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The rancid smell of garbage coated the Atlanta, Georgia air to the point Ty Davenport could almost taste the spoiled lettuce at his feet. 

He was getting too old for this.

He stood between the dumpster and the older model Harley-Davidson; the Glock secured in the waistband of his jeans. Every nerve in his body told him this deal might blow up in his face. Lack of a Kevlar vest didn’t help, but Hector Jones didn’t deal with people who wore them for fear of coming up against a cop.

The black Lexus IS 250 pulled up. Three men inside. Hector got out of the backseat. His two comrades followed his lead, one got out from the driver’s side, the other from the front passenger door. Under all their jackets, clearly, they had Kevlar vests. 

What the... Ty’s stomach knotted. Too late to change things now without looking suspicious. 

The old, dilapidated buildings in the warehouse district gave no sense of security. Revitalization was occurring blocks away. Of course, no one worked construction on a Sunday. 

His eyes darted in every direction. He scanned his surroundings. The best escape route would be out the alley on the bike. Potholes slowed most cars. Too bad the same couldn’t be said of bullets.

He mentally shook the thought from his mind. 

Instead, he turned his focus to the new guy, Michael Ware, stooped down at the corner of the building. His job was to make sure no one, like some poor homeless guy looking for a place to sleep, came along and screwed up the case. 

Hector’s two comrades waited next to the Lexus. All three scrawny drug dealers looked as though they were still in their early twenties. Nothing stood out about two of the three men to get them noticed in a crowd. But the driver had a scar down the length of his left cheek. 

Who’d he tick off to get such a reminder?

No one brandished any weapons, but each man knew the others were armed. The nature of the drug world. Guns and death.

“So, you got the money?” Hector asked.

“You got the stuff?” Ty pushed back a couple strands of hair that had come loose from the camo bandana on his head. He looked at Michael, whose bald head nodded the go-ahead. 

“I got it.” Hector jerked his head in the direction of the car. 

“Is it the good stuff?” Ty asked. 

“Test it if you’d like.” Hector pulled a small plastic bag of white powder from his pocket. “Just a sample of what’s in the others.”

Ty reached for a vial of an acid compound in his shirt pocket. He inserted a tiny spoon into the bag given to him. Then he scooped a sample of the powder and shook it into the solution. From the purple color, definitely an opiate.

“Well?” The drug dealer’s smile showed perfect white movie-star teeth.

A flock of geese squawked overhead, heading home for the evening. They all looked up. Once the birds had passed, Ty reached over and flipped open one of the saddlebags on his bike. The bulky manila envelope got stuck for a second, so he had to force it out.

Hector turned to the scar-faced guy who pulled out a shopping bag from the back seat and walked over to them. The guy held the bag in a gloved hand, a sneer on his face. Ty took the package and handed over the envelope. Heroin for one hundred grand.

“Nice doing business with you.” Hector walked back and slid into the backseat of his Lexus. “Let me know when —”

Bang. Pain exploded down Ty’s leg. He hit the ground before the second shot got off. 

From the sound, a rifle. 

The Lexis spun a circle, spraying gravel and debris. Ty slid around the dumpster away from the gunshots. He looked over at Michael who held his position a few feet away behind the water barrier. He shook his head, and then glanced around, waiting. 

Clink. A bullet bounced off the dumpster where Ty had been standing. 

Who? What the...? Where was backup? Too many questions with no answers.

Sirens sounded. Loud voices followed footsteps. DEA agent Ignacio Howard stuck his head around the corner of the building. He looked in all directions. After a second, he rushed over. He pulled out a knife from his pocket and cut open Ty’s jeans. 

“This is going to hurt.” Howard shoved his finger into the bullet wound in Ty’s thigh. 

Ty let out a sharp yell. His breathing quickened. His mind rushed to his wife and screwed up marriage. He grabbed hold of his partner’s shirt. “Tell Rayleene I love her.”

“Quit being such a drama queen. It’s not a big hole.”

Ty choked a laugh as pain burned through his entire body. A shadow cast over his shoulder. Michael had moved to the dumpster, gun at the ready.

How could a little bullet hurt so much? He lay back onto the warm pavement. “Hector?”

“Got him.” Howard grinned. 

Ty stared up at the sky that was beginning to dim. What dealer brought a high-powered rifle to a drug buy?
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Rayleene Davenport put the finishing touches on the picture of the Brown’s daughter. Only three-months-old and already her personality had begun to show with those bright blue eyes and large toothless grin. 

