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PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 74,481 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) BAD by Michael Golvach, the third book in the “Payden Beck Crime Thriller” series, and; 2) THEY TELL ME YOU ARE WICKED by David Hagerty, the first book in the “Duncan Cochrane” series of political crime thrillers. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.
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eBook License Notes:

You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

~~~

[image: ]


Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
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10-30:

“Michael D Golvach’s 10-30 is a ‘Riveting Crime Mystery.’ Payden Beck has graduated from the police academy and is starting his first week under one of the most experienced officers, Richard LaMont. At the end of the week, LaMont takes Payden home to meet his younger wife, Ana, and when LaMont is called into work, Payden stays behind to look after Ana. The weekend passes in peace but on Monday morning LaMont is dead, found at his own kitchen table. While Payden cannot be a suspect, things are about to take a nightmarish turn for him. LaMont was a very private man and, together with Ana, Payden is about to find out why. Nothing is ever as it seems and secrets can never stay hidden forever. The deeper Ana and Payden slip into the investigation, the more confusing things become and events take a horrifying turn. Will they solve the mystery of Richard’s death? What they uncover in their quest could put their lives in danger.

“Michael D Golvach’s 10-30 really did make for riveting reading. This is a thriller that takes you on a journey you will never forget, a story with many twists and turns, a great deal of suspense and not a small amount of intrigue. It is an intense read, not one you should take your attention off for a single minute and, believe me when I say it, this is one story you will not want to put down. Mr. Golvach uses descriptive prose that puts you right there in the middle of the action. As the mystery deepens, you are pulled deeper and deeper in so there’s no getting out until the end. With some utterly believable characters, a unique storyline and a well-paced mystery, this is a heart-stopping tale that will enthrall any reader.” ~ Anne-Marie Reynolds for Readers’ Favorite
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Dormir:

“I was excited to see Golvach’s contemporary crime novel, Dormir, pop up on Reader’s Favorite review list; doubly so when I saw Payden Beck (he of 10-30 fame; the novel that introduced Payden to a worldwide audience) was the lead character. I’ve read several novels and stories by this multi-award-winning author and none have disappointed—au contraire. Golvach digs deeply into his character’s psyche to bring out those traits of good and bad that everyone carries within. Payden isn’t an angel, far from it, but like most people he overcomes his inner devils with an innate sense of right and wrong, a strong belief that victory over evil requires fighting fire with fire, no holds barred where self-sacrifice is a given. Dormir is a faced paced crime thriller and at the same time an innocently pure love story between an old man and a thirteen-year-old girl much wiser than her age. Few novels can create the strong emotional response that brings tears to my eyes, Michael Golvach has written a story that did and this isn’t the first time he’s done it. I first ‘met’ Michael through his short story horror collection, Bloody Gullets, a fascinating psychological and bloody horror feast. He surprised with his crime thrillers and impressed me with his versatility in crossing genres while always working in an emotionally charged undercurrent. I can’t wait for his next surprise.” ~ LAS Book Reviews
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Runt:

“Golvach writes with a significant degree of verisimilitude, a sense of reality that I find essential to any story. His characters are so true to life that readers will likely be able to relate them to people they know or have heard about. Golvach's ability to weave characters of varied backgrounds, social deficits, and attributes, with an in-depth knowledge of police/detective procedures, and an uncanny sense of psychological disposition for each character, is astonishing. Each book in the series is an exciting stand-alone that provides a decisive conclusion without a steep cliffhanger, simultaneously bringing the story to a satisfactory conclusion. Runt is no different....” ~ Lex Allen, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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fiX:

“Golvach’s skill in creating an illusory scene that reeks of reality is unparalleled by anyone I’ve read in the past, except the indomitable Edgar A. Poe. His characters come alive as everyday people with talents and shortcomings, trying their best to survive a hostile environment and eventuality that grows weirder and more complicated with every turn of the page. So much goes on, so fast in this story, it’s impossible for me and my meager talents to describe. How Golvach keeps it all together and pulls every unimaginable facet into a tightly woven, beautifully executed story is beyond me. But you can trust me on this; you will never see what’s coming, and that makes FiX a must-read story for every fan of paranormal/horror thrillers, crime mysteries and, believe it or not, a love story.” ~ Lex Allen for Readers’ Favorite International Book Awards
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Home:

“A slick, stylish and disturbing supernatural thriller, Home is the latest release from Michael Golvach that once again sees him delving into the darkest depths of the human psyche. Delivering an exacting plot and noir narrative underlined by magical realism Golvach sets out to engage our senses and does so with consummate ease. A superb example of how to manipulate readers on an emotive level Golvach’s Home veers between the haunting and brutal and when it comes to originality it doesn’t get any better.

