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Chapter 1

 


If I don’t get to kill someone soon, I’ll probably lose my
temper. One more cheating husband and I’m likely to beat him into a
coma, just to alleviate the boredom. If I had another way to pay
the rent, there’d be a sign outside saying no infidelity
cases, but that way lies unemployment. At least this time, I
only need pictures and brief notes for the client. Certain jobs
require proper reports, legal-like. The mystique of this job lasted
maybe a week, and that was a few years back.

Still, at least an infidelity case is something to do. It beats
sitting around, which looks like what I’ll be doing after I finish
this report, and is probably why I’m dragging my feet. But rent’s
due, so I should try and get to it today. At some point.

A knock on the door brings some hope. Things look up further as
she steps in. It’s not just her being out of place in this
neighborhood that stands out, and I can’t even say that’s the first
thing that strikes me. Her elegance is a marked contrast to my
usual clients, and she stands in the doorway with poise. Her
straight, shoulder-length red hair lounges on the smart, tight suit
that poses little danger of concealed weapons. Safest to do a quick
scan, though. Just in case. The suit says she’s professional. The
cut says she’s successful. And the lack of a ring, or any hint of a
shadow caused by one, says this probably won’t be an infidelity
case.

I realize it says something when my first thought on seeing she
doesn’t wear a ring isn’t that she’s single, but that she probably
doesn’t have a cheating husband. This seems to be what my life has
come to.

Her eyes scan the room, and she manages to suppress her
dissatisfaction with the décor, which I’ll admit is lacking.

The light green paint needs a new coat. Possibly a new wardrobe.
It’s been on the agenda for a while, but some clients seem to find
the low-rent look reassuring, meeting their idea of what a
detective should be, so I’m reluctant to change it. In no way am I
making excuses to avoid doing the painting.

The only furniture in the place is my desk and a cabinet in the
corner behind me, next to the window that actually catches a narrow
ray of sunlight for ten minutes in the afternoon. The door to my
right leads to a small closet, containing little of interest. The
couple piles of folders on the desk are mainly for show, and the
landline next to them is equally useless but gives the impression
of an old-fashioned detective. Apart from the phone in my jacket,
I’ve a few in the closet, burners I can dispose of after using.

Her gaze, having taken in the surroundings with some dismay,
lands on me. I’ll admit mild surprise when she doesn’t quickly turn
and walk out, and I have to wonder what that means. Desperation, or
am I what she’s looking for?

Her sharp green eyes fix mine in place, her gaze as judgmental
of me as it had been of my office.

“You’re Daly?” she says, her tone caressing every syllable,
placing them with calm precision. Held by her eyes, I find the
words almost hypnotic.

My instinct is to say, “Regular as clockwork,” or something
similar, but with a rich-looking client, I don’t want to get too
flip or informal until I’ve gotten a better reading of her. I nod,
not fully trusting myself to respond in a non-embarrassing way, and
sit forward, waving toward the chairs. “Please have a seat?”

She gives the chairs an appraising glance, but my diligence in
making sure they, at least, stay clean, leaves her with little
fault to find there. She sits. Her eyes quickly return to mine.

“Diana Freeborn. I wish to hire you to find someone.”

A missing person case. Thank God. As long as she doesn’t say
it’s her ex-husband, ex-boyfriend, or anything like that.

I refrain from saying, “Anyone in particular?”

“The matter has a certain degree of urgency,” she says. “Can you
start immediately?” She examines my desk. Her eyes are flat, her
mouth an elegantly impassive line. I’d hate to sit across a poker
table from her.

“I’m just finishing up paperwork. What’s the urgency?”

“The person in question moves about a lot. I know he’s currently
nearby, but have no idea how long he’ll remain here.”

“And how can you be so sure he’s here?”

“I’ve had other detectives trace him here.” Why does it sound
like she meant proper detectives?

“They can’t pinpoint him?”

“They suggested someone with local knowledge might be better
able to determine his exact location, and recommended you.” She
avoids another judgmental glance around the room, but only
just.

So, I was recommended. Why? And why couldn’t the previous
detective locate him? Still, it makes the case sound potentially
interesting, and that’s one thing I’ve been looking for in this
job: a sense of excitement. I’ve no doubt it’ll eventually turn out
to be bland, and maybe the detective in question wouldn’t deign to
slum in this part of the city, so they picked my name out of a
directory. But for the moment, there’s the possibility of
excitement, and that’s enough for me. Also, I don’t have much else
to do at the moment, and it’s a paycheck.

“Who’m I looking for?”

“His name, the one I know him by, at least, is Aaron Travers. He
uses a number of identities, though.” Reaching inside her jacket
pocket, she withdraws a photo and hands it over. “He occasionally
changes his appearance, but this is a relatively recent
picture.”

Tall and faintly gangly, with long blonde hair, Travers has the
wary look of the eternal prey, always on the edge of running. Not
what you want to see in someone you need to find, and it means I’ll
have to be careful not to spook him.

“I also have a list of other identities he’s been known to use,
as well as other information from the detective who tracked him
here.” Holding up a flash drive she gives the desk a dubious
glance.

I hold out my hand and, with a little reluctance, she drops the
flash into it.

“What do you want with him?”

“Mister Travers was witness to events that saw my father
betrayed and ended with his unjust incarceration. Travers can prove
the truth of the matter.”

“You just want me to find him?”

There’s a slight pause as she seems to gauge my limits, but
little judgement shows on her exquisite face. “I want you to
arrange a meeting between us. Given Travers’ jumpiness, that might
be difficult, but I want the chance to meet him face-to-face, talk
to him, and try to convince him to come forward with the
truth.”

She seems genuine, and I’m generally a good judge of that kind
of thing, even when distracted by beautiful women. I’m also sure
there’s something she’s leaving out, although I can’t tell what it
relates to.

“Okay,” I say.

“You’ll take the job?”

“Yep.”

“Thank you.” She stands, handing over a check. “This should
cover your retainer, but let me know if you need more to cover
expenses.”

I manage not to make any overt, and potentially embarrassing,
signs of surprise as I read the amount on the check. How expensive
is she expecting this case to be that she doesn’t think this’ll
cover it?

My eyes are dragged, reluctantly, from the figure as she also
holds out her business card. “Given the urgency, I’m sure you
understand that I’d like to be updated as to your progress when you
find anything.”

I nod, making the right promises, then see her out. After
watching her leave, I return to my desk to stare at the other
figure.










Chapter 2

 


Finally dragging my attention from the number on the check, I
get the laptop out of the drawer. It can draw odd glances from my
usual clientele, being inconsistent with the ambience I’ve let the
place develop. But it makes a lot of the work easier.

The first thing I do is grab a picture of Ms. Freeborn, for
professional reasons of course, from the webcam concealed among the
trinkets on the windowsill. A few suspicious types check the room
for cameras, but they usually look up, and a small camera,
wireless, hidden within a small toy, seems to escape even the most
cautious.

A search on her doesn’t take long to determine she appears to be
who she says and confirms my judgment of her being a successful
business type. She’s a corporate executive with some big firm. I
find a few pictures of her and some information on what the company
does. Doesn’t seem relevant to the case, but I prefer to know this
stuff in case it becomes useful later. Not sure I understand most
of what I’m reading, what with the company being involved in
financial stuff, but I should at least recognize relevant phrases
if they arise.

While most clients don’t appear on such searches, being what
they appear to be, it can prove useful on occasion.

Apart from her professional profile, Ms. Freeborn has only a
limited online presence, her social media links generally relating
to her job. She seems to maintain tight control in terms of what
information she makes available. Certainly nothing of interest. And
nothing about her father, not even his name.

