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A Note From The Author
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‘Best Served Cold’ and its prequel, ‘Rough Diamond’, is written around characters I established in previous books and series.

The ‘cast’ is quite large, but to avoid having to rewrite and redescribe who the characters are within the story, which can feel ‘clunky’ and forced to readers very familiar with them, I’ve included an appendix at the end of this box set giving a brief description of the major players.

I hope that helps, but if you feel I’ve missed anyone, or you would like to know more, feel free to reach out. I’m always happy to help.

You can contact me at:

simone@coffeebreakerotica.com

Alternatively, I have a private Facebook Group where I hang out with my members, chat and we exchange fun and frolics. You can always ask any questions there.

Simone's Secret Rose Garden | Facebook

All the Best and Happy Reading 

Simone Leigh (Author)

Rough Diamond

A ‘Hickman’ Prequel

to

Best Served Cold
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Rough Diamond
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Rough Diamond - Chapter One

Ten Years Ago

Leone Romano straightens his jacket, then checks in the mirror, adjusting the knot of his tie. “Hickman, Katya and I are going to lunch, at La Dolce Vita. You'll be driving us.”

“Of course, sir. But... is Armando ill?”

He glances toward the door, waits a moment, cocking his ear. “Listen, before Katya joins us, there's something in the wind. I need you...” He aims a finger toward me... “... to keep your eyes open. Stay vigilant.”

“Sir? What are we talking about?”

He palms the back of his neck. “I’m not sure, but something is cooking with the Mancini family. Please don’t ask me for more just now. I don’t have it. Just...” He clicks his tongue, looking frustrated... “Just stay alert.”

“Of course, sir. May I ask your source for this information?”

He taps his nose. “Man on the inside. But keep that to yourself.”

“That goes without saying.”

“I know that, Hickman. If I didn't, I wouldn't have told you. So, keep your eyes open.”

“Naturally. Sir, would you be willing to give me your itinerary for the next few days?”

He blinks. “Should have thought of that myself, shouldn’t I. I'll jot down some notes for you tomorrow...” 

I haver. “Mr Romano, under the circumstances, I'd like to send Schmidt ahead of us to check out the restaurant. I can drive you and Miss Masterson taking... um... the scenic route... while he makes sure everything’s as it should be over there.”

Romano nods. A short gesture. “Fine. You want me to warn Emilio he’s coming?”

“No need. Emilio knows what I do. He won't mind. And if there are any surprises at La Dolce Vita, I’d prefer that I am one of them.”

At the sound of approaching footsteps, he raises a finger to his lips. “Shush now. I don’t want Katya distressed.”

As she enters, he slaps me on the arm... “Good man, Hickman. Go talk to Schmidt, then bring the car to the front.” He turns to Katya. “Amore Mio, you look beautiful. Hickman here tells me there is a festival by the park this week, outdoor performances by musicians. Artists’ displays and suchlike. Hickman has suggested we might go see if there’s anything we might want to take a closer look at.”

She tilts her head. Beautiful. Charming. “Won’t that make us late for the table booking?”

“We’ll only take five minutes, a drive-by, just to see if we might like to book tickets, for tomorrow perhaps. Emilio won’t mind. We’re his best customers.” He jerks his chin at me, and I retreat indoors to find Schmidt.

***
[image: ]

Rough Diamond - Chapter Two

It’s a part of the job that’s mundane but safe. Romano’s Merc is beyond comfortable, a custom job, moulded leather seats and all the luxury extras, polish and wax hanging in the air. And if the privacy screen is closed behind me, I can listen to my own choice of music.

As the pair descend the steps, I hop out of the car, buttoning up my jacket to conceal the holstered Glock. Standing by the rear door, I hold it open as, her arm linked into Romano’s, Katya sashays past, trailing that perfume she wears and the whisper of silk.

Objectively, Katya’s not conventionally beautiful. She wouldn’t photograph well because her features are strong for a woman. Her chin is a little too defined. Her nose a touch too pronounced for the fashion gurus. Her beauty is not of the high-cheek-bones-and-perfect-cosmetics kind. Rather, when she speaks, she comes alive, her zest for life written there. Her intelligence. Her...

Get a grip...

She belongs to another man...

Her dress, ankle-length, haltered, is subtle and elegant, displaying her lovely swan neck, the lift of her chin, her upright posture. Naturally tall, more so in the dagger-heeled shoes, she’s elegant as she walks, with a sway to the hips that ripples her dress and long wrap thrown around her shoulders.

What do you see in him?

As though it weren’t obvious.

At her neck, diamonds splinter the sunshine. Matching teardrops flash rainbows from her ears. And something new. On the fourth finger of her left hand, a ring glitters, the glint of the diamond cold against the warmth of the gold.

But Katya outshines any gems she could wear. 

As they draw closer, I extend a hand to the seat... “Miss Masterson.”

She ducks down to get inside. “Thank you, Hickman.” The polite, empty gratitude of the privileged for the minor functionary.

My gut tightens.

“My pleasure.” Clicking the door closed, I trot round to open up for Romano.

Back in my seat, I glance back to the rear-view, speaking over the intercom. “The art festival, sir?”

“That’s right. Just take us past slowly to give us the flavour, then on to La Dolce Vita.” 

“Yes, sir.”

***
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The festival is worth the drive-by. On a wide sidewalk, edged by trees, backed by the park, every ten or twenty yards, bands and solo singers have set up, each giving voice or beat to their own variety of sound. Between them, a mix of artists are manning stalls and demonstrations, displaying paintings and sculptures. Apparent statues come to life, startling passers-by. It’s eclectic but entertaining. 

I crawl the car along. Katya angles to see. “Look at that one. The impression style. His use of colour. Almost a touch of Monet in his work. I’d like to come back to see...”

“We can do that tomorrow, my Love.”

My mobile flashes on the hands-free. Schmidt.

All looking good here

I meet Romano’s eyes in the rear-view. He arches brows in question, and I nod.

A tap on the shoulder. “Hickman, we’ve seen enough. We’re running a little late, so you can drop us at the door. Follow us in when you’ve parked up.”

“I’d intended to go in ahead of you, sir.”

“Schmidt’s happy? Yes?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s fine, then. He knows what he’s doing.”

Navigating through traffic, I take a short cut, diverting through back-streets to avoid traffic lights where, normally, driving a car of this sort is an invitation to have your windows cleaned with extreme prejudice. Not that I couldn’t handle it, but I prefer not to have to with Katya present.

At the restaurant, I’d normally park right outside. As it turns out, the spot is blocked, a high-sided van parked where there should be a clear space. Romano rumbles. “Who the fuck’s parked that there?”

“Probably a new supplier, sir. Emilio won’t like them doing that during dining hours. Blocking his frontage. I imagine he’s blistering the ears of the driver.”

He snorts agreement as I mount the kerb to let them out. Technically, it’s illegal, but the restaurant staff well know who Romano is. And that it’s his mistress he entertains here...

... well away from the eyes of the world...

Well away from the eyes of his wife...

Does Angelina know?

She must do... Surely?

Tolerates it?

Or has no option?

And Katya’s wearing Romano’s ring?

***
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The car parked up, I make my way into the restaurant, first checking that Romano’s where I expect him to be...

His usual table...

... out of sight of prying eyes, a battalion of waiters serve them, one of them being the owner himself, Emilio.

I show myself long enough for Romano to register my presence, nodding acknowledgment as he sees me, before I go on patrol.

