
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   [bookmark: _Toc417231223]Unauthorized Return
 
   by Lisa Ladew
 
    
 
   All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons or organizations, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
 
   No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.
 
   Copyright © 2015 Lisa Ladew All Rights Reserved
 
   Book cover by: http://www.stunningbookcovers.com/
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   From Unauthorized Obsession: Sgt. Aria Gale sat in Assistant Chief Foley’s office, waiting for him to return. She’d had a busy weekend, just the way she liked them. The more she uncovered about Seth Howell, the more she couldn’t believe he had managed to make it into the police department, and the gladder she was that Kara had been able to get the better of him. He had been a real nut case, that one, and she knew he would have just graduated to worse and worse crimes if he had had the chance. She still had weeks of work to do in order to close the investigation and tie everything together. But she’d done the most important thing a few hours ago; finished up her report on the justified nature of the shooting. Kara would be cleared to come back to work as soon as she wanted to.
 
   Assistant Chief Foley strolled back into the room and gave her a distracted smile. “Aria, I’m going to need you to hand off your caseload to Gagne. I have an important assignment for you and it may take a few weeks.”
 
   Aria goggled at him. Hand off her caseload? There was no way! Gagne was good, but he couldn’t take what she'd been working on for months and make any appreciable progress on it. 
 
   Chief Foley held up his hands. “Calm down, I wouldn't ask you to do this if it wasn't incredibly important. You've heard of Fiore Savoy, I assume?” 
 
   Aria nodded mutely. Of course she had. Everyone had heard of him. She even had four or five open cases that probably were his handiwork. He was the worst criminal in the history of Westwood Harbor.
 
   “And his son? Coleton? Have you heard of him?”
 
   “I thought his son wasn't a criminal.”
 
   “He’s not. He’s turning state's evidence on his father, but there have been multiple attempts on his life over the past month. He has to come back into Westwood Harbor in order to testify and we need someone to shadow him. Someone to protect him."
 
   “And you want me to do it? What about Gagne? If he can take over my caseload then he can do this.”
 
   Chief Foley shook his head. "Coleton isn’t too happy about this. And he's had run-ins with Gagne before. I've handpicked you as our best possible chance to get him to comply with round-the-clock protection. We'll put you two in a safe house until he can testify. He has to testify, or Fiore walks free."
 
   Aria shook her head, irritation filling her. She had to give up her cases and babysit a criminal's son? In a safe house. 
 
   Awesome. Not.
 
   A knock sounded on the door and Chief Foley said, "It's open." A man walked in, a sour look on his face. He was tall, with dark hair and brooding eyes, and a slight cleft to his chin. He looked at Chief Foley with as much frustration as Aria felt. Was this Coleton Savoy?
 
   Before he could speak, his eyes fell on Aria and she saw several emotions sprint across his face. The first was recognition, then confusion, then anger, and then finally, something that looked very much like desire. 
 
   His mouth worked. "Ava?" he finally said, his face a mess of contradictions.
 
   Aria pulled back, horrified as the name of her betraying twin sister spilled out of the man's mouth.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_1]Aria’s mouth dropped open when the mysterious man in front of her called her by her twin sister’s name. Her twin sister who had disappeared two years ago with Aria’s then-husband, Jason. 
 
   Thoughts sprinted through her mind, each more confused than the last. He knew Ava? When was the last time he had seen her? Before she left? After? What if it had been recently? Aria had to speak to him alone - had to ask him these questions. 
 
   It had been two years since she had last seen her sister, and in that time there had only been one phone call from Ava. She grimaced as she remembered the call. Ava had admitted that she and Jason were lovers and were to be married, just as soon as Aria signed the paperwork to allow Jason’s divorce from Aria to go through.
 
   Assistant Chief Foley spoke, his grating voice cutting through Aria’s swirling thoughts like a knife. She realized she was staring at Coleton Savoy with her mouth open. She closed it with a pop and tried to tear her eyes away from him, but she couldn’t. His dark gaze held her eyes in place like a magnet. 
 
   “No,” Foley said. “This is Sgt. Aria Gale. She’s the detective in charge of you … uh, your case.” 
 
   Coleton Savoy did not react to those words. He merely stood, his brow furrowed, his gaze burning through Aria. 
 
   Aria finally tore her eyes from Savoy and glanced at the assistant chief. She thought furiously, trying to remember if Foley knew she had a twin sister named Ava. She didn’t think so. They had never worked closely together. She wondered if he found out, would he take her off of this assignment? Should she tell him? Did she want to get out of this? No, because then she might never have a chance to talk to Savoy alone. She dug deep into her pocket and found a stray paper clip. She held the clip between her fingers and began to bend it back and forth. She had smoked, at least a thousand years ago, and she still needed something to do with her hands during times of stress. The paper clips soothed her, helped her to think before she talked.
 
   Foley looked at her curiously, then turned back to Coleton Savoy. “I urge you to take the protection now. Sergeant Gale will ensure you are well taken care of but not imposed upon.”
 
   Aria’s gaze swung back to Coleton. He gave her one last curious and confused glance, then looked at the assistant chief, shaking his head, his voice firm. “The trial is not for a week. I’ll be fine. Once it starts, then I’ll enter into your protection.”
 
   Aria watched him closely, really seeing him for the first time. His brooding face showed that he had not even considered the offer. He had come in here with his mind made up already. He stood tall, expensively-dressed, and handsome in a classical way, with a generous mouth and dark flashing eyes. Aria wondered if he smiled easily, then she shook her head slightly, trying to dislodge the inappropriate thought. Her paper clip snapped in half and she put one half in her pocket, then began to work on the other half.
 
   She continued to study him. He looked upset, and chronically bitter about something. But he still looked like exactly the type of man that Ava would go for. Her too, if she cared to admit it to herself. He was tall and dark, with a put-together attitude like her ex-husband, but the resemblance ended there. Thank goodness, or she would probably hate him on sight.
 
   Chief Foley stood up and approached Coleton. “Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider, Coleton? I think it's important. We’ve already discussed the reasons.”
 
   Coleton stood his ground. “We have, and so you know why I am refusing.”
 
   Aria watched the exchange with interest. He was refusing immediate protection, so she wouldn’t have to turn over her cases and leave with him immediately. But could she get Coleton Savoy alone and ask him about her sister? Would he even answer her?
 
   “I don’t know, Coleton. I just don’t know if it’s good enough. I think you are in danger.”
 
   “I survived the last ten months on my own, haven’t I?” Coleton replied with some bitterness in his voice.
 
   Foley nodded reluctantly. “Okay. Would you mind waiting for me outside? I need to talk to Sergeant Gale for a moment. Stay on this floor please.”
 
   Coleton nodded and stepped out of the room with one last haunting look into Aria’s soul. 
 
   Foley returned to his chair and looked at Aria, his eyes serious. “I think you should follow him. He doesn’t understand what kind of danger he is in, or he’s denying it. And if he sees you, fine. Convince him however you have to.” He put his hands together in a steeple, then sighed. “If you have to take him into protective custody, I will back you up all the way.”
 
   Aria shook her head, this was all moving too quickly for her. But she wasn’t upset. It would definitely give her time to ask the man about her sister. And it wasn’t like she didn’t know what she was doing. She had performed this kind of witness protection twice before for the department. 
 
   Foley went on. “He’s only been in town for a few hours. No one should know he is here yet, but I’m worried. I think we still have someone in the police department who is on Fiore Savoy's payroll but no one knows who it is. I don’t want you to tell anyone where you end up. Not even me.”
 
   Aria tried to think of something intelligent to say. She tried to pull her thoughts away from her sister and her personal life and onto the issue at hand. “Right now?” she finally asked, the half of the paper clip in her fingers giving way.
 
   Assistant Chief Foley nodded. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important, Aria, you know that. I get that this kind of assignment is a pain in the ass, but I want to ensure Fiore Savoy stays in prison for life. I would protect Coleton myself, if the Chief would allow it, but my schedule is already packed this week. I have to oversee the prisoner transport to Los Angeles and the extradition to Mexico. Those things are just as important.” 
 
   Aria whistled. “The bomber?” 
 
   Foley nodded. 
 
   Aria understood. The guy who blew a hole in the state building was just as high-profile as Fiore Savoy.
 
   “Does Gagne know he’s taking over my cases?” she asked.
 
   “He does. I’ve got Assistant Chief Harrison talking to him right now.”
 
   Foley opened a drawer on his desk. “Leave me your cell. The detective’s office has tracking on all the assigned cell phones and I don’t want anyone to be able to track you.” He pushed a phone across his desk at her. “Here’s one that has no tracking on it.”
 
   Aria took her phone out of her pocket and tossed it to the chief. She picked up the new phone and pressed the button to make sure it was on. She wasn’t even going to be able to go home and pack a bag, was she? Good thing she spent most nights here anyway. She had a bag in her car.
 
   Foley stood up. “Excuse me for a moment, I’m going to talk to Coleton one more time.”
 
   Aria nodded distractedly, her thoughts already returning to her sister. Foley turned back and interrupted her one more time. “How long do you need to be ready?”
 
   Aria shook her head and waved a hand. She was ready. As Foley walked out the door, she allowed her thoughts to fully settle on Ava. Two years it had been! She hated her sister for what she had done, but she still loved her too. And missed her. Jason, she only hated. Aria’s mind raced and covered the same ground it had already covered a dozen times regarding her sister. Why had she done it? What was she doing right now? Had her sister and her ex-husband had children? Where were they living? Aria had never tried find Ava, knowing her sister didn’t want that, and knowing it could only end badly if she had found them.
 
   Finally, her thoughts turned to Officer Kara Price. Would Kara be okay? She was still on administrative leave and Aria had not had a chance to check on her since the shooting. Aria had been too busy pushing through the investigation to ensure that Kara would be cleared of all charges. She looked at her phone on the Chief’s desk and grabbed it up quickly, sending a text to Kara, who she had begun to think of as a little sister, but one who would not betray her.
 
   I hope you’re okay. I had planned on visiting you today, but undercover work has come up. Please stay strong and put a call in to dispatch if you need anything. I won’t have my phone but will check with them if I can.
 
   It had to be good enough. This work was unforgiving of personal issues, and Kara knew that.
 
   Aria stood up and turned towards the door, her hand absently shoving the tiny pieces of metal she had left deep into her pocket, her mind once again twisting back to the subject of her sister and wondering how best to ask Coleton Savoy to spill everything he knew.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_2_coleton_car_blows_up]Coleton stood at the window and gazed out over the Police Department parking lot. It was not a pretty sight. Rows upon rows of various-colored cars, plus dozens of police vehicles, sat there. In the back was a scrappy meadow with a few wildflowers managing to peek up through the weeds. Behind that, a large highway, where cars and trucks and RVs sped past at equal speeds.
 
   His thoughts matched the speed of the vehicles on the highway. Aria Gale? But she looked exactly like Ava Smith. Ava, who he had spent the last month alternately trying to forget and trying to find in equal measure. He wondered for a moment if Aria was really Ava, here masquerading as a police officer. But that was impossible wasn’t it? 
 
   On the other hand, the resemblance was too incredible to be coincidence. Could two unrelated people possibly look that much alike? He realized he hadn’t heard Aria speak so he couldn’t compare their voices. He half-turned, wanting to rush back in the office and ask her to say something, anything. But then he remembered where he was, and why. That wouldn’t do. But if he accepted this protection he would get to speak with her at length, wouldn’t he? He stepped back to the window and looked out again, his desire to be left alone warring with his desire to speak with the pretty police sergeant.
 
   Coleton pressed his face up against the cool window and wondered when this would all be over. When he was done running, probably. He just wanted to face his father already, even if that meant he ended up dead, which he knew it probably would. He’d never asked to be the only son to a mob boss. All he had ever wanted was to be normal, to be left alone, to live his own life in peace. But that had never been his destiny. Was it his destiny to be gunned down by one of his father’s hired guns? Maybe.
 
   He’d spent most of the last ten months in New York, hiding out as the state of California built a case against his father. But his father’s private detectives had finally found him, and flushed him out, and now he knew why. The prosecuting attorney had briefed him thirty minutes ago, telling him that his testimony against his father would mean the difference between life in prison for his father, or ten to twenty years and then parole. Coleton had never seen much criminal activity, or even had much interaction with his father as he grew up, but as an adult, his father had approached him and laid out certain details about the family business and appealed to him to join forces, saying they would rule the entire northern part of the state. This was the testimony that the prosecuting attorney wanted from him. 
 
   His father’s lawyer would try to say that Fiore Savoy was as much a victim of circumstance as anybody and the few crimes they could prove he had performed were all crimes of opportunity, none of them premeditated or part of something greater. Coleton’s testimony would say the opposite.
 
   And so, he knew he was in incredible danger. He knew his own father had already ordered his murder. He knew his own father would probably not hesitate to pull the trigger himself. His own father didn’t know anything about sacrificing for his children. All he sacrificed for was his own skin. He would do anything to save himself and keep himself out of prison, including kill his only son.
 
   Coleton let his thoughts slip to his sisters and his mother. He hadn’t seen or talked to any of them since he had decided to leave town ten months ago. He worried about them, and missed them, but he hadn’t wanted to put them in any danger. Maybe he would get to see them in the courtroom. 
 
   Coleton heard Assistant Chief Foley behind him, speaking to the secretary at the desk across the large room. Coleton looked around, wondering if he slipped out now, would they let him go? Or was somebody going to chase him down and continue to try to insist that he take police protection now? Somebody like Sergeant Aria Gale perhaps. He turned around to face the assistant chief, hoping to catch another glimpse of the sergeant and her icy blue stare. 
 
   A deep rumble caught his attention and he turned back to the window, watching in horror as a double trailer semi-truck on the highway hit its jake brakes in an attempt to slow down quickly. Black rubber from a blown tire flew in the air as a car in front of the semi careened across both lanes of traffic. Coleton’s body tensed as the truck driver tried valiantly to avoid a collision. The floor under Coleton’s feet bumped and rolled slightly with the sound waves of the compression brakes.
 
   His gaze was pulled off of the gripping scene on the highway as fire ripped through the air in front of him, sending his pulse rate sky high as he jumped back away from the window. A car in the parking lot had exploded, sending its hood thirty feet in the air, almost eye level with Coleton, who was on the third floor of the police department. He took another step back in fear as the hood clattered to the ground outside, his heart pumping madly in his chest and adrenaline surging into his bloodstream. He heard the assistant chief swear behind him and other people yell in surprise in the adjoining offices. People streamed out into the open lobby to see what happened.
 
   “What was that?” Foley shouted, skidding to a stop at the window and peering out.
 
   “My car,” Coleton answered dully.
 
   It looked like he would be getting immediate police protection after all. But would it make him any safer?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_3]Aria rushed out of the office at the sound of the explosion, her right hand grabbing automatically for her gun. She saw the assistant chief at the window and rushed over to him just in time to hear Coleton Savoy say, “My car.” Her mind convulsed at the admission. The threat against him had been underestimated. Drastically.
 
   She glanced out the window and took in the scene. Assistant Chief Foley’s eyes searched for her and found her. She saw the determination in his eyes and met it with her own.
 
   “US marshals?” she said to him under her breath.
 
   He shook his head and answered just as quietly. “They refused, but I will go to them again. Maybe now they will. Or maybe after the trial starts.”
 
   She nodded, knowing how finicky they were in deciding which cases they took on. “We should move now,” she said, knowing the explosion changed everything.
 
   “Do you want a partner?” Foley asked.
 
   Aria considered for a moment, then shook her head. “No, that will take too long. We need to get out of here now.” 
 
   Foley nodded, his face grim. He knew it was the best choice at the moment.
 
   Aria’s mind worked quickly as she considered her options. She leaned in close to Foley, ignoring the people around them who were chattering and watching people stream out of the building into the parking lot towards the smoking, twisted vehicle. “I’m heading down to get my car. Meet me by the second street exit in five minutes. It might be best if you can make the media think he was in the car.”
 
   Foley nodded, his eyes guarded. He turned to Coleton and pulled him to the side. In the space that Coleton left, Aria briefly saw a fire truck pull into the parking lot, then she turned on her heel and hurried to the exit stairs. Luckily she had parked in the back parking lot and when she pushed open the door she saw no one. Everyone would be around the front, gawking at the explosion scene.
 
   Aria hurried to her car, a small but powerful, silver Acura. It wasn’t a popular car. It didn’t blend in. She had to find something else to drive, and if the assistant chief was correct, it wasn’t safe to take any of the police department vehicles. She fished her keys out of her pocket and opened the car door quickly, sliding behind the wheel. Her mind was in overdrive, playing over every possible option that she had to keep Coleton Savoy safe, her sister forgotten, for now. 
 
   She maneuvered the car through the back lot and up to the exit where she had instructed Foley to meet her. He and Savoy were already there, arguing heatedly. Aria parked close and watched the two men, hoping to determine what the argument was about. Her eyes crept to Savoy’s face, trying to figure him out. Soft, she finally decided. Soft and spoiled. But that didn’t matter. Her only job was to keep him safe, which she would do whether he was soft and spoiled or not.
 
   Foley stopped talking and stood back, gesturing towards Aria’s car. Coleton yanked the passenger door open angrily and slid into the seat. Aria shifted into first gear and sped away before Coleton even had his door closed. He fumbled for his seatbelt, then turned his furious gaze on her. Aria waited. When he exploded she would blast him to pieces. She didn’t want to be doing this anymore than he did, but he had no choice in the matter anymore. Someone destroying his car had removed everyone’s choice. He was now in protective police custody until the trial was over, whether he liked it or not. The only question that remained was if he would make it easy? Or very hard? Aria almost hoped for hard. It would distract her from everything else in her life that was so fucked up she could just cry sometimes. But she wasn’t crying now. Her muscles tensed and her awareness tingled outward in a smooth easy stream. She waited for that one labored word from spoiled Coleton Savoy that would give her permission to show him exactly who was in charge from now on. 
 
   But it never came. As soon as he looked at her his anger seemed to evaporate. He collapsed into his seat with a grunt and a sigh. 
 
   An awkward silence settled over the interior of the car, where the loudest noise was the scream of the transmission just before Aria jammed the car in the next gear. She managed to drive almost two miles before she realized she had no destination in mind. Her only goal had been to get him away from the police department before anyone else saw him, and to make sure they weren’t being followed. They weren’t.
 
   But now, safe in her car, she had time to think about the fiasco that had just happened. Would anyone but a cop dare set an explosive device on a car in broad daylight in the police department parking lot? Probably not. Which meant things just got a whole lot more dangerous. When a cop tried to kill a person, he usually ended up dead eventually. Foley’s advice to her to not tell anyone, even him, where she was going or where she ended up just made a lot more sense. At least she knew she could trust him.
 
   Aria’s mind spun over this new development. When she didn’t show up to work tomorrow it would be obvious to anyone who was looking that she was the one on Savoy babysitting duty. She had to get rid of her car, and quickly. She made a mental note to tell the assistant chief to put out the official word that she was on vacation. Maybe that would slow down whoever was after Savoy.
 
   Aria snuck a glance at the criminal’s son in the seat next to her and caught him looking her way. He looked away quickly as soon as their eyes met. The accidental connection shook Aria slightly. She hadn’t expected him to be looking at her. She tried to gather her thoughts again, refusing to allow herself to be unnerved. Too much was at stake. 
 
   She drove the next few minutes in silence, watching him from the corner of her eye. He looked out of his window, his entire manner brooding. He wasn’t happy about being here. But he wasn’t whining or complaining, which was good.
 
   “How much money do you have on you?” she asked him suddenly, the question flipping out of her mouth without a thought.
 
   Coleton’s face swung back her way, looking confused. “Maybe a few hundred.”
 
   Aria nodded. It was more than she had expected, but nowhere near what they needed. “We’ll have to make a stop.”
 
   Coleton nodded and Aria took the next right-hand turn as a plan formed in her mind. Neither of them said anything for the next few minutes, until finally she pulled in to the parking lot of a stately, red-brick building. The sign in front read KCCU, which was her credit union. Aria pulled the car expertly into a tiny stall directly in front of the door and killed the engine, hurrying to open her door. She wanted to get in and out before anyone saw them.
 
   “What are we doing here?” Coleton asked, lunging out of his side of the car and trying to keep up with her as she jogged towards the door of the credit union. She ignored the question for a moment while she took her badge off of her belt, tucking it into a pocket, then concealed her gun under her shirt.
 
   “We need money,” she finally said brusquely, stepping inside the building into the cool air-conditioned foyer.
 
   “What for?”
 
   Aria stopped at the customer desk and grabbed a withdrawal slip and a pen. “We need to buy a car,” she said distractedly while she pondered the number boxes. How much would they need, and how much would the department pay her back?
 
   “Is this the Police Department credit union?” 
 
   “No – mine.”
 
   Coleton touched her on her arm and the contact was enough to make Aria stop her musing and look up at him. 
 
   “You are paying for this out of your own pocket?”
 
   Aria shook her head. “I’ll be reimbursed,” she said and looked back to the withdrawal slip. It was a non-issue. They needed a new car. Police department vehicles were out. Buying was safer than renting. She didn’t have time to explain all of this to him. Aria bent over the slip and concentrated on writing legibly. Ordinarily, her handwriting was worse than a doctors. Most of her habits were excessively neat, but she had never been able to tame her messy handwriting for some reason.
 
   Next to her, Coleton took a step backwards and made a noise of dissent. She ignored him, not sure what he would possibly be upset about. But when he stepped forward again and tore the pen out of her hand she looked up at him. 
 
   His eyes flashed and his lips twisted. “No way. I’m not going along with this,” he said and then he walked past her to the door, his stride heavy and masculine. 
 
   Aria watched him go, her mouth open. What in the world was his problem? She looked back down at her withdrawal slip and then looked up at the row of tellers waiting for her. But she couldn’t leave him outside alone. She threw the almost-blank withdrawal slip in the garbage and ran outside.
 
    She found Coleton on the sidewalk, head down like he was deep in thought. She ran up to him and lightly tapped the back of her hand on his shoulder, resisting the urge to shove him and trying to keep the sudden surge of anger out of her voice. “What are you doing? You don’t just run away from me!”
 
   “You’re not paying out of your own pocket to protect me,” he said, turning his dark eyes on her, his jaw clenched and his face rigid.
 
   Aria shook her head, not sure why that was such an issue for him. Did he have a problem with women? Wouldn’t that be just what she needed. Somehow, she hadn’t thought he was the type.
 
   “I told you, I will be reimbursed,” she said. She shook her head. “I’m not sure why this is even an issue. I have money.”
 
   “I’m sure you do, but I’m still not letting you do this.”
 
   Aria took a step back, her eyes wide. She almost laughed at his words. “Not letting me?” She was glad to see the expression on his face change as he realized he had made a mistake, but she wasn’t done. “Excuse me, who exactly do you think is in charge here?”
 
   Coleton shook his head and held up his hands. Aria realized suddenly that they were on the sidewalk in broad daylight. Anyone could drive by and see them. Westwood Harbor was a decent sized city, and the chances of word getting back to anyone who was looking for Coleton were slim, but it still wasn’t smart what they were doing. She grabbed Coleton by the hand and pulled him to her car, then motioned for him to get inside so they could continue their argument in relative privacy.
 
   As Coleton climbed in, Aria walked around to the driver’s side, still fuming at his assumptions. He wasn’t letting her do anything. She was the one calling the shots. As soon as she entered the driver's seat though, all of her anger leaked away as Coleton faced her squarely and apologized. 
 
   “Look,” he said slowly. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just … I know you’re in charge and I know I don’t have a choice about this, but I don’t want you coming to any hardship because of me. I don’t want to put you out. I know you didn’t even want to do this.”
 
   Aria looked at him, confused, and he dropped his eyes to the gearshift. 
 
   He went on. “I heard you. Your boss told you that you had to drop all your cases and you weren’t too happy about it, then ten minutes later my car exploded and now here we are.”
 
   Aria thought back quickly. Had she said anything awful? No. She had not said what she was thinking. So she couldn’t have offended him. Not that she cared if she offended him, right?
 
   Aria sat back against her seat and sighed. What was wrong with her? Why was she always flying off the handle with no provocation these days? Some days she felt like such an outcast and she’d always been so angry with the world since Jason and Ava had taken off. She didn’t even know how to play nice with people anymore. Coleton had been trying to be nice, or stranger still, he had been sort of chivalrous. That was something she didn’t see very often anymore.
 
   She looked at Coleton again and tried to smile. It felt strange on her face. “What do you suggest?” she asked.
 
   A half-smile slid across Coleton’s face easily. “I’ll pay for it,” he said and Aria tore her eyes away, trying not to think about how handsome the smile made him.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Coleton watched Aria out of the corner of his eye as she drove, his hands braced against the window and the center console to hold him in his seat. A thought crossed his mind. Aria drove the car like she stole it. Which is exactly what Ava had done to him. A bitter emptiness slid over him, marring his already sour mood and marking his soul. He narrowed his eyes and searched Aria’s features. Aria and Ava had to be related. That was the only explanation. He would ask her, just as soon as the time was right. Besides, he had seen her face when he called her Ava. She had been shocked. She knew who Ava was. She had to.
 
   Aria pulled into the parking lot of his bank and stopped the car. He was the first one out this time, trusting that she would follow quickly. He pushed into the cool, quiet entrance of the bank, and retrieved his own withdrawal slip. Aria approached, her scent reaching his nose in an instant. Vanilla and something sweeter. Jasmine maybe. He gritted his teeth and tried to push thoughts of how she smelled out of his mind. Besides, she was a cop. Cops should smell like gunmetal and hot powder. Or justice. Not sweet, delectable things. Things he wanted to get his mouth on.
 
   He turned to her, taking a moment to wrestle his mind into submission. “How much do we need?”
 
   Her eyes took on a faraway look. “I’ll bet we can find a reliable car for five thousand cash.”
 
   He bent to the withdrawal slip, his pen poised over it. “I’ll make it ten thousand.”
 
   “Better make it thirteen thousand actually, there are a few other things we need to do,” she said and he thought he heard a teasing smile in her voice. Did she think that would upset him? 
 
   He wrote out the slip and headed to the teller. The woman didn’t even raise an eyebrow at his request. Thank goodness he hadn’t left his wallet in the other car - the one that was now nothing more than twisted wreckage. The teller handed him a stack of 100 hundred dollar bills, then counted out thirty more and slid them across the counter to him. Coleton took his money and they retreated outside, back to Aria’s car.
 
   Once in the car, Aria drove them out to the highway and took the direction heading north of the city. Coleton found his thoughts drifting once more to Ava and to what she had done to him. He snuck another look at Aria and shook his head as the memory of Ava’s looks commingled with Aria’s right in front of him. He’d heard that everyone had a doppelganger, but he didn’t think a person and their doppelganger would be an exact match, would they? That would be crazy. Like walking around with a twin and you didn’t even know it. Besides, Ava and Aria didn't look exactly the same. Ava had been much skinnier – way too skinny - and she had always had a haunted, anxious look in her eyes. Aria was more muscular and although not laid-back, certainly not anxious. She seemed strong and unflappable. Almost as if she had a chip on her shoulder or as if she was always waiting for something worse to happen to her.
 
   A few lines of Rumi slid through his mind
 
   I want to know the lift of your heel, 
 
   the glide of your foot
 
   Coleton smiled at the image, then pulled back in surprise. Amazement actually. His mind had not been peppered with poetry in ten months. In fact he hadn’t had one line occur to him the entire time he’d been in New York. 
 
   Was this reoccurrence because he was back? Could Westwood Harbor be the cause of it? His mind cast back trying to find the rest of the lines to the poem.
 
   Become familiar with the way
 
   you purse your lips
 
   then let them part,
 
   just the slightest bit,
 
   when I lean in to your space
 
   and kiss you.
 
   [bookmark: chpater_4_car]I want to know the joy
 
   of how you whisper
 
   “more”
 
   Coleton sucked in a rapid breath. That poem was never about a city. That poem was about a woman. But the only woman he’d seen in the last several weeks was Sergeant Aria Gale.
 
   The rear end of the car bumping up over a curb as Aria took a hard right turn brought his consciousness back into the present moment. He stole a glance at Aria then looked forward again, not wanting her to catch him looking.
 
   He glanced around and saw a large red and white banner passing over their head. Used car sale, it screamed. Aria nosed the car around the corner and parked directly in front of the building. She twisted the keys in the ignition and had her door open and one leg on the ground before his mind completely comprehended where they were.
 
   She slammed her door and strode purposefully towards the small building where four men were watching her every move through a large picture window. Coleton sat in the car and his eyes followed her up the steps. If she hadn’t been a cop, she certainly could’ve played one on TV. She wore the same way-too-sexy jeans and no-nonsense cowboy boots that looked like they could kick anyone senseless who got in her way. He watched her hair bounce as she moved and felt dismayed when his groin tightened at the sight. 
 
   He was into her. Or at least his body was. Goddammit. Exactly what he didn’t need right now!
 
   Besides, who wouldn’t be in to her? She looked like she was a fucking tiger in bed. Like she’d take everything you had to give and then give it back to you double.
 
   Coleton tore his eyes away from her, and they landed on the men watching her from behind the window. His gaze was drawn to a man his age in an ugly blue suit. A man he recognized. It was Jax from high school. Great. This day was turning out to be better and better. He silently willed Aria to turn around and look at him, but she didn’t. She pulled open the door and strode into the small room like she owned it. 
 
   Coleton looked around quickly for something, anything to cover his face. He found a baseball cap in the back seat with WHPD embroidered on it in bright orange letters. It would do. He jammed it on his head before he turned back around to look forward again. 
 
