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Author’s Confession: This is a work of fiction; anyone familiar with Chicago will recognize it as “The City” of this story. The geography is the same, as is most of the history, but residents of this, my favorite city will find anomalies down to my “monstrous impertinence.” The people are all made up as are the military and police organizations they serve. The chemistry is real.
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As are serial killers and online dating sites.

Initiation

They found her after they put the fire out, around 7pm on a bright and sunny Sunday evening near the train station at Kenzie and Carroll. The alarm was raised after she failed to return home from a field hockey match in Glen Ellyn some 15 miles west along the UnPac line. No one saw any connection between the game and its proximity to the Glen Ellyn station. The car was not her own, it was a taxi stolen the day of her disappearance outfitted with license plates from another car parked downtown at Municipal Station. She was later identified as being 17 years and 4 months old, a popular high school senior with highlighted blonde hair, good legs, and a provocative attitude. She had frequented numerous online ‘older man’ dating chat rooms, but investigators failed to link her with any suspects. Her MySpace page was full of risqué photos of her frolicking together with female classmates in a hot tub, one of her deep throating a hotdog, and still more with alcohol galore. She was not on MySpace’s main rival Facebook.

The taxi had been an old red Toyota with bright orange rust spots around front and back bumpers, hood, and trunk. The rear left tire bald and half-flat. The tires were white walled, something originally invented in the City in 1914 but they looked totally out of place on the small Japanese import. A couple of middle schoolers playing hooky had seen the car earlier in the day when they got on the train to go downtown. One of them thought they saw someone getting out who looked “a bit suspicious”. The Toyota with the funny tires was still there in the evening and one of the boys figured anyone dumb enough to leave a car this long might just have left valuables in there as well. Against their better judgement, they egged each other closer until the taller of the two grabbed the handle with a flourish worthy of Fandino. But the car was locked.

No one paid any further attention to it until the fire started. Within minutes both fire and police were on the scene, keeping their distance in case the thing exploded. Cars on fire were not unusual in other parts of the City but out here on the West Side the sight quickly drew a plethora of onlookers, journalists, and TV crews. The cops quickly established a perimeter and, after it was deemed safe, slowly approached. One of the firemen mused there couldn’t have been much gas in its tank, the fire had been pretty easy to put out.

The policemen looked into the car for several seconds, trying to register what they were seeing. The passenger and rear seats had been removed, and a partially burned body lay there. The cops were sons of Ukrainian Catholics, well-schooled in their faith, so they knew the body had been crucified, nailed as it was to the car with metal nails. One through each wrist, a third through both feet, with the right foot over the left. Death by crucifixion is caused by suffocation after the victim’s diaphragm begins to spasm. The nails must be driven expertly through a space between eight small bones in the wrist, structurally suitable to permit a full body weight to be supported for a time. If the nails are driven into the palms of the hands, under the extreme weight, they would rip out between the fingers. The body appeared to be unclothed. The cop who took the boy’s statements was unimpressed with the “suspicious person getting out of the Toyota” crap and didn’t include it in her report.

The Forensic first to arrive at the scene quickly established the victim as female with about 75% of the exposed skin on the front side burned, including the face. The back side was found to be in better condition. From the autopsy, the lack of any tearing present in the wrists and feet beyond the blunt trauma of the nail wounds, suggested she had not been hanging vertically on the cross. Later, they would determine the lack of any lividity in her buttocks, shoulders and calves said she had not been alive when impaled. Loss of blood was insufficient to have caused death, and there were no signs of blunt trauma to the head, torso, or limbs. No additional wounds were found, and there was no trace of seminal fluids, nor obvious signs of vaginal, oral, or anal penetration. The discoloration of the remaining skin, however, was immediately noticed, being covered in a diffuse cherry-red rash uniformly distributed. The Forensic had seen telltale signs of carbon monoxide poisoning, and the coroner’s autopsy report confirmed the diagnosis.

The wounds in her hands and feet were confirmed as postmortem, there was no evidence of any device attached to the exhaust, and the engine had not run in the 2 hours prior to the discovery of her body. Blood, urine, and tissue samples collected from the burned body at the time of discovery put the time of death some 5 hours earlier.

Conclusion: She had been asphyxiated with carbon monoxide at a different location, then transported/transferred to the vehicle to which she was subsequently impaled. The vehicle had been parked for a minimum of 2 hours. Two hours prior to discovery, 330pm, the station and its moribund parking lot was bathed in the dull, gray dishwasher light of The City. So, the car must have been driven with the victim already dead inside, no killer would risk killing and impaling their victim in open daylight. Whoever had done this needed time and privacy.

Based on the accepted 1.5 degrees of heat lost per hour and a starting temperature of 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit, the coroner determined she had been killed before 2:00PM. So, between approximately 2:00PM and 5:00PM the killer (or killers) had driven her in the taxi to Kenzie and Carroll, arriving around 5pm. The fire was assumed to have been set as a forensic countermeasure.