In the kitchen, I cast an eye over the staff. They’re all familiar faces, most of them Emilio’s own family. Most of them have worked there since they were old enough to see over the work counters.

Stefano smiles up from where he’s smashing down on garlic with the flat of a knife. “Good afternoon, Mr Hickman. If you’re eating with us, the lasagna’s pretty good today.”

“Later, maybe. When I’m done for the afternoon.” I stroll on back to the main dining area where I find Schmidt. “Everything okay?”

He shrugs. “Yup, ‘cept Emilio’s blowing his nut that Guiseppe’s not turned in.”

“Who’s Guiseppe?”

“His nephew. Emilio expected him to start today, but he’s not shown up yet. First day and all. Emilio’s pissed.”

“I can imagine. Anyway, if anyone’s looking for me, I’m going to check out front. After that, I’ll be on station.”

***
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The parked van has gone, giving me a clear view of the frontage. La Dolce Vita, on a quiet street, is set in a very pleasant spot, doubtless one of the reasons Emilio can charge what he does. 

Only a few yards away, as one road merges into another in a vee-shaped junction, some foresighted town planner planted a triangular island of grass and trees. There's even a small fountain, trickling water.

Pigeons flock onto the bowl of the fountain, then descend on some old woman breaking up bread for the birds. The trees flutter dappled shade over the white stuccoed restaurant walls and the wide sidewalk, set out with tables and casual seating. In good weather, the diners often finish their meals with coffee outside. A side alley conceals trash bins and the paraphernalia of business.

Across the street, a parade of stores is topped by a double layer of apartments, roof gardens above. If you want city living, it would be hard to find a nicer spot.

The door swings open, Emilio with his granddaughter, a paper bag in her hands. The old man guides her out. “Now, be careful as you cross the road, Sofia.”

I nod down to the little girl. “Want me to take her across?”

His face creases into a smile. “Grazie. Sì.”

Holding her hand, I accompany her across to the fountain. She’s a pretty little thing. But then most little girls are, aren’t they. While she breaks up bread for the swooping pigeons, I scan for possible trouble. Nothing looks out of kilter. 

Does she enjoy being ‘The Mistress’?

Surely, most women would want more than that?

Or is she a professional?

It doesn’t feel like that. Not even in the sense of Katya being a high-level courtesan.

You’re better than that...

Sofia tosses down the last few crumbs.

“All done now?”

“Sì. Tutto finito.”

Accompanying her back to the door, I send her inside.

She gives me a gap-toothed smile. “Grazie, Signor Hickman.”

“My pleasure, Sofia. Now go find your grandfather before he starts to worry.”

Pacing the street, I measure my eye against the restaurant window and any possible line of sight for a marksman. But Romano’s table is chosen for its position toward the rear of the dining room. He and Katya are well out of the view of possible snipers.

Strolling back inside, I patrol the dining area itself, drifting close enough to them to overhear snatches of conversation...

“... but if the Right get in at the election...” she’s saying... “... it could signal the end of freedom for many women. The denial of rights to...”

Romano nods, but it has the look of polite agreement, not real interest.

It’s much warmer inside than outside and Katya has shed the wrap she was wearing. Her hair pinned high, the nape of her neck displays an intricate tattoo; a dragon in shades of bronze, ochre and umber, the tail coiled between her shoulder blades. It’s a lovely piece of work. True body-art...

Must have cost a hefty sum...

As she moves, the canvas of skin and muscle flexing, the dragon moves with her, as alive as she is, eyes of gold and green which follow me as I cross the room.

She could have anyone...

Take her pick...

Perhaps she enjoys the thrill of being the mistress?

Or wants the pros of being a wife without the cons?

So why the ring?

Continuing my patrol, I make my way through the kitchens, the rest rooms. It’s almost routine.

Almost, but not quite...

I know that, even without my sending Schmidt separately, Romano’s sweepers will have checked the restaurant out before he arrived. But of course, Romano’s enemies know that too. I stick to my routine, working through the premises.

She’s wearing his ring...

So... Romano’s going to divorce Angelina?

Doesn’t seem likely...

Her family would never stand for it...

... surely...?

Nothing flags as untoward. Most of the tables are occupied, only one waiting to be filled, set out already with a Reserved plaque in the centre. Some of the other diners I recognise from previous occasions. La Dolce Vita is popular. It’s clientèle tend to return. A few familiar faces are to be expected. And the ones I don’t recognise seem unremarkable...

... A quiet couple, each scooping pasta with a fork, holding hands across the table...

... A family. He’s rattling continuously on about something I can’t pick out, punctuating his proclamations with the jab of a fork. She wears a strained expression. Two teenage boys look bored witless...

Is that what family life is?

... A pair of women, enough alike that only their apparent ages say they’re mother and daughter.

I take my accustomed post in a niche at the back of the room, seeing without being seen, or at least, without being conspicuous. If anyone should notice me, in my dark suit and tie, they’ll take me for a waiter, or perhaps the floor manager.

From here, I have a view over the entire dining floor, the front entrance, and the swing doors to the kitchens. Legs astride, hands neatly folded, I stand ready.

This is my remit. My duty. What Romano pays me for.

And like this, I can watch... Her...

Katya eats beautifully. Not in the over-fussy way of someone showing off, or of some of those women who’ve been taught how to behave, but tidily, with the air of enjoying her food without being ruled by it. Nor does she limit herself to salad or small portions. Food is a pleasure for her. And she’s relaxed enough with Romano that she doesn’t put on a show over it.

He gulps at his wine. Two glasses already. She sips at hers, swallowing a bare mouthful, seeming to drink more to be polite than because she wants it. Instead, she washes down her meal with sparkling water.

Watching calories?

Health conscious?

Romano takes her hand in his, patting his other hand down on top, smiling and nodding, saying something quiet. She smiles back, the light of love in her eyes.

My stomach roils.

Without meaning to, I find myself inspecting my shoes.

Don’t be fucking ridiculous, man...

You’re a professional...

Behave like one...

Straightening up, I resume my vigil.

The door swings open, a group of half a dozen entering. Young guys, already looking tanked on beer...

Stag party?

... loud as they enter. Stefano escorts them to the empty table. Benito brings menus, takes drinks orders.

The table grows louder, rowdier, one of the party jabbing a finger across to his companions. “So, I fucking told him...”

Other customers turn toward the lout. They don’t pay for this in the background. The yobs continue their yelling, growing louder, more boisterous.

I look to catch Romano’s eye. Katya’s sliding sidelong looks at the table, shifting in her seat. Romano head-jerks me across to handle it.

I stroll across, paint on a polite expression. “Excuse me, but could you lower your voices, please. You’re disturbing the other diners.”

Some turn away, muttering. One grins at me, his speech slurring. “Oh, yeah... Sorry.” 

“And mind your language. There are ladies present.”

He waves a hand carelessly. “Just said yes, didn’t I.”

Every syllable oozing sincerity...

I’ve barely turned my back, when, “Anyway he wouldn't fucking shut up, so I...”

This time, moving close in, I lean down, propping myself on a fist beside him, trying not to inhale his alcohol-soaked breath. “I said, calm down. You're upsetting the other customers.” 

Loudmouth’s face reddens and he sways back. “Er, yeah. Sure. Sorry.” The group drop their voices and after a moment, I turn away.

From across the floor, Romano beckons me. I make my way across. “Sir?”

He chin-jerks toward the louts. “Problem?”

“I don’t think so. Just had too much booze before they got here.”

