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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

~~~

[image: ]


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 EX by Michael Golvach, the next installment (Book 6) in the “Payden Beck Crime Thriller” series.
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[Cover Image Coming Soon – Release Date November 2026]

~~~

[image: ]


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 four chapters of Lane Diamond’s FORGIVE ME, ALEX, the award-winning first book in the “Tony Hooper” series of psychological thrillers.
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The Kindle Book Review says: “Lane Diamond has succeeded in bringing to the surface the dark and horrifying mind of a psychotic serial killer, while at the same time bringing forth the desperate need for humanity and justice for the victims and their families.”
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For Anna Maria

~~~

[image: ]


For overcoming so many problems so early in life, for never giving up on yourself, and for continuing to make this world a more beautiful place with every passing day. You’ll always be daughter to me.

I love you.
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OUT OF DARKNESS

Your name is Payden Beck and this better not be the end.

You’re here, now, because you’ve been weak. In the small amount of time you wasted beforehand, your ex-partner, Bryan Verrill, finally found his balls—or his fiancée Mindy found them for him—and the wedding date’s a lock. Set for the very near future. You, of course, weren’t invited. It was nice of your ex-partner to make enough of a stink about it, the reek drifted into your new precinct. Doubtless not his idea to put on a show. Most definitely your pet, Mindy’s. She is still yours, you know. And you still own Bryan. You have dirt on them both they can never wash clean, yet you now stand to lose everything their stains bought you. And it feels, to me, like you don’t care as much about that as you should. You are no longer yourself. In a way I never could have imagined. In a way that wasn’t meant to be. In a way I find totally unacceptable, you mongrel. You infant. You puppet. You meat.

The only people on this Earth who still think you’re something special are ‘long lost’ Lisa, your ‘almost’, Valarie, her husband Michael and their daughter Charity. The little girl you may be meeting again soon, this other side of the curtain.

You’re a sad man, Mr. Beck, but you don’t get to feel sorry for yourself. If you want to earn that reward, you’ll need to show in everyone’s life, at least once more. Show them how completely you’ve evolved. What you’ve become. The horror-show you are that’s been decades in the making. Dead, or may as well be. Though you’ve taken things too far, to prove your point, this time. I am not intimidated. I am us, you simple animal. Think. For once. Before it’s too late. While it’s still dark.

It’s time for you to come back from holiday. There’s no quitting in this game. What do you call it again? Life? And you do want to ensure you’ve been understood, don’t you, Mr. Beck? By all those women who’ve left you, just like Mommy did. Just like Lisa will if you keep this nonsense up. No matter how content she may be in her self-imposed misery, nobody can wait forever.

Wake up, Mr. Beck. You received your discipline from who you deserved. I can’t stop that from having already happened. But I will not let you bore me.

Perhaps it’s time for me to do the right thing—as much as that goes against everything I hold true—and leave you behind. Like all reasonable animals do to their young. And perhaps I’ll remain distant forever. You’ll have to open your eyes to see.

One thing I won’t do is allow you to begin at the end. I will not let you cheat me. Your story plays out in the order I say. Are you listening?

Come back, Mr. Beck. I command you. Life goes on. It had better.

And I hope it hurts worse when you wake and fully experience the truth of you.

Now pick yourself up. Rise from the bottom of the litter. Don’t be small. Your disappointment is not my satisfaction. One day, you will understand that.

But don’t start thinking you’re more than you’ve ever been.

The games will continue, as you know they must.
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Payden Beck arrived at work—parking his used car three blocks from the police station’s lot—at eight-thirty in the morning, sharp. Plenty of time to make it into the office slightly earlier than nine. Plenty of time to wrap his head around the fact he hadn’t been handed a solid case to work since he’d begun his term of employ in his new precinct. Plenty of time to force the look of disappointment from his face. Something it was getting harder to do with every passing day.

He entered the station house, scanning the floor. Walking past people he, technically, worked with but generally only tolerated. His new comrades, none of whom he’d taken to. None of whom had shown him any interest. All alienating him on purpose, it seemed, to remind him of his age and his place. Twenty-six years old and still at the bottom of the deck.

Moving from his old home to his new neighbourhood, while still working at the station where he’d made his bones as a detective, hadn’t been difficult. Though he quickly learnt to rest his head more comfortably in a higher-class community, his mind had taken great comfort in preserving the company of all the people he’d become accustomed to, some of whom he’d grown to love, and who still considered him a part of their tribe. People he’d distanced himself from after he’d transferred out of his old precinct. Some because he pitied them, and some because he couldn’t stand them. Some because he couldn’t stand to live amongst them and know he could never truly be with them. Really only one person in that respect. One woman named Valarie Dooley, née Jude, whom he’d blown his only chance to be with years ago and whose heart he could never reclaim. All but guaranteeing he’d live his life alone. The only other woman he desired had officially gone missing nearly a month ago. Existing somewhere, many miles away, so far as anyone else knew. A beautiful blonde woman named Lisa Reid. A light-skinned victim of her darker angels, and of his, as they were both well aware.

