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    Chapter 1


    


    Jen Mansko slipped through the waves on her surfboard, heading back to shore. She’d thought for sure that an hour of surfing before work would get rid of the tickle of unease she’d felt tumbling around the back of her mind, but now that her hour was over it was back. Did I forget something important? she wondered for the 50th time that morning. The cold water of Ocean Beach washed around her, chilling her more than usual. She barely noticed. Her thoughts seemed far away and hidden from her view by a piece of gauzy fabric in her mind. That’s silly, she thought. How can my own thoughts be hidden from me? But the feeling persisted.


    Reaching shore, she climbed off the surfboard and out of the water, functioning almost fully on auto-pilot. She’d done this same routine enough mornings that she probably could have made it from this point on the beach to the cafe that she worked at with her eyes closed. So what did it matter that her mind couldn’t stop worrying about something she couldn’t remember? She didn’t need it right now.


    In the parking lot, she slid her surfboard on top of her tiny, beat-up, hatchback and tied it down. She tugged off her wetsuit and grabbed a towel to dry her long hair, squeezing the water gently from her thick, pink ponytail. Looking at it made her smile, at least a little. She loved the pink dye in her normally blond hair.


    The early-morning fog pressed in on her and made her shiver. She looked in the back seat for her clothes but it was empty. She’d forgotten her clothes. All she had was the shorts she drove over in. She’d have to go home and grab her work outfit. Instead of lessening, the tickle of unease grew into a lightning bolt of dread, making her feel suddenly hot all over.


    Just go in to work and see if Carla has anything you can wear. She rejected the idea at once and climbed into the driver’s seat, a frown of dismay seated on her face. Jen grabbed her phone and dialed the cafe’s number.


    “Cafe Au Lait, can I help you?” a familiar, sassy voice asked.


    “Carla, I’ll be a few minutes late, I have to run home and get my clothes. I’m sorry,” Jen said into the phone, feeling like a robot.


    “Where you, girl? The beach?”


    “Yeah.”


    “So you’ll be 30 minutes late.”


    “Yeah. Sorry.”


    Jen heard Carla’s tone turn from flippant to concerned in an instant. “Jen, what’s wrong with you? You sound like someone ran over your best puppy.”


    “Nothing Carla, I just feel bad I’m gonna be late, that’s all.”


    “Aw girl, don’t worry about it. I got you covered.” The sass was back, but Jen couldn’t appreciate it. Her frenetic thoughts tumbled and hid from her behind the curtain.


    “Thanks Carla. I’ll get there as soon as I can,” she whispered and pressed the END button.


    She started her car and drove the 20 horrible minutes it took her to reach the apartment she shared with her boyfriend in San Francisco’s Tenderloin district. She pulled into her stall and killed the ignition. Dimly, she felt her jaw aching. She tried to relax the muscles there but couldn’t do it.


    She climbed the steps to her floor, pushing herself mentally to take each step. Not daring to think about why it was so hard. She’d rather be doing anything than this right now, and she didn’t even know why. Or at least that’s what she tried to believe.


    She walked the hall to her door like it was death row, her feet dragging, her muscles resisting. When she at last stood in front of her door she stared at it for several minutes, a heated debate persisting in her mind. Just go to work. Forget the clothes. No! Go in and get your clothes! Finally, she seated her key in the lock and pushed the door open, revealing the small living room beyond.


    She took a step, and another, then one more, and turned left at the hallway, her ears straining to pick up noises from the bedroom beyond, where her clothes lay. Instead of putting the clothes by her keys, like she always did, she’d pushed them under the bed. The image of herself doing it played over and over in her mind, but she still couldn’t admit to herself why she’d done it. But now the image changed. She saw herself going through the kitchen garbage, looking for a ring that had slipped off her hand, and finding a used condom buried almost at the bottom. Which was suspect because she and Adam didn’t use condoms. That was 2 weeks ago. She saw herself hugging Adam when he came home from work and smelling the unmistakable scent of sex on his body. That was a week ago. And she saw herself watching him smile and laugh to himself at a text message he received. When she’d checked his phone later, hating herself passionately for doing so, there was no record of any text messages coming in that day. So he’d deleted it. That was last night. Each time, she’d squashed the thoughts that came fast and furious, not letting herself think them. Adam loved her. She loved Adam. He wouldn’t do that. And just because they hadn’t had sex for a month now, that didn’t mean anything. He was tired. He was working double shifts almost every day. And she was too when she could get them.


    A noise interrupted the jumbled thoughts that were finally tumbling into her consciousness. A laugh. A female laugh. A throaty female laugh with a sensual moan at the end of it floated towards her through the small opening of the bedroom door. Physical pain wrapped itself around Jen’s chest and squeezed. Her head and neck suddenly flushed hot, even her eyes burned. Her breakfast of cheese and yogurt sat heavy in her stomach, while nausea rolled over her in a wave. The door to the bedroom she shared with Adam loomed in front of her. Through the two-inch crack she saw only the dresser against the wall. She couldn’t see any of the bed. She reached out her hand, which weighed 1000 pounds, and pushed weakly at the door.


    Adam’s broad, tanned back was towards her. His butt and leg muscles flexed rhythmically as he thrust and withdrew, thrust and withdrew. The light coming in from the window sparkled off tiny beads of sweat that lined his spine. Underneath him, in the bed, Jen saw a flash of pale skin, a shock of flaxen hair. She stood motionless and watched her boyfriend fuck whoever this was. Please God don’t let it be someone I know, she prayed, swallowing hard to keep her breakfast down.


    The girl moaned again. “You like that, baby?” Adam asked, sounding breathless and aggressive. The girl moaned in agreement and Jen’s hands flew to her ears, trying to block out the sound.


    The girl in the bed noticed the movement and locked eyes with Jen. Her face registered shock, but then slackened into recognition, and then a malicious smile grew there. She held Jen’s gaze and her smile widened as her body rocked with Adam’s thrusts.


    Jen lost her battle with her breakfast and ran out of the room, barely making it into the bathroom in time. As she heaved into the toilet, she heard Adam swear loudly, then say her name softly, condemningly from the doorway.


    When Jen was sure she was done she pushed away from the toilet. She stood and wiped her mouth, her eyes meeting Adam’s. He was wearing a pair of black shorts. His erection was still visible inside them. “Jen,” he began. “It’s not what it looks like.”


    Jen shook her head, not believing what she was hearing. The girl from the bedroom peeked over Adam’s shoulder at her, one of Jen’s sheets wrapped loosely around her, her bare breasts spilling out and screaming that it was exactly what it looked like.


    Jen mustered every ounce of cold fury she felt and told Adam, “I don’t want to see you ever again.” She shouldered past both of them and fled the apartment, forgetting her clothes again.


    


    ***


    


    


    “Carla, I just don’t understand! Why did he do it?” Jen wailed, her head tilting forward, her hair spilling into the over sized cup of hot tea Carla had brought her.


    “Shh, baby girl, shh, he did it because he’s a jerk and an asshole and he don’t deserve you noways.” Carla patted Jen’s back while she craned her head to see out into the cafe from the tiny break room.


    “Look, as soon as Rena gets here to cover your shift I’m going to take you back to my place and we’ll hash this out, but until then try to be at least a little quiet. I’ll be right back.” Carla ran out into the cafe.


    Dimly, Jen heard her ask “Can I help you?”


    And life goes on. My boyfriend cheated on me in my bed, but I gotta keep quiet, Jen thought, tears plinking into her tea.


    Her phone buzzed beside her. She grabbed it, half-hoping it was Adam, half-terrified it was Adam. The rage she had felt in the apartment was gone, replaced only by a sick, sad longing and a wellspring of grief she was drowning in. She’d loved him. She still loved him even though she didn’t want to. They were going to go to Europe together in three months. She’d been sure he would propose in Europe - maybe at the top of the Eiffel Tower, maybe in a gondola floating in a Venice canal.


    And now what? She was 26, and there would be no marriage, no proposal, no trip to Europe. She knew she didn’t have the guts to go by herself. And she also knew if he came up with some halfway-plausible sob story, she was in danger of taking him back. Anything to stop the hurt in her heart.


    She snorted to herself through her tears. What was that old joke? Sorry babe, I tripped and fell on top of her, over and over and over again. And I was naked because I had just got out of the shower. And she was in the room because our bed was broken and I called the bed-repair store and they sent her over. And she was naked too because she said that’s the only way she would know if the bed was fixed or not. So you see, it’s really not my fault.


    Jen tugged at her hair, hard, trying to break up the ridiculous thoughts with pain. Her phone buzzed again and she slowly brought her eyes to the screen. It wasn’t Adam. Thank you, God. It was a text message from her big brother, Jerry. Jerry who had never seemed to like Adam. But he was never mean about it. Maybe she could go visit him for a few days. Get her mind off of Adam.


    She unlocked her phone and read his text. Back from Middle East. When are you coming up to meet Sara? Or should we come down? Miss you.


    A sad cry erupted from Jen’s throat, startling her. No brotherly intuition that something was wrong. Just normal life goes on. And Jerry had a new girlfriend. A serious girlfriend. A famous, dangerous girlfriend who used to be a spy. Jen was thrilled for him, but at the same time his good fortune rubbed her horrible discovery just a little bit more raw, a little bit more tender and painful.


    Jen pushed the phone away without responding. She put her head down on the table and continued to cry.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    

  


  
    


    “What are you going to do if he’s still here?” Carla whispered to Jen as they walked up the steps to Jen’s apartment.


    “I don’t know. That’s why I brought you with me,” Jen whispered back.


    It was her apartment. She’d lived here first. He’d moved in with her. He wasn’t even on the lease. So if she had to, she could call the cops. She hoped.


    The night sky was dark and slightly chilling. Jen felt a little bit better and she hadn’t cried for almost an hour. She’d spent the day at Carla’s apartment. They’d watched First Wives Club twice and The Other Woman once. They’d downed mimosas and bashed Adam for hours, although Carla was much better at it than Jen was. Jen’s heart was never in it.


    In front of Jen’s door, they stopped and both of them put their ear to it. No sounds came from within. Jen grabbed Carla’s hand and held it tight, then put her key in the lock and pushed the door open. The place was dark and empty.


    Jen let out her held breath in a whoosh. “Thank goodness,” she said, walking into the apartment and snapping on the lights. Her next sentence died in her throat and dread took hold of her for the second time that day. The place was mostly empty. Her couch was gone. Her TV was gone. Her big comfy chair was gone. Her paintings were taken down from the walls. She could see dark squares where they had been.


    “Oh he didn’t, he didn’t!” she yelled, anguished, and ran down the hallway to the bedroom. Her bed was gone. The cheap dresser was still there, standing against the wall like a lone sentry. She ripped open the closet. His clothes were gone. Her clothes were still there, but they looked rifled through, like maybe some were missing. The floor was a littered mess of papers, her shoes, empty hangers, and her few keepsake boxes that had been under the bed. She sank into the mess and gathered a ratty old teddy bear to her. The only gift she had left from her father. At least Adam hadn’t taken it.


    Carla walked in the door and whistled. “Was the bed yours?”


    “Yeah, and the TV, and the couch, and the chair. It was all mine. Adam was living on a friend’s couch when we got together.” Jen heard the hopeless, plaintive note in her voice and hated it.


    “Baby girl, you better call the police.”


    “Yeah, OK. You’re right.”


    Jen fished her phone out of her pocket and dialed the number. The dispatcher said they’d send someone as soon as they could, and maybe she should make a list of what was gone.


    “God, I’m such an idiot,” Jen groaned.


    Carla sat on the floor next to her. “You’re not an idiot. You’re just-”


    “Naive, I know. I’ve heard it before.”


    “I wasn’t gonna say naive, sweetie. I was gonna say sweet. Trusting. You think the best of people, even if they don’t deserve it. That’s a wonderful way to be.”


    “It doesn’t feel so wonderful.”


    Carla clucked her tongue and pulled Jen into a hug. “I know it don’t right now. But that’s what makes you who you are, Jen. You’re the best kind of person, in my opinion. You’re sensitive, soft, kind. You don’t have hard edges that hurt people. I know you got hurt this time but it won’t last forever. Adam did you a favor. He doesn’t deserve you. He never deserved you. Everybody knew that.”


    Jen looked at Carla, wide-eyed. “You didn’t like Adam?”


    Carla dropped her gaze. “No, I didn’t. I always knew he was the cheating type. I could tell the first time I met him.”


    “How? How could you tell?” Jen pushed off the floor and paced the room. “How can you tell someone is the cheating type? And why couldn’t I tell? I’m seriously asking you, Carla! I seriously need to know this!” Jen stopped pacing and dropped to her knees in front of Carla. “He’s not the first guy to cheat on me, did you know that?” she said softly, staring into Carla’s eyes with a stricken look on her face.


    Carla nodded, her eyes kind. “You told me.” She took Jen’s hands in her own. “I guess I knew because when you introduced us and he shook my hand he held onto it a little bit too long. And the way he looked at me felt like he was assessing me, maybe checking me to see if I was interested in him. And how he would watch the women who walked by. Like they were all in the Miss Universe pageant and he was the only judge.”


    Jen groaned and pulled away. “I never noticed any of that about him. God I hate being sensitive and kind and trusting. I want to be able to look at a guy and know if he’s a jerk. And I want to be able to tell him to get lost and not feel bad about it. I want to be like you, Carla.”


    “No you don’t, baby girl. I’m loud and brash and harsh and all my guys are that way too. And that’s OK. We’re made for each other like that. And sometimes we bang up against each other and accidentally hurt each other because of it. But you, someday you’re going to find a guy who is a lot like you. And he’s going to be amazing. He’s going to be sensitive and sweet and kind, and he’s going to recognize that in you too, and he’s going to fall head over heels in love with you.” Carla’s voice softened to a whisper, with an undercurrent of steel in it. “And he ain’t never gonna hurt you. He’s gonna be your fiercest protector and your greatest lover and you are really going to live happily ever after.”


    Jen pulled back, surprise in her eyes. “How do you know that?”


    “I just know, Jen, cuz girls like you are rare and special and when they find the right one, he sticks around.”


    “Well how am I going to know he’s the right one?” Jen whispered. “I’ll probably be wasting my time on some other jerk because I can’t tell who’s a jerk and who’s not!”


    Carla nodded solemnly. “Maybe that used to be true. But I bet you’ll look a little harder from now on, won’t you?”


    Jen’s mouth pulled sideways into a bemused smile. “Yeah, I guess I will.”


    Carla pulled her into a hug and whispered into her ear. “See, Adam might have done you a bit of a favor after all.”


    The doorbell rang, startling both women. Carla laughed and pulled back. “I bet that’s the police. And you didn’t even make your list yet.”


    


    ***


    


    Jen sat at the kitchen table looking over the form the female police officer had pushed across to her.


    “Is the list missing any item that your ex-boyfriend removed from the apartment?” Officer Sanders asked.


    Jen shook her head and passed it back to the officer.


    “How about your purse. Are you missing anything from there?”


    “No,” Jen whispered, the weight of the formality of filing a police report pressing down on her heavily. She stole a glance at Officer Sanders, impressed at how put together she was. Her brown hair was pulled back into a neat bun, and not one single hair dared stray out of place. Her pretty face looked free of makeup. And the gun on her hip kept drawing Jen’s eyes. She bet that Officer Sander’s boyfriends never cheated on her.


    “How about your bank accounts, did he have access to them?”


    Jen’s heart dropped into her shoes like a brick. “Oh God, we have a joint account. We were saving for a vacation.”


    “If his name was on the account, you have no recourse even if he cleared it out, but you should check all of your accounts while I’m here, just in case. Can you do that?”


    Jen nodded mutely and grabbed her phone. She punched in the URL to her only bank to check the two accounts she held there. A small cry built up in the back of her throat. It escaped as she flipped the phone around so that Carla and Officer Sanders could see it. Her single account showed $212.42 and the savings account she shared with Adam showed only $0.01.


    “There was over eight thousand dollars in there last week!” she told them, her voice strained and cracking.


    Officer Sanders mouth tightened into a grim line. But her eyes said she saw this every day. “And that is the account that you share with him?”


    Jen nodded, the tears flowing again. Carla moved closer and hugged her.


    “How about this other account, is the balance there OK?”


    Jen nodded against Carla’s chest. “Yeah. That’s how much is supposed to be in there.” She felt sick. Not only had she been cheated on and robbed, but now she was completely broke too.


    Officer Sanders nodded and scribbled in her notebook. “Here’s what I can do for you. I’ll write up a report and I’ll look for your ex-boyfriend. If I can find him, I’ll arrest and charge him for the theft of your items. Then the district attorney’s office takes over the case. Just the arrest may be enough for him to return your items.”


    She stood, put her notebook in the front pocket of her uniform shirt and took the piece of paper from the table. “I’ll be in touch.”


    Officer Sanders rounded the table and headed for the door. Once there, she stopped and offered Jen a final piece of advice. “You seem like a good person. Don’t let this get you down. Just don’t be as … trusting next time, at least not until you’re married.”


    


    ***


    


    Two hours later, driving North to Westwood Harbor, Jen replayed the last sentence Officer Sanders had spoken to her over and over again. The more she thought about it, the more she was convinced that Officer Sanders had been about to say naive, but had changed the word to trusting at the last minute.


    Her thoughts swept across her brain savagely, like a grass fire over an open field. Naive, that’s me. 26 years old and I’ve got the street smarts of a 12 year old. God I just need to get away. Westwood Harbor may not even be far enough. Maybe I should move to another state. Another country even. I could join the Peace Corps. Or the Army. Yeah right, I’d do great in the Army. I’d probably shoot myself by the end of the first week. Better stick with the Peace Corps.


    As she approached the first freeway entrance for Westwood Harbor her thoughts slowed long enough for her to realize she hadn’t even called Jerry to let him know she was coming. She’d emptied her apartment and dropped a note to her superintendent, along with her keys, in his dropbox. She’d had vacation coming up at the cafe so she asked her boss if she could take it, and she gave Carla an official letter of resignation. She knew she could add impulsive to her list of negative traits but she didn’t care. She felt like she couldn’t spend one more minute in San Francisco. For her, the entire city had become one big reminder of Adam and his betrayal. She wanted out.


    Jen picked up her phone and almost called her brother. Instead, she threw it on the passenger seat and took the next exit. She’d be at his house in five minutes anyway.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen parked her car in Jerry’s driveway, thankful that the lights were on. Jerry was a firefighter, and sometimes he worked odd hours. Plus it was late. She checked her phone. Just after midnight. She walked to the door and tried the knob. Locked. Jen knocked on the door, the night air feeling good on her face, which was puffy from crying. She turned her face to catch a breeze and waited for Jerry to come to the door. After a minute, she knocked again.


    Finally, the door swung open. Jen tried to put on a happy-to-see-you face for her brother, knowing he would see through it in an instant. But it wasn’t Jerry. It was a stunning, exotic-looking woman, almost as tall as Jerry, with hard, watchful eyes and an imposing stance. She was wearing a forest-green silk robe, belted at the waist. “Yes?” she asked, her voice tightly coiled.


    Jen took an involuntary step back. For an instant, a crazy thought shot through her head, that if she didn’t say something quickly, this woman would attack her. Throw her on the ground and handcuff her or something. Frantically she tried to find some words. “Jerry. Is Jerry here? He’s my brother.”


    The woman’s observant gaze swept Jen’s body, face, and hair. And then she relaxed. Her eyes crinkled as she smiled. “Jen! What a surprise. Jerry will be so happy to see you!” The woman grasped Jen’s elbow and pulled her in the house.


    Jen’s stomach churned as she realized that this was Sara, the girlfriend - the serious girlfriend, and that Sara was probably living here. Jerry wouldn’t want his kid sister hanging around. Oh God why didn’t I call first?


    Jen allowed herself to be pulled into the kitchen. Sara gave her a hug, and sat her down at the kitchen table. “You sit here, I’ll get Jerry.”


    Jen watched Sara head down the hallway toward the bedroom and grimaced. She’d shown up unannounced and interrupted them. She never wanted to think of her big brother having sex, but her big brother having sex with that woman? It must be like playing with a tame panther, she thought. Like you know the panther isn’t going to hurt you, but you also know the panther easily could, if the panther wanted to.


    Jen heard feet pounding down the hallway and then Jerry, dressed only in shorts so she could see the scars on his leg and shoulder, ran into the room. “Jen!” He picked her straight up out of the chair and twirled her around before setting her on her feet and hugging her.


    “What are you doing here?” He looked closer at her face. “What happened? What’s wrong?”


    Jen had promised herself she wouldn’t cry anymore today, but she burst into tears anyway. Well, it’s after midnight, so technically it’s not today anymore. Her tears took on a manic quality at the thought and she buried her face into her big brother’s shoulder. He pulled her to the couch and let her cry. Somewhere off in the distance she heard dishes rattling.


    10 minutes later, when her tears had finally dried up, she picked her head up and looked sheepishly at Jerry. He gave her a gentle smile and motioned to a cup of what looked like hot chocolate on the coffee table. “Have a drink. Sugar always helps.”


    Jen laughed a little and sipped the hot chocolate. She did feel better. But it wasn’t the hot chocolate. Carla had been great. But she wasn’t family. Jerry might only be her half-brother, but he was still really good at the big brother thing. He hadn’t even asked her why she was crying yet.


    “Adam cheated on me,” she blurted out. Jerry just looked at her and stroked her hair. “You don’t seem surprised,” she said.


    “Well, I figured it had to be something like that. And besides-”


    Jen interrupted him. “You knew he was a cheater.”


    Now Jerry’s face showed some surprise. “Yeah, I did.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “I tried to Jen, don’t you remember?”


    A vertical line appeared between Jen’s eyebrows. “No, I don’t remember. When?”


    “When you guys visited here. What was that a year and a half ago? He made some off-color jokes about what Emma would be like in the sack. I told you about them.”


    Jen made her right hand into a fist and hit herself in the forehead with it. “Yeah, but I thought he was just joking. Does something like that mean a guy is a cheater?”


    Jerry exchanged a glance with Sara, who sat across the room in an overstuffed armchair. Jen caught the look and hit herself in the forehead again. “I know, I know, I’m … I’m stupid about men. I’m naive. You have to spell it out for me. So do it. Spell it out for me! Next time just tell me he’s a cheater!”


    Jerry caught her hand before she could whack herself in the forehead again. “OK sweetie, I will, I promise. But you’re not stupid, you’re just-”


    Jen interrupted him again. “Trusting! I know!” She stood up and paced through his kitchen, around and around the table.


    “Are you staying here tonight?” Jerry called from the living room. Jen let out some of her tension in a deep sigh.


    “Yeah, if that’s OK,” she called back. “In fact, I kind of turned in the keys to my apartment and quit my job.”


    “Stay as long as you want. I’ll set you up in the guest room.”


    Oh thank God, Jen thought. Suddenly her legs quivered and started to give out beneath her. Well no wonder, you just abandoned your whole life and drove to another town with no money and without even knowing if your brother would take you in. “OK thanks,” she called back, wondering what Sara thought.


    She sank into a chair and took a deep breath. The daily newspaper was spread out on the table and a picture of a female police officer caught her eye. It almost looked like Officer Sanders. She picked it up and read the headline of the ad that took up half of the page.


    


    Change Your Life, Learn New Skills, Become a Trusted Member of Your Community, Save Lives


    


    Westwood Harbor Police Department 155th Recruit Class Wants You!


    Are You Seeking a Full-Time, Challenging but Rewarding Career?


    Are You Responsible and Hard-Working?


    Are You Detail-Oriented and Trustworthy?


    


    Requirements:


    Age 21 or over


    High School Diploma or GED required


    California drivers license


    No disqualifying criminal or motor vehicle record


    


    Benefits:


    $52,000 starting salary


    30 days vacation and 20 days sick leave a year


    20 year retirement plan


    Continual opportunities for promotion and advancement


    


    Finally, thoughts of Adam were driven from her mind. She let them go with a small smile. A universe of possibilities opened up in front of her eyes. Carefully, she folded the piece of newspaper very small and put it in her pocket. Feeling like a different person, she headed back into the living room, two phrases beating a steady metronome in her brain: $52,000 starting salary and Change Your Life. Both jockeyed for position, but both held an equally strong pull over her. She was sick of being broke. And she was sick of being who she was. The piece of paper feeling hot and alive in her pocket, she decided she needed a soft bed and some time to herself. Some time to think.


    As she entered the living room, Jerry and Sara both looked at her openly.


    “I’m tired Jerry, where do I sleep?”


    


    ***


    


    The next morning, after a few hours of light, active sleep, the idea of becoming a police officer beckoned her even more strongly. She could almost see herself in the uniform, looking strong, feeling confident. She quickly got dressed and walked out of Jerry’s guest room to a delicious aroma coming from the kitchen. Jerry was at the stove, cooking something that smelled and sounded like bacon.


    “Morning, Jen,” he said.


    “Morning.” She sat down at the table next to Sara, who smiled at her.


    “Feeling a little better?” Sara asked. “You look better. Happy even.”


    “Yeah, I do feel better. A lot better. I’m glad I came.”


    Jerry brought her a plate of bacon and eggs. “We’re glad you came too Jen. Seriously, you can stay with us for as long as you need to in order to get back on your feet.”


    Jen looked him in the eyes. “What if I stayed here for a few weeks?”


    Jerry looked at Sara and then back at Jen. “Of course, that’s no problem.”


    “Great. Thanks Jerry. You’re a great brother.” Jen smiled and dug into her food.


    Jerry watched her closely, then sat down next to her. “Wow, you do look happy. What’s going on? Did you get over Adam that fast?”


    “Yeah, maybe,” Jen said around a mouthful of food. She swallowed, then thought about what to say. Jerry wasn’t one to tease or make fun, but she didn’t know how he would feel about her saying she was going to apply to be a cop. She’d barely slept last night, thinking about how her family and friends were going to respond to this decision. But even someone as naive as her knew she couldn’t live her life for them. She had to do this. Had to try, or regret it forever. Even if she hated being a cop, and only did it for a year, she knew it was the way out of her current hurt. Her current feelings of failure. Her current failings. She hadn’t even thought of Adam hardly at all last night. What she was thinking about was too big, too huge to allow that. It crowded him out. And that was fine with her.


    She pulled the folded up piece of newspaper out of her pocket and slid it to him. He unwrapped it with a cautious look on his face. He read it and then slid it to Sara. Jen watched him closely but his eyes were unreadable. He hadn’t laughed though, that was good.


    “You want to be a police officer?”


    “Yep.”


    “Why?”


    “Lots of reasons.”


    “Is this something you’ve wanted to do for a while?”


    “Not really. But I met a cool police officer recently and she seemed really together, you know?”


    Jerry took a deep breath and seemed to choose his words carefully. “Is that what you are trying to do? Get yourself together? Because you don’t have to become a cop to do that.”


    Jen shot him a reproachful look. “I know that. But I think it will be good for me. I think it will help me be more like I want to be. And I think I will be good at it. And the starting salary is $52,000!.”


    This time Jerry looked at Sara for help. Sara nodded and flapped her hand at him. Go on, you’re doing great. He looked back at Jen. “Like you want to be? How do you want to be?”


    “You know, strong, street-smart, together.” She pointed at Sara. “More like her. I bet people don’t cheat on her.”


    Sara uttered a surprised laugh. “You’ve got me pegged all wrong, Jen. People don’t cheat on me, but only because I’ve never had any boyfriends. My life has been pretty screwed up too, you know.”


    Jen nodded, not sure what to make of this. Then she leaned forward intensely. “But Jerry won’t ever cheat on you. You would — You’d …” She trailed off, not wanting to say what she was thinking. It seemed too juvenile. “He just wouldn’t,” she finished lamely.


    This time both Jerry and Sara laughed. “I’m sure he won’t ever cheat on me, Jen, but not because I’d hurt him if he did. He wouldn’t cheat on me because it goes against his moral code. That’s not who he is.”


    Jen nodded, as if this proved her point. “Right.” She dug into her food again. She was starving and it tasted wonderful.


    “It’s not easy being a cop, Jen. You could get hurt,” Jerry said.


    “I know that.”


    “And you’ll see people who are hurt every day. You will see horrors that will turn your stomach. Your mom always—” Jerry stopped talking and seemed to think here about whether to go on. Finally he did. “Your mom sheltered you. You were barely even allowed out of the house till you were 18. And that one time you got bullied at school she pulled you out and home schooled you till you graduated. It’s not going to be like that if you’re a cop. People won’t treat you with kid gloves. Criminals swear at you and spit on you and even try to shoot you. Even your fellow cops are going to swear at you. It’s not an easy job.”


    Jen swallowed and nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly! I want that Jerry! I want everything you just said. I know Mom sheltered me. Why do you think I’m so trusting? So naive? I bet I won’t be naive after a few months of working as a cop.”


    Jerry looked at Sara again, and this time Sara smiled and shrugged. “She’s got a point, Jerry.”


    “OK, OK, I just want to make sure you know what you are getting yourself into.” He got up and walked to the stove again, then turned around and pointed the spatula at her. “You’ll have to dye your hair blond again, you know. They won’t let you wear it pink like that.”


    Jen’s hands fluttered to her hair. She pulled a pretty pink lock through her fingers and looked at it. She hadn’t thought of that. It was the first thing that seemed like a negative to her. But it was a small negative. “I can do that. No problem.”


    Jerry threw some more bacon in the pan and spoke with his back to her. Jen had to strain to hear him over the popping and sizzling. “It’s going to take longer than a few weeks, you know. I don’t know when the recruit class starts, but I would bet it isn’t for months. First you’ll have to take a written test, then a physical test, then a lie detector test, and then if you pass all of that you’ll get to start recruit class. Sometimes the process takes five or six months.”


    Jen’s good feelings took a nosedive. “Really? That long?” That meant she’d had to get a job between now and then. And that was five or six months to change her mind in. Not that she wanted to change her mind, but if her friends, or her mother, started in on her relentlessly, they might be able to convince her to give it up. She knew she wasn’t good at holding on to a conviction (wasn’t that why she was doing this?), especially if her mother thought it was a bad idea. And she knew her mother would think this was a bad idea. Her mother was in Arizona right now, helping sickly Aunt Betty, and she might be there for a few weeks yet, but five months? No way. Anxiety started to creep in to Jen’s mind. She groped around madly for something to say. Something to make her forget she was feeling anxious. “How do you know that Jerry? Do you know any cops?”


    He came back to the table with some more breakfast and filled Sara’s plate. “I know a few. But I know that because it’s the same for all city jobs. First written test, then physical test if there is one, and then lie detector test if there is one. Prison guard, firefighter, and cop all have a physical test and a lie detector test.”


    “What kind of stuff do they ask you?”


    “On the lie detector? Easy stuff. How many times have you smoked pot, how many harder drugs have you done, have your ever hit a family member, have you ever stolen anything?”


