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    For the women who walk into dark rooms and still trust the light inside themselves.
For the ones who hear what others miss, carry what others hide, and keep standing when the past tries to pull them under.
And for every soul who has ever learned that hope is not always soft, not always safe, and not always holy.
Sometimes hope comes after dark.
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Chapter One

Desire Had a Sound
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BY SIX-THIRTY ON A Friday evening, Berkeley had already started lying to itself.

The bookstores still glowed soft on Shattuck. The cafes still pretended all anybody wanted was espresso, graduate school gossip, and a clean little table under a clean little lamp. Couples walked past one another in fleece jackets and expensive shoes, holding paper cups like proof they had no appetite for anything messier than foam.

But upstairs, behind the smoked-glass door of Suite 214, Dr. Candice Monroe knew better.

Desire had a sound.

Not the obvious sounds. Not moaning, not begging, not the bedroom theater people mistook for truth because movies had taught them to. Real desire made smaller sounds first. A breath delayed by half a second. A wedding ring turned once around the finger. A laugh that arrived too quickly and died too soon. The soft leather creak of a powerful man shifting in a chair when a question touched the place he paid good money not to name.

Candice heard all of it.

She sat with one leg crossed over the other, yellow legal pad balanced on her knee, pen uncapped but still. Her office faced west, catching the last low bruise of sun through the blinds. The room smelled faintly of bergamot, sandalwood, and the waxy white lilies her assistant insisted made the space feel peaceful. Candice had not had the heart to say peace was not the point.

People did not come to her for peace.

They came because they had confused power with pleasure until both had gone numb. They came because their marriages had become museums. They came because they could perform desire, purchase it, punish it, fast from it, drown it in prayer, hide it behind intellect, or dress it in silk, but could not tell the truth about it without sweating through their clothes.

Across from her, Simone Vale sat barefoot on the dove-gray sofa with her heels abandoned on the rug like evidence.

Every woman in America knew Simone's face, even if they pretended not to. She had cried beautifully in three films, laughed beside two legends, and sold perfume in a magazine ad where her skin looked poured from honey and candlelight. Tonight, under Candice's office lamp, she looked less like a star than a woman who had been carrying too many versions of herself in one body.

"Say that again," Candice said.

Simone smiled. It was a practiced smile. Award-show white. Red-carpet ready. Dead on arrival.

"Which part?"

"The part where you said you don't care."

Simone looked toward the window. Outside, a bus hissed at the stop below. Somebody laughed too loudly on the sidewalk, and for a second the sound seemed to belong to another life.

"I don't," Simone said.

Candice waited.

The thing about silence was that people called it empty because they did not know how crowded it could get. Candice let it fill the room until Simone's fingers tightened around the arm of the sofa.

"I shouldn't," Simone corrected.

"That's different."

"It's the same result."

"Not in your body."

Simone looked at her then. There it was: anger, quick and grateful. Some clients wanted a soft place. Simone wanted a wall sturdy enough to hit.

"You always do that."

"Do what?"

"Make my body a witness."

Candice's pen touched the paper but did not move. "Because it keeps telling the truth after your mouth signs a nondisclosure."

Simone gave a short laugh. This one had a pulse.

"Damn, Dr. Monroe."

"You pay me for damn."

"I pay you because you don't act impressed."

"I am impressed," Candice said. "Just not by the things people usually reward you for."

That landed. Simone looked down at her bare feet, toenails lacquered a deep wine red. On screen she was always being lit from above, loved from below, betrayed from the side. In this room she was thirty-two years old and tired of being wanted by men who only knew how to consume what they admired.

"He's going to be there tonight," Simone said.

"The director?"

"Malik."

Candice had heard that name for three months. Malik St. John. Promoter. Connector. Professional almost-something. One of those men who knew everybody's cousin, every radio DJ, every back door, every after-party address, and exactly when to put his hand on a woman's lower back so the room would think he owned access to her.

"And you're going because?"

Simone's mouth tightened. "Because not going looks like fear."

"To who?"

"Everybody."

"Everybody is not in your nervous system."

"No, but everybody buys tickets."

Candice sat back. That was the hook. Fame had made Simone fluent in surrender disguised as strategy.

"Where is this happening?"

The change in Simone was instant. A little light came up behind her eyes, bright with trouble.

"Club Hope."

Candice had never been, but she knew the name.

Everybody with a Bay Area pulse knew the name.

Club Hope was not merely a nightclub. It was a weather system. By Monday morning, people who had not even gone would still be talking about who had been seen there, who had spent too much there, who had been escorted out, who had arrived married and left debated. Radio hosts dropped the name like seasoning. Athletes rented sections. Politicians came through side doors during charity weekends. Women planned outfits around the possibility of standing under the right light at the right moment. Men with new money and old grudges ordered bottles they could not pronounce and paid cash so nobody's wife could trace the receipt.

Club Hope had velvet ropes, bottle girls, go-go dancers, private balconies, valet lines curling down the block, and a reputation for letting Oakland dress all the way up without asking permission from San Francisco.

"I thought you hated clubs," Candice said.

"I hate bad clubs."

"And this one is good?"

"This one is church for people who sinned on purpose."

Candice should not have smiled. She did anyway.

Simone saw it and leaned forward. "Come with me."

"No."

"You didn't even let the invitation breathe."

"It was dead when it arrived."

"Candice."

The first name was a trespass, but a familiar one. Simone had earned small trespasses by being honest when it cost her.

Candice closed her pad. "I don't go to clubs with clients."

"Former client."

"Your next appointment is Tuesday."

"Future former client."

"Still no."

Simone reached for one of her shoes, then changed her mind and left it on the floor. "I'm serious. I need someone there who can see me."

"That's not a clinical role."

"Then don't come as my therapist."

"Simone."

"Come as a woman who has forgotten what music feels like after midnight."

Candice felt the sentence touch something it had no right to know.

She had not forgotten. That was the problem. She remembered too well.

Before the degrees, before the office with lilies and controlled lighting, before professional discretion became her religion, Candice had been a girl in Oakland leaning out of car windows while bass moved through her ribs. She had been nineteen with lip gloss and hoop earrings, walking into house parties with her cousins like the night owed them tribute. She had known how to let a beat make a decision before her mind could object.

Then life had sharpened.

Her father died. Her mother found church in a way that made grief look disciplined. Her grandmother, Odessa, started telling Candice to pay attention to the heat behind people's words, then died before explaining what that meant. Candice got scholarships, left certain blocks behind without ever feeling free of them, and turned the study of desire into a career so respectable nobody could accuse her of being hungry.

Outside, Berkeley dimmed from gold to blue.

"One hour," Simone said. "You don't even have to dance."

"I know I don't."

"You can sit there judging everyone with that expensive therapist face."

"This is my regular face."

"Exactly."

Candice laughed before she could stop herself.

Simone smiled like she had picked a lock.

