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A lot of thrillers these days feature
various avatars of the generic hero I’ve dubbed Bolt Studly-- the
mavericky, two-fisted, fearless ex-Navy Seal/CIA Agent whose only
flaw is that he rushes headlong into the action, fired up on
patriotism and loaded down with a whole catalogue of lovingly
described weapons and tac gear as he goes about battling evil
Rooskies/Mooslims/Latino Drug Lords trying to destroy the US and/or
the world.



This is not that kind of book.



Then there are the multitude of crime thrillers featuring the hero
I call the Brooding Knight. Soulful, tarnished but still inherently
noble. the Brooding Knight (usually a cop or PI)  cruises the
mean streets of the city he loves, solving crimes, philosophizing,
and protecting damsels in distress while listening to jazz, or
blues, or something cooler than talk radio or the latest Ke$ha
recording.  Occasionally, the BK does all this  in the
company of some genial psychopath who's taken an improbable liking
to him  and who can be counted upon to do whatever wetwork
that needs to be done but which might make said Hero unlikable if
he had to do it.



This is not that kind of book, either.



Not, I should hasten to say, that there’s anything wrong with those
sorts of books. I actually really like those. Well, some of them.
Hell, I’ve even written similar stuff.  



But every so often, I want to read about bad people doing bad
things, and doing so with the kind of dark, twisted humor that
shows us, not the banality of evil, but the absurdity of it.



Jim Winter gives us all that, and more, in ROAD RULES. There are
some unforgettably and hilariously venal people here, all out to
make a buck off a holy relic stolen from the Catholic Church. They
chase each other up and down the Interstate. They collude, they
collide, they lie and backstab one another, and if goodness
prevails, it’s because of the bad guys getting tangled up in their
own and each other’s schemes and falling on their asses, not the
heroics of Bolt Studly or the Brooding Knight.



In short, it’s more like the way evil gets taken down in real life.
But funnier.



Enjoy.

 



	
JD Rhoades

Author of the Jack Keller series and Lawyers, Guns, and Money






AUTHOR’S INTRO

 


Feel free to skip ahead a few pages to the
story. I think JD’s said enough already about the book. But if
you’re willing to indulge me for a couple more pages, let me tell
you a little about the history of this book and how it came to be
in your hands.

 


This marks the second time I’ve released
Road Rules. Some have asked me why I didn’t simply upload it
to Kindle in the first place. Others have asked why I didn’t try to
get it published. Like anything else in writing, there’s no simple
answer.

 


In all actuality, this book was never
intended to be published. It was done on a dare.

 


About five years ago, while I was trying to
figure out how to reboot my writing career, I came across the
annual National Novel Writing Month, or NaNoWriMo. Every November,
thousands of writers and would-be writers attempt to complete a
novel of at least 50,000 words in 30 days.

 


I’d been kicking around the idea of a road
trip gone bad for a couple of years, but never seriously. It was, I
thought, a silly idea. Still, I wrote an outline, and at Bouchercon
in 2006, I approached Charles Ardai of Hard Case Crime, not to make
a pitch, but to get talked out of it. Thirty days? I’d written
three novels for my original contract (with the publisher imploding
just four weeks before Book 2 was to hit the stores.) The first
draft of each took about three months. Was a month possible?

Mickey Spillane wrote I, the Jury
over a long weekend. A classic, to be sure, but it also shows.
Stephen King channeled Richard Bachman over a 72-hour period to
write The Running Man “with an energy I no longer have.”
Both are classics. Both also appear to be one-off events in the
careers of Spillane and King. Would it be in Jim Winter’s?

Well, Charles Ardai didn’t talk me out of
it. He said, “I want to see it when you’re done.” Not a sale, but
when the head of Hard Case Crime says he wants to see you write
something, you write it.

So I wrote it. Charles liked it. Not enough
to buy it, but he liked it. Wait a minute? A publisher liked
a book written in less than a month? What did that mean? It meant
finding a new agent. I found one. She pimped it for about two
years. Unfortunately, something happened. Two somethings.

First, the economy tanked. Big time. Like
every other industry, it sent publishing into a tailspin. My agent
got three very good looks at the book. Harcourt very nearly bought
the book, but the editor left for greener pastures, pastures that
would not benefit from a story about a group of hapless criminals
tripping over each other. By the end of 2008, we gave up.

The other thing was Kindle. And there, I saw
the future. After some hemming and hawing, I decided to put the
book up in three major formats to download onto whatever ereader
you like. Did it work?

No. See, a few other authors discovered
Kindle, too. Like JA Konrath. And they jumped into the new ebook
waters with both feet. Instead of just making their books available
for download, they went ahead and uploaded to Smashwords and Kindle
for half the price of the average ebook from a major publisher.
Then $2.99. Some went to $1.99. Finally, many went to 99 cents.
What happened to my free book?

It just sat there. By late 2010, I’d decided
to pack it in. I was done with publishing, done with writing, done.
I had a degree to finish, a new job to find, and a new company to
plan with my wife (also new.)

A funny thing happens when you quit. You
realize you didn’t really want to quit. You just wanted to get out
of the pool for a while. For me, a while lasted about six weeks. As
2011 dawned, I realized it was time to jump into the ebook pool,
both feet. I put up my first short story, “A Walk in the Rain.” It,
too, stayed there, but I learned a lot in the process. Talking with
other authors I knew who’d gone the ebook route with not only their
backlists but new work, I learned how to get the word out. I also
learned short stories don’t really sell well. But novels do. It was
time to put Road Rules where people could find it. And here
we are.

About the book itself. I said I never
seriously intended to publish it until I sent it to my agent, with
whom I’ve since parted ways. That was true. That doesn’t mean I
don’t like it. I do. Very much. I had a lot of fun writing it. I’m
especially fond of the characters Cinnamon and Julian Franco. Of
these, Cinnamon is my favorite. She’s not your typical protag.
Writers like me are supposed to write white males who ooze with
testosterone. But I’d already written Nick Kepler. So a determined
black woman done in not by racism – which seems to be, at most, a
nuisance to Cinnamon – was a terrific change of pace.

Franco is a perversion of Michael Corleone.
He doesn’t have the family baggage Corleone had. But Franco was
inspired by the scene where Corleone goes to the christening and is
asked by the priest if he renounces Satan and resists evil. All the
while, the family’s muscle is taking out several of its enemies.
That, I thought, would be Franco, but I pushed things up a notch.
Franco wouldn’t just put on a show for the priest. In spite of all
his sins and vices, Franco would be a true believer.

Put in a blender with a cast of thousands,
hit frappe, and you get Road Rules. Enjoy.

Jim Winter

August, 2011

Deer Park, Ohio
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Chapter 1

 


It's a sad thing to watch a grown man wet
himself. It's even sadder when he owes too much money. Andre
Koradovich had both these things on his mind as he tapped the tire
iron against his leg.

 


The soiled man in question, really just a
kid named Brian, sat in a straight back chair sobbing. Two big guys
with the names “Kenny” and “Zed” stitched to their shirts stood
behind him. They had duct taped his arms and legs to the chair.

 


“I- I- I- thought everyone's credit was good
at Andre the Giant's,” said Brian.

Koradovich, standing large at six-foot-five,
began swinging the tire iron back and forth in front of him like a
golf club. “It is, Brian, it is.” He leaned in the kid's face.
“That's why you got two-and-a-half percent on the vig.” He stood
and started swinging the iron in a circle over his head. It cut the
air just above Brian's head on each pass.

 


Brian winced every time he felt the breeze.
“That's unfair.”

 


“That's a hundred a week,” said Koradovich.
“Less than I charge most people. On four grand, I should be getting
one sixty out of you.”

 


“But I tried to pay on it.”

 


Koradovich stopped swinging the iron. “No,
Brian. Trying is giving me seventy-five bucks or fifty or... Hell,
twenty-five bucks would have told me you were serious.” He smiled.
“You pay me; I make money. It's why I got into this business.
Instead you hid like the little bitch. So now you get beat like a
little bitch.” He raised the tire iron like a baseball bat and took
aim at Brian's knee.

 


Brian screamed, only to be interrupted.

 


“Hey, boss, that thing's here.”

