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         THE ELEVATED 

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 1 

         
         
         
         
         Robles had been on the platform for less than twenty seconds. He leaned against the railing and peered through layered curtains of snow, at the stone faces of apartment buildings crowding close to Chicago’s elevated tracks. The row of windows across from him was dark. The street below, quiet. Robles turned back toward the crowd waiting for the train. To his left stood a secretary type, keeping Chicago’s winter at bay with a heavy brown coat that ran to her knees. Beside her was a guy barely out of law school, toting a briefcase that was barely out of the box. A clock wound down inside Robles’ head. Fifteen more seconds and he needed to move. He gripped the gun in his pocket and walked back toward the entrance to the L platform. A dark-eyed woman was putting on lipstick and standing by the stairs. Her bad luck. He moved closer and snuck a look down the stairwell. No one coming up. More bad luck for her. Robles pulled the gun from his pocket and held it straight in front of him. He focused on the blue pulse beating tiny wings inside the woman’s left temple. Then he pulled the trigger, and the woman dropped straight down. Like a puppet with the strings cut, she was all here and there, arms, legs, and a smear of lipstick across her lips and down her chin. She gurgled once or twice and might have even gotten a look at him before the darkness dropped across her eyes. Ten seconds later, Robles was back on the street. He didn’t run until he got to the corner and, even then, not too fast. He didn’t want to attract attention. More important, he didn’t want to get too far ahead of the man he hoped would pursue.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 2 

         
         
         
         
         I took the stairs two at a time, slid over the turnstile and out of the L station. A kick of wind hit me fat in the face, and snow fell sideways as I shouldered my way down Southport Avenue. A soft frat boy and his softer girlfriend stood stiff at the corner of Southport and Cornelia, wearing Northwestern and Notre Dame sweatshirts, respectively, and pointing their slack jaws and wide eyes east. Even if I weren’t a detective, it wasn’t hard to figure which way the shooter had run. I pulled my nine millimeter, held it low by my side, and turned down Cornelia. A half block ahead, a slip of dark fabric disappeared into an alley. I followed, past a run of single-family homes, two- and three-flats, a block from Chicago’s Brown Line. At the mouth of the alley, I leaned up against a graystone and took a quick look around the corner. The run of pavement was empty, save for a string of Dumpsters and a rat the size of a cat that, thankfully, took off for points unknown. I slowed my breathing and listened. The wind had fallen off and the cover of new snow deadened everything, including the footsteps of the guy who had just shot a woman on the platform of the Southport L. I crept up to the first Dumpster. A scuff of powder told me my guy had turned in to a second alley that snaked off the first, running parallel to Cornelia. I pulled my gun up to shoulder height and crept forward again. More footprints in the second alley, headed east. Whoever he was, he had turned the corner and just kept moving. I slipped my gun back into its holster and took off at a run. I had made it a good ten yards before a body flew up from behind and to my left. I sprawled toward the dusting of snow and hard cement underneath. He kept his body weight balanced and center of gravity low. I tried to shift, but he slipped an arm across the back of my neck and ground my head against the pavement. I relaxed for a second, hoping my guy might as well. Then I felt steel pressed against the base of my skull and stopped moving altogether. A gun will do that to you.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Easy,” the man said and backed off the pressure on his forearm a little. The gun stayed where it was. “Turn around.” 

         
         
         
         
         I turned my head just enough. The shooter wore a black overcoat with black buttons. A fine spray of liquid clung to the hem of his coat. Blood splatter from the woman as she fell. I looked up. He had a black knit hat on. A ski mask covered his face. I took all that in even as my brain processed the final piece of the puzzle, the dark hole of a .40-caliber handgun, sitting six inches from my forehead.

         
         
         
         
         “Ready to die, hero?” He said it more like he was curious than anything else. Really, genuinely interested in my comfort level with impending mortality. I figured anything I might say would just kick off the festivities. So I didn’t say anything. Just looked at the mask and tried to fathom the face beyond. He lifted the gun a fraction and began to pull back on the trigger. You might think you can’t see that kind of delicate pressure on a trigger. Trust me, when you’re up that close and personal, you notice. So he squeezed back, a pound or two of pressure. Then he stopped, lifted the gun another inch or so, and brought it down, fast, heavy, and hard. After that, it was the rush of Chicago asphalt toward my face and darkness.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 3 

         
         
         
         
         Robles was two miles and thirty minutes removed from the Southport L stop. He’d changed into an oversize sweatshirt with a Nike logo on the front and black slashes down the sleeves. He had the hood pulled low over his eyes and stared out a window as the number 136 bus pulled onto Lake Shore Drive for its journey downtown. The snow had stopped as quickly as it started, and the winter sun poured cold light over the city. A woman in a Honda Civic cruised close. She had a cell phone cradled to one ear and fussed in the rearview mirror with the corners of her mouth. Robles watched as her front wheel wandered to the edge of her lane and past, brushing close to the side of the bus. His driver laid on the horn. The woman took her eyes off herself, pulled her car straight, and flipped a middle finger toward anyone and everyone who ever rode the CTA. Then she snapped the cell shut and went back to her face.
         