"One hour," she pressed. "I have a section. Security. Driver. No mess."

Candice looked at the clock. Her last appointment had canceled. Her notes were done. Her apartment would be quiet, the kind of quiet that made every room feel too aware of her. There was leftover salmon in the refrigerator, three professional journals stacked beside her bed, and a silk robe she kept buying in different colors as if fabric could replace touch.

She should say no.

The office lights flickered.

Both women looked up.

It lasted less than a second, a brief pulse in the lamps, the room blinking as if something had passed its hand over Berkeley's eyes.

Candice's skin prickled.

Simone rubbed her arms. "That was weird."

The lilies on the side table trembled.

Not from wind. The windows were shut.

Candice stared at them. One white petal loosened, fell, and landed on the dark wood like a small surrender.

For one breath, the office smelled not of flowers and sandalwood, but rain on hot pavement. Tobacco. Cognac. A trace of woman's perfume too old to name.

Then it was gone.

Simone stood, suddenly eager to move. "So? You coming or not?"

Candice heard her grandmother's voice as clearly as if Odessa Monroe had stepped from the hallway in her church shoes.

Girl, some doors don't open. They recognize you.

Candice's fingers tightened around her pen.

"One hour," she said.

Simone's smile came back full force. "That's all I need."

"I'm driving myself."

"Fine."

"I'm not drinking."

"Boring, but fine."

"And if Malik becomes a problem, we leave."

Simone looked away, but not before Candice saw the relief cross her face.

"Deal."

After Simone left, Candice stayed in her office longer than necessary. She filed the session note, locked the client cabinet, checked the thermostat, and watered a plant that did not need water. Small acts of control. Professional rituals. She performed them carefully while the air in the room continued to feel touched.

At seven-forty, she stood in the private washroom connected to her office and looked at herself in the mirror.

Dr. Candice Monroe looked back.

Thirty-four. Brown skin warm against the cream blouse she had worn under a charcoal suit jacket. Hair wrapped in a sleek low bun. Pearl studs. Lipstick the color of restraint. A woman designed to make other people feel safe telling dangerous truths.

She opened the top drawer beneath the sink.

Inside was the emergency kit her assistant joked made her more prepared than FEMA: lint roller, toothbrush, stain pen, compact powder, clear gloss, safety pins, perfume oil, and a pair of gold earrings Candice had not worn in two years.

They were big hoops, thin and bright, with a subtle twist in the metal. Her grandmother had given them to her on her twenty-first birthday.

Candice touched them.

The mirror clouded at the edges.

Not steam. There was no shower. No heat.

Just a gray bloom spreading inward until her reflection blurred and another shape seemed to stand behind her left shoulder. A woman in a blue dress. Silver hair pinned high. Eyes like warning bells.

Candice turned fast.

The washroom was empty.

Her pulse moved into her throat.

For a long moment she did not breathe.

Then the fluorescent light above the mirror buzzed once, hard, and steadied.

Candice looked back at herself. The mirror was clear. Her face was calm by force.

"No," she said softly.

The word sounded foolish in the tiny room. No to what? A memory? A stress response? The inheritance her grandmother had tried to name while everybody else in the family called it intuition because intuition sounded respectable and could be discussed over pound cake?

Candice put on the earrings.

The woman in the mirror changed.

Not completely. Not magically. Not enough for a skeptic to surrender. But enough. The hoops warmed her face. Her mouth looked less professional. Her eyes looked less willing to behave. She took down her bun and let her hair fall in a smooth dark sheet past her shoulders, then changed into the black wrap dress she kept in the office for speaking events and emergencies.

Apparently tonight counted as both.

By eight-fifteen, she had turned off the office lights, locked Suite 214, and stepped into the Berkeley evening.

The air outside had gone cool. Students moved in loose clusters, laughing too loudly because youth still believed volume could protect it. A man played saxophone near the corner, the notes rising blue and lonely over traffic. Candice walked to her car with her coat over one arm and her keys between her fingers, feeling foolish, alert, and more alive than she wanted to admit.

Her phone rang before she reached the parking lot.

The screen read: Mama.

Candice considered letting it go. Then guilt, that old Baptist technology, did what it did.

"Hi, Mama."

"Where you at?"

No greeting. Evelyn Monroe believed greetings were for people without discernment.

"Leaving work."

"This late?"

"It's not late."

"It's dark."

"Those are different things."

Her mother made a sound. "Don't get smart with me in your therapist voice."

Candice smiled despite herself. "How are you?"

"I had a dream."

Candice stopped walking.

Across the lot, the sodium lights hummed orange over windshields. A receipt skittered along the pavement like something trying to escape.

"About what?"

Evelyn was quiet long enough for Candice to hear a television preacher in the background, turned low.

"Your grandmother."

Candice closed her eyes.

"Mama."

"She was standing outside a building with red lights. Kept saying, 'Hope ain't always holy.'"

The keys bit into Candice's palm.

"Did Simone call you?"

"Who?"

"Never mind."

"Candice."

The way her mother said her name pulled her backward through years. Kitchen table. Pressed hair. Sunday tights. The smell of greens and floor cleaner. Her grandmother humming while rain bothered the windows.

"You going somewhere tonight?" Evelyn asked.

Candice looked toward the western dark, toward Oakland beyond the invisible line of city and water and memory.

"Just out for a little while."

"Where?"

"A club."

Silence.

Then Evelyn sighed like the Lord had personally placed a migraine in her lap.

"You too grown for me to tell you no."

"That's never stopped you before."

"And you too hardheaded for it to work."

"Also never stopped you."

"Listen to me." Her mother's voice lowered. "You feel something wrong, you leave. You hear me? Not investigate. Not analyze. Not stand there making that face like the world is one of your clients. Leave."

Candice swallowed.

"I hear you."

"And keep your shoes on."

"What?"

"Don't be laughing. Women get in trouble barefoot."

Despite the unease coiled beneath her ribs, Candice laughed. "Goodnight, Mama."

"Call me when you get home."

"I will."

"Tonight, Candice."

"Tonight."

She ended the call and stood for a moment beside her car, letting the night move around her.

Hope ain't always holy.

The phrase stayed with her as she drove south through Berkeley and cut toward Oakland. Traffic thickened near the bridge approaches and loosened again. The radio played a song that had owned the summer two years before, and for a minute Candice let the bass find her. City lights gathered in the windshield. Oakland rose ahead, not like a postcard, not like a warning, but like a woman who had survived too much to care whether strangers called her beautiful.

By the time Candice reached downtown, Club Hope had already taken possession of the block.

Valet cones narrowed the street. Men in dark suits stood outside under red awnings, earpieces tucked cleanly against their faces. A line stretched along the building: women in heels and gloss, men in leather jackets, couples touching each other for public record, laughter flashing above the thump of bass that escaped every time the front doors opened.