 


Everyone looked to see a man poking his head
in the door. He didn't look so much like a man as he did a hound
dog with coke-bottle glasses.

 


“Am I interrupting?” said the hound dog
man.

 


“It's all right, Beamer,” said Koradovich,
frozen in mid-swing. “The shipping crate?”

 


“Yeah.”

“Did they stick it in Havalcek's car?”

 


“Come see for yourself.”

 


Koradovich lowered the iron. Brian visibly
relaxed as Koradovich walked by him.

 


“Here,” Koradovich said to Kenny, who looked
like a wrestler despite the growing beer gut, handing him the tire
iron. “Finish up for me. I gotta take care of this.”

 


“And when we done?” asked Zed. Zed might
have passed for a rapper if it weren't for the “I Love Jesus”
T-shirt under his mechanic's smock.

 


“Well, if you leave one of his knees
intact,” said Koradovich, “I'd say put him to work on the lot
washing cars. Let the boy work off his loan.”

 


“We'll take care of it,” said Kenny.

 


Koradovich followed Beamer out into the
hall. As soon as the door closed behind him, Brian started
screaming.

 


“Did you shut the door to the showroom?”
asked Koradovich as they made their way through the back halls of
the car dealership.

 


“Oh, yeah,” said Beamer. “Unless a
customer's in the garage, they won't hear anything.

And I told the mechanics to take an early
lunch.”

 


“Good man.”

 


They emerged outside into a small lot
encircled by chainlink fence topped with razor wire. Cars in
various states of decay, none newer than 2004, sat haphazardly
around the lot. Some, ones that had reached the end of their first
decade, had cracked windshields, flat tires, or puddles of various
fluids underneath.

 


Among them sat a pristine 1962 Cadillac
DeVille.

 


“I can't believe Havalcek kept that beast on
his lot,” said Koradovich.

 


“He actually hired some security outfit to
keep it there,” said Beamer.

 


“Which one?”

 


“Jordan & Associates.”

 


“That outfit Mason uses when he's not
fucking over a client?”

 


“I guess. Only reason we managed to boost it
was the sister working the overnight shift had a tiny bladder.”

 


Koradovich threw back his head and laughed.
“You're fucking kidding me.”

 


“Swear to God. Gordie told me about it when
he brought the car in. Said she just sat there at the entrance to
the back lot in her little Volkswagen.”

 


“Some people. Gimme the keys and stay where
you are.”

Beamer did as he was told. Koradovich
stepped around the car, opened the trunk, and stared. Inside he
found a small shipping crate with “Gdansk,” “Belfast,” and “JFK”
stamped on the outside. The crate had broken locks and came open
easily. As the jeweled contents glittered back at Koradovich, he
said, “You retag this car?”

 


“Do you know how hard it was to find a VIN
tag for a 1962 Cadillac?”

 


“Beamer...”

 


Beamer pointed at the car's vehicle
identification tag under the windshield. “We got a tag off a 1964
Caddie someone was selling for parts. Gordie gave the guy a couple
hundred for it. We put Havalcek's tag on that one and dumped it on
Carnegie.”

Koradovich let the crate lid fall shut and
slammed the trunk.

 


“We happy, boss?” asked Beamer.

 


Koradovich stood staring at the closed
trunk. He took a deep breath, then started laughing. “Oh, yeah,
Beamer. We're real happy.” He tossed the keys back to Beamer.

 


“Call Yarazelski and tell him I got a job
for him.”

 


“That the repo guy Mason sent us a while
back?”

 


“Yeah.”

 


“Isn't he an idiot?”

 


“Idiots follow orders better than most
people. How do you think you got a job?”

 


Beamer ignored the jab. “I still don't see
why you don't just fly that thing in the trunk down to Florida. If
it's so hot, why not get it to the buyer as fast as possible?”

 


“So you're not an idiot.” Koradovich clamped
a hand on Beamer's shoulder as he walked by. “I thought of that,
but then how many vintage Cadillacs the feds will be looking for
when they find that crate missing?” He lumbered back inside the car
dealership. “Then tell me how many airplanes they're going to
watch, including charter flights. I'm betting it'll be a lot more
airplanes.”

 


Beamer stood in the lot staring after his
boss. “Feds?”

 


Before he could go after Koradovich to ask
what he meant, he heard sobbing coming from inside. Kenny and Zed
emerged with a bloody and trembling Brian hanging between them.
They took the kid over to a Plymouth Voyager that probably would
never see the streets again and dumped him in the back.

 


“Our boy needs to rest up,” said Zed. “He's
got a busy day ahead of him as our new lot tech.”

 


“And that's hard work,” said Kenny, “when
you got a broken kneecap.”

 


Beamer turned and headed back inside the
dealership, thankful he'd never borrowed money from Andre
Koradovich.

 


 


***

 


 


“In all my time as mayor,” said Charlene
Parsons, “never have I had the privilege of introducing someone of
this stature at the start of his tenure. Daniel Gallagher is a
Cleveland native, as many of you know, growing up in the rough
streets of Tremont. As a young boy...”

 


Tim Mason stifled a yawn as he listened to
the mayor talk. Thank God I don't live in the city with her,
he thought. He looked at his watch. It was a little after twelve,
and he had a two-thirty tee time.

 


Mason stood about half way back from the
altar of St. Jakob's Shrine in Slavic Village. Up on the altar
stood the droning Mayor Parsons, two county commissioners, an
ancient priest, and a rather youthful-looking man in an ornate
habit. To the left of them sat a small crate under a blue tarp.

 


The crate under the tarp had brought Mason
here. After all, Walden Insurance had underwritten it for five
million dollars. He would have skipped this little ceremony here in
Slavic Village if the company hadn't made him come up to watch
things personally.

 


“It's the Walden Way,” he said under his
breath.

 


“Pardon?” said a nearby television reporter,
a black woman Mason had been checking out since he arrived.

 


“The Lord be with you,” he said a little
louder. Well, wasn't that what one said in a Catholic Church? The
reporter frowned at him, put her finger to her lips, and turned
back to watch the proceedings.

 


“Daniel Gallagher grew up in Tremont,” the
mayor continued, “the hardworking son of a steel worker and a
school teacher. It is their working class ethic that guided him
through seminary in Boston and his early days as a parish priest in
New Orleans...”

 


Give me a fucking break, thought
Mason. Why did every politician within fifty miles of downtown
Cleveland have to trot out that tired “working class” cliché at
every photo op? Mason really wished he could have sent that
trainee, Hagemeyer, up here for this. He could have had an earlier
tee time.

 


“And so it is with great pleasure,” Mayor
Parsons said finally, “that I introduce to you the new leader of
the Diocese of Cleveland, Bishop Daniel Gallagher.”

 


The room broke into polite applause as
Gallagher, the man in the elaborate habit, took his place behind
the lectern. He shook hands with old priest, who trembled, probably
from Parkinson's. Gallagher also shook hands with Parsons, who
couldn't resist giving the bishop one of her trademark hugs.

 


Gallagher raised his hands and waved the
crowd silent. “It's an honor to be here,” he said. “It's good to be
home.”

 


More polite applause. Mason rolled his
eyes.

 


“Jakob Drazdauskas was a peasant priest,”
said Gallagher, “like so many of our number. He became a friend to
both the common dockworker and the men who paid their wages. It is
said peace on the docks of Danzig in the 1880's happened only
because Father Jakob willed it so.”

 


The applause seemed a little more
enthusiastic this time.

 


“Jakob was a hero to Pope John Paul II,”
Gallagher continued. “It gave the Holy Father great pleasure to
preside over his canonization in 1981.” Gallagher smiled broadly.
“And it is my great pleasure to bring a relic of this holy martyr
of the Catholic faith here from Gdansk.” He turned and nodded to
two altar boys, who crossed over and took the tarp from the box,
revealing a simple shipping crate, its exterior marked in Polish
and English.

 


Mason could see the crate very clearly from
where he stood. The stamps outside the box gave names like “Gdansk”
and “Belfast” and “JFK.” He nodded with approval.