         
         
         
         
         Robles felt the anger, hot and uncomfortable inside, but tamped it down. He pulled out a street map of Chicago and took a look at the Loop. He knew the block and traced the route with his finger for what seemed like the hundredth time. He liked to run things through his mind. That way, when it came time to act, there’d be no thinking. Just hit the button, play the tape, and follow along.

         
         
         
         
         Robles stood as the bus turned onto Wacker, walked to the back door, and reached for the grab bar overhead. An old lady sat nearby, tapping her foot and cursing softly under her breath. At first, Robles thought the “motherfucker”s were for him; then he realized she was just another nut job riding the CTA. Robles smiled at the old lady and pictured himself cutting her throat. She looked up, tapped her foot again, and called him a cocksucker. At the front of the bus a radio crackled. The driver picked up his two-way and listened, then asked a question Robles couldn’t quite make out. Didn’t matter. He had a feeling he knew exactly what all the chatter was about and pulled the cord to request a stop.

         
         
         
         
         The bus angled to the curb at Wacker, on the edge of Chicago’s Loop. Robles got off and walked south on Wabash to the corner of Lake. The building was four or five stories high, cut rough from blocks of Indiana limestone and black with soot from the big city’s breath. He pulled on a pair of gloves and stepped inside the front door. There was no one in the vestibule, just a line of metal mailboxes and a set of wooden stairs, sinking to the right and winding up. Robles took the stairs, two at a time, until he got to the top floor, turned a corner, and walked to the end of a hall that was long, narrow, and smelled like old diapers. There was a small window at the end, letting in a sad trickle of light onto a wooden door with a silver doorknob. The key was taped under a corner of the synthetic orange carpet, just to the left of the door. Robles turned the lock and walked in.

         
         
         
         
         It was a one-room apartment with a single light in the middle of the room and a second door that probably led to a bathroom. Directly in front of him was a set of three more windows. Larger than the one in the hall, they looked south, out over a landscape of smoke and steel. In the foreground was a curve of green girders and the Loop’s elevated tracks, wrapping around the corner at Lake and Wabash.

         
         
         
         
         Robles opened one of the windows and leaned into a cold draft circling up from the street. A pigeon hopped onto a ledge below him and stared. Robles ducked his head back inside and drew a shade across each of the windows. Then he walked over to a white sheet, spread out on the floor in the middle of the room. Under the sheet was a gray gun case. Inside the case, a Remington 700 rifle with a Leupold scope and a box of .308 Winchester ammo. Robles took out the weapon and broke it down. A train rumbled by, rattling the windows in their frames and vibrating the boards under his feet. Robles smiled. They hadn’t stopped the downtown runs. Even after the thing at Southport. He didn’t think they would. No need. Not yet, anyway.

         
         
         
         
         Twenty minutes later, Robles had reassembled the rifle and loaded a five-round magazine. He spread out a floor pad by the windows, cracked the middle shade to half-mast, and opened the window itself eight inches. Four trains had passed since he’d entered the apartment, about one every five minutes. On the sill in front of him was a CTA train schedule. There’d be another in a minute and a half. Robles slipped the barrel out the window and looked through the scope. It was blurry, so he adjusted, using a billboard asking Chicago to support their Bulls as a marker. Derrick Rose’s face popped up in the sight. Another adjustment, and Chicago’s savior sharpened into focus. Robles heard a rumble as a train approached the curve of track. His train. Right on time. Robles slipped his finger onto the trigger and leaned into the rifle stock. Then he pulled his head back and listened. The scratching at the door was soft, but close and very much there. He waited, hoped whoever it was might go away. The knocking, however, persisted, grew louder, and Robles knew it was fated to be so.

         
         
         
         
         He placed the gun back in its case and covered it over with the sheet. Then he closed the shade, slipped off his gloves, and opened the door just as the train rushed by. On the other side was an old face, hammered down between two shoulders and pinched with anger at a life that had somehow wound up here. Robles cared not a bit for any of that. The face was in the way. The face needed to go away.

         
         
         
         
         “Sorry,” Robles said. “I was in the can. You need something?” 

