try all the searches again using PZ.”


  “Way ahead of you, Jackie. Got twenty-seven million hits. Some scientist named PZ. A punjabi site. An ID3 tag editor.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It helps you catalog your music collection if you appropriate MP3 files on the Internet.”


  “Appropriate? You mean stealing.”


  “File sharing isn’t stealing. If I stole your bike, you lost property. That’s theft. But if I copied your bike, you still have the bike.”


  “Then I’ve lost my right to sell the bike. How can I sell the bike if everyone is copying it?”


  I bet myself twenty bucks McGlade was rolling his eyes.


  “What if I already have the music on vinyl? Can’t I download an MP3 of a song I already own?”


  “Downloading music for free is illegal, Harry.”


  “No it isn’t. Ask Phin.”


  “I’m not asking Phin.”


  “Ask Phin what?” Phin asked.


  I sighed. “This really isn’t something we need to discuss right now. Or ever.”


  I hit the button for speaker phone anyway and repeated Harry’s question.


  “It’s illegal,” Phin said. “You’re taking money away from the artist. That’s what intellectual property laws are for.”


  “So downloading an out-of-print album is bad, but it’s okay to rob a bank?”


  “That’s illegal too,” Phin said.


  “We need to stick to finding Lance,” I said.


  “Phin, you ever see that brass clown video?”


  “Yeah. It was horrible.”


  “Lance,” I said, holding up the picture. “He’s going to die soon. Remember him?”


  “Remember that cup scene?” Harry said.


  “Yeah.”


  “I can’t eat corn anymore because of that.”


  “I had to give up Greek food for a while.”


  “Why Greek? Oh … oh yeah. You know, the last Greek I ate was a sorority girl.”


  I was going to tell them, more forcibly this time, to stay on task, but the word Greek stuck in my head and bounced around like a pinball. I looked at the PZ again.


  “Harry, do a search for Greek alphabet.”


  “She was a physical therapy major, Phin. Had an incredibly strong grip. I used to fake injuries.”


  “Harry! The search!”


  “Okay! Sure! Greek alphabet! Done! You happy?”


  “What do P and Z stand for?”


  “P is rho. Z is zeta. Rho zeta?”


  “Row zayta. Row zeta. Rosetta?”


  I flipped the Yellow Pages open to Motels and searched the Rs. No Rosetta Motel, or anything even close.


  Harry chuckled softly. “Damn, Alex is smart.”


  “You got something?”


  “I did a search for Rosetta plus Milwaukee plus lodging. First hit is for the Rosetta Stone—that old rock with all the languages on it. But farther down the page is the Old Stone Inn. If PZ is Greek for Rosetta, the Rosetta Stone was certainly an old stone. And the Old Stone Inn is near the Milwaukee airport.”


  I checked my watch. Lance had less than fifteen minutes to live. The clues fit, but that might have been because we were tired and hopeless and wanted them to fit.


  “Where’s the address?” I asked Harry.


  “It’s on Whitnall.”


  Phin started the truck. “Ten minutes, if we push it.”


  I didn’t see we had any choice.


  “Push it,” I told him.


  We peeled out of the parking lot.
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CHAPTER 28


  Alex wakes to the ringing of the hotel phone and the homey smell of copper pennies. She gives the receiver a quick up and down, stretches, and pads over to the bathroom. Apparently Cyn had more life left in her than Alex thought, because she managed to pull herself out of the bathtub to curl up and die under the sink. There’s a good amount of blood browning on the floor, and Alex watches where she steps—it’s not wise leaving bloody footprints up and down the hotel hallway.


  After using the facilities, Alex puts on a pair of fresh panties from Cyn’s suitcase, and also liberates some sweatpants and a Hootie and the Blowfish tee. Cyn’s shoes are too small, and the cop’s black leather shoes look stupid with sweats, so Alex heads out the door in only socks.


  Sunrise is still over an hour away, and outside it’s cool and crisp with a wind that threatens winter. Alex digs her laptop out of the Hyundai and takes it back to the lobby, where complimentary continental breakfast is being served. Even this early there are three people milling about, reading papers, drinking coffee, pouring milk into bowls of cereal. Alex keeps her head down, bangs covering her face, and snatches a bagel and a small container of cream cheese without being acknowledged.


  Back in the room she sets up at the desk and accesses the hotel’s WiFi, charging it to Cyn’s account. Then she activates the cell phone program and enlarges the window to the size of the laptop screen, which shows a live view of Lance at the Old Stone Inn.


  Poor Lance is sleeping. He’s made quite a mess of the bed—even in the close-up Alex can see the mattress is off-kilter and the sheets under him have twisted around. She zooms the camera out, and sees the duct tape is still holding him tight, but it has bunched up on itself so it looks like gnarled gray rope. The secret to binding someone with tape is to make it as tight as possible; it stretches, and sweat and blood work against the adhesive. Lance has more than a little blood around his wrists. He fought hard. Alex feels strangely proud of him.


  She zooms out farther, and sees that the rest of Lance hasn’t held up so well.


  “Ouch.”


  The rubber band has transformed Lance’s once proud manhood into something resembling a rotten banana, all brown and droopy. If Jack arrives in time, it’s unlikely that part of him can be saved.


  Alex smiles with half of her face, using her finger to apply cream cheese to half the bagel, imagining macho Lance living out the rest of his days as a chaste monk in some Tibetan monastery. Certainly his wife wouldn’t keep him around. Infidelity can be forgiven. Having no dick would put an unrealistic strain on even the healthiest of marriages.


  She zooms in, getting a close-up of the Greek letters burned into Lance’s chest, and uses her screen capture to save a JPG. Then she checks the time. Twenty minutes after five. Lance has thirteen minutes to live.


  Alex transfers the picture to her cell, then sends it to Jack Daniels. At this late stage in the game, it’s unlikely Jack knows where Lance is. But there’s one clue left to give, and Alex wants to make sure Jack has every possible opportunity to figure it out and save him, so she feels even worse when she fails. Alex texts:


  STAIRWAY TO HEAVEN.


  Simple. Clever. Elegant. After entering the message she tucks her legs under her in the desk chair, licks cream cheese off her fingers, and waits for the big bang.




  [image: ]


  

CHAPTER 29


  How’s our time?” Phin asked.


  I checked my watch. The pigstick was set to go off at 5:33 a.m. It was 5:24.


  “Not good. How close are we?”


  “I’m not sure. A few miles.”


  My eyes locked on the speedometer. We were already doing sixty mph in a thirty mph zone, and I stopped counting all the red lights we’d blown through.


  “Go faster.”


  Phin nodded. The veins on the backs of his hands bulged out from holding the wheel so hard, and I noticed my legs were braced and my fingers had death grips on the armrests. As if that would help if we crashed.


  The cell phone rang, and I pried off a hand long enough to answer it. Another picture of Lance, apparently asleep. The burns on his chest had scabbed over, becoming almost black. A message accompanied the photo.


  “Got another text. Stairway to heaven.” I wrinkled my nose. “What does that mean?”


  “That Lance is about to die.”


  The truck crept closer to seventy, which seemed a lot faster on the narrow street we were on. Each pothole we hit felt like a thunderclap.


  “No … I mean—yes—that’s part of it. But I think it’s a clue. She’s telling us something about his location.”


  “What does Led Zeppelin have to do with rho and zeta?”


  I chewed the inside of my cheek. An earlier call to the Old Stone Inn hadn’t given us much to work with. The front desk had confirmed the motel was full, all twenty-six rooms occupied. This was one of those single-floor, park next to your room motels. I asked about a woman with scars checking in, or anything out of the ordinary, but English wasn’t the clerk’s first language, or at least he pretended it wasn’t, and I couldn’t get anything out of him.


  I had also dialed 911, explaining the situation and telling them a kidnapping and murder of one of their own was being committed there. I was sure they’d send a car, but had no idea of their response time or their procedure. Even if they got there before us, it’s unlikely they’d get any more help from the clerk than I did. And no cop I ever met would kick in twenty-six doors without a warrant. Exigent circumstances and probable cause were weighty terms, but not as weighty as lawsuit and disciplinary action.


  “What were the band members’ names?” I asked Phin.


  He took a corner so fast the tires cried out. “Robert Plant … John Paul Jones … Jimmy Page …”


  “Which one died?”


  “The drummer. John Bonham. Died in his sleep. Choked on vomit.”


  My heart rate jumped up even higher. “Did he die in a motel room?”


  “Page’s house. Drank too much.”


  Phin tapped the brakes and just missed clipping a Volvo, who laid on the horn to show his disapproval. I tried to swallow, but had no spit left.


  “How about something in the lyrics?” I forced myself to focus, not the easiest thing to do when I predicted a car accident in the immediate future. “Any mention of rooms or motels?”


  “It’s about a woman who thinks she can get what ever she wants.”


  Phin swerved and climbed the curb, causing my body to rise up against the seat belt. I readied myself for the passenger-side air bag, but it didn’t deploy.


  “We’re on the sidewalk.” I tried to sound calm, but my voice came out squeaky.


  “Motel,” Phin said, eyes glancing right. I followed his gaze, saw the large Old Stone Inn sign a block ahead. A light illuminated its $49.95 a Night rates, but the i in Night was missing.


  We came upon the parking lot fast—too fast—and Phin hit the brakes and still slammed into the rear of a parked SUV. Still no airbag. I wondered if the truck even had them.


  I checked my watch. Five thirty.


  The motel was laid out in an L shape, ground-level rooms stretching off in two perpendicular directions. Thirteen on each arm. With three minutes left, not enough time to check them all.


  Phin and I ran for the lobby, at the center of the L. There was a Milwaukee police cruiser parked in front, and through the window I saw two uniforms talking to the desk clerk, who was shrugging and shaking his head.


  “Four!” Phin yelled at me.


  I looked at him, wondering if he had a golf club.


  “‘Stairway to Heaven’ is on the album Led Zeppelin IV!”


  Was it that easy? Was Lance in room four? I didn’t question it, I acted, yanking the gun out of my bouncing purse, running down the arm past rooms ten … nine … eight … seven …


  Phin outpaced me, getting there first, slamming his shoulder into the door. It popped inward, Phin stumbling into the room, me coming in right after him, dropping to a knee, gun out, eyes and ears open.


  The room was bright, every light on, someone in bed.


  Lance.


  He was naked, eyes wide, terrified. He screamed at me through his duct tape gag.


  The pigstick was set up on the nightstand next to him, the shotgun shell held in place by a metal arm. I followed the wire to a timing device, realized I had no expertise at all to disarm it, and chose instead to simply point the contraption away from Lance.


  Two seconds after I grabbed it, the charge went off.


  The explosion was deafening, and the shock—coupled with the powerful vibration of the shot—made me drop the pigstick. I cast fearful eyes at the bed, expecting to see blood and guts and carnage.


  The mattress had an ugly, ragged hole in it. Lance did not.


  Phin said something that sounded like “Jesus,” but my ears were ringing, so I couldn’t be sure. I spun around, gun sweeping the room, then did a quick search, tugging open the closet and bathroom doors. No Alex.


  “Please …”


  Phin had removed the duct tape from Lance’s mouth, and stared down at him, frowning. I glanced between Lance’s legs and had to look away.


  “Freeze! Police! Drop your weapons!”


  The two Milwaukee cops were at the door, their guns drawn, their faces bright with urgency. I moved slow, deliberate, not wanting to spook them.


  “We’re putting down our guns,” I said. “I’m the cop who called earlier. Lieutenant Jack Daniels, Chicago PD. My ID is in my purse. This man on the bed is David Strang. One of yours.”


  I crouched, setting my gun on the floor, putting my hands up. Phin did the same. The cops moved in, putting Phin against the wall, frisking him, taking his gun. As I watched, I noticed something taped to the motel wall. A cell phone.


  Alex was watching.


  “This man needs an ambulance,” I said.


  Neither cop said anything, but the taller one took his handcuffs out of his case.


  “There’s no need to restrain him. He’s with me.”


  “There’s a federal warrant out for his arrest,” the tall one said. “There’s one on you as well, Miss Daniels.”


  A sound from Phin, either a soft snort or a loud sigh. “We just saved your man’s life.”


  “I’m sure you’ll get all of this straightened out. Orders are orders. You understand.”


  Phin tried to spin around, got a rabbit punch in the kidney by the shorter one. He dropped to his knees. So did I, picking up my Beretta. Just as Shorty pulled back for a second punch I fired into the ceiling.


  “Hit him again,” I said through my teeth. “See what I do to you.”


  Shorty opened up his fist and backed away from Phin.


  “Guns. Drop them.”


  The cops looked at each other, then complied.


  “Now get on the goddamn radio and call a goddamn ambulance for your man.”


  The taller one used his lapel mike. Phin stuck their guns in his waistband, retrieved his own, and jammed it into the neck of the cop who socked him.


  I almost warned Phin not to do anything stupid, then remembered that I trusted him.


  “I got a question,” Phin said. “Is it just you, or do all short guys hit like sissies?”


  Shorty didn’t answer, which was probably wise.


  I kept them covered and made my way to the cell phone, feeling for it on the wall and tugging it off. Held it to my ear.


  “Alex?”


  No answer. I powered it off and stuck it in my purse, then motioned for Phin to come over to the door.


  “Your guns will be in one of the Dumpsters outside,” I told the cops, “which is more professional courtesy than you’ve shown me.”


  “You sure you want to do this, lady?” Shorty said.


  I frowned. Then in one fluid motion I tugged their guns out of Phin’s belt, stuck my fingers in the trigger guards, and whipped them around butt-first while smoothly pressing both ejector buttons. The full clips sailed out the bottom ports and bounced off each cop’s chest as they flinched.


  “It’s not miss, and it’s not lady,” I said. “It’s Lieutenant.”


  “She outranks you guys because you suck,” Phin offered.


  I really couldn’t blame them too much for trying to arrest us—the order probably came from the top—but I did pass up two relatively clean Dumpsters before finding one stinky enough to ditch their pieces, buried under a pile of rotten food.


  Then I crashed. Big-time. The adrenaline that had been keeping me going had vacated the premises, leaving me an empty shell. Sleep had always been a problem for me, but I probably could have gotten forty winks right there, curled up on the garbage pile.


  Phin didn’t look much better. Long damn night.


  “You okay?” I asked when we got back to the Bronco.


  He nodded, but I noticed he was favoring his left arm.


  “Elbow?”


  “Yeah. One of them twisted it. I’ll be okay.”


  Phin tried to start the truck using his left hand. I should have offered to drive, but I was lapsing into zombie mode and didn’t trust myself. My phone rang. Mine, not the one Alex gave me.


  “Hiya, sis.” Long yawn from Harry, who must have been really concerned about us. “You save the day?”


  “Lance lived. The police tried to arrest us. We disarmed them. Now Phin can’t turn the ignition.”


  “Good, that’s good.” I don’t think he heard a word I said. “I’m in Deer Park. I’m going to catch some Zs, then look for the last cell phone in the daisy chain. I’ve got a tracking device that pinpoints RF frequencies. But even better, these cells are Bluetooth enabled, and Alex never disabled it. I’ve got a computer program that can scan for Bluetooth devices. When it finds one, I can have it download SIM card info. So I don’t even have to find the physical phone. I just have to get close enough to it.”


  Turnabout was fair play, because I didn’t process a single thing Harry said either. I yawned, then reached over and helped Phin start the truck. His hand covered mine, held it. He continued to hold it as we pulled out of the parking lot. I was too tired to protest, and his grip was warm on my cold fingers. Warm, and strangely comfortable.


  “Jackie? You still there?”


  “I’ll call you later, Harry. We’re going to crash someplace too. Find a motel on the edge of town.”


  “One bed or two? Not that it’s my business.”


  “You’re right. It’s not your business.”


  “I agree. So one bed or two?”


  “Good night, Harry.”


  I hung up, cutting off his reply.


  We drove for twenty minutes, silent, exhausted, and I felt every second of every minute of every hour I’d been awake—over thirty hours total. Phin found a chain hotel, dropped me off to check in while he parked the Bronco someplace inconspicuous. When he pulled away, my hand felt empty.


  The employee at the front desk looked pert and freshly scrubbed, greeting me with a smile so wide it bared gums.


  “Good morning.” Her voice was full of annoying morning cheer.


  “Two rooms,” I muttered.


  “Sorry.” Smile. “We’re all booked up.” She leaned closer, conspiratorially. “Wisconsin Mom of the Year Awards.” Smile. “It’s our best turnout yet.”


  I yawned again, so big it hurt my jaw. “That’s fine. We’ll sleep in your lobby, on the sofa. My friend likes sleeping naked. I talk in my sleep, and since I work for a phone sex hotline I tend to use the word cock a  lot. If you hear me yelling about how much I love big cock, or how I love to watch you play with your big cock, just give me a nudge.”


  Her smile drooped below the gum line.


  “Let me double-check and see if there were any recent cancellations.”


  She stuck her nose into her computer, tapped a few keys. I dug around in my purse for my wad of Latham’s cash.


  “A single is recently available. King-sized bed.” Smile. “Will that be okay?”


  “That will be fine,” I slurred, my eyes shutting briefly.


  “Our rate is one hundred and thirty dollars a night.”


  “Cash okay?”


  “Cash is fine, but I need a credit card for incidentals.”


  I always wondered why they called room service and pay-per-view porno incidentals. Weren’t those the main reasons people stayed in hotels?


  “Wallet was stolen,” I told her. “No credit cards.”


  “That’s terrible.”


  Perhaps, but she kept smiling.


  “Cash deposit okay?”


  She nodded; money, receipts, and key cards changed hands, and Phin came in. We managed to find our room, the key worked on the third try, and I stumbled to the bed and kicked off my shoes. Phin stood and stared.


  “I can call down to the lobby, have them bring in a cot for me.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said, yawning. “Just try to control yourself.”


  He smiled, sheepish.


  “What if I try really hard and fail?”


  “I’ll be sleeping. Try not to wake me up.”


  I tugged off my sweatpants, too tired to feel awkward or embarrassed. Then I noticed I was still wearing those lacy red panties, and I felt both awkward and embarrassed and not nearly as tired anymore. In fact, I was all of a sudden pretty awake.


  Phin watched me, waiting to see what I did next. I looked down at my sweatshirt. Take it off, or keep it on? I had a sports bra on under it. Not sexy at all, flattening my boobs. But why should I care how I looked? We were just going to sleep. And seeing me in my underwear was the same thing as seeing me in a swimsuit.


  Of course, it took me three hours to put on a swimsuit.


  The hell with it. We were adults. I was tired and wanted to be comfortable.


  The sweatshirt came off.


  I met Phin’s eyes and didn’t feel comfortable at all. I felt awkward and vulnerable and nervous and also a little excited, like a teenager right before her first time. Phin’s eyes had that purple hue again, and his expression was intense.


  I levered myself between the sheets.


  Go to sleep, I  told myself.


  But instead of closing my eyes, I watched Phin take his shirt off. His body was different than Latham’s. Latham’s body was decent. Lithe, strong, distinguished. But comfortable and familiar. Sort of like a Lincoln Town Car.


  Phin had a Ferarri. Fast and sharp and sculpted. And dangerous.


  Quit it. You just buried Latham. He hasn’t even been dead for three weeks.


  When Phin began taking off his sweatpants I used all of my self-control to kill the bedside lamp so I couldn’t see anything else.


  The bed bounced lightly when he climbed in, and then he turned off his light and we were both lying there in the dark and I was getting warm. Really warm.


  Hot, actually.


  If he tries something, I’ll roll with it, I  decided.


  I closed my eyes, waiting for him to touch me. Wanting him to touch me. I knew it was wrong, for a hundred different reasons. But I wanted sex. I wanted to feel something other than pain. With all the death and horror of the past weeks, I needed something life-affirming.


  I no longer had love. Love died with my fiancé.


  But I didn’t expect love from Phin.


  However, an orgasm or two would be a good temporary placeholder.


  The bed springs creaked, and I sensed him shifting. Moving closer to me.


  Maybe my breath quickened a little bit. Maybe I shifted a little bit toward him as well.


  I waited. Pictured his hands on my body. My breasts. Between my thighs. I remembered his kiss, how good it was, and imagined how his mouth would feel on other parts of me.


  But nothing happened. He didn’t make a move.


  I’d been rebuffing him all night, and he hadn’t been put off. Now, when I finally want him to try something, he decides to listen to me?


  Didn’t guys understand women at all?


  I sighed, loudly, hoping he’d take the hint.


  Nothing.


  I sighed again, this time putting a bit of slut into the tone. More of a moan than a sigh.


  Nada. Zip. Zilch.


  I realized I couldn’t back down at this point. I was turned on. All I had to do was reach for him, and I would make sure he was turned on as well.


  My hand crept under the covers, toward Phin. I aimed low, for a part I was sure would get his attention. The king-sized bed seemed huge, the distance between us enormous, and I really did feel like a virginal school-girl, so much so that I almost giggled, and giggling is not something I’m known for.


  And then I heard it. A sound. A horrible, libido-killing sound.


  Phin was snoring.


  My hand stopped, flattening out like someone had stomped on it. I shrunk back, turned and faced the other way, the luxurious heat of arousal transforming into the sting of rejection. Giggly and turned on to red-faced humiliation in less than three seconds. It had to be some kind of record.


  I closed my eyes and swore that if he ever tried to touch me again I’d break off his fingers. Then I tried to sleep.


  Exhausted as I was, sleep didn’t come.
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CHAPTER 30


  Lucky bitch.


  It had a December 31 vibe, like counting down the seconds until the new year, and Alex had been looking forward to seeing the monochromatic fireworks of poor Lance’s head blowing up. But lucky Jack stormed in at the last possible second and saved his miserable life.


  How anticlimactic.


  Things became interesting again when the two cops arrived, but Jack killed the live feed in the middle of that little drama. Cue commercial. Switch channels.


  Alex considers her next move. It’s still too early to pay Jack’s ex a visit, so she spends some time on the Internet, reading up on defibrillators, replying to an e-mail in her anonymous account, learning about bulletproofing a vehicle. Boring stuff, but necessary. Then she logs on to the homepage of her pay-as-you-go cell phone service provider. The phones are impossible to trace, but they do keep track of minutes and numbers called. Because Alex is spoofing caller ID, most of the numbers listed are 555-5555.


  But there are a few real numbers. The numbers Jack has called from the phone Alex gave her.


  One of them is interesting. An 800 number. Alex makes a mental note to call it later.


  At a little after seven a.m. she dresses in the police uniform and goes for a ride, finding a twenty-four-hour con ve nience store and picking up two rolls of duct tape and some quick energy foods: chips, beef jerky, candy bars. She also gets a six-pack of bottled water.


  It’s going to be a thirsty day.


  Back at the hotel she checks her appearance and then knocks on Alan’s door.


  “Yeah?” he answers.


  Alex steps away from the peephole, letting him see her good profile and her cop clothes.


  “Mr. Daniels? It’s about your ex-wife.”


  She resists a smile when she hears the lock turn, the Cheetah stun gun palmed in her right hand.


  Two seconds after the door opens, Alan is on his knees. Two seconds after that, he’s facedown on the carpeting.


  Alex checks the hallway for witnesses, and seeing none, drags Jack’s husband to bed.
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CHAPTER 31


  I felt Latham’s arm slip around my waist and I sighed, happy it had all been some horrible dream.


  But it didn’t feel like Latham’s arm—it felt like a stranger’s—and everything came back at once and I jolted, then went rigid.


  “You okay?” Phin, his voice sleepy.


  “Yeah. Just forgot where I was.”


  Phin’s hand was still on my hip, burning there like an iron. I nudged it off.


  “I wasn’t trying anything.”


  “I know.” My tone had more regret in it than I might have liked.


  Sunlight peeked in through a crack in the drapes. I looked at the clock radio. A little past ten a.m. I’d managed about four hours of sleep. Not too bad. I’ve been able to function on less.


  I rubbed my eyes, felt some crud in the corners, and immediately wondered how my hair looked. My breath was probably awful as well. I wanted to get up, dress in the bathroom, but didn’t want Phin to see me in my underwear. Earlier it seemed daring. Now it was just plain embarrassing.


  “I’m not used to waking up next to cops,” Phin said. “Especially pretty ones.”


  I felt his finger trail up my spine. I flinched away.


  “Jesus, Jack. We’re both adults.”


  I faced him, hugging the sheet to my chest.


  “You’re a good-looking guy, Phin. I’m sure you’ll rebound quickly.”


  He smiled and locked his hands behind his head, triceps bulging.


  “Do you like being miserable? Is that your thing?”


  His pillow talk needed some work.


  “No, Phin. Like most other people in the world, I actually try to be happy. And sometimes I actually achieve it for brief periods of time. But to me, being an adult means having responsibilities.”


  I was lecturing, but Phin appeared more amused than chastised.


  “I used to be like that. Feeling like the only thing holding the world together was my self-discipline.”


  “There’s a difference between taking care of business and being a control freak.”


  “I know that. Do you?”


  And to think I almost slept with this guy.


  “I try to do my best. Sometimes it doesn’t work out, but I keep trying. It’s all I can do.”


  Phin adopted a pensive look as if he was considering what to say next. I waited, feeling dorkier and dorkier in my sports bra and red panties.


  Finally, he spoke.


  “Let me tell you a story, Jack. Young man. Had a decent paying job in an office. Was in love with a girl who loved him back. They even had the wedding date set.”


  “This is you, I’m guessing.”


  “It was me. Living the American dream, on my way to two-point-five kids and a thirty-year fixed mortgage.”


  “So what happened? One day you just decided a life of crime was sexier?”


  His eyes went somewhere else. “I was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. Told I had eight months to live. Maria—Maria Kilborn, my bride to be—she and I were … right. Like we were supposed to be together. You know? When someone is just perfect for you?”