    “Oh,” Jen said quietly. That was an easy one. She hadn’t ever done any drugs or hit anyone or stolen anything. But somehow the thought of having to take a lie detector test to get a job scared her. “And the physical test? What’s that like?”


    Jerry grinned. “It’s almost like a maze. You have to run a course and jump over stuff and through windows and drag weights and finish in a certain time. I know where they hold it. Want me to take you over there and run you through it? I could help you train for it. You’ll probably do well though - your muscles are pretty well-developed from surfing every day.”


    Jen’s anxiousness evaporated. Jerry was going to help her. Jerry was going to support her. She laughed and gave him a one-armed hug while she finished her breakfast with the other hand. “Yeah - let’s go now!”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    

  


  
    



    Sergeant Hunter Foley scanned the metal bleachers, laughing at himself for doing so, even though that was exactly what he was supposed to be doing. He knew what, or rather who, he was looking for. The girl with the pink hair. He didn’t know her name. He didn’t even know if she’d passed the written test, although he guessed she probably did. He wouldn’t get a look at the applications and test scores until after today’s test was finished. But he liked to get a handle on the possible candidates before he knew their names and their test scores. Test scores alter your perceptions of someone. He’d learned that seven recruit classes ago.


    Ever since that lesson he preferred to show up at the police applicant written test, and again at the physical test, and make a list of his possible candidates by watching them move and talk. Pulling police recruits out of recruit class and putting them undercover was dangerous. Very dangerous. And he didn’t want his decisions mucked up by how book-smart the recruit was. Because book-smarts almost never kept you alive in undercover work. Not looking and smelling like a cop kept you alive. The ability to think on your feet kept you alive. And even good old charm actually worked well in undercover work to keep you alive. That was something he never would have believed seven years ago when he had started doing this, but he’d seen it time and time again. If the criminal liked you, he was reluctant to think you were a cop.


    Hunter’s eyes never stopped moving. He saw one of his possibles, the big guy with the long hair and the cowboy hat, enter and sit down. And he was still wearing his cowboy hat and jeans. Briefly Hunter wondered if the guy was going to try to run the physical agilities test in those jeans. Because that would immediately disqualify him from undercover work for sheer stupidity, in Hunter’s mind. But no, he sat on one of the bleachers and took his hat off and his jeans off, revealing track shorts underneath. And he still looked like a cowboy. Good.


    Hunter moved on, searching for his other possibles. The petite chick with the tattoos. The redneck guy with the thick accent. And of course the surfer girl with the pink hair. His heartbeat quickened a little at the thought of her. She looked almost perfect for the undercover operation they had cooked up this time around. But looking perfect and being perfect were two different things. If she passed today he would have to take a good look at whether or not his interest in her was strictly professional— or if there was more to it.


    He shook his head and rolled his eyes at himself. Of course there is more to it, asshole. Admit it, he growled inside his own mind. He remembered when he’d first seen her walk into the auditorium at the Civic Building. She’d made it with just five minutes to spare and had to rush to sit down in the very back row. There’d already been at least 800 people sitting in their seats, their pencils sharpened, their eyes glued to the sealed pamphlets, waiting for the proctor to tell them to break the seal and start. Hunter had watched her walk in, moving with a quiet grace that said athlete. Her long, pink hair had immediately drawn his eye. It was a dark pink on the top, but lightened towards the tips. It lay easily over her shoulders, framing her pretty face perfectly. She had looked young, delicate, and intensely feminine. Hunter had watched her enter and sit down and realized he was staring. And then he had realized that he was getting hard. He shifted in his chair, amused, irritated, and even a little grateful. He hadn’t responded to the mere sight of a woman like that since he was a teenager. In fact, it had been so long since he’d shown interest in any woman he’d begun to wonder if there was something wrong with him. The only women he seemed to meet anymore were cops, criminals, and lawyers. And not one of them had interested him in … he thought back. Had it really been 4 years? He had a ton of excuses. He’d been pulling 12 hour shifts for years, and by the time he got home all he wanted to do was relax. But this woman, there was something about her, something about all those yards of pink hair, that made him think of things … naughty things he would like to do — his thoughts broke off as he realized his body was responding to just the thought of her now. She wasn’t even here that he could see. Damn.


    Sgt. Foley dropped his clipboard in front of his zipper and walked stiffly away, reciting the prime numbers backwards from 300 to 1 in his head, calling himself a dirty old man with the rest of his brain. A stupid, dirty old man. That woman was probably 21 years old. 10 years younger than him. And he very well could be her boss in the next few days. He needed to get a handle on himself. Just because he was attracted to her was no reason to go and blow what could be the biggest bust the undercover program had ever been tasked to investigate. If it went well, they would have evidence enough to put dozens of criminals behind bars. Maybe even some of the larger fencing operations. Maybe even some of the dirtbags behind the fencing operations. Wouldn't that be sweet? He hated what Westwood Harbor was turning into. He hated the steady influx of criminals looking to turn an easy buck. He hated that three rival big bosses, one from the Mexican mafia, and two from L.A. Street gangs, had set up shop in Westwood Harbor and routinely held up cargo freighters and semi trucks moving through the city, shooting anybody who got in their way as a message. They sold the goods, then used the money to bring in drugs and weapons. The goods themselves were generally moved out of Westwood Harbor, and he had no control over what happened then. But some of them stayed here, and that’s what he was interested in. He also was very interested in busting the lowly criminals who had tried and failed to sell their stolen goods to the big boss. If he could get enough of them to give up information on the big bosses, he could secure a conviction. Foley dreamed about that. Dreamed about setting up a case strong enough to put these oxygen-thieves behind bars for good. And if he didn’t act fast, if his department wasn’t able to make an example out of someone, and quickly, Westwood Harbor would soon be overrun with crime, like LA. Maybe even like Oakland someday. Foley had seen it coming for three years, and there had been nothing he could do about it. But now, with the Chief’s approval, he had put together a plan that had minimal risk for the recruits going undercover, and maximum potential to slice a gaping hole in the organized crime operations. A hole he hoped would bleed until it drowned those in charge.


    Hunter’s hand holding the clipboard fell away from his front. He no longer needed it. His jaw was set in determination and anger, a common combination for him these days. Thinking about how crime was overtaking the city he was born in always brought out that mix in him. He threaded his way through the invariably young applicants and their supporters, dimly aware that testing was about to start. He needed to take his place near the finish line so he could get the names of his possibles if they passed.


    And that’s when he almost ran into her. He’d weaved right to avoid a man who was stretching in his path, and the woman with the pink hair materialized in front of him, heading the other way. Too shocked to say anything he moved left, trying to get out of her way. She also moved that way, trying to get out of his. Up close, she was even prettier than he remembered. Her skin was clear and light, contrasting perfectly with her dark eyelashes and eyebrows in the way that only true blondes could pull off. But she wasn’t blonde. She was pink. And even as his brain was thinking this inane thought, he moved the other way, trying to allow her to pass. But she moved too and then she giggled, revealing a genuine and gorgeous smile. She apologized and took his arms, then turned them both so that he was on the side he wanted to be on and she was on the side she wanted to be on. She laughed again and walked on without sparing him another glance. His arms tingled at her touch and his nose sniffed, trying to hold on to the delicate, flowery scent she left in her wake. He watched her walk away, then realized what he was doing. Mentally he pushed himself forward, heading towards the finish line. She’d passed the written test. She was here. And he was a goner. If they used her, he’d have to let his partner handle her because he couldn’t trust himself to do it. But did he trust Sadler to do it? To 100% keep her safe?


    Hunter shook his head and tried to clear it of these thoughts. Nothing was final yet. He had a job to do here. The whistle sounded, signifying the start of the test and the first number was called. He settled in to watch.


    


    


    ***


    


    Jen burst through Jerry’s front door, exuberant at having passed the physical agilities test. Jerry followed, smiling indulgently at her. She hadn’t stopped pinching herself since she crossed the finish line. Jerry had never seen her this excited about anything, especially not anything requiring hard work and dedication, at least since high school sports.


    “I did it Jerry! I’m going to do this! I’m sure to pass the lie detector. Call Sara! She said she wanted you to call her right away if I passed.”


    “OK, I’m calling her right now.”


    “When is she coming back?” Jen called over her shoulder, already halfway to her room, intent on hanging up her passing times for the physical agilities test on the wall right next to her passing score for the written test.


    “Not till next week.” Jen heard the sad note in Jerry’s voice. Sara had been gone only for three days, but Jerry already missed her a lot. Sara was in Sacramento, doing secret government stuff. Jerry was going back to work in a few days, so he hadn’t tried to accompany her.


    For a moment, Jen’s thoughts lingered on her brother, but they couldn’t stay there long. She’d passed the physical agilities test, slam-dunked it actually, coming in with 23 seconds still to spare, and she was that much closer to becoming a police officer. It had been seven weeks since she’d first made her decision and she still felt just as strongly about it. But even the decision seemed to be working magic on her. She already felt stronger, more sure of herself, and less naive. Two weeks ago Adam had even texted her and said he was sorry for what he did and could she forgive him. She’d thought about it for a long time, weighing the pros and cons of at least replying. On the plus side maybe she’d get her stuff back. Maybe he’d even send her half of the money he’d taken out of their bank account. But she could read the subtle subtext of his message. She’d bet anything that he was girlfriend-less and maybe even homeless right about now. And what he was really looking for was to see if she would take him back. Suddenly she was extremely glad that she had packed up and left San Francisco. If she were still there, nursing a broken heart, how would she have responded to his text? Would she have taken him back? She liked to think no, no way. But she couldn’t be positive. As it was, she had stared at the text for a long time. Thought about it hard. And then deleted it. Even the money wasn’t worth having to deal with him right now. Besides, she was more than half way to a starting salary of $52,000. She’d get that money back in one month.


    Jen tacked her paper on the wall, flopped down on her bed, and stared at it. The physical test had been hard. But she and Jerry had been running through it three times a week for the last seven weeks. Plus he’d been taking her to the gym twice a week. She’d grown muscles in places she didn’t know she had. He also had talked her out of getting a job, saying he’d be happy to support her until she finished the police applicant process. And Sara had been giving her self-defense classes in the yard, as well as taking her walking through the tougher districts in town. She could now easily distinguish between a person high on seven different kinds of street drugs. And she could spot the signs of concealed weapons. Better yet, she was beginning to be able to spot the difference between what Sara called Hawks and Doves. Hawks were dangerous people — willing to fight to the death for what they believed in, or what they thought they needed. If you rolled up on a Hawk on a traffic stop or responded to a domestic dispute and found a Hawk, you’d be better off pulling them off to the side and handcuffing them immediately, before you ended up rolling on the ground with them, their hands trying to pull your own gun out of its holster to shoot you with. Doves, they were almost never dangerous. They were the type of people who either don’t believe in physical violence as a means to any end, or were too cowed for whatever reason to attempt it. Doves could be sat down on the couch and interviewed without fear. And then there were Pigeons. Pigeons were normally doves, but for whatever reason, they had turned to Hawks for a short time. Drugs, being pushed too far, mental unwinding. Pigeons were the most dangerous, because you never knew what a Pigeon might do. A Pigeon might jump off a roof while wrestling with you, just for the pleasure of pulling you to the ground with them.


    Before Sara left, Jen had a hesitant question for her: “Sara, am I a Hawk or a Dove?” certain in her heart that Sara would say she was a Dove. Before Sara even answered she had her next question all lined up: Are Doves ever good at being police officers? But Sara had surprised her. “You’re a Hawk, Jen, you’ve just never known it till now. You can thank Adam for waking you up to your true nature. There’s nothing wrong with being either a Hawk or a Dove - it’s just the way you were born - but there’s a lot wrong with thinking you are a Dove when you’re not. It’s stressful.”


    Jen had thought about this for days. In fact she was still thinking about it. Her true nature? Really?


    She heard Jerry yell from the other room. “Come on, Jen, Sara says congratulations and says we should celebrate!”


    Celebrate. That sounded great. She got up and ran to the kitchen to make plans.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    

  


  
    



    Hunter whipped his chair around to face his partner, Sergeant Dominic Sadler. They’d only been working together a few months now, and he still wasn’t sure what he thought of Sadler. He’d make some final decisions about that when he saw how Sadler performed on this detail.


    “Did you look at my finals?” he asked Sadler.


    “Mmm.” Sadler grunted, his eyes on his desk.


    “What does that mean?” Hunter asked, irritation clearly lining his voice. He did not feel like dealing with crap this morning. They had less than a week to get operational.


    Sadler looked up, his eyes saying he was ready to square off. “It means, why are there so many women in your finals?”


    “Chief wants us to use women this time. He says if we don’t start offering women undercover slots we’re going to have a lawsuit on our hands eventually. Besides, women are perfect for behind the counter. Most of the perps coming in are going to be male. Having the softer sex behind the counter will put them at ease. And they’ll be less likely to think they are cops. Especially the ones I’ve picked out. Have you even looked at their files yet? Or did you see they were women and just start pouting like a child?”


    Sadler grunted again. “I looked. We shouldn’t be using fucking women though. The chief should fucking know better.”


    Hunter shook his head. He couldn’t believe this. So Sadler was going to be completely useless because they were going live with women? That didn’t make any sense. What in the hell did he have against women anyway? He opened his mouth to chew Sadler a new attitude, but Sadler got up quickly and dropped three files on Hunter’s desk. “I looked. These are the best ones. Spare me the fucking lecture, OK?” And then he walked out.


    Hunter looked down at the files and felt all the breath rush out of his lungs. There she was. The top file. The woman with the pink hair. Even Sadler knew she was perfect. Jennifer Ann Mansko. Even her name was delicate and feminine. Put a lid on it, dirty old man, he told himself. But now he knew she was 26, not 21. Which made him only five years older than her, and not really in old man territory anymore, at least relatively. He put his thoughts away and thumbed through the rest of the files. The petite chick with the short hair and the cowboy. Well, at least Sadler knew what he was doing. Those were Hunter’s top picks too. He pulled the phone towards him and began to make the phone calls.


    


    ***


    


    Jen’s phone buzzed from somewhere in the room. She rolled off the bed and hunted for it. There! In the pocket of last night’s jeans. With one half-lidded eye, she tried to look aslant at the phone so its backlight wouldn’t send any spears of pain through her head. She’d drank too much at last night’s celebration. Even Jerry had. They’d had to take a cab home and leave his truck at the bar. Dimly she remembered singing karaoke with his two friends - the FBI agents. They’d both given her lots of tips on being a cop — not that she could remember any of them.


    The number on the phone didn’t have an identifier, and she didn’t recognize it. Briefly she considered not picking up. But she knew hiding from phone calls wouldn’t be an option anymore once she was a civil servant. She pressed the answer button and pushed out a painful word. “Hello.”


    “I’m looking for Jennifer Mansko.” A gruff male voice. One she didn’t recognize.


    “That’s me.” She sat up straight and held a hand to her head, swaying slightly.


    “Miss Mansko, this is Sergeant Foley from the Westwood Harbor Police Department. We would like you to come down as soon as possible to finish up the police recruit applicant process.”


    Jen’s hand dropped from her head. Her eyes flew open, then found the piece of paper on the wall. “When, today?”


    “Yes, if possible.”


    “But my paper says the date for my lie detector test is the 24th at 2.”


    “There’s been a change of plans Miss Mansko, we’re fast-tracking your application. It will all be explained once you get here. Can you come today?”


    Jen considered only briefly. “I’ll be there. Is an hour OK?”


    


    ***


    


    “Tell me exactly what his words were again, Jen,” Jerry said as he brought her a plate of breakfast and a large cup of coffee.


    “He said my application has been fast-tracked and can I come to the station today.”


    “What number did he call from?”


    Jen showed Jerry the number on her phone. Jerry picked up his own phone from the table and dialed the number. He looked at her, his eyebrows drawn together, as the phone rang and rang. Finally he hung up. “Why would they fast-track your application?”


    “Got me,” Jen said around a mouthful of egg. “But I have to jump in the shower if I’m going to make it on time.”


    “Maybe I should go with you.”


    Jen shot him a look. “No way! You can’t babysit me Jerry. I’m applying to be a cop, not a kindergarten student.”


    Jerry considered, but seemed to know she was right. “If he meets you out front and tells you to get in his car or go anywhere other than the police station, don’t do it.”


    Jen rolled her eyes. “I know that. What do you think I am, stu—” She broke off as Jerry gave her a look. Because two months ago that would have been good advice for Jen. But today? She didn’t need it. Warm gladness filled her chest as she realized she’d grown and changed without ever even becoming a cop. She wondered how far it extended. Could she tell a cheater from a non-cheater yet?


    She grabbed her clothes and pulled her pink hair back into a bun, trying to make it less noticeable. She hadn’t wanted to dye it blonde until she absolutely had to. She hoped it wouldn’t hurt her today.


    At the police station, she entered and told the desk sergeant why she was there. He directed her to the stark, empty hallway where she was supposed to wait, but only after several disapproving glances at her pink hair. She sat and waited, feeling very self-conscious and hating herself for it. And hating herself for hating herself for it. She wasn’t a cop yet. Pink hair was OK in the rest of the world.


    She heard boot steps from the far end of the hallway and sat up straight, trying not to think of her hair. A cop entered the room - she spotted the gold badge and heavy gun on his belt immediately. Her every instinct was to smile at him, but she fought it. All through the testing so far nobody had smiled at her. Like it wasn’t allowed till you were done with recruit class or something. The man was tall, wearing blue jeans, heavy work boots, and a plain, dark t-shirt that stretched pleasingly over his obviously muscled chest. His dark, rumpled hair seemed a bit too long to be a cop, and his full lips were framed nicely with 5 o’clock shadow. She felt a spark light in her midsection and smiled at him without meaning to. A split-second after the smile crossed her lips she realized what was going on. The spark she felt was attraction and the automatic smile was her body’s way of betraying her by letting him know. She whipped her eyes straight forward and berated herself in her mind. God, Jen what is your problem? Does everything have to be about men all the time? And here? Now? Reel it in, girlfriend. This man is off-limits. In fact, all cops are off limits. Let’s just make that rule right now. That way you won’t mess up your new job, if you manage to get hired.


    The man walked directly to the door but paused there for a moment, like he was waiting for something. Jen avoided looking at him. The last thing she wanted to see was how nicely he filled out his jeans. “Miss Mansko?”


    “Yes. That’s me.” She stood up.


    “In here please.” He opened the door and motioned her inside.


    Jen took a few deep breaths and tried to get past the awkwardness of the moment. Inside was a regular desk and chair, with a small machine and dozens of wires coming out of it. A man sat at the desk. Jen barely noticed him. Her eyes were on the wires.


    “Sit down please,” the man at the desk told her, motioning towards the chair. He began to strap wires on her arm, her fingers, and around her chest without a word. Jen tried to catch his eye, hoping for a little encouragement or some explanation. But he never looked at her face, only her wires. Her nerves zinged with anxiety, even though she knew she didn’t have anything to lie about.


    The cop from the hallway sat in a chair along the back wall, watching. Jen’s wildly roving eyes caught his and he dipped his head and gave her a half smile, the encouragement she had been looking for. Jen felt her nerves calm right away. At least there was one friendly face in here. She gave him a small smile back and took a deep breath. You can do this. This is nothing, she told herself, feeling the sting of anxiety in her chest and throat anyway.


    


    ***


    


    35 minutes later, Hunter sighed to himself. She was passing the polygraph test, there was no doubt about it, and her answers were showing her to be perfect police officer material. But undercover material? Maybe not so much. Despite her half surfer-girl, half party-girl looks, she really was not much of a party girl. No drugs. Lots of drinking when she was younger but not recently. Never broke the law, unless you counted skipping school. And all of those things meant she’d probably never hung out with a hard crowd. She didn’t seem to have a hard edge to her. So did that mean she was scrapped for the undercover role he had planned to put her in? Maybe.


    He studied her face, trying to see past the sweet persona he now believed was the real her. She had her gorgeous hair pulled back tightly. Two spots of color, high up on her cheeks, gave her an exciting, flushed look. He tried to listen to her last few answers, but instead, found himself wondering if those two flushes of heat on her cheekbones would appear if he kissed her lips, or her neck, or maybe if he trailed kisses down over her collarbone towards her —


    “Sgt. Foley, I’m all done. I’ll have the results to you in an hour.”


    The examiner’s voice startled Hunter out of his inappropriate thoughts. He scrubbed his face with his hand and looked at the examiner, who had just swung his chair around so that Jennifer Mansko couldn’t see the front of him. He popped one thumb up against his chest and nodded at Hunter, indicating she had passed. Hunter nodded back. That was all he needed to know. Now to at least run her through the paces. If she reacted timidly or couldn’t pull off the fake buy, he would dismiss her. It would probably be for the best anyway, considering the effect she had on him.


    He thanked the examiner, who was busy taking all the wires off of Miss Mansko, and stood up. Miss Mansko looked up at him expectantly with those big blue eyes, a bit of anxiety playing on her face. She wanted to be a police officer badly, he could tell. Why? he thought. A pretty, sweet woman like you? What in the world would make you want to rub your face in humanity’s worst and dullest?


    “Follow me,” he told her, a bit more gruffly than he had intended. Oh well, if I can’t stop thinking about her, at least I can make sure she doesn’t know I’m thinking about her.


    Hunter took off at a swift pace, leaving Jennifer Mansko three steps behind him. He traversed the familiar halls unconsciously, until he ended up in front of the office he shared with Sadler. Sadler was working out of one of the assistant chief’s offices today, screening another candidate. It was imperative that none of the candidates met each other until they’d all agreed to the terms and sworn secrecy of the undercover work.


    “Sit,” he told her, pointing out the chair across from his desk. He sank into his own long-abused chair and opened her file. “Miss Mansko, you are here today because you are being considered for undercover work.” He watched her closely as he said the last two words, wanting to note her reaction. She blinked, but otherwise kept a poker face.


    “What this means is, if you pass my tests today, you could start working as a police officer as soon as tomorrow. We would swear you in, give you firearms training, a bit of self-defense training, run over the penal code, and by the end of the week have you working on the street in a secret capacity.” She nodded slightly, her face still a blank mask. Hunter felt surprised. After that polygraph test, he thought for sure this one wore her heart on her sleeve. “Are you interested in working undercover?”


    He saw her swallow hard, then watched a few emotions flit past, deep in her eyes. They didn’t show up on her face though. Most people would have missed them completely, but he saw slight fear, a pushing aside of that fear, and a desire to know more. Fascinating.


    “Yes, I’m interested,” she said simply. He nodded, impressed at her self-control. She was going to wait for him to lay out the terms.


    So he did, reciting the spiel he knew by heart, he’d said it so often. “Undercover work is inherently dangerous. More dangerous than working as a patrol officer. We pick people before they make it to the recruit class because they aren’t recognizable as police officers by any of the criminal element. But that makes them more dangerous still. Because they’re green. And they’re unsure of themselves. If you pass all my tests and you decide you want to do this we will do our best to keep you safe. And we haven’t lost an undercover officer since I’ve been in charge of this unit. But you will have to listen carefully to every word I say, and follow my instructions to the letter. That gives you the best chance of making it to your recruit class unhurt.”


    Her eyes widened slightly at this speech, but again she gave that little nod. “The two main disadvantages of working undercover are the danger, and the fact that your recruit class date is pushed back. But there are several advantages too. The first one is you get the standard salary plus $500 hazard pay a month. The second is that undercover work will always give you a promotional advantage over an officer who has never done undercover work. The third one is simple prestige. When you finally make it to your recruit class you will be given a leadership role, and possibly even a rank of Corporal to back it up, depending on how long you worked undercover and what kind of work you did.” He watched her closely. Here was where the leaders were always separated from the followers. As soon as he said leadership role, about a third of the applicants he interviewed sank down in their seats and let their eyes glaze over. These were the skaters, the pretenders, the ones who wanted the money but didn’t want to work for it, and certainly didn’t want to be in the spotlight. When that happened, he normally tried to make sure they never got an opportunity to be cops, much less undercover cops. The last thing the department needed was more work dodgers.


    Jennifer Mansko did no such thing though. She sat up straighter and her eyes shined. He could see her trying on those Corporal stripes in her mind already. A wayward thought, as improper as a burp or a fart would have been, shot through his mind. We would have some ambitious … and beautiful children. Horrified, he stopped talking and shook his head slightly. He watched her face pinch in concern as she assessed him. Hoping what he had just thought wasn’t written all over his face, he pushed on.


    “As for how long you will be undercover, the job I am considering you for could take as little as three months or as long as a year. There is one more test that I will have to administer to you to help determine if you would qualify for this assignment. Assuming you pass it, how many days would you need to come back to me with an yes or no answer about whether you would take the job or not?”


    She never hesitated. “None. I don’t need to think about it. I’ll take it.” Her eyes met his forcefully and he saw she meant it. Danger be damned.


    He nodded. “Let’s get started, then.”


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen looked around the little room for the 20th time, wondering when the test would start. At first her nerves rattled her, but now she was just bored. She wondered what Sgt. Foley’s first name was. She wondered how old he was. She wondered what kind of an assignment he was going to put her on, assuming she passed whatever this ‘test’ was. He’d put her in here, given her a handful of cash¸ and told her someone was going to come in the room shortly and she was supposed to buy whatever he was selling, no matter what. She had already counted the cash out three times. It was an assortment of hundreds, twenties, tens, fives, and ones, and it totaled $1000 even. She had put it on the shelf under her side of the counter, not wanting it in her pocket for some reason.


    He'd said they would be evaluating her demeanor under pressure and her ability to think on her feet. She thought about that now. How do you evaluate demeanor under pressure? And ability to think on someone’s feet? If I get nervous am I canned? If I stutter, does that mean I can’t think on my feet?


    She stood behind a type of counter that almost looked like a bar to her. The room had no windows and only one door. The walls were painted a dull, ugly brown. There was no chair. Nothing to look at. Nothing to do. Her stomach growled, reminding her it was well past noon and she hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since she got here. I’ll bet that’s part of the test. They want to see if I’m going to complain. Not me. I want this job too much.


    Her mind marveled again at undercover. They wanted her to be an undercover officer. Almost like Sara. She couldn’t believe it. Her. Jen Mansko. Her mother would freak if she knew. But she wasn’t going to tell her mother. No way. She would tell Jerry and Sara, and that was it. Wouldn’t Jerry be —


    The door at the end of the hall slammed open, bouncing off the back wall and startling her. A man walked in, looking up and down — everywhere but her. His eyes slid over the ceiling, the walls, the counter. He was tall and graying, with close-shaved hair and cold eyes. His face looked young - too young for graying hair, but hard. He wore a black leather jacket, jeans, and black cowboy boots and he carried a cardboard box under one arm. He looked dirty, and dangerous. She took a step back, but immediately pushed herself forward again. Her heart slammed against her chest. She knew this was just a test, but the man still scared her. He looked like a criminal. He pushed right up to the other side of the counter she was standing behind and pulled his upper half over it a bit, looking past her to the floor. Then he finally stood up straight and looked her in the eyes, dropping his box on the counter. “Hi sweet thing. I heard you buy stuff.” A sick smile slid onto his face, and suddenly she was reminded of every slimy criminal in every action movie she’d ever seen. It was almost like he was playing the part of the bad guy. And doing a good job.


    “Yes,” she said, and heard the waver in her own small voice. She saw his smile widen at her obvious fear and timidity. Heat like a fever swept her body. She knew she was already failing the test. And it had barely begun. Defeat clawed at her insides. I wanted it so bad, she cried inside her mind and realized that Sgt. Foley hadn’t said if she’d still get to go to recruit class if she failed the test to be an undercover officer. She felt hot, hateful tears claw at her eyes, trying to form and spill. The walls of the room suddenly loomed too large and the horrible brown color pushed in on her. Disappointment flooded her, like she had already been shown the door.


    “Ah, fuck that. You couldn’t buy your own mother,” he said and gathered up his box, delight playing in his disgusting smile. He turned to go, and suddenly Sara’s face loomed in Jen’s mind. Jen heard her voice clearly in her head. He’s playing a part, Jen. You can too. Who’s your favorite bad-ass actress? Become her. This isn’t real. And even if it was, you could still fake it to make it. Jen couldn’t think of any bad-ass actress she liked, but she didn’t need to. She knew what bad-ass she wanted to be like. WWSD? What would Sara do? Sara would eat this jerkwater for breakfast, that’s what. She felt a coldness slip over her. It cooled the fever of her cheeks and eyes. She felt her mouth open and heard words drop out of it, like ice.


    “Oh yeah?” She couldn’t quite bring herself to add asshole on to the end of it, although she wanted to very much. Instead, she grabbed the stack of bills under the counter and fanned it in front of her face. “Then where did I get all this change from?” Her innermost self, as if under a heavy blanket, cringed at the amateur jab, but it seemed to work. The man turned around, fixed his eyes on the money, and dropped the box back on the counter.


    “OK, but you better not try to fuck me over,” he snarled, and pulled his leather jacket back so she could see a gun shoved in the waistband of his jeans. Her eyes flicked to it, but she didn’t allow herself to linger on it. He had a gun. Did she expect anything less? Well, actually she hadn’t known what to expect, but she knew they were trying to shock and scare her. Don’t give in, you’re doing great, Sara said in her mind. “I wouldn't dream of it,” She told him, her voice strong and clear now.


    She looked at the box, but instead he reached inside his jacket and pulled out what looked like a dirty bag of plastic. He slapped it on the counter. “What’ll you give me for it?”


    She picked it up, although her eyes had already told her what it was. Marijuana. A lot. Not that she knew anything about how to price marijuana. She’d never even smoked it, afraid in high school that if she got caught she’d be kicked off the volleyball team. But she knew what it looked like. She had plenty of friends who had smoked it. She hefted it in her hand like she had a clue what she was doing.


    “How much you want for it?”


    He named his figure without hesitation. “$1200.”


    Ahh, caught! she thought. She should have just made him an offer. But this was a test, and if she would have done that he would have countered in some other way. No matter what, she was going to be wrong. And the test was could she talk her way out of it?


    She hefted the baggie in her hand again, then opened it and sniffed it. She dropped it back on the counter like she didn’t care if she got it or not. “I’ll give you $1000 even.”


    The man’s gaze changed, but Jen couldn’t read it. Suspicion? Anger? He gathered up his baggie and put it back in his jacket. “I thought you weren’t going to fuck me over,” he said in a low voice and turned to go once more. Panic exploded in Jen’s chest. She was supposed to buy it! But she only had $1000! She ran through her options as he took a step. She could promise him the rest of the money later. Another step. She thought about what was in her wallet. Maybe $60. Not enough. Another step. He was halfway to the door. She patted herself down. She wasn’t wearing any jewelry. An idea shot through her head and she prayed it was a good one.


    “OK, OK, you got me,” she said, her voice pitched low so the panic wouldn’t leak out into it. He stopped, but didn’t turn. “I only have $1000. Just so we know there aren’t any hard feelings, how ‘bout I buy half, and you get $1000 for it.”


