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      Present day

      

      The sound of the gun going off reverberates throughout the metal of the warehouse. It ricochets like a rock bouncing down a tin roof, only it’s louder… So much louder.

      That didn’t just happen. This is a nightmare. It’s not real. It can’t be real.

      Only as my gaze strays across the room and I take in the scene, the walls start to close in. I can’t breathe. All I can focus on is him… lying on the ground. A dark red puddle steadily increasing in size under him and around him. A gut-wrenching wail so full of horror and despair fills my ears, consuming my head. It pierces my heart. Stops my breathing.

      The voice calling my name, in absolute terror, finally grabs my attention and suddenly the sound stops for a split second. Realization chills my blood. The scream is coming from me.

      “Hope… Hope… look at me… Stay with me! Goddammit! Stay with me! You have to get out of here! You can’t be here right now, Hope! They’re already on the way… and you can’t be here when the police show up.”

      But the screams don’t stop. I can’t. The horror is too much. If anything, I scream even louder. The sound of my own screams echo deep within my head, now a permanent resident. I barely hear the voice imploring me to look away from the scene on the filthy floor of the warehouse, but I can’t. I can’t look away from him. He’s on the ground. My vision starts to waver, and I blink, desperate to try to make the scene disappear.

      It will be okay. This isn’t real. None of this is real.

      It’s just a night terror. Like I had as a child. If I take my time and breathe with my eyes closed, when I open them, I’ll see everything is okay. I’ll be in my pink childhood bedroom, and everything will be fine.

      It’ll be fine.

      A sound like bubbles under water penetrates the fog within my head. Opening my eyes, I look past the man in front of me, desperately trying to get me to move, to leave, and see him lying on the ground as the puddle continues to spread and darken.

      That’s black… it can’t be blood. Blood is red and that is almost black. Blood isn’t that dark. It’s not. This is just a nightmare.

      It’s not real.

      He gurgles as blood trickles from the corners of his mouth, making a smaller pool on the stained concrete floor. He looks at me with a mixture of fear and acceptance on his face.

      He knows.

      Dear God, he’s choking on his own blood. This is real.

      He gurgles once more and his eyes widen before his hand weakly lifts, only a few centimeters, reaching out for me…

      I can’t move. I can’t breathe. This is real. This is happening…

      Oh my God… this is really happening…

      It’s not a nightmare.

      The darkness I’ve somehow managed to defy up to this moment suddenly consumes me. I feel weightless as my bones liquefy… I try to speak but nothing comes out as I succumb to the abyss.

      No light… only blessed darkness.
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      One month ago…

      

      “What is this? This is not what you owe me, Mr. Mascareni.”

      I’m growing increasingly tired of his game.

      My fingers pinch my forehead as I try to push the headache brewing back into the recesses of my mind. In my other hand, I hold a measly fifty-five thousand dollars. A mere drop in the bucket of the two hundred forty thousand dollars Eli is indebted to me.

      What excuse will he use today as to why he doesn’t have my money?

      Max looks at me for guidance as he holds Eli by the arm preventing him from running or doing something stupid, like reaching for the gun peeking out of the waistband of his dirty black slacks.

      Just another indication of just how far he’s fallen.

      Eli whimpers like the coward he is as Max twists his arm more tightly behind him. I almost hear the tendons straining and the bone waiting to snap beneath Max’s thick grip. “I just need more time, Mr. DeLucca.” He sputters, spittle flying from his mouth as his beady eyes flit across my face, searching for a tiny nuance of pity. “I–– I’ll have your money tomorrow. I–– I just need a little more time. It will all be here tomorrow.”

      Glancing at him from beneath my dark lashes, I hastily look him over, noticing the gauntness of his cheeks and the telltale white powder remnants near his nostrils. I can also clearly see the crusted blood just inside.

      Shaking my head in revulsion, I breathe deeply before piercing him with my dark gaze. He cringes, jerking back from the disgust clearly displayed on my face. Leaning down, I take care not to breathe in his revolting stench of sweat and grease. “Now Eli, I’ve given you time. More than enough. Why do you continue to lie to me? I have given you the benefit of the doubt… Last month when you couldn’t pay me what you owed me, I even lowered my interest rate for you… as a measure of good faith, and yet, now… here you are with more excuses as to why you have less product than you should, and no money to cover it, or the debt you already owe me.

