
  [image: Cover]


  A FINAL JUDGMENT


  Book Three of the Ron Shade Thriller Series


  By Michael A. Black


  [image: ]


  A Gordian Knot Thriller


  Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  First Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2016 Michael A. Black


  Cover background image courtesy of Sergey Gabdurakhmanov


  Used via Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  [image: ]


  Michael A. Black began his police career as a US Army Military Policeman. He subsequently entered civilian law enforcement and was a police officer in a south suburb of Chicago. He worked in various capacities in police work including patrol supervisor, SWAT team leader, plain clothes tactical sergeant, and investigations. He was awarded the Cook County Medal of Merit in 2010, and retired from police work in 2011. Black is the author of 26 books and over 100 short stories and articles. He has a BA in English from Northern Illinois University and a MFA in Fiction Writing from Columbia College Chicago. He has written two novels with television star Richard Belzer of Law & Order SVU. Black also writes novels in the Don Pendleton Executioner series. One of these, Sleeping Dragons, was a finalist for Best Novel in the International Media Tie-In Writer’s Association in 2013. His latest Executioner novels, Dragon Key, Desert Falcons, and Uncut Terror, came out in 2015. Desert Falcons was once again a finalist for the Best Original Novel Scribe Award. Missile Intercept was released in June 2016. Black’s latest novels under his own name are Chimes at Midnight, a thriller set in Washington D. C., and the forthcoming cutting edge thriller, Blood Trails, due out in 2017.


  Book List


  Novels


  A Final Judgment


  A Killing Frost


  Dead Ringer (with Julie Hyzy)


  Freeze Me, Tender


  Hostile Takeovers


  Melody of Vengeance


  Random Victim


  Sacrificial Offerings


  The Heist


  Windy City Knights


  Non-Fiction


  Tank: The M1A1 Abrams


  Volunteering to Help Kids


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Dedication


  To Andrew Vachss


  Thanks, Brother.


  Acknowledgments


  Once again, there are many people to whom I owe a debt of gratitude. I would like to thank my “big brother,” Andrew Vachss, for pushing me to be the best writer I could be, and for telling me, in his own, inimitable style, that I’d better do another Shade novel. (The two other members of our “Chicago Wolf Pack,” Mike McNamara and Zak Mucha are included in this.) A special thanks to Debbie (D.C.) Brod, who agreed to come out of “editing retirement” to edit this book and find out if Shade does fight for the title this time. Another special thanks to Julie A. Hyzy, my special friend and writing partner, who helped me build this one, step by step, and always told me when I was going wrong. Thanks to my buddies and peerless first readers, J. Michael Major and Len Jellema, both of whom are talented writers in their own right. Thanks to Ray Lovato, my brother and best friend since we both ran up that dirt hill so many years ago. Thanks to my cop-writer buddies, who never let me down when I needed support or advice, Jim Born, Dave Case, Paul Doyle, John Lamb, and Rick McMahan. Thanks to Mr. Stephen Marlowe, whose work inspired me and whose kind words of support gave me faith in myself. Thanks to Tiffany Schofield, Mary Smith, Myrna Raven, and all the rest of the wonderful people at Five Star who had faith in my ability as a writer. Thanks to Martin Greenberg and the great staff at Tekno Books, John Helfers and Denise Little, for their faith in me as well. Thanks to the members of my writers’ groups who listened and gave me their honest opinions. There are so many more, too numerous to mention, who have helped me realize my dream of being a writer, who may not be mentioned here, but hold a special place in my heart. Thanks to you all.


  A FINAL JUDGMENT


  Chapter 1


  I usually try to avoid lawyers unless it becomes a case of absolute necessity. This one wasn’t, but it had all the earmarks of coming real close. It started with a message from my service that Rick Walters wanted me to call him as soon as possible. I’d known Rick from the days when he was an Assistant State’s Attorney, and I was a cop. He’d always impressed me as an honest and likeable guy. I often wondered if he had too many of those qualities to be a really effective lawyer.


  I looked out the plate glass window of the restaurant, swallowed a bit of my coffee, and took out my cell phone. Outside, the traffic was backing up along Western Avenue, and my buddy George, who was supposed to be meeting me here this morning, still hadn’t shown up. Yet it was a beautiful spring day, full of bright sunshine, cool temperatures, and the promise of things to come. In a few hours I’d be enjoying an afternoon run before my workout. The message from my service loomed in my memory again.


  I dialed the number and got connected to his secretary.


  “This is Ron Shade,” I said, “returning Mr. Walters’s call.”


  “Oh, yes, Mr. Shade, hold on please.”


  She’d called me “Mister.” Always a positive sign.


  I waited about thirty seconds, and Rick came on the line.


  “Ron, thanks for calling back.”


  “My pleasure,” I said. Mentally I conjured up how he’d looked when I’d last seen him. Curly brown hair, fleshy cheeks, solid build.


  “Are you available?” he asked. “I mean for hire. You still have your private investigating business, don’t you?”


  “Unless the state’s planning on revoking my license. And hopefully that won’t happen anytime soon.”


  “Good, good,” he said, adding a nervous-sounding chuckle. “When could you come over to talk? I want to hire you.”


  A red flag went up. Now that Rick was in private practice, that meant I’d be working for the defense. Something I wasn’t sure I really wanted to do if the client was some scumbag. He must have sensed my hesitation when I asked about it, because he sprang in with all kinds of assurances.


