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THE GENTLE SLOPE:

“I’m really glad I picked this up. The author sets us up right away with a fun reporter tracking the local story of a girl’s murder. While he interviews the neighborhood, we gain a look into the lives of multiple likely suspects. The author does a great job keeping the secrets that matter while leaving bread crumbs with each chapter. I flowed easily from start to finish and will be eagerly awaiting the next mystery!” ~ Timothy C. Ward, Author (also writes as Tim Kaiver and Theo Hodges)
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“The Gentle Slope captivated me from start to finish. R.M. Lowery is an exceptional writer that makes you want to keep reading and know what is going to happen next. The characters were all well developed and I particularly liked Jakob’s tenacity and his perseverance to get to the truth. The plot thickened with each page I turned. A definite must read for anyone that enjoys a suspenseful murder mystery. I highly recommend this book.” ~ Dawn CdeBaca
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“The author’s character development, plotting, and pace make you want to keep reading. He throws in just enough red herrings to keep you guessing right to the end. I stayed up several nights way past my bedtime because I couldn’t put it down.” ~ Ol Blue
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“Author Lowery teases readers with several sub-plotlines that complement the main one without interfering with it, creating a well-written story sure to entertain.” ~ FCS
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Murph called me again. At least I assumed it was him. The call came from one of the Gazette’s many numbers, the fourth time in the last few minutes someone had called from it. A normal person would have left a message by now, which meant it had to be Murph.

None of my family seemed to notice my phone buzzing, so in an attempt to explain why I’d stood up to leave the room, I held my phone in the air and pointed to it. “I have to take this. It’s my editor.”

Mom nodded at me, but she also kept her attention on my sister, who was in the middle of a story about her recent trip to Greece. No one else in the room acknowledged me as I slid by the Christmas tree and stepped into my father’s old study.

“This is Jakob.”

“Jesus, Larsen.” Murph sounded grumpier than usual. “Are you screening your calls nowadays?”

“I’m at my mom’s place. Everyone’s still here for a few more days—you know, for the holidays.” Perhaps I emphasized the word a bit too heavily, but Murph was the kind of guy who tended to overlook the importance of families gathering for Christmas and New Year’s Eve.

“Well, I’m sorry to interrupt that, but we got another one.”

I waited, expecting him to elaborate.

He didn’t.

“Another what?”

“Another dead drug dealer. This makes two in the past ten days, and the third in about two months.”

“Damn. Where’d this one turn up?”

“Behind some flower shop on the east side of town. Take Stearns out past Dunham, then turn by the new Jewel-Osco. There’s a strip mall back there. Sounds like that’s where the poor SOB was found. Get me photos of what you can, even if it’s just some police lights or crime tape around the scene.”

“You want me to go now?”

“Sooner the better.”

It was late... on a Sunday night. Both of my sisters were in town. I could have named ten more reasons I didn’t want to head out into the cold to do this. “Like I said, everyone’s here. It’s our last night with Julie. She and her family are flying back to Texas tomorrow.”

“Look, kid, I sympathize with you. I love your family, you know that, but news doesn’t sleep. You know that too. So, get me a photo and four-hundred words within the next hour and a half, and we can have this on the front page tomorrow.”

I paused and contemplated another excuse, but if Murph didn’t care that Julie was going back to Houston soon, then he probably wouldn’t care that Jenna was visiting from Boston, or that I likely wouldn’t see them again for about a year. I even considered playing the New-Year’s-is-really-tough-on-us-ever-since-Dad-was-murdered card, but Murph probably missed my dad as much as we did—it sucked for everyone that he was gone.

My silence lasted too long for Murph. “You still there, kid?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, I was just getting my stuff together.”

“Good. Shoot me a text if you need anything. I’ll stay on the scanners and let you know if I hear anything useful. See what you can get from the cops out there.”

I told Murph I’d head that way, but then sat down in my dad’s beat-up leather chair, tossed my phone on the desk, and leaned back. I hadn’t been in his study for probably six months. Mom hadn’t done much with the place, so for more than two years now, it had remained a museum to my father: Dan Larsen, The Great Reporter. If it were him, he’d leave the family and head to the crime scene, and if he were here today, he’d want me to go and get the story.

Tears formed in the corners of my eyes. I stood up, took a deep breath, and wiped them away.

I stepped back into the living room and waved my phone in the air as a prop again. “That was Murph. I have to go cover something. Hopefully, I’ll be back in a couple hours.”

Jenna chuckled. “Okay, Dad... we’ll see you later.”

I’d expected that. Someone was bound to compare me to him at some point before the night ended.

Julie hopped up from the couch and threw her arms around me. “I’ll say goodbye now.”

I hugged her back. “It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Uh-huh.” She scoffed. “Where have I heard that before?”

I ignored her sarcastic comparison. “What time’s your flight?”

“We plan on leaving here around nine tomorrow morning.” She released her grip on me.

“Okay. I’ll swing by before work.”

She smirked. “It was great seeing you again, little brother.” She again hugged me, squeezing me tightly, as if certain it would be a good while before we saw each other again.

***
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Cops had the shopping center blocked off with police tape, but I could still access the vacant lot next to it. From there, my camera’s telephoto lens allowed me to get a few decent photos of the area, where a handful of cops examined a matte gray Mercedes loaded with chrome accents. The front windshield had been shattered, possibly from bullets, and detectives had a tarp over what I assumed was a body near the driver’s door.