The club itself occupied an old bank building, all stone columns and tall arched windows washed in deep red light. HOPE glowed above the entrance in clean gold letters. Not flashy. Worse. Certain.

Candice pulled into a paid lot half a block away and sat with both hands on the steering wheel.

The sensible part of her mind offered one last argument.

You can still go home.

Then the front doors opened again.

Music rolled out, low and heavy.

Something under it answered inside her.

Not thought.

Not fear.

Recognition.

Candice stepped out of the car, locked it, and walked toward Club Hope with her grandmother's earrings brushing her neck.

At the rope, the doorman looked her over once. Not crudely. Professionally. His gaze caught on her face, then the earrings, then something just past her shoulder.

His expression changed.

"Dr. Monroe?"

Candice lifted an eyebrow. "Yes."

"Ms. Vale said you'd be coming."

He unclipped the rope without checking a list.

That should have bothered her.

It did.

She went in anyway.

The first thing Club Hope did was take her breath.

Heat. Bass. Amber light. Bodies dressed like offerings. A ceiling high enough to hold secrets. The old bank lobby had been transformed into a temple of velvet and liquor: marble columns wrapped in red uplighting, balconies trimmed in brass, bars glowing along both walls, and a dance floor crowded with people moving like the week had been a sentence and the music had commuted it.

Bottle girls cut through the room carrying sparklers and champagne, their black satin uniforms catching light at the hip. Go-go dancers moved on raised platforms, not frantic, not cheap, but controlled and hypnotic, every roll of the waist turning attention into currency. Security stood where shadows gathered. VIP sections rose in tiers behind low glass partitions, each one its own little kingdom of ice buckets, leather seating, and men pretending not to watch the door.

Candice had been in expensive spaces before.

Club Hope was not merely expensive.

It was curated appetite.

She felt it before she understood it: the hunger in the walls, in the floor, in the red light sliding over skin. Need moved through the place like weather. Lust, envy, loneliness, greed, joy, revenge. All of it braided with bass until the room seemed to pulse around a hidden heart.

Her fingers went cold.

Then Simone appeared near the stairs, waving one jeweled hand.

"You came!"

Candice crossed the room, dodging a server with a tray of glowing shots. Simone hugged her with one arm and smelled like jasmine, vanilla, and nerves.

"You look amazing," Simone said into her ear.

"You look famous."

"Occupational hazard."

"Where's Malik?"

Simone's smile flickered. "Not here yet."

"Good."

"Don't start therapizing before we sit down."

"Then stop looking like you need therapy."

Simone laughed and pulled her toward a curved staircase. Their section overlooked the main floor from the first balcony, close enough to feel the bass but high enough to watch the room reveal itself. Two women sat there already, both beautiful, both introduced too quickly for Candice to remember their names. One had cheekbones that could cut glass. The other wore a silver dress and watched Candice with the cool assessment of someone deciding whether she mattered.

A server poured sparkling water without being asked.

Candice noticed.

"You told them?"

Simone leaned close. "Told them what?"

"That I'm not drinking."

"I might have mentioned it."

Candice looked down through the glass partition.

On the floor below, the crowd shifted.

Not much. Just a subtle rearrangement of attention. Security straightened. A bartender reached for a bottle before being asked. A man in a gray suit near the far wall stopped mid-sentence.

Someone had entered the room.

Candice knew before she saw him.

That irritated her.

Then the crowd opened, and Roman Greer walked into Club Hope like a man returning to a body he owned.

He was tall, but not theatrically so. Broad through the shoulders, clean-shaven, skin the color of dark polished walnut under the club lights. His suit was black, tailored close, no tie, white shirt open at the throat. No chain. No unnecessary shine. His power did not announce itself because the room had already agreed to do that for him.

Men reached for his hand. Women turned. Staff made tiny adjustments in his path. He acknowledged people without slowing, gave one smile to an older woman in pearls, touched a security guard's shoulder, said something that made a bartender laugh, and kept moving.

Businessman, Candice thought.

Then he paused near the center of the floor and looked up.

Their eyes met.

The bass dropped out of the world.

Not literally. Candice knew the difference. Music still shook the glass. Simone was saying something beside her. Someone below shouted over the beat.

But inside Candice, a silence opened.

Roman Greer looked at her as if he had been expecting her and resented the confirmation.

Heat moved through Candice's body too fast to be attraction alone. It touched her throat, her ribs, the backs of her knees. Behind it came something darker: a pressure, almost grief, almost warning. For half a second, she saw not the club but rain falling on red pavement, a man's hand covered in blood, gold letters flickering above a door.

Then the vision snapped shut.

Candice gripped the edge of the table.

Simone touched her arm. "You okay?"

Roman was still looking at her.

Candice forced herself to breathe.

"Who is that?" she asked, though she already knew.

Simone followed her gaze.

"That," she said, "is Roman Greer."

On the floor below, Roman gave Candice the smallest nod.

Not a greeting.

A recognition.

And somewhere beneath Club Hope, deep under marble and money and music, something old opened one eye.
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Chapter Two

The Owner of Hope
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Roman Greer knew every lie in Club Hope by the way people spent money.

A man buying one bottle for a table of six was celebrating. A man buying five bottles for a woman who had not touched his knee was negotiating with humiliation. Cash laid flat meant business. Cash folded once meant nerves. A black card placed down too slowly meant the owner of it wanted witnesses. Men who had real money did not need the room to count with them.

From the main floor, Roman watched a young tech boy in a shiny shirt order Cristal like he had just discovered capitalism. The bottle girl smiled because Tasha had trained her well, but Roman saw her eyes cut once toward the man's shoes.

Bad leather. New watch. Borrowed confidence.

"He's going to dispute the charge Monday," Roman said.

Mack stood half a step behind him, big hands folded in front of his black suit. Marcus Devereaux had the kind of face that made foolish men lower their voices without knowing why. He had been with Roman since before Hope had a liquor license, before the old bank building became a cathedral of red light, before the city learned to say Roman Greer's name like it belonged beside legitimate money.

"Already put a note on the table," Mack said.

"Good."

"You got Ward in the back corner."

Roman did not turn his head. "I know."

Detective Lenox Ward had been sitting at the downstairs bar for nineteen minutes with one beer, no woman, and a jacket too plain for a Friday night. Police thought not drinking made them invisible in clubs. It did the opposite. Every man in the room was performing some version of appetite. Ward's restraint stood out like a badge pinned to his forehead.

"He alone?" Roman asked.

"Tonight, yeah."

"Let him sit."

"You want me to send over wings?"

Roman looked at Mack.

Mack's mouth twitched. "Police like wings."

"You're an idiot."

"A loyal idiot."

"Send water."

Mack laughed under his breath and moved away.

Roman continued through the room, letting himself be seen. That was part of the job. People did not pay Hope prices just for liquor and music. They paid to stand near proof. Proof that Oakland could wear silk without apology. Proof that a man could come from nothing, buy the building that used to deny his grandmother a loan, and turn it into a place where judges and hustlers waited behind the same rope.