Tears blurred her vision. What would her child have looked like?

The door to her home office squeaked open behind her. 

“What do you want for dinner?” Morai, her grandmother, stood in the doorway. The aroma of mentholated ointment followed her into the room. 

Not one for a lot of makeup, her pale Irish complexion made her appear washed out. 

Growing up, whenever Rayleene asked for makeup, her grandmother ranted on about how those painted on colors made a woman look like a tramp. Morai repeatedly quoted Bible verse 1 Peter 3:3, Do not let your adorning be external—the braiding of hair and the putting on of gold jewelry, or the clothing you wear. By the time Rayleene got to college, she had no idea how to apply makeup, so she claimed not to like it. Even today, she used very little. 

Good thing she got her father’s coloring. Never meeting him, she couldn’t be sure, but since she tanned in the summer, she assumed his skin had to be darker than her grandmother’s. 

Since Ty had left a month ago, Morai arrived minutes before dinner, either here at the condo or the photography studio. Rayleene wished she hadn’t given her grandmother the extra set of keys to be used in case one of them had locked themselves out. Morai saw fit to enter the condo whenever she wanted. Rayleene never asked for the keys back to avoid starting trouble. 

“Are you all right?” Morai hadn’t moved from the entry. No hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder for a show of support. No soft tone in her voice for comfort. 

“I’m fine,” Rayleene said. Morai didn’t care for anyone’s tears, especially from the granddaughter she’d raised. “My eyes are tired. That’s all.”

Morai could never understand the loss of an unborn child. Hers had survived only to destroy her life in a world of drugs and alcohol. 

“Dinner?” she asked again. 

“I’m not really hungry.” Rayleene saved the final slide and clicked off the computer screen. “What are you in the mood for?”

Her phone rang before Morai could answer. Rayleene held up a finger, indicating she’d be with her in a moment. She’d been tempted not to answer when Howard’s name came up on caller I.D. Probably wanting to let her know more of Ty’s wonderful qualities. 

She didn’t need someone to spout his traits. They’d been married long enough for her to know them. But he was also the only one who could tear her heart out the way he had. She glanced at Morai. Some choice. She finally slid her finger across the phone. 

“Hello, Howard.”

“Rayleene, Ty’s been shot.” A tremor of excitement came through the phone line. 

Her stomach bounced into her throat. It’d only been a couple of weeks since he moved out but being apart did little to destroy the love she still had for him. “Is he going to be all right?”

“He’s on his way to Atlanta Medical Center. I’ve called his brothers, but his parents are out of the country.”

“On their anniversary trip to Europe.” Rayleene barely realized she’d said the words. Her mind focused on the fact that Ty was being taken to Atlanta Medical Center, one of the city’s best trauma facilities. 

“I suggest you come in case documents need to be signed.” Howard paused. “You’re still his next of kin.”

“All right.” Her pulse raced. Next of kin. The words sounded ominous. 

She sat staring at the phone once Howard hung up. No matter what happened between her and Ty, she never wanted this. All her old concerns climbed to the surface. The one thing she always worried about during her marriage. Ty getting hurt. 

“What’s wrong?”

She startled at her grandmother’s voice. “Ty’s been taken to the hospital.” She gulped down the words. “He’s been shot.”

“So?” Morai folded her arms in front of her chest. “He’s worth more dead than alive to you anyway.”

“Morai!” Rayleene jumped up, sending the chair rolling backward. “How can you say that about Ty? About anyone?”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to rush to his bedside?” Disdain came over Morai’s face. 

“I have no choice. I’m his Health Care Surrogate and need to be there.” Rayleene’s voice lowered. “In case.”

“He’ll only hurt you again. Once a cheater always a cheater.” 

“He’s nothing like Grandpa.” She shoved past her grandmother, trying to ignore the ugly words. Ty’s one-night stand had been something she had a hard time forgetting, much less forgiving. Morai’s constant reminders didn’t help. Walking out had done little to fix the situation. And now this. 

Tears filled her eyes. She swung her purse strap over her shoulder and raced out the front door. With the back of her hand, she brushed back hot tears. 

Calm down. She closed her eyes and inhaled a long, drawn breath.

Just what she needed, to get into an accident on top of everything else. People needed to be called, particularly Matthew Winters. Whether Ty was in bad shape or not, his best friend would want to know.