The data from my predecessor focuses on the prey but doesn’t
indicate when and where he crossed paths with her father. It
doesn’t offer much in the way of an idea how long ago the event
occurred, although Travers looks to be in his mid-thirties,
providing a rough parameter for dating the incident. The records
seem to go back four years, narrowing the search some more.

The picture the data draws tells me he’ll be difficult to find,
and it looks like he narrowly evaded his pursuer on a couple of
occasions. He’s not to be underestimated.

If I thought she’d have been forthcoming, I might have asked for
more details on the incident with her father, but you get a sense
of what clients don’t want to talk about, and that was definitely
something to avoid. For the moment, anyway.

She made it sound like her father was also a businessman. That’s
an assumption on my part, and I’m not tied to the idea, but it
serves as a starting point. Any kind of conviction at that level is
more likely to make news and leave a trail. Not that finding it’ll
necessarily be easy.

Searching for the name Freeborn with a number of suitable
phrases, such as conviction, business, and anything else I can come
up with, finds nothing usable. Of course, if the incident was
embarrassing enough, she could have changed her name to avoid the
association damaging her career, which means I could be wasting my
time. I’ve no intention of diving into this without doing some
checking, and it’s still early enough that I can follow the trail
where my predecessor left off after I’ve finished here.

Next up, I try the police system. I’ve still got friends on the
force, including in the records department, and have access to the
criminal databases. I can even get on to some international
databases as long as I’m careful. She sounded American, highly
educated but without a hint of a foreign accent, so it’s safe to
assume the incident was here. A search of convictions for the name
within the time frame doesn’t bring up anything that looks like
what I’m searching for, and the few Freeborns on there don’t have
daughters listed that sound the right age.

It looks likely she changed her name, unless she’s lying about
more than I thought. But the figure on that check buys a fair
amount of trust, so I’ll go with what I’ve got.

Searching for information on Travers proves equally useless,
with little coming up on a general search. Nothing appears to
relate to the Aaron Travers I want, and nothing comes up on
domestic or international searches of law-enforcement
databases.

I run the few other names the files have for him, and it looks
like Michael Walker is wanted for questioning in relation to the
theft of some religious artifacts in Italy. Doesn’t look like he’s
suspected of the actual theft, and it isn’t too clear what he is
suspected of, but the grainy photo is close enough to my target to
convince me. The theft was around a decade ago, and the case
doesn’t seem to have a high priority, so I doubt anyone’ll be too
interested in him, but it could be useful.

Searching on his other names finds nothing concrete. A couple of
other things around the world could be him, but there’s not enough
detail to be worth more than noting in case they’re of use
later.

I turn to the notes on how he was tracked here. It seems he’s
been tracked all over the country, and to a couple of others, in
the years Ms. Freeborn has been after him. The report is relatively
clear, and professional enough, although some of the language feels
like they tried to earn their pay with a well-written report since
they couldn’t produce results.

The latest entry places him in the Butchers District that starts
only a few blocks down the way. I haven’t visited it in a couple of
years. Still, I’ve got some connections there, and it’s not as
though I actually promised I wouldn’t go there again.

Despite the variations in the pattern of his habits, there are
really only a limited number of places he could stay in the area,
so finding him might not be as difficult as I thought. Of course,
given how squirrelly he’s supposed to be, finding him might not be
the hard part.

It raises the question, among others, of why the previous
detective didn’t go there. There are certain elements in the
district that could cause trouble for a higher class of detective,
but they should be easy enough to work around or buy off. I can’t
understand why they didn’t go in themselves, and nothing in the
report explains their reluctance. As my mind drifts back to the
check, it seems even more suspicious.

It’s not the only question I have about the case, but at least
the questions mean it might be interesting, certainly more than the
usual cases I see. While I’m fully prepared to be disappointed, I’m
intending to enjoy the ride while I can.










Chapter 3

 


The bustle on the streets isn’t as heavy as I’ve seen it, and
the lunch crowds are already easing. There’s still enough people to
get lost in, with only a few familiar faces dotted here and there,
easily avoided if I want to, which for the moment seems safer.

While the Butchers District is the old name for the area, it’s
still used by many of the locals, even though it’s been well over a
century since it played host to most of the city’s butchery. Of
course, given it’s currently contested by the traditional mob and
the Mexican gang that’s made inroads into the city’s criminal
landscape in the last decade, its history of butchery always seems
in danger of a resurgence. A few of the old abattoirs still stand,
some converted into warehouses or factories, and some
still-derelict museum pieces of a city in decline. Most of the
district now revolves around Millcroft Street, the main road
leading from the center of the city toward freedom.

Little has changed from how I remember it, although age seems to
have crept over the area during the last couple of years, the
familiar faces of the buildings looking worn. While I grew up a
short way outside the unofficial border, I spent some time here as
a teen, and this was where I patrolled on the force. I suppose the
architecture itself was never of interest in either period, and I
probably wouldn’t have noticed it now if I hadn’t been absent so
long.

The crowds continue to thin out as I walk, and I start to sense
a familiar tension from the locals, especially the shopkeepers. I’m
guessing it’s payday. I’d hoped to avoid Levine’s boys, but I
suppose that was a bit naïve. With the threat of gangs intruding on
their territory, they’d be more alert than might otherwise be the
case, keeping an eye on their turf with more regularity. Maybe
that’s what put off the other detective.

Reading the reactions of the neighborhood, I determine where the
tax collectors’ll be before I get too close. I cross to a suitable
vantage point to check out whether it’s likely to be a problem.

There are two of them in the shop, talking with the shopkeeper,
smiles on their faces. The shopkeeper’s is forced, and theirs
aren’t too reassuring. The youngest of the pair I don’t recognize,
although his twitchy swagger identifies the type. The older one –
and given he’s slightly younger than me, I hate I’m thinking of him
as the older one – is all too familiar. And someone I hoped to
avoid. But if he’s doing the rounds today, it’s likely we’ll run
into each other at some point. I might as well make sure it happens
on my terms.

Doubling back to the other side of the street, I walk toward the
shop, slowing to find a gap in the foot traffic as I get close. I’m
banking on Danny not having gotten so old and complacent that he
won’t be keeping half an eye on pedestrians who could see his
activities. A glimpse should be enough to attract his
attention.

Passing by the shop, I continue down the street a way without
looking back. As a car pulls out of a side street in front of me, I
see them reflected in its window. They're following.

I walk on a little further before turning down a quiet side
street with minimal foot traffic and increase my stride to turn
down an alleyway a short way along. I’m careful to maintain an
inconspicuous pace.

I go a short way into the alley, turn, lean against the wall,
and wait.

They’re only about ten seconds behind me, the younger one
startling as he turns to find me waiting. He snaps into a defensive
posture, his hand straying for his gun until Danny stops him.

Danny obviously expected me to be waiting, and had probably
worked out I’d wanted them to see me a block back. A touch taller
than me, he’s put on a bit of weight in the last few years, not all
of it muscle, but not so much that he doesn’t look like he could
give someone else a good fight. His dark hair’s cut shorter,
possibly trying to hide the flakes of gray. He doesn’t look happy
to see me, but, then, he doesn’t look like he’s happy with much at
the moment. Not that I feel bad about that.

His associate seems offended by my existence, his aggressive
stance close to attacking, with the kind of nervous energy that
says it’s probably a fear reaction. Shorter than either of us and
with a lean build, he’s the kind who feels the need to prove he
won’t back down, usually by doing something stupid. Given he’s
armed, not that he’s alone in that, he needs to be handled with
care and brought closer if I need to set him off. With this
distance between us, he might consider going for the gun, but
closer in, his temper would make him charge.