Stonebridge PD’s mobile crime lab had braved the icy roads to make it to the scene, and the massive RV-style vehicle sat parked along the curb by the entrance to the shopping center’s parking lot. A ton of cops—both uniformed officers and plainclothes detectives—filed in and out of the scene, but none had acknowledged me in any meaningful manner.

One cop near the RV wore a stocking cap with a Stonebridge PD patch embroidered in the center, the hat pulled low to protect his ears and neck from the biting wind.

I walked up to him with my notebook in my bare hand. “Excuse me.”

He looked at me but didn’t speak.

“Hi, I’m Jakob Larsen with the Stonebridge Gazette.”

His eyes narrowed as he examined my face, but he didn’t respond.

I forged ahead. “Can you tell me what’s going on here?”

He looked toward the alley where the bullet-ridden Mercedes sat. “We’re investigating a crime.”

No kidding. “A shooting?”

He shrugged. “Not sure.”

“Was someone killed?”

“Not sure.”

I asked a few more questions, but his answers quickly deteriorated from unhelpful two-syllable phrases to useless monosyllabic grunts. Then another uniformed cop headed toward us from the alleyway, and I managed to stop him just before he climbed into the warmth of the RV.

I said hello, and he just stared at me. I introduced myself, and he stared some more, so I decided to dive into some questions. “Was there a shooting here tonight?”

He stared at me but seemed to be contemplating an answer, which he finally offered. “Looks like it.”

“Was someone killed?”

He studied my face, then glanced down at the notebook in my hand. “You’ll have to talk to a sergeant. I can’t release any details.”

Before I had the chance to ask if he could call a sergeant over, he disappeared into the RV.

I returned my attention to the monosyllabic cop. “Could you radio for a sergeant to come talk to me?”

He grunted again but lowered his face to his shoulder to speak into the radio mic clipped to his jacket. He let someone know the press was on scene, and that person told him to have me contact the public information officer, Erik Kritzer.

I explained to the grunting officer that I’d already called Kritzer before I arrived, and that I left him a voicemail. I also explained how I’d called the department’s number for its on-call PIO, but that yet again, I’d been forced to leave a message.

He shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell ya.”

“Could you ask again and see if anyone on scene could talk to me? I’d only need a couple minutes of their time.”

He let out a sharp sigh and leaned into his radio again. Someone on the other end told him to have me wait by the front of the mobile crime unit, and that they’d stage all media there.

He glared at me again. “Wait over there.” He pointed to the front of the RV. “Someone will be here to answer your questions soon.”

I thanked him, shoved my notebook into my pocket, and walked the perimeter of the crime scene tape toward the other end of the strip mall. Kritzer wasn’t answering his phone, and it seemed unlikely he was on his way here to answer my questions in person. Besides, I was the only media on scene, so the only purpose a media staging area served was to get me to leave Officer Grunts-a-Lot alone.

The wind blew harshly against my bare skin. I tucked my camera into my jacket and zipped it up tighter. Mom had just gotten me the L.L. Bean coat for Christmas a couple weeks ago, the kind of incredibly practical gift that only a mom would buy. I was glad she had.

In the Westridge Center, a brand-new strip mall, most of the retail space had not been rented yet—a flower shop and a sandwich shop the only tenants so far. Construction of the next phase of the mall had begun, but so far, they’d only gotten to pouring the concrete floor. Once completed, the L-shape center would fill the northern and eastern edges of the large lot, but for now, only one long row ran on the east side.

A new layer of ice lined the perimeter of the crime scene, and my gym shoes didn’t fare well. After nearly falling on my ass three times, I decided instead to trounce through the snow in the vacant lot—cold, wet, and uncomfortable, but it offered better traction. After a minute or two, my toes went numb, and the coldness no longer bothered me.

My arctic journey had paid off. The other side of the shopping center sat at a slightly higher elevation, and through my camera’s lens, I could just make out two feet sticking out of the tarp that police had placed over the body. Though morbid, it didn’t hit me at first. Like most people in Stonebridge, I was getting too used to dead bodies.

The violence started a few months ago when they found a teenage girl dead in the Blackhawk Woods. It extended into the next month, when authorities found a suspected drug dealer, twenty-two-year-old Hunter Blazek, shot to death inside a home he rented on the south end of town. Earlier this month, they found another suspected dealer, twenty-nine-year-old Justin Kittner, shot to death outside his home on the east side.

In between the two, cops shot and killed twenty-six-year-old Juan Carrillo, who’d been driving an eighteen-wheeler that cops pulled over on Army Trail Road, just outside the village limits. During the traffic stop, Carrillo pointed a gun at officers, and several of them fired at him. A bullet from one officer struck Carrillo in the chest and killed him at the scene. Police later found a dozen kilos of cocaine hidden inside the trailer.

I dug under my coat to free my iPhone from the pocket of my jeans. Since the cops at tonight’s crime scene hadn’t provided me with much information, I decided to see if I could leverage my friendship with Detective Alex Zavada to get some info. I hated to lean on him for info, but Alex was used to it by now. If he didn’t know what was going on, he’d at least be able to find out.

My fingers were so cold that the screen of my phone barely responded to my attempts to dial his number. I blew warm air into my balled-up fist a couple times and tried again. I’d sparked just enough blood flow into my fingers to call him.