When Payden lived his life now—when he performed the meagre duties his new precinct’s definition of detective required of him—he did so with a straight face. Sunken, dead eyes and an expression which neither welcomed interaction nor suffered rejection. Living as a somebody, a nobody. Another worker in a colony of ants. Doing his part. No more, no less. Nothing to attract attention or interest. Content, instead, to live as the man he wasn’t. Content, instead, to bury his head in paperwork and pretend to give a shit so he could make it back home to his only real friends. Cigarettes, loneliness and the occasional letter delivered to him from nowhere. Making his nightly drop on the way into his apartment, unsure if anything good would ever come of it. Believing it would, to keep himself from losing sight of its purpose. Never wavering from his routine. Living his life, day by day, with nothing to keep him stuck. No one to keep him from being available if Valarie or Lisa were to return to him. The former of which he’d come to realise would never happen. The latter of which he desperately hoped would, in the flesh and while he was present. Imagining her perfectly proportioned, yet small, frame. The captivating beauty of her face and the way her body felt against his. A perfect complement. As unwittingly charming—in look and manner—with him, as he was consciously vile without her.

As he slowly walked, his mind wandered back to his apartment’s only bed. To the sound of his phone ringing at an unreasonable hour of the morning, if it hadn’t been an unreasonable hour of the night. To his answering machine picking up and him rolling over to listen when he heard a familiar female voice speak his name heavily, with sadness. Sure it wasn’t Lisa, but initially unsure it wasn’t his ex-partner’s wife, Mindy Hayden. Realising, quickly, the sombre tones belonged to Valarie, which made him mute the volume immediately as his body shook. Smelling her soft flesh. Envisioning her husband and her infant daughter. Reminding him of people whose presence he’d never find comfort in again. Passing out before thinking to look at the clock. Then forgetting to check his messages later, when he woke and started his day. Hurrying through showering, drying his body, checking between his front and screen door quickly, rigging himself as comfortably as possible without allowing for risk, dressing for work, and smoking a half-burnt cigarette from the floor. Then downing one necessary tumbler of scotch before heading out the door.

When he reached his desk in the far corner of the bullpen, having yet to warrant an office, he considered calling his home phone and checking his messages, if only to work up the courage to meet with Valarie once more so he could crush her spirit completely. Make her hate him. Force her to exit his life. Like he wanted, and like he feared might actually happen one day.

Before he could remove his jacket and take a seat, he heard the captain’s voice call for him by rank and last name. Soft. Polite. Annoying as hell. The voice of a seemingly decent, well-mannered man. Everything his old precinct’s captain hadn’t been. Everything he couldn’t stand in a superior.

He turned to look in the direction of the captain’s office and saw the captain waving him in. Payden gave an absent nod—which the captain returned—and headed to the captain’s office. Opting to check his desk’s top quickly first. Finding nothing new for him there, adjusting his crotch and glancing around nervously. Hoping there was something more interesting waiting for him in the captain’s office than another stack of manuals to digest. Praying for a case. Something to work on. Something involving people he could work out his frustration on. Something that would get him back on the streets so he could beat hell from some big, bad son of a bitch in an official capacity. Something to make him forget the dream he’d allowed his mind to believe was in the process of coming true. Something to kill the part of him that would gladly accept the impending achievement of his greatest desire wasn’t a trick, no matter how much more that would make the truth hurt when he, assuredly, found himself the butt of yet another joke.
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Payden walked into his new captain’s office, head hung low. Curious why he still considered his captain of near a month his new captain and not just his captain. Assuming it had to do with his new superior’s genuine detachment and faked compassion.

The captain motioned for Payden to close the door behind him. Waving his hand with as little effort as possible and sitting behind his desk, his eyes directing Payden to look to his right, where a much larger man stood. Another detective—clothed in slacks, a dress shirt and a tie—who looked like he’d been built from clay. Far too much hardened clay. Ruddy skin and a face that looked like it could take a solid punch and had absorbed more than its fair share of punishing blows during its formative years.

Payden nodded to the detective, silently praying he wasn’t being partnered up. The only thing that kept him together lately was the knowledge he could come to work, and go home, without having to exchange pleasantries—or verbally throw down—with any other officers if he didn’t desire to. The little boy who’d finally begun to grow up inside him valued his privacy, and his relative peace.

“Detective Beck,” the captain said, crossing his lily-white hands over his stomach. Taking in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I trust you’re doing well?”