Hope was not his first business.

It was the first one he allowed strangers to admire.

The others lived behind names on paper, warehouses with clean books, trucking companies that ran on time, barber shops where nobody asked why the back room had two exits, apartment buildings bought through cousins of cousins. And beneath those, farther down where light did not go unless Roman sent it, there was product moving north and south through Northern California with discipline so tight men mistook it for peace.

Peace was not the absence of violence.

Peace was violence obeying instructions.

Roman had learned that young.

Tonight, nothing in Club Hope was supposed to know about that life. Not the dancers moving under red light. Not the bartender flaming orange peels over cocktails. Not the councilman upstairs with his wedding ring in his pocket. Not the woman in the balcony section with Simone Vale.

Especially not her.

Roman had felt her before he saw her, and that irritated him enough to make him still.

He did not believe in feelings he had not earned.

Instinct, yes. Pattern recognition, yes. The useful mathematics of danger. A man's eyes moving too much. A woman's laugh going flat. A room tightening before the first fool reached for a gun. Those were not feelings. Those were data gathered by a body that had survived.

But the woman in Simone's section was not data.

She was a disruption.

Black wrap dress. Gold hoops. Hair loose around her shoulders. She sat upright, not stiff, but contained, like somebody who knew exactly how much space she occupied and charged rent for the rest. The women around her leaned toward spectacle. She leaned toward truth. Even from the floor, Roman could tell she was listening to things no one had said.

When their eyes met, something moved behind his ribs.

Not lust, though lust was there, immediate and clean enough to be honest. This was older. Stranger. A key turning in a door he had not built.

For one second, he smelled rosewater and gun oil.

His father's smell.

Roman looked away first because he chose to, not because he had to.

At least that was what he told himself.

Tasha intercepted him near the north bar. She was twenty-eight, sharp-eyed, hair pulled into a high ponytail, black satin uniform immaculate. The other bottle girls called her Captain when she was not in earshot and sometimes when she was.

"Table Nine asking for you," she said.

"They paying their tab?"

"Eventually."

"Then they're not asking for me."

"It's Councilman Price."

"Definitely not asking for me."

Tasha smiled. "His guest wants the upstairs red room."

"His guest have a name?"

"Wife number two."

"He came with wife number one."

"That's why he wants the red room."

Roman sighed. "Tell him no."

"You want the polite no or the Hope no?"

"Hope no."

Tasha's smile turned professional and lethal. "My favorite."

She moved off. Roman watched her cross the floor, watched three men track her hips and then remember the security at every corner. Good. A club was only as safe as the women working it felt. Roman paid his staff high, watched cameras himself, fired customers with money, and kept rules simple enough for drunk men to understand.

Touch a dancer without permission, gone.

Disrespect a bottle girl, gone.

Bring street business inside Hope, gone in a way that made witnesses become philosophers.

His phone vibrated once inside his jacket.

He stepped into the corridor behind the main bar before checking it.

Unknown number. But not unknown to him.

The message held only four words.

San Jose got curious.

Roman stared at it until the screen dimmed.

The Lecture sat near the university crowd in San Jose, all youth, heat, cheap perfume, fake IDs caught at the door, and college money trying to look like grown money. It was profitable, but it was also useful. Younger crowd meant newer habits. Newer habits meant early information. DJs heard things. Students carried things without understanding value. Men who wanted access to campus girls talked too much around bartenders.

San Jose got curious meant somebody had come asking questions at the wrong door.

He typed back: Handle soft.

Three dots appeared, vanished, appeared again.

Then: Might not stay soft.

Roman's jaw tightened.

The corridor around him held the club's working pulse: stacked cases of liquor, staff lockers, a security monitor glowing above a narrow desk, somebody laughing in the kitchen, the muffled thud of bass pushing through walls thick enough to hold old money's shame. He looked at the monitors. Dance floor. North bar. Front door. Alley. Upstairs balcony.

The woman in black was on Camera Seven.

He had not meant to look for her.

She sat beside Simone, but her attention was not on the actress. She was looking toward the ceiling, eyes narrowed slightly, as if the building had whispered something rude.

The screen flickered.

Roman went still.

Camera Seven showed static for half a second. When the image returned, the woman had turned and was staring straight at the camera.

Not near it.

At it.

Impossible, unless she knew exactly where the small black dome had been installed beneath the balcony lip.

Mack came into the corridor carrying a bottle of water.

"Ward says thank you," he said.

"For water?"

"He said it sarcastic."

"Then he can choke politely."

Mack followed his gaze to the monitor. "That's Dr. Monroe."

Roman turned slowly. "You know her?"

"Know of her."

"Why?"

"My ex-wife."

Roman waited.

"We went three times," Mack said.

"To therapy?"

"Don't say it like that."

"Like what?"

"Like I took my truck to a poet."

"Did it help?"

Mack looked toward the wall with great seriousness. "She told Keisha I wasn't emotionally unavailable. I was emotionally cheap."

Roman almost smiled. "Sounds expensive."

"Very."

"Why is she here with Simone?"

"Maybe Simone's got problems."

"Everybody in here has problems."

"Then maybe hers pay better."

Roman looked back at the monitor. Dr. Monroe had turned away, but her posture had changed. Alert now. Not scared. He preferred scared in civilians. Scared people could be guided away from danger. Alert people walked toward it with questions.

"Find out who invited her," he said.

"Simone did."

"Find out why."

Mack's face shifted. Not much, but enough. "You worried about a therapist?"

"I'm curious about surprises."

"Same thing, in your language."

Roman slid the phone back into his jacket. "And call The Lecture. I want details."

"You want me here or on San Jose?"

"Both."

"You know I'm one man, right?"

"Then suffer efficiently."

Mack shook his head and walked off.

Roman returned to the floor.

The DJ was moving from R&B into something harder, bass thickening, the crowd answering with lifted hands and open mouths. Friday had tipped over. The room's manners loosened. Jackets came off. Women kicked one heel out, then slid it back on when security passed. The dancers on the platforms changed shifts, and the new pair came out in gold and black, moving like they knew secrets about gravity.

At Table Twelve, a music executive with a cocaine habit he thought was private leaned too close to a singer who looked barely old enough to be inside. Roman clocked it and signaled security.

Check ID again. Separate if needed.

No children in Hope. No exceptions. Not for celebrities, not for cousins, not for men with bodyguards and platinum plaques. Roman had sins enough without adding that to the ledger.

As security moved, a cold spot crossed the floor.

Roman felt it pass through his suit.

The hairs on his arms lifted.

For a second, the red uplights along the marble columns dimmed to the color of old blood. The bass stretched, warped, and the crowd's movement slowed in a way that made no sense. A woman's laughter near the bar turned backward in his ears.