After inserting the key into the ignition of the SUV, she paused and looked up at the sky. “Please God, don’t let him die.”
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Rayleene paced the waiting room, her stomach spun faster than an electric fan on high. She tried to sit but bounced right back up within seconds. The aroma of coffee drifted her way, but she didn’t dare chance it. The last cup still lingered with the taste of battery acid.

Two hours earlier, when she’d arrived, Ty was in surgery. Howard left to go to the scene claiming he didn’t know much. She assumed all his other co-workers were at the scene also. The scene. Ty had used those two words a million times, but she never hated the term more than at that moment. 

An older man dressed in a long white coat walked into the entryway. Her heart ratcheted with anticipation of news. 

“Holden?” he called out.

“Here.” An older woman got up and walked over to the doctor.

In most officer-involved shootings, the waiting room would be filled with police and their wives. But not for an undercover agent with the DEA. Some of the locals had no idea an officer had been shot until well after the fact. And those who were aware worried they’d blow the agent’s cover by showing up to wish him well. 

She paced the chilly room while the other visitors sat on the opposite wall away from her. No doubt she looked like a crazy woman about to jump out of her skin. She scrubbed her hand down her face. 

A television, connected in the upper right-hand corner, was tuned to some talk show. She didn’t recognize the guest and cared even less about listening to their discussion.

Her cell vibrated in her back pocket. She pulled the phone out and glanced at the screen. Morai. 

Rayleene refused to answer. She needed support, not her grandmother’s bitterness.

Last time they’d spoke, Morai had suggested Rayleene check on Ty’s pension and any government insurance he might have. She couldn’t handle her grandmother’s ugliness right now.

She shook thinking about it. How could anyone be so cold? 

“Too bad Mom dumped me with you,” she mumbled under her breath. Guilt instantly rushed in. Her time with her grandparents hadn’t been too bad in the beginning. Morai had taught her to read, something Rayleene hadn’t gotten from her mother or school. She had also learned to cook. It had been the best three years of Rayleene’s life. Then Grandpa had an affair. Morai forgave him, but he eventually took off with another woman. He also took all Morai’s love and kindness with him. 

A sniffle escaped her. Too many memories of broken homes, including her own. 

The news on the television broke into the talk show, bringing Rayleene from her past. The station announced the location of a local shooting. Someone had taken a cell phone video of the crime scene. Howard stood in the background of the lighted area. A newsman with a serious look on his face came onto the screen. 

Little doubt if a story about a cute puppy was on next, he’d quickly plaster on a smile. 

“Word is one person has been shot.” The man pressed his ear. “Our sources say the person is in serious condition with multiple gunshot wounds. We’ll bring you more when the information becomes available.”

Her breath hitched in her throat. Multiple gunshots. Serious. Was it Ty they were talking about? 

Why’d God let this happen?

Her lip trembled and tears blurred her vision. She leaned back and slid down the wall to the carpeted floor. She folded her hands together. Please God, I know we should want Your will, but Ty’s a good man. Even with all that’s happened. He’s a good man. She rested her head on her arms folded across her knees.

After a few moments, a warm hand fell upon her shoulder. She glanced up to find Matthew Winters kneeling beside her, his wife Lydia behind him. 

“Lord,” Matthew said. “Please keep Ty here with us. We need him to help this world that’s gone crazy. And please give comfort to Rayleene. She needs to feel You here with her. Give us all strength through this ordeal, and please, please, find the culprit before he harms another. Amen.”

“Amen.” She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and allowed Matthew to help her from the floor and pull her into a hug, followed by Lydia. 

“How bad is he?” Matthew asked.

“I don’t know. No one’s told me anything.” She updated them on Howard’s call and the news media announcement.

“Who’s here for Davenport?” Another doctor, this one younger, glanced around the waiting room. He didn’t look old enough to vote, much less be working in a trauma unit.

“Me. Us.” She raised her hand like a schoolgirl. All three followed the doctor to the hallway. They huddled in a semi-circle with Lydia’s arm around Rayleene’s back. 

“We’ve been able to remove the bullet, and your husband’s stabilized.” The doctor kept his voice low.  “They’ll be bringing him to a room in a few minutes. You can see him then.”

“Is he going to be all right?” she asked.

“No arteries were hit, and with it being the leg, no major organs were involved.” The doctor glanced at the file. “While the bullet didn’t do much harm, a shock like this can do more damage than anything else.”

“Only one bullet?” Relief rushed in, lifting tension from her muscles. “The news had said multiple wounds.”