Payden nodded. “Yes, sir, Captain. Thank you, sir.”

The captain shook his head. “Haven’t heard any complaints. I suppose that’s a start.”

Payden glanced at the detective across the room from him.

“But that’s not why I brought you on.” The captain grunted softly. Intended, Payden surmised, to convey something between apathy and aggression. “Quite frankly, your performance here so far has been underwhelming. To say the least.”

Payden’s features tightened. “Perhaps if I was given a case to work, your opinion of me might change. Something that got me out of the office. Then, sir, I would be able to—”

“Waste that opportunity as well?” the captain asked. “This isn’t a charity organisation, Detective Beck. You’re going to learn that. Soon.”

The other detective chuckled lightly and Payden threw him a nasty glance, which had the opposite of its intended effect.

“How long have you been with us, Detective Beck?” the captain asked, his manner suggesting he knew the answer, which he did. His tone suggesting he was expecting to be told the truth. For no reason other than to allow him to move on to the next part of his prepared speech without disruption.

“Coming up on a month now, sir,” Payden replied, clearing his throat after. “And I apologise for—”

The captain waved his right hand lightly through the air, returning it to his stomach after. “No need to fall to your knees. This isn’t a reprimand and I’m not that kind of fellow.” He let out a self-satisfied laugh, which he stifled before it could bother anyone who might be easily offended. “I realise things move slowly in our neighbourhood. But we prefer them that way. Not like the overrun wasteland you transferred from.”

“Sir?” Payden asked.

The captain sat straight, looking Payden in the eyes. “That festering wound of a precinct you were just waiting for any opportunity to walk away from. Where one of ours transferred to—for some God forsaken reason—before you joined us. It’s no surprise she couldn’t disappear fast enough after she made that error in judgement. She wasn’t welcome back here and she realised the mistake she’d made less than a week into her tour at your old stamping grounds, as I understand it.” The captain shook his head. “As I was saying before you got me thinking of that little pretend cop your precinct chewed up and spat out, things move slower here. We make sure they do. We prefer them that way. Am I repeating myself?”

Payden looked to the detective across the room from him, whose gaze was fixed on the captain.

“It’s not a trick question,” the captain said. “Answer it, if you possess the mental capacity to comprehend it.”

“Yes, sir,” Payden said, feeling sickness in the pit of his stomach. A splash of anger mixed in with his morning drink. “You’re repeating yourself.”

“Very good,” the captain said. “I respect a man I believe won’t lie to my face to appease me. Whether you ever do, let’s just pretend you never will, yes?”

Payden nodded.

“Good.” The captain looked to the other detective in the room. “As I was saying, we prefer things slow here. Quiet. But, given our occupations and our duties, things aren’t always that way. I suppose, if they were, none of us would be working. At least, not at this.” He paused. “Which brings me to the reason I summoned you here today. As I’m sure you’ve deduced, things are threatening to get loud in our comfortable little neighbourhood. Threatening to, I mind you. We don’t intend for them to cause enough of a disturbance to wake anyone’s sleeping cats.”

Payden looked at the captain, confused. “Meaning, sir?”

“Meaning some of the garbage from your old precinct has been moving into ours. By way of the outskirts. Slowly, as we prefer things, but also surely. Something we enjoy, as well, when it doesn’t involve drugs being dealt on our streets. Prostitution. Unnecessary violence.”

“Only abide necessary violence?” Payden asked, coughing to mask the contempt in his voice.

The captain returned Payden’s empty expression. “You don’t know?” He pointed to the other detective in the room. “Detective Beck, I’d like you to meet Detective Brennan. Frank Brennan. His friends call him things I’d rather not repeat.”

The captain and Franklin exchanged a glance and a chuckle.

Franklin stepped to Payden, extending his hand. “Don’t believe everything the captain tells you. My friends call me much worse. Love the jacket, by the way. Keeping it classy.”

“Thanks.” Payden looked Franklin in the eyes, giving him a weak smile as he shook his hand and released. Feeling like an imposter in his dirty leather jacket, ruffled dress shirt, fake-leather belt and wrinkled slacks. “So, what do I call you?”

Franklin squinted. “Depends. What kind of mood you in?”

Payden moved his hand to tug at his non-existent tie. “Easy. No offence. Didn’t mean to—”

Franklin gave him a hard slap on the shoulder. Friendly, but damaging nonetheless. “I’m just messing with you, Beck. Call me what the big guy does. Call me Frank.”

The captain let out a contented sigh. “That’s the way. Civility is the bedrock of something.” He leant forward, planting his elbows on his desktop. Looking at Payden and Franklin. Back and forth. As if he were counting the seconds to ensure they both got equal attention. “Frank and some of our officers who aren’t married to their desks have noticed a certain criminal element moving into our neck of the block. Sticking to the outskirts, as I noted. Transient, but definitely not on a trip to the projects. Do you understand?”