He pats Katya’s hand. “You see. Don't you worry about anything. Any more trouble and I'll send Hickman back there after them.” He snorts. “One shot of his ugly face and they'll run a mile.”

The ugly face flushes. “I’ll return to my post then, sir.”

But Katya speaks up. “Don't be so rude, Leone...” Her smile turns on me, her words warm... “Ignore him, Hickman. You're a handsome man, in a rugged kind of way. I think so anyway.”

My throat tightens. “You're too kind, Miss Masterson. I know my looks are against me.”

She blinks. “Really, Hickman...”

A bloom heating my neck, I’m already retreating to the safety of my niche.

Barely half-way across the floor, and it starts up again... “And I told that fucker that if he doesn’t like it, he can...”

And I've had enough. Spinning on my heel, I march back to the table. Emilio’s there before me, looking distressed. “Signori, you must leave.”

Loudmouth’s chair scrapes back as, colouring up, he stands, looming over the much smaller man. “And who's going to make me?”

I stretch an arm against Emilio’s chest, easing him back. “I will. You’ve been asked politely. Will you leave quietly or not?”

He lurches, blasting me with beer-and-whiskey-breath. “We’ve not had our food.”

“And you won’t be getting it. Not here. Now, go. And take your friends with you.”

He hunches. “Well, yeah, okay. Sorry.”

“Good.” I turn toward the door to open it, but as I do, headfirst, he launches himself at me, his forehead impacting the side of my skull with a Crack!

Fuck!

I stagger, ears ringing...

... but through the stars, I grab him by the arm, swinging him around, using his weight to keep me upright as I punch into his gut before, knocking his feet out from under him, he goes down.

The whole thing lasts under five seconds. 

And now I’m on top of him, straddling his chest.

There are those out there who would know how to get out of this situation. Loudmouth’s not one of them. Screaming incoherently, he tries to punch up at me, but he’s not got the angle. Instead, with each attempted swing, I rap my knuckles onto his nose, rattling him. “Like I said before, calm down. You’re going nowhere except out of here.”

Spittle flies with his blustering. “Gonna call the fucking cops on you.”

“Be my guest...” I aim a finger up toward the corner and the cyclops eye of the security-camera. “All of that was on CCTV. The police’ll be delighted to see you attacked me first.”.

I glance up toward Emilio, wringing his hands around and around. “How much do they owe?”

The old man shifts from one foot to the other. “They haven’t eaten yet.”

“They’ve had drinks and you’ll have started preparing the food. How much do they owe?”

He spreads fingers, rocks his hand. “Cento? A hundred.”

Hauling Loudmouth up by his lapels, I reach inside the jacket, pluck out his wallet and hand a couple of fifties to Emilio. Frog-marching the moron to the door, I jerk a thumb to his table... “Out! The lot of you. Take your friend somewhere he can get coffee.” I toss the wallet out onto the street after him.

Loudmouth’s cohorts slump out and away. Around the restaurant, faces smile. One man raises a glass to me. Emilio’s accent thickens as he slaps at my shoulder. “Mr Hickman. Grazie mille. I not know...”

“Not a problem...” I level a finger toward the kitchen... “... Now you get back to your job and I’ll get back to mine.”

“I get you a drink, Signore Hickman. He hurt you. I hear the noise when he hit you. We all hear it.” Around him, other diners nod and mutter.

“Later, Emilio. I’m working. And so are you.”

He stalks off, shaking his head. “S’gonna be one of those days...”

Yeah...

Rubbing at my temples against the thumping inside, I return to Romano. “My apologies, sir. Didn’t think I could leave the old man to handle that...”

My employer is jovial. “Forget it, Hickman. Good work.” He nods sidelong. “Katya here was all eyes for your exploits.” She semi-rises from her seat, her brow creasing, angling to see the side of my face.

I scratch an ear. “Don’t know that I’d call bouncing a drunk exploits.”

Still, I glow inside as Katya brushes her fingertips over my temple. “You’re hurt, Hickman. Leone, you should give him some time off. He might need to see a doctor.”

“It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

Romano angles to look too, slipping the handkerchief from his top pocket, offering it to me. “No, you’re bleeding...” I touch my temple and my fingers come away wet, a slick red trickle. “... Go get yourself cleaned up. And like Katya says, take the rest of the day. You’re off-duty. Go get that drink Emilio wants to give you.”

“If you’re sure, sir...”

He gives a lop-sided smile. “There are others here, Hickman. You’re not actually indispensable.”

At the kitchen swing doors, Emilio advances, a green first-aid box in one hand. “Mr Hickman...” He gestures me through to the bathroom. 

“Just... stop fussing. It’s nothing. Let me clean myself up. Then I’ll have that drink.”

Retreating to the sanctuary of the bathrooms I eye the damage in the mirror. It really does look like nothing, a bare trickle of blood, although I suspect there’ll be a good bruise where the silly bastard’s skull cracked into mine. It could have been serious. Classically, a side-punch is how boxers go for a knock-out, but Loudmouth wasn’t sober enough to deliver anything properly.

A drink, then go get my head down for an hour or so...

The splash of cold water over my face helps. Gulping a mouthful and rinsing out my mouth helps more.

I breathe in. Huff out. Straighten my jacket and head out...

... and all but walk into a black-jacketed waiter with a domed silver platter balanced on a palm. He veers, steering around me, “Scusi, signore.”

“My fault...” I don’t recognise him. “Um...?”

“Guiseppe, sir,” He flashes a smile and continues on to the dining room.

At least Emilio’s evening should be improving...

From behind the bar, Franco gives me a sympathetic smile and without asking, slides a beer across. Half a minute later, a chaser sits beside it. His boss joins me, pulling up a stool beside me. “Grazie, Signor Hickman. We could not have...”

“Forget it, Emilio. It really was nothing. It’s what I do. What they pay me for.”

“Okay. But what you want now, it on the house. Si?”

“Si...” I tilt my glass toward him. “... Thank you.”

“The lasagna... It very good today...” He cocks a questioning brow.

Surrendering to the inevitable, “I’ll have the lasagna, then.” He beams, rotates, then trots through to the kitchen.

In under five minutes, Rodricco trots out, a tray in hand, setting it on the bar in front of me. “I’d give you a table, Hickman, but as you can see, we’re full...”

“Chill out. They don’t pay the prices you charge here to sit next to the hired help.” I fork up noodles and sauce, then blow air as my tongue scorches. A gulp of beer quenches the flames.

Emilio slaps a palm on my shoulder. “Good, yes?”

“Very good. Yes.” He beams again... “Ah, scusi...” ... then follows an upraised hand from one of the diners.

Rodricco tops up my beer then, reaching under the counter, produces a jar of peanuts and a small bowl. “You made the old man’s night. He’d have been like a bear with a sore head if you’d not let him feed you. He’d already had a bad start to the evening, what with Guiseppe not showing up.”

I fork up more lasagna. “Well, at least that’s sorted itself out.”

“Sorry?”

“Guiseppe’s here now...”

Tipping nuts in the bowl, Rodricco pauses, mid-movement. “He is?”

“Sure. I met him as I was coming out of the bathroom.”

Brows beetling, he slides the bowl of nuts to me. “You sure?” 

“Sure I’m sure. He’s over there...” I nod across to where Guiseppe, tray in hand, is weaving between tables toward Romano...

Rodricco’s expression precedes his words. “That’s not Guiseppe...”

‘Guiseppe’s’ hand shifts for the dome. The smallest of movements. No one would notice except...

I'm paid to notice.

And I’m already moving, charging across the floor... “Katya! Down!”

