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This book and series are dedicated to Mariana

who curdled my blood with the series and story titles.
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Cold Truth

Chapter One - Klempner
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Stirring awake, I find myself wrapped in the deep dark of the small hours and, her breathing slow and even, Mitch beside me in the warmth and safety of the bed we share...

My wife...

My wife...

Slipping an arm around her, I rest my face into her hair and, murmuring something incoherent, she shifts closer to me.

Relaxed in semi-doze, and off my guard, I barely hear it coming.

Movement in the darkness...

The waft of air against my naked skin...

The shift of something close to the bed...

As my body jolts to High-Alert, shocking me into wakefulness, the blankets shift and a cold chill presses up against my chin...

With a Bang from under my ribs, I jolt upright. But I’m not fast enough. The tongue swipes over my face, depositing drool and dog-slobber over my mouth.

“For fuck’s sake, Bear...” I bat away my dog, “... get your fucking cold nose off me.” 

Bear groans. Beside me, Mitch chuckles, still half in sleep, then mumbles, “He probably wants to pee.”

Double-palmed over mouth, cheeks and forehead, I scrub at my skin, wiping canine snot and saliva from my face and neck. “So do I now...” Flinging back the covers, I stomp out of bed. “How about a coff...”

But looking back, Mitch has fallen instantly back into sleep.

In the lounge, I stand the door open for Bear then, in answer to the urgent signals coming from my bladder, and considering the current condition of the bathroom, for the sake of speed, I donate a few fluid ounces of high-nitrogen liquid fertiliser to the roses Mitch grows by her door.

Somewhere beyond the pool of light cast from the doorway, Bear snuffles, claws clicking as he wanders up and down the stable yard, apparently on a quest for just the right spot to make his own donation, and in no hurry to come back inside

Dawn’s some while off, with only a faint trace of a paling eastern sky. My skin gooses. Late March, and while the afternoons are growing warm, the nights are still cool.

Fucking freezing...

Might as well have that coffee...

Back inside, I shrug on a robe and make my way to what currently passes for the kitchen. It’s not often you find yourself in a kitchen with a complete wall missing, but just now, the entire rear of Mitch’s small apartment is open to the elements, the roof joints propped on steel uprights. Cabling, blanked off with electrical tape, dangles from walls and ceiling. The concrete slab forming the foundation of the new extension stretches out into the dark.

Steering carefully between the supports, I load beans into the grinder and five minutes later, back at the front, I stand in the doorway, mug in hand, as Bear continues his quest, snuffing his way over the cobbled stable yard.

Why do dogs have to find just the right place to pee?

... until finally, he locates his Holy Grail, relieving himself with a sigh. 

Thank fuck for that...

I knock back my coffee, a warm bed and my warmer wife calling me.

Then, something. Across the yard, swallowed by the gloom... Something moving...  Someone moving...

What the hell?

Michael? On an early patrol?

No... Way too early...

An intruder? Would-be burglar?

Or worse?

Reflexively I reach for my knife, then curse as my hand works its way to the back of my bathrobe. My knife, I know, rests on the bedside table.

If push comes to shove, a coffee mug isn’t bad as a blunt instrument, but I could wish for more.

A shift in the shadows...

The grind of a boot sole on stone...

But as I poise to meet whatever’s coming, Bear’s head rises and, trotting toward the shadow, he groans a welcome, tail swishing.

The shadow peels itself away from the general gloom to stand in clear view, legs akimbo, palms raised and spread. “It’s only me.”

“Hickman? What the hell are you doing here at this hour?” Then, seeing his expression, “Trouble?”

Dropping his hands, he takes a few steps forward. “Sir, my apologies for disturbing you, but I needed to speak with you, unobserved. I’d intended to wait and catch you as you rose.”

I tug the robe around myself. “As you can see, you're not disturbing me. But give me a minute to get dressed.” As I head back to the bedroom for something warmer to wear, “Help yourself to coffee from the kitchen, but mind where you walk. Don’t bring the roof down. And you can pour another for me.”

*****
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Ten minutes later, back in the lounge and feeling properly dressed, with my knife holstered where it belongs, I take a seat opposite Hickman at Mitch’s small dining table. He thumbs towards the ‘kitchen’. “What’s happening?”

“House expansion. This place was originally meant to be an office. Then it became Mitch’s living quarters...”

He snorts a laugh. “Then you came into the picture, and along came a baby.” He scans the room and sniffs. “Tight for space, I take it?”

“You take it correctly. What are you doing here, Hickman?”

He sips at his coffee, appears to be about to say something, then stops. Sips again. Moving the mug from one hand to the other and back again, he stares at the table-top, his mouth working.

He looks rough. Not that Hickman’s going to ever win a beauty contest. If ever a man looked like the stereotype of his profession, Hickman’s it. Hitman. Hard man. Heavy. Whatever you want to call it. He looks the part. But today, whatever the problem is, it goes way beyond his physical appearance.

