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10-30:

“This is a thriller that takes you on a journey you will never forget, a story with many twists and turns, a great deal of suspense and not a small amount of intrigue. It is an intense read, not one you should take your attention off for a single minute and, believe me when I say it, this is one story you will not want to put down... With some utterly believable characters, a unique storyline and a well-paced mystery, this is a heart-stopping tale that will enthrall any reader.” ~ Full Review at Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Anne-Marie Reynolds (5 STARS)
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DORMIR:

“...a superb crime thriller that will have you hooked from the first scene. The action and suspense are continuous with amazing plot twists and turns. I found the areas of conflict throughout absolutely masterful; anything could happen and no character was safe. There are many strong sub-plots too that examine family dynamics and human behavior in general...” ~ Full Review at Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews, Lesley Jones (5 STARS), Award Finalist 2021
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BAD:

“... a logical exercise in crime-solving that appropriately introduces you to the protagonist’s motivation and how far he would be willing to go to make sure that justice is served... Much like his past crime novels, Michael Golvach succeeds in keeping you on edge... Bad begins with a strong premise and it is inhabited by characters who don’t just react to situations—they create them. Golvach continues to set the bar high and this is solid, must-read proof.” ~ Full Review at Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews, Vincent Dublado (5 STARS) , Award Finalist 2022
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GO:

“Michael Golvach’s page turner of a novel showcases how extreme situations can blur the lines between right and wrong, good and evil... From the first page onward, Golvach keeps the plot tight and moving at a brisk pace, and the narrative rarely lets you take a breather until the end... Go is gritty, action-packed, and devoid of any dull moments. I was hooked from start to finish, and I think crime thriller lovers will feel the same!” ~ Full Review at Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Pikasho Deka (5 STARS)
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RUNT:

“Payden Beck, a deeply flawed character, symbolizes the struggle for redemption while battling his addiction and a fierce sense of loyalty that complicates his judgment. His haunting interactions with Valarie, Bryan, and even Lisa Reid, who’d left town on a bus headed to anywhere, show the emotional stakes that drive his actions: love twisted by guilt, desire tinged with regret, and the price of power in their relationships... Runt is an emotionally rich tale with strong psychological underpinnings. The streams of consciousness, the soliloquies, and the author’s attention to detail are the elements that ground the characters.” ~ Full Review at Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews, Ruffina Oserio (5 STARS)
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the prologue and first three chapters of GO by Michael Golvach, the next installment (Book 4) in the “Payden Beck Crime Thriller” series.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

PAYDEN BECK CRIME THRILLER Series at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the first two chapters of the award-winning RED ON THE RUN, the first book in USA Today Bestselling Author K.M. Hodge’s “The Syndicate-Born Trilogy.”
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:
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For Duane Joseph Golvach,

I miss you. Thank you for being a good father to me while we had our time together in this life.
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My name is Payden Beck, it’s been three years since I buried the love of my life, and I am not a good man.

Ana still comes to me in my dreams—always in room 219 of The Blue Oasis motel—and I don’t suppose that will ever end. Of all the lessons she taught me, none stuck. Not for a moment after she passed.

I know only one thing for certain: Life is a pig roast, and we’re all meat on the spit.

Wake, Mr. Beck. It’s been three years since you decided nothing matters. What good has it done you? How does it feel knowing the only other person who could answer that question is no longer? Let go.

I’ve done well since then. I’ve excelled in my field. I’ve turned a fleeting friendship into a bond that extends beyond the graveyard I call a job. I’ll have to work hard to destroy what I’ve spent so much time building, but I can do it. I know how, I know why and I know the change must happen fast.

Your only enemy is yourself, Mr. Beck. Not the imposters you spend your time with, nor the criminals on whose broken backs you’ve marched your way to a promising career.

There’s no advancing now. I’m stuck in place. Like all the sheep ready for sheering.

If you can’t muster the grit to do what must be done, Mr. Beck, then, at the least, keep moving. Or you’ll drown. So many people deserve to take the ultimate bath before you. The people in your ear, telling you how to live, for instance.

Live as you see fit, Mr. Beck. Never by their rules. Never at their suggestion or command.

I know I must begin my real job. The passion I can’t forget now that I’ve suffered for years in my chosen profession: an officer of the law.

You’re a janitor, Mr. Beck. Clean house.

I’ve decided to do one thing today, every day for the rest of my life. Swat a fly. Work my way up.

While you’re busy, Mr. Beck, have fun. So long as it’s productive.

Like my old man used to say, ‘show them who you are’. And like my father never told me, ‘don’t let them see you coming’.

Now go be a good detective, Mr. Beck. Just don’t be too good. This world isn’t for the soft. Only for the children and the meat. Never hurt the children, but get your fill of the meat.

Flush the toilets. Scrub. Flush again, and don’t stop until the water turns red.

Life is a pig roast, and we’re all—

Life is an outhouse. Tomorrow, someone else will shit on your work.

My name is—

Your name is Payden Beck and you are dissociating.
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SEVERANCE - I

Homicide detectives Payden Beck and Bryan Verrill sat in the gallery of the local courthouse, listening to closing arguments in the case of the State versus Jeremiah Brickell. If ever a serial rapist who’d graduated to murder had a more ridiculous name, neither of them could recall.