  I nodded, a lump forming in my throat. “I know.”


  Phin focused, smiled sadly. “But she wasn’t strong, Jack. She was strong in some ways. But not emotionally. She cared about people. A lot. Maybe too much. I remember driving home from the doctor’s office, thinking about how I was going to tell her, seeing it in my head. And I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t hurt her like that. Not only the telling her, but thinking about her watching me die …”


  Phin cleared his throat, then scratched the back of his neck.


  “So I didn’t go home. I rented a hotel room, called an escort service, and fucked my brains out while Maria was going crazy wondering where I was. She tracked down our credit card usage, came to my room, saw me with the whore. There was screaming, crying. She told me she never wanted to see me again. And she kept the promise.”


  I made a face. “Do you think that was noble, what you did? Breaking up with her instead of being honest?”


  His gaze was intense. “You tell me, Jack. Is it easier to hate someone, or to miss them after they die?”


  I thought about Alan, who left me, and Latham, who left me in a different way.


  Phin was right. Losing Latham hurt more.


  So was he a coward, or was he being strong?


  When I met Phin, on the Job, I’d immediately liked him. He’d been involved in a gang fight, three against one. They were armed. Phin wasn’t. All three wound up in the hospital.


  During the arrest Phin was compliant, polite, even jovial. Like he didn’t have a care in the world. I bumped into him accidentally sometime later, at a local pool hall, and we began playing eight ball on a somewhat regular basis. He was attractive, sure, but I think the thing that drew me to him was his attitude. He seemed free. Even bald from the chemo, taking breaks between games to go throw up, he seemed more at ease with himself than anyone I’d ever met.


  I wondered what it would be like to live in the moment like that. To not worry about anything other than the now. Was it liberating? Or empty? Brave or weak?


  “This was a few years ago.” Phin turned on his side, propping his head up on his hand. “I had surgery. Had treatments. Still kept getting worse. Nine to five didn’t really seem that important anymore, so I quit. Eventually I ran out of money, lost my insurance. Lived on the street, day by day, getting by. But something funny happened. I didn’t die.”


  “Remission.”


  He shook his head. “Not really. Cancer’s still there. Pain is still there. I’m going to die from it. But it isn’t killing me as fast as the doctors have hoped. I thought I’d rob a few gangbangers, hustle a little pool, spend a few weeks partying like a rock star and then die in a gutter somewhere. But here I am. Still alive. Here. With you.”


  He touched my back again, and this time I didn’t flinch. But since I’m cursed with the burden of overanalyzing everything, I ruined what could have been a romantic moment by asking, “Why are you here, Phin? Why are you helping me? This isn’t your fight. Am I a diversion? Any port in the storm? A way to kill some time so you don’t have to think about your life?”


  Damn my big mouth. If he walked out the door right then, I couldn’t have blamed him.


  But he didn’t walk out. He just stared at me. Not angry. But patient. Understanding. And I filled in the blanks. He wasn’t with me because he wanted a little action, or because I helped him take his mind off his death sentence. He actually cared about me. I saw it in his face. Here was a guy who divorced himself from life, packing his feelings away like winter clothes in the summertime. He worked to keep people out.


  And he let me in.


  And the least I could do in return was live in the now.


  In one quick motion I billowed up the sheets and cast them off the bed, exposing Phin in his red boxer briefs. His body was long and lean and cut, and I wasn’t sure where I wanted to touch him first. I chose his abs, running my hand along his six-pack while sliding alongside him and hooking my leg up over his thigh.


  The kiss could have been morning breath bad, but all I tasted was heat. Heat and passion and possibilities that I promised myself would be explored.


  His arms encircled me, fingers of one hand running through my hair and tingling my scalp, the other wandering over the back of my sports bra.


  I smiled while his tongue probed mine, then pulled slightly away.


  “Sports bra,” I said, “no clasps.”


  I dug under the elastic, stretched it up over my arms, and he helped me pull the bra over my head and arms. I paused, letting him look at me, drinking in how much he seemed to like the view. Then I grabbed his wrists and put his hands on my breasts.


  He rubbed the flat of his palm over my nipples, rolled one between his fingers, tugging on it gently, making it stiffen. Then his arm was around the small of my back and he tugged me next to him, urgent, his mouth on mine.


  His lips trailed down past my jaw to my neck, and I locked my legs around the side of his thigh and ground against it, feeling my first jolt of full-on arousal, building inside me like a wave.


  Right then I was ready to go at it. I wanted him in me. Wanted to wrap my legs around his hips and ride him until I made him moan.


  Phin had other ideas.


  He kissed his way along my neck, sliding his body down next to mine, breaking my leg-lock on him. His arms encircled my hips, hands grasping my ass, and his mouth found my nipples. He caught one in his teeth, held it between them while bathing it with his tongue. I tried to open my legs but he held them together, which drove me a little crazy as he switched from one breast to the other. He was too low for me to touch anything other than his head and back, so I locked my fingers in his blond hair and held on.


  His head moved lower, licking my rib cage, my navel, and then slowly, maddeningly, to the top of my red panties. He rested his mouth there, letting me feel his hot breath through the fabric, and then began to kiss.


  I moved my arms down, trying to help him tug my panties off, but he held my wrists and wouldn’t let me, continuing to move his mouth and jaw over my pussy, up and down and in small circles until it felt ready to catch fire.


  I tried to fight him, wanted to end the foreplay and flip him over and straddle his face and let him devour me. I pressed up against his mouth, but he moved his face away each time I did.


  Even though the panties stayed on, even though he deliberately avoided hitting the right spots, I felt the orgasm welling up. And then I understood what he was doing, other than teasing me.


  It was okay to not be in control.


  I moaned, turned my head to the side, took a corner of the pillow in my mouth, and let him have his way.


  His way was torture. He licked my thighs, all around my panty line, his tongue slow and lazy, his hands cupping my bottom and raising me up to meet his mouth. Then, like it was tissue paper, he tore my underwear off, his warm wet lips directly on me.


  Again I tried to open my legs. Again he held them together.


  “Please,” I said.


  But there was only more teasing, to the point where I couldn’t endure it anymore, and I was going to come even without any direct stimulation. My hips began to pump, moving without my control, and my hands clutched the mattress and a scream welled up in my throat and then … oh my God … then he finally opened my legs and his tongue found me and the tiny orgasm became a monster, pleasure  so intense it almost hurt, building up and multiplying until I was nothing but pure sensation. I grabbed his head and ground against him as my whole body shook, captured and helpless in his beautiful mouth.


  But it didn’t end with one. After the first, his fingers came into play, and he coaxed another orgasm out of me, and by that time I was pleading with him to enter me, promising him nonsensical things, begging to the point where I was near hysterical, and then he did.


  Holy Mary mother of God.


  Half an hour later, arms and legs tangled up, sweaty and glowing and wonderfully sore, I realized I could get really used to living in the now. For a guy dying of cancer, Phin’s refractory period was impressive. We’d done it twice, and might have gone for thirds when my cell phone rang.


  Harry.


  “I should get this,” I told Phin, pulling away.


  His hand stayed on my ass, his finger making lazy circles. I slapped it away. I didn’t want to talk to Harry McGlade while in any stage of arousal.


  “Morning, Jackie. I found the first phone. Guess where it was? Go on. Guess.”


  “I have no idea, Harry. A supermarket.” Postcoital glow left me a little scattershot.


  “A supermarket? Why would she hide the phone in a supermarket?”


  “You said guess, I guessed.”


  “You sound funny. Did you just get laid?”


  “Where was the goddamn phone, McGlade?”


  “It was a supermarket. She plugged it into one of the outlets behind the fresh produce. According to the SIM, the second phone is in Gurnee. I’m on my way now.”


  “We should meet you,” I said. “We still need the rifles.”


  While fleeing from the Feebies, we’d left our long guns in the RV.


  “I should be there in about an hour. And I’ve got someone for you to meet.”


  There was a screech in the background.


  “What was that?”


  “That’s who I’m talking about. I’ve recruited some extra help on the case.”


  Another screech. It sounded like a parrot.


  “Did you buy a parrot? You had that Baretta fetish when we were partners.”


  “That was Columbo, not Baretta. I liked him for his trenchcoat. And Slappy is not a parrot.”


  “Slappy?”


  “You’ll meet him soon. I’ll call when I’m close. And make sure Phin wears a rubber.”


  He hung up. I turned to Phin, wondering if I could make him beg like he had made me, but he was unfortunately putting on his jeans.


  “Starving. I’ll pick up some food. You want coffee and donuts?”


  “I’m a cop. Of course I want coffee and donuts. There’s money in my purse.”


  I trusted him, I reminded myself. As he fished out a wad of bills, I reminded myself of it again.


  “I’ll be back soon.”


  “I’ll be waiting.” I grinned.


  He left, and my grin became a crushing feeling of despair. What was up with that?


  I didn’t regret the sex. The sex was great. I needed it. Phin was a fun partner, and lived up to the fantasies about him I’d never admitted to myself I had.


  Latham? Of course I still missed Latham. Of course I still blamed myself for his death. But I wasn’t being disloyal, wasn’t cheating.


  Alex wasn’t on my mind at that exact moment—we couldn’t do anything until she contacted us again anyway—so she wasn’t the cause of my emotional pain.


  It was the pregnancy test. That’s why I wanted to weep.


  I touched my belly, letting the tears come, feeling so interminably alone.
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CHAPTER 32


  Alan isn’t a bad-looking guy. Not as muscular as Lance, but wiry and well proportioned, and easier to lift onto the bed. He’s dirty blond, and has a few days’ growth of beard that is salted with gray. Alex let him keep his underwear on for the time being; she has some questions to ask before they get to the fun stuff.


  “Stay still and keep quiet, or I’ll juice you again,” she warns. “Just one more leg to secure.”


  Alan stays still. He seems more dazed than scared. A combination of stun gun zaps and slaps to the side of the head make for a pretty disorienting cocktail. She tapes his ankle to the last foot of the bed, then gives the bottom of his foot a little tickle.


  In the bathroom, she pours half a glass of water. On the marble sink top she crushes one of the egg-shaped tadalafil tablets she took from the coffee shop Lothario under her thumb, then scoops the powder into the water and stirs with her finger until it mostly dissolves. She brings the water back to Alan and holds up his head while he drinks.


  “Do you know who I am?”


  Alan swallows. He has a large Adam’s apple, which Alex finds sexy.


  “You’re Alexandra Kork. You’re a serial killer. You escaped from a maximum security prison.”


  “So Jack has mentioned me.”


  Alan shakes his head. “Heard about you on CNN. Jack and I don’t talk.”


  Alex runs her hand across his chest, squeezing his pecs.


  “You must talk sometimes. Because here you are, hiding out in a hotel. Hiding from me.”


  Alan’s face creases, what Alex takes to be his serious look.


  “Jack and I are over. We’re divorced. We’re not even friends. Hurting me won’t hurt her.”


  Half a smile forms on her face. “Oh, I think it will. But we have time for that later. First I want to show you something.”


  Alex collects the AED from the floor. She brought it in from the Hyundai. It’s the size of a laptop computer, in a rugged plastic clamshell case, bright yellow with a red and white medical cross on it. Alex places the device on the bed, opens it up.


  “Originally, I was going to do something creative to you with plastic explosives. But I’m going to use this instead. It’s an automatic external defibrillator. Just like on all those TV doctor shows. I put the pads on your chest like this—”


  Alex places one high up to the right of his sternum, and one low down on his left side.


  “—and press this big red button, and it delivers a nice thousand-volt shock across your heart, resetting its normal electrical rhythm. But if I stick the pads here—”


  She removes the protective backings, exposing the adhesive, and places both pads on the left side of his heart.


  “—then it will induce a fatal arrhythmia, or stop the heart altogether, or fry your organs. Or it might just hurt like hell. I’ve never done this before, so it’s all theory.”


  Alex fingers the button, stroking it sensually while Alan’s eyes get wide.


  “What do you want?” Alan finally asks.


  “Tell me about your first time. With Jack.”


  “You want to know about the first time we had sex?”


  Alex nods.


  “That’s sick.”


  “I’m a psychopath, remember? If you don’t want to talk about it, we can play press the button i nstead.”


  She gives the AED a soft caress. Alan’s mouth becomes a tight, thin line.


  “It was in a bar. In the men’s bathroom.”


  “How many dates?”


  “Second date.”


  “Second date? Jack moves pretty fast. So what made her drag you into the bathroom? Were you kissing first? Having some chicken wings, feeling each other up under the table?”


  “We were standing at the bar, drinking beer, and she dared me to go into the bathroom with her.”


  Alex unbuttons her uniform shirt. The bra underneath is black, lacy, tight. True to male form, Alan stares at her tits.


  “What did she do to you in the bathroom, Alan?”


  “We kissed, then she put my hands up her shirt.”


  “Like this?”


  Alex brings her hand up her stomach, fingers going up under the underwire of the bra. Alan still looks nervous, but the initial repulsion on his face is replaced by fascination, perhaps even interest. Her other hand unbuttons her pants and unzips the fly, letting the pants fall around her ankles.


  “Keep going, Alan. What happened next?”


  “We got into a stall. She … she put her hand on me.”


  Alex steps out of the slacks and sits on the bed next to him. She traces a lazy finger down Alan’s chest, slipping it under the waistband of his underwear. It’s too early for the tadalafil to be working, but it doesn’t look like Alan needed it after all.


  “Jack sounds aggressive. You like aggressive women, don’t you Alan?”


  “What are you doing?”


  Alex pumps her hand up and down.


  “What happened next, Alan?”


  “We had … we had sex.”


  Alan closes his eyes, and Alex feels his hips rise. She leans toward his ear and whispers, “Would you like to have sex with me, Alan?”


  He shakes his head.


  “You can keep your eyes closed, pretend I’m Jack.”


  Alan softly answers, “No. You’re a killer.”


  She grips him hard, digging her nails in. Alan yelps, his face contorting with pain and fear.


  “Good,” Alex breathes. “Sex is so much more fun when it isn’t consensual.”


  She slaps him across the face, then grabs the duct tape to make a gag.


  Things are about to get loud.
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CHAPTER 33


  How long does it take to get donuts?


  My watch read a quarter to twelve. Phin had been gone for over an hour. I’m naturally paranoid, something my chosen profession compounds, so I was conjuring up scenarios to explain why he was so late, like being grabbed by Alex, or hit by a bus, or caught by the Feds, or killed by Milwaukee cops, or the most frightening of all: ditching me because he thought the sex was a mistake.


  I tried the walkie-talkie, but he either wasn’t answering or he had it turned off. I counted and recounted the cash left in my purse, and calculated he either took twenty dollars or a thousand and twenty dollars—I couldn’t remember how much I’d taken from the bank, and couldn’t find the withdrawal slip.


  While waiting I spent a good half an hour wondering about Alex, and how we were going to find her. I wound up coming to the obvious conclusion: We couldn’t. Not unless she let us, or she made a mistake, and she hadn’t done either yet.


  So I spent the next half an hour wondering if I should put on makeup or not. Just because I’d gone to bed with Phin didn’t mean our relationship had really changed, and the last few times I’d seen him I hadn’t worried if I was wearing makeup. Putting on makeup now would mean I cared about how I looked, which meant his opinion of me mattered, which meant our relationship actually had changed. I didn’t know if I wanted to acknowledge that, or if he wanted to acknowledge that, or how he would act if I acknowledged it and he didn’t, and vice versa.


  Basically, I just shouldn’t have sex. But it was too late for that, so I was stuck dwelling on it.


  “If he wasn’t here, would I wear makeup?” I asked myself honestly.


  Maybe. Maybe today would be a makeup day.


  Which was a dishonest answer.


  So I didn’t put on makeup, and stopped obsessing over it, and went back to obsessing over where the hell he was.


  My ringing cell phone dragged me back into reality.


  “Hello? Jacqueline?”


  My mother. Mom had met Phin, and I think she liked him. But that didn’t mean I needed to blab to her that I slept with him.


  “I slept with Phin,” I told her.


  “I’m so happy for you,” she said in a way that sounded like she was so happy for me, “but I’ve got a real big problem right now.”


  I remembered Mom’s Alaskan cruise.


  “Flight delayed? Or is it TSA? Mom, you didn’t try to bring your brass knuckles on the flight, did you? I told you not to buy those.”


  “I didn’t bring the brass knuckles. I’m already on the ship. And I just saw him.”


  “Saw who?”


  “Your father.”


  I remembered Dad’s Alaskan cruise, and the astronomically high improbability that they’d both be on the same boat.


  Fate’s a funny bitch.


  “Are you sure it’s him?” I asked, knowing it was. “It’s been forty years.”


  “I’ll remember that deceitful face until a thousand years after I die. He’s still got that smarmy, cocksure look, and that dishonest little smile. But he’s lost the little Hitler mustache. I distinctly remember the little Hitler mustache.”


  “He never had a Hitler mustache. You’re projecting.”


  “You were too young to remember it, and how he used to goose-step around the house, planning to invade France.”


  I sighed. “Look, Mom, you’re both adults. This will give you a chance to work things out.”


  “Work things out? Never! He left us, for no good reason.”


  “He had a good reason,” I said, “but you made me promise never to mention him again.”


  “And I insist you keep that promise. I don’t want to hear about the lies he told you. The fact that you even want to have a relationship with that horrible man makes me think I should have named you Ilsa.”


  “He’s actually a nice guy, Mom. You’d like him.”


  “I’m going to kill him.”


  “Mom!”


  “I’ll wait until he’s near one of the railings and I’ll push him overboard. Hopefully the sharks will get him before he drowns.”


  “Mom,” I couldn’t believe I had to say it, “please don’t kill Dad.”


  “Maybe I won’t have to. There was a welcome brunch, and the food was horrible. Maybe salmonella or E. coli will do the job for me.”


  I looked at the front door. It didn’t open, and Phin didn’t walk in. I checked my watch again.


  “You need to have a few drinks, relax, and stop plotting murders.”


  “It’s too early to drink.”


  “It’s never too early to drink. Have a whiskey sour. Or a bloody Mary.”


  “Don’t want one.”


  “Then a rusty nail. You used to drink those.”


  “That’s too strong. I’ll be passed out by dinner.”


  “Get a foo-foo drink then. Try a fuzzy navel.”


  “What’s in it?”


  “Orange juice and peach schnapps.”


  “That’s too foo-foo. I’d have to drink ten of them to feel anything. Maybe I’ll have a dirty martini.”


  “Good,” I said. “I was running out of drink names.”


  “I’m telling you, Jacqueline, I don’t think I can handle ten days of being trapped on a boat with that man.”


  “I’m sure it’s a big boat. You probably won’t even see him again.”


  “If I do, I’m going to grab a lifeboat oar and knock his teeth down his throat, I swear to God.”


  My call waiting beeped.


  “I got someone on the other line, Mom. Have a nice cruise. Call me if you get arrested.”


  I switched over just as Mom was yelling at some ship employee for vodka.


  “Jacqueline? It’s Wilbur. I’m on the ship and I think I saw your mother.”


  I sighed again. “You did. It’s her. Imagine the odds.”


  “The expression on her face … well, let’s say she didn’t seem pleased.”


  “You’re both adults,” I said. “This will give you a chance to work things out.”


  “I don’t know if that’s possible. I mean, I’m willing to try, but Mary looked like she was going to come after me with a wooden stake and a mallet.”


  Or a lifeboat oar, I  thought. I glanced at the door again. Still no Phin.


  “You don’t think she’d actually try to hurt me, do you?”


  “Stay away from railings,” I suggested.


  “This is horrible. I’ll have to spend the whole cruise in my cabin, with a chair wedged against the door. There was a thousand-dollar cash prize for bingo tonight too. I hate to miss that.”


  “I’m sure it’s a big ship,” I said, wishing I’d taped my earlier conversation so I didn’t have to have it twice. “Maybe you won’t even see her again.”


  “Does your mother like bingo?”


  What was it with older people and bingo? Maybe it was something in the genes, and once you turned sixty some kind of internal switch was flipped.


  “I have no idea.”


  “Maybe I’ll go. I could wear a disguise.”


  “As long as it’s not a tiny mustache.”


  “Think she’d accept a peace offering? Flowers, maybe? There’s a florist on board. She used to love roses.”


  I pictured Dad dead in his bingo chair, two dozen roses crammed down his throat.


  “Hiding is probably smarter.”


  “I need a drink,” Wilbur said.


  “I gotta go, Dad.” I didn’t want to play bartender again. “Call me if she kills you.”


  I considered calling Mom back, warning her not to play bingo, but stopped myself. I shouldn’t be using my cell—the Feds could trace it. Besides, they’d thank me for it later, after they worked things out. What child didn’t want to see their parents back together again? Of course, they wouldn’t actually be together. But maybe they could resolve their differencs and pick up guys together.


  Or maybe Mom would be serving twenty to life.


  I decided to call her back, but the motel door opened mid-dial.


  “Sorry I took so long. Had to run an errand first.”


  Phin had a bag of donuts and a cardboard container holding two coffees. I had an urge to press the issue, and another urge to do him right there in the doorway. I fought both urges and kept cool, waiting to see how he played it.


  “I didn’t know if you took cream or sugar.” He shrugged. “I guess there’s a lot I don’t know about you.”


  He handed me a cup. I took it. There was some awkward staring. What was he thinking? Was he thinking what I was thinking? What was I thinking?


  I was thinking I should have put on makeup.


  “Black,” I said, breaking the silence. “I take it black.”


  “Me too. Why dilute the caffeine with all of that other crap?”


  I took a sip. Lukewarm. He’d bought this a while ago. Where had he been all this time?


  “Didn’t know what donuts you liked either. Got assorted.”


  He sat down on the bed, dug into the bag, his foot tapping. Was he avoiding talking about us, or didn’t feel the need to?


  Well, dammit, I felt the need to. We couldn’t work together until we figured out where we stood with each other. One of us needed to act like a grown-up.


  I sat next to him, hip to hip. He didn’t look at me. Not a good sign. I reached up a hand to touch his face, and he flinched. An even worse sign.


  “You’ve got some powdered sugar on your lip,” I said, rubbing it off with my thumb, automatically putting the thumb in my mouth to taste the sweetness.


  It was bitter, and made my tongue tingle.


  That wasn’t powdered sugar.


  I recalled our earlier conversation, in the bar, when Phin told me he needed to stop back at his apartment to pick up some things.


  Drugs? Had he wanted to pick up some coke?


  And if that was cocaine on his lip, had he bought it with my money?


  Phin seemed oblivious to my reaction, tugging out a cruller, eating a third of it with one bite. His foot kept tapping, and there were sweat beads on his forehead.


  Years ago, I worked Vice. I knew narcotics. Phin was high.


  I didn’t want to get involved with a drug addict. I didn’t want to get involved with a bank robber either. But I was more than involved—besides sleeping with him, I’d enlisted him to help me find Alex. To back me up. I was entrusting him with my life.


  And he was offering to help me. Willing to risk his own life, and asking for nothing in return.


  Except, possibly, free sex and money for coke.


  I wondered why I couldn’t fall for a normal guy, then remembered I had, and just went to his funeral yesterday.


  Jesus, what a mess.


  “You like chocolate?” Phin asked.


  I managed a nod. He handed me a chocolate frosted. I took a token bite, but my appetite was gone. The right thing to do was tell him I appreciated everything, but I didn’t need him anymore. I wasn’t even sure if that was the truth.


  “Phin—”


  The phone cut me off. Alex’s phone. But it wasn’t her—no 555 number. It was Harry again.


  “Hiya, sis. I’m in Gurnee. When can you meet me?”


  I stared at Phin. Was this the time and the place to make a big scene? Phin had the car. Would he drop me off in Gurnee after I told him to take a hike? Should I ask Harry to pick me up here? Could Harry and I handle Alex on our own? And was I willing to lose one of my closest friends just because he had some issues? A close friend who was great in the sack?


  “An hour,” I told Harry.


  “Call me when you’re close.”


  I hung up. Phin was working on his second donut.


  “We’re meeting Harry in Gurnee,” I said.


  He nodded, stood up, grabbed the backpack, and stopped at the door. The moment stretched.


  “You okay?”


  A ridiculous thing to ask, considering everything.


  “Look, Jack, you’ve probably figured out I’m not good with this intimacy thing. I’m out of practice. Hell, when I was in practice, I wasn’t very good at it.”


  He paused. I waited.


  “I want to tell you … I don’t think this morning was a mistake. And I’d like to know if you feel the same way.”


  He’s giving you an out, Jack. Tell him it was a mistake.


  “It wasn’t a mistake,” I heard myself say.


  “I’m glad to hear that. And there’s something on my mind. If it’s okay we’re talking.”


  “It’s fine,” I said to his back. “Say what you need to say.”


  “When I took the money from your purse …”


  Here we go. He was going to open up about the drugs. About stealing from me. How should I react? Ask him to rob another bank to pay me back? Offer to pay him to help me with Alex? Lecture him about the dangers of drug abuse?


  “I know it’s none of my business,” he said, “but I saw it.”


  “Saw what?”


  “The pregnancy test.” He turned around, his face serious. “You want to tell me what’s up?”
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CHAPTER 34


  Alex climbs off the bed. Naked. Satisfied. Bloody.


  The blood isn’t hers.


  Jack’s husband held up pretty well. The erection pills probably helped, but twice in an hour was more than Lance ever managed.


  “Not bad, loverboy. If you enjoyed yourself, don’t say anything.”


  Alan stays quiet. The duct tape gag has a lot to do with it, but it makes Alex feel good just the same.


  In the shower, she lathers up and plans her next few moves. Alex is good at planning. Thinking things through. Anticipating problems. It’s one of the reasons she’s been such a successful killer, caught just one time in a career lasting well over two decades. Being careful doesn’t just happen. It requires deliberation. One must consider every possible contingency, and then predict probable outcomes.