 


“Ladies and gentlemen,” said Gallagher,
“with the permission of the Holy Father himself, and the blessings
of the Archbishop of Gdansk, Poland, I present to you the Holy
Chest of the Bones of St. Jakob of Danzig.”

 


The altar boys each took a crowbar and pried
open the shipping crate. They took the lid off the crate.

 


And stared.

 


“The Chest,” said Gallagher, “will reside
here, in Cleveland's largest Polish community, for the next...”

 


“Excuse me, Bishop,” said one of the altar
boys loudly.

 


Gallagher turned, looking confused. “Yes?
What is it?”

 


“The crate's empty,” said the other altar
boy.

 


Mason kept his calm, pulled out his cell
phone, and punched his speed dial. His boss answered on the other
end.

 


“Mr. Aston,” said Mason, “we have a
problem.”

 


 


***

 


 


Carlo Estevez wondered if he'd have a
coronary when he heard the word “empty.”

 


Before Gallagher could visibly react to the
altar boy's words, a buzz swept the crowd. Estevez pushed his way
forward and climbed up on the altar, flashing his badge at the
reporters starting to crowd forward. “Police,” he said, elbowing
aside one annoying guy from the Plain Dealer out of the
way.

 


He noticed that red-headed freak Mason had
his cell phone out, as did every reporter in he sanctuary. At the
moment, Estevez didn't care. He'd deal with that idiot as soon as
he secured the altar and the shipping crate.

 


Off to the side, Mayor Parsons and one of
the county commissioners stood slack-jawed. The other county
commissioner, a sixtyish woman fighting a losing battle to keep her
greying hair blonde, muttered loudly, “This is an outrage. This is
an outrage.”

 


As Estevez rushed out onto the altar with
one of the security guards and a uniformed cop, a chill settled
into his chest.

 


No, no, no, he thought, Not this.
Not now. Not when I'm putting in my papers.

Gallagher looked up from where he knelt by
the shipping crate, his brow furrowed. “It's empty.”

 


“Empty?” Estevez pushed the mayor and one of
the county commissioners aside, politics be damned. All they could
do now was force him into retirement.

 


Like they'd do him the favor.

 


“Let me see,” said Estevez.

 


Gallagher stood and gently pulled one of the
altar boys back as Estevez crouched by the crate.

 


Sure enough, no jewel-encrusted box with a
priest's epitaph appeared inside. Estevez reached in and pulled out
the box's only contents. “Lead weights.”

 


“How did this happen?” said Gallagher, his
tone sharp.

 


Estevez rose and turned to the guard.
“That's what I intend to find out.” He dropped the weights back
inside and pointed at the uniform. “Secure the crime scene and call
for a couple more squads. And get these goddamned reporters out of
here.”

 


The other security guard appeared at the
side entrance to the altar.

 


“You and you,” said Estevez, pointing at
each guard in turn. “I want you both sitting in the front row where
I can see you until I get some back-up in here.”

Mayor Parsons walked up to Estevez and
touched his arm gently. “You have seventy-two hours to get that
Chest back, Lieutenant. Or else.”

 


Leave it to Charlene Parsons, the hugging
mayor to find the one silver lining in all this for Estevez.

 


“What'll happen if I don't, Your Honor?” he
said. “You'll fire me? By the time you get through the FOP's
grievance process, I'll be in Florida squandering my pension.”

 


Parsons softened her expression, but her
eyes widened in spite of her control. “Just get the Chest back.
Please.”

 


Did she just say “please?” Estevez
remembered the last person to say please to him in the line of
duty, an eight-year-old black girl in Hough whose cat got stuck in
a tree. Parsons was neither black nor eight years old. She did,
however, say please.

 


“I'll do my best.”

 


 


***

 


 


“Absolutely, sir,” said Mason into his cell.
“I'm already on it.” He snapped the phone shut, then reopened it to
dial another number. He went through Walden's voice menu hell and
eventually reached the Claims Department's training pool.

 


A young woman answered. “Claims, this is
Brandi Hagemeyer.”

 


Mason smiled. He could almost hear the “i”
at the end of her name. “Brandi, this Mr. Mason. How'd you like
your chance to shine?”

 


“What's going on?” she said, her tone
suddenly all business.

 


“Someone just stole the Chest of St. Jakob
from right under the bishop's nose.” When Brandi didn't say
anything, he said, “I could really use some help on this. Walden
Insurance is out five million dollars if we don't get this
back.”

 


“Okay, where are you?”

 


“Do you know where the Shrine of St. Jakob
is in Slavic Village?”

 


“Oh, yes. I was christened there.”

 


Sentimental chick, thought Mason.
“Good. Can you be here in forty-five minutes?”

 


“Sure. What do you need me to do?”

 


“I need you to work with Lieutenant Estevez
from the Cleveland Police. Once you're here, I'm going to go check
out the warehouse where they stored the Chest last night. Think you
can handle working with the police on something this big?”

 


“Will this get me out of the trainee pool
and into a real claims unit?”

 


“Brandi, I promise you this will make your
career.” He held the phone away from his ear as Brandi squealed.
“So you can do it?”

 


“I won't let you down, sir,” she said, now a
little breathless. “I'll be there in half an hour.” She hung
up.

 


As Mason closed the phone, he thought,
You already let me down, dear, by not letting me in your
pants. He looked at his watch.

 


Brandi would be there at around one. All he
had to do is make insurance-type noises to the new bishop and to
Estevez until then. He'd make the golf course early.


Chapter 2

 


“Well, that's tough,” said Koradovich, the
phone pressed to his ear. “We gave him a generous consumer loan at
only twenty-one and a quarter percent interest.” He had his feet up
on his desk, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. “With his credit,
he's lucky we even fronted him the money.”

 


He heard a knock. A short guy with greasy
hair and a shabby leather jacket stood in the doorway. Koradovich
waved him in. “No, Mrs. Hernandez, I'm afraid my hands are tied. If
I let your son keep the car, I lose credit with my financial
backers. Then no one's credit is good at Andre the Giant's. Know
what I mean?”

 


The man shuffled into the room, his limp the
result of a debt to Koradovich he'd let slide too long some time
back. Koradovich didn't mean it personally, and the man didn't take
it that way. It was business.

 


“Then I'll see you in court, ma'am. You have
a nice day.” He hung up the phone. “Stan Yarazelski. Stan the Man.
Come on in.”

 


“You wanted to see me, Andre?” Yarazelski
dropped into the squeaking swivel chair opposite Andre.

 


“Yeah, I did. Got a job for you.” Koradovich
turned to the coffee maker behind him. “You wanna cup?”

 


“Nah, thanks, man. Another cup and my
bladder'll explode before I get anywhere today.”

 


Koradovich freshened his own cup and turned
around. “I hear ya. Nice work on that Mercedes, by the way. Turned
it around in two days”

 


Yarazelski spread his hands and grinned.
“What can I say? Pit bulls are great guard dogs until someone uses
a taser. So you'll be wanting me to repo that car again soon?”

 


“Soon as I sell it to another mark. Gotta
love this business.” Koradovich reached into his desk and tossed
out an envelope. “There ya go. Three hundred, and another fifty for
getting the job done fast.”

 


Yarazelski tapped his forehead in salute.
“We aim to please. Anything else we can do for you? Got a Lexus or
two you want back?”

 


“As a matter of fact, there is something you
can do. Got anything lined up this weekend?”

 


“Drink beer. Screw ugly chicks. Why?”

 


“I need a little favor. There's another
two-fifty in it for you if you can do it this weekend.”

 


“That so? What's the job?”

 


Koradovich stood up and stretched. “I need
you to deliver a car to Miami this weekend.”

 


Yarazelski eyes widened. “Shit.”

 


“Yeah. Shit. This customer's up my freakin'
ass about it, too. Says he has to take delivery of the car no later
than Sunday evening.”

 


Yarazelski leaned forward, elbows on the
desk, and rubbed his eyes. “Gee, Andre, I don't know. Cleveland to
Miami and back in two days...”

 


“Just to Miami. Guy's got another car he
wants to trade me on.” Koradovich came around the desk and patted
Yarazelski on the shoulder. “You take the car down, maybe get a
buddy to shotgun with you, and come back mid-to-late next week.
I'll pick up your hotel, give you a per diem, and you get a nice,
easy vacation to boot.”