Their first big case, in the small town they’d lived in long enough it seemed like home, was going sideways.

Insinuations of police brutality, backed up by well-documented bruises on the defendant’s body. Allegations of coerced confession, backed up by Payden’s and Bryan’s voices on a tape-recorded night-long interrogation. Mishandling—and dismissal—of crucial evidence. Intimidation of key proponents of the defendant’s innocence and members of the media. Everything necessary to keep the public safe from a man everyone knew was guilty, but whom the State would need a miracle to legally prove so.

Payden rubbed his hands together. Bryan wrung his hands with worry neither he nor Payden would have a job after the verdict was rendered. Their captain was a generous man—he knew the system worked for the criminals and against the victims—but he’d have to make a hard decision soon. If the choice came down to their careers or his, they’d be pumping gas within the week.

“It’s not—He’s going to walk,” Payden muttered as he stared at Jeremiah, who sat in his chair beside his well-paid counsel, smiling.

Bryan looked ahead, not acknowledging Payden with his body or face. “Maybe.”

“Now he’s had a taste, he’ll be coming back for blood.”

“We’ll be there to stop him.” Bryan gave Payden a stern glance.

Payden nodded, scratching his thighs.

“Maybe if you’d kept your cool—”

“You didn’t stop me.”

Bryan shook his head. “I haven’t let this job turn me into what we’re trying to end.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, you’ve become the street. You’re a good detective, but you get too involved.”

“I become them so I can take them down. I do what has to be done.”

“You’re gone and you’re never coming back. You know as well as I.”

“Fuck you and your over-educated mouth,” Payden said.

The judge pounded his gavel and ordered the jury into deliberation. Giving them specific instructions on what they were allowed to remember and use from the trial when they made their final decision.

They were out less than thirty minutes.

They found the defendant not guilty on all counts. No admissible evidence could prove, beyond doubt, Jeremiah committed any of the acts he’d stood trial for.

Payden and Bryan watched, from their seats near the centre aisle, as Jeremiah walked past and gave them each a wink.

Payden stood and walked toward the doors of the courtroom, a few feet behind Jeremiah. Bryan followed Payden more closely.

The reporters in the hallway were backed away by police and guards on staff.

When the doors to the main elevator closed, Jeremiah, his lawyer, two guards, Payden and Bryan stood inside.

Jeremiah chuckled, looking at Payden. “I like you.” He rubbed his wrists. “You got the job done.” He winked again. “Maybe someday you’ll catch the real guy. You and your Oriental puppy.”

“I’m not Oriental—I mean Asian,” Bryan replied, watching the two guards pretend not to hear. “Enjoy your freedom while you can.”

“While I can?” Jeremiah asked. “That sounds like a threat.” He nudged his lawyer. “Is that a—”

“No,” his lawyer replied, unfazed.

Jeremiah looked Payden up and down. “Mr. Beck. Care to elaborate on your straight man’s dig?”

“Know this,” Payden said, taking his time. “There ain’t a thing in the world I want more than to find the person who raped those little girls. At the bottom of a dry well with a broken neck.”

Jeremiah looked to his lawyer, who shook his head again.

“Turns out you’re not the guy. Not here. Not now.”

“Apology accepted, Mr. Beck.”

“None offered.” Payden scratched his neck. “Maybe later.”

The elevator doors opened when it reached the basement parking garage.

“Take care, Jerry.”

“Thank you for your service, officers.” Jeremiah nodded as he walked away.

Bryan and Payden exited the elevator and stopped outside the doors. Payden pulled a cigarette from the pack in his jacket’s inside pocket and offered one to Bryan, who took it, lit his cigarette, then lit Payden’s.

“Decide,” Payden whispered, though no one was in sight or earshot. “Yes or no?”

Bryan took a drag off his cigarette. “Do you listen to yourself talk?”

“I know what I’m saying.”

“I mean, do you ever stop and think? It’s bad enough three years on the street turned you sloppy-mouthed. I hope you’re not asking what I think you are.”

“Sloppy-mouthed?” Payden took a hit off his cigarette. “How so?”

“I remember when you spoke properly, like an officer. It wasn’t that long ago.”

“Maybe you’re getting slow. Make up your mind. Yes or no?”

“We can’t stop Jeremiah from leaving.”

“Why would we? He ain’t going nowhere—”

“Isn’t going anywhere. You see how you—”

Payden scoffed. “With or without you.”

Bryan put out his cigarette on the concrete floor. “There’ll be eyes on that guy for at least a week.”

“Too bad he’s clever.”

“What do you—”

“Quit asking questions you know the answers to.” Payden waved to Bryan. “Jerry’s free. If the blues lose track, that’s on them.” Payden walked to his car. “We go, right after work.”

“But, Mindy—”

“Call and tell her we’re buying a bottle and getting piss drunk at my place. If she comes by, tell her, tomorrow, you were blacked-out and I don’t like her. She’ll buy that.”

“But, the captain—”

“Yes or no. Make up your mind before five.”