  Though genetically she’s a predator—something she got from Father—she can also thank him for her plotting capabilities. Growing up in a house hold ruled by fear and abuse can turn the most innocent child into a cold, calculating machine. Alex never learned how to play chess, but guesses she’d be good at it.


  She playfully swishes a toe through the blood-streaked suds swirling down the drain, and decides to find some time in her busy schedule today to paint her toenails. She likes how the red looks.


  The hair dryer is even worse than the one at the Old Stone Inn—Alex bets her hair is growing faster than it’s drying. She gives up after a few minutes, putting it into a ponytail while still damp. Makeup is a chore. She’s going out in public, so that means caking on the thick scar cover. The product comes with a tiny spatula, and it goes on like flesh-colored Spackle. Alex fusses with her bangs, letting them hang down over the bad half of her face, and then chooses to walk away before she starts to get angry again.


  Back into the bedroom, naked. No real room for any serious exercise. But then, she probably got enough exercise in the last hour. She dresses in the cop uniform again, pleased that Alan is watching her. He’s gone from looking scared to looking devastated. Like a kicked dog.


  “I’ll be back soon, dear. Don’t wait up for me.”


  He doesn’t answer. She spends ten minutes online, giving Alan’s credit card a little workout. She remembers his e-mail address from his Web site, but she does have to give him a few gentle slaps to get him to spill his preferred Internet password. It gives her tremendous pleasure  to hear his password isJacqueline. What a sap.


  When she’s finished with the computer, she sits on the bed and opens up the defibrillator, pretending to press a few buttons.


  “I’ve activated the automatic motion sensor. So if you struggle, or try to scream, it will give you a nasty jolt. Plus, it will make me really angry. Trust me, I’m much easier to get along with when you’re on my good side.”


  She runs a finger along his forehead, wipes the blood off on a pillowcase, and leaves the hotel room, making sure to put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door.


  It’s a bright day, bright and painfully sunny, a sharp contrast to the cool wind chilling her scalp. Alex stands in the parking lot, pretending to search her pockets for her keys but actually getting the lay of the land. No one loitering. No parked cars with tinted windows or with the engines running. She knows that the authorities have by now found the Hyundai’s owner, dead in the ditch, and are looking for his car and his murderer.


  She heads on to the car, climbs in, and drives twice around the parking lot. No tails.


  Using the onboard GPS, she searches department stores in the area, and heads for the closest. She finds the superglue, the floss, the half-inch screw eyes, the inkjet printer and specialty paper, the socket set, the road flares, and the five-gallon gas canister easily enough, but has to walk up and down several aisles before finding the outlet timer. In the cosmetics department, she chooses a fire engine red nail polish. Standing in the checkout line, Alex notes that people are avoiding looking in her direction. She’s used to that—people tend to be repulsed by deformities, and after one glance they turn away. But in this case, people aren’t even giving her that first look.


  It’s the uniform. People naturally distrust cops. In a weird way, it’s almost like being invisible. Alex watches a mother in line ahead of her, repeating over and over that she isn’t going to buy her son the toy he’s clutching and whining about. It reminds Alex of Samantha, the stripper with the little girl from yesterday, and Alex digs out her cell.


  “Sammy? It’s Gracie.”


  “Gracie?” Samantha sounds groggy. It’s lunchtime, but dancers work late hours.


  “We met yesterday at the bookstore. You offered to take me clothes shopping.”


  “Oh, hi! Glad you called.”


  Alex’s eyes flick to a woman, Caucasian, mid-fifties, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt that she probably bought at this store. Short hair, brown with blond streaks. Gym shoes. Strangely, no purse. She’s beelining in this direction, face frantic, arms pumping.


  “I’m free tonight,” Alex says. “What’s your schedule look like?”


  “I have off. I can call my neighbor, have her watch Melinda.”


  The woman is a few steps away now, so close Alex can see the trickle of blood leaking from her nose.


  “Officer!” the woman calls.


  “That would be so cool,” Alex says into the phone. “You’ve got my number, right?”


  “Yeah. I’ll call you. Awesome!”


  “See you later.”


  She hangs up just as the woman is tugging on her arm.


  “He hit me and took my purse!” The woman’s voice is high-pitched, tinged with hysteria. Her cheeks glisten with tears.


  “I’m off duty, ma’am.” Alex points at her cart with her chin. “You should call 911.”


  “You have to help me! Please! There he is!”


  Alex follows the woman’s finger in the direction of a teenager sporting gang colors, heading for the exit. He’s about forty yards away, young, moving fast. He’ll be out the door in a matter of seconds. A challenging target.


  The holster on Alex’s hip has an unfamiliar snap holding the gun in place, and she loses half a second fumbling with it. But the draw is smooth, her aim is sure, and the kid flops to the ground minus his right knee.


  There’s a moment of shocked silence, then pandemonium, people diving and ducking and screaming and shouting. Alex drinks in the reaction.


  “I can’t see from here, but it doesn’t look like he has your purse.” Alex talks louder than normal; her ears are ringing, and so are everyone else’s. “But he probably has your cash and credit cards on him. I’m guessing he ditched your purse someplace in the store.”


  The woman’s jaw is hanging open. Alex tips her cap, holsters her gun, and pushes her cart toward the exit.


  The gangbanger is on the floor, clutching his knee, face wrenched with pain. Early teens, peach fuzz on his chin. His running days are over. And from the amount of blood on the floor, his walking days might be over as well. He sees Alex approach and fumbles for something in his loose-fitting jeans. Alex draws again, pointing the barrel at his groin.


  “I blew off your kneecap from over a hundred feet away,” she says. “You want to see what kind of damage I can do this close to you?”


  He shakes his head, his whole body twitching, and slowly raises his empty hands. Alex digs into his pocket, takes out a battered .22. She tucks it into her belt.


  “Do yourself a favor, kid, and quit crime. You suck at it.”


  She walks out of the store with a cop swagger and a cart full of merchandise she didn’t pay for.
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CHAPTER 35


  Phin and I stared at each other for a little bit. I put on my cop face to keep my emotions hidden. But instead of Phin wearing his tough-guy face, he looked like the last kid picked for kickball.


  “I’m not going to be around for long,” he said.


  I folded my arms. “I’m not forcing you to help me, Phin. You can leave whenever you want to.”


  “I meant being alive. I’m dying of cancer, Jack. I might not make it through winter.”


  “Oh.” I was trying to be strong, not be an asshole. “Sorry.”


  “It’s just—women carry pregnancy tests for two reasons. Because they think they’re pregnant …”


  “I’m not pregnant.”


  “ … or because they want to get pregnant.”


  “I don’t want to get pregnant. And you had no right to search my purse.”


  “I wasn’t searching your purse. You told me to take money for donuts.”


  “And you saw something wrapped in toilet paper and decided to take a look?”


  “It wasn’t wrapped in toilet paper. It was sitting on top of your wallet.”


  I wasn’t buying. I reached into my purse, pulled out the wad of toilet paper I’d used to wrap up the EPT, and waved it like a surrender flag.


  “Are you saying this isn’t toilet paper?”


  “Yes, Lieutenant, that’s toilet paper. But it wasn’t wrapped around anything.”


  “Why else would I have toilet paper in my purse?”


  Phin shrugged. “Emergencies? Afraid of being caught without it? How should I know? I’m not a chick, I don’t own a purse. I don’t know why you women keep half that stuff in there.”


  “I only keep essentials in my purse.”


  “You’ve got a wind-up plastic nun in there.”


  “That’s Nunzilla. She shoots sparks out of her mouth.”


  “That’s essential?”


  “It was … a gift.”


  Latham gave it to me, on our first-year anniversary.


  “Look, I know you’re hurting. I know you miss him a lot. But if you’re trying to get pregnant to fill a void in your life, you should find a father who will be around for a while.”


  I wasn’t sure what rankled more, Phin thinking I slept with him to get pregnant, or Phin thinking I needed a child to fill some void in my life.


  “It’s not any of your business, but since you brought it up, I missed my last period and thought I might be pregnant, so I bought a pregnancy test when we were at the gas station last night. If you’d bothered to look closer, you’d see there was only one blue line, not two. I’m not pregnant, so this conversation is over.”


  Phin shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then cupped his elbow and rubbed the back of his neck.


  “I believe you,” he said.


  “Good. Because I’m telling the truth.”


  “But if it’s negative, why did you save it?”


  I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out. What was I supposed to tell him? That part of me wanted to be pregnant, so I could always have part of Latham with me? That maybe I did have a void that needed to be filled? That keeping a negative pregnancy test was one more way I could punish myself, as a reminder of what never would be?


  I wasn’t ready to tell him that. Especially when he was high on coke.


  “If you think I slept with you because I wanted a sperm donor—”


  He raised his palms. “I’m just trying to understand you a little better.”


  “Why? Why the hell do you need to understand me?”


  “Because …”


  He gave me that look again and I knew that he was going to say the L word, and I did not need to deal with that right now.


  “Never mind,” I interrupted. “We need to get to Gurnee and meet Harry. You want to drive, or rifle through my purse some more?”


  He went from lovey-dovey to wounded, which I preferred.


  “I’ll drive.”


  I followed Phin out to the Bronco. The day was gray, overcast, and matched my mood. We got in the truck and didn’t say anything to each other for the first half hour of the drive. I finally got hungry and picked out one of the donuts he bought.


  “Sprinkles,” I said, after swallowing a bite.


  “Excuse me?”


  “I like donuts with sprinkles.”


  “Oh. Good to know. Anything you want to know about me?”


  He sniffled, rubbed his nose. I resisted the temptation to ask which coke he preferred, Colombian or Panamanian. I also resisted asking him about criminal acts he’d committed in his past. I was curious how bad this bad boy really was, but I was also a cop and might feel compelled to act on the information. Sometimes ignorance makes things easier.


  “Does it hurt?” I asked instead.


  “The cancer?”


  I nodded.


  “Only some of the time.”


  “When doesn’t it hurt?”


  “When I’m asleep.”


  “The pain is bad?”


  He nodded, took one hand off the wheel to rub his elbow again. I reached out, touched his injury.


  “Jesus, Phin! It feels like you have a beanbag in your elbow.”


  “It’s pieces of cartilage. I’m supposed to keep it immobile.”


  “You should have it in a sling. You don’t want permanent damage.”


  “It won’t be permanent,” he said.


  He didn’t say it with regret, or self-pity. He said it matter-of-factly, like he was talking about the weather.


  I’d met some tough guys. Cops. Military. Bikers. Mobsters. Killers. With one sentence, Phin took the tough-guy crown. Which made me want to kiss him.


  Jesus, this was messed up.


  The phone rang. I cringed, thinking it was Alex, but it was Harry again.


  “Where you at, sis?”


  “We’re taking the Gurnee exit now.”


  “I’m on the north side of the mall. Knock three times.”


  “What about that deal you made?” I asked, referring to him selling out Phin to the Feds. I didn’t want to walk into a Feebie party.


  “Not until we catch Alex. Trust me.”


  Gurnee Mills was one of the largest malls in America, but the Crimebago was easy to find, even in the packed parking lot. Phin pulled up behind it, and I knocked three times like Harry instructed.


  “Door’s open!” he called from inside.


  Upon opening the door, I was greeted by a nasty smell. Not the normal nasty smell I associated with Harry. Something far worse.


  “Jesus, Harry, it stinks in here.”


  “I’m working on that.”


  Harry was in a rumpled suit, stained with wet spots of various colors. He was holding a handful of those cardboard pine-scented car fresheners shaped like Christmas trees. But I wasn’t smelling pine. I was smelling zoo on a hot day.


  There was a scream to our left, and I dropped to one knee and struggled to dig my gun out of my purse. When I got it in my hand Harry grabbed my wrist.


  “Sis, don’t shoot Slappy!”


  Another screech. I followed the sound to a large wire cage. Inside the cage was a monkey. It was light brown, perhaps eight or nine pounds, with large brown eyes and the cutest little monkey face.


  I put my gun away.


  “This is the extra help you recruited?” I asked.


  He nodded, grinning. “He’s a pig-tailed macaque.” Harry said it mack-a-cue.


  “I think it’s pronounced ma-kak,” Phin said.


  Harry scratched his stubble. “That’s not what Al told me.”


  “Al?”


  “Al at Al’s Exotic Pets, in Deer Park. He sold him to me this morning.”


  “He’s adorable,” I said, meaning it. “Why’d you name him Slappy?”


  On cue, the monkey slapped himself on the side of the head. He did this over and over, increasing in speed and force. The sound wasn’t unlike applause.


  Harry frowned. “There wasn’t much of a selection down at Al’s. It was either him or another primate I would have named Gassy. He also had some sort of gibbon, missing an arm and both legs.”


  “Stumpy?” Phin said.


  “More like Sitty. I’ve seen turtles that moved faster. I wonder if he was dead.”


  “I think you chose perfectly,” I said.


  Slappy screeched again, baring sharp yellow teeth.


  “You sure he’s tame?”


  “Most of the time. But don’t put your fingers near the cage.”


  I knelt down on the carpet to get a closer look. Monkeys always fascinated me, ever since I was a little girl. Blame Curious George.


  “Hello, Slappy. I’m Jack.”


  Something wet hit me in the cheek. Something wet and brown and horribly stinky.


  “Your monkey threw poop at me.”


  “He does that. There are baby wipes next to his cage.”


  I reached for one, and Slappy managed to pitch another slider, which hit me in the nose.


  “I think he’s aiming for my mouth,” I said, mopping my face with baby wipes.


  “Are you wearing makeup? He was rescued from a research lab. They tested cosmetics on him. Don’t let him see your lipstick—he gets a little agitated.”


  “I’m not wearing—” I dodged left, a monkey turd zinging by my face. He was definitely aiming for my mouth.


  “I like him,” Phin said. “He’s spunky.”


  Slappy aimed and Phin ducked, dung splattering on the wall.


  “Remind me again why you bought this thing,” I said to McGlade.


  “I wanted to train him to get me beer and watch sports. But all he does is throw feces, hit himself in the face, and scream. He’s kind of a downer.”


  Slappy screamed in agreement. Then he pressed his pelvis against the side of the cage and urinated on the floor. The smell was pee times a hundred, and made me cover my nose.


  “He does that too,” McGlade said. “A lot. Al said he knows how to use the toilet.”


  The stream arced through the air, landing on Harry’s sofa. Harry picked up a coffee mug that said Don’t Worry Be Happy and tried to catch the stream. I stepped away.


  “I think maybe Al lied to you.”


  Slappy screeched, then began banging his little monkey head into the side of his cage.


  “You should buy him a helmet,” Phin said.


  “He came with one. I took it off because I thought it was cruel. Now I’m afraid to get close enough to put it back on.”


  I crouched down again, wary of another salvo but determined to make friends.


  “I think you just need to learn some manners, and then you’ll be fine,” I told Slappy, keeping my voice soft. “You’re probably just scared. I would be too, living with Harry. But I bet with a few days of training, you’ll be a perfect gentleman.”


  Slappy stopped banging his head and made an adorable cooing sound. Then he grabbed his little monkey ding-dong and began to beat off with frightening intensity, keeping his eyes on me the whole time.


  Never saw Curious George do that.


  I got out of range and busied myself looking for the rifles. They were in the bedroom closet. I checked to make sure they were loaded, safeties on.


  “What does he eat?” Phin asked.


  “It’s called monkey chow. It’s not that bad. Sort of tastes like meat-flavored charcoal briquettes.”


  “You tried it?”


  “Yeah. Want some?”


  “I’m gonna pass on that one.”


  “Slappy hates them. See?”


  I carried the rifles back to the main room just as McGlade was bending down, handing Slappy a tan square object the size of a mini candy bar. Slappy took it, screeched, and bounced the food off Harry’s forehead.


  “Well, it’s been fun,” I told Harry. “But we’ve got to get going.”


  Harry frowned. “But I want to tell you how I found the second phone. It was in the mall, hidden behind a flat-screen TV at Sears. I used my Bluetooth receiver and …”


  I kept one eye on Slappy as Harry droned on. The macaque seemed to be temporarily out of bodily fluids, but I didn’t know what his refractory period was.


  “That’s brilliant,” I interrupted, “but we really have to hit the road.”


  “How about lunch? We can grab some lunch together. Sis?”


  “Not hungry,” I said. “Might never be hungry again.”


  “Phin?”


  “No thanks.”


  “Please don’t leave me alone with Slappy,” Harry said.


  “Maybe a beer will calm him down.”


  “You think?”


  “Can’t hurt.”


  “How about whiskey? Think a shot of whiskey is too strong?”


  “I’d give him a different kind of shot,” Phin said. “One in the head, then a quick funeral wrapped in newspaper.”


  Harry stared at Slappy, as if considering it.


  “Harry, you can’t kill your monkey.”


  That was how my day was going, cautioning people against murder.


  “Maybe Al will trade him for the amputee one,” Phin suggested.


  “How can a no-legged monkey fetch me beer? Roll it to me?”


  “You can tie a little cord to his neck, and he can tug it behind him.” Phin mimed a one-armed primate dragging itself across the floor.


  McGlade winced. “That’s not fun. That’s depressing. I wanted a fun pet.”


  “You’re right. A pet that throws shit at you is a lot more fun.”


  “Maybe a glass cage? Then he couldn’t throw anything.”


  “He still could,” Phin said. “It would just cling to the inside walls. You’d have a big brown box.”


  “How about some sort of restraining device. Do they make little macaque-size handcuffs?”


  Monkey bondage was our cue to leave.


  “We gotta go, Harry. I’ll call you later.”


  I herded Phin past the monkey cage, giving Slappy a wide berth. He was sitting down, looking vaguely superior, like a king on a throne.


  We got out of there before the king threw anything else at us.


  “Where to?” Phin asked after we climbed into the truck.


  “The woods. Someplace secluded.”


  “Got something in mind?” He grinned at me.


  “In fact I do. But it’s not what you’re thinking.”


  “Want to clue me in?”


  I closed my eyes, thought it through, then said, “Just drive to a place where no one will be bothered by gunfire.”
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CHAPTER 36


  The cop uniform has gone from asset to liability. Showing off at the department store was a mistake, though an amusing one. Alex needs to ditch the Hyundai and the uniform, and find suitable replacements for both. She was planning to do it today anyway, but shooting a teenager in front of a dozen witnesses made it a little more pressing.


  Clothing is the easier of the two. She finds a local mall, hits Neiman Marcus, and buys a Joan Vass striped tunic with matching beige boot-cut pants. The Ferragamo loafers are overpriced but cute, and that purchase leaves her with thirty dollars in cash. Not enough to even pay the taxes on a handbag, and they have a Marc Jacobs satchel that would go perfectly with the outfit.


  Alex changes clothes in the mall restroom. The gun, holster, and accessory belt gets put into one of the Neiman Marcus bags. The pants from the police uniform get stuffed into the garbage. The shirt gets a nice long soak in the sink and then placed into the other Neiman bag—it’s plastic, so it won’t drip.


  Then it’s time to do a different kind of shopping.


  Alex leaves the mall and hangs out next to the exit doors, scanning the parking lot as if waiting for a ride. What she’s really waiting for is a single woman to come out. A single woman with some fashion sense.


  It’s a nice neighborhood, with a nice mall, and it doesn’t take long for a chunky yuppie type with a four-hundred-dollar haircut and a Prada bag to stroll outside, one hand clutching some merchandise from Saks, the other fussing with the touch screen of her iPhone. Alex falls into step behind her.


  Following her requires zero stealth—the woman is oblivious to everything but her electronic gadget. The parking lot is full. She stops twice to get her bearings, then eventually finds her car a row over from where she thought it was. Alex had been hoping for something sporty, maybe a BMW or a Lexus. Instead, the woman drives a white Prius.


  Alex checks the parking lot, but there’s no one nearby, and she reaches inside her shopping bag for the wet shirt. She wraps it around the gun, covering her entire hand. The chubby woman keeps playing with her iPhone up until the moment Alex jams the barrel into the back of her neck and fires.


  The gun is loud, but the shirt muffles it somewhat. Alex doesn’t stop to check if anyone is watching. She kneels down next to the body and opens up her new Prada bag.


  Except it isn’t Prada. It’s a knockoff.


  “Hell,” Alex says.


  All that work for a Prius and fake Prada.


  She finds the car keys, hits the unlock button on the remote, and horses the dead body into the cramped backseat, keeping low and out of sight of the cars circling the lot looking for spaces. On a whim, she checks the Saks bags. Vera Wang pajamas. They’re nice, but Alex doesn’t wear pajamas, and she certainly doesn’t wear a size fourteen. She arranges the pajamas and assorted bags over the body to cover it up, and locks the doors.


  Another 360 check for witnesses. No one is paying attention to her.


  Then Alex marches back into Neiman Marcus and buys the Marc Jacobs satchel. The cashier, a young blonde who probably went to a local community college and majored in giggles, asks Alex for an ID to match the dead woman’s credit card.


  Alex leans in close.


  “It burned in the crash, along with half my face. I haven’t gotten a new one yet, because I’m afraid to drive again. Would you like me to speak to your manager?”


  Blondie declines. The fifteen-hundred-dollar charge goes through, and Alex heads back to the Prius. Once in the driver’s seat she transfers the contents of the fake purse to the real purse, and tosses the fake one onto the corpse.


  “You died too young. Should have treated yourself and bought the real thing.”


  Happily, there’s more than two hundred bucks in the woman’s wallet, along with half a pack of gum and a canister of pepper spray, which the woman should have been holding instead of her iPhone. Alex pops a stick of spearmint into her mouth and pulls out of the parking space. She heads back to the Hyundai, loads her previous purchases into the Prius, and drives until she finds a gas station.


  She fills the five-gallon plastic canister she bought at the department store and retraces her steps.


  Her previous stolen car blew up, and it’s unlikely they’ll link it to her. Plastic explosives do wonders for removing fingerprints.


  Multiple witnesses saw her shoot the gangbanger, including the gangbanger, but it could take a few days before her name gets pulled into it. If ever. She left no evidence; the brass belonged to the cop and Alex wiped off the cart handle. There were security cameras, but Alex always keeps her head down in public places, a habit from before the disfigurement.


  The Feds are no doubt looking for her. As is Jack, and all of Jack’s department. But they have no reason yet to think she’s in Iowa.


  Unless they get lucky. Alex can’t discount that. Luck is how she got caught. Luck is how Jack got away last time. Which means it’s time to get the hell out of Dodge.


  If the authorities haven’t gotten lucky yet, there’s no reason to make it any easier for them.


  Alex drives back to the Hyundai and double-parks behind it. All five gallons of gas get splashed around the interior. She considers tossing the body in there as well, but a homicide will get more attention than a vandalized car, so she lets her be for the moment.


  The license plates are attached with nuts and bolts, and Alex removes them with the socket set she bought. She tosses the plates onto the body—something else to dispose of later—and lights up the car with a road flare. Then she climbs into the Prius and heads back to the Holiday Inn.


  No squad cars in front. No men suspiciously lingering outside. Alex parks. The police band radio is attached to the cop’s utility belt, in one of the bags. Alex switches it on, finds the local dispatch frequency, listens to chatter. It’s all in code, which Alex doesn’t know, but she does hear some talk about the car bombing at the mall.


  She turns it off and lugs everything back into the hotel. It’s with much amusement, and some disappointment, that she sees Alan is still tied to the bed. Unlike Lance, who butchered his wrists trying to get free, the duct tape securing Jack’s husband still looks freshly applied. The poor dear must have actually believed that BS about the motion sensor. Maybe that’s Jack’s secret to finding men: She picks the really gullible ones.


  “Did you miss me?” Alex asks.


  He mumbles something around the gag that sounds like bathroom. Alex shakes her head.


  “You don’t want to go in there. Trust me. Single women can be sloppy.” She holds up her new satchel, posing with it. “Do you like my new bag? Marc Jacobs. It was a steal.”


  His eyes are pained, tired. Alex sits next to him, gives him a gentle pat on the cheek. Then she examines the defibrillator. It has a battery pack and an AC cord. The back opens up, and Alex pulls out the battery. Since it isn’t plugged in, the unit goes dead. She flips one of the switches to manual override, then presses the big green button with a hotel pen and squeezes on enough superglue for it to stay in the on position. Theoretically, once she plugs it into the wall, it will shock Alan. And will probably keep shocking him, over and over.


  The outlet timer has settings that are pretty self-explanatory. It’s made to turn on lights, or a coffee machine, or anything plugged into it, at a preset hour. Alex programs in the current time.


  “How long should we give Jack to save you? Let’s make this one exciting. She’s probably in Wisconsin, but she’ll assume you’re still in Iowa, which gives her an advantage. It took me three hours to get here, but I was stopped by the police. Let’s give her two.”


  Alex sets the gadget, allowing for extra time to run some necessary errands. When she calls Jack, the lieutenant will have 120 minutes before Alan gets a jump start.


  She tapes an extra cell phone to the wall, switches on the camera, and checks her laptop to make sure the live feed is working. Then she uses her main cell phone to snap a picture of Alan. He looks suitably pathetic.


  She gathers up her things, then plugs in the outlet timer and defibrillator.


  “Thanks for the sex,” she tells Alan. “For what it’s worth, I won’t mind too much if Jack saves your life. And if you do live, I wouldn’t worry about the scars. I think they’ll heal up nicely.”


  Before she leaves, Alex takes thirty seconds to jerry-rig the door latch. It’s a standard privacy lock; on the door, at eye level, is a brass knob on a plate. It fits into a U-shaped bar, which is attached to the jamb. When the bar is swung over the knob, the knob slides into the groove, preventing the door from being opened more than an inch or two.