         
         
         
         
         “Name’s Jim Halter. I manage the place.”

         
         
         
         
         Halter’s smile revealed a row of large teeth that looked like unwashed elbows. His eyes were black and busy, slipping over the threshold and into the room, hungry for whatever there was to be had: a young girl, a stash of drugs, maybe a whiff of cash. Robles angled his body to give the building’s manager a better look.

         
         
         
         
         “Nice to meet you, Jim. You want to come in for a second?”

         
         
         Halter raised a long, veined hand to his face. The nails were calcified, the skin, spotted.

         
         
         
         
         “No, no,” Halter said as he stepped across the threshold. “I just wanted to check in. Make sure you got settled okay.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sure.” Robles swung the door shut.

         
         
         
         
         Halter took a quick look behind him and might have been a little spooked. Then he noticed the white sheet in the middle of the room. The slippery eyes widened a bit more and a tongue moistened lips the color of liver.

         
         
         
         
         “The e-mail said you’d be in today,” Halter said. “I was a little leery of leaving a key. But I guess it worked out all right.”

         
         
         
         
         Robles showed him the key. “Worked out fine. Thanks.”

         
         
         
         
         Halter nodded and took a second step into the room. Robles crowded close behind. The manager’s Adam’s apple rolled in its pocket of flesh, and Robles slid the room key back into his pocket.

         
         
         
         
         “What sort of business you in, sir? If you don’t mind me asking, that is?”

         
         
         
         
         Halter created space as he spoke, fluttering, like an old and desiccated moth, to whatever sliver of flame lay underneath that magic sheet. Robles let him drift, fitting a six-inch hunting knife to his hand and feeling a familiar hole at the back of his throat. Wet work, Nelson called it. Robles took a calming breath. Wet work it would be.

         
         
         
         
         “Reason I ask,” Halter said, “I have a lot of expertise. Connections in the area.”

         
         
         
         
         “You do?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sure.” The manager began to turn back toward Robles, eager to strike his bargain. Eager to discover what lay hidden. Eager for his piece.

         
         
         
         
         The manager made it, maybe, halfway. Robles grabbed him under the chin and stretched his neck. The cut was clean. Halter collapsed in a rush of air, the wound making a sucking sound like he was trying to breathe through his throat. Robles stepped back. The manager slipped the rest of the way to the floor and lay there, wet, red, and shivering. A soft moan followed and a roll of eyes across the room.

         
         
         
         
         “Shit.” Robles took another step back. Halter was bleeding hard, the body in spasm, but well on its way to dead. Robles used the sheet to cover him over. Within a minute or so, the shivering had stopped and the white cotton ran crimson. Ro-bles wiped his blade clean on the sheet and took a quick inventory. He had a smear of blood on his pants and some on his shoes. He cleaned them as best he could. Then he wiped down the doorknob and door. It would have to do.

         
         
         
         
         Robles checked his watch. The whole thing had taken less than five minutes. Not a problem. He slipped his gloves back on, picked up the rifle, and headed back to the windows. He arranged the floor pad again and sat, weapon cradled in his lap. Then he closed his eyes and waited for his pulse to slow. After a minute or so, he opened his eyes, took a deep breath and exhaled. He felt good again, back in the moment. Robles raised the middle shade and reseated the rifle so the barrel was sticking three inches outside the window. He’d been half expecting something like Halter and was glad it was over. Now he fixed his eye again to the scope, scanned the tracks, and waited.

         
         
         
         
         It wasn’t more than twenty seconds before a silver L train chugged around the curve and stopped, waiting for a signal to enter the State/Lake station. Robles took half a breath and curled his finger around the trigger. The scope found a middle-aged woman, pale skin and dishwater for eyes, talking on her cell phone and looking at the street below. Next window down was a white kid, greedy mouth and greasy fingers, whole-hogging from a bag of fast food. Robles moved up to the front of the train and lensed the driver, thick-featured and black, staring straight ahead at nothing but two more decades of riding the rails. For any of the three, a pull of the trigger might even be a blessing. God bless America.

         
         
         
         
         The train jolted and started to move again, just slow enough so it was perfect. Robles ran his rifle down the length of the first car, then the second. The process was a real mind fuck. The selection process, who lived and who died. Then the rifle stopped. She was tucked in, toward the back of the second car. Maybe two windows from the back. He sharpened his sights and tracked her as she floated by. A young woman, Latino, with dark hair and cinnamon skin, head bent at a delicate angle, reading something, probably a book she held in her lap. She glowed in the scope, a bloom of light forming around the curve of her skull and playing across the highlights of her features. She looked up, right at him, and he saw a flash of white teeth. Perfect.