“Avoiding the temptation to concoct prescriptive characters he shows us, without compromise, the depth of their conflict and the totality of their emotional angst in uncompromising prose and pin-sharp dialogue that brings Alexis, Marlon and Anson to life. On the immediate level Home might lean towards paranormal romance but with Golvach modulating tension and pace rapidly gathering momentum Home works well as both supernatural thriller and paranormal suspense as he weaves illusion and reality in a way that is both cutting and clever. There’s no wanton wittering with Golvach and from the very first page, readers will find themselves settling in for a genuine page-turner.” ~ BookViral Reviews
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Transmissions:

“I’ve read several of Michael Golvach’s novels and short story collections. From gruesome horror to mind-boggling mystery to twisting, turning plots in detective/crime stories. Each of these novels and stories contained everything a reader could ask for... characters that you hated, loved or felt indifferent to, scenes that reflected great amounts of verisimilitude, as well as plot and sub-plot lines that kept you on your toes while turning the pages as fast as you could eager to see what’s next. I’ve lost hours and hours of sleep, but it was always worth it.

“Transmissions is different. Oh, it has everything mentioned above. It’s a page turner, it’s a wicked ride through terrifying scenes of the occult, time and space; a story that is horrible and beautiful rolled into one—in other words, a typical Golvach novel. What made it different is the romance. As stated in the synopsis, it’s a romance from afar; a romance of memories and lack thereof. It’s a genre bending mystery, horror, occult, love story that, for the life of me, defies adequate description. It’s a story that Alfred Hitchcock or Rod Serling in his ‘Twilight Zone’ would present, and it is a story brilliantly orchestrated and narrated as only Michael Golvach can.” ~ LAS Book Reviews
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​BONUS CONTENT​
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the Prologue and First 2 Chapters of Michael Golvach’s BAD, the next (third) book in this “Payden Beck Crime Thriller” series.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

PAYDEN BECK CRIME THRILLER Series at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the First 2 Chapters of THEY TELL ME YOU ARE WICKED by David Hagerty, the first book in the “Duncan Cochrane” series of political crime thrillers.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

The DUNCAN COCHRANE Series at Evolved Publishing
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​Dedication​
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Für Susanne

~
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Wenn ich nicht schon da bin, werde ich dich bald sehen.

Für jedes Lachen und jedes Lächeln, ich hab dich lieb.
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​Prologue​
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You’re tired. You’re old. And this world won’t let you die. That would be far too merciful.

But everything ends eventually. Everyone, too.

The world can’t keep you alive forever. Only lock you into position until you’ve suffered every imaginable loss. Felt every paper cut and every brutal, eternal separation from everything and everyone you’ve ever known and loved.

You can expedite the process. Life can’t stop you. Unless you define this life as the sum of yourself.

What’s stopping you? There’s a bus speeding down the street outside your office right now. If you miss it, another will be by within the hour. Then another. On schedule. Perhaps a bit early, or a little late, but that way out isn’t going away soon, if ever.

What’s holding you back? What fear haven’t you realised? What pain haven’t you endured? Whom haven’t you settled accounts with?

This is your life. It’s ending every day.

What do you need, to finally let it go?

You’ve done all the bad you can do. It’s time to rest.

Sleep. And dream. Dream of who waits for you on the other side.

There’s no one left to hurt. No one left to punish. Not even yourself. When you walk the streets, you’re invisible now. No one knows you anymore, or cares to. Everyone you’ve felt you’ve loved is either dead or you’re dead to them. You’re a shadow already.

Do the unthinkable and rest. Close your eyes.

You’re almost there, Mr. Beck.

Consider what you’ve learnt and surrender. Be at peace with your demons. Acknowledge your angels.

Sleep.
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LIFE LESSON NUMBER ONE: IF YOU CUT OFF THE HEAD, YOU CAN ONLY PRAY THE BODY DIES.

***
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“Before you finish beating the shit out of me, which I understand you’re obliged to, a joke: How many cholos does it take to screw in a light bulb?”

Three Spanish gangsters in black leather jackets and shiny shoes stood wall-to-wall in a cramped cellar lit only by the PAR30 halogen flood lamp pointed at the old man they were putting a hurt on.

It was late. It was early. The old man couldn’t tell and didn’t care.

The head soldier looked at the back corner of the room, to his general—another old man who sat in a wheelchair—for a nod.

Receiving it, he asked, “How many?” He looked at his cohort and shrugged.

“Really?” the old man asked. “You don’t know?”

The head soldier began to look back again.

“You got to ask the oxygen tank?” the old man continued. “Come on. This is a good one. Answer the question. How many cholos does it take to screw a light bulb?”

The third soldier responded. “Wait. Is it ‘screw in’ or ‘screw’ the light bulb?”

“It’s your light bulb. You want to see better? You want to carve your chorizo into fideos? What do I care? Answer the question. You’ll love the punchline. I promise.”

The general wheeled himself toward the soldiers and they turned to face him.

“What are you—” The general cleared his throat. “Are you going to let this punk play games with you? After what he did?”

The head soldier shook his head as he heard the lamp’s bulb break and saw the room grow darker.

As the three soldiers tried to turn around, they all fell forward, their knees hitting the floor, shins flush with the dorsal surfaces of their feet, bleeding from the backs of their ankles and screaming in pain.

The general wheeled himself backward as the old man quickly frisked the soldiers writhing on the floor. Slicing each of their throats with the same sturdy chunk of broken light bulb glass he’d used to sever their Achilles tendons. Tossing all but one gun. Checking it was still fully loaded and pocketing it.