“They were wrong,” Dr. Lassiter said with a sarcastic tone. “He was still awake when they brought him in. Another good indication he’ll be fine.” The doctor glanced at a cell phone on his hip. “The nurse should be along shortly to take you to him.”

Rayleene took a step back once the doctor disappeared down the hallway. Her relief instantly turned to anger. Howard deliberately scared her to get her down there. 

“I need to call Howard,” she said to the others. She marched to the nearby corner and slammed her finger down on her keypad. 

Howard answered on the third ring.

“How’s he doing?” he asked.

“You know how he is. I can’t believe you did that to me.”

“What are you talking about?”

His innocent act didn’t play well with her. “You made me think he was severely injured. Even the news claimed he’d been shot multiple times.”

“I have no control over the media, and how was I supposed to know he wasn’t going to lose his leg. I’m no doctor.” 

“You knew exactly what you were doing.”

“I’ve got to go. Bye.” 

“Don’t you dare...” Her rage only increased when he hung up the phone. 

Howard had spent the past two weeks finding ways for her and Ty to “bump” into each other since Ty moved out. She wouldn’t put it past him to have shot Ty himself just to ensure she ran down here. Was the doctor even real? 

She spent the next five minutes stewing until a nurse led her through a swinging door to the Intensive Care Unit. A chorus of beeps and murmurs followed her to the last bed on the right. The nurse nodded to her. Rayleene swept the curtain back. 

Her rage turned to angst upon seeing Ty in the bed. 

A bandage covered his left cheek. Red marks, possibly concrete burns, scratched up and down his folded right arm. A tube led from his left wrist to a drip bag, and wires connected to monitors. She glanced at the readings, not sure what they meant, but it made her feel better to look. 

Ty, a big man of six foot four, two hundred and ten pounds of pure muscle, appeared ashen in the hospital bed. Maybe he was pale from the overhead lights. She reminded herself that the doctor had said Ty would be all right. 

The small space offered little privacy. Talking from the man in the next area carried into their section. She pulled a chair up next to the bed and took Ty’s hand in hers. Nice and warm. She reached down and placed her cheek against the back of his hand. 

Would this nightmare that had become their lives ever end?

****
[image: image]


A deep ache pulled Ty from his dream. A beeping noise woke him further. The familiar aroma of perfume mixed with other smells. Laughter sounded from nearby. 

He tried to move, but pain ripped through him. His leg throbbed, and, for some reason, his head pounded like a set of bongo drums at a Hawaiian luau. He blinked open his eyes. The bright overhead lights stung. He closed his eyes, and then reopened them, again trying to adjust his vision.

“Hey.”

Her soft familiar voice made him smile. If this was a dream, he didn’t want to wake up.

“Are you in there?” she asked. 

He caressed the soft hand in his. Something simple like touching his wife made him regret every day he’d missed being away. Especially these last couple of weeks. 

“It’s okay. You’re going to be all right.” Why did anxiety lace her tone?

His mind flashed. Gun shots. His eyes darted open, and he tried to sit up. The machine’s beeping noises went from slow to assault rifle fast.

“You’re in the hospital.” Rayleene leaned over him, both hands on his biceps, holding him in place. Worry lines covered her brow. “Everything’s okay.”

He stared at her, his mind in a fog. Many a night he’d drowned in those bright green eyes. Please don’t let this be a dream. Or worse, a nightmare where if he woke, she’d be gone.

“Can you hear me, Ty?” Her breath fanned his forehead.

He nodded. His lips opened, but no words came out.

“Do you want some water?” she asked.

Again, he nodded.

“Is it okay?” She glanced over her shoulder to someone Ty couldn’t make out. “Here.”

Rayleene nudged a straw between his lips and held it there. He sucked down a sip. Every nerve in his body screamed though he was sure the bullet hadn’t done much damage. 

“Matthew and Lydia are downstairs in the cafeteria. They’ve been here all night.” Rayleene continued to stand over him, worried. Had he lost his leg, and she didn’t want to tell him? 

He reached his fingers to his hip. No, all there. He wiggled his toes, sending another surge of pain up his leg. She’d said he’d be fine, so why the concern? 

A stranger appeared on the opposite side of the bed.

“Mr. Davenport, I’m Darlene.” The woman had skin the color of sweet, iced tea. Her bright lipstick reminded Ty of pink bubblegum one of his brothers used to chew. “I’ll be your nurse for the next hour or so.”

“I’d rather go home,” he croaked. While true, what he really wanted was to find out who had shot him.

“Better yet, work.” Howard’s voice came from the left. Ty hadn’t seen him until then. “This is not a vacation.”