   He could see Aria clearly through the window. All four of the men were in front of her, each looking more pathetic than the last. Coleton grimaced at how foolish they looked with their tongues practically hanging out of their mouths. She was hot. And he needed to keep his distance. He didn’t need her turning him into a fool with just a glance or the cock of one sculpted hip. People were trying to kill him. Dangerous people. 
 
   Or to be more exact, one dangerous person. His father. One of the most dangerous men in the state. Maybe the country. The cops didn’t know half of what they thought they knew. If even a portion of the stories Coleton had heard in the last several years were true, his father had been responsible for having more people killed than the worst serial killer ever recorded. But they were just stories. Things his mother and aunts and sisters had recounted when they weren’t paying attention to what they were saying. It’s not like he had any names or dates to go along with the stories. Nothing concrete that could knock the old man into the arms of the law.
 
   Coleton watched Aria dominate the room as his mind played back over the same musings he had been chewing on for months - years maybe. Distracted by the thoughts, he let his eye wander over Aria’s form, one small part of his brain in full-on appreciation mode. The rest of his brain traveled swiftly down that well-worn path that led to his father, and how his father was going to kill him. 
 
   He’d had a dream once when he was twelve, shortly after he had discovered his father’s true profession and run away from home. In the dream, his father had stared at him down the barrel of a gun and called him a no-good traitor, and then fired the gun. 
 
   Coleton had always remembered the imagined emotional and physical pain of being shot by his own father. In fact he’d never truly lost the nightmare that brought it. That same nightmare replayed itself in his sleep at least twice a month, and had for seventeen years now. It haunted him. Ruled his waking thoughts for days at a time sometimes. He’d almost come to accept it as prophecy. As fate. His own father would kill him. Gun him down in cold blood. And it would happen soon.
 
   Coleton shook his head and focused on Aria, letting the look of her wash away thoughts of his father. It wasn’t fate. Nothing was foretold. His father was locked up in jail and would be there for the rest of his life, never able to pull that trigger. 
 
   Aria looked around suddenly, as if just noticing he wasn’t standing there behind her. She held up a finger and all four of the slimy men in front of her wagged their heads up and down in unison. She turned powerfully and came back through the door, down the steps towards him. Coleton pulled the baseball cap lower as the car salesman’s eyes came his way, following Aria. He could see the irritation on her pretty face before she even got to the car.
 
   Aria yanked open the driver’s door and bent down to fix him with a blue glare. “What are you doing?” she hissed.
 
   He nodded towards the window. “The guy in the electric blue suit? That’s Jax Renton. I went to high school with him. I didn’t think you would want him to recognize me.”
 
   The anger slipped off of her face in an instant and Coleton was glad to see it go. She fixed him with an appraising stare, her eyes traveling up to her cap on his head, and then down to all she could really see of his face. He watched something new slide across her features and wondered what it was. Amusement? Approval? 
 
   “Good thinking,” she finally told him. “Give me the money. Just the bundle.”
 
   He held it out without a word and she snatched it, their fingers not even touching. She shoved it deep in her pocket and for one heart-stopping moment her midriff lay exposed to his hungry eyes. He looked. He couldn’t help it. He saw tension shoot into her body at his stare and his eyes crawled upwards to her face. Her icy blue eyes were large and questioning … and strangely vulnerable. For a sweet second her midriff didn’t matter anymore. Her job didn’t matter anymore. His father didn’t matter anymore. The second stretched, lengthened, and multiplied as he saw a thousand possibilities in her eyes and felt a desire - no a need - to protect her from whatever made her vulnerable. And then she killed it. He watched her visibly shake it off, then step back and slam the door - hard.
 
   Coleton swallowed convulsively, feeling like he’d been hit by a mack truck. What had just happened?
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_5_apartment]Aria watched the slimy, sweaty man in front of her lick the end of the pen and write down another figure. Her hands clenched and released in her lap. She had no paper clips to bend, no paper to fold, nothing to mutilate. And this guy was getting on her very last nerve. He looked down her shirt with every other word, but still was trying to screw her out of thousands of dollars. 
 
   Fed up, she stood and pulled the bundle of hundred dollar bills out of her pocket, dropping them on the desk where they made a small thunk sound. “I’m done messing around with you. I want the car I picked out, with the paperwork done in exactly ten minutes. I don’t want any extras or upgrades. I want the dealer plates for an extra week like we discussed. Do it now or I’m out.”
 
   Aria heard the snarl in her voice and knew she risked this guy pushing back and her walking out with nothing, but she didn’t care. She’d had enough. 
 
   He looked at her, his eyes burning, but she smoldered back, not giving him an inch. Finally he dropped his eyes like she knew he would. The money on the desk meant more to him than his dignity. That was fine with her.
 
   “OK Barbie, I just need two minutes,” he squeaked and rushed out of the room. 
 
   Aria blew her hair out of her eyes and flopped back in the chair, wincing at the name. It was her sergeant’s idea of a joke the last time she’d gone undercover. Barbie Amor. He called it her stripper name - but it was the only fake ID she had, and if the cleanup crew had done their job nobody should have a record of her using that name before. Only the people who had worked with her on that case would know it. That wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing. 
 
   As her trail of thoughts ran out, awareness of Coleton Savoy's expression as he had last looked at her crept back into her mind. The look on his face had been nothing like the look on the salesman’s face. The salesman was all slobber and holler, only able to see the sexual aspects of any woman in front of him. Coleton had a different quality to him. Something she didn’t think she had ever encountered before. He had looked at her like he might look at fine wine or great art - like he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Like he was so appreciative it was almost worshipful. She shook her head at these thoughts. Maybe he was just a thirty year old virgin or something. Inexperienced. But then she shook her head again. With that face? And that body? There was no way. Women probably threw themselves at him every day. Granted, she hadn’t seen much of his body, but she could tell his stomach was flat, his shoulders were broad, and his ass was exquisite. Her cheeks heated at that last reflection. When had she looked at his ass? And why? She hadn’t noticed a man’s ass in two years. Since the only man in her life had betrayed her in the worst way possible. 
 
   Her car salesman rushed back in, his white shirt showing large dark patches under his arms. She jettisoned her thoughts, plastered an expectant smile on her face and waited to see what he’d done. He stopped in front of her and beamed, then held out the keys to her seven year old Hyundai. “She’s all yours. We even filled the tank.”
 
   Aria smiled at him, paid him, and thanked him, then hurried out of there. An afterthought made her turn to ask one final question. His answer was in the affirmative but she could tell by his greasy smile it would cost her. She peeled off six more crisp hundred dollar bills and held them gingerly out to him, not wanting to touch him again if she didn’t have to. He took the money just as gingerly but asked for her keys.
 
   “I can’t just drive it wherever you want to store it?” she asked, not wanting to think about this guy driving her car. 
 
   He shook his head. “The manager will never allow that. What if we need to move it?” 
 
   She stared at him for a long time. “I’ll be writing down my mileage before I go. If it’s got more than one extra mile on it when I come to pick it up I’m holding you personally responsible.”
 
   “I’ll remember that,” he said, innuendo clear in his voice and body language. She barely kept herself from snarling at him. What a jerk.
 
   “I have some things to transfer,” she said, turning quickly and retreating out of his office. As much as she would have liked to teach him a lesson, she couldn’t afford to let this guy get to her. Because if he touched her or said one inappropriate thing to her, she was going to unload on him, and then the purchase of the car would have been wasted. She needed to continue to fly under the radar and that meant not having the cops called on her for assault. 
 
   She hurried out the main door and jogged down the steps, relieved to see Coleton in the car, still with her cap pulled low over his face. He was unrecognizable that way until she got close. She slipped in beside him and handed him what was left of the money. 
 
   “Hold this. I’ve got to transfer some of my stuff from this car into the new car,” she said as she reversed into the lot then drove to the new car.
 
   He grunted and took the money, shoving it in his pocket, then spoke with urgency, like she was forgetting something. “But what are you going to do with this car? Park it somewhere?”
 
   She grunted her displeasure. He didn’t think very much of her yet. “Taken care of,” she said gruffly
 
   Aria drove through a row of shiny cars waiting for their forever home and pulled to the very end, parking diagonally next to the new car, a slightly beat-up, forest-green Hyundai sedan. In other words, an invisible-mobile. She hopped out of the driver’s seat, rummaged around in the back, and emerged with a backpack she always kept packed with toiletries and a change of clothes. She tossed it and her flashlight and emergency kit into the other car, then motioned to Coleton that he should switch cars. Their eyes met for a moment as he climbed lightly out of her car and she felt a shiver go down her spine at the contact. She bit her lip - hard, denying that it meant a goddamn thing.
 
   Once he was safely inside the new car Aria got back in her Acura and drove it swiftly to the very far corner of the lot and parked it in between two other cars, then she jogged back to where Coleton was waiting for her. The car salesman stood there, watching her run, a distant look in his eyes. She handed him her keys, keeping her distaste in check, and feeling Coleton’s gaze on her back. Then she jumped into the new car and wrestled it out of the parking lot at its top speed, which felt woefully inadequate to her. 
 
   Aria found a highway entrance and headed north. They couldn’t go too far out of town, but she thought they would be safest just over the border into Tetam County. Coleton was openly watching her as she drove and she felt her face heat under the scrutiny.
 
   “What?” she finally demanded.
 
   “Did you sell your car?”
 
   “No, they are just storing it for me, not that it’s any of your business.”
 
   Coleton nodded and Aria chanced a quick glance at him. His jaw clenched hard and she noted it, wondering when she had turned into such a bitch.
 
   “Smart,” was all he ended up saying as he finally turned his gaze toward the window. “Where are we going to stay?”
 
   “We’ll rent an apartment.”
 
   He turned to her again, quickly. “Really? Where?”
 
   “Tetam County,” she answered, refusing to apologize. If he knew this area, he knew what that meant. She could almost feel the air in the car get thick. He had money and standards. That much was obvious. The only question was, how much of it came from his father’s criminal activity? And how much was he going to complain about where she was going to make him stay?
 
   But he didn’t say anything. Aria drove another twenty minutes before taking an exit and driving down the pothole-lined country road. Within two minutes she was at her destination. She pulled in front of the 2-story, older, dingy apartment building with the kids playing hopscotch in the parking lot and the residents sitting in lawn chairs in front of their doors like the cement walk was a porch. She smiled. She had actually grown up in Tetam county in an apartment building much like this for the first nine years of her life. She felt right at home here. 
 
   From where she had parked she could read the phone number off the sign, right over the top of the words UNITS AVAILABLE. She pulled out her cell and dialed it quickly. A bored sounding man answered and she asked her one and only non-negotiable question.
 
   “Do you have anything available today on the first floor?”
 
   “Nope sweetheart, but I got two on the second floor.”
 
   “Thanks.” She pushed the end call button and threw the car into gear.
 
   Coleton was looking out the window but swung his head towards her. “No good?”
 
   “Nope. Nothing on the first floor.”
 
   “And we have to have first floor because …?”
 
   “In case we have to run for it. We don’t want to have to jump to the ground.”
 
   He nodded, his face grim. “I thought that might be it.”
 
   Silence fell over them as she drove eight more miles to the only other apartment building in the area. If this one didn’t have what they needed she was stuck driving back to Westwood Harbor. But she had faith she would find a good place. Coleton wasn’t complaining yet either. That was a good sign.
 
   She pulled into the parking lot of the next place, which looked identical to the first, and parked directly in front of the sign. She dialed the number again and got a woman this time, with a bit more spunk in her greeting.
 
   “’Lo?”
 
   Aria asked her question and held her breath.
 
   “Course now, sweetheart, we got a one-bedroom. When you wanna come look at it?”
 
   “Now. I’m in the parking lot.”
 
   “Course you are. It’s 5B. I’ll meet you in front.”
 
   “Stay here,” Aria admonished Coleton and waited a beat, figuring the complaints would start now. But he just nodded and watched the children play on the sidewalk. Aria poked him in the arm and held out her hand to him. He looked at it blankly for a moment until she helped him. “Money,” she prompted. Understanding crossed his face and he dug the bills out of his pocket and put them in her hand. 
 
   She climbed out of the car, quickly shoving the currency in her pocket, then hurried over to wait in front of 5B. The sound of a baby crying made her look around but she didn’t see it. In one of the apartments probably.
 
   Within two minutes a woman appeared from around the building and approached her with a hip-rolling walk that made Aria feel like smiling. But she didn’t. The woman was older than Aria - at least forty, maybe closer to fifty, but she was keeping age at bay. She wore a white, button-down shirt, tied at the waist over a pair of denim Daisy Dukes. From the neck down, she looked like a caricature of a country woman from the 70s, but when Aria looked at her face, she saw pure punk rock. The woman had a hoop nose ring and stunning, short purple hair that was styled to stand straight off her head like she’d been electrocuted. Aria knew she would have liked her once upon a time. These days she didn’t seem to like anyone. 
 
   “Howdy, I’m Minnie,” the woman said, holding out her hand. Aria bit the inside of her lip to keep her mouth from dropping open. Howdy and Minnie? It was too much.
 
   Aria shook the woman’s hand and was surprised at the firmness of her grip. Then in a second it was over and Minnie had the door unlocked. “Fully-furnished - fridge works, stove works, A/C works, but there’s no dishwasher,” Minnie monologued as Aria’s eyes adjusted to the sudden gloom. Dark shapes greeted her. Couch, coffee table, TV. So it was furnished, that was good. Aria walked to the kitchen and peeked in. Tiny, like a mobile home kitchen. That was fine. She crossed the tiny living room swiftly and headed down the hallway. Minnie kept talking, but Aria only half listened. She didn’t care if nothing worked. This was the safest place for them and she wanted it. She poked her head into the one bathroom and one bedroom and declared it perfect, then turned to face Minnie. “I’ll take it, if I can get into it right now.”
 
   Minnie smiled. “Great! Security deposit is one month’s rent. You got that, honey?”
 
   Aria bristled for a moment but then realized Minnie didn’t have her name. Besides, honey and sweetheart from Minnie were light-years different than honey or sweetheart from sleazy salesman guy.
 
   “I have the cash.”
 
   Minnie beamed like Aria was her own child performing a complicated stunt for an audience. “Well aren’t you prepared. Let’s get you all squared away.”
 
   Minnie led Aria out the door to a small office out behind the building. Aria almost threw a thumbs-up in the general direction of the car for Coleton’s benefit, but kept herself reeled in at the last minute. He was her charge, not her buddy. He needed to just do as he was told and not worry about the details. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Chapter_6_in_the_apartment]Coleton watched Aria round the corner with the woman. It looked like they would be staying here. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Was this place really any safer than anywhere else? Could he really ever be safe from his father? He’d gone all the way across the country and his father had still found him. In New York City no less. A city of eight million people and his father had managed to find him as easily as falling off a park bench. So why was this going to be different?
 
   He watched the old folks near the building sitting in their chairs and the children running back and forth, none of them paying him any attention, until suddenly Aria was back. 
 
   She opened the door behind him and snatched out her backpack. “I got the keys,” she said, slamming the door and crossing half the parking lot before he had a chance to react. 
 
   “Good,” he grunted under his breath and followed her. They pushed inside the dim apartment and he took a moment to let his eyes adjust before making any snap judgments. Besides, it didn’t matter what the place looked like. He was waiting out a sentence. Like jail. Or waiting for his destiny. Like judgment day. There wasn’t supposed to be anything good or pleasurable in this place. It was his purgatory. He just wished he could figure out what in the hell his crime had been. Not that it mattered. Life was hard and then you died and he’d finally figured that out. Finally let go of his dreams of love and satisfaction and creativity and justice and joy. Of more. That must be why his mind was no longer filled with reams of poetry like air in his lungs - the way it used to be. 
 
   Even as Coleton thought these thoughts his mind was already tugging at him. But the poems have come back. 
 
   Coleton walked idly to the other side of the room, acting like he was inspecting it, when really his mind clamored wildly. Had they come back? Did two lines mean a return to his optimistic self? His happy self? Because he had been happy. Ever since he had left his aunt’s house and lived on his own he definitely had been happy. He could see now that those years had been like a gift, something he never thought he’d be allowed. A normal life. A reality removed from his father’s. But that had all changed when he’d gone into his father’s house and taken the files that would allow the police to prosecute the old man. When he’d agreed to testify against his blood. And why had he done that? To protect a woman that didn’t even want him. That had never wanted him. But that didn’t matter. It still had been the right thing to do, and he would do it again. Even if he knew what would happen if he did.
 
   Aria interrupted his stealthy thoughts by clearing her throat. He turned to her. Her face was set, expectant, challenging. She was waiting for something from him. But he didn’t know what.
 
   He looked around for real this time. The place was small. Tiny. A miniature hallway led to the only room. He looked inside and grimaced at the small bed. 
 
   Coleton turned to Aria. “Looks great. I’ll take the couch.”
 
   Aria stared at him. Apparently that wasn’t what she was expecting. She looked at the couch then back at him. “Your feet will hang off the end.”
 
   “I’ll live,” he grunted, then sat down on it. What now?
 
   “I’ll take the couch,” Aria said, her voice forceful. 
 
   Coleton cracked a tired smile. “Your badge gives you the right to tell me where I can sleep?”
 
   Aria opened and closed her mouth several times, then snorted in his direction and left the room. A wider smile spread over Coleton’s face. Was she flustered? He never would have thought. From some other unit the sound of a baby crying filtered in to him. Poor thing. It sounded like it was in pain.
 
   Aria came back out to the living room and spoke without looking at Coleton. “We need to head to the store. Get some sheets and pillowcases and some food.”
 
   Coleton nodded and stood. That was probably one more reason she wanted to be way out here outside of the city limits. Less chance someone would recognize either of them. 
 
   “So tell me something,” he said as they walked out of the apartment and Aria locked the door behind them. When she didn’t respond he pushed on anyway. “Why a tiny apartment out in the middle of nowhere?”
 
   Aria nodded and gave him a knowing look, like she had him all figured out. “Where were you planning on staying before your car blew up?”
 
   The question surprised Coleton and he took a moment to answer. “I don’t know. The Paris West maybe.”
 
   He watched Aria closely as they reached the car and climbed inside. She nodded her head in that knowing way again. “The fanciest hotel in town. Don’t you think they would have looked for you there?”
 
   Coleton didn’t respond for a moment, but then he got it. “This is the last place they’ll look for me?”
 
   She winked at him as she maneuvered the car onto the road. Coleton felt his groin twitch again. Calm the fuck down, he snarled at himself internally. This woman is off limits. Everything is off limits for now. Don’t you know you’re probably going to die in the next week or two? You have to be on your toes!
 
   Aria spoke and Coleton tried to pay attention. “Exactly. Even if they couldn’t find you in a hotel and decided to check apartments, they wouldn’t check some cheap hole in the wall like this. They know you have money. They expect you to stay somewhere nice.”
 
   “Maybe, but what about you? Is this standard police procedure? Because my dad still has dozens of cops on his payroll, I'm sure. Won’t one of them tip him off?”
 
   She shook her head and her blonde hair bounced around her shoulders. “Nope. No one knows where I was taking you. We didn’t have a tail. And this place is definitely not on anyone’s radar.”
 
   Coleton fell silent and thought about Aria’s words. “Smart,” he finally said, grudgingly. She was smart. And if he had to be holed up with a cop for the next couple of weeks, he was glad it was her. The thought of her actually having to protect him physically made his stomach turn - he was sure she was good at what she did but putting a woman in danger was not something he ever wanted to do - but just using her intellect and her knowledge to outsmart his dad’s cronies didn’t bother him. In fact it excited him slightly. 
 
   He would love to see his dad bested by a woman. His dad was old-fashioned and did not have a lot of respect for women, often treating his mother and his sisters like dirt, and that was one of the things he hated about his father. If he got out of this alive, and that was a big if, and if he ever spoke to his father again, he would make sure to rub that fact in his father’s face. He could see the conversation in his mind. A woman outran you and out thought you, Dad. Maybe it’s time to give up, hang up your title, admit you just don’t have it anymore.
 
   Within moments, Aria parked in front of the only store in the area. One-third animal feed store, one-third grocery, and one-third house-wares. Coleton was glad his car had blown up early in the day because he bet this place didn’t stay open past five. They hurried inside and Aria got a cart then steered it towards the frozen foods section. When she got there, she began indiscriminately sweeping packages of TV dinners into the cart. 
 
   She turned to him as he watched in horrified understanding of what she was doing. “When does court start again?” she asked
 
   “Next Tuesday,” he muttered, his eyes on the packages in her hands. 
 
   “So a week's worth of meals for two people, three meals a day …” 
 
   Coleton grabbed one of the rock-hard packages and read the ingredients. No way was he eating this. “Look, I’ll cook. You don’t have to get these. Let me shop.” 
 
   She turned to him, an appraising look in her eye. “You cook?”
 
   “I get by,” he admitted, shoving TV dinners back in the freezer. It had been years since he’d cooked for more than one though.
 
   Aria stood back and let him put all the dinners back in the freezer. He lined them up neatly so no one ever would have known they’d been out.
 
   “What’s your favorite food?” he asked her gruffly, wanting to know but not wanting her to know how much he wanted to know.
 
   She didn’t answer for a moment and he stopped arranging to glance at her. He couldn’t read her face.
 
   Finally she answered. “Lasagna.”
 
   “Good one. Second favorite?”
 
   “Macaroni and cheese.”
 
   He laughed and looked more closely at her. Her lips twitched but she didn’t drop her intense stare.
 
   “Third?”
 
   “Spaghetti,” they said together and this time she laughed and smiled for real. She looked surprised and dropped the smile immediately, but he couldn’t help but notice the flush it brought to her cheeks. It made her look more beautiful than ever. Coleton snapped his head back around to the freezer and stuck his face inside it. What in the hell was wrong with him?
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Aria followed Coleton around the store, amazed to see what he was putting in the cart. Spices, meats, noodles, fancy cheeses. He was spending his own money and they still had plenty of it left since the rent had only been six hundred dollars, so what right did she have to protest? None. And did she really want to? He cooked. He knew the ingredients to lasagna by heart. She had a feeling she was about to eat better than she had in years. 
 
   She didn’t cook. Jason had been the cook in their marriage. If it was up to her, she’d eat grocery store chicken and Ramen noodles every day. But Jason had grilled and even liked to make his own sausage and bread. Back when their marriage had been good he’d made her a salad every night, dressed just the way she like it, then loaded her up on protein. He’d even packed her lunch for the next day. He’d taken care of her. But that had all changed in the blink of an eye, after his accident. Then he’d run off with her sister. 
 
   Aria felt her almost-good feelings evaporate. Who cared about food when she’d been betrayed by the two people she loved the most. She thought she was over her love for Jason. There was nothing left there but a black hole of seething nothingness too controlled to be called hate - but her sister? Some days she was still angry at her sister, but mostly she just missed her. Missed her smile and her laugh and her bouncy attitude. She wondered what her sister was doing right now. 
 
   In front of her, Coleton dropped some delicate-looking noodles into the cart, then turned to her. “What’s the pots and pans situation?”
 
   “I didn’t look,” she said, embarrassed. Why didn’t she look? Oh yeah, because she had been expecting to eat TV dinners like she always did. 
 
   “No problem,” he told her, his voice sounding happy and anger-free. She forgot about her own problems for a second and studied him. He’d been mad since the first moment she’d seen him, but now he seemed fine. Mentally removed from the danger he was in. Maybe even enjoying himself? 
 
   He turned the cart down the next aisle and began walking swiftly towards the signs that said house wares. She followed him at a distance, watching him pick out one pot and one pan and a dish and silverware starter set. He grinned at her. “Nothing fancy,” he said and she felt herself returning his grin. At least a little.
 
   “What else do we need?”
 
   “Sheets, blankets, pillows, pillowcases,” she said, thinking. “What about clothes? Do you have any?”
 
   His face fell. “My suitcases were in the car that blew up. My suit and everything else.”
 
   “Don’t worry about the suit for now, just grab yourself enough clothes for a couple of days. Toiletries?”
 
   Coleton pressed his lips together. “Yep. I guess I need everything.”
 
   They split up, Coleton heading to menswear and personal items and Aria heading to bedding. She got sheets and blankets for the couch and the bed, still intending to make him take the bed. She was short enough to fit on the couch. She didn’t need his chivalry - if that’s what it was.
 
   Twenty minutes later, they met at the registers. Coleton gave her a smile that lit up his face from the inside and made her melt a little bit at his handsomeness. She didn’t think she’d ever seen a more joyful and authentic smile. Certainly not from someone greeting her. What had she done to deserve it? She felt a quiet clenching in her chest, and then a brittle snap as something loosened but didn’t quite let go. Something deep and painful. Something she’d never thought about but everyone knew was there. 
 
   “Got everything?” he asked her, his deep voice soothing and still happy. She looked at him, pouring her questions into her eyes, but not daring to ask them. 
 
   How can you be happy right now?
 
   Doesn’t it bother you that someone you love is betraying you so badly?
 
   Why are you being so nice to me?
 
   She finally nodded her head and pushed her cart to a lane to wait for check out. He got in front of her and began putting items on the belt. She watched the side of his face, still trying to figure him out. How old was he? He looked younger than her, but she didn’t think he was. He had an old soul. If he was older than her it wasn't by much. His face was a bit scruffy, just beginning to show some beard stubble. His brown hair looked thick, and maybe longer than he normally wore it - he kept brushing it off his forehead like it was irritating him. His eyes were wide set and stunning, and her own gaze kept wanting to return there again and again. 
 
   Aria pinched herself - hard, in the webbing between her thumb and her fingers. None of this mattered. Her only agenda was to keep him safe until after the trial. She looked around suddenly, as if hordes of criminals were about to come streaming out of the aisles, brandishing weapons and screaming at them. She almost wished they would. It would be a good distraction. 
 
   But the aisles were mostly empty and quiet, and if she’d done a good job, no one would find them out here ever. Their days would consist of nothing but agonizingly boring waiting - the hallmark of any successful protection detail.
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Chapter_7_sister]***
 
    
 
   They left the store and entered the parking lot, Aria slightly behind Coleton. He looked over his shoulder at her, noting the way her eyes traveled over the surroundings lightly, marking the people who passed them or looked at them for too long. Her posture was rigid and he followed her sight line, suddenly feeling protective towards her. Suddenly feeling like he couldn’t stand it if he put her in danger. 
 
   When they reached the car, Coleton loaded it up, acting quickly before Aria could even begin to help. He wanted to do this for her. And cook for her. He wanted to take care of someone. He felt the desire clearly in his heart and it confused him, even while it filled him with a slight yearning. But he knew all of that was never meant to be for him. 
 
   He’d had several girlfriends over the years. He’d always preferred strong women, women who had their own jobs and minds and desires, and that had caused him nothing but heartache so far. His most serious girlfriend had gone off to medical school and broken up with him just before, not wanting to deal with a long distance relationship. But he had always tried to hold strong to the faith that true, enduring love would happen for him eventually, if he lived long enough.
 
   They piled into the car and drove back to the apartment in silence. A comfortable silence, he thought. His mind turned to the last couple of women he had been interested in. Jen, a woman who had been just his type but who had turned out to be an undercover police officer feigning interest in him because of his father, and Ava, who had been a departure from the norm for him actually - she had been too anxious and flighty for him to really fall for her. Not that there had been anything serious there - just a fleeting interest before she stole his car and disappeared for good. 
 
   The thought made him wince. He should have realized she was scamming him, he never should have dropped his guard around her. He blamed his mistake on the intense feelings of apprehension and up-rootedness he’d been feeling. He’d been on the run for seven months already, and had to move cities twice. He’d only barely escaped being caught by his father’s men in Atlanta, and it had been starting to wear on him. Ava had come along at a time when he’d been particularly homesick and sure things were just going to get worse. 
 
   Aria drove slowly, then stopped at a stop sign and waited as a large tractor crossed the road ahead of them, moving slowly. Twilight filled the sky, making the dust the tractor kicked up spin and dance in front of them. Aria spoke, and her words threw Coleton into a slick tailspin he couldn’t recover from.
 
   “So how do you know my sister?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Aria had spoken without any thought or preconception. The time just seemed right. Finally. They were getting along. He actually seemed like a nice guy. She had no doubt he’d tell her what she wanted to know. There was no reason for him to hide anything from her.
 
   She watched the ancient green tractor pass in front of them, waiting for him to speak, unaware of the storm brewing behind his eyes. Finally she felt the tension that had leapt between the seats and turned to face him. His cheeks were heated and his throat worked convulsively. 
 
   “Your sister,” he finally spit out. “Ava Smith is your sister?”
 
   Her eyes widened and she tried to make sense of the name. Smith? Ava’s last name would have been Gale, or if she took Jason’s name, it would have been Arthur. She, herself, had not taken Jason’s name and she never knew if her sister had. 
 
   She spoke again, without thinking, her voice a confused, raspy whisper. “Ava is my twin sister.”
 
   Coleton’s fingers scrabbled on the door handle, and in a flash he was out of the car. Aria stared after him, not comprehending at first what he was doing. He slammed his door and stalked away, running his hands through his hair in an angry pushing gesture. She looked at his back, trying to figure out what was going on. Then she had it. He was pissed. Pissed that Ava was her twin? What in the world?
 
   Aria looked around, trying to find a place to pull over. He couldn’t just take off. He had to stay with her, no matter what he was upset about. She turned right, pulling past the retreating tractor and threw a glance over her shoulder at Coleton, who had headed in the other direction. He was just about to disappear behind a gas station. Aria did a quick, illegal U-turn and drove the car hard, trying to catch up with him. She drove around the gas station building, but didn’t see him anywhere. She parked the car and got out, thinking she needed to find him and quick, before darkness fell completely. 
 
