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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 two chapters of RUNT by Michael Golvach, the next installment (Book 5) in the “Payden Beck Crime Thriller” series.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

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 BANANA REPUBLIC by Glenn A. Bruce, a high-octane globe-trotting crime thriller.
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“A piña colada with rum, bullets, and bloodshed. This Banana Republic should come with a travel advisory.” ~ Jim Hamilton, Author of “The Last Entry”
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“Should be taught in Thrillers 101! Taut, twisty, and filled with danger at every turn!” ~ Ty Spencer Vossler, Author of “Deep Mud”
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For being a good son and my best friend. For all the hours we’ve spent talking and watching movies. For everything you have been, are, and will be. And for reading this book without judgement.

I love you.
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READY, SET

Welcome back, Mr. Beck. It seems such a long time since you knuckled under, yet it’s only been two years. Two years since you moved away from the town in which you insist on continuing to work. Two years since you started trying to trick us into believing you’d become obedient. We know why, but you don’t own ‘you’ anymore. When will the fight in you finally die? How many more lives do we have to destroy before you truly submit?

Valarie Dooley née Jude—hopefully, the last woman you’ll ever care for—has a family of her own now. With a child to take care of who isn’t you. And, one merciful day, you’ll forget her. She no longer wants, nor needs, you. She may as well be gone. If you’d have trusted her, she’d be with you still. Loyal. At your side. No matter what you’d done, what you’re doing or what you’ve yet to do. And we wouldn’t be able to stomach that kind of blind devotion. Pure weakness.

You still have your pet. Though you should let her go, too. Permanently. You know what we mean.

Have fun, Mr. Beck. Accept your place. What hasn’t been taken from you already is slowly being ripped away. Embrace the sensation. Emptiness is bliss.

Now, get back to it. You’ve got a job to live and our life to work.

Don’t beg. You’re better than that.

Do as you’re told.

Punish. Obey.

Your name is Payden Beck and you are a puppet. Dance.

Do as you’re told.

Go.
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A figure, dressed in black from shoes to hooded sweatshirt—its back to the wall—waits in an alley two blocks down from the local pub. Standing as close to the corner as possible and listening. Glancing left and right, checking for witnesses.

“Fifty,” a dealer’s voice whispers from around the corner.

The figure pulls out a revolver, cocking it.

“Fifty or you go to the projects,” the dealer continues. “Trust me. They’ll send you home with nothing. Not even the cash you brought.”

“But,” a much younger-sounding voice pleads, “we only have forty.”

There wouldn’t be a sale made. No crime, no punishment. No harm.

Not good enough. Not anymore.

The figure walks calmly around the corner, staying in the shadows.

The dealer hears footsteps and turns to look.

The two youths begin to run.

“Stop,” the figure calls out, its voice low, guttural.

The two boys slow their gait and turn around as the dealer pockets what he’s peddling.

“Please,” the first of the boys says. “We didn’t do anything, I swear.”

The figure shakes its head. “You. The other idiot. Truth or else.”

The second boy opens his mouth. Too frightened to form words.

“Okay,” the first boy continues. “We were trying to buy—”

The dealer pushes himself off the wall he’s rested his back against. “Already paid.” He motions for the boys to come back to him, shaking his head and waving the figure off. “Pigs.” He turns to face the boys. “Forty. Deal?”

The figure moves forward. “What do you think is happening here?”

“Look.” The dealer puts his right hand over his eyes, squinting. Unable to make out the figure’s face. “I not pay you to cost me. Fuck off.”

The figure rushes the dealer, grabbing his shoulder and spinning him around. Twisting the dealer’s arm behind his back, pushing up and pressing its gun against the dealer’s opposite temple. Hiding its face from the boys, who back away.

The dealer stifles a howl of pain.

“Don’t move,” the figure barks.

The boys stop, looking on, addled, as the figure releases its grip on the dealer’s arm.

The dealer turns to face the figure quickly, a look of recognition in his eyes. “Puta. I’ll see you—”

The figure presses its gun’s barrel’s tip under the dealer’s chin and fires, sending a bullet up and to the right. Covering its face with its other hand to keep the boys from seeing during the brief muzzle flash. Growling at them afterward. “This life ain’t got no future. Understand?”

The boys nod, then turn and run.

The figure wipes the gun clean and pockets it. Making sure not to step in the mess the gunshot has made of the dealer’s head and staying out of range of the weakening spray of blood.

The sound of the boys’ feet furiously pounding the pavement trails off into silence.

The figure fades back into the shadows.

***
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Two other near-identical incidents occurred that night. Only one noise complaint was called in. After the killing was done.
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Payden Beck walked into the office he shared with his long-time partner—Bryan Verrill—fresh from his weekly Monday-morning reprimand. Judging by the look on Payden’s face and the time on the clock, relations weren’t getting any better between him and the captain. Judging by the look on Bryan’s face, that wasn’t a surprise.

Payden hung his jacket next to Bryan’s on the door’s coat hook and took a seat on his side of their facing desks.