Franklin chuckled. “I understand you can avoid a cliché with the best of them, Captain.”

The captain smiled. “I take this encroachment very seriously. And, since you’ve paid about as much in dues as anyone ever should, Detective Beck, I’ve decided to partner you up with Frank. He’s been here a good while. He likes to work alone, but it’s time for this precinct to evolve.” He looked at Payden. “As I’m sure you’re aware, the kind of scum who come from your former precinct don’t respect much, when it comes to the law. Or common decency. They’re not even waiting until the evening to let us know they intend to do business here. In fact, they’re on the outskirts right now. Just—Frank heard tell from someone he trusts—moved a few blocks too far outside of their territory. Selling whatever it is they’re selling as we speak. Perhaps hoping to catch the kids on their way home from school and offer them a free taste. More likely, given their current location, looking to provide alternative companionship to those children’s fathers and mothers. Take that how you will. Bottom line is, they crossed ours.”

“Our line?” Payden asked.

Franklin gave Payden another brutal, friendly smack on the shoulder. “You get it, Beck. They just made their first mistake. And”—Franklin gave the captain a quick look, receiving a nod in response—“we’re a community here. A place people come to feel safe. We afford that same measure of understanding to the criminal element who might—how do you say?—disrupt the flow.”

Payden nodded. “You mean, fuck with the citizens of our town?”

The captain glanced at the ceiling. “Yes, Detective Beck. Those who might cause harm—unintentionally or purposefully—to our populace. As I’m sure you meant to phrase it. Disturb the lives of decent people like you.” The captain pointed to Franklin. “You’ll be riding with Frank, Detective Beck. And you’ll be doing so directly.” He cleared his throat. “Detective Brennan, Detective Beck, please make yourselves useful. You have some undesirables, who I’m sure are eager to relocate, in need of friendly encouragement. If things get out of hand, be sure to call but, if at all possible, handle the situation on your own. Show me you can work with each other.” The captain gave Franklin a wink. “And, if those troublemakers don’t respond well to gentle reminders of their place and where it shouldn’t be, you have my permission to treat them more strictly. Severely, if necessary.”

Payden’s eyebrows cocked. “Are you suggesting we—”

“Handle the situation?” the captain asked, nodding. “Most definitely. If you’re asking if I’m sanctioning any particular action? No comment.” He gave Franklin another wink and refocussed his gaze on Payden. “Commit that phrase to memory. Then never speak it again. Unless you’re asked a question about whatever it is you’re heading off to do.”

Franklin let out an expected chuckle as the captain smiled and Payden forced himself to grin.

The captain waved his hands in the direction of his office’s door. “Go forth and do good work. Remember, the people of this town depend on you. To do your duty. To keep them safe. And, above all, to be discreet. We understand each other.” He paused. “That was not a question.”

Franklin motioned for Payden to open the door and they exited the captain’s office together.

Payden cracked a genuine smile for the first time in weeks. Assuming their task wasn’t going to be quick, nor easy. Knowing his wasn’t, but eager to finally enter the home stretch and do what had to be done.
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After Payden made a quick stop in the bathroom, Franklin walked with him out of the station, to their sporty, tinted-glass cruiser. A car Payden had previously considered Franklin’s personal vehicle. Not as nice and clean as the wheels his ex-partner Bryan Verrill had picked up at his old precinct, but a much sweeter ride than the mobile office he’d shared with Lisa before she’d left town on a bus headed to anywhere.

When Payden finished putting on his seatbelt out of a habit he couldn’t believe he’d ever picked up, Franklin put it in drive and pulled out of the lot. Motoring them into a seedy part of the outskirts of town and pulling up to the kerb a few feet behind a familiar looking vehicle. When Payden strained his eyes to read the car’s licence plate through the tint of the windshield’s glass, he knew it was Bryan’s police-issued automobile for certain.

“What’s this?” Payden asked, absently reaching for the flat plastic pint in his jacket’s inside pocket. “This where the danger to our town’s at, or we just taking a break?”

Franklin patted Payden’s left shoulder after he put the car in park. “Go ahead and drink, Beck. I won’t tell on you. No one on the force plays by the rules.”

Payden pulled out his bottle, uncapped it, emptied it in one chug, capped it again and slid it back into his jacket.

Franklin waved his hands in front of his nose. “What are you putting away? Gasoline?” He shook his head. “I knew you were a boozer by end of the first week you started working our division but, what’s up with that?”

Payden waved him off. “Yeah, you say. But that wasn’t my question.”

Franklin smirked. “You know someone who lives here?”