Her face swings toward me, then again toward the approaching figure...

Diners look up, slack jawed. The father of the teenage boys stands, blocking my way... “Now, look here...” ... But barrelling past, I shove him aside in my headlong charge for the strange waiter.

Roaring some instruction, Romano pushes Katya aside and down, under the table... The lid lifts from the tray... As the dome comes up, I see the dish underneath...

And I'm hurling myself toward him, lashing out for the tray, crashing my fist down on his extended arm. The waiter yelps. Tray and dome topple, clanging down. The dish spins and sprays, splashing cloths, tables and diners in a tide of tomato, pesto and cream, vivid across white tablecloths, the expensive carpet and even more expensive clothes of the diners.

The waiter sits up, red sauce dripping down his shirt front. Romano offers him a hand up, snarling. “What the hell d’you think you’re playing at, Hickman?”

Voices in the background bark and snarl, but it's like some movie background. “Sir, he said he was Guiseppe. He’s not.”

Emilio charges up. “Who are you? Where is my nephew?

Giving me the evil-eye, the waiter swipes himself down with a napkin. “The agency sent me. Here, I’ve got the paperwork...” He slides a hand as though to an inside pocket...  “... Guiseppe called in to say couldn’t make it...”

But I’ve already seen the bulge under the jacket...

Reality clicks into slow motion...

...The movement...

... the weapon... A Sig Sauer...

... arcing upward...

Romano’s face morphs from anger, to surprise, to wide-eyed shock...

... grabbing hold of Katya, plunging, he takes her with him...

Lurching, I swing my arm down, trying to knock off the aim...

... but the trigger squeezes...

The crash of a round being fired... And another...

The smash of shattering glass...

A round punches up into the table, splinters flying. Another ricochets from the wall, plaster fragmenting. Diners scream and dive and run, chairs scraping and tables overturning as men and women alike stampede out, scattering for the kitchens, the bathrooms. Some even with the sense to make for the outer door.

Schmidt, charging in from off-side, hurls himself at the assassin, slamming him to the carpet, grappling for the weapon, but Romano flings an arm toward me, then Katya... “Get her out of here!” 

Hauling her bodily from under the table and upright, hooking my arm through hers, I bundle her toward the exit, scanning one way and the other for accomplices. Manhandling her out, I hear Romano’s snarled question. “Who the fuck is he? There any more new staff?”

***
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On the street, barely are we clear of the door when another shot slams out. Inches away, stucco shatters and flies as, reflexively, we both duck.

Where the hell did that come from?

Spinning Katya against the wall to shield her with my body... “Stay low!” ... Crouching, I hustle her along behind the doubtful shelter of parked traffic, but in the dagger-heels and elegant outfit, she’s dressed for dinner and being seen, not escaping from assassins. Glock in hand, I press her around the corner for the shelter of the side-alley.

Another shot. She shrieks, cowering back into my embrace. “Where are we going?”

“Car’s parked in the next road,” I mutter. But then, with a bare second to think, to measure our situation...

To reach the car, we’d have to cross the street, completely exposed.

Fuck!

For a moment, stymied, I hover...

... Then, tapping at the pre-stored number in my phone, “Armando, get a fucking car to La Dolce Vita. Right now!”

Behind his voice, an engine roars. “Already on my way, Hickman. Hang in there.” 

“What are we going to do?” Katya’s eyes are wide, her pupils pin-pricked and she’s panting.

Glock in hand, I lay a hand on her shoulder, pressing her back around the shelter of the side-alley. “We stay put. Try not to panic. Help’s on the way.” 

She peers back along the narrow passageway. “Can’t we escape that way?” 

“Dead end. We go down there, we’re sitting ducks.” I scan the row of buildings across the street: stores, take-aways, apartments...

Where the hell are they shooting from?

Then, the squeal of wheels and Armando roars up from the end of the road, tires screeching as he pulls up alongside, the passenger door flinging open. Ducking behind the cover of the car, I shove Katya inside headfirst, yelling, “Get her the hell out of here.”

Slamming the door closed behind her, I slap on the roof and as Armando revs away, I break for the next vehicle. Another shot rings out, slamming into tarmac where a tire burned rubber half a second ago.

But this time, my attention freed, I saw where the round came from. An open door to one of the balconies across the street. Two floors up, the sniper has a clear view of La Dolce Vita and the adjacent two or three stores.

Weapon at the ready, I keep running, now for the triangle of greenery, ducking behind the shelter of shrubs and hedgerow, looping around the edge of the island. Another shot sounds, this time ricocheting from the fountain. But the sniper’ll get no more on me. He’s lost the angle and I’m out of his line of fire.

Dodging traffic, I dash across the road then, pressed against the wall of the building under the shadow of the overhanging balconies...

Front or rear?

Never going to come to the front...

I toe-sprint for the back of the block, pausing to peer around the corner.

The shots have died.

Gone to ground?

Probably getting the hell out...

And there, I see him. Stepping out from a roller-shutter exit, strolling, carrying a bag, trying to look casual.

And I’m running, Glock in my outstretched hands, charging forward. As he sees me coming, he gawks, reversing back into the building, banging the door in my face. But my foot in the gap, I kick inward, cheap timber bouncing back on the hinges.

Barging through, I’m right behind him as he hammers up the stairs. At the top of the first flight, swinging around, the bag swings with him, snags on the handrail and yanks him back.

A mere heartbeat, but that’s all it needs. I’m on him, my fist in his face as he twists, trying to face me.

Too late. He’s down, on his hands and knees. My weapon against the back of his head, yanking the bag away, “Flat on the ground, face down. Hands behind your head.”

Silent but trembling, he obeys. I pat him down, finding no more than a cell phone. “Who sent you?”

He trembles but doesn’t speak.

“Easy or hard. Your call. My magazine’s full and there’s a spare in my pocket. That’s thirty rounds I can pump into you one at a time. I’ll start with your feet so you can’t run. Now, who sent you?”

Mouth and throat working, he licks his lips.

“Right foot first, then left. Your hands go next.”

His eyes dart one way and the other, shoulders hunching. “It was Mancini.”

“Mancini? The man himself? Not one of his men? He spoke to you?”

“No. It came as a message to my phone.”

“You always get your orders that way?”

“Yes. He messages the instruction. When the job’s done, I get paid.”

“This phone here? What’s the PIN?”

“Yes. And nine-two-oh-seven.”

Quickly, I check the PIN unlocks the phone, shove it in a jacket pocket then, my Glock still poised, juggle my own cell out, thumbing open to Romano’s number. “Sir, I've got one of them. The sniper across the street.”

“Good work, Hickman. Recognise him?”

“No, sir. He says Mancini hired him. You want to interrogate him?”

“No need. I’ve got the fake waiter. He’s already confirmed it was Mancini. I’m sure he’ll give me the rest of what I want to know very shortly.”

“And this one?”

“We don’t need him. Get rid of him.”

“Sir.”

Romano’s words are loud enough for my sniper to hear. His cheek pressed to the concrete, glaze-eyed, he’s trembling violently. “Will you make it quick?”

“I’m not a sadist. You were here to do a job. You failed.” And I pull the trigger.

***
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Three

Adrenaline is a great thing. When the body faces an emergency, the ability to acquire a superpower is irreplaceable. But now that the emergency is over, I can think...

Romano paces, white-faced and furious. “How dare they? How fucking dare they?”

Armando watches our mutual employer with caution in his eye, exchanges a glance with me.

