
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


PRODIGAL

- A Crime Thriller -

L.R. Stahlberg

PRODIGAL

Copyright © 2025 by L. R. Stahlberg

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Published by:

Rogue Wolf Books

Woodstock, IL

[image: ]

www.lrstahlberg.com

Cover Design and Formatting by The Book Khaleesi



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​BOOKS by L.R. STAHLBERG


[image: ]




SUSPENSE THRILLER

Prodigal

URBAN FANTASY

The Nevermore Casefiles

GRAPHIC NOVELS

Moby Dick

The Three Musketeers

NOVELLAS

The Battle of Crooked Horn: Tales of the Hunter

Honor Among Thieves

Codename Orchid

ANTHOLOGY SHORT STORIES

Ravenwood Stepson of Mystery Volume 4

The New Deal: Masks and Mutations



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


[image: ]




Acknowledgments and thanks to my beta readers, who helped clean up my drafts and add touches of authenticity along the way. Special thanks to Paul Bishop for his education in police procedures and the art of interrogation.

To those who stuck by me through thick and thin. To those who get it when I disappear and treat me like I never left no matter how much time may pass.

And to Vanna Maria, who reminds me to never lose sight of what really matters in life.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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I stabbed at the earth in silence. Faces of dead men flashed before me with each strike of the shovel. I kept focus by tuning out my thoughts to the steady rhythm of the grim task.

A surly, fair-haired man kept vigilant watch. “Once we’re done here, Jeb will lay fresh sod and replace the headstones,” he said. “He’ll make it look like just another row of graves.”

I paused in my work long enough to draw one steady breath, the closest I could risk to getting actual rest until dawn. I regarded the dark shapes lined up on the ground beside the older man. The moon offered little light to see by, but we couldn’t use flashlights, or we would risk being spotted from the gates.

Tomorrow morning, it will be like nothing happened.

“Events are in motion to make sure there are no problems getting you enlisted, but they aren’t so far along that we can’t turn them around. I agreed to help, and the terms of that help haven’t changed. You disappear. But there are other ways.”

I returned to my work. The shovel struck. The dirt gave way. Repeat. Chuff... shish.

“You’re certain this is what you want to do?”

Chuff... shish.

He took in a heavy breath and nodded. “I called my buddy at the recruiting office. He’ll be expecting you. They may need a letter from your parole officer. I doubt it, but we might run into a hardass on the review board that my friend can’t run around. If they need a waiver, it’s taken care of.”

That gave me another second's pause. The more people you add to a circle, the harder it is to keep it closed.

As if reading my mind, the older man said, “Let me worry about the details. You stay focused on keeping up appearances. The process takes a few weeks at least, if not months. That's more time than you can stay hidden, so you’ll just need to keep your head down.”

Chuff... shish.

“You can’t see her anymore.”

Chuff.

“The minute you do, all bets are off. I told you to say goodbye while you still could.”

“I know, Jack. That was the deal.”

“A deal implies that one party or the other gains something, Marcus. Now do you get it? Do you finally see what I’ve been trying to protect her from?”

I looked again at the improvised body bags of tarp and duct tape; down at my filthy, calloused hands; at my feet covered in the dirt of a shallow grave. I tried to hold her image in my mind until it faded with the smell of blood, grime, and molding plastic.

Chuff... shish.
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Chapter 1
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I stared out the window of the 737 as it made its descent. For a moment, you could see the downtown skyline peeking through the fog. Buildings one-fifth the size, but miles closer than the distant towers raced by in a blur, then shook with a rude jolt.

The thump of the landing gear meeting concrete drew me out of my haze. The wind shrieked against the wing flaps, then ebbed from deafening wail to dull roar until the plane settled into its cautious crawl to the gate. 

I ran a hand over my head with a restless sigh, brushing through the mat of spiky, dusk-brown hair that had replaced the stubble of my crew cut over the last few weeks.

“You must be anxious,” said a creaky voice next to me.

The tiny gray-haired lady in the aisle seat smiled. “Being home, I mean. Eight years is a long time.” She'd been fascinated by me from the moment we took off and chatted me up most of the trip. I wasn't in uniform anymore, just jeans and a beige pullover shirt, but she said I had that “GI look,” whatever that meant.

I smiled awkwardly, turning in mild surprise as the whole plane suddenly burst into a flurry of activity. At the sound of a chime, every belt unfastened in unison, unleashing passengers into the aisle in a mad Pavlovian rush. The stewardess's voice boomed over the din of passengers and luggage bumping against the bins and seats, cutting off my attempt at a more polite reply.

“It was very nice meeting you, Marcus,” the nice lady said when the noise level broke. She patted my hand as she stood.

“You, too, Mrs. Flynn,” I said. “Hope your brother pulls through. I know he’ll be happy to see y—”

I shot out of my seat on instinct, pushing into the throng of passengers to catch an overstuffed paisley bag from the overhead bin, lest it flatten the poor lady. She positively beamed as I set the bag down before her. “Thank you, young man.”

I nodded politely, but again my attempt to reply was interrupted. I looked around, flush with the realization that I was officially in everyone’s way. With a resigned sigh, I pulled a leather satchel and a fleece-lined denim coat from the overhead bin and filed out with other passengers. No more excuses.

I reminded myself that the mission was on target. I got all my stuff off base. I'd get my luggage, grab a taxi, go home, enjoy a homemade meal, and bunk down for a solid eight hours of uninterrupted sleep before dealing with the firestorm that awaited me.

But all that required getting off the damn plane first.

At the end of the boarding tunnel, I entered the manic atmosphere of Chicago O’Hare Airport on a Friday afternoon. Loudspeakers chattered from every direction in an endless stream of safety reminders and instructions. Vacationers and businessmen passed at varying degrees of eagerness, depending on whether they were escaping from or returning to their regular lives.

I glanced at a billboard of Richard M Daley welcoming me to the city. I'd read that our Mayor For Life had actually declined to run again in 2011. Never thought I'd see the day. I wondered if his successor would put on a show of trying to clean up this town or...