   The street was all commercial buildings, a used vacuum cleaner repair and sales store, a tiny hometown hardware store, and a thrift shop or two. Aria scanned the businesses quickly, seeing no one on the sidewalk, and not sure where he would have gone. She turned in a circle, checking behind her, then turned back, becoming angry herself. He couldn’t just take off. If she lost him it would mean hell to pay with the Assistant Chief.
 
   Aria started walking, stalking quickly down the sidewalk, her head turning in all directions, her eyes wide and unfocused, just looking for a tall shape, or maybe movement. She passed the mouth of an alley and saw him, almost at the other end, walking quickly, his hands shoved in his pockets. 
 
   His whole demeanor seemed off. She followed him lightly, ready to break into a run if he did. Her hand fingered the handcuffs in her back pocket, and as her own anger grew, she began to imagine slapping them on him and dragging him back to the apartment. Even as the indignant fantasy played out in her mind, she knew it wasn’t practical. She needed his cooperation - needed him to want to stay with her of his own accord. She had to sleep sometime, and she didn't need him sneaking out when she did. Arresting him to place him in protective custody would mean heading to a safe house that was equipped to keep a prisoner, and after watching his car blow up in the parking lot this morning, she didn’t think that was safe for him. He needed to be able to move at a moment's notice.
 
   Some of his steam seemed to be blowing out. She was catching up to him. He turned left at the next road and she put on a burst of speed to get to the corner before he disappeared. He was still walking, and she thought she heard him mutter to himself, before he finally stopped and looked up at the sky, like he was trying to find an answer.
 
   Aria let instinct take over, knowing she would never produce the right thing to say, but that her unconscious mind would. She walked closer to him and opened her mouth, waiting to see what would come out.
 
   “She’s my twin sister and I haven’t seen her in two years,” she said to his back, her voice breaking. “She ran off with my husband, then married him after he divorced me. It seems like she hurt you or offended you in some way and I’m sorry for that. You aren’t the only one.”
 
   Aria took a deep, shuddery breath. She hadn’t admitted that to anyone in two years. In fact, it was the first time she’d said it out loud. She hadn’t taken Jason’s name when they got married so she didn’t need to consider whether to change it when they got divorced. She hadn’t bothered to change her marital status with HR yet. They didn’t need to know. She’d been deeply ashamed of this development in her life, enough to bury herself in her work and not come up for air in years, but now it was out. Someone knew.
 
   Coleton turned to her, and his soft eyes told her she had said the right thing. His anger had fled, leaving compassion in its wake. But she didn’t see pity there. Which was good. Pity would have destroyed her.
 
   Coleton looked at her and she looked back, letting his eyes say things to her. Things she didn’t want to hear aloud. Finally, she couldn’t take anymore. 
 
   “Let’s get off the street,” she said, turning and heading back the way she had come. 
 
   He followed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_8_first_night]Aria pulled into the apartment parking lot and parked their car in front of the wrong building, knowing it was only a tiny bit of subterfuge, and hoping it wasn’t needed at all. If the people who were looking for Coleton traced them as far as this building, their chances of getting out unscathed were slim. 
 
   A few people were in the parking lot, drinking from bottles wrapped in paper bags, yelling at children, laughing and cussing in rough voices. She scanned them all and found them fine, then nodded to Coleton. He jumped out and grabbed as many bags from the trunk as he could hold, pushing a few up onto his wrists. 
 
   She watched him, bemused. “There’s nothing wrong with taking a few trips.” 
 
   “There is if we don’t need them,” he said, grabbing another bag. 
 
   She watched him finally admit defeat and head towards the door, then grabbed a few bags of her own, following him. The tension had melted on the way back, and now she felt worn out, defeated, tired. She hadn’t asked him about her sister again and knew she wouldn’t. He would tell her when he was ready. Sharing the truth had done that much for her.
 
   She unlocked the door and they dropped bags in the entryway, then retrieved the rest of them from the car. When they entered the apartment the second time, Coleton took a few of the bags straight into the kitchen.
 
   “I’ll start dinner,” he called over his shoulder, not looking at her. 
 
   “OK,” she muttered under her breath, actually glad he was heading in there so quickly. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast and that had been almost twelve hours ago. Normally she loved days like today, but this one was proving to be an emotional roller coaster.
 
   She eyed the bags and decided what to do next. Prepare the bed and the couch. She ripped into plastic bags and removed bedding and pillows, and by the time she had everything done, a rich smell wafted from the kitchen.
 
   She wandered in and sat down at the tiny, circular table just as Coleton closed the oven. 
 
   He glanced at her. “It won’t be done for forty-five minutes.”
 
   Aria pressed her lips together. Her stomach was clamoring for food. 
 
   Coleton noticed her look. “Want to start on salad now?”
 
   “I would love to start on salad now,” she said, trying to keep the eagerness out of her voice. 
 
   Coleton chuckled and pulled a bowl out of the fridge, then handed her two different dressing choices. She chose vinaigrette and he put a plate in front of her. Aria piled it high, trying not to think about Coleton’s face when she’d said Ava was her twin sister. What could Ava had done to him? 
 
   She started eating and tried to remember her promise to let him tell her when he was ready. She didn’t think he would deliberately draw things out. But whatever had happened had obviously been difficult for him. Her mind raced. It couldn’t have been a romantic relationship because Ava was married to Jason now, right?
 
   Aria shook her head and kept eating, and then the clock on the stove caught her attention. Almost seven. 
 
   “Damn,” she muttered and hurried into the living room to see if the ancient TV worked. She heard Coleton following her but was too busy to explain anything to him. Turning on the TV didn’t get her any sort of signal, and the box on the top made it look like it only caught local channels. She flipped through the buttons and finally figured out they had exactly three channels. At least they were clear.
 
   All three were showing the news so she just settled on one and watched it intently. Wildfires in the south. The presidential debate was heating up. Christian ministers were refusing to marry gay couples. Then a picture of the Westwood Harbor Police Department filled the screen. She shushed Coleton even though he hadn’t said a word, and leaned forward, listening intently. 
 
   A grim-looking anchor woman talked quickly, the camera panning past her to the wreckage of Coleton’s car. She outlined what they knew, which was almost nothing, but then said what Aria had been waiting to hear. “The owner of the car has not been identified. All we have been told is that he was twenty-nine years old, a local resident, and was declared dead on the scene.”
 
   Aria felt a smile break over her face.
 
   “I’m dead?” Coleton asked, wonder in his voice.
 
   “Yep,” she said firmly. 
 
   “Wow, that’s smart,” he responded, in that same dreamy manner.
 
   “Don’t get too excited. Remember that a half a dozen people saw you in the office after the explosion. If your father really has a mole in the department he might already know that you aren’t really dead. But it was worth a try.”
 
   Coleton’s eyes locked on hers, and she saw hope and optimism in them, despite her words.
 
   In the kitchen the dinger dinged and Aria felt her mouth water instantly. She snapped off the TV and rushed back into the kitchen. 
 
   Coleton took the lasagna out of the oven and placed it on the table. “We really should let this rest for thirty minutes, but I’m not going to do that to you.” 
 
   “Thanks,” Aria said, watching his hands closely as he uncovered the lasagna and then spooned some out for her. She took a bite-sized piece on her fork and blew on it three times, then shoved it in her mouth, burning her tongue but unable to stop herself. 
 
   “Mmm,” she said around forkfuls, not caring that Coleton was watching her, his lasagna whole and untouched. “This is wonderful,” she gushed, meaning it. Frozen TV dinner lasagna couldn’t compare for a moment.
 
   A smile grew on Coleton's face, and he finally dug into his piece, eating like this was nothing new - he got food this good every night. He probably did. He could cook, after all. 
 
   Aria finished her piece and dug into the pan for another one. She finished that one too and sat back, full to bursting, her thoughts returning straight to her sister now that her stomach was taken care of. Coleton’s eyes were hooded, contemplative. He ate in studious silence and when he finished his piece, he stood up immediately and washed their dishes. 
 
   “I’ll let this cool and put it in the fridge before I go to sleep,” he said in her direction, motioning to the pan of lasagna, then heading out of the room. Aria jumped up, meaning to beat him to the couch, but he was already there.
 
   “I’ll sleep on the couch,” she said. “You take the bed.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” Coleton replied firmly, his voice low and commanding, and Aria felt a shiver go down her spine. She ignored it and looked at his back as he sat down, still not looking at her.
 
   Fine, she thought. She’d be more comfortable on the bed anyway. She stalked down the hallway and flopped into bed, fully clothed, her gun still in its holster around her waist, her ears on full alert even as her eyes slipped closed. She fell into a light sleep quickly, her mind barely registering the baby crying in the unit next door. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Hunter Foley looked through his pants pockets one more time, then ran outside and searched his car again. It was hopeless. He knew he had taken his phone to work yesterday, and that was where it disappeared, but he couldn’t help being thorough. It was in his blood. He walked slowly back into the house, going over yesterday’s activities in his mind one more time. When he entered the kitchen, Jen came out of the bedroom, looking tight in her uniform, with her hair slicked back.
 
   “You still can’t find it?”
 
   He shook his head balefully, almost sick at the thought of it being gone. People were depending on him. People who had that number. He had to be at the airport in two hours. He hoped the day didn’t get any worse. 
 
   “Sorry babe,” Jen said, slipping her arms around his waist.
 
   “Not your fault,” Hunter said, planting a tender kiss on the corner of her mouth. “I’ll get another one at work. I’ll text you the number as soon as I can.”
 
   Jen nodded and reluctantly let him go. “When will you be back?”
 
   “Friday night if everything goes well.”
 
   “OK, I’ll miss you.”
 
   “I’ll miss you too, but it’s only a few days. Stay focused.”
 
   Jen smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “Yes Assistant Chief. Anything you say Assistant Chief.”
 
   “Don’t you forget it,” Hunter growled, his mind casting back to last night, when she’d said exactly those words, just before giving him exquisite, mind-blowing pleasure. God a man could get used to that kind of thing. His life had never been so amazing as during the last few months. He couldn’t wait until she finished recruit class. He was planning on taking her on a vacation to the Caribbean as a graduation gift, and maybe asking her to marry him. He’d never known anyone who made him feel so wonderful, who completed his life in such a big way.
 
   He pulled her close again and wound his fingers in her hair, messing it slightly, but unable to help himself. 
 
   “Hey big boy, fingers off the merchandise," she told him, but her words had no bite. She slipped closer to him and rubbed against him, making him groan. 
 
   “God if only I had three minutes,” he complained, and she laughed. 
 
   “Three minutes!” Come see me when you’ve got thirty," she admonished him, then pulled away with finality, leaving him slightly saddened.
 
   “Now I’m going to be late,” Jen said, grabbing her lunch and waving at him as she rushed out the door. Hunter watched her go, saying a silent prayer for her safety, as he always did.
 
   Hunter took one last look through the house and finally gave up. The phone was gone. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_9_foleys_phone_stolen]Assistant Chief Dick Harrison stalked through the halls of the police department, an uneasy feeling following him. He felt like he was forgetting something. But what? He knew who was protecting Coleton Savoy. Sgt. Gale. That was bad because she was incorruptible, but good because he was certain he could outsmart her. She wasn’t quite as high and mighty as she thought she was and he was going to prove it. Plus she was new school, so he didn’t care if she ended up as collateral damage. Her dad had been old school, but still not one you wanted to stray too far outside the lines with. Harrison had always hated that old bastard but never felt one way or the other about his daughter. Until now.
 
   Harrison fingered the phone in his pocket. He’d stolen it off of Assistant Chief Foley’s desk the day before, at great personal danger to himself. Foley already suspected him of not being 100% clean. If he knew that Harrison had his phone, that would push him over the edge - he’d go straight to the chief and get him investigated. Harrison swore under his breath about the unfortunate circumstances that had gotten the last chief arrested and how the flow of bribery money that had been coming into the station from Fiore Savoy stopped. But then Savoy had contacted him directly and offered him twice as much money if Harrison helped find and eliminate Savoy’s son. Harrison had his eye on a number of business investments that he would be able to buy once this was all finished. He was exactly the right guy to pull this off.
 
   With any luck Gale would call soon and he could get her location. Then this all would be almost over, quickly. But just in case, he had one more errand to run first. He turned to the door marked Dispatch and pushed it open, glad to see the dispatch sergeant right there waiting for him. 
 
   “All set?” he asked, not liking this man enough to try to make any small talk.
 
   “Yep, we’ve got the traces set and everyone knows if she calls from any other number the call is to be forwarded immediately to you.”
 
   “Perfect,” Harrison said, and showed his teeth in an approximate smile. “Anytime day or night, it doesn’t matter.”
 
   The other man nodded. “Got it. We’re ready for her.”
 
   “You better be,” Harrison replied and retreated back out the door. That was the last thing he could do in house for now. The next step was to get out on the road and start talking to people. Spread the word that Coleton Savoy was alive and well and there was a bounty on his head. Get some eyes on the street. He would find them, no matter where they had gone.
 
   Once he was certain that Foley was out of the city limits he would come back and go through his files. With any luck the idiot had it written down where Gale took Savoy. That would make all of this double easy. But he knew not to expect too much. Besides being suspicious, Foley was smart and careful, which meant the chances of Harrison finding a location in Foley’s file were slim. 
 
   No matter. He knew how to grind. He would find them. He had over a million dollars riding on this, and that made a man very innovative.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_10_aria_and_coleton] Aria opened her eyes quickly and took in the room around her. Quiet. All was well. She got out of bed silently and headed towards the tiny living room to check on Coleton. Sounds of exertion drifted her way and she stopped, her hand going automatically to her gun. But the sounds weren’t menacing. Two more steps took her far enough that she could see Coleton, on the living room floor doing pushups, facing away from her. His shirt was off and she could clearly see the muscles in his back and along his sides bunching and clenching as he lifted and lowered his weight. 
 
   Aria watched for a long time, strangely fascinated. She hadn’t realized he was so muscular, or that he worked out this way. Something in his manner struck her as incredibly brutish and masculine, as he punished his body with push up after push up - he had to be over one hundred by now. Yesterday, he’d seemed soft-spoken, mostly thoughtful and mellow, but right now he looked raw, powerful, ready to attack and assail. Sweat glistened off of his back and she watched a clear drop traverse the path of least resistance between two defined muscles. 
 
   Aria stood in the hallway, lost to herself, her body suddenly thrumming with heat. She bit the inside of her lip but felt nothing. With a heaving grunt, Coleton dropped to the ground and Aria realized where she was and what she was doing. She was in the hallway, staring at her charge without him knowing, like some sort of a female pervert. 
 
   Quickly, she backed up and retreated into the room, silently climbing back onto the bed to feign sleep until he was done. For some reason she didn’t want him to know she had seen. 
 
   She heard the bathroom door open and, in another moment, the shower turned on. She breathed a sigh of relief and headed out into the living room. He had neatly folded his sheets and blankets and stacked them in the corner. She sat on the couch and snapped on the TV, hoping to catch some news. Nothing but game shows. Somewhere, a baby cried again, long lusty wails that were enough to break a mother’s heart.
 
   She heard the shower snap off and tried to prepare herself for him to come out in a towel. She would die. But she would look.
 
   Lucky for her, he came out fully clothed, wearing cowboy-jeans he had bought the day before and a simple, deep-blue shirt that stretched over his muscles invitingly. She looked at his face, suddenly feeling awkward. 
 
   He smiled at her, then plucked at his shirt, noticing where her eyes had been. “I guess they run small,” he said apologetically.
 
   “Oh,” she breathed, unable to say anything else.
 
   “I watched the 5 a.m. news,” he told her, heading into the kitchen. “They didn’t say anything new about the explosion or me.”
 
   “You’ve been up since 5 a.m.?” she asked.
 
   His voice drifted out of the kitchen, along with the sound of pots banging. “Yeah, I’ve had a hard time sleeping for the last several months. I’m only managing a few hours a night.”
 
   Aria stood and walked into the kitchen to talk to him easier. “That’s awful. How do you manage?”
 
   He had his back to her and was breaking eggs into a pan. “Once a week I take a sleeping pill and try to catch up, but mostly I just drink a lot of coffee.”
 
   “Is it because of your father coming after you?”
 
   As soon as the words were out of Aria’s mouth, she winced and wanted to take them back. What a stupid thing to say. 
 
   Coleton turned and looked at her, and she expected to see reproach in his eyes. Instead, they were bright and calm. “Yes, it is. He’s scared me since I was a little boy and I guess he still scares me. Well, maybe he scares me even more now that he’s tried to kill me twice.”
 
   Aria’s eyes narrowed. “What? There was another time?”
 
   Coleton scrubbed his face with his hands. “Yeah," he said sheepishly, like it was his fault.
 
   “Tell me,” she said, all business in an instant, the image of his shirtless chest finally pushed from her brain.
 
   “There’s not much to tell really. Before I went to New York I tried to hide out in Atlanta, Georgia, but they found me there quickly. I had to use my atm card a few times on the way there and I guess that’s how they traced me. I was walking in the park and two men grabbed me and tried to push me into a van. I fought them and got away. They shot at me but missed. I was lucky they didn’t just shoot me while I was walking down the path - not even give me a chance to fight back.”
 
   Aria nodded. “You were. Did you report the incident to the police?”
 
   Coleton turned back to the stove and stirred the eggs, then began chopping something on the counter. “No, I just took off and went to New York. And I didn’t use my bank cards again.”
 
   “How did you manage that?” 
 
   “I contacted a lawyer in California. I gave him power of attorney to pull money from my accounts and have it deposited in a new bank - one that had branches everywhere in the country. When I needed money, I drove to New Jersey or Maine and picked a different branch every time. I knew there was no way my dad could watch all of them. Besides, by this time I was using a fake ID that I felt confident he couldn’t crack.”
 
   “But he found you.”
 
   “I’m not sure if he did or not. I left New York because I had a feeling he was about to, and this time there would be no warning, no way to fight my way out. I started feeling too nervous to go home, like he had ordered my apartment rigged to explode or something.”
 
   “How long have you been in Westwood Harbor?”
 
   “I got in yesterday morning. I drove straight to the police department.”
 
   Aria shook her head. “That means it has to be a cop that rigged your car to blow up. If your father’s men had been following you from New York, they would have just killed you on the highway somewhere.”
 
   Coleton nodded, his back still turned, his attention focused on the food he was preparing in front of him.
 
   “How long were you at the police station before the car blew up?”
 
   “Maybe two hours.”
 
   “Plenty of time for someone to rig your car if the person already had the explosives.”
 
   “Yeah, but in broad daylight?” he asked.
 
   “It didn’t have to be hard. He could have slung a bag full of C4 under your hood as he was walking by.”
 
   Coleton turned, knife in hand, eyes burning. “Are there cameras in the parking lot?”
 
   “There are cameras on the building, but your car was out of their field of vision.”
 
   Coleton’s face fell and he turned back to the counter.
 
   “But it gives us a starting point. When I talk to Assistant Chief Foley I’ll ask if they’ve checked the cameras for people walking through the parking lot with bags or packages in their hands.”
 
   He nodded but she could tell by the slump of his shoulders he wasn’t very excited by that.
 
   Coleton threw a handful of food into a pot where it began simmering and a wonderful scent filled the kitchen. Aria’s mouth began to water. Within a few moments, he had two ham and cheese omelets on the table. Aria dug into hers eagerly, then closed her eyes and moaned in delight. “This is heavenly. As good as the lasagna.”
 
   “Compliments will get you fed all week long,” he said, taking a large bite of his own food.
 
   Aria huffed softly, planning to compliment him every chance she got. She ate silently, her entire focus on her melt-in-her-mouth omelet, so she was completely taken by surprise when he next spoke.
 
   “Your sister stole my car,” he said.
 
   She looked up at him, dumbfounded, her food forgotten. His eyes were trained on his omelet, but he was just picking at it. His expression was unreadable, but his mouth was tight and she thought she read shame in the set of his neck and torso. 
 
   “Stole your car? What?”
 
   “Yes, she stole my car. She conned me. Tried to make me think she was interested in me, and then walked out of my apartment with my car keys. I never saw her again.”
 
   Aria’s mind couldn’t grasp the information. Ava wasn’t a car thief. Or a con woman. But then Aria never would have thought Ava was a husband-stealer either. 
 
   Aria held up her hands. “Wait wait wait, tell me from the beginning.” She winced at the tone in her voice but she couldn’t help it. She had to know.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   [bookmark: chapter_11_the_story]Coleton gathered up his courage. He didn’t want to share this. But he knew how badly she wanted to know about her sister. He would tell her everything he could, even though it revealed some very stupid decisions on his part. And even though he was beginning to feel very fond of her, telling her about his experience with her sister might ruin any feelings she could have developed back. Still, she deserved to know.
 
   “It was a month or two ago. I - well - I hadn’t thought this was relevant, but now that I know she’s your sister I guess it is. Let me back up. I saw an ad in the newspaper for a musical that was supposed to be based on Westwood Harbor.”
 
   Aria’s eyes narrowed. “A play based on Westwood Harbor? That sounds suspicious already. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Westwood Harbor isn't famous the way New York or San Francisco are famous. Was it your dad’s men trying to flush you out?”
 
   Coleton grimaced. “Probably. I knew I shouldn’t go, but I couldn’t help myself. I was homesick I guess. In a way, I may have been tempting fate, honestly. I’ve always known my father would kill me eventually, and I guess I just got tired of waiting around for it to happen.”
 
   Coleton saw her mark that piece of information, and catalogue it in her brain to come back to later. But for now she just waited for him to continue. 
 
   He sighed and pushed on. “So I went. It was a tiny theatre, but almost all the seats were filled. I was surprised at that. Ava was there, the only person in the very back row, swaying along with the music. I sat a few seats down from her, and tried to watch the play. When I realized it was actually just Dirty Dancing, changed slightly to pretend the setting was actually Westwood Harbor, I got up to leave, but Ava followed me. I was walking out of the exit and Ava came barreling after me, and actually ran into me. She fell to the ground with her hand over her nose, blood seeping through. The more I think about it, the more I think that was all part of the scam. She planned it. She had a blood pack palmed in her hand and popped it when she hit my back.”
 
   Aria shook her head, trying to imagine her sister doing something like that. She couldn’t. Ava had never scammed anyone in her entire life. She was about to tell Coleton that this Ava couldn’t possibly be her Ava when she remembered how Coleton had looked at her the first time he ever saw her. Looked at her with recognition in his eyes and called her by her sister’s name. 
 
   Coleton went on. “I picked her up and brushed her off, worried sick about her. The blood was just pouring out between her fingers and she looked to be in incredible pain. She held up a wallet with her other hand and asked if it was mine. She said she had seen it on the ground when I walked out and she thought I lost it. I told her no and she said oh, then said she’d take it to the lost and found. She walked away, shoulders slumped, blood dripping, and I couldn’t just leave her. I ran after her and tried to take her to the hospital. She wouldn’t go. Said she didn’t have any insurance and couldn’t afford to see a doctor. She seemed very resistant to me helping her at all, but little by little she warmed up to it as I insisted. I took her to wash up and then I helped her turn in the wallet to lost and found. I wish to God I would have looked inside it. I bet it was completely empty. Something she bought in a thrift store or stole from some guy and didn’t even bother to stage,” he said bitterly, still not able to look Aria in the eye.
 
   "I never went back to the play, but I fell for Ava exactly the way she wanted me to. I took her out to lunch that day, and tried to pry into her life. She seemed slightly pathetic and needy. I hated feeling that way about her, but I think that's what she was going for. She told me a horrible story about her life. She said she was from Texas and her mother had divorced her father when she was eight years old. Her mother and her father had shared custody of her and her brother but her mother had stolen the two of them and taken off, moving to Florida and changing their names and identities. She said she had no way of contacting her father and by the time she was old enough, he didn't live in Texas anymore and she couldn't find him. She said that when she was sixteen she had gone to court to have herself declared emancipated from her mother and had began to travel all over the country looking for her father. The last word she heard about him was that he had moved to Westwood Harbor but she didn't have the money to head out there and look for him. That was why she was at the play. She said she was reaching out to him in the only way she could afford at that time."
 
   Aria shook her head and couldn't help but butt in. "How old did she say she was?"
 
   "Twenty-three."
 
   "And you believed her?"
 
   "Sure did. She could've easily passed for twenty-three. How old is she?"
 
   "We are twenty-nine," Aria said, a twinge grabbing her around the heart and refusing to let go. She remembered twenty-seven years of birthdays celebrated together, having their own special language when they were preschoolers, growing up together and never, ever being apart until she married Jason. And then still seeing Ava almost every night. She could not reconcile this story, this con man story with Ava. Ava, her sweet sister who had always been there ... At least until she ran off with Aria's husband. Suddenly she knew that Coleton's story was going to leave her with no answers, just more questions. She clenched her fists at the thought of it and wished wildly for a paperclip. She stood and began randomly pulling drawers open, looking for anything she could bend and mutilate. She couldn't stand to sit still for one more second. Aria's eyes fell upon the lasagna noodles box in the garbage can and she pulled it out, then sat back down in her chair, ripping it into tiny little pieces that began to collect in a drift at her feet. She lifted her chin at Coleton, wanting him to go on, even though she hated his story like fire.
 
   As she looked up at Coleton, she saw something in his eyes, something she was unable to identify. He was staring at her with a strange look on his face. Was he surprised that she was twenty-nine? That Ava was twenty-nine? Was he feeling the same thing that she was, that maybe there was some way in the universe that this Ava wasn't her sister Ava? She stared at him intensely, willing him to finish the story, to say something that would make sense to her.
 
   He seemed to catch her desire and tried to go on. He looked down at his plate and pushed the words out of his mouth. "I asked her where she was staying and she said she had exhausted all of her money in the search for her father and was sleeping at the bus station. I didn't know what to do. She seemed so honest, so sincere. After she said that, I couldn't just tell her okay, see you later then, when I knew where she would end up. I tried to put her up in a hotel. She absolutely would not stand for it. I tried to give her money. She wouldn't take it. So finally I did the only other thing I could think to do. I invited her home with me."
 
   This information went through Aria like a spear. A blunt and rusty spear that tumbled through her body, tearing and ripping as it went. "You slept with her," she spit out before she could stop herself. She hoped desperately that Coleton saw nothing wrong with her accusation. She knew she had no right to be upset if Coleton had slept with Ava, but she also knew that meant there would never be anything between her and Coleton. The thought made her sick to her stomach and achy all over at the same time. It suddenly killed her in the same way her sister leaving with her husband had killed her. And she didn't know why.
 
   Coleton held up his hands and shook his head no. "I never slept with her, I swear."
 
   Aria clamped down on her tongue with her teeth, but she still couldn't keep herself from spitting out her next question. "But you would've, if the opportunity presented itself, wouldn't you have?"
 
   "No! I swear - well, I ..." Coleton's voice trailed off and Aria read guilt and shame in it. Anger kindled in her heart. She shot to her feet, the gun holster on her waist catching the table and flipping it as if capturing the desire straight out of Aria's soul and manifesting it into physical action. She wasn't sorry.
 
   Aria stomped out of the kitchen, straight to the front door, her hand on the knob as she searched down deep inside herself. There was nothing she wanted more than to take off, to abandon Coleton Savoy to his sister-fucking fate. But good sense and reason came back too quickly. She wouldn't abandon him, but she certainly wouldn't allow herself to consider him a decent human being for one more second.
 
   She dropped her hand from the doorknob with a grunt of disgust and turned around, heading into the bedroom and slamming the door. She looked out the one tiny window into the parking lot beyond and fumed, wondering what shred of decency she had ever seen in Coleton Savoy in the first place.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Fiore Savoy ducked under what was supposed to be a killing blow and crawled on his hands and knees behind the big washer in the prison laundry. Behind him, sounds of an epic battle raged on. He squeezed his body tighter behind the piece of equipment and closed his eyes, praying for the guards to come in and break it up soon. 
 
   He knew they were watching from the doorway, maybe placing bets, maybe waiting until whatever hit they had paid for was over with. He was too old for this shit. He had to get out of this hellhole. He'd been minding his own business - doing his hard, manual labor - women's work really - the kind of crap he thought he was done with when he turned fourteen and made his first kill for the family - but in prison it wasn't good enough to keep your head down and mind your own business. The guards still made you pay. You had to pick sides, and if you didn't pick the right side, you were the next one with a homemade baseball bat upside your head, or a plastic shank in your ribs.
 
   Finally he heard salvation. "Okay, break it up, break it up. You guys are done here. Johnson, take Sampson to the infirmary. Brigs, you take Halston to the hole." The guards had come in to stop the fight.
 
   Savoy backpedaled on his hands and knees and slowly stood up, looking around. Guard Foster's gaze settled on him and Foster laughed slowly, malice oozing from his pores. "Savoy, nice of you to come out of your itty-bitty rabbit hole. Whattsa matter? Did the big baddie scare you? Did he make you have to run and hide? Did he make you go wee-wee in your pants?"
 
   Savoy gritted his teeth and looked at the floor. Foster wouldn't live out the week. He would make sure of it. No one spoke to him like that and lived.
 
   Foster threw back his head and laughed, then left the laundry, leaving Savoy to his own thoughts.
 
   One of his lieutenants, Abbateli, rushed in, his hands up and reaching for Savoy. "Boss, did they get you?"
 
   Savoy pushed his hands away angrily. "I'm fine. No thanks to you. Where the fuck were you?" 
 
   "Foster wouldn't let me in. The guards stood in the doorway and egged them on."
 
   "I figured. I got to get out of this stinking hole now. I don't think I can wait till next week."
 