         
         
         
         
         He squeezed down on the shutter in his mind, captured the perfect image, even as he squeezed back on the trigger. The pull was clean, sharp, precise. He fired once to make sure the glass shattered, worked the bolt action, and fired again, a second later. Just in case there was anything left alive behind the glass. He didn’t see the woman’s head explode. Didn’t have time. Five seconds after firing, the rifle was tucked back in from the window, shade drawn tight. Thirty seconds later, the weapon was packed away. Then, he was out of the apartment and down the hallway. Robles exited by a basement door into an alley and slipped the rifle case into a Dumpster. He walked to the other end of the alley and stepped into the flow of people onWacker. At the Merchandise Mart he caught the last Brown Line train before they suspended service for the day.

         
         
         
         
         On his way out of the Loop, Robles could see the conga dance of flashing lights from cop cars, ambulances, and fire engines, fighting their way to help a woman for whom there was no such thing. From his perch atop the elevated, he could just make out a couple of cameramen checking their gear and the first mast being raised from a television live truck. For the third time that day, Robles smiled. Then he settled back into his seat and looked out over the rooftops as his train clattered north.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 4 

         
         
         
         
         I had just finished giving my statement when a silver Crown Vic rolled up and Vince Rodriguez got out.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Heard your name on the scanner. Figured there were maybe a couple hundred Michael Kellys in Chicago. Still . . .”

         
         
         “Here I am.”

         
         
         
         
         “Here you are. You done with them?” Rodriguez nodded toward the half dozen uniforms and forensics working both alleys off Cornelia.

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah. I told ’em they won’t find much. Footprints. That’s about it.”

         
         
         
         
         The detective took a few steps down the alley and found a seat on the back steps of a three-flat. He’d been in Homicide now for almost four years and carried the weight in his shoulders, the dry sorrow in his face. I sat down beside him.

         
         
         
         
         “So tell me,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you want to know?”

         
         
         
         
         “I assume you didn’t get a look at the guy.”

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head. “I was waiting for the train. It was crowded, thirty, maybe forty people. I heard the pop, saw the lady fall, and took off after him.”

         
         
         
         
         “Him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, it was a him. Black overcoat, black knit hat. Maybe five-ten, medium build. Followed him down Cornelia.”

         
         
         
         
         “And you saw him run down here?”

         
         
         
         
         “I saw the back of his coat. Came down the alley and tracked the footprints.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez frowned. “How long had it been snowing?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged. “Less than ten minutes.”

         
         
         
         
         “And his were the only prints?”

         
         
         
         
         I nodded.

         
         
         
         
         “This all in your statement?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah.”

         
         
         
         
         “Okay, go ahead.”

         
         
         
         
         “So I follow the prints, around the corner to the second alley.”

         
         
         
         
         “And?”

         
         
         
         
         “And they continue. One set of prints headed straight east. So I take off after them. He jumps me about halfway down. Came out from behind a Dumpster.”

         
         
         
         
         “So the prints continue on.” Rodriguez walked two fingers across the space between us. “But this guy somehow doesn’t?”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s right. He’s got a ski mask on now and we wrestle a little. Fucker is strong, by the way. Then he pulls out a gun. Black, looked like a forty-caliber.”

         
         
         
         
         “Big boy. Did he say anything?”

         
         
         
         
         “Told me to relax.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Asked me if I wanted to be a hero.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez chuckled. “He doesn’t know you too well, does he? I could have told him you live for that hero shit.”

         
         
         
         
         “Funny motherfucker you are.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then what?”

         
         
         
         
         “Then he pulls back on the trigger. Slow, like he’s thinking about it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Must have been a nice moment.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, well, he stops. Lifts up the gun and just pops me with the butt. I woke up looking up at the snow falling on my face.”

         
         
         
         
         “And that’s it?”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s it. How’s the woman?”

         
         
         
         
         “You saw the gun. How do you think?”

         
         
         
         
         “Dead.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, yeah. Quite a mess over there, and I’m not just talking about our victim.”

         
         
         
         
         “The passengers?”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez nodded. “This ain’t the West Side, Kelly. These people got jobs, money, families.”

         
         
         
         
         “West Side don’t have families, huh?”

         
         
         
         
         “You know what I mean. These people count. They ain’t used to this. Hell, I already got three camera crews set up on Southport. Now let me ask you something about this alley . . .”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez’s cell beeped. He flipped it open, held up a finger, and walked away. An EMT came over and asked me if I wanted a couple of Advil for my head. I declined.

         
         
         
         
         “You want, we can take you down to Cook County,” she said.