    He stayed still, considering, and then turned back to her, his face lit up with that smile she didn’t like. “Good fucking deal.”


    And with that, he turned around again and walked out the door. Jen’s mouth dropped open and she stared at the closed door with its ugly brown skin. Had she passed? Or failed? Time stretched. She didn’t move. She still had the wad of bills in her nerveless fingers. She played the confrontation over and over again in her mind, trying to decide if she’d done well, or horrible.


    And then the door opened. Sgt. Foley walked back in and stood on the other side of the counter where the creep had been moments before. His face was hard, his mouth set in a grim line. Jen flushed, thinking he was about to show her out. She’d blown it.


    He took the money from her hand and placed it in a white envelope. His face softened minutely and he said, “Congratulations Miss Mansko. Be here at 8 a.m. sharp tomorrow for paperwork. We start training after lunch.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen hunched over the stove in Jerry’s kitchen, occasionally rolling her shoulders and stretching her fingers, trying to combat the soreness there. She was making Jerry lasagna with a side of twice-baked potatoes, his favorite, in order to celebrate his first day back to work since the horrible accident in which he’d almost lost his leg. That’s what she’d said when she’d called him at work and told him she was making him dinner. But in her mind, she was also celebrating her last day of training. They’d shot over 3000 rounds each today and qualified with both their undercover weapon and the shotgun. Physically she was sore, and mentally she was wiped out. But she was also content. Happy that she’d done well. That she’d qualified. And that she hadn’t done anything stupid.


    The front door opened and Jerry walked in, a smile on his face. Jen ran to him. “How was it?” she cried while giving him a hug.


    “It was great. We had a jumper, two heart attacks, a stab wound and some little stuff.” Jerry’s face glowed like he was talking about something nice. Puppies maybe … or flowers. Jen smiled and asked after Emma.


    “Emma’s great too. It sure was nice to work with her today - you know, for things to be back to normal after so long.”


    Jen nodded and got back to her food. “You have time to take a quick shower if you want. Everything will be ready in 5 minutes.”


    “It smells great,” Jerry called over his shoulder, already halfway to the bathroom.


    When he returned, Jen had their plates on the table. She opened a beer for him and poured some tea for her. No one said anything until their plates were half empty.


    “Aren’t you starting soon? They don’t want you to change your hair?”


    “Yeah, we start tomorrow, and no, Sgt. Foley said I’m not supposed to change anything. In fact, I’m supposed to kind of dress down tomorrow like I was going out with my friends or to a party or something.”


    Jerry nodded. “Do you know what you will be doing yet?”


    “Nope, we find out tonight. They’re going to pick us all up and take us somewhere at 8:00. We aren’t allowed back at the police station until our undercover assignment is over.”


    Jerry whistled. “Wow. Do you feel ready?” Jen heard the note of concern in Jerry’s voice.


    Jen considered. “Kind of. I’m a little nervous to find out what kind of undercover work it will be. And will I be any good at it?”


    “What about your partners? Do you think they are ready?”


    Jen considered. “Ivy? I don’t know. She’s so quiet, you know? She never says much. She’s got all these tattoos up and down her arms and even on her neck like she’s a biker chick or something, but she acts like a librarian. Ryker though? He’s ready. He was military police in the army, so he knows what he’s doing. I don’t know why Sgt. Sadler gives him such a hard time. Like he doesn’t trust him or something.”


    “Sadler? Is that the guy who is a jerk to you?”


    Jen nodded, thinking how surprised she’d felt when she discovered the creep who she had to ‘buy’ the marijuana from was actually one of the Sergeants in charge of the undercover unit. But he’d never stopped acting like a creep even when his badge went back on his hip. “Yeah. He acts weird with all of us. But it’s a different weird with me and Ivy than it is with Ryker. With me and Ivy I feel like he doesn’t like us too much. With Ryker I feel like he doesn’t trust him. He talks to me and Ivy with a kind of disdain in his voice. He doesn’t have that disdain for Ryker but he’s always making these weird jabs at him. Like if he says something like ‘most criminals would hesitate to shoot a cop, unless their back is against the wall,’ then he’ll follow it up with ‘but you know all about that, don’t you Wells?’ - meaning Ryker. It’s weird.”


    Jerry’s face darkened. Jen already knew he didn’t like to hear about Sgt. Sadler and his attitude. “But don’t worry. Sgt. Foley takes good care of us.” Sgt. Foley. Just thinking about him brought a smile to her face. She’d since learned his first name was Hunter. If it weren’t for him Jen would be downright scared of what was coming tomorrow. But somehow Sgt. Foley made her feel like she could do it. Like she was going to be great. He’d spent a lot of extra time helping her with her shooting. She’d never shot a gun before, but both Ivy and Ryker had, so she had felt at a definite disadvantage. He’d worked with her one-on-one for a day and a half until she was shooting as well as both of them. And he’d been gentle, thoughtful, kind. Not once had he yelled at her or put her down, like she’d seen police recruits get treated in the movies a dozen times.


    Jerry finished his food, his face still troubled. Jen didn’t know what to say to make him feel better. She hoped he wasn’t planning on doing anything stupid, like having a talk with Sgt. Sadler. Sometimes people were just jerks and you couldn’t do anything about it.


    She finished her food and kissed him on the cheek, then went to her room to lay down for two hours before tonight’s activities. She didn’t know how long they would be tonight, or what their schedule would be like for the rest of the week. She wanted to rest while she had the chance. Her nerves grated and jumped but her mind quickly untethered from her body. Her sleep was hard and dreamless, and when she woke, she finally did feel ready.


    


    ***


    


    Jen waited outside, looking for her ride. All she knew was that it would be a van of some sort. The night air felt cool on her face and she smiled up at the rising moon, feeling happy at all the newness in her life. Traffic on the street was light, and she hadn’t even seen a minivan, but when a van turned the corner she didn’t believe it at first. It was a dark-blue, full-size van with a picture of a cartoon-lady and a cartoon-vacuum cleaner on the side, with a large logo reading ‘Westwood Cleaners’. It slowed in front of her and then stopped, but she didn’t approach it till the side door slid open and Ryker motioned to her to get in. Then she got it. They were undercover already. She ran and jumped in. Sgt. Foley was driving, a blue cap pulled low over his face.


    Ryker pulled the door shut and gave her a pair of blue coveralls. “Put this on over your clothes. And hide your hair in this,” he said, handing her a blue cap like Foley’s. Jen did, then buckled herself in next to Ryker. The seat should have held three people, but sitting next to Ryker meant it only held the two of them. Jen marveled at his bulk. He wasn’t fat. Just big. Huge almost. They’d never had a chance to talk like friends yet, but she couldn’t wait till they knew each other well enough so she could ask how tall he was. Her guess was six and a half feet. Maybe taller. And he probably weighed 280 pounds of pure muscle. But his face and voice were gentle. She felt gratitude that he would be working with them, whatever they were going to be doing. She guessed his sheer size would probably keep them safe in many situations.


    “Where’s everyone else?” she asked.


    “We’re going to get Ivy right now, then we’ll pick up Sadler.”


    Sgt. Foley drove for 10 minutes to a broken-down neighborhood right in town. He cruised up and down Clifton Street, then made a disgusted noise in his throat. “There’s not even a 700 block on this street. Someone look this up on their phone.” He handed a piece of paper backwards and Jen grabbed it. 710 Clifton St.


    “Google says there is no such address,” she told him.


    “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Call Ivy. Anyone got her number?” Neither Jen nor Ryker did. “You guys all exchange addresses and phone numbers tonight. It’s important that you can reach each other at anytime. I’ll call Sadler. He’s the one who wrote down the address. He’s slightly dyslexic — he probably got the numbers or the street wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time.”


    Two minutes later he hung up. “It’s Clifford street, not Clifton street. Jen look it up for me and give me directions please.”


    


    ***


    


    35 minutes later, Hunter pulled up in front of their destination and killed the engine. A group of four tough-looking young men shot them appraising looks from the covered bus stop a block away. Hunter wished they would go away, and quickly. The motley crew he had inside the van didn’t look much like a cleaning crew, especially Ryker, who wasn’t even wearing coveralls since they couldn’t find a pair big enough to fit him. Hunter had pulled very close to the door and angled the van so the men at the bus stop couldn’t see them if they all got out the side door. That would have to be good enough for now.


    “Take all the equipment inside,” he told the three recruits in the back, hoping Sadler would also follow. He saw all three recruits eying the establishment warily, not quite sure where they were yet. The neon sign was dark, but in the morning they’d see it said Westwood Harbor Pawn and Loan. His eye fell on Jen and he was pleased to see her working quickly and efficiently. And looking cute as a button in her coverall and hat.


    He kept one eye on the recruits and one eye on the men at the bus stop, and when the boxes and plastic containers were all inside he locked the van and jumped out himself.


    Inside the pawn shop, he blinked at the glaring lights. He looked around at the wall shelves of DVDs and video games, the glass cases full of guns and knives, the shotguns and rifles bolted to the back wall, the glass cases full of jewelry, and the deeper shelves full of power tools. Everything looked great. Briefly he wondered what his recruits were thinking. He grinned to himself and followed everyone else into the very back of the pawn shop, which was actually a modified bank vault. Sadler already had them sitting down at a white, plastic table.


    He nodded to Sadler. Sadler tipped his head slightly. OK, I’ll start, Hunter thought. He dug into the largest plastic container and brought out three binders, dropping one of them in front of each of his trainees.


    “As you’ve realized, this is a pawn shop. You three will be working here for the next 3 to 12 months. We’ve bought the shop from its former owner and had it out of commission for a few weeks now, with an Under New Management sign out front. Tonight we run through operations, teach you how to run a pawn shop, issue you your guns, and lay out objectives. You need to pay close attention tonight, because tomorrow you are on your own. Sgt. Sadler and I will not enter this building again. We will be doing full-scale observation from a block away.” He pointed out the cameras in the ceiling.


    “Ivy, you are the manager. Jen, you are a clerk. Ryker, you are both a clerk and security, but your most important position will be security. You’ll be a bit of a bouncer. People get irate inside pawn shops more often than you would imagine and your job is to make sure nobody gets a hand on either of them, ever.” He pointed to Jen and Ivy and hoped Ryker understood just how important his job was. “You can pitch people out in the street at your discretion. They always come back.”


    Ryker nodded. “Got it, boss,” he said in that quiet way of his.


    Hunter glanced at Jen. Her eyes were wide and pinned on him, sending a tiny thrill through him. He pushed it aside and went on.


    “Open your binders to the third page. These three men are our mission. Study them. Know them well. The three of them run individual fencing rings here in Westwood Harbor. They have been responsible for 4 deaths, 38 assaults, and 17 commercial thefts and robberies that we know of in the last year and a half. And we can’t prove any of it. Not well enough that some hotshot lawyer won’t get them off. So that’s what we are doing here. A pawn shop can be a hotbed of information about operations like these. You will probably never see one of these men in the pawn shop, but you will see the people who work for them and try to sell crap to them. They come to sell something the fence wouldn’t take, or they bring in something from the latest robbery that they aren’t sure where else to sell. Maybe it’s impractical to ship so they can’t sell it on eBay. Maybe it’s something they don’t think can be traced to them and they want to turn a quick profit. Maybe it’s something they’ve brought in from an operation outside of Westwood Harbor. Sometimes they do that - pull a job and then trade the spoils with a fence from a different city, so the local cops don’t have anything to get suspicious about. Your job is to take everything, and to keep your ears on the ground. Sgt. Sadler and I will worry about analyzing the items you buy and making arrests, but you are the front line.”


    He pulled in a deep breath and analyzed Jen, Ivy, and Ryker. They looked excited. Ready. Good. “This is the chief’s baby. He wants to at least spook these three men enough that they leave town. But my goal is different than that. I want each of these men behind bars, with enough evidence on them to put them away for at least 20 years. And if we can put them away in federal prison that’s even better. In federal prison there is no chance of parole. So they won’t be coming back in five years, looking to get the old gang back together.” Hunter started pacing back in forth in front of the table. He heard his voice get louder, deeper and was helpless to stop it. He’d called this the chief’s baby. And it was. But it was his baby too. It had been his idea. The amount of crimes connected to these three men disgusted him. Hunter wanted them gone. He turned back to the recruits, just barely stopping himself from banging his hands on the table for emphasis. Instead, he knocked it lightly. All of their eyes were focused on him. “And to do that, all we need is one, solid piece of evidence connecting them to something like a semi-truck robbery on the interstate. But again, you let us—” he gestured to himself and Sadler — “worry about that. Your job is to buy whatever they are selling, become friendly with everyone you can, and keep your ears open. Don’t ask questions for now. In a few weeks, you’ll have a better feel of the operation and we can talk about what kind of questions you might ask.”


    Hunter looked at each of his recruits in turn. He turned to Jen last. Her nostrils flared slightly as she breathed deeply. Her color was up again. Those two red spots high on her cheekbones. To Hunter, she looked like a beautiful warrior ready for battle. Or for sex. He looked away quickly, before anyone read the thought in his eyes. The next few months were going to be the longest and shortest of his life.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    

  


  
    



    Fiore Savoy smoked his cigar and looked out over the ocean in his number 2 house. This was his favorite house, but he didn't get to stay here as often as he liked, so when he came he made sure to enjoy it. A dog barked faintly from the house to his left. A sweeping plantation with glass wraparound windows. He didn’t know the neighbors, and he didn’t care to, but if that dog kept disturbing his morning contemplation in his favorite house, he would have to have one of his men kill it. He made a note to tell Bruce to buy some rat poison, just in case.


    He puffed his cigar and thought about his day. He hated to write things down, it was too dangerous. But sometimes it had to be done. And today was one of those days. The fencing operations had expanded to the point that he might need to bring in more operators from down south. Huey, Dewey, and Louie had done good. He laughed to himself. Huey, Dewey, and Louie. They weren't as incompetent as the nicknames made them sound; actually they had brought in a lot of profit over the last several months. Now if they could just keep the money rolling — his thoughts were interrupted by his private line ringing. Most people didn’t have this number. And because of that it was almost always bad news when it came in on this phone.


    He picked it up but didn’t say a word.


    “Boss, it’s me. I have news.”


    “Go.”


    “Your new guys, they are being investigated by undercover.” Fiore felt his blood rise at this simple statement. He grunted his displeasure. “Look I’m sorry, but I can’t put a roadblock up in front of everything. And this would have looked suspicious. They can just take the fall. They can’t be connected to you, right?”


    “No,” Fiore said. They don’t know who brought them here. They don’t know who outfits them, informs them, or where exactly the money goes.”


    “OK then, you’re good. I’ll keep an eye on things and make sure they don’t get out of hand. And I’ll call you if there are any changes.”


    The phone clicked in his ear. Fiore looked at it, irritation ruining his too-short alone time in number 2 house. He knew his operations weren’t infallible, and a high-speed investigator could probably make a connection between his three lackeys and him, in ways he couldn’t even imagine. Especially these days, with the computers. He should ask his son … but he knew how that always went.


    Better for now to just trust his contact in the police department. His insurance that he’d planted years ago, nurtured, supported. For now he would wait, watch, and let the money roll in. And maybe he should start looking for some replacements for Huey, Dewey, and Louie, just in case.


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen glanced at the alarm clock for what seemed like the 50th time that night. 5:25 a.m. Her alarm wasn’t scheduled to go off for another hour, but she was thinking about getting up anyway. She’d only slept a few hours throughout night. A few fitful hours filled with wild dreams. She was too excited to sleep. Too nervous to sleep. To wound up to sleep. Her eyes swung to the chair by her bed. Her outfit for today was sitting there. She could just barely make it out in the little bit of streetlight that peeked around the window blinds. And underneath the pink Hollister t-shirt, inside a slimline holster, was her gun that she’d been issued last night at the pawn shop.


    Her mind wandered to the night before, and played over it again. Besides being issued their guns, there were three shotguns secured under the counter, and they’d spent 30 minutes quick-drawing them. Jen shook her head slightly and hoped she’d never have to draw one of those guns again. That would mean something very bad was going down. And if something did go down that caused them to have to use those guns, Sgt. Foley had impressed upon them that the cops responding would not know that they were undercover cops. If things went well, no one would know until the operation was over and those three criminals were behind bars.


    Jen’s mind slipped into a tiny, harmless fantasy where she secured a piece of information for Sgt. Foley that ensured he could arrest and charge all three of the men he was after. She imagined the smile that would slip onto his face, lighting it from the inside out. She imagined he would take her hand, look her deep in the eyes, and — she sat straight up in the bed, cutting off the thoughts before they could go any farther. He’s your boss, Jen. Keep it together, girl, she admonished herself. He won’t always be your boss, a tiny voice from deep inside her said. “Yeah, well, he’s my boss right now. And that makes thoughts like these stupid,” she said quietly to the empty room. She pushed herself up from the bed and made her way into the shower. So she’d be early. That was good, right?


    


    ***


    


    At 6:45 she pushed her key into the lock at Westwood Harbor Pawn and Loan. Ryker was already inside, his binder open in front of him on the counter. She smiled at him.


    “You couldn’t sleep either?” he drawled.


    “No. Too excited.”


    “Me too. Here’s to a good first day.” He walked to the coffee maker and grabbed her a cup of strong coffee in a Styrofoam cup, thrusting it into her hands.


    “Thanks.”


    They sipped coffee in silence and looked over their binders, trying to memorize the pictures of the criminals they might see. 20 minutes later, the door opened one more time and Ivy walked in. But a different Ivy than they were used to seeing. Every day that they’d seen Ivy so far, she’d worn dark t-shirts, almost-baggy jeans, scuffed sneakers, and her short, black hair had hung limply on her head. And Jen had never seen her in makeup.


    This morning though, a different creature altogether walked in. Jen looked up and saw a tight, black, leather boot push the door open. Ivy was wearing skin-tight black jeans tucked in to these boots, plus a black top with a plunging neckline that showed the inner swells of two teacup-sized breasts. Jen couldn’t believe what she was seeing. But then Jen’s eyes made it to Ivy’s face and her jaw dropped. Her eyes were heavily-lined in black eyeliner which extended out past the outer edges of her eyes. She had in a small diamond nose ring. And her hair! It was spiked up into a Mohawk and shaved on the sides. Jen thought Ivy looked like a gorgeous, pint-sized punk rocker. Or an exotically-dangerous jungle cat.


    She chanced a glance at Ryker and saw his jaw was open so far that his tongue was almost hanging out. It was not a good look for him. Jen giggled and ran to greet Ivy.


    “Ohmygodyoulooksogood,” she breathed.


    “Thanks.” Ivy smiled at her and Jen noticed it was a bigger, more confident smile than she’d ever seen Ivy give before. Before, Jen had thought of Ivy as maybe a timid mouse, scared of most everything. But this outfit seemed to give her … confidence or something.


    “They said we should dress like we normally would. This is my favorite outfit, and how I always used to do my hair before I decided I wanted to be a cop,” Ivy said.


    “Why in the world do you want to be a cop?” Jen asked, unable to figure out why this obvious punk-rocker chick would ever put aside her self-assured persona and try to pick up one that seemed to make her so relatively uncomfortable.


    Ivy eyed her. “Lots of reasons. Why do you want to be a cop?” she asked Jen, a bit of a hostile challenge in her voice. Jen heard it immediately and knew she’d caused it.


    “Sorry, Ivy, I didn't mean to offend you. I just really like this look. It suits you.”


    Ivy softened. “That’s OK. Thanks.” And Jen felt something bloom between them. The start of a friendship. She felt like hugging Ivy but she held back. Ivy looked too tough for a hug. A phone rang behind them. She turned and looked. It was the bat phone - the phone that, if it rang, meant Sgt. Foley or Sgt. Sadler wanted to talk to them. She ran to it and picked it up. “Hello?”


    It was Sgt. Foley. “Tell Ivy she looks great.” Jen felt a small twinge of something in her chest. Jealousy? Uh-uh, no way. “Since you guys are all there you can turn on the sign and unlock the door. Stow your binders in the locked cabinet in the back first. Oh, and tell Ryker to close his mouth.” A soft click sounded in Jen’s ear. She put the phone down and turned to look at Ryker. He was still openly staring at Ivy, and his mouth was open even wider. Jen could almost see the cartoon hearts pulsing in his eyes. She had to laugh, since he was easily more than a foot taller than Ivy, and he probably weighed 150 pounds more than her. That would be one relationship where the woman would always have to be on top. Jen poked Ryker in the side and whispered, “Close your mouth, Romeo, you’re catching flies.” Ryker came around slowly, a little dazed, and then hastily looked down at the counter. Jen giggled again. This was going to be fun.


    “Sgt. Foley says we should lock up our binders and unlock the door.” She took a deep breath, her heart beating frantically in her chest. “Everybody ready? Cuz I’m not.”


    


    ***


    


    


    Six boring hours later Jen wanted to tear her hair out. They’d had only one customer. An older man who came in looking for something called a flintlock pistol. She could see people passing by on the sidewalk out front, but nobody came in the door. She dropped her head on her hands and sighed.


    The bell over the door sounded and she jerked her head up, happy to have something to do. But this was no older gentleman seeking collectibles. Adrenaline dumped into her bloodstream. They had their first criminal. She glanced to her left and saw Ryker stand up. Good. The man who came in wore jeans, torn-up, white sneakers, and a dirty white t-shirt with a jean jacket over it. Kind of hot for a jacket, Jen thought. His scraggly hair hung in his eyes. His face was covered with red sores that made Jen wince. His head moved in small, quick jerks that reminded Jen of a chicken. His eyes jumped around the room faster than they had any right to move. Meth-head, she thought. “Tweaker”, Ivy whispered next to her.


    He jerked forward three steps, then sideways a step, then all the way to the counter, straight in front of Jen. “What can I do for you?” she asked.


    He reached inside his jacket and Jen tensed, hoping a knife or a gun wasn’t about to come out. Instead his hand emerged with a handful of gold jewelry. Jen blew out her breath. Sgt. Foley’s voice spoke up in her head. Buy it all, he said. But only at market prices. We authorize you to go 10% over market prices on anything, but unless one of us calls you, you can’t go anymore than 10% over.


    “I want to pawn this,” the tweaker said, his voice squeaky, like a door hinge in need of oil.


    “All of it?” Jen asked.


    The tweaker nodded so violently that his head almost hit the counter.


    Jen backed up, her eyes wide. She pushed herself forward again, gathering up his jewelry. It felt dirty to her, which she knew was in her head, but she couldn’t help it. The man was a walking, talking, disgusting mess. She took the items to the back counter and weighed them, examined the stones, and looked them up in the computer. She heard him behind her clucking his tongue and shuffling his feet.


    She added up all their values and returned to him with a number. “We can give you $182.00 for it.”


    At first she didn’t think he had heard her. He stared straight at her, his head lowered and his eyeballs jerking slightly in their sockets. Then he clenched both hands into fists and slammed them on the counter. “Bullshit! That’s worth way more!” he screamed into her face, flecks of spittle flying from his lips.


    Jen pulled back, not wanting any of his nasty spit to land on her. Not even wanting his breath to blow in her face. A thick thought ran through her head. Why am I doing this again? She pushed it away and tried to gather her composure. Ivy wedged right in next to her. “Calm down, sir,” Ivy said in an authoritarian voice. “Since you’re such a good customer we will offer you $200 even. Take it or leave it.” She pushed the necklaces and earrings back towards him quickly and motioned towards them with her hands.


    At this speech, the man swung his jerky eyeballs towards Ivy. “Fuck that, bitch, you know them necklaces worth 10 times that.”


    Jen saw Ryker appear as if out of nowhere at the word bitch. And by the time the guy spit out the last word of his lightning-fast sentence, Ryker had had a large hand on his shoulder. Heavily on his shoulder, Jen noted, seeing the way the guy’s shoulder sagged and his face pinched in pain.


    “It’s time for you to go,” Ryker said, his words drawn out, but menacing.


    The tweaker turned toward Ryker and howled in indignation. He windmilled his right arm wildly to try to push Ryker off. His left hand snuck out and grabbed his pile of jewelry. He backpedaled and almost fell on his behind but Ryker grabbed him by his dirty jacket and propelled him to the door, pushing him out of it, then watching him slink away.


    Jen looked at Ivy, hoping for a sign that Ivy had been as freaked out by the encounter as she had. Ivy’s eyes were wide and she was staring after Ryker with a look of disbelief on her face. Ryker came back in the door, looked at Ivy, and said, “He’s a good customer, huh? I’m a little scared to see our bad customers.” Ivy’s eyebrows drew down in confusion, and then she realized what she had told the tweaker and laughed. “Well, maybe I meant only customer.” They all laughed at that and Jen felt some of the tension blow out of the moment. But they hadn’t gotten the jewelry. Damn. Jen wondered if a phone call would come soon chastising them for that.


    As if she had summoned the call with her mind, the bat phone rang. She ran to it quickly, thinking the negative anticipation would be worse than the actual chewing out. “Hello?”


    It was Sgt. Foley again. Jen was glad. She knew a chewing out by him wouldn’t be as bad as one by Sadler. “You did a great job, Jen. Tell Ryker to throw the guy out quicker next time. We pay top dollar but we don’t put up with any bullshit.” Jen looked over her shoulder at Ryker and Ivy’s anxious faces. She gave them a thumbs up and said, “OK, got it.”


    Great job? She did a great job? Was he lying? Or just a sweetheart?


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen watched the clock hands click closer and closer to 5. Quitting time. They’d had a few more customers since Mr. Tweaker, and no more excitement, but she was still ready for this day to be over. She wanted to regroup and think deeply about her first encounter with the criminal element. And you didn’t even have to arrest him or fight with him. You sure you’re ready for this? she thought, still upset at herself for recoiling.


    The bell over the door chimed and she looked up. She felt her breath suck into her throat as the most gorgeous man she had ever seen walked through the door. He was tall, 6 foot 1 inch, the height indicator tape by the door indicated, with impeccably tousled brown hair, and flashing, dark eyes. He locked eyes with Jen and smiled, and his smile elevated his good looks to mere perfection. Jen felt her heartbeat speed up and heat pool in her belly. God, he’s handsome, was all she could think, over and over again.


    He sauntered up to the counter and stood exactly where Mr. Tweaker had stood, but the difference between this man and Mr. Tweaker was like a show dog compared to an abandoned mongrel. Jen leaned in, instead of pulling away, and tried not to appear too eager. “Can I help you?”


    “Yes,” he replied, and smiled that amazing smile again. Jen blinked, resisting all her urges. She wanted to giggle. She wanted to ask him for his phone number. She wanted to bite his lower lip. Hold it together, girl. You’ve seen handsome men before, she cautioned herself, feeling a bit like a hormone-ridden teenager and not understanding why. What she really wanted right now was an off-button on her body and her urges so she could just forget about men for a while. A sweet but bitter desire to just be Jen for a while, with no boyfriends, no outside influences, surfaced in her mind.


    The man looked at the items in the glass cabinet between them that functioned as a counter. His eyes slid over them quickly, and then he looked back at Jen. “You’re new?”


    “Uh, yeah.”


    The man nodded absently and looked around the store, his eyes lingering on Ivy and then Ryker. “What happened to Dave and Simmonds?”


    “Sorry, I’m not sure who they are.”


    “They used to work here. Simmonds was the manager.”


    “Oh, I don’t know. Today’s my first day.”


    The man looked at her appraisingly. Jen felt like his eyes were burning holes in her, but she didn’t want to look away. The intimate moment stretched and wobbled. He held out his hand to her. “I’m Coleton. It’s nice to meet you.”


    Jen stretched her fingers out, her eyes glued to his. His touch was warm, solid. “I’m Jen,” she said, and was glad to hear her voice come out sounding mostly normal.


    “Jen.” He said her name, as if testing it, tasting it. He nodded slightly and gave her a secret smile. A smile that seemed to say so much more than their few words. In it she saw bedrooms, backrooms, clothes flying, limbs entwining. She bit the inside of her lip, hard, and the images flew apart.


    “I notice you don’t have any new Breguet or Omega,” he said, his finger tapping on the counter. “Any chance you’ve got something in the back that hasn’t been put out yet? I’m a collector.”


    Jen looked down to see what he was tapping over. Watches. Expensive looking watches. “Uh no, there’s no watches in the back. Everything we have is right here.”


    “That’s too bad. I usually find all my best stuff in this establishment. Simmonds knew my tastes. And he always bought for me, even if the seller wanted too much money. Because I’m willing to pay.” He smiled at Jen again and she felt helpless not to smile back. Full lips, white, straight teeth, masculine chin with a hint of a cleft.


    “Oh.” The monosyllabic word felt like the stupidest thing she could say, but it was better than saying nothing. She didn’t know how to handle this guy. Did he want her to buy watches for him, even if the seller wanted too much money?


    Coleton pulled a leather wallet out of his pocket and fished in it for a business card. He picked up a pen off the counter and wrote a number on it. He handed it to Jen. “Will you call me if any Breguet or Omega come in?”


    His card was colorful but simple. It said only: Coleton Savoy and gave a number. He pointed to the one he had written. “That’s my personal cell phone number. Call me anytime.” He stretched out the word anytime, giving it subtext. Is he flirting with me? The idea filled her with a wild gladness and a nervous dismay. He was too good-looking. She couldn’t trust herself to be objective about him. This was the kind of man who would get her in trouble. The type of man that women jumped in head-first over, without bothering to check how deep the water was.


    Jen nodded, then looked around desperately for Ivy. Ivy was the pretend manager. Shouldn’t she be handling this? She spotted Ivy, who was standing by Ryker in the middle of the store. Ivy gave her a thumbs up and mouthed something. Jen wasn’t sure but it looked like “he’s hot.” Jen groaned inwardly and looked back at the card in her hand. Ivy wasn’t going to be any help.


    “I’ll come back by in a couple of days, Jen, to see what’s come in.”


    “OK.”


    He flashed her one last heart-breaking smile and left, leaving her feeling discordantly wrung-out and hyped-up.


    Ivy ran over. “Wow, he really liked you. What did he want?”


    “He wanted watches. And he didn’t like me.”


    “Are you kidding? I could tell from over there that he liked you.”


    Jen blinked at her, trying to tell if she was kidding or serious. She didn’t know Ivy well enough yet to know for sure. But Ivy couldn’t be serious. That guy was way out of her league. He was movie-star hot. Which probably makes him an arrogant jerk, she thought and grimaced. He didn’t seem stupid, so he had to be a jerk, right? A tiny divot of shame wormed its way into her chest at the thought. She was stereotyping him as either arrogant or stupid because he was good looking? That made her as bad as the men who did that to women.


    Her thoughts were interrupted by the bat phone ringing. She ran to it, hoping to hear Sgt. Foley’s voice, but it was Sadler instead, his words sounding venomous. “What did pretty-boy give you?” Completely non-plussed for a moment, she didn’t say a word. But then she realized who and what he meant. “His business card.”