“Johnny,” says Danny, knowing I hate the name.

I don’t let it show, nodding an indifferent greeting.
“Danny.”

“Seems I recall there was an understanding you wouldn’t be
coming around here again.”

“Seems the understanding wasn’t as understood as it could’ve
been.”

His associate steps forward. “Seems maybe you should… ” He stops
short as Danny grabs his shoulder.

“I’ve got it, Vinnie,” says Danny, his eyes never leaving
mine.

Vinnie stops and shoots a look over his shoulder. He settles
into glaring at me, his expression, if possible, growing even more
hostile.

“What’s your understanding of the agreement, then?” says
Danny.

“That as long as I don’t need to come around here, I won’t.”

He holds my stare, and I see tiredness in his eyes. Not the
weariness that used to live there, something larger. An
acknowledgement that he can’t get out of what he’s stuck in. An
absence of hope. When we rode together, he always had a degree of
that, but seemed to retain some small hope of getting free. At
first I thought it was putting up with my temper, which used to get
the better of me on occasion. When I learned he was in debt to the
mob, I realized he had a much bigger weight on his shoulders than
me. Now he seems stuck under it, and has given up trying to get
free.

I suppress the surge of anger that brings, but it’s not his
predicament that raises it.

“Hey,” I say, arms wide in a placating gesture. “I’m simply
working a case. Shouldn’t be any trouble for us to avoid each
other, just go our separate ways.”

“We don’t avoid people,” Vinnie growls. “They avoid us.”

“Yeah, I guess they would.”

He’s about ready to lunge for me, and is nearly close enough
that that’ll be his option. Given his general demeanor, I guess he
doesn’t know who I am. Or I’ve avoided the place too long and my
reputation has diminished. That could be a problem. I’ve cultivated
the persona I wanted for years, precisely to avoid dumb, pointless
fights of the kind Vinnie seems to want. The knowledge of how far
I’d go in a fight was usually enough to put off anyone who didn’t
have a burning desire to hurt me, and I wouldn’t normally have
trouble with this kind. But a reputation takes work to maintain,
and I guess I’ve been a bit lax in this district. That could be a
problem if the investigation takes too long.

So, do I risk igniting the situation with Levine’s mob, or risk
losing my reputation?

Who’m I kidding? That’ll depend on whether he pisses me off
enough, which admittedly doesn’t take much. There is, after all, a
reason for my reputation.

“You know ignoring each other’s not going to happen,” says
Danny, his tone calm and steady, a marked contrast to his
partner.

“Had to give you the opportunity.”

“Like I’ll give you the opportunity to leave.”

“Ain’t decided what I’ll do,” says Vinnie.

“No,” I say. “I guess thinking it through could take you a
while.”

Danny steps forward, responding before Vinnie can. “What exactly
are you looking for?”

“A man. Where does your friend go looking for them?”

From the unchanged look of hate on Vinnie’s face I assume the
implication flew over his head, and Danny doesn’t seem inclined to
give him time to spot it.

“Common courtesy would suggest you might want to gain Mister
Levine’s permission before you look any further.”

“Since when did Levine give a damn about courtesy, or even know
the word?”

“Hey,” Vinnie butts in. “You’ll show some respect when talking
about him, or else.”

“Or else, what? Don’t you even know how to make a decent threat?
I mean, you don’t really have the physique to be particularly
intimidating, so the least you could do is work on your repartee. I
feel like my mind’s inhaling sheer stupidity here.”

Apparently that does it, as he lunges ahead of Danny’s grasp,
leading with a roundhouse from the right. My adrenaline spikes with
excitement, and I suppress the urge to meet him in kind. Instead, I
step back, just enough to avoid his quick but clumsy punch.

A glance shows Danny following in behind him, but I focus my
attention on Vinnie, letting my rage come in as my left elbow slams
into his face, pushing him into Danny’s path. Like I’d let this
piece of shit get away without taking at least a few bruises. This
parasitic little wretch who takes his inadequacies out on everyone
weaker than him.

My next punch is more solid, straight to the gut with enough
force to send him to his knees, making a series of satisfying
gurgles. I follow it with one to the head and feel his ear tear
slightly under my knuckles.

Danny steps around him before I can do any more, leading with a
controlled punch that barely wings the side of my head. It’s enough
to leave a buzz in my ear even after the moment’s disorientation
passes. Hate shows on his face, telling me he still actually blames
me for what happened, enough that he wants to attack me physically
rather than staying back and pulling his gun, which would’ve been
the smarter move. But, then, neither of us has ever been accused of
smartness.

I duck aside from his follow-up, using its momentum to keep him
off balance as I slam him into the wall. Backing off to swing at
him, I bring up all the hatred I still have wallowing at the bottom
of my belly for this self-pitying, traitorous, back-stabbing sack
of crap, who manages to duck the blow. Not the elbow that comes in
behind it, though. It shoves him back into the wall, and my arm
braces his neck against the wall as my other fist slams him in the
gut.

He takes it better than Vinnie; a sideways glance shows that
particular idiot’s still on the ground. Danny’s struggles ease
slightly as I relax my hold on his throat. Our eyes meet again.
Much as I might enjoy beating these two into a hospital, I don’t
need the reaction Levine’ll have to that. I doubt I’ll get away
without some kind of reaction anyway, but hospitalizing them would
escalate this further than is necessary at this point and run the
risk of bystanders getting caught in the crossfire.

“Now, I’m just following the case here,” I say. “I might not be
around more than a day or two. So, you tell your master I said hi
and that I’m just passing through. If he has a problem with that,
I’m more than willing to entertain his concerns. My number’s in the
book. You got that?”

He isn’t happy, but he can see the likely cost of escalation. He
gives a slight nod and relaxes. I spot Vinnie staggering to his
feet behind me, going for his gun. I step back and slam my elbow
into his already bloodied nose, sending him to the ground.

Danny doesn’t move, other than to straighten his shirt, his gaze
fixed on mine. Our eyes stay locked as I circle toward the entrance
to the alley, but he obviously doesn’t intend to act. He has no
reason to. Vinnie made the move, so it was his own stupidity that
got him beaten, and making more noise risks drawing the cops.
Police attention is never good for business. That’d irritate Levine
a lot more than coming off badly from an encounter with me. He’ll
stay where he is and see to Vinnie, giving me a couple of hours
free to get on with my work.

That doesn’t mean I’ll take my eyes off him as I leave the
alley. I’m not stupid enough to trust he hasn’t gotten stupid over
the years. I offer a nod as I slip around the corner. “Be seeing
you.”










Chapter 4

 


It takes a couple of hours to find where Travers is staying,
although not under any of the names I’ve got for him. Karl Driver
has had a room at the Duchy Hotel for close to a week, but the
receptionist, who’s thankfully open to bribery – and also fairly
cheap – identifies him from the picture. I bribe him a bit above
his asking price in hopes of keeping it quiet. It’ll go on
expenses, anyway.

He doesn’t know where Driver works but knows he’s got a
relatively stable schedule, going out late in the afternoon and
coming back early in the morning. What I consider early, anyway.
While the receptionist seems to be telling the truth, I have no
idea how reliable he is, and I doubt he’d be on duty all day. I’ve
got something to work from now, though, and confirmation he’s there
is the main thing.

Whatever he’s here for seems to take place at night. Given that,
and his record, I don’t think I’m out of line considering
activities of dubious legality. Could it involve Levine? That could
explain why the previous detective backed off. But Travers, or
Driver, seems easily spooked, so if he knew someone had been
looking for him, I get the impression he’d already have run.