Then a voice spoke behind him.

Roman.

He turned.

Nobody stood there.

Only the dance floor, alive and careless. Only the club doing what he had built it to do. Only money, music, skin, light.

His phone vibrated again.

This time it was Rochelle.

He answered because his sister had never respected the possibility that he might be busy.

"You better not be calling me from jail," he said.

"You better not answer the phone like you don't owe me twenty thousand dollars."

"I donated to your youth center."

"You pledged to donate. That's church for lying."

"I signed paperwork."

"A man can sign anything with a dead pen."

Roman looked up at the balcony.

Dr. Monroe was gone.

His body responded before his mind could insult it.

"I'm working," he said.

"You always working."

"Text me the invoice."

"Already did."

"Then text it louder."

"Roman."

Something in Rochelle's voice pulled him back. Beneath the teasing was strain.

"What happened?"

"Mama's old friend Miss Claudette called me."

"Why?"

"She said she saw Daddy."

Roman went cold in a way the club could not explain.

His father had been dead eighteen years.

"Where?" he asked.

Rochelle exhaled. "Outside Hope."

Roman looked toward the front doors.

The red awning glowed through the glass. People moved beyond it in line, laughing, posing, waiting to be chosen by a place that did not love them back.

"When?"

"Tonight."

"Miss Claudette drinks."

"Miss Claudette does communion wine and judgment. That's it."

"Stay home."

"Excuse me?"

"Rochelle."

"Don't use that voice on me."

"Stay home tonight."

There was a beat of silence. Then, softer, "What did you do?"

The question was old between them. Older than the clubs. Older than the money. Older than the version of him she defended in public and doubted in private.

"Nothing you need to carry," he said.

"That's never meant nothing."

Before he could answer, the crowd near the staircase shifted.

Dr. Candice Monroe descended from the balcony alone.

She moved carefully, one hand on the brass rail, eyes taking in exits, cameras, corners, people. Not drunk. Not dazzled. Not available to the room's usual tricks.

Roman forgot, for one irresponsible second, that he was on the phone with his sister and possibly being haunted by his father.

Candice reached the bottom step.

A man stepped into her path.

Malik St. John.

Roman's grip tightened around the phone.

Malik wore a cream leather jacket and too much confidence. His braids were fresh, his smile expensive, and his debt to Roman's organization three weeks overdue. He had no business being in Hope tonight. Which meant he had come for either protection, spectacle, or stupidity.

All three were expensive.

Candice tried to step around him.

Malik moved with her.

"Roman?" Rochelle said in his ear.

"I have to go."

"Don't hang up on me."

He ended the call.

Across the floor, Malik leaned in close to Candice's ear.

Whatever he said made her face go still.

Not scared.

Worse.

Insulted.

Roman started walking.

The crowd made room because the room knew him. Security saw him move and adjusted. Mack appeared near the bar like he had been summoned by blood pressure. The DJ slid into a new track, horns bright over bass, the whole club lifting at once.

Malik reached for Candice's wrist.

He did not make contact.

Roman caught his hand in the air.

Not hard enough to break it.

Hard enough for Malik to understand the mercy.

"You lost?" Roman asked.

Malik's smile twitched. "D, come on. I was just speaking."

"Speak with your hands down."

Candice turned toward Roman.

Up close, the first thing he noticed was not her beauty, though God had been thorough. It was the steadiness. Most people looked at Roman and saw what they wanted from him or feared he might take. Candice looked as if she saw the door, the lock, the room behind it, and the child who had once hidden there.

Roman hated that.

He wanted more of it immediately.

"Dr. Monroe," he said.

Her eyes narrowed slightly. "Mr. Greer."

So she had asked.

Malik tried to pull his hand back. Roman held it another second, then released him.

"You know her?" Malik asked.

Roman looked at him.

Malik remembered himself. "My bad."

"It is."

Candice's gaze moved between them. "I'm fine."

"I didn't ask," Roman said.

Her eyebrows lifted.

Mack made a small sound behind him that might have been a cough or a prayer.

Roman corrected himself because he was not a fool twice in the same minute.

"I mean," he said, "I saw him crowding you."

"And decided I needed rescuing?"

"No."

"Good."

"I decided he needed warning."

Her mouth softened at one corner before she controlled it. "That may be accurate."

Malik looked from Candice to Roman, calculation moving behind his eyes. Roman saw the exact moment Malik realized the woman was not random, whether or not Roman understood that yet himself.

Dangerous little math.

"Go home," Roman told him.

"I got people upstairs."

"Not anymore."

"D, it's Friday."

"And you still breathing. Count blessings."

The smile left Malik's face.

For one second, the street looked out through him.

Then Mack stepped closer, and Malik put the mask back on.

"Respect," Malik said.

"Try it."

Malik walked away, anger sharp in his shoulders.

Roman watched until security collected him near the side exit. Only then did he turn back to Candice.

"You should go back to your section."

"You give orders very naturally."

"Occupational hazard."

"And here I thought clubs were hospitality."

"Depends on the guest."

"Which am I?"

He should have said Simone's guest. He should have said a valued customer. He should have said something polished enough to close the moment and send her safely upstairs.

Instead, the truth rose without permission.

"Unexpected."

The word changed the air between them.

Candice looked at him for a long second. The club moved around them, but the space between their bodies felt strangely still.

"That makes two of us," she said.

Before Roman could answer, every light in Club Hope went out.

The music died.

Darkness swallowed the room whole.

For one suspended breath, nobody screamed. The city, the club, the money, the desire, all of it held itself still in the black.

Then, from somewhere beneath the floor, a woman began to sing.
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Chapter Three

The Singer Under Hope
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The song had no words Candice knew.

It rose through the dark under Club Hope in one long, low note, not loud enough to overpower the panic, but old enough to make panic seem young. Around her, people shouted. Glass broke somewhere near the downstairs bar. A woman screamed, then cursed at whoever had stepped on her foot. The emergency lights should have come on. They did not.

The blackness was complete.

Candice held still.

That was the first thing her training had taught her and the first thing her grandmother had taught her before any school had a chance to dress it up in clinical language. When the room turned strange, do not offer your fear as tribute. Hold still. Let the dark reveal who brought teeth.

Beside her, Roman Greer's hand closed around her upper arm.

Warm. Firm. Not possessive. Locating.

"Don't move," he said.

"You say that like I'm in the habit of obeying strange men in the dark."

For half a second, even with the room falling apart around them, she felt him turn toward her.

"You always this calm?"

"No."

"Good. I hate liars."

"That must make business difficult."

The smallest silence passed between them. Not empty. Marked.

Then Roman lifted his voice. "Mack."

Candice did not hear an answer. She heard movement instead: controlled, heavy, cutting through the disorder. Security men began speaking from corners of the room, their voices spaced and steady.

"Everybody stay where you are."

"Do not run."

"Ladies, heels down. Hands on railings."