    Sadler’s reply chilled her as much as it confused her. “Perfect. Lock the door and you three get your asses over here. Change of plans.”


    


    ***


    


    


    Hunter sat in a chair behind Sadler and watched him light into their three undercover officers. He knew what Sadler’s issue with Ryker was (although he didn’t think it was relevant - Ryker had proved himself, in Hunter’s opinion), but he didn’t know what Sadler’s issue was with Ivy and Jen. He just didn’t seem to like them. Maybe he didn’t like anyone. Maybe it was because they were women. Hunter sighed and idly thought about asking for a new partner. Sadler was a good cop, but he was such a brutish jerk. It wasn’t worth having to walk on eggshells around the guy’s crappy mood all the time.


    He pulled himself out of his thoughts and tried to listen to what Sadler was saying. “Does the name Savoy mean anything to you?” Sadler was asking Jen, his voice too loud and harsh. His hand out-stretched, with Savoy’s card in it. Jen shook her head no.


    “How about you?” He turned to Ivy and waved the business card in her face. “No.” Ivy said, and Hunter could hear a thin wire of anger in it.


    Sadler turned to Ryker and a vicious smile crossed his face. “I know you have heard the name Savoy before, Wells. Enlighten your partners.”


    “He’s referring to Fiore Savoy. He’s the head of the oldest organized crime family in Northern California. Coleton is his son.” Ryker said, his voice neutral and calm. Good for you, Hunter thought. Don’t let him get to you.


    “That’s right,” Sadler said, pulling the card back triumphantly. “The head of the oldest organized crime family in Northern California, and the only organized crime family Westwood Harbor ever had to deal with until these three new assholes moved in!”


    Hunter clenched his jaw in frustration. What was Sadler getting at? What was the point of this? He chanced a glance at Jen and saw she looked visibly upset - her eyes were red and her face looked strained. Hunter stood up, intending to get in between Sadler and the three recruits. It was their first day. They’d done a good job. They didn’t need a lecture right now.


    “So now, Coleton Savoy just waltzes in to our pawn shop and starts asking about watches? There was more to it, wasn’t there?” He stepped forward in front of Jen and asked this question directly to her.


    “Well, he did ask if I was new. And where the old employees were.”


    “Exactly!” Sadler paced away from Jen. Hunter moved into the spot he’d just vacated. Sadler kept talking, pounding his fist against his open palm, seeming almost to be talking to himself. “I bet there’s something we’re missing here. There’s some way that all of these guys are related. How else is there no fighting between them? And why else would Savoy not have moved to get them out of his playground yet?”


    Hunter saw that Ivy looked perplexed, Jen looked still upset, and Ryker wore his usual placid expression. Hunter felt most like Ivy. Perplexed. Was Sadler really trying to say that Coleton Savoy was working with their three targets?


    Hunter decided to put a stop to this. “You know that Coleton Savoy has never been connected with any illegal activities. And that it has never been proven that he works with his father in any capacity.”


    Sadler spun at him. “It’s never been proven! But that doesn’t mean it’s not true! Of course he works with his dad! Of course he’s going to be running the family when papa finally kicks the bucket. What else is someone who has been raised by a criminal going to do?”


    He started pacing again. “But I saw the way he looked at her.” Sadler pointed at Jen. “Ten bucks says he comes back within a week. Twenty bucks says he gets hot and heavy on Tinkerbell here. And if I’m right, she could be the key to pretty-boy Savoy. And pretty-boy could be the key to his dad.” He rounded on Hunter again so fast that Hunter stepped back. “Imagine if we locked this up tight, and not only did we get our three targets, but we got Savoy junior and Savoy senior too. I smell Lieutenant rank, for both of us!”


    Hunter drew back again. His mind was spinning. He felt like knocking Sadler on his ass for being such a jerk, but Sadler just kept piling it on thicker and heavier, so much so that Hunter wasn’t sure what to be most pissed off about. Sadler didn’t give him time to decide.


    “I say, if he comes back. No, when he comes back, she flirts with him. You saw the way he was all over her. He would go for it. If she dated him we could have a front row seat into daddy’s camp. And no one would ever suspect her.”


    The full weight of what Sadler was proposing crashed down on Hunter. He saw red. Knocking Sadler on his ass suddenly seemed too good for him. Right now, Hunter wanted nothing less than to see Sadler kicked off of the force for good.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen’s alarm jerked her out of a deep sleep. She one-handed it onto the floor, her eyelids feeling like they weighed 100 pounds each. Like the night before, she’d gotten very little sleep, but unlike the night before, she did not feel energized this morning. She groaned and turned over. She was actually surprised she’d gotten any sleep at all, with the questions that had been circling her mind nonstop. And those questions were still unanswered.


    She pushed herself out of bed, plodded to the shower, and tried to focus. But her mind returned to last night’s horror show. After Sgt. Sadler had revealed his little plan to get her to date Coleton Savoy as a way to get surveillance on his mob boss father, Sgt. Foley had pulled him into the next room, his jaw clenched tight and his face red with anger. Not that it had done any good. She, Ivy, and Ryker could hear every word they shouted at each other. The conversation was burned into her brain. She could close her eyes and hear the voices like they were in the next room.


    “No way are we asking Recruit Mansko to date Savoy. That’s above and beyond what we are trying to do here. It’s too dangerous,” Foley had said.


    “Why? We’ve had undercover officers infiltrate criminal dens that way before, dating a daughter or sister or mother.” Sadler replied.


    “But she’s a woman.”


    “So? She’s a cop.”


    “She’s a trainee.”


    “She won’t have to do much. Just look pretty, string him along. Maybe he tries to impress her early and we get what we want quickly.”


    At this point Jen had heard banging noises. And Sgt. Foley’s strained voice. “We aren’t asking her to do that, period. No way.”


    “Are you serious man? This is the chance of a fucking lifetime and you won’t even see if she’s willing to try? You’re just going to say No way and think that’s it? Well it’s not up to you. I’m going over your head.”


    More banging noises drifted in from the other room. The wall actually shook. Jen thought maybe someone had overturned a table. She had looked at Ryker but he sat motionless, his eyes far off under his cowboy hat. What if they fought in there? What should they do?


    Sadler’s voice rang through once more. “You’re the one who told me the Chief thought women would be perfect for this particular undercover assignment. And he was right. We’ve got a chance to put this guy behind bars, finally, and I think the Chief will be very interested to know about it. Let’s see what he says.”


    They saw the door open and Sadler come out of it. He went down the long hallway opposite them and left the building in a huff. Eventually Sgt. Foley had come out of the room and told them they could go home. His face had left no room for questions. Jen had practically fled, wanting to get home and process the day.


    And here she was. In her shower the next morning. Wondering ceaselessly what this day would bring. A request by the Chief of Police to date Coleton Savoy? And if it came, what would she say? Yesterday, when she thought he was a regular guy, she would have jumped at the chance to date him. At least get to know him a little bit and see what kind of a person he was. But today? All of that was ruined for her. But did she have it in her to pretend to date him? To gather intelligence for the police department? She thought that was probably out of the league of things she was willing to do. Besides. Could she even do it? Could she put on a false face in such an intimate situation as dating someone? Sure, she could go on a date. But what if he wanted a second date? And a kiss? Could she kiss someone, knowing she was undercover and faking it all? Knowing she could be putting him in jail? And what about the danger? What if she said yes and she was discovered? If she had to wear a wire or something and he found it? Maybe while he was kissing her? His face swam into her mind and she recoiled from the image. He was handsome. But he was a criminal. Correction, a small part of her mind whispered. His father was a criminal. He had never been connected to his father’s activities.


    She thought of Sara suddenly, who was still in the state’s capitol working on something for the president. Sara had done something like this. Sara had done way more than kiss men for her cause.


    Jen felt the water start to get cold and realized she’d been standing under the spray not washing anything. Just thinking. Well at least she felt a little more awake. She jumped into action, trying to finish her routine before the water became ice cold.


    


    


    ***


    


    Jen pushed into the pawn shop, knowing she was a few minutes late. Ivy and Ryker were already there. Ryker looked the same as always with his standard cowboy hat, jeans and a t-shirt, but Ivy looked way different than the day before. Today she had styled her long Mohawk back in some sort of sweeping style that pulled back from her face elegantly. Her clothes were black, multi-zippered and buckled jeans and a black tank top, with dog tags swinging from her neck. Jen admired her outfit and the way it clashed with her hair, even as her mind still swam from her inner debate.


    “You made it,” Ivy said, pushing past her and flipping the sign on, then coming back to her. “You OK?”


    “Yeah. Have you guys heard from our bosses?”


    Ivy shook her head no and flicked her eyes to the cameras on the ceiling. Jen eyed them too as she walked behind the counter, hoping today was slow like yesterday, and praying that Savoy didn’t show up. She thought she was safe there. He’d just been in yesterday. No need to come back in the very next day.


    The day wasn’t slow though. As if the first day had been some sort of a weird test, and they had passed with flying colors, the door never stopped swinging on their second day in business. They bought 3.4 pounds of jewelry, 2 watches, 14 knifes, 4 handguns, 1 shotgun, and a whole mess of household tools. Jen barely had time for lunch, and she certainly didn’t have time to think about her predicament anymore, so when the door swung open at 4:30 and Coleton Savoy walked in, she felt her brain go numb. She already had a customer, but Coleton stood directly behind her customer, a small, patient, irritatingly-handsome smile on his face.


    Ivy came over and asked if she could help him. Out of the corner of her eye, Jen saw him shake Ivy’s hand and talk to her for a moment, and then he motioned to Jen and stood behind her customer again. Ivy caught her eye and shrugged. I tried, the shrug said.


    Jen’s mind didn’t want to concentrate on the woman she was trying to help. Something about a camera she had pawned 6 months ago and wanted to get back. Jen tried to explain to her that the camera was gone. It had been sold. She had missed her window to get the camera back and it had been sold like she had agreed. But her words kept getting tangled. When the woman started yelling, Jen looked at Ivy for help. Ivy and Ryker both came, and just like that, Jen was free, and Coleton was standing in front of her. He of the perfect smile and smooth good looks. And criminal father, don’t forget that. Jen’s hands shook slightly and she shoved them under the counter.


    “Hi,” he said, looking at her like they were meeting in the park or at a party, not in a pawn shop. His eyes burned into her and a small smile played on his lips. Was it an arrogant smile? Or was she reading thing into the situation that weren't there? Arrogant, she decided. And just-like-that she relaxed. If he was arrogant, that would make this a bit easier.


    “Hi.”


    “Did you happen to get in any Omega or Breguet?” he asked lightly.


    She shook her head. In fact she didn’t know what the watches they’d bought were, but she didn’t care either. She knew he wasn’t looking for watches today. She just wanted him to get it over with, so she could hear what she was going to say to him.


    He nodded then his smile pinched a little, like a little boy about to confess to something. “I actually didn’t come back to check on the watches.”


    Jen raised her eyebrows slightly, but didn’t say anything.


    “Would you like to get a cup of coffee with me sometime?” Coleton asked, his voice smooth as silk. His smile saying he knew she would.


    Jen opened her mouth, no thank you sitting on her tongue, and yes please crouching behind it. But what she actually said surprised even her. “Maybe. Why don’t you come back tomorrow and ask me again?” She heard the slight teasing in her voice and wondered where it had come from. She looked down and saw her hands relaxed on the counter and her right hip cocked forward, like she was in charge here.


    Jen saw Ivy and Ryker watching them from Ryker’s spot in the middle of the shop. She tipped them a wink and almost laughed at Ivy’s wide-eyed response. A realization came over her. She was enjoying this. Her heartbeat was slow and steady and her brain seemed to be working just fine again.


    Coleton Savoy’s smile widened. His eyes accepted her challenge. He opened his mouth to speak, seemed to reconsider, and then spoke anyway. “Where the lips are silent the heart has a thousand tongues.”


    Jen played what he had said over in her mind. She wasn’t sure what it was or why he had said it. She was sure it was beautiful though. She could think of no response that did it justice. So she stayed silent.


    He pushed back from the counter, turned slowly away, and walked out the door without a glance back.


    Ivy ran over. “What was that?”


    “I don’t know,” Jen said, and put a hand to her temple.


    Ivy ran to the computer and opened an internet browser. “What exactly did he say again?”


    Jen thought. “Um, something about the lips are quiet and the heart has a thousand tongues”


    “Where the lips are silent the heart has a thousand tongues,” Ryker intoned from the middle of the room. Jen and Ivy turned to stare at him. He shrugged. It’s Rumi. And then he stared at the bat phone like he expected it to ring at any second.


    


    ***


    


    Hunter hung up the phone. Laid it gently in its cradle so that he didn’t rip it out of the wall and fly it across the room like he wanted to. Jen was on her way over, and when she got here, he was going to tell her what the Police Chief said. And what would she choose? She was young, eager to please, and eager to achieve. Would that make her choose something that could be very, very bad for her? Dangerous for her?


    When he’d given her the speech before he’d hired her, he’d told her the truth. That they hadn’t lost an undercover officer since he’d been in charge of the unit. And that was true. But he’d left something out. That 12 years ago, before he’d been in charge, the department had lost an undercover officer. Officer Bainbridge had been recruited just like Jen had, and then sent in to try to infiltrate Fiore Savoy’s operation. One day, Officer Bainbridge hadn’t reported in. And he’d never been seen again. No one knew how or why it happened. A neighbor had seen him return home the night before, and that was the last known time he’d existed. His mother had filed a missing persons report. And that had been that. Eventually the department dismissed him. The official reason given was that he deserted his job. No one ever turned up any evidence to the contrary.


    The only reason that Hunter even knew this was because his predecessor, Sgt. Poole, a large man on the verge of retirement, with weeping, red eyes, had taken him out for a beer one night. Hunter remembered him sitting on his bar stool, wiping his eyes, and looking around like they were being spied on. He’d spilled the story in little more than a whisper, saying he’d been forbidden to share it by the Chief (who was not the same Chief they had now) but he felt duty-bound to do so anyway. To save Hunter the heartache that he’d been through. And to keep anyone else from dying. Poole said he never felt worse than when young Bainbridge didn’t report in. Said he’d known right away that something had happened to him. Said probably Bainbridge was cemented under some building downtown right now, and his body wouldn’t be found for another 100 years, if ever. Said don’t ever send anyone in to Savoy’s operation. The man’s too smart. And too dangerous. And too well protected by his huge family and his history and yes, even by his moles in the department. Like some giant rat you just can’t find or outsmart.


    And yesterday, when he and Sadler had both taken their case to the current Chief, the Chief had agreed with Sadler. The Chief thought it was a great idea to send Jen in to date the younger Savoy. Hunter had paced the room like an animal, barely able to contain his rage. He’d brought up Officer Bainbridge and what Poole had told him. The Chief had laughed - actually laughed — and said nonsense! That young officer just took off. He couldn’t take the heat so he got out of the kitchen. Vamoosed. And besides, Coleton Savoy wasn’t Fiore Savoy. And she probably would never end up face to face with the elder Savoy anyway. She maybe could just get a little insight on whether or not the younger Savoy was involved in any crimes. And if not, maybe he would spill some dirt on his dad. And Sadler and Foley would be right there, two steps behind her every step of the way. It wasn’t like the old days anymore, where an undercover officer was on his own most of the time. These days, with the technology they had, they could always know what was going on with her.


    His teeth gritted against his anger, Hunter had pointed out that Bainbridge had disappeared from his own house. The Chief had nodded as if that had proved his point. Hunter knew what was going on here. Knew that Chief Carval was under a lot of pressure from the public to produce some good results this year. The Chief of Police in Westwood Harbor was elected every 4 years, and reelection was coming up next year. And last year, there’d been a scandal involving one of Westwood Harbor’s police officers. Norman Foster. He and a few of his buddies had been taking bribes, running drugs and guns, and actually killing people. Foster was dead now, but Hunter knew the Chief was desperate for something big to happen between now and election time. Something that would make people forget all about Norman Foster. Give the people faith in their Chief of Police again.


    Hunter raged and raved. Said he’d quit if they did this. He even come close to overturning a table in the Chief’s office. He’d held his anger in check, but just barely. And in the end, he’d given in. Because the Chief told him to go on and quit. Sadler could run the operation. Hunter shuddered at the thought of Jen in Sadler’s hands. Sadler who didn’t even seem to like Jen. Who seemed to have it out for all of their three undercover officers.


    In the end, he’d had to walk out with his tail between his legs, after having promised the Chief two things. One, he would present the undercover operation to Jen, and if she said she would do it, that he would run it, wholeheartedly. And two, that he would not tell anyone about Bainbridge. That he would never breathe the name Bainbridge again. That he would accept that it had nothing to do with Savoy.


    “Bullshit,” he whispered to the phone. Jen would be here soon. And even though he’d sworn he wouldn’t tell her, and even though he knew he couldn't in front of Sadler, he would tell her. As soon as he got her alone. She had to know. That is, if she said she’d do it. He was still holding out hope that she wouldn’t.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen chewed her late dinner slowly, her mind puzzling over what had happened today when she’d been called over to the surveillance building where Sgt. Sadler and Sgt. Foley worked. Sgt. Foley had sat her down and explained that the Chief liked the idea of her dating Coleton Savoy. And then things had gotten strange. Sgt. Foley’s eyes had bored into her, and he’d gotten really close to her and his voice had dropped so low she could barely hear him. He’d explained how dangerous it was going to be, and that she didn’t have to do it if she didn’t want to.


    But then Sgt. Sadler had come close and contradicted every word Sgt. Foley had said. He’d said she would be perfectly safe. They’d be right there with her all the time. They wouldn’t let her get in any dangerous situations. At one point, Jen had been afraid they were going to fight right there in front of her. What would she do? Call 911? Call Ryker? She’d looked around for their version of the bat phone but hadn’t seen it. Luckily they’d backed off of each other, although they never did cool down.


    Sgt. Foley had told her she didn’t have to decide right then, but Sgt. Sadler had said the Chief was waiting for her decision. Jen hadn’t been 100% sure what she would do until the decision was right in front of her. And when it was, Sara’s face and her mother’s face had filled her mind. And just like that, Jen had said “I’ll do it.” What her mother had to do with anything, she didn’t know, except maybe if her mother knew, her mother would have tried to forbid her from doing it. And to Jen, that seemed like a good enough reason to do it.


    Sgt. Foley’s face had dropped immediately, and to Jen he had never seemed to recover. They’d worked together for hours, outfitting her with her special purse with the secret gun pocket, the tiny gun, the panic button in a small ring on her finger, and the app and special cover and battery for her phone that would make it an open line and GPS, so if she left it on the table or slightly sticking out of her pocket they could hear and even see everything in its range. But Sgt. Foley had seemed so … sad? Apprehensive? Drowning in his own thoughts? So out of it that she’d wondered if he was sick.


    And then she’d come home. Mentally, she was completely drained again. She scraped the rest of her food into the garbage and went to bed early. Jerry was pulling a 24 hour shift at one of the fire stations so he wasn’t home. She dropped into her bed like a stone and never heard the doorbell chime for fifteen minutes. Or her phone ring over and over again.


    


    ***


    


    Hunter ran the razor over his chin and wondered if it was too early to call Jen. She must have already been sleeping when he went to her house last night, so she should be up. But he didn’t want to call her. He wanted to talk to her face to face. He had this fantasy that if he could get to her before she actually went out with the guy, she could call the whole thing off without too much damage to himself or to her. He rinsed his face and admitted to himself he probably wouldn’t come out of this unscathed if that happened, but he was OK with losing his job if that meant that she would be safe. And he knew her job was safe no matter what. Well, he hoped. That was the crappy thing about being a police officer. You were expected to put your life on the line. Most cops in urban areas did it every single day, every single shift.


    Maybe he’d try to catch her after work tonight. He’d just have to make sure Sadler didn’t see them together. Just thinking of Sadler made his stomach turn sour. And after that debacle at the Chief’s office, he knew a request for a new partner wouldn’t go over well. Maybe after this assignment, he’d request a transfer. Something quiet like … Hunter tried to think of a quiet unit and couldn’t. Well, maybe he’d just go back to being a regular detective. He was good at it, and he could work alone if he wanted to.


    A niggling thought wormed its way into his mind. Could his intense opposition to Jen pretending to date Savoy have anything to do with his own feelings for her? What feelings? he scoffed. She’s cute. And ambitious. And smart. But I’m not secretly in love with her or anything. His stomach flip-flopped at the word love, even though he was negating it, not affirming it.


    He jumped into the shower and finished his morning routine, determined to get to work early. He wanted to check in on Ivy. After he and Sadler had finished with Jen last night, Ivy had called and said she had an idea. And it had been a good one. She said she’d go in early this morning and start to work on it. He couldn’t wait to see if it panned out or not.


    After his short drive, Hunter walked in their surveillance room, glad that Sadler wasn’t there yet to fill the place with his own special brand of irritation. He flipped on all the lights and the cameras, a bit surprised to see Ivy already at the computer, and even more surprised to see Ryker sitting right behind her, watching over his shoulder. But why are you surprised about Ryker? he asked himself. He’s been following Ivy around like an overgrown puppy since the first day she came in wearing that sexy punk outfit. Hunter frowned. As long as it didn’t cause any problems in the unit, he didn’t care if Ryker and Ivy were boffing each other in the bathroom on break. Which he knew they weren’t. But it was only 6:30. Why were they both in so early? Maybe he slept over at her place last night. Hunter raised his eyebrows. Maybe. The situation would bear watching.


    But for now, he just wanted the lowdown on Ivy’s computer program. He zoomed in on her screen, surprised to find she must have already finished writing the program she described, and now she was entering serial numbers and dates of sale. Idly he wondered why someone with Ivy’s skills wanted to be a cop. She could be pulling in a couple hundred grand a year with Microsoft or Amazon. And hadn’t Jen asked her that on their first day? There was a story there, Hunter knew. Someday he’d ask what it was. For now, he turned on his own computer that was connected to the network at the pawn shop and studied the figures Ivy’s program was spitting out. Interesting.


    Lost in thought and work, he barely noticed when Sadler arrived. He did notice when Jen arrived and opened the shop. He paused for a moment to check her mood, her attitude. She looked happy and relaxed, so he turned back to what he was doing.


    Their day started.


    With one eye he worked with Ivy’s program, and with the other eye he watched Jen get into a groove, taking care of customers. She was getting good. She pacified angry people, uplifted sad people, and joked with the few happy people. She bought everything that came in. And a lot of stuff was coming in. Lots of guns for some reason. Hunter was just about to walk to the bat phone to tell Ivy to start entering those guns into her database when the door opened one more time and Coleton Savoy walked in.


    Damn! Hunter flicked his eyes to the clock and saw it was only 11:30. He watched as Jen’s eyes went to Savoy, then back to her current customer with a new, tense posture. He watched as Savoy stood in Jen’s line patiently. He seethed as Savoy finally sauntered up to Jen and asked her out to lunch, right now. He saw Jen look uncertainly to Ivy, then to the bat phone, and then to the camera on the ceiling. He swirled his chair around, intending on running to the bat phone and telling her no way, tell him to wait till tomorrow! But Sadler had beaten him there. Ivy picked up the phone, listened, then hung up and walked by Jen saying, “You can take a lunch now if you want to.” And then Jen was following Savoy out the front door.


    Goddammit! Now they had to divide surveillance! And Hunter’s chances at warning Jen off before she had her first date were gone forever. Anger boiled over inside of him. “I’m taking Mansko,” he growled in Sadler’s general direction, his voice making it clear Sadler better not argue. He ran to the computers they had set up for Jen’s operation and flipped on all the switches, dialing in to her phone.


    He couldn’t see or hear anything. The phone must still be in her purse! “I don’t have a line on her — turn on the outside cameras, quick!” Hunter ran down the line of monitors, waiting for one to show Jen and Savoy. Were they getting in a car? Hunter felt close to a panic and stuffed it down. If something happened to Jen, he’d never forgive himself. He’d kill Sadler. He’d kill the Chief. He’d kill Savoy. The outside cameras clicked on the monitors and he studied them, looking for Jen. And as he realized the couple walking down the sidewalk towards the nearby Lounge was them, his own cameras started showing a picture: the sidewalk swinging back and forth from Jen’s pocket. He sank into his chair and took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart. A small voice spoke up in his mind. Nah, you don’t love her. Heck, you don’t even like her, right?


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen walked into the lounge behind Coleton, her mind a cool blank. She was just going to let this be what it was. She was determined not to second-guess herself, not to fake anything, and not to push too hard to be perfect. She wouldn’t think about what would happen if he wanted to kiss her. She would decide in the moment. If she had the choice whether or not to take this assignment, then surely she had a choice of whether to kiss him or not. And if he wanted to kiss her, and she wouldn’t kiss him back, he wouldn’t ask her out for another date. Problem solved. But for now, a little conversation. A little digging. A little glimpse into his life. That wasn’t hurting anyone. And if he wasn’t a criminal, he had nothing to worry about. And she had nothing to feel guilty about. She wondered if Sara ever felt guilty. If Sgt. Foley ever felt guilty. Probably not.


    The waiter led them to a quiet table along the back wall. Coleton held out her chair for her, then sat across from her and flashed her that killer smile. Jen carefully put her phone on the table next to her plate, wondering what the cameras were catching. His water glass? The side of his plate? She’d look at the video later for future corrections.


    “Thanks for coming to lunch with me,” he said.


    “Sure. Thanks for asking me.”


    “How long have you been a … what are you, a pawn broker?”


    Jen laughed. “Not me, I’m just a worker-bee. Only a few days. It’s my first job since I moved back to Westwood Harbor.”


    Coleton leaned back in his chair. “Funny, I would have pegged you as a professional surfer or maybe a DJ.”


    Jen laughed to herself, thinking that he hadn’t even come close to what her profession really was, but still couldn't restrain herself from responding to his first guess.


    “I love to surf! I’m no professional, but I’ve been surfing for four years now, whenever I can. How did you know that?”


    Coleton shrugged. “You look the part. You’re tan. Your hair looks sun-kissed blond under the dye — which I love, by the way. You’re athletic. Do you surf Bowls?”


    Jen shook her head, still feeling the glow of his compliment. “Is that here in Westwood Harbor? Because I haven’t ever surfed here. Only in San Francisco.”


    He nodded. It’s the best spot here. Or at least it was four years ago, the last time I went. I could take you …” He raised his eyebrows.


    Jen nodded eagerly. She had wanted to get back into surfing but was looking for a buddy. California surfing could be dangerous if you didn’t know the lay of the riptides and undercurrents in each spot.


    “How about Saturday?” he asked, that smile back on his face. The one she thought might be arrogant but she wasn’t sure. But right now it didn’t look arrogant.


    “Saturday, that would be-” She broke off, remembering who she was and what she was doing … and who he was. “Uh, I’m not sure if I can. Can I let you know?”


    “Sure.”


    “So what do you do?” Jen asked him, not sure what expect him to say. She hadn’t had a chance to research him. Was he a playboy, living off of daddy’s money? Or did he have a real job? A front job? Or was he a legitimate person, just trying to get out from daddy’s shadow?


    “I make apps.”


    “Apps? Like on my phone?”


    “Apps, like on your phone, yep.”


    “Anything I would have heard of?”


    Coleton’s eyes flicked to the left and he chewed on his lip for a second. Jen caught both movements, and wondered if he was getting ready to lie about something. Finally, he said, “I don’t normally tell people what apps I’ve created, but …” he seemed to consider for a second and then said, “I tell you what, you let me take you out again, and I’ll tell you.”


    “Deal.” Jen smiled, thinking she liked him. Then cautioning herself for the thought.


    Their waiter brought drinks and took their orders. Jen ordered a sandwich, hoping to be out of here quickly. She didn’t like leaving Ivy and Ryker alone for too long, even if she was technically still working.


    “So you’re from San Fran?” Coleton asked.


    Jen noticed how handsome his dark eyes were and tried to un-notice it. “I’m from here, but I moved to San Francisco when I turned 18. I needed to get away, you know?”


    Coleton nodded vehemently. “I do know. So what brought you back?”


    Jen thought hard, not sure how much to tell him. She didn’t want to lie too much. Honestly she didn’t want to lie at all, but she knew she would have to, at least a little. He must have seen something in her gaze because he put his hands up. “Sorry, if that’s too personal. You don’t have to answer.”


    “No, no, it’s OK. My boyfriend cheated on me and I needed to get out of town. Keep myself from doing anything stupid. Get away from him.” Jen dropped her eyes, feeling ashamed, and not sure why. Adam cheated on her, he was the one who should be ashamed, not her. When she lifted her eyes and gazed cautiously at Coleton, the sudden compassion in his face caught her off guard. It made her remember what he’d said the last time she’d seen him. And she was happy to change the subject.


    “Why did you quote that line from Rumi before, in the pawn shop?”


    A strange change came over his face. His eyes lit up and at the same time his face contracted. And did he blush a little bit?


    “You know Rumi?” he asked enthusiasm in his voice.


    Now it was her turn to blush. “Well no, I don’t. I looked it up on the Internet.”


    He nodded, the light still in his eyes. “I love Rumi. I love a lot of poetry. And I have an annoying habit of repeating lines that pop into my head. So I just figured I’d get it over with, so if you found it too annoying you’d know early and you could tell me to get lost.”


    Jen stared at him, a little caught off guard. She’d never known anyone who read poetry. In fact she thought it was an art form that was mostly lost in this hustle and bustle world they now lived in. And would a criminal enjoy poetry? How would she know, she didn’t know anything about poetry. Well, except that line he’d quoted.


    “Where the lips are silent the heart has a thousand tongues,” she said. He smiled, clearly pleased. “What does it mean?” she asked. None of the websites Ivy had found it on had said.


    “It means something different to everyone, and in every situation. To me, in that situation I guess it meant that I was fascinated by your bit of teasing and I didn’t have anything clever to say back. But I wanted to keep the exchange going.”


    Jen felt herself melt a little bit at this frank admission. She grabbed her water cup and took a long swallow and damned her fragile emotions. What the hell was she thinking? She wasn’t cut out to be a damned undercover officer! She had to go back and tell someone she couldn’t do this. Not with this guy. Her frantic, buzzing thoughts made her remember what she was supposed to be doing here.


    She put her water cup down. “Did your parents read you poetry? Is that what got you interested in it?”


    His face darkened immediately. Their sandwiches came and he made a show of inspecting his food until the waiter was gone.


    “My parents? No. They don’t like poetry. In fact my father downright hates it.”


    Jen raised her eyebrows slightly, but tried to cover it by biting into her meal. After she finished chewing she said, “Oh sorry, that must be hard, for you to be interested in something your father dislikes so strongly. You two aren’t close then?”