   Abbatelli looked around for witnesses, fear on his face. "Boss, they'll hear you."
 
   Savoy sneered, about to say he didn't give a shit if anyone heard him or not, but then good sense prevailed. He did give a shit. 
 
   They could keep him in this hole if they found out what he was up to. He did need to be careful if his plan were to succeed. In here, he didn't run anything. The guards were already being paid off by others, and seemed reluctant to take his money. The other prisoners had their own hierarchy and so far he had been unable to crack it. He was nothing in here. No one. That was absolutely unacceptable. He wasn't spending his golden years in this trap, this hellhole. 
 
   He softened. "You're right Abbatelli - but it's begun - and next week, next Tuesday, we take them all out. We clean house and get out of the country. They'll be less excited to chase us if they don't have anyone to testify against us."
 
   Abbatelli peered closely at him. "Even your ah, Col-, ah, even your son?"
 
   Savoy spit on the ground and began to transfer sheets from one machine to another. "I have no son," he finally said, turning his face to his work.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Coleton stood in the kitchen, surveying the turned-over table and the plates that clattered to the floor. He wasn't cleaning this up, no way. She had a temper, Aria did, and he wasn't surprised at all. Virtually all the women he had ever been attracted to did. If you wanted someone without a temper, you didn't go for the strong women. You went for the soft and sweet ones, the ones who said things like whatever you want or I don't know, what do you want to do? 
 
   Plus she was a cop, and he'd never met a cop that didn't have a temper either. 
 
   Coleton walked out into the living room and eyeballed the door. For the first time in a while, he wanted to bolt – to leave. He didn't want to be here anymore. She'd been impressing him yesterday, making him feel like she knew what she was doing, making him think that maybe he had a chance if he was with her, but now he'd lost that feeling. If only she hadn't flipped the table ...
 
   Coleton walked to the door and placed his hand on it, unaware that Aria had gone through the same mental process only a few minutes before. He tried to turn the knob, but it wouldn't budge. He unlocked it, and turned it, then stepped out onto the concrete slab in front of the tiny apartment. The sound of the baby crying again caught his ear and he looked towards the noise. A woman stood in front of the next door, her back to Coleton, relentlessly bouncing the pained baby on her shoulder, trying to soothe it. It was small, and looked pinched in the face, like it couldn't ever get quite get enough milk.
 
   Coleton looked out over the parking lot, away from the woman and the baby, and thought about leaving,. But where would he go? He was going to testify, no matter what, unless his father had killed him by then, so it just didn't make sense to take off. Coleton took a deep breath and stilled his own anger. If only she had let him explain. If only she hadn't flipped the table and taken off. He just couldn't understand a person who did something like that. But he could stay, and avoid her. There were three rooms in the place. If she were in the kitchen, he would be in the living room. If she were in the living room, he would head to the kitchen. It was only for another five days.
 
   Coleton heaved a sigh and stepped back through the doorway, closing the door in front of him. He crossed the room and dropped onto the couch, deciding to watch TV. With any luck, his brains would liquefy and leak out his ears.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aria paced the tiny bedroom, her fingers itching at her sides. It had to be close to ten o'clock at night. Dark had fallen an hour ago and she had only left the room once since her shameful retreat, sneaking out just to use the bathroom.
 
   About two hours before the sun had set, a delicious aroma had drifted down the hallway and under the door. It was spaghetti and she didn't know how she had managed to resist it. But she had. She would not eat one more bite of Coleton's food. Part of her mind screamed at her that she was being completely ridiculous. He hadn't slept with Ava, and even if he wanted to- hell, even if he had, it was none of her business. She and Coleton hadn't known each other then. Even now, he owed her nothing. So she had thought he was attractive and interesting ... It didn't matter. As long as he was under her protection, it's not like she could pursue it anyway. Besides, he was a criminal's son, remember? It never would have worked anyway.
 
   But still ... guilt and shame ran circles around her insides. She never used to fly off the handle at nothing. Before Jason left, she had been very level-headed. She never used to yell at people for tiny indiscretions, be the jealous type, or get angry over nothing. Jason had done that to her. Jason and Ava. The familiar siren song of blame began to circle in her head. They did it to her. They were wrong. They ruined her life. They destroyed her chances at happiness. They ...
 
   Aria blanked for a moment, as a heavy truth settled over her, pinning her down to the mattress she was sitting on. Then she shot to her feet, sudden energy making her need to walk. She took three steps to the end of the room, then turned and took five back to the other end. She continued pacing like this and tried to make sense of what had just fallen in her lap. 
 
   Ava and Jason had done what they did, but she was in charge of her own happiness. As long as she focused on them, as long as she continued to live her life mired in thoughts of them and what they did to her, and what they might be doing now, she was ruining her own life. They were gone, and she couldn't change that. But she could move on. She could forgive, or at least forget, and be happy again. There were millions of men who had never, or would never, abandon their wives or girlfriends, no matter what the circumstances were. She only had the one sister, but who knew, maybe there was something that Aria didn't know. Some circumstance that had forced Ava to do what she did, and even if not, did Aria really want to spend the next fifty years of her life thinking these same thoughts? Feeling these same feelings? Circling these same destructive patterns? 
 
   No. She didn't. So now what? How did she forgive? How could she forget? What were the steps to moving on? Aria dropped back down on the bed and tried to think. She didn't know what the steps were. But she did know what they weren't. Maybe if she just tried to do things differently from now on? Just felt her natural impulse and then did the opposite? Aria closed her eyes and tried to imagine how that would go. Tried to see an opposite scenario that would lead her to happiness somehow.
 
   A yell came from the living room. "Sergeant Gale! Get out here!" 
 
   Sergeant Gale?
 
   Even as the thought went through her mind, Aria's hands dropped to her gun, unstrapping the holster unconsciously, and she charged out the door into the living room. Coleton was standing in the middle of the tiny space, staring at the TV, his eyes hard and set.
 
   Aria took in the living room, and realizing there was no threat, restrapped her holster. Then she turned to the TV. A picture of ex-Chief Carval filled the screen. Carval was the police chief who had been removed by the prosecuting attorney when it was discovered he was taking bribes from Fiore Savoy and was feeding him information, and that he even advised Savoy to kill a police officer. 
 
   The ex-chief had been awaiting his own trial, but had been out on bail, something that was denied Fiore Savoy because of how dangerous he was. Aria listened hard to what the newscaster was saying. Within a few seconds she figured out that Carval was dead. The image on the screen changed to one of fire trucks in front of a suburban house. Aria caught the words explosion and dead on scene. 
 
   She wiped her suddenly cold and clammy hands on her pants. She hoped she had covered their back trail well enough. An explosion here would take several innocent lives. As if to underscore that fact, the noise of a baby crying in another apartment drifted through the walls to her.
 
   Coleton muttered something under his breath. Aria wasn't certain, but it sounded like, "The peacock’s plumage is his enemy. The world is the mountain, and each action, the shout that echoes back." 
 
   Aria looked at him, surprised and confused, but even more taken aback when the look on his face said he was just as amazed by what he had said. She wished she dared to ask him to repeat it. It had sounded beautiful.
 
   The newscaster's tone changed, and he moved on to the next piece of horrible news. Coleton cleared his throat and snapped the TV off.
 
   "Sorry for yelling, I thought you needed to see that."
 
   Aria shook her head, her eyes on the floor, her mind still reeling. "Don't be sorry, I did need to see that." She looked back down the hallway, not wanting to ever go back into the bedroom. The tiny, deserted alcove was worse than solitary confinement. 
 
   "There's leftover spaghetti," Coleton said in a hurry.
 
   "Oh," Aria said, her stomach suddenly rumbling with vigor.
 
   Coleton brushed past her and she tried not to notice how good he smelled. Then she remembered about the opposite thing and took a deep breath through her nose. He smelled wonderful. Like earthy spice and hard soap. Her mind pinged a warning at her. Was this really what she had planned when she had cooked up her opposite plan? Yes, she decided. From now on she was going to seek out the enjoyable things in life. And the scent of Coleton Savoy was very enjoyable. Yummy even.
 
   He walked into the kitchen and then called out to her, "I'm going to warm you up a plate."
 
   "Great," Aria said under her breath, still looking at the floor. She swallowed forcefully, her pride burning as it went down, then made her way into the kitchen and sat down.
 
   Coleton placed a plate of food in front of her. "It's better fresh," he said apologetically.
 
   Aria picked up the fork and took her first bite. Heavenly, just like the lasagna. "It's good this way too," she said, trying to remember to breathe before taking another bite.
 
   She could feel the weight of Coleton's stare even with her eyes on her food. She knew something big was coming, and she began to eat faster, then caught herself and relaxed. She would let it come. She wasn't going to hide from it. 
 
   He spoke quickly, trying to push out all of his words before she fled the room again. "I didn't sleep with your sister. I didn't even kiss her. She tried to sleep with me and I said no. Not because she wasn't beautiful but because she was down on her luck and I was helping her and I didn't want to take advantage of her. I didn't want her to think that she had to out of payback for me. I wanted to sleep with her. I'll admit that. She's gorgeous and any man would, but I swear to you that I told her no. I swear to you that I set her up in my bed while I slept on the couch and when she came out to me and tried to slip under the covers with me I told her we shouldn't. I held her in my arms, and when she fell asleep on the couch, I tucked her in and went to sleep in my own bed. In the morning when I woke up, she was gone, and so was my car and my wallet."
 
   Aria kept her gaze on the noodles in front of her. She tried to process everything he had just said. He thought her sister was gorgeous. He hadn't slept with her. Or kissed her. If she believed him. Did she? He had a thing for sleeping on couches. 
 
   And the list of what her sister was willing to steal was growing longer: husbands, wallets, cars. Oh Ava, what in the world happened to you?
 
   Aria finished the last bite of spaghetti and chose her words carefully.
 
   "I didn't flip the table on purpose. It got caught on the butt of my gun when I stood." Then she rose slowly and carefully and walked back to the bedroom, her mind in turmoil, not looking back once.
 
   This opposite stuff was hard.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Aria woke and padded silently down the hall in her white lace panties, grunts of exertion meeting her ears, exactly like they had the day before. When she saw Coleton, her breath caught in her throat but she didn't stop advancing on him. He was on the floor doing sit ups, his muscles rippling and bulging. She walked straight up to him, stopping only when her feet straddled his legs, demanding with her eyes that he look at her. He dropped his hands behind his back to the floor, propping himself up and returning her lusty gaze with interest. Sweat glistened on his chest and she longed to touch the muscles that quivered there. She dropped slowly to her knees, the backs of her legs burning as they met his thighs. She pressed her barely-clad sex to the core of him and leaned forward, wanting only to finally taste his lips. A small smile crossed his features and he raised one eyebrow, as if to say, What took you so long?
 
   What had taken her so long? She didn't know. This was what she wanted. And so much more. She placed her hands on his shoulders and drew herself to his waiting mouth, diving in with abandon to the sweet taste of him. He took her weight easily, lifting his hips slightly, trying to create more contact between them. His tongue darted into her mouth, teasing it open wider, asking her for more, more, more. He raised one hand and slid it up her waist, creating a delicious friction, then cupped her breast through her shirt, savoring the heavy flesh there. He thumbed one nipple and she groaned into his mouth. She had to get her shirt off, now. 
 
   Aria groaned lightly on the bed, caught in the hazy space between awake and asleep. She wanted desperately to stay sleeping and take the dream to its inevitable conclusion - her sweet release and utter debasement. But she needed to stop it. To wake up and not go one step down that forbidden road, even in a dream state.
 
   Aria wrenched her eyes open, her breath tearing in and out of her throat. Her body throbbed in time with her heartbeat. She felt a wetness between her legs, even though she was still wearing her jeans.
 
   "Oh God," she groaned out loud. She had a thing for him. She was dreaming about Coleton Savoy. What was wrong with her? This could only end badly. He had wanted her sister. The first man she was attracted to since Jason left her, and it had to be someone she couldn't have, shouldn't have, didn't want to have! Why was life always so complicated?
 
   "You okay in there?" came his voice from down the hallway. Aria sat straight up, eyes wide, absolutely mortified. Had she been making noises?
 
   "Fine! Just slept wrong. Stiff neck," she yelled back, wishing the ground would open and swallow her whole.
 
   No such luck. Forty-five minutes later, she finally forced herself out into the apartment, willing her cheeks to stay cool. Coleton was in the kitchen, making breakfast.
 
   Aria couldn't face him just yet. She headed to her backpack in the corner, retrieved a phone out of it, then sat down on the couch and eyed the phone. It was the one that assistant Chief Foley had given her. 
 
   "I'm going to call Assistant Chief Foley," she told Coleton through the open kitchen door.
 
   He appeared immediately, with his shirt on, thank goodness. "Do you think that's a good idea?"
 
   She picked up the phone and showed it to him. "He gave me this phone and said there was no trace on it. We're going to have to call in a few days anyway to make sure there's no change in the court schedule."
 
   Coleton's eyebrows drew together, but he nodded and disappeared back into the kitchen.
 
   Aria dialed the number and waited. "Hello?" an eager male voice said.
 
   "Who's this?" Aria said, immediately suspicious. It wasn't Assistant Chief Foley.
 
   The voice boomed, and Aria's bullshit detector pinged wildly. "Sergeant Gale, this is Assistant Chief Harrison. How are things going? You guys are safe, yes?"
 
   "Yes, we are safe. Where is Chief Foley?"
 
   "He's out of town. He left his phone with me and gave me special instructions to take care of you. He said it was extremely important that he give me his phone, so that I could help you with anything you need. You are on our most important case right now. Where have you guys ended up?"
 
   Aria shook her head to herself, not sure what was going on. "Chief Foley told me not to tell anyone."
 
   "No, it's okay, this is a completely secure line. No one will know. He told me that he had told you that, but he said that was a poor decision. Once he thought about it, he realized that if no one knew where you were, you had absolutely no safety net. He didn't want that."
 
   Suddenly, all Aria wanted was to get off the phone. She wanted time to think about this. Did she believe Harrison? And if she didn't, what did that mean?
 
   She held the phone at arm's length. "Chief Harrison, hold on, you're breaking up. Let me just get past this big building ..." Before she could hang up, she heard him yell something. "Gale – wait, there's something you need to know about Chief Foley. I didn't want to worry you but you need to know -"
 
   Aria pressed the end call button and quickly took the back off of the cell phone, pulling the battery from it. That way he couldn't call her back, or couldn't trace her if Chief Foley had been wrong about it being untraceable. Her heart pounded in her chest and she wondered if she had made the right call. He was about to tell her something about Chief Foley? But she trusted Foley implicitly, didn't she? What was going on?
 
   She stared at the dismantled phone in her hand and tried to make sense of it. Coleton came in from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel.
 
   "That didn't sound like it went well," he said.
 
   She shook her head. "It didn't. Foley didn't answer. Instead I got Assistant Chief Harrison and he acted ... weird."
 
   "Weird how?"
 
   "He wanted to know where we were, but Foley told me not to tell anyone, even him. When I acted like it was going to get disconnected, he started yelling, he sounded desperate and he said I needed to know something about Foley, something bad. I hung up before I could hear any more."
 
   Coleton shook his head and his face grew contemplative. "That is bad. If Harrison is the one we're worried about, then we're practically screwed. He's up there at the very tip top."
 
   "I was afraid he was going to tell me that Assistant Chief Foley was the one on your dad's payroll."
 
   Coleton looked at her sharply, his eyes boring holes in her. "Do you think that's true?"
 
   Aria shook her head, but slowly. "He would be the last one I would suspect."
 
   "How about Harrison?"
 
   Aria dropped her head back to the couch. She threw her hands in the air. "I just don't know! If you would've asked me an hour ago I would've said no way, but after that phone call I feel very suspicious. But what can I do? The only one over his head is Chief Powell and I don't have his direct line. As far as I know, Harrison is in charge of everything right now. If we can't go to him, who can we go to?"
 
   Coleton stared at her, not answering her question. Finally, he said softly, "I guess we're on our own."
 
   ***
 
   Coleton gathered a plate of fresh fruit and placed it next to the French toast he had cooked. His thoughts spun. He had suffered from anxiety as a child, but hadn't felt the ravages of that in more than fifteen years. Now though, it was all coming back to him. It seemed like everything was against him, and now it wasn't only him in danger, but this brave and competent policewoman he had dragged into this with him was also in the line of fire. 
 
   Guilt ate at him from the inside out. What if they were found, and she were killed or injured because of him? He didn't know if he could stand it. Even if he were gunned down a second later, that second would be agony like none he had ever known before.
 
   Coleton worked on his breathing and tried to figure out what to do. Maybe he should just take off. Just run and leave the state. He could take his chances on his own. But another part of him didn't want to do that. His best chance was with this smart and capable woman. She knew what she was doing, that much was obvious. If she could just keep him alive until the day court started, maybe he could request a different police officer then. When things got even more dangerous. He could request a whole battalion of them, and then maybe be shot in his bed as he slept, since he didn't know who he could trust and who he couldn't.
 
   Aria walked into the kitchen and almost smiled at him, her eyes alive and bright. Another arrow of guilt shot through his system, and then he pushed it away. He would think about this later. For now, he would eat.
 
   Coleton took the two plates to the table and set them down. "French toast and fresh fruit," he told Aria, watching her face carefully.
 
   "Mmmm," she moaned, closing her eyes in order to better take in the scent of the dish. His mind imagined her, with that same look of delight and enjoyment on her face, underneath him, her body moving in time with his, her soul and her will belonging to him for at least a short while. 
 
   She opened her eyes and gave him that small, partial smile again and he looked away quickly, afraid she would read his inappropriate thoughts in his gaze. Afraid the way he was beginning to feel about her was showing on his face.
 
   He dropped his eyes to his plate and began to eat, almost choking on the first bite, especially when his thoughts continued to play their cruel tricks on him and showed him a picture of what her face would look like when he made her come. Eyes shut, mouth wide, hands fisted, body tight and tense, then softening with release. Coleton shook his head and barely restrained himself from hitting the heel of his hand on his forehead with every ounce of strength that he had in order to dislodge the thoughts. He needed to get ahold of himself! 
 
   They finished breakfast in silence and Coleton realized his anxiety had fled, for now. 
 
   Aria picked up their dishes and washed them in the sink, even cleaning his pots and pans. When she finally returned to the kitchen table he was able to look her in the eye again. "So what now?" he asked. 
 
   She smirked. "Now we wait. By the time Tuesday gets here, you will never want to see the inside of this apartment again."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Coleton laughed at her statement and she gave him that tiny smile again. He wanted to see what she looked like when she smiled fully, when she really was happy and joyful. He wanted to make her laugh.
 
   "We should play a game," he said.
 
   She did laugh lightly, but it was cynical. He wanted appreciation, joy, fun. 
 
   "What? Truth or dare? We don't have any games to play," she said.
 
   "What's your favorite card game?" he asked.
 
   "Are you teasing me? We don't have any cards."
 
   I would never tease you, he thought. Unless I had your clothes off and your clit under my tongue. Then I would tease you until you thought you were going to die. 
 
   Coleton waged war with himself internally. Then he gave up. He wanted her, there was no way around it. There was no use trying to pretend he didn't. He might as well face that fact and try to function anyway. Because he knew he would never get her. He would just keep his fantasies to himself.
 
   "I bought cards," he said. "At the store while you were looking for sheets and pillowcases."
 
   Something shined hard and solid in her gaze but he couldn't tell what it was. Finally she nodded. "Spades is my favorite game, but we need two more people."
 
   "You've never played spades with just two people?"
 
   She shook her head. "I didn't know it was possible."
 
   He smiled widely and left the room for a moment. When he came back in, he had the cards in his hand. He waved them at her. "Okay, we play just like normal, but first we have to prepare the deck."
 
   He took out a deck of cards, discarded the jokers and the instructional cards, then shuffled quickly. He placed the cards between them and began to explain. "You will take two cards, but only look at the first one. Decide if you want to keep it or discard it. If you want to keep it, don't look at the second one and put it in the discard pile. If you want to discard, you do, and then you keep the second one. Then I will do the same until we go through the entire deck. Then we can play."
 
   A broad smile broke over Aria's face and she nodded excitedly. It was the first genuine and unrestrained smile he had seen. He thought it made her look like a goddess. Coleton opened his heart to her, because that was the only way he knew how to function. He knew if he wasn't careful, he would leave this tiny apartment completely in love with her, but he also knew that could happen even if he was careful. He fell in love easily, and was hurt easily. But he would push forward and drive on after she broke his heart like he always did. If he was still alive.
 
   They worked through the deck until they each had a hand of cards to play with. Aria caught on quickly. She made her bid the first hand, plus two bags, but he had bid more and was winning. She seemed to genuinely enjoy the game and he was glad he had suggested it. They started a second hand and he vowed to try harder this time. He knew she would do better.
 
   "You are good. When did you learn to play spades?" he asked her, wanting to know more about her.
 
   "At the FBI National Academy. Before I made Sergeant, I took vacation and attended the twelve week course they put on for law enforcement leaders. It's only supposed to be for lieutenants and above, but my parents got me in. I stayed in the barracks and played spades most weekends and some nights."
 
   "Your father was in the FBI?"
 
   Aria shook her head. "My father was the chief of police in Westwood Harbor nineteen years ago. My mother was an FBI agent. "
 
   Coleton looked at her, dumbfounded. She was the product of a police chief and an FBI agent? There was no way he would ever have a chance with her, his father being one of the biggest criminals in the country. His heart fell just a little bit as he realized that he had been holding on to hope that maybe after this was all over, if he were still around, there could be some sort of a chance between them. But that was blown away like smoke. People like her barely acknowledged people like him.
 
   Coleton excused himself for a moment and headed to the bathroom to wash his face. Once again, his father was the bane of his existence. He gathered himself together, pushed the thoughts of ever knowing Aria on a more intimate level away, and returned to the kitchen.
 
   Aria smiled at him when he sat down and he immediately forgot his intentions. He was glad to see that she was becoming more comfortable with him. He picked up his cards and proceeded to take her next trick.
 
   "Sucker," she hissed under her breath.
 
   Coleton chuckled. "What's the matter? Overbid, did you?"
 
   Aria bared her teeth at him and threw out her next card. He laughed and responded in kind. They were neck and neck until the last four books when she sucked out the last of his spades with the ace and queen and then threw a club. He was out of clubs. 
 
   He was the one who had overbid. She set him.
 
   "Ha!" she screamed, triumphant. She flipped the last of his cards off the table with her cards, then put her right hand to her forehead with her index finger and thumb extended. "Loser!" she yelled and turned in a small circle.
 
   Coleton watched her, amused. When she came all the way back around, she dropped her hand quickly and her eyes widened. The look on her face showed absolute shame.
 
   "Oh my God. I can't believe I did that. That's the way we treated each other in the Academy. I didn't mean it. I'm so sorry."
 
   Coleton laughed. "I get it. Don't be sorry. You set someone, you have to razz them. It's the law. My buddies and I treated each other the same way." He stopped speaking for a moment, and then recited, "Know that a word suddenly shot from the tongue - is like an arrow shot from the bow. O tongue, you are an endless treasure. O tongue, you are also an endless disease."
 
   He recited the poem lightly, thrilled that it had come into his head. He had missed the poems during the months that they were gone. He had been reading poetry daily, so he knew that wasn't the issue. It was the running. The anxiety. The dead way he felt inside. Aria made him feel alive again in a way he couldn't keep hidden. She might think it was weird - he always ran that risk - but if she did, he needed to know that now.
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at him, her face relieved. "You did it again."
 
   He smiled. "Did what?"
 
   "Said something ... beautiful that changed the moment."
 
   Coleton's smile widened. She still might think it was weird, but if she also thought it was beautiful, that was ok. "I do that sometimes."
 
   She studied him closely, and again he had the feeling that she was filing that fact about him away, possibly to be brought up at a later date, possibly not. He could see by her facial expressions how guarded she was, and he thought she was probably holding back, not wanting to get very close to him. The thought saddened him. He wanted to get close to her emotionally and physically. Even in this inappropriate setting.
 
   Aria sank back in her chair, turning her questioning to less intimate matters. "Where did you learn to play spades?" she said in a small voice.
 
   "In the Army."
 
   Her eyes widened. "You were in the Army?"
 
   Coleton pressed his lips together. "Well, yes and no. I joined the Army at seventeen, wanting to get out of California and away from my father and not having any other way to do it. He had cut me off from any financial support and made my aunt throw me out. He thought it would force me to come crawling to him. Instead I tried to go to school, but I couldn't afford it, so the Army was my only other option since there was no way I was going to ask my dad for help. I made it through boot camp and then was shipped off to my AIT class for advanced training for the job I was going to have."
 
   "What job were you going to have?"
 
   "98X-ray," he said with a hard and humorless grin. "Military Intelligence."
 
   Aria's eyebrows rose. "I've heard that's a very hard job to get."
 
   Coleton shook his head. "People think you have to be super-smart to get it, but you don't. You just have to have an affinity for languages and communication."
 
   Aria nodded her head. "And you do?"
 
   Coleton shrugged. "I guess. I passed all the tests."
 
   Aria flapped her hand at him. Go on.
 
   Coleton thought for a moment and then spoke. "The school for military intelligence is the longest in the Army. It can take over two years as you learn a new language. They send you off to the Defense Language Institute in Monterey Bay and that's where you stay until you are done. I was nine months into my training when it happened."
 
   Coleton scooched his chair out from under the table and pulled up his pant leg, showing her his scars.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Aria drew in a breath and covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
   He knew they were ugly. "We were on a live fire exercise. Someone zigged when they should have zagged and a bullet smashed through my lower leg, exploding my tibia and fibula."
 
    Aria's eyes were still wide. "That happened during training?"
 
   Coleton nodded grimly. "Yep, one of the instructors accidentally shot me. I spent weeks in the hospital and had pins put in. I even have a bit of a metal rod in there." He banged his fist on his lower leg. "I'm part bionic man."
 
   "You don't have a limp or anything."
 
   Coleton smiled sadly. "They did a good job with me. When it was all over, they gave me the option of going back to training or getting out of the military for good. My heart had never been truly into being a soldier. I really just wanted to gain my independence and get away from my father. So when they offered me a deal I took it."
 
   "A deal?"
 
   "They offered me an exit package of $650 a month for the rest of my life for my pain and suffering, or $165,000 in a onetime lump sum."
 
   Aria leaned forward, her eyes bright. "Which did you take?" she asked in a breathless whisper.
 
   "I took the lump sum and used it to start my business."
 
   "You have a business?"
 
   "I do. I employ some of the top minds in the app-creating industry. We mostly make games."
 
   "Like games I would have on my phone?"
 
   Coleton nodded. "Exactly."
 
   "And that's where your money comes from?" she asked, unabashedly.
 
   "Only all of it," he said. He didn't mind her questions. He wanted to share himself.
 
   She shook her head slowly and disbelievingly. "So you've never taken a dime from your father?"
 
   "Not since I was a kid."
 
   A slow and genuine smile broke across Aria's face and Coleton was struck by the beauty of it. It made her cool blue eyes turn warm, and completely eliminated the attitude she always seemed to have. She leaned even farther over the table. "Anything I might have heard of?"
 
   "Have you ever heard of Hive Town?" Coleton asked, giving her the name of his company's most recent release. He hadn't designed or worked on an app since he left Westwood Harbor ten months ago, but his designers and coders were still hard at work for him. Luckily he had a great manager who was only increasing his assets.
 
   Aria shook her head. "I don't actually play games on my phone, but I promise I'll look it up as soon as I get my phone back. Do you have a phone?"
 
   Coleton shook his head. "It blew up in the car." 
 
   Aria nodded and a comfortable silence fell over the two of them.
 
   "So what do we do now?" she said. 
 
   "Spades."
 
   They played four more hands and even though Aria had gotten the hang of it and seemed to be slightly better than he was, he managed to win two of them. Lunch time came quickly and as hunger started to distract him, he asked her if she would like lunch.
 
   "I would love some lunch, but I can put something together."
 
   "Don't be silly. If you're willing to do the dishes, I'm willing to cook."
 
   "Deal," she said.
 
   Coleton pushed his chair back from the table and stood slowly. "I'll be back," he said in his passable Arnold Schwarzenegger impression, watching her face carefully to see if she thought it was stupid.
 
   She looked surprised for a moment and then laughed merrily. He loved the laugh. It was deep and throaty and he couldn't get enough of it. He would do whatever he could to hear another one.
 
   "That's pretty good," she said.
 
   Coleton walked to the refrigerator and started taking out the fixings for sandwiches. "When he became governor, I figured I better practice. I knew it would provide endless opportunities for anyone who could do a decent impression."
 
   "Do another one," she said and he smiled. She was bossy, and he loved it.
 
   "You'll get more from being a peacemaker than a warrior," he said, his voice unnaturally deep and accented.
 
   She laughed again. "He said that?"
 
   "He said a ton of things you wouldn't believe."
 
   "Another," she begged.
 
   He thought for a moment, trying to tease out a good one, his hands pulling rolls from a bag, his back to her. "Love stories are built around people's idiosyncrasies."
 
   She didn't respond and he stiffened for a moment. He chanced a glance at her over his shoulder and saw her cheeks were colored lightly. Was she blushing? She smiled weakly at him. "He said that?"
 
   "The man is a mystery."
 
   She shook her head. "How do you remember these things?"
 
   "It's a gift I guess. I've always been able to recall quotes and poems and song lyrics. Especially something that moves me or seems unusual or beautiful." He finished assembling the two sandwiches and brought them to the table.
 
   Her face turned thoughtful and contemplative and she graced him with a rare smile. Then she said something that really surprised him. "I remember something you said."
 