Bryan followed Payden to their unmarked car, wringing his hands again.
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SEVERANCE - II

Bryan sat at his desk, facing Payden’s, in their small office. Feeling sick as he watched Payden eat his second hot dog and listened to him sucking down his large drink. Feeling worse than when they’d left the courthouse.

Sooner than later, one of their phones would ring. The news wouldn’t be good. If Payden was worried, he wasn’t showing it, and that made Bryan uneasy.

Of the two of them, Bryan was the voice of reason. The one who kept them going, and kept them from roaring past the point of no return. But he’d let Payden go too far with Jeremiah. Though he wanted to blame Payden or the department—everyone saw Jeremiah’s face when they paraded him into the interrogation room, and everyone saw how much worse he looked after he confessed—he blamed himself. Keeping Payden’s spiralling lack of inhibition under control was part of his job, as he saw it. He’d failed more miserably at doing so in the weeks leading to Jeremiah’s court date than ever before.

“Get enough to eat?” Bryan asked.

“Still hungry,” Payden replied. “We’ll go out after work. Before.”

“Before what?” Bryan stared at his desk phone.

“Pretend you don’t know. You coming with?”

Bryan stood and hammered his desk with his fists.

“Make up your mind. You’ll feel better.”

“I don’t want to hear any more about—”

“Then don’t listen.”

Bryan slammed his fists on his desk again. “I need you to stop talking and pay attention.”

Payden held up his hands in surrender.

“Good.” Bryan sat at his desk. “If we’re ending the day with our jobs intact, you’ll have to straighten up when the captain calls. Nod when he tells us he ought to throw us out on our asses. Thank him for not doing so. Tell him you’re sorry. Admit you fucked up. Above all, don’t speak unless spoken to, or I’m letting you go. I can’t carry you anymore.”

Bryan looked at the ceiling, catching his breath as quietly as possible. He rarely lost his temper with anyone but Mindy. He prayed his long-dead parents would understand he wasn’t out of control. He was still the solid, independent man they’d raised. No worse for Payden’s wear. Stronger every day. As they’d demanded.

Payden rubbed his palms together and scanned the floor. “Didn’t realise you were this upset.”

Bryan shook his head and rubbed his eyelids.

“I get you’re mad at me. Especially after Jerry’s interrogation.”

“You stopped recording and threatened to cut his head off with a butter knife from the break room.”

“Yeah,” Payden said. “It just—That guy wouldn’t crack.”

“Not the point.”

“All right,” Payden said. “Apologies for losing it with Jerry.”

“Just remember—”

Bryan’s desk phone rang.

Payden brought his voice to a hush. “I won’t stand in your way.”

Bryan’s stomach rumbled as he put the phone’s speaker to his ear. Hungry at last. Years of blocked energy released in one outburst. He hung up the phone after acknowledging he and Payden were to report to the captain’s office. “Time to go.”

Payden and Bryan got up from their seats, left their office and walked the maze of hallways past the bullpen to the captain’s office. When they reached it, Bryan knocked on the door. It creaked open on its own.

The captain sat at his desk, glaring. “Get your asses in here.”

They walked into the room and Payden closed the door. “Yes, sir,” he said, moving to the far end of the captain’s desk while Bryan stood at the end nearest the door.

The captain gave Payden a queer look. “Yes, sir? Did I hear you right, Beck?”

“Yes—” he replied.

“Shut the fuck up,” the captain interrupted. “Don’t answer rhetorical questions. And pay attention if you don’t want to end up a civilian like every other meatball on the street. Got me?”

“Yes—”

“Sir. Understood, Beck. I’m guessing your change in attitude has to do with your partner.” The captain looked at Bryan. “You finally tell this fuck he crossed my line?”

Bryan cleared his throat. “In a manner of speaking, sir.”

The captain slammed his opened hands on his desk’s top. “It’s about God damned time.” He shook his head. “How’d you let this monkey get so far from the organ? Pride?”

“No, sir,” Bryan said. “I—”

“No?” The captain hammered his fists on his desk’s top, then he stood and walked to Bryan. “Did you say no to me, Verrill?”

“No—”

“Don’t you lie to me. You said it again. You have a problem with the truth, don’t you? Like your handy-dandy, half-deranged partner.” The captain pointed at Payden with his thumb, not looking back. “Is that how you snagged that smoking-hot Mindy girl, you—what fucking breed are you, you slippery cock sucker?”

“Sir?” Bryan asked. “I’m not sure what you want—”

“You’re not sure what I want?” the captain screamed.

Bryan nodded.

“You work for me, right?”

Bryan nodded again.

“Then you damn well know what I want. I want you to tell me why I shouldn’t fire your fucking ass for insubordination. I want you to tell me—”

“Sir,” Payden interrupted. “He’s never refused to obey any of your orders.”

“Shut it, Beck,” the captain growled, nose to nose with Bryan. “I’ll be crawling up your asshole directly.” He focussed his energy on Bryan again. “Tell me, Verrill? Is your woman employed? How long you think she’ll suffer your tiny pecker when you ain’t got a penny coming in?”