“Still not an answer to—”

“Yeah, Beck. Relax. This is the place we’re ending the trouble coming our way. Or close enough. Maybe we do things different than you did in your old digs. Here, we stop the problem before it knocks down the door. None of us look the other way.”

“Nobody on the take?” Payden asked. “Everyone all clean and shiny? That’s nice, I suppose.”

“No,” Franklin said, shaking his head. “Everyone’s on the payroll, and everyone gets paid. Including you, once you put in some work.”

“Yeah, no,” Payden replied. “I don’t—”

“And I don’t want to hear that insanity,” Franklin snapped, quickly regaining his cool. Looking out through their car’s front windshield. “I heard you might need a talking to. Don’t make that have to happen.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, you’re putting in work today. And, when you’re offered your cut, you’ll take it.”

Payden looked down. “If it’s all the same, I can work solo.”

“I’m sure you can. Accidentally caught you doing so more times than I care to recall.” Franklin glanced at Payden’s crotch, sneering momentarily.

Payden scratched the back of his neck. Not verbally acknowledging Franklin’s remark while hiding a slow gulp and feeling his body tense.

“But it ain’t all the same,” Franklin continued, his gaze drifting around. “Not to no one. Except you, for now. And I’m not saying if you don’t take you’ll have problems, like no backup or other weak threats of that nature. Do you understand me?”

“Explain,” Payden said, his body calming as he realised Franklin didn’t suspect anything was off.

Franklin nodded. “Show works better than tell.”

Payden opened his mouth to respond, closing it almost immediately as he watched Bryan walk out of a house, and onto the sidewalk, two doors down. Payden covered his head with his hands, making himself small.

“Don’t worry, Beck.” Franklin chuckled. “The car’s pretty much soundproof, and no one can see you through the tint in the glass.” Franklin grinned as Bryan moved to the side of the car ahead of them, giving their car a sideways glance as he opened his car’s door. “Are you kidding me, Beck? Ain’t that your ex-partner?”

“Yeah,” Payden said, relaxing and staring at Bryan, who didn’t seem to be able to see into the car, much less recognise anyone in it. “That’s him.”

“Poor guy,” Franklin said, heaving a sigh. “With that gorgeous gal at home. What’s her name again?”

“Mindy. Mindy Hayden. Why?”

“You know. He’s got that waiting for him after a long day’s work and he’s making time with this broad.”

Payden looked at Franklin quizzically. “What broad?”

“Miss Layla Bollard,” Franklin said. “You don’t know where she keeps a bed? Thought everyone working the job did. She has a bad habit of breaking the law.” Franklin bobbed his eyebrows. “You look her up, she’s clean, though. If you know what I mean.”

“Can’t say I do. Guess she must be if my old partner came back to visit.” Payden coughed into his fist. “And, seriously, what the fuck? You don’t never swear?”

“That a problem? And, seriously, I got to spell it out for you?”

Payden nodded. “Please. And try to use an expletive or two when you do.”

“Whatever, Beck. Layla? She’s a go-to girl. The old lady ain’t treating you right, you follow that kitty around until she litters. You know?”

“Pretty sure I don’t.”

“Let’s just say her knees don’t look like they’re broken because she cleans house. She’ll do just about anything to get out from under. Even if that means going down, so to speak.”

Payden gave Franklin a sharp glance, hoping he didn’t look as disturbed as he felt.

“Don’t worry. She’s part of your cut too. I’ll make sure you get some.”

Payden instinctively hid his face as Bryan drove away. Sitting straight again when he noticed Franklin looking at him and shaking his head. “What makes you think I want some?”

“The same way I know about your ex-partner and his little porcelain doll. I been to that dive you call a pub down by where you used to work. Seen you there plenty. Layla too. She not good enough for you? Or you happy just sleeping with your ex-partner’s girlfriend.”

“What?”

“Don’t pretend you never been with his woman. I could tell from watching the two of you. Your ex-partner. Verrill, right?”

Payden nodded.

“Yeah, that guy is blind, but that don’t mean we all are. I seen the way his woman looks at you. The way I’m sure she still does. You get her primed. Surprised her old man can’t smell it.” Franklin shook his head again. “Not sure why you get her going. You’re like a mouse. Hiding in that bottle. But I know you been with her. More than once. Maybe she didn’t want it the first time, or maybe it was confusing. What do I know? But that white sugar was yours. Still is, I’m assuming. Unless you walked away from the prize. Did you?”

“That’s none of—You’re mistaken about—”

Franklin waved his finger in Payden’s face, laughing. “No I ain’t. You just messed up.” Franklin settled down. “Good for you, pooch. At least we know your plumbing still works and you got taste. Explains why you ain’t all that impressed with our Layla. But, you’ll still get yours. I know you want her.”