“Screw, screw in,” the old man said. “What does it matter now?” He looked at the general. “They ain’t screwing nothing no more, am I right?” The old man’s smile grew wide. Blinding in the near dark.

The general wheeled away faster, hitting a wall and stopping with a grunt.

“Relax,” the old man said, punctuating his words with the chunk of glass. “I’m old. Tired. Harmless.”

The general coughed, laughing at the same time. “You signed your own paper. For what?”

The old man approached the general through the darkness.

“You can stop hiding your face, old man. I knew who you were before I had you brought here. What do you want? Except to die the bad way.”

“That’s all you got?” the old man asked, shaking his head. “The ‘what’ don’t matter. All I know is it won’t make a difference to you.”

The old man put the chunk of glass to the general’s throat.

The general spat. “Fuck you, you weak—”

“Fuck me? Okay.”

“You can’t do this,” the general said. “You won’t get away with anything. You’re dead. But not before you see everyone you love suffer first, cretino. You accomplished nothing.”

The old man chuckled. “I killed three of your errand boys. Without the police-issued revolver they stole from me—don’t worry, I got it back. That ain’t something?”

The general shook his head. “You have no idea what’s waiting for you. You can’t do what you did and walk away.”

“That’s the difference between you and me, I guess.” The old man pressed the chunk of glass against the general’s throat harder.

“Don’t you dare,” the general screamed, wheezing. “You haven’t earned the right.”

“I think I have,” the old man replied, looking down. “I’ve listened to you longer than I listen to most. I expected more, mandamás. You’re a disappointment.” The old man paused, gliding the chunk of glass back and forth across the general’s neck. “But I’m not a bad guy. What do you say? Both carotids?”

“Don’t you—”

The general bled out before the old man could find the exit.
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Payden Beck awoke on his living room’s fold-out couch bed to the sound of thumping on his apartment door. Like the beating of a heart. The heart of a beautiful woman he remembered from his youth. As his mind jarred awake, he forgot her immediately, though he felt acutely aware of her absence. And, as he did every morning after he dreamt of her, he felt lost.

“Read the sign on the door,” he yelled. “You better not be a solicitor.”

The knocking came again and Payden rolled off the couch bed, wearing the pants and buttoned dress shirt he’d passed out in the previous evening. He walked to the front door, ignoring the peephole, and swung it open wide.

A uniformed police officer—much younger than him—stood outside his door in the dim light of the dawn, holding a clipboard and chewing on a pen. He looked up as Payden’s eyes squinted.

The officer removed the pen from his mouth. “Payden Beck?”

Payden scratched the back of his neck and yawned. “Is this multiple choice?”

“I need to verify—”

“What?” Payden looked at the mess in his apartment and moved into the doorway.

The officer took a step back, moving his pen-hand toward his holstered pistol.

“You here to pop me, cherry?”

“Sir?” The officer attached the pen to his clipboard. “Mr. Beck, I’m here to execute a search of the premises.”

“All of it?” Payden asked, stretching and rolling his eyes. “I can’t give consent for my neighbours.”

“No, only your apartment. If you’ll—”

Payden’s left shoulder hit one side of the front door’s frame and his right hand grabbed the other. “Warrant?”

“Sir,” the officer repeated. “Be easy.”

“Again. You have a warrant to search my apartment?”

“If you want to be a hard case,” the officer replied, “I can wait here until I get one.”

Payden walked back into his living room, leaving the door open, and grabbed his keys.

“Save yourself a world of trouble, Mr. Beck. Play ball.”

Payden walked out the door, closing and locking it. “That ‘world of trouble’ is yours, pal. Call in your warrant. Enjoy the wait and pray some junkie don’t kill you for your shoelaces.” Payden looked to his left and right. “Uniform but no cruiser?”

The officer nodded.

“Your life. Have fun loitering. I’m heading out. Thanks for waking me early without doing your homework.”

“Sir,” the officer commanded. “I did my homework. Just because you used to be a cop doesn’t mean the rules don’t apply to you.”

“Which rules?” Payden walked away, toward the apartment building’s lot.

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask—”

“Get your warrant, leave a copy for me so I know what you hoped to find, search my place, make as little mess as possible and leave me alone.”

“Mr. Beck,” the officer said, nonplussed. “You can’t leave.”

“Am I under arrest?”

The officer followed him.

“If I’m not under arrest, I don’t got to do jack except answer questions my files already gave you the answers to. You got my name and address. If this is somehow a drug-related matter, you got my birth information. I’m not a witness to an accident, so nothing for you there, either. You got everything you need from me.”

The officer reached out and turned Payden around by the left shoulder.

“Don’t put your hands on me. I’m not stupid enough to put mine on you. What’s your name?” Payden looked the officer in the eyes and the officer glanced at his clipboard. “You forget to write that down?”

The officer raised his hand.

“You don’t want me to know? Okay. Maybe that’s better.”

“Sir?” the officer shouted as Payden turned away and shuffled across the apartment’s lot to the only twenty-four-hour dive within walking distance.

Payden yelled back over his shoulder. “Do yourself a favour. Go back to the office and build a case. Then come visit. Better yet—”

The officer walked toward Payden as Payden gestured with his hands.