How had the killer left the scene? Perhaps he walked? There were buses along both roads, heading east to downtown, west to Garfield Park, north to Logan Square, and south in the direction of Lawndale. Of course, he could also have jumped onto the UPW M-trains headed east downtown, or west out as far as Elburn. If there were 2 killers one may have followed the taxi. More important for the detectives was how her killer or killers had found her.

Forensics found no eyelashes, hair, or flaked skin inside the car. Nor were there fingerprints. The nails turned out to be Iron with a chemical signature found to include higher than average Titanium concentrations, up to 0.05%, and were traced to a Steel company in Gary, Indiana. Investigators found the steel used to make them had been manufactured in January 1993 and had not been widely distributed. No one had any record of what happened to the 25 pounds manufactured; the plant generated tons of scrap each year, and this was a test batch.

City homicide and the County DA worked the case for another six months before shelving the inquiry. One veteran detective from New Jersey remarked the case reminded him of the ‘72 murder of Jeannette DePalma. Certain details of the crime were not made public, including the carbon monoxide poisoning (MO) and postmortem crucifixion. The City suffered 752 homicides that year; the gassed and crucified girl was soon forgotten.
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1

Wednesday rush hour ...

Sheets of rain lashed against the window with a force that made her recoil when she pressed her face to the cold glass. The train was in the fastest part of its journey and the sound was terrific as it hurtled between Bensenville and Mannheim stations peaking at 65 mph. It would slow down as it approached Mannheim and then progress would be staggered until her station, the train stopping another 9 times in 25 minutes. Still faster than driving though, and much easier to have a drink or two or six like the guy sat on the lower deck.

The track ran under one of the approaches to O’Hare Field and planes flew low enough over Bensenville that you could read the ID numbers on the tail. M-trains are double-decker, and the view from the top deck is spectacular. ID-type and tail was clear, and she could read them easily. A 747 wobbled overhead in the storm and she was happy not to be on board. As she watched, the wings dipped to and fro,’ the jet falling like a manhole cover into O’Hare. She shuddered and turned away; even watching planes land freaked her out.

The train stopped at Mannheim and a few passengers alighted. The plane seemed to have made it, so she settled back into the chair and tried to relax. Western Avenue was 25 minutes away and the conductor would wake her if needed.

What a shitty day! Get on the train before sunrise westbound at 06:30am, work ‘till 3:00pm, and then wait for the train to take you home again at 4:30pm. An hour later Grand Ave. station, and then half hours walk from the station home. And what was home? An admittedly nice apartment on the ground floor of a Brownstone where the people on the upper floors seemed to have great times drinking, partying, and fucking by the sound of it. She liked them, they were older and (possibly) married but they did not want much to do with her. One time in the fall the woman on the second floor had come home when she was there, and she’d seen Val with one of her online hookup girlfriends on the couch by the window; Val wasn’t sure but that seemed to have soured relations between them, or at least made them awkward. Why couldn’t it have been one of her online hookup boyfriends instead? It didn’t matter anyway. Being the fall, she had lost interest in pretty and vacuous American girls soon thereafter anyway; Val favored girls in the summer, and boys in the winter when a nice hot cock could keep you nice and toasty warm. Of course, in The City summer and winter were upside down.

But she had not found a boyfriend and had become increasingly bored, frustrated, and lonely as the fall turned to winter, a season with which she had at best a nodding acquaintance. At work there were no nearby bars she felt safe in; the train station was in a bad place. True, her apartment was in a neighborhood that had undergone significant gentrification recently, and the bars that had sprung up had ridiculous names like “Lava Lounge,” and “Tumans Alcohol Abuse Center.” But these cheap and gaudy places were full of kids her age that she had absolutely nothing in common with. Val had not read Heinlein’s classic, but had she done so she sure would have identified with Valentine Michael Smith.

Around Christmas she had joined Tinder to see what the fuss was all about. Wondering simultaneously about the genius of its creator, and the low IQ of all its male clientele, she had swiped right and left incessantly for a week, had innumerous superficial conversations then given up. In January she had joined a different, tabooer site after overhearing some of the girls at her school discussing meeting hot guys only to find it catered to successful older middle-aged men. These so-called ‘sugar daddies’ could select their pretty young sugar babies offering companionship, discretion, fulfillment of fantasies, and friendship to ease away a gentleman’s stress (or so the website seemed to be saying). All this would be given in return for “understandings and arrangements,” and so on. These were clearly not of the ‘Wham Bam Thank You Ma’am’ inspirational trysts behind Roxanne or X Offender, but transactional, nonetheless. She learned the acronym PPM where the P’s were Pay and Per, and the M either had an ‘e’ or an ‘o’ depending on the girl (in Val’s world PPM meant parts-per-million and was a term used to describe the concentration of one substance dispersed through another). All the men were married and the two she had gotten far enough along with to swap phone numbers with were self-aggrandizing blowhards quick to blame their wives for their own predicament. So much for that site. One of the other girls on faculty suggested something called OnlyFans which was even stranger; seemingly ordinary girls posting explicit photos and videos of themselves for cash. Val had no moral objections to any of this; she considered herself fully liberated and more power to girls who make dumb horny men pay money to see their bodies.

