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Chapter One
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After a long day at the office, the last thing Paige Harmon wanted to do was walk into her kitchen and cook, particularly with an equally long night stretching out ahead of her. So she locked up her office on Front Street, wiped some sort of dirt off the discrete sign by the door that read “Private Investigator,” and headed two blocks into the downtown area. Happy Hour was well underway at most of the pubs and restaurants that lined State Street, but she ignored them in favor of a small pizza parlor. The place specialized in delivery, but had a handful of tables lined up against the wall opposite the ordering counter. After placing and receiving her order, Paige sat down at the farthest table from the entrance, her back secure against the brick of the rear wall.

She’d just started on her second slice of pepperoni when two teenagers walked in. Paige wasn’t sure what triggered her internal warning bell. It might have been the hoodies they wore, even though it was a clear evening out. It might have been the furtive glances they kept casting behind them as they stood at the counter ordering, though their eyes were impossible to see from this distance. Whatever it was, it made her drop the slice back onto her plate and quickly wipe the grease from her hands.

And when they drew their guns, so did she.

She carried a Taurus 9mm revolver. It wasn’t pretty or expensive. It also only held 5 rounds and reloaded with moon clips. She carried it because it was light and also the same caliber as her normal handgun. She carried it for short jaunts around town like this one, because in a quiet suburb of Philadelphia, who the hell needed a handgun anyway? Even when she’d been on the Job, Paige hadn’t fired her sidearm in a gunfight. The one time she would have, she never got the chance to draw.

But her gun was out now.

And one of the young men was already firing at the employees behind the counter, his gunshots echoing in the narrow hall of the pizza parlor. So Paige let her training take over and fired.

The recoil of the 9mm revolver was sharper than a typical .38 Special. But the 9mm was faster and theoretically hit harder. At this range, it honestly probably wouldn’t have made a difference. Paige fired four of her five shots. The trigger pull was long, seeming to take forever to reset, but smooth. She didn’t know where exactly each round impacted except for the last one that caught one of the gunmen in the side of the head, blowing a red mist all over the Plexiglas pizza counter. She wasn’t even sure she’d hit the other gunner, but he dropped his weapon and staggered, trying and failing to push open the door before he slid to the floor.

Paige’s ears rang as she moved forward. If anyone was calling for help, she couldn’t hear it. The air was acrid and thick now, gun smoke mixed with blood, soon joined by the stench of someone’s voided bowels. She knelt by the first shooter, who still had a cheap Smith and Wesson pistol clutched in his hand. Paige yanked the pistol to pull it loose. The gunman’s finger caught in the trigger guard, and she felt it crack and break as the gun gave way. The young man didn’t protest, which made sense since most of the side of his head had been blown away. She dropped the magazine from the pistol and racked a live round from the chamber before dropping the weapon back to the floor.  

The other boy was still twitching, but his hands were nowhere near his gun. Paige knelt beside him and looked for wounds. She found a mat of blood under his right arm. It looked like two of her rounds had gone into his side, then bounced around against bone, tearing tissue and organs as they went. There were no exit wounds. The boy rattled one last breath and then went still. His empty eyes stared up at the ceiling. Sirens blared out front, and Paige holstered her weapon. She couldn’t figure out a way over the pizza counter, so she opened the door to greet the uniformed police officers who were just now squealing to a stop in front of the parlor.

Whatever else she’d planned to do tonight was now on hold, and it was going to be an even longer day because of it.
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East Central PA

“Silas and Jefferson were killed.”

Joseph Tolliver leaned back in a rickety wooden chair and puffed softly on a pipe. “Both of them?”

The bearer of the news, Abe Walton, twisted a hat in his hands. “Yes.”

“Did they finish the job first?”

“They were the only two listed as dead. Tonio is unaccounted for though. Two people were rushed to the hospital. He may be one of them.”

“Very well. Bring me more information as soon as you get it.”

“I will. If Tonio still lives...?”

Tolliver shrugged. “Then he lives. Regardless, he’ll have received the message once he learns who we sent. There will be another time for him to answer for his sins.”

“And what if the authorities trace the boys back here?”