“Just ask me. If I feel like it, maybe I’ll give you the answers you think you want.” Payden gestured more aggressively. “Come on. Walk with me. I need to buy a bottle off the shelf. I’m old. A bad hangover could kill me. What’s the saying? Over seventy, no more something or the other? It’s no joke.”

Payden and the officer walked down the street in silence.

When they reached Chester’s Pub, next door to the building where Payden ran his floundering private investigation business, the officer spoke once more.

“Mr. Beck, my name is Officer William Dooley.”

“Who names their kid ‘Officer’?” Payden asked, remembering a woman named Valarie. “You Mickey’s kid? I seen his and Miss Jude’s mistakes. You been working the city all this time? Don’t recognise you.”

“No, I’m related,” William replied, shaking off the insults. “Mickey was my dad. Died a boozer. Mom’s still kicking.”

“Yeah, I know. And I know. She was a looker last I saw. I guess you can’t win most of them.” Payden sighed. “You have my condolences.”

Payden walked into Chester’s Pub before William could reply. William chose not to follow.

When Payden came back outside, he held his bottle of bottom-shelf whiskey close. “Don’t worry. I won’t open it until I get home, Bill. You mind if I call you Bill?”

“Bill’s good.”

Payden began walking back to his apartment and William followed. “Tell me your tale, Bill Dooley. Why are you harassing me?”

“This is not—”

Payden looked at him with disgust.

“Mr. Beck, I’m not here on official police business. Not yet.”

“Understood.”

“I’m here about my brother’s daughter.”

“Your brother.” Payden glanced away. “Bob, was it? I remember that little shit. Did he grow up or is he just older and uglier now, too?”

“That doesn’t matter,” William snapped, immediately regaining his cool. “What matters is his daughter’s missing.”

“File a ‘missing persons’. Then file that advice under ‘obvious’.”

“Did. Soon as Mom called me, but—”

“Bob have any other kids?”

William shook his head.

“I’m sure she’ll show sooner than later. How old—” Payden held up a hand. “Don’t answer. I don’t care and I don’t want to know.”

William punched his clipboard, getting Payden’s attention. “She’s thirteen years old.”

“Unlucky number.” Payden scratched his chin.

“Her name is Chloe. She’s got long, dirty-blonde hair. Cute. Precocious. Last seen flaunting her lack of fashion sense.”

“How so? She tie her ponytails with rubber bands?” Payden paused as William grunted. “I loved that about your mom.”

They walked without speaking until Payden broke the awkward silence. “How is it you think I can help you?”

William scanned the surrounding area. “There’s problems at home, of course. And my niece may be young, but she’s smarter than I’ll ever be.”

“No surprise there. You—”

“Quiet,” William barked, calming down and continuing to talk at a normal volume. “Please. She took off this morning. Last night, probably. Nobody knows why. I think, when she ran, she ran to you.”

Payden shook his head, feeling conflicted. Though Chloe’s age neared the end of Payden’s built-in sympathy switch, she was still a child. An innocent. Someone he couldn’t knowingly hurt in any way.

“Haven’t seen any girls that young lately, Bill. For whatever reason you think Chloe would come running to her grandma’s object of well-feigned animosity, she hasn’t.” He paused and leant against his apartment’s front door. “Leave me your information. I’ll call you if I see any shortcakes around. You have my word, but I doubt she’ll find me if she’s looking.”

“You’d be surprised,” William said. “Mom never shuts up about you. Especially since Dad passed.”

“You don’t got to tell me. She still good-looking, torch and all?”

“What? No—I don’t know, Mr. Beck. She just blathers. And Chloe’s a sponge.”

“Yeah,” Payden said, looking at his apartment door’s knob and rubbing his wrists together, keeping the bottle from dropping. “Close family names, other than Valarie and her psycho brother. Let’s have them.”

William looked at him quizzically.

“I’ll need to ask questions if I think I’ve found this Chloe.”

“Well, I’m single.” William turned to walk away. “Bob’s wife died postpartum. And my mom’s the only mom Chloe’s ever known.”

Payden returned William’s wave goodbye.

“You let me know if she shows. Promise?”

Payden nodded and turned to open his apartment’s door. “Is she—” he began to ask, looking over his shoulder.

William was already in his car, firing up the engine and driving away.
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Valarie Dooley, née Jude, woke from a fitful slumber to the sound of her alarm clock. She silenced it with a good whack as she threw her blankets to the side and rolled off her bed onto her feet. Stretching and twisting at the hips to crack her back and loosen her stiff muscles until the pain became tolerable. She looked at her slender, naked body and reached for her robe on the chair beside the nightstand. Covering herself quickly. Afraid—though she knew it to be irrational—if she inspected her thinning skin for too long, she’d lose the will to look in the mirror, make it to the bathroom and live her life like the healthy septuagenarian she was.