  Alex twists a screw eye into the door just behind the brass plate. She feeds the floss through the eyelet and ties it to the U-bar. She plays out a few feet of floss—enough to open the door—and leaves the room, shutting the door behind her. The floss is still in her hand, caught between the door and the jamb. Alex pulls the floss, taking up the slack until she hears a soft clink: the sound of the U-bar swinging over the knob.


  She uses the key card, tries to open the door. The latch prevents it. Alex tugs on the floss, snapping it off at the knot, and then closes the door.


  The lock isn’t really an effective deterrent, and won’t stop a determined criminal, or in this case a determined cop. But it will stop a maid.


  Alex takes the Do Not Disturb sign off the knob, places it on a room across the hall, and heads down to her new Prius to do some hotel hopping.
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CHAPTER 37


  Squeeze it,” I  told Phin. “But be soft and gentle.”


  He looked up and grinned at me. “You’re turning me on talking like that.”


  “Focus on the target, not me. And squeeze the trigger until you feel it break.”


  “It’s going to break?”


  “That’s what it’s called when the trigger gives. The .377 is going to kick, hard, and sound like you stuck your head in a thundercloud. But don’t hesitate with the second shot. Relax and fire another round as fast as you can.”


  Phin was in a sniping position, on his belly, legs splayed out behind him, the big H-S Precision rifle resting on a tree stump. We were in a fallow field, a few miles west of I-94. Phin had taken a dirt road to get here, and there wasn’t another soul as far as the eye could see.


  We’d spent twenty minutes attaching our scopes, configuring the crosshairs. Now we needed to zero them out, a task that had to be individually configured for each shooter. I’d already zeroed out my scope to about two hundred yards, and put four rounds into a target the size of a grape.


  Phin had no experience with long arms. I set up his target—a Realtor’s For Sale sign we’d liberated from the front of an old farmhouse—thirty yards away, its iron legs stuck in the dirt.


  “Aim for the letter O.” I’d shot through the E. “Line it up and squeeze. And do it after you exhale.”


  “Who taught you how to shoot?”


  “My mother.”


  “My mom taught me how to make fried chicken.”


  “Focus. Soft and gentle.”


  “Soft and gentle.” Phin blew out a breath, pulled the trigger.


  The rifle crack was loud enough to scare crows two counties over. The target twitched back, then righted itself.


  “Again!” I yelled over the ringing in my ears.


  He pulled back the bolt, ejected the brass, and pushed another round into the chamber. Then he fired again, but Phin did what every newbie did when anticipating the sound and recoil: He flinched and jerked the trigger, missing the target completely.


  Without prompting he loaded the final round from the internal magazine, aimed, and fired more carefully, getting another hit. I waited for him to eject the round, told him to leave the breach open, and went to check his target.


  The two bullets that struck were an inch lower than the E, and slightly to the right. I’d given Phin a penny and instructed him to turn the scope’s vertical and horizontal screws in the proper directions to adjust the crosshairs. He loaded three more rounds, rested the gun on the stump, and fired again.


  This time the bullets all hit the E. I marched the sign back another fifty yards, wet dirt clinging to my new shoes, then got clear and yelled at him to try again. Phin put another three into the sign, faster this time. Only one hit the sign. He’d probably turned one of the screws too far.


  My phone rang before I had a chance to tell him. I fished it out of my pocket, my mind blanking when I saw who the call was from.


  555-5555.


  Alex.


  The text message came first.


  THIS IS ALAN. HE’S YOUR HUSBAND.


  Oh God. Oh no. She was lying. She had to be.


  Please, be lying.


  Then the picture. Alan, tied to a bed. His bare stomach sliced up, the blood dry, but the cuts on it forming unmistakable words:


  TILL DEATH DO US PART


  My legs stopped supporting me and I fell onto my ass. I kept staring at Alan—poor Alan—and thinking about that last awful argument I’d had with him. It was my fault he’d been grabbed by the monster. My fault he was in this mess. The very thing he’d been preaching at me all these years had come true.


  Another text came. I opened it, trembling hands barely able to hold on to the phone.


  HE DIES IN TWO HOURS.


  Two? That wasn’t right. That had to be a mistake. Alan lived in Iowa. A three-hour drive from here. Alex wasn’t playing fair.


  “That’s not fair,” I said, but it didn’t sound like me. “Two hours isn’t enough time. It’s not fair.”


  “Jack?” Phin was standing over me, breathing hard, his hand on my head.


  “Not fair.”


  “What’s not fair?” He took the phone from me.


  “I can’t save him in two hours. It’s not enough time.”


  Phin looked at the text, pressed a few buttons. I stared beyond him, past the For Sale sign, past the field, to the horizon—that faint line where the brown earth met the gray sky, the great divider between heaven and earth. Except that there was no heaven. No hell either. But there didn’t need to be.


  We were already in hell.


  I had no spirituality. The little I was born with vacated the first time I saw a dead child, my second week on the Job. But I always had my morality. Always had my altruism. I was destined to be a Girl Scout, forever helping people cross the street, gaining what ever satisfaction I could from the meager act.


  But my efforts weren’t meager. They were worthless. Completely fucking worthless.


  Life had no meaning. It had no point. I’d chosen a career to do good. To prevent cruelty, and death, and suffering. To right wrongs. To fight for something important.


  But nothing I did mattered. I didn’t change anything. And I’d brought upon myself the very things I’d tried to prevent.


  There are no heroes. There are only losers.


  “We have to go.” Phin grabbed me under my armpit, pulled me to my feet. “Where does he live?”


  “We can’t make it.”


  “We can try.”


  What was Phin’s problem? Didn’t he know it was useless? Alex will just keep on doing this, over and over. And if not Alex, someone else will. You can’t fight darkness. Darkness comes. You can turn on some lights, lie to yourself that it will all be okay. But it never is.


  “Goddamn it, Jack. You can have your breakdown when we’re in the car. Move your ass.”


  “I’ve been lying to myself,” I whispered.


  “No shit. You’ve been lying to yourself for your entire career. But this is a piss-poor moment to stop lying.”


  His words settled in, gave me something to latch on to. Because he was right. Being hopeless had never stopped me before.


  Maybe I couldn’t prevent tragedy. Maybe I couldn’t make a difference. Horrible things would keep happening, that was a guarantee, and maybe I’d never be able to stop them.


  But I still had to try.


  “Okay,” I said, forcing my voice to be strong. “Let’s save him.”


  I sprinted for the truck, the moist earth sucking at my shoes. Tripped. Slid on my knees, banging into a rock. Scrambled on all fours until I was up and running again.


  I beat Phin to the Bronco, wondering where he was, and then he was in the driver’s seat and starting the engine.


  “Do you know where we’re going?”


  “Iowa. I’ve got a GPS thing on my phone.”


  All four tires kicked up mud, and we headed west.
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CHAPTER 38


  Alex heads east, wondering if she’ll pass Jack on the road somewhere. It’s an amusing thought. Two mortal enemies, their cars zipping by at high speed, perhaps even going too fast to recognize each other. Alex considers pulling over, waiting on the side of the road, shooting out her adversary’s tires so they can have their final showdown.


  No, it’s best to wait. Now isn’t the right time. Let Jack lose a few more people she cares about first.


  Alex doesn’t believe in destiny. Fate is a future you didn’t try hard enough to change. If you want things to go your way, being smart and being strong are helpful, but you still have to work your ass off. Ways and means plus determination.


  Jack is smart and strong and determined. She’s also lucky. But she keeps making a key mistake. The same mistake that loses ball games, and fights, and wars. Jack is reacting rather than acting. And as long as she keeps doing that, she’s not going to change fate.


  Alex pulls off the highway to grab something to eat, and after a greasy fast-food meal that will probably go straight to her hips if she doesn’t schedule a workout later, she wanders into a chain store and picks up a few supplies. Focusing on the next victim. Staying one step ahead of Jack. Calling the shots.


  Back in the car, the Midwestern great plains blurring by on both sides mundanely, hypnotically, Alex lapses into a very old habit.


  She daydreams.


  “Daydreams aren’t practical,” Charles used to tell her. “Escaping reality is bullshit. Confront reality. Kick its ass. Make it what you want it to be.”


  Easier said than done, growing up with Father. A fantasy world offered a brief vacation from the horrors.


  Alex never imagined she was a princess, or owned a unicorn, or any magical shit like that. Her imagination was closely tied to reality. The only difference was that in her daydreams, Alex had absolute control.


  Daydreaming now, the endless miles of brown fields morphed into the farm where she grew up. She and Charles are children, and have placed a bushel basket on the hood of Father’s truck, playing a makeshift game of basketball. Father comes out of the house. Normally he’d scream at them, preaching some biblical nonsense mixed with his own particular brand of paranoia, self-hatred, and psychosis. That might lead to Alex being punished, or almost as bad, Alex being forced to punish Father, wielding some of the awful implements he employed for the task.


  But in the daydream, Alex is all-powerful. She prevents him from acting crazy. He stands there and watches, hands on his hips, his face neutral. Then, incredibly, he smiles, and asks to join the game.


  A painfully obvious, incredibly pathetic scene. Alex knows this, but it pleases her anyway. In this insipid little fantasy, Alex has everything that was taken from her. Charles. Her face. Her childhood. In having total control, she can give up total control, and the feeling brings a real-life smile to her face.


  Well, half a smile.


  Which forces reality to return.


  Alex then lapses into another childhood habit. When in pain, the best way to take your mind off it is to cause pain. She locates her cell phone on the passenger seat of the Prius and calls Jack.


  “I hope you’re close,” she says. “By my watch, you’ve got less than a half an hour.”


  “Fuck you, Alex.”


  “That’s probably what your husband is thinking about you right now. About how you fucked him by marrying him. I guess it doesn’t pay to get close to you. If we were friends, I’d fear for my life.”


  Jack doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t hang up either. Maybe she’s hoping Alex will give her something. Alex plans on it, but there’s no rush.


  “He still loves you, Jack. Did you know that? He even called out your name while we were making love. He likes it on the rough side. Ever try cutting him before? He screamed, but I think he enjoyed it.”


  “Is that Alex?” Phin, in the background. “Tell her to drop dead for me.”


  “I always liked Phin. What is it about bad boys, Jack? Not that you’d know. You like falling for wimps. Does it make you feel stronger, being with men that you can manipulate? Or does their neediness fill some maternal urge?”


  “Are you going to get to the point, Alex?”


  “No time for girl talk? I understand. You’re on a tight schedule. Another man you love is going to die. Tough to concentrate on idle chitchat.”


  “I’m hanging up.”


  “No you’re not. You’ll listen for as long as I want you to, hoping for a precious clue. Well, here it is, Lieutenant. I’m sure you’re heading to Iowa now, but you probably don’t know where I’ve got your husband stashed. There are a few dozen hotels in Dubuque, and trust me, I’ve made it hard for you. So if you need a little hint, ask Jim Hardy. And here’s some good advice, woman to woman. If you find Alan, and he’s all lit up like a Christmas tree, keep your hands to yourself.”


  Alex hangs up, pleased. The hint is obscure—a lot harder than the “Stairway to Heaven” clue. But it’s just cute enough that when Jack figures it out, she’ll kick herself.


  Having enemies is so much fun.


  Alex pulls off the main highway, into the nearest town, looking for a coffee shop, bookstore, or Internet café. Something with WiFi access.


  The next show is about to start.
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CHAPTER 39


  As soon as I got off the phone with Alex I called Harry.


  “How are you doing with Alan’s credit cards?”


  Phin, talking about his past while we were in the motel, reminded me that the easiest way to find someone is to track their latest credit card purchases. If Alan listened to my warning and checked into a hotel, he probably made the reservation using a card. Harry, given the nature of his business, had sources with all the big banks.


  “It’s not good, sis. Ah, Christ!”


  “What? What is it?”


  “Slappy just puked beer all over the place. He can puke farther than he can piss. This is even messier than a brass clown. Good fucking suggestion, Phin.”


  “Focus, McGlade! Can you get his usage history?”


  “I’ve got his complete history. But Alex must have known we’d do this. I’ve got hotel charges for eight hotels in Dubuque, Iowa, all made within the last twenty-four hours. She must have made the reservations using his card.”


  Shit.


  “Can’t you tell which one came first? Or which is the most active? Maybe he had room service, or watched a movie.”


  “Negativo. All I’ve got are pings, not actual charges. Billing doesn’t happen until hours, sometimes days, after a card gets authorized. That’s why it doesn’t appear on your statement right away.”


  “Give them to me.”


  Harry read the list. I wrote the names and addresses down on the back of the donut bag.


  “How far are we?” I asked Phin.


  He had the accelerator pinned, and we were flying so fast that even seat belts and air bags wouldn’t save our lives if he made a mistake.


  “Ten minutes from Dubuque. What’s the destination?”


  Alan had eight minutes left. “We don’t know yet.”


  “We’re going to hit traffic when we reach the city. There will only be time to try one hotel.”


  “How about Jim Hardy?” I asked Harry. “Anything?”


  “The main Google hits are for a pro golfer, an old-time newspaper comic, an NFL quarterback from the fifties. But the golfer gets the most.”


  “Those eight hotels. Do any of them have a golf course nearby?”


  “I can check. Aw, Jesus!” Harry made a gagging noise. “Right in the mouth! Do I gotta buy a goddamn hockey mask to protect myself from flying monkey dung?”


  My call waiting beeped. Tom Mankowski. “Call me back,” I said, and clicked over to Tom. “Please give me some good news.”


  “The Dubuque cops are calling all the hotels, searching for an Alan Daniels, and so far they’ve found six reservations.”


  “Any check-ins?”


  “All six. They’re sending out teams, but they’re not a big department. The town only has sixty thousand people in it, and there was some big shoot-out at a department store, so they can’t spare many men.”


  “How about Jim Hardy?”


  “I’ve been poring through Alex’s files. So far, nothing. Lieut … there’s something else you need to know.”


  “Spill it, Detective.”


  “The Feds have a warrant. Dubuque PD was ordered to arrest you on sight. They believe you’re harboring a fugitive. Are you?”


  “He’s a bank robber. You want to talk to him?”


  “Tell him I said hi,” Phin said.


  “Be careful, Lieutenant. I’ll call when I hear something.”


  I hung up. Phin tapped the brakes, causing me to lurch forward in my seat.


  “Exit, Jack. We have to make a decision.”


  I stared at the list of hotels. We had a one in six chance of picking the right one. And even if we did pick correctly, we might not make it in time. I hated these odds, almost as much as I hated my job, my life, myself. And Alex. God, did I hate Alex. For what she did to Latham, and now to Alan. Harry figured out from the picture that she’d hooked him up to a defibrillator. Which explained her “light him up like a Christmas tree” comment.


  Or did it?


  Alan wouldn’t actually light up. He’d be electrocuted. She could have easily made a snide comment about him being shocked, or fried, or something to do with his heart. Why’d she mention Christmas?


  I redialed Harry.


  “Google Jim Hardy plus Christmas.”


  “Hold on, I’m brushing my teeth.”


  “Now, McGlade!”


  “Fine! Aw, God. There are chunks of monkey chow on my keyboard. It smells awful. I’m starting to think this pet thing wasn’t a good idea.”


  “Harry!”


  “Okay! Jeez! First hit is … Holiday Inn. How about that? Jim Hardy is the character Bing Crosby played, sang ‘White Christmas’ in it. Slappy, no! One beer is enough!”


  “Holiday Inn,” I told Phin, squinting at the directions on my GPS-enabled cell phone.


  Phin gave me a quick sideways glance.


  “I thought you weren’t supposed to use your cell. Feds could track it.”


  “No choice. Turn on Fourth Street, right on Main.”


  I called 911, told them there was a murder being committed at the hotel, just as we pulled into the parking lot, squealing tires.


  “The cops know about you,” I said to Phin. “You should stay in the car.”


  “Like hell.”


  We both got out and ran for the lobby.


  “Alan Daniels,” I yelled at the front desk, flashing my badge. “What room number?”


  Wrong approach. The girl was flustered, scared, and kept screwing up her typing. Finally, after an eternity, she said, “Room 212.”


  We stormed up the stairs, less than two minutes to spare, and found Alan’s room, a Do Not Disturb sign hanging from the lock. Phin unleashed a vicious kick. The door was strong, and held firm. But it couldn’t hold up against three shots from a forty-caliber Beretta.


  “Alan!” I cried, barreling into the room, eyes and gun swinging over to the bed.


  Empty. The room was empty. The bed was empty. Sitting on top of the sheets was one of those tiny bottles of liquor from the hotel minibar.


  A bottle of Jack Daniels.


  I thought of Alan, of our wedding day, our vows to love, honor, and protect.


  “Alex was here,” I said. “Alan is still at the hotel. He has to be close. Check all the doors on this floor with Do Not Disturb signs on them. She wouldn’t want the maid coming in.”


  In the hall Phin went left, I went right. I found a door with the sign, banged on it, got an annoyed response from inside. Not Alan. Moved farther down the hall, but there were no other signs.


  Gunshots. Phin, bursting through a door.


  I ran to him, praying to a God I didn’t believe in.


  Another empty room.


  Think, Jack, think. Alex brought him somewhere. It had to be close, had to be on this floor, because she took him with force, dragging him or pointing a gun at him, not wanting to be seen, not wanting the maid to find him …


  The maid.


  I picked up the room phone, punched the button for House keeping.


  “‘Allo?”


  A woman, foreign.


  “Listen very carefully,” I said. “I’m a police officer. I want to know what rooms on the second floor haven’t been cleaned yet.”


  “I dunno. I ask Maria. She do second floor.”


  And she put me on hold. I felt like screaming. According to my watch, we were already a minute late.


  “This is Maria.”


  “What rooms weren’t cleaned on the second floor?”


  “Lemme see. Room 212, I think. Room 203. And room 208. I knocked, no answer, but they had lock on.”


  “Two oh eight,” I said to Phin, and we were flying out the door.


  Found the room.


  I shot the lock.


  He put his shoulder to it, and then we were inside.


  Alan was taped to the bed, jerking and twitching, eyes rolled up in his head, a terrifying buzzing noise filling the room. I launched myself at him, reaching for the pads on his chest, and as soon as I touched him my arms locked up and pain flared through my body, like being dropped in scalding oil, so hot I felt it in my muscles and bones. I couldn’t let go. I couldn’t move. I would have screamed, but my throat slammed shut.


  Then I was on the floor, Phin’s arm around my waist. I gasped for air, managed to get some in, while Phin tugged at an electrical cord plugged into the wall. I crawled back up to Alan, pulled those horrible pads from his chest, pulled up burned skin from where they were attached.


  Touched the raw flesh, feeling his heart.


  Nothing. No beat.


  Hands shaking, I tore at his tape gag, trying not to look at his eyes, his dead eyes, wide open in agony and showing only the whites.


  Put my ear to his mouth.


  No breath. He wasn’t breathing.


  CPR. He needed CPR. I put my lips to his—when was the last time I kissed him?—then pulled away in horror.


  He tasted … cooked.


  I did it again, not hesitating, pinching his nose, blowing life into his lungs.


  There was a wet, rumbling sound, and then brown blood frothed out of his mouth.


  I straddled him, put my hands on his chest, began doing compressions.


  Blood foamed out of his nose. Out of the corners of his eyes.


  “Jack …”


  Phin, touching my shoulder.


  “The defibrillator,” I said. “We can shock him again. Get his heart started.”


  Phin gave me a gentle tug. I shoved his hands away, went back to heart compressions.


  “Jack, he’s lost too much blood.”


  “Give me the goddamn defibrillator!”


  Phin wrapped his arms around me, pulled me off Alan. I brought my heel down on his instep and he released me, then I spun around and punched him in the jaw, staggering him back. I scanned the floor for the defibrillator, found it, saw the button was glued down. No matter. I could put the pads on, plug it back in, it should work.


  It had to work.


  I picked up the pads, shakily placed them on Alan’s chest, and then noticed that the mattress was soaked in blood.


  Too much blood. Much too much.


  I gasped, brought a hand to my mouth. Then I placed my palm on his chest, pressed down. More blood sluiced out from under him, between his legs.


  “No. Oh no no no no …”


  Phin put his arms around me again. I heard sirens in the distance.


  “We should go, Jack.”


  I reached for Alan’s face, touched his cheek. Then I used two fingers to close his tortured eyes.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry …”


  The sirens got louder. Phin half pulled/half carried me away from the bed, past the bathroom, where I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. A person, hiding under the sink.


  Alex.


  I shoved Phin back, reaching for the gun in my belt. Except I didn’t have a gun in my belt. It had somehow gotten in Phin’s belt. I yanked it free, aimed, and fired three times as fast as I could pull the trigger.


  Alex didn’t move.


  Phin wrestled the gun away from me. I let him, reaching for the bathroom light.


  Blood, everywhere. From the woman on the ground. A woman who had a knife stuck in her chest, and who definitely wasn’t Alex.


  I crumpled to the floor. Again Phin supported me, holding me around my back with his hand under my armpit, maneuvering me down the hallway, to the stairwell, down the stairs, through the lobby, into the parking lot, while tears streaked down my face.


  By the time I was in the truck I was wailing louder than the police cars that were surrounding us.
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CHAPTER 40


  Now that was great. The only thing missing was sound. It would have been wonderful to hear Jack’s cries of anguish, Alan’s muffled screams, the zap of electricity. But then, the other patrons in the coffee shop might have complained.


  Alex closes her laptop, then closes her eyes, reliving the scene in her head. Her favorite part had to be when Jack began CPR, not knowing that each time she pressed Alan’s chest, blood squirted out his ass. When she socked Phin—that was priceless too. The girl can hit hard. Jack was too self-absorbed to see Phin probe the inside of his mouth, pull out a tooth.


  Yes, it worked much better than Alex could have hoped.


  Now to concentrate on the next victim, the next phase of the plan.


  Alex finishes her coffee, then gets back on the road. An hour later, she’s standing on the street corner in Chicago, hood up, sunglasses on, hands jammed into her pockets.


  Winter will be here soon. Alex won’t miss it. Growing up in the Midwest, she has long outlived her fondness for snow and ice.


  It will be so nice to go someplace where the only ice comes in drinks.


  She stands there for twenty minutes before hearing a rumbling, up the street. Alex checks her watch as the truck passes by. Right on time. The first time she saw it, two weeks ago, was pure luck. Seeing it twice, same place, same time, isn’t luck. It’s a pattern.


  It motors past, turning where it did before, and Alex jams her hands back into her pockets and heads for her car, parked in an alley a block away. She climbs in and heads north.


  Ninety minutes later she’s back in her hotel room in Milwaukee, using the Internet to instruct her in the finer points of using cell phones as radio transmitters. Then she calls Samantha to plan their date.


  “Is your neighbor going to babysit?”


  “She said sure. Do you have a car?”


  Alex considers the Prius, the dead yuppie still in the backseat.


  “No. Do you?”


  “Sure. Want me to pick you up at your place?”


  Alex isn’t keen on letting Sam know where she’s staying.


  “I’m already downtown. Why don’t we meet at a mall? Isn’t there one called Bayshore?”


  “Yeah. I’ll meet you at J. Jill. Great store. You’ll love it. When?”


  “An hour?”


  “Excellent!”


  “Quick question. Have you ever done a bachelor party?”


  “You mean like go to the guy’s house, give them lap dances, pick up twenties out of the groom’s mouth with my hoo-ha?”


  “Yeah, like that.”


  “Once. Didn’t pay too well, and the guys were assholes.”


  “Did you do it outlaw, no agency?”


  “No, I went through a local place, called Laugh-O-Grams. They also send birthday party clowns and stuff. You thinking of trying that?”


  “Just keeping my options open. Looking forward to seeing you.”


  And Alex is. Men are fine, but women have their own particular flavor, and in many ways are more fun. Alex can’t wait to get into Samantha’s pants. It will be the perfect end to a perfect day.
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CHAPTER 41


  Jack! Put on your damn seat belt!”


  The Bronco jumped a curb, clipped a mailbox, and then fishtailed back onto the street. We had three or four squad cars behind us, sirens blaring, hot pursuit. I had a bump on my forehead from whacking it against the dashboard. Not what I’d been hoping for. I wanted to get thrown through the front windshield and splattered on the pavement. Let it end already.


  Phin reached over, his hand seeking my seat belt. Not the easiest thing to do while cruising fifty miles an hour down a heavily populated side street. I shoved his arm away. We were in a residential area, single-family homes with carefully manicured front lawns. A place where you’d get married and settle down.


  Something I’d fucked up twice.


  He stopped trying to save my life and instead fiddled with his police band. I caught the word Staties.


  “They’re calling in the state cops. We’re screwed.”


  I didn’t care. Getting arrested was the least of my worries.


  “Come on, Jack. Give me a suggestion here.”


  “Ditch the car.”


  He made an aggressive lane change, my shoulder bouncing off the passenger door.


  “And try to make it on foot? We have to lose them first.”


  “You can’t lose them. Air support is next. They’ll plot your route, take out your tires, follow you until you run out of gas. It’s over.”


  “I say when it’s over.”


  Typical macho bullshit. I wasn’t surprised. But then Phin did do something that surprised me. He tapped the brakes, jerked the wheel, and cut across someone’s driveway, the four-wheel drive digging trenches in the sod.


  I flinched when we hit the backyard fence, popping onto someone else’s property. We bounced across their front lawn, back onto the street, and then Phin did the same thing all over again.


  “You’re going to kill someone.” I was clinging to the armrest.


  We narrowly missed a swing set, Phin overcompensated, and we spun out, crunching through a dog house that I sincerely hoped was empty. Phin hit the gas, the Bronco lurched forward, and we tore through another backyard, down an embankment, and into a cornfield. This was feed corn, beige and dry and standing over ten feet tall. Rows, acres, miles, an endless ocean.


