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      The stars above Elliot town’s night sky twinkled light downward, and Roberto Gonzalez’s heart pounded where he was seated wedged between two men out in the junkyard valley while opposing gang members crept along in stealth mode. They were here to settle a score, begun by a Good Samaritan act. A day he would not soon forget. And he was caught in the middle of it all.

      But two things caused his heart to pitter-patter.

      He was unarmed.

      And this was termed the showdown.

      Word on the street was that either he lived, or the Striker would live. No one made the Striker lose and get away with it. Without a weapon, the odds did not seem to be in his favor.

      Afar off, a tall shadow wove through the gathering under the cover of darkness as he paused intermittently and asked, “Are you Roberto?” Each time, met with silence or a no, he proceeded on to the next person, his steps determined and his voice resolute.

      Roberto thought about his sick mom. His sister who was about to finish school.

      “You think you can cost me money and my reputation, then hide?” the Striker’s voice bellowed. “No way.”

      When Roberto was tempted to rise, one of the men held him down, then pressed a finger to his lips. So he stayed down.

      His shadow moved again. “Are you Roberto? Roberto, where are you, or are you too weak to stand up to me, huh?” His derisive laughter sailed through the tension and cut across the garage of abandoned vehicles where enough parts to make multiple cars—if the parts were in good condition—littered the landscape, landscape filled with members from seemingly opposing gangs. They perched on abandoned vehicles, tree stumps, and mounds of concrete and sand heaps across the valley. No one else but them was in sight, and the city lights blinked in the distance. They were poised and ready to ground the city limits to a halt if need be.

      But…was that what he wanted?

      One wrong move would set the violence in motion. Dead bodies would follow, and likely, more violence at a future date. He could put a stop to it now. He asked God for grace for the circumstances that led things here and determined to do whatever he could to alter the natural course of this gathering.

      A few glints of hilted knives shone off their handles, but he knew there were also enough guns and other weapons hidden behind those leather jackets to slaughter everyone here without a hand-to-hand fight. No. He won’t let that happen. He would do the right thing now and leave whatever followed to God. He’d thought that going to the opposing gang would help settle the score, but he’d been wrong, so wrong. Had the detective not intervened, he would’ve been dead.

      The Striker’s footsteps crunched closer on the gravel, approaching where Roberto sat near a tree stump, hidden—with the two men near him as a human shield—that was the moment he chose to be a man and stop hiding. Whatever this guy would do to him, let him do. But he recalled his family again and paused, unable to stomach the pain this whole situation would cause them.

      How was he supposed to explain to them about tonight, if he lived long enough to do so? He would have to start from the beginning, from that day he rescued a portfolio from being stolen by a young teen on Rowe Street.

      From there, an ordinary day had turned into an unpredictably dangerous season.…
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      A few months earlier…

      Seated inside the Elliot City Police Precinct, Roberto Gonzalez stared at the tall man with the half-moon beard wearing a cop badge. Unemployed and looking for someone to give him a foot in the door, he felt unqualified and yet…desperate. Roberto swallowed hard and turned his attention to the man.

      The man leaned forward in his seat, his left elbow brushing against stacks of files on one side of his desk, while another stack on the other side shadowed the hands he clasped before him. He looked menacing enough to any criminal, but he was senior enough that Roberto had expected him to delegate this interview to someone junior to him to handle, not do it himself.

      A Yankees shirt enclosed behind a glass case highlighted the portion of the wall above his head, drawing Roberto’s curiosity. But that wasn’t why he was here. He listened as the man began speaking.

      “After looking at your resume, I believe you would be a great police officer, Roberto. Your keen eye for detail suits perfectly.” His bushy brows dipped as Detective Theo Sanchez read through again. “I like you too, so I’m thinking you’d be a great addition to the team. I’ll have one of my colleagues here brief you on what is involved in police work. It does have dangerous aspects but is immensely rewarding. So, if you’re interested based on our conversation about your needs for a job, you’ll find it an excellent profession. Of course, I left the final decision to you, and I gave you a couple of days to think about it. Now, have you made a decision?”

      The man was about to say more when an officer beckoned him. He stood and excused himself, stepping aside. From the corner of his eye, Roberto saw a frown crease the detective’s face. Then he overheard the conversation as the entrant pressed a badge enclosed in a transparent pouch into Detective Theo’s hand. “I’m sorry. Officer Sinclair died in an encounter with a suspect. It happened a few hours ago. I’m here to hand over her badge.”

      An officer was dead? Roberto sat up and gulped hard, thinking about himself.

      No, he didn’t want a career in law enforcement. Not because it was bad. It just wasn’t what he’d prefer nor was it in his plans. He’d come here out of desperation, not for the love of the profession. His heart loved a different profession, and it would be best if he stuck to that, even if it took a while to get a job in it.

      He only came here because his family had urged him to find work, any job that would accept him, so he could support them. So, he’d sent out his resume but hadn’t heard back from many places. Since Detective Theo had come to his high school while he was a student there to explore career opportunities, he’d gone to him and listened and had received the man’s card.

      Stumbling on the card while clearing his bedroom, he’d given it a shot. An email to the detective without expecting an answer—until an eager reply entered his inbox—and had made his family hopeful, and him, skeptical. They’d talked, and he’d explained his financial situation, hoping and praying for some light at the end of the dark tunnel. The detective had been willing to give him a chance, then asked him to go home and think about it. He figured he had nothing to lose by coming to see him.

      But the overheard conversation revealed the grim realities of a career in law enforcement. If he died, how would his mom and only sibling cope? His dad had passed away, and all they had was him. Beth had three months of high school left before she could start looking for a job. He would not pressure her to start working now.

      He shook his head.

      No.

      He couldn’t do this. Roberto, regret filling his heart, waited until the other man left before rising and walking to Detective Theo. He paused in front of the man, searching his heart for certainty and only speaking when he found it. “Sir, I appreciate the time you took to explain things to me, and I can’t thank you enough for your kind consideration. I—” A sigh slid through. “I just don’t think being a cop is right for me.”

      The detective, the sides of his eyes wrinkled with the wisdom of age, smiled and touched his shoulder. “That’s alright, Roberto. You know you are always welcome to come and see me if you change your mind.”

      Roberto exhaled inwardly and felt his shoulders droop. He’d hoped the man wouldn’t be offended, and it appeared that he wasn’t. “Of course. Thank you for your understanding. Please have a nice day.”

      Leaving the precinct and stepping out into the busy street, he knew getting a job was still an uphill battle he’d have to climb. Desperate, he looked up to the only place he knew he could always find help. “God, please, I come to You in desperation. Marshal
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