Bryan opened his mouth to speak and Payden held up a hand. “Whatever answer you want to hear, you stone-faced prick.”

Bryan looked down, almost smiling. “Good morning, Beck.”

“Good?” Payden asked. “For who?”

“Us. What were you and the captain arguing about? I figured it was the dealers who got killed last night.”

“Nothing about that. But we’ll catch the case soon enough.”

Bryan nodded, then shook his head, his expression lifeless.

“What’s got you all giddy, Verrill? Can’t be your woman. You been seeing too much of her lately.” Payden looked at the ceiling. “You two finally tying the noose—I mean, knot?”

Bryan tapped his fingers on his desk. “We’re—”

“Still at someday?”

“I am so done with you.” Bryan looked to his right. “And your bullshit.”

“Your life.”

“You don’t understand. It’s complicated.”

“No it’s not.” Payden picked up his desk’s phone to check for a dial tone. Hearing it, he hung up. “It’s simple. She said yes two years ago and she’s been putting off the big day ever since. Why is that, you think?”

“It doesn’t—”

Payden shook his head. “Look at the facts. Pretend you’re a detective. She started seeing some other guy two odd years ago. He’s still on her chain. She ain’t ready to give up her options yet.”

“I know for a fact she hasn’t been cheating on me.” Bryan leant forward, staring Payden in the eyes. “Never has. Anyway—” Bryan looked away again. “Forget it.”

“I could,” Payden said. “But you got to do something about your situation. It’s unreasonable.”

“As I was saying, it doesn’t matter. Mindy and me? We’re through.”

“When?” Payden smiled. “This weekend? You gave Mindy the boot?”

“That’s not what I—But, no. She broke it off. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Of course you don’t. But I need to have words with your woman.”

“She’s not my—What for?”

“You saying you don’t want me to see if I can turn her around?”

“There’s nothing to turn around.” Bryan leant back in his chair.

Payden stood and grabbed his jacket from the door, slipping it on. “You kids have been going at this too long to just split.”

Bryan stood and moved to grab his jacket. “Leave it alone. That window’s closed.”

“So, you’re saying you wouldn’t fly into it now? Under no circumstance?” Payden scoffed. “Bullshit.”

Bryan shook his head. “We’ve got jobs to do.”

“Helping the patrolling officers out?”

“No. Investigating last night’s murders.”

“That’s what we do for a living. We’re talking about your life. And the captain didn’t say nothing about us catching the case, yet. We’ll go see her together, yeah?”

“No, we won't.” Bryan put on his jacket. “Why do you care? I thought you hated her. You should be happy for me.”

“Sentimental, I guess.”

Bryan opened their office’s door. “Let it go. I have. Why am I talking you down?”

Payden threw his hands in the air. “Fine. I’ll just chalk it up to some partnerships don’t last forever.”

Detective Lester Mansfield entered the station, wearing a smart suit and a smile, as Payden and Bryan approached the front door. “Did you hear?” Lester asked.

Payden looked Lester up and down, detecting a blush through the dark skin of Lester’s cheeks before turning away. “Congratulations are in order, I understand.”

Bryan patted Lester on the shoulder. “Way to go, Les. You paid your dues. Welcome to detective division.”

“Thank you,” Lester said, giving Bryan a quick handshake and looking at Payden, who stared at the front door.

“Of course.” Bryan gave Payden a nudge.

Payden snapped out of his daze. “We good to go?”

Bryan motioned with his eyes toward Lester.

Payden looked at Lester, whose smile had begun to crack, and nodded. “Something you wanted?”

“No,” Lester said, forcing himself to smile wider. “Here to see the captain about assignment.”

“Fascinating. Maybe you and whoever they stuck you with—”

Lester puffed out his chest. “Captain says he wants to see me and Verrill.”

Bryan looked at Lester and nodded, then at Payden, something resembling satisfaction in his features.

Payden patted Bryan on the back, moving to the door and cracking it open. “I’m heading out. Taking the car.” His gaze floated from Bryan to Lester. “You okay with that, Sam—”

Lester put his hands on his hips. “My name isn’t—”

“Yet another thing that don’t mean shit to me.” Payden opened the front door, letting it close behind him as he exited the station.

Lester opened the front door wide as Payden ignored him. “My name is Lester. Detective Mansfield to you. I passed the writtens.”

“Despite the colour of your skin?” Payden yawned, looking back. “Bilford, too?”

Lester clenched his fists, shaking his head.

“Who’d have guessed you were the smarter monkey?”

Bryan pulled Lester back when he saw his right fist cock. “You said the captain wants to see us.” He gave Payden a nod. “Don’t worry about Beck. If you can’t take what he’s dishing out, you’re no good to any of us.”

“Fuck him, anyway,” Lester said, releasing his hold on the door and turning to walk with Bryan to the captain’s office.

Payden bobbed his eyebrows. “Give Bilford my love, black superman. Or throw him that fuck you owe me.”

Before the door finished closing behind Payden again, Bryan called out, “Remember, Beck. My life. Stay out of it.”

Payden yelled back. “Just get us the case.”