   He looked at her questioningly.
 
   "You said I’ve always known my father would kill me eventually, and I guess I just got tired of waiting around for it to happen. What did you mean by that?"
 
   Anxiety gripped Coleton's heart and he waited a moment before speaking to allow the iron fist to loosen. "There's this dream that I have. I have it at least twice a month. I've been having it since I was young. Maybe eleven or twelve. In it, my father advances upon me with a gun in his hand. The gun is bigger than any gun I've ever seen in my life. He points it at me and tells me either I do what he wants or I'm dead. I yell at him that I will never do what he wants and he shoots me. In the dream, I always feel the pain of the bullet entering my heart, and the coldness of my blood draining out of my body. And then I wake up."
 
   Aria looked at him closely, and he could see the concern in her eyes. "And what? You think it's really going to happen? Like it's some sort of prophecy?"
 
   Irritation flared behind his eyes for a moment but he let go. He knew he was sensitive about this. "Do I think my father is going to eventually kill me? Yes I do. He's just that ruthless. There has never been anyone that he wanted to kill that he wasn't able to."
 
   Aria reached across the table and grasped his hand. Coleton's heart sped up at the touch. He wanted to cover her hand with his, but didn't quite dare.
 
   "Until now," Aria said, warmth in her manner. "He's not going to win this time. He's going to be put away for the rest of his life. We're going to make sure of it. We are going to fight him, and we're going to win. I know it."
 
   Coleton shook his head. "No one ever wins against my father. No one ever fights against my father. He's too scary. Too connected. Too ruthless. "
 
   "You're going to win. We're going to win. Your father's time is over."
 
   Coleton felt her words in his heart but he couldn't quite believe them. He had never even been able to stand up to his father. Never in person. He'd always run and hid from his father and even to this day, that's what he was doing.
 
   No you're not, a small voice said in the back of his mind. You aren't hiding. You are just trying to stay alive long enough to stand up to him. That's what you will be doing next Tuesday on the stand. You will be standing up to him for the first time in your life.
 
   Coleton felt the truth of these words and they loosened something that had been tight inside him since he first found out the truth about his father. Was she right? Was he going to make it out of this alive and a free man?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Aria watched Coleton put his last card on the table. She knew he had her this time. She threw down her own card and shook her head. "You win. Nice job."
 
   She stood and stretched. "My butt is getting sore. I have to stand for a little bit. Let's take a break."
 
   He nodded and Aria walked into the living room, checking the clock as she went. It was already late afternoon. The time was flying by now that they had something to do. The sound of that same baby crying drifted in from somewhere.
 
   "Do you notice that baby is always crying?" he said from behind her.
 
   Aria turned to look at him. His face was pinched with worry.
 
   "I wonder what's wrong with it. I wonder if there is anything we can do?" he said.
 
   Aria shook her head decisively. "No one can know that we're here. There is nothing that we can do."
 
   Coleton looked at her glumly and nodded. She could tell he didn't like her decision.
 
   He sat on the couch. "It's just always crying. Don't you feel bad for it?"
 
   "Of course I feel bad for it, but it's not our fight. We need to focus on our situation."
 
   Coleton put his own gaze on his knees and dangled his hands between his legs. She didn't like the look on his face. "Babies shouldn't have to fight," he said softly.
 
   Aria fell silent and walked around the living room for several minutes. He was right of course, but so was she. She bent backwards slightly and stretched her chest and her stomach. How many more days did they have in this apartment?
 
   Someone beat aggressively on the wall from the next unit and a man's voice yelled, "Shut that goddamn kid up!"
 
   Aria winced. That didn't sound good. She looked at Coleton and weighed their options. They weren't in Westwood Harbor. No one should recognize them.
 
   She nodded at Coleton. "Okay, go."
 
   Coleton smiled and stood up immediately, making his way over to the door. She followed him outside and immediately the crying got louder. Coleton walked to the next apartment and listened carefully, then raised his hand and knocked on the door.
 
   Several moments passed and the door did not open. Coleton knocked again. Aria sat down on the green plastic bench between their apartment and the one next to it, watching the parking lot, but with one careful eye on Coleton.
 
   She heard the door Coleton was knocking on open and the sound of the baby crying get even louder. It tugged at her heartstrings. The poor pathetic thing sounded weak and in pain.
 
   "Hi," she heard Coleton say. """I was, ah, just visiting a friend and I heard your baby crying."
 
   Smart, Aria thought.
 
   A woman's voice came from the doorway. Aria couldn't see the woman but she sounded young. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. He's just - he'll stop soon. He's just hungry."
 
   "Don't be sorry," Coleton said soothingly. "I'm not complaining. I just was wondering if there was anything that you needed. Do you have food for him?"
 
   The woman didn't answer for a moment and then Aria heard the door close. She looked over at Coleton quickly and saw that the woman had come out onto the concrete slab to stand in front of Coleton. Girl, not woman, her mind amended. Aria's eye traced the girl's face and body. She couldn't be a day over sixteen. The baby she held on her shoulder looked sad and too thin.
 
   "I have food," the girl said, "but he won't eat it. He takes two sucks and then spits it out and cries some more," she said and Aria could hear the desperation in her voice.
 
   "Why won't he eat it?" Coleton asked.
 
   The girl didn't answer for a moment and when she finally did speak, Aria could tell why. She was almost crying. Aria could hear the impending tears in her voice and see them in her stooped shoulders.
 
   "It's just that ... well, it hurts his tummy. He's allergic to it I think. But it's all we can get him. The doctor told us to give him the non-allergenic formula but we can't afford it."
 
   The girl's voice broke on the last few words and she did begin to cry. She buried her face in the baby's clean onesie and cried a few precious tears before forcing herself to stop.
 
   "Won't the state pay for it?" Coleton asked.
 
   "No," she replied, looking around suddenly and catching Aria's gaze. "They only pay for the stuff that hurts his tummy."
 
   The baby's cries tapered off slightly and he seemed to fall into a fitful sleep on the girl's shoulder.
 
   "How much does the non-allergenic formula cost?" Coleton asked gently.
 
   "Sixty-four dollars a can," the girl replied.
 
   Coleton shook his head. "And how many feedings are in it?"
 
   "I don't know," the girl said, tears threatening again. "We've never been able to buy one."
 
   Coleton didn't say anything for a moment and Aria peeked at him again. He was hugging the girl and she was letting him. After a few moments she began sobbing openly.
 
   Aria watched the two of them, amazed by Coleton's sensitivity. She didn't think she'd ever met a man, especially one who wasn't a father, with that much sensitivity and thoughtfulness.
 
   When the girl stopped crying, Coleton stood her up gently and patted his pockets. "I wish I had a tissue to give you."
 
   "That's okay," the girl said with an embarrassed laugh and snuffle.
 
   "My name is Trey," he said.
 
   "I'm Joanne-Marie," the girl said and Aria heard a genuine smile in her voice. Amazing. "And this is Roger," she said indicating the baby.
 
   "Nice to meet you," Coleton said and Aria was even more amazed to hear that he sounded like he meant it. Who was this guy?
 
   "Joanne-Marie, if I gave you some money for the formula would you have a way to go to the store and buy it?"
 
   Joanne-Marie took a step backwards and held her free hand up. "Oh no, I couldn't take your money."
 
   "But it's not mine. I actually work for the State Department and we are supposed to do random health and welfare checks. That's why I came here when I was leaving my friend's apartment. I heard the baby crying and I thought there was something the health and welfare department could do for you. There is a brand-new program that does spot checks in neighborhoods and gives people one-time cash bonuses for emergencies. I can see that this is an emergency for you. That's what this money is for. If you don't take it and I can't find anyone else who needs it, it will just go to waste. We have to give the fund back if we aren't able to spend it."
 
   Aria bit back a smile. Where in the world had that story come from? She heard hope in Joanne-Marie's voice when she spoke again.
 
   "Really? How much could you give me?"
 
   "Enough for many cans of formula."
 
   "Well, if it's from the state, we already get a little bit of help from them, I guess a little bit more wouldn't hurt. I could call my friend Cindy to come get me and take me to the store. She doesn't work today."
 
   "Of course! If you guys need it you should take everything you can get. You won't always need it. Things will get better. Now I know this is a sensitive question and you don't have to answer if you don't want to. Is there any chance that you could breast-feed Roger? Sometimes that agrees with baby's stomach better than formula."
 
   The girl shook her head swiftly. "Oh no. I took the pill that made my milk dry up. My boyfriend doesn't think breast-feeding is right."
 
   Coleton nodded sagely. "Okay." He dug in his pocket for his wallet and Aria saw him take out what looked like everything that was in there. She bit her tongue and kept herself on the bench by sheer force of will.
 
   "Here you go, Joanne-Marie, I hope this helps you."
 
   "Don't I need to fill out some paperwork?"
 
   "Nope. The emergency funds are all paperwork free," he said with such sincerity that Aria almost believed him.
 
   "Thank you," Joanne-Marie said, and then she actually looked at the money. Aria could hear her breath catch in her throat.
 
   "Oh my God," Joanne-Marie muttered. "This is ... this is a lot of money."
 
   "It's all on the government. Take it and use it in good health."
 
   "Thank you, Trey. Thank you!"
 
   Coleton sketched out a little salute to her and retreated from the doorway. Aria watch Joanne-Marie as she stood there and stared at the money, her eyes wide.
 
   Coleton called his goodbye and walked down the concrete walkway, past Aria. He didn't say a word, just kept walking, past their doorway too. Smart, Aria thought again.
 
   After Joanne-Marie retreated into her apartment, Aria stood and walked around the building to where Coleton was waiting. "She's inside, hurry up," Aria said to him and jogged back to their door, both of them slipping inside.
 
   Aria turned and looked at Coleton. "Did you give her all of your money?"
 
   Coleton nodded, his face worried.
 
   "That was over a thousand dollars!"
 
   "She needed it," Coleton said simply.
 
   Aria shook her head in exasperation. She knew Coleton was right, but she still couldn't imagine giving a complete stranger over a thousand dollars. "What are you going to do if she comes home with no formula and a new TV or maybe some drugs?"
 
   Coleton shrugged. "It's her money now. I think she'll do what's right."
 
   Aria shook her head. She had plenty more questions and accusations, but she tried to do the opposite of what she wanted to do.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Aria stuck her fingers between the blinds in the living room and peeked out again. She couldn't let it go. She wanted to watch Joanne-Marie come home and see what she had bought. Coleton seemed unconcerned. He sat in the kitchen and eyed her with amusement. "It's her money," he called one more time.
 
   "You keep saying that," Aria replied. But I still want to know." Joanne-Marie had left over an hour ago and Aria had tried to forget about it, but she couldn't. She had played one halfhearted game of spades and then took up her station at the window.
 
   A black sedan pulled into the parking lot and Aria tensed. It looked like the car that Joanne-Marie had left in. It was. The driver side door opened and a girl got out. She looked only slightly older than Joanne-Marie. The girl opened the door to the back seat and waited. Joanne-Marie stepped out, carrying the baby. The baby was completely silent and drinking greedily from a bottle. Aria saw a look of joy on Joanne-Marie's face as she watched Roger fill his belly contentedly. Aria immediately felt awful about her doubts. Joanne-Marie's friend opened the trunk and the two women began shuttling can after can of baby formula into Joanne-Marie's apartment.
 
   Aria stepped back, a lump in her throat. She'd been wrong. Oh-so wrong. Coleton had been right, and a complete prince. And now that tiny baby wouldn't be suffering anymore. Aria wiped a tear from her eye and sat on the couch. She wanted to run from her shame. She wanted to hide from her bitter view of humanity. 
 
   Once she got herself under control, she stood and walked into the kitchen. She looked into Coleton's handsome face and told him the truth. "You were right. I was wrong. You did a good thing today. I'm sorry for giving you such a hard time."
 
   A sunny smile broke over Coleton's face. "Hey now, no need to be sorry. I always try to help if I can. But I know where you are coming from too. That was a lot of money to give away. There was no guarantee she wasn't going to buy drugs with it. I get it."
 
   "But you still did it," Aria said. "That makes you the bigger person."
 
   "Nah, I don't think of it like that at all. You give all day long, I know you do. You just give in a different way. I've got enough money that giving away a thousand dollars doesn't faze me. That doesn't make me a better person. So now that you know can we play another game of spades?"
 
   Aria sat down and played, and in between they ate dinner. Finally, after the ten o'clock news, she retired to her bedroom and tried to sleep, her mind spinning with the puzzle that was Coleton Savoy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aria's eyes opened like a shot, confused as to what had awakened her. A crashing noise. Shouting. In an instant, she hopped off the bed and slipped her feet into her shoes. She ran to the window and looked out. Quiet that way. She sprinted down the hallway, pulling her gun out as she went.
 
   She found Coleton, also fully dressed, standing by the front door, his stance alert and watchful. Aria joined him, and listened hard.
 
   A man's voice, yelling, and a thudding, crunching noise. "Bitch! Don't you lie to me! Where did you get the money from? You got some baby daddy on the side? Roger ain't mine, that it?"
 
   "Oh shit," Coleton breathed. "I didn't want to get her in trouble. Just help her."
 
   Aria's mind spun with possibilities. One of the other neighbors was probably already calling the cops, but the Tetam County Police Department was a good twenty miles away. Even if it took a police officer fifteen minutes to get here, Joanne-Marie could be beat up pretty badly in that time. And then what would happen to little Roger?
 
   She made a split-second decision. It was going to put them in danger, but it couldn't be helped. She returned her gun to her holster and hid it under her shirt. Maybe they could stop the situation without anyone knowing she was a cop.
 
   She pulled open the door and felt Coleton grab her arm. "Let me," he whispered. "You stay close by in case I need you, but let's not blow your cover if we don't have to."
 
   He rushed out past her and Aria followed closely. What he said made sense, but she wasn't going to let him get himself killed. He wasn't a cop. 
 
   Coleton ran swiftly to Joanne-Marie's door. Aria could tell by the light spilling out that it was open a crack. Before she could say a word, Coleton disappeared inside the apartment. She put on a burst of speed and got there only a second behind him. She pushed the door all the way open and stopped in her tracks.
 
   She could see in the tiny kitchen, which was immediately to her right. Joanne-Marie cowered on the floor, a bruise already popping up on her right cheek. Tears streamed down her face. The baby was nowhere to be seen and Aria couldn't hear him crying. That wasn't good. Fear ran a wicked and painful path through Aria's body. Were they too late to save the baby?
 
   A man stood over Joanne-Marie, his fist raised. The man was about five feet ten inches tall. His shoulders were hunched and from the back he looked like any other small time, small-minded man who thought it was okay to hit a woman. Aria's jaw clenched and she itched to rush in and teach him a lesson about women who hit back.
 
   But she was too late. Coleton was already three quarters of the way to Joanne-Marie's boyfriend. As Coleton passed the stove, his hand shot out and grabbed a heavy pot. Coleton skidded to a stop behind the man, who just started to turn around to see who else was in the kitchen with him. Coleton brought the pot around in a hard, flat arc, and connected with the man's forehead with a sickening thud. Macaroni and cheese sprayed against the wall in a fluorescent yellow arc. Most of it stuck there. Aria's heart leapt in her chest. She hadn't known what to expect from Coleton. The man slid to the ground with a boneless thump. 
 
   Aria stayed in the doorway, but looked around the living room for signs of the little baby. She heard Coleton speaking softly to Joanne-Marie.
 
   " Joanne-Marie, are you okay? Can you stand?"
 
   Aria started to pick her way through the living room, not seeing any sign of little Roger, and wanting to help get Joanne-Marie to safety. Coleton turned around and waved a hand at her. He wanted her to stay back. She watched closely as Coleton pulled the sobbing Joanne-Marie to her feet and helped her gingerly step over the man lying knocked out on the floor.
 
   "He wasn't supposed to hit me anymore!" Joanne-Marie finally wailed at full volume.
 
   Aria shook her head. So this wasn't the first time.
 
   "But what am I supposed to do? My mama won't take me back. And I don't have anywhere else to go. No one will hire me because I'm only seventeen and I have to work around the babysitter's schedule. He wasn't supposed to hit me again! He promised!"
 
   "Men like that always hit," Coleton said.
 
   "But he's my baby's father! What am I supposed to do?"
 
   "I don't know, Joanne-Marie, I don't know," Coleton said and Aria could hear the raw emotion in his voice. Aria had seen countless situations just like this over the years, while she had been a patrol officer. It was heartbreaking, especially when you realized just how little options women like Joanne-Marie really had.
 
   The sound of sirens raised in the distance and Aria turned towards Coleton, trying to wave him out the door. He nodded and flapped his hand at her. Joanne-Marie still hadn't noticed Aria. Her one good eye was fixed on Coleton, her face a mask of grief and fear. Coleton put an arm around her and pulled her in close to his chest, walking her slowly through the apartment as she covered her face with her hands and cried.
 
   "Let's just get you outside for now," Coleton said. "Your boyfriend is going to jail tonight. Maybe things will look better in the morning."
 
   "How can they look better?" Joanne-Marie screeched. "How can anything ever get better?" She cried into Coleton's chest, her shoulders wracking with sobs.
 
   Aria retreated to the door, catching Coleton's eye one more time. She mimed holding a baby and then held her hands up at shoulder level. 
 
   "Where's Roger?" Coleton asked.
 
   Joanne-Marie uttered a little shriek and looked back to the kitchen. "Oh," she said. He's still back there on the floor. I think you knocked him out."
 
   "No, I mean the baby."
 
   "Oh, Roger Jr., he's still sleeping, I'll run and get him," Joanne-Marie said, drying her tears on her sleeve.
 
   Joanne-Marie disappeared down a tiny hallway to the left of the living room and Aria stepped forward to Coleton. "You have to get out of here before the cops show up. Meet me around the back of the building."
 
   He nodded and Aria sprinted out the door. She had to trust that he would do as she said. They only had a small chance to make this all work and not blow their hiding spot. The sirens were getting closer, but as she swept her gaze past the parking lot, she couldn't see any red and blue lights ripping through the air.
 
   Aria ran down the sidewalk and into their apartment. She sprinted straight to the back wall and pushed the window open, then pulled the screen out quickly. She climbed out of the window and made sure it was easy to climb back in, then she ran down the back of the building, praying that Coleton would hurry. 
 
   She heard cars pulling into the parking lot and her heart fell. Coleton had to be seen by now, but no, she saw his dark form round the corner of the building just in time. He met her and she grabbed him silently by the hand and pulled him to their window.
 
   She twisted herself up and into the window, then turned around and motioned for him to climb inside too. He did so and then Aria put the screen back in place swiftly, and shut the window, then pulled the drapes.
 
   She tiptoed to the front window and tried to peek outside. The blinds of the window covered almost every square inch, but she managed to find a tiny hole that afforded her a decent view of the parking lot without her having to move the blinds at all. She had to drop down to her knees to see out of it properly.
 
   The first thing she saw was a police officer talking at length with Joanne-Marie. The young woman had the baby over one shoulder and he slept happily, one pudgy fist curled in Joanne-Marie's hair.
 
   From behind her, Coleton leaned close and whispered into her ear. "She said he's never slept that well since the day he was born. She said he drank three bottles worth of the new formula and then fell asleep and hasn't woken up since. Normally he wakes up several times a night and cries and there's nothing she can do for him."
 
   Aria smiled lightly. "Well at least the baby's happy. Too bad it caused Roger senior to blow a gasket," Aria whispered back.
 
   "Guys like that don't need an excuse to blow a gasket. It's what they do," Coleton replied, but his whisper had a hard edge to it. Aria wondered if his father had hit his mother.
 
   An ambulance pulled up and they watched the two paramedics head into the apartment with their gurney.
 
   Aria spoke in a more normal voice, but still low pitched. "I thought you were going to try to talk to him."
 
   "You don't think I should have hit him?"
 
   "Oh no, I absolutely do think that you should have hit him, but ... I guess I had you pegged as someone who would try to talk first."
 
   "I know when people are beyond talking," Coleton said.
 
   Aria studied the side of his face in the dim light as he knelt on the floor beside her. He was a mystery, this Coleton Savoy. But he was a very smart and interesting mystery. She shook her head and returned her gaze out the window.
 
   Roger senior was awake and handcuffed to the ambulance gurney as the paramedics checked him out. A police officer was talking to him sternly, and Roger's bottom lip had taken on the belligerent pout of a five-year-old. Aria knew he wasn't going to learn anything from this experience. She just hoped they were able to keep him in jail for a while so maybe Joanne-Marie could figure out a plan of action that would get her out of his reach. Maybe she had some family who would take her in. Anything.
 
   Coleton turned to her again. "Can I use your phone?"
 
   "Sure," she mumbled, wondering who he would call in the middle of the night. She ran into the bedroom and grabbed it, checking the clock on the wall. 5:25 a.m. The sun would start coming up over the horizon soon. Hopefully they could get a bit more sleep when this was all over because they hadn't gone to bed until after midnight.
 
   She shoved the battery back inside the phone, handed it to Coleton, then returned to the window and sank back down to watch the officers outside, praying in her mind that none of them would come to their door. That Joanne-Marie had no idea who Coleton was or where he had disappeared to.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Coleton stood and walked into the kitchen to use her phone. Aria kept both eyes out into the parking lot but still tried to hear what Coleton was saying in the kitchen. She could only hear his side of the conversation but eventually figured out he was talking to a lawyer – probably his lawyer.
 
   "Sorry, Ford, did I wake you?" He paused for a moment. "Great. I need something from you and I need it quickly. Do you have a pen and paper?"
 
   "Okay, I want you to go to the Starlight Apartments in Tetam County. In apartment seven there is a young woman and her baby living there. Her name is Joanne-Marie and I don't know her last name. Her boyfriend Roger is being taken to jail right now for hitting her but I don't know how long he'll stay in there. I need you to convince her to leave the apartment before he gets out. I need you to set her up anywhere she wants to go. I don't care if she wants to go to Hawaii. You get her out of there and get her a place to live and maybe a job or school or something – something that she can do to make her life better. Right now she's living under this abusive asshole's thumb because she doesn't have anywhere else to live or any other way to survive. I want you to change that for her. I don't care how much of my money you have to spend."
 
   Aria's heart pounded in her chest. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. How much money did Coleton really have? This was so much bigger than just giving someone a thousand dollars. Something like this could cost tens of thousands of dollars - no, hundreds of thousands of dollars - before it was over. Was he going to take care of this girl for the rest of her life?
 
   Coleton began speaking again and Aria strained her ears to hear every word. "That's exactly right, Ford, thank you. Just take care of her and the baby. Even if something happens to me, I want my estate to take care of her."
 
   Coleton waited for one more beat and then said something that made absolutely no sense to Aria.
 
   "Purple elephant in a meadow. I will, bye."
 
   ***
 
   Coleton hung up the phone and got himself a glass of water. That was it. He had done all he could do. Now he needed to focus on his own issues again. Ford was a good lawyer, and a good man. He would take care of Joanne-Marie and Roger Junior. He would make sure that they found their way to safety. If Coleton was still alive after his father's trial, he would call Ford again and see what the situation was.
 
   He returned to the living room and sank down onto his knees next to Aria. Her eyes were wide and staring at him. She must have overheard the conversation. He hoped she didn't think he was stupid for trying to help someone that he'd only just met.
 
   "Purple elephant in a meadow?" she said in a questioning whisper.
 
   Coleton chuckled lightly. "That's our code word. That way he knows if someone is forcing me to say what I'm saying or if I'm saying it of my own free will."
 
   Wonder drove across Aria's face. He thought it made her look more beautiful than ever.
 
   "That's really wonderful what you're doing for Joanne-Marie. You might save her life, and give that little baby a chance at growing up differently from his father."
 
   Coleton warmed inside at her praise. Maybe someday he would tell her what had happened to his oldest sister and her baby. Maybe someday he would be able to make up for being too young to help her back then.
 
   Aria looked back outside at the police officers coalescing in the parking lot. Coleton pretended that he was looking too, but really he was studying Aria out of the corner of his eye. He pretended the parking lot lights were actually beams of moonlight dancing on her face. She was gorgeous, and he felt like he was going to burst just being this close to her.
 
   He saw something shift in the set of her shoulders. She crawled closer to the window and almost pressed her forehead right up against the blinds. 
 
   "They're leaving," she whispered. She turned to Coleton, her eyes ablaze. "We did it. They aren't even talking to the neighbors. She must've just said you were some guy walking by and then you took off into the night." Aria leaned closer to Coleton and put her hands on his shoulders in her delight. "We did it!" she exclaimed again, leaning close to him, her face awash in triumph.
 
   Coleton could smell the shampoo she washed her hair with. The touch of her hands on his shoulders instantly drove him mad and he felt his cock twitch and begin to stand at attention. Words as declarations of love flew through his mind. His mouth opened of its own accord and he spoke, not even knowing what he was going to say.
 
   "In your light, I learn how to love. In your beauty, how to make poems." he said, meaning every word of Rumi's wisdom.
 
   Aria's face froze and a tiny gasp filled her lungs. 
 
   He couldn't contain himself. Coleton leaned forward and captured Aria's lips with his own. Her body tensed, but didn't pull away. Didn't scream. Didn't whip him across the face with her fist or the butt of her gun. 
 
   Coleton closed his eyes and gave everything he had to the kiss. This might be his one and only chance to taste something as sweet as Sergeant Aria Gale. He was not going to waste it. He crawled his hands across her back and raised one to her hair, plunging his fingers into the silky blonde tresses. He had wanted to do this since the first moment he saw he saw her - no, he had wanted to do it since the first moment he realized she wasn't Ava. He felt his cock standing at full attention now, straining against his jeans, begging to be part of the action. 
 
   He ignored it, and savored the taste of Aria's lips instead. He pushed his tongue lightly against the seam of her lips, urging her to let him deepen the kiss. She opened her mouth slightly and he took the advantage she offered, tenderly tracing her top and bottom lip, pulling her close to him, feeling the crush of her breasts against his chest. His senses threatened to overload. There was so much about her that he wanted to experience, to touch, to taste, to watch, to study. If only she would relax. 
 
   A split second before she did it, Coleton knew she was going to pull away. His heart wrenched in two and his soul tore in half. And then she was gone.
 
   Aria stood up quickly and looked at him, panic written on her face. "I can't," she choked out and ran for the bedroom.
 
   Coleton knelt next to the window for an hour considering those two words before he finally retreated to the couch and fell on top of it, his clothes and shoes still on, his mind alternating between reliving the most perfect kiss of his life and shutting down to avoid the pain of the loss of that kiss.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20 
 
    
 
   Aria lay on the bed, over the top of the covers, staring at the ceiling overhead. Coleton had kissed her. She had let him. She had even enjoyed it, and almost given herself to him completely. Even now, hours after it had ended, her body was crying out for him. Her lips still tingled from his touch and she could smell his strong, clean scent on her skin. Her entire body thrummed with desire and need. 
 
   How had this happened? Why had this happened? The ethical and moral implications were huge and she couldn't get past them, but oh how she wanted to. Her mind kept returning to three images of him - first, him a few mornings ago, doing push-ups on the living room floor. His hard, muscled body. Then, the evening before, him sprinting across the kitchen of the apartment next door to save a woman he barely knew. And finally, a few hours ago, kissing her solidly, desperately.
 
   She'd been awake for the rest of the night and at that very moment, she felt like she would never sleep again.
 
   She heard Coleton finally moving around in the bathroom and then in the kitchen. Why had he done it? Why had he kissed her? And what he had said? Where did that come from? She had it memorized.
 
   In your light, I learn how to love. In your beauty, how to make poems.
 
   Poetry, that's what he was reciting. But what did it mean? Was he calling her beautiful? Was he saying he loved her?
 
   She shook her head. Of course not. Her job now was to let him know what he could do with his kisses and his poems.
 
   Aria stood up forcefully and stepped out into the hallway, intent on shutting Coleton down for good. She found him in the kitchen, making her a plate. He smiled at her, hope written across his face, and she faltered, almost believing that he was only what he seemed to be – a good guy. A sweet man. Someone she could open up to and be with and not be scared of his exit.
 
   No! She pushed those thoughts away and went on with her agenda. "What the hell do you think you were doing last night?" she snarled.
 
   The hopeful look on Coleton's face fell away and Aria felt her soul twinge with regret.
 
   "What my heart wanted," he said softly.
 
   "What your heart wanted?" she sneered back. "Bullshit. What your dick wanted, more likely."
 
   Coleton pulled back like she'd physically struck him. She cried inside but pushed on anyway. 
 
   "You wanted my sister!" she screamed at him, unable to contain herself. Unable to keep her promise to herself. Unable to separate the man in front of her from the man two years behind her.
 
   "Not in the same way I want you," Coleton said and Aria stopped short. Her mind spun. What could he mean by that?
 
   Coleton took a step forward and pressed on. "I was lonely when I tried to help your sister. She was there. She's a beautiful girl, but she's nothing compared to you."
 
   "We're identical," Aria sputtered, knowing now that everything he said was a line.
 
   "You're not identical. You, Aria, are stronger. Your eyes have more determination, your mouth has a harder set to it when you want something. Your drive and your determination outstrip anything that Ava could ever offer." He paused and his eyes took on a look of coldness. "Plus, I could tell her no. I wouldn't tell you no if my life depended on it. If I could have your love and mingle with your soul for just one night, I would gladly walk to my death the next morning with a smile on my lips and a song in my heart."
 
   Aria took a step backwards. She had gone to him, determined to destroy any notion he had that there could ever be something between them, but that speech! What did it mean? 
 