“The only authority that matters is God. You and I both know that.”

“Of course. I meant, what if the secular forces-”

“Why would they? Two boys met at camp years ago but fell in with the wrong crowds. There is no record of them here. Jefferson’s father certainly won’t say anything. I seriously doubt his whore mother will either. As for Silas’s family, they’ll keep their mouths shut. They already know they’re on the brink of being expelled. I’m sure they don’t want to follow in the footsteps of their wayward son. We have nothing to fear.”

“Of course. I’m sorry for doubting.”

“It happens to all of us. Is there anything else, old friend?”

“No, Shepherd.”

Tolliver waved his pipe. “I will pray on this further then. Oh, one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Who killed the boys?”

“An armed citizen. I don’t have their identity yet. Should we plan retribution?”

“Perhaps. For now, they’ve done us a service and rid us of a problem. We shall revisit this on another date.”

“As you wish, Shepherd.”

“Go in peace my friend.” 

Tolliver continued to puff on his pipe after Abe closed the door to his cabin. He hadn’t expected the boys to return, to be honest. He’d actually planned for them to be captured and then dealt with once they were in the prison system. Being killed in the process just made matters simpler. There would be a half-hearted inquiry, he was sure. But beyond that? He doubted that the young men would be deemed worthy of extra attention. The secular police simply didn’t care when the less-desirable members of society succumbed to violence. 

And truth be told, neither did he.
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It was after midnight when Paige returned to her office. She was still rattled by the whole experience, her hands shaking as she tried to put the keys into the lock of her door. Her hearing hadn’t fully returned. Sounds came through but were muffled like she had a towel wrapped around her head. And there was a ringing in her ears now, incessant and unwavering. She wondered for the twentieth time if her hearing would be permanently impaired. 

But some sounds made it through the fog. The occasional honk of a horn, the slam of a car door. And all of them made her jump just a little. 

She got into her office at last, and before she even turned on a light, went over to the desk and opened the top drawer on the side. She hit the buttons on the pistol safe there from memory, and when it popped open, she pulled out the CZ75 P-01 pistol stored within it. Paige sank into her swivel chair and switched on the small lamp that sat on the credenza behind her. Then she did a quick combat-check of her pistol, verifying that it had a full 14-round magazine and a cartridge in the chamber. She let out a long breath. 

It wasn’t paranoia that drove her, not exactly. She’d had enemies before. But now two young men were dead, and their blood was on her hands. This was the first time she’d killed. And she’d had to do it twice. She didn’t yet know the names of the boys. But surely they had family, someone who would want an accounting of what had happened? If she’d been in the place of their families, she knew that’s what she’d want. 

Paige fished through her purse with her free hand and pulled out her cell phone. Family. Now there was something. She had an older brother, a younger sister, and a father with whom she no longer spoke. Under most circumstances, she supposed it would be natural to call her family. But her sister was too young to understand. Her brother was probably busy. And her father? Well, that was a non-starter. So without family to reach out to, who was there?

She scrolled through her list of contacts without any particular person in mind. There were former co-workers she could call. Her old boss? Maybe. All of them had lives and possibly families to tend to. She didn’t think any of them would mind being bothered at this time of night. Not for something like this. She just wasn’t sure she was ready to make that kind of call.

She stopped at a name and number she hadn’t called in years. Madame Therese. Now there was someone who would certainly be awake and active at this late hour. Before she thought it through any further, Paige had already dialed the number. She listened to the phone ringing twice, and wondered briefly if it was still even active.

But then the familiar voice answered. “Well, well, isn’t this a blast from the past? What can I do for you Miss—excuse me—Officer Harmon? Looking to do a bit of moonlighting?”

“Hello Therese. You were right the first time. It’s just Miss.”

“Ah. So you are looking for a job then?”

“No, ma’am. I’ve just gone private.”

“A private dick? Now that’s rich.” The other woman cackled over the line. “And to what do I owe the pleasure then? Searching for a wayward husband? You know I am very protective of my clients and their privacy.”

Paige found she was shaking, and set her pistol down on the desk. “Therese. I-” She cleared her throat and tried again. “I killed someone tonight.”