​
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Payden pulled his unmarked car to the kerb beside Mindy Hayden’s home. Wondering what Lester, Bryan and the captain had to discuss Lester’s first day as a working detective. Fearing the captain was going to do the right thing and partner Bryan up with the new fish. Though it would give Payden the freedom to work on his own, he and Bryan had spent years together, from the academy on. They had secrets. They held a trust—with regard to the job and what they’d done to get things done—that couldn’t be shared freely. Not with anyone they didn’t know wasn’t a rat.

What bothered him most was that Mindy had kicked Bryan out of her life. Though Mindy didn’t exist in his vision of a tolerable world, what she’d done upset the natural order of things. One less way to maintain control.

He exited his car and rolled his eyes as he marched to her home’s door. Knocking for reasons he didn’t understand and didn’t care to.

The door opened a few moments later and Mindy backed up, beckoning him. Dressed in a pair of grey cotton shorts and a matching grey cotton T-shirt. Braless, as usual, to remind everyone small breasts flattered the female form. Her slender frame still nothing but soft, white fat, but perfectly sculpted, as her diet and modicum of exercise kept it.

Payden walked inside, closing the door behind him. She turned, walking away and waving for him to follow as he watched her bottom sway and wondered if she’d bothered wearing any underwear at all.

“Why are you here at this hour?” Mindy asked. “You’re getting sloppy.”

Payden shook his head and raced to catch Mindy by the arm, spinning her around to face him before she could reach the kitchen.

“Something urgent?” She looked at him, her lips trembling as she tried to smile and turned her head to the side, wincing.

Payden released his grip on her arm. “You finally got home security? I guess you ain’t fucking around no more.”

Mindy looked disturbed. “What are you talking about?”

“The echo. Very faint. They did a shit job.” He looked around the room. “No video yet?”

“I’m sorry?” she asked, putting her hand to her ear.

“Where’s the tape?”

The weak smile disappeared from Mindy’s lips as she fussed with her brunette hair. “What tape? You think—”

“Where?” Payden barked.

“Kitchen cupboard. Top right corner.”

Payden stormed into the kitchen, rifling through the cupboard until he found the tape unit, wired, recording to local micro-cassettes. “What’s this I hear about you dumping Verrill?” he asked as he approached her. “You think dumping him means you can talk? Gets you free of me?”

Mindy smirked, standing in the kitchen doorway, barely keeping herself from wincing again as she unconsciously nodded. “Why? You know I would never say anything to anyone about us, with or without him in my life. I’m not stupid and I’m not a masochist. I know the rules.”

“I want you to set a date.” He pointed to the phone in the kitchen. “Call Verrill before he gets off work. Apologise. No more fucking him around. The wedding’s happening.”

“No. We’re over, and—”

Payden cracked her across the mouth, nearly dropping her, and dragged her by the elbow to the kitchen counter beside the sink.

Mindy flinched involuntarily when Payden released her, squaring her jaw as her body shook and she got her hair back in order. “Go ahead. I dare you to—”

Payden gave her another punishing smack, bumping her against the counter. Shaking her up harder. Taking her by surprise even when she was expecting punishment.

Mindy glanced away, then fixed Payden’s gaze as she fought to keep from raising her hands to defend her face. “Please, go.”

He grabbed her by the hair, picking a hand towel up from beside the sink and covering her face with it. “You ain’t ruining Verrill’s life. Promise me or you’re dead. You know there’s at least a hundred ways I can make your end look like an accident.”

Mindy squirmed.

“And you know I will if you press it.” Payden pushed her head, face up, into the sink’s basin.

“No,” Mindy screamed, her body shaking and fighting. Her panicked breath ensuring the hand towel stuck to her face, curbing her respiration.

Payden turned on the sink’s tap, holding Mindy in place with all his strength. Feeling the terror that owned every inch of her body.

“I’ll take Bryan back,” she said, fighting for breath. Anticipating the water beginning to pour through the hand towel and nearly drowning her, over and over again. “I promise.”

Payden released her and she dropped to the floor along with the hand towel.

Payden pulled Mindy to her feet. “You always got to make things difficult.” He let go of her and turned off the tap. “You’re taking Verrill back. Never letting him go. Did you lie to me?”

She shook her head, her eyes going wide, and Payden grabbed her by the chin.

“No? Say it. Tell me, you two-faced bitch.”

Mindy shook her head more violently when Payden released his grip. “No, I swear.”

“How he can love you, I don’t understand.” He knocked her back a step with another vicious slap. “You’ll always be a worthless piece of shit. Alive or dead.”

“Okay.” She grabbed the counter to keep her balance, feeling the pain spread from her mouth through her entire body, and watched Payden open the cupboard, remove the micro-cassette from the tape unit, pocket it, walk toward the door and give her a wink.

“Do what you promised me. As soon as possible. Make it stick or you’re my pet forever.” Payden made a gun of his free hand as his other grabbed the front door’s knob. “And forever don’t last long. Not when I get sick and tired of ruining you. Do what you promised me and you’re free. Don’t fuck it up.” He sneered. “Go for the life you think you deserve. Verrill will take you back. We both know that. Don’t forget to put another tape in.”