I interrupt his pacing. “Sir, the real question is how they knew.” He halts, staring at me, eyes white-rimmed. “They had the fake waiter in place. They had a sniper in position. They knew you'd be there, sir.”

He snarls quietly. “That sniper could have been waiting for days. I use La Dolce Vita regularly.” He shrugs, jaw clenching. “Fuck! It’s my own fault. I shouldn’t build up habits.”

“What about the waiter, sir? He replaced the real Guiseppe. They knew there would be a fresh face in there to cause confusion. Who told them? For that matter, do we know where the real Guiseppe is?”

Romano calms, blows out his cheeks. “He’s okay. In hospital. He was found tied and gagged in his own apartment. He’d had a blow to the head but isn’t seriously injured. A mild case of concussion. They say he’ll be fine in a day or two. I gather he’s more shaken that it could have happened at all.”

“You can hardly blame him. Who’d think being a waiter could be dangerous?” Romano raises brows, nodding thoughtfully. I continue. “Do we know how the attack happened? He lived by himself? When he has family here? Could one of the family be the leak?”

Romano sucks at his teeth. “That's an unpleasant idea. I'd not like to think Emilio had a traitor in the camp. I rather like the old man.”

“It could have been quite innocent,” I say. “Who’d think it controversial to mention a new family member joining the staff? I imagine everyone in the restaurant knew there'd be an unfamiliar face joining them. He only had to get away with it for half an hour.”

“Maybe. But right now, it’s not your problem.” He fixes an eye on me. “What did you do with the sniper?”

“Bagged him up and dumped him at the landfill site.”

Romano nods slowly, staring down, then, “Hickman, I want you to get Katya out of here until this is resolved.”

“Me, sir?”

“Yes, you, Hickman. I need men I know I can trust. Armando here will help me in the search for our leak. You are responsible for keeping Katya out of harm’s way.”

“Yes, sir.”

***
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Four

A flight out of the city on fake IDs.

Another flight, hopping destinations, breaking the trail.

A rental car, a drive, and another city.

We should be untraceable.

Katya’s quiet, barely speaking the entire journey. Dumbly, she simply obeys me as I guide her through my planned route. 

***
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In the hotel suite, I try to settle her down. “Miss Masterson, you’re safe here. No one knows we’re here except Mr Romano. And he’s sent me with you to be sure you’re okay...” Eyes reddened, her smile is watery. “... Try to relax. Have a bath. Watch some TV. Whatever helps you wind down.” Her mouth curves, the smile looking a bit more genuine. “Would you like to eat?” I ask. “I can call room service. Or some wine perhaps?”

Her throat ripples. “I couldn’t eat right now. Later maybe.”

“You’ve not eaten all day. You should have something, even if it’s only a bowl of soup.”

She sucks at her lips, then nods. “Alright. Soup.”

“Good. I’ll go order it. Why don’t you go have that bath? I’ll call you when the food arrives.”

***
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Stretched out full length on the couch, she holds a book perched on her lap, but so far, she’s been reading the same page for the last twenty minutes. And covertly, she’s watching me.

“Is there something I can do for you, Miss Masterson?”

She sighs, flipping the book closed. “I was just wondering about you, that’s all.”

“Me? What about me?”

“Don’t you find this a bit tedious? Ferrying me around. Fetching and carrying for me. Babysitting me...” She swings her head. “... A man like you. Capable. Strong. I’d have thought you wanted...” She flounders...

I paste on my straightest face. “Wanted what?”

She spreads palms. “I don’t know. More...”

I suck in a smile. “Mr Romano has assigned me as your bodyguard. He wants you safe. I'm a man doing the job he’s paid for.”

“And you don’t find that boring?”

I allow my smile to come out and play. “It’s sometimes said that there are only two kinds of jobs. Miserable jobs that pay badly and miserable jobs that pay well.”

She huffs a laugh. “And what do I qualify as?”

“The third kind. An enjoyable job that pays well.”

Now she blinks. “So... is there a Mrs Hickman out there? Or some mini-Hickmans?”

“Mrs Hickman? No. Why would you ask?”

“Girlfriend? Or a... would-be Mrs Hickman?”

I draw in breath. “You must realise, Miss Masterson, my work can be dangerous. I prefer to keep my... social life, uncomplicated.”

Her head swings, slowly, left to right and back. “So... you’re not interested in a long-term relationship at all? You have a social life, surely? You can’t work all the time. And you don’t strike me as one of life’s natural monks.”

Crap...

I palm the back of my neck. “What kind of life could I give a woman? Doing what I do. I'd make a terrible husband.”

Taking a moment to choose my words, I look away. Inhale. Blow air. “Miss Masterson, you’re an intelligent woman...” I level a finger at her...

“... You know the sort of man Leone Romano is. You may have chosen to be his mistress, for whatever reason, but you do know what he is. The events in the restaurant only underlined the people and activities he’s involved with.”

She shuffles, looking uncomfortable. Resentful even, “I’m neither blind nor stupid.”

“So, therefore, you know what I am. You think Romano would entrust you to my care if he didn’t know he can rely on me to do what was necessary, whatever was necessary, to protect you? With or without direct orders from him.”

Impatience bites at her face. “So, what’s your point?”

“Miss Masterson... Who would want to be my partner? What woman would want to be with me once she realised what I do for a living?”

Her brow furrows. “But what do you want?”

Heat rises up my neck. “I don't want to be tied at the hip to a woman I have to lie to about what I am.” Understanding blooms over her face like an unfurling flower. “I can't commit. I can't promise to spend all my time with a woman, or to be a good husband. I can't promise to be a good father either, or even to survive long enough to try. If I can't make those kinds of promises, how could I ask any woman to be close to me? Or to have children with me? It simply wouldn’t be fair.”

Puffing out her cheeks, she nods. “Yes, I get that.” Something crosses her face. “You're a good man, Hickman.”

“I'm a gun for hire.”

She shrugs. “As you say... Hickman...”

“Hmmm?”

She inhales. “I think you'd make a wonderful husband.”

My heart bangs.

***
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Five

Katya’s mobile rings. She smiles as Romano’s avatar flashes up. “Leo. Darling. It’s lovely to hear from you.” Tipping her head in apology to me, she cups her hand to her mouth, turning away as she speaks.

“If you’ll excuse me, Miss Masterson...” I make for the kitchenette, as much because I’m ready for a coffee as to give her the privacy she clearly wants.

I spoon grinds into the filter, snatches of conversation drifting through... “Yes, my Love, he’s been taking very good care of me... An absolute gentleman...”

Flushing a bit, I click on the switch, but even over the hiss of steam, the words carry through...

“Yes, I will... Of course... I love you too. I’ll see you soon, I hope?”

As coffee trickles into the cup, she’s stopped talking and I stick my head around the door. “Miss Masterson, how would you like your coffee?”

“Is a cappuccino possible?”

“I’m sure it is. Give me a minute.” I put milk on to heat, then work through drawers and cupboards for a whisk.

From the back of my pants, my mobile vibes. Again, Romano’s avatar. I tap in. “Sir?”

“Hickman, where are you?”

“In the kitchenette of the hotel suite, sir. Miss Masterson is in the lounge where she was just speaking to you from.”

“She’s not in the room with you?”

“No, sir. She’s next door. I’m just making coffee.”

“Fine. Hickman, listen carefully. This evening, take her out to wherever she wants to eat. Get her out and well away from the hotel. Make it quick. I’d prefer she doesn’t suffer. Ideally, I don’t want her to know it’s coming. Get rid of the body afterwards.”