“Sir—” Bryan began, still not breaking on the outside. Wondering what his parents would think of him, as he took the captain’s verbal abuse. Though they’d curse him for losing his job as equally.

“Keep a lid on it, you little rat,” the captain shouted, turning to face Payden.

Payden straightened his stance as the captain approached, noting the defeat in Bryan’s eyes.

“Beck,” the captain shouted. “I should clean the streets with your fat head, you dumb mother fucker. This morning, one of the worst criminals who ever called our town home skated because of you. Did you actually graduate the academy? Did you bullshit your way into my backyard?”

“No, sir,” Payden said, wincing on the inside.

“Jesus.” The captain rubbed his chin. “Were you not paying attention when Verrill told me no?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Yes, you weren’t paying attention? Is that what you’re telling me, you sanctimonious prick?”

“I was paying attention, sir.” Payden kept a straight face.

“That’s good,” the captain said, seething. “You learn faster than your muscle-headed boyfriend. Maybe you retained a brain cell going solo. Or is that an act?” The captain thumbed his lips. “It is, ain’t it? You get more ass than a toilet seat, you just keep it quiet. Be honest with me, you fucking punk.”

“Honest, sir?”

“You’re familiar with the term. Tell me you want to choke me to death and shit on my grave. Tell me.”

Payden cleared his throat. “I want to choke you to death and—”

The captain stamped his foot on the floor and wagged his finger in Payden’s face. “You got balls, Beck. You know what balls get you?”

Payden shook his head.

“Then you ain’t using them properly.” The captain moved behind his desk and let his gaze float between Bryan and Payden. “Beck. Tell me why I shouldn’t fire both of you.”

“Frankly, sir,” Payden said. “And detective Verrill will agree. We did what we had to when we got Jerry into the room—that child-murdering piece of shit—”

“Not another word,” the captain barked. “That is exactly why Jeremiah Brickell’s business will soon no longer be yours. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Bryan and Payden said in unison.

“Good.” The captain took his seat, winded. “Now, what the fuck did you want?”

Bryan opened his mouth, looking dazed, and Payden cut him off.

“We want to thank you for helping us realise the error of our ways and for showing us how we might better respect your office and our town in the future. We want to thank you for allowing us to prove we’re invaluable to this police force, to this town and to you, sir.”

The captain looked at Bryan and pointed at Payden. “You should take some lessons from this cocky asshole.”

Bryan nodded. Feeling ashamed of his upbringing. Knowing he couldn’t talk back to authority. That he never would the way Payden did. That, deep down, he was afraid. Because there was always something to lose. And what kept him up nights was wondering what he might have already lost.

“Fine.” The captain picked up a newspaper from the floor and flipped it open to a random page. “You two idiots learnt your lesson. Leave.” The captain waved them off. “Get the fuck out of my face before I change my mind and can you both. But you bought yourselves a weekend. You’re humping a seven-day shift this week. Maybe next. Until I’m satisfied you ain’t going to pull this kind of shit again. Is that okay with you, Beck? Verrill? You interested in keeping your jobs?”

“Yes, sir,” Bryan and Payden said, as Bryan opened the door and they walked out quickly. Bryan making sure the door closed swiftly without slamming shut.

When they made it past the bullpen into their office, Bryan closed the door.

Payden rubbed his brow. “Sorry I talked out of turn, but the captain—”

Bryan quelled the anger inside him, though he felt like his heart was going to explode. “It’s not like you had a choice. We’ve still got jobs. Let’s hold onto that.”

“Yes or no?”

Bryan looked at Payden with disbelief. Then he felt a wash of comfort, shaking his head and cracking a slight smile. “Yeah, fine. If it’ll shut you up.”

The good feeling passed quickly, but the decision had been made aloud.

Better or worse, the Jeremiah problem would soon be resolved.
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Mindy Hayden sat in the living room, watching the evening news, when Bryan entered her home. He’d been unreachable for over twenty-four hours, and she was steamed. Still, she’d dressed to titillate. A short, white tennis skirt, no stockings or shoes and a skimpy, pink crop top that showed her pale midriff but rode low enough it didn’t expose her free breasts.

When she heard him lock the front door, and the clink of his keys dropping into the glass dish beside it, she uncrossed her legs and pressed her thighs together. Preparing to act as mean as she felt.

“Where have you been?” she asked, her tone cold. “I haven’t seen you since yesterday morning, and no call? We were supposed to go out last night.” She paused, seeing weakness in his eyes. “What’s your excuse?” She motioned violently with her hands. “Tell me.”

“I’m sorry,” Bryan said, still dressed in his previous day’s clothes. Looking half-dead. “I—”

“You have a problem following orders, don’t you?” she snapped. “Tell me whatever bullshit you’re going to tell me. Today.”

“I have no excuse. Something bad happened last night. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Really? What’s the bitch’s name?”

Bryan waved his arms in front of him. “Nothing like that—”

Mindy stood and walked to Bryan, getting within an inch of his face. Trying, but unable, to stare him down. “What?”

“Jeremiah,” Bryan said. “We were on watch. He disappeared.”