While he’s supposedly already left for the day, I cross the
street to Denny’s Diner, to scope the place out a while, get a feel
for the terrain before coming back in the morning. The street’s
just off Millcroft and could well see a bit of traffic in the
morning, street and foot. The Diner offers the best vantage for
watching for him with minimal risk of being spotted.

I’ve only faint recollections of the Diner, not one I’d spent
much time in for some reason, and the décor doesn’t bring back many
memories, which is probably a good thing. The purple and navy
patterning is worn and faded, its best days leagues behind. But the
place has a sociable enough air to it, and I don’t draw too much
attention.

Choosing an empty window seat with a good view of the hotel, I
check things out as I wait for a waitress.

“What the hell’re you doing here?” The voice reminds me why I
never came here much.

“For the welcoming ambiance and the friendly staff.” Turning, I
glance into Laura’s steely gaze, its disapproving stare unfazed by
time. Even considering how long it was since I was seeing her
sister, I can’t say I’m surprised. She never was one to easily drop
grudges.

The last time I saw her, she did actually drop the disapproving
look in favor of a smirk because Tara and I broke up. Now, she just
looks tired. Worn out and down.

“What’s good here?” I ask, since she seems content to glare.

“The door.”

“I noticed. Let me in, no problem.”

“I’ll have someone look at it. It works just as well the other
way.”

“I’ll be sure and try it when I’m finished.”

After glaring at me for a long moment and recognizing I’m
unlikely to move anytime soon, she reluctantly raises her notepad
and pen. “What’ll it be?”

“What do you have without saliva or some other kind of bodily
fluid glazing it?”

“The bill.”

“Then I guess I’ll just have coffee for the moment. Hold the
spittle.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” With an entirely unconvincing smile,
she heads toward the counter, and I turn my attention back to the
hotel and streets.

Coming around here was bound to risk reopening old wounds, but
the universe seems determined to not stop there, also poking its
finger in and having a good rummage around. First Danny, now Laura.
I really need to get this job done and get back to my life, which,
yes, is primarily composed of the monotonous drudgery of
increasingly depressing cases, but ennui is far preferable to
having to relive all my old failures.

The coffee arrives soon enough, still warm despite the
chilliness of the delivery, and Laura doesn’t ask if I want
anything else. She’ll probably ignore me if I try to get any more
service. I risk a sip and can’t taste any foreign substance, other
than the coffee itself, which has a bland, unidentifiable
quality.

I put a twenty dollar bill down as a tip. It’s not as if it’s my
money. Let’s see what else Danny has in his wallet. He really
should have been sharp enough to feel me lift it from his pocket
when I had him against the wall, but I guess he’s gotten soft. It
happens to some of us.

The picture of Tara isn’t unexpected, but it gives me pause. Not
sure how old it is, but she looks pretty much as I remember her,
and doesn’t that just add to the universe’s yanking on my innards.
My own fault. I move quickly on, making a rough count of the money,
which isn’t negligible. Not the collection money, since that was in
the other pocket. Taking that would have drawn too much unwanted
attention, but Danny’ll be reluctant to tell anyone I took
this.

A couple of credit cards that I could always use if I feel like
it. Car details are on another card: insurance details and the code
for the tracker. Could have fun with those I suppose, if I get
bored. He actually has some business cards for one of Levine’s
companies. Danny’s officially an acquisitions manager. Levine does
love his euphemisms.

Finding little else of interest, I pocket it again and study the
area, watching the people moving about, and studying the building
itself. I did a circuit of it. It’s open on three sides, and
there’s another entrance around back that could be a problem if
Travers goes in that way. My current vantage gives me a good view
of the alley entrance from this end, and the other end passes
through some alleys whose fragrance means even I’d be reluctant to
use them if I had an alternative. There are some clubs on the far
street, and the alley apparently makes a good overflow toilet, and
I really wish I hadn’t thought of it as an overflow.

Still, if I miss him, I can always try waiting in his room. I’d
rather follow him in, though, so he has nowhere to run. Keeping
watch from here seems the best option for now, and should do just
fine, provided my information is reliable.

After another quarter hour of watching the comings and goings, I
feel I’ve got a fair grasp of the rhythms of the place, and I’ll
make sure to arrive early enough to prepare, no matter how early
that means I have to drag myself out of bed. The things I do to get
paid.










Chapter 5

 


I head back to my office for my cuffs. If Travers is as jumpy as
he seems, they could be necessary to guarantee he attends a meeting
with my client. Normally I’d avoid them, given the danger of
unlawful imprisonment, but considering his record, I figure I’ll be
able to talk my way out of it.

The guy waiting outside my office is as out of place as Freeborn
was, and not as easy on my eyes. His suit looks expensive, his hair
immaculate, and his smile practiced and pleasant enough to
instinctively irritate me. He watches my approach from where he
leans easily by my door, only standing straight as I come to a stop
in front of him.

“Mister Daly?” he says in an unsurprisingly smooth tone, with
maybe a hint of something European in there. Possibly Italian.

“You a lawyer?”

“Heavens, no.”

“In that case, sure.” Unlocking the door, I let him follow me
in.

Sitting, I wave him toward a chair.

“What can I do for you?” Since it doesn’t look like the Freeborn
case will take much longer, another one, from someone who also
looks like they can pay, would be welcome. Things could be looking
up. That’s usually when something gets dumped on me.

“I understand Miss Freeborn retained your services to find a
certain someone she’s seeking.”

Great. That probably means no payday here.

“Mister… ?”

“Fabrini. Paul Fabrini.”

“Mister Fabrini, it’s getting late, out of office hours, so I
think we should call this… ”

“I’m perfectly willing to pay for your time to listen to me.” He
removes a slim stack of bills from a pocket, placing it on the
table. Not really enough to be considered a bribe, but enough to
make it worth my time to listen. If someone else is interested in
Travers, I should find out why.

“I’m afraid I can’t discuss another case with you. I give every
client a degree of confidentiality, and have no intention of
selling you what was discussed with Ms. Freeborn.”

“I already have a good idea what was discussed. She retained
your services to find a certain individual. While I have no idea
what she told you her reasons were for wanting to locate him, I’m
sure they weren’t true.”

Entirely possible. She was withholding something, and while that
part didn’t seem entirely false, there could have been a degree of
misleading going on. Or I could have totally misread her. Which
would be understandable, given my distraction at the time. Not that
I offer Fabrini any response.

“I’m authorized to offer you double what Miss Freeborn is paying
for you to bring the individual in question to us first.”

“You’re authorized? By whom?”

“My client.” His calm gaze tells me he won’t be offering any
more detail on that front.

“That’s an awfully lawyerlike way of speaking for someone who
claims not to be one.”

“I’m not. I’m in public relations.”

“Trying to buy people off is usually a lawyer’s role. I thought
your job was to make sure your client’s name gets out?”

“Technically, it’s to control the how the client’s name gets
out. This is simply a favor to the client, as they’d rather not go
through a lawyer.”

“They don’t want their name associated with this.”

“As you say,” says Fabrini, appearing only mildly interested in
the conversation.

“But they have an interest in what Ms. Freeborn might learn from
this individual?”

“Like you, I am constrained by client confidentiality over what
I may divulge.”

“Of course.” If that’s what he wants to pretend, I’ll play along
– for the moment. “So, tell me, apart from the money, why would I
want to do this? Seems like the damage it could do my reputation
might hurt my future business prospects, costing me more than I’d
make out of it.”

“Mister Daly, having looked into your history, I’m aware how few
of your clients travel in the same circles as Miss Freeborn, so any
damage to your reputation isn’t likely to significantly impact your
regular business.”

It’s a fair point, the bastard. Common courtesy restrains me
from jumping the desk and beating my counter-argument into his
face.