Replenished after the holidays Val applied her scientific reasoning and tried again, striving this time for objectivity rather than objectification. The next site she tried allowed girls to join for free while men had to pay (which was just fine by Val), but most of the people were still looking to play the sugar game if you peeked and scratched a little. Val’s mistake was to identify as bi- when filling out her profile (an irredeemable error) and was immediately flooded with offers from men to have 3-some’s with them and their hot girlfriends, or boiler-suit lesbians. Val had given up again.

So, on her final attempt she decided to be “Anthony” rather than “Anneli;” She could be a hot guy and snag herself a hot girl, or at least a cute bisexual. America got weird for Val at that point, clearly full of horny people desperately trying to get their rocks off. As a registered “guy” Val could not see other guys’ profiles but also could not imagine any of them getting weirder responses than those she had received purportedly from other women.

She had seen a girl with lovely looking eyes whose profile said she was looking for men or women. Supposedly she was 26 years old, Val’s age. Val had struck up casual conversation and agreed to follow the girl off the platform onto Snapchat. Once there she had been sent tasteful (just barely) pictures of a blonde girl who may have been 26, but had little else in common with the ‘average’ mid 20’s kid. Without a hint of false modesty (or any other kind), she had suggested how good Val’s cock might feel on her lips. Val, panicked, had immediately blocked the girl, gone back to the site, and done the same. Her next two forays yielded the same results; all the girls wanted to give away sexual favors until they thought they had you, then came the casual hints of being broke, or having no money for toiletries, or the car broke down etc. It got old really quick this time and Val subsequently lost interest.

“Hanson Park” yelled the conductor breaking into her reverie meaning she had about 10 minutes. She leaned forward and squinted into the window at the fast-moving suburbs of The City’s near west side. Living closer to downtown in the Ukrainian Village she had no idea how this near west side of town operated. And she did not want to; it was not her world. It was nice to look out at the frozen rivers of traffic and feel good about riding the train. M-trains rarely suffered delays. As the train rushed across overpasses that stood over stalled and frozen highway commuters it was hard not to feel some satisfaction and lordliness. Another part of her wondered how many of the people down there were secretly advertising their goods on the web.

The train ebbed and flowed as it met its promises, and her mind went along accordingly. The last girl she had exchanged texts with as “Anthony’ before giving up had been totally unfazed when Val had admitted her gender and seemed excited at the prospect of going over to the ‘dark side’ as she put it presumably meaning lesbianism. As the train pulled into Grand/Cicero she was forced back to today and now. What the hell was she doing in this country working this job? Go home where at least people would understand you, and you them. The fellowship was fine, the money good, the lab well-equipped with powerful computers, and this part-time teaching gig that came with the package simple. But the hours spent traveling 2 days a week robbed her of sleep which she had never handled with grace, especially now since having made a huge leap towards solving the Naiver-Stokes problem. Val had been giddily thinking of the $1,000,000 prize money from the Clay Mathematics Institute for such a solution. The access to computers and people here dwarfed the resources back home and Val thought she had an excellent chance to crack the problem.

The shambling train interrupted her revere again this time by shuddering to a stop and she dutifully rose from her seat to the exit then waited by the doors to get off. As they swished open, she grimaced into the rain and looked towards Grand Avenue in the distance, long fucking walk home. Right now, commuting by car seemed a great idea, frozen traffic, horny commuters and all.

She stepped from the train and considered hailing a taxi, but at this time of night and in this kind of weather a taxi was going to be hard to find. The train station was a good 500 yards from the intersection of Grand and Western, poorly lit and uninviting, only the crowded train yards across the tracks for company. Sighing, she trudged onto the parking lot, put her hands in her pockets, and stepped into the wind and rain thinking that at least she could have a shower when she got home. Shucking the backpack into a more comfortable position and shuffling her soon to be wet Jeans down enough that they would not chafe too much; she set off through the parking lot, heading east. The earlier snow was still fresh but turning to mush as the rain pummeled. It was cold enough she thought it might soon turn to ice that would be a dull grey color by morning.