With that thought, an old but familiar instinct gnawed at me. My eyes narrowed as I sifted through the maze of bustling travelers. Amid the sea of humanity, two guys stood outside a newsstand opposite my gate; one short, with a mop of disheveled black hair, and a stocky guy with a thinning gray ring around his temples. 

It was hard to be sure if it was their lousy suits or their failed show of not looking at me that caught my attention. I glowered all the same.

Two thoughts cleared a path through the jumbled emotions sloshing around in my head. One: They better not be who I think they are. Because two: Since they knew when my flight was landing, they probably knew a hell of a lot more about me than I cared to consider.

I pushed that aside and kept a casual pace down the rest of the terminal. No sense in dwelling. It was a long walk.

I slowed my pace in the baggage claim area, making a point of loitering at the information monitors. One of them stopped just in the corner of my peripheral vision. His buddy kept walking around the screens toward a pay phone.

Eventually, suitcases rolled out of the wall on the conveyor. Surprisingly, I spotted my two solidly packed Army surplus duffel bags pretty quickly, but let them pass. I passively noted Mop-haired guy watching the bags roll by in the next turnstile while Baldy kept chatting on the phone. 

My bag completed its circuit around. Back into the wall. Once more. On the third pass, both guys were still hanging around. In the exact same spots.

Dammit.

I scooped up the heavy bundle and headed out to the taxi pick-up, counting the seconds till I figured Columbo and Kojak would fall in behind. 

With every step, I could feel steam building behind my ears. As I passed through the sliding exit doors, I braced myself for a one-eighty spin, putting the final touches on my prepared tirade on harassment and civil rights.

But then I hit the sidewalk. Something about the unique combination of brisk autumn air, wailing traffic, and the acidic odor of gasoline and asphalt ganged up on my senses. I stood there for a good three heartbeats just absorbing the moment.

That’s when it hit me.

I'm home.

“Marcus? Oh my God.”

It took a second to register the woman's voice. I recognized it instantly, but my brain fought to accept it. First came yet more confirmation that I clearly failed to keep my return quiet. Like the cops, her presence was too much to be a coincidence. Guess it didn't matter that I didn't tell anyone. I apparently didn't need to. Was I really that big a deal?

Next came the rush of anticipation. While her voice stirred every memory of her face it could find, I tried to remind myself that those images were dated.

Then came the razor-sharp sense of dread. I felt my muscles tense reflexively, braced for fight or flight just as soon as my brain thawed enough to issue the command.

Instead, I just turned, blinking in unmasked surprise.

“Kelly?” I asked as if I still wasn't sure.

Kelly O’Connor stood facing me another second, sizing me up not unlike an enemy sniper. Without further ceremony, she marched toward me. I quashed that flight instinct as realization set in that she was smiling. Not just smiling but grinning from ear to ear. She picked up her pace, each step chipping away time until it felt like the last day I saw her—the day I said goodbye.

Her wavy red hair was longer than I remembered. The cut of her snug jeans, form-fitting black shirt, and tapered jacket added interesting new definitions to her slender curves. She'd put on a little weight. Not in a way that she should take as anything less than a compliment, though I doubted she would if I brought it up.

Before any of those pleasant thoughts could settle in, I caught a glimpse of silver from the ring finger of her left hand. Time collapsed back to the present as she all but tackled me. Her arms wrapped around me, and I couldn't decide if I cared that her last name wasn't O’Connor anymore.

“I can't believe it's really you,” she said and squeezed tighter. She held me there in silence with her arms locked in a vise grip for—Hell, who cares how long. I hugged her back and rocked a little. Her hair smelled like strawberries.

Kelly abruptly pulled away with a sniffle, wiping at puffy eyes. “Oh my God, let me look at you. Damn!” She smirked, gripping my biceps. Suddenly, her hand shot up to my head. “Ooh, your hair's fuzzy,” she giggled.

I might have taken exception to being petted like a dog, but I was smiling too stupidly to object. 

Suddenly her grin melted, and her hand drew back. 

She hesitated, then reached back up and traced a scar leading from my left temple up into my hairline. Her expressive eyes tightened, like I'd just been wounded yesterday. Like she'd seen me get shot herself. A new silence hung between us until she threw her arms back around me.

I hugged back so tight I picked her up a little bit.

“I missed you, too, Kel,” I said. “You have no idea.”

“Oh, I might have some idea,” she whispered.

The whole greeting was one hell of a curve ball already, but the way her last comment bordered on flirtatious added a new level of 'huh?' I never saw coming. Mind you, I appreciated this reception a lot more than the one I expected, considering the note we left on. I'd prepared myself for a slap in the face at best, far more likely a kick in the nuts.

I squeezed one more time, braced to wake up in my seat back on the plane next to Mrs. Flynn. It took another heartbeat to register that this was actually happening.

On that note, it was my turn to pull back a little. “Kel, what are you doing here?”

She just looked at me flatly.

“I mean, how did you even know I was here?” I added to the oddly unsettling silence.

At that, she glanced past my shoulder. It took me a second to process the hint. I'd blissfully forgotten about the first welcoming committee. The revelation that Kojak and Columbo had been ogling our until then perfect moment made me feel kind of dirty.

Before I could turn around and ruin what was left of the memory, Kelly hooked her arm through mine. “C'mon,” she said with forced calm. As if in defiance of the sour mood shift, she winked at me. “Let's get you home, solider.”

I just blinked, dumbstruck as Kelly picked up the black bag I had dropped to catch her tackle hug. It was the smallest one at least, the one I carried on the plane. 

My inner caveman howled in protest, but as with the observation of her weight, I erred on the side of keeping my mouth shut. She didn't give me a chance to object anyway, so I hefted the heavier luggage over my shoulder and fell in line.

We made our way across lanes of hectic traffic jockeying for position on the lower level, designated for arriving flights. Soon we came out from under the concrete ceiling of the departures ramp into the mid-afternoon sun. 