“Look,” Payden began. “I never seen you before I transferred, and maybe you were in the crowd at the pub from time to time, but you don’t know nothing about me. Especially about me and Verrill’s bat-shit crazy woman. And, where Layla’s concerned—”

Franklin looked forward. “Right. You got standards.” He paused. “You say no to Lisa? Detective Reid? I guess you would, considering I seen her once in the locker room. Changing, you know?”

“Why do you keep asking me if I’m aware?”

“What?” Franklin shook his head, continuing. “Her entire body.” Franklin shuddered. “Mangled worse than her neck. You notice the one scar on her chest looks like an—”

“We only knew each other a few days. What do you think?”

Franklin shrugged. “Things have happened faster. Anyway, it’s a trip how perfect she looked with tight clothes on, covering her disgusting mess. Whatever happened to that pint-sized psycho?”

Payden glanced away quickly. Remembering Lisa and how close they’d become. Wondering if they still were, and feeling conflicted. “Nobody knows. Only her and God. She got well. You know that.”

“Yeah, that’s what I heard.” Franklin patted Payden on the left thigh. “Come on, Beck. It’s just you and me. We’re partners now. The captain said. Which means we’re stuck with each other for a few months, the least. Be honest with me. You don’t think she did it? Don’t think that’s the reason she fled?”

Payden shook his head. “All she did was disappear. No explanation.”

Franklin nodded slowly. “It’s interesting how the killing kept happening after she was long gone. Or hiding where no one at your old fort could find her. It’s also interesting only one more body dropped after she vanished. Just enough to drive suspicion away.” Franklin locked his gaze on Payden. “Which, to me, means she either ran for some unknown reason, and the idiot who took to whacking drug-dealing scum got wise a little too late, or someone was covering for her. Someone willing to take a chance to make sure she could run. And got away with it.”

Payden looked out his side window.

“Tell me I didn’t hurt your feelings, Beck.” Franklin put both his hands back on the wheel. “I’m sure you two started to get along in the few days she lasted working your old town, but you don’t honestly think she wasn’t the one. Do you?”

“It’s possible,” Payden replied, not looking back. “No one was ever convicted. Whoever was doing it, did it good.”

“I get it. You want to keep your secrets? That’s okay. We all need a few.”

“Meaning?” Payden asked, looking forward. “I don’t know what you’re driving at, but....” Payden’s voice trailed off as Layla Bollard walked out of her home in a dirty white robe, down the front porch steps, across the sidewalk and onto the street. Approaching their car fast, though Franklin was too fixed on Payden to notice.

“I said, I get it.” Franklin gave Payden a scornful look. “She didn’t do nothing for you.”

Layla knocked on Franklin’s window and he startled.

“What the—” Franklin said. “Oh, for the love of Mike.” He rolled down his window.

Layla put her hands on the top of the car and stepped back slightly, leaning her body forward, exposing more of her almond skin. “Hey, Frank,” she said, her face puckering. “Who’s this with you?” She leant forward farther. “Fuck me. Not—”

“Watch the language,” Franklin snapped, grabbing Layla by the chin and giving it a shake. “Take a good look. Remember his name. Detective Payden Beck. He’s with us now. Catch me?”

Layla shook her head as Franklin released his grip and her body shivered with revulsion. “I’m sorry, Frank, but I... You serious?”

Franklin gave her a light, quick smack. Not moving her, not causing her any pain. Only focussing her. “When am I not? He’s a friend now. Hear?”

Layla looked down, nodding.

“And, what are you doing?” Franklin asked. “You know this is my work car.”

Layla looked up, staring at Payden. Her eyes threatening to fill with hate but searching for something to desire.

“And what am I doing right now?”

“Working?” she asked.

Franklin nodded. “And what made you think it was okay to stop by and bother me?”

“I didn’t—I mean, I thought—” Layla removed her hands from the top of the car as she steadied herself and stood straight, pulling her robe tight.

“Just get out of here,” Franklin said, waving his hand in Layla’s direction and looking away from her. “Forget you saw me. Anything comes back on me or my partner after we get done with what we got to do today, I’ll know it was you who talked.”

“I’d never—” Layla began.

“Run around with a cop behind his fiancée’s back?” Franklin said, bumping Payden’s shoulder and grinning. “We know that ain’t true, don’t we? And, like I said, now you made the mistake of showing where your presence wasn’t requested? We take heat in any way, you’re the reason. Don’t pretend that surprises you.” Franklin nodded. “Indicate you heard me?”

“Yeah,” Layla said, inching back.

Franklin clipped her across the mouth before she could take a full step. “Acknowledge you understood me.”