"Back up from the bar."

"Keep your phones in your hands and lights on."

Tiny blue-white squares began appearing in the dark, one after another, trembling in raised hands. Flip phones. Razrs. Nokias. A few Sidekicks glowing like little open mouths. The scattered light caught faces in pieces: a cheek shining with sweat, diamonds at a throat, an open bottle spilling champagne over leather, Tasha's satin uniform as she moved along the edge of the dance floor with a flashlight she must have pulled from nowhere.

The singing continued beneath them.

Not through speakers.

Candice knew speakers. She knew recorded sound, layered sound, the way a microphone flattened breath. This was not that. The note came through the soles of her shoes and climbed her bones.

Roman's grip shifted, and she realized he felt it too.

"What is that?" she asked.

"Power issue."

"Power issues don't sing."

"In Oakland they do."

"Cute."

"Wasn't trying to be."

Someone knocked into Candice from behind. Roman moved before she finished catching her balance. His body came between hers and the room, not pressing, not trapping, but covering space with a confidence that made the air reorganize around him.

Candice hated how quickly her body understood the gesture.

Protection was not intimacy. She knew that. Protection could be control in a good coat. Protection could be the first ribbon tied around a woman's wrists by a man who would later call the knot love. She had sat across from too many wives, too many mistresses, too many powerful women who had mistaken a man's vigilance for devotion because nobody had ever shown them safety without ownership.

And still, when Roman moved in front of her, something deep in Candice exhaled.

That irritated her enough to steady her.

"I can stand," she said.

"I see that."

"Then give me room."

He did.

Immediately.

That mattered more than she wanted it to.

The song broke into a second note.

This one was higher and threaded with grief. Candice's vision flashed white behind her eyes.

For one instant, she was not in Club Hope.

She stood in the same building decades earlier, before velvet, before brass, before the gold letters above the door. The marble floor was still there, but the air smelled of paper, ink, men's cologne, and rainwater tracked in from the street. A Black woman in a blue dress stood at a counter with a leather purse held tight beneath one arm. Her gloves were pearl gray. Her back was straight in the way people stood when they knew humiliation was waiting and meant to deny it the pleasure of seeing them bend.

A white man behind the counter slid papers back toward her.

"Mrs. Greer," he said, and his voice seemed to arrive from underwater, "this institution cannot approve your request."

The woman did not look down at the papers.

"My money has been here twelve years."

"That is not the issue."

"It is always the issue when you want it to be."

Behind Candice, someone laughed. Not in the vision. In Club Hope. The two sounds crossed and tangled.

The woman in blue turned her head.

She looked straight at Candice.

Her eyes were Roman's.

Then the vision tore.

Candice came back with a sharp inhale.

Roman was watching her. The phone lights cut his face into hard planes, but she saw the change in him. He had not missed it. Whatever had happened to her had been visible enough to make him stop pretending.

"What did you see?" he asked.

That was the wrong question.

Not What happened? Not Are you all right? Not Did you faint?

What did you see?

Candice's pulse kicked.

"Why would you ask me that?"

Before he could answer, a bottle shattered against the far wall.

"Open the damn doors!" a man shouted.

Panic moved like fire through dry grass. The crowd pressed toward the front, bodies leaning before feet could follow. In darkness, wealth became animal. Perfume, sweat, liquor, fear. A woman cried out near the staircase. Somebody yelled for security. Somebody yelled for Jesus. Somebody else yelled for their purse.

Roman turned from Candice and became the room's spine.

"Nobody opens anything," he said, voice sharp enough to cut through the noise.

It should not have worked. One man should not have been able to command that many frightened people in the dark.

It worked.

Not completely. Panic did not vanish. But it hesitated.

Mack's voice came from the right. "Front doors are clear. Street lights still on. It's just us."

"Generators?"

"Dead."

"Both?"

"Both."

Roman cursed softly.

Candice caught it because she was close enough to feel the heat of the word leave him.

"Fire exits?" Roman asked.

"Lit from outside," Mack said. "Inside strips are dead."

"Staff lights."

"Coming."

A red beam cut through the room, then another. Security flashlights. Not enough, but better. The emergency mood changed from blind to wounded. People looked around and found one another. Men returned to themselves and straightened their jackets. Women reclaimed handbags and dignity. The DJ stood behind his booth with both hands lifted as if the equipment had accused him personally.

The singing sank lower.

Candice looked toward the floor.

The marble beneath her feet had gone cold enough to ache through her soles.

"Do you have a basement?" she asked.

Roman did not answer quickly enough.

She looked up.

"You do."

"This building is old."

"That wasn't my question."

"Yes."

"The sound is coming from there."

"No one is in the basement."

"How do you know?"

His face hardened. "Because no one gets into my basement."

There it was. Not club owner. Not host. Not businessman with a velvet room and a liquor license. Something else stood behind the sentence, broad-shouldered and armed.

Candice felt the warning in him and the warning beneath him, two different temperatures meeting in the same air.

"Roman."

She said his name before deciding to.

His eyes moved over her face.

The singing stopped.

Every phone in the room rang at once.

Not buzzed. Rang.

A thousand little tones burst through Club Hope: polyphonic melodies, tinny chirps, old-school rings, custom hooks, all of them starting together with impossible precision. People cried out again, this time more confused than afraid. Candice's own phone vibrated inside her purse, ringing with a number she did not recognize.

Roman pulled his phone from his jacket.

The blue screen lit his hand.

Candice saw the caller ID.

HOME.

Roman stared at it like it had become a weapon.

"Answer it," Candice said.

His jaw flexed.

"Roman."

He hit the button and lifted the phone slowly to his ear.

For a second, there was only static.

Then a woman's voice came through, thin and crackling, old as a record left too long in heat.

Candice could not hear the words, but she saw what they did to him.

The blood left Roman Greer's face.

Mack appeared at his shoulder, flashlight held low. "What is it?"

Roman lowered the phone.

The screen had gone black.

Around them, the other phones stopped ringing one by one, as if an invisible hand were moving through the club and touching each mouth closed.

Candice's phone was the last.

It rang in her purse, muffled and insistent.

She did not want to answer.

That was how she knew she had to.

She took it out.

Unknown Caller.

Roman watched her now with the intensity of a man who had discovered the bridge was already burning beneath both their feet.

Candice answered.

"Hello?"

At first, she heard only breathing.

Then her grandmother's voice, close enough to warm her ear.

"Baby, don't let that man stand in blood alone."

The line went dead.

Candice's hand shook once.

Only once.

Roman saw it anyway.

"Who was that?" he asked.

The room waited around them, full of people who thought the danger had been the darkness.

Candice looked at Roman Greer, at the man with two clubs, a hidden basement, dead generators, ghosts in his phone, and grief locked so deep inside him the whole building seemed to be singing around it.

"Someone dead," she said.

The main lights came back on.