    “Hardly.” He bit into his own sandwich and looked out the window, a small frown on his face. Jen thought frantically. Should she keep asking questions about his father? Or would that put him off? Argh, why didn’t she have a manual? 7 Safe Questions to Get your Target Talking or something! Or at least someone could have told her what kind of things to ask. But she had a feeling that everyone else was as surprised as she felt at being alone with him already.


    He broke into her thoughts. “What do you wear, half-suit or full-suit?”


    Jen smiled, happy to be over the hard stuff and back talking about surfing. There was always time for the hard stuff. She hadn’t formed any solid opinions yet, but she was halfway to believing that Coleton did not work with his father. And he was nothing more than a harmless app creator. No dangerous criminal here.


    Ten minutes later, he walked her back to the pawn shop. She said thank you quickly and ran in the door, not wanting to deal with lengthy, awkward goodbyes.


    Ryker sat in the middle of the store, arms crossed. He nodded at her and gave her a half-smile, then his eyes went back to the one customer at the counter with Ivy.


    As Jen crossed into the employee area, Ivy asked her customer to excuse her a second, grabbed Jen’s arm, and pulled her into the back. “You have to see this,” she hissed into Jen’s ear, pulling her to their surveillance screens that showed the parking lot outside.


    “What, Ivy?”


    “Just look,” Ivy said, flipping on the monitor. Jen saw Coleton getting into a car. At first Jen didn’t know what she was looking at, but then she realized. The car. It was a sleek, in-your-face red, low-to-the-ground sports car, and it looked expensive.


    “It’s called a Viper. I looked it up. They cost $85,000 brand new.”


    Jen gave a low whistle. And thought back to her half-decision that he couldn’t possibly be a criminal. Where else would a car like that come from? Jen bit her lip and reminded herself not to trust her intuition. Because she knew where that had gotten her in the past. Nowhere good.


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen pulled in Jerry’s driveway and killed the engine. She sat in her car for a few moments, mental and emotional weight pressing down on her. She’d never felt this drained in her life before. All she wanted was a shower, some food, and to drop into bed. And then she would do it all over again tomorrow. At least she had the weekend off. And maybe a date on Saturday? She shoved that thought aside. She couldn’t deal with thoughts of Coleton right now. His face popped in her mind anyway. He was a mystery all right. She wondered what Sgt. Foley thought of him. Sgt. Foley’s face replaced Coleton's in her mind. The memory of his strong features, calming smile, and broad shoulders soothed her. She pushed open her car door and plodded towards the house.


    As she entered the house, she turned to lock the door and saw a truck pull in behind her car in the driveway. It wasn’t Jerry. He was picking up Sara from the airport and wouldn’t be back for hours if the traffic was bad. She locked the door anyway and waited to see who exited the truck.


    Confusion spread across her face as Sgt. Foley got out. Anxiety spread ticklish wings in her chest. Had she done something wrong? Was something wrong with Ivy or Ryker? Why would he come to her home? He caught her eye through the glass and gave her a smile and a wave. She pulled in a deep breath and decided it must not be that bad. He didn’t seem angry or upset. The anxiety was replaced by a queer sort of pleasure that made her smile involuntarily. She opened the door and looked at him expectantly.


    “Hi Jen, sorry to come to your home, but I have something to tell you, do you mind if I come in?”


    Jen shook her head and held the door open for him, catching his scent as he walked by. He smelled good, like wood chips and soap, and maybe a bit of leather? She shook her head and laughed at herself. Why was she trying to identify what he smelled like? She steered him towards the table and had him sit down.


    “Would you like some tea or coffee?”


    He looked at her hard, like it was an important decision, and then sighed. “Coffee would be great.” Jen started a pot and then sat down across from him, noticing for the first time that his eyes were a gorgeous and unusual shade of gray-green.


    He got right down to business. “First let me say that I’m not supposed to be telling you this, and if anyone in the department finds out I did, I could lose my job.” Jen’s eyebrows went up. She clenched her fingers into her palms tightly, the thought of him losing his job creating real fear inside her.


    He took a deep breath and told her everything the retiring Sgt. Poole had told him. And then he sat back and waited for her reaction.


    She got up and walked to the coffee pot, pouring them both a cup of decaf while what he had just said bounced around in her brain. Slowly, she took both cups back to the table and sank bonelessly into her seat.


    “Do you think I am in danger?” she asked.


    He shook his head. “I’m not sure. Coleton Savoy is not Fiore Savoy.”


    She shook her head. “Today when I was with him, I got the impression he’s no more dangerous than a puppy dog. At one point I remember myself thinking there was no way he was a criminal.” Jen dropped her eyes to her lap, thinking. “But I’m not that great of a judge of character so…” She trailed off.


    “Don’t sell yourself short. I was watching. I thought the exact same thing today. Yesterday I was scared for you. Today I’m not so sure.”


    Jen looked up at him. His eyes were kind and truthful and his gaze held hers with quiet strength. She felt a flutter in her belly and tried to dismiss it. He’s your boss.


    “Do you think I should call the whole thing off? Like just say I don’t want to do it anymore?”


    Hunter’s face changed from contemplative to hard. “I don’t know that either. If I didn’t think there were any chance you could be in danger I would say no. It would be nice to finally know where Coleton Savoy stands. And who knows what kind of information just hanging out with him could dredge up.” His face changed again, illuminated like he had thought of some great secret. “Who knows. If he doesn’t get along with his dad, maybe he’d be willing to give up information, kind of like an informant. You could have your first informant.”


    “My first informant?”


    “Yeah, you, Ryker, and Ivy will all be way ahead of the other officers when you graduate recruit class. You’ll have informants almost immediately. Once our pawn shop operation is revealed as the sting it is, anyone who doesn’t end up in jail and is willing to pass information in exchange for money will be all over you guys when they see you on the street. You’ll be their pet cops. They’ll feel like they know you.”


    “I never thought about that. I didn’t realize patrol officers had informants.”


    “The good ones do. And I know you’ll be a good one.”


    Jen felt her body go warm at his compliment. “Thanks, Sgt. Foley.” Jen saw his eyes flash, although with what she wasn’t sure.


    “Look Jen, you might as well call me Hunter. This is going to be a long road with a lot of hard work in front of us. We don’t need to be quite so formal, at least not until you are in recruit class.”


    “OK.” Jen smiled shyly. “Hunter.”


    


    ***


    


    Hunter felt his groin tighten when she said his first name. He’d been doing so good not thinking of her in that way and then one not-even-intimate word from that adorable mouth and scenes of lust went flashing through his mind. Disgusted with himself, he hurled silent insults across his mind’s path. He noticed Jen sit up straighter and pull back from him a bit, like he’d said something scary.


    Relax, relax. Berate yourself later.


    He stood up and paced the kitchen, so as not to be so close to her. “Look Jen, I think at this point I just want you to be aware that this happened, and that it may have been Savoy Sr. who was behind it. That way you’ll be extra careful, especially if Coleton ever runs across his dad while you are with him, or if he ever wants to take you to see his dad.”


    Jen nodded. “Do you think this will go on that long? I just thought it would be a few dates, I’d ask him some questions, and that would be it.”


    “That certainly could be all it is, but I think Sadler was imagining you becoming his long-term girlfriend. A permanent fixture on his arm. You going to holiday dinners at daddy’s mansion.”


    Jen pulled back, her eyes wide. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “Really?”


    Hunter smiled. She was sweet. And impulsive. She had jumped in without really knowing what she was getting into. And now it was his job to make sure that didn’t bite her in the ass. Again he damned Sadler for pushing her into it so eagerly. And while he was at it, he damned Chief Carval too. Neither of them gave a shit about this woman sitting in front of him. All they cared about was numbers, busts, arrests, convictions.


    Well he cared. He cared about all three of them. And he would make sure nothing happened to them.


    “I have to go. Ivy wants me to come look at some prototype she’s created to track the cash that’s moving in and out of the pawn shop,” Hunter said.


    “Wow, she’s amazing.”


    “She is amazing. I’m glad she’s on our side.”


    Jen laughed and followed him to the door. He turned back. “Oh, and Jen, you are on for Saturday if you want to go surfing with Coleton Savoy. Sadler and I have already cleared the overtime with the Chief.”


    Jen nodded, eyes wide and vulnerable. Hunter thought she’d never looked so beautiful. He gazed at her a moment too long, desire burning his brain, and felt a kind of electricity pass between them. He thought Jen felt it too. She gasped a little and pulled back, like she’d been shocked. What was that?! He turned quickly to hide his confusion and mumbled a goodbye, practically running to his truck.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen looked at her face in the mirror. No makeup, she decided. And she wouldn’t even brush her hair. She pulled it back into a ponytail and tucked the tail of it roughly under the elastic. If she looked messy, maybe Coleton Savoy would lose his attraction for her.


    Since it was Saturday, she’d gotten to sleep in. But now she was headed out to meet Coleton at Bowls for some surfing. She checked her phone. 11:43. Low tide was in one hour and fifteen minutes. She was to meet him exactly at noon. She waggled her eyebrows at her phone and puckered out her lips a few times. Then she laughed and said, “Are you guys watching yet?”


    A text came in almost immediately. The name it showed was Hunter. A small thrill went through her when she saw it. She’d changed the name from Sgt. Foley to Hunter in her phone as soon as he’d left her house the night before last. She loved his name and thought it was incredibly masculine. She tapped the message notification and read it. We’re here. All business.


    Here we go, she thought, and headed to her car, blinking in the strong late-morning sun. Fifteen minutes later she pulled into a stall at the address Coleton had given her. He was waiting for her, leaning on a beat-up, Dodge pickup truck. His expensive car from the other day was nowhere in sight.


    He hadn’t crammed himself into his wetsuit yet and she was surprised to see how defined his chest and abs were. His build was much smaller than say, Sgt. Fo— Hunter’s was, but it was well-developed and attractive. She realized she was staring at his chest and whipped her eyes up to his face.


    He smiled lightly at her. “Hi.”


    “Hi.”


    “The waves look perfect. They are building now. We should get out there.”


    “Sounds great.” Jen felt excitement growing in her chest. She hadn’t been surfing since the morning she discovered Adam in her bed with Miss Attitude. And that was far too long ago. However this turned out, she’d always be grateful to Coleton for getting her back in the water.


    She took her phone off the center console and shoved it beneath her seat. As she pulled on her wetsuit she looked behind them towards the restaurants and shops lining the other side of the street. Hunter and Sgt. Sadler were back there somewhere, she knew.


    She grabbed her board and yelled, “race you!” as she ran to the beach and towards the water. She didn’t have to look back to know he was following already. She could hear him behind her, his feet thudding into the thick sand.


    She sliced her board onto the water and flung herself onto it, laughing happily. Only then did she look back. He had caught her, but wasn’t quite as graceful as she was on the entry. She laughed again and he looked up at her, grinning. The force of his good looks struck her full in the face and she looked forward again, shaking her head. If only she’d met him under different circumstances. Maybe they would have had a chance.


    They paddled out to where the waves were breaking and turned neatly around to face shore, their boards parallel to each other.


    “It feels so great to be back in the water!” she told him.


    “My head is bursting with the joy of the unknown,” he said back without hesitation.


    She looked at him strangely.


    “Oh, sorry. I told you I did that a lot.”


    “What poet is that?”


    “It’s Rumi again, he’s always been my favorite.”


    Jen looked behind her at the waves coming in, replaying the sentence over again in her head. She decided it was lovely, but it couldn’t compare with waves, water, and motion. She started paddling as she saw her first good wave coming in.


    


    ***


    


    2 hours later, exhausted and sore, Jen followed Coleton back onto the beach. She would have stayed out all day, but the waves had degraded and there wasn’t much point anymore.


    They walked to their cars. Jen felt relaxed, wrung out of all her worries, happy just to be alive, which was what surfing usually did for her. She touched Coleton on the arm. “Thank you so much for inviting me out. I haven’t had this much fun in months.”


    He leaned forward, and before she knew it, his lips were on hers, light and warm. She pulled back, her eyes wide, her lips tingling. Her hand fluttered to her throat and she stared at him.


    He grinned, an appealing, boyish grin that would have charmed her down to her toes if she weren’t so shocked. And if she weren’t there on police business.


    “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve wanted to do that forever.”


    Jen didn’t know what to say. That’s OK? That’s not OK? Don’t do it again or I’ll arrest you? Do it again because I really kind of liked it but God I don’t want to like it? She stuttered and then gave up. She walked to the back of her car, hiding her face from him, her eyebrows stretching up towards her hairline. She wondered if Hunter had seen it. Of course he had. And what did he think of it?


    Get hold of yourself, girl. No cracking up.


    She peeled her wetsuit off and threw it in the back of her car. Coleton was watching her, concern on his face. She smiled, and he smiled back, relieved.


    “I brought us some snacks. I was hoping you didn’t have to leave right away.”


    Hunter had told her earlier that there was no set time when the date had to end because Coleton had already hinted he’d like to see her for longer than just a surfing date. “I can stay,” she said as she retrieved her phone from under her seat.


    He pulled an actual picnic basket out of his car and led her to a shady spot on the grass. He produced a light blanket and spread it on the ground. “Milady.”


    She pulled out pretend skirts in a stilted curtsy and said, “Milord,” then sat cross-legged, giggling. He sat across from her and began taking sandwiches, chips, drinks, cut up watermelon, and thick cuts of cheese out of the basket.


    “What’s your favorite? Peanut butter and jelly, peanut butter and m&m, ham and cheese, tuna salad, or turkey and mayonnaise?”


    She giggled again. “There’s so many.”


    He smiled softly. “I wanted to be sure you’d have something you liked.”


    “What’s peanut butter and m&m?”


    “Only the best sandwich on the planet. Here, try it.” He handed her half of the sandwich and chose half of something that looked like ham and cheese for him.


    She bit into it and looked across the endless water. Surfing and a picnic lunch. This guy knew how to plan his dates. And she’d been impressed with him on his board. He knew what he was doing.


    “This is great. The peanut butter and chocolate go together perfectly. Did your mom invent this?” She snuck a glance at him.


    He was gazing over the deep blue like she had been. “Nah, this is true bachelor food.”


    “Hey! You promised if I went out with you again you’d tell me what app you created.”


    He shaded his eyes and looked at her intently. “I did. OK, you ever heard of My Monkey Minds?”


    Jen gasped and grabbed her phone. She flipped the page to the right and showed it to him; the icons for the games My Monkey Minds 1, 2, and 3 were the only ones on the screen. “You didn’t.”


    “I did. Those are my apps.”


    Jen’s jaw dropped. “These are huge! As big as Angry Birds! You must have made millions!”


    He tilted his head towards her and didn’t say a word.


    Jen could see her reflection in the phone, the ambient sunlight making it look more like a mirror now that the screen had gone dim again. She pulsed her head slightly a few times, her eyes still wide. Are you hearing this? her reflection said.


    When her surprise had worn down a bit she said, “Your parents must be very proud of you.”


    Coleton looked at her again, his eyes narrowed a little. In suspicion? “You would think so, wouldn’t you?”


    “They aren’t?”


    “Oh, I suppose my mom is. But I don’t think she really understands it. My dad’s not. He thinks it’s silly what I’m doing. That there’s no purpose to it. No honor.”


    Jen gaped. No honor? Did he really just say no honor? She restrained herself from looking into her phone again.


    “What does your dad do?”


    This time when he looked at her, his eyes were definitely suspicious. “He’s retired,” he said brusquely.


    I better lay off the family questions for a bit, Jen thought. “My dad’s dead,” She blurted out, trying to take the focus off her questions.


    Coleton’s eyes softened immediately. “Oh Jen, I’m sorry.”


    She dropped her eyes, not needing to pretend. “Yeah, thanks. I didn’t really know him very well, but it still hurts.”


    “The wound is the place where the Light enters you.”


    She looked at him questioningly. He smiled sadly. “Rumi again.”


    “What does it mean?”


    “To me, it means that the places we’ve been hurt the deepest offer us our greatest chances to understand humility and compassion. And to be close to God, if you believe in him.” He sounded tired, worn-out.


    Jen shook her head slightly. He peeked at her out of the corner of his eye. “What?”


    “You’re so … deep. How old are you?”


    “28.”


    “You’re only two years older than me. How are you so …” she hunted for a word. “Self-aware?”


    He took her hand. “I’ve been through some horrible things in my past. And I guess I’ve been searching for ways to justify them or be OK with them for a long time.”


    She curled her fingers around his, feeling genuinely concerned for him. “Do you want to talk about it?”


    “Nah, no sob stories on the second date. Are you done eating? I want to show you something.” He pulled his hand away and finished his food in two bites. Jen ate her Pb&M quickly, her curiosity piqued.


    


    ***


    


    20 minutes later, after they’d changed into dry clothes, Coleton pulled her by the hand to a non-descript building butting up to the local aquarium. She pulled back for a second, looking at the front of the aquarium longingly. She hadn’t been since she was a child, but she used to love coming here with her mom.


    She let Coleton pull her inside where an empty reception counter greeted them. Coleton weaved them around it to a door in the back. Jen wrinkled her nose. “What is this, a veterinarian’s office?” She smelled animals. And fish?


    “Kind of. You’ll see.”


    He pushed in the next door and called out a name. “Kyle? Are you here?” Jen looked around with interest at the animal cages stacked on top of each other. They were all empty.


    A voice drifted to them from behind another door. “Back here Coleton.”


    They crossed the room, the smell of fish coming even stronger, and Coleton pushed open the door. Jen immediately forgot all about the smell. “Oh my goodness they are so adorable!” she cried, and dropped to her knees in front of the man who must be Kyle.


    He was cross-legged on the floor with a sea lion pup, about the size of a Jack Russell Terrier on his lap, and his back up against a large kennel filled with 20 or so more of the sea lion pups. He was bottle-feeding the one on his lap from an over-sized bottle. The pup snuggled into him and looked at him adoringly with wet black eyes that took up most of its face. Behind him, the rest of the pups climbed all over each other and nipped at his clothing, pulling it through the holes in the chain link. A few made a low stuttering bark, and when they saw Jen they swarmed towards her as much as they could, barking excitedly.


    “Jen, this is Kyle. He’s in charge of wildlife rescue in town and he’s been overrun by sea lion pups for the last week. I told him I’d help him feed them today.”


    “Hi Kyle,” Jen smiled and reached out to touch the pup on his lap. She pulled her hand back, indecisive. “Is it OK if I pet him?”


    “Her. And yes. Rhetta, say hello to Jen.”


    Rhetta only had eyes for Kyle though. Jen pet her gently on the back and thought she felt soft and silky, like the soft fur of a puppy’s ear.


    “Bottles of slop are on the counter. Only the littlest ones need to be bottle fed. The rest will eat out of a bowl. Grab a bottle and grab a baby.” Kyle nodded to a smaller kennel that held much smaller sea lion pups than the ones behind him. “There’s nothing to it.”


    Jen stood up enthusiastically and got her bottle, then made her way to the little kennel. When she opened it, the 6 pups inside rushed her on their awkward fins, yipping and honking excitedly. Jen fell backwards, laughing. One of them got its mouth on her bottle and she pulled it to her, not sure what to do about the others. Coleton picked them off one by one and put them back in the kennel. Then he grabbed his own bottle and settled in to feed the smallest pup.


    When the noise of the pups calmed down enough for them to talk, Jen looked at Kyle. “Where did they all come from?”


    “Area beaches. They come on shore to warm up. And we get called when there’s no mother nearby. We come check them out and if they are small enough and don’t look like they are getting enough food we bring them here to feed until they are big enough to survive on their own. It happens every year.”


    “What happened to their mothers?”


    “We don’t know. They may have just been separated. Or mom could have gotten sick or been eaten.”


    Jen looked down at the slick ball of fur and fat in her lap and felt sad for it.


    “But don’t worry. We track a few of them every year and most of them do great once we release them. They have babies of their own even.”


    Jen smiled down at the pup in her lap, feeling a rush of elation. She loved animals, especially the babies. And now she was getting to feed a baby sea lion. She glanced at Coleton, who was wrestling with his own pup, and tipped him a wink, feeling a confusing mixture of emotion when she did so. A glance down at the phone in her pocket told her it was still peeking out, so Hunter and Sgt. Sadler were getting a eyeful of sea lion pup. Good, at least they wouldn’t be worried about her. Although the feeling that there was absolutely nothing to worry about when she was with Coleton was even stronger now. As long as you stay away from his dad.


    An hour later, after every pup was fed and the tiny room had been cleaned and each pup had gotten a pet from Jen, Coleton offered to take her on a behind-the-scenes tour of the aquarium. She accepted, and when she felt his hand touch hers, she folded her fingers into his willingly enough, feeling half-guilty, half-sad, as she did so. Don’t forget half-fascinated and half-happy, she chided herself.


    “Kyle must be a good friend.”


    “Yeah, we’ve been friends for a long time. Since we were eight. Every time I come back here I go see him first.”


    “Come back here?”


    “I moved away when I was 12. I always come back though. This is where my mother and sisters are.”


    “You didn’t move away with your mother?”


    They were walking along the back side of a huge aquarium. Jen made a show of studying the fish inside, so she didn’t have to look at Coleton’s face. She tried to keep her questions light, like it didn’t matter if he answered them or not.


    “No, I—” From the corner of her eye she saw Coleton drop his gaze to the floor. “I ran away.”


    She squeezed his hand and looked at him.


    He looked back, deeply. “I ran away and when they brought me back kicking and screaming I refused to live with my father. So they sent me to San Fran to live with one of my mom’s sisters. Since I’ve been an adult I’ve lived here off and on, but I don’t like to stay too long. My dad lives here. And he’s not a nice man.”


    Jen tried to think of something to say to respond to that, but Coleton took two steps forward until he was right up close to her. “But I don’t want to talk about him. I want to talk about you, Jen. And how beautiful and sweet you are. And how glad I am that you are here with me.”


    Jen took a step backward, then another, but didn’t let go of Coleton’s hand. The thick glass wall behind her stopped her retreat. Coleton slowly took another step, until he was only inches away. Even more slowly, he lowered his face to hers, giving her plenty of time to pull away, step to the side, or tell him to stop. She did none of those things. His lips touched hers and she felt her body melt. Her traitor lips kissed him back. Her condemnable hand snaked behind his neck and pulled him closer. And her stupid brain watched it all, never offering so much as a token protest.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    


    

  


  
    



    Fiore Savoy puffed his first cigar of the day, still enjoying his number 2 house with its sweeping views and quiet landscape. As he thought the word quiet, his glance flicked to his neighbors to the left. That useless yapping rat with a collar had barked its last bark the day before. And wasn’t that fine? Now if his telephone would stay quiet, he could enjoy his morning.


    As if thinking of it had summoned a call, the damn thing buzzed beside him. Fiore cursed and picked it up, pressing the stupid little button to answer the call.


    “Boss. I have, ah, news.”


    Ah, shit, Fiore thought. This sounds bad already.


    The voice pushed on, a tiny tremor in it. “The first thing I’m going to tell you might sound like bad news, but I think you’ll like it. I think you’ll like it a lot. But the second thing …”


    “Just fucking spit it out!”


    “OK, OK sorry. The undercover unit has an officer dating your son. He met her and liked her so they are just taking advantage of an opportunity.”


    Fiore fought an urge to chuck the phone over the railing. This was what he was supposed to like? This fucking stronzo thought this was good news?


    “But look, you know how you’re always pushing me to fuck with him, right? To convince him that he’s better off working for you, with you, than not? This might be what does it finally. If he figures out the police aren’t going to leave him alone, even though he aband— even though he hasn’t been working with you, the cops still harass him? So then what choice does he have but to come back to you? To do what the cops think he’s doing anyway.”


    Abandoned. That’s what the stronzo had been about to say. Yes his son had abandoned him. 16 years ago his own son had turned his back on his father and everything that his father stood for. And Fiore didn’t understand it. He offered his son everything anyone could ever want. Money, power, influence, wealth that would last for generations. And his son said no. He didn’t want anything that came from Fiore Savoy, like it was dirty or something. He turned his back on the entire family.


    Fiore sighed. His only son. All his other children were girls. Good girls that loved the family, but girls nevertheless. He couldn’t turn his empire over to a girl when he retired. He wanted to give it to his only son. So was this a good thing? Only time would tell.


    “And the second thing?” he said, his voice weary.


    “Well, um. OK. Remember I told you about the investigation into your new guys and their operations? The cops have upped the game a little bit. They are operating a pawn shop downtown, and one of them invented a way to track every bill that goes in and out of the shop and they are running all the money from every arrest and bust in the town through this little machine, and the DA says it’s a miracle and it’s going to revolutionize the way they connect cases. And I’m not sure if this means you can be connected to the street operations. And, well, they are planning on patenting the machine and sending it out to every cop shop on the West Coast. That and the items database that goes with it. Which means they’ll be able to track money and items anywhere in the state.”


    In the quiet that now filled his ear, Fiore realized he had a headache that was trying to kill him. Fury washed over him. “And why didn’t you smash this machine, stop this distribution?” His words were tight and laced with anger.


    “I did what I could! But once the DA knew, there was nothing I could do! Don’t you see? I could lose my job. My reputation.”


    “Your reputation! That is not important. It’s my reputation that is important! Your reputation is shit! And so is your job. I’ll see to that.”


    Fiore pulled the phone from his ear and did chuck it over the railing. He didn’t feel any better. And the phone was smashed to bits on the rocky slope beyond the house. Sweet Mother Mary what a butt-fuck.


    This was bad. And those fucking cops were getting a little too big for their britches. Fiore got up and shuffled into the house. He would nap. And when he woke up he would decide what to do about the cops. And his son.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen let herself be kissed. She let the sensations in her body wash away the swirl of confusing emotions from her mind. Her body responded at once; nipples hardening, breath coming in short gasps through her nose, heat twining its way down her spine all the way to her sex. Coleton tasted lightly of peppermint and his skin, up-close, smelled like salt and ocean. His tongue met hers and she gasped lightly in his mouth. He brought his free hand up to her hair and ran his fingers through it, causing tingly goosebumps to break out over her skin. She didn’t want her first kiss in months to end. But at the same time, guilt finally started to weigh on her.


    She broke the kiss, and pulled back from him slightly. His eyes fixed on her, burning her with their intensity. He ran his fingers through her hair one more time and then stepped away, pulling her back beside him so they could walk on, past the aquarium.


    “You’re for real, aren’t you?”


    Jen’s heartbeat doubled. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean I haven’t had a girlfriend in 3 years, because ever since I started making so much money I haven’t found one real woman who didn’t immediately throw herself at me sexually, once she found out about my bankroll.”


    Jen gave him a sideways look. “Really?”


    “Really.”


    “You must be hanging out with the wrong people.”


    Coleton laughed. “I must be.”


    “Coleton, there’s something I have to tell you though.”


    He stopped walking and pulled her hand to face him, his face set like he’d been expecting it.


    “I’m not totally available. I really like you a lot. And I wish I’d met you two months ago. Or three years ago. Maybe things could have been different. But I don’t see us going anywhere serious.”


    His mouth drooped slightly and his eyes lost their light. Jen felt her heart crimp at his sadness.


    “Can I ask why?”


    Jen took a deep breath. “Things are just … complicated. I’m sorry.” The guilt she felt earlier started to press on her like a physical weight. What was she doing? He was a perfectly nice man, and she was dating him as an undercover cop. She was his Adam. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again.


    They started walking, Jen’s throat constricting painfully.


    “Maybe I can change your mind.”


    Or maybe you’ll hate me eventually, she thought, shaking her head slightly.


    They’d reached the very back of the building. He pulled her through an exit door into the strong, late-afternoon light. They walked slowly, hand-in-hand, back towards their cars. “Why did you go out with me if you are … unavailable?”


    Jen was caught. She knew she’d created this. But now she had to tell her first outright lie. But she could cushion it with truths at the same time. “Because you’re handsome, and sexy, and sweet, and interesting. And I guess I wished that things were different. And because it was just lunch. And just surfing.”


    He nodded. “But it’s more than that too.”


    “I know it is. I felt it in your kiss,” Jen breathed.


    “I have been burnt by the fire of love.”


    Jen stopped short and stared at him, her heart racing again. Coleton gave her a half-smile. “Don’t worry, it’s just Rumi again.”


    Jen let herself be led to her car. And when she finally made it home she only cried until she fell asleep.


    


    


    ***


    


    Jen woke the next morning, her hair knotted in her face and her head pounding. She heard Jerry and Sara talking in the kitchen, then Jerry’s laughter. She looked at the clock. 9. She’d slept in again. Slept for over 12 hours actually. Well it had been a hectic and emotionally draining week. She was entitled every once in a while.


    She lay on her back in the bed, thinking about Coleton. Thinking about his kiss and the way she’d responded. I shouldn’t have kissed him, she thought. He was a sweetheart though. Taking her to feed the sea lion pups. And taking her surfing. God, maybe someday they could be friends. If he didn’t hate her when he found out. Which he should.


    Jen put a finger to her lips, remembering the pressure of his mouth on hers. Replaying the sensations that had swept her body. She didn’t miss Adam, but she did miss having a boyfriend. A crushing feeling of loneliness pulsed through her. She turned away from it, reaching for anything that would make her feel better. Hunter’s face appeared in her mind. She smiled reflexively at the feelings of warmth that accompanied it.


    A knock sounded on her door. “Yeah?”


    “Jen, are you OK?” Jerry called through the door.


    “I’m fine. I’m getting up.”


    “Sara and I are heading out to Emma’s place. Do you want to come with us?”


    “No thanks.” The last thing Jen wanted was to watch all the happy couples hold hands and kiss all day.


    “Sgt. Foley came by here last night to see if you were OK.”


    “Hunter came here?”


    Jerry was silent for a moment. “Yeah, Hunter said he wanted to make sure you weren’t upset. I told him you were sleeping already.”


    “OK, thanks Jer. I’ll call him.”


    “Are you upset, Jen?”


    “No, I’m good,” she lied.


    “OK, call me if you need me.”


    “I will, thanks.”


    Jen scrambled out of bed and found her pants from the day before, pulling her phone out of the pocket. She pulled up Hunter’s messages to see if he’d texted her. The only texts she found were the ones from the day before that she’d already responded to.


    Good Intel work. It’s looking more and more like he’s clean. You are done for the day unless you want to debrief.


    I don’t.


    Are you OK?


    Yes, fine. Heading home.


    She hadn’t thought anything about the Are you OK? last night, but now she saw it in a different light. He was worried about me? I wonder if he knows I kissed Coleton. She shook her head. Of course he did. He’d had a front row seat to it. For some reason the thought made her sick to her stomach. Like she’d done something bad or unethical.


    Jen wished she had someone to talk to. Someone who already knew everything that was going on. Who would understand. Hunter’s face flashed in her mind again but she shook her head. She had to admit that she had a teeny crush on him and calling him when she was off-duty probably wasn’t a good idea. Loneliness settled in on her again.


    Ivy! Ivy knew everything that was going on. And Ivy was smart. She scrolled through her contacts list and texted Ivy, pleased when Ivy invited her over almost right away.