“I understood,” she said, her voice quavering. “Payden, was it?” she asked, staring past Franklin into the car.

Payden nodded, looking away.

“I’m sorry about before. I didn’t mean no disrespect. I wasn’t—”

Payden didn’t look back. “We’re good.”

Franklin chuckled as he watched Layla’s expression go loose, helplessness in her eyes. “Hurry out of my area now and I’ll forget you screwed up. Do that or it goes the other way. Understand?”

Layla nodded, backing away farther.

“Fantastic,” Franklin said more softly. “Now, turn around, walk back into your house. Pretend we ain’t here and forget you saw us, like I told you.”

Layla apologised weakly to Payden, and scurried back to her home. Up the stairs, past her porch and safely inside her house in under a minute.

Franklin rolled up his window, put the car in reverse and backed away from the spot Bryan’s car had occupied a short while ago.

Payden patted him on the shoulder.

“What is it?” Franklin asked, hitting the brakes and putting the car into drive.

“Just,” Payden said. “Shouldn’t we leave the car here? Verrill’s going to notice it’s gone when—if he comes back.”

“Why? We could walk the three blocks to our job, I guess, but your partner will definitely make you if he shows while we’re out and about.”

Payden scratched his forehead. “The work’s that far from here? I thought you said—Why did you park in this spot to have our little get-to-know-you chat?”

Franklin grinned. “The truth?”

“No. Lie to me.”

“I trust you with my life, Beck,” Franklin said, deadpan.

Payden looked back at him. “Okay, the truth. I can’t tell if you’re fucking with me.”

“Simple,” Franklin said. “Just taking your temperature. Didn’t want to sit on a deserted street for a half hour doing so. Might attract attention, which ain’t part of the plan.”

Payden’s eyes softened. “Are you serious?”

“Of course.” Franklin smirked. “You’re definitely not as advertised, I’ll tell you that. Top cop. Bad boy detective. You seriously can’t tell? Look. Here’s the deal. I don’t trust you. Not yet. The fact you claim you won’t take your cut when it comes your time ain’t the half of it. I’d think you’d at least cop to playing games with your ex-partner’s woman. I know you done it.” Franklin nodded. “You beginning to understand your situation here?”

Payden shook his head.

Franklin began driving. “Since you’re such a choir boy. If your ex-partner don’t see you here, you’re protected. You really want him to know you were here?” Franklin shook his head. “I don’t. What we’re tasked with doing today ain’t going to go down as pretty as the captain made it sound. He’s a dodgy one, but we have an understanding. We were sent here to do a piece of work. To put an end to a threat. We’ll leave it at that.”

“The fuck we will,” Payden said, gulping hard. “If you’re saying what I think you’re saying—”

“Don’t tell me you ain’t down with it. Because I think you are. Your record’s too clean for a drunk, much less a cop who walks away from two disappearances with no repercussions.”

Payden kept the shakes inside, just barely. “Disappearances? What are you—”

“That baby killer, Jeremiah what’s-his-name, for one. And our precinct’s little flower, Lisa Reid, for another. Neither of them was innocent, we both know that. Both of them just vanished. Under your watch. And one thing I know about you that ain’t a lie for sure is you don’t like people who mess with kids. We’re in the same boat there. I know you tanked Jerry’s trial on purpose. All of us saw through that. Then he went away. No one knows where. Or how. We also know little Miss Reid was a nut-job. A violent one at that. She took things too far. Made sure she waited until she could let fly in good company. That would be yours. Then she evaporated.” Franklin nodded absently. “Guess you don’t care for the drug peddlers, neither. Selling to kids like they were. Which is good. Because it means maybe I can trust you by end of shift.”

Payden rubbed his forehead. “There’s no—”

“But I doubt it.” Franklin pulled the car to a stop.

Payden looked back, unable to see Layla’s street around the curve in the road as he undid his seatbelt.

“And, if you keep this act up? Man, if this ain’t an act and you don’t play ball, you’ll enjoy Layla’s company with a gun to your head and a camera rolling. By the time we’re through here, you’re either going to be with me or you’re going to belong to me. No other ways it can end.” Franklin gave Payden a mean glance. “You ain’t top dog no more. You don’t run the show.”

“No shit?” Payden muttered, then raised his voice to regular volume. “The never-ending desk time got the point across.”

“Good. Then you know. In my precinct, you’ll do as the captain and I tell you.” Franklin opened his car door. “Let’s go.”

Payden exited the car and moved to the home Franklin waved him toward, both of them drawing their guns as they walked past the front door and alongside the house. Payden in front, his eyes constantly drifting back.

When they reached the rear of the seemingly abandoned property, Franklin whispered for Payden to halt and moved past him to the back door, wiggling the knob and smiling as he glanced at Payden, then opened the door cautiously.