“And you couldn’t call?” Mindy pressed the tip of her nose against his. Her hostility, and her attire, still not having her intended effect. “Did you forget my number in all the excitement?” She moved closer, pressing her forehead against his as she continued to stare. Praying her eyes wouldn’t dry out and cry before Bryan cracked. “You expect me to believe—”

“Shut up,” Bryan barked, ugliness in his expression. “Let me tell you what happened.”

Mindy fought to keep her lips from trembling as she pulled her head back. Unable to speak.

Bryan moved forward, backing her up. “We were watching him last night,” Bryan said, his tone menacing, his hands threatening to strike, causing Mindy to lose more self-control. “A quick after-work shift. Plenty of time to make our date, so I said yes.” He grabbed Mindy by the shoulders. “What else could I do? The captain wanted my badge.” Bryan seethed. “I need my job. I don’t come from money like you. I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am.”

“Well,” Mindy said, scoffing to cover her growing fear Bryan was going to become violent with her. Something she’d never imagined possible but now felt was inevitable. “Payden—”

“He had nothing to do with this,” Bryan snarled, backing her against the wall beside the couch’s side table. Continuing to speak as she looked to the side and involuntarily raised her hands, stopping them before they moved to protect her face. “Jeremiah gave everyone the slip. There wasn’t a man on my shift who wasn’t looking for him after that. Understand?”

Mindy nodded, still looking to the side, her hands at shoulder level. Visibly shaking.

“I ended up in the projects, outside of town. All night and most of the day. I didn’t sleep, I didn’t take breaks. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it out alive. Understand?”

She nodded more fervently as Bryan slammed his hands against the wall to either side of her face, and she flinched. Not daring to look him in the eyes anymore. Afraid doing so would cost her the kind of beating she reserved for her most violent sexual fantasies.

Mindy whimpered, “There’s no reason—”

Bryan grabbed her by the chin and let go. “I said shut up.”

She nodded, on the verge of breaking. Maintaining a somewhat-stiff upper lip.

“I almost died last night. When that was over, the captain put me on shit detail all day. On purpose. Me and Beck. Yes, we were both out there. Nearly became statistics. I apologise if I ruined your evening.”

Mindy pushed out her chest.

Bryan grabbed her by the shoulders and pinned her to the wall. “You accuse me of being with other women?”

Bryan’s grip tightened and she blenched, feeling warmth between her legs. “Please don’t hit me. I don’t want—”

“No?” he asked. “I can smell you.”

“What?” she sputtered. “I—”

Bryan marched her upstairs to the bedroom. When they reached her bed, she tripped and fell onto it.

She scrambled to remove her clothes as Bryan began undressing. Her top, skirt and panties were on the floor before he finished.

He took her then. Commanding her. Instructing her.

She did as she was told.

When he was drained, Bryan fell on top of her and she held him. Cradling the back of his head with her left hand and stroking his hair with her right. Telling him she loved him. That, no matter what happened the night before, all was forgiven.

As they lay in bed, enjoying the silence, his free hand fumbled at the floor, finding his slacks and pulling a small velvet box from their pocket. Mindy didn’t see it until he had it opened and his hand entered her line of sight.

Her eyes opened wide when she saw the diamond engagement ring. Not the one he’d been wooing her with for years. This one looked pure. Flawless and colourless. She didn’t ask where it came from.

“Yes,” she said, before he opened his mouth to ask.

Bryan kissed her neck passionately as she ensured the diamond stayed in its case. Placing it in the drawer of the nightstand to the left of the bed.

“We can’t get married yet.”

Bryan’s kissing stopped and he looked her in the eyes.

She smiled and stroked his cheeks. “You know I’ve always wanted a September wedding. And there’s planning involved.” She stroked his nose. “I want our special day to be perfect in every way.”

Bryan relaxed. “I can wait. I just don’t want this to become another—”

“No,” she said quickly, fear in her eyes again. “But yes.” She hugged Bryan tight. “I can’t believe you bought me something so expensive—I mean, beautiful. Yes. Yes. Yes.”

“So, yes?”

“I’ll say it every minute of every day until we wed if you wish.”

“That would drive us both insane.”

They laughed and got underneath the covers, holding each other.

She turned away shortly after, so he could spoon her. With his arm around her waist, he fell fast asleep.

She looked at her nightstand and smiled. Then she put her left hand on Bryan’s arm and rested her head on her right arm’s elbow.

As she drifted off, she thought of Payden Beck. Of control. And of the agency required to make him hers at least once before she committed to Bryan for life.
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Payden walked into his and Bryan’s office, closing the door. Bryan sat at his desk, not looking up.

“Afternoon.” Payden took a seat at his desk, keeping his brown leather jacket on, fussing with his bandaged left index and ring fingers. “How’s your day been?”

“Usual,” Bryan replied. “Still trying to figure out—”

“If we’re ever getting off the shit list?”

Bryan looked up, squinting. “What have you been up to?”

“Same.” Payden rocked back and forth in his seat. “Except out there. Keeping the streets safe for your best girl’s mother.”

“Right.”

Payden looked at the door. “Seriously, what you been doing since lunch?”

“Paperwork,” Bryan said, no emotion in his voice. “Taking calls.”

“Your old lady? She making sure you stay on your leash? After you put on the choke collar yourself last night?”