    She dragged a brush through her hair, grabbed a bagel off the counter and ran to her car. In fifteen minutes she was inside Ivy’s apartment, spilling all the details from the day before.


    Ivy leaned forward, her eyes bright. “You kissed him! How was it?”


    “He’s an amazing kisser. It just left me wanting more. And feeling guilty as hell.”


    Ivy sucked in a breath and rocked back into her overstuffed couch. “I bet. I don’t envy you.”


    “So then I told him I was unavailable.”


    Ivy leaned forward again, her eyes eating up her face. “How did he take that?”


    “Like I’d just killed his puppy.”


    Ivy let out a startled laugh and brushed her bangs back out of her face. Her hair spilled over her ears, covering the shaved sides.


    “Are you going to see him again?”


    “I don’t know. I hope not really. He’s a super sweet guy and I don’t want to hurt him.”


    Ivy eyed her skeptically. “He could still be working with his dad.”


    Jen leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “I don’t think he is,” she said, her voice wooden. “Thanks for letting me come over. I just feel bad, you know? And lonely.” She looked around the apartment. “I was almost afraid Ryker would be here.”


    Ivy dropped her eyes and her cheeks flushed red.


    “Oh no, he was!”


    “He was, but it’s not what you think. He comes over a lot.”


    It was Jen’s turn to lean forward, pitching her voice low like they might get overheard. “Did he spend the night?”


    Ivy bit her lip and looked down again.


    “He did? Oh my God are you guys together?”


    “No!” Ivy put her hands out. “Look Jen, you don’t understand. There’s nothing going on between me and Ryker.”


    “But he likes you. It’s obvious.”


    Ivy looked pleased. “Yeah,” she said quietly.


    “Do you like him? Have you kissed him? Tell me everything.”


    Ivy laughed. “I do like him. But I don’t want to pursue anything until we’re done with this assignment. I’d hate for something to not work out and then we still have to work so closely together. Plus we might get in trouble.” She looked at Jen from under her long, dark lashes. “And I’ve only kissed him once.”


    “When? Where? How?” Jen gushed.


    Ivy laughed. “Am I being interrogated?”


    “Yes! Tell me! Was it last night?”


    “No, he slept on the couch last night. He came over to watch movies and it got late. I told him to just stay. He kissed me at the pawn shop.”


    “The pawn shop! Where was I? And what about the cameras?”


    “We were outside. In the back. Against the building where the cameras can’t see. It was our fourth day. He helped me take some of the early prototypes of my machine to the trash. I told him thank you and he just … pulled me into him and kissed me.” Jen jumped up and down on the couch, a thousand questions showing in her eyes. Ivy held up a finger. “It was wonderful. And soft. But I told him I just wasn’t ready. He said he’d wait for me to be ready for a hundred years if that’s what it took. He said he thinks he’s falling in love with me.”


    Jen threw herself backwards and fell off the couch onto the floor. Ivy laughed. Jen climbed to her knees. “That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard in my life. I would have jumped his bones right there.” Ivy giggled and a hot blush climbed her cheeks again.


    “But he hasn’t known you for very long. Do you really think he could be falling in love with you?”


    “We went to high school together.”


    “You what? Where?”


    “Westwood Prep. He was a jock and I was a geeky smart girl who didn’t quite dare to be punk. He was always nice to me though. I helped him with his homework a few times. And he gave me a ride home once when some other boys fucked with me.”


    “You guys could have your own Lifetime movie.”


    Ivy whacked her on the shoulder. “Knock it off.”


    Jen sighed. “I miss having a boyfriend. Someone to cuddle with. Tell all your secrets too. Kiss until you think you’re gonna die.”


    Ivy watched her silently for a few moments. “You know who would be good for you?”


    Jen turned to her, laughter in her eyes, anticipating a joke coming. Maybe she was going to suggest one of the coke heads that came into the shop. “Who?”


    “Hunter. He’s always looking at you like you’re ice cream and he’s got a serious sweet tooth.”


    Jen’s mouth dropped open. “Hunter?”


    “You know, Sgt. Foley? He told me and Ryker to call him Hunter the other day.”


    “He does not look at me like I’m— like I’m—”


    “Ice cream. And yes he does. Me and Ryker talk about it all the time.”


    Jen’s mind twirled and jumped and she forgot to breathe. Hunter? Her? Ice cream? No way. She’d never seen him look at her like that. Well, except the other day at her house, when that look that had made the little hairs on her arms stand up passed between them.


    Jen fell backwards on the floor, hitting her back hard on Ivy’s coffee table. She never felt it. She was far away, thinking about gray-green eyes and tousled, dark hair. And ice cream.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 18


    


    

  


  
    



    Coleton let his eyes pass over the new skyscrapers downtown. It seemed every time he returned to Westwood Harbor they’d torn down another landmark and put up another towering monster in its place. He used to love walking the shops down here with his mom. But it was all so different now.


    He passed a purse boutique and eyed the garishly displayed purses. Too gaudy. Fifteen feet past that was a bath and body shop. No, too impersonal. Across the street he saw a clothing store. No, too fancy. He walked on and let his mind wander. Would she even want a gift from him? He’d asked if he could try to change her mind … about being unavailable. What did that mean exactly? Another man? Hot emotion burned across his eyeballs at the thought. Jealousy. He was jealous of an imaginary man. He laughed at himself, and tried to break up the tension across his upper back with a few shoulder rolls.


    He wanted her. Plain and simple. And now he just had to figure out how to make her want him. She was fun, sweet, and beautiful. And he was single, lonely, and tired of being alone. Sure he could have companionship. Women propositioned him all the time. But he’d learned a long time ago that a brainless or conniving woman was not better than no woman. He thought of Megan, his last serious girlfriend. She’d been pre-med at Berkeley. And he’d loved her with everything he had. But when she’d left for medical school, she’d broken up with him. I’ll be too busy. We’ll grow apart. Look me up in 8 years.


    His phone rang in his pocket. He pulled it out eagerly, hoping it was Jen. Nope. Mom.


    “Hi, Mom.”


    “Coleton, your father wants you to call him.”


    Coleton almost laughed. “Yeah right, Ma, is this a joke?”


    “No really. He just called me and told me he wanted you to call him.”


    “Well I’m not going to.”


    “He didn’t think you’d want to. So he gave me a message for you. He says your pinko girlfriend is a cop. And he wants to meet her.”


    Coleton’s mind couldn’t put everything she’d said together for a moment. Pinko? Cop? And then realization and terror hit him in the same instant, making his muscles go leaden and dead in fear. He leaned against a building. “Pinko Mom? Did he say pink-haired?”


    “Yes Cole, pink-haired, that was it. Who is she, baby? You didn’t tell me you had a girlfriend. Is her hair really pink? I don’t like that Coleton.”


    “I’ll tell you later, Ma.” He reached out his two-ton hand and pushed the end-call button on the screen.


    Jen was a cop. And that’s why she was unavailable. And she was on his dad’s radar. His dad said he wanted to meet her. Did that mean she was as good as dead? Coleton held himself upright with effort. Think, dammit! Think! What in the hell are you going to do? He knew he didn’t have time to be pissed that Jen was a cop. All he cared about at this point was making sure she was safe. If that was possible.


    Coleton pushed himself upright and started walking again, dragging each foot towards where his car was parked. He hadn’t talked to his dad in seven years. His dad was a criminal. The worst kind of criminal. Some sort of old-time mobster who thought he could kill whoever pissed him off. Who had no respect for human life. Who thought ordering a hit, or shooting someone, was like ordering dinner. Or eating dessert. But his dad had been quiet for years. When he’d told Jen his dad was retired he hadn’t been lying exactly. He thought maybe his dad was retired. Getting too old for the rigors of being a mob boss in California, where gangs were more wide-spread than mob families, and even more dangerous these days.


    The horrible scene from when he was 12 years old flashed in front of his eyes, as it often did when he thought of his dad. Just before he’d run away for good. He’d lived with his mom then, and his mom and dad hadn’t ever been legally married, so he didn’t spend a ton of time with his dad. And the time he did spend was strange. It made no sense to Coleton. His dad would talk on the phone a lot, or play cards with his friends, and they’d laugh and brag about women and scores they’d made. Coleton had heard stories about his dad at school, whispered stories, but he didn’t think any of them were true. They were too crazy, too fanciful. He’d asked his mom what daddy did, and his mom had said he ran a trucking company. Coleton never saw any trucks or truckers, but his dad scared him from a young age. He was quick to yell and quicker to hit. And when Coleton had been 12, his dad had insisted he come over after school one day. He’d told Coleton that he was finally old enough to start learning the family business. Coleton had been excited at first, but when it became clear they weren’t going to leave the house, Coleton became apprehensive, realizing there was no trucking business.


    His dad had told him to go out to the garage and open the trunk of his car and bring in what he found there. Coleton’s world had narrowed to a tiny pinprick of light, and he tried to see his way to the garage with that little bit of sight. Two of his uncles followed him, laughing softly. Coleton had turned the key in the lock and opened the truck slowly, ready to cut and run. He thought maybe his dad had put snakes or tarantulas in the trunk, and this was some sort of a test. So when he’d seen a man instead, he’d been surprised into dumb silence. He stood and stared as the man reached out a bloody hand to him and said something that sounded like “help me.” The man’s mouth had been mashed in, his lips looked like hamburger.


    Coleton took a terrified step backwards and his uncles pulled the man out of the trunk, ordering him to walk. Coleton lagged behind, not wanting to see whatever was going to happen next. As he rounded the corner into his father’s den, he saw his father with a gun in his hand. A big gun. A heavy-looking gun. To 12-year-old Coleton it looked as big as a cannon. Coleton had turned and run then, to more laughter from his uncles. Run into his room. Slammed the door. Gone right out the window without stopping. But he still heard the gunshot from the foot of the driveway. He’d run and hitched a ride to the interstate and then just hitched. Not caring where he went. He’d spent a few hazy days sleeping under bridges and experiencing more horrors that he’d mostly blocked out, but eventually he’d been forced to call his mother. He hadn’t gone to the cops. He’d been taught from an early age that a cop would only kick you while you were down. That all cops were corrupt and a corrupt cop only cared about one thing. Himself. That cops were never to be trusted. That they would put you in jail on a whim. That your only hope of survival was to stay under the radar. To not get caught. And Coleton had been great at that. A sensitive, shy, intellectual child, he’d never done anything to get caught for.


    When he finally called his mother and told her what happened, his mother had said that his dad had probably just wanted to talk to the guy. That she was sure it had all been a big joke, That Coleton shouldn’t have run away. Coleton responded by hanging up on her. But 12 hours later, starving and bruised from— from an incident that he didn’t quite remember— Coleton had called her again. Eventually, he had ended up at Aunt Edda’s house, and lived there until he was 17. The couple of times he’d seen his father show up in the driveway, he’d ran out the back door and not come back for days. And the one time his mom came down to get him and take him to Christmas dinner with the family, he’d jumped out of a moving car, somersaulted into the ditch, and run away again.


    He knew his father could send his uncles to get him from school or out of his bed while he was asleep, but he took pains to stay alert and he barricaded himself into his room at night. Finally, it seemed like his father had given up. Until he turned 18. Then his father had started sending him gifts. Money. A car. Phones. Computers. And letters. Coleton had returned them all.


    And he’d started to realize that what he’d been taught about cops was wrong. He’d thought many times about turning his father into the police. He’d even called in an anonymous tip from a pay phone once, about the guy he’d seen in the trunk. He didn’t know what had come of it, if anything. And Coleton knew how much he didn’t know. He didn’t know the man’s name and couldn’t remember what he looked like. And he hadn’t actually seen the man get shot. But still the man haunted his dreams occasionally. He had spent afternoons at the library during his teenage years, poring over old newspapers, trying to figure out just who his father really was. There wasn’t much about him on the Internet. His heyday had come and gone before Wikipedia existed apparently.


    And now at 28, he had his own life that had nothing to do with his father. His father hadn’t sent him a gift in two or three years now. He frequently wished his father would just go away, leave him alone. Many times, he’d considered changing his name. Especially after he’d been harassed a few times by the police.


    Since he’d been an adult though, he’d watched the way his mother and sisters and almost everyone related to the family participated in the criminal activities or benefited from in some way. He was the sole holdout. Well, maybe not the only one. Some cousin or nephew who had also escaped and joined the army. He forgot the cousin or nephew’s name, but he heard about him every once in a while. When a family member cornered him in public somewhere. There were underground rumors that a few distant family members were cops in town, but the rumors never agreed on if the cops were still loyal to the family or not.


    You done with your trip down memory lane? Because Jen could have been shot 150 times by now. His mind rounded on him and again demanded he do something. But what? Text Jen? And tell her to get out of town for a bit? Would she listen? Would she even answer?


    Parts of a plan formed in his mind. He wasn’t sure how it would all come together yet, but he decided to get started. He ran across one final street, ignoring the crosswalk and the blaring of car horns, pulled his car door open and climbed in. He pulled out his phone and dialed a number he had on speed dial.


    “Keene.”


    “Jackson, it’s Cole.”


    “Coleton Savoy! It’s been too damn long!” Jackson Keene, his friend and a local private investigator sounded pleased to hear from him.


    “Sorry man. I need help, and I need it quick.”


    “Shoot.” He was all business that fast. Coleton was grateful. In his mind, Jen could be facing trouble already.


    “I need to know if I’m being followed. And I need a woman’s address. And I need to know how easy it was for you to find that address.”


    “Where are you?”


    “I’m in my car near the corner of 22nd and Ballard.”


    “Where are you headed?”


    “Nowhere in particular. Until you get an address for me.”


    “Hold on.”


    Jackson clicked off the line. He came back a few minutes later. “I’ve got someone heading out. A new guy. He’ll be in a red Firebird. He’ll honk as he drives past your car. Give him 10 minutes. Now give me the woman’s name.”


    “Jen—” Coleton blanked for a moment. Did he know her last name? Shit. “I don’t know her last name.”


    “License plate number? Place of business?”


    Coleton's heart sank. Jackson was his friend. Jackson had done a lot of work for him a few years back when his father had really been putting on the pressure for him to return to the family, but would Jackson balk if he told him she was an undercover cop? Maybe. Then a light went off in his head. “Hold on.”


    He flipped through the pictures on his phone till he found the ones he’d taken the day before at the park. There was a picture of the ocean, another of seagulls fighting over some crackers, Jen smiling at him - and her in front of her car! He zoomed in and read off the license plate number to Jackson, fighting the sick feeling in his gut that told him if his father knew she had pink hair, his father probably also had her license plate number.


    “I’ll call you back when I’ve got something.” Jackson clicked off and Coleton was left staring at his phone, knowing he had one more phone call to make. Possibly the hardest one of his life.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    


    

  


  
    



    Coleton texted his mother, not wanting to talk to her on the phone again. Give me dad’s phone number.


    When the number came through, he dialed it, dread making his fingers shake.


    He heard a ringing in his ear and then silence. “Dad?”


    “Coleton.” Pleasure rang through his father’s voice. With an undercurrent of shrewdness? Of course. And something more. Age. A weakening that hadn’t been there before. He did the math quickly. His father was 65 years old.


    “Leave her alone, Dad.”


    “Of course I will. Don’t even worry about it. It’s done.” Coleton waited, knowing there would be more. “And maybe dear son, you could come and do something for me.” Coleton shook his head. This had been a mistake. He shouldn’t have called. He should have just … what? Warned Jen and left town for good. But what if she got hurt? It would be all his fault. Because he’d thought she was pretty.


    “Do what for you, Dad?”


    “Some computer stuff. I just need a little help. One job. It won’t take any time at all.”


    “And then you leave her alone forever? You never touch her?”


    “Of course.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    His father chuckled. To Coleton it sounded like glass breaking. “You should believe me. I’ve changed. You should come see me,” his father said.


    “Where are you?”


    “The beach house.” Coleton knew his father owned at least five houses, most just outside town. Two of them his mom also had access too. Coleton only knew where a few of them were. But one of them was his childhood home. If he thought hard, he could dredge up memories about that house he thought he’d never try to remember again.


    “You might see me, Dad. But I swear to God old man, if you touch her, you’ll pay.”


    His father’s voice became hard. “You shouldn’t threaten Coleton. You’ve got a nice life. No one bothers you. It’s more than you deserve after what you did.”


    Coleton felt his reserve shatter, just like that. He felt screaming accusations build up in his chest. He felt the desire to pulverize the old man’s face. Serve him up what he’d dished out so many times. He hung up the phone and threw it on the floor of the passenger seat, then used every trick he knew to get himself under control. Jen. Jen wasn’t safe. No matter if he did a job for his father or not. He had to warn her.


    He heard a honk and saw the red Firebird slip behind his car. He retrieved the phone from the floor and prayed Jackson came up with Jen’s address before his dad did.


    


    ***


    


    Jen drove home in the dwindling evening light, marveling on everything she and Ivy had talked about. She liked Ivy a lot. And she was so happy that Ivy and Ryker seemed to be nurturing some sort of epic love, but was Ivy hallucinating when she said that Hunter stared at her? She’d never seen any evidence of it.


    As she pulled in to the driveway of her brother’s house she noticed that Jerry still wasn’t home, and that a strange car was parked in front. Not strange, that’s Coleton’s car.


    Her breath caught in her throat. Why was Coleton here? And how had he figured out where she lived? She sat in her car and looked at it, mind racing. Should she be scared? Perhaps just drive away? Drive to Hunter’s place? But he wouldn’t be home. Ivy had said he had to go out of town to help his mother today.


    Her mind flashed back to yesterday, when she’d decided he was no more dangerous than, well than one of those adorable sea lion pups. And could she trust that decision? Yes, she decided. She could. But she still needed to be careful. Because not being careful would be stupid and reckless, two things she wasn’t.


    Coleton’s driver door opened and he walked to her car. She checked his hands, empty and free at his sides. She looked for evidence of a gun under his clothes and saw none. Of course she couldn’t see the small of his back. She checked his face and froze at what she saw there. Hot fear, misery and something else. Anger? Outrage? At her?


    She placed her hand on her gear shift, ready to leave in a hurry if she needed to. “Coleton what is going on? Why are you here?” she asked while he was still five steps away.


    “Jen, I need to talk to you. You are in danger.” The anguish in his voice stood out clearly and Jen wondered what in the hell had happened to make him sound so out of character. It scared her. She shifted her car into reverse, the gearshift thunking as she did so.


    Coleton heard it and stopped walking. He held up his hands. “Not from me, Jen.” He dropped to his knees, so his face would be level with hers. His voice was low, but Jen heard every word. “I have to leave town, Jen. Maybe for good this time.” He cupped his mouth with his hands so his voice was projected directly to her and spoke even more quietly. “My dad knows you are a cop, Jen.”


    Jen felt her muscles tighten and her arms want to draw over her heart. More than Coleton’s words, the look on his face terrified her. He was obviously scared to death for her, and that told her everything she needed to know. Even so, ridiculous responses rose to her tongue. I’m not a cop. Where did you get that idea? Maybe you’re a cop. She cleared her head and bit her lip so as not to spill a completely inappropriate laugh.


    “Jen, we really do need to talk. But not here. Can you follow me somewhere?”


    “This can’t wait?” What she really wanted was to talk to Hunter. And for none of this to ever have happened.


    “No, it can’t.” His handsome face, sculpted into lines of dread, convinced her he was telling the truth.


    “Where?”


    “Somewhere public. And noisy. A restaurant maybe.”


    Jen considered. “OK, but I need to run inside. You go sit in your car and wait for me. Don’t leave your car.”


    He nodded and turned around, following her instructions. She checked his back. No gun that she could see. That didn’t mean much though. He could have one in the car.


    Jen waited until his door was closed, considered leaving her car running, but knew she couldn’t. She needed her keys. She pulled her phone out of her pocket as she went and dialed Hunter’s number. No answer. Dammit! She left him a short message and considered as she let herself into the house. She ran to her bedroom and grabbed her own gun, eying the holster it was in. No, for this she wanted the bra holster. She found it in the closet, then ran to Jerry’s bedroom to check his window. Coleton was in his car, his body twisted towards the house, watching her watch him, tension visible even in his outline.


    She pressed a button on her phone to call Sgt. Sadler and strapped on the bra holster, then ran back to her room for the special shirt that would let her get to the gun the fastest. Sadler’s phone rang and rang, and not even voice mail picked up. She sent him a text. Her first one ever. She hoped that Hunter would get back to her first though, Sgt. Sadler was more likely to scream at her for 20 minutes for the decision she’d already made, than he was to round up the cavalry.


    She was ready, but she couldn’t go yet. No one knew she was going. And that was unacceptable. Ivy! She dialed Ivy’s number and let out a breath of relief when Ivy answered on the second ring. She ran to the kitchen and watched Coleton out that window as she talked.


    “Ivy, Coleton is here. He says he has to talk to me but I can’t get hold of Hunter or Sgt. Sadler.”


    No response from Ivy, then finally she said, “Where are you?”


    “Home.”


    Ivy sucked in a breath. “No way, Jen. How did he find out where you live?”


    “I don’t know, but he looks scared to death. And he says his father knows I’m a cop. And he says he has to leave town but he needs to talk to me first. He says I’m in danger.”


    “It could be a trap, Jen, you shouldn’t go with him.”


    “I’m going to though. Can you keep trying to get Hunter on the line? And Sadler, I guess. Or maybe Ryker.”


    “No Jen! You can’t! You’re going to get in trouble. Or hurt.” Her voice lowered until it was almost inaudible. “Or dead.”


    “That’s the thing Ivy, I’m afraid if I don’t go, I won’t get in trouble, but I’ll be hurt or dead for sure. You should see his face. He’s white. And practically shaking.”


    “It could be a ploy.”


    “It’s not, Ivy. I know it’s not.”


    “Jen, you’ve said yourself that you are sometimes naive. What if you are being naive about this? What if you’re missing something? What if you’re wrong?”


    Ivy’s statement gave Jen pause. What if she was wrong? She watched Coleton out the window while images flashed through her mind. Adam on their first date, pinching another woman’s ass in front of her, then laughing like it was a big joke and gauging her reaction. Adam and all his women friends, who she had never liked, but knew he liked them. Adam becoming increasingly distant from her. She shoved the images aside and spoke again, her voice strong and sure.


    “I could be wrong, but I still need to do this. And I don’t think I’ve missed anything. My eyes are wide open, possibly for the first time in my life. Please, Ivy, please help me. I’ll tell everyone that you tried your best to talk me out of it and you only agreed to help me after I insisted I would go alone.”


    “OK.” Ivy’s voice was quiet, but resolute.


    “Thanks Ivy. I’ll text you as soon as I know where we are going. And don’t worry, I’m going in my own car. And I’ll call my brother. Maybe he and Sara can meet us there.”


    “Good idea. I’ll start making phone calls too.”


    “Bye.”


    Jen dropped the phone in her pocket, all too aware that no one was on the other end, monitoring where she was going. She ran to Coleton’s car. “Give me your phone.” He looked at her, jaw set, and handed it over without complaint. “Follow me.” He nodded.


    She climbed in her car and took off towards downtown, dialing her brother as she drove. He didn’t answer his phone. Of course not. Things couldn’t be easy today. Sara? She couldn't believe she didn’t have Sara’s number. She’d never put it in her phone. Besides, she knew that they all were celebrating something, and might be drinking. Was calling them even a good idea?


    Jen looked in her rear view and saw Coleton’s fancy car keeping up with her easily. And several car lengths behind him, another red sports car. She turned right at the next intersection, then right again, speeding through the residential side streets. After Coleton turned behind her, so did the other red car. Damn. So he was being followed. Did he know? Was this the plan? To get her somewhere public and pump a few rounds in her? But why didn’t this faceless follower just do it already?


    She shook her head, knowing if a sniper wanted to take her out, she wasn’t safe anywhere. They could do it through her kitchen window from the street. And that was why she knew she had agreed to go with Coleton. If she really was in danger from his dad, she needed his help.


    She drove aimlessly down side streets, trying to decide where to go. Finally, she chose downtown. Front street. There would be people everywhere. If that provided any protection. She drove, one eye on her rear view, until she finally pulled up in a paid parking stall in a parking lot she knew had cameras everywhere. Coleton parked behind her and got out. The red sports car pulled past them and turned several aisles away, until she couldn’t see it anymore.


    “We were followed,” she said, nodding her head at it.


    “He’s with me. He’s making sure no one else is following me. I didn’t want anyone to follow me to your house.”


    Jen nodded, texting Ivy her location. She handed Coleton back his phone.


    “So talk.”


    “Jen, everything you’ve heard about my dad, it’s all true. He’s a mobster. He kills people without remorse or without even thinking about it. It’s normal to him. He called me this afternoon and told me you were a cop, and he hinted if I didn’t do a job for him, you were in danger.”


    Jen nodded, a lump in her throat. This was bad.


    “And you’re not going to do the job.” It was a statement.


    “I could do a hundred jobs for him, and you could still be in danger. It’s how his mind works. And besides. Whatever he wants me to do, it’s against the law. I’ve been hiding from him and his jobs for most of my life. His main goal in life is to turn me into a criminal just like him. But I can’t Jen, I won’t.”


    “You could testify against him.”


    “For what? He hasn’t been arrested in years.”


    “You could provide evidence. We could arrest him.”


    “I don’t have any evidence, Jen. I saw a few things when I was a kid, but I don’t know names, or what really happened.”


    “Does he know where I live?”


    “I don’t know. He could. I found you.”


    Jen nodded, her mind strangely calm. “What are you going to do?”


    “Leave town. Go back to San Fran, or Nevada.” His eyes lit up. “You could go with me. I could protect you. He wouldn’t follow us.”


    Jen imagined it. She could leave with him. He was rich. He would take care of her. She would abandon her new job, and the new life she was starting here. She shook her head, her own eyes mirroring the fear and sadness in his.


    “Coleton I can’t. We can’t.”


    He took her hands, squeezed them. “Are you sure, Jen? Because I can’t think of any other way that you are sure to be safe.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 20


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen drove home slowly. She checked her rear view and saw Coleton was following her, but several car lengths behind. Night had fallen, and in the dark she could no longer tell if the other car was following him. She looked for a message from Ivy, but there wasn't one. A thought shot through Jen’s mind. What if they were all dead in their homes? A mobster’s bullet through one eye? She shook the thought off. No way. Besides, she was the only one in danger here, right? Coleton’s dad had no way of knowing who her team was. Right?


    At least she had a plan though. She’d talk to Hunter first and see what he thought about the whole thing. And then she’d talk to Sara. Jen wondered if talking to Sara would mean that Fiore Savoy would disappear. Or maybe Sara could do some secret spying on him and find a way to put him in federal jail. A small voice in the back of her mind spoke up. Is this what you're going to do once you are on patrol? Every time you have a problem with someone you're going to run to Sara? She grimaced, but didn’t see any other way out of this, unless Hunter could find one.


    Her house was still dark and quiet. She pulled in the driveway, watched Coleton drive past, and then turned off her car, heart still beating too quickly. She didn’t think it would calm down until she got to talk to Hunter. He would know what to do. She knew he would.


    She walked to the house and unlocked her door, pushing it open and swinging it shut behind her. She flicked on all the lights in the entryway, including the porch light, but only one small light in the kitchen came on. Her fingers wanted to flick the lights on and off, on and off, but her brain short-circuited the action. A strange smell hit her nose— sweat. Adrenaline flooded into her bloodstream. Someone was in the house.


    She forced herself to flick the light switches, and spoke to herself under her breath. “Darn lights, why aren’t the working?” As she backed up and grasped the doorknob behind her. As she twisted it, she saw movement to her left. She screamed and wrenched the door open, pitching her body backwards, trying to make it onto the porch. A hand shot out and grabbed her upper arm, pinched it mercilessly, and pulled her back in, slamming the door.


    Jen fought with everything she had. She kicked, she hit, she head butted the dark form in front of her. The thudding crack of her skull hitting his surprised her, and dazed him. His hand on her arm loosened. She lunged to the side and got away from him. The back door! She ran for it, knowing it would be locked, telling herself to twist the lock open before she tried to wrench open the door. Another dark form slid in front of the door and she skidded to a halt in her living room. She gathered her elbows in and screamed, shredding her own vocal cords with the force of it. Only then did she remember she had a gun. She grabbed for it, but the form in front of her was too fast. She didn’t even get her hand on it. She opened her mouth to scream again but the second man covered her mouth cruelly, bending her backwards and falling on top of her. She bit the hand as hard as she could, feeling her teeth hit bone. Warmth gushed over her chin and splattered on her neck. The man screamed. “Oh you bitch!” and grabbed his injured hand. “Shoot her, just shoot her!” he cried.


    Jen twisted backwards, trying to see if the first man had a gun trained on her. She couldn’t see him in the gloom of the entryway. She kicked out with one foot, connecting with the hand of the man she had bit. He fell on the floor and screamed again. She pushed with her feet, sliding backwards on the carpet in a frantic panic, still not seeing the first man. Her door exploded inward and someone else burst through the house. Two someones. Jen whimpered and tried to push to her feet. She couldn't fight anymore. She had to get out of here.


    One of the newcomers yelled for her. “Jen!”


    Coleton. “I’m here! There’s two of them! They have guns!


    “So do we,” a voice she didn’t recognized said. A flashlight stabbed through the dark, blinding Jen.


    She heard fighting and crashing. She pushed herself into the far corner of the room and pulled out her own gun, not daring to point it anywhere but the floor. She didn’t want to hit Coleton. But she didn’t know what was going on. She could see shapes tumbling in her living room. She edged along the wall and tried another light switch. The light turned on and she blinked against it.


    Coleton was on the floor, fighting with a man dressed all in black. Coleton was on top, wrenching the man’s arms up between his shoulder blades. A shorter man, thick and muscular, trained a gun and a flashlight on the man she’d bitten.


    Jen looked at the 4 men, and panic filled her. The images she’d pushed away earlier filled her brain again. Hunter, Sgt. Sadler, and Ryker with bullets in their brains. And Ivy?


    Jen grabbed her phone and speed dialed Ivy. Three rings. Four rings. 8 rings. Her heart dropped to her shoes and terror crowded out all rational thought. She ran past Coleton who was still wrestling on the floor with one of her attackers. She sprinted through her shattered door and ran to her car, calling 911 as she went and ignoring the cries of the men behind her.


    


    ***


    


    Jen pulled in front of Ivy’s apartment, parking her car in a loading zone. She looked around for the cops, but didn’t see any. Sirens sounded in the distance. Too far away. She couldn’t wait. But hopefully when she made it to Ivy’s apartment, she would find Ivy sleeping, or just relaxing with her phone turned off, and she could call off the cops who were headed here.