“What? Are you in trouble, honey?”

“No. It was clean. Justified. Self-defense. It’s just that they were so young.” She sniffed. “I don’t even know why I called you. I just found your number and hit ‘send.’ I figure with all the girls you’ve known and all the johns, you’ve probably seen it all.”

“Well, you’re not the first girl of mine to kill someone. Unfortunately.”

“I guess offering ‘killer escorts’ isn’t a winning marketing campaign, is it?”

“Not particularly. But as long as the deceased isn’t a client, I try not to pass too much judgment. The last girl killed an abusive ex. So no great loss there in the grand scheme of things.”

“What happened to her afterwards?”

Therese sighed. “She wasn’t even charged with a crime. But old habits die hard. Her new man wasn’t better than the first. Even got her into drugs, which was when I had to let her go. She ended up OD’ing a little over a year later.”

“Jesus.”

“It would have been nice if there had been some divine intervention, yes.”

Paige processed all that for a few moments. “I don’t know if the guys I killed were abusers or not. I don’t even know if they’re out of high school.”

“You know as well as I do that the propensity for violence is usually embedded by then. And they had to be doing something wrong to wind up in your sights.”

“They were shooting up a pizza joint.”

“Ah. So that was you then? Well, if it will ease your conscience, the young men who died were eighteen and nineteen, if the news reports are right.”

“I’m not sure that helps. But thank you anyway.”

“They critically injured two employees during a robbery, yes? So if you hadn’t returned fire, you might have been next.”

“I know. Still, it just feels odd.”

“Are you worried the pizza workers deserved their fate?”

Paige shook her head, then realized Therese couldn’t see her over the phone. “No. It’s not exactly that.”

“Then why are you worried, sweetie?”

“What if it wasn’t a robbery? They never demanded money. They never said anything. If they were robbing the shop, why wouldn’t they ask for money first?”
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Chapter Two
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The next week went by in a foggy blur. The owner of the pizza parlor, Antonio Nuzzi, succumbed to his wounds. The other employee was expected to eventually make a full recovery. Paige deflected media interview requests to her attorney. She had a few clients express concern over her involvement in the shooting, but for the most part it wasn’t a big deal to other people. By the weekend, the whole affair was no longer a story. 

The closed parlor served as a reminder of the violence, though. As did the flyers for fundraisers in support of Antonio Nuzzi’s family and his employee’s medical expenses. Paige took to heating up her own meals, subbing in microwaveable fare on the nights she just couldn’t cook. And even when she was going to the grocery store, she felt like everyone’s eyes were on her. But really, people ignored her as they always had except for the usual catcallers who would whistle and leer when she walked by. At least those guys she knew how to handle.

And now that she was carrying her larger CZ pistol everywhere, she didn’t think handling anyone would be an issue. She was blooded now. She’d killed and survived. Even if she felt hollow and numb most days, the act was no longer foreign or hypothetical. Paige had lived out every pistolero’s fantasy of being a “good guy with a gun,” and coming out on top. She should have felt like a hero. She wanted to feel like a hero.

But two boys were dead.

And that fact was driven home with authority late on a Friday afternoon, when one of the boys’ mothers walked through the door of her office.

Paige didn’t recognize the woman at first. She greeted her like any other potential client. “Good evening! What can I help you with?”

The woman was small and dark-skinned. She wore a simple black blazer and skirt. She was probably young, but her face was etched with the weight of sadness. “Are you Paige Harmon?”

“Yes ma’am. At your service.”

“May I have a few minutes of your time?”

“Of course.” Paige gestured to one of the chairs facing her desk. “Can I get you anything? It might take a minute to heat up some water, but I’ve got coffee or tea. Or some sodas in the fridge.”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

Paige settled in her desk chair. She leaned forward and steepled her fingers, waiting for the woman the reveal what she needed.

“My name is Claudia Booker. Jefferson Booker is – was – my son.”

Paige’s legs felt numb as the name sank in. She was very aware of the 9mm nestled against her hip, hidden by the blouse she wore untucked. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

“The police told me my boy was robbing the place. But he wasn’t no robber.”