      “You are using my product instead of selling it. I would not care if you could pay for it, but you are letting your pathetic addiction win. And by succumbing to its allure, thus, you are stealing from me.” He tries desperately to escape Max’s iron grip as blind panic races across his face. I straighten and adjust the cufflinks at my wrists.

      With a measure of calm, I’ve mastered over the years, I ask the addict on the floor of the empty restaurant kitchen, “Do you know what happens to people who steal from me, Eli?”

      His eyes are so wide and terrified they almost bug out of his head. I can see his brain spinning, trying to come up with a lie he desperately hopes I’ll believe. Spittle flies from his pale, thin lips as he gasps out, “It’s my wife… my bitch of a wife. She’s the one who has used all of your drugs, Mr. DeLucca. I cannot sell fast enough to cover what she’s using. She takes so much and it’s never enough. More… more… more… She constantly wants more. She’s even whoring herself out to try to help me pay for it now, but it’s not… enough.”

      His cries don’t faze me other than to enrage and disgust me. He’s pathetic. A weak man who has entrapped his wife, the woman he swore to love and honor. A woman he should be protecting from the allure of my poison. He allows, and probably even forces, her to sell her body to whoever will pay for it to cover his debts.

      He’s not only caved to the false promises that my drugs make but has made his wife an addict and a whore.

      I shouldn’t complain; drugs and guns have made me a very rich man. Though I have never lowered myself to actually partake of my own poison. However, there are lines you do not cross. Some things are simply unforgivable. Women are to be protected, cherished above all else.

      The way a man treats his woman is a clear indication of his measure.

      Eli continues to cry and plead while spewing more excuses, desperate and pathetic. I’m tired of hearing them. He has wasted enough of my time today. Straightening, I fix the cuffs of my black suit and adjust the already perfect knot on my blood red tie. The heels of my Italian leather loafers click on the stained concrete floor of the kitchen as I turn for the door, dismissing the feeble last attempts to save the life of a man who already knows he is dead.

      Max calls out, “What would you like me to do with him, boss?”

      I hear Eli thrash as he makes one last attempt to free himself from Max’s unrelenting grasp, though he knows it’s futile. With one final glance over my shoulder, I rake my gaze over Eli. He’s crumpled, kneeling in a puddle on the floor, his stained slacks soaked through.

      Pathetic. He’s pissed himself.

      He understands what is about to happen.

      He’s made his bed. Now he must lie in it.

      With no remorse, and barely a thought, I raise my arm, leveling the revolver I’ve removed from the waistband of my own slacks directly at his chest. Eli screams and pleads as he shouts profanities about his wife.

      Without so much as a blink, I pull the trigger. The bullet finds its mark, piercing him directly in the heart. The bright crimson quickly spreads across his chest, merging with the days old sweat and stains on his formerly white shirt. He slumps forward, his lifeless eyes staring at nothing as he lands in the piss on the floor. Blood and piss surround him. Shaking my head in revulsion at the shell of the man on the floor, I tuck my revolver away and straighten my jacket, concealing the weapon again, as I call out to Max, “Make sure this is cleaned up. His employees don’t need to be responsible for this. Then dump him in the street in front of his house. Everyone needs to see. They need to know what happens to people who steal from me. Make certain you pick up Mrs. Mascareni before you leave. She needs treatment and I will make certain she gets it.”

      Turning, I make my way through the closed restaurant and stop at the front door. The framed photo on the wall catches my eye. It’s of a classically beautiful woman, Mrs. Mascareni is my guess, and a younger, healthier Eli. Removing the frame from the wall, I look it over, taking in the innocence and genuine happiness displayed in the capture. Sighing and shaking my head at all that was lost here, I remove the photo and toss the frame to the floor. The glass shatters as it strikes the worn Formica. Then opening the door, I stride into the heat of the Louisiana summer and tuck the photo into my breast pocket as I cross to the gleaming black Escalade parked at the corner.