My mind blanks out. “My apologies, sir. The connection’s not very good. Could you repeat that.”

His voice grates. “You heard me the first time, Hickman. Do it this evening. No links to the hotel and certainly no links back to me. No one knows you’re there. Do it and get out. I don’t want the body found afterwards. She simply disappears. Got that?”

My mouth and reflexes freeze over before I recover enough to lower my voice. “Sir, can I ring you back in a minute or two? She’s next door, but the words carry.”

“Call right back, Hickman. I’ll be waiting.”

Stomach churning, I stuff the mobile back into my pocket. Whisking up hot milk, I tip it in, half-and-half. The cup rattles in the saucer as I take it through. “Your coffee, Miss Masterson.”

She smiles as she accepts the cup. “Hickman, call me Katya. Miss Masterson is a bit of a mouthful if we’re going to be spending any amount of time together.”
At any other moment, an invitation to be on first name terms would make me smile. Right now, my stomach roils.
She tips a look over the cup. “Join me?”

“I’ll have a shower first. Wash off the journey.”

“Fine.” She sips at the coffee. “You were right, Hickman. I should relax.” Her smile brightens. “I feel so much better knowing you’re here. Knowing that Leone trusts you.” She sips again. “You make good coffee.” She glances to the window. “You know, it’s a lovely day. I think I’ll sit out on the balcony.”

My throat is tight. “Good idea. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

Marching through my room to the en-suite, I set the bath running. The basin faucet too.  Flushing adds to the background noise. The water echoing against enamel, I glance outside the door to see Katya sitting outside, her back to me. 

I draw a breath. Hold it. Then, letting it out again, I tap into my phone. “Sir, do I understand you correctly? You are instructing me to terminate Miss Masterson?”

“That's correct, Hickman.” A pause... “Do you have a difficulty with that? I’m paying you to obey orders.”

My mind races...

Agree with him...

For fuck’s sake, agree with him...

“Of course, sir...” 

Romano’s still talking. “I want those diamonds she’s wearing. And I’ll repeat, the body mustn’t be found.”

“I’ll see to it, sir.”

Another pause. “You don’t sound too sure, Hickman.”

“You’ve... caught me by surprise, sir. May I ask...?” My words dry up.

“We had a spy in the camp. Guess who it’s turned out to be? She had me fooled. Turns out she’s working for Mancini. She told him where we’d be and when. Set me up for him to turn his gunmen on me.”

He’s almost spitting the words. “If the bitch wants to play those sorts of games, she can pay the same price as anyone else.”

“You’re sure of this, sir?”

“Our fake waiter, he was sure. I interrogated him myself. Worked him long enough to be sure he was telling the truth.”

“I see, sir.”

“Hickman, you sound very uncertain. You got any problems with this?”

“Murdering a woman, sir...”

“She’s a whore being paid by Mancini to earn her living on her back. It was Katya who told him we’d be at La Dolce Vita. And she’s been passing him other information. This is an execution, not a murder.”

“As you say, sir.”

The huff of air is audible even over the phone. “Hickman, I don’t like your tone. Do the job, then get back here. Bring the diamonds with you. And I want proof you’ve followed my instructions.”

“Proof? But you said wanted the body to disappear.”

“That’s right...” He falls silent for several seconds. “Bring me that tattoo she has on the back of her neck.”

Parroting the words, “The tattoo, sir?”

“That’s right. It’s unique. Slice off the skin and bring it back with you. A little memento of my traitorous ex-lover.”

My mouth is dry. My tongue spongy. “Yes, sir.”

“And call me tonight when it’s done.”

“Yes, sir.”

The line disconnects and I sag down onto the edge of the bath, my mind whirling.

Murder her?

Murder Katya?

Spy in the camp?

?

No...

?

Surely not?

It doesn’t feel right.

My gut says it’s not right.

Turning off the water, I ease the door open an inch or so. Katya’s still out on the balcony, the coffee cup cradled in her palm and, eyes closed, her face raised to the sun.

Perching on the side of the bath, I scrub hands over my face.

In La Dolce Vita, what happened?

What actually happened?

The gunman, down, aiming upwards... Aiming for Romano...

Was he aiming for Romano?

Think...

The line of sight...

Where was he trying to aim?

Romano’s face morphing from anger to surprise to wide-eyed shock...

... grabbing hold of Katya, holding her for a frozen moment then diving, taking her with him...

Frozen?

Was he really frozen?

Then, outside...

The sniper, firing at us.

Us...

Me and Katya...

If the assassin worked for Mancini, why would he fire at his own informer?

?

Getting rid of the evidence?

The sniper said he never saw who hired him... It was done by message...

The message...

And I’ve still got the phone...

What did I do with it?

A moment’s thought then I stroll back into the lounge where my jacket hangs over the back of a chair. Retrieving the sniper’s cell, I tap in the PIN, tap into the messages then scroll through.

la dolce vita 1pm tues take the woman. M

The screen displays the contact as ‘Mancini’, but my antennae waving, I tap through again...

... and stare at the number displayed.

I know it well. Romano just called me on it.

It was a set-up.

The whole fucking thing was a set-up.

A performance.

Calculated to see Katya murdered and lay the blame elsewhere.

But...

Why?

Why would he do this?

And why would he send me to do this?

Romano...

He pays me to do his dirty work, but this turns my stomach.

***
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Six

Vibrating with tension, I take a few moments to get myself back under control. As I’m about to exit back for the lounge, it dawns on me that I stink. I’m soaked in sweat. My shirt sour.

Better take that shower...

***
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Clean and in fresh clothes, I pause in the doorway from my room.

Katya’s returned to the lounge, looking much more relaxed. Lounging in an armchair, she riffles through some magazine. After a few moments, she tosses it to one side and picks up her book.

From my spot by the door, I watch her; her body language; those invisible tells that something might be amiss that she’s not talking about.

And there’s...

... Nothing...

Why?

Spy in the camp?

Bullshit.

Romano doted on her. Showered her in diamonds.

What can this woman conceivably have done to threaten him?

She glances up. Smiles. “There you are. I was beginning to think you were going to dissolve in that shower.” Her eyes drop back down to her book.

The Glock in my pocket, but cradled in my hand, “Miss Masterson, is there something you want to tell me?”

She flips over a page, flicks me a glance... “Didn’t we agree it’s Katya?” Then, frowning, “Tell you? Like what?”

My fingers curl around the Glock. “Anything you think I should know. Something that... perhaps... you didn’t like to mention.”

The book dropping to her lap, she looks at me properly. “I’m sorry?” Brow creased up now, “You’ve lost me, Hickman. What are we talking about?”

Floundering, I rub at my forehead. It doesn't clear the growing ache. “Nothing... springs to mind... you think I should know?”

“Hickman, I’m sorry, but I have no idea where you think this is going.” Her expression is clear of anything but a faint irritation.

Christ...

“Miss Masterson, why does Leone Romano want you dead?”

Her mouth opens and closes. Then opens again. “Hickman, my apologies. I misheard you.”

“You didn’t mishear me. Why would Romano order me to kill you?”

Her gaze drops to the hand in my pocket. For a moment she sits, stares, simply frozen. Then she stands, the book sliding from her lap. “Ordered you? He ordered you to kill me?”

“Yes.”

Disbelief wars with fear behind her eyes. Lips pinching, she takes a step back from me. “Leone gave you instructions to murder me? Not his brother-in-law? Or some other of Angelina’s family?"