         
         
         
         
         “No, thanks,” I said. “I like breathing air just fine.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez snapped his phone shut and made his way over. “Shit.”

         
         
         
         
         “What is it?”

         
         
         
         
         The detective rubbed a hand over his face and looked around for an answer.

         
         
         
         
         “What is it, Rodriguez?”

         
         
         
         
         “We got another one.”

         
         
         
         
         “Another what?”

         
         
         
         
         “Another shooting on the L. Goddamnit. Listen, I have to go down there. You gave your statement, right?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah.”

         
         
         
         
         “All right. Stay on your cell and I’ll call you. There’s something about this alley we need to figure out.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why don’t I come with?”

         
         
         
         
         “Why don’t you fuck off, Kelly. I’ll give you a call.”

         
         
         
         
         Then Rodriguez was gone. I wandered back to the medic and her aspirin.

         
         
         
         
         “You know what,” I said, “maybe I am getting a little bit of a headache.”

         
         
         
         
         “Let me get you those Advil.”

         
         
         
         
         We both walked over to the ambulance. She climbed into the back, shuffled through her kit, and came up with a handful of pills. I sat in the front, switched on her scanner, and came up with an address for the second shooting.

         
         
         
         
         “Here you go, Mr. Kelly.”

         
         
         
         
         I downed the pills she gave me and scribbled the address on the envelope they came in.

         
         
         
         
         “Thanks,” I said. “Feeling better already.” She smiled. I walked a block and a half and hailed a cab. All things considered, the L didn’t seem like such a great idea today.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 5 

         
         
         
         
         I slouched against a rusted girder Nelson Algren would have been proud of, about a block from the corner of Lake and Wabash. I could see the train up on the tracks, a forensic team working on the hole where a window used to be. There was a traffic jam of cop cars and firemen below, mingling with an avalanche of media. Already most of the details had hit the radio. The local folks might not be geniuses, but it didn’t take a genius to connect Southport to the Loop and come up with one hell of a story. On the cab ride down, I listened as a jock named Jake Hartford took calls, opinions on everything from who the serial killer might be to why the city had already dropped the ball. All of this delivered in the highest decibel, the black-and-white shrieks of daytime talk, opinion delivered without any obvious facts or apparent need for them. Up on the tracks, I could see the smudgy outline of Rodriguez, talking to another detective and looking down at the mob on the street. I couldn’t see Rodriguez sweat, but I could feel it. After a minute, he took a call. Now I couldn’t hear him swear, but I could feel that even more. He snapped the phone shut and searched the rafters of the elevated for some guidance. Then he walked back to the first detective, whispered in his ear, and headed down to the street. I headed that way as well. We met in front of Gold Coast Dogs, with about a dozen reporters and a half dozen cameras between us.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Detective, do you have any leads on either of the shootings?” The question came from a breathless blonde Channel 10 had hired about a month and a half ago. She probably hailed from somewhere in North Dakota and had never ridden an L train in her life. Still, she was easy to look at. In local news, that counted for a lot.

         
         
         
         
         “We’re working both crimes scenes, collecting evidence, taking statements. We should know a lot more once that process is completed.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez’s cop voice was in full throat, deep and measured. He never made eye contact with the horde. Just looked beyond the cameras, probably wondering why he ever got out of bed in the morning.

         
         
         
         
         “Detective Rodriguez, are you working both cases together or are these separate investigations?”

         
         
         
         
         That was John Donovan, Chicago’s senior crime reporter. He was the lead dog, and the rest of the pack knew it. So did Rodriguez.

         
         
         
         
         “We have separate teams working each case. There will, however, be some overlap.”

         
         
         
         
         “Meaning you, or some other detective, will be working both cases?” Donovan said.

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez nodded. “Probably.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which means you suspect the two shootings are connected?” Donovan said.

         
         
         
         
         “We don’t know what to suspect at this point,” Rodriguez said, voice rising as the media began to write their own story. “There are significant differences in these two crime scenes. Given the circumstances of the shootings, however, we’ll certainly be looking into any possible connections.”

         
         
         
         
         “Have you got any concrete evidence the two are connected?” 

         
         
         
         
         That was from an olive-skinned woman with a notebook and pencil, standing at the back of the crowd, just in front of me. She was slight, maybe thirty years old, with glasses that had slipped halfway down her nose and a look of intelligence you don’t often see in a gathering of the media.

         
         
         
         
         “No, we don’t have anything specific that connects the two,” Rodriguez said. “But, as I indicated, we’re in the early stages.”

         
         
         
         
         Several reporters jumped in, yelling questions, one over the other. It was Donovan who broke through the maelstrom.