She moved to her bedroom’s mirror and brushed her long, greying hair with her hands. Thinking of the easy meal she’d prepared before going to bed Sunday night. A sack lunch for her granddaughter, Chloe, whom she acted as a mother to. Forcing herself to smile until she frowned. Wondering when her mind would go so she wouldn’t remember what she used to see and be delighted once more with what the looking glass showed her. She was disarmingly attractive, but she didn’t believe so. When she saw glimmers of the beauty she felt inside reflected at her, she ignored them. If she were worthy of physical adoration, she wouldn’t be dismissed by society daily. A problem she never knew when she was younger and commanded the attention of most men she desired.

She tied the sash of her robe tight and walked from her room to stand in front of Chloe’s bedroom door, knock, wait and—most school days—knock louder before she yelled.

As she knocked again, feeling her lower back’s muscles loosening and the related pain dissipate, more thoughts of the previous night flooded her head. Her two sons—one of whom she now lived with—and her irresponsible, foul-tempered brother asking her advice regarding their current business venture, of which they revealed no details. Not interested in what she thought, only desiring to offload their misery so they might continue to suffer one another.

“Chloe,” she yelled. “Time to wake. You need to take a shower and eat breakfast before the school bus gets here.”

After waiting, knocking and yelling for a few more minutes, she opened Chloe’s bedroom door.

The lines on her face disappeared immediately and her jaw hung slack as she felt her heartbeat slow.

Chloe’s bed was made and her room was clean, but her window was open and she was nowhere in sight.

Valarie walked into the room, opening closets, looking underneath the bed and poking her head out the window, feeling her body grow weaker as she continued to tell herself what was happening wasn’t happening. In her head and out loud.

She ran to her son, Robert’s, room, finding it empty as well.

She did another check of her and Chloe’s rooms, then rushed downstairs, feeling the breath hot in her lungs and calming herself as she called Chloe’s school on the wall-mounted kitchen phone. When they told her what she prayed they wouldn’t, she hung up and inspected the basement, ground floor and property outside.

Her granddaughter—her daughter in her heart, though Chloe only addressed her as ‘Grandma’—was gone. And she had no idea why or where.

When she gathered herself to the point she felt her progeny could understand her, she phoned her son William, then Robert. Finally, she called her brother James.

William assured her, if Chloe had run away from home, he’d find her immediately. Robert assured her Chloe was probably ditching school with friends and he’d stay home the next day. James didn’t assure her of anything before he hung up.

She spent the remainder of the day in her robe.

When Robert came home and gave her grief about it, several hours after the school bus would normally drop Chloe off, she attacked him like a feral cat.

He spent the remainder of the evening in his bedroom.

No one in her family had given her the one thing she needed. To be comforted. To be told things were going to be all right, even if she didn’t believe they ever would be again.

Though her husband, Mickey, had died some thirty years ago, she couldn’t remember ever feeling so alone.
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Payden staggered back to his office building after a long hard day making sure his business telephone actually worked—while draining a bottle of whiskey—then leaving early to drink at Chester’s Pub all night, again. No jobs around the corner, no money to pay rent on his apartment or his office, and no police activity except the possible invasion of his privacy. He’d lived through worse. Things could pick up.

“Hey, Beck,” a voice called from behind him. “We need to talk, old man. You hear me?”

Payden continued walking.

“The name Janet Harper mean anything to you?”

Payden unlocked the door to his office building and stumbled in, turning around and falling into a seated position on the steps. Staring into the muted light and making out the figure of a big man. “You the fictional rapist-in-waiting who takes the same train as her?”

“She’s my sister,” the man replied, moving forward and filling the doorway. “She was confused.”

Payden scratched his chin. “I’ll tell you like I told her. You don’t get a refund if you don’t like what I find.”

“Stand,” the man demanded, moving closer. “I’m not here for money.”

“Love, then?”

The man lifted Payden to his feet by the lapels of his jacket, spinning him around and slamming his back into the wall to the right of the front door. “You filled her head with lies.”

Payden rubbed the back of his neck. “Go home. Pretend she’s still there wishing you weren’t. We’ll forget this ever happened.”

The man gave Payden a shove.

“Is this foreplay?”

The man shook his head, addled, slamming Payden into the wall again and swinging.

Payden ducked the man’s punch and winced as he heard him hit the wooden stud behind the drywall, full force. A good boxer’s fracture at least.

“You still need me to help you kick your ass?” Payden asked.

“I’ll kill you—”

Payden grabbed the man by the back of the neck and struck him in the throat with the thumb of his opposite hand. “I ain’t your sister.” The man grabbed his own neck, falling to his knees as Payden let go of him, opened the door and kicked him out, then continued kicking him until he stopped choking, got up and ran.

Payden turned around and let the door close on its own. He looked at the stairs as he heaved a sigh.

The door creaked and a footfall sounded behind him.

Payden turned around slowly, his fist cocked. Ready to take a good beating. Thinking maybe that was what he’d been looking for all day. Perplexed until he looked down.

“You’re the guy?” the five-foot-at-best girl who stood before him asked. Wearing dark-blue jeans a size too small and an opened purple-and-black plaid shirt over a sheer white T-shirt designed to draw attention to the pink padded bra underneath. Her hair was long and dirty-blonde, held in a ponytail by rubber bands, her feet crammed into black sneakers.

“Don’t you have homework to do?” Payden asked, patting her shoulders.