Paige had no answer for that.

“I think somebody sent him to kill those men.”

That wasn’t what she’d expected to hear from his own mother. “What makes you say that?”

“It don’t make no sense otherwise. Jeff was a handful, but he had no need to rob a place like that. And why would he? Especially at that time of day. Why not wait until they were closing, when fewer people would be about and the register would be full?”

“I wondered the same thing myself.”

“I thought you might understand. You were there. The cops, they say he was just a dumb kid who picked the wrong joint to knock over. And I ain’t saying he never done a bad thing in his time. Jeff was a handful, Lord have mercy. But he wasn’t dumb. No way.” Claudia Booker’s hands were shaking, and she folded them in her lap. “But I’ll tell you this: last time I saw him, he was scared. I think he was mixed up in something bad. And whoever put him up to this knew he wouldn’t get away with it. They wanted him in jail or dead.”

“Why are you bringing this to me? I mean, it’s my fault, you know? I’m the one that killed your boy. I’m the bad guy here.”

Claudia still shook a bit, but met her eyes. “I asked about you. And I read the stories of what happened to you when you was still a cop. I’m not proud of what you’ve done. But you were there. And you’ve seen darkness. To everyone else, my boy is just one more dead thug. But to you, I figured he still might mean something. And I figured you might want to know why, too.”

Paige leaned back in her chair, not caring that the act pressed her gun into her hip, making it more difficult to reach if she needed to draw it. She didn’t get the sense that this woman posed any kind of threat. And even if she did? Well, Paige couldn’t really blame her. Claudia had suffered what no parent should have to go through. 

“Neither of those boys said a word when they came in the pizza shop. No demands, no threats, nothing. They opened the door, looked around, and then started shooting. So tell me more. Why do you think they would they have done that?”
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Joseph Tolliver was smoking his pipe again, staring at the mantel that framed the fireplace in his cabin. Soon, it would be cool enough to light it up. Then he’d be able to spend some quiet evenings in front of it, clearing his mind and simply being. It was ample reward for the time he spent working, tending to his flock, and bringing the wrath of God down on those who would pervert His Word. 

Tolliver snorted to himself. If he repeated that mantra, maybe he’d someday believe it. 

Fat chance.

Like most working men, he dreamt of a comfortable retirement surrounded by beautiful things, including women. Unlike most working men, he already had a nest egg squirreled away. He just wanted to keep adding to it.

And that whole Wrath of God business was kind of fun, in its own way. Shooting or raping faggots and feminists and their spawn? There weren’t too many things that gave him more satisfaction. Especially the raping part. And really, that was such a strong word. Women were put on this earth to be the property of men. So was it really a crime to treat them as such? He didn’t think so. And neither did most of his followers.

But even better than killing the unworthy was selling them off. Turning them into useful property and turning a tidy profit while he was at it. And what did it matter if the buyers were infidels or heretics? He could always turn them over. Even the least of God’s creatures could be useful bargaining chips if the stakes called for it.

A knock on his door interrupted Tolliver’s introspection. “Come in,” he barked out.

“Another shipment is on its way,” Abe said without preamble. 

“When?”

“Tonight.” 

“And where are we taking it?” 

“Into the city. We’ll meet the buyers down near the shipyard.”

Tolliver grunted. “Has their payment cleared yet?”

“Yes, Shepherd. The first half cleared this morning. The rest will be transferred upon delivery.”

“How are they paying?”

“Probably the same as last time. Diamonds. Easier to hide than cash.”

“Getting harder to liquidate though. People are starting to ask questions about where their jewelry is coming from.”

“It’s probably too late to renegotiate for this shipment.”

“Agreed.” Tolliver sighed. “Next time we’ll ask for something of more immediate value. If cash isn’t possible, then perhaps an upgrade for our self-defense equipment.”

“As you wish.”

“Is there anything else?”

“It sounds like the secular authorities have closed the case on Silas and Jefferson. They’re calling it a robbery gone bad. No further official inquires are forthcoming.”

“Well, that’s something, at least. And they even managed to eliminate Tonio.”