“What?” His voice was dry and the background noise loud.

“You busy?”

“Throwin’ some darts at O’Connell’s. You wanna swing by?”

“I’d love to, but I’m afraid I’m busy freezing my balls off while your cop buddies ignore my questions.”

He chuckled. “Why? What’s going on?”

“Well, apparently a third drug dealer’s been gunned down in our fair hamlet.”

“Oh, shit. Where at?”

“I think you misunderstood the point of my call. I called you because I have questions.”

Again, he chuckled. “I haven’t heard shit. Who told you about it?”

“Murph heard the call-out on the police scanner, but no one here wants to talk to me.”

“Where you at?”

“Out east, on Stearns by the new grocery store. Can you ask around O’Connell’s, see if anyone’s heard anything?”

“Sure, dude, but whatever I find will probably be off the record.”

“That’s fine. It’ll still be one hundred percent more than I know right now.”

“All right, dude, I’ll call you back in a few.”

I thanked him and returned to scanning the crime scene through my camera lens. Two more police SUVs had rolled up while I’d chatted with Alex. I zoomed in on one just in time to see some faces I knew well. Detective Clayton Hill climbed out of one of the SUVs. Detective Shane Kleinhoffer stepped out of the second. Hill was head of the Fox Valley Narcotics Task Force, and Kleinhoffer was Hill’s right-hand man. If these two guys had ventured out to a crime scene in the middle of the night, it basically confirmed that the body under the tarp was in fact another drug dealer.

I trudged through the snow again and made my way back toward the supposed media staging area. I hoped that Hill would provide an update, though he wasn’t known for sharing lots of details. Still, he seemed to like seeing his name in the paper and rarely declined interviews outright.

Even if Hill wasn’t in a chatty mood, maybe I could corner someone and at least get a few generalized cop quotes about not being ready to release suspect info, or how they didn’t believe the public was in any danger—anything to put in my story.

By the time I trudged through the snow and emerged on the other side of the shopping center, the media staging area no longer sat empty. A solitary reporter stood by the curb, a scarf wrapped around his face, his hands buried deep in the pockets of his baggy, double-breasted overcoat that he’d probably had for twenty years—Brian Jensen from the Kane County Times, a seasoned reporter who once worked with my father, a guy so much like my father that it was hard to talk to him without missing Dad.

Brian shouted toward me as I approached. “Well, goddamn. Looks like I finally beat you to a crime scene.”

“Afraid not, old man.”

His bushy eyebrows squished together as his eyes narrowed.

I showed him my soaked pant leg before offering an explanation. “I’ve been here awhile. Been walking the perimeter to see what else I can spot from the other side.”

“Well, shit.” He chuckled. “I figured it’d be a cold day in hell before I scooped a Larsen.”

“Anyone been over to tell you anything?”

He shook his head. “I got an email saying press briefings would happen here, but no one’s come near me. I’ve tried to flag a couple guys down, but they conveniently haven’t seen me flailing my arms around.” He rolled his eyes. “How ’bout you? Any luck on the other side?”

“There’s definitely a body, and Hill and the drug task force are here.”

“This shit’s gotta stop.” He shook his head slowly from side to side as if disappointed. “These drugs have brought so much violence to Stonebridge.”

I nodded in agreement but didn’t know what to say. It was partially true that drugs were to blame, but the violence started two years ago, and it cost me my father. I felt certain drugs had nothing to do with that, but I knew what Brian meant. More and more drugs were coming into Stonebridge, and with the drugs came a lot more violence than the village was used to.

I shifted my gaze to a stocky man in a puffy cop jacket walking toward us. The stripes on his sleeves identified him as a sergeant.

“Sergeant!”

To my surprise, he stopped and turned toward me. “Yeah?”

I didn’t expect him to stop, so I didn’t really have questions formulated yet. I freed my notebook from my jacket. “Can you tell me if this is a homicide investigation?”

He nodded. “The manner of death is suspicious.”

It didn’t answer my question. “So you believe the person was killed by someone else?”

“The victim appears to have been shot multiple times with an unknown caliber weapon, so yes, it seems to be a homicide.”

“Just one victim?”

He nodded. “We have one male decedent.”

“Was the victim known to be a drug dealer?”

“We are not going to speculate on anything like that at this time.”

Brian stepped up to the police tape. “Do you have any suspects in custody?”

The sergeant contemplated the question briefly. “We are not ready to release such information at this time.”

I barked out another question, knowing we were about to lose the sergeant’s attention. “Did the victim fire any shots at his attacker, or does it appear he was ambushed?”

“Thank you, gentlemen. We’ll have an update for you soon.” He turned to walk away.

“Sergeant? Real quick, can I get your name?”

He exhaled sharply. “Sergeant Julian Perez, SPD.” He dug a small stack of business cards out of his coat pocket and handed each of us one. “We’ll have a briefing for you as soon as we know a little more.”

Brian shoved his notebook into his pocket. “Well, kid, that’s it for me tonight. I ain’t about to freeze to death out here waiting for some bullshit presser where they don’t say anything more than Perez just did.” He fished his keys out of his pocket, walked to the small Honda SUV parked along the curb, and opened the door. He paused before getting in. “I’d advise you to call it a night too.”