   She couldn't do it. She couldn't continue to talk to him, to be around him, to be in the same room with him.
 
   She retreated, leaving him in the kitchen with his confusing words hanging in the air.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Aria woke up quickly, her eyes opening and taking in the familiar sight of the ceiling in the tiny bedroom of the tiny apartment that she was holed up in, with Coleton Savoy. It was dark. She'd slept lightly, fitfully, all day, twenty minutes here, forty-five minutes there, leaving the room only to use the bathroom and drink water straight out of the faucet. She had heard Coleton moving around in the apartment, so she knew he was still there, but what she didn't know was what she was going to do about him.
 
   Her mind remembered her decision to go against her natural impulses and do the opposite, hoping that would lead her to happiness. But what about her job? What about what was right? What about the life she had here in Westwood Harbor? Would she be throwing that all away?
 
   She stared at the ceiling and let her thoughts go where they wanted. She had a lot more thinking to do. Hours later, she drifted off one more time.
 
   ***
 
   Aria woke again, decision made. She stood in the dark bedroom, then walked out into the living room, finding Coleton sleeping on the couch. She strode to the front door and peeked out into the darkness. The parking lot was quiet and still. The clock on the wall in the kitchen said it was 2:45 in the morning. She walked back to the couch and slowly took off her gun holster, placing it gently on the ground. Her shirt followed, and then her bra, then her pants and underwear. She lifted up the blanket Coleton was using to cover himself with and slipped onto the couch next to him.
 
   He stirred immediately and opened his eyes, looking at her in confusion. She didn't bother to explain, just covered his lips with her own, feeling her desire and her decision meld, and giving herself over to it.
 
   As soon as she kissed him the feeling of sleepy surrealism fell away and she realized she really was doing this. And she really wanted to do this.
 
   Coleton's arms crept around her greedily, and he groaned into her mouth when all he touched was warm, bare skin. 
 
   "Is this real?" he whispered to her, breaking the contact of their lips for an awful moment.
 
   She pinched him on the arm, hard, to assure him he wasn't dreaming and he moaned into her mouth again, then shifted his body up onto his elbow, pulling her beneath him. The blanket slid to the floor. Coleton held himself up and looked at her body in the dim, silvery moonlight falling from the window.
 
   "You're so beautiful," he sighed and crushed her deliciously into the couch with his body, his lips finding hers again. She opened herself to him eagerly, their kiss melding them together in a new way.
 
   Coleton pulled away slightly and trailed kisses down her neck. 
 
   "Tell me a poem," Aria breathed as his touch sang through her body, stirring her passions, whipping her emotions into rough peaks. He didn't speak for a moment, just moved farther down her neck and collarbone until his lips were at her breast. His hot breath on her nipple caused it to harden instantly, and the throb of her body increased. 
 
   He spoke then, his voice a harsh, rasping whisper. "Let the lover be, disgraceful, crazy, absentminded. Someone sober will worry about things going badly. Let the lover be."
 
   Aria thrust her hands into his hair and pulled gently, her body on fire, her mind ablaze. How did he do that? How did he always have a poem that perfectly fit the situation ready to let loose from his luscious, biteable lips. She tugged on his hair, wanting to pull him back up to her mouth so she could do just that, bite his lips.
 
   Instead, he bore the tugging and fastened his mouth over first one nipple, then the other, swirling his tongue around in a way that made the sensations shoot straight through her tender core. She groaned aloud and breathed, "Tell me another one." She felt suddenly like his poems were similar to an endearing accent that she couldn't get enough of.
 
   He released her nipple long enough to force out, "When love itself comes to kiss you, don't hold back! When the king goes hunting, the forest smiles," then dropped his head right back down again, teasing the other nipple with his hot and talented mouth.
 
   Aria tried to think about that one. Tried to puzzle it out. But her brain wouldn't work, wouldn't fit the pieces together. It was too busy processing the heavenly sensations that were coming from her body. Her nipples tingled and throbbed as Coleton lavished attention on them. 
 
   One of Coleton's hands snuck down her body and grazed across her belly, making her gasp. It kept inching lower until it met with the very top of her most delicate softness. She looked down at him and realized he was still fully clothed, but with his next movement she lost all capability of thought, all desire to care about his clothes. He grazed a finger over her clitoris, so lightly she could scream, the blissful sensation spreading quickly and making her quiver. 
 
   Aria bit back a moan and tried to quiet her breathing. He knew what he was doing. It had been so long for her. Two years since she'd had a man touch her with any degree of intimacy. Two years since she'd even thought about sex. In all that time, she'd never even touched herself, never once having thought about it. Her sex spasmed in sudden, awakened response and she gasped, feeling like she was going to explode. 
 
   One more slight graze from his fingers and Aria was off like a rocket. She pressed her hands to her mouth, trying to stifle the high keening sounds escaping her throat. The orgasm rolled through her with little regard for anything but her release. The power and length of it floored her, and all she could do was press her mouth into her palm and try desperately to stay quiet while she rode out the blissful wave.
 
   Finally, it was over, and Aria collapsed to the couch, aftershocks still spreading through her. 
 
   Coleton rolled off of the couch and met her gaze. "That was the hottest thing I've ever seen," he said. 
 
   Aria giggled helplessly in response. Men. One still very-fully clothed man who had made her detonate with two touches. Heat flooded her cheeks at the thought of what had just happened and she reached for the blanket. 
 
   Coleton pulled his shirt over his head in one fluid motion and the sight of his bare chest stopped her, instantly lighting her passion again. 
 
   She reached out and grazed one finger down his pectoral muscles, then around to his back, fingering the exact spot where she'd seen the drop of sweat traverse it's way to the floor. She had wanted so badly to touch him, and now she was. It was better than she had thought it would be.
 
   "That didn't take much," he said, wonder in his voice.
 
   "Yeah well, it's been a couple of years."
 
   "A couple of years? You haven't even ..."
 
   "No," Aria responded forcefully. "I haven't."
 
   "But why?" Coleton asked, leaning forward and brushing a lock of hair off of her forehead. 
 
   Aria felt a need to bluster her way out of answering. A desire to turn the question away from her. Instead, she answered simply. "Two years ago was when my husband left me. I've been kind of broken up over it since then. I didn't even think about sex or anything like sex because I didn't want to think about Jason."
 
   "And now?" Coleton asked, running his fingers through her hair.
 
   She shrugged, still touching his rippling muscles. "What do you mean?"
 
   "Are you still broken up about it?"
 
   Aria shook her head. "I don't think I am. I just needed some time, I guess." And a gorgeous, amazing, fresh man to desire me.
 
   Coleton looked at her knowingly and she waited, sure he was about to tell her a simple but profound poem that would change her views on life and loss and cheating husbands forever. Instead, he kissed her tenderly on the lips. 
 
   Aria pulled him on top of her again, wanting to feel the crush of his body. His jeans scraped against her thigh. "Can you lose the pants?" she whispered, startled by her own boldness.
 
   "Whatever you want," he rasped back and stood for a moment, the pants and underwear falling on the ground. Aria sat up, flipping her feet to the floor and gazed at him openly, lustfully. His body pushed thoughts of recovery and time and ex-husbands completely out of her mind. His belly was flat and muscled and his legs lean and long, but between them, his cock jutted out at eye level, inviting her, calling to her. It was a thing of beauty, rigid and hard, showing her just how much he wanted her.
 
   She reached her hand out to grasp it and he moaned at her touch. She delighted in the noise, wanting only to give him a bit of the pleasure he had given her. Wanting only to savor these stolen moments. Wanting only to rejoin the land of living, breathing people who had lives outside of work. Lives filled with love and longing, need and desire. 
 
   Aria licked her lips and glanced up at Coleton's face. The lust written there stirred her own passion and she couldn't help herself for one more moment. She leaned forward and took him in her mouth. She couldn't believe what she was doing, and at the same time she was thrilled at what she was doing. Her body throbbed with new desire while her mind made new connections.
 
   She ran her tongue over the deceptively silky but incredibly hard ridge at the top of his cock. The salty taste and smooth sensation delighted her. Coleton leaned into her and made a deep growling noise in the very back of his throat. His fingers clutched in her hair.
 
   Aria took him farther into her mouth, then grasped the base of him with her hand, listening hard to his responses, wanting to know what he liked, what he wanted. He let out another soft growl and bucked his hips towards her, then withdrew and thrust again, gently fucking her mouth. Aria felt her very core clench and moisten at the thought. She liked him fucking her mouth, but she really wanted his cock where it belonged. 
 
   It had been so long for her. And for some reason, he was so perfectly the one to tease her out of her shell. He was someone who knew what it was to be hurt. Someone who wouldn't hurt her, she knew it. He was caring and strong, thoughtful and intuitive. Someone that she could feel comfortable baring her soul to. Comfortable baring her body and her need and all of her vulnerability to. He had extended her a bridge back to the land of the living, and she was going to take it, consequences be damned.
 
   She found a soft and sultry rhythm, meeting each of his thrusts with one of her own, his steely length stretching her mouth and sliding along her tongue. She felt him stiffen, then his hands wound harder in her hair, trying to pull her away from him. She reached up with her free hand and pushed on his wrists, hoping he would get the message. She wanted to stay right where she was. She wanted to experience everything he had to offer, and that included the taste of his cum. 
 
   Coleton's hips bucked forward, and the growl in his throat intensified, becoming a low groan as his pulsing release moved through him. Aria smiled around his rigid length in her mouth, trying to swallow his hot, salty seed at the same time. That one simple act had given her more satisfaction than any criminal she had caught or case she had worked in the last two years. She'd forgotten what it was like to be a sexual being. To own her sensuality. She'd forgotten the pleasure and expansiveness of it. The universe within it.
 
   Well no more. Jason was still gone. But she didn't need him anymore. And she finally knew it.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Coleton's groans trailed off and his hands fell from her hair. Aria pulled back, releasing his swiftly-softening member, wanting to watch what he did next. He opened his eyes and smiled at her, then collapsed onto the couch next to her. 
 
   Warmth and contentedness spread through Aria. 
 
   Coleton kissed her, tenderly on the lips. "That was amazing," he said, pulling her into his arms.
 
   She smiled and leaned into him. It had been amazing. 
 
   "It's hard to believe you're really out here with me. I kept thinking it was all a vivid dream up until a few moments ago. What made you change your mind?"
 
   Aria thought hard how to answer that. "I wanted to respond when you kissed me."
 
   Coleton dipped his chin. "I know you did. That's partially why I did it."
 
   Aria laughed and looked up at him. "Awfully sure of yourself, aren't you?"
 
   Coleton's soft smile undid her. "Sometimes."
 
   Aria laid her head on his chest. "I thought about it all day yesterday, and I finally decided that those rules and laws were enacted to protect female witnesses from male police officers, and that you didn't need protection from me. That you had kissed me first and that our situation here wouldn't be compromised in any way by anything that happened between us. The ethical line is still there, and it still bothers me a bit, but I was willing to blur it if you were. It was worth it to shed that emotional baggage I've been dealing with for the last two years."
 
   "Rules? Laws?" Coleton repeated dully.
 
   "Yeah, the rules and laws against a police officer sleeping with a witness."
 
   Coleton slapped himself on the forehead. "Of course! And now you are in danger of losing your job, aren't you?" Guilt sat heavy in his voice.
 
   Aria looked at him. "Not if you don't tell anyone and we aren't discovered, I'm not."
 
   Coleton shook his head no, his face stricken. "Of course I won't. But we can't do anything more. I won't touch you again, I swear," he said, pulling the blanket from the ground and thrusting it at her.
 
   Aria sat back, perplexed. This wasn't what she wanted at all. She'd made her decision and she was ready to stand by it. If it meant losing her job, so be it. She didn't want to lose her job in disgrace, but anything was better than the self-imposed exile she'd been living under for the last two years, using her job as a shield from life. Using her position and her anger as a shield from people and relationships. 
 
   Truth be told, all day yesterday, she had thought hard about what would happen if she did lose her job - how she would handle it. If it would be a good thing or a bad thing. If she were honest with herself - and she had spent a great deal of time yesterday being brutally, viciously honest with herself - the only reason she was a police officer was because her parents had been in law enforcement. She was good at it. Of course she was - she had been raised to be a cop, but if she hadn't been steered towards law enforcement, she would have ended up on a farm somewhere, raising horses, growing strawberries and zucchini in a giant garden behind a 100 year old farm house. Having her own horse had been her only dream as a child and adolescent, but the dream had slowly been squashed under the ever-growing weight of books and academics as she got older. 
 
   She had always known her parents expected her to be a cop of some sort. It was in their every action and word towards her. She had been the aggressive one, the bold one, the strong and active one, while Ava had tended more towards sweetness and homemaking. Their parents had never once pushed Ava towards law enforcement, and that should tell her something.
 
   Aria noticed the thought of Ava didn't make her heart hurt like it usually did. She smiled at Coleton, wondering if she had him to thank for that too. She wondered what he would say if she told him the only thing keeping her secure in her job right now was her desire to make sure he made it through the trial of his father safely. After that, she didn't know what would happen. She might march into Chief Powell's office and turn in her badge and gun. 
 
   She twined her fingers in Coleton's and tugged him closer to her. "What if I want you to touch me," she purred at him, watching his face to gauge his reaction. They still had three more days in this place, and the time would be a lot more fun if they could spend most of it naked.
 
   Coleton's eyes turned soft and sad. "I don't ever want to be the reason you get hurt. It would destroy me if you lost your job because of me."
 
   Aria leaned forward and bit him on the shoulder, causing him to jump. Then she raised herself and swung one leg over him, straddling him. She was rewarded with the sight of his cock jumping to attention almost immediately, even though his face was still dubious.
 
   She leaned close to him and whispered, "Then keep your big mouth shut."
 
   His face lost some of its concern and one of his hands snuck around to grasp her ass. "You think I have a big mouth?" he said.
 
   "I think you have a big dick," she responded keeping her tone confrontational, wanting him to match her aggression.
 
   His head snapped up and his arms closed around her, crushing her to him. "You wreck my shop and my house and now my heart, but how can I run from what gives me life?" he crooned, then fell upon her lips. He did match her aggression, biting at her, sucking her tongue, roughly running his thumb over her nipple and she loved it, biting back and clawing at him, thrusting her hips at him and feeling his cock grow between them. 
 
   "Another," she begged, knowing it would push her over the edge.
 
   He didn't slow for an instant, pushing and pulling at her, thrusting his hips up so she raised into the air, then growled, "Roar, lion of the heart, and tear me open!"
 
   Aria tangled her fingers in his hair and pulled, then covered his mouth with hers again, her cheeks burning from the brush of his stubble. "What does that mean?" she moaned, wanting to understand, wanting to hear him speak forever.
 
   "It means I'm going to fuck you until you scream," he told her, his hands plunging into her hair, pulling lightly, his skin burning under her thighs.
 
   "Oh God, yes, I want you to," Aria panted between kisses. "Do you have a condom?"
 
   Coleton's hands dropped to her waist and he lifted her off of him. He crossed the room in two long strides and found his pants in the corner where he had placed them the night before. She watched him root around in his pocket to find his wallet, a bit dazed at his swift exit. He returned, holding a condom in his hand. 
 
   "I have one," he told her, ripping it open.
 
   "Boy scout," she accused him with a grin. 
 
   He grinned back. "At least one of us is prepared," he said with a wink.
 
   She laughed and motioned for him to sit back down where he had been. He did and Aria threw a leg over him again, pressing her body against him, kissing him again with unabashed fervor. 
 
   She felt his hands between them, rolling on the condom, then his grip was on her waist, lifting her gently, and positioning her until she felt the tip of his cock at her very entrance. She gasped as he lowered her onto him, slowly, deliberately. It was so much. Too much. She felt stretched to her absolute limit and didn't know how much more she could take as he brought her down, down, impaling her on him. 
 
   "Oh God," she moaned as he filled her completely. 
 
   "Yes," he rasped back, his voice harsh and rough. "You feel so good. So tight. I've wanted to do this for days."
 
   "Since you thought I was Ava?" she teased, gasping as he thrust into her harder, taking her breath away. 
 
   "No," he growled. "Since that day outside the bank when you made it very clear to me that you were in charge of you, and me. Right then, I wanted to pull you into a kiss and see if you kicked my ass for it, or if you melted against me."
 
   Aria fell silent. They'd known each other for an hour. He'd wanted her even then? Even when she was being the queen bitch? Coleton's hands moved on her waist, lifting her. His hips raising to spear his masculinity into her regained her full attention. She felt tension building within her again. She moaned lightly and clung to his neck. 
 
   "I want you to come again for me, Aria," he whispered into her ear. "I want you to come hard and then I'm going to make you come one more time after that."
 
   Aria held on for the ride, almost convinced he could do it. She pressed her legs together and crushed her mound against him as he pounded into her from beneath. 
 
   "That's it," he urged her. He dropped his thumb to the very top of her sex and pressed lightly. Aria gasped and a sharp noise escaped her lips. She pressed her mouth harder against his neck, trying not to cry out. Trying to contain her passion so the neighbors didn't hear.
 
   Aria felt a clench start deep inside her and pleasure spread out from her core. Oh God, this one was just as powerful as the first one. She clung tightly to Coleton's neck as he encouraged her, lifting her, thrusting into her, caressing her. Aria squeezed her eyes shut as her senses exploded into a thousand tiny pieces flung to the far corners of the room. 
 
   "Yes baby, come for me, come all over me," he called quietly. 
 
   Aria collapsed onto him as he slowed his pace and tempo, his hands lightly running down her back, raising goose bumps.
 
   "I can't do it again," she panted. "Two is enough."
 
   "You can do it again. I'm not going to stop until you do. You need to make up for lost time," he told her, steel in his voice.
 
   "You'll kill me," she said, trying to drop onto the couch, exhausted.
 
   Holding on to the base of the condom, Coleton pulled out of her and let her drop to the couch. He raised himself above her and began to kiss her tenderly, stroking her hair and her cheek, then finally bringing his hands lightly down her body. She could feel his cock, thick and hard as ever, resting lightly on her thigh.
 
   Aria's body heated again in spite of her protestations. "Take me, Coleton, I don't think I can come again, but I want to feel you inside me."
 
   "You can come again," he said simply. "You will come again."
 
   He knelt between her legs and took his cock in his hand. Aria watched the unselfconscious gesture and wondered at it. He looked so strong and marvelous, so exquisitely masculine that her brain felt numb with desire for him. She felt blood flow to her core again, burning her from the inside.
 
   He pressed his sheathed cock along down the moist heart of her, making her jump as it grazed her clitoris, then easing it into her swollen warmth. Aria sighed in pleasure. She didn't need an orgasm to enjoy this. She lifted her hips slightly and gave way to the sensation, enjoying being a woman and being taken, owned if only momentarily, by a man. She had no frame of reference, no way of knowing, but she imagined that she liked being a woman much better than she would ever like being a man. She liked being soft and yielding, giving herself over completely, body, mind, and soul, to someone stronger and bigger than her. 
 
   Coleton's hips thrust sweetly into her and she met them as best she could. She arched her back under him and writhed in his languorous movement. She watched his face as he gritted his teeth and tried to stave off his own orgasm. Sweet.
 
   He dropped a thumb to her clitoris and pressed experimentally, then drug his harsh skin across her most sensitive spot, lightly, just barely touching, just barely there, like the wings of a hummingbird kissing her.
 
   Aria gasped as a jolt of lightning went through her. She felt her body clench again and she couldn't believe it. She could come again. She ground her hips against him and moaned, "Yes Coleton, yes."
 
   She opened her eyes long enough to see him smile triumphantly. She didn't even have the energy to mess with him. He deserved to feel triumphant. He was doing the impossible.
 
   Coleton's speed and tempo increased, and Aria found herself blinded by the sensations, by the pure, unending rightness of it all. It had been ages since she'd felt so good, given herself over so completely to anything. 
 
   Aria felt the sensations beginning in the very center of her being, the clenching, then releasing, and spreading of lightness and bliss. "Coleton," she gasped, clinging to him as he moved deep within her, his breath hot in her ear. 
 
   Finally Aria was gripped by a rush of sensation so intense she lost herself within it. Dimly, she was aware of Coleton bucking within her and convulsing lightly against her as his own shuddering release wracked him. He dropped himself to his elbows and lightly, tenderly kissed her on her jaw, murmuring to her, words she couldn't understand, words she couldn't even decipher in her state of absolute contentment. 
 
   The world moved past them, outside of the apartment walls. 
 
   They slept.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Two days later, Monday morning faded into Monday afternoon and Aria felt increasingly frantic. The time had passed in an unrestrained bliss, feeling like the best days of her life. Feeling like the summer between high school and college when there had been nothing to do but hang out with her friends and enjoy herself.
 
   They ate, they slept, they played spades, and they made love, exploring each other's bodies and the pleasure they could give and receive in every way possible. 
 
   But tomorrow was the day they reentered the world outside of the four walls of the tiny apartment. Aria hadn't tried to call back to the police station since her one disastrous attempt. She felt slightly sick when she thought about trying to explain why to Assistant Chief Harrison if he wasn't dirty, wasn't a danger to her and Coleton. She finally decided that she would say the phone had been destroyed, dropped out of the car or something and she hadn't felt comfortable trying to call him any other way. 
 
   But worse than that, she began to think of all the ways that Coleton's father could have someone get to him the next day. They had to get from the apartment to the court house. Then they had to get from wherever they parked the car into the court house. Then they had to make it down the hall to the courtroom itself. Someone could shoot Coleton from a moving car, or from the roof of a building, or just walk up to him on the street.
 
   Once inside the courthouse, there were metal detectors, but that was never foolproof. There would be cops everywhere, but people had still been murdered inside courthouses. She could think of dozens of cases where exactly that had happened.
 
   The thought of losing Coleton made her feel faint. She'd never been one to swoon or faint in her life, but the entire affair seemed so insurmountable. Anything could happen the next day and she knew they were woefully unprepared for it.
 
   She paced around the tiny apartment as Coleton watched her, silently. 
 
   "What are you going to wear tomorrow?" she asked him, a harsh edge to her voice for the first time in days.
 
   "Jeans and a shirt. It's all I have."
 
   "Do you have a jacket?"
 
   "Yes, I bought one."
 
   Aria found a backpack she had brought with them the first day and rummaged through it. She pulled out a heavy piece of clothing and shook it at him. "You'll need to wear this under your shirt."
 
   Coleton wrinkled his nose and sat on the couch, seemingly unconcerned. "Is that a bullet proof vest?"
 
   Aria nodded and tossed it his way. "Try it on."
 
   Coleton stood and did as he was asked. "It's too small," he said. "Is it really necessary?"
 
   Aria came close and pulled the Velcro out to as far as it would go. "Yes it's necessary. This one will have to do until I can get you another one."
 
   Coleton nodded and took it off slowly. Finally some of her urgency seem to be seeping into his demeanor. He reached out and grasped her hand and pulled her close. "You seem upset," he said.
 
   "Well aren't you?" she snapped at him then immediately regretted it. "I'm sorry, I'm just nervous. I don't know what to expect tomorrow and I'm scared that somehow your dad is going to get the upper hand."
 
   Coleton gazed at her, fire in his eyes. "I'm not," he said.
 
   "You're not?" she breathed.
 
   He ran his thumb across her lower lip and then kissed her gently, once. "No. I know that you are better than him. I know that you can outsmart him. It's going to work. I know it."
 
   Aria shook her head. "There's so much we haven't thought of. So much could go wrong."
 
   Coleton sat back on the couch and spread his arms wide along the back cushions, his stance relaxed. "That's true. But that's always true."
 
   "No poems," she warned him.
 
   He shrugged and watched her, his eyes dancing. "I promise nothing," he said, but didn't speak again.
 
   Aria shook her head. He was exasperating sometimes. She ran into the kitchen and began opening drawers. "Are you sure we don't have any paper?" she called out.
 
   Coleton came slowly into the room. "I'm sure. I've been through every drawer in here and we didn't bring any with us."
 
   Aria looked around the room for anything they could write on. "Do we at least have a pen?" she said.
 
   "Nope."
 
   She turned on him. "We're going to have to go to the store." 
 
   "Is that a good idea?"
 
   "Well no, I don't want to go to the store, but we have to have something to write on. We need to flesh out our plan to get you in there safely tomorrow."
 
   Coleton stared at her, his eyes far away. Finally he grabbed her by the hand and pulled her back into the living room. He grasped the TV tray by its edges and pulled it away from the wall.
 
   "Will this do?" he said. Aria walked past him to look at what he was presenting to her. All she saw was the slanted back of the ancient TV.
 
   He noticed her confusion and reached out a hand to rub a finger to the dust of one corner. "I wiped all the dust off the top of the TV, but there's still all of this. Can you use it?"
 
   Aria smiled and her heart felt lighter. She reached out her own finger and drew a mini courthouse in the dust, then drew the streets around it.
 
   "Yes, this is perfect," she said, then pressed her lips to his for a quick kiss. He smiled down at her and she saw something deep and heartfelt in his eyes. She looked away quickly. She didn't want to know what it meant. Not when both of their futures were so precarious.
 
   ***
 
   Coleton watched Aria spell out her plan and marveled at the simplicity of it. He didn't know when she had worked it out, seeing as how he kept her quite busy over the last few days, but it was genius. She was concerned someone would try to ambush them on the way in but she was also concerned the regular parking lot would be watched, so they were going to park in the employee lot of the diner next door and use the cover of trees to reach the back entrance. He could see how it was their best option. 
 
   Then she laid out a plan B in case plan A didn't work. He watched her cool blue eyes as she assessed his reactions and questions, and reworked the plan as she thought necessary. He listened to the natural leadership in her voice and marveled at her competency. He couldn't have felt safer if he were going with a presidential entourage.
 
   Not that he felt completely safe. He knew that Aria could get him safely into the courtroom and his father could still have someone blow his brains out, vest or no vest, while he walked up to the stand to testify. Somehow, his father had that kind of influence on people. He'd seen it done before.
 
   Coleton willed the image out of his mind. Tomorrow was tomorrow. For now he would enjoy what could very well be his last night of passion with Sergeant Aria Gale. He knew that everything could change once they entered back into the real world. Even if he managed to live another day, the police chief could still assign some other police officer to him tomorrow, or Aria could have a change of heart - anything. 
 
   Not that he could think of anything more awful than Aria not wanting him anymore. She was the most amazing woman he had ever met in his life and they fit together like puzzle pieces. Fear gripped his heart at the thought of their few days of bliss ending. But he knew it was likely. And it destroyed him. He kept the damage locked deep inside himself though, wanting nothing to blur the last night he had with Aria.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Aria drove into town the next morning, Coleton quiet in the seat next to her, her eyes constantly scanning the road and the buildings surrounding them. They both wore caps pulled low over their faces, providing precious little disguise, but better than nothing. She didn't think they were in any danger until they got within a block of the courthouse, but she wouldn't take any chances.
 
   Her body did the job of watching for danger of its own accord. Her mind ran over the plan one more time. It would have to be good enough. It was all they had. Her thoughts jumped to the man next to her. The man who was currently in more danger than she had ever had to face in her life, even in her career as a police officer. Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of what awaited him over the next few weeks. Constant vigilance, and constant danger. Every time they had to enter the courthouse would she feel as sick as she did right now? Would she even get a chance to accompany him? Or would the chief or the assistant chief pull her off the case today as soon as she walked in the door?
 
   Tiredness threatened to overwhelm her, but she fought it back. She had clung to Coleton for hours the night before, begging him to make love to her again and again, not wanting to lose even a few precious hours with him to sleep. He seemed to have felt the same way. He had spoken very little, only touching her, caressing her, plying her body with his fingers and tongue, going over every inch of her with his frantic touches. 
 
   When they had left this morning, they had packed everything they brought with them, knowing the chances were good they would never return to that apartment. Aria had looked around before she closed the door, and felt a lump lodge in her throat. She'd been so happy there. It felt like she was leaving to go to a funeral march. Whose funeral, she didn't know.
 
   Coleton reached over and squeezed her hand briefly, perhaps catching some errant thought of hers, knowing she needed his comfort. She gave him a small smile, then returned to her constant vigilance.
 
   When traffic slowed on the highway in front of her, she felt almost panic-stricken, sure that somehow they had manufactured the traffic slowdown, that in a moment, large men with guns would burst from the vehicles around them and pump the car full of bullets, cutting off any chance or hope they had at something more.
 
   But nothing happened. They sat in traffic for twenty minutes and then began to move again. 
 
   When they passed the courthouse on their way to the diner beyond it, Aria swore lightly under her breath. 
 
   Coleton jumped forward. "What? What is it?"
 
   "Nothing. It's just we're late for court."
 
   "Oh. That's bad, isn't it?"
 
   Aria nodded dully. "Definitely bad."
 
   Aria pulled into the parking lot of the diner across the street and wedged the tiny car in between a dark blue Suburban and a silver minivan, her mind spinning. She thought it could be a good thing that they were late in one way. Arriving early or late would give Coleton the best chance of making it inside unscathed. And hopefully they did not have an antsy judge who would charge either one of them with contempt for being late. The last thing they needed was to be thrown in jail overnight.
 
   Aria parked the car and got out first, scanning the rooflines of the buildings around them, then looking across the street at the courthouse. It was large, with huge, white columns in front, and an expansive lawn with large maple trees dotting it. 
 
   She motioned to Coleton to get out of the car, her eyes on constant alert. Coleton did and they started across the street, walking quickly and deliberately. As they passed under the large trees dotting the lawn of the courthouse, Aria looked up, half expecting teams of ninjas to drop down from the branches and surround them. When they reached the front door, she breathed a sigh of relief. Coleton flashed her a heartbreaking smile, then pulled the door open.
 