Payden closed the door behind him and Mindy rushed to lock it. Dropping to the floor with her back against it, listening to Payden whistling as he walked away. Letting the tears flow as she shook with horror and held herself. Just as psychologically disoriented as Payden had ensured she’d always be. Having taken more punishment from her abuser and feeling powerless to do anything to stop it. Considering she could finally marry Bryan and feeling lost. The blessing of her desired life given to her by Payden, and her deep feeling of thankfulness for his kindness and generosity. Completely relieved, filled with dread, and utterly confused. Weeping like an infant and wishing she could stop imagining Payden had only stopped by to beat and rape her that morning, for reasons she couldn’t admit even to herself.
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Payden walked into the town grocery. Considering whether Mindy was done playing games, and still concerned about the previous evening’s events. The dealers under the department’s protection who’d been ended. Hoping the force wouldn’t put too many resources behind finding their killers since, though the corruption in his precinct had become so openly accepted they may as well have been running ads in the local paper, if Internal Affairs got involved, they’d ask too many people questions. And not everyone, including Payden, was on board with the pay-to-play model the police department had begun employing to keep a cap on drug-related violence.

Michael Dooley greeted him, from his place bagging groceries, as Payden walked past the registers. Waving him over. “Got a second?”

Payden nodded and walked to Michael. “What’s the news, Mickey?”

“Ask you a favour?” He motioned with his eyes and Payden looked to see the manager watching them.

Payden flashed his badge and the manager looked away. “What’s up?”

“It’s Val. Only been a year since she gave birth—while we’re on the subject, when are you coming by to see the kid?—and she’s already talking about going back to work.”

Payden shrugged, not answering Michael’s question. “Valarie does what she wants. If you can’t convince her not to get a job, I don’t think I’m going to be able to.”

“Not that,” Michael said, chuckling. “I just can’t leave right now. Don’t want to lose the job I got, you know?”

“Not entirely. What’s up? She here?”

Michael nodded.

“Who’s watching the little one?”

“Val’s a wreck, but she won’t barely let our out-of-town guest do a thing to help, except hang at our home.”

“Guest?” Payden asked, quickly changing the subject. “Back on Valarie. She’s a wreck. And?”

“She’s all fucked-out from walking here. The kid still keeps us up all hours.” Michael cleared his throat. “You mind giving her a lift home? She’s asking me, but I’m stuck, like I said.”

Payden nodded. “Yeah, no worries. I’m just here to pick up a sandwich at the deli counter.”

Michael looked past Payden and made a quick motion with his free hand.

By the time Payden could look over his shoulder, whomever Michael had signalled was out of sight. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll stop in and see the kid. She ain’t going to remember me, though.”

Michael gave him a puzzled look.

“Your question. The reason I ain’t stopped by to visit yet. Figured you two want your privacy, and the kid ain’t going to remember me at her age.”

“According to Val, kids remember tones of voices. Some shit like that. You stop by early, before they start forming memories that last, they’ll put you together with your voice later. They’ll know you better, see? Maybe. Val reads all the books. She’ll tell you if you ask. So, I’m warning you. Don’t ask.”

Payden nodded. “I’ll steer clear of the subject.” Payden pointed behind him with his thumb. “Just let me go grab my sandwich.”

Michael began loading bagged groceries into a customer’s empty shopping cart. “Got you.”

“Cool. Catch you in a few. Just take me a second to grab—” Payden felt a pair of arms wrap gently around his waist. Looking down at their milky-white flesh, he smiled.

“A roast beef sandwich?” Valarie Dooley asked, rubbing the wrapped sandwich against his stomach. “You’re welcome.”

Payden turned around as Valarie loosed her hold, not letting go. “You didn’t give me a chance to thank—”

“You would have?” Valarie shook her head, looking trim in a white T-shirt with no bra beneath and a pair of loose-fitting light-blue jeans. Her face still as beautiful as he’d ever seen. Perhaps more so, with her dirty-blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail held in place with rubber bands. Becoming more appetising with age.

Payden gave her a kiss on the forehead. “I was considering it.”

Valarie released her hold. “You’ll never change.” She bobbed her eyebrows at Michael, motioning with her head toward the sliding front doors.

Payden put his left arm around Valarie’s shoulders, realising she hadn’t purchased anything but his sandwich, if she’d paid for that. “Why don’t I give you a ride home? Save Mickey some grief from the boss and give us a chance to catch up?”

Valarie nodded, handing Payden the sandwich and wrapping her right arm around his waist, winking at Michael. “It’s a bit early in my marriage to be stepping out with another man, but what the hell.”

Michael laughed. “Have fun, kids.” He gave Payden a nod and lowered his voice. “Thanks, buddy.”