Walking towards the exit to Grand Avenue she noticed a car off to her left with a dim light on inside. No, it went out and for a moment she continued walking, convinced it had been on only in her mind. But then, passing the car, she instinctively looked at it and frowned as the light came back; though the drivers-side doors seemed closed the interior lights were definitely on. She couldn’t see anyone inside. The only other passengers that had gotten off the train had been picked up or had headed down Kinzie St. towards the bus stop on Western; she had the deserted parking lot to herself, lit by feeble yellow lights along the platform.

The rain fell. She slowed and walked toward the rear of the car, a Ford Escort with white walled tires, a peculiarly American thing. The lights of the station were behind, and a westbound train rumbled by temporarily blocking the light casting kaleidoscope patterns onto the metallic blue paint. Approaching from the rear she squinted through the rain; it was hard to tell, but all 4 doors looked to be closed, as well as the hatch at the back. Yet the lights were on inside the car, which appeared to be empty. Maybe someone just left the lights on by mistake, or maybe one of the doors was slightly ajar. If so, they were lucky the battery hadn’t bled out. Abruptly, they dimmed again before reigniting. Now finally close enough she could see the rear passenger side door was indeed slightly ajar, being alternately pulled and pushed by the wind.

Fuck it, she thought ... no business of mine, messing around with other people’s business in this city could get you killed. And what if there is someone in there out of sight with someone else? This brief thought had an atavistic and voyeuristic effect making her think again. Maybe the lights were an invitation? She shivered in the cold from a sudden rush of adrenaline. Lust springs eternal.

Instantly berating herself for such stupid and pointless thoughts, she walked to the front of the car, deciding that someone might have left the keys in the slot, as well as the door open. Suddenly, something about the car made her uneasy. This was one of the more out of the way M stations throughout the metropolis without good lighting or direct access to main roads. There had been a shooting here the previous year, just one of several hundred throughout the City, but uncomfortably close to home.

If the Escort had been parked since the morning, then the battery should have already died. Peering in through the window rather than trying the door she saw a crumpled sheet covering most of the interior, and the passenger side front seat was missing. She looked around the parking lot as another eastbound train ran by, placed her left gloved hand on the door handle, her right ungloved hand to her nose, and took a deep breath. There were too many odors present, diesel fumes, petrol fumes, bitumen, asphalt and more, none of which are strangers to a busy rail interchange. There were lingering traces of piss, cigarettes, vomit and others she could not place.

Having cleansed her palate, she opened the door. The car registered strongly with her olfactory senses even though the air inside was cold, and she took a few blinks to sort out the different odors, her brain performing its peculiar computations. Primarily (and overpowering) was the distinctive bite of acetone. Her eidetic memory obligingly supplied the information: Acetone, also known as dimethyl ketone, and 2-propanone; C3H6O; Flash point -20 degrees C; Ignition temperature 465.4 degrees C; Explosive limits 2.6%-13.0%; A volatile, flammable, colorless, liquid ketone having a fragrant odor and miscible with water, alcohol, and most oils. Principal uses are as a solvent in lacquers, varnishes, cosmetics, nail polish remover, and in the mixture of other solvents.

She looked around frantically for any sources of ignition and found none. With the car door open, odors diffused out like spectral phantoms escaping from Harold Ramis’ Ghost Box, and she thought the conditions inside were safe; acetone vapor is heavier than air and wind was funneling downwards around her bottom, replacing the flammable vapors with harmless nitrogen and oxygen.

The keys were in the ignition as she suspected but turned to the off position. The sheet looked old and without touching she knew it was made of old wool, not synthetic fiber, and it was wet. Something else about it looked wrong and it took a moment for her to figure out that the back seats had been laid flat down. The interior was small, cramped and things out of place stood out starkly. The sheet had not been laid down directly on top of the rear seats, there was something underneath. That was the other thing she could smell. ID type and tail.

Tentatively pulling on the part of the sheet closest she tried to fold it over and backwards, but it was heavier than it looked. She used both hands the second time and was successful, managing to throw it back towards the rear of the vehicle. There was blood under the sheet, the assault on her eyes sudden and unexpected, despite her mitral cells having already divulged the secret. She had uncovered the lower part of a pair of human legs. They were bare and hairless; her mind took a moment to wonder at the silliness of dressing in such a fashion in the middle of winter. Her olfactory neurons now fired in harmony with her eyes. The sheet was soaked in blood and acetone.

She stepped backwards and placed both hands on her knees, breathed deeply for a few seconds then moved herself back to the door. Not wanting to uncover any more, she nevertheless carefully removed more of the sheet down to where the feet would be. She was peripherally aware the amount of blood was increasing as the sheet moved, but could not make sense of the feet, as they were slowly uncovered. The left foot was over the right with the toes occluding those beneath. Each toenail she could see was painted with a small American flag, quite an expert job. Maybe that was the reason for the smell of acetone, commonly used as nail polish remover. She began wondering who had the time, money, or patience to have such a job done when her mind finally ordered her to face what its senses were reporting.
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