      The door opens before me and I slide into the blessed coolness of the interior. Davey rounds the hood and climbs into the driver seat before he looks at me through the rearview mirror and asks casually, “Where to, Mr. DeLucca?”

      I tell him to head to the battered women’s shelter. He smiles and nods as he pulls away from the curb. He doesn’t seem surprised at my request. Though he shouldn’t. He knows the place well.

      Laying my head back on the cool black leather of the headrest, I close my eyes and smile as a picture of a beautiful blonde woman captures my thoughts.

      Maybe I can persuade Hope to have lunch with me.
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      “Gabrial, I can’t just take off for lunch. We just got a shipment of baby items from a church, and I need to log them into the computers so I can distribute them tonight. These women count on us. I’m sorry. I can’t leave today.” Hope is constantly moving around her small, cramped office as she turns down my offer for lunch.

      I sigh. I knew it was a long shot, but I wanted to try to get her to take a small break. She works too hard here at the shelter. It’s also a rougher area of town, which is why the shelter is even necessary. Her being in the middle of the madness has me constantly worried about her.

      “Okay, if you won’t have lunch with me, I’ll pick you up for dinner. I don’t have any meetings tonight,” I say as I delicately sit on the arm of the extremely worn chair in her office so as not to crease my suit pants.

      She mumbles, “I can probably do dinner. But it’ll be after eight. I need to distribute this formula and diapers out to the women before I can leave, and if you don’t get out of my office, it’ll be later than that.”

      Curving my palm around the softness of her toned arm as she flits past me, I gently yank her. She screeches as she loses her balance and falls into my lap. I can’t prevent a grin from spreading across my face as she glares up at me. Leaning down, I kiss her nose. Sighing, she lifts her face to press her full pink lips to mine. Her hands cradle my cheeks as we kiss briefly. She laughs against my lips before pulling back, smiling up at me. “Okay, now get out. If I don’t finish everything on my list, I can’t meet you for dinner either.”

      Releasing her, I stand, smoothing my suit. I look at her and take in her messy blonde bun and make-up free face before my gaze travels over her too big hoodie and well-worn jeans. Even dressed to run the shelter, she’s gorgeous to me. She’s easily the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I thought it the first time I saw her on the playground when we were small children. She stole my breath then. And I still think it now… twenty something years later. Hope Delayne is the only woman who can raise my pulse and affect my heart. She is my air.

      Rolling her eyes at me, she points to the door. “Go! Get out, Gabrial. I have a lot to do.”

      With a chuckle, I head to the door. Reaching out, I wrap my hand around the cold metal of the knob and turn back to her. “I’ll have Davey outside once the sun sets. When you’re ready to go, just text him. He’ll walk in to get you and bring you to meet me.”

      Hope arches her brows and purses her lips, showing her displeasure at my words, as she stares at me. “I can drive to meet you, Gabrial. Where am I going?”

      Frowning, I shake my head. “No. You know I don’t want you walking alone outside after dark, Hope. This is not a good neighborhood, and you don’t need to be walking around by yourself. Davey can get you. I’ll send one of my guys to get your car and bring it to my place so you can have it in the morning.” I hold out my hand. “Give me your keys.” My tone brooks no argument.

      She sighs and I can clearly see on her face that she wants to argue with me. Her eyes are hard and determined and her jaw is tight. Finally, she crosses her arms over her shapely chest, still visible beneath the massive sweatshirt, and sharply says, “No. I don’t like your guys in my car, Gabrial. You know that. And I know the neighborhood is not safe. I am working very hard to try to change that fact.

      “But this is my neighborhood. The people here know me. I help them. I’m safe here. I don’t need your goons looking after me…”

      Holding up my hand, I cut her off. Her words fade and her golden eyes harden as I say, “My goons will always protect you. I will always protect you. You are safe here and other areas of the city because of me. I will not allow anything to happen to you. If you insist on driving to meet me tonight, fine. But Davey will wait outside and follow you to my house.

      “I’m trying to protect you, Hope. You’re the most important person in the world to me.”