 


Yarazelski looked up at Koradovich. “Five
hundred.”

 


“Five hundred? What are you? Stupid?”

 


“No, horny. Some of those ugly chicks give
fantastic head.”

 


Koradovich moved back to his chair and sat
down. “Only because you're so drunk you don't know they're just
jacking you off.” He shuddered. “Which is a mental image I can do
without. Three hundred then.”

 


“Four-fifty.”

 


“Three-fifty.”

 


“Four.”

 


“Three-fifty.”

 


“Fine. Get someone else.”

 


“Did I break your other knee that time you
didn't pay me?”

 


Yarazelski turned pale.

 


“That's what I thought,” said Koradovich.
“Three-fifty. Plus the two-fifty bonus if you get it there before
nine Sunday morning.”

 


“Nine? Sunday? Are you insane?”

 


Koradovich folded his hands in front of him
and quietly said, “I've used that defense in court.”

 


Yarazelski blew out his breath slowly. “What
time do I pick up the car?”

 


“Now.”

 


“Paperwork?”

 


“By mail. You just hand the guy his keys.
I'll give you the details before you leave.”

 


Yarazelski leaned across the desk and shook
Koradovich's hand. “Deal.”

 


“Let's go out back then and have a
look.”

 


Yarazelski got up and hobbled out of the
room.

 


Koradovich heaved himself out of his chair
to follow. “By the way, Stan, you ever notice a Volkswagen Jetta
hanging around on any of your jobs?”

 


 


***

 


 


“Where the hell is Mason?”

 


Estevez looked up at the neatly dressed man
striding in through the entry of the sanctuary. He had a big guy in
tow who looked like an oversized accountant. They didn't dress like
reporters, but they didn't dress like cops, either. Their suits
cost too much.

 


“Who are you?” said Estevez, stepping down
from the altar to meet the man. “And how'd you get through the
police line?”

 


The neatly dressed man thrust a card at him
like a badge. “Charles Aston III, Vice President of Reinsurance for
Walden Insurance.”

 


Estevez made a mental note to be duly
impressed as soon as he found time. Maybe after he retired.
“So?”

 


“We arranged the transport of the Chest.”
The accountant type looked pale as he handed Estevez his own card.
“Myron Blake, Officer...”

 


“Lieutenant Estevez, Major Crimes.” To
Aston, he said, “And you still haven't told me how you got past the
police line.”

 


“Well, I expect my employees to vouch for me
when I have to personally intervene in a claim. Ms. Hagemeyer spoke
to your officers.”

 


Ah, ha, thought Estevez. So you
two are here to save your jobs. “Well, I'd say this is a claim,
Mr. Aston. As for Mason...”

 


“Yes. Where is he?” Aston's tone was
sharp.

 


Estevez noticed a thin wisp of a woman,
maybe twenty-four if she was a day, in the entrance to the
sanctuary, almost hiding behind the door as she watched Aston and
Blake. “Why don't you ask that lady back there?”

 


Aston turned. “Hagemeyer?”

 


Brandi Hagemeyer tentatively stepped into
the sanctuary. “He said he wanted to check out the warehouse where
the Chest was stored.”

 


“Oh, he did, did he? And what are you doing
here? Aren't you supposed to be in a cat modeling class?”

 


“Cat modeling?” asked Estevez.

 


“Catastrophe modeling,” said Blake. “Helps
us determine risk before we insure something.”

 


“Maybe you should have done that for the
Chest.”

 


“Hagemeyer?” said Aston, a little louder
with a sideways glance at Blake.

 


“Mr. Mason called me and said he needed my
help,” she said.

 


“And you came?”

 


“He is the claims manager, sir,” said Blake.
“She's going to ask how high if he suggests jumping.”

 


Aston nodded. “And what have you been doing
since you got here?”

 


“Talking with the police,” said Hagemeyer.
“They've pretty much been handling everything. Mr. Mason told me to
stay out of their way and let the police gather all the evidence.”
Her eyes widened as she watched her boss. “Was I wrong?”

 


“Only because you followed orders. Don't
worry about it.” Aston turned to Estevez. “Well?”

 


“Well, what?” said Estevez.

 


“Lieutenant, my company is out five million
dollars and a lot of credibility if that Chest disappears. What do
you know?”

 


Estevez turned several responses over in his
head. Telling Aston to go fuck himself and wait at the Justice
Center tempted him most. Instead, he said, “Right now, we are
questioning everyone here at the Church. Everyone. We've already
sent several squad cars to Allied Storage, where the Chest was
stored until this morning. And the Brinks people are already here
to verify they brought Chest to Allied when it arrived here in
Cleveland. As for Jordan & Associates, they can vouch for every
second they had the crate.”

 


“But you don't know anything yet?”

 


“These things take time, Mr. Aston.” When
Aston opened his mouth, Estevez added, “Threatening us will not
find the Chest any faster. But since you're here, you might as well
tell us who signed off on that clusterfuck of a security plan.”

 


Blake put his hand up weakly. “That would be
me, Lieutenant.”

 


 


***

 


 


“Here's the address,” said Koradovich as he
stood in the dealership's garage. The air ratchets and lube racks
had gone silent as he'd given his mechanics another hour off – with
pay even – during Stan Yarazelski's visit. He handed Yarazelski a
cheap cell phone. “Here you go. Untraceable and loaded with
minutes. As soon as you reach Miami, you call the number there
listed with the address. Got it?”

 


Yarazelski stuck the slip of paper in his
shirt pocket and the phone in his pants. “Easy enough.”

 


“You'll be bringing back another car,” said
Koradovich. “I don't know what yet.”

 


“You don't know what kind of car you're
getting in return?”

 


“Relax, my man. I know he's good for it.
That's good enough for you, too.”

 


Yarazelski spread his hands. “It's your
money.”

 


“Yes. It is. Speaking of which...”
Koradovich reached into his own pocket and came out with a roll of
fifties. He peeled off five and gave them to Yarazelski. “A little
walking around money. J's man will pay you when he comes for the
car. All you have to do is make sure he can find you when he's
ready to send a car back. Simple, eh?”

 


“If you say so. And where is this
magnificent specimen of Detroit craftsmanship?”

 


Koradovich led him through the back exit out
into the repo lot.

 


“That the car?” Yarazelski asked, walking
toward the black Cadillac. “Looks clean.”

 


Koradovich laughed. “My buyer wanted it in
near-mint condition. He asked for only one modification.” He tossed
Yarazelski the keys. “Check it out.”

 


Yarazelski slid behind the wheel and started
the engine. The big car roared to life, then settled into a
contented purr as it idled. Yarazelski played with the controls
until he...

Charlie Watts's drums and bongos began
throbbing through the Bose speakers, soon joined by Mick Jagger's
“Yeeoowww!” The Caddie began to vibrate to the pulsing beat
of “Sympathy for the Devil.”

 


“Suh-weeeeet!” said Yarazelski. “MP3
compatible?”

 


“My buyer wants nothing but the best,” said
Koradovich. “Nine on Sunday morning?”

 


“If I have to pop meth and drive all night
by myself.” Yarazelski turned up the Stones a little more. The
mirrors now visibly vibrated with the music. “I should be able to
find someone solid,” he shouted. “I'll leave around eight tomorrow
if I do.”

 


Koradovich motioned for Yarazelski to turn
down the music. “That's fine. I only have one other favor to
ask.”

 


“Name it.”

 


“Unless you get a flat or have some sort of
emergency, stay out of the trunk. Don't even put your bags in
there.”

 


Yarazelski turned off the stereo. “Okay,
I'll bite. Why?”

 


“There's some stuff my buyer is taking along
with the car, and he doesn't want anyone to see it.”

 


Yarazelski opened his door and got out of
the car. “Are you smuggling drugs in this thing?”

 


“Relax, Stan. If you want, you can have
police dogs sniff this thing out before you go. It's clean. No,
what's back there is something else this buyer collects, and he's
paranoid about letting people know he's made this purchase.” Well,
that much was true.

 


Yarazelski got back behind the wheel.
“Sounds easy enough. Hell, with this boat, I should be able to put
all my camping gear in the backseat and still have room to
party.”