“Besides,” he continues, “you don’t trust Miss Freeborn’s story
anyway, and if your client’s lying to you, how do you know she’ll
pay you?”

Because I’ll make sure the check she already gave me clears
before arranging her meeting with Travers. The bank was my first
stop after she left. “What makes you think I don’t trust her?”

“The lack of reaction on your face when I impugned the veracity
of her story.”

“You did what now?”

“You understood me perfectly.”

“What makes you think I haven’t just got a good poker face?”

“Because I’m good at reading people.”

“If I don’t trust her, what makes you think I’ll trust someone
in PR, especially someone who’s trying to buy me off?”

“To be honest, I expected the money to be enough to convince
you. Since it obviously isn’t, I’ll simply wait until you realize
enough about your client to change your mind.”

“You consider that likely?”

Fabrini offers a slight shrug. “I do know certain things about
Miss Freeborn to which I’d imagine you are oblivious. Were I to
share them, you would more than likely regard them as mere slander.
It’s best you learn them for yourself.”

“Vague insinuations to try and distance me from my client? I
think you’ll need more than that.”

“Time will tell.” He rises, drawing a card from his pocket and
placing it on the cash. There’s only a phone number on it. “Should
you change your mind.”

“Doesn’t seem likely. Will your clients be upset at my
unwillingness to help?” And are they likely to be a problem?

Fabrini shrugs. “Considering there were two options for the
meeting’s outcome, they’ll hardly be surprised. Disappointed,
maybe, but I’ve delivered the message. They shall simply have to do
as they see fit.”

With another smile, he departs, leaving me with more
questions.










Chapter 6

 


Someone else is interested in Travers. Someone influential
enough to have Fabrini try bribing me. Not an extravagant bribe,
but that felt more like an initial meeting. They might be planning
to raise the offer later. Not that the case should take much
longer. Still, I’d rather know what their interest is. But, then,
I’m not entirely certain of Freeborn’s interest, and I’m not sure
how deep into this I’ll have time to get.

I can’t deny it’s arousing my curiosity, and the case is
actually getting interesting. Yes, that could also mean dangerous,
but at least it’ll break the monotony of my regular jobs. And, if
I’m honest, isn’t it closer to what I wanted when I became a
private detective?

First thing, then, is to sweep the room while the laptop starts
up, looking for signs he might have been in here while I was out.
If he was that interested in the case, he could have tossed the
place. Or, more likely, had someone do it for him.

Nothing seems out of place, and the string I usually leave
sticking out a few inches from the bottom of the door was in place
when I opened it. Not that he couldn’t have noticed and replaced
it. When the laptop’s ready, I run through the webcam records. I
have it constantly recording the office.

Nothing. Nobody’s been here while I was out. Taking a still of
Fabrini for reference, I settle down to see what I can learn about
him. A search on the number finds nothing.

A search of his name comes up with a lot of results, none of the
initial ones being what I need. I try adding public
relations in the mix, with no luck. These firms often use some
sort of euphemism: image consultants, promotional
services, and a number of other equally hollow combinations. I
try a few, with some results for Pauls and
Fabrinis but never the two together.

Okay, let’s try another way. His accent, while subdued, seemed
distinct even though his role could require a fairly neutral tone.
If he’d worked in an English-speaking country for a while, he’d
have managed to suppress the unnaturalness of his tone better – or
let it be more pronounced. Assuming he hasn’t recently taken the
job, his firm is probably based in Italy. At least it gives me a
starting point, so I try a search on Italian PR firms with a
Fabrini. I use a few of the euphemisms and get a few results that
take time to trawl through before I find Cavalieri Consultancy. I
was lucky to find it, with its vague naming. Its profile includes a
P. Fabrini as one of its agents. That’s as close as I’ve
yet gotten, so let’s see where it leads.

They have offices all over the world but are based in Rome.
Despite the practiced elegance of their site, my keen detective
skills spot the one thing missing from it: a list of clients.
Unless they specialize in keeping their clients’ names out of the
news, I’d have thought they’d use them. Unless, of course, they
don’t have any decent clients, in which case how can they afford
offices around the world? A quick check confirms the offices would
be expensive places to rent just for the address.

They’ve one in the city, and I briefly consider visiting. It’s
getting too late to have a chance of getting in, though, and by
tomorrow morning, I’m hoping to have the case dealt with.

I work it from the opposite direction, searching for mention of
the firm to try and work out their clients. I get a few vague
references to the people they employ, including Fabrini. The
details are close enough to my visitor to satisfy me and give me a
starting point to try finding more about him. After I’ve finished
looking into the company.

It takes a good quarter of an hour digging before I finally
think I’ve got the name of a client. I go on another quarter of an
hour anyway, hoping to find another one – or some explanation for
this one. From what I find, it looks like Cavalieri Consultancy’s
sole client is the Vatican.

What the hell is going on here? Did Travers crack the Da Vinci
code or something?

Okay, it’s more likely I haven’t done enough searching. Still, I
don’t understand why the Vatican isn’t listed on the site, as I’d
have thought that would be a good selling point. By divine
appointment.

Leaving that for the moment, I check what I can find on Fabrini
himself. It’s Paulo rather than Paul. Must’ve simplified it for us
dumb Americans. He’s been with the firm six years. Grew up in
Italy, and I find family information on his social media, but I can
feel the information management at work. His family has religious
connections, but that could have been emphasized to make him more
attractive for his job. I find a few of his press releases, which
do indeed relate to the Vatican.

Okay, so the job seems less and less like a normal missing
person case with every step. That’s interesting. Or possibly
disappointing, if I finish this without trouble tomorrow
morning.

Another quick search finds no links between Freeborn, or her
company, and the Vatican. Or with Fabrini. Of course, the link
could be with a particular individual at the Vatican. Or even with
a particular individual at the Consultancy. Or I could have made a
misstep on my search and be working from completely the wrong
information. Something tells me I didn’t, and I’m not.

A part of me, the part in the back of my mind where my Catholic
indoctrination still has a firm hold, wonders, if it really is the
Vatican, is it my religious duty to do what they want? Especially
if they’re willing to pay me double. Okay, that last part was my
inner accountant butting in, but still, I can’t help considering
it.

I think I’m in need of some spiritual guidance.










Chapter 7

 


“Bless me father, for I have sinned. It’s been a good few months
since my last confession, and nearly an hour since I last
sinned.”

A sigh from the other side of the confessional is followed by a
rustling, but I push on.

“It was the lusting, always the lusting, but in my defense she
did… ”

The front of the confessional opens to reveal a disapproving
stare. “It’s a bit late in the day to start listening to this shit.
What do you want?”

“Well, I wanted to confess.”

“Confession requires a sincere contrition, or else we’re both
wasting our time.”

“Isn’t that for God to decide?”

“You think he’s got a worse bullshit detector than me?
C’mon.”

Without waiting, Father Scott storms toward the back rooms,
leaving me to follow him through the empty church. Its airy,
well-lighted space makes the solid gray stone walls seem less
severe, even as it echoes every whisper back at me with a
disapproving edge, as though each intrusion on its pristine silence
is my fault.

Maybe I’ve never been the most reverent of his flock, but,
despite his bluster, Scott’s never given up on renewing my faith.
He might be the only person never to have given up on me. That
could be the only reason I keep coming back here, even with my
faith all but atrophied.

His graying brown hair in full retreat from his battle with
baldness, he otherwise looks much the same as he always has, with a
body designed for bustling. I follow his bustle into the sitting
room, where he collapses into one of the armchairs.

“What do you really want?” He never did have much time for small
talk.

“What, I can’t come by to visit?”