  “This isn’t a criminal case, Ron,” he said. “In fact, it’s just the opposite. A wrongful death suit. The family’s hired me to go after the guy the state couldn’t put away.”


  “I see. What are the circumstances?”


  “An ugly divorce,” he said. “Got real ugly when the wife turned up dead. Husband was arrested and charged, but acquitted. Now we got one last shot to try and get some justice.”


  “That’s in short supply these days.” I glanced at my watch. “Okay, I’ll drop by this afternoon, if that’s all right.”


  “That’d be great,” he said. There was something else; I could tell in his tone. When he spoke again his words were rapid. “There’s a little more to it than it that, but we can go over it when you get here, okay?”


  I told him it was, and that I’d be there at one-thirty. But after we hung up, I couldn’t shake the vague uneasiness I was feeling in the pit of my stomach.


  Suddenly I saw George’s big form passing in front of the window. His head swiveled and our eyes met. He grinned and gave a small wave. I figured he was on his way into work from the way he was dressed: a gray sports jacket that looked like it’d barely made it out of the last century intact, and dark slacks. I could see the outline of his gun, in its pancake holster on his hip, and his shining Chicago star right in front of it. His white shirt was tight around his gut, and made me realize he’d gained weight, which worried me. He was in his early fifties, and spent way too much time sitting behind a desk, drinking way too much coffee, and eating way too much greasy food.


  He pulled open the door and headed over toward my table. There seemed to be a bit more gray in his dark hair, too. Like he’d had it frosted, or something. And that wasn’t likely.


  “Hiya,” he said, sliding into the booth opposite me. “Sorry I’m late.”


  “You seem out of breath,” I said. “You had a physical lately?”


  “Huh?” His mouth stayed open, and bundles of crow’s feet gathered at the corners of his eyes. “What are you talking about?”


  “A physical. You know, been checked out by a doctor lately?”


  His mouth closed, drawing into a semi-scowl.


  “Yeah, right. Who the hell has the time?” He took a deep breath, and looked out the window. “It’s a great-looking morning, ain’t it?”


  The waitress came over with a second cup and the pot of coffee. She set the cup in front of George and asked if he wanted some.


  “Absolutely,” he said.


  “Maybe you should switch to tea,” I said.


  “Tea?” His brow furrowed, and when the waitress stepped away, he added, “What the fuck is wrong with you today?”


  “With me? Nothing. I’m just …” I let the sentence dangle. “Concerned that you’re not taking good enough care of yourself, that’s all.”


  He snorted as he brought the cup to his lips.


  “You trying to make me choke, or what?” he asked. After a long sip, he set it down and looked across the table at me.


  I’d always thought George looked like a young Robert Mitchum, but recently he’d begun to take on the more pouchy look that Mitch had developed in his later years. Still, he was a big guy and carried the extra weight well.


  “Anyway,” he said, “if you’re through insulting me, I got some very interesting news for you.”


  His smile, from across the table, was damn near infectious. Almost gleeful.


  “What might that be?” I asked, cocking my head. This could be either real good, or real bad. From his grin, I figured it must be good.


  “I got a job for you,” he said.


  “A job?”


  He nodded. “And you’ll never guess who the client is.”


  “Then there’s no sense trying.”


  He smirked again, like a teenager who could barely conceal news of his first sexual conquest.


  “Lieutenant Bielmaster,” he said.


  I felt my jaw drop. The name stunned me. Bielmaster had made it very clear that he had no use for me on many occasions. In fact, he’d made official complaints to the state licensing committee several times, trying to get my PI license revoked.


  George sat across from me, watching my reaction, with that Cheshire cat’s smile still plastered on his face.


  “You’re kidding, right?” I said.


  He shook his head and waved for the waitress.


  “Come on,” I said. “This is the same Lieutenant Bielmaster that I’ve known and loved for so long?”


  “The one and only.” He took another sip of coffee and turned to the waitress, keeping me in suspense while he ordered his customary eggs sunny-side up, bacon, toast, and orange juice. She turned to me.


  “Scrambled,” I said weakly. “Skip the bacon, and make my toast whole wheat, no butter.”


  When she left, I stared at him.


  “Suppose you tell me what this is all about?”


  The grin again. “Of course, but let me at least have a little fun first.”


  I stared directly at him.


  “The lieutenant wants to hire your services,” he said.


  “Bullshit.”


  That got another smirk out of him.


  “No, it’s true.” A furrow appeared between his eyebrows. “You heard he’s in the hospital, right?”


  I hadn’t. I asked what the problem was.


  “Ticker,” he said, pointing to his own chest. “Gotta have a bypass.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “That sounds serious. Any idea what he wants from me?”


  George took a swig of his coffee.


  “Just that he made a point of calling me last night and being real secretive about it.” He set the cup down. “And, he said something else that you might find interesting.”


  The wide grin again. He was either enjoying this more than he should, or what he was about to tell me was extremely shocking.


  “He mentioned that if you help him,” George said, still grinning, “that he might be able to speak to somebody to get you reinstated on the PD.”


  I was stunned. I’d lost my job with the police department after a botched HBT/SWAT operation, and my appeal had evolved into an endless series of continuances. Bielmaster himself had always taken a hard line with me, giving George a lot of grief because we were close friends.