It was one of those days when you couldn't really see the sun behind the sheen of low clouds, though. Light just seemed to emanate from everywhere. After eight years in the desert, the sky looked like an alien world.

Fifty or so yards out, I cast a sideways glance behind us.

“They still back there?” Kelly asked.

“Yeah. Guess Kojak and Columbo didn't want to talk after all. They're both a ways back at the edge of the lot, acting like they're waiting for a shuttle bus.”

“Maybe they are,” Kelly said with a wry grin. “They probably don't make enough to park here. Had to use the economy lot across the street.”

I belted out a laugh, but as I turned my glance to the other side of the lot, all trace of the good mood I was almost in vanished. “Aw, Christ. Did somebody send out fliers?”

Two men walked toward us through the sea of parked cars. 

One I didn't recognize. Stocky was a little too conservative a description for him, more tank-like in his girth. He looked dapper for a wrestling school dropout in his neatly pressed gray slacks and leather overcoat. His pale head was clean-shaven, the top of which could be seen behind the SUV he just passed.

The other guy was Robert Morgan, my once best friend, running buddy, partner in crime, sidekick—though I’m sure he thought of me as the sidekick.

The image of the black-haired kid from my memory updated itself as he came into full view. His already hawkish features had sharpened a little more from age and stress. Life couldn’t have been all bad, though, judging by the thousand-dollar suit and gold watch he was sporting. He was still pretty skinny, though I knew that physical trait was misleading about his strength.

“Bobby?” I said with genuine surprise. Seriously, who printed the fliers with my flight number? “Wow, man. Long time.” I tried to smile but it didn't take. Hopefully, I managed to look cordial.

“Marc Rinaldi,” he said as if my name was a statement unto itself. “I didn't want to believe it. But here you are.”

“Here I am,” I agreed. I eyed Tank, but he didn't seem much for conversation. He just stood with his hands folded casually at his waist, which was a moderately impressive feat for a man of his stature. He seemed content with not getting an introduction, so I obliged by pretending to ignore him.

I glanced at Kelly, trying to get a read on her. Her pace slowed with a guarded posture, a barely perceptible shift in her eyes betraying her confusion and a hint of worry.

“What brings you all the way out to the great wild northwest?” I asked. “Couldn't be me.” O'Hare was way out from what any respectable local called 'the city', nestled in the northwest burbs and a long haul from Bobby's comfort zone.

“Of course it's you, old buddy. I can't welcome a friend home?”

Normally, I might concede the point. But my old buddy and I had parted on less than civil terms. Harsh words were exchanged. Somebody got shot. 

I'd braced myself for things to play out like this, but not right off the freaking plane. Nor did I think Bobby had the stones to do it in public. My guess was neither of them realized that two cops were watching, either, though they were too far away to matter.

I eased the satchel off my shoulder and took a step in front of Kelly.

“Whoa, easy. It ain’t like that,” Bobby interjected. He kept his stance and his tone neutral, with his hands held out at waist level. Tank's posture stiffened, though. A plane roared overhead as we each stood ready for the other to make the slightest move.

Bobby spoke up as the plane’s engines faded into the wind. “Word's out you were back in town. We figured you'd be looking for work. I'm here to extend the invitation. That’s all.”

“We?” I said with a chuckle. I idly glanced toward our police tail. Both of them were still there at the bus stop, noticeably more interested in us now. I shrugged with exaggerated amusement to draw Bobby and Tank's attention back on me. “By 'we' you mean Rayburn?”

This time Bobby shifted his eyes with a hint of confusion. The question hit a nerve. He glanced at Kelly, then back at me. “No,” he said flatly but with a note of hesitation.

“You don't roll with Rayburn's crew anymore,” I stated more than asked.

Bobby's quizzical eyes shifted back to Kelly's and held for a moment. Kelly said nothing, though her expression tensed. A light seemed to flicker in Bobby's head from the silent exchange.

“Rayburn's crew?” he asked with a hearty laugh over the last word. “I thought for sure she was here to recruit you, too. She didn't get to the pitch yet?” Bobby stopped himself and smirked, looking her over. “Or was that gonna wait till after?”

Kelly's eyes narrowed to slits. Bobby's cocky smirk faltered. Her glare still carried the impact of a .50 caliber machine gun. Even Tank took notice.

Me, I was ten kinds of lost.

“Here,” Bobby said after a second or three of awkward silence. He held out a business card. I glanced at it, wondering how this scene must have looked through a telephoto lens. I took the card anyway. “This invitation comes straight from the top, Marc. You got a chance at a fresh start here. Think about it. Give her a call.”

Her? I flipped the card over in my hand. The embossed lettering under the fancy logo provided the office address, phone, fax, and customer service email of the Interglobe Financial Group, of which someone named Janelle Westin was the President and CEO.

“First thing,” I said to mask my complete lack of a clue.

Bobby's smile turned almost polite. “Red,” he said with a cordial nod full of meaningful eye contact. “Good to see you again.”

Kelly looked like she was gritting her teeth too hard to reply.
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Chapter 2
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I waited until Bobby and Tank were out of earshot. As I started to speak up, Kelly made a show of marching off.

“So, you want to tell me what that was about?” I asked after a good minute of walking in restless silence.

Kelly shot a sideways glare at me but stopped herself from saying out loud whatever choice words her first thought had conjured. Instead, she bit out a sigh. 

“Guess I have to now.” She stabbed out her car keys and hit a button. A chirp-chirp drew my attention ahead to a polished, dark gray Mustang as its trunk popped open. 

I regarded the car curiously. The new model bore shades of its classic ancestor’s rugged profile, but with more modern curves. Like everything else I’d seen thus far, it was distinctly her, just updated. I was expecting her dad’s old Charger.

I set my satchel in the trunk, walked around the passenger side, and eased in.

Kelly produced what I first thought was a cigarette. I eyed it curiously, then sniffed the air. Her car smelled, well, like a car.