 


“But you won't have time.”

 


“Not the time,” said Yarazelski. “Not until
we get to Miami.” He put the car in drive, but held the brake.

 


“Call me if you need anything,” said
Koradovich. “Just get back here by next Friday. I'll have other
work for you when you're done.”

 


Yarazelski waved and let the car drift
toward the gate to the outer lot. Koradovich held up an remote
mounted on his key chain and opened the gate. As soon as Yarazelski
disappeared up the street, Koradovich closed the gate and headed
back inside.

 


“Stan,” he said under his breath, “you fuck
this up, I will kill you.”

 


 


***

 


 


Sharon Harrow recognized the man driving the
Cadillac. He was a repo man she'd come across several times while
working for her uncle. She'd never seen him up close, but he wasn't
hard to miss. She spotted him limping into Andre the Giant's as she
sat across the street in the Dunkin' Donuts parking lot.

 


Now he was driving Havalcek's prized
Cadillac. Maybe Havalcek deserved to lose the car. He was just as
big a crook as Andre Koradovich. Havalcek was also her uncle's
client, however, and extremely paranoid. Unlike Koradovich,
Havalcek insisted on hiring Jordan & Associates to watch his
car lots “for vandals,” he'd said.

 


Yeah. Right, thought Sharon. How
much money do you owe Koradovich? And why isn't he breaking your
kneecaps?

 


It didn't matter. They'd stolen the car
while she sat in the john the other night. They'd also cost her a
job she didn't want. Or did she?

 


Not for the first time that day, Sharon told
herself as she started the Jetta's motor she only wanted to prove
herself to her uncle. If Koradovich had hired that idiot to take
the Cadillac somewhere, she'd have no trouble following him.

 


Save the Cadillac; save her job.

 


Simple.

 


So why didn't she believe that as she
followed the Caddie onto the Medina Freeway?


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


“You're not at the warehouse,” said Myron
Blake into his cell. “You dumped that poor girl here so you could
go play golf.”

 


“Prove it,” said Mason. In the background,
someone whacked a golf ball with a loud whoosh and a
metallic smack. “By the time Aston gets over to the warehouse, I'll
have already been there and gone.”

 


“You sonofabitch. Are you trying to get me
fired?”

 


“Now why would I do that, Mikey-boy?”

 


“Because you hate my guts for dunking your
head in the toilet back in high school.”

 


“Jesus, Mike. Is that what this phone call's
about? I've moved on. You should, too.” Someone on Mason's end
called his name. “Gotta go. My turn to tee up. See you at work,
assuming you still have a job.”

 


“Fuck you.” Blake hung up.

 


The call made the perfect capper to a lousy
afternoon. Before Blake called Mason, he and Aston had spent over
an hour talking to Estevez, the uniforms on scene, the guards who'd
driven the Chest to St. Jakob's, and the priests of the shrine.
Aston had taken Hagemeyer and left Blake alone in the sanctuary,
where he was now. Only when he snapped his cell phone shut hard did
he notice Aston and Bishop Gallagher up on the altar talking, both
men staring gravely at the empty shipping crate. Gallagher looked
up at Blake, then Aston, who nodded at the bishop. The two men
shook hands, and the bishop disappeared through the back entrance.
Aston came down and strode toward Blake.

 


“Mike, can I have a word with you?”

 


Here it comes, he thought. He debated
telling Aston about Mason's golf game going on at the moment. He
even thought about having Aston call him. It would never work,
though, and Blake knew it. Mason would have all the angles covered.
Even if Aston left now, Mason could probably be at the warehouse
before anyone suspected a thing. What was that red-headed freak up
to?

 


Besides destroying Blake's career.

 


“Sir?” said Blake as Aston reached him. His
worst fears were confirmed as Aston put his arm around him.

 


“Mike, I know you've worked hard on this,”
said Aston. “You've always given Walden a hundred percent.” He
turned, moving Mike along with him, to gesture at the altar and the
empty shipping crate still sitting to the left of the lecturn. “But
this is bad. The company is taking a black eye in publicity, and if
we don't find that Chest, we're out five million.”

 


“I understand, sir,” said Blake.

 


“The security arrangements were a complete
disaster.”

 


What? Blake replayed that what Aston
just said over and over in his mind quickly. The security
arrangements? Why, those were planned by... “I understand, sir.
But Tim Mason assured me...”

 


“...That all these firms were reputable.
Yes, yes, I read your report. The fact is that Chest never should
have left Brink's custody until it arrived here this morning.
Taking it away from them to store in some warehouse in Brook Park
was just... I don't know. I've always assumed Mason knows what he's
doing.”

 


“I'm sure he does, sir. That's why I signed
off on the security assessment.”

 


“That's right, Mike. You signed off
on it.”

 


Blake's stomach dropped. Wait a minute.
Weren't we blaming Tim Mason for this fiasco? “Sir?”

 


Aston took a deep breath and gave Blake's
shoulder a squeeze. “Look, Mike, under normal circumstances, I'd
have brought up two of my next best claims guys and fired Mason on
the spot. But he's out there now working the problem. And he did
get Hagemeyer up here as soon as he knew there was a problem.”

 


“It's his fault there's a problem.” Blake
realized too late his tone was a bit sharp.

 


“I understand, Mike. But I have to look at
the big picture. We look bad, and our reinsurers, reinsurers you
deal with, I might add, are going to use this to gouge us for
higher rates on the risk we've assigned them.”

 


“But, sir...”

 


“And let's be honest, Mike. You haven't run
a ratio under a hundred in six months. Since the divorce, we simply
haven't seen that solid underwriting discipline we used to expect
from you consistently.”

 


“But Mason is...”

 


Aston put up his hand. “Mason is no longer
your problem. Mike, someone's got to take the fall for this. And
you signed off on that security assessment.”

 


Blake opened his mouth, but his voice had
seized.

 


“I'm sorry,” said Aston. “I'm going to have
to let you go.”

 


Blake wanted to scream.

 


 


***

 


 


Estevez hated the smell of grease. He hated
getting it on his shoes. He hated how it hung in the air when it
burned on the surface of hot metal.

 


In fact, Estevez hated the very thing that
made Cleveland Cleveland, heavy industry. Unfortunately, Major
Crimes often sent him into the factories and warehouses and
foundries that still made up much of the city's economy. Why he
didn't take that job in Houston ten years ago, he'd never know.
Houston had warmer weather, more white collar crime.

 


Oh, yeah. He remembered why. Houston had two
big strikes against it: Smog and hurricanes. Say what you would
about Cleveland's blizzards and the odd tornado, the city knew how
to handle them.

 


All that brought little comfort as Estevez
stood in the middle of Allied Staging and Storage. A black man in a
suit that cost more than Estevez's big-screen TV walked up to him
after chatting with a couple of hard hats. “Not a damn thing, Loot.
Half of them act like they never knew it was here.”

 


“Probably a smart move,” said Estevez,
running a hand through his hair. “Tell the employees the Crown
Jewels of London are here, everyone and their cousin will be trying
to take a peak, not to mention the inevitable sticky fingers.” He
yawned. “How long we been here, Simmons?”

 


“We've had people here since right after we
learned the Chest was gone, mostly uniforms.”

 


“And the crime scene techs?”

 


“Got them forty-five minutes ago, fresh off
a homicide out on Lorain Avenue.”

 


“And they're wasting time on this shit?”

Simmons grinned. “Well, sir, the mayor could
have demanded Homicide work it.”

 


“They can have it. It ain't worth the
collar.” He started toward an office that sat on a raised platform
some fifteen feet above the warehouse floor. Simmons fell in step
behind him.

 


The smell of burned grease gave Estevez a
headache. He felt as though he'd been sprayed down with WD-40.
Looking at Simmons, he wondered how the kid could always look like
he'd just stepped out of the shower.

 


They took the stairs, steep, almost
ladder-like, to the general manager's office up on the platform.
The greasy smell became worse the higher they climbed. Up on the
platform, Estevez felt as though it had coated his hair.

 


He barged into the office unannounced,
Simmons stopping to wait by the door.

 


“Cleveland Police,” he said. “Which one of
you is the GM?”