“You know how it is.”

“No.” Payden rested his elbows on the desk and leant forward. “For the love of everything half-straight, would you stop pretending to work.”

“I’m not pretending.”

Payden paused, watching Bryan carefully. Damned if he could tell what Bryan was thinking. “This job is killing you, my friend. Let’s get out of here. You, home to Mindy?”

Bryan stood, put on his jacket and walked toward the door. “You know me.”

“Nobody knows you.” Payden stood and followed Bryan to the door. “For three years and change I ain’t figured you.”

“Pretend you’re a detective.”

They walked through the bullpen to the station’s front exit.

Payden jogged ahead of Bryan to hold open the door, speaking as Bryan passed him. “You need to let go.”

“What I need,” Bryan said as the door slammed closed behind them. “Is a mystery to solve. To help me forget.”

They walked into the parking lot to the side of the station.

“We’re in homicide,” Payden said, scoffing. “We’re not in the ‘mystery’ division or the ‘puzzle’ department.”

When they approached their cars, Bryan nudged Payden. “Come out with me and Mindy tonight.”

“There a wine tasting this evening I don’t know about?” Payden asked. “Thanks, but no—”

“Shut up and listen,” Bryan said, still with no emotion. “Mindy and I’ve been hitting the local pub lately. We’re going there tonight. Come with us.”

“Promise not to talk wedding?”

“Spend one night outside of your apartment. Back me up for once. All right? You can still drink alone after, if you want.”

Payden shook his head. “Yeah, okay. What time?”

“Meet us there. Eight.”

“Where again?”

The air went dead and Bryan waved goodbye.

“I’ll see you there.”
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Bryan finished his beer and slammed the bottle on the bar. Mindy sipped her scotch, giving Bryan’s shoulder a pat, and Payden looked at her sideways. The right side of her neck was exposed, and she wore a form-fitting white jumpsuit. Possibly for Bryan, probably for everyone else.

“It’s time to call it a night,” Bryan said to Mindy, and Payden stopped admiring her skin. “We’ll start the wedding plans tomorrow?”

Mindy nodded, scratching behind her right ear.

Bryan stared at Payden. “Time for you to go, too.”

“I promise not to stay out late, Mom.” Payden waved him off. “I promise not to cause any more problems.”

“See you at the office, Beck,” Bryan replied, noting Payden hadn’t ordered a drink long enough that the water-bleed stain from his last was dry.

“Much too soon.”

Bryan nodded and Mindy kissed the air to the right of Bryan’s cheek. He returned her kiss in kind.

“Be safe, almost-husband,” she said to Bryan, giving his pinkies a squeeze.

“You too, almost-wife,” he replied.

“Be safe?” Payden asked Mindy after Bryan exited the pub, looking straight ahead. “And what’s with the air kisses?”

“What we do and how we act will never be your concern.” Mindy swirled the ice in her scotch with the tiny straw they’d given her on special request, eyeing Payden’s bandaged fingers. “Be careful with your sprain, Payden.”

Payden looked disturbed. “We’re friends, right?”

Mindy shook her head.

“Then we should be on a last-name basis.”

Payden looked to his right after Mindy rolled her eyes up and away from him, stirring her ice more vigorously.

A woman pushed the stool to his right aside and leant on the bar with her left elbow, giving the bartender a chin-up nod. Feeling Payden’s eyes scanning her from her sneakers—up her faded blue jeans, slightly exposed midriff and tight grey T-shirt—to the dirty-blonde hair on her head, she stared forward. The bartender handed her two bottles of beer and returned her nod. Whoever she was, Payden hadn’t noticed her when he’d arrived, though she wasn’t advertising. If you didn’t count her athletic, yet soft, body and disarmingly attractive face.

The woman lifted her elbow from the bar and looked Payden directly in the eyes. “Hey,” she said. “Name’s Valarie Jude.” She placed her bottles of beer on the bar and turned to extend her right hand. “Never seen you before. Wouldn’t have clocked you as a cop if it weren’t for your absent friend. How come you’re still here?” Valarie stared at Mindy’s hair. “Introduce me to your gal pal.”

Payden looked at Valarie, nonplussed, shook her hand then tapped Mindy on the shoulder.

Mindy looked up and ahead. “Payden, I don’t know what—” She caught sight of Valarie resting her right elbow on the bar and sticking out her left hip.

Payden kept a straight face, watching Mindy’s white cheeks go pink momentarily as she primped. Payden pointed at them both. “Mindy, Valarie. Valarie, Mindy.”

Neither Valarie nor Mindy extended a hand to the other.

“So, Beck, is it?” Valarie asked Payden as Mindy looked on, blinking rapidly. “That’s what your friend called you, right? I like Payden better. Your name’s Payden to me. Why are you here with your buddy’s...?”

Mindy took Valarie’s cue. “Fiancée.” She continued to fuss with her clothing, making sure she looked as attractive as possible.

Payden shrugged, flashing Valarie his bandaged fingers. “She’s taking care of my boo-boo.”

“Yummy pain.” Valarie giggled, touching Payden’s forearm lightly with her bar-bound arm’s index finger. “You’re kind of a prick, huh?”