“You quit smoking?” I asked.

A frazzled expression flashed across her features, followed by a weak smile. “Trying to.”

This was not going to be a fun conversation. She was bracing herself for it. Her eyes darted about as the car backed up. My mind drifted through endless ways to start, none of them delicate. I sensed she wasn’t going to make it any easier, so I threw a dart.

“So does Tim know you're here?”

Her thumb fidgeted with her wedding ring as we wove through the lot at a brisk pace. It wasn't until we reached the exit that she took a tight, measured breath, her thoughts apparently collected.

“Tim's dead, Marc.”

“What?” I spun like I'd suddenly been punched. I'd never even met the guy. I had almost no right to feel anything, yet my heart seized. I didn't know anything about him except that he meant the world to Kelly, which was all that mattered.

No. That’s a lie. I felt shock, yeah. But not grief. I felt guilty. There was so much I wanted to say, so much I needed to tell her. But right at that moment, I was having too much trouble wrapping my mind around two words.

“He's dead?”

Kelly got very focused on driving for a while.

“I'm so sorry,” I said, hoping it sounded as genuine as I meant it. “What happened?”

She gave me a sidelong glance. “Was that offering condolences or an apology?”

“Both?” I offered, still hoping to prompt an explanation and avoid having to talk about me. We were out of the airport, on the Kennedy Expressway, by the time she spoke again.

“He was shot,” she said with a blank expression. “A couple of Two-Niners murdered him over three hundred dollars."

I tried to speak, but only managed to mouth the word “What?”

The 29th Street Lords held firm control over a swath of Chicago's south side. Back in the day, they were a minor pain in the family's ass, isolated to a ten-square-block area where we did business. I met a former Two-Nine banger serving in an E.O.D. Unit once. He told me they'd tripled their territory by the time he got out.

After another second or two of stunned silence, I picked the biggest question off the list scrolling by in my head. “What the hell was he doing in that part of town?”

Kelly pulled in a taut breath. “He was at a nightclub.” She hesitated, then added, “To put a down payment on the DJ for our wedding.”

My eyes widened reflexively when some idiot in the back of my head jumped up and shouted, Wait, she never got married? My gaze fixed on the silver band gleaming from atop the steering wheel until she registered my somber yet quizzical look.

An awkward smile softened her features one instant, but faded the next. “I found it in his things. I've got his in a safe at home.”

I looked out the window, mainly to avert my eyes while mentally kicking my own ass. She was still grieving, and here I was all ready to roll in to try and rekindle—what exactly, I had no idea. You left her, idiot.

I watched a huge backup at the toll booth whiz by. Little sensors overhead scanned Kelly’s car and paid her toll as we raced under a big arch that definitely wasn’t there before. More evidence that time had not stood still while I was off in my own world.

It seemed like my turn to say something, but too many questions colliding in my brain kept my mouth from working.

I knew something was off since the airport terminal. I spotted those cops so easily because I'd spent five years sweeping for car bombs and patrolling for insurgents trained to blend in crowded streets. Kelly made two plainclothes detectives in the middle of a crowd just as quickly.

Then, of course, Bobby’s comment about recruiting threw up a big red flag. Seeing her car clinched it; sturdy and fast, but able to blend in traffic. Her dad’s Charger or the Camaro she always talked about getting in her letters would have been too flashy for a getaway vehicle. Not that you ever want to use your own car on a job, but you never know when you’ll be in a pinch.

“What?” she demanded.

I blinked, abruptly shifting my gaze to meet hers. “What?” I repeated dumbly. “I’m sorry to hear all this, Kel.”

“Bull,” she snapped, looking me dead in the eyes. “I can see the wheels spinning. Go on. Spit it out.”

“I don’t know what you expect me to say. I don’t know what I can say. I feel terrible for you.”

Kelly’s expression softened into a neutral mask. “He was a good man, Marc. You would have liked him.”

It didn't bode well that she felt she needed to assure me of that, which got those wheels spinning in new directions. I just nodded solemnly.

I watched an El train slow to a stop on the tracks ahead, between the inbound and outbound lanes. Studying people on the platform kept my mind distracted for all of five seconds before it started drifting back in circles. We rode in silence for a good while.

By her unreadable expression, I could only guess this wasn’t what she wanted out of our big reunion either. I’m sure the conversation she rehearsed sounded a lot better in her head, but that script got shredded. Something rattled her in that parking lot even more than she let on.

Besides Tim's passing—which was a big enough bomb to drop—there was another big piece of news she wanted to break to me on her own terms, but Bobby and Tank ripped up that script, too. As much as I might have wanted to, I couldn’t let her off the hook that easily.

I tried to keep my voice as casual as I could muster. “So, how did you know when my flight was landing?”

She raised an eyebrow at that. “Annie told me.”

“No, she didn’t, Kel. I explicitly told her not to.”

“I know,” she agreed with just the right touch of guilt. “I'm sorry. I kind of tricked it out of her. She tried to hide—”

“Kelly,” I cut her off with a disappointed sigh. She was referring to Annabelle, my godmother slash legal guardian for four years. Though not related by blood, I called her Zia or la Zi, aunt in Italian. In every way that mattered, she was family. And someone quite capable of keeping a secret.

Kelly looked at me askance, with a better expression of denial than I would have given her credit for. She was really going to play this out if I let her.

“How long have you been working for Rayburn?”

Kelly darted a look of shock in my direction. She looked ready to object, but gave up on the idea almost as quickly. Instead, she breathed a sigh. Of what, I couldn’t tell.

“Surprised the boys let a girl in the clubhouse?”

I just shook my head in disbelief. “I figured you kept kicking money up to Rayburn after Jack left you the garage. The back's still a chop shop, right?”

Kelly shrugged. “And I let them hide boosted cars.”

“See, that's just the cost of doing business. It's a far cry from running his errands.”

She tilted her head in annoyance. “You're an errand?”