I exhaled a deep breath and watched the vapor float across the cold air before glancing at the crime scene one more time. Fewer cops milled around than before. The ones still there were likely just awaiting the coroner’s arrival. Brian was right: we’d gotten as much information as we would get tonight.

I pulled my keys out of my coat pocket and headed toward my Corolla as Brian started his SUV. Digging around the backseat, I grabbed my bag and pulled out my laptop, silently praying the screen hadn’t frozen. Thankfully, my bag had provided enough insulation to keep that from happening.

Brian drove off, offering a slight wave as he passed by.

I started my car so the heater could get going, then balanced my notes on my forearm and typed a headline: POLICE INVESTIGATE THIRD HOMICIDE IN TWO MONTHS. Not bad.

Murph would probably change it anyway. He’d no doubt complain that I didn’t use a powerful enough verb, but it was direct and to the point.

My phone buzzed. I hoped it was Alex, but it was Murph.

“You filing soon?”

“Yeah. Typing it up now.”

“You get any good shots?”

“Yeah. You’ll have a few to work with.”

“Good. I want to put this paper to bed soon. Can you have the photos and story to me in thirty minutes?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Good. I’ll be waiting.”

I wrote what I knew, which wasn’t much, and threw in a couple quotes from Sergeant Perez. The short story didn’t contain much information, but at least readers would know another homicide happened overnight. Who doesn’t love reading that first thing in the morning?

I filed the story and texted Murph to let him know, but then noticed I’d missed a text from Alex. He wanted me to meet him at some barbecue joint downtown, which seemed weird because I assumed it had to be closed this time of night. I texted him back to seek clarification, which I got promptly.


Yes it’s closed. I’m in the parking lot.



It would take a good ten to fifteen minutes to get there, but my apartment was downtown anyway, and by this point in the day, I looked forward to going home.

***
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Alex hopped into my car soon after I pulled into the parking lot.

I glared at him. “Why are we meeting in a dark parking lot?”

“You got a better spot?”

“My place? Your place? O’Connell’s? Basically anywhere we’re less likely to be killed.”

He chuckled. “This was on my way from O’Connell’s, and I didn’t want to meet there because no one there likes you.”

I laughed at his joke, though it was probably at least half true. I used to hang out at O’Connell’s a lot, but these days, it was a cop bar. They didn’t seem to mind my appearances there, but in general, journalists weren’t overly welcome.

Alex adjusted the seat and leaned back farther. “I got some intel for you. This is off the record though, okay?”

“Of course. Who was killed?”

“We haven’t positively identified the decedent yet.”

I waited for more, but he stopped there. “Wow. Earth-shattering. Are you sure we can’t move that on the record? Our readers will really want to know this.”

He flipped his middle finger in the air and waved it in my face. “Do you want intel, or would you like to continue being a jackass?”

I shoved his hand away from my face. “Please, continue.”

“As I was saying, while we don’t have a positive ID on him yet, all indications are that it’s Miguel Armijo. It seems he pissed off the wrong people and got himself shot to death.”

“I don’t think I know who Miguel Armijo is.”

“Have you heard of the Fifth City Kings?”

“It’s a gang, right?”

He nodded emphatically. “Yeah, a goddamned powerful one from Chicago’s West Side. Mr. Armijo is a big player, or at least he was before tonight.”

“What was he doing out here in the ’burbs then?”

“That’s what we’d like to know, but whatever it was, it got a top FCK leader gunned down, and that ain’t good for Stonebridge.”

Obviously not. I nodded. “What happens now?”

“In short, I think Chicago’s problems are about to become Stonebridge’s problems.”

​
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Chapter 2​
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Few people had ever enjoyed a sunrise from the Stonebridge police station parking lot, I assumed. A shame. The location offered a great view.

Police had yet to return any of my calls or emails overnight, but I knew the SPD spokesmen would be heading in to work soon, so I got some coffee, parked near the front doors, and waited.

With the assumption that Alex was right—that it was in fact Miguel Armijo that had been killed last night—I’d spent the evening digging into Armijo’s life. According to plenty of articles online, he had a knack for getting arrested. Known to other gang members as “Joker,” he’d had plenty of drug and weapons charges filed against him in the scant twenty-eight years he’d been alive. However, he’d managed to avoid long stays behind bars.

While he’d been in and out of prison, he rarely stayed for longer than a couple years at a time. The longest he’d served was about four years. That longer stay came after he was convicted of shooting at rival gang members, and because he was a felon who’d been in possession of a firearm.

I’d managed to track down a few of his social media profiles too. First, I found what seemed to be Armijo’s Instagram account. Neither his name or nickname were attached to it, but in one of the more recent photos, a man who looked like Armijo posed while flashing a gang sign and holding a handgun. The man sat on the hood of a Mercedes, one with a custom matte gray vinyl wrap, which looked a lot like the car I’d seen last night.

His Facebook profile was easier to find and verify, but the privacy settings didn’t allow me to see much. He had a spattering of other social media accounts, but it seemed he didn’t use those much.

Though a good start, I’d found nothing to give me any clues as to why he was in Stonebridge last night, or why someone gunned him down while here.

With the sun now shining, and my coffee long since gone, I reclined my seat a little as I listened to the radio. Surprisingly, with all that happens in Chicagoland in a given day, WBBM’s top story was last night’s shooting in Stonebridge. Notably though, they didn’t name the dead man by the Mercedes, which told me that none of their calls and emails had been returned either. At least SPD was ignoring everyone, and not just me.