  “You’re kidding, right?” I asked.


  He shook his head slowly, still grinning.


  I looked down at the table, unsure of what to think.


  George reached over and tapped my hand with his fingers.


  “Hey, Ron, this is your big chance here. You could get back on the job, full pay and bennies, not to mention back pay.” He paused. “Then you could take the detective exam … Hell, we could be working together in no time.”


  “I don’t know,” I said slowly, shaking my head.


  “You don’t know what? You want back in, don’t you?”


  I took a deep breath, uncertain of the answer. Sure, it was something I’d sought for several years, but I’d been able to build up my own business fairly well, and wasn’t handcuffed by a lot of rules. Still, I’d be working for the right side, and not have to worry about owing loyalty to some unsavory client. But regardless, it would have been nice to leave on my own terms.


  “How come you ain’t saying something?” he asked, the lines appearing between his brows again.


  “I’m just kind of used to working for myself. Being my own boss …”


  The waitress came carrying a tray with our plates. George moved his cup and smiled at me.


  “Yeah,” he said, chuckling, “but remember what you always tell me. If you work for yourself, you got no one to blame if your boss is an asshole.”


  That brought a smile to my lips, but the strangeness of the whole situation still hung over me.


  “Seriously, you got any idea what this is all about?” I asked.


  He waited until she’d finished setting down our plates, and then dipped a corner of his toast into a bright yolk and popped it into his mouth. Before replying, he shifted his food to his cheek.


  “Bielmaster’s got a daughter,” he said. “Gonna be eighteen in another month or so. Set to graduate from Mother Maria’s.”


  I watched him dab the yolk again.


  “A couple of years ago she got … in trouble.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  He shot me a lips-only smile and stuck his hand in front of his stomach, mimicking a swollen belly.


  “You know … Trouble. Bielmaster got her an abortion and had the boy arrested for aggravated criminal sexual abuse, on account of him being five years older and her being less than fifteen.” He reached for his coffee and washed down whatever he’d been chewing.


  I nodded.


  “So boyfriend went away for three to five, and Bielmaster does everything in his power to see that the kid does the max.” He soaked up some more yolk with another piece of toast, then smeared some strawberry jam on top. “You gonna eat, or what?”


  I still hadn’t touched my food, which had cooled off substantially.


  “I’m on pins and needles listening to your story,” I said.


  He shrugged, shoved the toast into his mouth, and took a long drink of juice.


  “The kid’s out now,” he said. “Parole.”


  I considered this. “So what does he want me to do?”


  George shrugged again. “Considering what a big, strapping boy you are, maybe he wants you to run the little shit outta town.” He grinned.


  I poked into the yellow fluff of eggs, suddenly without any appetite whatsoever, thinking about all the indignities that had been heaped upon me by Bielmaster … His smug expression as he stared at me during my dismissal hearing, saying that my recklessness and lack of leadership had brought disgrace upon the department … His sarcastic and biting comments whenever I’d come to visit George at Area One … The threats of what he’d do if he ever caught George bending the rules to help me on a case … And now, the thought that he could use me to bend those rules to suit his own private purpose.


  “Just tell him to go to hell,” I said.


  George looked up, his fork full of fried egg halfway to his mouth.


  “What? Are you nuts?” he asked. “You been listening to what I been saying at all?”


  We locked eyes momentarily.


  “This is your chance to really turn things around for yourself,” he said. “At least go see the man. Listen to what he has to say.”


  I compressed my lips, considering this.


  “Besides, he’s still my boss,” he added. “I already told him you’d be by this afternoon at three o’clock. He’s at Christ Hospital.”


  I stared at him and sighed.


  He smirked, shoveled some more eggs into his mouth, and grinned.


  “You know,” I said, picking up a piece of my unbuttered toast, “I used to dream of having a gorgeous redheaded secretary to set things up for me, but I don’t need one with you around.” I waited until he’d just started sipping more coffee before adding, “Ever think of shaving your legs?”


  I stood and watched George pull the unmarked out into traffic and give me a wave. The crispness of the March morning was almost, but not quite, mild enough to be actually warm. But it flirted with the promise of spring, just the same. Turning, I went down the alley and through the lot to my red Pontiac Firebird and pressed the alarm button. The car beeped in response. It had been part of a payment for one of my previous cases, and I enjoyed the hell out of driving it. The whisper of power as I pressed the accelerator pedal was enough to send goosebumps down the back of most red-blooded American males, and it seemed to have a similar effect on the ladies as well.


  Still, the car carried a lot of memories, some good, some bad, and it set me thinking about George’s preordained certainty that I’d be bending over to kiss Bielmaster’s ass and take the case. Considering what a big, strapping boy you are, maybe he wants you to run the little shit outta town.


  Ironically, a little more than a decade or so before, I’d been in a similar situation, but not as the irate father. I pondered the effect it had had on my life at the time, and was suddenly grateful that I’d ended up in the army and not in prison. But, still, there had to be more of an age difference between Bielmaster’s daughter and this guy. He wouldn’t have served time unless he was what? Five years older? I’d have to look up the statute to see what the exact requirements were. But then again, I really wasn’t planning on taking the case anyway. No, I’d go to the hospital, partly out of loyalty to George, who was sort of like a surrogate big brother to me, but more so just to see Bielmaster’s face when I told him what he could do with his request. The asshole had a lot of nerve expecting me to do something for him after the way he’d treated me. What goes around, comes around, they always say. Except most of the time, it doesn’t come around quick enough. Maybe this time it would.