“I've been called worse.”

Kelly chuckled. She said nothing in reply, which was telling in itself. The more I made her talk about herself, the more she dug in. I could press the original question and make her more evasive, or take note of the dodge and move on.

“So how did Donnie find out?”

The redhead's eyes relaxed. “We have a guy in the DA's office.”

Oh, we do, do we? I felt my jaw set. The District Attorney's involvement meant warrants, surveillance, wiretaps.

“How much did he tell you?”

“Your mere presence ain't enough, superstar?”

Kelly took my cold expression for the hint that it was. “I actually don't know. Seriously. I do know that word originated from the Feds. It got leaked to Chicago PD somehow and turned into a pissing contest.”

“Hence the Keystone Brothers.”

“Yeah. I was surprised the Feds weren't there.”

“Oh, they were there. We just couldn't see them. They played it a lot smarter because they have better intel on me.”

Kelly tilted her head at me again. “What's that supposed to mean?”

I dismissed the question with a wave and a gruff sigh.

Kelly shrugged. “All I heard was you were coming home.”

“And Bobby? This Westin broad he’s working for has a guy in the DA's office, too?”

“The cops knew. I guess word's on the street.”

Wonderful.

“What do you do for him?” I asked, gambling on another shot at the interrogation.

“Apparently, I run his errands.” The edge in her voice proclaimed her final hint about that line of questioning.

“Alright,” I sighed. “Let's get it over with.”

“Get what over with?”

“Let's go see the man. Right now.”

Kelly looked dumbfounded. “You're kidding me. You've got to be exhausted. Annie's going to get worried. You haven't even called her to let you know you landed yet.”

“Don't bring her into this,” I cut in. “Give me your phone. Drained and irritable is exactly the mood he'll put me in anyway.”

“That's not a good idea. Look, he's moved up in the world, and believe it or not, it's mellowed him out. You're going to want to hear what he has to say with a clear head.”

I held out my hand and looked at her with eyes of stone.

“Phone.”

Kelly tried to hold my gaze, but I had traffic on my side. She took out her cell phone with a frustrated sigh and slapped it in my hand. I dialed.

“Kelly? Did he land safe?”

“Yes, I did, la Zi.”

Annie gasped. “Oh, Marcus, it's so good to hear your voice. How was your flight?”

“Uneventful. Glad to be on the ground. Look, Annie, traffic is insane. I almost forgot how bad it gets. Kelly wants to show me the Garage till it dies down.”

Kelly glared at me. I shrugged.

“That'll be fine, son,” Annie replied. “I'll keep dinner warm for you. I made your favorite.”

“Your eggplant parm?” My mouth started watering. “Can't wait. Love you.”

We hung up, marking the last pleasant words I would speak for the next thirty minutes. 

Kelly kept telling me to chill while we crept down the ironically named 'expressway.' Soon, the rush hour blockade slowed us to a crawl, burning through most of the adrenaline that had sparked my brilliant idea to drive downtown at this time of day.

“Look, I don't care how different things work now,” I finally snapped. “I've only got two words for Donnie, and they sure as hell ain't thank you.”

“For Christ’s sake. You don’t have to kiss his ring.”

I rebuffed her with a dramatic eye roll.

High-rise towers loomed as we drove into the heart of Chicago's Financial District. Rayburn had moved up all right.

Knowing his operation turned corporate came as no amazing surprise. The man played politics like a maestro. He ran his crew like a business, not just a bunch of thugs. I used to crack up hearing street-fed goombas speak in terms of profit margins and market share.

To regular tax-paying, law-abiding citizens who weren't paying for his protection services—and even to some who were—Donald Rayburn radiated the aura of a smart, successful entrepreneur who took good care of his clients and his employees. 

Not that anyone could say what he actually did for a living. Some locals courted him more than once to run for a seat on the Cook County Board, which came as a big hoot to the Commissioners on his payroll.

But as squeaky clean as he made the Machine look, he needed people like me to grease the wheels. I swallowed hard, remembering the sick satisfaction I felt when my headcount of Hajis topped the number of bodies I'd put in Rosehill Cemetery, maintaining that Machine.

With that thought, I realized it was too damn quiet, so I turned on the radio. A heavy guitar riff crashed through the speakers, building around furious drums. A woman's melodic voice joined in, but barely got two notes out before Kelly shut it off.

“Why the hell did you come back, Marc?”

I blinked at the abruptness of the question. And I liked that song, dammit.

“Seriously,” she insisted. “What else did you think was going to happen? If you're this dead set against giving him a chance, then...?” Her words trailed off until she just shrugged, looking helpless.

“Do you know what the difference is between a 'Dishonorable' discharge and an 'Other Than Honorable' discharge?”

“No,” she replied, confused. Her expression shifted as the words registered.

“Neither does any other civilian, Kel. As far as human resources of any reputable company is concerned, I am unhireable. If I'm to find any work at all, honest or otherwise, it won't be thanks to the kindness of strangers. This is the only place in the world I've got friends or family who might give me a fair shake.”

“Wait,” Kelly said. “Are you saying you didn't leave the Army? They kicked you out?”

I looked up, but only when she returned her focus to the stop-and-go traffic ahead. “He really didn't tell you that part? The Feds have to know.”

“No,” she fired back. “He only told me you were coming home. For good, he said, and he gave me your flight number.”

I grunted a noncommittal reply.

“Look, I don't know why he wouldn't tell me that,” she said with subtle emphasis, like she was used to getting full disclosure from her crime lord boss. “But he kept the whole thing oddly quiet. I don't know who else in the organization knows you're here. Maybe no one.”

“Maybe everyone. Word on the street, remember?”

“I don't know, okay.” Kelly slammed a hand on the steering wheel. “Come on, asshole!”

It took a second to realize that last part wasn't directed at me. I hoped it was stupid drivers that set her on edge and not just the news of my status with the government. We swerved up the off-ramp, merging into local traffic like rounding the final bend on a roller coaster. She cast a sideways glance as we reached the first stoplight, but just as quickly looked away.