“You generally only come by near the holidays or your birthday.”
Damn, I hadn’t realized I’d fallen into a pattern. “That we’re near
none of those makes this a special occasion.”

“Maybe I’ve got a crisis of faith.”

“You’ve had a crisis of faith for at least a decade, boy. What
caused the latest problem?”

“Hey, there’s no need to get snitty. It’s not as though I made
all the bad things in the world that make people question God’s
power and/or intentions.”

“Oh, yes,” Father Scott sighs. “You can’t think of anything
better than the God is either not omnipotent or not omniscient
or not benevolent argument? He was omnipotent, and he was
omniscient, but then he chose to give us free will. And it wouldn’t
be that free if he could control us, or knew exactly what we’d do
with it, now would it? Yes, the bad things are probably a result of
free will, but do you really want God to take it back so that
things can be better? Would taking our free will really be a
benevolent action?”

“What, this is all up to me?”

“No, thank the Lord. What is up to you is when you’ll get to the
point.”

“Okay, fine, if you don’t want to do the small talk thing, and
really I was just trying to be polite… ”

“You need more practice, obviously.”

“Why do you think I came here?”

“Haven’t a clue. Educate me.” He reaches over to pour himself a
drink from a nondescript bottle, not bothering to offer me any.

“Isn’t education against your beliefs?”

His stare implies a diminishing willingness to entertain, and be
entertained by, my wit.

“Okay, I was just wondering if you knew why the Vatican was
trying to buy me off.”

The stare continues, and this time I meet it, letting him know
that wasn’t entirely a joke. He gives another, slightly overplayed,
sigh. “What exactly are you talking about?”

“This morning I’m hired by a relatively well-off client to find
someone. An hour ago, someone comes offering me more money to find
this someone for them. A little digging reveals he works for a
public relations consultancy whose sole client appears to be the
Vatican.”

He stares a bit longer. “Why would you think I’d have a clue why
the Vatican would be interested in your case? What, you think we
all get memos about everything the Vatican does?”

“You don’t? Well, I guess you could still ask around your local
connections to see if anyone from the Vatican is in the city on
business. Because do you think they’d really send just a PR
guy?”

“I’m not sure I believe any of this, and if it is true, what
makes you think it isn’t just an individual at the Vatican?”

“I don’t. But I figure that if there is someone involved, and
they happen to be here, you’d be the person best situated to find
out.”

“So I’m just a source, now, am I?” he says. “Why exactly would I
want to help someone who seems to enjoy mocking my beliefs at every
opportunity?”

“For the same reason you always make time to talk to me. You
think I can still be saved.”

He’s quiet for a while, his stare softening a touch. “Do you
think you can still be saved?”

Not something I know how to answer, without being flippant, and
this really isn’t the time. “I don’t know there’s anything to save
me for.” I push on before he says any more. “I figured you’d be
best placed to find out whether this is actually coming from the
Vatican or not.”

“And if it is? Will that change your course of action?”

“Not sure. They’re basically trying to bribe me to cheat my
client, which doesn’t seem too Christian.”

“But… ” he says with a questioning look, his gaze holding me in
place. I can’t read what he thinks I should do, so I reply as
honestly as I can.

“If it is, do I have a duty to betray her?”

“Do you believe you have a duty to… well, betraying your client
might be a weighted expression, but do you believe a directive from
God supersedes your obligation to your client?”

“A client who’s already paid a retainer, mind you.”

“Noted. So, what is it you believe?”

“I’m not sure I do.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“Yes, it is. It’s just not a useful one. And I guess that’s why
I came to you for advice.”

He sighs again. “Your relationship with God is a personal
thing.”

“My relationship with the Church is a material thing, and just
because it’s coming from the Vatican doesn’t mean it’s what God
wants.”

“Accepted, but that’s not the question.”

Now, it’s my turn to sigh. I really don’t have an answer for
him. It’s more than a little unsettling since I thought I’d left
all of this behind me years ago. But apparently, it hasn’t left
me.










Chapter 8

 


Mornings are the Devil’s handiwork. I shouldn’t be forced to get
up this early, and the fact I have to is proof of an unjust world.
And strongly indicates the absence of any actual divine force. This
is way too early. I probably covered that by mentioning it is, in
fact, morning. But Travers apparently gets in around nine, forcing
me to get up at eight to reach the diner in case he gets back
early.

I managed to park out back of the hotel, in the alleyway, in
case things deteriorate to the point where I have to forcibly
escort him to a meeting. Not that I want to go that way if at all
possible, but it’s better to be ready than have to improvise.

Laura’s there again, and serves me without a word. Her usual
glare is strangely absent, replaced by something I can’t quite
read. It’s unnerving. Is it because of the tip? I wish I’d known
years ago her disapproval could have been bought off. Things might
have turned out different.

The coffee is surprisingly free of any trace of spittle, and the
cooked breakfast I order actually tastes like the substances the
colors would imply I’m eating. It slightly alleviates the fact of
my being awake at this godforsaken hour, but only barely.

The traffic outside is about what I’d expect, and I’m alert for
anyone matching Travers’ appearance, although it’d be easier if I
had a clue which direction he’ll approach from. Of course, that’d
be too easy. I soon fall into a routine, focusing on the area
around the front entrance, while keeping half an eye on the alley
around back, skimming over the heads bobbing about. Fortunately the
crowds aren’t so dense as to obscure anyone from view, but it still
takes most of my attention.

That’s why I don’t notice her approach until she’s almost on top
of me. It’s the disturbingly familiar scent that breaks my
concentration. The slap it delivers hits like her words the last
time we spoke. There’d been no harshness or recrimination, but the
sting had been unavoidable and had taken a while to fade.

Tara looks almost unchanged, despite the faint signs of aging I
barely register on a conscious level. Her long blonde hair is maybe
a bit less wavy, and there’s a hint of tiredness creasing her eyes,
but those eyes still manage to drown me in their azure depths.

Reality soon reasserts itself, as I realize I can’t just sit,
staring at her without speaking. “Hi.” Yeah, great. That
encapsulates years of regret and the feelings her presence
reawakens.

“Hi.” At least she seems as discomforted by the situation as I
am. “Can I join you?”

“Sure,” I say a bit too quickly, gesturing awkwardly at the seat
across from me. Why did I do that? I need to stop reacting
instinctively and start thinking about what I’m doing before I do
it, or I’m going to look like an idiot. Or like more of an idiot
than I already do. “You often come here for breakfast?” What was I
just thinking? Ah, hell. Go on, brain. Get whatever it is out of my
system.

“No. Laura phoned a short while ago and asked me to pop in. She
didn’t tell me you’d… ” She lets the sentence drift away.

I glance back to where Laura is studiously ignoring us, her face
too composed. Why would she do that? Used to be she did everything
in her power to keep us apart. Was this so she could reinforce to
Tara that she’d been right, showing her what I’ve turned out like –
which,  I’ll admit, isn’t what I wanted to be by this time in
my life? She isn’t exhibiting the degree of smugness I’d
expect.

Of course, she could have called Laura before I got here, for
something completely unrelated, and it’s only my ego making me
think it’s about me. If that’s the case, why doesn’t she seem
bothered we’re talking? Not that there’s much talk.

“I doubt you come here often, either,” says Tara, reclaiming my
gaze.

“I’m working.” And I should pay attention to that work. “So
excuse me if I don’t look at you while we talk.” It also gives me
an excuse to avoid getting caught up in those eyes.

“Sure, I understand.” She sounds like she’s considering excusing
herself, and a part of me wants to say something to avoid that.
Another part of me would be relieved to see her go, since I am
trying to work here. Of course, that part of me is currently
occupied scanning the crowds again and worrying that he could have
slipped in while I was distracted.