Club Hope erupted in sound.

People cheered because they were relieved and embarrassed by their own fear. The DJ, either brave or foolish, slammed the music back in before silence could ask questions. Bass hit the room like a cover story. Bartenders lifted bottles. Security moved with fresh urgency. Tasha climbed onto a platform and clapped twice, directing the bottle girls back into formation as if the night had simply stumbled and needed posture.

Roman did not move.

Neither did Candice.

In full light, the moment between them felt more dangerous than it had in the dark.

Mack leaned close to Roman. "We need to check downstairs."

"I know."

"And Ward is watching."

Roman's gaze flicked toward the bar.

Detective Ward stood now, beer abandoned, eyes bright with the particular pleasure of a patient man watching a locked door crack open.

Roman turned back to Candice.

"Go upstairs with Simone."

"No."

Mack's eyebrows lifted.

Roman's voice lowered. "This is not the time to prove a point."

"Good. Then listen the first time."

"Dr. Monroe."

"Mr. Greer."

The formal names should have cooled the air.

They did not.

"You asked what I saw," Candice said. "That means you know this isn't just a power issue."

Mack looked at Roman. "What did she see?"

Roman ignored him. "Whatever you think is happening, it isn't your problem."

"A dead woman just called my phone and told me not to let you stand in blood alone. So either I am having a very specific stress event, or your problem has introduced itself."

For the first time since she had seen him enter the club, Roman looked genuinely uncertain.

It lasted less than a second.

Then the mask came down.

"Mack, take Dr. Monroe to her section."

Candice smiled without warmth. "Mack can try."

Mack looked pained. "I would rather not."

Roman stared at her.

Candice stared back.

She had spent her adult life sitting across from men who believed control was a dialect of care. She knew the tone. She knew the posture. She knew the way a command wrapped itself in urgency and expected gratitude. Roman Greer was not like those men exactly. That was the trouble. He was worse because part of him meant well.

But meaning well did not make a cage less locked.

"You own the club," Candice said. "You don't own the truth."

Something moved in his eyes when she said that.

Not anger.

Recognition again.

The word from downstairs had returned without sound.

Mack cleared his throat. "Boss."

Roman did not look away from Candice. "What?"

"Side hall."

Candice followed Mack's gaze.

At the edge of the room near the staff corridor, Malik St. John stood where security should not have allowed him to stand. His cream leather jacket was gone. His white shirt was torn at the collar. Blood ran from his nose over his mouth, but he was smiling.

In his right hand, he held a small black velvet bag.

The bag pulsed once.

Candice felt it in her teeth.

Roman's expression went flat.

That frightened her more than anger would have.

Malik lifted the bag just enough for Roman to see it clearly, then mouthed two words across the room.

Too late.

The red lights over the bar exploded.
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Chapter Four

Gold Hoops in the Ash
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Glass rained down like bright red insects.

Roman moved before the first scream found its shape. He caught Candice by the waist and pulled her backward as the row of uplights burst over the bar, one after another, each pop throwing sparks against liquor bottles and mirror. Heat kissed the air where her face had been.

For a second she was against him, back to his chest, his arm locked across her middle.

He smelled like cedar, smoke, and something darker beneath the expensive cologne. Not sweat. Not fear. Violence held on a leash.

Candice shoved his arm.

"I'm clear."

He let go.

Again, immediately.

But his body stayed near enough to block anything coming from the left.

"North bar!" Roman shouted.

The club did not collapse into chaos this time. Fear had already visited once tonight; now the staff knew its face. Tasha was on the move before Roman finished calling out, one arm raised, voice carrying over the music that had died again in the blast.

"Ladies, move them back. Back from the glass. Nobody runs."

Bottle girls became ushers. Dancers stepped down from platforms and helped women away from the bar. Security closed ranks around the blast area with black napkins pressed into service as bandages. A bartender with blood on his forearm kept saying he was fine while staring at the wound as if it belonged to someone else.

Mack went after Malik.

Roman went faster.

Candice saw the decision cross his body. Not his face. His face gave away nothing. But his shoulders changed, his center lowered, and the businessman vanished so completely she understood the clean version of him was not a lie. It was a room he could leave.

Malik ran into the staff corridor.

Roman followed.

Candice followed Roman.

"Absolutely not," Mack snapped without turning around.

"Then walk faster," Candice said.

The corridor swallowed the club's red light and replaced it with hard fluorescent white. Staff lockers flashed past. A waitress pressed herself against the wall, eyes wide, tray held to her chest like a shield. Somewhere behind them, Detective Ward shouted Roman's name, but the crowd ate the sound.

Malik hit the basement door at the end of the hall.

It should have been locked.

Candice knew it from the way Roman's breath changed.

Malik yanked it open and disappeared down the stairs.

Roman stopped at the threshold so suddenly Mack almost ran into him.

The stairwell beyond was black.

Not unlit.

Black.

The kind of darkness that looked poured.

Cold rolled out of it, carrying the smell Candice had caught in her office: rain on hot pavement, tobacco, old perfume. Under that was something metallic. Not fresh blood exactly. The memory of it.

Roman looked at Mack. "Get everyone out of this hallway."

"You going down?"

"Yes."

"Then I'm going with you."

"No."

Mack's face hardened. "That wasn't a request."

"And mine wasn't a conversation."

Candice stepped closer to the doorway.

The song was gone, but the basement had a pulse.

She could feel it under the stairs, a slow pressure that seemed to respond when she breathed. Her grandmother's words returned in the shell of her ear.

Don't let that man stand in blood alone.

"I'm going," Candice said.

Both men turned to her.

For an absurd second, they looked united by offense.

"No," Roman said.

"You keep saying that like it has legal authority."

"This isn't a debate."

"Then stop losing."

Mack made the mistake of laughing.

Roman cut him one look. The laugh died honorably.

Candice kept her eyes on Roman. "I saw your grandmother."

That did it.

The hallway changed. Not physically, not in any way a camera could have proved. But something in Roman withdrew from the argument and went very still.

"What did you say?"

"In the vision. At the bank counter. Blue dress. Gray gloves. They called her Mrs. Greer."

Mack whispered a curse.

Roman's face did not move.

Candice hated that. She wanted him to flinch. She wanted proof that the words had entered him, that he was not made of locked doors all the way down.

Then she saw his hand.

His right hand had curled into a fist so tight the knuckles shone.

"Her name was Josephine," he said.

"Roman."

"Do not say anything else about her in this hallway."

The warning was quiet. It was also wounded.

Candice heard both.

Behind them, the corridor door opened. Detective Ward stepped in with one hand near his jacket, two uniformed officers behind him, their faces bright with opportunity and confusion.

"Mr. Greer," Ward said. "Looks like your establishment is having a busy night."

Roman turned halfway, enough to become respectable again.

The transformation was flawless.

"Electrical fault," Roman said.