Payden nodded in reply as he turned himself and Valarie toward the front doors. Feeling like he was cheating with her, as she’d subtly suggested. Wishing that were true.
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Valarie and Payden made it to his car five minutes after they exited the grocery. Valarie not speaking a word as they’d walked, only watching Payden’s face and fixing his gaze when he looked to her, saw she was checking to see if he was going to take in her form, and turned his face forward again. She laughed softly every time their eyes briefly met, giving his waist a squeeze. Letting out an almost imperceptible sigh each time she felt how solid and muscular his stomach had become over the past few years.

When he opened the car door for her, she hunched over slightly and he moved to help her take a seat.

She smacked his hands. “I’m not dying, Payden. I’m just tired. You’ll understand when you have kids.”

Payden nodded and walked to the driver’s side of the car, letting Valarie seat herself and close her own door. By the time he got to his door, she’d already unlocked it from the inside.

Payden took his seat and closed his door. “You’ll never change, either.”

He pulled out of the parking space and headed toward her home. In the once-bad part of town the increase in crime over the years had managed to turn into the best part.

“Meaning?” she asked, not wearing her seatbelt and turning her body to face him.

“Meaning, you always did that before. Opened my door for me. It’s a good thing. Any girl don’t do that ain’t worth keeping.”

“Am I a keeper?” Valarie asked. “If you say so. Your almost-niece disagrees, I think.”

Payden glanced at Valarie. “You want me to stop by? I got a few minutes before I got to get back to work.”

“Of course.” Valarie yawned, not closing her eyes completely as she stretched. “As long as you can keep from ogling me.”

“I wasn’t—”

Valarie rubbed Payden’s right thigh, giving his body a thorough inspection with her eyes. “If you apologise for finding me attractive right now, I swear to God I’ll make your death look like an accident.”

Payden chuckled, giving her a look and losing himself for a moment. “I fucked up when I let you go. You’re perfect.” He cleared his throat. “For me, anyway.”

Payden pulled his car to the kerb a house down from Valarie’s.

Valarie leant her head toward him. “Why are we stopping here?”

“I just figured, since Mickey said—”

“Don’t blame him for what you choose to do,” Valarie said, her voice huskier. “You still have serious trust issues. If you’re letting me out to walk a few feet because you don’t want to meet my child, you can tell me.” She paused. “So tell me. Take that step. You have to grow up sometime, no?”

“It’s not that,” Payden replied, relaxing.

“What then?” Valarie pulled her knees to her chest, holding them loosely and resting her feet on the seat cushion. “What’s the issue? Tell me.” She glanced away. “Tell me, or my daughter disappears from your life just like you did from mine.”

“Threatening me?”

Valarie nodded, rubbing her nose.

“I really did fuck up.”

Valarie chuckled. “That’s established. Why aren’t you going to come inside and see my girl? The truth. Tell me.”

“Mickey let me know you have a guest from out of town over, watching your kid and, to be honest, I don’t want to make any new friends.”

Valarie pulled her head back. “Who? My brother, Jimmy?”

“You got a brother? I never knew that.” Payden looked at her, rubbing his ear.

“Our relationship never took that next step.” Valarie switched to sitting normally, not moving to open her door, looking forward. “And I wish I was an only child. I mean.... You’ll understand if you meet him. He’s a pain in the ass, but the best we can do for day care. Can’t afford to pay for it on Mickey’s wage. If I didn’t own the house already....”

“What?”

“He’s a bad guy, in both senses.”

“That term has more than two senses.”

“You know what I mean. He’s an asshole and he doesn’t have a regular job. Makes his money somehow. It’s not legitimate. If we could find a halfway-decent sitter who’d work for free—or room and board, as is the case with my brother—I’d kick him out this second. He’s not going to be a good influence on my daughter. It’s bad enough she already knows his voice. And his temper.” She looked at Payden, her eyes widening. “Did you know that when kids hear your voice before they begin to develop long-term memory, they can still—”

Payden held up a finger. “Let me stop you right there. Mickey warned me what would happen if I let you start going down that road.”

Valarie squinted. “Really?” She grabbed Payden’s right thigh with both hands, causing him to flinch. She looked down quickly, noting his trouser bulge. “Jesus, Payden. And, thank you for the compliment, even if you didn’t voice it, but forget Mickey and his complete disinterest in child rearing.” She released her hands. “Anyway, I should be going.” She gave him a quick, soft kiss on the lips. “Get back to work. Go catch whoever snuffed those drug dealers last night. Read about it in the morning paper. And, when you catch him, though it will probably downgrade my neighbourhood and put an end to the gentrification, let him go.”

“I have to,” Payden said. “You know why.”

Valarie opened her door and looked back into Payden’s eyes. Seeing no deception in them—no hint of humour—and shaking her head. “Your secret’s safe with me. You know that. And, thanks. For trusting me with that. It wasn’t so hard, was it? And we’re stronger now.” She glanced away, looking lost. “I guess I met you, and Mickey, a little too soon. My whole life, I’ve been too eager. In a big rush to get to the end, I guess.... Promise you’ll come see my daughter soon?”

“On a lunch break this week, if I can?”

Valarie nodded. “That would be great. You might have to meet Jimmy, but maybe he’ll leave for a while when he hears a cop’s coming over.”

“I’ll call you. But, first, I got to know.”