      Her face softens and she grimaces. “I know that, Gabrial. And I know that no matter what I say, you will have people watching out for me.” She sighs loudly and I know I’ve won.

      “Fine, Davey can follow me. But I’m taking my own car.”

      Smirking at her stubbornness, I open the door. I’ll let her have this one. “Fine. Where would you like to eat? Meet me at my place and we can either stay there and order in or go out. Mrs. Lopez has the week off.”

      She shrugs, waving her hand at me to shoo me out. “I don’t know. I don’t care. Either is fine with me. And I’m glad she has the week off. She deserves it. I’ll text you later.

      “Now, get out. Go!”

      With another chuckle at her stubbornness, I nod. “Okay. But don’t wait until the last minute and don’t forget.”

      She waves at me and rolls her eyes again, but I can see the smile in them. That smile is for me. I know it and she knows it. She can be cross with me, but when she smiles at me like that, I know I’m forgiven. “If you don’t leave, I can’t work and if I can’t work, I can’t leave later.”

      Nodding, I walk out the door. As I enter the musky hallway, I turn, “Would you like to change before meeting me? I can send some clothes over for you.”

      Grabbing a book from her desktop, she lightly tosses it in my direction. It hits the wall before bouncing on the threadbare carpet at my feet. “NO! Don’t you dare send me any damn clothes, Gabrial DeLucca! Take me like this or don’t take me at all!”

      Shaking my head, I mutter so that she can hear me, “I’ll take you any way I can get you, Hope. Always.”

      Her musical laughter follows me down the hall.

      As I pass the desk, I stop. The young woman sitting there looks up with unconcealed apprehension. She jumped when she heard me approach from behind. Her face loses some of the anxiety as she sees who I am, though she already knew I was in the office with Hope since she buzzed me in. She smile shyly and straightens already straight papers in front of her as she says, “Hi, Mr. DeLucca. I hope you’re having a nice day,” before she quickly looks back at the desk.

      Her nervousness around me has eased a slight bit over the past few weeks. Especially since I pop in to see Hope more often than I should, but I can still see the fear in her eyes when any man is around. My blood roars in my veins at the idea of someone abusing this beautiful young woman. Her fingers are tensely gripping the pen in her hand; her fingers are white, almost snapping the pen in half, as her downcast eyes practically bore a hole in the neatly stacked paperwork in front of her on the desktop.

      Reaching into my pocket, I remove my billfold and take out a crisp new hundred. Moving slowly so as not to alarm her, I drop it onto the paperwork in front of her. Her confused gaze rises to meet mine. “Wh— what…”

      Shaking my head, I nod at the money and step back from the desk. “That’s for you, Maia. You and your little one. Treat yourself to something new to wear if you’d like. Or buy you both something. No strings attached. Every woman deserves something pretty. And every child deserves a treat.”

      Her hand covers the money, hovering over it, hesitant to touch it, as if it’s an illusion, and her startled eyes follow me as I walk to the door. As I reach it, I glance back. I smile as I see she’s picked up the money and is holding it to her chest delicately. Smiling again, I calmly say, “Maia, can you remind Hope that she’s meeting me for dinner tonight? I know she’s busy and I don’t want her to get consumed in her work and forget.”

      Maia nods and a slow, timid smile spreads over her pretty young face. “I sure will, Mr. DeLucca.” She looks at the money in her hand before she carefully folds it and slips it into the pocket of her jeans. “Tha— thank you… this is very nice.”

      Smiling back at her, I reply, “It’s truly my pleasure. Enjoy the rest of the day and remind Hope, okay?”

      She nods and I head back into the oppressive heat of the outside but can’t stop the smile on my face as I reach my Escalade. Davey is waiting at the curb and opens my door at my approach. He nods and says, “It appears your visit with Miss Hope went well.”

      Nodding as I settle into my seat, I see, and hear, him open the front door and slide in. The leather creaks as he situates himself comfortably. Once he’s ready he looks back at me while he waits for instructions.

      Meeting his gaze in the rearview mirror, I smile. “Miss Delayne will be meeting me for dinner tonight. She insists on driving herself, but I’ll want you here before nightfall to keep an eye on her and to make sure she arrives to dinner safely.”