Ward looked at the open basement door. "Electrical faults usually run downstairs?"

"In old buildings, they run wherever the money wasn't spent right the first time."

"Good line."

"You can use it in your report."

Ward smiled. He was a lean man in his forties, brown-skinned, close-cropped hair, tired eyes that missed very little. He had the irritating calm of someone who had learned not to rush because people ruined themselves eventually if he gave them room.

His gaze moved to Candice.

"Ma'am, are you injured?"

"No."

"You staff?"

"No."

"Then this is a staff-only area."

"I noticed."

Ward waited for more. Candice gave him nothing.

His attention sharpened. "Name?"

Roman answered before she could. "She's a guest."

Candice looked at him.

Ward caught that too.

"Guests have names."

"Dr. Candice Monroe," she said.

One of the officers glanced up. Recognition. Of course. Her practice was discreet, not invisible. Powerful people recommended discreet professionals to one another the way gamblers recommended honest bookies.

Ward's interest deepened. "Doctor?"

"Yes."

"Medical?"

"Psychotherapy."

"Rough night to be off duty."

"Apparently."

The basement breathed cold over her ankles.

Candice did not look down.

Roman did.

Just once.

Ward saw that too.

"Anybody down there?" Ward asked.

"Maintenance access," Roman said.

"That wasn't what I asked."

"Then ask maintenance."

"I intend to."

Ward moved toward the stairs.

Roman stepped in front of him.

The hallway tightened.

Both uniformed officers shifted their weight. Mack became calm in a way that made Candice's stomach dip. Roman stood with his hands visible, expression neutral, but the air around him changed temperature. He was not threatening Ward. That would have been too simple. He was making the detective aware of every invisible line in the room.

"Customers are hurt," Roman said. "My staff is handling a crowd in the dark. If you want to help, help upstairs."

"And if I want to inspect the source of an explosion?"

"Then bring a warrant."

Ward's smile was small. "For a basement in a public club after a public safety incident?"

"For private property beyond the public area."

"You always this careful?"

"Yes."

"That must make business difficult."

Candice almost looked at Roman.

He did not look at her, but she felt the echo land.

Ward took one step closer. "You hiding something down there?"

"Detective," Candice said.

Both men turned.

Her voice had come out softer than she intended, but the softness worked. Men accustomed to force often forgot what to do with quiet.

"There are people upstairs who are frightened, injured, and probably calling everyone they know. If this turns into a crush at the exits, whatever is downstairs will be the least expensive part of your night."

Ward studied her.

"That professional opinion?"

"Common sense in heels."

Mack looked away, but not before she saw his mouth twitch.

Ward's gaze moved from her to Roman, then to the black stairwell. He knew he was being redirected. He also knew she was right.

"Officer Bell," he said without turning. "Front doors. Coordinate with security. Nobody leaves injured without a name."

The taller officer nodded and backed out.

"Ortiz, find the fire panel."

The second officer left.

Ward stayed.

"I'll be back for the basement," he said to Roman.

"I'll light a candle."

"Don't bother. I brought my own."

Ward held Roman's stare another second, then walked out.

The corridor exhaled.

Mack looked at Candice. "That was either helpful or the beginning of a lifelong problem."

"Often the same thing."

Roman turned back to the stairs. "Mack, lock this hallway down. No staff, no police, no Simone, no one."

"You still think you're going alone?"

"No."

Mack blinked.

Roman looked at Candice. "She is."

The words should have felt like victory.

They did not.

Candice looked into the stairwell and understood that whatever waited beneath Club Hope had not asked for a therapist. It had asked for blood, truth, or both.

"I need my purse," she said.

Roman's eyes narrowed. "Why?"

"Because dead women call my phone, and I like to be reachable."

Mack gave up and laughed openly this time.

Roman did not laugh. But something at the edge of his mouth threatened to become human.

"Two minutes," he said.

"Do not rush me like I work here."

"One minute."

"Keep it up and I'll stop helping."

"You haven't started."

"You'd know if I hadn't."

The almost-smile disappeared, but not because of anger. The basement below them made a sound.

Three knocks.

Slow.

Heavy.

Coming from beneath the stairs.

Mack's hand went under his jacket.

Roman looked down into the dark.

"Malik," he called.

No answer.

Another knock.

Then a dragging sound, wet and patient, moving across the floor below.

Candice's mouth went dry.

The black velvet bag appeared on the bottom step.

No hand held it.

It sat there pulsing gently, as if something inside had mistaken itself for a heart.

Roman stepped forward.

Candice caught his wrist.

His skin was hot under her fingers.

"Don't touch it."

"Why?"

She listened.

Not with her ears. With the part of herself she had spent years naming intuition because the alternative invited too many questions.

The bag wanted.

That was the only word she had. It wanted like a mouth wanted. Like an empty room wanted voices. Like a wound wanted a finger pressed into it so pain could prove it was alive.

"Because it is not for you," she said.

Roman looked at her hand on his wrist.

The contact lasted one breath too long.

Then another.

Somewhere above them, Club Hope fought to become a nightclub again. Men lied to women. Women laughed like fear had not just touched their spines. Glass was swept, drinks replaced, music tested in low bursts. The world tried to go on because the world was good at stepping over openings.

Downstairs, the black bag pulsed.

Roman turned his wrist slightly, not pulling away, just changing the contact until her fingers rested over his pulse.

"Then who is it for?" he asked.

Candice knew before the answer reached her.

She hated knowing.

"Me," she said.

The bag split open.

Inside was a woman's gold hoop earring, twisted exactly like the ones Candice wore.
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Chapter Five

Like Worship, Like Warning
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Candice touched her own ear before she could stop herself.

Both hoops were still there.

Warm against her skin. Solid beneath her fingers. The left one trembled slightly, though her hand had gone still.

The earring inside the velvet bag lay on black cloth at the bottom of the stairs, catching no light and all of it. Same thin gold. Same subtle twist in the metal. Same handmade imperfection near the clasp where Odessa Monroe had once bent the wire back into shape with a pair of kitchen pliers and told Candice, Real things got marks, baby. Only fake gold gets to stay perfect.

"That belongs to my grandmother," Candice said.

Roman did not look away from the bag. "Your grandmother dead?"

"Yes."

"Mine too."

"I know."

That made him look at her.

The hallway seemed to shrink around the three of them: Roman, Candice, and Mack standing above a stairwell breathing cold out of a basement that had no business knowing either of their dead. The club thundered behind the staff door, fighting its way back to music and money, but down here the sound dulled at the edges. The air felt wrapped.

Mack lowered his voice. "Boss, this is where sensible people call somebody."

Roman kept his eyes on Candice. "Who do you call for this?"

"Somebody old," Mack said. "Somebody with candles and cousins."

"Your cousins owe me money."

"Everybody's cousins owe you money. That don't mean they can't pray."

Candice almost smiled. Almost.

The earring in
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