“What?”

“The ponytail. Why rubber bands?”

“My new look?” She touched at her hair. “It’s convenient. Cheap. Not very classy, I guess. Do you not like it?” She looked at him as she felt around the rubber bands, genuinely concerned.

“I love it.”

Valarie gave him the finger. “I don’t need my ass kissed.”

“I would never—” Payden blushed. “I mean, figuratively.”

“For God’s sake, Payden.” Valarie batted at air in his general direction. “Okay. I believe you.”

“Keep wearing those. Seriously. They don’t make you look like you live in a trailer.” He smiled, a hint of mist in his eyes Valarie noted which made her heart skip a beat. “They’re you. Adorable.”

She put her hands between her breasts and tilted her head to the side.

“I’ll call you. Or stop by, like I said. If I can’t do a lunch break—Any time? You’ll be home?”

Valarie nodded, blew Payden a kiss—which he returned—and exited the car, closing her door gently as she whispered on fragile breath. “Any time. I’ll always be there for you—I mean, here.”

Payden stayed in his car, devouring his roast beef sandwich, until he saw Valarie enter her home safely. Noting her looking back in his direction over and over as she did, a smile on her face. Giving him a wave goodbye as she opened her door. A wave he returned, though he was sure she couldn’t see it.

Then he headed back to work. To find out where he stood in the new hierarchy in detective division. Hoping he’d be working solo soon, yet feeling strangely alone.
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Payden returned to the station to find Bryan and Lester gone. As soon as he quit looking for them and began walking back to his and Bryan’s workroom, officer Jonathon Bilford passed him, dressed in civilian clothes.

“Captain wants to see you,” Bilford said as he walked toward the front door, not looking back.

“About?” Payden slowed his walk.

“I give a shit.”

The door closed behind Bilford and Payden nodded, then walked through the bullpen to the captain’s office, knocking on the door three times.

“Come in,” the captain’s voice called and Payden entered his office, closing the door behind him and moving to stand with his back a few inches from the wall, in front of the captain’s desk.

Payden nodded. “You wanted to see me? Bilford said—”

“Forget about him,” the captain snapped. “In his capacity as a messenger, he’s still okay in my book, but he’s out. You noticed he wasn’t wearing a uniform, right?”

“What do you mean, he’s out?”

“What do you think?” The captain got up from his seat and walked to Payden. “Wanted off nights. I gave him two options. He chose to walk.”

“What was his other option?”

“Suck my dick.” The captain got in Payden’s face, making fists as he dropped his hands to his sides. “He requested transfer. He got it. Why do you care, now you’ve moved out of town? I’m still waiting for that shoe to drop. You here to request transfer too?”

“I’m here at your request. As I was saying—”

“Where the fuck you been all morning?” the captain snapped. “Verrill covered for you, but I know how tight you girls are. You weren’t out working last night’s homicides without orders, were you?”

“No, sir.”

“Good,” the captain roared, pacing. “Don’t ever interrupt me again.”

Payden glanced up, wondering how long it was going to take the captain to ask for his badge and gun, given his diatribe wasn’t making any sense. Then thanking God the captain was on a rant, which meant Payden wouldn’t have to explain where he’d been, or what he’d been doing, that morning. If the captain didn’t ask, he wouldn’t have to lie about visiting Mindy.

“The news. Verrill and Mansfield are partners now. Mansfield’s taking your desk. I already had your shit boxed up. You’re welcome.”

Payden cleared his throat. “Sir?”

The captain unclenched his hands and motioned with them for Payden to continue speaking.

“Am I working alone?”

The captain looked deep into Payden’s eyes, slowly shaking his head. “You’d love that, wouldn’t you? No one to keep you from turning my town into the Wild West? That’s your dream, ain’t it? Don’t lie to me.”

Payden shrugged. “I’m not opposed to—”

“That shit ain’t happening.”

Payden nodded, keeping a straight face.

The captain smiled. “I love when that light in your eyes goes out. Every time.”

“What happens to me, then?” Payden cleared his throat again. “Is one of my options ‘suck your dick’?”

The captain chuckled. “Fuck no. I like you, Beck. You get shit done. Still, you piss me off. You know what’s worse than losing your job?”

Payden shook his head.

“Working with a transfer from that swanky little town you relocated to.” The captain rubbed his hands together. “Where you’re either house-poor or on the take, like—let’s face it—this entire department is. Except me, of course.”

“Of course.” Payden looked at the captain, confused. “What’s so bad about working with a transfer?”

“Nothing in general. But I have a feeling you two ain’t going to get along.”

“Why’s that?”

“She’s got a college degree, she’s put in the years and she just passed her writtens, like Mansfield.”

“She?” Payden asked, squinting momentarily.

The captain laughed. “That’s what I was going for. I couldn’t pass her up, especially given the fact she just became available this morning and wants to move fast. Perfect timing, and you need someone to keep you in line. Bonus, we look better now, with the equality and shit. We got a skirt and a black guy in detective division. Let them tell me I’m racially or sexually prejudiced now.”