  Driving through it was agonizing, because we couldn’t see any farther than the hood. At any moment it could have ended and we’d be in the middle of the street. Or in a school playground during recess.


  Phin didn’t let up. He pushed the accelerator, ears and husks banging against the windshield with a rhythmic thump-thump-thump-thump-thump. First came some stress fissures. Then bigger cracks. Then the glass became one giant spiderweb, impossible to see through.


  Phin kept the engine gunned.


  “Okay. That’s enough.”


  Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump.


  “Phin—” I warned.


  He ignored me, his fate determined, his jaw set.


  “Goddamn it, Phin!”


  He swerved hard, knocking me into him, the truck doing a 180, 360, 720, before stalling to a stop.


  “Finally start caring again?” he asked.


  I pushed myself off him.


  “Asshole.”


  Phin shifted in his seat, frowning at me. “I’m the asshole? You’re the one who wanted to give up.”


  I turned on him, teeth bared, filling with rage.


  “You’ve already given up. You aren’t living. You’re just existing. You don’t care about anything.”


  “Keep telling yourself that, Jack. That I’m here with you because I don’t care about anything.”


  Sure, he was here for me. And I just threw my career away to protect him. I didn’t see him kissing my ass for that.


  “You’ve got it easy,” I said, low and mean. “Some of us have to deal with the consequences of our actions. Maybe I should just drop out of society. Start robbing banks. What’s the current street price of coke, Phin? We can get stoned out of our minds and go knock over a liquor store. The hell with tomorrow, right?”


  Phin went very cold. “I hurt,” he said evenly.


  “Welcome to the club.”


  “I physically hurt, Jack. It’s like someone is stabbing me in the side. All day. Every day. The cocaine helps.”


  “I bet it does.”


  “You want to compare losing some loved ones to dying of cancer?”


  “How would you know? You don’t love anyone.”


  “You’re wrong. I love—”


  “Don’t fucking say it,” I warned. “Don’t you dare fucking say it.”


  He stared at me, hard, then slowly nodded. “I get it.”


  I wanted to hit him. “You don’t get shit. You think I’m afraid to get close to you because I’m afraid I’ll lose you? Get over yourself. I don’t want to get involved with a drug-sniffing loser.”


  “Then maybe you should stop calling me when you need help.”


  I was done with this conversation. I grabbed my stuff and got out of the damn truck. I was ten yards into the corn before remembering I left my rifle behind. Screw it. Let Phin keep the damn rifles. He could rob an old folks’ home, or sell them for cocaine.


  Noise, from behind. I increased my pace.


  Then a tug on my arm.


  I whipped around, jammed my palm into his chest. Phin staggered backward.


  “The lady doesn’t want to be touched,” I said, teeth clenched.


  “The lady is acting like an asshole. You’re the only one in the world that hurts, is that it, Jack? And feeling sorry for yourself is the only way you can cope?”


  “You don’t seem to be coping too well either.”


  “I take it day by day. That’s all anyone can do.”


  Day by day? What total crap.


  “You’re one sorry SOB, you know that, Phin? You told me the sex wasn’t a mistake. You were wrong. It was a mistake. The latest in a long line of mistakes I’ve made. I’m through.”


  “What about Alex? She wins?”


  “You’re the big macho stud. You can handle her. I think you guys would make a really cute couple.”


  I turned, and appropriate for my environment, stalked away. Phin made the mistake of grabbing my arm again.


  I spun, whipping around my right leg, aiming to knock his sanctimonious head off. But he anticipated the move, already had his arm up over his head, and caught my foot in his armpit.


  And then he made the biggest mistake of his life. He dropped my leg, took a quick step forward, and slapped me in the face.


  Slapped me. Open-handed.


  I felt my face go red, and not just the cheek he smacked. The hitting I didn’t mind. Hitting me meant he thought of me as an equal, that he could defend himself appropriately. But the fact that he actually pulled his punch—took it easy on me because I was a woman—that was infuriating. He didn’t think we were fighting. He thought he was handling some hysterical little girl.


  That showed no respect for me at all. And I slept with this guy?


  “Not smart,” I said. I dropped my gear.


  “I’m sorry.” He put his hands up and backpedaled. “Did I hurt you?”


  Apparently, he wanted to make it even worse. A breeze blew through the corn, making a peaceful, rustling sound. The sense of tranquility was shattered when I clenched my fists so tight we both heard my knuckles pop.


  “If you want to hit me back, that’s fair.”


  Jesus, he was just digging his own grave. Phin was lean, muscular, and had a few inches and maybe forty pounds on me. He could fight. I’d seen it. But I was a black belt, and I was beating up kids bigger than me while he was still in diapers.


  I moved in with two quick steps, feinted left, then hit him with a left-right combo to the body. Phin brought up his fists, taking the shots on his shoulders. I jerked forward, head butting him between his arms, connecting with his jaw.


  Phin kept his footing, but he was unsteady. I got a leg behind his and pushed, flipping him over my hip. He went down, hard, and I dropped a knee on his chest, fist poised to slam into his naked throat. A killing blow.


  Instead, I opened my hand and slapped him across the mouth.


  “You’re not worth a punch either,” I said.


  He stared at me, stunned. I got up, grabbed my stuff, and stormed off.


  “You’re mad because I slapped you and didn’t punch you?” he called after me. “You’re out of your goddamn mind!”


  I didn’t dignify that with an answer. The more corn I got between us, the better off I was.


  “Dammit, Jack! I didn’t punch you because I love you!”


  I thought about yelling something back, but decided against it. I wanted the last words I ever said to Phineas Troutt to be the ones I’d already spoken. That’s all he deserved.


  But even though he was out of my life, permanently, I had to begrudgingly thank him. Because of Phin, I was back to being angry.


  Alex was going to suffer for what she did. I would make sure of it.
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CHAPTER 42


  Oh my God!” Samantha squeals. “Those boots are to die for!”


  They’re bright shiny red, just like Superman wears, except these have stiletto heels and red fringe around the top. Might as well write I’m a stripper a cross the tops.


  “And they’re only eighty bucks! I’m soooo buying these!”


  “I think I’ll get a pair too,” Alex says, battling her reluctance and picking one up. She checks the insole. Fabrique by Enrique Perez. A  nobody, with zero fashion sense.


  “You’ll look totally hot in those, Gracie.”


  Was Sammy just being friendly? Or flirting? “Thanks. So will you.”


  “I know I’m in shape, but I don’t have definition like you do. You can see your leg muscles through your pants.”


  Sammy runs a finger along Alex’s thigh. This is definitely flirting.


  “I work out a lot.”


  “I knew you did. Pilates?”


  Alex pictures her martial arts kata, kicking and striking to break imaginary boards and bones.


  “Something like that,” she answers.


  “I’ve tried them all. Jazz-Kwon-Do. Swimmerobics. Tramp-O-Chi—that’s tai chi on a trampoline, not with tramps, which would be gross. The local gym has a Spankercize class, but I don’t think I want my personal trainer whacking my ass.”


  “Might be fun.”


  “Depends on the spanker,” Sam says, winking.


  The clerk comes by, and they request two pairs of Enrique’s finest, in the same size. This naturally provokes a squeal of delight from Sam. How nice it must be to get excited over such trivial things. Half an hour ago, she practically died of pleasure  because the mall sound system played a Muzak version of Nirvana.


  “So where to next? We hit all boutiques in the mall. There’s a Boston Store. I think they have a sale going on.”


  “I’m starving,” Alex says. “How about food?”


  “I know this groovy little Thai place. They’ve got this green curry to die for. I love spicy foods. They make me hot.”


  Alex smiles her half smile. “Then we have to try it. Can you drive?”


  “Sure!”


  Sam takes Alex’s arm, and they walk out of the mall, Sam yapping and giggling, Alex genuinely amused by this woman’s spirit and enthusiasm. The enthusiasm is dampened somewhat when they get to Sam’s car.


  A Prius.


  “It gets sixty miles per gallon. It’s so green. I’m all about the planet. People are destroying the earth. We all need to conserve, or there won’t be enough left for everyone.”


  “Or we could just kill a lot of people.”


  Sam raises an eyebrow at Alex, then begins to laugh.


  “God, you’re so funny! I thought you were serious!”


  Alex lets out a few chuckles, hoping they don’t sound as forced as they feel. When they’re in the car, Alex touches Sam’s arm.


  “Samantha, I’m having a good time, and I don’t want to be reading you wrong. But you do like girls, right?”


  “You mean sexually?”


  Alex nods.


  “Sure! I’m totally bi. I mean, guys are great, but most of them are really impatient, you know what I mean? Women know how to take their time. Don’t you think?”


  Alex nods, but the truth is, she’s feeling pretty impatient right now too.


  After dinner, she tells herself.


  They hold hands as Sam pulls out of the parking lot.
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CHAPTER 43


  After three hours of sitting next to a cornfield, hiding every time a police car cruised by, I was almost grateful when the Crimebago pulled up.


  Almost.


  Harry parked alongside the street, and I entered cautiously, wincing at the noxious odor when I stepped inside. It smelled like Mighty Joe Young had run a marathon and then taken a bath in his own feces.


  McGlade was standing next to the sofa, arms folded, frowning. I noticed Slappy’s cage was empty.


  “Did you get rid of the macaque?” I asked, hopeful.


  “No. He kept screaming and hitting himself in the face, so I let him out until he calmed down. Not my brightest idea.”


  “Where is he?” I asked, casting nervous rapid-fire glances around the RV.


  “In the corner there. He learned a new trick.”


  Slappy was propped against the wall, upside-down with his legs over his head. He was urinating, again, but this time he managed to catch most of it in his open mouth.


  “That is one of the most disgusting things I’ve ever seen.”


  “It gets worse,” McGlade said. “When he’s all done, he tries to spit it on you.”


  Slappy began to make a gargling sound. For the first time ever, my cat Mr. Friskers didn’t seem so bad.


  “Did you call Al’s Exotic Pets?”


  “Al said all sales are final. Can’t really blame him.”


  “Would he trade for anything else? Like maybe some feeder minnows? Or a chew toy?”


  “No. But he offered to euthanize Slappy for fifty bucks.” Slappy puffed out his cheeks and spit a stream of urine toward us. We jumped away. “I’m thinking about it.”


  “Don’t you dare, Harry. You just need to take some time and train him.”


  “I tried. I don’t think he likes me.”


  “What’s not to like?” I did my best to say it without sounding sarcastic.


  “He might be mad because of the stick. When he was in his cage, I kept showing him a picture of Alex, and then poking him with a stick. You know, so if he ever saw her, he’d attack. But he seems to be holding a grudge. See?”


  Harry took a step toward his monkey. Slappy opened his mouth, baring yellow fangs, snarling like a pit bull.


  “Maybe you should stop poking him with the stick,” I said.


  “No shit.”


  Keeping one eye on the primate, I walked to the sofa and sat down. I stood up again immediately, my butt damp.


  “There’s something wet on your couch.”


  Harry nodded. “Do yourself a favor and don’t try to smell it. It’s better to lie to yourself and pretend it’s ginger ale.”


  “Did you spill ginger ale?”


  “No. That’s piss, shit, or monkey spooge.”


  I made a face.


  “Might also be some combination of the three,” Harry added. “Or vomit. Could be vomit.”


  I let out a slow breath and wondered how I’d get the ginger ale stain out.


  Slappy made a screeching sound that eerily resembled laughter. He was still upside-down, but was no longer going to the bathroom. Instead, he was abusing himself with his little monkey fist, eyes locked on mine. The expression on his face was one of smug satisfaction.


  “Al told me that macaques can live for thirty years,” Harry said.


  I actually felt a little sorry for him. I moved cautiously over to the computer, checked the chair for unpleasant surprises, then sat down.


  “Did you find the latest cell phone?”


  McGlade nodded. “It’s in Milwaukee. Where’s Phin?”


  I felt myself go cold. “Phin won’t be helping us anymore.”


  “How’d you scare him off? Did he see you naked?”


  “I didn’t scare him off. And fuck you.”


  “We need him.”


  “We don’t need him. He’s unreliable.”


  “Hasn’t he saved your life a bunch of times?”


  “He’s a drug addict.”


  “You just figured that out now? Of course he’s a drug addict. He’s dying of cancer. If I had the big C I’d be snorting so much cocaine I’d need two crack whores to help me hold the heroin needle steady.”


  “There are prescription drugs.”


  “We’re chasing a killer. You want him stoned on opiates? At least with coke he’ll be alert.”


  “We’ll be fine without him.”


  “Sure. Slappy can watch our backs. Right Slappy?”


  We looked at Slappy, but he wasn’t in the corner anymore. He was gone.


  “Uh-oh,” McGlade said. He grabbed something off the kitchen sink and tossed it to me. A Ping-Pong paddle. He also brandished one in his good hand.


  “I’m not going to spank your monkey, McGlade.”


  “I hope not, sis. That’s gross.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “This is purely defensive, if he tries to—”


  Something flew across my line of sight, and McGlade brought the paddle up to his face. A clump of monkey dung splattered onto it.


  I quickly stood up and looked around the room, raising the paddle up over my mouth. About the only thing that could make my life worse was a faceful of Slappy crap, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.


  “Where is he?” I said, justifiably paranoid. “I don’t see him.”


  “We should get back to back,” Harry said. “Then he can’t sneak up on us.”


  I nodded, backing into Harry, my eyes scanning the RV for any movement.


  “Let’s go up to the cab. We can close the door so he can’t get us.”


  “Good call.”


  We walked cautiously over to the front of the Crimebago, my senses hyper-alert, like I was in a gunfight. I felt things squish underfoot but was afraid to look down and see what they were.


  We were only two feet away from the cab when the monkey jumped off the refrigerator and leaped at me, howling, fangs bared and eyes wild. He caught my paddle, and his teeth latched on to my knuckle. I shook him free and then ran, with Harry, into the front of the RV and slammed the door behind me.


  “Your monkey bit me!”


  “Yeah, he does that.”


  Harry settled into the driver’s seat. I stared at the blood running down my finger.


  “Jesus, McGlade! Should I get this looked at?”


  He shrugged. “I would. I can’t even remember all the disgusting things he put in his mouth today. Plus, he probably has all sorts of monkey diseases.” He started the engine. “Maybe you should just cut the finger off, before the germs get into your bloodstream.”


  I used my sweatshirt to swab away some of the blood.


  “Do you have a first aid kit?”


  “It’s in the back.”


  We both stared at the closed door. Scary monkey sounds came from behind it.


  “Want to use my gun?” Harry asked.


  I declined, instead using some tissues from the glove compartment and half a bottle of water that was in the cup holder.


  “I know what will make you feel better,” Harry said.


  He pressed a button on the dashboard, and the RV filled with Pink Floyd.


  Amazingly, the screeching and pounding stopped.


  “I guess Slappy is a fan of seventies psychedelic rock,” I said.


  “That or he found my Vicodin. He got into my medicine cabinet earlier. Are those little bottles monkey-proof?”


  “Probably.” I had no idea.


  “You want to go check?”


  “Hell no.”


  “Well, then. We’ll assume it’s the Floyd. Wisconsin, ho.”


  Harry put the RV into gear, and we headed east.
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CHAPTER 44


  Alex has the window cranked down—a temporary solution for the smell coming from the body in the backseat. She’ll deal with it soon. But she has other business first.


  The wind is cold, harsh, and slaps at her cheeks. She only feels its sting on her right side. Alex brings up a hand, touches the rubbery scar tissue, feels a bit of stubble. One of the skin grafts was taken from her leg, and the hairs are sharp and pointy. She thinks about shaving again—an act that humiliates her almost as much as it angers her—and decides not to.


  Samantha didn’t seem to mind it.


  Alex smiles privately. What a wonderful evening it turned out to be. Shopping was fun, even though the boots are hideous. A terrific dinner. Then back to Sam’s apartment for a drink and what ever.


  They never got around to the drink.


  Alex closes her eyes for a moment, and can practically feel Sam’s body lying next to hers. It’s so pleasant, so right, that it makes her anger fade away.


  The future is looking brighter and brighter.


  This is the home stretch. Soon after Chicago, Alex will leave the country. She’ll be gone for a while. A year at least. Sun and fun, rest and recuperation. And then, who knows? Once everything is taken care of, the whole world will be open to Alex. It will be like starting a whole new life.


  “I think I can fall in love with you, Samantha,” Alex says, half of her face grinning.


  She reaches Chicago an hour later, never having to stop for gas. Maybe there’s something to this Prius hype after all.


  The neighborhood is dark, quiet. She got the address, and the idea, from an earlier phone call. Rather than park anywhere near the house, she finds a space next to a fire hydrant, one block over.


  If Alex wanted to do this quick, she could burst into the house, guns blazing, and kill her intended victim. Well, maybe it wouldn’t be so quick. He’s armed, has a burglar alarm, and has most assuredly been on heightened alert since Alex has gotten out. She could set the building on fire, wait to shoot him when he came running out. Or use some of Lance’s ordnance to send the house into the stratosphere. But those aren’t nearly as fun as what she has planned.


  Giving Jack a sporting chance to prevent this murder, and watching her fail, is simpler, and more satisfying. Plus the authorities, and the media, will be focused on events here while Alex is off doing other, more important things.


  She grabs her duct tape and a fresh cell phone. With some difficulty—both with the climbing and the securing—the phone gets set up in a tree across the street from the house, some dead leaves packed around it to keep it hidden. Then she brushes off the bits of tree from her outfit and heads back to the car.


  After all the text messages she’s sent lately, Alex is becoming pretty adept at what is an awkward skill. Maybe she’s not as fast as the average schoolkid, but the six words appear on the screen quickly and easily.


  THIS IS HERB. HE’S YOUR PARTNER.
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CHAPTER 45


  No photo this time. But the first text message was followed up by:


  HE DIES TOMORROW.


  I was on the phone with Herb ten seconds later.


  “Herb! It’s Jack. I—”


  “Jack, I’m absolutely starving,” he interrupted, talking louder than normal. “Why don’t we meet tonight at that sushi restaurant you liked? Remember how you went crazy for the maki roll?”


  “Enough with the food, Herb. Alex just called me. You’re her next target.”


  “Let’s discuss it over raw fish.”


  “Did you hear me? I said Alex is coming after you.”


  “I’ll be fine. Trust me. And I insist we grab a bite together. If not sushi, how about that seafood place on Halsted?”


  “Herb—”


  I stopped myself. Herb never met a food he didn’t like, but I’d met several, sushi being one of the biggies. He took me to a place a few years back and the maki roll made me so ill I still can’t eat fish. He knew that.


  “Would dinner be just us?” I asked carefully. “Or would we have some friends along?”


  “I’m pretty sure the Nicholas Brothers would be there too.”


  Cute. The Nicholas Brothers were tap dancers. Herb also could have mentioned drinking draft beer, which was another reference to tap.


  The Feds. They were listening in.


  “Sounds nice, but I can’t make it. You need—”


  “We can have a few draft beers afterward,” Herb said.


  “I got it already, Herb. Now listen closely. The message from Alex said that you’ll die tomorrow. I need you to go away for a while. No credit cards, no relatives, don’t tell anyone.”


  “I’m pretty sure I’ll be safe here. I have angels watching me.”


  Herb isn’t good at subtle.


  “Don’t put your faith in angels, buddy. She’s smarter than they are.”


  “If we have a chance to catch her by making me bait—”


  “No!” I yelled it loud enough that Harry jumped in his seat.


  “It’s not your call, Jack. You’d do the same thing.”


  “Dammit, Herb—”


  “I’ll come out of this okay. I’m not the one you need to worry about.”


  “Catching Alex isn’t going to protect me, Herb. You need to protect yourself and your wife. Alex … she killed Alan.”


  There was an uncomfortable silence. I shut my eyes, saw Alan’s face, opened them again.


  “I’m sorry, Jack. But that’s all the more reason I need to do this.”


  “Herb, please—”


  “Looking forward to that Turduckinlux. We’ll deep fry that baby when this is all over.”


  He hung up on me. I stared at the phone.


  “We could kidnap him,” Harry said. “Toss him in back with Slappy.”


  “Bad idea.”


  “Why? You think he’d eat my monkey?”


  “The Feds.” I rubbed my temples. “His phone is being tapped by the Feds. And now that they know Alex is after him, they’ll camp on his front lawn. I won’t be able to get within a mile of him.”


  “That’s a good thing. If you can’t get to him, neither can Alex.”


  “She has to know that. She told me Herb was the target, which means she has a way to get through them.”


  Harry gave me a sideways glance, then narrowed his eyes.


  “You didn’t call Fatso on your phone, did you?”


  I still had my cell in my hand. Harry made a face.


  “Christ, Jackie. I told you the Feds can trace that. Have you been using that a lot?”


  “No.” Then I remembered the long conversations with Mom and Dad earlier. “Not much.”


  Harry rubbed his eyes, then extended the motion downward, massaging his jaw.


  “You need to keep your head in the game, sis. The bond between siblings may be one of the strongest in nature, but those Feebie pricks pretty much guaranteed I’d do time if I help you or Phin.”


  I folded my arms, anger creeping up my back and perching on my shoulders.


  “So don’t help me, McGlade. Let me out here.”


  He sighed. “Sis—”


  “And stop calling me sis. There isn’t any proof we’re actually related.”


  Harry shook his head. “You don’t know that. What about the DNA test thingy?”


  “The lab hasn’t called. But I don’t need a lab to know that I share more DNA with Slappy than I do with you. Hell, McGlade, take a good look at yourself. You actually think we could have the same genes?”


  “Mom says I look like my father.”


  “Mom has trouble remembering to take her arthritis medication every day. You think she can remember a one-night stand from fifty years ago?”


  “You’re just jealous she likes me more.”


  “Likes you? No one can stand you, Harry. You’re an obnoxious, irritating, offensive, petty little man.”


  “You forgot ugly,” Harry said.


  “I’ll also add dirty to the list. Lathering yourself with aftershave is not, nor has it ever been, a substitute for a shower.”


  “Wow. I really suck. You must have hated all of that time we were partners.”


  I nodded. “I did.”


  “And you must really resent that I still keep popping up in your life.”


  More nodding. “I do.”


  “And you must think I’m a total idiot that I never knew any of this before.”


  Really enthusiastic nodding. “You got it in one.”


  “Except I’ve known it all along.”


  “I—” I squinted at him. “Huh?”


  “Remember the Grant Park case?”


  Of course I remembered the Grant Park case. An unsolved rape/murder, gone cold. I worked it in my free time, gathering evidence for over a year, building a case, sharing my findings with Harry. He made the collar without me and got all the credit.


  “I’ll never forget it, McGlade. You got the promotion, when you didn’t do a damn thing.”


  He smiled, the bastard.


  “You still think it’s funny that you screwed me?”


  “After all these years, you still think I screwed you? No one wanted to work with you, Jackie. You weren’t a team player. All you cared about was proving to the world that you were a good cop. Guess what? Everyone thought you were a single-minded, self-righteous, ball-busting bitch. They respected you. But no one liked you. You think I got a higher rank because of one lousy arrest? I got it because I passed the damn tests, had been there longer than you, and I bowled with the captain on my days off. Maybe you should have been doing the same thing, then you would have gotten promoted sooner. Hell, you might even still be married.”


  I made a fist, wondering where I was going to hit him first.


  “You stole the credit for that bust,” I said through my teeth.


  “Yes. Yes I did. And it was wrong. But maybe if you’d been the least bit cool, and not constantly acting like I was something you wanted to scrape off the bottom of your shoe, maybe I wouldn’t have. But here we are, two decades later, and you still treat me like shit. You know something, Jackie? I’ve changed. But you haven’t. You’re still the same holier-than-thou supercop, chasing bad guys instead of having a life. Say what ever you want about me. I like myself. Do you like yourself?”


  “Stop the car.”


  “It’s not a car. It’s a Crim—”


  “Stop the fucking car, McGlade!”


  He put on his turn signal, then coasted onto the shoulder of the highway.


  “Jackie, we’re in the middle of nowhere.”


  I needed my backpack, but it was in the motor home section, with Slappy the Psychotic Macaque. I opened the door anyway, ready for a fight.


  The monkey was sitting on the sofa, chewing on a remote control. He eyed me when I entered.


  “Don’t fuck with me,” I warned him.


  He stayed where he was, watching as I grabbed my stuff and opened the side door.


  “Jackie, you have to stop pushing away the people trying to help you.”


  “Go to hell, McGlade.”


  I stepped onto the side of the road.


  “Come on. This is stupid.” McGlade, poking his head out. “Come back.”


  I spotted a road sign, stating the next exit was two miles ahead. I started to hike.


  “It’s cold and dark, Jackie, and there are probably wild animals. I think Wisconsin has wolves and mountain lions. And mad cow disease. At least let me drive you someplace.”


  I picked up my pace.


  “You can’t take on the whole world by yourself, Jackie!” Harry called after me. “The world always wins!”


  Not this time, I  swore to myself. This time, I’m going to win one.


  But my threat, and my conviction, got lost in the darkness as McGlade pulled away.
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CHAPTER 46


  Another drive, but shorter this time.


  Staying in Chicago isn’t a smart idea. By now the authorities know she’s here. Killing across state lines is a federal crime, so the FBI is going to be involved. Plus, the CPD won’t take threatening one of their own lightly. Everyone will be looking for her, and hers isn’t a face that’s easily forgotten.


  But just because Alex has to be in Chicago for one final crime doesn’t mean she has to stay there. So instead she gets a room in nearby Rosemont, at a second-tier hotel near the airport. She dons the black veil and pretends to be a grieving widow as she checks in, the fake sniffles and sobs giving her an excuse to keep her hand on her face, over her scars.