She smacked his hands away.

“Nice bite. But, seriously, go home. This is no place for a little girl.” He looked at the door. “What’s your name?”

“Cash,” she said as she tugged at Payden’s jacket and he turned away. “I can pay you.”

“Please do. Thanks.” Payden’s foot rested on the first step as he looked up the four floors to his office.

“No, you grey fuck,” she replied. “I meant—”

Payden turned his head to look at her. “I’ll call you a cab.”

“Call me whatever you want,” she said, pulling the rubber bands from her hair. “Just don’t brush me off.”

Payden turned to face her and rubbed his forehead. “I’m listening.”

She stood before him, mute.

Payden shook his head. “What’s your name?”

“What the fuck do you care?” she snapped.

“Professional courtesy. Start by dialling back on the lip, half-pint.”

“You’re an asshole,” the girl replied, dropping her rubber bands to the floor, kicking them away and looking down. “Like the handsy bartender said. I had to deal with that slimy paedo ‘accidentally’ bumping his hard-on up against me from three o’clock on, waiting for you to show. It took forever—walking and, like, a hundred bus rides—to get here from my house. Otherwise, who knows what else that sick piece of shit would’ve done to me.”

“Language, kid. I swear to fuck—”

“You’re mean. And I’m not a kid.”

“I apologise if I offended your delicate sensibilities, angel.” Payden glanced away. “You were at the pub? Since three?”

She nodded.

“How old are you? Thirteen?”

“I’m twenty-three,” she replied.

“How much did they overcharge you for the fake ID?”

The girl’s gaze locked with Payden’s when his eyes finished looking her up and down. She scoffed. “Still don’t believe, now you’ve gotten your eyeful?”

“I believe. I believe I’m tired. I believe I’ll sleep in my office. I believe the bouncers saw what you’re showing and looked the other way. Go home. Your parents might notice you’re gone. Far-fetched, I know. What’s your name?”

“Rachael,” she said.

“You sure?”

She looked down again, trying to hide her flushing cheeks. “I need help. I was told you don’t ask questions. You’re not living up to your reputation.”

“You can’t believe everything you see, hear or read.”

“Well, here’s what I believe, Mr. Beck. I believe your business isn’t booming. I believe your left hand’s index finger can’t leave prints.”

Payden covered his left hand with his right momentarily, remembering pain he’d never feel again.

“I believe you’re lucky to have a licence with a felony on your sheet. And I believe you can do what I need done.”

“Who are you?” Payden asked.

“I told you. My name’s—”

“Not what I meant. How do you know so much about me? And why do you think it matters? You a hustler?”

The girl rubbed her left hip and pulled at her jeans waistband’s front.

“Stop fidgeting. Touching yourself don’t get you a discount here.” Payden waved her away. “If you can’t come clean about your age and who you are, I can’t trust a word that comes out your mouth.”

“Why won’t you believe me?” she asked, shifting her hips and standing in place, hands at her sides.

“Are you deaf, or just slow?” Payden moved into her space quickly. Patting his hands from the sides of her crotch to her ass, rifling through her jeans’ pockets, handling her like a conquest and snatching her wallet.

She didn’t scream. “Get your hands off me. What—”

Payden stepped away and the girl fumbled at her jeans’ back pockets. Payden pulled her ID from her wallet and took a good look. “Holy shit, your name really is Rachael. And you’re twenty-three.” Payden shrugged. “Could you pose for me again?”

The girl crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Give me my wallet back, you fucking pervert. I’ll find someone else to do the job.”

Payden chuckled. “You walk in here with your bullshit and your swagger. You got it all figured. Tits and ass and who’s going to ask questions?” Payden counted the money in the girl’s wallet. “I got news for you. The world sees you coming and it’ll see you go. Keep hanging around places like the pub next door, you’ll end up ruined and left for dead when you assuredly meet an actual pervert.”

The girl scrambled to catch her wallet when Payden tossed it in her direction, picking it off the floor and shoving it into her front right jeans pocket, trying to look nonchalant.

“Unless you’re an emancipated minor, which you’re too young to be, I can’t even sign a legally binding contract with you for services.” He paused and looked her in the eyes. “My advice. Find a way to avoid your problem for a few years. Then come back and see me. If you can’t wait, go to the cops.”

“But—”

“You can’t afford me on your allowance. And I’m as cheap as they come.”

“But I need you, Mr. Beck,” the girl said, almost whimpering. “I can get whatever you cost. I swear. But I can’t go to the police.”

Payden rolled his eyes. “Then there probably ain’t much I can do for you.”

“Why?” the girl asked, stuffing her hands into her back jeans pockets and pushing out her chest.

“Lock the front door, Rachael,” Payden said. “Quit wasting my time.”

The girl gave him the finger as she opened the door to leave.

“I didn’t say you could go, Rachael. I told you to lock the front door.”

She looked into his eyes, questioning.

“Do it now.” Payden barked, taking a step toward her. “Or run. But you’ll like me a lot less when I catch you.”

The girl glanced outside and, seeing no one, closed the door and locked it with trembling hands as she watched Payden move closer. Flinching with each step he took, then dropping to the floor, curling into a ball. “Please don’t.”