  As I slid into the low seat of the Firebird I slowed my movement and checked how my left knee felt. No strain or pain gripped me, and for that I was thankful. I’d hurt myself three weeks ago in a fight in Atlantic City. After trying unsuccessfully to win the heavyweight title in the World Kickboxing Association twice, missing both chances due to last minute injuries, my manager and I had accepted two back-to-back fights in two short months. But these were no bum-of-the-month affairs, and I probably shouldn’t have taken the second one. It was with the number one contender of a different organization than the one I usually fight in. This one, the Professional Kickboxing Council, followed a different set of rules and allowed leg kicks. My opponent had shins like fence posts and used them to punish me through six grueling rounds before I caught him with a left hook as he was coming in and put him down for the count.


  To offset the leg kicks, the PKC didn’t have a minimum kick requirement per round, which made it a little easier. Except that I was used to building up points that way by jamming my opponents. When all was said and done, running on the unforgiving pavement along the boardwalk in the days before the fight, and being on the receiving end of so many brutal leg kicks, I could barely walk to the plane the next day.


  Chappie, my manager, trainer, and surrogate father, was worried about me. He insisted on getting the flight attendants to rearrange our seating so that I could stretch out without a seat in front of me. And the whole way back he kept asking how I was, and saying, “Lordy, I shoulda never let you fight that dude.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked him. “I knocked him out, didn’t I?”


  His dark eyes looked solemn, and his shaved, mahogany head glistened under the dome lights.


  “Yeah, you did,” he said. “But sometimes you can win, and still lose.”


  Yeah, I thought as I shifted into gear and pulled out of the space, seeing Bielmaster’s smug expression in my mind’s eye. Sometimes you can.


  Chapter 2


  Rick Walters’s office was nicely furnished, the way most suburban law offices are. The carpeting was functional brown, capable of hiding the overt winter dirt until the annual spring cleaning, and the furniture was slightly above what could crassly be called cheap. Even Rick’s secretary looked harried and overworked, although I did have to admit, she was a babe. She looked to be in her mid-twenties with dark hair and a bronze-colored complexion. Her smile was dazzling as I told her who I was and that I had an appointment to see Mr. Walters.


  Rick came out of his office to greet me, extending his open hand from a rolled-up shirt sleeve.


  “Ron, thanks for coming,” he said, making me feel extra welcome and a bit uneasy at the same time.


  Inside, I checked out the certificates and pictures on his wall. John Marshall Law School, Northern Illinois University, an academy graduation picture of him in uniform shaking hands with the Chicago Police Superintendent, and a final eight-by-ten of him receiving the Medal of Valor after being wounded in the line of duty. Pictures of his mother and father sat in a gold frame on the front of his desk, which was awash with papers.


  He gestured toward the chair in front and leaned over to stretch his back. When he turned and sat down, I automatically looked for the small, star-shaped scar on his left temple left by the bullet that had almost ended his life. The scar was still there, like a small, reddish jewel.


  “I guess you want to know what this is all about, huh?” he asked.


  “That would be nice.”


  He grinned and blew out a breath.


  “Where to begin?” His eyes jumped toward the ceiling.


  I’d been reading people long enough to know that there was more to this one than a simple lawsuit. He looked like I felt when I had a title fight coming up.


  “Here’s the situation,” he said, his expression getting solemn. “Two years ago Dr. Todd M. Gooding was arrested and tried for killing his estranged wife. Her name was Laura. The crime happened up on the North Shore, and the cops and prosecutors did a pretty good job of setting up the case.” He frowned. “But they lost. Gooding was acquitted, principally because he had a real good lawyer.”


  I raised my eyebrows.


  “Mason Gilbert,” he said.


  I considered this and nodded slowly. “Reasonable doubt for unreasonable price.”


  Rick laughed, then grew solemn again.


  “Gilbert was so effective that he won a directed verdict right after the prosecution rested,” he said. “Beat them so bad, right out of the gate, that Laura Gooding’s family was in shock.”


  “Yeah, an acquittal on a murder case will do that,” I said. “So now they’re trying for some financial compensation?”


  Rick shook his head.


  “It’s not like that, Ron. What we’re trying for here is more than just money. It’s a final try for some measure of justice. Plus, Laura’s parents want a shot at gaining custody of the kids. We figure if we can win a huge settlement, have the good doctor found liable, the chances are in our favor. Gooding was even able to collect on a two million dollar life insurance policy as custodial parent.”


  This was sounding more and more like an uphill battle.


  “The case wasn’t good enough to win in criminal court?” I said. “What makes you think you can win it now?”


  “The standard of proof is different in civil court. We won’t be dealing with guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. Just a preponderance of the evidence. Gooding never testified at his criminal trial. This time he’ll have to.” His mouth stretched into a weak smile. “I think we can win it. And Laura’s parents, who are from the South Side here, have faith in me.”


  “Is Gilbert representing him in the civil trial too?”


  Rick nodded, the smile vanishing. “Plus, he’s got John Flood backing him up.”