 


Two men stood at a large table, both staring
blankly. One of them, a pudgy man with thinning hair, raised his
hand and said, “I am.”

 


“And you are?” asked Estevez.

 


“Gordon Reik,” he said.

 


“Who owns this place?”

 


“What do you mean?”

 


Estevez grumbled to himself. “It's a simple
question, Mr. Reik. Who writes your paychecks?”

 


“Allied Staging,” he said.

 


“And they, in turn, are owned by...?”

 


Gordon looked at his coworker, who had been
studying his fingernails. The other guy finally looked at Estevez
and said, “Some outfit called Cossack Holdings. Why?”

 


“And who handled the security for that crate
kept here for the bishop?”

 


Reik blow out his breath slowly. “Well, some
armored car company brought it in from the airport.”

 


“Go on.”

 


“Jordan & Associates handled the move
from here to St. Jakob's.”

 


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know that. But all St.
Jakob's got was a packing crate with lead weights in the bottom. I
want to know who managed security here. Who was in charge of that
thing while you guys had possession of it?”

 


Reik and his coworker looked at each
other.

 


“Well?” said Estevez.

 


“I think it best if you talk to our lawyer,”
said Reik. “I can't answer anymore questions.”

 


Estevez put his hands on his hips and
nodded, looking at the floor. “Uh-huh.” He turned and headed back
out onto the platform, Simmons following closely. “Simmons, find
out everything you can on Cossack Holdings. In fact, call any
friends we have in the feds. FBI, IRS, EPA if you have to. Hell,
call the White House gardener. I want to know who Cossack Holdings
is.”

 


“It's a dummy corporation, sir,” said
Simmons.

 


Estevez had started back down the stairs and
stopped. “No. Really? Good job, Simmons. You'll make captain by
Christmas.” He started his decent again. “Let's get out of here.
This place is making me sick.”

 


“I got a call from someone named Mason from
the insurance company. He says he's on his way here.”

 


“Fine. Let's get a late lunch while we wait.
If I stay in this mess any longer, I'm gonna puke.”

 


 


***

 


 


“Mike?”

 


Myron Blake looked up from his third beer of
the afternoon. He'd have to remember to buy a fifth of Jim Beam on
the way home, since that was how real alcoholics dealt with
hangovers. He wasn't an alcoholic, but he was working on it.

 


“It is you,” said the short man with
the acne scars and black motorcycle jacket.

 


“What?” asked Mike. “I know you.”

 


“Of course you do. Stan. Yarazelski. I
loaned you my car on prom night.”

 


Mike shook the cobwebs from his head. He'd
seen Stan Yarazelski a few times since graduation. After twenty
years, neither one of them had moved any closer to the city, let
alone left the area. “Yeah, yeah, I remember you. How you been?
What are you up to?”

Stan swaggered over to Mike and hopped onto
a barstool. “Oh, good, good. Doing odd jobs here and there.”

 


“Sounds like someone dodging questions at a
job interview.”

 


“Done a little of that, too.” He flagged the
bartender, a chubby woman of about thirty with auburn hair and an
ample bosom. Stan ordered a Budweiser draft. “So tell me, what have
you been up to? How's the insurance game? How about that curvy
little brunette you married? What was her name? Dina? Diedre?”

 


“Deanna,” said Mike, some of the life gone
from his voice now. “Deanna Hoffmeyer. We split up about a year
ago.”

 


Stan had started to take a sip, then
stopped. “Oh, man, that's too bad. She get on you about working
late? She jealous?”

 


“She left me,” said Mike. “For another
man.”

 


“Ouch.”

 


“Yeah, ouch. It was Tim Mason.”

 


Stan spit a mouthful of beer across the
counter. The chubby barmaid came over and threw a dishtowel at
him.

 


“You spray it,” she said, “you clean
it.”

 


Stan took the towel and started cleaning up
his mess. “You mean that skinny little twerp we used to swirlie on
a regular basis? What's he doing now?”

 


“Sucking management's cock at Walden.”

 


When Stan looked up into Mike's eyes, Mike
lost all restraint.

 


“Tim Mason is my nemesis and my tormentor,”
he said.

 


“That's a bit too dramatic, isn't it,
Mike?”

 


“He's taken my wife and now my job. I want
to choke the shit out of that sonofabitch.”

 


Stan looked ready to bolt for a moment. Then
his mouth twitched to one side in a poorly suppressed smile. He
flagged the barmaid and slapped a twenty down on the bar. “Whatever
he wants. I'll take another Bud. And you keep the rest.”

 


She winked at Stan. “You're not so bad,
despite what they say about you.”

 


“Oh, it's all true, honey. All true. Part of
my charm.”

 


“Don't push it.”

 


She served the drinks then headed out from
behind the bar for the restroom.

 


Stan turned back to Mike. “Okay, so let's
hear it.”

 


“You sure?” said Mike.

 


“Yeah. I'm sure. I'll bet it's a doozy of a
story.”

 


Mike wondered if anyone said “doozy”
anymore. Something told him Stan Yarazelski was one of the last who
did. “Well, since you asked...”


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


When Estevez returned to Allied Staging, he
found a guy who looked like Raggedy Andy and an old priest waiting
for him. Raggedy Andy had his back to Estevez and Simmons and
looked like another priest in his black jacket and slacks. The
older priest might have passed for Max Von Sydow. Was Raggedy Andy
the young priest?

 


Estevez got out of his car with Simmons and
headed toward them. “Wonder who's possessed?”

 


Simmons gave him a strange look.
“Lieutenant?”

 


“An old priest and a young priest.”

 


Simmons still didn't get it.

 


Estevez watched him expectantly. “The
Exorcist?”

 


“I don't watch horror movies.”

 


Estevez shook his head. “Your loss. Only
truly scary film ever made.”

 


Simmons scowled at that. “What about The
Blair Witch Project?”

 


Estevez scoffed. “Bad Saturday Night
Live skit with no punchline.” They reached the entrance to the
warehouse as Raggedy Andy turned and plastered a smile on for
Estevez and Simmons. Estevez recognized him immediately.

 


“Mr. Mason,” said Estevez. “Did you find any
evidence on the fourteenth green?”

 


“Lieutenant Estevez,” said Mason, holding
out his hand.

 


Estevez studied the man's eyes, ice blue and
always moving. He was watching Estevez and Simmons, sizing them
up.

 


“Mason,” said Estevez. “This is Detective
Simmons from the Major Crimes.”

 


“Tim Mason,” he said pumping Simmons' arm.
“Walden Property and Casualty.” He had a practiced grip, Estevez
noticed, not the limp handshake of a claims adjuster. Claims guys
were cop wannabes or accounting types. They looked for who, what,
when, where, why, and how to screw a claimant, all with clinical
coldness, like any cop or a decent PI.

 


Simmons looked Mason over. Estevez could
tell he hated Mason right off the bat.

 


“This,” said Mason, indicating the priest
standing quietly to the side, “is Father Petrelli from the Diocese
of Cleveland. He's here on behalf of our client, Bishop
Gallagher.”

Estevez led everyone into the warehouse.
“Come on in. We still have uniforms going through the place, but
management is letting us use a conference room.”

 


They wound their way through the metal racks
containing God knew what from who knew where bound for somewhere
else. The forklifts had been idle since the police descended on the
place. As they approached the police's command post, Gordon Reik
planted himself directly in front of Estevez.

 


“Lieutenant,” said the general manager, “my
people have cooperated fully with your investigation. But really,
our customers are losing patience. Can you tell us when we'll be
able to resume work?”

 


“When the feds are done, Mr. Reik,” said
Estevez.

 


“Feds?”

 


Estevez took Reik by the arm and gently
moved him out of the way. “Yeah. They're tracking down the owners
of this place.”

 


“I told you. Cossack Holdings owns this
place.”

 


“Yeah, but you don't know who owns Cossack.
Neither does the IRS, apparently.”

Reik's eyes widened as he let them pass by.
They followed Estevez into a cheaply paneled room with a long table
with a scarred particle board top. The chairs looked like surplus
from a Big Boy long since gone out of business. The room reeked of
stale tobacco, evidenced by yellowing No Smoking sign. Two men in
sports jackets and ties, along with a woman in a green sweater and
jeans, sat poring over stacks of files.