Mindy cracked a hint of a smile, keeping her mouth shut.

Payden locked eyes with Valarie. “Depends who you ask.” He looked around the pub. “Your boyfriend, fiancé or husband thinks so.”

“I’m with someone?” Valarie asked. “Why?”

Mindy cleared her throat.

“Two beers.” Payden fixed Valarie’s gaze. “Some meathead in the far-corner booth’s keeping an eye. He’s either with you or you should be more careful with that.”

“That what?”

“That body and that face,” Payden said. “If he ain’t with you, you need a police escort. Make sure you get home to your bed safely.”

Valarie laughed quickly, but not quietly. “Definitely a prick. But thank you.” Valarie looked over her shoulder and stuck out her ass. “I was feeling kind of flat tonight.”

“Really?” Payden asked. “Or you testing your man? Putting a cop’s life in danger?” He bobbed his eyebrows. “I could lock you up for that.”

“Then you’d never lock me down.” Valarie smirked. “Don’t pretend you weren’t ogling me before I forced you to chat.”

Payden shrugged. “What you expect from a prick?”

Valarie grazed his shoulder with her free hand. “More aggression.” She looked past him. “So, Mindy.”

Mindy looked at Valarie and smiled. Fake as plastic flowers. “Yes? Valarie, was it?”

Valarie nodded and mumbled, “Like you forgot already.”

“Excuse me?” Mindy asked, bright and polite.

“Why are you still here,” Valarie asked, “now your fiancé’s gone home? Is Payden’s company that stimulating?” Valarie stretched, pushing out her chest. “I’m curious.” Then she whispered, loud enough Payden could hear. “If he’s single, help me out. Make it your good deed for the day.” Her voice returned to normal volume. “His fingers must be magic.”

Mindy scrutinised Valarie’s body. “He’s the one hanging on.”

Valarie leant against the bar. “Why?” She looked at Payden, her nose inches from his.

Mindy scoffed. “He’s dying to bed me.”

Valarie pulled back slightly, breathing warmth into Payden’s left ear. “‘Bed’ her? Don’t aim too low.” She placed her right hand between her breasts, looked at Mindy and mock-pouted.

Payden looked at Mindy, then at Valarie, quickly. “This exchange has been far too passive.”

“Please.” Mindy took a sip of her scotch.

Valarie rubbed Payden’s right shoulder, lingering as she leant toward him and whispered in his ear, “I feel sorry for your friend.” She gave him a loud, wet kiss on the cheek, grabbed her beers and turned to walk away.

“Hillbilly bitch,” Mindy said, and Valarie stopped to look over her shoulder, noting Payden appreciated her from behind, as well. Mindy looked in Valarie’s direction. “Just because you aren’t wearing a bra doesn’t make you interesting.” She pointed her thumb at Payden. “Not even to this stiff prick.”

Valarie kept her head facing Mindy, finally locking eyes with her. “Payden?”

Payden looked at Valarie.

“You got lucky, handsome. Prick or not, you can do much better.”

Valarie smacked her behind, giving its left cheek a pinch, and walked away as Payden and Mindy watched her leave.

Mindy’s gaze drifted to Payden as Valarie sat in the booth next to the man Payden had correctly identified as her partner. As Payden continued to watch Valarie, Mindy smacked him on the shoulder.

“Take me home,” she said, her scotch near-full.

Payden looked at the side of Mindy’s face when she refused to return his stare. “Move that ass, princess. I ain’t carrying you there.”

“Have you lost interest?” she asked after finishing her scotch in one swallow. “Does that townie slut own you now?” She placed her right hand on Payden’s left knee. “Should I show up all ugly, half-dressed next time? Would that do it for you?”

“Do what for me?”

“You know.” Mindy batted her eyelashes.

Payden stood. “Never been interested.”

Mindy looked away, grinding her teeth. “Liar.”

Payden motioned for Mindy to stand. “I’ll drive you home. Or to Bryan’s.”

Mindy stood.

Payden turned and waved goodbye to Valarie and her male companion—who both waved back—and moved Mindy toward the exit after paying for their drinks.

“One more thing,” Mindy said.

“Shut your pretty little mouth and let’s get you somewhere I’m not.” Payden walked her out of the pub.

The door slammed closed behind them, and Mindy turned to face Payden.

“I’m not toying with you,” Mindy said, unmoving. “You can ask Bryan. Ask him the first thing I said about you when he told me your name. He’ll tell you I said it was sexy, and I bet you were super-hot. After he tells you that, we’ll make both our dreams come true. Yes?” She nodded, receiving no reciprocal affirmation. “You want your ‘best friend’ to be happily married, don’t you?”

“I didn’t hear that.”

“Promise you’ll ask him?” She paused. “To allay your fears, I don’t want us to last. You’re not the man a woman marries. You’re the animal she fucks to scratch her itches before she settles.” Mindy turned her back to Payden and walked to his car.

“Fine, I’ll ask. Move.”

Mindy smiled.
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Payden walked into his dingy apartment, noticing the thick coat of dust on almost everything. His bed’s sheets stained from food and drink consumed while watching television.