  John Flood was a private investigator of legendary proportions in Chicago. He’d won so many awards, mostly when he was associated with some case that Mason Gilbert had taken on, that there was talk of making a TV series about him. His most famous case was freeing a guy on Death Row who was set to be executed for killing a cop. Flood was able to find witnesses who saw the convicted killer some place other than the crime scene, and he walked. It had always bothered me, because I was one of the vocal minority who believed that the guy was, in fact, guilty, and that Flood’s investigation wasn’t conclusive enough. Still, as far as PIs went, Flood knew how to walk the walk and talk the talk.


  Maybe someday I’ll have them wanting to make a TV series about me, I thought. “When’s the trial?”


  Rick inhaled, but paused before he answered.


  “Three weeks,” he said.


  “Huh?”


  He licked his lips.


  “I know that’s kind of tight, Ron …” He let the sentence hang for a moment. “But I’ve had a run of bad luck lately.”


  “You and me both,” I said. “Look, can’t you get a continuance or something? Give yourself more time?”


  He shook his head.


  “I pushed for a quick date,” he said. “Figured it would avoid a lot of problems. Gilbert’s a master at stalling, and half the time, when he says he’s got a full calendar, he means it. The judges all love the guy. It’s like he walks on water.”


  “As long as it’s thoroughly frozen, he probably does. What’s he weigh, anyway? He’s gotta be close to three hundred.”


  Rick chuckled briefly.


  “So why do I get the feeling that there’s part of this you’re leaving out?” I said. “You’re asking me to come into this with only three weeks before the trial. That seems like it’s a bit close.”


  He shifted his gaze to the floor. “You always were good at reading people.”


  “I’m a detective, remember?”


  “Okay, I needed to tell you this, and I intended to …”


  “Now you’re really starting to sound more like a lawyer.”


  He smiled again, then said, “I had somebody else on board before. Rob Tunney.”


  “Tunney?”


  Rick nodded. “His death sort of upset everything I had planned. Kind of left me high and dry.”


  “He killed himself, didn’t he?”


  Rick nodded again. “Two weeks ago. And the worst part of it is, he must have been keeping most of his notes in his head. Left me next to nothing in the way of case files.”


  I clucked sympathetically. I’d known Tunney only peripherally. He’d been a retired copper who once had a fondness for the booze. But the last few years he’d supposedly been clean. Still, if he’d been Rick’s first choice, what did that say about the faith he had in me?


  “Then to top it off, my regular secretary, June, got hit by a car last week,” he said. “Broke her hip. I’ve been using temps to get my stuff done.”


  “Well at least they sent you a babe.” I jerked my thumb toward the outer office.


  “Oh, that’s Denise,” he said. “My paralegal. She’s been great helping out. The temp I’ve been using is good, but she had to take off early today on some personal business. And we’re so far behind in everything …”


  “Man, if it wasn’t for bad luck, you’d have none at all.”


  “Tell me about it.” He compressed his lips and stared at me. “So can I count on your help, buddy? I know it’s an uphill battle and long odds.”


  “My favorite kind,” I said, reaching into my briefcase to take out one of my standard contracts.


  I’d practiced the line I was going to use on Bielmaster all the way up to the fifth floor where they had him in the cardiac care unit. And it would be respectable enough to keep George out of trouble, too. After all, I already had a job for the moment. Sorry, Lieu, I mentally rehearsed, but I’m involved in a big case right now. One that doesn’t have anything to do with George, Chicago PD, Catholic high school girls in trouble, or you. The thought of seeing his nostrils flare in displeasure, as they always seemed to do in my presence, brought a smile to my lips. I rounded the corner, showed my visitor’s tag to the nurses’ station, and asked where room 527 was.


  The nurse, a pretty black lady, pointed to the left down the hallway and said, “Try not to stay longer than five or six minutes, okay?”


  “Won’t be a problem. I’ll be in and out in a flash.”


  Taking a deep breath, I moved down the slick tiles. The place smelled of illness and antiseptic. Glancing in the open doors as I passed, I saw various people sitting at the foot of hospital beds with television sets mounted on brackets above them. The patients ranged from somnambulant to reasonably alert, and I was glad when I found the right set of numbers. This periodic view of the broken and infirm was tough to take. So was seeing Bielmaster.


  He sat propped up on several pillows, his massive frame covered by a folded hospital sheet under a yellow blanket. Tubes looped down from his nose on either side of his face and wires extended from his soft, hairless chest to several sets of monitors displaying the crooked lines of his heartbeat. He slipped on his glasses as I came in and his jaw sagged down slightly. All my preparation for telling him off went out the window when I saw how pathetic he looked, hooked up to all that telemetry and oxygen.


  “How you doing, Lieu?” I said, not knowing if I should offer him my hand or not.


  I decided what the hell, and extended my palm. He gripped it so feebly that I was sorry I’d made the move in the first place. The man’s color looked pasty and just the small movement seemed to exhaust him. My steely resolve to brush him off was evaporating faster than dew on a spring morning.


  “Ron, thanks for coming,” he managed to say. Even his voice, which had always been harsh and bellicose, sounded thin and reedy. He gestured toward a chair by the bed. “Sit down. Please.”


  It took me a moment to recover from the shock of him calling me “Ron.” It had always been “Shade” before. I shot a quick look at the chair and shook my head. There was no way I was going to conduct this interview sitting so he could look down at me from a position of tactical dominance.


  “George said you wanted to see me,” I said. Best to cut to the chase, get it over with so I could turn him down and get the hell out of there.