I grabbed my coffee cup and tilted it toward my lips, but a pang of sadness swept over me when I remembered it was empty. Annoyed, I set the cup back in the drink holder when I noticed Erik Kritzer walking toward the front door of the SPD building.

I stumbled out of my car and hurried toward him as I fished my notebook out of my coat pocket. “Mr. Kritzer!”

He turned toward me quickly but his posture slinked when he realized who’d called his name.

“Mr. Kritzer.” I repeated myself, this time with a softer tone. “I was wondering if you’ve ID’d the victim in last night’s shooting yet?”

“We have been unable to make a positive identification. It could take some time. We will be sure to send out a press release when we have more information.”

“I’m hearing the victim was Miguel Armijo. Any truth to that?”

He released a sharp breath. “Like I said, we’ve been unable to make a positive identification at this time. We hope to know more soon, and we ask that any members of the public with any information call SPD and ask to speak to a detective.”

“Is the Fox Valley Narcotics Task Force involved in the investigation?”

He nodded. “Yes, the task force is investigating the events that led up to this incident.”

“Does SPD believe the shooting was drug related?” I knew it did, but I needed him to confirm it.

“We are in the very early stages of a very complex investigation. We have not yet determined any factors in this incident.”

Clearly, I needed to press him a little harder. “But since the Narcotics Task Force is investigating, there is clearly some link to drugs, is that correct?”

“We will issue a press release as soon as we’ve made those determinations.”

He knew more than he was saying. I just had to keep pushing. “But drugs are a possible reason for the shooting, correct?”

Kritzer released a sharp sigh. “At this time, we are investigating whether drugs played a role in this shooting.”

“What makes you think drugs could be involved?”

“Mr. Larsen, I will be sure you get a copy of the press release as soon as it’s ready.” He turned away from me and reached for the door handle.

I had one last chance. “Can you at least say if it was another drug dealer who was killed?”

He yanked the door open and hurried inside.

***
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I found Murph sitting on the edge of my desk, talking on my phone. Years ago, it was his desk and his phone, and it seemed that sometimes he forgot he had an office with a door now.

As I approached, he nudged my chair with his foot, causing it to roll toward me. I dropped my things next to my desk, then took a seat.

He mumbled into the phone. “Mmm-hmm.”

I nudged my mouse to wake up my computer. Murph’s ass took up half my desk, so I couldn’t do much else.

“Great. Thanks again. We’ll talk soon.” He dropped the handset hard onto the base and turned toward me. “That was an old police source of mine in Schaumburg. He says they’re also hearing that this shooting is related to the Fifth City Kings.”

“On the record?”

Murph shook his head. “Just background at this point.”

“So, basically, it’s probably related to a Chicago gang. It’s probably a gang member that’s dead. And it’s probably drug related. That’s not going to fill many column inches or be a very interesting read.”

Murph chuckled, a rarity for him. “I take it SPD didn’t give you anything new?”

“Same ol’ party line. A press release will land in my inbox once they’re ready to tell us anything.”

He nodded as he leaned forward, allowing the momentum to sway him onto his feet. “Well, stick with it, kid.” He patted me on the shoulder. “See if you can have an update to me by deadline today. It’d be great if we had confirmation of the dead guy’s name.”

I lowered my face into my hands and rested my head on my desk. The day had just started and I was already exhausted.

“Wow.” A soft voice called from behind me. “Sleeping at your desk at the start of the day? You are absolutely the laziest reporter I’ve ever worked beside.”

I raised my head to see Meghan settling into her desk. Although we’d only worked together for a few months, I’d come to expect her special brand of sarcasm first thing each morning.

“Yeah?” I said as I watched her sit down at her desk to my right. “Well, by far, you’re the biggest smart ass I’ve ever worked beside.”

She smiled, then pushed her glasses up her nose as they slid. “Long night?”

I rested my chin on my hands and sighed. “Do I look that bad?”

“Definitely.” She smiled slyly. “But no worse than usual.”

“Thanks.”

She chuckled. “I’m kidding. You look fine. I heard about the shooting and figured you probably had a late one.”

“I did. And an early morning. Yet I still don’t know much about what happened.”

“Is Murph on your case about it?”

“Actually, he’s in a pretty good mood.”

She glanced toward his office. “What was he like as a reporter?”

“I don’t really remember. I wasn’t around him a lot back then, and I was basically just a kid. To me, he was just one of my father’s friends.”

“What was their relationship like?”

“They were like brothers. Fought a lot. Laughed a lot.” I felt my throat tighten. I still missed Dad a lot, and talking about him hurt more than I wanted to admit to anyone. “Why do you ask?”

“It’s just hard to imagine him sitting at your desk, chasing stories, facing deadlines.”

I could imagine it. While I didn’t remember much about Murph from his days as a reporter, I grew up watching my dad do this job. He brought a lot of his work home, and he was never really off the clock or off deadline. He loved it though, and the more I watched him work, the more I wanted to be just like him.

Dad’s world had been so drastically different though. For most of his career, he had no Google or Facebook to help track down sources. Reporters from competing newspapers routinely tried to scoop your stories, and almost no records were available online or in easily searchable databases. I’m not sure he would have used them if they were available though. My dad hated the internet, was convinced it would destroy journalism, and he hasn’t exactly been proved wrong yet.