I wait for him to decide to speak, then, “Would you prefer something stronger than that?”

His body language says, Yes. His voice says, No. “It’s a touch early.”

“Early enough that it’s still late. So, do you want a drink?” 

He nods, his face tight, as I splash whiskey into two tumblers and push one into his hand. He inhales from the glass then, sipping, rolls it around his mouth. “It’s good.”

“I borrowed the bottle from James. He keeps a quality cellar.”

His lips twitch. “Borrowed?”

“You don’t need to mention it to him.”

Hickman sips again. But still, he doesn’t speak.

“You going to spit it out, or am I supposed to be a mind-reader? And keep your voice down. Mitch is sleeping in the next room.”

“Too late.” She emerges from the bedroom, sweeping hair from wary eyes. Her gaze takes in the coffee mugs, the glasses, lingers on Hickman.

He blinks into his drink. “My apologies, Mrs Waterman. I didn’t mean...”

“No apologies necessary, Hickman. You’re clearly here for a reason.” Tension vibrates in Mitch’s voice. “To what do we owe the honour at this unlikely hour?”

Hickman glances between me and Mitch. His throat ripples and finally, “Sir, Mrs Waterman, you recall that you and I have discussed... family... in the past.”

I cast my mind back. “Yes. I’d recently engaged your services, after you defected from the late, unlamented, Finchby. You told me you have a wife and three children. And you keep their location a secret. Although...” I ponder... “... you were never very explicit about why you do that. Beyond saying your work can be dangerous.”

Mitch’s face softens and she takes a seat between us, sliding my still-full coffee mug away from me, drinking down half the contents in two gulps.

Head bowed, Hickman lets out air. “The why is what’s at issue now. The fact is, that the risk is much more specific than simply my being in a risky profession.” He looks to me. Looks to Mitch. “This remains between the three of us?”

I meet Mitch’s eye, holding it for a second. She lifts her chin, lowers eyelids, in permission. I keep my voice dry. “I believe I’m widely known for my reputation for gossip-mongering and idle chatter.”

Hickman almost smiles, but the smile evaporates, stillborn. “I need to tell you something of my past.”

“I’m listening,” I say.

“Ten or eleven years ago,” says Hickman, “I was working for Leone Romano...” He pauses, letting his words sink in.

“Romano?” The name nudges at my memory. “Chicago, was it?”

“That’s right.” Pulling back slightly in his seat, he cocks his head. “Sir, I should ask first, have you ever had dealings yourself with the Romano family?”

“No, not personally. But Romano was a big enough name, of course, that I was aware of him.”

My memory flashes up a filing card. “Ten years back? Leone Romano vanished around then. Vanished without trace. The speculation was running rife...”

I forage through my recollections of the time. “There was some talk that the Mancini family might have had a hand in his disappearance. Now I think back on it, it was more or less assumed that was the case.”

Blinking rapidly, Hickman nods. “That would be right. The Mancini group were always rivals, but it was Leone Romano himself who built that rivalry into something it wasn’t. Exaggerated it beyond the reality.” He looks increasingly uneasy, gulping now at his drink.

The light dawns. “Hickman, are you telling me you were involved in Romano’s disappearance?”

Hickman's face is a study in dispassion. “I was responsible for his disappearance.”

I digest that. “You just said you worked for Romano, not Mancini. Who ordered the hit?”

“It wasn’t done under orders.” He seems to recover his composure, speaking in a monotone. “I executed him.”

I hesitate, buying myself some thinking time. “Another drink?”

“Please sir, but coffee. I don’t want to hit a new day with a skinful of alcohol.”

Mitch rises. “I’ll get it. Larry?”

“Yes, me too.” As Mitch puts the pot on the hob, “Hickman, you say you executed Romano? That’s an interesting choice of phrase.”

He flushes, becoming more animated. “It’s the right phrase. Listen, Romano was married. His wife was Angelina, the daughter of Giovanni de Palo. It was a...” He hovers, holding the air between his hands. “... a dynastic... marriage. Intended to bind the two families and channel their combined wealth through the children of the marriage. I don’t know if Angelina agreed to the marriage or was coerced into it, but certainly, there wasn’t much real affection between husband and wife. However, their children were going to grow up to inherit a serious fortune...”

“... Anyway, Romano kept a mistress. Katya Masterson. He assigned me to be Katya’s bodyguard, against the supposed threat from the Mancinis. But then... he ordered me to terminate her...”

Hickman’s not handling it well, trembling with some emotion. He stops speaking, clamping a hand over his mouth, only releasing it again to take the proffered coffee from Mitch.

He drinks. Gulps down. Recovers himself. “Katya was sweet. Beautiful. I couldn’t do it. Instead, I helped her escape. Romano came after us. He intended to murder us both and engineer it so that Mancini took the blame. Instead, I took out Romano and the two geeks he had with him.”