Just as well Valarie Jude—the first woman in years who’d made him feel true desire—was spoken for.

Valarie. Even her name—though he didn’t know how to spell it correctly—made his skin bristle. What sold him on her was the effect she’d had on Mindy. Not to mention the effect she’d had on how he felt about Mindy.

Mindy. His best friend and partner’s soon-to-be wife. The girl who wanted what she wanted, and whose needs no one could satisfy. While she’d droned on about how she was going to have him, he’d barely heard a word. Something about confirming with Bryan she had the hots for him. And one final threat.

She’d have him or Bryan would never have her.

He’d waved after dropping her at home. Saying something like good night. Or fuck off. He’d considered breaking her neck to get her to shut up and go inside.

What stuck with him about Mindy was the why. He had nothing to offer her any other man who wasn’t her husband-to-be did. The only thing he could figure was she meant to damage him whether he conceded to her desires or not. That kept him honest no matter how many times she propositioned him.

Mindy was a strikingly attractive woman. She turned heads when she walked into a room. She wrecked homes when she bent over to pick things up in public. Despite her best efforts, she’d never had him. When she didn’t get what she wanted, she got mean. For Bryan, that meant withholding sex and bitter arguments. For him, that meant harassment. Sexual and otherwise. Things society wouldn’t tolerate were their roles reversed.

He took off his jacket and threw it on the floor. Stepping out of his shoes, keeping his socks on, and sitting on the side of the bed.

He clicked the remote control on the nightstand to its left, and the television in front of the bed hummed. Warming up. Cathode ray. He planned to watch whatever bored him enough he’d fall asleep.

The kitchen phone rang as he lay down to relax. He grunted as a situation comedy burnt its way into his television’s screen, and the laugh track burnt its way into his psyche. On the fourth ring, he decided to answer the call and trudged into the kitchen.

He picked up on the ninth ring.

“Yeah,” he said, wide awake. “Who’s this?”

“Me,” Bryan responded. “Your phone etiquette could use some work.”

“Why? If it’s police business, I got a pager. If it’s not, it’s some scumbag salesman.” Payden glanced at the television. “What is it? You home alone and miss your woman?”

“That’s not it,” Bryan said, audibly gulping.

“Then what?” Payden asked. His own voice slowing, his heart beating hard.

“They found him.”

“Who?” Payden wiped his lips with his forearm. “You mean—”

“No names,” Bryan snapped. “Not on the phone.” The sound of Bryan’s feet stamping the floor echoed from the speaker on the handset. “We are so fucked.”

Payden wiped his brow, rolling his eyes and contemplating a life behind bars. Wondering if they’d put him in special housing or serve him up as breakfast, lunch and every other meal in general population. “I doubt—”

“We shouldn’t be talking.”

“Really? What you expect would happen when you called?”

Bryan’s end of the line went silent.

“We need to meet.”

“No,” Bryan said, his voice even. “We need to stop—”

Payden rubbed his eyes. “What we need to do is keep things the same. Nothing changes. Not until we know.”

Bryan groaned.

“Meet me at the station. They got the token black hire, Mansfield, on shift tonight. Don’t know who’s backing him up, but we should be good. Let’s get ahead of this thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“If we don’t control this situation, it’ll own us.”

Payden hung up before Bryan could reply, and got ready to return to work.

The only thing he could think about was Jeremiah.

Not even memories of Valarie kept him from sweating cold.
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Payden rolled up to the station in his personal car after midnight. According to Bryan, someone had found Jeremiah. He didn’t know who or how. Only they’d found him.

Payden entered through the front door, buzzed in by Officer Mansfield as Officer Bilford paced.

“Hey, placeholders,” Payden said. “How’s the graveyard?”

Mansfield chuckled as he gave Payden the finger.

Bilford leant against the front counter. “Funny you showed here.”

“Funny, ha ha?” Payden asked. “Heard the news from Verrill. He not here yet?”

“What news?” Bilford asked, stammering, as Mansfield shook his head.

Payden read the room quickly, hearing the muted static of the dispatch radio. “Came in over the wire. Verrill thought it might be something.”

“It’s always something.” Mansfield faked a good-natured laugh.

“Ain’t it?” Payden looked past the bullpen toward the interrogation room. “You got him?”

“Look,” Bilford said. “I don’t know what you heard, but—”

Mansfield stepped in front of Payden. “Hey. I get it. The entire town heard the captain chew your ass yesterday, and you’re looking to make good. This isn’t the time.”

“When is?” Payden asked. “Give me five minutes, I’ll have him on a bus to wherever ain’t here. That’s what we want, right? Do me a solid. Let me square this. I fucked it up. I’ll fix it.”

Banging sounded on the front door and Bilford buzzed Bryan in.

Bryan stared at Payden, ignoring the two night-shift officers, as he growled, “This couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”

Payden didn’t keep his voice down. “Sounded like you were going to cry. I couldn’t let that sit.”

Mansfield broke in. “Look, guys. The captain gave specific instructions—”

“How specific?” Payden asked, his face turning red. Using the fear inside him to fake slow-brewing rage. “His words, exactly.”
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