“You know you can tell me anything, right?”

Damn. This was exactly why I didn't want to tell her.

“I was going to tell you, Kel,” I lied. “I mean, you were going to find out when I asked you for a job.” Like she'd seriously do a background check.

“Schaa,” she chortled. “Like I'd do a background check on you. Please. First, you thought you could just sneak into town like no one would care. Then, you were seriously going to try to keep something that major a secret? From me?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, well, the mission plan might've had a few holes in it.”

“A few,” Kelly agreed. “We're just about there. Last chance to come to your senses.”

I dignified that with a snort.

In surprisingly short order, we arrived at the tower that housed Rayburn’s empire. She cut a sharp U-turn into an alley, coming to a lurching stop on a ramp that led underground.

Kelly pulled a keycard from her sun visor and stretched out the window, waving the card like a magic wand in front of a little black box. Seconds later, the garage door below obediently opened, and the building swallowed us whole.

Okay, now it was too late to come to my senses.

We wove unerringly through the underground complex, sliding smoothly into an awaiting stall. I hopped out as the car shut down, whistling at a sign on the wall.

“Reserved for K. O’Connor. Nice. So, errand girl, huh?”

Kelly flashed a smirk. She strode to an enclosure around the elevators, waved her keycard, and pushed the door open for me. Rather than press the button between the elevators, she waved her keycard yet again at a small panel and stepped back patiently.

“You get the VIP entrance,” she quipped as the doors on the left rolled open.

I noted the camera without looking up. The panel indicated two sublevels, a lobby, then jumped to thirty, and climbed from there. I figured ten-to-one odds that the sub-basement wasn’t on the public elevator, nor was the penthouse office.

I remembered how awestruck I was the first time I walked into Donnie’s office. It was in the back of this dive, Benny’s Pool Hall. To a seventeen-year-old, there was something innately cool about getting to hang out with guys in a place like that; the dim lighting, the smoke lingering in the air. You felt like a real gangster.

Everyone at the bar gave me crap when they realized who I was. The room all but exploded when I ordered a beer. That’s when Donnie walked in. After he found out what the big joke was about, he grinned at me.

“You’re early,” he said. “You didn’t ditch ninth period, did you?”

“No, sir,” I said.

“Sir,” he laughed. “Give the kid a beer.”

I was drinking with Made Men. As far as I was concerned, Donnie Rayburn was God.

I sighed into the silence as we passed the thirtieth floor. Kelly groused at me.

“Unclench, Marc.”

Easy for her to say. One of the scenarios that ran through my mind on the ride here ended with a bullet in the head.

The elevator doors rumbled open to a cathedral-sized office. 

At least that's what I saw beyond the two men in rent-a-cop beige standing in our way. The one closer to me didn’t budge. His face barely moved enough to acknowledge my presence. The other nodded curtly and gestured, leading us to a marble security desk. I followed Kelly with Officer Friendly in tow.

The waiting area created the illusion of an open, welcoming grand hall despite having no windows. It was all art deco and granite finish. Natural light streamed in on either side of a curved wall, where leather furniture and a coffee table formed a spacious waiting area around a giant HDTV. 

Besides being showy, it was a nice way to keep VIPs, as the lady put it, comfortably out of view of surveillance photos from the street while the big man attended to his kingly duties.

“Arms out,” I heard behind me.

I bit back another sigh, holding out my arms so Friendly could pat me down. He even checked the back of my belt. Thorough. Then he circled around, holding a metal wand hooked into a frequency monitor.

“You're kidding me,” I sighed.

I put on a front of bearing the indignity, marveling at the paranoia on display. The counter-surveillance probe that the guard was waving could pick up a wide range of frequencies, even analog signals on older recording devices that didn’t transmit. It normally wasn’t seen in use outside of a three-letter government agency.

On the other hand, it wasn’t paranoia when at least two of those three-letter agencies really were out to get you.

“Go on in,” Friendly said once he was done with his wand.

“Buy me a drink next time,” I said flatly and patted him on the cheek. On that note, we set off to see the Wizard.

High heels echoed off linoleum from half a mile away, drawing my attention from the sheer vastness of the room.

The steady clicking grew louder in step with a stunning blonde from Victoria’s Secret Staffing Agency. She smiled brightly and extended her hand. I accepted it, returning a smile of my own and forcing my eyes to stay level.

“Hi,” she beamed. “You must be Mr. Rinaldi. I’m Andrea Nitka, Mr. Rayburn’s executive assistant. I wasn’t expecting you till tomorrow.”

And the part of the naughty secretary will be played by Miss Nitka.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I heard myself say. “I can come back if you’re too busy.”

She laughed, which somehow made me smile a little more. “No, Don’s not too busy,” she said. “In fact, your timing is perfect. They’re almost done in there. You can go right in.”

Some muffled, distant part of my brain wondered who ‘they’ were.

Someone cleared their throat next to me.

“Oh, Kelly,” Miss Nitka said cheerily. “Your voicemail is full again. I rerouted your calls and took some messages for you while you were gone.” She held out a wad of notes written in impeccable shorthand.

Kelly hesitated a second, then took them. “Thank you, Andrea.” 

She kept her voice upbeat, but I caught the underlying tone of suspicion. If Andrea caught it too, she didn’t let on. Of course, I hadn’t been looking at her face at the time.

“You coming?” I heard from somewhere as Miss Nitka sashayed back across the stadium to her desk. It’s good to be the king.

“Marc,” Kelly hissed.

I could almost hear her eyes roll as we trekked toward a pair of ornate oak doors, which Andrea opened without further ceremony.

A stream of popping flashbulbs filled the air upon our entrance. All we saw at first were lighting rigs. Laptops, photo equipment, and makeup cluttered a conference table to our left. Framed posters showcasing a range of Raycom Industries ad campaigns lined the wood-paneled walls. 