   Aria pushed in front of him and entered first, relieved to see the corridor almost empty. There were only two security guards standing at the metal detector. She walked up to them and flashed her badge, going around the metal detector, then waited for Coleton to walk through it. A lump formed in her throat when she thought about how easy it was for her to get into the courthouse with her gun. All you had to do was show a badge. They didn't even check her ID.
 
   Her mind flew back to a statistic she had read once. The Westwood Harbor Police Department, over the last ten years, had reported one hundred and twenty-two lost or stolen police badges.
 
   Aria pulled her mind away from that fact, reminding herself to be extra vigilant. She could only deal with the threat she faced in front of her, not one she invented in her mind.
 
   Aria checked the court docket on the wall and quickly discovered what room they were in. She set off down the hallway at a quick pace, hearing Coleton following behind her. When she reached the doors, she paused to take a deep breath. The moment of truth. Judgment day. It all came down to this. Pick your cliché, she was never going to be ready for it, so she pushed the doors open and walked inside.
 
   The large room held at least a hundred and fifty people. The judge already sat at the bench, which was definitely bad. A line of potential jurors queued up in the middle of the room, between the spectator's benches. As she swung the doors open, the voice that had been talking fell silent and almost every eye swung their way. 
 
   One set of eyes felt particularly heavy to Aria. She looked for them and found them almost immediately, to the left, sitting at the defense attorneys table. An old man, his dark face lined heavily, his mouth in a moue of contempt. Fiore Savoy. Coleton's father. He was dressed in a suit with his hands unshackled. She felt him marking her, storing up her face for later. He looked agitated, riled up, ready for blood. Aria had a chance to think for an instant how his rage and insanity made him look younger and more powerful than he should look. 
 
   Coleton saw his father marking Aria and he stepped in front of her quickly, staring his father down defiantly.
 
   No, Aria thought, her attention pulled to all four corners of the room at once. Just because they were in a crowded courtroom did not mean Coleton was safe. One hundred witnesses did not stop people from committing murder. There were many people willing to go to jail if it meant something greater to them.
 
   Aria pushed lightly at Coleton's back, whispering for him to find a seat and sit down, but before he could even move, the prosecuting attorney weaved his way through the crowd and spoke in Coleton's ear, motioning savagely towards his desk. Coleton nodded and looked at Aria with warmth in his eyes. He motioned he had to follow the attorney and Aria motioned for him to go. He wasn't hers anymore. 
 
   Aria moved silently down the aisle, finding a seat as close to Coleton as she could get. The judge motioned for the defense attorney to continue and he did, calling names and asking the potential jurors questions. Aria's eyes scanned the room, marking every person they fell on as a potential danger or not. 
 
   Within moments, someone sat heavily behind her and leaned forward. Aria whipped around to see who it was. Assistant Chief Foley. His expression was barely restrained. "Thank God you're okay. We've been worried sick about you for days. Why didn't you ever call in?" he said.
 
   Here we go, Aria thought. This was her chance to find out if Harrison had been telling the truth or not. And if he hadn't been? That was going to change a lot of things in her mind. She was glad it was Foley talking to her, and not Harrison. "I did call in. Assistant chief Harrison answered. He tried to get me to tell him where I was."
 
   Confusion passed over Chief Foley's face. "Wait a second. When was this? What line did you call?"
 
   Aria opened her mouth to answer, certain that things were about to get crazy, when things did exactly that. But not in the way she expected.
 
   Fiore Savoy grunted and stood on his chair. Aria heard gasps around her and that's when she turned to look at him. He was standing tall and straight, his eyes scanning the crowd, his right arm extended in front of him, his fingers shaped like a gun. He turned back and his eyes locked with Coleton's. He opened his mouth and a booming voice came out, which left no doubt that he was telling the truth. "Anyone who testifies against me or makes a judgment against me will get to know me up close and personal!" His eyes finally moved away from Coleton's and they scanned the long line of potential jurors. "That's what you want isn't it?"
 
   Fiore Savoy's lawyer tried to shove him down off the chair and Fiore danced away, surprisingly agile for a man his age. He took a step up and stood on the small table, then aimed a kick at his lawyer's head. Aria half stood, not sure how this was going to play out. Would he climb down and go for Coleton?
 
   The judge slammed his gavel on the bench and as if it were a signal, a woman screamed in the line of potential jurors. Two of the jurors bolted and ran right out the door. 
 
   "Order, order!" The judge screamed from the bench. "Guards, take him down. Get him down and remove him from the room!"
 
   The row of seats behind Fiore Savoy and his lawyer was taken up by a dozen men in orange jumpsuits. Aria was not sure if they were prisoners charged with the same crimes that Fiore was, or if they had somehow received the right to attend court with him. They stood up as the four courthouse guards moved across the room, slowly converging on Fiore.
 
   "Ah, fuck," Assistant Chief Foley cursed. "This is gonna be bad." He stood and lifted his chin at the closest guard. "I'm with you," he said. The guard nodded.
 
   Aria stood up from her chair and grabbed Coleton by the sleeve, pulling him back with her. "If they start fighting, we take off," she told him. He nodded, his eyes disbelieving and plastered on his father.
 
   People pushed and shoved in the aisles, trying to get away from the guards and the intimidating men. The doors in the back opened and potential jurors streamed out, some screaming, some crying, most of them on their phones or taking pictures as they retreated.
 
   The guards converged on the table, taking Fiore Savoy down easily. He didn't resist at all and Aria almost breathed a sigh of relief, but then the men in the orange jumpsuits made their move. 
 
   The one at the far end yelled, "Now!" and they all rushed the guards, lifting their shackled hands, shuffling their shackled feet. Aria saw each of the four guards have shackles thrown about their necks as the prisoners pulled and tried to strangle them. One guard managed to get his Taser up and tase the prisoner trying to make him pass out. Aria jumped back and pulled Coleton with her. 
 
   One of the prisoners noticed them and headed their way. "Chief!" Aria shouted, pushing Coleton towards the exit. They couldn't get far though, because throngs of people blocked their way.
 
   Assistant Chief Foley grabbed the prisoner stalking Aria and Coleton, throwing him on the ground, then handcuffing him to a bench. Another prisoner came up behind him and hit him on the back of the head. Foley stumbled, then turned to fight.
 
   The judge yelled louder, then dropped his gavel and stood up, his face warring between absolute anger and incredible fear. He backed up, then darted forward and spoke into his microphone. 
 
   "Court adjourned until tomorrow at 9:00. All juror candidates and spectators leave the room at once. All juror candidates return tomorrow at 9:00 or I will charge you with contempt." He banged his gavel once on the bench for effect and fled out of the room, leaving the guards locked in combat.
 
   Aria took Coleton by the hand. "We're out," she told him, throwing one last look at his father. Fiore Savoy stood off to one side of the melee with no one holding him or guarding him at all. His eyes were locked on Aria and Coleton as they struggled to make their escape through the crowd of people attempting to flee. A large man fell on the ground in front of Aria, almost knocking her to the ground in the process.
 
   When Coleton pulled her to her feet and she was able to look back, Fiore Savoy was gone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Out in the hallway, the courthouse corridor stood awash in frightened people. Only a few of them actually headed for the exits, most milled around and got in Aria and Coleton's way. Outside, Aria could hear sirens in the distance. Would they be too little, too late? New courthouse guards and sheriffs swarmed the room they had been in, adding to the pandemonium. 
 
   Aria looked around frantically, her mind trying to think what she would do if she saw Fiore Savoy. She knew what her body would try to do - arrest him. But he had all this planned, she knew, and trying to arrest him would no doubt leave Coleton in danger. Fiore probably had a weapon of some sort, and people waiting for him outside, maybe even right here in the corridor. 
 
   Aria pulled on Coleton and headed for the closest exit.
 
   They ran full speed towards their tiny car, with no attempts at watching for ambushes, even though Aria knew there could be one behind any tree. They made it to the car unscathed and climbed inside, slamming the doors. Aria jammed the keys into the ignition and threw the car into reverse, squealing tires as she pulled away quickly, then drove out of the parking lot and took a right on the main street, simply because it was easier.
 
   She had no destination in mind. Where could they go? The police station was out. Not safe. Their love nest was out. At least until she knew if they had a tail or not. She had no choice but just to drive. Anything had to be safer than the courthouse right now.
 
   Coleton pounded on the dashboard, startling her. "I can't believe he did that!" Coleton swore. "Why can't he just bend over and take it already! He's done the crime, now he needs to do his time! How did he get away with that shit?"
 
   Aria gritted her teeth and weaved in between two cars, then turned right quickly at the next street. "I know, Coleton. You're right. Everybody underestimated him. And now we're all going to pay for it."
 
   Coleton turned to her, his eyes wild. "What do you mean?"
 
   "I think he might've escaped."
 
   Coleton moaned and pressed his palms up against his temples. "Of course he did, the fucking bastard! Goddammit! Why can't he just die already! A stroke, a heart attack, something!" 
 
   Coleton pounded the dashboard again and craned his neck forward to see the sky out of the front window. "Come on, God. Aren't you paying attention? The bad guys are fucking winning! Can't you send down a lightning bolt or something?" he screamed and Aria winced. He was cracking up. 
 
   He turned to her. "Don't you get it Aria? This is when it happens! He's got a plan. He's going to find me and shoot me himself!"
 
   "He might try," Aria admitted. "Maybe we should get you a gun..."
 
   Coleton froze, his face still. 
 
   "If it comes down to you shooting him or being shot ..."
 
   "I couldn't shoot my dad," Coleton fired back immediately.
 
   Aria didn't say anything for a few moments, thinking, as she allowed her driving to slow a bit. "So you do still love him then?" she finally replied.
 
   "No." Coleton said without hesitation. "He's dead to me."
 
   Aria nodded and let it drop. She had already noticed that anytime Coleton spoke about his dad, it was almost in reverential terms. His eyes glazed over slightly and he became breathless. Aria could almost see his child self coming out. He was a strong and mature man, except when it came to his father, who still terrified him.
 
   Aria didn't blame him. Fiore Savoy was terrifying. A monster who had no moral compass or conscious. A man who always took what he wanted with force. Aria remembered the look in his eyes as he stared at her and she shivered to think of him loose somewhere in the city.
 
   Aria's mind wandered back to the guards and Assistant Chief Foley. Had anyone been injured? She hated the thought of that.
 
   Aria watched her rearview mirror and her four quadrants as best as she could while slowing her driving even more. She had no destination in mind. No idea where they were going to end up.
 
   A few miles later she swore lightly under her breath. "Uh oh," she said.
 
   "What? What's wrong?" Coleton asked immediately, his entire body still tense and worried.
 
   "We're being followed."
 
   Coleton craned his neck back to see behind them. 
 
   "A block and a half back. Dark SUV."
 
   "I don't see it."
 
   "Behind that bus."
 
   Coleton watched behind them as Aria took a hard right and then another hard right. But within a minute, he saw the dark SUV making the same turns.
 
   Aria floored it and ran the next yellow light, then turned right once and left twice, then sped up and got onto the highway for two miles. She took a random exit, then drove leisurely through the suburban neighborhood they ended up in. Coleton watched behind them.
 
   This time it was Coleton who swore under his breath. "They're still back there."
 
   Aria pressed her lips together. "Did anyone touch you in the courtroom?"
 
   Coleton shook his head. "No one."
 
   Aria thought furiously. "Are you sure? What about the attorney? Did he put a hand on your back or anything?"
 
   "No." Coleton shook his head emphatically when a faraway look came into his eyes. "One of the guards elbowed me in the ribs as he ran by to get my father."
 
   "Lean forward," Aria demanded, then ran her hand over his back and his side. "I don't see anything but he must have put something on you."
 
   "Something like what?"
 
   "A transistor. It could be as small as a pencil eraser and flat. It could look like a sticker."
 
   Coleton tore off his jacket and examined it. Finally he rolled down the window and just pitched it out.
 
   Aria nodded approvingly. "Hold on."
 
   ***
 
   Coleton held on. He'd learned by experience that Aria drove a car like she'd stolen it. Just like she had stolen his heart. He watched her profile as she slammed the car into second gear and skidded around the corner.
 
   Up until now, even though he'd always known he was in danger, he'd never considered his father a cop killer. But seeing the way his father had stared at Aria in the courthouse, he knew that was all about to change. He felt like Aria was in incredible danger, and it was all his fault. He couldn't stand to be the one to have done this to her. If she was murdered, and it was all his fault, which it would be, he would die. His father wouldn't have to murder him. He would die of a broken heart on the spot.
 
   He had to think of a way to get away from her. To draw his father away from her. To make sure his father knew that she no longer had anything to do with protecting him. To beg for her life if he had to. In his mind's eye he could see himself calling his father somehow, with one last request. I'll come to you willingly, if you'll leave her alone forever.
 
   Coleton looked behind them, feeling the pain of the bullet that would be coming. "I don't see them," he said softly, trying to make his mind up.
 
   "Good," Aria said with a clenched jaw, and sped up. Coleton made sure his door was locked as he was thrown against it, then tried to hold himself in place. Eventually, she slowed down.
 
   She flashed a magnificent smile at him. "I think we did it."
 
   He smiled back, but it felt like he was already dying inside. "What now?"
 
   "I'm not sure," she said. "I don't know if anywhere is safe. Maybe we should just drive around for a while and give them time to sort it out at the courthouse. We can call in later and see if things are under control. But even if everyone was subdued and your father is still in custody, I don't think that means you're safe, do you?"
 
   Coleton just stared at her and she eyed him curiously. She didn't speak though, giving him space and time to figure out what he wanted. He watched as she got on the highway and he didn't question her decision. She was heading south, and he just wondered how far.
 
   An hour later, Coleton still wrestled with his decision, but Aria cut through his thoughts. "We're going to need to stop for gas."
 
   "Are we safe?"
 
   "I'm almost certain we are."
 
   Aria took an exit and pulled into a gas station. She parked just inside the entrance and spoke to him seriously. "I'm going to wait until that pump is free," she said lifting her chin to indicate the pump closest to the door. "When I stop, you get out and go inside to pay. If you hear me honk the horn, you run out immediately and jump in the car."
 
   Coleton nodded and took one last long look around at the roads in front and behind him. He did not see anything suspicious. The car in front of them cleared out and Aria pulled into the spot she had her eye on. Coleton followed her instructions to a T and within five minutes they were back on the road.
 
   "Do you ever think about just running?" Aria said in a strange voice.
 
   Coleton looked at her, dumbfounded. Finally he spoke. "I already did that, remember?"
 
   She shook her head. "I don't mean to New York. What about Brazil? Or Japan?"
 
   He shook his head. "And always be looking over my shoulder? Besides, my life is here."
 
   Aria moved her hand from the gearshift onto his leg, then found his hand and twisted her fingers in his. "I could go with you. We could start a new life," she said quietly.
 
   Coleton stared at her, his mouth agape. Finally he gathered his senses and tried to lighten the situation. "They would love you in Japan. With that blonde hair and those light blue eyes, you'd be bigger than Godzilla."
 
   Aria half smiled and gave him a stern look. "I'm serious."
 
   "You'll lose your job."
 
   "That's not as important as you would think. As I thought a month ago."
 
   Coleton shook his head vehemently. "I don't want you to lose your job and end up resenting me because of it."
 
   "That's better than losing you," she said in a small voice. "You could wind up dead if we stay here."
 
   "It's not better for me.. I'd rather be dead than have you hate me."
 
    "I could never hate you, Coleton."
 
   "You could. If we ran right now, I'm afraid you would. Eventually."
 
   Aria was silent for a long time. Coleton knew she saw the wisdom in what he was saying. The stress of being on the run for the rest of their lives could destroy them both.
 
   He rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. "Look, I know it seems hopeless. It seemed that way to me for a long time. But if something happens to me, you're going to be okay." In the back of his mind, he saw himself making the deal with his father. "I know Jason hurt you, but that was on him, not you. Your next husband won't -"
 
   "I am never getting married again!" Aria almost yelled, her eyes bright and hard as she sped up slightly onto the highway.
 
   Coleton studied her. He saw the pain written clearly on her face and wished he could take back his words. He never wanted to cause her a second of pain. If only he could get his hands on that jerk Jason, that jerk who had destroyed her peace of mind, her sense of safety, her view of the world. Coleton's thoughts wandered towards teaching Jason a lesson for only a few brief moments before Aria spoke again.
 
   "If we are not running, we'll need to head back. Get close enough that we can make it to court tomorrow morning at nine."
 
   Coleton nodded absently. He still had a decision to make. "Are we going to try to stay somewhere tonight?"
 
   "Yes, how about a motel just outside the city limits?"
 
   He gave her a lopsided smile. "Only if we can stay on the first floor," he said.
 
   She smiled back. "You're on."
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Aria took the heavy brass key and flashed the pimply motel clerk a light smile. She shoved the key into her pocket and headed out the door, hooking a finger at Coleton in the car. 
 
   He got out and followed her to their room. "What, no key cards?" he complained as she slid the actual key home in the lock.
 
   Aria huffed a breath out through her nose. "Where do you think we are? The Ritz?"
 
   Coleton laughed behind her and she led him into the room, then collapsed on the bed. She looked at the time. Just after eight p.m. They had two hours before the ten o'clock news. Maybe she should call dispatch and see if they could put her through to Foley. Only Foley.
 
   With that thought marching through her brain, she promptly fell asleep. Coleton shook her awake at ten o'clock, with the smell of greasy food in the air. "It's almost time for the news," he told her. "Oh, and I ordered take out from that burger joint on the corner."
 
   "You left the room?" Aria hissed at him.
 
   Coleton held up his hands. "Hey, nothing happened. I'm fine."
 
   Aria nodded and took a deep breath. "Sorry. But you shouldn't leave the room again. Especially not without me knowing."
 
   Coleton gave her a look that said he had it all under control and snapped on the ancient TV, turning to a local channel. 
 
   Immediately after the station logo played, a harried looking newswoman appeared in front of a nighttime scene on the side of a road. Aria breathed a sigh of relief. If the story at the courthouse wasn't the leading story, it meant that Fiore Savoy couldn't have escaped. 
 
   But in mere moments, when the newswoman opened her mouth, those hopeful thoughts were destroyed, dashed into a concrete wall, and run over with a bulldozer. 
 
   "It happened at 2:12 this afternoon, authorities say, and may just be the worst prison escape this state has ever seen, leaving folks we've talked to remembering Alcatraz and comparing the daring of these prisoners to those men."
 
   The camera panned out and showed a twisted white prison van sandwiched between two semi trucks. 
 
   "The prison van had just left the court house to transport fourteen dangerous prisoners back to San Cuermo prison. It pulled onto I-5 and drove for approximately seven miles when witnesses say these two semi trucks overtook it and trapped it in between them, crunching the doors and windows and causing it to stop. The back of the trucks opened and armed men streamed out, shooting one guard and ordering the other to climb out the window and lie on the ground.
 
   "When it was over, all fourteen prisoners had been herded into a van on the other side of the semi trucks, and the vehicle fled the area at a high rate of speed. We can only assume they left the semi-trucks here to block the road and prevent police officers from following."
 
   Aria's mouth dropped open and Coleton, sitting on the bed next to her, convulsively began to wring the bed spread through his hands. They exchanged a glance and Aria saw flat terror in his eyes. Or maybe she was seeing her own terror reflected in him.
 
   The scene shot back to an anchorman in the newsroom. "Allison, is there any connection between this and what our sources are saying happened at the city courthouse this morning?"
 
   The scene flashed back to the nighttime shots in front of the closed highway. Allison pressed her lips together and nodded. "Authorities are not confirming that, James, but our sources tell us these men who escaped out of the prison are the same ones who started the brawl at the courthouse."
 
   "Is there any truth to the rumor that noted crime lord Fiore Savoy was among the escaped prisoners?"
 
   Allison listened to this question in her headset and nodded again. "We don't know James, but it's certainly possible. It was supposed to be the first day of his trial where this all happened."
 
   The shot turned back to James and he looked startled for a moment, then closed the segment. "Please let us know when you have any more information, Allison."
 
   "Will do, James."
 
   James turned on his most warning expression and said. "For now, every citizen should be on the alert. Sources tell us that the biggest manhunt the city has ever seen is now underway. Stay inside. Stay safe. Stay alert."
 
   Aria stared at the TV open mouthed, as Coleton snapped it off and began to pace. She didn't like how white his face was, or how waxy his expression.
 
   He turned to her. "I say we go to the police station. Get a full contingent of protection." 
 
   Aria couldn't believe what she was hearing. "Have you forgotten what happened the last time you went to the police station?"
 
   Coleton shook his head. "No. But they can't all be dirty. You and I out here alone with him free are like sitting ducks."
 
   He peered at her closely and Aria suddenly felt sick to her stomach. She hated the look in his eyes. 
 
   When he spoke, he only confirmed what she was thinking. "And I think you should stay ... ah, there. Maybe go home. I should go with someone new. I trust Chief Foley. I'll talk to him. See who he thinks is ok."
 
   Aria worked her mouth, but nothing came out. After everything, after all she had been through with him, after how she had kept him safe, he was going to abandon her now?
 
   She couldn't speak. She could barely think. Her emotions came to her through a haze of numbness and grief and anger. What was he saying?
 
   Aria stood up and pushed past him. She just wanted a breath of air and then maybe she could figure out exactly what he meant. Talk to him. If she didn't kill him first.
 
   Aria opened the door and stepped outside, the cool night air pressing on her cheeks. She took a deep breath and let her eyes pass over the cars in the parking lot. Including theirs. 
 
   The bottom dropped out of her mind. She had fucked up. The people chasing her earlier had seen them - possibly been able to see the license plate on the car. She had pulled in and just left the car in the parking lot, not even thinking she should park it somewhere else - just in case. Just in case the bad guys had helicopters or access to all the city cameras which could read and process license plates ...
 
   As she was thinking, she saw it. The black SUV. Parked illegally near the motel office door. She couldn't see inside the motel office but she didn't need to. Her imagination filled in the details. Two men, big, with bulky coats and mean faces. Flashing badges or maybe just bullying the clerk into telling them what room the woman with the blonde hair and the cold blue eyes had paid for.
 
   Aria stumbled backwards into the room and grabbed Coleton by the hand, then scooped their two personal backpacks off the floor. 
 
   "Aria, just let me-" Coleton said in apologetic voice.
 
   "Not now," she interrupted. "They're here. We have to go! Now!"
 
   Coleton's eyes went wide in startled fear and he ran past her to the door, his body tense and ready for a fight. "Where?"
 
   "In the office. Come on!"
 
   She pulled him to the left, but stopped long enough to quietly shut the door, then ran down the length of the building, throwing hard looks over her shoulder. Coleton stayed behind her but ran with her sense of urgency, always within a foot of her. She could tell by the set of his shoulders that he expected a bullet in the back any moment.
 
   They reached the end of the building and turned left, Aria visually searching the buildings in the street beyond with single-minded purpose.
 
   "What about our car?" Coleton panted.
 
   "Can't. They know it."
 
   Thankfully, he didn't ask any more questions. They ran swiftly down the road towards the closest building, a gas station about five hundred yards away. When they finally reached it, Aria slowed to a walk, not wanting to look suspicious.
 
   She cut behind it, just to see what was back there. Maybe they could find an employee's car with the keys still in it. The last thing in the world she wanted to do was steal a car, but she didn't feel like they had a choice at this point.
 
   There were no cars behind the gas station however, only a beat up old tow truck. Aria sighed in frustration and looked back towards the old motel. She saw its vacancy light blinking and seeming to call all criminals to it. There was no sign of their pursuers. For now.
 
   She might as well try. She pulled open the door to the tow truck and felt around under the seat and then above the visor. Nothing.
 
   "Are we going to steal it?" Coleton asked in a low voice, his eyes shrewdly watching the building they were behind. 
 
   "I don't think we have a choice," Aria answered. "But the keys aren't in it."
 
   Coleton looked at her for a second, and the expression on his face almost made her burst out laughing. It would have if they weren't running for their lives. 
 
   "Why are you looking at me like that?" she whispered.
 
   "If we have to find a vehicle with the keys in it, I think we're going to be looking for a long time. Probably long enough for my dad to find us and tell us how stupid we are."
 
   "Well do you have a better idea?" Aria snarled lightly.
 
   "Yeah, I do," Coleton said, swinging himself through the open door of the tow truck. He looked behind the seat and found a toolbox. He pulled a screwdriver out of it and held it up to Aria, his eyes gleaming. "Watch closely."
 
   He jammed the screwdriver into the ignition and turned it sharply. The engine of the old truck roared to life. 
 
   Coleton gave her a grin that said he hadn't actually expected it to work. Aria laughed and shook her head. She ran around to the other side of the truck and climbed in. He'd earned the right to drive.
 
   "Head that way," she said, pointing to the exit that would not make them drive past the front of the building.
 
   Coleton threw the vehicle in drive and did as she said. Aria watched out the back window and when the motel was finally out of sight, she turned around and breathed a sigh of relief. "I think we are good for now."
 
   She turned to him, a light in her eyes. "I guess I should've known you would be able to do something like that."
 
   Coleton laughed. "Do you think my father handed out hot-wiring lessons? Not at all. While I was in the Army my car was about this old. It was a Ford too. I lost the keys down a sewer grate and had to start it with a screwdriver every time. Until I finally blew up the engine."
 
   Aria smiled and shook her head. There was so much she didn't know about him. So much she wanted the time to find out. 
 
   "So where are we going?" he asked.
 
   She gave him a serious look. "Well I guess we're going to the police station, right? You wanted to trade me in?"
 
   Coleton chanced a look at her and the expression on his face was pained. "You misunderstood me, Aria. I really want to explain that." 
 
   Aria held her tongue and waited. But what really could he say that would make up for what he had already said? The immediate danger of the situation had driven out most of her anger, but it couldn't make her hurt disappear.
 
   Coleton drove in silence for a few moments then spoke, choosing his words carefully. "It's just that ..." He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and tried again. "You really have to know ..."
 
   Coleton bit down on his bottom lip and let out a huge huff of air. She could tell he was frustrated. But she wasn't going to help him. She wasn't going to let him off the hook. He needed to say whatever he was thinking. She couldn't read minds.
 
   "Argh!" Coleton yelled, startling her slightly. He grabbed her hand and pulled it to his chest, driving through the quiet, nighttime streets slowly. "It's just that I'm falling in love with you and if something happened to you because of me I would die."
 
   Aria felt the weight of his words press her into the seat, filling her chest and overloading her brain. Falling in love. Love. Falling. Her. Coleton falling in love with her. She examined her own feelings and her visceral response to his words and knew all at once that she was falling too. 
 
   She squeezed his hand hard as tears leaked from her eyes. 
 
   "Coleton, we're in this together. If you tried to fire me, I'd just follow you without your OK. There's no way I'm letting you try to deal with this without me. At least not until we know who in the department is working for your father."
 
   Coleton squeezed her hand back and stayed silent for a few moments as Aria replayed his words over and over in her head. Love. Love!
 
   "Damn stubborn woman," he finally choked out and Aria didn't argue with him. 
 
   "We can still go to the station if you want. Or stop at a payphone and call Foley."
 
   Coleton nodded slowly. "I think it's a little too big for just the two of us now."
 
   "Yeah, I think you're right," Aria said and sighed. "Turn left here. We'll get close and then call."
 
   


  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Coleton took a few left turns and headed towards the police department, like she'd said. He pulled down a one-way street and stopped at a stop light. Too late, they both realized their mistake as the black SUV turned out of a parking lot and pulled up alongside them on the right side. Aria pressed back into her seat nervously, fearing a bullet through the side window.
 
   "Go," she urged Coleton, but she knew he couldn't. Even though it was late, after midnight, they were waiting for the traffic from a busy street to pass in front of them. Cars blocked their every way of escape. Aria looked behind her and saw another large SUV pull up and park directly on their bumper.
 
   "They're boxing us in," she moaned. "Slide over, let me drive. I've been trained in offensive driving."
 
   Before Coleton could move, another vehicle pulled up on the left-hand side, half way on the sidewalk, but close enough that Coleton couldn't even open his door. Aria knew at once that as soon as they started moving, the vehicles would come in tight and squeeze them, the way the prison van had been squeezed. And then it would all be over. Fighting back panic, she yelled at Coleton, "Just go! Find a hole! They're going to start shooting at any minute!"
 
   Coleton popped the clutch out and tried to edge forward, but the flow of cars was too fast. The two vehicles next to him edged forward with him. He looked behind them and clenched his jaw. "Hold on," he growled.
 
   Aria looked behind them too. The SUV was still there, close enough for the vehicles to kiss.
 
   Still, Coleton threw the old tow truck into reverse and backed up, connecting with the SUV at once. He kept giving it gas and letting out the clutch and the vehicle behind them spun backwards. The transmission screamed, but kept pushing them backwards At once, the driver behind them realized his mistake and slammed hard on the brakes. Coleton gunned the gas. The SUV pushed sideways, and bounced up onto the curb. They were free! Coleton backed up quickly all the way down the one-way street, to where they had entered. A car swerved around them, blaring its horn.
 
   Aria swung her gaze to the two vehicles that had been blocking them on either side. Both were attempting to turn around and the vehicle they had pushed out of the way was already turned around and coming their way on the one-way street. "Go, go!" she yelled and Coleton was off like a shot, driving as fast as he dared through the city streets.
 
   He drove better than she expected and within a few moments she couldn't see any of the three vehicles behind them. "How in the hell did they find us?" she groaned. "You must still have a transistor on you. You need to strip."
 
   "I'm kind of in the middle of something here," Coleton said through clenched teeth, as he took another right-hand turn.
 