  “Yeah.” The word sounded muffled, like it’d been hard to say. “Did he tell you about my problem? With Grace. My daughter?”


  “A little bit.”


  His face cracked into a semi-smile, which looked almost ludicrous stretching from under the plastic hoses descending from his nose.


  “Grace is a good girl,” he said. “Real smart. Wants to be a doctor.” He stopped to take a breath, then continued. “Got accepted at Yale. Can you imagine that? My kid going to Yale?”


  “Impressive.” I was waiting for him to drop the other shoe so I could get it over with.


  His gaze lowered, and he paused, his mouth gaping slightly. “There’s this guy who’s been bothering her. Name’s Tim Knop. He served time before and now he’s in a halfway house. He’s out on parole, and I’m laid up here.”


  He stopped again, and I noticed that he’d conspicuously avoided eye contact with me. I figured he must have been about ready to ask, and it was hard for him. I stood there in silence for perhaps thirty seconds before I asked, “Look, Lieu, what exactly did you have in mind here?”


  His eyes locked with mine. “Shade, you got to protect my little girl from this punk.”


  Saying the sentence seemed to stress him and he started coughing. I watched the electric blips on the monitors stretch and jump. “I’ll pay you. Anything you want.”


  “Look, maybe it’d be better to have a squad car take a few extra passes around your house till you’re up and about.”


  He shook his head, the skin on his cheeks shaking.


  “That ain’t gonna cut it,” he said. His eyes glistened. “You know how busy we are, and how many times can one squad car swing by per shift? It ain’t like I rate twenty-four-hour protection like the mayor, or something.”


  “Still,” I said. “The other coppers will take care of one of their own, won’t they?”


  “You don’t know this kid. It’s like he’s got some kind of power over her. She’s scared to death that he’ll be coming for her.”


  The nurse suddenly appeared in the doorway, frowning.


  “Mr. Bielmaster, I thought I told you not to get excited.” Moving forward, she looked at me. “Sir, I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave.”


  Bielmaster made what was obviously a laborious swallow and raised his hand. “Just give us another minute. Please.”


  The nurse’s nostrils flared slightly and she shook her head.


  “I’m sorry, I can’t do that.” Her eyebrows rose expectantly at me. “Sir?”


  I nodded and began to step toward the door. Bielmaster grunted like he’d been slugged in the gut.


  “Shade, I gotta know now. You gonna help me, or what?”


  I paused.


  “I’m not some muscle-for-hire goon who’s going to go beat the hell out of somebody for what they might do, Lieu,” I said. “I’m sorry.”


  “I know that. I just want you to go talk to him,” he said. His voice was beginning to sound like a series of croaks edging up the scale of desperation. “He won’t bother her once he sees somebody like you watching him. Tell him to back off. And keep an eye on her. She’s going to graduate soon, then go off to college. I’ll give you anything you want. I’ll do anything you want.”


  “Mr. Bielmaster,” the nurse said, asserting herself between us. “You’re not doing yourself any good here. You need to calm down.” She pointed toward the door and looked at me. “You leave.”


  I started to go again and that’s when he said it.


  “Shade … Please.”


  His words stopped me, and I turned around. This wasn’t playing out the way I’d expected. His eyes loomed large and fearful behind the twin lenses.


  The nurse’s eyes flashed angrily at me.


  “I’ll tell you what, Lieu,” I said, allowing myself a half-grin. “I’ll have one of my standard contracts delivered to you here. Then we’ll sit down and talk.”


  I could almost see the relief flooding over him as he lowered his head and murmured a quiet thanks. I wasn’t sure if it looked like he was going to cry, or not. All I could think about was getting out of there.


  Residual memories from my car’s CD player of Linda Ronstadt singing “I Love You For Sentimental Reasons” were floating through my mind as I got out and began walking toward the front entrance of the gym. I saw a familiar lady walking a big, black and brown Doberman Pinscher heading down the sidewalk with a purpose. The dog’s marble-sized brown eyes swept over me with a practiced nonchalance. Deen Kogan had been one of the regulars at Darlene’s aerobic classes until recently.


  “Hi, Deen,” I said as she passed. “Taking Bonnie out for her exercise?”


  She smiled. I could have sworn the dog did too. “You bet I am. I’m not about to let a nice day like this go to waste.”


  “I hear you,” I said. “Haven’t seen you at the gym lately.”


  “Yeah, I’ve been doing Pilates at that new place down at the strip mall. Women’s World.”


  I cautiously scratched Bonnie’s huge, elliptically-shaped head. Her pink tongue lapped up and licked my hand.


  “Sorry to hear that,” I said. “Come back and we’ll fix you up with some karate lessons.”


  Deen grinned and said, “I’ll think it over. Keep your guard up.” She proceeded down the block with her faithful pooch, whose stubby tail was rotating with delight.


  After setting up not one, but two new jobs, I figured I needed a workout, especially since I’d be working for Bielmaster in one, and taking on Mason Gilbert and the legendary John Flood in the other. As I went walked inside the gym, Diana Ross and the Supremes were doing a duet of “I’m Gonna Make You Love Me” with the Temptations. I nodded to Brice, the bodybuilder who helped Chappie run the place. He was reading the latest copy of Muscle & Fitness magazine, his huge biceps stretching the fabric of his black T-shirt.