Payden kept a stiff posture. “You’re kidding, right? A woman? Tell me she ain’t a little girl?”

“You ain’t that old. Twenty-six don’t put you in the home by a long shot.” The captain walked to his desk and sat on the front edge, lowering his voice. “Just keep it in your pants. This girl’s a looker, but she’s five feet, two inches of ass-kicking dynamite. You can thank me for saving your balls irreparable damage later. Like you, she has a bad reputation. Not on the front page, of course. Big fan of excessive force. Likes to push it. Don’t push it with her. I’m sure she knows how to fuck someone up so it don’t show as good as you. Maybe better.”

Payden glanced at the door. “So, when do I meet the eye candy?”

The captain turned around and picked up the receiver from his desk phone, punching a digit into its base. “Send her in.” He hung up the phone and looked at Payden. “Any minute now.”

A knock came on the door.

“Enter,” the captain said, his voice loud and authoritative.

The door opened and a white female officer, still dressed in blues, entered the room, closing the door behind her. Staring straight ahead as Payden scanned her from her polished shoes up. Shorter than advertised, slim but with curves. And her face, he hated to admit, was stunningly beautiful. Though she wore her blonde hair somewhat short—pulled into a ponytail with a rubber band—no one would mistake her for a man. The skin connecting her neck to her chin—though sporting a nasty scar down the right side—looked strangely soft.

The captain pointed between her and Payden. “Detective Lisa Reid, Detective Payden Beck. I now pronounce you partner and partner. Make nice.”

Lisa turned to face Payden, ninety degrees in one step, her shoes clacking on the floor. Looking directly at him before he could manage to turn to his left to meet her gaze. She saluted him immediately, professionally.

He returned the gesture half-heartedly, noting the disappointment in her eyes.

“Detective Beck,” she said, extending her right hand. Again, in one swift motion, like she was prepared to go to war.

“Detective.” Payden took her hand and shook it.

She released and snapped her hand back to her side.

“The captain pronounce that right? Ride?”

“Pronounced reed.” She gave Payden a quick nod. Keeping her eyes locked with his. Making him feel the need to give her body a good inspection from the front more than he’d wanted to when he took in her profile. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I look forward to working with you. I hear good things.”

Payden smirked, giving her a quick look anyway. Something her eyes told him she didn’t appreciate. Something his eyes told her he couldn’t care less about. “No shit? I hear good things too. If you got a problem being partnered with me, we’ll work that out later.”

“Detective? I wasn’t suggesting—I was keeping my speech curt out of respect for your, and the captain’s, time. I meant, in full, I’ve heard good things about you.”

The captain took his seat behind his desk and leant back, clasping his hands and resting them on his stomach, smiling. “You two are perfect for each other.”

Lisa kept her eyes locked with Payden’s, making him increasingly uncomfortable. “If I may be so bold, captain?”

“Fire away,” the captain said, still smiling. Enjoying the back-and-forth.

“May I ask where we’ll be stationed? It’s my understanding the two other detectives in this department are using the office Detective Beck shared with Detective Verrill.”

Payden nodded. “Good question. Where you dumping me and the mascot?”

Lisa began to scowl, quickly forcing her lips into an emotionless line.

The captain grunted. “You and Beck don’t have anywhere to hang your jackets yet. No room in the bullpen either.”

“Sir?” Lisa asked, giving Payden’s body a thorough examination the second he broke her gaze to look at the captain.

Payden shrugged, unaware he was being eyeballed. “So, we sit on our boxes? Where? Parking lot?”

“Close,” the captain said.

Lisa looked to the captain, her body still facing Payden’s, before he could glance back at her to catch her reaction.

“You’ll be stationed in the car Verrill and Beck used to share.” He bobbed his eyebrows. “That’s right, Beck, you get to keep that rusty old boat. Put your boxes in the trunk. I requisitioned a nice, new four-door vehicle for your ex-partner and his fish. You already caught your first case, though Mansfield ain’t happy about it. You’re both aware of the triple murder last night? Some scumbag drug dealers? Mansfield and Verrill already identified and questioned the witnesses before I could tell them to back off. They left notes.” The captain picked a stack of papers off his desk’s top and offered them forth.

Lisa grabbed them after noticing Payden didn’t appear eager to bulldog her.

“Read those. If you think they missed anything, go talk to the witnesses—all kids—again. To sum it up, a man, whose face they couldn’t see, made them watch before he ended the victims, then sent them running with a warning. Something along the lines of crime don’t pay. Same MO, all three.” He looked at Lisa. “Thoughts, Reid?”

Lisa turned to face the captain, her right foot slamming down on the floor and her arms snapping to her sides. “It’s this detective’s opinion—”

“Beck?” the captain asked.

Payden turned to face the captain and patted Lisa on the right shoulder, noting her lack of startle reflex. “Talk about yourself in the first person. And we’re all detectives in our little division, so you don’t got to address any of us with full title. We’ll return the favour.”

She nodded without looking at Payden.

“Just say what you have to say.”

“Is this a safe space?” Lisa asked, glancing in Payden’s direction with something resembling disgust.