   "Just drive. When we get far enough away, we can switch and you can take off your clothes."
 
   Aria noticed the traffic around them getting lighter and lighter. They were headed into the old industrial area at the harbor. "Turn left at the next street. We don't want to be caught here. The streets all start to dead-end."
 
   Coleton nodded and tried to do as she instructed, but she noticed he was having a hard time getting the old tow truck into third gear. She looked out onto the street and saw smoke drifting out from under the hood. "Oh no," she moaned. At that moment, a loud clunking sound filled the cab. Their eyes met and Aria saw horror equal to her own in Coleton's.
 
   He gave up on third gear and tried to go back down into second, but the gears ground even though he had his foot all the way down on the clutch. Finally, the horrible grinding sound stopped and a smooth silence replaced it. Aria's anxious heart loosened a little, but clenched right up again when Coleton tried to put the vehicle in gear one more time. It went smoothly, but nothing happened. He stepped on the gas and the engine screamed as fuel flooded it but the truck didn't accelerate.
 
   "We lost our transmission," Coleton said, his voice tight.
 
   "Stop and try reverse. Maybe it still works," she advised, knowing it wouldn't help them much, but not wanting to get out on foot.
 
   Coleton pulled over to the side and stopped, then shoved the gears smoothly in reverse. Nothing.
 
   "What now?" Coleton asked, his eyes searching hers.
 
   "Now we run," she said, grabbing their backpacks. "First strip out of your clothes, quickly!" she urged.
 
   Coleton got out of the tow truck and looked around. Seeing no one, he did as she instructed. Aria pulled out a pair of pants and a new shirt for him and he was dressed again within a minute.
 
   "Leave them here," she said, motioning to his clothes. He dropped them on the ground and she handed him a backpack.
 
   They ran.
 
   Aria headed into the abandoned harbor area. She hadn't wanted to come this way when they had an escape route, but now that they didn't, she knew the best chance was to hole up somewhere in the abandoned buildings and wait for help to arrive.
 
   They ran hard, zigzagging in between empty, white buildings that used to hold shipyards and factories. Aria stopped occasionally and tried a door, but never found one unlocked. Building lights flickered and waned in the darkness, but enough of them still worked to give them light to see by.
 
   Finally, just as Coleton was beginning to believe he couldn't run another step, she stopped and said, "There."
 
   Coleton looked where she was pointing and saw nothing but another empty, dilapidated building. 
 
   "The fire escape," she told him.
 
   He stared at it blankly.
 
   "We're going to climb up it, and hide on the roof. That other building is close enough that if we have to escape we can jump for it."
 
   Coleton eyed the gap between the two buildings. Good thing he wasn't scared of heights. Apparently she wasn't either to suggest such a thing.
 
   Aria ran for the fire escape and pulled it down. It dropped with a horribly loud screech. Aria winced and motioned for Coleton to climb up. He did, then waited for her to join him. Once they were both up, he pulled the fire escape back up to its original position, hoping no one would give it a second look.
 
   They climbed to the very top, at least four stories up. From there, they had a view of the ocean on one side and the city on the other. Several blocks of abandoned harbor lay between them and the city, with abandoned buildings all around. If they put their backs to the ocean, they would be vulnerable that way, but what choice did they have? 
 
   They walked to the city side of the building and Aria motioned for him to drop to the roof they were standing on. They crouched behind a concrete lip about a foot high. Aria scanned it, muttering crossly. She found what she was looking for and pulled him over. A hole in the brick. They could see the street below them but no one should be able to see them from the ground.
 
   "Now we watch," she said in a low voice, and suddenly he noticed her gun in her hand. "Dig the phone out of my backpack. Call 911. We need help."
 
   Coleton thought that was an understatement and he rooted around in the backpack, looking for their only phone.
 
   Just as his fingers touched something hard, she was pulling at him. "Get down," she whispered and motioned towards the street below them. Coleton dropped on his belly next to her and peeked through their hole. Two men, easily visible in the dim light, both with guns, walking slowly and checking between every building, rattling every doorknob.
 
   "Shoot them," Coleton whispered urgently to her.
 
   She looked at him. "Do you know them?"
 
   He shook his head no. 
 
   She pressed her lips together. "I can't shoot them. We don't know what their intent is. Unless I recognize them as escaped felons that are an obvious danger to the community, I can't shoot them. They have to do something to put someone in imminent danger."
 
   "They aren't looking for us to challenge us to a tickle fight," Coleton said roughly.
 
   "I know," Aria replied. "But I still can't shoot them unless they shoot first or point the gun at me or someone else."
 
   One of the men jogged over to his cohort and pointed at their building. Coleton knew it was a matter of time, before they checked the fire escape. And once they did that, Aria would have to stick her head over the edge of the building to shoot them, instead of being almost completely behind cover like she was now. He had to take drastic measures and do it quickly.
 
   Coleton shot to his feet as Aria stared at him, open mouthed. "Hey!" he yelled, then dropped back to the ground, his hands over his head. He was rewarded with the sound of a gunshot echoing off the brick building.
 
   Aria said something under her breath that he couldn't quite make out. But in an instant, she was shooting back. Coleton waited, his breath stationary in his lungs. He prayed for the first time since he was a little boy.
 
   The shooting stopped and Coleton dared a glance at Aria. Her mouth was grim and her eyes hard, but she was getting up.
 
   Coleton got up too and looked over the edge of the roof. Both men were splayed out, red pools collecting beside them. 
 
   "Nice job," Coleton told her, all seriousness in his voice. He had known she would be able to do it. The men had been completely out in the open, not even trying to take cover, and he'd guessed she was a good shot. She was good at everything else that she did.
 
   They crouched back behind the lip of the roof and Aria said, "What about that phone call?"
 
   "Fuck," Coleton muttered. He still hadn't called. He dialed 911.
 
   "911, what is your emergency?" a cool female voice said.
 
   "My name is Coleton Savoy and I am ... uh ..." 
 
   "On Maplewood Drive, in the old harbor," Aria supplied in a quiet voice.
 
   "On Maplewood Drive, in the old harbor," Coleton repeated. "Two men just tried to kill me. They shot at me. I'm here with Sergeant Gale and she shot back at them. We need help right now."
 
   That broke through the dispatchers aloofness. She began firing questions at him in an excited voice.
 
   Coleton opened his mouth to answer, but then his eyes fell on something glittering on Aria's backside. He leaned forward and scraped it with his fingernail, the dispatcher forgotten.
 
   "Hey!" Aria said, turning her eyes away from the street in front of them for a second.
 
   Coleton plucked the tiny, puffy transistor off of Aria's pants, where it had lodged partially in her pocket. He held it up and Aria's eyes grew wide.
 
   She groaned. At that moment, the horrible screech of the fire escape being pulled down reached both their ears.
 
   Aria glared at Coleton in horror, then they both looked that way. She held a finger to her lips and began to tiptoe over to that side of the building as they both heard someone clamber up the fire escape.
 
   A voice rang out. "Sergeant Gale! I found you. It's okay. I brought help."
 
   Coleton followed closely behind Aria and she looked at him, eyes wide. "It's Harrison," she mouthed, her face disbelieving. Coleton noticed her gun hand shook slightly. And could he blame her? Harrison was obviously dirty, but she still couldn't shoot him. Because what if he wasn't? 
 
   The assistant chief's head poked over the side of the building and Aria and Coleton stared at him, waiting for him to make the first move. He smiled broadly and Coleton could see it didn't reach his eyes. His body was twisted and Coleton couldn't see one of his hands. He looked at Aria and saw her eyes were glued to Harrison's side, waiting to see what was in his hand. Coleton stepped forward, intending to get in front of Aria. Wanting only to protect her. The phone was still in his left hand, but it couldn't help him now.
 
   Harrison made a sudden move and his gun hand came out before Coleton could get all the way in front of Aria. Aria's gun came up at the same time but action beat reaction, and Harrison got off four rounds before Aria could even squeeze the trigger.
 
   In slow-motion, Coleton felt the slugs rush past him. He screamed, but only in his mind, and saw Aria fly backwards through the air as the bullets took her in the chest. She landed on the hard concrete roof, her head bouncing off of it like a rag doll. Coleton ran for Aria, his mind intent only on helping her, saving her, turning back time and leaving her at the courthouse so she would be safe, alive, fine, whole.
 
   "Get away from her," Harrison ordered, his voice booming.
 
   Coleton ignored him and dropped to his knees. 
 
   "Now, I said, or I'll shoot her again!" the hateful man shouted. Coleton pushed himself backwards and stood up, ready to fight to the death.
 
   Footsteps sounded slowly on the fire escape and Coleton waited, knowing who would shortly be facing him.
 
   His father rounded the last rung and stepped onto the roof. He still wore his suit from the courthouse, and held a gun in his hand. Coleton recognized it as the gun from his dream. The biggest gun he had ever seen. A gun that left no room for error. Just point and shoot and your troubles are obliterated.
 
   "Coleton, my boy. I'll bet you wish you had taken me up on my offer years ago, don't you."
 
   "No dad," Coleton said, his voice low and deadly. "I don't."
 
   Harrison laughed and Coleton's eyes flicked to him. This was it. The moment was at hand, and there was nothing he could do about it. His father was going to win after all. His premonition had always been correct. It was two against one, and the woman he loved had already paid the ultimate price. Now he would pay it too. But he would go down just the way Aria did - fighting. 
 
   He tensed his muscles and tried to decide who to go for. His dad? Or Harrison? Harrison saw the decision on his face and raised his gun, pointing it right at Coleton's head. "I wouldn't do it, son. That's a bad choice."
 
   "It's my only choice," Coleton said and decided. 
 
   Coleton took a single step towards his father, but gunshots ripped through the air again. He pushed forward, adrenaline flooding him, determined to fight until his dying breath, but then he realized he wasn't shot. Harrison was. Harrison took a desperate step back, blood oozing from a hole on his chest and spurting from a hole on his neck. Harrison dropped to the ground, his gun clattering a few feet away. 
 
   Coleton didn't need to look behind him. He saw from the murderous look on his father's face and the way he raised his gun and pointed it where Coleton knew Aria was, that Aria had shot Harrison. Somehow.
 
   Fiore Savoy's gun came up quickly and he snarled. Coleton stepped between his father and Aria and ran with all his speed and strength. One more gun shot rang in his ears and then he was there, catching his father around the waist and lifting him, throwing him. 
 
   Fiore Savoy fell four stories, his eyes locked on his son's until the very last moment, when he hit the ground with a sickening crunch. Coleton watched for a moment, until he was satisfied the man on the ground was dead, then he turned back and ran for Aria.
 
   Her eyes were closed, her body relaxed against the concrete she was laying on. His eyes searched for her blood. He found none but noticed her shirt was smoking around the three ragged holes in the shirt. He ripped the shirt open, buttons flying.
 
   Three twisted, smoking holes stared at him from Aria's bulletproof vest.
 
   Tears formed at the corners of his eyes as hot emotion flooded through him. He dropped his head and said, "I thought I was wearing yours," more to himself than to her, his heart soaring and wrenching inside him at the same time.
 
   "My old one," she said, her voice constricted and choked, her eyes still closed. "It was too big for me so I got a new one."
 
   Coleton grabbed her hand, careful to barely move her arm. "Oh thank God," he responded, pulling her fingers to his lips, kissing them, feeling like he'd been given a second chance at everything, as the musical sound of sirens filled the air.
 
   A blood drop spattered onto the ground and he looked at himself. A ragged hole divided the underside of his arm. Blood dripped slowly from it.
 
   His father had shot him after all. 
 
   It hadn't hurt a bit.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Almost eight hours later, Coleton, exhausted after a fruitless and mostly sleepless night in the emergency room, rode in the back of a police car to the station. He had not been allowed to see Aria since she left in her own ambulance. He'd been patched up, but no one would speak to him. The police officers would tell him nothing and they wouldn't respond to his demands to see Assistant Chief Foley. He almost got arrested when he pushed past the officer guarding his room and tried to step through the emergency room looking for Aria.
 
   They wouldn't even tell him how she was doing. They said after an incident like this, the witnesses could not talk to each other until both had been interviewed. Coleton's blood boiled in his body, but he didn't dare show his true feelings, shout out the words that broiled behind his lips. He couldn't risk anyone finding out the true nature of his relationship with Sergeant Aria Gale.
 
   Relationship? he thought, inside, sitting back against the seat behind him. Did he really have a relationship? Could a few nights of incredible sex mean as much to her as it did to him? He'd told her he was falling in love with her. But she'd said nothing back. 
 
   Turmoil bit at him. Now that the assignment was over, now that he was no longer in danger, what would happen between the cop and the criminal's son? Nothing? Was his heart about to be broken?
 
   He tried to turn his thoughts to his father. His dead father. He had killed his father. Thrown him off of a roof. Stood up to him once and for all. Taken his own life back. Coleton let it all sink in. But all he could feel about it was joy. So he turned his thoughts back to Aria. No doubt he'd need counseling later. Or maybe not. There'd never been a more justified killing in history, in his opinion.
 
   The car stopped in front of the station and the police officer got out, escorting him into the police station and directly into a tiny room that really was no better than a cell. Treated just like a criminal, he thought. One more time.
 
   For the next thirty-six hours, different officers and detectives came and went, asking him over and over again to tell his side of the story. They tried to trip him up, recorded him, even gave him a lie detector test. Finally, when Coleton couldn't stand it for one more second, a grim faced detective told him that he was free to go.
 
   Coleton gaped at him, not sure he had heard correctly. The detective stood and came around the tiny desk that was between them. He held out his hand. "I just wanted to say, on behalf of all of us, we appreciate what you did."
 
   Coleton couldn't respond. His brain just wouldn't function. After all the questioning and the hours without sleep he couldn't quite understand.
 
   The detective led him out to the main receiving area, thanked him one more time, and left him. 
 
   Coleton stared around the brightly lit room. Then he turned back, wanting to ask about Aria. But the detective was already gone, the door slammed shut behind him.
 
   Coleton's eyes fell upon the desk sergeant, sitting there looking at him with an unreadable expression on his face. Coleton walked up to him. "Can I use the phone?" The sergeant pushed it over to him, no questions asked. Coleton marveled at this new treatment. The police had always treated him like crap before.
 
   He picked up the receiver and stared at the phone dumbly. He looked at the desk sergeant and asked, "Do you happen to know the number to the hospital?"
 
   The sergeant leaned forward. "Are you wanting to know about Sergeant Gale?"
 
   Coleton nodded gratefully.
 
   "She was released a few hours ago. She's here somewhere, being interviewed."
 
   Coleton dropped the phone receiver back onto the base. "Can I see her?" he asked breathlessly.
 
   "Nope, sorry," the sergeant said, his face apologetic.
 
   Coleton turned around and looked at the empty room. He turned back to the sergeant. "I'm just going to wait for her here. Is that okay?"
 
   The sergeant shrugged and dismissed him.
 
   Coleton found a seat in the corner and sat down, his head resting on the wall. Within moments he was asleep, too tired to even spend a few moments worrying.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Coleton woke all at once, his neck stiff and sore. He rolled his shoulders, noticing at once night had fallen. He'd slept sitting up for several hours. He looked next to him, where someone was reclining in the next chair. It was Assistant Chief Foley. His face was a mess, with a black eye and a busted nose.
 
   Coleton winced. "Was that from the fight in the courthouse?"
 
   Foley nodded. "Yup."
 
   Foley held out his hand and Coleton shook it. 
 
   "Aria told me what you did back there. Nice job. Thank you." His face was grim, and neither spoke about Harrison.
 
   "I didn't do it for you," Coleton finally said, a bit of anger seeping into his manner.
 
   "I know. But I still appreciate it."
 
   "When can I see Aria?" Coleton asked, trying to keep desperation out of his voice.
 
   Foley held up a hand. "You can't see her until she's been interviewed by the detectives assigned to the case and the chief and a ton of other people. Since this is such a big case, even the FBI will be down here to oversee some of it. It could be days. She killed three people and that takes a while to make sure it's justified."
 
   Coleton blinked, horrified. "What? That's ridiculous. Are you letting her sleep? She was just shot. She needs her rest. And it was completely justified. You-!"
 
   Foley held up his hands placatingly. "She is sleeping now in the nap room. Don't worry. We are taking care of her. I know it was justified. We all know it was justified. We just have to show it on paper so we can put the case away."
 
   Coleton slumped in his seat. "How is she?"
 
   "Her torso is a mess- lot's of bruising from blunt trauma, one broken rib - but she'll get over it. She's strong."
 
   Coleton nodded and his heart broke for her. His fault. His fault.
 
   Foley stood. "I suggest you go home. I will tell her that you were looking for her."
 
   Coleton just stared at him, knowing Foley couldn't possibly understand. Home was where Aria was. Foley finally turned and disappeared back into the bowels of the police department.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Coleton dozed lightly all night, sitting up in the same chair, his head resting against the wall. While he was awake, he watched people come and go, and read the lips of the newscasters on the big TV on the far wall that was tuned to a twenty-four hour news station. Twelve of the fourteen prisoners were either recaptured or dead. 
 
   Coleton had never felt so free in his life. He wished he could share the feeling with someone.
 
   About an hour after the sun finally peeked over the horizon and spilled sunlight through the double doors, a woman he'd never seen before exited the swinging door Foley had disappeared behind. Her eyes locked on Coleton's immediately and she gave him a dazzling smile as if she knew him. Coleton tried to smile back, but it died on his lips.
 
   The woman was short, with dark hair and exotic eyes. He'd never seen her before, but she came directly to him and sat down next to him in the same chair Foley had sat in.
 
   She fixed him with a dark gaze and said, "I'm Kara. Aria sent me out here to tell you something."
 
   Coleton's breath caught in his throat. His eyes fixed on her mouth, as he waited for the words to come out. Then he remembered himself. "Hi Kara, it's nice to meet you."
 
   Kara's laugh tinkled across the room and Coleton felt himself smiling.
 
   "She told me to say ..." Kara dug in her pocket and pulled out a tiny piece of paper. Reading off of it she said, "The wound is the place where the light enters you." 
 
   Coleton pushed back in his chair and a broad smile crossed his face. She was quoting Rumi to him. They'd never really discussed where his poems came from - never said Rumi's name. Had she looked Rumi up? To send a special message that only Coleton would understand?
 
   His heart gladdened and tension flooded out of his body. She really was OK. And she still wanted him.
 
   "She also says she's going to be here for a while and you should go get a phone and a place to sleep. She says for you to text her."
 
   Kara turned the tiny piece of paper over. Coleton saw a phone number on the other side. "Here is her phone number."
 
   "Thank you Kara, thank you so much," Coleton said, standing, ready to do everything she had suggested.
 
   Kara dropped him a knowing wink. "She said one more thing."
 
   Coleton sat down quickly and waited expectantly.
 
   Kara dropped her voice low, her lips curving in a perpetual smile. She leaned over and whispered right into Coleton's ear, "She said thank you, and she said she's falling in love with you too."
 
    Pure emotion shot through Coleton's body and he bit back a yell of delight. He hugged Kara roughly, then shot to his feet. "Anything else?" he asked. She laughed and shook her head no. 
 
   "Thank you Kara, now if you'll excuse me, I have some things to buy."
 
   Coleton rushed out of the police station, feeling the sun on his face, pointing himself into the wind. He had so much to do.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Aria pushed away the last form she had to sign. Her chest ached under her right arm where the broken rib was. Oh well, she would heal.
 
   She stood and stretched and said goodbye to the detective who had been interviewing her for the last two days. She was done. She headed out into the hallway, smiling at people who passed her and called out greetings and congratulations.
 
   Harrison had not been well loved in the department and once everybody heard what he had been up to, no one was mourning over him. Good cops hate dirty cops as a rule. He'd gotten what he had coming. Aria searched her feelings about being the one to give it to him. It didn't bother her. She'd done what she had to do.
 
   One thing did bother her though. Coleton. She'd forgotten the slant of his eyes when he teased her, and the taste of his body and mouth. What if things were different now? What if what they had together had been amplified by the danger they'd been in, and now that it was over, things were flat between them? Could she live with that? A cold fear gripped her at the thought. She could, but she didn't want to.
 
   She walked to the elevator, feeling the tiredness settle over her. She wanted only to go somewhere and rest. But she still had business to do.
 
   The elevator doors spilled her out on the third floor and she walked past Assistant Chief Foley's secretary, nodding to her. Foley was expecting her.
 
   She knocked on the door to his office and was called inside immediately. She sat down in the chair in front of his desk as he smiled at her. Her eyes traveled over the injuries on his face. They would heal too.
 
   "How are you feeling?" he asked her.
 
   She lifted her arm gingerly and touched the side of her chest wall. "It hurts worse than I ever imagined being shot would."
 
   Foley grinned. "And you can't even say you were shot."
 
   "Hey!" Aria cried. "I was shot! Three times!"
 
   Foley gave her an evil look. "Then where are your scars? Your bullet holes?"
 
   Aria grumbled and threw him a look, then got down to business. She knew he was only teasing. "How much medical leave am I getting?"
 
   "You can have up to ten weeks," Foley responded with a kind smile. "But if I know you, you'll only take two."
 
   Aria shook her head. "And how much vacation do I have?" Foley looked at her strangely, then typed a few lines on his computer. "Uh, it looks like nine weeks. You haven't taken vacation in a while, have you?"
 
   Aria shook her head. "Not in over two years. So nine weeks plus ten weeks. Divided by four. I have almost five months off?"
 
   "Yeah, if you want to take it," Foley said looking at her with a disturbed light in his eyes.
 
   "I'm taking it all," she said.
 
   Foley nodded slowly. "Where will you go?"
 
   "Not sure yet."
 
   Foley looked at her for a long time and she waited. Finally he said it. "Are you coming back?"
 
   "I don't know," Aria said softly.
 
   Foley stood and came around the desk, opening his arms. Aria stood also and he gave her a gentle hug. "Keep in touch," he whispered into her ear and she nodded, her eyes misting slightly.
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aria practically ran down the steps, every step she took jarring her bruises and her broken rib. But the pain was worth it. Excitement spread through her. She pushed open the doors and felt the sun on her face, feeling free and bright for the first time in years. 
 
   She stopped in her tracks and pulled her phone out of her pocket, wincing as the bruised muscles in her chest worked.
 
   She pulled up Coleton's last text message.
 
   I'll pick you up the second they let you go. Just message me
 
   She texted back, I'm done. Waiting in the parking lot for you. I'm starting 5 months of vacation right now
 
   She had to wait only a few seconds before his reply beeped through. 
 
   Run away with me
 
   Aria laughed out loud and lifted her head to the sky, grinning at the few fluffy, white clouds. That was exactly what she wanted to do.
 
   Within moments, Coleton pulled up in a brand new red Mazda Miata convertible with the top down. Aria whistled lightly. "Nice car," she told him, her eyes locked on his over the door. He threw the car in park, jumped out, and ran around to open her door for her. 
 
   "Want to drive it?" he asked.
 
   Aria slid into her seat, feeling the crushing pain in her side as she bent. "Maybe in a few days." 
 
   Coleton dropped to her side and ran his fingers gently up her legs. He leaned forward, never once looking away from her. Aria felt the old electricity tingle through her body at his intense gaze, pushing away the pain for a few moments. Tenderly, he touched his lips to hers and Aria felt heat flood through her very core. She moaned and opened her lips, inviting him in. Nothing flat here. 
 
   He kissed her like he hadn't seen her in a lifetime, and she memorized every gliding touch, every smooth sensation, plus his very taste and smell. 
 
   Finally he stopped and smiled at her. "Where to?" he asked.
 
   Aria licked her lips and leaned back. "Just drive," she finally told him as he got back behind the driver's seat.
 
   He gave her a questioning look. "Want to head to New York?"
 
   Aria considered the question. But no, she didn't need to know about her sister and her ex-husband anymore. They were doing whatever they needed to do up there and it didn't concern her. She felt confident that someday, Ava would come looking for her, explain everything that had happened - but today was not that day.
 
   She shook her head. "Know anything about horses?" she asked.
 
   "No."
 
   "Me neither," Aria said happily, shifting in her seat to be more comfortable. 
 
   They pulled out of the parking lot. Coleton pointed the car South, and that was just as fine as anywhere else to Aria.
 
   <<<<< >>>>>
 
   Two months later
 
   Aria looked out the window of the second floor of the sprawling gentleman's ranch house. Coleton was riding Lady Blackjack, the giant Percheron horse they had leased with the house for a few months. Coleton was putting her through her paces and she was responding beautifully.
 
   Aria watched Coleton for a few minutes, how he and Lady looked like one unit, how he barely had to think what he wanted and she responded. She was a beautiful animal ... and so was he. She watched the sweat glisten off his forearms for a few moments, then shook her head and pushed herself into the bathroom to shower. No sense getting herself all heated up when they had dinner reservations in San Antonio in two hours.
 
   When they finally arrived at the steakhouse, Coleton gave the keys to the valet and they walked inside together, arm in arm. The restaurant was perfect, not too loud, not too crowded, and of course Coleton had tipped well to get a table on the patio. The night air was finally starting to cool down and a tiny breeze teased them, bringing the scent of nighttime flowers to them.
 
   Coleton waited for the waiter to leave their wine glasses, then turned to Aria. "I have a surprise for you."
 
   Aria smiled. He always had something for her.
 
   He produced an envelope from an inner jacket pocket. "Open it."
 
   Aria did, and found pictures inside. She looked at the first one, a chubby, happy baby, about six months old, sitting on lush, green grass and chewing on a plastic toy. A thrill shot through her. "Is this ...?" she started, looking at Coleton with glowing eyes.
 
   He motioned for her to keep looking. She flipped to the next picture and there was Joanne-Marie, holding little Roger, sitting on a park bench, her head thrown back and her mouth open in laughter. Roger was looking up at his mother in confused amusement. 
 
   Aria paged through the pictures quickly. "Where are they?"
 
   "San Francisco. They have a small but nice apartment there. She has a roommate who also has a baby and they share babysitting duties while the other mother works. I told Ford that she shouldn't have to work but he said she wanted to. She works two nights a week doing data entry for one of his firms, and she starts college classes in the fall."
 
   "Good for her," Aria whispered, feeling goose bumps raise on her arms. Coleton had made such a difference in her life - she was really going to have a chance to have a good one.
 
   "That's not all," Coleton said, his eyes shining. "Roger Sr. is out of jail but is working on his GED and going to anger management classes and Alcoholics Anonymous classes every night for weeks now. They are conversing via letter. Ford is the intermediary though so that he can't find her if she doesn't want him to. Apparently he's making up poems for her."
 
   Aria grinned. Of course Coleton would like that part. She sighed. What a great surprise. 
 
   Their food arrived and Aria began eating, surprised as usual at how hungry she was. All the physical work at the ranch took a lot of energy. As she ate and mused about the life they were living, and whether or not it would be temporary, a thought occurred to her. 
 
   "Coleton," she asked. He looked up from his food. "Training horses was my dream, and we've been living it together, trying it out. But are you just doing it because I wanted to? You have to have a dream of your own, don't you?"
 
   Coleton smiled at her and took a while to choose his words. "My only dream was to be free. Once my father was out of the picture I was living my dream every moment - training horses has just been gravy. Everything since then has been gravy, dessert, the cherry on top of my sundae."
 
   His eyes grew serious. "Well, except for one thing." He stared at her, and the fire deep in his eyes undid her. 
 
   He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out something else. It was small and hidden in his hand. 
 
   "I was going to save this for later, but now seems like a good time. Aria, now that I know what freedom is like, I have a new dream."
 
   He made a motion with his hands and Aria heard a creaking noise. Her cheeks grew warm with an emotion she couldn't quite identify. Excitement? Anxiety?
 
   Coleton held his hand out and Aria saw a small black box with a rose-colored ring inside. Even the brilliant stone had a rosy hue. Aria's breath caught in her throat.
 
   "Aria, since the day I met you I have never wanted to be apart from you. I can truly say that I fell in love with you at first sight. Getting to know you only made me love you and want you more. You are the sunshine of my day, the moonlight of my night, and the very air that I breathe. I know that you don't ever want to get married, but I can't stop myself from wanting to declare my forever-love to you. From wishing you would wear my ring, my token of everlasting devotion and commitment to you."
 
   Coleton's words hitched and Aria saw bright emotion shining in his face. He took a moment to compose himself. Aria stood quickly and crossed to his side of the table. She dropped to his lap, not caring what anyone else would think. She had to touch him, had to be with him, had to breathe his air and absorb his love. 
 
   "I would marry you, Coleton," she whispered in his ear, the first fat tear sliding down her cheek.
 
   She heard a deep and desperate noise start deep in his chest. He gently placed his hands on her hips and stood her up, his eyes on hers the entire time. He stood also, his face shining down at her. "Let me do this right, then," he said.
 
   He dropped to one knee and took her hand, his other hand fumbling the ring out of the box. 
 
   "Aria Gale, will you marry me?"
 
   Aria's emotions overwhelmed her and she covered her face with her hand. "Yes," she finally choked out and Coleton slid the ring over her finger, then stood, beaming. The restaurant erupted with applause and Aria fell into Coleton's arms. Where she belonged. Forever. 
 
    
 
   <<<<< The End >>>>>
 
    
 
   This is the end for the Unauthorized Series for now (discussion here). I really hope you enjoyed it. If you haven't read the Hide Me Series or Edge of the Heat, find them here: 
 
   What's next for me? Edgier, steamier billionaire and new adult romances, I'm thinking. And maybe some straight up thrillers. Which do you like best? Follow me at my facebook page or get on my list to be notified of my new projects.
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