  “Chappie still here?” I asked.


  Brice nodded. “He’s working with Marcus.”


  Marcus was Chappie’s newest discovery. He was a big, rangy kid with quick hands and a good punch. I’d sparred with him several times and thought he had a lot of potential. If he listened to Chappie, he might actually get somewhere in this tough business.


  “Hey, Ron,” Brice said, putting down the magazine. “You got another title fight coming up, or something?”


  “Not that I know of. Why?”


  He shrugged. “Just had some guy calling earlier, asking if you still trained here.”


  “Good,” I said, grinning. “Maybe I’ll get another shot by public demand, or something.”


  The gym was set up in three distinct sections: the aerobics room, the weightlifting gym, and the boxing section. The third, my domain, was equipped with every type of punching bag imaginable, as well as a full-sized ring. Chappie had a special light system rigged up alongside the ring so fighters could see how many minutes were left in each round. It was an ideal way to learn to pace yourself. Darlene, Chappie’s daughter, was doing the hard sell to a potential customer as I strolled past.


  “Oh, this is one of our self-defense instructors,” she said, touching me on the arm.


  I stopped and eyed the thirtyish blond woman standing there. Nice clothes. She looked like she could afford it. I turned on one of my high-wattage smiles and said, “And any girl as pretty as you should know how to defend herself.”


  “This is Kris,” Darlene said. She was really giving it the hard sell.


  “Hi.” I switched my gym bag to my left hand and extended my right. “Ron Shade.”


  “Kris Templer,” she said, shaking my hand and smiling back. “Kris with a K.”


  I smiled too, and continued onward, passing through the next room of grunting, sweating bodybuilders and weightlifters. We’d had an upsurge in bulky types lately, ever since Brice had won some Midwest championship title. Chappie had put a sign in the window advertising it. I was happy for Brice, but couldn’t help being a little bit envious that there was no sign advertising Ron Shade, World Heavyweight Kickboxing Champion training here. That was my own fault. I’d had two good chances to fight for the title, but had to pull out of both at the last minute due to injuries. After the last one, which had gone down to the wire, our local promoter had pretty much written me off as undependable. And who could blame him? So all I could do now was stay in shape and hope that the third time, if it ever got here, would be the charm.


  I paused at the doorway and watched Chappie lead Marcus around the ring with the focus mitts. Chappie moved with such a cat-like precision that I never got tired of watching him. He’d been a serious middleweight contender in the 70s and 80s, but never lost that fluid grace that made him such a terror in the ring. It had been politics, rather than skill, that had kept him from winning a world title.


  “Jab, jab, jab,” Chappie was saying, holding the pad up in front. “Right cross, left hook.”


  The lighting system showed they were in the last minute. I waited and the automatic bell rang about twenty seconds later. Chappie lowered the pads and gave Marcus a small tap on the arm. The much larger, younger man went over and draped his arms over the ropes, dripping sweat, as Chappie turned to me.


  “You come to workout or just stand there?” he said with a grin.


  “You guys made me tired just watching,” I said.


  “Go change. I want you and Marcus to do a little sparring.”


  I nodded and went back to the locker room. Even though Chappie had offered to let me keep my own locker there like Brice did, I’d declined, preferring to bring my stuff each time. Not only didn’t I want to hog one of the few precious lockers, but I had a serious stake in allowing for the gym to stay as customer friendly as possible. I was a silent partner in the place, having loaned Chappie enough to buy it a while back. It made that sign in the window seem even more important.


  After changing quickly into my workout gear, a sweat suit and a protective cup, I taped my hands and carried my bag with the remainder of my equipment back to the gym. Chappie and Marcus were engaged in another strenuous round with the focus mitts. I went over to the full-sized mirrored wall and began some shadowboxing. When I felt a bit warmed up, I slipped on my bag gloves and began pounding a rhythm on the speed bag. I always loved doing that. The bell rang and Chappie gave Marcus some low-voiced instruction. It looked like the kid was dropping his right when he threw the left, making him susceptible to a left hook counter. If we sparred tonight, I’d have to look for that.


  I went over to the heavy bag and threw a couple of kicks at it. Lately, when I’d been sparring with Marcus, it had been boxing only, but that was because my legs had been so sore. Tonight, they felt good as I slammed the bag. But the lack of running lately had taken its toll on me. I’d gained a few extra pounds and noticed it. I felt slow and sluggish.


  Chappie noticed too.


  “How the leg feel?” he asked.


  “Great,” I said. “I’m ready to go.”


  “Not yet, you ain’t. How much you weighing lately?”


  “Oh, maybe two twenty-five.”


  “Un huh,” he said, letting some derision seep into his tone. “You two thirty-five if you’s a pound. Just concentrate on jumping rope for a few rounds, then do the bags. We’ll see about sparring later.”


  I nodded and went to get my rope before the next round started. I looked up as I heard Chappie yelling at Marcus. “You ain’t done till I say you’re done.”


  Marcus tried staring him down, then transferred his gaze to the floor.


  “You want to show me something, show me you can listen,” Chappie said. He turned back to me. “Maybe you up for a little sparring after all?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  I held out my hands while Chappie slipped on the heavy training gloves and laced them up. Marcus paced around the ring throwing wide, sweeping hooks. His attitude puzzled me. When I’d been his age I’d practically lived in the gym. But, times change, I guess. Chappie slipped in my mouthpiece, and we stepped between the ropes.