The captain laughed as Payden rolled his eyes.

Lisa continued. “My thoughts. From your summary, I believe the person, or persons—whom it seems presumptuous to assume were male—live in or around town. Possibly members of law enforcement. Definitely comfortable using deadly force to solve problems. No strangers to violence or lying. Pathological with regard to both. I have no reason to believe, from your summary, he, she or they will be here when the witnesses mature. They may well be transient. My money’s on this happening again. Soon.”

The captain nodded. “Well put.” He looked at Payden. “Your thoughts? Pretend Reid’s your ex-partner. Don’t hold back.” He looked at Lisa. “If you’ll forgive me.” He looked back at Payden.

Payden nodded. “Sarcasm noted.”

The captain nodded and Lisa nodded immediately after.

“My thoughts? One person. Got no problem with violence, making a statement. On world tour or from town, he... or she”—Lisa cracked a tight smile, unaware Payden was watching her out of the corner of his eye—“capped those drug-dealing pieces of shit with purpose. Though I got to disagree with Reid on one point.”

Lisa’s smile didn’t crack.

“This wasn’t a cop. That being said, Reid’s dead on with her final statement. This is beginning.”

The captain nodded. “Sarcasm noted yet, once again, completely ignored.” His gaze floated between Lisa and Payden. “Reid, allow me to apologise for Beck’s language.”

Lisa’s expression turned serious as she shook her head. Almost unnoticeable. Her body language so tight, Payden assumed she’d been transferred because she’d been winding up long enough she was about to go off. “All due respect, sir. I’ve worked the streets. In uniform. Undercover. Beck’s language neither shocks nor offends me. I appreciate his candour.”

The captain shrugged. “Okay, then.” He looked at Payden. “But, for God’s sake, Beck. Okay?” He paused. “Anyway, after hearing your opinion of the... perpetrator, I’m not entirely sure you didn’t do it.”

Lisa spoke again. “All due respect, sir. We can’t afford to assume anyone didn’t do it. Especially not police. We’re all capable of pulling when we must. It’s my opinion most of us wouldn’t be here if we couldn’t.”

The captain chuckled. “Noted, Reid. You can drop the ‘all due respect, sir’ stuff, too.”

Lisa nodded.

“Since you’re stuck with this joker and you’ve heard worse, get ready. Beck has a knack for making me lose my temper.”

“Understood.”

Payden gave Lisa a look she appeared to notice but didn’t return. “He ain’t kidding. Buy earplugs.”

Lisa’s lips curled up at the edges as she kept her speech even. “Thank you, Beck.”

“On that note.” The captain leant farther back in his chair, using his hands as a pillow. “Get out of my office. Figure out how you’re going to attack this case. I’ll give you the rest of the day to get used to not killing each other but, first thing tomorrow, I want this solved yesterday.”

“So, today, then?” Payden asked.

The captain stood, pointing toward the door, his face turning red but his voice not raising. “What did I just say?”

Payden gave the captain a weak salute after seeing Lisa give him a proper one. Neither of them affected by the fact he didn’t return it.

“One last thing,” the captain said as Lisa cracked open the door.

She and Payden stopped and looked over their shoulders.

“Why are you two still here? Go.”
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Payden and Lisa walked out of the station into the parking lot after checking to see if Bryan and Lester were back. They’d found Bryan sitting in the office he’d shared with Payden for years and made brief introductions. When they asked where Lester was, Bryan indicated he’d taken the afternoon off as he’d found a lead he was going to follow up on that evening. When they told Bryan that he and Lester didn’t catch the case, Bryan pretended he wasn’t already aware of that fact and said he’d try to get in touch with Lester, though he didn’t seem too interested in making sure his new partner didn’t solve the mystery before the detectives officially assigned to the case did.

When Payden walked outside, past the department’s lot and down the sidewalk to the right, Lisa kept pace with him as she looked for what would now be their shared car.

“Any reason you don’t park in the lot?” Lisa asked, moving to walk beside Payden, then moving behind him to allow opposing pedestrian traffic passage.

Payden looked over his shoulder as they approached their car, parked two blocks away on the street. “Yes.”

Lisa raised her voice as she talked to Payden’s back. “Shouldn’t we be parking our official vehicle in the department’s lot? It’s my understanding—”

Payden motioned for her to walk by his side without looking back.

When she did—spotting pedestrians headed in the opposite direction—she moved to walk in front of him.

Payden looked down. “Where’d you come from?”

Lisa continued to face forward. “I transferred—”

“Apologies. Just meant I didn’t see you there. Almost tripped.”

Lisa flashed him an angry look over her shoulder, keeping her cool and continuing her thought. “We’d have more room to speak comfortably if you’d have parked in the lot.” She paused. “And I’ll thank you to stop inspecting my backside.”

Payden scoffed as they reached their car and he opened the passenger door for her. “Rule number one, now you’re a detective. Don’t ever wear blues again. Except at funerals for fallen officers.”

Lisa rolled her eyes. “I don’t need you to open my door for me. I’m perfectly capable of—”
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