I found myself staring at one, a silly cartoon of a white rabbit madly trying to outrun a turtle in a racecar.

“That one was my idea,” Kelly whispered with marked pride. “You like it?”

I did. But I was too busy absorbing reality to comment. Seeing Rayburn’s world close up and personal had put a dash of surreal on an already insane afternoon. 

To say Donnie had made it big was the king of understatement. Besides being a global player in business consulting, Raycom made an ungodly number of products that I saw and used every day.

Like the IR beam on my sidearm.

“Marcus!” a gruff, but pleasant voice called out.

Slowly, I turned. And there he stood, framed against the backdrop of his old stomping ground as seen from his ivory tower. 

His midsection was a little wider, his wrinkles a little deeper, and his once-dark hair a little lighter and a lot thinner, but those signs of age only heightened his aura of dignified strength. Donald Rayburn looked every bit the modern-day Al Capone.

Seriously—he was dressed in a black pin-striped suit with a pink boutonniere, a matching pink tie, a big honking cigar in hand, and a black fedora tipped to one side like James Cagney.

Another camera flash popped. “Alright, Don, I think that’s a wrap. We got some winners in that last set. You’re going to love this article.”

“Please tell me I can keep this outfit, Sergio,” Donnie laughed. “It’s hysterical.”

I saw the photographer wince. “It’s all yours,” he said anyway. “You were a great model. You earned it.”

Sergio looked over his shoulder. He had that same mix of curiosity and worry that an animal gets when it senses a threat it can’t place, as if he could feel a subtle drop in temperature. He rubbed at his neck. That’s when the light flickered on.

“Kay, folks. Let’s pack it up. We got deadlines to meet.”

I stood in the same spot on the carpet while the camera crew hurriedly cleaned up and cleared out. I don’t think anyone gave me more than a passing glance. The last intern finally skittered out the door with a worried look back before he disappeared. Silence reigned as we faced each other across the empty room. Kelly took up position by the big table, waiting for someone to say something.

I half expected a tumbleweed to roll by.

​​
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Chapter 3
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“Hello, Marcus.” Rayburn set his fedora down and stepped around the desk, holding his arms out. Good Lord, he was not offering me a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

“Can't say the same,” I replied coldly, not moving.

He dropped his hands. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”

“Yeah, it does,” I spat back. “I’m only here so we stop wasting each other’s time with this recruitment crap.”

Rayburn let out a measured sigh. “Can I offer you a drink?”

“The answer's no. I’m not getting back in.”

“I didn't expect this to be easy, but dial it back a notch, soldier. You wouldn't have come all the way down here if there wasn't some tiny part of you that actually wanted to listen.”

“What could you possibly have to say?”

Donnie inclined his head with a look of feigned innocence while gathering his thoughts. “It’s not the same world you left, Marcus. Not even for me. Look around you.”

I did. His office was unlike anything I would've imagined. Several walls sported reputable industry awards and even a couple of those stupid motivational posters by the conference table. I was sure the rest of the building looked as legit as any Fortune 500 company on the surface.

“Am I supposed to be impressed? White-collar crime is still crime. Are you going to tell me that’s where it stops now?”

“Of course not,” Donnie chortled. “You’re not an idiot.” He poured himself a bourbon from the bar, apparently waiting for some kind of response. Hearing none, he downed the drink and shook his head, abandoning his hope of exchanging pleasantries and easing into the subject at hand.

“No, it doesn't stop there,” Donnie finally said. “Action on the street hasn't dried up, and I sure as hell get my taste of it. But there’s no Captains anymore. Now it’s Vice Presidents; DVP, SVP. Sounds a lot better than ‘consultant’ on a no-show job, especially with an army of legit accountants to make it all look nice and pretty for the IRS.”

“So the language has changed. Big deal.”

Donnie turned around, holding his arms out as if trying to grab the whole skyline. “It’s all changed, Marc. The whole damn industry. After they came after us a decade ago, after that witch hunt leveled the playing field, we all had to take a good, hard look at how we did things.”

He spun again to face me. I wanted to interrupt, but I recognized when he was on a roll. May as well let him get it out of his system.

“All these corporate chains kept popping up where Mom and Pop joints once dominated whole neighborhoods. You know what that did to protection revenue?” 

Donnie made a slashing motion across his throat. “Gone. That was our bread and butter. What’s left? Sure, people are always gonna gamble and gamblers always need loans, but you can only push so many of ‘em into WITSEC before you need to rethink your strategy.”

He leaned on his desk, injecting more growl into his tone. “And do you have any idea how stiff the drug trade got with two hundred different gangs fighting over the same thirty blocks? We had to adapt.”

“So it hasn’t changed,” I repeated, “Just the language.”

“We do things smarter,” he countered. “Up here, I’m safe. Any time you see a news story that refers to some dastardly ne'er-do-well as an ‘alleged mob boss’, he’s a piker. Middle management at best. That’s what they’re on the street for. To get caught.”

“So you don’t,” I concluded, this time with no sarcasm.

“Bingo. I mean, I don’t want ‘em to get caught. It costs me money. But when they do—and they always do—I’m insulated. Whatever they get into along the way, I got nothing to do with it. I got like six layers of guys who don’t know who they work for, making sure of that.”

I regarded him skeptically. “You don’t order hits.”

Rayburn paused a moment, taking in the subtle sarcasm in my tone. He chuckled. “Not when I don’t have to. For a call like that to get anywhere within earshot of me, it means someone in the chain’s already dead for not doing their job.”

“But it happens,” I said, hoping to get off the sales pitch and back on point. “That’s why you want me back.”

Donnie made a show of acting confused. “Why else would we be having this conversation? You kill people. And you happen to be very good at it.”

I turned to Kelly, only now remembering she was in the room. Her face remained an unreadable mask. Damn. How did she get so good at that? 

She was here for all the talk about extortion and drug running without flinching. She ran one of Donnie’s chop shops and drove a getaway car rigged for smuggling. She knew the game. Why should I be surprised she read the rest of the playbook?