Rayleene shot Howard a look that’d rip most men in half.

“What?” Howard held his hands up and shrugged. “I’m not about to let this guy slack off. The bullet was just a little thing.” He held his thumb and forefinger about a half inch apart. “Not like it hit anything important.”

Ty harrumphed out a laugh. He tried again to sit up but fell back down. 

“Here.” Darlene pressed a button raising the upper portion of the bed. “Don’t overdo it. You need your rest. The medication will keep you loopy for a while.”

“I’ll go let Matthew know you’re awake.” Rayleene’s eyes met his, at first filled with kindness. Then with a deep swallow, like a blind closing on a window, she returned to the stoic look she’d held this past month. 

She released his hand, and the cold seeped in. Her concern over, he was on his own again.
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The night had been long with little sleep. Rayleene would doze only to wake from the unfamiliar noises. Buttons being pushed by patients, pill carts strolling down the hallway. 

She wished she’d gone home after they had gotten Ty settled into a room hours ago. She still had no idea why she remained. Probably had to do with the thoughts suggesting the gunshot could’ve been worse. Or concern that if she left, someone might come in to take her place.

Her tight jaw pushed tears back from the surface. Instead of being at work, where she should be, she stared into the remnants of the sugar-filled coffee in the Styrofoam cup. The sweet aroma mixed with the antiseptic in the air. 

She’d left Howard talking with Ty. Matthew and Lydia left earlier after a short visit. She stared at the beige walls. No windows to see the beautiful Atlanta sky. 

Ty getting shot had been the one thing she’d always dreaded. Even though they were separated, the idea of losing him permanently filled her with anxiety. 

It wasn’t fair that she couldn’t turn off her emotions. She raised her feet to the chair and leaned her head on her knees. She choked back a sob. Why was she falling apart?

Her cell phone shrilled in the quiet hallway. Rayleene slid her finger across the screen to silence it. “Hey, Morai. Sorry, I hadn’t gotten back to you sooner.”

“I called to let you know some detective with the police was here asking questions about Ty’s shooting.”

“Why’d they come to your house?”

“I’m not at home. I’m at the studio.”

“What are you doing there?” Rayleene stood up, prepared to race over if need be. 

“I’m making sure your boy does his work.” Morai’s voice lowered. “You know what they say, when the cat’s away...”

“Corey’s not like that, so leave him alone,” Rayleene snapped. She’d never had a better employee. She wasn’t about to allow her grandmother to scare him off. A man standing off to her left looked over at her. “What did the police want?” she whispered. 

“To talk about your cheating husband.”

Little doubt Morai informed them of everything with a smile on her face. 

“They asked you to call them,” she said. “So, is he going to live?”

“He’ll be fine.” 

“Did he win his way back into your heart?” Her sarcastic tone irritated Rayleene further. 

She marched down the hallway to the far wall. Ty had never left her heart, so it’d be impossible for him to win it back. 

Morai sighed. “He’s only going to hurt you again. You know how men are.”

“Knock it off.” Rayleene leaned against the wall. “Just because Gramps took off, doesn’t mean Ty is the same way.”

The business line in the studio rang in the background of the phone call. 

“How can you forgive him having an affair?” Morai’s voice lowered almost to a whisper. “Especially when you needed him here?”

“Don’t go there,” Rayleene said. Her grandmother could hit below the belt at the most inopportune moment. “And he didn’t have an affair. It was a one-night stand. A big difference.”

“With him gone all the time, how can you be sure? He could’ve cheated without you knowing it. You need a good Christian man who’s here when you need him.”

The look on Ty’s face when he had first arrived home announced his guilt loud and clear. Within minutes, he’d explained to her what he’d done. With the guilt written all over, from his downcast eyes to folded shoulders, she’d have known if he’d cheated before. 

“Everyone makes mistakes.” 

Morai remained silent for a moment. “You sound like you’ve forgiven him already.”

“Nothing’s forgiven.” Rayleene lifted her shoulders in a shrug to release the tension. It did no good. 

“Don’t be a fool, child.”

John Page walked down the long hallway, a young man beside him. He’d aged a lot in the past year-and-a-half since his wife, Gretchen, died of cancer. At least he wouldn’t have to bury Ty, a good friend. Her throat instantly tightened at the thought. 

“Ty’s boss is here,” she said. “Leave Corey alone. He doesn’t need you bothering him with the restoration project he’s working on.” She shut down the
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