      Nodding in acknowledgment, he puts the SUV into drive. “No problem, boss. I’ll be back here around four. Where would you like to go now? Did you grab a bite to eat?”

      Shaking my head, I tell him to take me to my favorite restaurant for lunch and open my phone to check in on my business.
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      I find myself humming as I separate the much-needed supplies that were delivered to the shelter this morning. My office is completely overrun, and the neat piles are spilling into the hallway, since my office is small and cramped on a normal day. Delivery days make it that much more hectic, but we rely on the donations from the local churches and organizations to stay stocked and ready for everyone in need of our assistance. The sheer number of women and children in need is overwhelming if I stop to think about it, so instead, I prefer to help those I can and show them that they do not have to be with a man who uses his fists to control them.

      I’m sorting one of the last boxes of diapers, and swaying my hips as if I’m Beyoncé to the music coming from the portable boom box on my desk, when I hear a laugh at my office door. As I whip around, I drop the package of diapers onto the worn linoleum on my office floor. My hand is over my heart and I can feel it wildly galloping both from my dancing and the jumpstart of the intrusion. My gaze takes in the boot-tipped toes under the hem of well-fitting denim before traveling up over the gun and holster sitting at trim hips and the muscled chest encased in a well-fitted navy t-shirt with his badge hanging over his chest. Eventually, I look over the chiseled face covered in a smirk before settling on the twinkling blue eyes focused on me.

      My heart flips and my stomach twists with awareness as I smirk back. I can’t help it. It’s not a reaction I have control over. “Something funny, Detective?”

      Luke throws his head back and laughs heartily, the sound filling the room, and making my pulse raise. I laugh with him as I imagine what he might have seen as he walked up on the chaos of my office. Nodding, he gestures around the tight space. “Oh, yes. You still can’t dance, Hope. But you certainly give it your all. You’re such a white girl.” He chuckles and looks at the pack of diapers lying at my feet. “Those diapers were in need of a dance partner?”

      My cheeks flush and I quickly grab another pack of diapers from my desktop and toss them at him. They bounce off his muscled legs and land on the floor. He laughs again, the dimples in his cheeks deepening, and uses his foot to gently kick them back toward me. “Now see... I bring you food and you throw diapers at me? I think I’ll take this crispy buffalo chicken wrap back to the precinct with me. I’m certain someone there would appreciate it.”

      My mouth waters at the sound of the treat he’s brought. It’s my damn favorite. Quickly glancing at his hands, I see he’s holding a Mother’s Love Deli bag in one hand and a CC’s Coffeehouse tray in the other. I know he’s joking about withholding it from me, but I lunge at him anyway.

      Still laughing, he counters by holding his arms over his head and out of my reach. Damn him. He’s six feet tall and I’m only five-foot-four. With him holding the bag up like that, the only way I can get it is to climb on a chair... climb him like a monkey on a banana tree… or knock him down.

      Poking my lip out, I pout. “Now, Luke, that’s just mean. I thought you cared about me.” Shaking his head, he chuckles as I point to the bag. “You know that’s my absolute favorite place to eat on the entire planet. Is that extra crispy buffalo chicken with double the bleu cheese by any chance?”

      I already know it is.

      The smell is wafting down to me, and I can make out the sharp smell of the blue cheese and the tangy scent of the buffalo sauce along with perfectly fried French fries and coffee. Luke has just literally brought me heaven in a bag and a tray.

      Nodding, he gestures to my desk with his chiseled chin. “Of course it is. Now, do you think you can wrangle us a spot so you can eat this artery clogging food? I don’t want to have to sit on the damn floor. I figured you’d probably forgotten to eat since it’s delivery day.”

      He knows me so well. I did forget to eat. I get so wrapped up in everything here that I often forget to do things like eat, drink… and pee. Which alerts me to the fact that my bladder is screaming.

      Sticking my tongue out at him, I laugh. “You figured right.” I clear the corner top of my desk off by setting the boxes on the floor and then point at the chair in front of my desk that is covered with several boxes of blankets. “Just shove that to the floor and take a seat. I’ll be right back to eat with you. I just have to pee first.”