“How’ve you been?” she asks.

“Busy.” I know it’s a dumb answer, and not what she was asking,
but I really don’t feel like being honest here. It won’t be good
for either of us. “What about you?”

I can almost hear the awkward shrug. “Same, I guess. Life tends
to keep you busy.”

“You still at the accountancy place?” That’s good, interview
her.

“Yes. I’m office manager now.”

No longer distracted by looking at her, I’m starting to hear the
differences in her voice, and I dart another glance at her face.
The tiredness is clearer now, and it feels like a weight on me to
see her looking like that. It matches the weight of her voice. The
lightness, the playfulness that once lurked beneath her elegance is
now more deeply submerged, with the barest glimpse of it a possible
trick of the memory.

I look quickly away, not wanting to stir up more memories while
I’m supposed to be concentrating on the job.

“You and Danny still together?” Really not what I want to ask,
but it’s been years since I bothered to engage in small talk with
people, at least where I’m holding my tongue in check.

She’s slow to respond, and from the corner of my eye, I see her
glance at Laura. “Yes, we’re still married,” she says after a
moment. I can’t help wondering why the delay. And why did she
glance at Laura? Does she think her sister told me something about
their marriage? Is it in trouble? Does it matter? I can’t see that
Laura would be trying to set us up, unless Danny’s such a bad
husband that I’m acceptable by comparison. She’s far more likely to
want Tara to find someone else instead of either of us.

“Everything’s fine,” she says, nowhere near convincing me.
Still, it’s not my business. My business is spotting Travers when
he returns to the hotel. That’s what I should focus on.

I consider asking her to return Danny’s wallet, but there’s no
point getting her involved in what’s between us any more than she
already is. He’ll probably come to get it back sooner or later.

“You’re still a detective, then?” she says.

“Yes.” There’s nothing else to say about it.

“You never thought about a different kind of life? Something
less dangerous?”

I meet her gaze a moment and wonder if she ever knew me as well
as she thought she did. Our split should have been proof that she
didn’t. “No.” I return my gaze to the busy streets. “I’m really
only temperamentally suited to a narrow field of jobs, and this is
the only one I can live with.”

That seems to dry up the conversation, and I curse myself for
answering so bluntly. The time for complete honesty was years ago,
and it didn’t work out well then. Now, it’s uncomfortable. I should
try restarting the conversation, since I derailed it.

“You got any kids?” That was always her intention by the time
she was thirty.

The pause before she says “no” is all I really need, and I
should have realized she’d have been unlikely to have become office
manager by now if she’d had to take maternity leave. Great
detective work. “We decided to put it back a few years so I could
concentrate on getting a good career first.”

Yeah, right. The we sounds like it was mainly Danny.
That could just be me letting my mindset intrude, of course. I seem
to have my foot so constantly in my mouth, I might as well put a
welcome mat on my chin. I’m wondering whether I should excuse
myself to save us both further discomfort and find another vantage
point. Outside’ll run more risk of Travers spotting me, but in
here, the danger of distraction is as bad.

The decision slips away as I spot a familiar face outside.
Travers glances around as he saunters past the hotel, waiting to be
sure nobody’s paying attention before altering course toward the
entrance. His movements are less overt than I’d feared, although
his tension is evident if you pay attention.

“I’ve gotta go,” I say as I rise, meeting her eyes again. “My
job just turned up, so I’ve gotta… y’know.”

“Sure,” she forces a smile through the awkwardness, and I’m
again struck by how tired she looks. I don’t have time to consider
that.

“See ya ‘round.” I turn and walk away as she replies, and force
myself not to look back.










Chapter 9

 


Travers has cleared the foyer by the time I reach it, but that’s
hardly surprising. I know his room number, so I’m not worried about
losing him yet. I’d rather confront him up there anyway, where he
has fewer avenues of escape.

I take my time on the stairs, psyching myself up in case this
turns nasty. If it does, I’m certain I can out-nasty just about
anyone, but a strong show of force at the outset can avoid it
degenerating into violence if applied correctly. My entire street
persona is based around the concept of my reputation for excessive
violence dissuading people from forcing me to exhibit it.

The hotel’s décor is defined by browns and yellows that somehow
still manage to be gray, with a generally worn-down feel to the
place. Even a thorough redecoration would likely only help the
place back to its knees, and it’s unlikely to stand on its own
again. It’s not the worst place I’ve seen, and there’s been a
grudging attempt to keep it clean, but it’s the type of place you
settle for once you’ve hit rock bottom.

The second floor comes into view, but the echoing stairwell
means stealth is out of the question. I can’t afford to peek around
the corner before stepping out, so I adopt the guise of someone
coming back tired after a heavy night. I’m just another guest. It’s
an easy thing to overdo if you’re not careful, but I’ve had
practice. To be honest, the ungodly hour is enough that I don’t
have to fake the tiredness.

As I turn onto the corridor, Travers is still by his door. He
watches me. Assuring himself there’s no problem here, he returns to
unlocking the door.

I’m still twenty feet away when he opens it, pushing it wide to
quickly scan the room. After a brief glance my way, he darts
inside. I keep my pace calm, not wanting to spook him before I’ve
got the door covered. Rushing it might get me in before it closes,
but it’s safer to wait. He’s got no way out the window unless he
wants to jump a couple of floors, so I’ve got some leeway. Of
course, given what I know about his skittishness, trying to climb
to another window isn’t out of the question.

The door slams shut a moment after he steps through, before I’m
close enough to get my foot in the way. I scan the door as I draw
near, estimating its strength and how difficult it’d be to break
down. Fortunately, it only has a single lock, and not that sturdy a
one from the look of it. Of course, that could make some noise,
drawing attention I’d rather avoid. We’ll start with the low-impact
version.

Stopping before the door, I waste no time in rapping solidly on
it. “Mister Driver.”

No response. I can almost feel the tense silence seeping under
it.

I’d briefly considered pretending to be hotel security. That’d
hardly fool anyone for more than a couple of seconds since there’s
unlikely to be anything in the building worth hiring security to
protect.

“Mister Driver, please open the door.” Completely free of
information, but using the name he’s registered under means it
could be something local. Without any declaration of intent, he’ll
probably be considering the worst options for how this could go.
“Mister Driver, I just want to talk, and given this doorway is the
only way out of there that doesn’t risk serious injury to you,
there’s little for you to do but open it.”

I stay quiet, listening. After a few seconds, there’s movement
from in front of me, audible despite the background noise from
other rooms. I keep my voice pitched low enough that the neighbors
shouldn’t hear us. I’m ready to kick the door in if it sounds like
Travers is trying to make a run for it. A solid blow next to the
handle should do it, but I’d rather not go that route.

The silence stretches on. The few sounds from the room don’t
indicate flight, so he’s probably waiting to see what I’ll do. If I
force my way in, he hasn’t lost much, except maybe angering me, but
he could see that as being worth keeping the door between us.

The silence passes another minute, with no signs of abating. If
the minute seems long to me, it’ll feel even more so to him.
Finally I hear what sounds like him moving toward the door. I stand
off to the side, clear of throwing any shadows underneath, and it
doesn’t have a spy hole. If he happens to be armed, which his
record wouldn’t seem to support, I should be clear of any wild
shots.

“Who are you?” The voice comes from the other side of the door.
It’s nervous but lacks the timidity his picture might have
indicated. He sounds tired, exhausted, but also determined to run
if given the opportunity. Whether he’ll fight is another matter. I
don’t think it’s a serious danger unless he’s armed. I’m aware he
could be asking a question to pinpoint my location so he can
shoot.