    Jen ran up the steps to Ivy’s place. She held her gun in front of her, the way that Hunter had taught her in training. Each step she took jogged a silent prayer in her brain. Please let Ivy be alright. In front of Ivy’s door she raised her hand to knock, then let it fall. She tried the knob. Unlocked. She pushed in the door slowly and silently, fear causing her heart to thud painfully in her chest. All she could hear was hot blood whooshing past her ears. But she didn’t dare take the time to take a few calming breaths.


    The opening door revealed a man dressed in black standing in Ivy’s living room with his back to Jen. He was talking on the phone, looking at a piece of paper in his hand. Jen could read some of it. —ton St. “Yeah we finally found it. The job will be done shortly. I haven’t heard from them. OK Boss, I’ll call you back in 10.” Jen slid in the door and closed it, stepping in the doorway to the right of the front door. The kitchen. Her foot caught on something heavy and she almost tripped on it. She looked down. Ivy’s doorstop, a cement elephant. She peeked out at the man in the living room again. He picked up a pillow off the couch, looked at it, then threw it down. “Hurry up, man!” He yelled down the hallway that led to the bedroom. “Boss wants us done and out of here. I know he said you could fuck her but you gotta be quick!”


    Fireworks exploded in Jen’s brain. She shoved the gun in her pocket, picked up the cement elephant and took a silent step towards the man in the living room. He grunted and grabbed another pillow off the couch, a bigger one. She raised the heavy doorstop over her head, took three more steps and let her foot slide along the carpet. The man turned to look at her, surprise in his eyes, and Jen planted the cement elephant between his eyes. The crunch and the blood sickened her, but she swallowed the feelings. The man tottered on his feet for a second, then thumped to the floor.


    Jen pulled her gun out of her pocket and held it in one hand. She kicked off her shoes and ran like a whisper down the hallway. Deja vu of that morning she discovered Adam flashed through her mind. She let it come and go without comment or interest. She could already see in the bedroom. She saw Ivy’s legs, completely relaxed on the bed. A man dressed in black, stood at the foot of the bed. His pants were loose around his midsection, his belt discarded on the floor. Jen sniffed quietly at a strong chemical smell. Something to knock Ivy out? The man put one knee on the bed. Only his left hand was visible. Empty. She couldn’t take a stand here in the hallway. He might drop onto Ivy, try to use her body as protection. She tiptoed all the way to the doorway, and watched him climb on the bed and push his pants down farther. Disgust and anger filled her, consumed her. She thumbed the safety off of her gun, trained the cross hairs right between his ears, and slipped behind him to the side of the bed, her eyes laser focused on him. “Stop moving or I’ll shoot you,” she said, her voice tightly controlled and full of threat. He jerked his head towards her, surprise on his face. Then his eyes dropped to Ivy. Jen flicked her eyes down, a pound of pressure already on the trigger. He had a gun in his hand. He moved it, quicker than lightning, towards Ivy’s head, words spilling out of his mouth. “I’ll shoot—” Jen’s eyes flicked back to him and she never hesitated.


    Fire and noise filled the room. Jen narrowed her eyes against it, but never took them off of the monster on the bed. He fell sideways, towards the wall that was painted with his blood and brains. Jen reached out and pushed him with her gun, spilling him off the bed, but pulling the gun out of his hand as she did so. She moved around the bed so she could see him. He lay still, his pants loose and showing dirty white underwear. Jen chanced a look down the hallway to the living room. The other man’s feet lay exactly where she had left them.


    Only then did she look at Ivy. Ivy’s eyes were closed and she could see no sign of injury on her. She was still fully clothed. With her gun still trained on the devil on the floor, she reached a hand out to Ivy’s chest. It moved up and down slightly under her hand. Jen finally let out the breath it felt like she’d been holding since she first pushed open the door. Thank God. Sounds of the world came rushing back to her in a flood. She heard feet pounding up stairs and shouts.


    She looked down at the two guns in her hand. She put them on the floor in front of her and backed away from them as the shouts pushed in the apartment ahead of the people. “I'm a cop! Don’t shoot! I’m undercover!” she yelled as patrol officers spilled into the small apartment. She shot her hands up in the air and backed farther away from the guns. “I called you! I’m a cop! Hunter Foley is my handler! Don’t shoot!” She continued to call out her disclaimers even while praying that Hunter, Sadler, and Ryker were OK.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 21


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen sat motionless, her head hanging low, her hair spilling between her knees. She could see the pinkness of it, and for the first time ever, she hated it. If everyone made it out of this alive, she would dye it back to its regular color tomorrow. And if someone died? Ivy? Ryker? Hunter? The thought chilled her to her toes. Then I’ll shave it off, she thought viciously, knowing it wouldn’t help or change anything. But why wouldn’t anyone tell her something?! She got up and paced the tiny room for the 300th time. The uniform cops had handcuffed her and hauled her out of Ivy’s apartment like she was the criminal. She’d almost ended up in a cell, but at the last minute the desk sergeant believed her story. She remembered him. He was the one who had told her where to sit down the day that she took her lie detector test. So instead she’d ended up in this room. They’d taken her phone, locked the door, and no one had been back for what seemed like hours. She opened her mouth to start screaming, start demanding someone tell her something, but closed it abruptly when the door handle turned. She backed behind the desk, her posture suddenly alert and tense.


    Hunter! He looked bone-weary, but he was alive, and here to get her. Jen uttered a primal noise and launched herself at him. He caught her and hugged her. “You did good Jen, you did so good,” he whispered.


    She pulled back and looked at him, her eyes fierce. “Ivy?”


    “She’s fine. She’s in the hospital for observation. She’s awake and talking.”


    “But the hospital might not be safe!”


    “She has two uniformed guards outside her door. And Ryker is with her.”


    Jen collapsed into him again. Everyone she cared about was safe. Hunter gently walked her into the room and sat her down. “You’re going to have to give a statement. I can be here but I can’t be the one to interview you.”


    “I killed him didn’t I?”


    Hunter nodded. “You killed them both.”


    Jen froze. She hadn’t considered that she’d killed the one in the living room. The thought that she killed two people, even if they were monsters, speared through her consciousness, shaking her to her core.


    “Am I going to be in trouble?”


    “Not at all. No way. They broke into her house. They knocked her out with chloroform. Chances are good they were going to kill her.” He leaned forward. “And both men are on the FBI watch list. You’re a hero, Jen.”


    Jen looked down. She didn’t feel like a hero. In her mind’s eye, she just kept seeing that man’s brains cover Ivy’s wall.


    “What about the two men at my house?”


    “They’ve both been arrested. Neither is talking yet.”


    “What about Coleton?”


    “Coleton and the private investigator are in the cell block. But they’ll be released as soon as we get your statement, if what they said matches what you say.”


    A rush of new emotion flooded Jen at hearing Coleton was in the cell block. He’d just tried to help her. And now he was paying for it. Guilt piled on top of guilt. “Did they say how they knew I was in trouble?”


    “Coleton says he was going to watch your house all night. He says he was prepared to follow you for days. He’d asked the investigator to bring him a gun, which is why they both were on your street when they heard you scream.”


    Jen shuddered, not wanting to think what could have happened if they hadn’t been there. Her eyes burned with hot tears that wouldn’t fall. Her throat squeezed tight, killing her emotions before they were born. All she felt was a kind of throbbing surrender laced with guilt.


    “Are you ready to be interviewed? The sooner we do it, the sooner you can get out of here.”


    “And go where, Hunter? Where am I going to be safe? I can’t go home.” A thought struck her. “My brother!”


    “I’ve talked to your brother, and his girlfriend. They are in the lobby waiting to see you. They already boarded up the house and are going to stay in a hotel tonight. There are a half-dozen people out there waiting for you actually, two of them are FBI agents who said you can stay with them.” Hunter looked at her questioningly.


    Jen smiled to think of them all out there waiting for her. But then guilt choked her again. It was what? Two or three in the morning? “They are my brother’s friends.”


    “You can stay with them. Or you can stay with your brother. His girlfriend is the famous former-spy from that secret agency, right?” Jen nodded.


    “They are all willing to take you. And they certainly can keep you safe. Although I’m starting to think that we should stick together. Me, you, Ivy and Ryker.”


    Jen looked at him questioningly. “What about Sgt. Sadler?”


    “He doesn’t believe there is any danger for him.”


    Jen nodded, glad.


    “So we should go to the hospital?”


    “I think that tonight, we should go to a hotel, tomorrow, maybe a safe house. When Ivy is released she and Ryker can come to us.”


    Jen nodded. She didn’t know who she would feel better with. Hunter? or Sara. Maybe both.


    “Am I still in danger?”


    Hunter nodded, in opposition to his words. “We don’t know Jen. What we all need right now is some sleep, so we can examine the situation clearly.”


    “OK, let’s do this interview so everyone can get out of here.”


    “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”


    


    ***


    


    Three hours later, Jen finally escaped the police department. She walked out to the parking lot, barely under her own power. Jerry’s arms were around her and he squeezed her hard enough to almost lift her off the ground. Sara and his friends flanked them. They fussed over her. Everyone hugged her. Emma kissed her on the face a dozen times. Hawk chucked her on the arm and told her how brave she’d been. Finally the group broke up, most everyone returning to their separate cars. Jerry, Sara, and Hunter formed a protective knot around Jen. She was too tired to wonder if there was danger even here, in the police department parking lot.


    “The downtown Hilton?” Jerry asked. Jen looked up, then realized he was addressing Hunter.


    He shook his head. “Not enough exits. I say we stick with the BayView, and ask for something on the second floor, with adjoining rooms.”


    Jerry nodded and released Jen to Hunter with a final kiss. Hunter bundled her into his truck. Her legs felt leaden. Her eyelids drooped. But her brain seared with molten thoughts that threatened to keep her awake for weeks. Or years. Jen retreated in on herself, each thought burning her more.


    At the hotel, Jen slumped in the seat, not wanting to get out of the truck for check-in. Wall. Brains. Blood. She couldn’t unsee it. Somehow she ended up in the hotel room. “We’ll be right over here, Jen. You can sleep in our room if you want, or come get me if you need me,” Jerry told her from the adjoining doorway. Jen nodded, not really hearing him.


    Hunter double-checked the locks on the door, then pushed some sort of a wedge under the crack in the door. “That’s an alarm. We’ll hear it if someone tries to get in.”


    He climbed on the bed farthest away from Jen, fully clothed, and on top of the covers. Jen shut her eyes, waiting for him to fall asleep so she could be alone.


    An eternity later, she opened her eyes, sure he would be asleep. He was staring at her, his eyes boring into her.


    “You feeling guilty?” he said.


    Jen was startled into a nod. Brains and blood, blood and brains separated him from her.


    “Are you watching it happen in your mind?”


    Again she nodded. The brains and blood fell away just a little bit.


    “Did you ever kill anyone?” she asked him, her voice small and afraid.


    “Yes. Six years ago. I still think about it. I still see it.”


    The images fell away for the first time all night, but a feeling of horror replaced them. “Six years of this. I’ll die.”


    He shook his head. “You won’t. You did a damned fine thing tonight, Jen. But even though you did the right thing, even though you had no choice, even though you saved someone’s life, the taking of life will still haunt you for a while. But not forever. There’s ways to cope with it. I can help you. The department shrink can help you.”


    She shook her head. “I’m going to quit in the morning. I’m not cut out to be a cop.”


    Hunter sat up and swung his feet to the ground in an instant. Within three seconds he was at her side on the couch. He took her hands. “You are cut out to be a cop. You should be feeling this way. Anyone who kills someone should feel this way. If they don’t they are dead inside. But it won’t always feel this bad. This raw. You need some sleep. You need to see the sunshine. You need to talk to Ivy and hear her thank you. Things will look better, will feel better tomorrow. I promise you that.”


    Jen tried to believe him. She opened herself to his words and tried to shove them into her soul. Tomorrow seemed so far away. Sunshine felt like a lie. But she did feel some of the crushing weight on her heart roll off. “Can you keep saying things like that, Hunter? It’s helping me.”


    She scooched closer to him as he talked and dropped her head to his chest. His warm and broad chest. She could feel the vibrations from his words coming through his muscles to her cheek. He felt alive, soothing. Little by little her throat loosened. Her breath came deeper. And the tears finally spilled. His words didn’t matter anymore, but she swam in them anyway. He put his hand in her hair and rocked her as she cried. Quiet tears. Sobs muffled by his chest. Finally they dried up.


    Jen pulled back a little, her face wet. His shirt was soaked with her tears. He handed her a tissue and she wiped her face, then tried to dry his shirt. “Sorry,” she said, and looked up at him.


    “Don’t worry about it,” he said, his full lips tilting into a tiny smile that was all for her.


    Jen’s brain felt cleansed out and done with thinking. So she didn’t think. She leaned forward and pressed her lips on his, closing her eyes to better feel the wonderful tingles that spread throughout her body as her skin glided over his.


    Hunter stiffened, but didn’t pull away. And then he kissed her back. He pulled her to him by her upper arms and she eagerly climbed onto his lap, straddling him. Fire, a new fire, a hot, cleansing fire shot down her spine. She felt she couldn't get enough of him. She wound her fingers in his dark hair and smashed her mouth onto his, lust driving out every horrible thought she’d had in the last six hours.


    Her tongue touched his, hesitantly at first, then ardently. His taste drove her wild. She pulled up his shirt and ran her hands over his hard chest muscles, wanting to touch all of him. Wanting to run her tongue over every inch of him.


    And just like that he was gone. Jen uttered a protest and opened her eyes. He’d twisted out from underneath her and stood up. “Jen, stop, we can’t.”


    Jen stood up too and pulled him to her. “We can Hunter. Please. I want to. I want you.”


    “No Jen, look, your body is just wanting your brain to forget. It isn’t real. You’ll regret it tomorrow. I don’t want you to regret anything.” He held her firmly away from him.


    Jen twisted in his grip and tried to get closer. “I won’t regret it. I’ve wanted this for weeks. I’ve wanted you for weeks.”


    Hunter groaned in passion and surrender and his grip loosened. She pushed up next to his body again and kissed his chest, tried to take his shirt off. He stood still and let her rain kisses on any bare skin she could find, just for a minute, then gathered himself and tried again.


    “Jen, I’m still your boss. There are rules. I could lose my job. You could lose your job.”


    Jen kissed his neck and pulled at his shirt, her breath coming faster, her mind clear and focused. “I won’t tell anyone. I’ll take it to my grave. Please Hunter, please. I want this. Do you want me? Even a little?” He groaned again and dropped backwards a step. Jen chanced a look at his face. It writhed in masculine indecision. Jen stood on tiptoe and kissed him again, trying to tip him the way she wanted him. She crept a hand downward, and felt him through his pants. His cock was fully erect and pushed hugely against his zipper. She fumbled with his top button, wanting to cut through his resistance the most direct way she knew how.


    He pushed her back again and sat her on the couch. Jen looked at him, her chest heaving, fire in her eyes. “Jen, I want you. You don’t know how badly I want you. But right now is not the time. As wonderful as it would be, it would also be tainted. I don’t want to have that hanging over us. If you really do want me, you can have me when I’m not your boss anymore. And then it can be perfect. And you deserve perfect.”


    Jen threw herself backwards against the couch and looked up at the ceiling, breathing heavily. God Damn him for being so noble. And God Bless him for being so noble. She wanted him even more, if that was possible. He stood before her, regret clearly on his face, but integrity also stamped there.


    “Can you just hold me then?” she asked, thinking that maybe she could sleep if he held her.


    “Gladly.” He bent and took her shoes off gently, smiling lightly into her eyes. Then he gathered her into his arms on one of the beds, and they slept spoons for five hours. Jen deeply, and blessedly without nightmares.
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    Jen woke all at once, her eyes flying open, the images back, taunting her. And then she felt Hunter’s arms around her. She relaxed into them, willing the blood and brains to fade again. Hunter must have realized she was awake. He pulled away from her. She could feel embarrassment trickling off him in waves. She could hear it in his movements behind her. Tears threatened. She didn’t want that. She couldn't stand it if he distanced himself from her.


    She sat up and looked at him, her brain refusing to allow her to be subtle. “Hunter, I still want you. Please tell me you still want me.”


    He swung around to face her, relief on his face. He sat down next to her and hugged her. “Good morning, beautiful. I do want you.” He put his face in her hair and breathed deeply. “You’re amazing, you know that?” The images broke apart, receded. Jen sighed with relief. She could do this. She could do it with or without Hunter, but it would be so much better with him.


    He pulled her to him one last time, then stood up. “We need to get started on our day. The hospital should be ready to release Ivy. I want to get everyone together and go over what happened last night.”


    “OK. Let me go tell my brother and see what his plans are.”


    Jen bounced into Jerry’s room, feeling almost like her old self for an instant. Jerry and Sara were wrapped in each other’s arms, still sleeping. Jerry opened one eye and smiled at her. “Jen, how you feeling?”


    She kissed him on the cheek. “Good Jer, we are going to head out to the hospital. Text me when you guys are up and moving, OK?”


    “OK. I would tell you to be careful, but I think you’ve proved you can take care of yourself.”


    Jen waited for the images to crowd out her brother’s face, but they didn’t come. She kissed him again and snuck out, although she sensed Sara was awake.


    “Your phone is buzzing,” Hunter told her as she entered the room.


    Jen grabbed it up. Coleton. Oh God. I need to see you. I have something to give you.


    “Coleton wants to give me something.”


    “What is it?”


    What is it? And thank you.


    Welcome. I don’t want to say. But it’s important. Bring your boss. 1 hour. Where we had second date.


    “He won’t say what it is, but he wants you to come. He wants to meet us at the place where we surfed.”


    Hunter looked thoughtful. “Part of me still wonders how safe that guy is.”


    “Hunter, he saved me! He broke in my door and wrestled with the guy who was going to shoot me!”


    “I know. I still question his motives though. If he hates his dad so much, why hasn’t he ever given up anything on him? Unless …” His eyes flashed.


    Jen looked at him questioningly, and then she caught his excitement. “Hurry!”


    


    ***


    


    Forty-five minutes later, a beat-up pick-up truck pulled into the stall next to Jen and Hunter. Coleton got out. Jen ran to him and hugged him. She cried into his neck. It seemed now that the tears were coming they wouldn’t stop. Coleton kissed her on the cheek and ran his hands tenderly through her hair. Finally he pushed her upright, gently. “Jen, we shouldn’t stay here long. I’m leaving town as soon as I give you this. My life is forfeited now, unless you guys do your job.” He threw a hard look at Hunter.


    “What do you mean?”


    “My dad has to know I was involved last night. He doesn’t stand for anyone crossing him, family or no. In fact it’s worse if you’re family. I have to leave town before he finds me.”


    Jen’s face crumpled with guilt. “I’m so sorry, Coleton.”


    “Don’t be. This has been coming for a long time.”


    He reached in the window behind her and handed her a thick five or six inch thick file folder, plus a canvas bag. The edges of the bag held smudges of black dirt. He reached in the window again and pulled out a box. He handed it to Hunter. “I went through all of my dad’s houses that I have access to and dredged up every memory I could think of. It’s all in there. You should be able to do something with that.”


    Hunter came around the car and looked into the bag. “You’re going to have to testify, you know that right?”


    “Yes, but I can’t testify if I’m dead. I’ll contact Jen. She’ll tell me when you need me.”


    “We could protect you.”


    Coleton shook his head. “You can’t protect me. Not against my dad. You put him and everyone involved with him in jail, and then maybe I’ll be OK. But they have to stay in jail.”


    Hunter nodded. “Thank you.”


    Jen hugged the folder to her chest and gave Coleton one last kiss and hug. She told him how sorry she was with her eyes. He nodded. “Don’t be sorry, Jen. None of this is your fault.”


    He jogged to his truck and pulled out with a small salute to Jen. Jen looked down at the file in her hands and hoped it was worth everything they’d paid for it so far.
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    Jen looked around at her friends at the table, a smile on her face. She felt like things were almost back to normal. Ivy and Ryker had their heads together over a piece of paper from Coleton’s file, Sgt. Sadler was acting irritated, and Hunter had just run out to his car to get files. They were all together again, in the safe house, and thankfully Ivy had no injuries from her ordeal.


    Hunter came back in and started gathering loose pieces of paper and shoving them back in Coleton’s file. Some of it still had fingerprint dust on it from being fingerprinted and logged by the evidence clerk the day before, and he absently wiped his hands on his pants, trying to get the dust off. “Look guys, I know that is more interesting, but the Chief wants our final reports on what happened at your houses two days ago by the end of today.” He slid folders full of paper across the desk to each of them. “This is our priority. When we’re done, we can work on the Savoy file.”


    “OK, but look at this first.” Jen handed him a crumpled, brown, paper bag from the box that Coleton had given them. His eyebrows went up and he looked inside. He pulled out a wallet and opened it. Shock registered across his face, and then resignation. “I knew it,” he whispered, still looking at Eric P. Bainbridge’s driver’s license. Jen touched his hand.


    Ivy slid a piece of paper at him. “And check this out. It suggests there’s a mole in the police department. Someone they planted in 1997 and now he’s high enough in the ranks that he can tamper evidence and access any computer record. And get this. He’s Savoy’s cousin.”


    Sadler snorted in what? Indignation? Derision? And suddenly the images came flooding back to Jen for the first time in almost a day. But it was a new group of images this time. Her, in Ivy’s kitchen, peeking out at the man in the living room.


    “Jen, what’s wrong? You look sick,” Hunter said, grasping her arm.


    “I don’t feel good, Hunter. Can you help me to the bathroom?”


    “Sure, here.”


    He pulled her up and took her outside of the room, her feet barely touching the ground.


    As soon as the door closed behind them Jen pulled whirled on him, putting her mouth up to his ear and pitching her voice low. “I’m not sick. I know how they got our addresses. Mine and Ivy’s.”


    Hunter grew still, serious. “How?”


    “I saw the man holding a piece of paper. I could only read part of it but it said -ton street. And he told whoever he was talking to on the phone that the finally found it, like maybe the address had been wrong. I think they looked for her first on Clifton St., just like we did—”


    Hunter talked over the top of her, his eyes as wide as hers. “When we picked her up in the cleaning van. Oh God, Jen, if you’re right … Stay here!”


    He walked back in to the office. Jen shifted back and forth on her feet, nervous energy filling her. She heard Ivy ask something, then a muted male voice. Then he came back with a folder in his hands. He took it to the couch and opened it.


    “Photocopies of all the evidence are in here.” He flipped each piece of paper over until he found it. A photocopy of a piece of notebook paper with the words Clifton St. written on it.


    Hunter stared at it. He started talking without looking up. “Stay in here. I have a phone call to make in the next room. If Sadler comes out, you come in and tell me right away. Don’t let him near you.”


    Jen nodded, fear filling her. The snake was in their safe house. Their not-safe house.


    She paced in front of the couch and watched the door to the office as Hunter disappeared. She listened to the rise and fall of Hunter’s voice behind the other door, wondering who he was talking too. And what would happen now? Would Sadler be arrested? Who arrests a cop?


    Finally, Hunter came out. “Chief Carver is unavailable. I talked to Assistant Chief Powell. He’s sending two uniforms over here.”


    “Are they going to arrest him?”


    “I don’t think so. I think he’s going to be placed into protective custody. The assistant chief wants to interview him. And then he’ll make a decision. We need to get Ivy and Ryker out of there, in case he goes haywire.”


    “I’ll call Ivy. Ryker will follow her.”


    Hunter nodded.


    Jen opened the door. “Ivy, I need you.” To her, her voice sounded cracked and anxious. She shut the door quickly and prayed Sadler would stay inside.


    Ivy came out, worry stamped on her face, and Ryker followed her. Hunter shut the door behind them and bustled them all down the hallway. “Everybody into the bathroom. Jen will explain. Don’t come out till I give the all-clear.”


    


    ***


    


    Three hours later, Jen strained her ears for the sound of Hunter’s car pulling up outside. She’d been listening for hours, while she read and summarized evidence as best she could. Sadler had been furious, but had handed his gun over and left with the uniformed officers without a physical confrontation. But then Hunter had left. And now Jen felt vulnerable. They had two guards, but Savoy could already know they were here. He could blow the place up or something.


    Finally, she heard it. She ran to the side window and saw him get out. He looked tired. But still so handsome. Her heart leapt at the sight of him and she ran to the door.


    He hugged her as he came in. Jen relished the touch, especially since he would only do it if they were alone. “Where’s Ivy and Ryker?”


    “I’ll get them.” Jen ran to the kitchen. “Hunter’s back. Come on.”


    When they were all settled in the room, Hunter told them what had happened.


    “He swears it wasn’t him. He says the only person he’s ever given the address to was Chief Carver, with all the rest of our files. And he swears he’s not related to Savoy.” Hunter turned to face Ryker. “He says you are.”


    “I am,” Ryker said. “But you knew that. I made sure you knew that.”


    Jen and Ivy looked at each other, eyes wide. Jen could tell by the shocked look on Ivy’s face that she hadn’t known this either.


    Hunter nodded, weary lines etching his face. “Yes, I did know that. Sadler is trying to say that you must be the cousin, and you must be the one who handed over the address. He passed a lie detector test saying he didn’t do it.”


    “I’ll take one.”


    Hunter studied him. “I believe you Ryker, but it might help our case if you do take one. Tell me how you are related to Savoy again?”


    “He’s my mother’s uncle.”


    “So you are his what? Grand-nephew?”


    Ryker nodded. “But my mother hates him. I’ve never met him, never talked to him. Never even seen anyone from that side of the family. My mother would never allow it. I didn’t even recognize Coleton on sight. I wouldn’t recognize any of them on sight.” Jen relaxed a little. This was a lot of words for Ryker, but she believed him. Besides, he wasn’t planted in 1997.


    “Hunter, when did Sadler join the police department?” she asked.


    Hunter cleared his throat. “December of 1997.”


    Ivy muttered something under her breath.


    Hunter turned to her. “What?”


    “I said, he’s been in the department for that long and he’s only a Sergeant?”


    Hunter nodded. “I’ve always thought that was one reason he was so bitter. Like he’d been passed over for promotion time and time again.” He took a deep breath. “Because Sadler passed the lie detector, he got his gun back. But he’s been reassigned out of undercover.” He looked at all of them in turn. “And we are going to move safe houses right now. Gather your stuff.”


    Jen turned to the evidence room. Everything in there was most important to her. She wanted her life back, and there had to be something in there that would get it back for her.
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    That very night, in the new safe house, the frenzy of activity began. Hunter wanted every piece of evidence read and cataloged and cross-referenced. He had Ivy move her computer in and log everything into her new program. Jen and Ryker summarized documents and items from the house and read them to Ivy. Hunter looked at the overall picture and matched items to crimes the police department already had at least some knowledge on, then he cataloged crimes that seemed completely new to them. They needed something big.


    Jen stopped working and stretched her neck, looking at the dwindling pile of paper that they hadn’t gone through yet. “What are we going to do if there’s nothing else in here to tell us who the mole is?”


    Ivy stopped too and cracked her fingers. “I still think it’s Sadler. Why else would Savoy come after me? Unless Sadler told him something specific about me. I didn’t have anything to do with you dating Coleton, and supposedly that was why he was pissed.”


    Ryker took off his cowboy hat and scratched his head. “What about the other cops who are related to Savoy? You could give them all lie detector tests.” He nodded at Hunter.


    “Like who?” Hunter asked, leaning forward, his voice tight.


    Ryker shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve just heard rumors. My mom talking with her sisters on poker night.”


    “Who, Ryker?”


    “Chief Carver.”


    “What?!” Hunter shoved backwards and paced the room. “What the fuck, Ryker!”


    “I don’t know if it’s true, man. My aunts you know, sometimes they outright lie just to mess with each other.”


    “Anyone else?”


    “I’ve never heard any other names, although they’ve suggested there’s quite a few people that at least feed information.”


    Hunter strode from wall to wall, his nostrils flaring, pounding one fist into an open hand. Jen watched him closely, feeling strangely excited by his energy.


    “I’ve got to think about this. I’m going to take a walk. You guys keep working.” He glanced at the clock. “Unless you want to call it a night.”


    He strode out of the house and Jen tried not to think of him alone, on the dark street, lost in thought.


    Almost two hours later, Jen looked at the clock. 2 a.m. If he didn’t show up in ten more minutes, she was going to look for him. Ryker and Ivy had gone to bed an hour ago. She envied them, in the same room, probably snuggled in the same bed. They had each other. And Hunter hadn’t even raised an eyebrow when they’d asked if they could share a room.


    She heard the door in the other room open and she tensed, jumping out of her chair to see who it was. She relaxed as she saw Hunter’s too-long hair and hard face. She flicked off the light in their working room and tiptoed out to him.


    “Hey, any ideas?” she asked, slipping under his arm.


    “No, just tons of questions. I’ve got a bit of a plan on how to proceed, but it all depends on us finding something to arrest and prosecute Savoy for.”


    “Doesn’t everything,” Jen said, snuggling into his chest and trying to steer him towards his room.


    He stopped at the doorway. “Jen, we can’t go in here together.”


    She sighed. “I don’t want to sleep alone tonight.”


    He seemed to consider. “I’ll sleep on the couch in your room. With the door open.”


    That was better than nothing. “OK.”


    They slept that way for the next two nights, Jen sometimes sneaking out of her bed and sitting next to him, lightly touching his arm while he slept. And when they’d cataloged every piece of evidence and cross-referenced it twice, Hunter finally admitted defeat.


    “The best thing we’ve got here is Bainbridge’s wallet. But until we hear from Coleton where he got it from, I don’t know if it will do us much good. We have enough to pull a search warrant on all his houses, but we don’t know what we’ll find once we get there. He may have been on a search and destroy mission over the last few days, which means we would find nothing. Jen, message Coleton again. Tell him unless he calls we have nothing to go on. I’m going to think.”


    Jen did as he asked. And when Coleton still didn't respond, she wondered if he was still alive.


    When Hunter came back in the room, she saw a new energy and light in his eyes. He lifted his chin at her. “Gather all the evidence. And your phone. I’ve got a plan.”


    Jen jumped up, excitement and hope building in her chest. She gathered everything and took it to Hunter. He smiled a dazzling smile at her and said, “Come on, we’ve got one stop to make and then we are going to ask to pull a search warrant.”


    


    


    ***


    


    Hunter stole another sidelong look at Jen. She caught him this time and smiled. His heart skipped a beat and he smiled back. God she was beautiful. He replayed it in his mind again. When she’d said I still want you. And he wanted her too. He wanted her so bad he had to bite his tongue every time he saw her to not spill out what was on his mind. How beautiful she was. How special. How sweet and fresh. How he’d thought his heart would burst in fear, frustration, rage, and relief when the news came to him that she’d been attacked in her house, and then she’d saved Ivy. He wanted her so bad sometimes his body shook with the effort of holding himself back from touching her. From running his hands through her hair. From pulling her close and kissing her the way she’d kissed him. God that kiss. He’d felt the ache from it in his balls for three days. It was killing him, having her so close and not being able to worship her body like she deserved. Especially since she’d flat out begged him for it. He saw it when she looked at him. Every glance seemed to say take me Hunter, won’t you ever take me? And he would. He dreamed about it every night, waking up sweating with a raging hard-on, and hoping no one had seen it. If they could just get her safe. And close this case. Then he’d take vacation for a week and lock them into his house, into his bedroom, onto his bed. Or the kitchen table. Or the couch. Or the shower. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and tried to stop thinking about it. He couldn’t walk into the District Attorney’s office with his longing for this recruit written all over the front of his pants. He took a few deep breaths and recited his spiel in his head, anything to get his mind off Jen. This had to work.