I drop my eyes. When I raise them again, “The question is, why? What have you done? He says you betrayed him to Mancini. I’m sure that’s not true. So... what?”

Pupils pricking, she pants. Short breaths as she raises hands to her mouth. “You’re sure you’ve not made a mistake? You might have misunderstood him.”

“There’s no mistake. I’ll ask again. Why?”

“He said it was alright,” she whispers. “That he was pleased.” Her eyes well. “He said... He said...”

“Katya, whatever he said, Romano sent you away to die. I want to know why.”

“Are you going to do it?” A sob escapes and her knees give. Stepping smartly forward, I catch her before she falls, but she struggles against me. “Don't touch me! Oh, God. Hickman, don't hurt me...” Battering at me, she shrieks. “Please don't hurt me.” Whimpering, she collapses against my chest.

Cradling her in my arms, my cheek against her head, I stroke her hair. “Shhh... Shhh... Katya, stop panicking. I'm not about to murder a helpless woman. Certainly not you.” Scooping her up off her feet, I lower her back into her armchair. Hands hugged around herself, she sobs, rocking back and forth.

Perched on the chair arm, I wait for the storm to pass.

After a minute, she shudders in a breath, swipes hands over her face, then raises swollen eyes to me. “You killed that other man, the sniper, on Leone’s order. I know you did.”

“He told you that?”

“Not in so many words, but he made it clear that he was no danger anymore and that you’d...” She waves an uncertain hand in the air.

“Katya, that sniper was a professional assassin. And he worked for the head of an organised crime family. Or thought he did anyway. He played the same game I do. I'm better at it than he was. That's all. And yes, I executed him.”

“That’s what Leone pays you for?”

“Yes, but I use my gun on other men of the same sort. Romano can't order me to murder you without telling me why. I never signed up for that. Now, tell me. What have you done that was so terrible?”

She fumbles in a pocket, then casts around, looking for something. Wordlessly, I pass her a box of tissues from the coffee table. She swipes still-wet cheeks and eyes, then blows gracelessly into one of them. Then another.

Finally, she turns swollen eyes and a red nose on me. “I'm pregnant.”

Ice cracks under my feet. “By... Romano?”

“Of course...” Anger flashes. “... Who else?”

I click my tongue. “I had to ask. You're his mistress...” The anger fades, morphing to doubt... “... Or you were...” I hover, considering... “If Romano thought you were carrying another man’s child, that would probably have been motive enough for him to order your execution.” I hesitate... “I don’t want to insult you, Katya, but again, I have to ask. Is there any possibility Romano might believe you were pregnant by another man?”

Swollen eyes shoot arrows at me. “It’s his,” she hisses, then tugs out another tissue. Blows again.

Katya sags into the armchair, forlorn. “When I told Leone I was pregnant, I’d worried he might be angry. Maybe think I’d tried to set him up. But he said he was pleased. He said everything was alright and he’d be a father to the baby.”

Tears trickle again. “I thought he loved me. He told me he would divorce Angelina and marry me.”

Face crumpling, shoulders shaking, she drops her face into her hands. “How could he do this? How could he? He said... he married Angelina for political reasons. It was a marriage of convenience. That he didn't love her.”

I lay hands on her shoulders, my touch clumsy, hesitant, but she leans in toward me, accepting the caress. “Katya, it may well have been political, but that doesn’t mean Romano can afford to upset her family. Angelina is the daughter of Giovanni de Palo. If he got wind that there was any threat to his daughter’s status as wife, Romano would have a war on his hands before he’d turned around.”

Another sob. Her head hangs. “Lies. It was all lies. He said he loved me, and I believed him.”

“Love doesn't come into it. It's a dynastic arrangement. I'm not sure if Angelina wanted to marry Romano in the first place or whether she was required to do so by her family. But whichever it was, all the wealth would channel through her children. De Palo might look the other way over Romano having a mistress. But he would never tolerate any competition to his daughter’s children. For that matter, in all probability, neither would she. And all she’d have had to do was tell her father if she suspected. If it's any consolation to you, Romano probably didn't have much choice in the matter.”

Katya tears away from me, rising from her seat like an avenging demon. “No choice?” she shrieks. “No fucking choice? There's always a choice.”

I inhale. Exhale. “Yes, there is.”

She stills, staring at me. “What are you going to do?”

I stand, rest my palms on her shoulders, look her in the face. “For the avoidance of doubt, Katya, what I’m not going to do is follow Romano’s orders. Executing pros who played the game and lost, is a far cry from murdering a pregnant woman because she's suddenly inconvenient. It’s not part of my remit.”

Her mouth works, her throat rippling, her chest rising and falling.

“Katya, truly. If I intended to kill you, you would already be dead and you would never have seen it coming. I know you’re scared, but you mustn’t be scared of me. Now, do you believe me? It’s important you believe you can trust me.”

Her breathing eases. Eventually, slow-blinking, she nods. “Yes, I believe you.”

“Good, because we need to move fast. I have to get you into safe hiding.”

Her eyes widen. “What are we going to do?”

“First of all, you and I need to talk.” I palm the back of my neck. “You have to fill me in on what you believed would happen next.”

“Shouldn’t we be leaving now?”

“Not right now. If anyone’s watching, which...” I aim a finger toward her... “... they might well be, we need to make it look as though I’m following orders. That means we stay put for now. We’ll leave together as it’s going dark and then...”

“And then?”

“And then... I’ve not gotten that far yet. Tell me properly what happened, and what you thought was going to happen.”

“The doctor confirmed last week that I was pregnant. I’d not said anything to Leone before then. I only told him once I was sure. He said everything would be alright, but that until he could settle matters with his wife, he would send me somewhere out of sight to have the baby. Then, after what happened at the restaurant, he said I had to leave immediately and that you’d be my bodyguard until the danger was past and he could make permanent arrangements.” Her voice cracks. “He said he'd look after me. That we’d be married.”

“I... had the impression you enjoyed being a mistress rather than a wife?”

“I did, but... it’s different once there’s children involved.” She raises swollen eyes. “Hickman, what exactly were your orders?”

Lie and be gentle?

Or give it to her straight?

Get it over with.

“Romano ordered me to kill you, to dispose of your body and... He wants your jewellery back.”

Her hand rises to the diamond at the hollow of her neck, her mouth forming an O. Face twisting, she yanks it off, hurling the necklace at the wall. “Cheap bastard!”

I reclaim the glittering thing, taking her hand and curling her fingers around it. “Don’t lose them. Romano was clear he wants them back. Even if you kept them, if you're on the run, you'll need money.”

The fury fades and her voice turns small. “Am I on the run?”

“If I don't convince Romano that I’ve done as he ordered, we both are. I have to get you out and fast...” Her face crumples... “Katya?”

“I'm scared. Oh, God, I'm trying to be brave but I'm so scared. What am I going to do? I can't go to my family. He knows about them. Who they are. Where they live.” She whips a look at me. “Do you think he'd go after them?”

“If he suspects you're alive, it’s the first place he’d look. You have to go somewhere he can't find you. Or anyone else he might send after you.”

“So, I have to spend the rest of my life in hiding?”

Fuck...

“Katya, I need to think. We have a few hours. If you can, get some sleep.”

She nods, but rather than heading for the bedroom, she curls in on herself in the armchair.

“Hickman?”

“Yes?”

“Why are you doing this for me? It could cost you everything. I'm another man's mistress and I'm carrying his child.”

“You were another man's mistress, and a kid's a kid. What does it matter who the father is? In any case, murdering pregnant women isn’t my style. A man's role is to protect women and children.”