I move closer to the wall before responding. “My name is John
Daly. I’m a private detective. My client would like to meet
you.”

“I’m not interested.”

“So I gather from the trouble my predecessors had finding
you.”

“Yet, you don’t seem to be taking the hint.”

“Not what I’m paid for.”

Another moment’s hesitation. “Are you going to kidnap me?”

“That’s not what I was intending.”

“That doesn’t sound like a no.”

I stay silent.

“I could call the police and tell them you just threatened to
kidnap me.”

“You could. And I could show them the outstanding warrant
Italian authorities have for you under another of your identities.”
Revealing I know more about him might put him further on edge, but
it could also convince him I won’t be easily fooled.

Now it’s his turn to stay quiet as he runs through his options.
It shouldn’t take long.

It’s barely half a minute before I hear movement, and not long
before the door slowly opens. I stay alert in case he has a gun.
The door opens just enough for him to peer out. I stay far enough
back that I don’t appear about to charge. There’s no point making
him jump. He has one hand holding the door, the other still out of
sight. I keep my eyes fixed on his, seeing only a wary desire to
escape. I’m too close to the door for him to have the option of
running.

He stares at me, then looks around to check I’m alone. All the
while, I stay calm and still. It’s a few long seconds before he
opens the door further, but I’m sure he’d rather move this inside
so it doesn’t draw more attention.

The door opens wider as he steps back, and I take that as an
invitation, moving carefully. I relax a touch as I see his hands
are empty. He continues backing into the room, moving to put the
bed between us.

The room is about twenty feet long and fifteen wide, dominated
by the bed, with a wardrobe in the corner behind the door, a
dresser in the opposite corner, and a door leading to the bathroom.
A glance through the door shows it’s empty. Besides, from what I
know of him, I doubt he’d be working with anyone. He’s fairly
solitary.

Stepping in, I push the door behind me, waiting for it to close
before speaking. I don’t get the chance; the only warning I get is
a muffled tread out in the hall. Before I can start to turn, the
door slams open, knocking me into the nearest wall. All I can think
is how did whoever it is sneak up on me? I hadn’t been out of the
hallway long enough for them to run from the stairs, and I’d
checked both ways before stepping in.

He must have been waiting in one of the neighboring rooms. Was
he waiting for Travers, or was he there to protect him? No,
protection would have stayed with him, and I didn’t notice anyone
entering the hotel with him. Of course, I was distracted at the
time.

Before I can recover from being slammed into the wall, my
attacker’s in the room and leading with a punch I only partially
avoid. The impact on the side of my head is enough to make me glad
I didn’t catch it straight on. A couple of inches taller than me,
he has a slightly leaner build but is no less muscular for that.
He’s faster, too, enough that I barely avoid the second punch,
following a fraction of a second after the first. He’s tanned, with
short, dark hair, and eyes that say he has little intention of
backing down until I’m out of it.

I don’t have a problem with that, and as I dodge the second
punch, I push off the wall, with a cautious counter-strike aimed to
back him off more than to connect. He doesn’t seem to care,
knocking it wide as he moves in. I don’t slow, turning my shoulder
to keep my momentum going and I slam him into the door. I get
little more than a grunt for my effort, and with the door backing
him up, he shoves me away before charging after me.

Regaining my footing after a couple of stumbled steps, I dodge
aside, trying to use his momentum against him. He moves with me,
and I catch a solid blow to the gut. He’s a touch too fast, and,
okay, maybe a couple of years younger, but I’m damn sure I’m meaner
than he is, and it’s about time I showed it.

Letting the gut shot look like it’s taken more of a toll than it
has, I wait until his follow-up is darting toward me before
snapping up straight, ignoring the pain from the admittedly
not-insubstantial blow. I head-butt him as his momentum brings him
close. He’s momentarily dazed, a moment longer than I am, anyway,
and I use that to slam him into the wall again, following through
with a punch that should have hit him. Instead, my fist smashes
into the wall as he ducks aside.

Pain lances up my arm. Luckily the walls are some kind of
plasterboard. I’m fairly sure I didn’t break anything in my hand. I
don’t get the chance to check, as he grabs me around the waist and
yanks me off my feet as he charges alongside the bed and into the
opposite wall. The wind’s knocked out of me, but I spot his head
darting up on a collision course with my face just in time to duck
away from it. He steps back for a better position, not too far. One
hand grabs my throat, pinning me to the wall.

I risk a quick glance at Travers, wondering whether he’s taken
advantage of the distraction to rabbit, but he’s still here. From
the way he’s eyeing us up, I’m sure he’s thinking of it, but he’s
currently rummaging in one of the dresser drawers, probably
grabbing what he needs to get away. I could be wrong, since I can’t
really give him my full focus, but it seems his attention when he
looks our way is partly on the wardrobe beside us. He’s probably
considering how badly he needs whatever’s inside.

I know I shouldn’t be thinking of him, given the immediate
threat, but if he gets through the door, chances are he’ll be out
of the city within the hour. Even if not, once he’s out of my
neighborhood, Freeborn will more than likely get a more reputable
detective to take up the chase. It’s way past time to start
fighting in earnest.

I take a couple of blows to the gut, but they feel like
distractions more than anything, so I focus on the hand at my
throat. It’s not choking me, but I can’t be certain how long that
restraint’ll last.

My attacker’s face is barely inches from mine now, and the
intensity of those eyes is even more startling, drilling pure rage
into my head. I’m momentarily distracted by a flash of silver at
his throat, and a glance shows an oddly patterned cross there, the
design some kind of entwining symbol. Could Fabrini have sent him,
or am I reading too much into the cross? No time to consider
it.

Letting myself drop a bit, I slam my knee up into his. It throws
him momentarily off balance, enough that I can knock his
restraining arm wide at the elbow and push us away from the wall. I
maintain my momentum until we hit the far wall, him first, and I
follow quickly with an elbow to his face before he recovers.

We’re in front of the door now, and from the corner of my eye, I
see Travers scramble over the bed, toward the wardrobe. The
distraction, less than a second, costs me. A punch knocks me into
the bottom of the bed, and he’s on me while I regain my balance,
grabbing my shirt and twisting to slam me once more into the wall,
barely stopping before charging down the room and throwing me into
the dresser. A stab of pain jolts through me as my back collides
with the solid-enough wood or wood substitute.

Winded, I’m on the floor when my senses return. I quickly focus
on my attacker, expecting another onslaught any moment. But he’s
half-turned, looking at Travers – who’s darting out the door,
taking advantage of the exit route our battle offered.

My opponent starts after him, which means he’s probably here to
catch rather than protect Travers. I snag his foot with mine, and
his momentum brings him down. Not wanting to give him time to get
up and go after Travers, I scramble forward, ignoring the agonized
complaints from my back.

It’s dumb, I know, and there’s no reason to risk serious injury
when it doesn’t look like I’ll catch Travers, but my client would
probably prefer Travers gets away than that the opposition gets
him. Okay, that’s really not worth it either, but it sounds better
than admitting I just don’t like losing.

My opponent spins before I reach him, punching to force me to
back. While it blunts my momentum, I still manage to land a solid
blow on his face. Falling on him as I do, I jab my elbow into his
gut as we collide. I’m mainly trying to hold him down, keep him
there, rather than take him out. He’s in no mood for a stalemate,
the intensity of his attacks heightening as he elbows, kicks,
butts, and punches in a torrent of pain until I’m dazed long enough
for him to scramble away and out the door.

I start after him, but my body’s a cacophony of agony by the
time I reach the door. I really don’t see anything to gain from
chasing him, other than another beating. Shutting the door after
them, I lean back against it and catch my breath.










The full book can be purchased at https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/157395.
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