Meghan tapped a finger on my desk. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“I don’t know. Seems like you left me for a little bit. I didn’t mean to drag you down with talk of your dad.”

“It’s okay. It shouldn’t make me sad, right? It’s been over two years.”

“I don’t think time has anything to do with it. Someone you deeply care about was taken from you. I think it’s okay to feel sad about that—two years later, or twenty years later.”

She made a good point. Dad hadn’t simply died. He was taken from us. Someone shot him in the chest and left him to die in an alleyway.

“I’m sorry.” She tilted her head in sympathy. “I shouldn’t have pried or made you talk about it.”

“It’s okay.” And it was. Meghan was one of the few people I felt comfortable discussing it with. “I never know when it’s going to punch me in the stomach, you know? I miss him all the time. That sadness is always there, and sometimes, without warning, it just hits me harder than usual.”

She stood up from her desk and stepped toward mine with her arms outstretched. “Come here.”

I took a deep breath and swallowed the lump in my throat, then I rolled my chair back and stood up to accept her embrace.

She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed tightly. “I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t you. It’s good to talk about it.”

My cell phone rang.

I squeezed her one more time, then grabbed my phone to see who it was. “Sorry. It’s Alex. I’ve been trying to track him down.”

She smiled as I answered my phone.

Alex, always short on words, asked if I was at work, told me he was in the Gazette’s parking lot, and demanded that I come outside and meet him.

He hung up before I could respond to any of it.

I turned to Meghan. “I’ve got to go meet Alex, but hey, don’t feel bad for bringing my dad up. It’s nice to have someone to talk to about him.”

She smiled again. “I’m here anytime.”

I told her I’d be back in a few minutes, then grabbed a notebook from my desk and headed to the parking lot.

Alex wasn’t officially working the case, but as one of only a handful of detectives in a small department, he usually knew what the other detectives had learned about their cases. He’d also worked on a gang unit early in his career, so if Armijo’s death was gang related, he’d at least be able to provide me some background on gang activity in the area.

His unmistakable unmarked cop car sat parked at the edge of the lot. I hadn’t grabbed my coat, stupidly assuming he would have parked near the entrance, like most people would have. My cold walk across the entirety of the parking lot reminded me that Alex didn’t do anything like most people. He did everything like a cop.

I opened the passenger door and eagerly plopped into the seat. It was sort of warm in his car, even with the heater off. He chewed something, and an array of fast food items sat on his dashboard.

I wrung my hands together as I tried to get blood to flow to my fingertips. “Sorry for interrupting your breakfast.”

Alex smirked. “I’ve got an extra egg croissant, if you’d like.”

“I’m good, thanks.”

He shrugged as though I’d passed up a great offer.

I blew warm air into my hands, hoping the gesture might prompt him to turn up the heat.

He didn’t.

“Did you find anything else out?”

“Yes and no.” He unwrapped his breakfast sandwich and folded the wrapper back to create a paper holder for his food. “All of this is off the record, okay?”

“Yeah.”

“All right, while we’re not officially ID’ing the dead guy yet, it was definitely Mr. Armijo.”

“So, what brings a big-time Chicago gang leader all the way out to Stonebridge on a cold December evening?”

“Maybe he’s got a girlfriend.” Alex took a bite of his breakfast.

“Maybe, but playing the odds and assuming he doesn’t have family or a girlfriend here, what would draw a high-ranking member of the Fifth City Kings all the way out here?”

Alex swallowed his food. “I would assume it’s a business trip.”

“What business would FCK have in Stonebridge?”

He snort-laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re naive enough to think Chicago drug gangs don’t run their product through the ’burbs. Shit, dude, that’s most of their business.”

“No, I get that, but isn’t it rare for top leaders to come deal with shit out here?”

He nodded before taking another bite of his food. “Yeah, it is.”

“So, what’s important enough for Armijo to come here himself? What business brought him to Stonebridge?”

“The kind that got him shot to death.”

I nodded. That part was obvious. “FCK is heavy into drug trafficking, correct?”

“Very heavy.” Alex took another bite of his sandwich.

“And those drugs are being trafficked in Stonebridge, right?”

Alex washed his food down with a gulp of orange juice. “It’s safe to say they are. It’s not something we’ve tracked specifically, but FCK is deep into the heroin and cocaine trade all over Chicagoland. I have no doubt some of it comes through here, and if not, maybe they’re moving their cash through Stonebridge. Stashing it here for later distribution.”

“Why do that here?”

“To provide better isolation. These larger trafficking organizations are smart enough to keep drugs and cash separate. They’ll have stash houses in one area where the drugs are kept for distribution, and they’ll keep separate stash houses for the cash far away from the drugs. A lot of the cash ends up getting sent back to cartels in Mexico, and it’s possible Mr. Armijo was overseeing something like that.”

“Are you telling me cartels are operating in Stonebridge?”

Alex finished his sandwich and crinkled the wrapper into a ball. “In a way. It’s unlikely that actual cartel members are living here, but a lot of Chicago’s street gangs are trafficking cartel drugs, that much is for sure. What we’ve seen is that one group is in charge of transporting drugs across the border, and another group is responsible for getting them to places like Chicago, where kilos are fronted to street dealers.” He tossed the wrapper onto the dash. “The street dealers sell the fronted product, and they’re expected to bring a specific amount of cash to a contact person. If the cash makes it to that person, the dealer is fronted more product. If not, we find that person dead somewhere, and then the cartel finds a new guy to front drugs to.”