      Rolling his eyes, he mutters, “Jesus, Hope. I don’t need to know that you need to pee. Go… before you get a damn bladder infection.”

      Glancing behind me, I see that my chair is, of course, full of boxes as well, so shrugging, I head to the door and call over my shoulder. “Be right back. Just start without me so yours is still hot.”

      After relieving my bladder and washing my hands, I glance in the mirror and cringe at my appearance. My hair is a mess with pieces falling in my face and down around my shoulders from the bun I threw on top of my head much earlier. Yanking out the elastic, I try to finger brush my waves and bring a small semblance of order to my unruly mane.

      Once I rewash my hands and straighten my baggy sweatshirt, I figure that’s the best it’s going to get, and laugh at myself. Luke is used to seeing me look like a hot ass mess anyway.

      Crossing back to my office, I hop onto the top of the desk in the small area I just cleared and swing my legs as I reach for the bag full of deliciousness he’s set there.

      Luke chuckles and says, “You can have the chair, Hope. I swear if I ever walk in here and it doesn’t look like a tornado just came through, I’m going to have a heart attack.”

      Shaking my head in disagreement, since I can’t talk around the food in my mouth, I grunt to indicate he should stay seated. He chuckles again and unwraps his own meal. His is a lean grilled, chicken lettuce wrap full of vegetables with no sign of fried anything. I frown at him as I swallow the first divine bite of my fried, sauced, and cheesed artery clogging meal and then mutter, “That looks so unappetizing, Luke.”

      He grins as he chews. When he swallows, he wipes his mouth with a small napkin and smirks at me. “Yeah, well at least I won’t have a heart attack before I’m thirty-five.” He pats his chiseled abs, visible beneath his tight shirt, and I feel my cheeks heat. “This takes work. I have no idea how you stay so small with all the shit you put into your body, Hope.”

      Rolling my eyes, I look away from him to attempt to cover my unwavering appreciation for his physique. Luke is a gorgeous man with an incredible body. Then again, his job as a detective with “Guns and Gangs” means he needs to stay in shape. And good lord, is he ever in shape.

      He notices my sudden quiet and asks to fill the suddenly awkward silence, “So, what are you doing tonight? Want to come with me to catch the game?”

      Wiping my mouth with the side of my hand, I shake my head at him. He’s not going to like what I’m about to say. “I can’t tonight. I have dinner plans… with Gabrial.”

      His face tightens and his eyes crease. I can sense his disapproval. I knew it was coming, but it still hurts. He sighs deeply and looks at the wall. I can see the muscles in his jaw tighten before he exhales and looks back at me. “Hope…”

      I know what he’s going to say…

      I don’t want to hear it. Not that he’s wrong. He’s not. I just can’t have this discussion again.

      “Luke, stop. I know your opinion. I know….” I sigh, playing with the strings on my hoodie as I stare at him. He stares back and I can see the war in his beautiful blue eyes. They’re dark and stormy… full of things he wants to say, but he’s holding back. “I know. But… he’s Gabrial… He’s Gabrial.”

      He says nothing as he continues to stare at me before he sighs again. I see his hands clench into tight fists on his thighs. “Yeah, I know. He’s Gabrial.” He crumples the last of his food up before harshly shoving it into the bag at his feet, his appetite gone.

      My heart is racing as I try to breathe.

      I don’t want to argue with Luke. Not at all.

      Gabrial is just… well, Gabrial, and Luke is Luke.

      It’s just…

      It’s a fucking complicated situation.

      His blue eyes search my golden gaze as we stare at each other. Finally, he sighs again and stands, saying nothing else. He always does this. When he knows that what he wants to say will upset me, he leaves. It’s his way of dealing with everything.

      And the pathetic part is that I know what he’s doing, I know why he does it. And I know that it’s not right… it’s just so complicated.

      He leans over, cradling my cheek and I lean into the strength of his hands. These are the hands of a good man. A man who risks his life every single day to protect innocents. Luke is who puts the abusers of a lot of the women and children in this shelter in
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