         
         
         
         
         “Detective, does Chicago have a spree killer loose in its public transportation system?”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez paused, eyes searching, then resting on me. I could see a small, sad smile flicker at the corner of his mouth. Then he looked at Donovan and offered up the sound bite everyone was waiting on.

         
         
         
         
         “John, I’ll be honest. At this stage, we don’t know what we’re dealing with. Rest assured, however, the entire weight of the Chicago Police Department will be brought to bear on these cases, and we will get some answers.”

         
         
         
         
         “When?” Donovan said.

         
         
         
         
         “Soon, John. Sooner rather than later. That much, I can promise you.”

         
         
         
         
         With that, Rodriguez ended the press conference. Several people continued to yell questions, but the detective waved them off. After a few minutes, the crowd began to dissolve. The print reporters went back to reporting. The TV folks shot pictures and put on makeup.

         
         

         
         
         
         RODRIGUEZ DRIFTED ACROSS Wabash and met me at the corner of Randolph.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s get a coffee,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         I nodded and we walked back across the street.

         
         
         
         
         “Why am I not surprised you’re here?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged. “What did you expect?”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly. What do you think?”

         
         
         
         
         “About what?” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “The press.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hysterical, as usual. Maybe even more so.”

         
         
         
         
         “This is going to be a fucking zoo.”

         
         
         
         
         “You got that right.”

         
         
         
         
         We walked into a Starbucks and ordered. Then we sat by the window and looked out at the street.

         
         
         
         
         “You got one shooter here, Vince.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez stared me down over his cup of coffee. “You sure about that?”

         
         
         
         
         “Seems logical to me.”

         
         
         
         
         The detective took a sip. “One’s a walk-up with a handgun. The other, a sniper with a rifle.”

         
         
         
         
         “You thinking they’re not connected?”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez shook his head. “I didn’t say that. Just doesn’t fit the normal pattern.”

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged. “It’s the same guy.”

         
         
         
         
         “Or guys,” Rodriguez said. “Let’s talk about your alley.”

         
         
         
         
         The detective placed a napkin between us and sketched out the scene at Cornelia. “You turn the corner here and see a set of footprints tracking all the way down this alley. Right?”

         
         
         
         
         I nodded.

         
         
         
         
         “Okay, the snow had been falling ten minutes. Correct?”

         
         
         
         
         “Tops,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “And there’s just one set of prints?”

         
         
         
         
         “Just the one.”

         
         
         
         
         “But when you follow the prints, the guy is waiting for you. Halfway down the alley, behind a Dumpster.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe he doubled back?” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “There’d be two sets of footprints.”

         
         
         
         
         “Not if he walked back in his own tracks.”

         
         
         
         
         “What is he, Daniel fucking Boone?”

         
         
         
         
         “What are you saying, Detective?”

         
         
         
         
         “What I’m saying is this guy, your shooter, runs down the alley and around the corner.” Rodriguez drew a line with an arrow tracing the route. “But a second guy was working with him. Waiting behind the Dumpster.”

         
         
         
         
         “To ambush me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly.”

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head. “The guy that put the gun on me was the Southport shooter.”

         
         
         
         
         “You can’t be sure.”

         
         
         
         
         “He had blood splatter on his coat. Gotta be the shooter.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez studied his drawing for a moment. “Okay, how about this? Second guy is set up in the alley. He sees our shooter take the corner and starts running.”

         
         
         
         
         “And the shooter takes the second guy’s place behind the Dumpster,” I said. “That’s how it went down. Had to be.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe,” Rodriguez said. “But here’s the ballbreaker . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “Why?”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly. Why would our shooter have an accomplice waiting in the alley, for you or anyone else, to come by? Unless that was the point of the whole exercise, the reason they shot up the station at Southport in the first place.”

         
         
         
         
         “If I was the target, why not shoot me in the head when you have the chance? Why let me go? Doesn’t make sense.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez sighed and threw his coffee cup into a barrel. “Since when do assholes like this make sense?”

         
         
         
         
         I was about to respond when my cell phone buzzed. I picked up and found some answers at the other end of the line. Not to mention someone I like to think of as a grade-A asshole.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 6 

         
         
         
         
         Nelson held the cell phone tight to his ear, looked across the street, and through Starbucks’ front window.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Michael Kelly, how are you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Do I know you?” Kelly’s voice was gruff and aggressive. Certain, but curious. Pure cop, even if the man himself was no more.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you know me? I believe I put a gun to your head earlier this morning. A lot of fun that. Then I picked up a Remington 700 with a scope and blew the brains out of one of Chicago’s many drones on the CTA. If you want to check my bona fides, that is.”