  When Alex gets to her room she collapses onto the bed, exhausted. She thinks about her upcoming sabbatical, and how nice it will be to take a break from killing for a while. After she kills the doctor, of course.


  There’s still Jack to deal with. And that asshole Harry. And Phin. But the need for revenge, pressing on Alex’s every thought like a full bladder, isn’t quite as pressing. Jack’s not dead, but she’s certainly suffering.


  And it’s going to get a lot worse, Alex thinks. After Herb dies, she’s going after Jack next.


  It’s kind of sad, really. Alex has been fixated on Jack for so long that having her gone will leave kind of a gap. Perhaps it’s best to savor the little time they have left.


  Alex kicks off her shoes, wiggles her toes, and locates the nail polish she bought earlier. She dials, then begins painting the first little piggie.


  The phone is answered on the third ring, but Jack doesn’t say anything.


  “What, no hello?” Alex asks. “Rude. Are you still mad at me for Alan? That was hours ago.”


  “I’m going to find you.”


  Jack sounds weak.


  “I know. And I’m going to make it easy for you. Tomorrow, after your partner dies, I’m going to call you and we’ll set up a meeting. Just me and you, Jack. That’s what you want, right? Revenge?”


  No answer.


  “Are you still there? If you want, I can call up Harry instead.”


  “I’m here.”


  “And you want revenge, don’t you?”


  “Yes.” Quiet and squeaky, like a mouse.


  “I’m an expert in revenge, and let me tell you something. It doesn’t bring back the dead. Sure, it’s fun. I’m having a great time slaughtering everyone important to you. But Charles is still dead. And even if, by some miracle, you happen to kill me, Latham will still be dead. Herb will still be dead. Alan will still be dead.”


  “You’re the next one to die, Alex.”


  Alex listens to the background sounds. Wind. A car passing at a high speed. She discerns Jack is on a highway.


  “What happened to Phin? Were you too much of a downer so he took off?”


  “Get to the point.”


  “I wanted to tell you that I watched you try to save your husband. Exciting stuff. You know, you were only about thirty seconds late. If you’d been just a little faster, he’d still be with us.”


  Another sound joins the wind and car noises. Alex is overjoyed to hear it.


  “Lieutenant Daniels, are you crying?”


  The sound becomes muted. Jack has put her hand over the mouthpiece. Not only is she devastated, she’s also embarrassed.


  How delicious.


  “He’s in a better place, Jack. If he lived, he’d just be pining for you. Did you know his Internet password was Jacqueline? I’m not making that up. And he still had a picture of you in his wallet. Poor sap. I bet he was the type who sent you poems. Did he write you a poem, after your first time? Something about how lovely you were, fucking him in that restaurant bathroom? What rhymes with toilet?”


  “I’m … I’m going to—”


  “Jack, woman to woman, threats don’t really work when you’re crying like a baby. It’s pathetic. Now, fun as this little chat has been, I’m painting my toenails and it isn’t easy holding the phone at the same time. So here’s the deal. When I call tomorrow, with the clue to save your partner, you’ll have to react fast. You won’t have twelve hours, or two hours. You’ll have less than a minute. Use it wisely.”


  Alex hangs up, pleased with how the call went, but not pleased with the job she’s done on her first few toes.


  Now isn’t the time to be sloppy. Alex pads over to the bathroom, dumps some acetone on a hotel towel, and wipes off the nail polish to start again.
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CHAPTER 47


  By the time I found a room for the night I was a mess. Mentally, physically, emotionally. I’d walked several miles, freezing my tail off, before finding a small mom-and-pop motel with carpeting older than I was. I ate out of the lobby vending machine, not tasting a damn thing, and drew a bath in a cracked tub with water tinted orange.


  I crawled in and let the guilt overtake me, crying until my throat hurt. Mixed with the guilt was shame, for not being there for Herb when he needed me most, and anger, at Phin and Harry and Alex, but most of all at myself for allowing all of this to happen.


  And hate. I felt hate so dark it scared me. I didn’t just want to kill Alex. I wanted to burn her alive and watch her scream. I’ve lived—hell, I’ve dedicated my life to upholding the law, but I would trade every arrest I’d ever made, ever perp I ever put behind bars, for twenty minutes alone with Alex in a small cell, her handcuffed to a chair, me with a baseball bat.


  What had I become?


  A drip, from the lime-coated showerhead above me, dimpling the surface of the water between my feet. I stared up at it, and then the shower curtain, old and stained but on an aluminum rod that looked strong, sturdy. It would probably support my weight. I didn’t have any rope, but there was a gas station on the corner.


  Stupid. Cops don’t hang themselves. They eat their guns.


  I thought about the Beretta in my backpack. One bullet, and I’d stop feeling this awful. I’d let so many people down, myself included. One bullet would make it all go away.


  You’re being weak, Jack.


  So? Can’t I be weak for once?


  Killing yourself is the coward’s way out.


  Okay, I’m a coward. One more reason to hate myself.


  I stood up, walked naked into the bedroom. Stared at my backpack.


  You’re seriously considering this?


  A sob caught in my throat. I blinked away some tears.


  Yes. It’s the best idea I’ve had all week.


  I reached my hand inside, wrapped my hand around the butt of my gun. It felt solid. Reassuring.


  Just do it.


  I closed my eyes, tried to think of a reason to stop myself. Faces popped into my head.


  Mom, begging me not to.


  Sorry, not good enough.


  Dad, tacking an article about my suicide onto the wall in his spare bedroom, to add to the dozens of other articles and pictures of me.


  Take it all down, Wilbur. I’m not worthy of a shrine.


  Harry, telling me I hated myself.


  You nailed that one, bro.


  Phin, saying he loved me.


  Looks like you’ll outlive me after all.


  Alex, laughing at all the pain she’s caused.


  Not my problem anymore.


  Latham, his kind, sad, beautiful face, telling me I had to be strong.


  Why? Why do I have to be strong all the goddamn time? Where has it gotten me?


  Alan, his eyes rolled up in his head …


  Enough. I’m done.


  I want out.


  I opened my mouth, brought up the gun, my hand shaking so much I had problems getting the barrel between my lips.


  Lieutenant Jacqueline Daniels vs. the world.


  The world wins.


  It always does.


  I flicked off the safety, put my thumb on the trigger, and opened my eyes so I could watch myself do it in the bureau mirror. I wanted the last thing I ever saw to be how pathetic I looked.


  Movement, peripherally, to my right.


  My gun pointed reflexively, and I pulled the trigger on instinct.


  Rat. Big one in the corner.


  Deader than hell now, without a head.


  I laughed, once, but it sounded more like a strangled cough.


  In a way, that’s all I was good for. Killing rats.


  But I was good. I was very good.


  And there was still one rat left to kill. The biggest one of all.


  I put the gun back in the pack, got dressed, and called a cab to take me to a better motel, all thoughts of suicide momentarily replaced by thoughts of murder.
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CHAPTER 48


  The morning and early afternoon are going to be uneventful. Alex orders room service and spends some time familiarizing herself with a M18A1 she’s taken from Lance’s boss, the bomb squad lieut. It’s a serious piece of hardware, appropriate for the job, and comes with det wire and a spring trigger. On the green plastic cover are three words.


  FRONT TOWARD ENEMY.


  Alex runs her fingers over the embossed letters and smiles her half smile. God love the military.


  Next she shapes a good-sized hunk of PENO into a cone and sets up the blasting cap, sun cord, and sparker.


  Then it’s a pay-per-view action film, charged to the room. A cop thriller, with a hard-nosed veteran chasing a wily serial killer. Alex liked it up until the end, when the cop predictably shot the villain down. Why can’t there be a movie where the killer beats the cop and gets away? Wouldn’t that be cool?


  Alex blames the writers. None of them have the balls to let the bad guy win.


  But the bad guys do win sometimes. People have to learn to accept that.


  Lunch is room service, again, and the food is so bland and mediocre, and the room so run-down, that Alex wonders how this place can even stay open, especially since it isn’t really cheap. Maybe they have a lot of conventions here.


  The hotel has a tiny workout room with a dearth of decent equipment. Alex makes use of the StairMaster for an hour, a towel wrapped around her neck and hiding her face should anyone else come in. No one does. Then it’s back to her room for a shower and another movie—this one a romantic comedy starring Sarah Jessica Parker, who is cute and dresses great but can’t make up for a lackluster script.


  Finally, the clock zeroes in on three p.m. She grabs her gear, fights awful traffic, and makes it to downtown Chicago and the corner she’d staked out yesterday. Alex parks in a pay lot, sets up her laptop, finds a free WiFi connection—Chicago abounds with hot spots—and accesses the phone taped to Herb’s tree. She watches the live feed.


  The house looks normal, no unusual activity, but Alex can guess that there are a bunch of cops inside, as well as throughout the neighborhood. All waiting for her.


  Won’t they be surprised when she doesn’t show up?


  Alex keeps her cell phone handy—when things happen, they’ll happen fast. Then she settles in to watch the show.
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CHAPTER 49


  It was all I could do not to tear out my hair in frustration.


  Two calls to Detective Tom Mankowski confirmed that Herb was being closely guarded. He was still home—something he insisted upon because he wanted to be bait—but he had three cops and two Feebies in there with him. In neighboring houses were ten more cops and just as many Feds. There were three SRT snipers on nearby rooftops. Air support was standing by. As Mankowski said, a squirrel couldn’t fart within a block of the area without having six guns drawn on it.


  But the waiting was still torture. Herb was my partner. I should be there. Instead, I was pacing in a Wisconsin hotel room, my fingernails chewed down to blood, waiting for something to happen. Hopefully, the something would be of the good variety, involving Alex getting gunned down. But I had a feeling that Herb wasn’t as safe as everyone wanted to believe.


  What were they missing? What was I missing? How do you get to a guy who is heavily protected?


  A long-range weapon? That had been anticipated. A mail bomb? The mail for Herb’s route had been checked out and cleared back at the post office, and FedEx, UPS, and DHL had nothing for Herb or for his address. Hidden explosives? Earlier in the day, two bomb-sniffing dogs had covered every inch of Herb’s property.


  He was safer than the Pope. But we had to be forgetting something.


  Unless Alex was lying. Unless Herb wasn’t the target at all.


  She couldn’t get to my parents. Phin was unreachable. Harry?


  I called him, using the hotel room phone.


  “Hi, sis. I forgive you for acting like a jerk yesterday. I found the Milwaukee cell phone. Motel lobby, at the Old Stone Inn, behind the ice machine. Weren’t you just there?”


  “Where are you now?”


  “On my way to Chicago. That’s where the next one is. You wouldn’t believe how much gas I’ve gone through the last few days. I think I’m getting about three hundred yards per gallon.”


  “Harry, Alex might have been lying about Herb. You might be the next target.”


  “Let her try for me. Slappy will take care of her.”


  “I’m being serious.”


  “I am too. After you left, I gave the monkey some pills, to calm him down.”


  I shook my head, amazed. “You gave the monkey Vicodin?”


  “I thought it was. But the wrong pills were in the bottle. I actually gave him Viagra. He’s been a little, uh, aggressive since then.”


  “I bet.”


  “I got him back in his cage by throwing in a cashmere sweater he’s taken a serious liking to. He and the sweater have been going at it non-stop for about eight hours. But if I open the cage, he’ll pounce on Alex like a starving man after a donut.”


  “Be careful, McGlade.”


  “I’ll be okay. If he jumps on me, I’ll be wearing earplugs and nose-plugs and keep my mouth closed tight.”


  “I meant with Alex.”


  “Slappy and I are ready. Does Mom like cashmere?”


  “That’s disgusting.”


  “Not this sweater. A new sweater. I was going to give this one to Herb.”


  “Stay in touch,” I told him.


  “Does this mean we’re partners again?”


  “Just stay in touch.”


  I hung up, did some more pacing, tried to eat a room service turkey club, failed, did more pacing, tried to watch a movie, failed, called Tom again for an update when none was needed, did push-ups until my arms wouldn’t work anymore, paced, and finally around four p.m. Alex’s phone rang.


  I picked up, expecting to see a text message. But instead I saw a photo, of Herb’s house, a red car parked in the driveway.


  No, it wasn’t a photo. This picture moved, the car door opening.


  This was a live feed.


  I got on the phone, my phone, and hit the speed dial for Herb.


  One ring.


  A man was getting out of the car. Big, muscular, wearing a tight shirt.


  Two rings.


  The shirt had a logo on the back, large enough for me to read even on the small LCD phone screen.


  1-800-MEATS4U.


  Three rings.


  But this couldn’t be the meat I ordered for Herb. That was being sent UPS, and not for another few days.


  Alex. Somehow Alex knew about it.


  The man reached into the passenger seat, removed a large white foam box.


  Why weren’t the cops taking him down?


  “Hello?”


  “Bernice! It’s Jack!”


  The big guy walked up to the front door. Two figures with FBI on their jackets rushed at him from both sides.


  “Jack, the Turduckinlux is here.”


  “I didn’t send the—”


  Herb’s front door opened, and then an explosion shook the camera. I heard a shocking BOOM through the tiny speaker of my cell, so startling I dropped my phone.


  My other hand clenched Alex’s phone, the screen fuzzy and gray. I watched, horrified, as the smoke cleared.


  Herb’s front porch, and a large chunk of his house, were gone.


  I picked up my cell, whispered into it, “Bernice.”


  She didn’t answer. But in the background, I heard screaming.
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CHAPTER 50


  Perfect. Absolutely perfect. The male stripper Laugh-O-Gram showed up with the package right at the scheduled time, and wore the meat shop T-shirt Alex had made for him, using the inkjet printer and an iron-on silk-screen design. She hopes the guy spent the five hundred bucks she paid him yesterday to make the trip from Milwaukee, because he certainly wouldn’t be spending it now.


  Quite a lot of damage a few pounds of plastic explosive can cause. The house is trashed, and Alex can see several dead bodies inside. It would be fun to sit and watch the ambulances come, the corpses removed, but Alex has business to take care of.


  Big business. The original plan. The real reason she’s in Chicago.


  She tucks away her cell phone, checks her watch, then grabs her gear, which is resting on the dead body in the backseat. A few police cars whiz by, sirens blazing. Perfect. The authorities, and the media, will be going crazy over the bombing. Which means they’ll pay less attention to what she’s going to do in about sixty seconds.


  Alex pulls up her hood, dons her movie star sunglasses, gets out of the car, and removes the M18A1. She holds it and the cord in one hand, the plastic trigger in the other, and waits for the truck to arrive.


  It’s a minute late. Understandable, given all of the police traffic. There are other cars on the road, but Alex doesn’t give them any unneeded attention. She’s got tunnel vision, focusing on one thing and one thing only: the armored money truck, heading her way.


  When it’s within twenty yards, Alex steps out in front of it, raising her hand up. The truck slows. Alex walks forward, waits for it to stop, then drops the M18A1 down onto the street and kicks it under the truck’s front end, directly beneath the engine.


  She backpedals, playing out line, and then hits the detonator while the truck is shifting into reverse.


  The M18A1 Claymore mine does what it was made to do: fire seven hundred steel balls in a sixty-degree outward pattern at 1,200 meters per second.


  Not enough to seriously damage the truck, or hurt its occupants. Not even enough to crack the engine block or sever the drive train. But enough to shred the armored vehicle’s electronics under the hood.


  It won’t be going anywhere anytime soon.


  Moving quickly without rushing, Alex heads to the rear of the truck, sticking her cone of PENO onto the back door lock. She unwinds some cord, stands clear, and hits the sparker.


  The armor is thick, tough. But so is a Sherman tank’s, and the plastic explosive makes easy work of the door, blowing it open so it hangs outward on its hinges. Alex waits alongside the truck, out of the line of sight, for the hopper to come out. A trained professional, one with enough experience to follow this training while in combat situations, would take cover and wait inside for Alex to enter. But an average guy with average training would want to get the hell out of there.


  This guy is average. He fires twice, then comes jumping out of the cargo hold and racing down the street. Alex shoots him in the back. She approaches the truck low, on an angle, and makes sure there are no other guards. The driver wisely stays in the front cab. He’s protected as long as he doesn’t come out.


  Alex isn’t concerned about him for the time being. If he wants to try to be a hero, she’ll deal with it. What has her attention are the canvas money bags on the floor of the cargo area. She has extra PENO and detonators with her, in case she had to deal with safes, and also an extra Claymore in case this truck turned out to be a bust and she needed to find another.


  Alex uses her folder knife to cut open the first bag, and one look confirms that a second robbery won’t be necessary. The bag is loaded with banded stacks of twenties. Maybe ten thousand dollars’ worth.


  And Alex counts twelve bags in the back of the truck.


  She opens up the army duffel, begins stuffing in bags. She fits five, and can sling five more over her shoulders. The last two she has to leave behind—she doesn’t have time to make two trips. The driver has already called it in, and even with all the commotion the bombing has caused, the cops will be here soon.


  Alex heads for the alley, following it through to the parking garage, waddling up a flight of concrete steps, and loading everything into the Prius. Almost home.


  As she pulls down the circular driveway, heading for the exit, she hears police sirens. She stops at the exit gate, lowers her window, and sticks the parking stub into the slot. The automatic machine flashes twelve dollars—a ridiculous amount to have to pay for parking less than an hour. Alex reaches for her purse, but it isn’t on the passenger seat. She looks around the Prius, on the floor, in the back, and her purse is nowhere to be found.


  The hotel. She left it back at the hotel.


  “Is there a problem?”


  The voice is coming through a speaker, attached to the gate machine. A parking lot attendant.


  “No,” Alex says. “Just looking for my cash.”


  Alex unclips her folder knife, cuts open the nearest bag of money. Something catches her eye, and she checks the rearview and sees the guard is coming up behind her, holding a walkie-talkie.


  Alex considers killing the guard, but there’s the possibility he has a partner, and has already called in her license plate number. That could get linked to the armored car robbery, less than a block over, and Alex will be pulled over by the first cop who sees her.


  She fishes out a wad of fifties, breaks the seal. The guard is getting closer. If he looks in the car, he’ll see the bags of money. If he looks really close, he’ll see the body still in the backseat.


  Alex shoves a crisp fifty into the slot. It sucks up the cash, then spits it out. Alex tries again, with similar results. Then she notices the sign on the machine.


  Only accepts $1, $5, $10, and $20 bills.


  The guard is almost at her back bumper. Alex practically laughs at the absurdity of it. She’s got maybe a hundred grand in the car, but can’t find twelve lousy bucks.


  She slits open another bag, and fate smiles on her—it exposed a sheaf of twenties. Alex peels one off, sticks it into the machine, and the gate rises.


  Alex waits for the road spikes to go down, then hits the gas, pulling out of the parking lot, swerving to avoid an oncoming police car, and tearing down the street, driving as fast as the Prius can handle.
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CHAPTER 51


  The Feebies arrested me at the hospital.


  “I’m sorry,” I told Special Agent Dailey as he put on the cuffs. In front of me, not behind. Professional courtesy. “Coursey was a good man.”


  Dailey looked positively haggard, the neutral expression he constantly wore replaced by a drawn-out, faraway look.


  “He’s the one who answered the door. He told Sergeant Benedict to stay back.”


  “Where is Herb?”


  “Intensive Care. He just got out of surgery.”


  “Can I see him?”


  “I have orders to bring you in.”


  “Please,” I said.


  “I can’t. The SAC wants you in custody.”


  “He’s my partner. You know how important that is.”


  Dailey stared at me, then nodded. He took my elbow and escorted me down the hospital hallway. His grip was heavy, but I felt it had less to do with me running away, and more about giving him something to cling to.


  There were guards in front of Herb’s room. One of them was Tom Mankowski. He was in a rumpled, filthy suit, standing almost a head taller than me. His blue eyes appraised me kindly.


  “I was at the neighbors’. When the car pulled up, we were ready to move in. But Sergeant Benedict told us to hold off. He thought it was some steaks you were sending him. Actually, that saved a lot of lives. We lost three, but it would have been four or five more if he didn’t order us to stand down. Me included.”


  I nodded at him, turned my attention to the door.


  “Ten minutes,” Dailey told me.


  I went inside.


  Herb was under an oxygen tent, the clear plastic windows looking futuristic and strangely cheap. Ban dages were swathed around his chest. Two tubes were taped to his face, one going up his nose and the other jammed down his throat. Another tube—I guessed it to be a drain—snaked out through his ban dages, taped to the bed rail along with his IV. His eyes were closed, puffy. The steady beep beep beep of his vitals drilled into me, accusing, blaming.


  Bernice was slumped in a chair next to him, some gauze on her forehead, her hand under the tent and clutching her husband’s. When she saw me she stood up and threw her arms around my waist.


  I couldn’t hug her back because of the handcuffs, but I put my head on her shoulder.


  “How’s he doing?” I managed.


  “Critical. His chest is all messed up. The bomb—it was packed with roofing nails.”


  “What did the doctors say?”


  “They wouldn’t give me a clear answer. I had to scream at the head surgeon. He told me …” Bernice sobbed, her body shuddering. “Jack, his chances are fifty-fifty.”


  Fifty-fifty. The toss of a coin.


  “I’ll find her,” I said.


  I expected her to tell me that’s what she wanted. That I’d better.


  I was wrong.


  “No,” she said. “You should let this go.”


  Bernice drew away from me, teary eyes staring back at her husband.


  “We were talking about you earlier, Jack. The Job is killing you. It has been for years. Herb’s seen it. He’s watched you die, a little each day.” She paused. “You need to quit.”


  “I have to finish this, Bernice.”


  She looked at me sadly. “Oh, Jack, there’s always one more thing you have to finish. One more crime to solve. One more perp to catch. Someone hits, you hit back. You’re always hitting back. Sometimes, the best thing—the sane thing—is to just walk away. That’s what Herb wanted you to do.”


  “He wanted me to quit?”


  “He wanted you to be happy. And you’ll never be happy if you keep heading down this path. Happiness isn’t having complete control, Jack. Happiness is realizing you don’t have any control at all.”


  I stared at my partner, a lump in my throat, and everything everyone had told me over the last few days suddenly made perfect sense.


  And I knew what I had to do.


  I had to let it all go.


  “I have to go, Bernice. But I understand. When he wakes up, tell him … tell him I … just … just give him this.”


  It wasn’t easy fishing it out of my purse with my hands cuffed, but I managed, pressing it into Bernice’s hands. She held it up.


  “Your badge.”


  “Last night …” I took a big breath. “Bernice, last night, I almost … I thought it was the only way, you know, to stop the pain. But I don’t need to die. Only part of me does. The cop part.”


  “You’re resigning?”


  “I’m done. It’s over. Tell Herb I love him, and I quit, and I’ll be over next week for Turduckinlux.”


  Bernice smiled sadly. “He’d be so proud of you right now, Jack.”


  “Take care of our boy, okay? I’ll be back soon.”


  I heard yelling from the hallway. I gave Bernice another hug using just my head and neck, and then walked outside.


  McGlade, pointing his prosthesis up at Mankowski.


  “I told you she’s my sister, and if you don’t let me—Hey, Jackie, tell this very tall piece of shit who I am.”


  “It’s okay,” I said to Tom. He nodded, backed off.


  “Sis, the last cell phone—it’s moving.”


  “I don’t care anymore, Harry.” I turned to Dailey. “I’m ready.”


  “Can I have a private brother/sister moment, Special Agent?”


  Dailey nodded. Harry whispered to me.


  “You don’t get it. If it’s moving, that means Alex has it on her. It’s the last phone. We can track it right to her.”


  “It’s not my problem anymore. I just quit the force.”


  “You … what?”


  I reached into my pocket, took out the cell phone Alex had given me. The leash she’d been using to lead me around.


  “Here. Take it. I don’t care what you do with it.”


  The act was so liberating I actually felt about fifty pounds lighter.


  Special Agent Dailey led me down the hall, away from a bewildered Harry McGlade, and into the parking lot. I got into his car and we drove to the federal lockup for booking. The arrest papers were drawn up, I was printed, mug shots taken, and I was placed in a holding cell, all the while unable to get the serene smile off my face.


  I should have given up years ago.
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CHAPTER 52


  Alex yawns, stretches, and opens her eyes. The hotel room is dark, but sunlight is peeking in through a crack in the drapes, illuminating the stacks of money laid out on the floor in thousand-dollar piles.


  There are eighty-seven of them.


  Alex smiles her half smile at the sight of it. She’d been hoping for at least forty thousand. That’s the number quoted in the e-mail exchanges. The number she needs to start her new life.


  Truth told, Alex had no idea how much money armored trucks carried around. Long gone are the days of cash payrolls, and bank transfers are made electronically with the press of a button. But she assumed with the constant stocking of ATMs and currency exchanges, and the cash flow generated by the shopping on Chicago’s Magnificent Mile, money was probably being hauled every day.


  She assumed right.


  Alex rolls out of bed, uses the washroom, then flips on CNN. The Chicago bombing is still the main story. Alex’s scarred mug shot is shown, her hair shorter and black. They also mention the armored car robbery, but her name isn’t brought up in connection with that, just that the robber is tall, muscular, with dark red hair. The driver’s description. He managed to ID her hair color beneath a hood, but for some reason didn’t realize she was a woman. Fear does funny things to memory.


  Alex changed her hair last night, stopping at a drugstore and buying some bleach. She’s now a perky blonde.


  Eighty-seven grand can make even a stone-cold killer downright perky.


  Now it’s time to get out of town, disappear. Yesterday, things had been too hot. Alex narrowly missed a roadblock before getting back to the hotel. It should be safer to move today. But first, one last thing to deal with.


  Jack.


  Alex dials, ready to offer the lieutenant her condolences. The victims’ names haven’t been released yet, but her fat partner is surely one of them. The roofing nails were a special touch, a nod to one of Jack’s high-profile cases Alex read about while in Heathrow. Icing on the irony cake.