Hearing the girl’s heavy, nasal voice quaver, he reached his hands down to her.

“Now you know,” he said. “You can grow up the hard way in a second.” He shook his head and backed up a step.

“Stop. You don’t understand,” she yelled. “I came to you because you’re not regular. I need help I can’t get anywhere else.”

“Where’d you get your information? How’d you know where to find me?”

Payden took the girl’s hands and lifted her to her feet.

“You’re in the book, dumbass,” she replied.

Payden scoffed. “Who sent you, again?”

The girl looked at the floor, not answering for longer than Payden could stand to wait.

Ten minutes later, they were in his office. Fifteen minutes later the girl was in the office’s locked bathroom, enjoying her privacy, and Payden was near-comatose at his desk.

Before he faded into sleep, Payden heard her voice through the bathroom door. “Good night, Mr. Beck. Thank you.”

“Good night, Rachael,” he replied. “We’ll take stock of your situation in the morning. Get you where you should be.”

“No police.”

Payden eyed the bathroom door. “As you wish.”

“Don’t you want to know why I need your help?”

“You going to tell me your name?”

Payden heard the girl’s ass hit the floor of the bathtub.

“Surprise me tomorrow.”

Payden fell fast asleep. No idea what he was getting himself into or why he’d let a thirteen-year-old girl—Valarie Jude’s granddaughter, he was sure—guilt him into taking her in as an overnight guest. Wondering why she was so adamant about not involving the police in her problems when her uncle was an officer of the law.

“Don’t,” the girl muttered briefly as she drifted into slumber.
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The door to the Beck Detective Agency didn’t have a number on it. Or a name. If it weren’t for the desk, the licences hanging on the walls and the working answering machine, one might easily assume it was abandoned. Today, the fact a body occupied the desk’s seat made it seem even more like an office than a vacancy.

When the desk alarm clock went off at eight in the morning, the bathroom door was still shut.

Payden stood and stretched, walking to the wall closet and stopping to listen at the bathroom door. Hearing snoring that sounded like a buzz saw taking down an oak, he changed clothes as fast as possible—grey T-shirt first, then boxers and jeans—comforted by the deafening sounds of sleep.

After he zipped up his loose-fitting jeans, he realised it was a Tuesday and pounded on the bathroom door with his fist.

“You alive in there?” he asked, wiggling the knob and feeling it was still locked.

The snoring stopped a moment later and the girl’s voice called back softly. “No. Sleeping.”

Payden knocked again. “Not that it’s my responsibility, but ain’t you supposed to be in school?”

“Sleepy. Go away.”

Payden frowned, staring down. “No. You need to get up, get dressed and get ready to explain yourself. I have more than a few questions about last night and about you.”

“Tired.”

“We need to talk right now. If you’re not coming out, I’m coming in.” Payden shoulder-bumped the door and gave the knob a good twist, popping the cheap lock he’d work back into place later. Moving into the bathroom quickly, he pulled the shower curtains open and saw the girl, her back to him, nearly finished squeezing into pull-on jeans that made her skinny ass look fat. Payden turned away immediately.

The girl startled, threatening to tear the stretchy fabric around the seams of her jeans’ crotch as she yanked the waistband up over her belly button.

“Did you—” she snapped. “I knew this was a mistake. Thank Christ I don’t sleep naked like... other women. Did you get a good look?”

“The fuck was that first comment about? And why would I want to? You’re a child, and you’re too scrawny as it is.”

The girl moved past him, into the office. “Any more complaints about my body?”

Payden followed her into the office where she’d already sat on the client’s side of his desk. “Quit dodging the question.”

“You’re an ass man, then?” she asked, fussing with her jeans.

“Forget it.” Payden absently adjusted his waistline as he sat in his chair. “Look, I assumed you were clothed. I didn’t expect you’d want your skin to touch what’s growing in that tub.”

“Well, I won’t apologise for expecting some amount of privacy.” The girl’s expression deflated. “Anyway, now you can help me. Like you promised to last night. Remember?”

Payden scratched his forehead, looking lost.

“Was it the booze, Mr. Beck, or seeing baby fat again that’s got you scatty?”

“I thought you were twenty-three.”

“It’s just an expression, angel.”

“I’m no angel, kid,” Payden said.

“I was being—”

“Sarcastic, I know. I’m not a pushover, either. My rate is twenty-five an hour. Eight-hour minimum.” Payden opened his right hand. “Show me that wallet again. If you don’t got two hundred in there, this conversation, and our bittersweet relationship, is over and I take you home. Or to the cops if you won’t tell me where home is.”

The girl pulled her wallet from her jeans’ front right pocket and threw it on the desk. Payden opened it, counted the bills, looked at the girl and shook his head.

“So you won’t help me?” she asked. “You counted it last night. I’m only, like, sixty dollars short.”

“You’re light eighty,” Payden replied. “Exactly. For one day’s work.”

“I can get you more money,” she said, leaning forward. “All I need is, like—”

“Like what?”

“You know what I—”

Payden shook his head again. “Approximations, like, don’t help. Tell me what you need. Directly.”