But hearing Rayburn say it out loud in front of her still twisted my stomach in knots. As if I didn’t hate him enough, using Kelly to get me here pushed me that much closer to the edge. I managed to keep my breathing steady and held his gaze. I refused to prove him right.

“I’m not that man anymore. Find yourself a new lap dog.”

“You’re not, huh?”

“No. We’re done here.” I pivoted on one heel and headed for the door.

“You’re just gonna turn your back on me after all—”

I showed him my middle finger without turning around.

“Fine!” he blurted out. “Wait.”

Something inside me clicked. Maybe it was the change in his voice. Those two words carried the first honest emotion I’d heard from him since I got here. Maybe it was morbid curiosity. I have no real idea why. I shouldn’t have cared either way, but I just stared at my hand on the doorknob, waiting.

“You want a straight job? A legit paycheck? A goddam W-4? Done. You were an analyst or something, right? I got a whole department of ‘em.”

I turned, failing to keep the jarring blend of suspicion and confusion off my face. “How did you know that?”

Rayburn grinned like the cat that ate the canary. “You thought I was connected before.”

I stepped back into the room, facing him fully. “You still don’t get it. I don’t want any part of you, especially not your damn money. I could be analyzing market data on your grocery brands, and I’d still smell the blood on it.”

“Oh, don’t be so goddam melodramatic,” he groaned, rolling his eyes. “I’m offering you a job because you need work. How do you expect to live?”

“Give me a break. You just want to keep tabs on me.”

He eased his posture, regarding me flatly. “So now you’ve cornered the market on self-enlightenment? What else are you gonna do, Marc? Seriously. You are who you are.” He let the words linger as if I’d fall to my knees and apologize once the sincerity of his tone sank in.

“The last time you saw me,” I said with surprising calm. “I stood in front of you just like this. I told you, I’m out.” I locked eye contact and paused for emphasis. “And I told you why there would be no reprisal. Why nothing would happen to me or to anyone you even thought I cared about.”

I heard Kelly’s weight shift off the table. I chanced a quick glance at her, noting the confusion creeping into her once impenetrable expression. I focused back on Rayburn, but I almost wish I hadn’t. His eyes turned to stone.

“You really want to play that card here?”

Card? That card got me out alive. It’s what kept everyone who was close to me alive all these years. He knew I wasn’t bluffing. I knew where the bodies were buried.

Literally. I buried them.

“Why not?” I shot back with confidence that surprised even me. “It’s the only reason you’re going through this whole song and dance in the first place.”

“You think that’s all this is? Fear?” Donnie took a deliberate step forward. “You think you’ve got something that will send me down in flames. As if you wouldn’t go right down with me, so I’m supposed to bend over and let you go on your merry way?”

My eyes turned to Kelly. The leverage was real. It was meant to protect her, among a lot of other people. And it was all safe and in the hands of someone he would never trace back to me. Unless...

“Don’t look at her. Look at me,” Donnie roared. My focus snapped back on him with crystal clarity. All pretense of reining in my hatred vanished. 

“I let you walk,” Donnie continued. “I lived up to my end of the bargain. And I don’t owe you a damn thing after what you pulled on your way out. But here I am with a goddam olive branch in hand. I’m trying to clean the slate, idiot.”

The roar of blood rushing in my ears drained away as his words finally registered. He was telling the truth. The demented bastard honestly thought that I needed forgiveness, and he was offering it genuinely.

“Stop trying to convince yourself that this is about me. If you want to blame someone so badly, blame Derek Milovic.”

I thought I'd braced myself enough to handle it when Donnie inevitably brought up that name. I was wrong.

“Marc! He’s here. Oh my God, he’s insane. He’s—”

A brick wall slammed securely over that memory. Rage threatened to return in full force.

“Don’t give me that look,” Rayburn snarled. “This hang-up of yours has got nothin’ to do with all the supposed wrongs you did for our family. It's because you screwed up and couldn't handle it.”

If putting that spin on events was how he expected to win me over, he was even more out of his mind than I thought. I let Kelly get caught in the crossfire. I almost lost the only thing in the world that mattered to me. Because I was too slow. Because I failed. 

But that wasn't the damn point. It only happened because Rayburn's twisted world had spiraled out of control.

“That's all you can call it? A hang-up! I just—”

“You ran away!” Donnie cut me off with a yell that put my drill sergeant to shame. “You shredded a lifetime of loyalty over what might have happened. Newsflash, Sergeant Screwup, what almost happened wasn't even your fault. She's fine. She's standing right there.”

“Don't drag me into your pissing match.” Kelly snapped at both of us. Her posture changed dramatically as contempt crept into her voice. “That’s enough, Don. You’ve said your peace. Let him go.”

Rayburn grumbled. “O’Connor, you have everything to do with this. It's this sanctimonious prick who made it about you, not me.” He cut himself off, looking around as if trying to follow his own train of thought. On his next breath, he made a more concerted effort to regain his composure.

“If anything had happened to you, it would have torn me up. You know that. Your old man was like a brother to me.” On that note, he cut himself off again and gave me a pointed look. “So was yours. But none of that changes what went down, which in the end amounted to nothing. Everybody came out alive.”

“Not everybody,” I replied flatly.

Kelly fidgeted. Donnie turned to her with a knowing look.

“What?” I asked cautiously. In the silence, I could all but hear the other shoe drop.

Rayburn took a dramatic step toward his desk. “You see, O’Connor? He’s trying to convince us he’s a new man. All he was to me was a lap dog. That right? Truth is, his burning desire to get out of the business had nothing to do with me, and I can prove it. Watch this.” He pulled a file from his desk drawer. “Sergeant High and Mighty here was so busy trying to put me in my place, he didn’t give me a chance to show him my peace offering.”

Kelly and I exchanged quizzical looks, though hers held a few more emotions behind it. She seemed to know where this was going, but something about it took her by surprise, which both angered and worried her. 
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