  But Jack doesn’t answer. A man does. A man Alex can’t stand.


  “Hiya, freak show. How’s the psycho business?”


  “Where’s Jack, Harry?”


  “She doesn’t want to talk to you, because you’re crazy and your face looks like a slice of country-style ham. If your nose was a side of hash browns you’d have a line of fat people chasing you with forks.”


  Alex frowns, uncomfortably aware that only half of the muscles are working. “Put Jack on.”


  “That’s a negative, ham-face. She’s done playing with you. But I’m not. I’m coming for your loony ass. In fact, I’m knocking on your door right … about … now.”


  Against all common sense, Alex focuses on her hotel door.


  “Gotcha, sucker.”


  Alex grits her teeth. “If you don’t put Jack on—”


  “Blow me. I’m walking up to your door right now. You ready? Here I come. Almost there. And heeeeeere’s Harry!”


  Again, Alex stares at her door, annoyed that she’s buying into this stupid game.


  “Gotcha again! Die paranoid, you bitch.”


  Harry hangs up. Alex fights the urge to open the door and check the hallway. It’s ludicrous. Harry has no way to find her. She’s in the hotel under a false name. There’s no way to trace the cell phone daisy chain.


  Right?


  But Harry—goddamn Harry—sounded so sure of himself. When Alex first met him, she thought he was dumber than a crate of melons. And while she never really amended that initial impression, she doesn’t want to underestimate the irritating little bastard. Her plan was to lure Jack to a secluded location and grab her. But now Alex just feels the need to get the hell out of Chicago. The sooner, the better.


  She starts stuffing everything into her duffel bag, including the empty canvas money satchels. It’s heavy, unwieldy, the zipper threatening to burst. Alex slings it onto her shoulder, heads for the door, remembers that her face is exposed, and creates a makeshift babushka out of a white pillowcase. It looks ridiculous, but better to be remembered as eccentric than scarred.


  The hallway is clear, the stairwell is clear, the lobby is clear, and the parking lot is clear, except for some idiot in a Winnebago blocking the exit. Alex chucks the duffel bag in back, starts the Prius, and drives up over the curb to get past the RV moron, and wonders where to head next.


  Wisconsin is out of the question. She’s almost as popular with cops there as she is in Chicago. She also left a trail in Iowa, and going back now would be unwise. Michigan is a possibility. Plenty of privacy in the woods. A secluded farm would work too.


  A farm.


  Actually, for a final showdown, Alex’s old homestead would be a perfect place. Private, out of the way, easy to set up. And she’d get a thrill out of seeing their farm one last time.


  Alex heads for I-90, and Gary, Indiana.


  Soon, this will all be over. Alex isn’t sure what she wants to do next. The possibilities are limitless. Hell, she could even get a regular job, become a respectable citizen. Perhaps even join a police force somewhere. Wearing that cop uniform was a lot of fun.


  It’s cold enough outside for Alex to switch on the heat, but that makes the smell from the backseat more pronounced. She opens the windows to compensate, and wonders if she should stop for deodorizer. Or at least something to cover the corpse, other than the blanket currently performing the task. Alex reaches around, tugs down a corner, and catches a quick glimpse out of her back window.


  That damn Winnebago is following her.


  Adrenaline jolts her. Maybe it isn’t the same one. There have to be dozens of them on the road, and they probably all look similar.


  She glances at her rearview, trying to see the driver. He’s too far back, and his windows have a light tint to them, making it hard to see inside.


  That clinches it. The RV back at the hotel had tinted windows too.


  Could it be the Feds? They’re known for doing stakeouts in vans and trucks. But a Winnebago seems too conspicuous, too elaborate, even for the FBI. This thing is the size of a bus. No one would be stupid enough to use a recreational vehicle for surveillance, except maybe …


  Harry McGlade.


  “Is that you, Harry, you pain in the ass? Let’s find out.”


  Alex turns at the next light, taking Touhy Avenue around the airport, then turning onto South Mount Prospect Road. This is noman’s-land, acres and acres of undesirable property, too close to O’Hare to be habitable. Many have tried, as evidenced by the crumbling and torn-down buildings in these empty lots, but the sound must have been too much for even the factories to endure.


  Alex hangs a sharp, fast right onto Old Higgins Road, the Prius cornering bravely, and then a quick left into an abandoned lot, weeds poking up through the cracked asphalt. She jams the car into park, hops out palming her Cheetah stun gun, and sprints back to the ditch near the entrance to crouch in the tall grass.


  The Winnebago slows down as it nears, crawling by the lot, the driver obviously spotting the Prius. Alex runs up behind the vehicle, grabbing onto the rear ladder, pulling herself up as it rolls past. The rungs are round, sturdy, easy to hold. The RV comes to a stop, and Alex climbs up the back side and onto the roof. As expected, there’s a hatch. She slides over to it on her hands and knees, the slight noise she makes lost in the overhead roar of jet engines. Happily, the hatch is open a few inches, probably for air circulation. Alex lifts it up and slithers forward on her belly.


  The smell is awful, a cross between a zoo and a truck stop toilet. Definitely Harry. Alex swings inside and drops onto the sofa. A scream, to her left, and she spins around, Cheetah poised and ready to strike.


  It’s a monkey, in a cage. And the scream isn’t directed at her. It’s directed at what appears to be a damp sweater, which he’s earnestly humping.


  Yes, this has to be Harry’s RV.


  She creeps forward, to the cab. The door is closed. She can imagine McGlade sitting there, staring at her car, wondering what to do next. But she isn’t sure he’s alone in there. Jack might be with him. Better to know for sure before attacking.


  Alex looks around, finds a Ping-Pong paddle covered in mud. She picks it up.


  Yuck. That isn’t mud.


  She wipes her hand on the carpet, but that’s damp with something even worse. Now seriously grossed out, she frantically searches for a towel. The only thing nearby is that sweater in the monkey cage, and Alex decides she’d rather light herself on fire than touch that splotchy thing. She crinkles her nose, decides to just deal with it for the time being, and then throws the Ping-Pong paddle at the cab door.


  “Dammit, Slappy, how did you get out of your cage?”


  The door opens. McGlade appears. Alex jams the stun gun into his belly, dropping him to his knees, then whacks him alongside the head with her elbow, getting all of her weight and muscle behind it.


  He crumples to the floor, landing on something squishy. Serves the asshole right.


  Alex checks the cab for other passengers. It’s empty. The monkey screeches again. He’s still raping the cardigan, but his eyes are now locked on her, the filthy little pervert. Alex considers giving him a little zap with the Cheetah, but she has more pressing things to do, like restrain Harry.


  But first things first. Alex hurries to the bathroom to wash her hands.


  She really hopes McGlade has soap.
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CHAPTER 53


  I stepped onto Van Buren, walking out of the Metropolitan Correctional Center having just been given back my personal belongings. The night in lockup had flown by—I’d actually slept pretty well—and the morning was taken up by the bond hearing at the Northern District court house. My professional record, ties to the community, and the fact that obstruction of justice isn’t really that big a charge meant I walked with only a ten-thousand-dollar bond.


  The day was cool, almost cold. I walked around the block, checking for tails of the Feebie variety—I got the impression Special Agent Dailey thought I knew more about Phin’s and Alex’s whereabouts than I actually did.


  No Feds were following me. But I did notice a Ford Bronco without a front windshield. I walked up to him. Time to bury this particular hatchet.


  “Need a ride?” Phin asked.


  “You know that large oppressive building behind me is a federal prison, right?”


  “Yeah. Harry told me you were doing time. Is it like those old Roger Corman movies?”


  “Exactly the same. I took a shower in slow motion, then fought off the advances of a big-breasted lesbian warden.”


  “Sounds hot.”


  “Can you take me home?”


  He nodded, and I climbed in. Phin and I had some unresolved issues, and now that Alex was off my mind I actually had a clear head. We were wrong for each other, for a million different reasons. I was mentally preparing the “let’s still be friends” speech when he launched into a speech of his own.


  “I never said thanks that you covered for me. You could have turned me in. I’m a thief, and an addict, and I don’t deserve your friendship. Especially since I want more than just friendship. So it’s probably best we don’t see each other anymore.”


  I wasn’t sure how to reply to that. While I didn’t want Phin as a boyfriend, I didn’t want him out of my life.


  He pulled into traffic, and I found it hard to talk with the wind blowing straight into my face. I had to wait until we reached a stoplight, ready to argue with him, to make a case for friendship. But my mouth said something else.


  “You’ve always been there for me, Phin. I call, you come. Thank you. It means a lot. And if you think we should go our separate ways, that hurts, but I’ll respect that.”


  Phin nodded. I felt my chest get tight, my eyes well up. But this was for the best. I didn’t love this man. I couldn’t ever love this man.


  Then why did this feel like the totally wrong thing to do?


  My phone rang. I dug it out of my purse, answered.


  No response. I looked at the screen, saw I had a text message.


  THIS IS HARRY. HE’S YOUR BROTHER.


  Oh shit.


  “Phin, when was the last time you talked to Harry?”


  “This morning. Why?”


  “Alex has him.”


  A picture came next, McGlade duct-taped to a chair, his face bleeding, his eyes desperate. Then the phone rang again. I answered.


  “Hello, Jack. Harry just told me some nonsense about you quitting. Did I give you permission to quit?”


  The wind howled in my face. I put my finger in my ear to drown out the noise.


  “Where is he, Alex?”


  “He’s with me. We’re reliving old times. Right, Harry?”


  A crackling sound, followed by a howl. Every muscle in my body tensed up.


  “What do you want, Alex?”


  “A showdown, Jack. Just you and me. No cops. No Feds. No special forces yahoos swooping in on helicopters. I’ve got enough explosives to level a city block, and if I even suspect that you’re not alone, I press a little button and you get to bury what’s left of your brother in a matchbox.”


  “Don’t come, Jackie!” Harry yelled in the background. “I got this bitch right where I want her!”


  Another crackle, and another howl. I guessed Alex was using a stun gun on him.


  “I’m just west of O’Hare,” Alex said. “Be here in twenty minutes. For every minute you’re late, Harry loses a finger.”


  “I got a finger for you right here!” Harry yelled. The yell became a scream when she juiced him again.


  “Twenty minutes, Jack.”


  “I don’t have a car. You remember what happened to my car.”


  “Where’s your buddy Phin?”


  “He’s out of the picture.”


  “That’s your problem. Twenty minutes.”


  I turned to Phin. “Remember what I just said about going our separate ways?”


  “Where is he?”


  “O’Hare. We have twenty minutes.”


  Phin jammed on the gas. I buckled up. Calling for reinforcements seemed like the right thing to do. If I did, Harry was dead, but he was probably dead anyway. So were Phin and me. The only way to win this was to call in the troops and nuke her.


  I dialed 9 and 1 and then stopped.


  “Do you still have the rifles?” I yelled at Phin over the wind.


  “In back!”


  “The radio?”


  “Yeah!”


  He hit the horn, blowing through a red light, causing a car to swerve and smash into a bus. Alex didn’t know Phin was with me. Maybe Harry had a chance to make it through this after all. A slight chance, but better than none at all. Much as I didn’t like the guy, and much as I hated the thought that there was a remotely small possibility we were related, I had to try to save him. He’d do the same for me.


  It’s what any brother and sister would do.


  Phin found the expressway, riding the shoulder and passing cars while squinting against the wind. I figured our best shot was setting up Phin someplace elevated, far enough away that she wouldn’t see him. We’d never finished zeroing out his scope, but hopefully he’d learned enough in our brief tutorial that he’d be able to compensate.


  If not, Harry and I were dead.


  And, surprisingly, I realized I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live a long, happy, fruitful life, as something other than a cop. I wasn’t sure what yet. While lying in my holding cell, I actually toyed with the idea of opening up a bar, maybe with some pool tables. With a name like Jack Daniels, how could it lose?


  But now I could lose. I could lose a future I never even dreamed I could have. And I was scared.


  I tucked my head down and turned away from the wind screaming in at us, blowing my hair into Medusa snakes. If there was the possibility I might be killed, I needed to make a call first. I hit speed dial. She picked up on the third ring.


  “Mom?”


  “Jacqueline! You’ve got to come on a cruise with us! We’re having a fabulous time!”


  Mom sounded loaded. Happy, but loaded.


  “Mom, I want to tell you something. Something important.”


  “Is it about your father? We bumped into each other at bingo. He told me he was gay. Can you believe it? I married a homo!” Mom laughed. “He never told me all of these years because he didn’t want to hurt me. What a sweet man. We’ve been having such a wonderful time together. Did you know he was at your wedding?”


  “Yes, Mom. Glad you two made up.”


  “There’s a senior social tonight. We’re going to cruise men together. I’m letting him do my hair. He used to do that back when we were married. How could I have not guessed he was gay?”


  “Is Dad there?”


  “He just went to the bathroom. I wonder which one. You think it was the men’s or the women’s? We’re having such fun! They make a drink called a cherry bomb. We’ve been drinking them all morning. I wish you were here with us. The whole family together again. We simply must go on a cruise when I get back, if my liver is still working.”


  More giggles. I closed my eyes. Last goodbyes were really goddamn hard.


  “Mom, I need you to tell Dad that I love him. It’s important that he hears that. Okay?”


  “I will, Jacqueline, but don’t you think you should tell him yourself? He told me you hadn’t said that yet.”


  “I need you to tell him, Mom. And I love you too. And I … I want to thank you.”


  “Thank me? What in heavens for?”


  I choked up a little bit, then got it under control. “For raising me. For loving me. For being my hero. You’re one of the best people I’ve ever met, and it’s been such an honor being your daughter.”


  “You’re such a sweetheart. Have you been drinking too?”


  “Just know that I love you, okay?”


  “Okay, honey. My phone is dying, so I’ll call you later tonight. If I don’t call, it means I’m getting lucky. Bye-bye.”


  “Mom?”


  The phone went dead.


  I closed my eyes, letting the wind blow away the tears on my cheeks.


  Then I reached into the backseat to check the rifles.
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CHAPTER 54


  Hey! Norma bates! You’re the one who needs to cover up her face, not me.”


  Alex sets down the blasting cap, walks to Harry—taped to his computer chair with a red velour pillowcase over his head—and punches where she thinks his nose is. His head snaps back and he makes a satisfying grunt.


  “I thought we were clear, Harry. Every time you talk, I hit you.”


  “If I answer, are you going to hit me again?”


  Alex sighs. She has a good reason for keeping McGlade in the dark, but realizes she should have gagged him first.


  “This pillowcase smells like monkey pee,” Harry says.


  “Jesus, McGlade, do I have to cut out your tongue?”


  “If you did, I could still make sounds with my throat. See? Wooooaaaaaaaaaoooooo!”


  Harry continues to moan like a ghost, and Alex questions whether it isn’t better to simply kill him right now. Instead, she finishes hooking up the detonator and then gives Harry another punch in the face.


  “If I take off your hood, will you shut the hell up?”


  “I can’t make any promises. Your face is pretty frightening. I may scream.”


  “You’re going to scream anyway,” Alex says, yanking off his hood.


  McGlade opens his mouth, no doubt to make some smart-assed comment, but instead his eyes begin to wander around the RV. Alex has used every last bit of Lance’s explosives decorating the interior. It’s sort of like Christmas, except with dynamite, det cord, and PENO instead of tinsel, ornaments, and colored lights.


  “Jesus H. Tap-Dancing Christ,” Harry says.


  “Impressed?”


  “No. I just forgot how ugly you are.”


  Alex gives Harry’s cheek a not-too-gentle pinch.


  “Don’t worry, Harry. You’re not going to die here. This is all for Jack. I’m taking you with me. We’re going to spend some real quality time together before I punch your clock.”


  “I’ve got a question for you, Alex. And I’d really appreciate an honest answer.”


  Alex waits.


  “You’re a chick,” he says. “Do red velour sheets make you hot?”


  Alex swings a leg over Harry, straddles his lap.


  “Do you know what will make me hot, Harry? Using some pliers to peel all the skin off of your face.”


  “But what about the sheets? They match those hooker boots you’re wearing.”


  Alex gives Harry a peck on the forehead, then climbs off. His stupid jokes don’t bother her. He’s scared out of his mind, trying to use humor to cope. Once she starts drawing some serious blood, the joking will be replaced by begging. She was more impressed by how he found her than his current bravado. Tracking the cell phones through the SIM cards and a Bluetooth signal was clever. As soon as he told her, after a liberal application of the stun gun, she switched off her Bluetooth and call forwarding. Alex doesn’t want Jack to find her before she’s all set up.


  She turns, going to check the bedroom one more time. That’s where the second Claymore is. But before she gets two steps away McGlade tilts his chair over, falling onto his side. He reaches out an arm—his fake hand had apparently been able to break through the duct tape—and hits the release button on the monkey’s cage door.


  “Get her, Slappy! Like I trained you!”


  McGlade points at Alex. The monkey leaps out of the cage, screeching like a hellspawn. Then he runs right past Alex, jumps through the side window, and tears down the street, disappearing into the distance.


  Harry frowns. “There’s six hundred bucks shot to hell.”


  “I think you paid too much.”


  “It was him, or a gibbon with just one limb.”


  “The gibbon couldn’t have run away.”


  “Point taken.”


  Alex checks her watch. Almost time to call. She hopes Jack is late, because Alex feels a little jumpy, and severing a few of Harry’s fingers would help take the edge off. She unclips her folder knife, thumbs open the blade.


  “I’m sorry, Harry. I don’t have my blowtorch handy this time. So it looks like we’re going to get blood all over your carpeting.”


  “It was pretty much ruined anyway.” Harry’s voice is an octave higher. The fear is taking over.


  “Which one should we start with? The thumb?”


  “I have a better idea. Why don’t you take that knife and jam it right up your—Slappy! I knew you’d come back, buddy!”


  Alex checks the window, and sure enough, the monkey is perched there, teeth bared. He slaps himself in the head a few times, giving Alex a pretty good idea of how he got his name.


  “Attack, Slappy! Attack!”


  Slappy hops into the RV, screeches at Alex, then runs into his cage and grabs the sweater. Two seconds later he’s out the window again, dragging it behind him and running off into the distance.


  “You really should have went with the gibbon,” Alex says, closing and locking the window.


  Then she fishes out her cell phone to call Jack.
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CHAPTER 55


  It’s an abandoned lot,” Alex said. ”On Old Higgins Road, just northwest of the airport. Look for the recreational vehicle.”


  Old Higgins, I  mouthed at Phin. Into the phone I said, “I want to speak to Harry.”


  “He’s busy bleeding right now.”


  “Put him on, or this isn’t gonna happen.”


  A pause, then, ”The whole place is wired to blow, Jackie. Get the hell away from—”


  Another zapping sound, and McGlade crying out. The poor bastard.


  “Two minutes,” Alex said, then hung up.


  We made it to Old Higgins in ninety seconds, while I fussed with the walkie-talkies. The area resembled a war zone: crumbling buildings, overgrown lots, cracked concrete. Through some tall weeds, about a thousand yards away, I saw the Crimebago, as out of place as a beached whale.


  Phin hit the brakes. I tried to find the words, tried to tell him that maybe I was wrong about us after all, maybe we should be together, but I wimped out and instead said, “Your last shots were too high. Aim lower. And compensate a little for bullet drop. It’s a much longer distance than you’ve tried before. Remember you’ve only got four shots. Wait for my signal.”


  “What’s the signal?”


  I considered it. “When I say Latham, let her have it.”


  Phin nodded. His face looked pained.


  “Be careful,” he said.


  “You too.”


  We stared at each other for a few more seconds. I shivered. Not from the cold. From fear.


  Phin clipped the walkie-talking to his front pocket and reached for the door handle, ready to climb out of the truck.


  Dammit, Jack. Say something.


  “You know,” I managed to sputter, “a little while ago, I was going to try to talk you into still staying friends.”


  Phin turned, looked at me.


  “Is that how you feel now?”


  “No. Now the only thing I want in the whole damn world is for you to kiss me like you mean it.”


  He leaned over, his lips finding mine, his tongue finding mine.


  I was sure he meant every second of it.


  “Don’t die on me, Jack.”


  I smiled at him, my eyes glassy. “Just try not to shoot me.”


  He grabbed his rifle and climbed out of the truck, blending into the weeds. I crawled over to the driver’s seat, shifted gears, punched the gas, and headed for what ever hell Alex had in store.


  I parked a dozen yards away. McGlade was in the parking lot outside the Crimebago, next to the side door, taped to his computer chair. Alex crouched behind him. She had a gun in one hand, holding it to Harry’s temple. The other held some sort of detonator, the wire trailing from it and into the open side door of the RV.


  I made sure the radio was on, the talk button depressed, and hung it under my armpit, clipping it to my sports bra. The sweatshirt was loose enough that you couldn’t tell it was there. I hoped. Then I grabbed my gun and climbed out of the truck.


  “Hold it! Drop the gun! Hands over your head!”


  I let the gun clatter to the pavement.


  “Raise your hands, turn in a full circle!”


  I complied, searching for Phin when I faced his way. I didn’t see him. And then I had a really bad thought—did he grab the right rifle? If he took mine by mistake, the sights would be way off because they’d been configured for me. And with his bad elbow …


  “Walk toward me slowly, Jack, keeping your hands raised.”


  Her gun had switched from pointing at Harry to pointing at me. Right at my heart. Alex liked the chest shot. I felt a cold, dead spot where the bullet would hit if she pulled the trigger. It made me want to run into a corner, curl up fetal, and suck my thumb. I managed to get my legs moving, even though they felt like wet noodles.


  “Stop there.”


  She made me halt ten feet in front of her. Alex was an excellent marksperson, and at this distance she might as well have been holding the gun directly up my nose. She wouldn’t miss. Even if Phin fired on her. My only chance was if his first shot was a kill shot.


  I didn’t hold out much hope for that. This plan was looking worse and worse. It would have been smarter to just drive up really fast and run her over.


  “Let Harry go,” I said, with a lot more strength than I felt.


  “I’m going to.”


  “You’re going to?” Harry said. “My ass.”


  Alex patted him on the head. “Don’t worry. I’ll come back for you eventually. But Jack and I are going to go away for a while. I’ll send you some pictures. Maybe you’ll even be able to recognize her, under all of the blood.”


  I shook my head slowly, my eyes fixed on her gun. “I’m not going with you, Alex.”


  “Yes you are. You’ll do what ever I tell you to do. You’ve given up, Jack. You’re a shell of your former self. I knew that when I saw you at Latham’s funeral.”


  I tensed, waiting for the shot. It didn’t come. Was I in Phin’s line of fire? Or did he know that was Alex talking, not me?


  Was the walkie-talkie even working?


  Jesus, this plan sucked.


  “Even if you kill both of us, I’m not going anywhere with you, Alex.”


  “You can walk over here, Lieutenant. Or I can shoot out both your knees and drag you over here.”


  “No you won’t,” I said. And the fear washed away, being replaced by cold, hard anger. “This is for Latham.”


  The shot came from my left, plugging into the Crimebago only inches above Alex’s head. She reacted instantly, ducking down and diving inside through the door.


  Phin fired again, his shot aimed at where she disappeared.


  Save your last two, I  thought, willing him to hear. Then, in a crouch, I ran toward Harry.


  Phin fired again, apparently not hearing my telepathic message, his shot pinging into the side of the RV.


  “Stop firing, you knucklehead!” Harry screamed. “The whole thing is one big bomb!”


  I grabbed Harry’s chair—which thankfully was on coasters—and began to pull him back toward the Bronco. My thanks were short-lived. The parking lot surface was rough, uneven, covered in gravel. It would have been easier tugging him through mud.


  “Dammit, sis, pull!”


  “I’m pulling, McGlade! There are rocks stuck in the wheels.”


  We’d only gotten halfway to the truck when gunfire erupted, coming from the RV. Bits of asphalt flew up from the ground, peppering my legs, making me fall. It felt like being hit with a birdshot. I clawed my way back to my feet, calves bleeding, and dragged McGlade another few steps.


  “Try pushing me!” Harry ordered.


  I thought about telling him to shut up, but every ounce of energy I had was being expended trying to get him away from the bomb. One of the coasters snapped off, forcing him off balance and making him tip onto his side. I let go, pitching forward, my legs screaming at me. I crawled back to Harry, meeting his eyes.


  “Come on, Jackie. You can do it. We have to get farther away.” He grinned at me. “I ain’t heavy. I’m your brother.”


  I thought—absurdly, considering the situation—that Harry had kind of a nice smile.


  Then the Crimebago exploded, tossing us through the air like rag dolls.
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CHAPTER 56


  I opened my eyes, stared up at empty sky.


  A moment later, the sky wasn’t empty. There was a plane flying over me. A jumbo jet, so close I could almost touch it.


  But I couldn’t hear it. All I heard was a dull, droning hum.


  Then the pain hit.


  My head felt like it had cracked open and was leaking. My arm was behind my back, twisted at a funny angle. My legs were on fire.


  I blinked. Checked my head. No major leaks, but a helluva lump, and my stitches had opened up. My arm hurt, but didn’t seem to be broken. And my legs weren’t actually burning, just cut up.


  I looked left. I was lying next to the Bronco, when I’d been several yards away from it before.


  I looked right. The Crimebago was mostly gone, leaving a smoking crater where it had been parked.


  The lot had become a debris field. Harry’s scorched sofa. Part of the Murphy bed, red velour sheets still clinging to it. Half a computer monitor. The top part of a bucket seat. A severed human leg.


  I squinted at the leg. It wore jeans, and a red boot with a stiletto heel.


  The boots Alex had been wearing.


  “Told you I wasn’t going with you,” I said to the leg.


  I sat up, the world spinning, making my stomach unhappy. After swaying a little, I found my balance and began looking across the landscape of detritus for Harry.