“So, you think maybe Armijo was supposed to bring cash to someone but failed to bring the right amount?”

Alex shook his head. “He’s too big a player to be on the hook for cartel cash.”

“Okay, so, what then? You think Armijo was the contact point? Someone was supposed to bring him the cash?”

“Yeah, it’s possible he was on the money transport side of things. The cartel wants their cash sent to Mexico, so there tends to be an entirely separate group of trusted people who prepare the cash for shipment and transport it to the border. Then there’s usually someone paid a few percentage points of the total cash to drive it into Mexico.”

“Okay, so where do you think Armijo fits into this?”

“Your guess is as good as mine at this point, dude. Maybe he didn’t show up with the right amount of cash, or maybe someone else in FCK fucked-up somehow. Maybe he pissed the wrong people off, or maybe his death is connected to one of a dozen other possibilities.”

I wasn’t getting anywhere. I already had a list of possible reasons he was shot and killed. What I needed was the actual reason. “What about the other two that were killed recently, Hunter Blazek and Justin Kittner? Any connection to Armijo?”

“None that we know of. While both Blazek and Kittner had drug arrests on their record, there’s no indication they were FCK members. Besides, FCK is a Hispanic street gang from Chicago’s West Side. Neither Blazek or Kittner were Hispanic or from Chicago.”

“What’s your gut say? Are all three deaths related somehow?”

“Only in the sense that all three seem to be about drugs and pissing off powerful people in the drug biz.”

“You don’t think there’s any connection beyond that?”

“Not on the surface.” He swallowed another gulp of juice as he contemplated my question. “Blazek might be connected to Kittner, but I haven’t seen anything that connects them to Armijo.”

“Okay, so assuming Blazek and Kittner weren’t FCK members, what if they were working with FCK on something? Something that got them and Armijo killed?”

Alex shook his head again. “I don’t see it. FCK is big and powerful compared to local punks like Blazek and Kittner.”

“Okay, then what’s the gang connection to Stonebridge? Some kind of turf war?”

“Doesn’t seem too likely at this point. FCK had been at war with Los Asesinos Hermosa, another Hispanic gang out of Chicago’s West Side, but all indications are that FCK reached some type of truce or alliance with LA. Best we can tell, the truce is about protecting territory against black gangs on the West Side. We haven’t seen them make any other alliances, certainly not with white suburban kids like Blazek and Kittner.”

“Did Blazek or Kittner have any gang ties at all?”

“Depends on your definition of gang. Blazek had some ties to a DTO.”

“A drug trafficking organization?”

“Yeah. One based out of Elgin. Rumors are it’s headed by a guy named Dante D’Amato, a dude with some old school mob connections. Anyway, Blazek and D’Amato did time together in Joliet, but beyond that, we were never able to nail down much of a connection. Blazek had been hit with possession with intent to distribute charges over a half dozen times, so he was definitely dealing drugs—and we’ve always assumed he was dealing for D’Amato, we’ve just never been able to prove it.”

“What about Kittner? I’ve seen his criminal record. He was arrested for possession, what, twice?”

“Something like that. Familiar story there. We were able to connect him to some of the bigger players in the area, so we’re sure he was moving large amounts of narcotics, but we weren’t able to prove it in court.”

“Yet you don’t think either Blazek or Kittner were tied to Armijo, the Fifth City Kings, or any other drug gangs from Chicago?”

Alex shrugged, turned his palms in the air. “Me personally? Sure, I think there may be a connection, but welcome to police work, dude. What we know and what we can prove in court are usually separated by a few miles.”

I stared at my notes. “So, basically, it was Armijo who got shot last night. He may or may not have been in town on gang-related activity. Blazek and Kittner may or may not have been drug traffickers, and they may or may not be connected in some way to Armijo or the reason he was in town? And I’m not allowed to quote you on any of this?”

“Sounds right.” Alex chuckled. “Hope I cleared all kinds of shit up for you, dude.”

“Welcome to journalism, where what we know and what we can print are usually separated by a few miles.”

***
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A vigilante was knocking off drug dealers. At least this was the leading theory among the Gazette’s social media followers, and those same followers had already tried and convicted Kenneth York, a forty-four-year-old father of two from the city’s east side.

Kenneth’s seventeen-year-old son, Jackson, died last year of a fentanyl overdose. Jackson had been an honor roll student at East Stonebridge High, my alma mater. He was also on the track team, and had even run for student government at one point, things I never even considered doing.

At some point, and for reasons unclear, Jackson started taking opioids in pill form. He died after swallowing a counterfeit pill that contained fentanyl.

Those on social media decided that Kenneth York’s anger and sadness over Jackson’s death provided more than enough motive for him to go on a killing spree of drug dealers. To me, Jackson’s death didn’t seem like enough for Kenneth to commit multiple murders, and I’ve rarely jumped on board conspiracy theory trains.

However, a few things made me think this particular theory deserved at least a few minutes of my time. For one, during an interview with a Chicago TV station this past summer, Kenneth threatened to kill drug dealers. The threat was generic and not directed at any specific people, and it seemed to be made from grief, but it was at least a possibility that Kenneth had decided to make good on the threat. A couple months after that interview, Kenneth was arrested for harassing a group of teens in a park. According to the police report, he thought the kids were selling drugs, but police didn’t find any evidence to support those claims.