Her face hardens. She lifts her chin. “Oh? And what is your style? Whatever you say, you took orders from Leone.”

“I take orders from whoever pays me. If Romano had paid me to take you out of the way and... persuade... you to stay away, I’d have probably done it. But not this. Not even if...”

“If what?”

I don’t answer.

I can’t answer...

She moves close, her body against mine. She's trembling and her face against my chest is wet. I wrap arms around her, stroke her hair. “Shhh... Try not to be so afraid. You're safe here. And I'll protect you.”

I'll always protect you.

She shudders, weeping. “I'm sorry, I thought I was stronger than this.”

“You are strong, but you're pregnant, so you’re flooded with hormones, and you've just had a huge shock. Once you've adjusted, you'll be fine.”

She leans away a little, her face softening. Looking up into my face, hooking her arms around my neck, she reaches for my mouth with hers, pressing a slow kiss to my lips...

... before she withdraws once more.

My groin jolts and under my ribs, something pounds. “What was that for?”

“Just to say, Thank You.” She pauses, smiling, looking at my chest. “Is that your heart I can hear?”

Again, I don’t dare answer, settling for prevarication instead. “Katya, there’s something else I need to tell you.”

The smile fades. “What? What are you talking about?”

“Romano realised I wasn’t happy. He instructed me to bring him proof that you were dead.”

“Proof?” The vein at her neck pulses. “What kind of proof?”

I baulk at answering. “Katya, how brave can you be?”

“How brave do I need to be?” Her colour drains. 

“Your tattoo...” Her mouth drops open, but I continue...

Get it over with...

Just one more shock...

“... He ordered me to cut the tattoo from you and bring it to him.”

“My tattoo?” A hand rises, sliding to the spot below the nape of her neck. “You have to cut off my tattoo?”

“You’re not out of it. Nor me. Romano told me to report back when it’s done and he insisted on proof that you’re dead.”

“He doesn’t trust you.”

“Not sure.” I shrug. “Perhaps Angelina doesn’t trust him. Either way, I have to convince Romano you’re dead. If he suspects you’re still alive, he’ll hunt you down. Me too.” I hold her by the shoulders, look her in the face. “Katya, do you want to live or don’t you? Your baby too.”

She swipes under her eyes. “Of course I do.” She drops into the chair, both hands covering her face. For long seconds, trembling, she breathes...

In... Out... In... Out...

Then sitting bolt upright, chin lifted, she looks me in the eye. “Do you have a knife? Will you do it?”

“I have a knife, yes, but it’s not really...”

“If you have to do it, I want to get it over with.”

“I understand that, but not here in this room. We’ll leave here. Find a motel somewhere. Somewhere that can’t be linked back. I’ll do it there.”

Her mouth works. “Will it hurt much?”

I look away. Shuffle my feet. 

She swallows, blinking. “You might have to tie me down.”

“I know.”

***
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Seven

A DIY store provides most of what I need. Plastic sheeting. Tape. Rope. Vinyl gloves. A marker pen. And if by some chance Romano’s having me watched, it will appear very much as though I’m planning to follow his orders.

What would look less in line with his instructions is the large cut of pork belly I buy in a supermarket. But I load it into the bag concealed under cloths, towels, kitchen roll and cleaning materials.

A high-street pharmacy supplies paracetamol, dressings and rubbing alcohol, and a suture kit with needles.

“Sutures sir? You have medical training?”

“I’m going hiking. I’ll be a long way off the beaten track. Just taking precautions.”

“That’s fine, sir.” She pops the pack in a bag.

“I’d like a scalpel too.”

The store assistant eyes me oddly, reaching for her phone. “Since you’re not on the approved list, sir, I’ll have to call my manager to clear that.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll just take what’s there.”

Back on the street, in case I’m being watched, from inside or out, I make a show of tossing back a couple of the pills.

In any case, it won’t hurt to clear my headache.

***
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The motel is cheap and unremarkable. At the reception office, in jeans, tee-shirt and sneakers, Katya hooks her arm into mine...

Just an average couple...

... and I pay cash.

In the cabin, “Paracetamol is okay for afterwards,” she quavers, “but can I have a drink first?”

My stomach roils, but I keep my voice level. “There’s whiskey in the mini-bar. But you're pregnant. It’s probably not good for...”

She snaps back. “Being flooded with stress hormones because Momma’s just had unanaesthetised surgery won’t do the baby a fucking lot of good either, will it?”

I opt for a diplomatic silence. Instead, “Here...” I tip the contents of two of the mini-bottles into a glass. “... We'll give it twenty minutes for the alcohol to work. No more. Otherwise, you'll be dwelling on it. And that won’t help either.”

Screwing up her face, she swigs a mouthful. “You know how to do it?”

“Try not to think about it. I’ve dealt with wounds before. Sometimes, it goes with the job description. Using doctors isn’t always sensible. Drink the whiskey. I’ll be as quick and clean as I can.” I nod for the bathroom. “Go have a bath. Get yourself as clean as possible. Try to relax if you can.”

She pins me with her eye. “And a warm soak will soften the skin?”

“That too. Don’t use anything perfumed in your bath. Wrap yourself with a towel when you come out.” Pallid, she gulps back the rest of the drink, then vanishes.

With Katya safely in the bathroom, the sound of water running, I consider the options.

Bedroom? On the bed...

Most comfortable for her, but with too much risk of blood where it can’t be cleaned up.

Bathroom?

Too small...

I settle on the kitchen. Vinyl flooring, easily cleaned. And lying on the ground, if she thrashes, she can’t fall and injure herself further.

Decision made, I press an ear to the bathroom door. Only the sound of trickling water and splashing penetrates. Back in the kitchen, I shove the central table to one side. Plastic sheeting and layers of towels, cover the flooring...

She might need to throw up...

Rummaging through cupboards produces a large pan. I set it down by where her face will be.

Then, quickly unpacking my purchases, I put the joint of meat on the drainer, skin side up.

I always keep my knife honed, but for this, I want no doubts. A rummage through drawers produces a steel. Working as quietly as I can, hoping the sound won’t carry through, I slide the blade over the diamond impregnated surface with a sound like silk in pain.

Closing my eyes for a moment, I visualise the tattoo...

The shape...

The size...

Where it flows over her spine...

A part of me wants to make the strip as narrow as possible, but that would take my blade dangerously close to her spine. If she moved at the wrong moment...

Better to give a margin of error...

In my mind’s eye, I trace the outline, mentally practicing. Pen in hand, I draw for real on the pigskin, marking a contour for the cut. 

The tip of my knife digs into the skin, cutting through the resilient outer layer. Then peeling away, I separate skin from the fat and flesh underneath.

There’s no blood.

No cries of pain.

But my gut revolts against what I’m doing.

After maybe a minute and a half, I’m holding a leaf of pigskin the size of my hand.

Too slow...

Sketching out another outline, I practice my technique. A short slash above the head. Three angled slashes to either side to surround the dragon. A final cut below the tail to complete a rough polygon.

Six strips of skin later, my time is under thirty seconds. Cocking my ear toward the bathroom, there’s still no sound, so quickly, I rehearse stitching and knot tying.

***
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By the time I hear movement from Katya, I can complete the process in under two minutes.

Scrubbing
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Eight
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Nine
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Ten
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Eleven
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Twelve
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Thirteen
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Rough Diamond - Chapter Fourteen





























[image: ]




























































[image: ]









[image: ]

Rough Diamond - Chapter Fifteen
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