“The person who killed Silas and Jefferson was a woman.”

“So I read. A local private investigator, as I recall.”

“Should we do anything about her?”

Tolliver puffed on his pipe before shrugging in answer. “What’s the point? She did us a favor. It was a clean operation, and we won’t have to deal with the matter further.”

“As you wish, Shepherd.” Abe bowed his head and left the cabin.

Tolliver leaned back in his chair. He had no idea what the deadly PI looked like, but he imagined that taming such a woman would be an enjoyable exercise. Maybe later, when public memory of the pizza parlor shooting had faded, he’d revisit the subject.
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Paige was allowed to pick up her revolver from the police department. They’d done all the testing necessary, and in light of her own cooperation in the case, there was no need for them to hang onto it any longer. Charges weren’t being filed, and as far as they were concerned, the case was closed.

Paige zipped the weapon into its case and locked it in the back of her office safe. She just didn’t think she could carry the little Taurus right now. For the time being, she’d stick with her bigger weapon.

In the evening, she strolled into town. It was still pleasant enough for some of the dining spots to have outdoor seating. She walked on the opposite side of the street from the shuttered pizza parlor and took a table at an Irish-style pub. Since she was carrying, she ignored the beer menu and ordered a soft drink instead. As she waited for her meal, she saw some flyers tacked to the pub’s wall. Several of them featured the benefit for Antonio Nuzzi’s family. She pulled one down and looked it over. Paige hadn’t totally agreed to help Claudia Booker. But she hadn’t dismissed the idea either, even if it did seem unorthodox. Maybe going to the beef-and-beer would help her gain some insight into the victim and why he might have been targeted. 

She tucked the flyer into her purse and ate her meal in silence, staring at nothing. A lawyer-type tried hitting on her, but she didn’t respond with more than a shake of her head. She was pretty sure he called her a bitch, but she was too wrung out to do anything about it. 

When she left, she decided that there was probably plenty of information worth looking at online with regards to Antonio Nuzzi. And Jefferson Booker, for that matter. Since she probably wasn’t going to sleep much again, there was no reason not to look some of it up.

Less than an hour later, she’d learned who Nuzzi’s brother, uncle and at least two cousins were, and wondered why the hell a beef-and-beer fundraiser was necessary at all.
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Paige called Therese the next morning. As she expected, the Madam Who Never Sleeps quickly answered.

“I need a date,” Paige said.

“A date? You mean you want to work for me again?”

“No, not exactly. I mean I want to hire a date.”

Therese laughed. “Sweetie, with your looks, men must be falling all over you. Women too, if that’s your thing now.”

“It’s a bit of a tricky situation. I was hoping for a specific date. Is Andie still working for you?”

“Occasionally. But you have her number, I’m sure. Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

“It’s for a weekend night. And it’s work-related. I didn’t want to take one of your big earners away on a busy night. Not without at least offering a courtesy call and some compensation.”

“Andie’s always been her own woman. I appreciate your consideration though. How are you holding up?”

“Okay I guess. Maybe. I don’t know. I still have trouble sleeping. And I met the mom of one of the guys I killed.”

“How did that go?”

“She doesn’t hate me. And she thinks someone put her son up to killing Antonio Nuzzi.”

Therese hummed across the line. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

“Vito Nuzzi is his uncle.”

“Wow. Small world.”

“Indeed.”

“So what kind of event are you going to that you’d require Andie’s presence?”

Paige twirled a pen through her fingers. She’d probably let way too much information slip already. But this wasn’t a real case yet. And she was taking a popular girl from one of Philly’s most exclusive escort services. And she knew Therese was discreet. “I’m going to a beef and beer fundraiser. I just wanted to have a girlfriend there to watch my back. But I wanted someone who knows how to watch and work a crowd.”

“Mm. Well, Andie is a good choice. As far as I know, we’ve had no specific requests for her that night. And I’m feeling generous. I’ll let you work out payment with her and take my usual percentage out of whatever you agree on.”

Therese was trusting both Paige and Andie not to shortchange her. But girls who tried that didn’t last very long in her business. “Thank
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