 


“Give us a break, guys,” said Estevez. “God
and the insurance company are here.”

 


The woman and two men closed their open
folders and left the room. Estevez's group took their seats at the
table.

 


Mason started to say something, but Petrelli
cut him off.

 


“His Eminence trusts you have some solid
leads already,” said Petrelli.

 


Estevez blew out his breath and glanced at
Simmons.

 


Simmons stood, shoved his hands in his
pockets, and said, “We've put together a timeline. At 10:30 this
morning, two guards in a panel truck arrived here from Jordan &
Associates Security. They backed the truck into the facility, where
Allied Staging personnel loaded the crate we assume contained the
Chest of St. Jakob aboard. At 10:40, four motorcycle cops from the
Cleveland Police arrived and proceeded to escort the panel truck to
St. Jakob's Parish in Slavic Village. The trip took approximately
ten minutes, and the panel truck never left the officers' sight the
entire way.”

 


“What about when the crate was unloaded at
St. Jakob's?” asked Mason. “Surely, someone lost sight of the crate
by then.”

 


“The crate was attended to by a Jordan guard
and either one of the priests at St. Jakob's or a police officer,”
said Simmons. “That procedure was set up by Robert Jordan himself,
to ensure no one had sole possession of the crate from the time it
left here to the moment Bishop Gallagher unveiled it.”

 


“Wasn't that actually your plan, Mason?”
said Estevez.

 


“The Chest was in the van,” said Mason.
“Where's the van Jordan used?”

Estevez rolled his eyes. “Mason, look, I
know it took you all afternoon to make the ten minute trip here
from St. Jakob's, but we have secured a couple of crime scenes in
our day. Some of our guys even watch CSI.”

 


Simmons laughed. Petrelli managed a smile.
Mason turned as red as his hair.

 


“The van,” said Estevez, “was searched
immediately. The best we can figure is someone here swapped two
lead weights for the Chest. There's no other way for the Chest to
have disappeared.”

 


“I say we investigate this Jordan &
Associates,” said Petrelli. “I understand Mr. Mason approved them,
but frankly, the Bishop wants no stone left unturned.”

 


“We plan to do that,” said Simmons, “but
there's a wrinkle. No one knows who owns this facility.”

 


“You approved the security for this
operation, Mason,” said Estevez. “Did you check out Allied's
ownership when you did that?”

 


“Frankly,” said Mason, “I was more concerned
with their security. Ajax Security Management came highly
recommended, and Allied outsources to them.”

 


“But Jordan delivered the crate,” said
Petrelli. “Frankly, Mr. Mason, why you wouldn't use a single firm
to handle this on the Church's behalf is beyond me.”

 


Mason sighed and turned to the old priest.
“Father Petrelli,” he said, “understand, we can't simply dictate
how the storage facility does business, nor can we blindly go along
with their internal policies when an insured item leaves there.
Ajax is excellent at securing facilities, but doesn't have a rep
for transporting priceless goods.”

 


“Who delivered the Chest from the airport?”
asked Simmons.

 


“Brinks.”

 


“Why didn't you use them?” asked Father
Petrelli. “Or have Pinkerton's secure the Chest? I'm appalled with
the way Walden Insurance has handled this matter. I'm sure you know
we're reevaluating our insurance needs as we speak.”

 


“Detective Simmons,” said Mason, “you say
you're doing a background check into Allied Staging's
ownership?”

 


“We're trying,” said Simmons, “to find out
who owns the holding company.”

 


“Or rather, the FBI is,” Estevez said,
smiling for the first time that day. “Kennedy, the Special Agent in
Charge for Cleveland, owes me a couple of favors.”

 


“I suggest, then, we look into Jordan &
Associates,” said Mason. “Frankly, I'm concerned they may have
known something before the crate even left the building.”

 


“Are you suggesting,” said Estevez, “Robert
Jordan's company had the crate stolen beforehand?”

 


“I'm saying anything's possible when you
can't be there to watch your employees around the clock.”

 


“And what does your boss say to that?”

 


Mason said nothing.

 


“You'll get your chance to talk to Jordan
himself,” said Estevez. “Bob Jordan and I go way back, so I know
we'll get to the bottom of this. Would you like to sit in on that
interview, Mason?”

 


Mason's eyes widened just a little, but the
smile slid back into place. “Absolutely, Lieutenant. Should be
interesting.”

 


Estevez couldn't help laughing at that.
“Father, do you want to sit in on the interview as well?”

 


Petrelli shook his head. “No thanks,
Lieutenant. The bishop merely asks that you keep me apprised.” He
handed Estevez and Simmons business cards.

 


“That we will, Father.”




Mason and Petrelli rose. Everyone traded
handshakes, and Petrelli and Mason left.

Estevez sank back into his chair. Simmons
watched him from the corner of his eye.

 


“Question, Simmons?”

 


“Yeah. Is Mason really that stupid? Or is he
up to something?”

 


“Yes, Simmons, he really is that stupid. Or
at least arrogant. And yes, he's up to something.”

 


 


***

 


 


“And then today,” said Mike, “after all that
bastard's done, I get fired.”

 


Stan whistled. “That's tough, Mike.
Really.”

 


Mike had his fourth shot of JB in front of
him and raised it. “Well, here's to severance pay.” He downed the
bourbon and flagged the barmaid.

 


Stan grabbed his arm. “Hold it. Mike, have
you taken your road trip?”

 


Mike blinked at Stan as though he'd just
noticed him. “What?”

 


“Road trip. Did you ever take a road trip
during college? Or shortly thereafter?”

 


Mike shook off Stan's grip and waved to the
barmaid again. “Yeah, we drove down to Lexington to stay with some
friend of Deanna's.” He frowned. “God, that scared us. Deanna
thought I'd knocked her up for about a month after that.”

 


Stan sighed. “You went to Miami, Mike. Of
Ohio. Driving to Lexington, Kentucky isn't a road trip. It's what,
like, an hour from the campus?”

 


“Three.”

 


“Oh, well, pardon me. It's still only a day
trip. I'm talking about Route 66, man. Kerouac. Thelma and
Louise.”

 


“Thelma and Louise died.”

 


“So don't drive off a cliff at the end. Or
rob any liquor stores. I mean hopping in your car and going God
knows where for however long it takes. Have you ever done
that?”

 


Mike closed his eyes. “No, I haven't. I
didn't even do Florida for spring break.”

 


Stan rolled his eyes. “You always were a
mama's boy, Mikey.”

 


“I think that's why mom called me Myron.
'Michael' is too manly. I might have thought I was independent or
something.”

 


“Does your mother still get mad when you
call yourself Mike?”

 


“Mom died a couple years ago.”

 


“Oh.” Stan turned his attention to the tail
end of the Cubs game up on the tube. In the bottom of the ninth,
they only had to shut down Houston, and they'd have the W.
Unfortunately, the 'Stros had runners at first and third. Stan sat,
watched, and sipped beer.

 


When the Astro’s belted a three-run homer
over the left field wall at Wrigley, Stan said, “You know, I'm
taking a sort of business trip to Florida. You wanna tag
along?”

 


Mike looked up from his intense study of the
dirty ashtray next to him. “What?”

 


“Florida. You wanna come?”

 


“I can't go to Florida. I have to look for a
job.”

 


“I thought you said you had severance
pay.”

 


“I do, but...”

 


“For how long?”

 


“Twelve weeks. But I...”

 


Stan pointed at the mirror behind the bar.
“Look at yourself. Go on. Look.”

 


Mike looked up at his reflection. He did
have bags under his eyes. The gel in his hair now held it askew.
Stan watched as his eyes widened at the sight.

 


“My God,” said Mike, “I look like shit.”

 


“That you do,” said Stan. He raised his mug
and took a swallow. “Think anyone's going to want to interview you
in that condition?”

 


“Well, I plan to be sober in my job
interviews.”

 


“Try rested, maybe tanned.” Stan set his mug
aside and leaned forward. “Come with me to Florida. I gotta take a
car down to Miami for some collector and wait for him to send one
back. This guy I know is paying me, says he'll pick up the tab for
me and a friend if I can get there by Sunday morning.”