“Why did he want the woman dead?” I ask. “You say she was his sidepiece? Beautiful. Sweet. Did she embarrass him somehow? Cause him some loss of face?”

“She was pregnant.” Hickman raises haunted eyes. “By him. I was never sure if it was Romano himself, or Angelina, that ordered the murder. It could even have been de Palo, seeing a pregnant Katya as a threat to his daughter’s children, his family’s legacy. But it was Romano who ordered me to do it.”

Mitch takes Hickman’s hand in hers. “This only happened after Katya became pregnant? She was tolerated until then?”

“Yes, tolerated. Until she was expecting his child, I don’t think anyone cared about her, so long as Romano was discreet about it, didn’t flaunt her.”

“Alright,” I say, “so what happened after that? Those Chicago families don’t walk away from blood feuds. Did they ever find the woman) O this child of hers? Did you hide her somewhere?”

At the expression on Hickman’s face, the pieces jigsaw together in my head. “You married her? That’s your secret family? Your wife is the rejected mistress of Leone Romano?”

A glint in his eye, Hickman keeps talking. “That’s right. I married Katya. We ran, and... and I’ve kept them all hidden ever since.”

My mind turns. “And... the child? Your children. You told me you have three.”

Chin lifting, he looks me straight in the eye. “Two boys and a girl. Theo, Ethan and Olivia. Theo was... sired... by Romano. But he’s my son in every way that means anything.”

Floored for words, I search for something constructive to say. 

After a moment, Hickman, in a voice drier than bones, comments, “You are surely familiar, sir, with the concept of one man standing in as father to another’s offspring. Your own daughter. The arrangement between her...” Colouring up, he fumbles for words. “... her partners...” He trails away, head cocked at me.

I scrape at a night’s-worth of stubble. “Jenny refers to both James and Michael as husband. And yes, they have it agreed between them that Michael stands as official father to any child she produces. Regardless of actual parentage.”

Hickman’s brows arch. “And why did they come to that arrangement?”

“As I understand, to protect the interests of children growing up in a world that doesn’t accept polyamorous marriage.”

“Precisely.” He clicks his tongue. “To protect the children. And...” He jabs a finger at me. “... that is why Theo calls me Dad.”

I blow air. “You’re consistent, Hickman. I’ll say that for you.”

His face screwing up, “How d’you mean?”

“Your attitude to women and children. You’re as tough a bastard as any I know. But when it came to the pinch, you wouldn’t harm my daughter or her new-born baby, even when you were being paid to do it.”

His face hardens. “I never agreed to being paid for that,” he growls. “Any more than I’d agreed that my terms of work for Romano included murdering pregnant women.”

I raise placating palms. “I was just making a point. Not levelling a criticism.” He calms, and after a pause for hackles to settle, I say, “So, is that the end of the history lesson? What brings you to my door? Why are you here?”

Not that the general drift isn’t obvious...

Hickman sags, gathers himself, then starts speaking. “As you know, for some time now, I have been in the employ of Vince Caproni...”

“Down at the Golden Fleece. Yes, I know. You’ve been there a while now.”

“That’s right.” He huffs. “The work’s hardly exciting, mainly dealing with drunks and bad losers, but the pay’s good, it’s regular work, and Caproni’s a decent employer.”

“Alright. So?”

“It started a few days ago. I was working security at the Fleece, my usual shift...”
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Chapter Two - Hickman
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Friday evening. The crowds are out in a big way, and it looks like being good business tonight as, making my patrol, I scan the throng crowding through the doors of the Golden Fleece casino.

The lights outside are garish, flashing neon, drawing in punters by the score and the hundred. Standing at the bottom of the marbled steps leading up to the main entrance, I gauge those queuing for entry, scanning the usual familiar faces. Plenty more unfamiliar ones.

A group of women. Middle-aged. Laughing and joking. Dressed in party-wear. Here for a good night out.

Young couple. Holding hands. Faces flushed and constantly looking at each other. Honeymooners maybe.

Lone man. Suited. Polished. And with a touch of swagger. A player. Maybe a sharp. I don’t recognise him but make a mental note to keep tabs on what he’s doing.

Another lone man. Hands shoved in pockets. Eyes darting.

I watch him a bit longer.

Trouble?

Desperate?

I lift my chin to catch Eli‘s attention, fork fingers to my eyes, then stab toward the possible problem. Head canting, he measures the man for a moment, then nods understanding.

The masses swarm in, and whether they’re here for the fun, the Rush or simple entertainment, statistically, nearly all of them will pour their money into the waiting pockets of Vince Caproni.

Nice work when you can get it...

Above me, Decker and Murray man the outer doors, relaxed but alert for potential trouble. 

I run
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