  We waited for the round clock to start, then Marcus ran forward. He started throwing hard hooks, like he was trying to take me out. I grabbed him, spun, and pushed him against the ropes. When he bounced off I caught him in close and threw some short, hard punches of my own.


  “Show me some moves,” Chappie said.


  Marcus came forward again. He wasn’t fighting in his usual boxing style. Instead he was swarming. I was still a tad cold and didn’t want to risk getting tagged and knocked silly. But the gym was a macho place, and I couldn’t risk whining or stopping. I glanced at the ring timer. We were in the second minute. I continued to throw my jab at him, breaking his rhythm. When he did punch his way in I put up my arms to catch his blows. I noticed that he was still dropping his hands on the way out each time. So the next time I timed it and caught him with a solid left hook. The punch buckled his knees slightly, but angered him sufficiently that he came swarming back in.


  “Marcus,” Chappie yelled. “Back up and clear your head.”


  He didn’t listen to Chappie. That was his first mistake. He dropped his hands again, and I tagged him with another straight right. If we’d been in a real fight, I was confident that I could have finished him off. But since I didn’t believe in gym wars, I danced away. Marcus staggered after me, almost plodding. Finally the round bell sounded. I lowered my hands and he smacked me in the face. It was an arm punch so it wasn’t really powerful, but it was a cheap shot and made me mad as hell.


  I started to jump in his shit, but Chappie beat me to it, yelling up a storm. I walked off the effect of the blow and was back to normal in about half a minute. Chappie was still chewing him out.


  “Sorry, man,” Marcus said to me. “Maybe I just worked out too much today already.”


  “No problem, bro,” I said slapping his glove. He slipped off his headset and I saw that his nose was bleeding profusely. I hadn’t realized that I’d hit him that hard. It’s especially difficult to really hurt somebody with sixteen-ounce gloves on.


  Chappie grabbed the focus pads and told Marcus to take off. I watched him slip out from between the ropes, wiping his nose and heading for the locker room. Chappie shook his head and said, “Don’t know what’s wrong with that boy. Gonna have to have a talk with him.”


  “Ah, give him a break,” I said. “You were working him pretty hard.”


  He slapped the pads together, grinned. “And you coulda finished him off after you caught him with that right. In a real fight he ain’t gonna get them kind of breaks.”


  “This wasn’t a real fight.”


  “True,” he said, then led me around the ring working on different punch combinations. The next round he made me work kicks and punches, then a round of just kicks. In regulation kickboxing, the rounds were only two minutes in duration, but Chappie always made me work the standard, three-minute boxing rounds.


  At the end I was panting like a dog in a car on a hot summer day.


  “You been running?” Chappie asked.


  I shook my head. “Missed a couple of days.”


  “Pretty bad for a man who wants to be champ someday,” Chappie said.


  “If I ever get another shot at it.”


  A smile cocked his lips, and he patted me on the shoulder. “You gotta have faith, just like you gotta be ready when your chance comes. We’ll get there. Just wait. The third time’s the charm.”


  I smiled and nodded. Let’s hope so, I thought. Let’s hope so.


  Chapter 3


  The rain began to come down in cold sheets as I ran, watching the sun rise over the crest of Agony Two, the second of the three hills I used to torture myself into shape. Chappie’s gentle ribbing last night had had its desired effect on me, but I’d felt the extra weight slowing me down when I’d sparred with Marcus, too. And I was feeling it now. Still, it felt good to be running again, and my sore knee was holding up pretty well. I picked up speed on the downward slope of the hill, zooming by some cars that were stopped in a line for the light. I glanced at my watch and saw that I was about seven minutes behind my regular time. How could just a few extra pounds make so much difference?


  Knowing that Rome wasn’t built in a day, and also that the excess weight wouldn’t magically melt off after one tough run, I decided instead to concentrate on the cases at hand. Bielmaster’s seemed simple enough, at least from the onset. Look up this Tim Knop dude and have a little talk with him. Courteous, but intimidating. Then keep an eye on Bielmaster’s daughter for a few days during the peak times. Hopefully, the girl would be cooperating by not going to hang out in the park or anything. The weather was still bad enough that she’d probably be home studying anyway. He’d said she was studious. And what else would a Catholic high school girl be doing in late March?


  The other case was a bit more problematic. Rick had promised to have copies of the transcripts for me, as well as whatever notes on Rob Tunney’s investigation he could find. I didn’t like the idea of taking on a heavyweight like Mason Gilbert on such short notice. In court, just as in the ring, preparation was the key.


  A car sped by on the roadway sending out a spray of cold, muddy water from a puddle and damn near hitting me in the process. I swore at the driver as the car disappeared, trying to memorize the license plate in the gloom of the early morning rain. I could ask George to run it for me, then go pay the guy a visit with a cleaning bill, but I knew that was just a pipe dream. They’d toughened the regulations for running plates nowadays, unlike the old days. Any agency requesting the information left a computer signature for ten days, making it eminently traceable. George got away with helping me more than he should because of his status as a detective. But the computer trail could conceivably lead to a problem if an officer got caught running a plate for personal use. And I certainly didn’t want to put my good buddy in the proverbial trick-bag. On the other hand, I thought, fantasizing a revenge scenario, if I
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