         
         
         
         
         The silhouette in Starbucks raised his chin and gestured to the cop sitting next to him. Nelson smiled.

         
         
         
         
         “Tell Detective Rodriguez, the bullet’s a Nosler AccuBond, one-eighty grain, loaded into a Black Hills .308 Winchester. Specially designed to fire through glass. By the way, how’s the coffee there? Starbucks is a piece of shit in my book. Then again, I heard they’re grinding their own beans. Getting back to basics. I like that.”

         
         
         
         
         Kelly had to be surprised he was being watched. Still, the man’s head didn’t move.

         
         
         
         
         “You didn’t look around. Very good, Kelly. You’d never see me anyway. And don’t worry. I have my eye on you, but not through the scope of a weapon. That’s long gone, so tell Chicago’s finest not to look too hard for it.”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you want?”

         
         
         
         
         “What do I want?” Nelson snorted into the cell. “I don’t want you dead. Could have checked that off the to-do list today. No, you’re going to suffer a little bit first. A matter of honor, I think.”

         
         
         
         
         “What would you know about honor?”

         
         
         
         
         “Homer pegged it as a zero-sum game. The more you suffer, the greater my glory.”

         
         
         
         
         Kelly’s silhouette seemed to stiffen at the classical reference. “You’re gonna die, asshole.”

         
         
         
         
         “Undoubtedly. The question is: How many am I taking into the hole with me?”

         
         
         
         
         Nelson cut the line and waited. Kelly flipped his phone shut and leaned across to the detective named Rodriguez. Nelson could see them talking. Then the detective reached for a radio and held it close to his lips. Nelson unplugged the adapter he’d used to alter his voice. He tossed his cell phone into the Dumpster he was crouched behind and stripped off the skin-color gloves he had on. Then he pulled out a shopping cart filled with old cans and newspapers and began to push it down the alley. Somewhere a church bell struck twelve. The old man picked up his pace. If he hustled, he could still make the 12:30 mass.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 7 

         
         
         
         
         I watched as a woman standing ten feet away ordered a skim mocha, no whip. Rodriguez was whispering into his radio, telling someone somewhere that the killer, or maybe his accomplice, had just given me a ring. The woman was in her early thirties, with light brown hair tied back into a ponytail and a large emerald cat pinned to her dark blue coat. She smiled as the tall, angular barista pushed her drink across the counter. Then the woman took a sip and found her way to a corner table looking out at the street. She pulled out a paperback, tucked one leg underneath her, and began to read. It looked pretty peaceful, pretty nice. I wanted nothing more than to join her. Then Rodriguez got done with his radio machinations and gave me a tap on the shoulder.
         

         
         
         
         
         “We gotta go.”

         
         
         
         
         I knew that was coming. As we exited the Starbucks, four cruisers sealed off the block. Ten cops got out and began to comb alleys, roust bums, and shake down regular folks on the street. I figured too little, too late.

         
         
         
         
         “You got a car?” Rodriguez said.

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “Good.” Rodriguez popped the locks on his Crown Vic. “Get in.”

         
         
         
         
         Five minutes later, we were out of the Loop and headed west.

         
         
         
         
         “Not going to headquarters?” I said.

         
         
         
         
         The detective shook his head. “Looks like the feds might be taking over. Possible terrorist acts.”

         
         
         
         
         “Bet downtown loved that.”

         
         
         
         
         “Brass doesn’t mind. If it goes well, we’ll stick our nose in the trough, suck up as much glory as we can. If we have bodies stacking up on L platforms in a week and a half, we got someone to blame it on.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t you love your job?”

         
         
         
         
         “Funny guy. Right now you’re the star of the show.”

         
         
         
         
         “Great.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s right. Now, talk to me about the guy on the phone. Was he legit?”

         
         
         
         
         “You tell me.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez took a left onto Canal. “A patrol found a rifle in the trash. Remington with a scope.”

         
         
         
         
         “He told me we wouldn’t find it,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Guess he lied. Try to get over it.”

         
         
         
         
         “How about ammo?”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez took a right and accelerated down the block. “We’ll know more when we pull the lead out of our victim. But there were three rounds in the rifle.”

         
         
         
         
         “And?”

         
         
         
         
         “Black Hills Gold, .308 Winchester. Just like your boy said.” 

         
         
         
         
         “This guy wasn’t our shooter.”

         
         
         
         
         “How do you figure?”

         
         
         
         
         “He knew we were sitting in a Starbucks, which means he was close by, watching.”

         
         
         
         
         “So?”

         
         
         
         
         “Who’s gonna shoot up an L train, then hang around the scene and call me for kicks?”