Payden followed Franklin into the house after hanging back for a second that seemed like an hour. He closed the door behind him slowly, his eyes lost, inspecting it. Then, hearing a muffled shot, he spun around directly.

Franklin stood, looking Payden in the eyes. The body of someone Franklin had referred to as a threat lay face down on the floor. A blood-soaked, shredded pillow lay to the former threat’s side. Franklin’s hands were clad in gloves. Holding a switchblade he closed and pocketed, along with the shell casing he’d retrieved, the bullet he’d dug out of the floor through the home’s resident’s head and the gun he’d used to do the deed.

Payden didn’t move except to break eye contact with Franklin.

Franklin whispered, “Problem solved. Threat neutralised. You see how easy?”

“Frank.” Payden shook his head. Feeling his nerves. Squeezing his eyes shut, then opening them slowly. “What did you—he do?”

“I killed him, Beck. Rather, we did. As the captain instructed.” Franklin moved past Payden to the back door, not opening it. “What do you care? And why all of a sudden? Didn’t occur to you until now?”

“No,” Payden said. “I mean, yeah, but you’ve been fucking with my—”

Franklin patted Payden on the head, pulling his hand away and laughing softly when he heard Payden growl. “This all been too much for you? Well thank goodness I was in charge then, runt. Come on. We got to get out fast. This was clean. Not much noise. But you never know.”

Within the minute, they were back outside in their car. No witnesses on the street. No eyes looking out the few windows that weren’t boarded up in the vacant houses lining the block. Hidden, once again, behind the tint of their car’s glass. Only exposed by their licence plate, which disappeared along with their car in the same direction they’d taken to reach the house. Away from Layla’s. Away from Bryan, if he’d returned to her home. Safely parked in an alley somewhere in the projects shortly after.

Franklin cut the ignition and pulled a wad of bills—held together with a rubber band—from his jacket pocket. A worn hundred-dollar bill clearly visible on its outside and another appearing to make up its centre. “So,” he asked. “We good? Beck? Tell me we’re good, so I can welcome you to the division and assure the captain you ain’t a threat, too. We want to keep the captain happy, no?”

“Congratulations on the wordplay, Frank,” Payden said, shaking visibly. “But you really think you’re going to buy me with a nigger-roll, when there should be a threat in back? Behind the divider? Being brought in for arrest?”

“Arrest?” Franklin chuckled, relief washing over him. “No. And, of course not, Beck. We don’t play with toy money. But, easy on the racism. Where you from, anyhow? Way down south?”

“East side.”

“Of where?”

“You don’t know?” Payden asked.

Franklin shook his head, removed the rubber band from the roll and fanned out the bills. All hundreds. A hefty payout. Especially since Payden’s job had only been to look the other way and then keep his mouth shut forever. Nothing he hadn’t done before. Nothing he wouldn’t do for free, given the circumstances.

Payden cracked an evil smile and nodded.

Franklin rolled up the bills again, rubber-banding them and giving Payden a nod and a smile in return, offering forth the cash.

“You know what?” Payden glanced down at the roll, smiled wider and looked Franklin in the eyes as he gave him the finger. “Take that money and go buy yourself a nice guy. Pray that keeps the captain happy.”

Franklin almost laughed. “You serious?”

Payden nodded. “You ever have a heart attack?”

“No, but I get what you’re saying. That’s a good one. Funny. You’re a real piece of—”

Before Payden could react, Franklin’s gloved fist hit him in the temple so hard his vision blanked. Then he felt something solid, like a blackjack or a metal bar, hit him again. Then the lights went out.

Payden came to, alone, an indeterminate amount of time later. In his and Franklin’s car. With dried blood decorating his right hand’s palm, thumb and index finger. Checking himself. Noting Franklin hadn’t stripped him of his police-issued gun. Looking all around, squirming and letting out a measured breath of relief when he was sure Franklin was nowhere in sight and—more importantly—hadn’t frisked him while he was unconscious, though his portable radio was missing.

Their car still sat in the same alley. Payden now in the back seat behind the thick, clear divider. Hearing a perfectly timed click. Noticing what looked like a warp in the plastic where the divider closed as he began to sweat cold.
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Valarie Dooley sat in her home, alone, combing her dirty-blonde hair with her hands. On the couch in the living room, facing the television to the right of her house’s front door. Chewing her fingernails and watching her reflection in the turned-off television’s screen, listening for the phone in her kitchen to ring. Missing the cooing—even the crying—of her daughter, Charity, and praying to hear some noise other than the sound of her own sniffling and heavy breath. Anything to break her out of her daze and, if at all possible, bring her some sense of comfort.
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