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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.
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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.
















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?”












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.












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, and freelance 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 de cades 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.












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 to night.”


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.












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.












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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