    After a 50 minute stop at the DA’s office, the fastest he could make photocopies and set up a surveillance screen for the DA, they were back in his truck, heading to the police department. He parked in the first open stall he could find and practically vaulted out of his truck.


    “Where are we going?” Jen whispered, as she ran to keep up with him in the PD hallways.


    “Chief’s office. To request a search warrant. If he says no, we can assume he’s the mole.”


    “Hunter, that’s brilliant!”


    “We’ll see. Do you have your phone on you? The one that’s wired for surveillance?” He knew she did, but watched her to see if she understood what he wanted.


    Her eyes went wide. “Yes.”


    “Good.” He stopped just outside the reception area for the Chief’s office and flipped on his phone, pulling up the app to the surveillance camera. “They’re watching at the DA’s office too. But if I’m wrong, I’m going to lose my job.”


    Worry lined her face, but he didn’t give her time to voice it. He pushed open the door and she followed.


    “I have an appointment to see Chief Carver,” he told the woman at the desk.


    “Go right in.”


    Hunter knocked on the door and was called in by a voice inside. He pushed the door open and walked to one of the chairs opposite the chief’s desk. Jen took the other one, pulling her arms and legs in, trying to look small and unimportant. Chief Carver was a compact man with dark hair and impressive eyebrows. He spoke forcefully into the phone, holding up one finger to Hunter. Hunter nodded and waited, his heart thudding painfully in his chest.


    When Chief Carver finally got off the phone he gave Hunter a menacing look. “What about Fiore Savoy, Foley? It’s taking you forever to go through that evidence file.”


    “We’re done Chief, and I think we can get him on racketeering and conspiracy.”


    The Chief raised his eyebrows. “That’s it? Let’s see it.”


    Hunter held out the file and Chief Carver went through it, flipping each page with a grunt. Finally he spoke. “This is pathetic. There’s not enough here to make anything stick.”


    “But there’s enough there for a search warrant. If we find something at his house to corroborate it then we’re golden. He’ll go down.”


    The chief seemed to notice Jen for the first time. “What’s she doing here?”


    “It’s her bust, if we make one. She’s responsible for getting the file and the rest of the evidence.”


    Chief Carver pressed his lips together. “Where is the rest of it? I heard there was a wallet.”


    “There is. It’s in the evidence room.”


    “Well what about the wallet? Are you going to go for murder 1?”


    Hunter shrugged. “With no body? We could dig up the yard around his house, but I doubt he was that stupid.”


    From the corner of his eye, Hunter watched Jen pull her phone out of her pocket and press a button nervously, like she was silencing it. He stood and took a step away from her, gesticulating aggressively. “Look, we don’t need a body to get him for racketeering. If we do it right we can get a federal conviction and he’ll go away for life anyway. Once he goes down we can lean on his operatives and if they plea bargained, maybe someone will spill where the body is.”


    Jen’s arm moved to the Chief’s desk in the far corner of his vision. She had done it.


    “Absolutely not. There’s not enough here to request a search warrant. Leave it with me. Maybe you missed something. And bring me that wallet!”


    “Yes sir.”


    Hunter stood quickly and strode to the door. Jen followed him.


    Outside, Hunter doubled his pace. He heard Jen running to keep up with him. He slammed open the stairwell door and pulled his phone from his pocket. He felt himself shaking, he was so angry. He clamped his jaw shut and felt the muscles there straining and clenching. If he saw what he thought he was going to see on the phone, he was going to go back in there and knock the Chief on his ass.


    The picture from Jen’s phone on the Chief’s desk swam into view. Hunter cycled through the cameras until he saw the chief, grainy and distorted, but there. He was feeding papers into his paper shredder. Hunter clenched his fists, not sure where the papers came from. Wanting to be sure before he lost it completely. The chief took out his phone and made a phone call. “Boss,” he said. Hunter shook his head, clamping his hands shut so hard they ached. Jen touched one gently and looked at him questioningly. He held a finger to his lips and lifted the phone, trying to hear the Chief’s next words.


    “I’ve got the file. It’s bad. I’m destroying it now but you’ll have to take them all out.” And then he recited the address to the safe house where Ryker and Ivy were.


    Hunter pressed a button and the images disappeared. He pulled up his contacts and speed-dialed Ryker. “You guys get out of there. He’s coming. Get out of there now!” He hung up and started back towards the door, murder written on his face.


    Jen pulled at him. “Hunter, you can’t go in there. Even though you’re right, if you try to take down the Chief and no one knows why, you're the one who is going to end up dead.” He was pulling out of her grasp. She wasn’t even sure if he heard her. She tried again. “Please Hunter, get hold of yourself! For me!” He stopped and dropped his head. Jen caressed his hand lightly, trying to get it to relax. She could hear his ragged breathing. Slowly, she saw his muscles relax, saw his aggressive posture loosen.


    “You’re right. Come on.” He prepared to dial another number as she followed him down a flight of stairs, but his phone rang in his hand. “Foley,” he said, menace in his voice.


    The DA let loose a flood of swearing and instructions in his ear.


    “Yes ma'am. I saw it too. I’m going to Assistant Chief Powell right now,” he answered, then stuffed the phone in his pocket.


    He pushed past the receptionist in the next office, ignoring her cries to stop. He threw a look back over his shoulder and saw Jen talking to her, holding her hand on the woman’s phone. Rip it out of the wall, sweetheart, he thought. Whatever you have to do to give me a few minutes here.


    Assistant Chief Powell was at his desk. He was older than the Chief, by at least ten years, and had been an officer fifteen years longer, his beer belly growing a little each year now that he didn’t have to wear a uniform. Talk around the station said Powell should have been elected police chief, but Carver had charmed the voters somehow. After his election, in order to alleviate the cop on the street’s outrage at his election, Carver had appointed Powell one of his Assistant Chiefs. But there was no love lost between the two. In fact, they often butted heads over what was best for the officers. Plus, Powell had been Hunter's Captain while he had been a patrol officer. Best damn Captain in the department. Always had his officers' backs.


    Powell looked up at the intrusion, his eyebrows drawing together, but then his face relaxed pleasantly as he recognized Hunter.


    Before Powell could say anything Hunter started talking, his words tumbling out. “Chief, you gotta call the DA, right now. It’s an emergency. Chief Carver is feeding information to Fiore Savoy. He just gave an order to have me killed. DA says we are to arrest him.”


    Assistant Chief Powell sat stock still for a second. Probably trying to process this complete shake up of his world. Hunter snatched the phone off his desk and dialed the DA’s number, then held out the receiver. Powell just looked at it, then seemed to come to life.


    “Sonuvabitch,” he whispered, taking the receiver and pulling it to his ear.


    After a short conversation, Powell stood up. “Just me and you, Hunter. No hesitation. He has a gun on his hip and another in his desk. You got handcuffs?” Hunter pulled them from the pouch on his belt and tried to hand them to Powell. “No, you keep them. We go in fast, me first.”


    Hunter nodded and followed Powell out of his office. Jen had indeed ripped the secretary’s phone out of the wall and pitched it into the hallway. “Delia,” Powell bellowed. “Get upstairs, get all the secretaries away from the Chief’s office. Nobody makes any phone calls. I’m arresting Chief Carver, but you don’t breathe a word of that until it’s done, or unless we need help.” He pointed at Jen. “Who’s that?”


    “Undercover officer.” Hunter answered.


    “Good. Delia, she’s in charge. Officer, you follow us up the stairs. If we holler for help you make sure the officers coming in know the Chief is under arrest per the DA.”


    Jen nodded tightly and pulled the stunned secretary to her feet, preparing to follow them upstairs.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 25


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen’s ears filled with the sounds of feet pounding up the stairs. She followed Hunter and the assistant chief, pulling Delia behind her. Delia puffed and panted already, and they hadn’t even made it up the full flight of stairs. Jen hoped she wasn’t about to have a heart attack. As they burst through the door, Jen actually dragging Delia now, she saw Hunter’s boots disappear into Carver’s office. The yelling started immediately. She pushed Delia in front of her. “Tell the secretary to come with you now.”


    Delia told the shocked-looking secretary who was staring open-mouthed at the door to the Chief’s office. Jen looked back and forth down the hallway, trying to decide where they should go. “What’s down there?”


    “R-records,” the woman answered.


    Jen could hear smashing and crunching sounds coming from the office. “Both of you, get down there, and get under something. Don’t come out till I say so.” She watched the women hurry that way, grabbing onto each other for support. She turned to the Chief’s door, wondering if she should go in.


    Someone in the office roared in pain, forcing Jen’s decision. She ran to the door and pushed it open. The Chief’s desk was overturned, Hunter and Powell were both on top of Chief Carver, trying to force his hands together enough that they could handcuff him. Carver fought with every ounce of strength he had, and each of the men had blood on him; Carver on his face, Hunter in his hair, and Powell smeared across his shirt.


    Two feet in front of Carver’s face was a gun, lying impotently on the carpet. But if Carver got one hand free… Jen sprinted into the room and snatched the gun up, moving sideways and pointing it at Carver’s head. Carver struggled for a moment longer, then gave up, dropping nervelessly to the carpet. Hunter snapped the final handcuff and leaned back, panting.


    Assistant Chief Powell stood up and put his hand out for the gun in Jen’s hand. She gave it over. “Nice job, young lady, now get back out there and holler if anyone tries to come in this door.”


    Jen nodded mutely and ran for the door, trying to calm the adrenaline that was still pouring into her bloodstream.


    She paced back and forth in front of the door, eying the stairs, the elevator, and the hallway. No one came. She heard Hunter and the Assistant Chief talking at the same time from behind her. They both seemed to be on the phone. Chief Carver never made a peep.


    The elevator dinged. Jen stared at it as it slid open, and a uniformed officer came out. “Someone’s here!” she yelled over her shoulder. She walked toward him with her hands up. “Listen to me for a second—” He cut her off.


    “I’m here to replace you. I know what’s going on. They want you in there.”


    Jen looked at him, shocked, convinced he was about to overpower her and rush in. Instead, he turned around and faced the doors she had been watching.


    “There’s two women hiding in records. They can come out but don’t let them make any phone calls.”


    “Got it.”


    Jen pulled the door open and entered the office. Chief Carver sat on the floor, bleeding all over his pants. His face was set in rage. Hunter put a hand over his cell phone and told her, “Call Ivy and Ryker, tell them to come here quickly.”


    Jen grabbed her phone off the desk and dialed Ivy’s number.


    “Hello.”


    “Ivy, you guys OK?”


    “Yeah, we’re just driving around.”


    “Come to the police station, up to the Chief’s office.”


    “OK.”


    Jen clicked off and watched Hunter and the Assistant Chief, who were both barking orders into their respective phones. A few minutes later the door pushed open behind her and four people filed in, three men and a woman, all dressed in business suits. Jen recognized the woman as the District Attorney.


    Hunter came close and whispered. “Go outside and wait for Ivy and Ryker. We’re going to do simultaneous search warrants on the Chief’s house and each of Fiore Savoy’s houses within the next 2 hours. You, Ivy, and Ryker are with me if you want to go. You’ll have to wait in the cars, but you can observe.”


    Jen nodded, her heart beating in anticipation. A search warrant. Did that mean they were arresting Coleton’s dad?


    


    ***


    


    Six long hours later, Jen peeled off her gloves and climbed into the patrol car next to Ivy and Ryker. She hadn’t seen Hunter in more than three hours. She didn’t even know if he was still on site.


    After the initial entry, they’d watched from the car as everyone in the house had been filed out in handcuffs. There’d been no shooting and no fighting. Savoy had apparently been too secure in his belief that the police would not try to touch him without him knowing, and he’d been caught totally unaware. One woman, five men, and two children had been brought out, the children eventually getting to leave in a car with the woman. Jen had tried to determine which one was Coleton’s dad. The oldest, meanest looking one, she finally decided. And she recognized one of the men from the pictures of the fences Hunter and Sgt. Sadler had handed them on the first day.


    After some initial recovery, Hunter had come out and gotten them and put them to work emptying out three sheds behind the house. They found absolutely nothing of interest, until Ryker almost fell through the rotting floor in the last shed. Pulling up the floorboards revealed an underground cavern with tunnels reaching all the way to the house and beyond. Nobody had let the recruits down there, but Jen had heard the talk. Some people were speculating the tunnels reached downtown and had been dug when Fiore’s father had been in charge. Probably for quick escapes from robberies, or just eluding the police.


    It had been heavy, dirty work, and Jen ached. Finally, they’d been told the next shift was coming in to continue the work and they were relieved of duty and would be given a ride back to the station. Jen asked after Hunter, but no one knew.


    Back at the station, the three of them sat in the waiting room, discussing what to do now.


    “I’ll text Hunter. We can’t go anywhere till we hear from him,” Jen said.


    The door opened and Hunter walked in, carrying three big bags. Jen saw no signs of tiredness on his face. He motioned to them to follow him and strode confidently through the department to the briefing room. Hunter pushed the door open and plopped his bags on the long table. “You guys come in here and sign for your work today. Thanks for helping out.”


    A shout of “Foley!” rang through the large room and cops sitting in chairs and milling around turned to see him. Several clapped. Three came up and shook his hand. Each time, Hunter turned and pointed out Jen, Ivy, and Ryker. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without these three recruits. They uncovered almost all of the evidence.” Jen had her hand shaken several times, and she was surprised to see actual respect in the officers’ eyes.


    As the last officer, a tall skinny man with red hair, shook her hand, then Ryker’s, then Ivy’s, Hunter said, “By the way guys, this is your new boss, Sgt. Rice. He is in charge of the recruit class.”


    Jen’s ears rang with the words new boss. “You’re not our boss anymore?” she asked Hunter, hope blooming in her chest. Hope that this man would finally be hers. That this night would finally be about them. That her life-affirming, naughty plans could finally be enacted.


    “Nope, case is over with the arrests tonight. You three may have to testify at some point, but you can join the next recruit class which starts in two weeks.”


    “We’re not in danger anymore?” Ivy asked.


    “We’re going to keep you in a hotel for at least another few days— we have to assume all the safe house addresses have been compromised— but I have a feeling that once we finish rounding up the people who are being implicated by what we uncovered today, there will be no one left on the streets for you to be in danger from.”


    Ryker pulled Ivy to him and kissed her on the forehead, then he gave Jen a low five. Jen’s grin spread over her face slowly, but solidly. She tried to catch Hunter’s eye but he wouldn’t look at her. Her grin slipped a little.


    The door to the room opened and Assistant Chief Powell walked in. He spotted Hunter and headed for them. He shook Hunter’s hand. “Good work out there tonight.” Before Hunter could answer, Powell changed the subject. “The DA has appointed me Chief until the next election.” Hunter grabbed his hand back and pumped it.


    “Congrats Chief! It should have been you all along.”


    Powell smiled, then dropped his hand. “I need an assistant chief.”


    Hunter rolled his eyes back and took a deep breath like he was thinking. “You want my opinion?”


    “No.”


    Hunter pulled his head back a little. Jen looked at both men nervously.


    “I want you to be my assistant chief.”


    Ivy clapped her hands and clasped them to her mouth. Ryker shuffled his feet and chucked Hunter on the shoulder. Hunter looked stunned. Jen took a step back and felt her heart fall through the floor. He would be crazy to say no. But if he didn’t, he’d be her boss again. A cold shiver of heartbreak ran through her.


    Hunter looked around, but still wouldn’t meet Jen’s eyes.


    “I need an answer Foley, we’ve got a lot of work to do patching up this department.”


    “I, uh, I’d be honored, Sir, but there’s some things I need to work out with you first.”


    “Name them.”


    “Privately, if that’s OK.”


    “Yes, follow me to my office.”


    Hunter turned to them, still avoiding Jen’s eyes. “Wait upstairs for me. I’ll need to give you your hotel information.”


    And just like that, he was gone. Jen looked around wildly for a bathroom, not wanting to cry in public, but feeling the hot tears pressing against her eyes, demanding to fall.


    Ivy saw her face and took her hand. “We’ll meet you upstairs, Ryker.”


    She pulled Jen to a bathroom and held her. “What’s wrong, Jen?”


    “Nothing. I’m just tired. And stressed. And PMSing maybe.”


    Ivy said nothing. Jen didn’t care if Ivy believed her or not. She’d tell Ivy later, when they weren’t in the police station anymore. She needed to tell someone. Pain seared through her.


    When she calmed down she wiped her eyes and they went to find Ryker. Jen didn’t want to go to a hotel room. She wanted to go home. Surely Sara and Jerry were protection enough for her. She’d just tell Hunter—


    He walked in the room, straight to Ivy and Ryker. “Do you two want one room or two?”


    “One,” Ivy said.


    Hunter nodded. “That’s what I thought. Your key is waiting for you at the front desk. Stay together.” He turned to Jen, and grabbed her hand when she wouldn’t stop pacing to look at him. “Jen, come outside with me please.”


    Jen let him pull her outside, the tears building again. This is where he tells me we can’t see each other. We can’t even have that one night he promised me.


    He walked her to his truck and turned her to face him. He wiped the one tear that had spilled down her right cheek gently, with the ball of his thumb. “I told the Chief I would take the job, but on two conditions.”


    She snuffled. “What are they?”


    “One, I told him that you and Ivy and Ryker need to get full credit for this bust, which is one of the biggest in WHPD history. It needs to go in your personnel file and your names need to be on the reports.”


    Jen didn’t say anything, not caring about the reports or the files or the bust at all. Only waiting for her heart to get ripped in half.


    “And then I explained to him our … situation. I told him that we’d fallen in love, but we hadn’t actually dated or done anything about it, because you were a recruit and I was your boss. I think he believed me.”


    Jen swallowed. “Love?”


    “I told him I couldn’t take the job because I wanted to be free to date you.”


    Jen couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’d do that for me?”


    Hunter wiped another tear away. “I’d do anything for you.”


    Jen grabbed his hand and tried to step into his arms. He held up a finger and held her back.


    “He appointed me assistant chief, but of operations. He left Carver’s other assistant chief as director of personnel. So that means I have nothing to do with personnel. And it’s perfectly legal for me to date you.” Jen uttered a little shriek of surprise and joy. “But, not until you are out of recruit class.”


    Jen wilted. “Oh my God. How long is recruit class again?”


    “Five months.”


    Jen tried to walk on legs that suddenly felt creaky. “Five months. Five months. I can do that. I can wait that long. I’m sure I can,” she said to herself, under her breath.


    Hunter watched her, his expression unreadable. She whirled to face him. “And you agreed to it?”


    “Actually, I told him I respected that, but wondered if there was any wiggle room for discretion.”


    “And he said?” Jen’s voice trailed off weakly. Hunter stepped in close to her and whispered in her ear, “He said there is always wiggle room for discretion.”


    Jen pulled back, eyebrows raised, eyes wide, and tried to read his face. “What does that mean?” she hissed.


    Hunter laughed and pulled the passenger door to his truck open. “Get in. We got one hotel room also.” His eyes burned into hers. “If that’s OK with you?”


    Jen climbed up into the seat, her heart back in a normal rhythm but her soul flying above her in joy. “Only if it’s soundproof.”


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 26


    


    

  


  
    



    Jen walked into the hotel room behind Hunter, anticipation lighting up her nerves like fiber-optic cables. He pushed the door closed and pinned her to the wall with his body. “Finally,” he breathed into her mouth just before he covered it with his. Jen closed her eyes and melted into him. Finally, she echoed in her own mind.


    He lifted her hands over her head and held them in place, placing feather-soft kisses on her bottom and then top lip. Jen sighed, each touch sending bolts of pure sensation down her body. She couldn’t believe it was happening. This handsome, hunk of a man was finally all hers. She could do anything she wanted to him. She could let him do anything he wanted to her. And she wanted all of it. Everything he had to give. And everything she had to give. She bucked her hips towards him and tried to catch his lower lip in her teeth. He got the message, his own hunger coming through in his more urgent kisses.


    “Hunter, I’m dirty,” she breathed.


    “Awesome,” he growled back.


    “No, I mean it. I’m sweaty and yucky. I want to take a shower before you take me.”


    He moaned quietly into her mouth and pressed his body against her harder. She felt his erection throb against her lower belly and she reached for it, traced a finger over it, marked it for later.


    “I could wash you,” he offered.


    “No shower sex for our first time. Shower sex can be awkward. I want our first time to be amazing,” she told him, eyes still closed, his lips on her jawbone, his teeth scraping her skin.


    “No sex. I’ll just wash you. And brush your hair.” His voice sounded husky and sexy and his words sent her over the edge. She wanted to be clean, but she didn’t want to wait to have him inside her. She rolled her head back. “I can’t decide. I don’t want you to stop.”


    “I won’t stop,” he promised. “But I won’t take you until we’re on the bed.”


    She groaned an agreement and he lifted her shirt over her head, then unclasped her bra and dropped it to the ground, but he never stopped kissing her. He dropped his hands to her jeans and unbuttoned them, his tongue still gently probing her mouth. He pushed her jeans down and she stepped out of them.


    Hunter dropped his mouth to her neck and gently lavished her collarbone and the sensitive places below her ears with attention, his hands sliding around her waist and hooking into her underwear. Jen’s breath tore in and out of her throat in ragged gasps. Her very center felt too-hot, too-there, too-primed to explode at any touch. “Hunter,” she breathed, as his fingers slid down her legs, pulling her underwear with them. They puddled around her ankles and he dragged his hands lightly back up her inner thighs, slowly. She grabbed his hair and pulled. She was so close to orgasm and he’d barely touched her! Her head rolled against the wall as his hands dragged higher and higher, the friction sending tiny vibrations right to her core. One hand reached her sex first, and slid, ever so softly upward. She gritted her teeth, thinking she could stand it if he just did that again, but the next hand bore down with just a tiny bit of pressure, sliding up, then back down, dipping in between her folds, then sliding out directly against her clitoris. Jen uttered a sensation-driven moan as her orgasm slammed into her, rocking her pelvis forward. Dimly, she was aware of Hunter whispering sweet, encouraging words, and sliding his finger gently back to where it had caused such a response. Slowly she came back to earth, breathing heavily, sweet waves of pleasure receding from her core. Hunter planted a sweet kiss on her top lip.


    “That wasn’t on purpose,” he said.


    She laughed at the expression on his face. “It was an accident?”


    He laughed too. “No, I mean—”


    “I'm suddenly very aware that I am completely naked and you are fully clothed.”


    “I’ll fix that.”


    He pulled his shirt over his head and cast it aside, drinking her in with his eyes as he did so. Jen gasped lightly at her first view of his naked chest. He seemed chiseled out of stone, with defined muscles stretching from his chest, straight down his abs. He undid his own pants and pushed them down, revealing dark boxers, stretched to capacity at the front. Instead of shedding them he lifted her hair off her breasts shoulders and spilled it down her back, then looked her up and down, desire clearly imprinted on his face. “You’re so beautiful, Jen. Tell me what I did to deserve you.”


    Jen’s breath caught in her throat at his statement and question. She didn’t know how to answer him. The wanting in his eyes sparked a new heat in her belly and she felt her own desire come flooding back.


    He didn’t seem to need an answer. He took her by the hand and pulled her into the bathroom, turning on the shower and testing the water temperature.


    He invited her into the shower and she stepped towards it. “I left my brush in your truck, Hunter.”


    “Too bad. Rain check on the hair brushing?”


    “Yeah.” She smiled, and realized she couldn’t wait till he brushed her hair. It sounded simple, but incredibly erotic at the same time. She pulled the curtain closed, feeling suddenly shy. “I’ll be out in one minute. Less.”


    He didn’t respond. She hoped his feelings weren't hurt. She peeked out and saw him finally taking his underwear off. His back was to her, so all she could see was his hard-as-stone ass. She grinned and wondered what she’d done to deserve him. She quickly ran a bar of soap over her body and rinsed off, just wanting to be back where he could touch her.


    “Don’t turn the water off. I need it too.”


    “OK.” She stepped out and grabbed a towel. He stepped in on the other side of the shower curtain. By the time she had reached the bed, he was already turning the water off.


    He walked out confidently, drying his hair with his only towel, his cock fully hard and leading the way. Jen’s eyes widened at its length and thickness. She couldn’t seem to take her eyes off of it. Her former shyness melted into a little puddle of goo she quickly discarded. He threw the towel on the ground and stood to the side of the bed, the darkness in this part of the room shadowing his eyes.


    She realized he was waiting for an invitation, not wanting to rush her or push her. Oh she would invite him. She would invite him to have his way with her. Naughty desires went through her mind. She wanted nothing more than to be at his mercy, to be taken and dominated by him. She’d never had a lover quite as … in charge as she saw him. That’s because he was your boss, way to not make that weird, she thought, stuffing a giggle down. Whatever, boss fantasy or not, she relished the thought of him being in charge of her, as much as she said it was OK, anyway. In her mind’s eye, she saw him pushing her against the wall again and holding her arms with one hand while he did as he pleased. She reached out with her right hand and wrapped her fingers around his cock, delighting at the weight of it. He made a small noise in the back of his throat as she pulled him forward and ran her fingers over him.


    He climbed on the bed and kissed her thoroughly, until she collapsed into the mattress. He lifted her arms over her head like he’d done before, and ran his hand along the underside of them, making her shiver. His hands traced her arms and sides and then moved up to cup her breasts. Jen sighed and arched her back. He caught one of her nipples in his mouth and she gasped again as he expertly rolled his tongue around it. “Take me,” she begged him, not wanting to wait one more second to feel him inside her.


    “With pleasure,” he said, reaching past her to the nightstand. Jen saw he grabbed a condom and felt a giggle escape her throat.


    “Are you laughing at me?” he asked, a fake serious look on his face, which didn’t slow his hands down at all.


    “No, but when did you put that there? You are like Houdini.”


    “I am like Houdini,” he agreed, and then he was nudging between her legs and she felt his thickness pushing gently at her, causing ripples of pleasure to cascade upward and inward.


    She opened for him and arched into the bed, feeling every inch of him stretching her, turning her inside out with pleasure. “Oh Hunter,” she breathed, her mouth working independently of her brain. “Ivy said you’ve liked me for a long time, since even before our first night in the hotel room when you wouldn’t do this.” He slowed his pace and kissed her chest.


    “I’ve liked you since the first time I saw you at the written test, months ago. I’ve loved you since before our first night in the hotel room when I wouldn’t do this to you.”


    Jen felt a burst of pleasure, independent of what he was doing to her physically, at this admission. She sighed. He picked his pace up again, thrusting deeper into her each time. She moaned, feeling herself building towards orgasm again. “You love me?” her defector mouth asked.


    “I think I do, Jen. Come for me again,” he said, his voice thick with sensuality.


    Jen let him take her where he wanted her to go. She curved into the bed again and allowed the waves to pull her under, to drown her in bliss, only dimly aware of Hunter shuddering above her with his own release.


    When she fell quiet, he let himself down on top of her gently and kissed her shoulder. “I’m starving.”


    Jen laughed and swatted him on the chest. “Me too,” she said. “Pizza?”


    “Yeah, I’ll order in a second. He disappeared into the bathroom, then returned, switching the lights on and pulling the phone book out of the drawer next to the bed. Jen buried herself under the covers, feeling happiness radiating off her. She had a job she was good at. She had a new boyfriend who said he loved her. A thought struck her.


    “Hunter?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Don’t get mad at me, but are you a cheater?”


    He turned to her, eyes questioning. “No Jen, I’ve never cheated on a girlfriend and I never would.”


    She settled deeper in to the covers, sleep overtaking her. “That’s what I thought.” She drifted slightly but pulled herself awake long enough to tell him one last thing. “Wake me up when the pizza gets here.”


    


    


    <<<>>>


    


    Epilogue


    


    


    Almost two weeks later, Jen said good-bye to the evidence room for the last time. She had been working there since the search warrant out at Savoy’s place. She was waiting for her recruit class to start, which would happen on Monday. Ivy and Ryker were also working in here, but neither one of them had showed up today and Ivy hadn’t messaged her back yet. She wondered if they were sick.


    She walked out of the station, heading to her car. Her plans for Assistant Chief Foley that evening rolled through her brain. She had been working on him, extracting his deepest fantasies. She had just enough time to get down to the costume shop and rent the stewardess outfit she’d put on hold over the phone, then get to his house and let herself in to wait for him.


    Her thoughts turned to Coleton, as they always did around this time of the day. She wished he would respond to her messages. Luckily, they’d found enough evidence in his dad’s houses and the ex-chief’s house that they could prosecute Savoy without him. She just hoped he was OK.


    Her phone rang. Ivy.


    “Hi Ivy, you guys sick? Or just spending the day in bed?”


    “Jen.” Ivy’s sobbing voice cut through her joking mood.


    “Ivy, what’s wrong?”


    “Jen, Ryker’s disappeared. He left me a note. He…” She broke off into heart-wrenching sobs.


    “Ivy, tell me.”


    “He says he’s quit the police department and ... and he doesn’t love me anymore.”


    The End


    Book 2 of the Unauthorized series , Unauthorized Deception, is available Here


    http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00R42TC6K


    


    *** If you haven't read Jerry and Sara's story, it is book 5 of the Edge of the Heat Series, located here: http://www.amazon.com/Edge-Heat-5-Lisa-Ladew-ebook/dp/B00MDU5OV0/


    Book 1 of that series is free, here


    http://www.amazon.com/Edge-Heat-Lisa-Ladew-ebook/dp/B00HYEMAFI/


    

  


  
    Get The Newest Books


    Get Early notification of all my new releases and the new release sales by signing up for my mailing list at http://www.lisaladew.com

  


  
    Could You Help Me Out?


    


    I truly hope you enjoyed this book.


    Would you please do me a favor and write me a review? There is nothing more important to authors than reviews. Let me know what you think of it.

  


  
    Stay Connected


    I love my readers. Yours insights into my books often floor me. Connect with me on


    Facebook:


    https://www.facebook.com/LisaLadewAuthor


    Twitter:


    https://twitter.com/LisaLadewAuthor


    


    Lend my book to anyone you like! Or recommend it on goodreads or in person. Thank you so much!

  


  
    About the Author


    I live in the frozen north (Idaho pandhandle). I am married and have 2 boys, the oldest 11 and the youngest 2. I am addicted to facebook. And writing. And sentence fragments. No really, I am.
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