 


“You mean split the driving?”

 


“Three fifty for the trip, plus he'll pick
up the hotel and gas.”

 


“Three fifty? What kind of car is this? A
Ferarri?”

 


“Sixty-two Caddie.”

 


“A Caddie? That can't be worth more than
four, five grand.”

 


“You sure?”

 


“I used to write policies for
collectors.”

 


Stan reached for his beer as he thought
about this. “I think it belonged to someone famous, like some
gangster. Maybe Sam Giancana?”

 


Mike nodded. “That'd jack up the asking
price. How long would we be down there?”

 


“No more than a week. That's the best part.
Nothing to do but lay around and screw beach bunnies.”

 


“Yeah. Right.” He rubbed his eyes. “Let me
think about it. When do you leave?”

 


“Tomorrow morning. I plan to be on the road
at eight sharp.”

 


Mike sighed. “I don't know, man... I
mean...”

 


“What? Did you have something planned next
week? Maybe beg for your job back? Isn't that the 'Walden
Way'?”

 


Mike frowned for a moment, then smiled.
“Fuck Walden. Fuck Aston. Fuck that whole blue-blooded bunch of
in-bred white motherfuckers!”

 


“Um... Mike. We're white, too.”

 


“Not as white as them. And while we're at
it, fuck Timmy Mason. Fuck him up the ass with a cattle prod.”

 


“Okay, that's it. Megan, cut this man
off.”

 


“Already did,” said the chubby barmaid. She
looked at her watch. “Six fifty-three. That's the earliest I've had
to toss someone out of here.”

 


Stan tossed a couple more twenties on the
bar. “I'll take care of him, Meg. Thanks.”

Megan waved to him as he took Mike by the
arm and guided him out the door.

 


“Where we going?” said Mike.

 


“To see the car. Come on.”

 


 


***

 


 


Now where was he going? Sharon first spotted
Yarazelski coming out of Andre the Giant's that afternoon. Before
staking out Andre, Sharon had packed for overnight surveillance.
Jeans, t-shirt, some boring granny underwear, and a blanket. In her
trunk she kept various disguises, including her “hooker
outfit.”

 


Sharon didn't think she'd need those,
especially the hooker outfit. They came in handy, though, if she
had to spend more than one night in the backseat of her Jetta.
Aside from changing her look, they gave her fresh clothes in a
pinch. She'd slept in the backseat before. It hurt like hell, but
she'd done it.

 


Sharon wanted that Cadillac back. It had
cost her her job. More than that, it had cost her Uncle Bob's
respect. This wasn't what she'd planned to do with her life, but
dammit, she was good at it. If she could get that car back, she
might set things right again.

 


Maybe.

 


Then Stan Yarazelski pulled into Andre the
Giant's in his little grey Nissan with the bald tires. Half an hour
later, he came tearing out of the used car lot driving the Caddie
practically into her lap.

 


She dropped into traffic three car lengths
back. They zigged and zagged through the back streets of Old
Brooklyn Village. After several blocks of stop and start traffic,
Yarazelski put the old behemoth on I-71 and opened her up. It was
all Sharon could do to stay on his tail.

 


Cleveland became Parma. Parma became Berea
as jets from Hopkins International Airport buzzed the freeway.
Soon, the Medina County line whizzed by. She started seeing hints
of lingering farmland between suburbs. When they blew past the city
of Medina (rhymes with vagina, Sharon reminded herself), she
wondered if Yarazelski planned to go all the way to Columbus.

 


Instead, he jumped onto I-76 in a little
burg called Guilford. Once on State Route 3, he made an easy
mark.

 


He pulled into a rundown bar/pizza joint
called the Crossroad Tavern. That should have been her chance.

 


Except for the Guilford Village cop sitting
in the Speedway across the street, radar at the ready. No way would
he buy her story that the car was stolen. Knowing Andre's
reputation, he'd have muddied the waters enough for her to spend a
night or two in jail. Besides, she couldn't hotwire the car. She
needed the keys, and Yarazelski had them.

No, she'd have to follow Yarazelski until he
delivered he car to whomever had bought it. So she pulled into the
CVS pharmacy next door and waited.

 


Which was where she'd been for the past
three hours.

 


Finally, just after seven, Yarazelski
emerged from the bar. Unfortunately, he had a friend with him now,
a drunk friend. The guy was big. He also looked like an accountant
on a three-day bender.

 


She followed them out to Wadsworth, a sleepy
dumping ground for commuters into Cleveland or Akron, depending on
which white collar hell they fled at night. Yarazelski made his way
out to an apartment complex near Wadsworth's tiny municipal
airport. The disheveled accountant got out of the car and stumbled
up to his door. Yarazelski then headed out to 76, and eventually,
Medina County's infamous truckstop.

 


Once again, he – and those damn keys – met a
friend, a female friend. This one apparently found the Cadillac's
backseat rather impressive. She also found the money in
Yarazelski's hand impressive as she snatched it from him and tucked
it in her purse before diving into the backseat with him.

 


If the Caddie's a-rockin', Sharon
thought to herself as the Cadillac rocked from side to side, the
windows fogging up, don't come a-knockin'.

 


Given the motion of the big car, she figured
she had about twenty, maybe thirty minutes to hit the drive-thru at
the McDonald's on the opposite side of the highway before
Yarazelski finished.

 


After that, it'd be a long night, but then
she had all the time in the world.

 


Unemployment did that for some people.

 


 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


By seven that evening, Mason felt as though
his eyeballs had been sanded. After hitting Allied, he drove to the
Justice Center in downtown Cleveland, mostly for appearances. If he
had to sit in one more room with Estevez or that sanctimonious
prick from the bishop's office, he was going to take hostages. On
the way out to the Justice Center parking garage, he called Deanna
and asked if she wanted him to bring home a bottle of wine. She
wasn't in.

 


Friday nights, she had rehearsal with her
church group. She played piano at St. Mark's over in Guilford, even
though neither of them were Catholic. Fine and dandy, Mason
thought. Maybe he could drink Scotch all evening by himself.

No sooner had he left Deanna a voicemail
than his phone rang. He almost ignored it until he saw Koradovich's
number.

 


“I thought I told you never to call me at
this number,” said Mason without so much as a hello.

 


“I love you, too, sweetheart,” said
Koradovich. “It's all square. The Chest is on its way to Florida,
and you and I will be richer men by the end of next week.”

 


Mason stopped and waited for a bus to blow
through the Third Street crosswalk. “Andre, you da man.”

 


“It was nothing.” He paused. For a long
time.

 


“What?” said Mason when he thought the line
might have gone dead.

 


“There has been... a complication.”

 


Mason had started to cross the street and
stopped dead center. “What sort of complication?”

 


Again, Koradovich gave Mason a long pause.
Mason hated that. He thought Koradovich loved theatrics too much.
“Andre...”

 


“A little birdie told me,” said Koradovich,
“the police are starting to dig a too deeply into a company I do
business with.”

 


“Cossack Holdings?” asked Mason. Just then,
a horn blared.

 


“Get out of the road, dipshit!” a
middle-aged black woman shouted from behind the wheel of her
Chrysler.

 


Mason jogged the rest of the way across
Third and into the lot.

 


“I never said that. I'm saying a little
birdie told me that.”

 


“So?”

 


“Some of these cops are federal. I don't
like feds, Timmy. They ask all sorts of questions I can't answer,
not the way they like.”

 


Mason maneuvered his way around the lot,
looking for his Lexus. “Andre, I'm trying to run interference as
best I can, but that lieutenant from Major Crimes, he was, like,
Jordan's partner when they drove a beat. Blaming Jordan &
Associates is a hard sell.”

 


“I understand that. Really. We're all in a
bind if the police and the feds sniff in the wrong place. Now, I
can cover this, but it's going to cost you.”

 


“Andre, I swear, when I get paid, I'll cut
you in...”

 


“I wasn't thinking a bigger piece of the
pie, Timmy.”

 


Mason almost dropped his keys as he unlocked
his car. “What then?”

 


“I'll need a down payment. To cover some
unforeseen expenses.”
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