         
         
         
         
         “Then he’s our accomplice?” Rodriguez said. I shrugged as we came up on a line of traffic stopped at a red light.

         
         
         
         
         “One more thing.” Rodriguez looked over. “They found a second body downtown.”

         
         
         
         
         “On the train?”

         
         
         
         
         The detective shook his head. “Building on Lake. Building manager got his throat cut. Apartment looks over the tracks.” “So the manager maybe barges in on our shooter?”

         
         
         
         
         “Or the manager was helping him and then became expendable. Either way, we’ll process it. Pull any rental records.”

         
         
         
         
         “Our guy isn’t that stupid.”

         
         
         
         
         “Really?” Rodriguez lifted an eyebrow. “If you got all the answers, let me ask you this: Why are these geniuses calling you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not a clue.”

         
         
         
         
         “Might want to do some figuring on that before we sit down with the feds. You can start with how these guys got your cell phone number. And end with why they didn’t drop the hammer on you this morning.”

         
         
         
         
         “Shit.”

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly. Let’s get moving here.”

         
         
         
         
         Rodriguez flicked on his siren and flashers. The sea of cars parted, and the detective hit the gas.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER 8 

         
         
         
         
         Nelson rumbled his shopping cart to a stop at the corner of Superior and State and looked up at the white stone of Holy Name Cathedral. The morning had gone as well as he could have hoped. Robles had gotten their attention. Kelly was involved. Now it was time to make them understand why.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nelson stashed his cart in an alley and trudged up the steps. With the push of a finger, ten tons’ worth of bronze door swung open, and he slipped inside. The 12:30 mass was just starting. The regular crowd was there. Maybe fifty people, mostly folks from work who used their lunch hour to pray. Nelson took a seat in the back and looked them over. The standard hypocrites, getting on their knees and groveling when they needed something: a clean X-ray from the doctor, a phone call from an old girlfriend, a pregnancy test with an empty round window. When you got right down to it, there were very few atheists in the foxholes of life. It was something the Catholic church had understood for centuries and counted on.

         
         
         
         
         To his right, Nelson saw a bench full of three bums like himself, except they were already asleep. The church tolerated them as long as they didn’t smell too bad or snore too loud. The service usually ran twenty-five minutes, tops. The priest was an old one. No surprise there. He was talking about running through your own personal Rolodex, checking off the people you’ve met, places you’ve been, and things you’ve done.

         
         
         
         
         “How does your Rolodex look?” the sanctimonious bastard croaked, staring down his saintly nose at the great unwashed. “Does it bear up under scrutiny? Do you have the right balance in your life? The right priorities? Or are you allowing your time on earth to be bought and sold, bartered away in the minutiae of the everyday, the pursuit of the material and your own comfort? Indeed.”

         
         
         
         
         The priest let the last flourish hang as he shook his long head from side to side and tucked his hands inside embroidered robes.

         
         
         
         
         I’ll show you some fucking priorities, Nelson thought and let his eyes wander up to the ceiling. Five galeri hung there, red hats with wide brims, representing five dead Chicago cardinals. Five princes of the church, more hypocrites presiding over an empire that was as rotten as it was rich, as calculating as it was pretentious.

         
         
         
         
         Nelson felt inside an inner pocket for the small brown bottle. It had a cork stopper in it. He stood up and wandered into the rear vestibule. A Chicago cop was there, loaded down with a radio, nightstick, and gun and sweating in a bulletproof vest. He considered Nelson’s filth and turned back toward the service. Nelson shuffled over to the stone cistern that held the holy water and waited. Communion was called, and the cop went forward to get his wafer. Nelson dipped dirty fingers in the bowl and blessed himself with the magic water. Then he slipped the brown bottle from his jacket and tipped its contents into the bowl.

         
         
         
         
         Communion was over and people were starting to wander to the back of the church. Nelson stepped away from the bowl and watched a mother approach, young child in tow. Nelson smiled. The woman recoiled. Still, she was Catholic and soldiered on, pretending to like the bum and nodding in his direction. She touched her fingers to the water and blessed herself. The young girl beside Mom held her arms up. Before the woman could react, Nelson lifted the girl so she was level with the cistern. He smiled again at the mother as her child sprinkled the water across forehead and cheeks. The mother reached for the child, hustling away once she had the girl back in her arms. Nelson watched them go. Then he crouched in a corner as the rest of the congregation filed out. A couple dozen took holy water. After a bit, the church was empty. Nelson walked outside and shuffled his way to the back of the building. He found his shopping cart, gritted his teeth, and began to push into the wind along State Street.
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