The girl’s shoulders slumped as she desperately fought to keep eye contact. “I need you to do this job. That’s it. Not ‘like’ it. ‘Precisely’ it. All right?”

“Okay.” Payden leant forward as well, putting his elbows on the desk and resting his head in his hands. “You go get my money. I’ll hold on to your wallet while I wait and draw up a contract—though it won’t be legally binding—so we’ll feel better. When you get back, we’ll talk about what I can do for you that you think no one else can. And, so you know, skipping school at your age ain’t legal. Your parents, or guardians, could be fined or thrown in gaol.”

“But I’m not—” the girl said, looking down as she saw Payden registering fear in her eyes. “I can get you more, but I need you to start work today.”

“Then scoot. I’ll keep my schedule open and your wallet closed. The day’s still young.”

“Again.” The girl stood and bent at the waist, resting her elbows on the desktop, nearly touching noses with Payden as she breathed out her words, warm and soft. “Money’s not an issue.”

Payden pulled back, puckering his nose. “Then go. And knock off the act. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

The girl stalked to the front door and stopped, her shoulders heaving. Her voice cracked as she replied. “I can’t get you any more money. Not now. I just really need your help.” She sniffled. “It was wrong to act how I did. You don’t look it, but you really are a decent person. In that regard. I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

The girl opened the door and looked over her shoulder, her eyes puffy and tears running down her cheeks as she slowly waved goodbye.

“Okay,” Payden huffed. “Come back. We’ll work something out.” Payden looked at the floor as his office door closed and the girl turned to face him. Damning himself for taking on another loser client with no money. Knowing she’d played her final card in perfect time. He looked up. “Here’s the deal, Rachael. First, you sit back down. Second, we discuss how you’re going to pay me what you’ll owe. Assuming I agree to take your case, if I can. Most people think private investigators are the solution to everything, but we ain’t authorised to break the law. Those of us who do, get locked up and lose their licence.”

“All right,” the girl replied, sitting at the desk again. “I really am—”

Payden stared out his office’s small, lone window. “While we’re on the subject of licences, let me ask. Why do you have a fake ID?”

“It’s important nobody know my name.”

“I need to know,” Payden said, leaning forward. “I don’t make arrangements with people who fuck around with me on the details.” He leant back. “What’s your problem? What’s your story? First thing, what’s your real name?”

“Let’s just be cool about—”

“What’s your name?”

“It’s Valarie, all right. My parents named me after—”

“What’s your name?”

“Fine, it’s Awna.”

“Who?” Payden demanded.

“Awna. Last name—”

“Enough.” Payden’s fists hammered the desktop. “Say her name again and I’ll make you disappear. If you know my past, you know that story and you know how it really ended. Don’t be too smart. Say it.”

The girl’s voice faltered as she met Payden’s gaze. “I won’t. I know she was special to you. What I said. I was way out of line.” She glanced at the front door as Payden’s glare grew uglier.

“Never again.”

“Never,” the girl said, gulping. “But I need your help. You making me disappear. Killing me, if that’s what you mean. It’ll be better than what’ll happen if you don’t help me very soon.” She placed her hands over each of Payden’s fists. “My name is Chloe. I’m thirteen years old and, if you don’t help me, I’ll be dead within the week.”

“Chloe,” Payden said. “People are looking for you.”

“Yes.”

“I assume you don’t want Bill to know I’ve seen you.”

She shook her head, regaining her composure.

“Then let’s start solving your problem. Whatever it is. We’ll talk payment arrangements later.”

“All right,” she said, rubbing her shoulders.

Payden looked at her, slightly disturbed, as she smiled.

“I knew you were the one. Angel.”

Payden shook his head, looking down, and Chloe accidentally giggled.
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Vincent, the regular bartender at Chester’s Pub, smoked a cigarette as he drank a beer, looked around the dark taproom and noted how many patrons were passed out. Just after eleven in the morning and the unemployment rush was over.

The front door opened as he dumped his cigarette’s lit butt into the backwash of his bottle. The light discomposing him as a tall stranger entered, pushed a stool in front of the bar aside, and leant in.

The stranger’s face was old and ugly, covered with scars. He wore a thick jacket, and his meaty hands looked lethal.

The stranger coughed. “Scotch. Neat. Double it.”

Vincent filled the stranger’s order. “Four.”

The stranger pulled a five-dollar bill from his pocket and pushed it to the inside edge of the bar. “Yours.”

Vincent grabbed the five.

“You Chester?”

Vincent shook his head.

“Know Chester?”

Vincent shook his head again.

“What’s your name? You’ll help me instead.”

“Name’s Vinnie,” Vincent said, sweating in the dark light. “What’s yours?”

“Jimmy.” James scanned the pub. The only clientele still conscious were in a far corner. “I’m looking for a girl. Thirteen. Dirty-blonde. Cute. Brassy. Easy to spot. Name’s Chloe.”

“Sorry. We don’t serve hard candy.”

“Really?” Vincent leant farther in, planting his elbows on the bar. “You never hang around the playground?”

“What’s that supposed to—”
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