  He was ten yards to my left, taped to the broken remains of the chair.


  I crawled to him, wincing at a dozen kinds of pain, navigating bits of engine and a burning spare tire that stung my eyes and nose.


  “McGlade …”


  His eyes were closed, his face a mess of gore. But he was bleeding. That meant he was alive.


  I wiped some of the blood off his face, and was horrified that his nose came off in my hand. I resisted the urge to drop it—maybe surgeons could sew it back on somehow. I turned his head down, so the blood dripped away and not into his lungs, and then checked his pulse.


  It was strong. I might have actually smiled a little.


  Harry coughed, wet and garbled.


  “Jackie?”


  “Yes, Harry?”


  “I can’t … I can’t feel my nose.”


  “It, uh, it came off, Harry.”


  “Fuck me. Where is it?”


  I held up his nose, for him to see. He grunted, and I realized he was laughing.


  “You got my nose,” he said.


  I grinned at him.


  “My ass hurts Do I still have an ass?”


  I looked him over.


  “Except for the nose, you’re pretty much intact.”


  “I’m lying on something hard.”


  I wasn’t thrilled to reach under him, but I quickly found the object causing him discomfort. A cell phone. And, incredibly, it still seemed to be working.


  I dialed 911, told them to send everything they had.


  “Is the bitch dead?” McGlade asked when I got off the phone.


  “Yes, bro. She’s dead.”


  “Good. I was getting kind of sick of her.”


  I glanced over my shoulder and realized I had to make sure. “Be right back.”


  I made the long return journey to the severed leg, winced at it, and then worked the zipper on the back. These looked like the boots Alex had been wearing, but I wanted to confirm it, grisly as the task was. When the zipper was down I reached inside …


  Grabbed the ankle …


  Began to pull it out …


  Felt a hand, on my shoulder.


  I spun around, terrified, thinking it was Alex, still coming after me like the Terminator, refusing to die even missing a limb.


  It was Phin.


  “Jack?”


  “Toenails,” I told him. “Alex told me she was painting her toenails.”


  I tugged the boot free, exposing her foot.


  Five toes stared back at me, their nails fire engine red.


  This was Alex. She was finally dead.


  “Phineas Troutt, this is the FBI! Drop your weapon and raise you hands up over your head!”


  Phin and I exchanged a panicked glance. Feebies were all over the place, rushing in from all directions. How the hell could they have followed us? Was there some sort of transmitter on me? Or on Harry? Had he made good on his deal and turned Phin in?


  “Go,” I told Phin. “Run.”


  He shook his head.


  “Please.” I held on to his shoulder. Squeezed.


  “You’re not going to jail for me, Jack. This is the only way to make it right.”


  “Phin ….”


  He dropped the rifle and raised his hands.


  Twenty seconds later they had him in cuffs and were dragging him off.


  Special Agent Dailey approached me, looking prim and proper in a neatly pressed suit.


  “Is that Alex Kork?” he asked, indicating the leg.


  “What’s left of her. How’d you find me?”


  “Your cell phone.”


  Dammit. The call to my mother, and the calls from Alex.


  “Phin’s a good man,” I said.


  “I’m sure he is. But it’s not my job to get personal. It’s just my job to catch him. Getting personal would take more than I have to give.”


  He appraised Alex’s leg again, then nodded to himself.


  “Nice work here, Lieutenant.”


  Someone found a fire extinguisher and was killing one of the burning tires. I watched for a moment, then looked beyond him, into the distance, into the world. A world that I was finally ready to be part of again. But not as a cop.


  “It’s not lieutenant,” I said evenly. “Not anymore.”
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CHAPTER 57


  I’m ready to say goodbye.”


  The day was gorgeous, sun blazing, birds singing, a warm breeze whistling through the tombstones. I wasn’t wearing black this time. I had on a floral print dress, one I’d bought decades ago, something casual and flirty and created for a much younger, happier woman. Someone optimistic.


  The grass over Latham’s grave was green and lush, like it had been growing there for years rather than just four days. I crouched down, placed a single red rose on the ground. Six feet above his heart. I stayed like that for a moment, the two dozen sporadic stitches in my legs protesting.


  “I’m sorry for everything. Mostly that I didn’t reach this conclusion earlier. You never pushed me into quitting, never made any demands. Thank you for that. But I’m retired now, and if there’s anything beyond this world and you’re listening, I hope you can forgive me. I also hope I gave you even a tenth of the happiness that you gave me. I love you, Latham.”


  I stood, wiped the tears off my cheeks. My purse rang, and I fished out my cell.


  “Thank you for the gift,” Herb said.


  “Did the Turduckinlux come?”


  “Did you send me that too? How about steaks?”


  “Assorted steaks, Herb. I got you the Meat Lover’s Package. It also comes with an angioplasty.”


  “I appreciate it, Jack.” He cleared his throat. “Bernice also gave me the other thing. Your badge. Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “I think it’s a good thing.”


  “Because now I can’t boss you around anymore?”


  “Because you deserve to be happy. Now you have a chance to.”


  I stared at Latham’s headstone and pursed my lips.


  “When are you getting out?” I asked.


  “You know hospitals. They want to milk every last cent out of you. I could actually use some milk right now. Or ice cream. Do you like ice cream? I like bacon. They should make bacon-flavored ice cream.”


  “Hi, Jack,” Bernice was talking now. “The latest morphine dose is kicking in, he’s babbling.”


  “He’ll be okay?”


  “Everything looks good.” A pause. “Will you be okay?”


  I glanced at the grave again, then looked up at the sun.


  “I think so.”


  “Good. Stop in later, that will cheer him up. But don’t bring any food.”


  “Bring food!” Herb thundered in the background. “It’s horrible here!”


  “Don’t bring food,” Bernice repeated. “Doctors have him on a liquid diet.”


  “It’s horrible!” he wailed.


  “I’ll be by later.”


  I hung up, popped the phone back into my purse, and it rang again. I put it to my face.


  “Hello?”


  Another ring. But it wasn’t my phone. It was coming from my purse. I hunted around, found the cell Harry had had in his pocket, the one I’d used to call 911. I checked the caller ID. Four-one-four. A Wisconsin area code. I answered.


  “Hello?”


  “Is this Gracie?” A woman’s voice.


  “I’m sorry, no it’s not.”


  “Do you know anyone named Gracie?”


  “I don’t. This is Harry McGlade’s phone.”


  “Do you know Samantha Porter? I’m her neighbor. I’m watching her daughter, Melinda.” The voice was frantic, and picking up speed. “Sam’s been gone for two days, and I finally got the landlord to let me into her apartment. I found this number with the name Gracie written on it. She was supposed to go shopping with Gracie, but I haven’t heard back from her in two days.”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t know any of those people.”


  “I don’t know what else to do. I’ve called the police, but they haven’t been able to find her. Sam didn’t tell me much about Gracie, only that she was a dancer too before the car accident scarred her face.”


  My core temperature dropped ten degrees.


  “Gracie had a scarred face?”


  “Just one side, Sam said.”


  “Can you describe Samantha for me?”


  “Tall. Athletic. Blond hair.”


  “Did she have a pair of red boots?”


  “She was a dancer. She had a lot of boots.”


  “I’ve got your number. I’ll call you back.”


  I hung up, feeling numb. This wasn’t Harry’s phone. It was Alex’s phone. The last phone in the daisy chain.


  It all came to me in a rush. What Alex had done. How she’d pulled it off.


  Alex was still alive. And she was getting away.


  And I knew what I had to do to stop her.
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CHAPTER 58


  Not perfect, but not bad.


  The plan had been to grab Jack and drive the Winnebago to the Prius parked a few blocks away. Then she’d blow up the RV, with Samantha Porter’s body inside, and Harry would ID the body from the ugly Enrique Perez boots. But things had gone a little squirrelly, and she had to abandon both Harry and Jack.


  Still, the plan mostly worked. After her date with Sam, they’d gone back to her apartment. Alex had taken Sam’s passport, ID, and some of her belongings, then marched the naive stripper back to her Prius and shot her in the backseat.


  Now Alex was Samantha. They looked enough alike that she should be able to cross the border into Mexico without any hassle. Once there, the plastic surgeon she’d been exchanging e-mails with would fix her scarred face, turning her into an exact copy of Sam, for the tidy sum of forty grand cash. After recuperating, Alex could go after Jack, Harry, and Phin at her leisure, without worrying about the law breathing down her neck.


  Alex smiles, half her face immobile, and runs her hand along the My Ass jeans she’s wearing. Samantha’s jeans.


  I knew I’d get into your pants.


  Alex looks at her reflection in the rearview mirror, adjusts her bangs.


  “Hello, Sam. I think I’m going to love you.”


  For the first time in a long time, Alex has hope for the future. And it feels wonderful.


  She checks out of the hotel using the TV remote control, grabs the duffel bag full of money, and notices that her cell phone, plugged into the charger, is blinking like it has a message.


  Odd. No one should know this number.


  She picks it up, sees the call forwarding is still on. Alex thought she’d turned it off. Maybe that’s what’s blinking. She turns it off for sure this time, and also double-checks that the Bluetooth is disabled.


  Not that it matters. No one knows she’s alive. No one is coming after her.


  Alex leaves the hotel and walks into the parking lot. It’s a gorgeous day, sunny and warm. She left the windows open on the Prius last night, and the death smell is just about gone. There are some stains, if you look really close. Alex decides she’ll stop at the next car wash she sees and give the carpet a shampoo.


  She climbs in, starts the car, and gets ready for the long drive south.


  A few moments after pulling onto the expressway, her cell phone rings.


  Alex’s breath catches. There’s a simple explanation. There has to be. It’s a wrong number. Or a telemarketer. Something stupid and harmless.


  She picks it up but doesn’t answer, squinting at the caller ID.


  555-5555.


  What the fuck?


  There has to be something wrong with the phone. That’s the only thing that makes sense.


  Then it beeps, indicating a text message.


  THIS IS ALEX. SHE’S A SERIAL KILLER.


  It’s followed by a photo.


  Alex’s mug shot.


  THIS IS NOT SAMANTHA PORTER. AND THE BORDER PATROL KNOWS THAT.


  This can’t be happening. This really can’t be happening. Alex has worked out every detail. This plan is perfect. Who the hell could have figured it out?


  Another beep.


  THIS IS JACK. SHE’S REALLY PISSED OFF.


  A photo. Jack Daniels, staring right at her. Looking colder, harder, meaner, than Alex has ever seen before.


  And Alex feels something she hasn’t felt since she was a little child, hiding in the basement from Father so he couldn’t punish her.


  Alex feels absolute terror.


  Someone honks, and Alex looks up and slams on the brakes, the Prius fishtailing, barely avoiding a collision with the car ahead of her. She pulls onto the shoulder, heart hammering, a giant lump in her throat preventing her from swallowing.


  The phone rings again. Alex jumps in her seat.


  Another ring.


  Another ring—it seems to be getting louder.


  Alex reaches for the phone, jittery and fearful, like it’s a scorpion, then tentatively holds it up to her ear.


  “I know the ID you’re using,” Jack says. “I know the car you’re driving. You can’t leave the country. Once I call the state cops, you won’t even get out of Illinois.”


  “What do you want?” Alex asks, surprised at how weak her voice sounds.


  “To meet. We’re ending this, Alex, once and for all.”


  Alex forces a laugh. “You’re insane. I’m not meeting with you. If I show up, I’ll be surrounded by cops.”


  “No cops. Just us.”


  “You’re out of your mind.”


  “I’ll have my passport on me. Samantha Porter’s name is worthless to you. I’ve made sure of that. But if you kill me, you can be Jack Daniels. You’ll have to dye your hair from blond to brunette, but I’m betting you can manage.”


  Alex considers it, then dismisses it almost immediately.


  “No way. I’ve got no reason to trust you.”


  “I’m not going to arrest you, Alex. I’m not going to make that mistake again. We’re meeting so I can kill you.”


  Now Alex does actually laugh.


  “You don’t have it in you, Jack. You’ve tried before and always lost.”


  “I won’t lose this time.”


  “Why? Because you’ll have one of your dumb-ass friends backing you up?”


  “Harry and Herb are in the hospital. Phin is in federal custody, his bail set at a million dollars. This is between you and me, Alex. It’s always been between you and me.”


  “And if I don’t show up?”


  “Then I’ll be following you. Every day. Every hour. Every minute, I’ll be on your ass. But I won’t be playing it your way anymore, running around trying to save people. Latham left me a fortune, and I’ll spend every last dime hunting you down like the animal you are. If you want to live constantly looking over your shoulder, that’s up to you. But I want to finish this. Now.”


  Alex drums her fingers on the steering wheel, her mind churning. She’s always been smarter than Jack. Outsmarting her one more time shouldn’t be hard. And if it actually came down to a fight, Alex is stronger, and faster, and a better shot. The only thing to worry about is being lied to, but Alex doesn’t sense any deceit on Jack’s part. One of the good lieutenant’s many flaws is her honest streak. Like a forty-seven-year-old Girl Scout.


  “Fine,” Alex decides. “Same place as yesterday, behind O’Hare. If I sense something is funny, I won’t show up.”


  “Twenty minutes,” Jack says.


  Alex pulls back onto the expressway. Jittery—from nerves, excitement, and anticipation.


  How fun it will be to live life as Jack Daniels.
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CHAPTER 59


  It isn’t murder. Like my dad said, killing a rabid dog is actually mercy.


  Which is why, when I pulled into the vacant lot and saw Alex parked in the distance, sitting behind the wheel of a Prius, I floored the gas and headed straight for her.


  I had no idea what Alex had been expecting. Maybe a gunfight. Maybe a fistfight. And maybe she could have beaten me in both.


  But in a demolition derby, a two-and-a-half-ton Ford Bronco truck beat a compact Toyota hybrid any day of the week.


  By the time I got close enough to see Alex’s expression—pure shock that I wasn’t going to stop—she hit the accelerator. But it was too little, too late. The Bronco crashed into her front end with a satisfying, metal-crunching clang, the four-wheel-drive climbing up onto the hood of the tiny car, a heavy steel-belted radial smashing through her front windshield.


  I jammed it into reverse, my tires found purchase on the gravel-covered asphalt, and I rocketed backward off the Prius, bouncing high in my seat from the shocks.


  Alex was buried under an airbag, the front end of her car smashed to half its height. I backed up until I was a good fifty yards away, then punched it and rammed her again.


  The Prius lurched sideways, its tires shrieking, the big truck pushing until it reached a divot in the cracked pavement and rolled up onto its side, and then over the top, rocking upside-down like a big metal turtle.


  I backed up again, but after a few feet something begin to whine under the floorboard. I tried to pop it into gear, and the truck jerked, then was still. I’d killed the transmission.


  No biggie. I was just getting started.


  I tugged on the door handle. It didn’t budge. So I stuck my Beretta in my teeth and climbed out the missing windshield onto the hood of the Bronco. I slid off the bumper and onto my feet, then went after her.


  When I got within twenty feet of the Prius I fired three shots, bursting all three airbags. Keeping the Beretta aimed, I pressed on the airbag fabric, deflating it, ready to fire at the first thing underneath.


  But there was nothing there. The car was empty.


  I spun around just as I saw the blur. The kick connected solidly with my hand, my gun taking flight and arcing through the air, clattering to the concrete a few dozen feet away.


  I pivoted, brought my own leg around, aiming at Alex’s chest. She turned into it, absorbing the kick on her shoulder. Then she shoved me away, backpedaled, and assumed a tae kwon do stance, legs apart and fists raised.


  I got in the same stance.


  “I’m going to rip your fucking head off,” Alex snarled at me.


  “Bring it, bitch.”


  Alex advanced, feinting with her left, hooking with her right. I ducked my head down, her knuckles grazing off my skull, and then I brought my knee up, driving it into her ribs.


  She recovered quickly, spinning to my left, whacking me in the neck with the back of her hand. I staggered from the blow, and she followed up with a scissors kick, her body taking to the air.


  Her foot met my jaw, hard enough to bring the stars out. I spun with it, and kept spinning until I hit the ground, slapping both palms against the tarmac to cushion my fall.


  Alex was on me quick as a snake, punting one of my kidneys up into my lungs. I screamed, but managed to pin her leg on the second kick, shifting with it, flipping her onto her face.


  I kept hold of her ankle, rolling her up, getting on top of her.


  Then I grabbed her bleach-blond hair and introduced her face to the pavement. Once. Twice, three times, and then she tangled her hand in my hair and yanked me off.


  We both rolled to our feet. Alex spat out blood and teeth. Her face was the picture of rage, the scar tissue stretched so taut it was pure white. She lunged, but anger had replaced form and I easily sidestepped the move, giving her a one-two punch to the nose.


  She wiped a sleeve across her face, mopping off blood.


  “You’re all alone, Jack. No one is here to save you this time.”


  I thought of every major case I’d ever been on. Each time, someone had come to the rescue. Herb. Harry. Phin. None of them were here now to watch my back.


  Alex was right. This time I was totally alone.


  But this time I didn’t need any help.


  I moved in, kicked at her instep, dropping her to one knee, then hammered a right cross home, jerking her head back. Alex brought up her fists, swung and missed. I followed the right with a left, rocking her sideways, then another right, and another left. It was like hitting a heavy bag, except heavy bags don’t whimper.


  She fell onto both knees, not even fighting back, keeping her head covered up.


  I grabbed her arms and my knee met her nose. If it hadn’t been broken before, now it was.


  Alex slumped onto her ass. She wasn’t getting up again.


  “Lucky,” Alex said, blood dribbling down her face from eight different places. “You got lucky.”


  “Wrong. I’m better than you. And I just kicked your ass.”


  I scanned the empty lot, found my Beretta only a few yards away. I strode over to it and scooped it up. Then I returned to Alex, sticking the gun in her face, pointing it at her eye socket so she could look up the barrel.


  Alex tried to smile, all red gums and broken teeth.


  “You’re not going to kill me.”


  “Yes. I am. And I don’t want your last thought to be a hopeful one, so stop trying to convince yourself of that. In five seconds, I’m pulling this trigger.”


  “You can’t do it.”


  “You’ll find out in four more seconds.”


  Alex’s half grin faltered. “You’re a cop.”


  “Not anymore.”


  And there it was. The sneering, mocking face that had haunted my dreams for so long became something pitiful, pathetic, filled with fear.


  “Jack. Don’t do this.”


  “This is for Latham, and Alan, and Coursey, and the dozens of others you’ve slaughtered. But mostly, it’s for me.”


  “Jack, please—”


  “When you get to hell, say hi to Charles.”


  Alex cried out, “Jack—no!”


  The bullet took off the back of her head. She flopped onto her side, blood spraying the broken concrete. I put two more into her skull, kicked her over, and fired three more into her dead heart.


  Dad was right. It was like killing a rabid dog.


  I checked her pulse, found none.


  But just to make absolutely sure, I waited ten minutes before calling the police.
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CHAPTER 60


  I was sweeping up my wreck of a house—something I’d put off during my three-week bout of drinking and depression—when a car pulled into the driveway.


  “How’s the nose?” I asked when I opened the door.


  “I’ve got an extra nostril.” Harry’s voice was nasally, for obvious reasons. He had a big white ban dage across his face, with some sort of nose brace, and his black eyes made him look like a raccoon.


  “Nice,” I said.


  “Doc said it came off pretty clean, so it should look more or less normal when it heals. Thanks for giving it to the EMT. And thanks, you know, for coming to my rescue and saving my ass.”


  “My pleasure , Harry.”


  Harry looked down at his feet, then scratched himself in a bad place.


  “So I was thinking. Alex is dead, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  I’d found Alex’s gun in the wrecked Prius and given it back to her, so it looked less like an assassination and more like self-defense, but otherwise told the authorities everything that happened. There would be a hearing, but I’d learned from on high that no charges would be filed. Stopping a serial killer’s multi-state crime spree and recovering over eighty thousand dollars in stolen money counted for a lot, and supposedly no one was anxious to prosecute me.


  The only weak link was Officer Scott Hajek. After leaving the cemetery I’d visited the Crime Lab with the phone Harry had found, asking Hajek to get Alex’s number off the SIM card. He agreed, and promised he’d keep quiet about helping me, as long as I promised to go out with him sometime.


  Sometime wouldn’t happen anytime soon.


  “And you’re not a cop anymore, right?” Harry asked.


  I nodded. “I start getting my retirement pension next week.”


  “Well, I’ve been thinking, since this is the big day—”


  “Big day?”


  “DNA Day. Today we get the test results.”


  Oh, brother. Or in this case, Oh, I hope it isn’t my brother. “Yeah, it’s supposed to be today.”


  “Did you call yet?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Good. I wanted to be there when you called. Anyway, I was thinking that since you aren’t a cop anymore, maybe you’re looking for some gainful employment.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him.


  “What are you saying, Harry?”


  “I’m saying that the Crimebago is gone. So is my partner.”


  “You had a partner?”


  “Slappy. He wasn’t a very good partner, but he was all I had.”


  I tried to look concerned, but didn’t quite make it. “I’m sorry your monkey blew up, Harry.”


  “No, he didn’t die. He ran away before the explosion. Haven’t you been watching the news? All the monkey attacks in Rosemont?”


  “Missed it.”


  “Well, he’s at large, and when they catch him there’s no way in hell I’m claiming him, because I’m not paying the medical expenses of all those people he bit. He also assaulted a Chihuahua. The papers didn’t go into details, but I think there was sex involved and I don’t think it was consensual.”


  “I’m not quite sure how to reply to that.”


  “Anyway, he’s out of the picture and I figured, maybe, if the DNA tests show we’re actually related, maybe, you know …”


  I folded my arms. “Maybe I can join your private investigation business?”


  Harry nodded, smiling. “Full partners. Fifty-fifty. Think about it, Jackie. We’d be the only brother-and-sister crime-fighting team in the country.” His eyes danced like candle flames. “Mom will be so proud of us.”


  “We don’t even have the test results, Harry.”


  “Okay. Call.”


  “Now?”


  “Now.”


  I led Harry through the shambles that was my dwelling, made my way into the kitchen, and picked up the phone. The number for the DNA place was written on a pad.


  “Biologen, this is Dr. Stefanopolous.”


  “Hi, I’m calling about a DNA match check. The name is Daniels. The batch number is 8431485.”


  “Hold on, please.”


  Harry poked me. “What did they say?”


  “She’s checking.”


  We waited, Harry’s eyes pressing on me, his ruined face awash with expectation.


  “You’re looking for the results of the Daniels/McGlade comparison?” the doctor finally asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Negative. No relation.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “We’ll mail the detailed results to you within the next five business days. Thanks for choosing Biologen.”


  She hung up.


  “Well?” Harry asked.


  I’d known him for over twenty years, and had never seen him so excited, so happy, his face so lit up.


  Then I thought of Mom, and how pleased she was to have found her long-lost son. She’d be so disappointed.


  I weighed that against the ickiness I felt. But, strangely, now that I knew we weren’t actually related, some of the ickiness was gone.


  “Come on, Jackie! Don’t keep me in suspense!”


  I frowned.


  “Welcome to the family, Harry.”


  I had to endure a big hug, which hurt like hell because of my various aches and pains.


  “I gotta call Mom,” he said, breaking the embrace. “She gets back in a few days. We should all go out to eat. Celebrate.”


  I tried not to roll my eyes. “Sure.”


  “Then we can get our matching tattoos.”


  “That’s not going to happen.”


  “Awesome.” I don’t think he heard me. “I’ll call you tonight about signing the lease.”


  “What lease?”


  “Our new office. It’s a primo location, Jackie. Needs a bit of a fix-up, but it will be perfect for our business.”


  “Harry, I haven’t—”


  “Gotta run.” He slipped in fast and gave me a peck on the cheek. “I’ll tell Mom you said hi.”


  And then he was out the door, leaving me to wonder about the monster I’d just created.


  Since I was already in the kitchen, and since it was just as messy as the rest of the house, I grabbed a broom and dustpan and began sweeping. It was mindless work, rewarding in a menial, repetitive way. Being domestic wasn’t something I did much of, but I felt like I could get used to it. Maybe even start to enjoy it.


  At around noon I got hungry and ordered Chinese food—my domesticity ended at cooking. Half an hour later there was a knock at the front door. I grabbed some cash, brushed some dust off my jeans, and went to pay the delivery driver.


  But it wasn’t the food. It was someone else.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Hey.”


  Phin wore jeans and a white T-shirt, tight in all the right places. He had his hands in his pockets and a boyish grin on his face that made him look ten years younger, which would make him twenty years younger than me.


  “Thanks for putting up the bond money.”


  “I’ve got a little extra in the bank.”


  “A hundred grand is more than a little.”


  “Let’s call it even. I know you talked to the Feds, got the charges against me dropped.”


  “We’re not even. Not even close.”


  “I trashed your truck,” I said.


  “I can steal another one. But the money … Jack, I can’t pay that much back.”


  I nodded. “I know.”


  “And chances are high I’m not going to appear on my court date.”


  I nodded again. “I know. It’s okay.”


  He moved a little closer to me, his gaze intense.


  “Look, Jack, I know how you feel about me. And if you really want to just be friends, I’d rather have your friendship than none of you at all.”


  I stared at Phin, and felt something I hadn’t felt in weeks. Happiness. I was actually happy. It was such an alien feeling I wasn’t sure what to do.


  My mouth made the decision for me, locking onto his with a heat, a passion, an intensity that made me realize maybe, just maybe, things might work out after all.


  “Are you sure this is what you want?” Phin whispered. “I come with some pretty hefty baggage.”


  I smiled, wicked, free, and wonderfully alive. Maybe for the first time in my entire life.


  “Well, Mr. Troutt. I guess we’ll just have to take it one day at a time.”


  Then I grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him into my house.
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