It would have been a large jump to go from yelling at small-time drug dealers in a park to violently gunning down a high-ranking Chicago gang leader, but maybe Kenneth figured cutting off the dragon’s head was a better approach. It was a bit crazy to think that a suburban dad who managed a sports apparel store in a mall would be capable of tracking down and killing big-time drug traffickers, but it wasn’t completely impossible either.

I at least wanted to hear what Kenneth had to say about the incident in the park, but he was more difficult to track down than I’d imagined. I checked with employees at his store in the Stonebridge Square Shopping Center, but they said Kenneth no longer worked there. Seems he’d been the manager up till about three weeks ago, when he was let go for reasons the employees I spoke with didn’t elaborate on. One employee pointed me in the direction of a sports bar across the street that, apparently, Kenneth had frequented in the past.

I left my car in the busy mall parking lot and walked across the street to Sammy’s, a hole-in-the-wall dive bar in a strip mall. When I opened the door to the dark tavern, a musty odor hit me, like a wet dog on a hot day. The huge place sat largely empty, with just a few people scattered in the open room, some at tables, a few others on stools at the bar, sipping beers and staring at some sports talk show on a large TV mounted above a colorful assortment of liquor bottles.

I’d seen Kenneth on TV a couple times, but didn’t really know what he looked like. I took a shot and asked the bartender. He seemed to know Kenneth well, and pointed toward a table in the back corner, where a man sat alone in front of a half-empty pitcher of beer.

“Mr. York?” I spoke loudly, competing with the chatter coming from another TV mounted on a wall near the booth.

The man’s head turned slowly to look at me. “Yeah?”

“Are you Kenneth York?”

He exhaled a slow breath as he straightened his posture. “I am.”

“My name’s Jakob Larsen. I’m a reporter with the Gazette.”

“Seriously? This shit again?” He pulled the pitcher of beer closer, as if afraid I would steal it. “Look, I’ve said it before.” He hoisted the pitcher high above the mug for effect, then poured himself a refill. “I was wrong about the damn kids, okay?” With the mug topped off, he set the pitcher down in the center of the table. “Can’t you guys just let the courts deal with me?” He glanced at me for a moment, then took a huge swig from the mug.

Clearly, I needed a different approach. “Mr. York, I’m not here about that. I was hoping to speak with you a little bit about some allegations being made online. It seems there are people who think you’re responsible for the death of Miguel Armijo.”

He turned his head toward me and his eyes narrowed as he examined my face. This was it. I’d either get an admission that would lead to a huge scoop, or he’d laugh in my face. “Who?”

Or he’d have no idea what I was talking about.

“Miguel Armijo. He was gunned down last night in front of a flower shop off Stearns.”

Kenneth snorted. “And you think I did it?” He took another chug of beer.

“Me personally? No. But Armijo was a known drug dealer. He’s one of three drug dealers that have turned up dead in the past couple months, and there are a lot of people who think someone is specifically targeting drug dealers.”

He snorted again and put his hands in the air, like a kid playing the part of a robber in an old-fashioned game of Cops and Robbers. “You got me. I shot ’em.” His words were not sincere.

I motioned to the empty booth across from him. “Mind if I sit down?”

“It’s still a free country.”

I set my notebook on the edge of the table and slid into the booth. “Care to tell me how you killed him? What caliber gun did you use?”

He smiled, seemingly amused that I’d called his bluff. “So, because drugs took my son, that makes me the killer of every drug dealer in town? Did it ever occur to you that the people that peddle this poison to our kids have all kinds of enemies, and eventually, one of ’em is going to pop off a few shots.”

“Mr. York, I am very sorry for your loss, and I’m not trying to compound that grief by coming to you with rumors, and I’m certainly not here to accuse you of anything.”

He traced the condensation around the bottom of his mug with a finger. “Then why are you here?”

It was a fair question. I didn’t really plan on writing a story about hearsay and rumors of a vigilante killer. I’d been so focused on trying to track Kenneth down that I hadn’t thought a lot about what I’d ask him when I found him. “I guess I’m hoping you can set my mind at ease. If you tell me you didn’t kill Miguel Armijo, I’ll accept your word. I’m just trying to follow all the leads I can on this one.”

He took a sip of his beer, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I didn’t kill that guy. I don’t even know who he is.”

I nodded. “Like I said, I just thought I’d ask since some people seem to think you might have.”

“People believe all kinds of shit.” He swallowed another gulp of beer. “Bigfoot. Aliens. All kinds of fucking stupid shit. Can’t stop nobody from makin’ dumb-ass assumptions.”

“You can probably see why people make those assumptions though, right? That they’re fueled by the threats you made on TV.”

“What threats?” He snorted. “I said that I’d like to kill every drug dealer. Wouldn’t you? If someone you loved was taken from you, you’d want someone to pay for it, right?”

I nodded in agreement, then took a deep breath. The lump in my throat prevented me from speaking.

He nodded along with me. “Well then, that’s all I meant by that. And truthfully, I fucking mean it. I’d still like to kill every goddamned drug dealer, but I can’t. And even if I did, it wouldn’t stop others from going through this shit, would it? If I killed every goddamned dealer in Illinois tonight, more would pop up in a few days.” He grabbed the pitcher angrily and refilled his mug, this time without the theatrics.
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